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Prologue



“Be certain of this, my son.” The dark-robed woman shifted in the marble throne as stars swirled all around her.

“I am, Mother.” The space between them full of color, a window open to the world, to a woman, to a time. “She is the one I have needed, the other half of myself.”

The window shut with a snap and the woman rose. “I will see about this my son, but it will take a great deal of bargaining.”

“They love a bargain, Mother.” A half smile spread over his face. “Tell them that I will owe them a favor if they arrange this.”

“I will do no such thing.” She shook her head, perfect ringlets falling around her shoulders. “I will not give them an open-ended promise, no matter what it is that you seek.”

The woman left the room, swirling her night-dark cloak around her and opened yet another door in the air. There was no light in this door. All was dark save the light of a fire that crackled in the middle of the space.

“Who comes?” a cracked voice split the air and a bent, robed form appeared in the doorway.

“I come to bargain.” The woman stepped through the door and came face to face with the Weavers of Fate. “For my son, for his other half.”

“We listen, Goddess,” one of the Three said with a bow. “Why do you bargain with us for this thing?”

“Because I require the shifting of Fate,” she said, opening the window again to that place, to that time, to a pale-haired woman walking down a street. “This is she, the other half of my son’s soul, and I come to bargain for the shifting of her fate.”

“The fate of a mortal?” Another of the Three bent and peered at the window. “Tricky, and possibly with consequences.”

“But it can be done,” the goddess replied with a nod and a wave at the woman in the window. “It has been done before.”

“We will bargain, Goddess,” the last of the Three said. “If the bargain is struck, then we will play with Fate.”


CHAPTER 1
Sleep



Weird dreams. They were just a fact of her life. She’d had them ever since she was little. Vivid, sometimes terrifying dreams, and they all seemed to follow a theme. When she was little, playmates and animals that were sometimes monsters and a teacup that spoke in riddles.

When she grew older, her playmates vanished along with childhood and as she became an adult with all the responsibilities that entailed, her dreams shifted. The playmates became a man that waited in the shadows and held her when she was stressed or lonely or sad. The animals were still there, to settle in her lap and ground her when she needed it and sometimes they were the monsters that she could fight and steady herself.

The only thing that was the same, eternal and unchanging, was the teacup that spoke in riddles. The riddles had shifted as she aged, though. Rather than being for fun, they’d become a thought exercise. A way for her to solve problems that her conscious brain couldn’t. It was useful and helpful, but it was the fact that it was a teacup that made it clear that she was dreaming.

Tonight, though, tonight’s dream was her man in the shadows. She should have expected it. She knew when she was on the verge of being broken up with and her current boyfriend had that look in his eyes.

It hurt. She’d thought she’d been his one, but the light in his eyes was fading and there was no way to get it back. So she fell into the dream and went looking for her dream man. He always waited for her to come to him, off in the fringes of a forested dreamscape. So she went to find him, taking the skirts of the dress she always wore in her dreams in her hands and walking into the trees.

He was where he always was, under a spreading olive tree, looking for all the world like some kind of Greek god, lounging with his back to the trunk and rising when she cleared the treeline. “Hello, Mine.” His voice always made her shiver. “The bargain is being closed, Mine. Soon you will be with me.”

“You’re a dream.” She went to him when he opened his arms to her. “This is a dream. No matter how much I wish-“

“Hush, Mine,” he enveloped her in his arms and swayed with her. “Only a short while longer and you will have what you wish. I am Dream, and soon you will be with me.”

There was no harm in pretending. After all, it was only a dream. So she buried herself further into his arms and let herself pretend that what her dream man said was true. That she would be with him soon.

“Tell me of your day, Mine.” His voice was a deep rumble in her chest. “Tell me what you do not want to leave behind when you come to me.”

“Where am I going?” She looked up at him briefly and wondered if the dream would burst like a bubble if she tried to kiss him. That was what had always happened in the past, and she wasn’t ready for the dream to end yet.

He leaned in and brushed his lips across her forehead. “You will come to the olive grove on the lower slopes of the Mountain and live with me for all time.”

She tried to think about what she wouldn’t want to leave behind, tried to think of what was keeping her here, in this place, and couldn’t come up with anything. Her furniture was all rented, and so was her apartment. Her job was through a temp agency, and though she loved it, she was only a replacement for one of the curators on maternity leave.

Once her boyfriend broke up with her, there was really nothing left for her. She’d make more for herself, be more for herself, find her place, but for now, she was adrift in the city and her only moorings didn’t exist in waking life.

“Nothing, I guess.” She swiped at the tears on her cheeks. “As soon as Ben leaves me, I don’t have anything holding me to the city, not really.”

“So you are willing to come to me, Mine?” There was an odd edge to his voice. “Fate is not easily changed, but your consent eases the way.”

“Sure,” it was just a dream she reminded herself. “Take me away, Dream, make me yours.”

He tipped his head back and looked at the sky. “She consents, Weavers.”

The sky flashed gold and silver and bright rose, reflecting in his eyes as he looked down at her. “Only a little longer, Mine. Only a few more turns of the world and you will be brought to me, I swear it.”

“Why me, Dream?” She buried her face against his shoulder. “I know it’s only a dream, that you aren’t actually here and I’ll wake up and figure out my life, but why me?”

“Because, Mine, you are the other half of myself.” He kissed her forehead again. “We are in my realm because it is the only way I can come to you for now. Trust for just a little longer and we will be together.”

She nodded against his collarbone, sighing deeply and wishing it could be real. But it wasn’t and it never would be. The man with the night-dark eyes that called her “mine” was just a figment of her imagination and a manifestation of her desire to be someone’s person. At least, that’s what her therapist had said about the whole thing.

They walked together under the trees until everything started to go misty as the night ended and she started to wake up. She didn’t want to, she wanted to stay here, but he turned to her and tipped her chin up to look at her with a soft smile.

“Only a few more turns of the planet, Mine,” he leaned down until his lips were a breath from hers. “Only a little more time.” He kissed her, softly, gently, and the dream-world ran like chalk in the rain until there was nothing left but darkness.
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Dream pulled himself from the Place Between, the place where mortal dreams existed and smiled at the memory of feeling her lips on his. The other half of himself, his, the one he’d needed since forever. And in a few more turns of the planet, she would be at his side for the rest of time. He would care for her, nurture her, and she would bloom in the magic he could sense waiting for her on the other side of reality.

That was part of the reason she was his; because she would grow to belong, to live here on the mountain with him into the far distance of time. The Weavers of Fate would bring her to him, and she would be his.

Before that, he had to ensure that there was a place prepared for her. A place where she would be safe and secure while she came into her magic. A place hidden from the other denizens of the mountain because he knew the Elders. If they scented a mortal on the mountain, they would take her for themselves and he would die before he saw her in their hands.

He left the cave and hurried down to the olive grove. This was where he planned to bring her, to hide her from the others, to wait with her while she bloomed and then he would present her to the Highest as a proper resident of the mountain. Untouchable and inviolate, his consort, his protected.

But first he would make their place. He would raise it from the stone, roof it with the sky and light it with the stars. He had a few turns left, and that was more than enough time for the Lord of Dreams to make whatever he chose into reality.

He raised their villa, stone and sky and stars. All the softness and light that she deserved. He’d watched her grow, watched as those not worthy of her came into her life and watched her pain as they left her. But none of them had been him, none of them had been worthy of her affection. So he had been in her dreams, there to hold her and let her cry, there to pick her up when they discarded her.

And now she would never cry for them again.

Because she had agreed to come to him.

“The bargain is struck, my son,” his mother, the Goddess of Night, walked into the villa. She looked tired, exhausted, and he was at her side to help her sit, to recline on one of the couches and he summoned a bowl of fruit to her side. “The Weavers have agreed to the shifting of her fate. Now we are only to wait until the opening comes and she will be with you.”

“How long?” He sat at her side. “I promised her only a few turns.”

“It is in the hands of the Weavers, my son.” His mother took a bunch of grapes and started eating. “They will arrange it so that it does the least damage to the weave of the universe. We have only to be patient.”

“Yes, Mother.” He swallowed the impatience and shook his head. Surely he wouldn’t be made to wait for overly long. “Thank you, Mother, for doing this thing for me.”

“I would not force your soul to remain apart from itself, my son.” The Goddess of Night rubbed a hand over her pale cheek. “I know all too well what that does to the mind over time.”

“You should rest, Mother.” He guided her up from the couch and down the hall to one of the bedrooms. “When you wake we will discuss this, but you should rest before you must go to your duties.”

His mother nodded, and he closed the door and went back to his business.

And the world turned. He visited her dreams, but she didn’t come to him. That happened at times. She would not seek him out and he could not delve deeper into her psyche without doing the risk of harming her.

So he was without her for some nights and all was well. She would be with him soon. All he needed to do was be patient.

And then she came out of the trees to him, a benediction in its fullest, and buried herself in his arms. She was shaking and he could feel the pain in her dreamscape. “Dream, I can’t-“ She gasped the words to him through tears. “I wish you were real, I wish you would take me away, but you aren’t and I have to figure out how to move forward without anyone or anything.”

“Mine, be at peace.” He swayed with her as she cried. “All is well, all will be well. The Weavers work, and soon you will be with me.” He held her close and told her of the place he’d made for them on the slopes of the mountain in the arms of the olive trees. “There we will rest in each other’s arms, Mine. There is where you will bloom and come into your own. When you bloom, I will present you to the Highest and we will forever be together.”

“I wish,” she whispered to him. “I wish it was real, but it’s a dream. You’re a dream.”

“I am Dream, Mine, and there is nothing I would not do for you if you asked.” He laid his cheek on her hair. “Come and walk with me. Come and tell me what you wish to see on the mountain. After you bloom, we will see everything you wish.”

He walked with her in the shadows of the night-dark trees and told her of the wonders of the mountain. Of the Nymphs of the pools and the Dryads of the trees that would make her crowns of flowers.

He walked with her until dawn was breaking and he had to let her go. Back to the waking world until she was brought to him. “Soon, Mine, soon.”


CHAPTER 2
Dream



Dream

When she woke, she knew she had to face her life. No matter how badly she wanted to flee back into sleep, no matter how badly she wanted her dream, or her serpent, or even her teacup, she needed to do what she always did and stand on her own feet in the face of everything that tried to crush her down.

After all, they couldn’t reach into her world and help her. She was on her own and that meant that she needed to find her own legs and figure out where she was going. Ophelia pushed the covers back and got up, dread a hard lump in her gut. She’d overheard the conversation yesterday. If they were going to fire her, she was going to make them do it to her face.

And then she needed to deal with Ben. He wanted out; she knew that, and she was hurting them both by dragging it out. She’d meet with him tonight and end it. Then she would pack and leave the city and find a new place where failure and broken love wouldn’t follow her.

But oh, she just wanted to go back to sleep. Back to the place where her dream man held her in his arms and told her everything would be alright. And it would be, but it was on her shoulders to force it to be alright.

So she got up and got ready and left. Went to work and was in the middle of a catalog when she was called up to the head curator’s office and let go. They cited lack of funds and said they were eliminating the position since the previous holder wasn’t coming back after her leave.

She gathered her things and left. She’d known it was coming so it wasn’t too terrible. She got lunch at a little diner near the museum and texted Ben, asking to see him for a few minutes, saying that she had something she needed to tell him.

He met her at the bar where they’d first gotten to know each other. She already had a gin and tonic in her hand and stood up when he headed in her direction. She smiled at him and tried to keep the tired heartache out of it.

“This is over, Ben.” She sat back down and gestured to the seat across from her. “It’s been over for a while, hasn’t it? You just didn’t want to say anything.”

“You’re great, Ophelia.” He waved the waiter down and ordered a whiskey. “You’re great, and I hope you find someone that’s better for you than I have been.”

“You don’t have to placate me, Ben.” She sipped her drink and wished for another lime. “It’s ok, we just didn’t work out, and I wish you all the best.” Ophelia set the rest of her drink down and slid a twenty under the glass. “Goodbye, Ben.”

“Goodbye, Ophelia.” She thought she saw guilt in his eyes before she turned and left the bar.

She went to another bar, one down the street from her apartment, ordered another gin and tonic and tried to pretend that she wasn’t crying. She’d lost everything she’d managed to build for the umpteenth time in her life and for the umpteenth time she was going to uproot herself and try to put down roots in a new place.

She needed to pack, and she needed a bus ticket to wherever she was going next. Maybe somewhere near the ocean. She hadn’t been near the sea in a while. Maybe the ocean would help her feel less alone.

God, she was so alone, and lonely, and-

Three gin and tonics later, she swayed out of the bar and went back to the apartment that was no longer home. Nothing was home, she belonged nowhere, she had to figure it out all over again, and she wasn’t sure she was strong enough.

She fell into bed and wrapped herself around one of her pillows, trying to pretend that the cold fabric and stuffing was another person. One that cared for her and wouldn’t leave. But the only person that wouldn’t leave her was her. She was the only person she could depend on, so tomorrow she was going to get up and make her life make sense again.

Tonight, though, tonight she was going to cry into the pillow that wasn’t another person and once she couldn’t cry anymore, she would sleep.

The dreamscape was back again. This one was also familiar but in a different way. Rather than open, airy forest, this was a manor house with twisting passages and hallways that bent back on themselves. This was the lair of the serpent, and the dreams she had here were very different.

The monsters that haunted these halls were her personal demons. Fear and loneliness and inadequacy. Here they wore guises she could defeat and gain strength from. So she went looking, looking for the feelings that she couldn’t eradicate in her waking life and slaying them with the sword that this dreamscape put in her hands.

Some nights she saw the serpent, some nights she didn’t, but she heard him in the shadows always. A dry rustle, like fallen leaves rubbing together, and while it wasn’t comforting in the same way that her dream man was comforting, it had its own comfort to it. She wasn’t alone and if the waves of her self doubt became overwhelming, she could count on her serpent to step in and help.

And tonight she drowned, overwhelmed beneath the screaming of her doubt and loneliness and fear of the future. It all pressed in on her, knocking the sword from her hands and burying her beneath wave after wave of screaming uncertainty.

A hand, scaled and black reached for her, and she grabbed for it like the lifeline it was and her serpent pulled her free of the screaming mob of her own emotions and lifted her above, cradling her to his chest.

“That will not do, Warrior.” He shook his head and glowered at the mob until they all vanished.

She shook her head and dashed at the tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. “I’m no warrior. I’m broken and lonely and scared and I don’t know what to do.”

“We fight,” he said, setting her on her feet. “You are stronger than you seem to think, Warrior, so we will fight until you see it as well as I do.” He picked up her sword from the floor and pushed it into her hands.

She took it, feeling the texture of the metal press into her skin. She followed her serpent down the twisting hallways of the manor to a room so large that the edges vanished into shadow where a series of concentric circles were etched into the floor.

She heaved a sigh and walked forward, standing in the third circle from the center and waiting with the tip of her sword pointed to the ceiling.

He gave her an approving nod and came toward her, iridescent black scales reflecting rainbows from where the light touched as the muscles moved beneath his skin. A sword coalesced from the air, sinking into his palm and he stood in the second circle and echoed her stance.

“Strike,” he ordered, and she did what she was told. Strike and parry and strike again, a dance without end until her muscles burned, even in the dream, and the tip of her sword wavered in the air.

“Enough, Warrior, rest now.” He came closer and took the sword from her hands. “Rest and try again.” He reached out and stroked a gentle hand down her cheek, the calluses on his palm rough against her skin.

The dreamscape ran, chalk in the rain, and then all there was, was darkness.
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The serpent, Nightmare, Deepest Umbra, and Lord of Monsters- pulled away from the Place Between and tried to shake off what he felt. She was on the wrong side of time, the wrong side of Fate, further from him than the stars, and thus nothing he felt would ever matter.

No matter that, he could still feel her weight in his arms and see the determination in her eyes and the set of her shoulders. She was a warrior, she was brave, and he was hopelessly in love with a mortal woman on the wrong side of time.

So he needed to stay away. He needed to leave her until these feelings that he had vanished into the air. But he always vowed that every time he touched her dreamscape and every time he went back to see her and to help her battle her demons.

He was her serpent, and he was going to have to come to terms with the idea that eventually her thread would be severed by the Weavers and he would lose her entirely. But didn’t that mean he should be with her as much as he could? His hopeless, helpless love may bring her strength that she needed when she was lost, as she had been tonight.

When she had been younger, he had briefly entertained the idea of going to the Weavers to bargain for her, but he hadn’t been able to see a way to convince her that he was more than a dream. So he’d left that idea behind and tried to content himself with what he could do for her.

Besides, even if he were here, she would be terrified of the way that he looked. He could appear to her differently in her dreamscape, but here in the waking world he was cursed to spend his days and nights locked into the form of a serpent in truth.

He’d been cursed as a prank by one of the Highest and given a riddle to solve to free himself from it. But in order to find his way free, he needed to work with another. One who would be willing to see him as he was and not shrink from it. Where was he to find one to stand with him?

She would. His warrior would stand with him, but she was on the wrong side of time and fate and for all that he wished it wasn’t so, he was likely to be trapped in this form for all time.

So he was resigned to it.

Or at least he tried to be resigned to it. Most days it was fine. Some days he railed at the unfairness of her existing where he couldn’t hold her in his arms. On other days he would simply relish the times where he could be with her.

When her thread was cut by the Weavers, perhaps he would bargain with them. When her thread returned to the distaff of life and was re-measured, he would bargain for her to be born on this side of fate.

He returned to his home and curled around himself, coils glistening in the light, and planned for the future.

Perhaps he would, he would bargain with the Weavers for her thread to be woven into the fabric on this side of Fate. Then he would find her in her dreams again and this time he would not be the coward he was in this incarnation of her life.

He would convince her that he was real, show her his true form, and ask her to stand with him. In that time, with her, on this side of fate, he would be known and believed and it would be a simpler thing to convince her that he was real and not just part of the fabric of her mind and dreamscape.

He just had to wait. Wait for her. And he would, for as many of her lifetimes as it took for her to stand with him. He would wait in the form that the Highest had given him, and when she saw him, when she didn’t flinch from him, then he would be whole again and they would last into forever.


CHAPTER 3
Awake



She spent the day packing, choosing and discarding and preparing to uproot her life and vanish again. No one would miss her, no one would come looking. She was free and alone, and she was going to make the very best of it that she could. No more looking back, no more wishing for things she didn’t have or the men in her dreams.

No, it was time to look at reality and the way that things were and figure out how to move forward and make her life be what she wanted it to be.

So she packed and sent her rented furniture back to the place she’d gotten it from and talked to the landlord about breaking her lease. That part was easy, at least. The complex had a waiting list as long as her arm and there was someone that could take her apartment as soon as she could get out.

One suitcase, that was all she was taking. She had her suitcase, she had her bus ticket, and she had one last night in the city that she had to get through before she was gone.

So she went to her favorite place in the entire city. She went to the playhouse, to the ballet that was currently being performed, and watched the dancers flit across the stage as though gravity didn’t affect them.

She’d always had a soft spot for ballet. For the grace and beauty and the ability to tell a story without words. When she’d been a child, she’d wanted to be up there, up in the lights and magic, but she’d never had the chance with as often and she’d had to move.

But she wasn’t going to think about that right now, wasn’t going to remember the rustle of the trash bags that held her things or the sense of loss she felt every time she failed to belong somewhere. She wasn’t going to think about the fact that it was happening again now.

That, yet again, she’d failed to find a home.

She was going to square her shoulders, and she was going to walk forward to find a place where she could make a home. Even if she had to do it alone, she was going to make a little nest for herself.

Like a swallow made a mud nest on a wall. It didn’t matter how hard it was; she was going to use her own substance like the swallow did and make a place for her to belong.

All she wanted was a home, but the world had failed to give her one, which meant that she was going to fight. She would be the warrior that her serpent named her until the world gave in and she made a place for her.

No one was going to do it for her. She was the only one she could depend on. She needed to remember that she was her own home and stop looking for a nest under someone else’s wing.

When the ballet was over, she left the theater, an island in the flood of humanity, and went back to the apartment that was no longer home to check her bus ticket and her suitcase and then to curl up on the tiny air mattress that she was planning to leave behind along with the weakness she felt.

Her dreams were silent that night. Nothing and no one came to her to fracture the fragile determination not to feel or want anything that she couldn’t give herself. There was a crying, lonely part of her deep inside. But as long as she didn’t acknowledge it, it wouldn’t overwhelm or destroy.

She left the next morning, slipping her key into the rent slot at the front office and gripping the handle of her suitcase. It didn’t rustle like the trash bags had, and she could take some sort of comfort in that.

The bus depot was only a short walk away, one of the reasons she’d taken this apartment in the first place, though she hadn’t known it at the time. A way out when she failed again. And she had. Ophelia choked back the tears that wanted out. She wasn’t ever going to cry again.

Not about this. She would make the space she deserved in the world and then she wouldn’t need to cry because she’d have a home and a place to belong and it would all be for her. No one else would ever touch her heart. She would wall it away, hold it safe, and she would never hurt like this again.

The bus rattled away, out of the city and along the highway. To where there was nothing to the left or the right but fields and orchards. The day passed into night and then the dawn broke and the bus still rolled along.

It was midday, three days later and Ophelia was the sort of soul-deep tired that it was only possible to be after three days of broken sleep on a bus as it crossed the landscape. But the door of the bus opened, and she stepped off into her new town. It was close enough that she could hear the sea echo up the streets and smell the salt and water in the air.

She would go to the sea soon, stand on the shore in the sand and toss what was left of her sadness and the unguarded parts of her heart into the waves, where they would fade into the tide and be lost forever.

But first she was going to sleep and eat and get used to being on something that wasn’t moving for a little while. The only hotel in town was a lovely little bed-and-breakfast that overlooked the sea. She’d made a reservation before she’d left the city and deflected the front desk person’s gentle curiosity before she went up the stairs to her room and fell into bed.

The dreamscape was the third of the ones she knew well. The one she went to when she had a problem to solve that she couldn’t with a sword in her hands. This was where she went when she needed perspective, when she needed to think, and she knew who resided here.

The cozy cafe was the home of her teacup, her speaker of riddles and the one that helped her make things clear when she was trapped in the morass of her own thoughts. She came here when she needed a plan, when she needed guidance, when she couldn’t figure out what to do, and that had never been more true than it was right then.

So she pushed the door open and walked in, into the warmth where the air smelled like cinnamon and vanilla and coffee, and she sat down at the only table in the little space to wait for her teacup.

And then he coalesced out of the air and was on the table in front of her. Just a simple little teacup with a wreath of finely painted flowers around the top edge.

She propped her chin on her hands and looked at it. It was just a teacup, but around it was the faintest shadow of a man who held the cup in his hands. He was slim, sharp jawed, beautifully dark, with stars caught in his wild hair.

“Speak to me, Brilliance, tell me your troubles and we will work them out.” His voice was light, melodious, kind.

She let it all slip free, her turmoil and conviction and the determination to make a home for herself like a swallow nesting in the walls. She let her loneliness out, her wish to belong somewhere, with someone, and her belief that her dreams were bearing that out. That she knew they were dreams, that this was a dream, that she just needed the conviction to keep walking forward in a world that didn’t want her.

“Your dreams have named you Warrior, Brilliance,” he said in that light, comforting voice. “You are a fighter, you have been your whole life.”

“I just wish I didn’t have to fight,” she sighed and swiped at her cheeks as the tears started. “It doesn’t matter, but just once I wish I wasn’t alone, that I had a place where I was wanted.”

“You can always find me here, Brilliance.” He shimmered, becoming more real for a moment before fading back out.

“At least I’m wanted in my dreams,” she wiped at her tears again. “By my dream and my serpent and you. It’s not real, it’s never been real, but it’s nice not to be alone for a little while.”

He was Lord of Magic, Fantasy, the Edge of Morning, and he removed himself from the Place Between and shook his head.

His poor Brilliance, his student, his brave, broken fighter. The one he’d guided since she found him as a child, crying and hurting with problems that no one could help her solve because no one cared to listen.

He’d given her space to think, challenged her solutions when they would have led to more trouble, and helped her discover her own inner well of strength. He’d guided her through pain and fear, through storm and sun and through the worries as she grew and changed.

The complexity of her problems had changed as she grew: the challenges of never being able to belong, the lack of care in her waking life were beginning to drag on her. She was beginning to close up, to block herself off from kindness for fear of pain.

There was nothing he could do. He couldn’t even appear fully in her dreamscape because he would harm her with the sheer scope of his power. Her mortal mind would not hold him, so the most he could do was give her a bit of him as an innocuous object, to give her what help he could from the distance that his power demanded.

Perhaps he could make a plan until she found him again. Until she called him with her questions and turmoil, maybe he could try to figure out how to help her remain open to other humans. She would be crushed under the weight of her own loneliness if she closed herself off from joy so that the pain would not find her.

He just had to figure out how. How did he encourage her to continue to try in a world that seemed content and determined to close every door that she managed to pry open? Every piece of happiness she managed to find was eventually torn from her and left her alone again.

So how did he take that pain and convince her that there was something out there that was meant just for her? How did he tell her that there was a light out there that would shine for her and have her believe him?

Perhaps he could find one? A human to be the answering light to his Brilliance, a door that would never close, a love to prove to her that she was worthy. An ear to listen to her, arms to hold and soothe and a voice to call to her, to help her know she wasn’t alone.

He went to his workroom, called the power, and tore the fabric of magic open. He would hunt, look for a human that would suit his Brilliance, and then he would bring them together. He would watch her as she learned to trust the answering light, while they grew into each other like twining olive trees.

He would utterly ignore the fraction of himself that wanted to be those things for her. He was the Edge of Morning, and she was a mortal. If he were to approach her outside the forms he took, he would obliterate her mind.

So he would find her a mortal. One that would be gentle and kind, one that would respect and hold her and show her softness and love.

And he would never admit to anyone, least of all himself, that he wanted her to look at him with that softness.


CHAPTER 4
Broken



Ophelia wasn’t going to be held down, she wasn’t going to be held back. She was going to get up and walk forward and force the world to open and give her a place to belong. Her heart didn’t enter into the equation, not anymore, so all she needed was a job and a place to live and she would make a home from that.

So she got up and made it happen. A place to live was first, and she found a tiny studio in a converted, ramshackle Victorian house near enough to the beach that she could hear the surf if the windows were open. It was small, cramped even. Calling it a closet in the city would have been generous.

But she only had one suitcase and herself, so she’d fit in the corner. The rest of it she would handle in time. The first concern was handled, and the rent was so reasonable that she didn’t even need to worry about getting a job for a few months if she didn’t want to.

So rather than set up her computer on the floor and start sorting out that part of her life, she went down to the thrift shop and picked up some bits and odds of furniture. Just a desk and a bed frame and a beautiful old stand mirror that was covered in dust in the corner of the shop.

Then she went back to the studio and waited.

Her furniture came, she set it up, and then she went for a walk. Out to the beach, out and down to the tideline, where the surf compacted the sand and made it easy to walk. Down the beach until the sand became stone and the dunes became cliffs and everything went silent and sharp and lonely.

There was the surf and there was her and nothing else. She had to learn to be alone, to release the parts of herself that wanted someone to stand with her as the worthless childhood fancy that they were.

She didn’t need anyone, just like no one needed her. She would stand alone and never admit to the crying, lonely, hurting parts that she was willing away, that she was still that kid in the car being driven away from another place she’d failed to belong.

She belonged to herself and only herself and she would bury the rest of it along with the last parts of her heart. No one would ever touch her again. She wouldn’t be hurt or lied to and she would ignore everything that said she was just afraid. She wasn’t, she was just tired and-

Ophelia picked herself up from the huge driftwood log on the stones and started back to the little studio, to start living for her and not for whoever might be around the corner waiting to make her hope that this time would be different.

Even her dreams were silent. She pushed it all away, the forest and the manor and the little coffee shop. She didn’t need the lies that her mind told her either, didn’t need the figments of her imagination to call her theirs, or warrior, or brilliance. She was none of those things.

She was Ophelia, and it was time she figured out what that meant.

So days went by and she walked with her head up and shoulders back, looking at the world with no illusions and no romance. She found a desk job with a company that made and sold manila folders and sank herself into numbers and spreadsheets and logistics.

It was working. The places in her that used to hope, the hurting places that wanted to believe in love and magic, they were fading. The walls around her heart were solidifying, and as the days piled up and she started to think of the studio as her place, she slowly started to fade into a white blankness. Into a space where nothing mattered because everything was muted and silent and far away.

She went to work and went home and the world turned. Silent days became silent nights, and the world went from storm to sun to snow to new growth. She noticed, but it didn’t matter. The world didn’t need her to turn. She was immaterial to the forces of what was beneath her feet.

She was silent, muted. There was nothing left in the world that could hurt her because she’d buried all those parts of herself. To say she was happy would be the wrong word. Happy belonged to people who hoped for things. Ophelia didn’t hope, didn’t dream. She just was, and she had never been safer in her life.

Content maybe? Was she content? That was as close as she was going to get. Ophelia had what she needed, and she wasn’t looking for a home in another. Her home was the little studio, the little nest in the wall. Nothing else was needed because she’d forced a hole in an uncaring world.

She sat on the stones of the beach with her back to the log and stared out to sea. The waves rolled, the silence reigned, and Ophelia refused to see the hair-fine cracks in the wall around her heart. They came from inside, from loneliness and the tears of an unwanted heart. She didn’t want it; it had brought her nothing but pain, so rather than see the cracks and feel the seeping sorrow, she stared out to sea and tried not to think.

When she went to bed that night, the forest surrounded her. But the forest was sick, diseased, more than half dead and refused to let her turn back into the dark because no matter how she tried to dismiss it, the dying growth stayed firmly in her mind.

The forest, and when Ophelia raised a shaking hand to touch one of the trunks, she saw the cracks that laced her skin. She was dying too, just like the forest, and she wasn’t sure if she cared.

So she wandered, paths overgrown and more than half forgotten. The lace on her gown was mostly rotted, and the silence was so profound that it was entirely too loud.

She didn’t want to admit where her heart was taking her. She didn’t want to see the tree and the empty space under it where the romance in her heart had taken shape and spoke to her.

But she went anyway, to the place where she’d walled up her heart, and sat beneath the barren, dead tree that was all that was left of her hope. She should have been happy. That was what she’d been trying to do. Instead, she just felt desolate, alone and bereft and hollow.

But she couldn’t even cry. She didn’t have enough heart left to cry for everything she’d given up in her quest to escape pain and the world.

So she rose and left, back to the waking world and out of her apartment into the moonlight. Down the beach, down to where the sea brushed the tops of her feet and slithered over the stones with a sound that reminded her of her Serpent. He was gone too, they all were, her Dream, her Serpent, her Teacup. She’d killed them, buried them, willed them out of existence and now she was empty.

The sea crashed, flooding her, splashing up her legs and Ophelia stretched her hands out into the moonlight and looked down.

Cracks, shadow, a window into the nothing that filled the spaces between her veins. If she cut herself, would she bleed nothing?

Tipping her head back, she raised her arms to the sky, reaching to embrace the moon and she shattered.

Screaming grief and loss, fear and pain and the cry of a heart too long denied any form of care. It all tore out of her there on the beach. She screamed for them, for the shards of her heart, begging them to come back. Crying for her Serpent to save her, for her Teacup to help her, crying to the sky for the answer to her becoming nothing.

“Dream.” Her last word, her last hope, the love in her heart that she’d torn out and thrown from her.

“Bargain struck, Fate altered, we sever and rebind your thread.” The voices were enormous, ringing across the sky as it flashed gold and silver and rose and green and every other color she could name. Rings, a stone dropped into water, but the water was the sky and every ring washed out and into focus on her like she was the center post in one of those stacking toys for babies.

The world shattered, and for a moment she could see a vast tapestry. A glimmering thread was withdrawn from the larger whole and she felt a pull on her soul as she flew through the nothing. Flew to another tapestry, where the thread woven back in, the pull on her soul easing, and then there was nothing but blackness.
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Dream was terrified. He’d never been terrified before. He was Lord of Dreams, the Edge of Night, and he was terrified at what had been brought to him in the arms of the Weavers. She was nearly gone. They’d left her for far too long and she was next to nothing when they brought her to the villa in the olive grove.

Skinny and cracked, tormented and fractured, and he knelt at the side of her bed and stroked the hair back from her tear-stained face. She’d barred him from her. He hadn’t seen her in a year as mortals reckoned time, and in that year she had nearly ended herself by the simple expedient of cutting out most of her soul.

He turned on the Weavers, but they had gone. In their place was his mother who was looking at him and then down at her with pity. “She has killed pieces of herself, my son. She will require mending and care before she wakes.”

“I will care for her, Mother.” Dream stroked her too-thin cheek again. “I will go to her and see her mended and whole, and then, when she wakes, I will care for her still.” His mother nodded and left, and he pressed his forehead to hers and closed his eyes.

The forest had never been his. It had been hers, and once it had been lush and whole. Now it was a horror, corrupt and dying, and he had to find her in it and help her heal what she had done to herself.

She was digging in the roots of their tree, back to him, as though she were looking for buried treasure in the earth. He walked to her, slow and soft, and put his hand on her shoulder.

She whipped around. Dead soil streaked up her arms and she clapped one hand over her mouth. “D-dream?”

“Mine.” He held out his arms to her. “Come, Mine, come to me and we will heal this place together.”

“I killed it, Dream,” she turned from him and wiped at her face. “I thought it was what I wanted, and I killed it and now it’s dead. I didn’t-“ She dissolved into tears, hard, wrenching sobs that shook her and hurt him. “My serpent, my teacup, you, I killed you all.”

“Mine, you cannot kill me.” He wrapped her shaking body in his arms and turned her back to him. “You kept me from you, but you did me no harm. We can heal the forest if you can place your trust in me. I will keep you safe, help you be whole, and once you heal, we will be together.”

She clutched him with shaking arms and sobbed into his shoulder. “I killed it,” she cried. “I’m scared and broken, and I killed it.”

“Mine, look.” He tipped her chin up and then turned her towards the tree, their tree, reaching a hand to touch one of the dead twigs. “You are not dead and so neither is this place. It is wounded as you are wounded, but it will bloom again if you wish.”

The twig shuddered, the end budding, and though he felt her fear and struggle, her dreamscape managed to put forth a single leaf, a single flower, the color bright against the dead brown-gray of everything else.

“See?” He lowered his hand and turned her back to him. “All will be well, mine. In time, you will be well again. Whole again. You will smile and walk with me and we will sway in the shade of the olive trees on the slopes of the mountain. This will be a memory, a lesson, but no more than that.”

“I-I want that.” She looked up at him with tear-bright eyes. “I want to be whole again, but I think I forgot how.”

“Then we will learn.” He wiped at her tears, drying her cheeks and kissing her forehead. “Rest, Mine, and I will return soon to help and heal.”

He withdrew from her mind and smiled down at her. She would be well soon since she was still willing to try to bloom. He would help her and in the end she would wake and they would be together.


CHAPTER 5
Ended



She walked the forest, seeing the healing in the faint smudge of green that was new growth on the branches of the trees. There was also faint new growth carpeting the floor of the forest. She kept to the pathways as much as she could so she didn’t crush it as it grew, walking softly when she couldn’t so she didn’t do it harm.

When she was too tired to walk, she rested in the shade of their tree. She rested in the shade of the new leaves and the blooms that covered it, and closed her eyes.

She hadn’t killed it; she hadn’t killed Dream, so that meant that if there was enough time that the others might come back to her too. Her serpent, her teacup, once she was better, maybe they would come and see her again.

Ophelia closed her eyes, relaxing, and breathed in the scent of their tree, the soft green smell, and felt another bit of her fit into the puzzle that she’d become when she shattered on the beach that night. The rest of it, the lights and the voices and the words, they were a mystery, but they were also at one remove from her.

She would solve that problem later, but for now, she wanted to drift and heal and wait for her Dream. He came to her every day, came to sit and hold her or walk with her under the trees. He came to help her heal, casting the new growth onto the trees with her until she lost the strength to do it.

So the recovery was slow, but it was steady, and with each piece of her that settled, she felt better. Less lost, more whole, steadier, and a good deal more at peace. And it wasn’t the false peace of the nothing she’d feasted on before she shattered. This was a warm peace, nourishing and kind and the more he was with her, the more difficult it was becoming to remember that this place and him were nothing more than a dream.

But it was, and when her mind healed, she would wake. Then she would have to figure out how to re-build her life again, but for whatever reason, that wasn’t such a terrifying prospect now that things were coming back to life.

She’d figure out how. She’d go back to her waking life and move forward. But for now she was going to rest and heal and enjoy the company of the man that was coming closer to her side.

She opened her eyes and sat up as he came to sit at her side and wrap an arm around her shoulders. “Well, Mine?”

“I’m better today.” She curled into his side and sighed. “Better, but I don’t know how to get back to my life when I wake up. I don’t even know where I am, what hospital they took me to or even if they found me.”

“Your body is in our villa, Mine.” He kissed the side of her head. “When you wake, once you are healed, then we will figure out our life together.”

“I wish.” She closed her eyes and sighed, smiling just a little. “Oh well, something to figure out later. It’s not like I can wake up right now, anyway.”

And she’d tried poking around the edges of the forest, but there was no end to the trees as far as she could tell. So she’d just wait and hope that whoever had her body was taking good care of it.

“When will I wake up?” She looked up into his night-dark eyes and smiled.

He looked around and then up at the branches of the tree. “When our tree bears fruit, you will be healed enough to wake.”

“Alright,” there was time then, more time for her to dream and heal and rest and not worry about anything that would come after.

“Dream?”

“Mine?” he kissed the side of her head again. “You only need to ask, Mine, anything you wish will be yours when you wake.”

“Dream, I-“ she hid her face in his shoulder. “I wish- I wish I had you for real. I wish I could say I love you and it will not be to a dream.”

“Soon, Mine.” He smiled down at her softly. “You are the other half of my soul, Ophelia. I love you as I love myself and soon I will hold you waking and asleep.”

She sighed, his words nesting in her mind and in the broken bits of her soul. They twined and bound and brought her back together the way that a vine holds a crumbling wall. She was healing, mending, and soon she’d wake up and move forward.
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He held her, sitting under the tree in her dreamscape, held her in the silence that she needed as she thought about his words and hers settled into him and warmed his soul. She hadn’t quite said it, but she had done the next thing to it and knowing that she felt as he did warmed him in a way he’d never been warm before.

He was preparing for her to wake. She was nearly healed enough that their tree would bear fruit and she would be able to rise from her dreamscape to be with him. There were still a few things he could prepare, a few things he could have for her that she’d loved since she was a child and he was nothing more than a playmate.

It would only be a few more turns. So for now he would sit with her and feel her against him and wait for her to heal and for their tree to bear the fruit that meant she was mended and could be with him in the flesh.

They sat for a while longer and then she rose and offered him a hand and a smile, and they walked. He showed her how to mend the trees that were her thoughts and feelings. The things that she’d broken in her quest for safety, without mercy, without care for herself. But that was over now. She would never be alone again and he would care for her the way he had sworn to do.

In their wake was growth and health and healing, and she brightened as she mended. But before long, she was weary and needed to rest. He guided her back to their tree and helped her rest, holding her until she faded into a peaceful sleep inside the dreamscape that was holding her safe.

The forest was hers, the trees and the growth and the earth were hers, but beyond them, holding them, was a bubble made of the power he wielded over dreams. It did nothing beyond hold her dreamscape steady while she healed. So when she fell out of her dream and into sleep, there was a place for her to fall to where she was still protected.

He rose, pulling away from her and stroking a hand down her cheek. He would go back to her later, but for now he had a few things that he could get for her to make the transition easier. After all, he couldn’t imagine how it would feel to wake up on the other side of time and fate.

She would have him, but she would also have whatever form of comfort might make it simpler to understand the transition. He tucked the blanket up further around her and left her sleeping.

He wound his way down the mountain, down and down, and took on the guise of a mortal. It was something that the Highest never did, but it was something that he did often. To mingle with the humans, to learn about them so that he could understand his Ophelia better.

“Oy,” one of the merchants at the corner of the market waved to him. “Has your bride arrived?”

“She will be here in a matter of days.” Dream walked over and smiled. “She fell ill and is recovering not too far from here.”

“Well, a gift for you and for her.” The man reached under the counter and handed him a fabric wrapped parcel that smelled strongly of lemons. “And an offering to the Gods to bring her health and safety as she travels to you.”

“Thank you,” he took the parcel and smiled. He had seen the dreams of this man, seen how he danced with the woman who had been his heart when she lived. The Weavers had seen fit to separate them, but she lived in his memories. “That is kind of you.”

“I wish the two of you the same happiness my love and I had together.” He brushed a hand across his eyes. “Go and offer to the Gods. Go and get their blessing and I will burn an offering for your love when I close up.”

Dream left to wander the market and listen to the talk. He was well known in this guise, well known enough that many humans came to speak with him as he walked. Dream made it through the market and down to the row of temples.

He left offerings for the Highest, Dream might be a God, but no one in their right mind attracted the attention of the Highest by scanting an offering when the opportunity presented itself.

He continued his slow walk down the street of temples, leaving lemons and herbs as offerings on the altars. The only one that he skipped was his own. To leave an offering to himself smacked of the ridiculous. He did leave herbs at the altars of his fellows, though. He was the Edge of Night, but the Deepest Umbra and the Edge of Morning were his fellows and he left them with herbs as a celebration.

Together they were the Tribunal, presided over by the Goddess of Night and the God of Sleep. They minded the Place Between, where mortal minds went to be refreshed. There were things in the spaces between mortal minds and the Place Between, and it was the job of the Tribunal to protect it and the minds that went there.

He purchased a bundle of fresh herbs and more lemons and went back up the mountain, through the barrier that separated the mortal realm from the Mountain of the Gods and let his seeming fall away.

Back in his proper skin, he went back to the villa in the olive grove and went about fixing the last bits of the things she would need when she woke. There was nothing he was able to do about the nature of the land outside the villa. It was wholly of the Mountain. But there were things he could do about the inside to make it look as she would expect.

Gone were the stars as lights. He’d replaced them with candles. Gone was the sky-roof. He’d replaced it with tile. When she was more accustomed, he would bring those things back, but in the beginning of her stay he would make it more to what she would be expecting to see.

He wanted the transition to be easy, but there was more than likely going to be some trouble over it. He would love her and hold her steady while she adjusted, and all would be well in time.

But he couldn’t dwell on it further right at the moment. He had a meeting with the rest of the Tribunal and while his mother knew; he wanted to keep it from the others until he was able to present her to the Highest as his consort.

The others might carry tales or gossip and he couldn’t run the risk of her being taken by the Highest. They would harm her, just another interesting mortal to be used and discarded. He knew otherwise, but for now it was best if she was hidden to all save him and his mother.

He made himself focus on the words of the heads of the Tribunal. The Goddess of Night, the God of Sleep, and the trouble between the realm of the Gods and the Place Between. As the Edge of Morning, he was charged with investigating the trouble and he couldn’t say no without Sleep demanding an explanation.

Once the meeting was over, he would speak to his mother and ask that she sit with his love. He didn’t want her to wake alone.


CHAPTER 6
Light



There was fruit on their tree. Small, hard, bright green, undeniable, and Dream had told her that when there was fruit on the tree that she would wake up. She didn’t want to wake up, but there was no avoiding it. She didn’t want to face the idea that she’d been in a hospital somewhere all this time, probably with no name and no visitors, but there was no avoiding that either. She was going to wake and face it all, but she wanted one last moment with him. One last moment with the manifestation of her desire for love before she woke and went back to having to fight for anything and everything.

“Mine,” arms went around her and she turned into him, into his warmth and care and let herself fall. How ridiculous was it that she’d fallen for a manifestation of her own mind? She’d heard of Book Boyfriends, but this was on a whole other plane. She was in love with the inside of her own head and she was going to need a load of therapy to fix her when she finally woke up.

“Dream,” she sighed. “I wish I didn’t have to wake up, but I need to go and fix myself, fix my life and I can’t stay here and do any of that.”

“I know, Mine.” He kissed her forehead. “I will be with you when you wake now and forever and we will be together. I will see you as soon as may be. I am called from you to handle a certain matter, but I have asked my Mother to be with you as you wake and when I return we will speak.”

“But-“

“It is only for a little time.” He waved a hand in the air and at the edge of her awareness she felt something crack and crumble away. “My mother will ensure that you have what you need and I will be back with you in no more than three turns.”

She couldn’t figure out what he was saying, what he was trying to say because the forest was running, all the colors and the growth blending together in the way that meant she was waking up.

He was bleeding too, becoming blurred and indistinct. Before he could fade out, before she lost him and had to figure out her life, she grabbed hold of him and dragged him to her. “I love you,” she gasped before fastening her lips to his.

Everything shredded, blown apart, and she fell into the blackness that existed right before she opened her eyes. She was awake. She didn’t want to be and her body felt disconnected and far away. Like she wasn’t quite part and parcel with it anymore.

But it didn’t matter, none of it mattered. Her time at peace was over and it was time that she faced reality again.

So she gathered every shred of courage that she could find in herself and made her eyes open. She expected a hospital room, sterile and white and stinking of antiseptic, but what greeted her was candlelight, a wide, soft bed that felt like a cloud and a severe-looking woman wearing a cloak like the starry sky on a cloudless, moonless midnight.

“I greet you,” her voice was soft and her smile was warm and honest. “I greet you in place of my son and I welcome you to the mountain, as fate-strider and the other half of my son’s soul.”

“What?” She tried to sit up, but her entire body was floppy and strange. “Where am I? What’s going on? Who are you?”

“My name is Nyx,” she said slowly. “I am mother to Dream, head of the Tribunal of Passage. You are on the Mountain of the Gods, brought across fate and time as the other half of my son’s soul.”

“This is a weirder dream than I’m used to,” Ophelia flopped back on the bed and shut her eyes, pressing the heels of her hands into the lids until bright bursts of color broke through her vision. “It never occurred to me that someone like Dream would have a parent. I just figured I made him up.”

“My dear, he has been with you,” the woman said quietly. “He has told you his feelings. He has held you when life has beaten you, and he healed you when you came to us nearly dead from ripping your soul away.”

“Right and he’s the manifestation of my desire to be loved,” she tried to sit up again. “I talked to my therapist about this for years. I wonder what you’re the manifestation of? My need for control? My desire to be calm and collected in the face of everything that I’m about to have to face?”

“I will not attempt to convince you of reality,” the woman said with a firm shake of her head. “When my son returns, that burden will fall to him. For now, I am simply to ensure that you do not wander the slopes of the mountain as prey for the Highest. Would you like something to eat?”

Ophelia went to shake her head. She never ate in dreams, but her stomach made an absolutely hellacious sound and the woman nodded her head and stood before sweeping out of the room.

Making herself sit up when her body was weak and weighed a thousand pounds was one of the hardest things she’d ever done. By the time she was vaguely vertical, she was panting and exhausted and had a deep, radiating pain that spread from her chest and outwards right from where the philosophers said the seat of the soul was.

God, this was weird. Ophelia looked around the candlelit room and tried to make sense of what she was seeing. It was just a simple room, just a simple bed, but the windows were large and arched and there were gauzy curtains that floated in the breeze that came to her. Even that was scented with lemons and herbs and was clean, fresh in a way that air just couldn’t be in the city.

So she wasn’t in the city, but she’d been on the beach when she shattered, so that made some sort of sense at least. She didn’t understand the woman or the lemons and herbs, but she was clearly still dreaming, so she might as well make the best of it.

The woman, Nyx, came back with a large bowl and sat back down next to the bed. “You are still weak, my dear. I will help you eat and then you will rest again. Tomorrow I will take you out into the sun and you can rest there. It has been many turns since you came to us, so some sun will do you a service.”

Ophelia just nodded. She might as well go along with the dream.

She rested, expecting to wake up in a hospital bed, but just woke up in that cloud-like mattress again, next to that woman who fed her and helped her out of bed and out the door and into a soft lounge chair under a tree that was a nearly exact replica of their tree from her dreams.

“Rest in the sun, my dear. The sun and the air of the mountain will help you to be stronger.” The woman swept away again and left Ophelia alone in the courtyard under the sun, where she dozed and woke and dozed again until she smelled food and woke up entirely. Or at least she felt like she woke up. The landscape was still the same, the tree and the lounge and the woman sitting at her side with a tray of fruit and meat and nuts on her lap.

“What-“ she rubbed at her eyes, noting that her body felt like less of a drag on her than it had before. “Why can’t I wake up? There was fruit on the tree, he said when there was fruit on the tree I would wake up.”

“You are awake, child,” Nyx set the tray on her lap. “You eat, you breathe, soon you will need to take care of your body in other ways. You have woken up, you truly are in another fate-line, moved here with your consent to my son and by the Weavers who guide and guard the Tapestry of Time.”

She breathed; Ophelia drew in air that suddenly felt like knives in her lungs. You didn’t breathe in dreams; you didn’t breathe and you didn’t eat and you couldn’t read. Those were just the rules of dreaming. But she ate here, she breathed, and she was weak and in pain in a way that was purely her body and not her mind aching for something.

“Does that settle you?” Nyx leaned in and looked at her closely. “I can see that it did not, but hopefully you will be able to make sense of it all now. I cannot speak less than the truth, child. I am Goddess of Night, and as such, I am the truth in the darkness. I would not dishonor you or the love that my son bears you with lies.”

“It can’t-“ She sputtered the words, mind falling over itself as she tried to make that make sense. “No, that can’t be true, none of it can be because-“

“Eat, child,” Nyx pointed at the tray. “Eat and be calm. I will help you make sense of your new world.”
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It had been four turns, one turn beyond when he said he would be back with her. But the encroaching plague of the Dream Eaters had been stopped and the Place Between was safe again. He could finally return to her and see her. Hold her and help her recover the rest of the way.

He hurried back to the mountain, back to Sleep and informed him of the results of his work. That all was safe again, that the mortal minds could dream and rest and be held safe in the Place Between. He answered questions and time ticked by until his commander finally released him and he bolted for the villa in the olive grove.

He was met at the door by his mother, who looked deeply amused. “She is no shrinking flower, my son. You may not like what you are about to walk into.”

Then his mother was gone, a haze of stars and night and amusement. Dream set his hand on the door, taking a breath and pushing into the villa.

He immediately had to dodge as a lemon came flying at him, followed very shortly by a furious woman. “You-“ she fisted her hand in the cloth over her chest and he saw her struggle for breath. “What did you do to me?”

“Mine?” he reached for her but she dodged away from him. “You are still healing, Ophelia. Please, be calm before you do yourself harm.”

“I’m not yours,” she yelled the words at him. “You were a dream, and I woke up and you stole me from my-“ She staggered where she stood and he had to rush across the room to catch her when her eyes rolled up in her head and she collapsed towards the floor.

She was mortal. The air of the mountain was rarefied and he should have been here to act as her buffer. He lifted her into his arms and carried her back to their bed, tucking the blankets around her and letting her rest.

He wouldn’t go to her now. If she was furious at him, he would leave her be and when she woke, he would take her ire and try to help her understand why he had done what he’d done. But he’d had her consent, her willingness to be removed from her empty reality. So why then was she angry with him?

He would know once she woke and not before, so he would sit at her side and wait for her eyes to open to this side of time. Then they would work everything out.


CHAPTER 7
Silence



The manor was dark, silent, and Ophelia was neither. She was raging, incandescent with fury, and she wanted nothing more than to use the sword that the manor always put in her hands on Dream’s smug face.

It wasn’t fair, but she didn’t want to be fair. She wanted to be rage and fury and not have to think about the fact that under all the anger was terror and a lack of understanding. Nyx had tried to explain it all, but it was so far beyond what should be possible that it was scary.

She should stop, she should think, but this wasn’t where she went to think, this was where she went to go to war with her doubt and emotions and where she needed to be until things made more sense. But how the hell was she supposed to make sense of being in another time? Dream had kidnapped her, had stolen her, and she was staunchly ignoring the part of her brain that wanted to remind her that she’d said yes, that she’d wanted this for years.

That she’d wanted Dream to be real, that she wanted all of them to be real, that she’d wanted his love for her to be more than a dream. And now it was, and she was furious.

“Warrior,” her serpent reared out of the shadows and came to stand before her, sword in hand. “We will fight until logic is able to reign.”

“Are you real too?” She widened her stance, sword point steady and tense. “What’s real, Nightmare? Is all of this real? If I wake up again, can I find you somewhere?”

“I am the Deepest Umbra, Warrior,” he rumbled at her. “I exist, as you do, but you will never find me.” He looked mournful for the barest instant before he came at her.

The swords were loud, louder than they’d ever been before, and Ophelia poured everything into the fight. All her anger and frustration and fear and the awful want that simmered at the edge of her mind. She refused to look at that. There was too much else and she was frightened and angry enough to ignite.

But her stamina eventually ran out and the point of her sword dropped toward the floor before evaporating into smoke and leaving her shaky and unbalanced. “Enough, Warrior,” her Serpent came over and stopped just outside arm’s reach to look at her. He never showed her sympathy, never pity, simply solid regard. “Rest now. We will fight again once you are more solid.”

The dream dissolved, chalk in the rain, and she opened her eyes to that candlelit room and the worried face of Dream. “Are you alright?” He looked at her with soft concern and she ignored the lurch in her chest. “Ophelia, are you alright?”

She turned from him, curling on her side so she didn’t have to look at him. So he didn’t see the feelings that stormed through her. She was viciously angry, but the anger was a thin veneer over fear and she needed it to last as long as possible so she didn’t dissolve into a panic.

And deep under everything else, she wanted to be in his arms. She wanted him to touch her and hold her and help her make sense of everything that was going on. She also didn’t want to be anywhere near him. She’d been basically kidnapped, taken from everything she knew and everything familiar.

The traitorous part of her brain told her that she’d said yes, that she hadn’t had anything that mattered to begin with. That she’d fallen apart on the beach that night and had screamed for him to save her and he’d come to her. Helped and healed and now she could feel him sitting at her side with the unanswered question hanging in the air.

“No,” she managed to choke the word out. “I’m not.”

“Will you come back to me?” His voice was low and the same kind of soothing that it always was. That deep timbre that always made her shiver. “Will you come back and rest and I will help you?”

“I can’t, Dream.” She didn’t turn to him. “I have to think about all of this, and I can’t do that with you around. I’m too muddled up.”

“You have only to call, Ophelia.” The chair he’d been sitting in creaked as he stood. “Call me and I will come to you day or night.”

She wouldn’t, she wouldn’t call for him until she had her head on straight and could look at him without wanting to punch him or bury herself in his arms and cry.

And then the room was empty and she could uncurl and look around. It was night, the curtains blowing gently into the room and the air scented gently with lemons. She didn’t know where Dream had gone and she didn’t want to see him, but she also didn’t want to be stuck in this room.

She thought better moving, so she was going to do just that. She was going to get up and go for a walk. Her clothes were in a sorry state, stained with seawater, but she pulled them on anyway and left the room.

Dream was nowhere to be seen, and she found the front door and slipped out. The house was nestled in the arms of a grove of blooming trees, the soft scent filling the air in the same way that her dream tree had. But these trees were real. This place was real.

She was somewhere, Nyx had called it the Mountain of the Gods and if the allegory and the name of the woman were correct, then she was some place in Greece? Maybe? But not the Greece she knew. She was outside time and there was something in the air here that made everything feel unreal.

But she stepped forward anyway. She was going to walk and think and then once she had her head straight, she was going to go back to Dream and tell him she wanted to go home.

You don’t, that traitorous voice in her head whispered. You don’t want to go back.

She shook it off, tamped it back and left the grove of trees. There was a dark blur off to the right and up a ways and she was going to go see if there was the same type of tree there or if it was different.

She had to go slowly or her chest burned and her breathing got hitchy and tight. But she had all night, so she wandered up the slope of the mountain and into the grove of trees. They weren’t the same. These looked like cypress trees, which made sense because of where in the world she thought she was.

As she went further in, the forest got darker, denser, the undergrowth fading and thinning until it was just earth covered in a layer of fallen leaves. The air felt different here too. Could air be mournful? Because that was how it felt.

She turned a corner, rounded a tree so large that it would need four of her to circle the trunk, and came face to face with a very familiar building. She dragged to a stop and looked at the manor from her dreams.

There was no way. There was no way it could be here because if it was here, that meant her serpent was here too.

And if her serpent was here, did that mean her teacup was waiting? Waiting for her around another of these trees? Were they all here? And if they were all here, what in the hell was she going to do?

She was going to walk, that’s what she was going to do. She was going to walk into that building and she was going to see if her serpent was there and if he was, then maybe she could get an explanation that made sense as much as anything was going to.

Maybe he could send her home.

The door of the manor was heavy and squeaked when she pushed it open and stepped into the main hallway. The air smelled a little spicy, a little stale, but the mournful feeling in the air had increased and she was going to go and find her Serpent.

She walked the hallways; the edges drowning in shadow, and hunted. He never came out unless she had a sword in her hands, but there were no swords in the hallways except the ones that were attached to the massive suits of armor that lined the hall, and they were almost as tall as she was.

So she went without weapons. If this were a dream, she would be able to form one out of the air. So she grimaced and held out a hand, trying to picture the sword she had in her dreams and make it come to her.

There was a spark in the air, landing in her palm and scorching her flesh. She shook it off with a pained cry, stomping the spark out when it landed on the carpet and looking at the blistering part of her palm.

“Who goes?” a huge voice called. “Who intrudes on me?”

“It’s me,” she made herself say. “It’s Ophelia, I don’t have my sword and-“

“Lies,” the voice hissed the word, fury and rage and something enormous and dark flew at her from the shadows. It was all scales and coils and strength with teeth that glinted in the dim light as it lunged for her throat.

Ophelia screamed and ran, all courage failing her as she pelted back out of the manor and down the mountain to the grove of trees where the little house was. Her lungs couldn’t pull air, her chest burned like a torch, and her hand throbbed with the pain of her burn.

She raced into the house and slammed the door behind her, slumping against the cool wood to try to get her lungs to work and parse what she’d seen. Whatever that had been, it hadn’t been her Serpent. It hadn’t been her sparring teacher that called her Warrior and made her face her demons.

That had been a nightmare, something out of the deepest parts of her childhood terror.

But she still couldn’t breathe and her vision was starting to go dark around the edges. She couldn’t get the words out to try to get help, but a soft hand touched her, splayed over her chest and her lungs loosened.

And then they were gone. She hadn’t even been able to tell who’d been there, but the touch on her skin had been Dream and her entire body wanted him to come back and soothe the shaking terror she still felt.
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Dream backed away, back through the door and slumped on the bed. She’d asked for space, for time, and he was going to master himself and give her what she asked for. She hadn’t called for him, but he couldn’t watch her suffer without breath and not do something.

He watched as she staggered up from the floor, watched as she wavered across the floor to the door of the bedroom that should be theirs and practically fell inside. He wouldn’t go to her until she called and her lungs would ease as she got used to the air of the mountain. Until then, he would wait and do his duty and try not to think.

And days passed.

His mother gave him regular reports on how she was doing. She was improving every day, eating and becoming stronger, but she hadn’t spoken in a number of days and he was beyond worried.

He wanted to go to her, wanted to talk to her and hold her in his arms. He’d been barred from her dreams as well, so he hadn’t seen her at all. It hurt, but he only had one duty at this point.

But she still hadn’t called for him. He wouldn’t go until she did.


CHAPTER 8
Sound



That was enough wallowing. Ophelia forced herself to stand up and shook back the thoughts that wouldn’t stop circling around her psyche like vultures. She’d had enough of herself and enough of the uncertainty. If Dream had brought her here, then there was a way to go home. She just had to find it.

So when Nyx came to bring her food she sat up straight and looked the woman in the eye. “How do I get home?”

Nye set the tray down on the little table and settled in a chair across from Ophelia, to prop her chin in her elegant hand. “The Weavers of Fate were bargained with to bring you across from your fate-line to this place at this time.”

“So they can send me home?” Ophelia picked up a square of crumbly cheese and nibbled on it. “If I talk to them, they’ll send me home?”

“You would need to bargain with them and if you make it worth it to them, then they might.” Nyx shook her head. “I would not suggest a mortal bargain with the Weavers.”

“The air hurts.” Ophelia rubbed at the place in her chest. “I can’t breathe right. I don’t belong here.”

“The air of the mountain is rarefied,” Nyx said with a nod. “It would be simpler for you if you allowed my son to be with you. He would act as a buffer to ease you into being a full resident of the mountain.”

Ophelia shook her head until it felt like her eyes were going to fall out. “I can’t, I can’t see him. He muddles my thoughts too much.”

“He has sworn to stay away until you call,” Nyx sighed and rose. “Consider carefully, Ophelia. Consider all that you left, all that you have now, and what may be demanded of you to re-organize fate yet again.”

Nyx left the room, closing the door softly behind her and Ophelia went over to the bed to curl up and try to shore up her flagging determination to get home. It would be one more place she’d failed at, but she didn’t belong here on this mountain. She belonged back in the real world, not here where the air was too thick and smelled like lemons.

Ophelia wiped at the tears and stomped back the part of her that wanted to call for Dream. He loved her, he’d told her that, and there was a part of her that got bigger every day that wanted to call for him.

She was a mortal, he was some kind of god and she’d read too many histories. That pairing was doomed from the beginning. She’d die and before she did, he would leave her. So she was going to leave. Before he could, she would take her fate in her own hands and go home.

She was waiting for Nyx the next morning. “I’m ready to bargain,” she said firmly.

“A poor choice, but your choice nonetheless.” Nyx shook her head and sighed before she lifted a hand and unzipped a window in the air. “Bargain with them, but mind the price that they ask.”

Ophelia crept to the doorway, poking a finger into the darkness beyond. The air was cold on her skin and the eddies of it swirled oddly. She pulled her hand back, gathered all of her determination, and took the step that carried her into the doorway.

“A mortal?” a cracked laugh came from somewhere in the darkness. That was all she could see. “I dismiss you, Mortal.”

“No sister,” another voice came out of the darkness. “Let us see what it has to say first. I recognize the scent of this mortal and the Edge of Night will be most displeased.”

“Speak then, mortal woman.” That was a third voice and a slow, cold light illuminated the space, revealing three heavily robed figures all looking at her like she was either dirt or dinner. “Tell us what you would bargain for with the Weavers of Time.”

“I want to go home.” The words came out in a rush. “I can’t be here, I don’t belong here and I want to go home.”

One of them came closer, peering at her with eyes that had seen millennia. “And what would you bargain with? You have no riches, no lands, no powers.”

“I-“ Ophelia clutched her hands at her sides and forced her head up. “I-“

“In short, you have nothing.” The one that had first spoken started laughing. “Begone Mortal, you were an excellent moment’s diversion but we do not bargain to change fate and the Tapestry of Time with people who have nothing to offer.”

The darkness fell again, silent and impenetrable, the eddies in the air growing hands and shoving her back through the still-open doorway to land on her knees before Nyx who closed the opening and helped her up.

“They wouldn’t-“ Ophelia put her face in her hands and cried. Despising every tear that fell. “If they won’t then I’ll find another way, or find someone to bargain for me.”

“Child, you need to rest,” Nyx took her arm and helped her over to the bed, to cover her with the blankets. “Crossing into the Weaver’s Domain is taxing even for me.”

“No, I-“ But the exhaustion hit her and crushed her down into the bed until there was nothing left of her.

When she woke up, it was to the coffee shop, to the teacup and to the faint outline of the man that spoke to her. “Well, Brilliance?”

“They wouldn’t bargain with me.” She blinked the tears back. “So I need someone to bargain for me. I just don’t know who would bargain for my life back or what they would want to do it.”

“Do not trust anyone that would bargain for you.” Her teacup’s words were urgent. “If you cannot bargain now, then grow until you can. Always bargain for yourself, Brilliance, or you pay twice.”

“No, I think I know.” she rose from the table and reached for the man behind the teacup. She couldn’t touch him, she knew that, but she traced her finger in the air over the planes of his face. “He’ll hate it, but Dream got me into this mess and he can get me out of it.”

“Brilliance-“ her teacup reached for her, but she reached out and hit the plate-glass window of the coffee shop, shattering the dream and making herself wake up.

It was night, the air told her it was the small hours just before dawn, and Ophelia rocketed out of bed and shrugged into the dress that had been left for her. If she was going to demand something from the God of Dreams, then she was going to look the part.

Once she was dressed and her hair was in some semblance of order, she marched out of the bedroom and down into the living space to look at the other doors that lined the room. She had no idea where Dream was and she wasn’t going to go poking around in the rooms to find him. He was going to come to her.

“Dream,” she made her voice call to him. “We need to talk.”

One of the doors opened a moment later, and he stepped out. Damn him, he didn’t look like he’d been sleeping. He looked like he always did, like a perfect God.

He walked to her, stopping just outside arm’s reach, and smiled. “You called for me?”

“Send me home.” she wasn’t going to mince words. “Bargain with the Weavers like you did to get me here and send me back home.”

“What?” he reeled a little and his smile faded. “You want me to-“

I want you to undo what you did,” Ophelia said bluntly. “I want you to put me back in my own fate-line. They won’t bargain with me. I need someone to do it for me.”

“Ophelia,’ his voice went coaxing, soft and low. “Did you go to the Weavers?”

“I’m not a child Dream, I’m not a scared animal,” she wanted to smack him again. “You have something that they want and I don’t.”

He straightened, eyes falling flat. “You ask this of me? Very well, we will bargain for this thing.”

Ophelia glared, narrowing her eyes at the man across from her and stomping on the part of her that wanted to cry and beg him not to look at her like the love was gone.

“What do you want?” She clenched her hands so hard that her nails cut into her palms.

He shook his head and sighed. “I want the only thing you have that has any value.” He smiled, but it wasn’t gentle and loving like it had been. “I want your time, your mortal days. In exchange for my bargaining with the Weavers, I will take six months of your life.”

“So take it,” she pushed her hands towards Dream.

He shook his head and pushed her hands back. “I will take them one day at a time, Ophelia. As they pass for you, they will pass for me and at the end of the six months I will bargain with the Weavers to return you to your own fate-line.”

Ophelia wasn’t going to show any emotion, any feeling. It was only six months, and she’d gone longer than that without speaking. She could outlast this, could beat him at his own game.

“Done.” she nodded and offered a hand. “I agree to your bargain.”

He reached back, cupping the back of her hand and drawing a strange symbol into the palm of it. It fizzed, burned, and then faded to leave it etched in deep blue ink, like a tattoo. “This will protect you from the denizens of the mountain while you dwell here.”

Then he walked away from her, leaving her in the darkness and with the feeling that she’d just destroyed something. She had to force herself not to go after him, not to beg him to look at her like he loved her again.

She only had to make it six months and then she would be able to go back home and she could treat this like the dream it would become.
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Dream didn’t slam the door. It was a near thing, but he didn’t slam the door. That would frighten her, and as much as he was angry, he didn’t want to scare her.

So he shut the door softly and went and sat on the little bed and tried to think past the anger that someone had shown her the way to the Weavers. That someone had let her walk into that danger.

That she wanted to leave him so badly that she’d risked herself just made him profoundly sad. No, his anger was directed at the person who had planted the idea in her head in the first place. And the only person that could be was his mother.

Who was also his commander, so no matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t go to her and make her answer for what she’d done.

No, that would be a waste of his time and energy. Which needed to be focused on Ophelia. He only had six months, six months to make her want to stay on the mountain. Six months to prove to her that he cared about her and that this was where she belonged.

He needed a plan; he needed to think up a plan to restore himself to her affections. She’d loved him in her dreams, but he wouldn’t approach her there. No, he would go to her in the daylight.

He knew what she wanted in a partner, steadiness and care and that she deeply wanted to be someone’s forever, so he had to prove to her that she was his. That he would only want her for the rest of time.

And somewhere in there, he had to help her come to terms with the fact that she was going to come into magic during those six months. There was no way around that.


CHAPTER 9
Night



Ophelia was curled around her misery and was doing her best to make it go away. She’d killed it, killed his love for her. It had been what she wanted. It was what she wanted still, wasn’t it? She wanted to go home and she couldn’t have both. She couldn’t love him and be on the other side of time, but she didn’t know if she’d made the right choice.

It hurt, she hurt, and the tears wouldn’t stop, no matter how hard she tried to make all the feelings go away. She just wanted to sleep, but she wanted comfort more and there was none to be found in this place. Because she’d broken his love for her.

So she curled tighter around the pillow she was holding and cried into it as the look he’d given her as he walked away from her drilled into her head. But she couldn’t have both. She couldn’t love him and go back to where she belonged.

And she didn’t belong here.

She didn’t belong with a God. She was a mortal and he would walk away from her like he had tonight in the end. So it was best if she guarded her heart for the next six months.

It was best if she hid her heart and how much of it belonged to him because she was leaving as soon at the days passed and then she would go back to her old life and try to find a home that was midway between nothing and the way he’d looked at her before she killed his love.

She couldn’t hope for anything more than that.

She cried. The night passed, and in the morning there was a knock at her door. She made herself get up and go to let Nyx in. She wasn’t hungry, but she had to eat something because she had to get through the six months that were staring her in the face.

But it wasn’t Nyx, it was Dream, and she looked like a hag. Her eyes were bloodshot from her tears, her hair was all over the place and her cheeks were sore from wiping at them all night. So she did the only thing she could think to do in that moment and shut the door in his face.

She turned from the door, contemplated just hiding under her bed for the rest of the six months, and then turned back around to put her hand on the doorknob again. She made herself open the door, but couldn’t make herself look at him with her sore eyes and cheeks.

“Can I help you?” Her voice shook dammit. She was supposed to be in control and she was ten seconds from begging him to love her again.

But there was a softness in his eyes that hadn’t been there last night and he offered her a hand and a bow. “Would you come and eat with me, Ophelia?”

“Ok,” she took his hand, let him lead her out onto the terrace where there was a pair of those lounging couches and a small table between them that was heaped with fruit and bread and cheese.

He helped her recline, and it was probably her imagination that his hands lingered on her slightly before he went and sat on the other couch. They didn’t really talk, just the occasional comment on the weather and him telling her a little bit about the mountain. She didn’t want to eat. She wanted to be in his arms, but there was just no way.

So she made herself eat instead. If her mouth was full, then she couldn’t beg him to love her, or apologize for shattering what they’d had in her dreams. She couldn’t talk to him anyway. There were too many conflicting words in her that wanted out and it would just result in her being a sobbing mess.

She had to hide it, had to hide that she was hurting and in love and scared. So she didn’t look up, and she didn’t speak, and then the platter that had held their breakfast was empty and she could flee from him.

Except he was faster, almost faster than thought, and he caught her by the hand. “Come and walk with me? I’d like to show you something.”

“I really-“

“It’s just a walk, Ophelia.” His voice had gone coaxing again. “Come and be in the sun with me. I want to show you the village at the base of the mountain. There’s a man there I want to introduce you to.”

“What?” she finally looked up at him. “Why would you want to introduce me to another man?”

“Because I’ve been telling him that you were coming for months.” Dream tugged her gently until she started walking with him. “I spend a good deal of time with them. I wanted to know what you needed, how to make you happy.”

She squashed the sob, hoping he didn’t hear the little miserable sound that did escape her. He either didn’t hear or ignored it and they walked slowly down the mountain, down a little cobblestone path.

They halted and Dream shifted, becoming somehow less, more human. He wasn’t any smaller or less handsome, but his presence was less. “They know me as a mortal, Ophelia. They don’t know me as Dream. They call me Basil.”

“Alright,” she kept walking at his side and shivered when they passed through something that trailed across her like spiderwebs, trying to hold her back.

“The Barrier,” he said when she looked up at him. “No mortal can pass it without assistance from one of us on the mountain.”

She nodded, breathing in the air on the other side. It smelled like shit and people, but that’s because they’d emerged maybe a hundred feet from a mud brick town of flat roofed villas.

It had a thriving market, and that’s where Dream took her next. To the front of a stand where he tucked her close to his side and waited. A man emerged after a moment, stooped and wrinkled, but bright eyed. He straightened when he came closer to them and Ophelia smiled back, wondering at the tears in his eyes.

“So,” he leaned on the counter of his booth and looked back and forth between them. “I have something for you both.” He reached under the counter and pressed a bundle that smelled like thyme and rosemary into their arms. “Offerings, go and pray to the Highest and then return to me. I have a gift for your home.”

Dream smiled and thanked the man, walking with Ophelia under his arm and pressed close to his side. The people of the village all knew him. All of them stopped to talk to him and he, in turn, introduced them to her as his bride.

It made her feel warm and fluttery, but she couldn’t let it show as they headed down the center street to a row of little temples. Dream started pulling the bright herbs from the bundle and pressing them into her hands to help her lay them on the altars. They made offerings at every temple they passed, save one.

He smiled down at her as he led her by. “It smacks of the ridiculous to leave myself an offering.”

Ophelia shrugged off his arm and pulled some thyme sprigs and a rosemary twig from the bundle to lay them on his altar before returning to his side. “I did, you didn’t.”

His humanity shifted a little, eyes becoming bottomless and sprinkled with stars before he righted himself and pulled her close again. “You should be careful with your worship, Ophelia. I promised you I would bargain in six months.”

Her thoughts nearly fountained out of her. That she loved him, that she didn’t want him to leave her. But she managed to fight them back and look away from him. “It would have looked strange if you had nothing.”

He just looked at her with those night dark eyes and gave her a gentle smile. “Come, we should speak with the old man and return to the mountain. I cannot hold this for terribly long.”

They slipped back through the crowds, one of the older women stopping her and laying a crown of laurel around her brow before they went back to the market. The old man had two things: one was an elaborately carved spoon that he handed over to them with tears in his eyes and the other was a parcel that he handed directly to Dream.

“When you fight, when it feels like love is broken, open that.” He flicked a finger at the parcel. “It will give you both a chance to begin again.”

“Thank you.” Dream nodded and took Ophelia’s hand. “We’ll come back and visit soon.”

“No rush.” he gave Ophelia a cheeky wink. “You being newly wed, I do not expect to see you for a time.”

Ophelia patted his hand, and they went back up the mountain. Dream shed his seeming as soon as they crossed the barrier with a sigh of relief and they went back to the house in the olive grove.

He let her go as soon as they crossed the doorway. “I have imposed on you enough for today. Perhaps you will come and have supper with me?”

She nodded and fled, running to the bedroom and throwing herself on the bed. To wrap around the pillow that wasn’t Dream no matter how much she wanted it to be and breathe for a little while.

Sunset light woke her, sunset light and a gentle knock at the door.
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Dream was standing outside her door, hoping that she’d come out to him. Hoping that he hadn’t done too much today. He was trying to court her without seeming to. Trying to show her gentleness and care without drowning her in the love he felt.

But she’d gone with him, walked with him to the village and had let him hold her while they made offerings together. She’d even offered to him and he knew she didn’t know what that meant, so he’d had to contain the huge rush of desire and pretend that he felt none of it.

And if the way she wouldn’t look at him was any indication, she was having some rather strong feelings of her own. He just had to help her talk to him. Had to help her know that she was safe and cared for with him.

Which was why he’d asked her to supper, why he’d set it out on the lawn beyond the light that spilled from the windows of the villa. He wanted her to talk to him, and maybe the low light would help her. It had helped her in the past, when they’d sat in the darkness of her mind under their tree and she’d told him everything.

So he waited outside her door until it creaked open and she was there before him. It took everything that he was not to crush her to him and kiss her. But they were courting, and she was in pain if the way she was holding herself was any indication.

He reached out his hands to her, hoping she would take the offer and reach back. Hoping that she would let him hold her. She did, taking his hands and giving him a fragile little smile.

“Supper?”

She nodded, smile shaking and threatening to break. “Ok, Dream.”

He took her to the place he’d made for them, helped her sit on the grass and came to sit at her side. He was almost close enough to touch her, but he wanted her to close that gap on her own. He wanted her free and without fear or pain or coercion of any kind.

Instead of doing the thing he wanted to do, which was pull her across him and hold her until she stopped shaking and could actually smile at him. Instead of that, he offered her a bunch of sweet grapes and a small goblet of wine.


CHAPTER 10
Sky



She couldn’t forget. Ophelia sighed inwardly as she sipped the sweet wine that he’d handed her. She couldn’t forget that she’d killed his love for her in a bid to go back to where she belonged. It didn’t matter how he looked at her or the warmth that radiated from his skin, where he was nearly close enough to touch her.

She would hold all of it in. The love and the words and the plea and at the end of the six months, when she was leaving him, then she would tell him that she’d never meant to break it.

And surely he wouldn’t want her any longer at that point.

She made herself eat, sipped the wine, and slowly relaxed into the darkness and the silence and the rough wood of the trunk at her back. He wasn’t pushing for her, was just letting her be quiet, and she was grateful for that.

“Will you talk to me, Ophelia?” he whispered the words to her, reaching to brush a strand of hair away from her face. “If you’re hurting, if you’re sad, I want to help.”

She flinched, and he pulled back. She leaned, chasing his touch before she made herself pull back. “There’s nothing you can do,” she turned from him again. “I killed it and now I just have to make it through the next six months and then I’ll go and you can just forget me.”

“Ophelia,” he reached for her again, coming just close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his skin. “I wish you would- I wish you would know that you are safe here, that I will do whatever I can-“

“I’m a mortal, Dream.” She leaned away from him desperately. “I’m a mortal and you’re a literal God. How would that even work? How many years would it take before I bored you? I’ll age and die before you turn around twice and then you’ll walk away from me because I can’t be what you want.”

“Is that what makes you fear?” He dropped his hand and laced his fingers with hers. “Is that why you hurt? Because you think that you are less?”

“There’s no think about it, Dream.” She tipped her head back, tipped the last of the wine down her throat. “I can’t be more than what I am, and I saw how your eyes died when I asked you to send me back.” She shrugged him off and fought her way to her feet, the world swimming a bit as she fought the wine off.

She tried to flee, tears blinding her as the fact that he didn’t love her anymore hit her again. He didn’t love her, he’d only bargained for her days, so he had something to show for wasting his time with her in the first place.

Then she ran into something firm and warm. Someone, not something, and there were arms around her while she tried to hold all her feelings in and failed.

“I’m sorry,” she sobbed, “I’m sorry.”

“Why?” His voice whispered in her ear while he rocked her in the shade of the branches. “Ophelia, why?”

“Because I broke it.” She could barely get the words out around the rush of misery. “I just want-“

She tore herself out of his arms and ran. She had no idea where she was going, no destination in her mind, and it wasn’t until she felt the spiderwebs of the barrier that she realized that she’d left the mountain. She ran into the town, into the empty market and looked wildly for a place to hide.

“It’s late,” a semi familiar voice came from behind her and she whirled to see the old man from earlier. “Come, we’ll have some tea and wait. Your groom will be along in just a bit.”

He led her to a small house, took her inside and settled her on one of the couches. A moment later, there was a small fire crackling in the grate and then there was a cup of tea in her hands.

“Thank you,” Ophelia didn’t know what else to say.

“I was married for fifty years, my dear.” The man said, looking down into his tea. “We danced, she and I. We danced and we fought and we raised children together in this house. I know that it is new to you, that you are afraid of what it all means, but, my dear.” He looked up at her, direct and pleading. “Don’t end it, don’t flee before you try.”

What could she say to that? How could she say anything that didn’t involve confessing that she was in love with the God of Dreams. “He can’t love me,” was what came out as a tear fell into her tea. “We’re too different, from completely different places. He needs someone from his place and I-“

“I see,” he reached a crabbed hand over and patted hers. “My dear, I saw how he was looking at you earlier. That is a man profoundly in love and utterly unafraid to show it.”

She paused, hands shaking on the mug, and tried to think past the screaming emotion that had always been her greatest downfall. It was- the last day- it was almost like he was courting her?

But she’d broken his love, shattered it because she’d asked to go home. She’d seen the light go out in his eyes, seen his smile go sharp and angry and she quailed from the memory.

But before she could say anything else, there was a light knock at the door and the man took the tea from her hands and helped her stand to push her in the direction of the door with a wink.

She went and pulled the door open, to look into the bottomless, worried eyes of Dream and then she did the only logical thing she could think of at that moment.

She threw herself into his arms and wrapped hers around his neck to kiss him fiercely. She’d half expected the dream to burst, to rupture the way it always did, but it didn’t and his arms were around her and he was kissing her back.

And it was wonderful.

“Go on home now,” the old man shooed them out of his house and closed the door behind them, leaving Ophelia to look up at Dream in the darkness and go absolutely scarlet before turning away.

“No, Mine,” he moved her hair out of the way and kissed her neck. “Don’t turn from me, come home and talk to me.”

She shuddered, nodding and he took her hand and led her back through the barrier, back up the mountain to the grove of olive trees and back into the villa. They stopped in the living room, him reaching to take her other hand and giving her a soft smile.

“Dream-“ Ophelia wanted to tell him everything, but she hadn’t slept in two days and it all cudgeled her over the head. The world went strange and dark as she headed for the floor.
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Dream caught her, lifting her into his arms and holding her close. She’d kissed him and he hadn’t expected that for weeks yet. He’d wanted to go slowly for her, to help her resolve her fears and to help her adjust.

Soon she would start coming into her magic and that would add a whole new dimension to her fear. He would start talking to her about it in the morning. Perhaps the knowledge that she would, if she mastered her gifts, become a proper resident of the mountain. Perhaps knowing that she would see the ages like he did would soothe her and help her understand why he’d fallen in love with her.

But for tonight, he would take her to bed. For tonight he would let her rest and recover and tomorrow he would help her understand why he cared for her.

She’d misread the anger in his eyes as being directed at her when it had been directed at his mother for giving her access to the Weavers. They were dangerous creatures, capricious at their kindest, and he breathed thanks that she hadn’t interested them.

He crossed the villa, opening the door to the bedroom that they would hopefully share one day, and laid her down on the bed, tucking the blankets around her. He didn’t miss the tear stained pillow, didn’t miss the misery inherent in the way it was bent. Like she’d been holding it for comfort.

He would talk to her in the morning. For now, he needed to leave her to rest. But he couldn’t get his feet to move. He didn’t want to leave her alone and lonely in a bed built for them both.

He was turning from her, going to leave, when she stirred and looked up at him with luminous, sleepy eyes. “Stay?”

He was by her side in an instant, pulling her into his warmth and curling around her. “Rest now, I’ll stay.”

She faded back out almost immediately. Going limp and slack in his arms and pillowing her head on his shoulder.

He rubbed her back slowly, feeling the fine bones under her soft skin and letting himself pass into sleep alongside her. Tomorrow would be another day. He would talk to her and they would come to an agreement.

But for tonight, he was going to hold her and rest.


CHAPTER 11
Consort



When she woke, she wasn’t alone. She was warm and safe and held, and she wasn’t alone.

It was a dream, it had to be, but she was willing to let the dream be for now because she didn’t want the warmth holding her to become the cold pillow that she’d been holding for days and nights of misery. She curled tighter into the warmth that couldn’t be and let herself drift. Let herself be and not think. She’d wake up soon and have to figure out reality, but for now she was warm and she was going to drift.

“Ophelia,” a soft whisper and a cheek on her head. “Just rest, rest for me. When you want to wake, I will be here.”

She was half asleep, there was no forest around her, so what was Dream’s voice doing in her ear? She really was lonely if her half asleep mind had conjured his arms out of the pillow and his voice out of the air. But what was the harm? It’s not as though he could hear her thoughts if she wasn’t truly asleep.

But she couldn’t drift forever. She needed a bathroom and something to eat and then it would be time to go back to waiting out the days until she went home.

She made herself wake up, made herself stop drifting and open her eyes. There would be nothing there but her pillow and an empty expanse of mattress. But when she made her eyes focus, when she managed to make what she was seeing make sense, it wasn’t a tear stained pillow that met her eyes.

It was the bottomless, star-sprinkled eyes of Dream.

“What-“ That was when memory crashed in. She’d fainted, half unconscious, and he’d kept her from hitting her head on the floor. In her half awake state, she’d wanted to be in his arms more than she wanted the world to keep turning, so she’d asked him to stay. “Dream?”

“Ophelia.” He smiled at her, eyes kind and soft. “How are you feeling?”

That made her stop. “I’m ok, I think. I wasn’t expecting to see you and then I remembered.” She knew she was pink and she couldn’t look at his soft expression any more. “I’m sorry, Dream, I didn’t mean you needed to stay with me all night.”

“There was no place in this world or any other that I wanted to be more.”His hand smoothed over her head, and she felt his lips brush gently across her brow. “We should rise, eat something. There are things I must speak to you about.”

Ophelia shut her eyes, knowing what was coming. “I can’t hear it Dream, I can’t- I already saw your eyes. I already know, so you don’t need to say it. I’ll just wait the rest of the time and then go.”

“No, dearest.” There was that soft hand again, those soft eyes again. “Come and eat, come and speak with me. This is something else.” He rose, releasing her but stopping her when she would have curled around the pillow. “Ophelia, come with me. Please?”

She couldn’t deny him. Gods all help her, she couldn’t deny the softness in his eyes. She rose from the bed, making herself leave the pillow and its poor comfort behind. To leave the room with her hand clasped firmly in his. To walk by his side down the hallway, to let him go at the door to the bathroom.

She went and cleaned up, splashing water on her face and taking a quick bath before staring at herself in the polished silver mirror and gripping the edge of the counter in her hands. Whatever she was about to hear was probably going to hurt. It was going to be a reminder that he didn’t love her and she had to be prepared for that.

No matter how soft his eyes had been when he looked at her.

So she braided her hair back and left the room, nearly running into him since she hadn’t expected him to be still there. But he was, and that look in his eyes was still there. The one that couldn’t be there, the one she’d fallen in love with when he was just her dream man.

When he was the inside of her head. But he wasn’t and she- “Dream, I- please don’t look at me like that. I know-“

“Ophelia, I think there’s a misunderstanding between us.” He reached for her hand. “Come and eat and let’s talk it through.”

She sighed, hoping it didn’t sound as miserable as she felt and took his hand. He took her out of the house, back to those lounging couches where their breakfast was waiting in the form of bread and fruit and cheese with little dishes of olives soaking in their flavored oils.

“Ophelia, look at me, just for a moment.” He reached across the space that separated them and cupped her cheek. “Tell me what you’re thinking?”

She flicked her eyes upward, meeting his bottomless ones before her mouth went dry and she went soundless. “I didn’t mean to-“ she whispered. “I can’t have both, and Dream, I don’t belong here, with you. I can’t watch you walk away from me like everyone else has and you won’t be able to help yourself. I’ll get old and you won’t and in the end you’ll leave me.”

“We will talk about all of that in a minute,” he reached out and squeezed her hand. “You keep saying you killed it, Ophelia. I need to know what you mean.”

She dropped her eyes, reaching to take a crusty roll and tearing it in half. “I saw how you looked at me when I asked to go home. I saw the love in your eyes die, Dream. I didn’t mean- I didn’t want it to die, but I can’t have both and I can’t stay here.”

He closed his eyes, and she saw his chest heave. Ophelia closed her eyes and braced herself for the confirmation, for the agreement. She just needed to get through this and then she was going back in her room, to her pillow, and she wasn’t coming out until the six months were over.
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Dream looked at her, at his Ophelia and held in the anger and the love and all the rest of his feelings for her. He made himself just look at her for a moment. Look at how stiff she was, like she was expecting to be struck or injured in some way. Like she was waiting for him to tell her she was right, that he didn’t love her any longer. But nothing could be further from the truth.

His love burned him, lit him from within like the sun, and he was still surprised he wasn’t glowing with it every time he looked at his skin. But he wasn’t, and he didn’t and he had to fix this. Had to fix her misconception, but would she be able to hear him with as loud as the voices of her doubt and her past were?

If his voice couldn’t reach her, if his hands had no effect, the only thing left that might shatter her misery was this.

He knelt next to her couch, stroking her cheek until her eyes opened. They were luminous, full of tears and miserable certainty, and she opened her mouth to say something that would probably be another apology.

“Hush, Mine,” he whispered to her, cupping her cheek in his hand and leaning forward until her lips were a breath from his. “Can you hear me this way, Ophelia? If I kiss you now, will you believe me? when I speak to you?”

Her eyes closed again, sparkling tears slipping from under her lashes to streak down her cheeks and over his hand. He stroked the wetness away with his thumb and leaned his forehead on hers. “Ophelia-“

He didn’t get a chance to ask to kiss her again, because she was the one that closed the distance between them. Fastening her lips to his almost desperately and twining her arms around his neck. He pulled her close, as close as it was possible to get, and kissed her slowly.

He wasn’t in a hurry, wanted her to be able to believe him. So he kissed her until she relaxed against him, until the kiss they were sharing was a little less desperate and modulated to become a smooth connection between them.

Then and only then did he lift his head and pull back just enough to look at her. She was watching him, shy hope in her eyes, but it was still overlaid with that miserable certainty. He bent to kiss her again, bent on driving the misery from her eyes so that she could hear him when he spoke.

This time when he lifted his head, the misery was muted. Not gone, but muted and she looked a little dazed. So he shifted to sit with her on the couch, to pull her to him and hold her still tense body to his chest and rub her back until she relaxed the rest of the way.

“Can you listen to me now, Ophelia?” he whispered the words into her ear, watching the shudder from his breath on her delicate skin blow outward to cover her entire body. She nodded against his chest, slow and hesitant, but it was good enough for this moment.

“Alright.” He adjusted his arms around her to hold her more securely. “Ophelia, I-“ no, that would simply make her feel as though he was obligated to be with her. “Let me tell you of the magic of the Mountain of the Gods.”

He told her everything, the hierarchy that ran from the Highest, the Gods of Time and Earth, Sky and Magic, and down through every force that governed the world down to the mortal concerns of Sleep and Dreams where he sat as protector and guiding force for the Tribunal of Passage.

“And darling Ophelia, you do belong here.” He kissed her hairline, just above the delicate curve of her ear. “Before long, you will begin to hear the Song of the Mountain, feel the magic that feeds the Highest and the rest of us. Because, Ophelia, you have magic of your own.”

Her head jerked up, eyes startled and wide. “How does that work? I’m not even from this part of time.”

“I don’t know,” he said gently. “This is not unheard of. Most likely one of us took pleasure with one of your ancestors and you have flowered from that union.”

“I have God blood in me?” the incredulity in her voice made him smile. “Do you know which one?”

“One of the Highest, most likely,” he said, pointing towards the mist shrouded summit of the mountain. “There are rules in place, but the Highest disregard them at will. We will be able to tell more as you bloom.”

“Dream, this doesn’t seem possible.” She shifted in his arms but didn’t try to pull away from him. “I don’t know what to do with this.”

“If you will give your permission, I will help you as you come into your gifts.” He stroked the hair back from her face. “I am not the strongest teacher, but together we can learn.”

She curled further into him and sighed. “Alright, Dream, I’ll try.”

He opened his mouth to reply, but there was a knock at the front of the villa. It was strident, insistent, and then his mother materialized out of the air in front of them. “The Tribunal calls, my Son.”

“I will answer,” he gently shifted Ophelia away from him and rose with a final kiss on her cheek. “I will return as soon as I can and we will speak about the other half of your concerns.”

“Dream-“

“You didn’t kill it, Ophelia.” He gave her a reassuring smile and stepped into the doorway alongside his mother.


CHAPTER 12
Fight



He’d never lied to her. Whatever he was, whatever they’d done, he’d never lied to her. So why would he start now? Especially about something so ludicrous and easy to disprove. He’d said something about a song.

Well now that the villa was quiet and she was alone, she could hear something vague and fuzzy off in the distance and at the edge of her hearing. She had no idea if that was what he was referring to, but she’d have to wait until he got back to ask.

Ophelia felt a little bit like a nut, rattling around in the villa by herself. It was quiet and peaceful and that sound off in the distance got a little louder with every day that went by.

It wasn’t a troubling sound; it was a little bit like wind chimes, but it was coming from under her feet, from the earth and it shivered up through the soles of her feet to her ears.

She was alone for a day and a half when there was a chime in the air and Nyx swirled into being in the living room where Ophelia had her feet tucked up and was listening very hard to the music that the earth was making.

“Child,” Nyx turned to look at her. “You must be careful as you listen to the Song of the Mountain.”

“What?” Ophelia shook the sound out of her ears and pulled her feet from the floor, breaking her connection to the music. “Is something wrong?”

“I simply wish you to be cautious,” Nyx came over and sat down on one of the chairs across from Ophelia, somehow making the simple wooden chair look throne like. “Magic, the Highest, is often to be found in the currents that make up the music that you hear.”

Ophelia nodded, completely confused. “Ok?”

“I wished to caution you not to reach for the song until you are with someone that can disguise your mortal scent from the Highest.” Nyx clasped her hands together in her lap and it wasn’t until then that Ophelia noticed that the stars in her cloak were moving. “If the Highest scent a mortal that can touch the song, they will take you. Dream will attempt to stop them if they try to they will kill him for defying them.”

“I won’t-“ Ophelia shook her head. “I’ll be careful. Thank you for telling me.”

Nyx nodded and leaned forward to peer at Ophelia with curious eyes. “I would have you touch the song, child. I will mask you from the Highest, but I would see which of them fathered you.”

“I have no idea how to do that.” Ophelia said, looking down at the ground. “But I’ll try if you tell me how.”

“Put your feet in contact with the earth and let the song sing through you.” Nyx made a complex gesture in the air and the room went to dusk and the air sprinkled itself with galaxies. “Do not attempt to direct it. Simply let it sing in your bones.”

Ophelia reached down and took her shoes off, letting her feet rest gingerly on the cool stone of the floor. The effect was immediate and intense, the song she’d only vaguely heard before thundering through her body like she was in an empty concert hall. She was an echo, a tuning fork, and she was vibrating with everything that was pouring through her.

It didn’t hurt, but it was electric and there was something about it that felt a lot like desire. Heavy and sliding across her nerves, pooling in her center and arching outward in fire.

And then Nyx was there, cutting the connection to the ground, to the song, and everything went dead like a lightbulb with no power. She tucked her feet up under her, holding the moan in when her legs tightened around her and sent a shock wave of pleasure all the way through her.

“Are you alright, child?” Nyx laid a hand on her forehead that felt like a spring night and Ophelia tried to shake off the feelings and focus.

“Yeah,” she rubbed a hand over her face. “I’m alright, at least I think so. What happened? Is it supposed to feel like that?”

“No,” Nyx shook her head, ebony hair trailing over her shoulders. “It is not supposed to have that effect on those of mortal blood. Even with ancestral blood from the Highest, the song should not affect you that way.”

“You said you’d be able to tell who-“

Nyx shook her head again, a puzzled expression on her face. “I cannot tell, not unbloomed as you are. If I were pressed to make a guess, I would say that Magic was your ancestor, but there is something that is incorrect about that statement. Do not touch the song in any capacity until my son returns. I am the Goddess of Night, and I was only barely able to mask you from the Highest.”

Ophelia tucked her feet further up on the sofa and looked down at the tiles of the floor. “I have to walk around, how do I keep from connecting if I put my feet on the ground?”

“Wait until I return and I will bring you something to keep you safe.” Nyx swirled and was gone in a flash of starlight. Ophelia sat and waited as the light lengthened and changed color.

And then Nyx flashed back in, a shooting start that resolved into a person holding the strangest looking sandals Ophelia had ever seen. The soles were ebony, but the straps and ties were the silver of starlight. “Here, child, as long as you wear these, you should be well and truly divided from the song of the mountain.”

Ophelia shoved her feet into them, tying the straps around her ankles and put her feet on the floor. She was half braced for the torrent, but it didn’t come. There was just nothing. She couldn’t even hear it at a distance and the silence in her head was strangely more profound than it had ever been.

Nyx nodded, a worried expression sliding off of her face. “Just remember, those must be on if you touch the ground at all. At least until my son returns.”

“Do you know when he’ll be back?” Ophelia wrapped her arms around herself. “We were in the middle of a conversation.”

“I imagine no more than three further turns and his business in the Place Between should be complete.” Nyx sat back down in the chair and nodded regally. “Tell me, child, are you more settled here now?”

Ophelia sighed and closed her eyes. “That’s what Dream, and I were talking about.” She opened them back up and made herself look at Nyx. “I bargained with him to send me home in six months, but I don’t know if I made a mistake.”

“That is a bargain easily unmade,” Nyx said as though it were the simplest thing in the world. “All you need to do is tell him that you no longer wish to leave.”

“I don’t know if that’s the right decision, either.” Ophelia blew out a breath. “I guess I’m waiting to see how this magic thing shakes out.”

“Your decision, of course,” Nyx shook her head and smiled at Ophelia. “I must go to my duties. I will return tomorrow and see how you fare.”

“Goodbye, Nyx,” and then Ophelia was alone again.

She took a long hot bath that night, idly running her fingers over her still too sensitive skin until the pleasure burst under her skin in fireworks hot enough to melt her to nothing.

She slept that night, deep and dark and dreamless, and in the morning she woke to Nyx who spent the day with her. There was a gentle interrogation in there somewhere, but Ophelia didn’t mind it because it was helping her think of what she had to do when Dream came back.

Nyx had just left. She was expecting Dream to come walking through the door at any moment, and she was ready. Ready to tell him what she felt, what she wanted, that she was ready to stay with him.

And then the chime rang, the same one that announced Nyx’s arrival, but she’d just left, so it couldn’t be her. Ophelia slipped her feet into her sandals and left the bedroom, only to be confronted with another woman.

She was looking around like she owned the villa, and that alone was enough to make Ophelia bristle slightly. This was her place, hers and Dream’s and whoever this was didn’t belong here.

The woman’s eyes slipped right past her, and then rocketed back, focusing on her the way a lion focuses on its prey. She clapped her hands and light filled the room, the light of early morning, sharp and crisp, and she stared at Ophelia like she was either dinner or something unsavory from the bottom of her shoe.

“Where is my Dream?” she demanded sharply, stalking over to stop short of Ophelia’s reach.

“He’s not here right now.” Ophelia shook her head. “He’s supposed to be back soon, though.”

“And why does he have a little mortal plaything?” her voice had gone soft, but viciously cruel. “Little worthless mud creature, what village did he pull you from?”

“I-“

“Well, mud creature,” she laughed, a high tinkling sort of noise. “Tell him when he’s done playing in the dirt that I’ve returned and will be waiting for him in our place.”

“I don’t even know who you are.” Ophelia straightened and made herself look back at the other woman.

“You must be from deep in the mud then,” she laughed again and gestured. “I am Calliope, muse of voices, and you are a little mud creature who is not worth my presence. When Dream returns, tell him to come to me. I have an offering for him.” And then she was gone and there was a sharp little giggle hanging in the air.

Ophelia went to the couch and sat down with her head in her hands. She’d read this legend too, she knew who Calliope was to Dream. She was his lover, his companion, and Ophelia should have known that she was nothing more than a toy.

He was a God. Gods didn’t love mortals or if they did, then the love was temporary. Now that Calliope was back from wherever she’d been, Dream would return to the arms of his lover.

Hopefully, he would send her home first, hopefully he wouldn’t make her spend the rest of the six months in this house while he loved another.

Ophelia got up and went to the bed, the one where she’d had hope for a day that maybe she could be someone to him, maybe she could be his forever. But it hadn’t ever been true, had it?
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Dream was exhausted. He’d been gone for turns longer than he’d thought it would take to put everything right. But he knew his mother had been looking in on Ophelia and that she was well. And now he was going to go home, and they were going to finish their discussion.

He’d tell her that he loved her, ask her to stay with him, to let him help her with her magic and then once she bloomed fully, he would take her to the Highest as a full resident of the Mountain.

But something was deeply wrong. It was dusk, near to full dark and there were no lights on in the villa. There was nothing on in the villa, no sense of her in the magic and as tired as he was, he managed to break into something resembling a run to get to her that much faster.

“Ophelia,” he called as he stumbled into the villa. “Call to me, where are you?”

There was nothing, dead silence, and then a sound so quiet that it nearly didn’t register. A tiny, quickly caught sob, a sound of pure misery, and he raced for their bedroom to find out what had wounded her.

He sat on the edge of the bed and reached to pull her to him. “Ophelia, what is it?”

She skittered away from him, another miserable sound falling out of her as she clutched tighter to the pillow she was holding like a lifeline. “Calliope,” the word was so choked it was almost unintelligible. “She’s back. She wants to see you.” She half turned to him in the dim light. “If you ever cared for me, send me home before you bring your real love here.” She dissolved into heartbroken tears and he reeled, trying to understand what had happened.

“Calliope-“ his brain raced around in circles for a few moments while she sobbed. “Why was Calliope here?” her other words finally hit his exhausted brain, and he was suddenly as enraged as he had ever been. “Ophelia, darling, Mine, please don’t- please listen to me. I know the mortal stories, but-“

“You don’t have to pretend it, Dream,” she managed the words. “Just tell me you’ll send me home and won’t make me watch.”

“Darling, that woman will never step foot in this place again, I vow you this.” Dream had to hold in the snarl that was building in his gut. “Ophelia, she only wants me because I am the one person on this mountain she has never been able to touch.”


CHAPTER 13
Acknowledgment



Ophelia was trying, trying to listen, trying to breathe, trying to make sense of what he’d just said. He’d never lied to her. Why would he start now? But Calliope’s words banged around on the inside of her head and made everything raw and painful. Especially the words. They were just cutting shards now. Her heart bruised and bleeding in her chest.

But he’d never lied to her.

She half turned to him in the dimness, looked at the rage and worry on his face and tried to think and not flinch from the anger in his eyes. He’d never lied to her. Would it anger him further if she-

“Prove it,” she said in a shaking whisper. “Dream, I need you- I can’t- I want to believe you, but-“

He got up and stood at the side of the bed. “I vowed it to you. She will never set foot in this place again.”

He reached out a finger and started drawing strange symbols in the air in light bright enough to hurt when she tried to look at it. Circles on circles and strange shapes, her name and his name and something that she didn’t recognize all bound and tied with the song she could suddenly hear with enormous clarity again.

He reached for it, spinning it like a top, like a spindle, until the circles came apart and whipped through the air to land and embed into the walls. The symbols shone and glittered, stars and lightning and a huge blast went through them both before Ophelia’s eyes cleared and she saw Dream on his knees beside the bed, breathing like he couldn’t get enough air.

“She can no longer enter,” he tried to stagger to his feet and failed. “Only you, I, and my mother can enter here.”

Ophelia was by his side as fast as she could get there. He was heavy, limp, but she managed to get him onto the bed and help him lie down. He gave her a smile that overflowed with exhaustion and then he was just gone. But he was breathing and his heart still beat, so he was just sleeping.

She returned to the bed, curling up on her side as far away from him as she could get, and tried to think about what it meant that he’d barred the woman he was supposed to love from his house. But he’d said that the stories weren’t true, that she was only after him because he wasn’t interested and she’d known plenty of women like that in her life.

Maybe she should just wait. Wait and not think and when he woke, then he would tell her the truth and she would listen and then they would make a plan together. She could do that, she could wait and tomorrow she would listen and then move forward in the best direction that she could.

He slept for three days, unmoving and pale, with only the rise and fall of his chest to say he was still alive. So for three days, Ophelia waited and sat and tried not to think. She went for a little walk once a day, but never without the sandals and never beyond the olive grove.

She didn’t want Dream to wake up and think that she’d left him.

It was dusk on the third day. Ophelia was in the living room nibbling on some leftover bread and cheese when she heard him groan and shift from the bedroom. She ran, skidding to a stop and falling to her knees at the side of the bed.

The song of the mountain immediately hit her with hurricane force. Rushing through her and setting all of her nerves alight until she was shaking at the side of the bed and trying to hide it. Trying to focus on Dream, who was looking at her fuzzily, like he didn’t quite understand who he was looking at.

“Are you-“ she beat back the feelings, shook them out of her head as they pulsed down, gathering low in her belly like a ball of fire. “Dream, talk to me if you can.”

“Ophelia?” he propped himself up on one elbow. “Are you alright, you’re very flush.”

“I’m-“ she couldn’t explain to him what was going on. Where did she find the words to tell him that she was full of the song of the mountain and that it had her on the brink? “I’m ok. Are you ok?”

“You lie poorly.” He sat up and looked down at her, eyes widening before he reached down and pulled her to his body. “Ophelia-“

She cried out, the touch and the fire and her name on his lips all combined and then she was shaking on his lap as she clutched at him and her body spasmed on nothing. He held her tight as her body vibrated, over and over until she was panting and limp in his arms and so tired.

He looked down at her, eyes soft, but there was fire in their depths. “Are-“

“I’m ok,” she whispered, face going scarlet. “That happened last time, too, but you weren’t there to hold me. I like this better.”

He brushed her hair back from her face. “That was not the way I wished you to cry my name the first time, Ophelia.”

“Sorry, Dream,” she reached up with a shaking hand and touched his face. “Your mom says it-“

“I do not wish to talk about my mother right now,” he shook his head and turned them both, to lay her down on the cloud like mattress and pull the blankets up around her. “Rest with me, Ophelia. We can talk about it in the morning.”

Ophelia nodded, closing her eyes and curling into his warmth. I love you, she thought it fiercely as the darkness drowned her. I love you.

“Mine,” his soft voice was the last thing she heard and then she was gone, down into the darkness between stars.
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Dream looked down at the woman in his arms. He wondered if she knew that she’d said her last words aloud or if she had been asleep by the time she’d muttered the words he’d wanted to hear in the flesh for years.

He was of two minds right at that moment. He was still incandescently angry at Calliope for entering the villa where he had explicitly told her she was unwelcome and for hurting the woman who was now making little noises under his chin as she slept. On the other hand, his head was full of her little cries and tremors as she’d unraveled on his lap from the force of the song in her body.

He had done all that he was going to do on the Calliope front. If she were to show her face, then he would make it abundantly clear that he wanted nothing to do with her or her schemes to drag him into her bed. He had the only person that he needed and now all he needed to do was convince her of that.

But that was something that he would do tomorrow. He would wake in the morning and hold her until she opened her eyes and then he would feed her and bring her back to bed and drown her in feeling until neither one of them could move. If she allowed it. It was, in the end, her choice.

He was burning for her, but he would have her come to him. He would offer, he would open himself to her, but the choice to move towards him would be hers and hers alone.

He just had to make it through the night.

He didn’t sleep much, but he’d slept for the previous three days and was glutted on rest. As the night passed, he simply held her in his arms and gently rubbed her back. Soothing, to help her rest, and as the sun rose, he could feel her rising, too. Waking out of the darkness of her mind to let her eyes flutter open and smile at him with a softness that made his heart jerk in his chest.

“Ophelia,” he couldn’t quite force the purr out of his voice and he saw her face go pink. “Did you rest well?”

“I’m ok,” she buried her face in his shoulder. “How about you?”

“Oh yes,” he rubbed her back until she relaxed and could look at him again. “Would you come and dine with me? I’m starving.”

“I would be if I’d slept for three days too.” She rolled out of his arms and helped him out of bed to hold his hand tightly. “Are you alright? Is there anything I can get for you?”

“I only need to eat, Ophelia,” he reached to pull her to him. “I will be fine after breakfast, I promise.”

“Just- just tell me if there’s anything I can do, ok?” She shuffled her sandaled feet and smiled up at him. “Your mom gave me these, said it was supposed to keep me away from the song until you came back.”

He led her to the couches on the terrace and they ate. He ate far more than she did, but that was only to be expected after what he’d been through in the Place Between. There was something awry with the fail safes that were to keep the Dream Eaters at bay. But that was a problem for his mother.

For now, he was going to eat and rest and restore himself so that he could do it again when he was called to.

And so he could devote his attention to the woman across from him who had stopped eating and was now shredding a roll into fine crumbs. “Ophelia, is something the matter?”

She shook her head vehemently, but the flush on her face said something very different. “No, I was just- We were sort of in the middle of a conversation before you had to go and I was thinking we could-“

“If you would like to talk, I am always happy to listen.” He rose and went to sit at her side, to take her hand in his. “We should also discuss how we will handle your blooming.”

“Right, the magic thing. We should take care of that first.” She looked up at him and flushed. “Can’t have a repeat of last night every time I touch grass.”

“No,” he shook his head and leaned in to speak directly into her ear. “The next time you cry my name like that, I want you to be pulsing on my fingers.” He trailed his lips down her neck, hunger singing in him like the song of the mountain. “Or on my cock.”

“Dream,” her indrawn breath had his name and a low moan in it. “I-“

“Mine,” he half growled the word and saw her start shaking, scenting her as her arousal mounted. “Will you let me, Ophelia? Will you open to me? Will you let me give you pleasure?”

“D-Dream-“ she moaned his name again. “I’ve- will you be gentle?”

“Of course,” he reached to her, gathering her to his body. “Will you let me bring you pleasure under the sky, or do you prefer the bed?”

“I-“ her eyes had gone smoky and her breathing unsteady. “Dream, please, I need you to touch me.”

He cupped the back of her neck, pulling her towards him and nuzzling her lips with his while he undid the brooches at her shoulders and let her gown fall away, leaving her bare to the light and the breeze there on the terrace.

“You’re so lovely, Mine,” he moved to kissing her neck, pulling her gently until she was straddling his legs. “I can scent you, scent your arousal, and it’s only for me. All for me, isn’t it, Ophelia?” He raised one hand to cup her breast, gently rolling the tight bud of her nipple and watching her arch into his hand. “Tell me, Ophelia, tell me what I want to hear.”

“Yes,” she gasped as he dipped his head to take her other nipple in his mouth. “Yes Dream, all for you. I’m all for you. Please.” Her hips were rocking gently as he made the feelings build, rocking on empty air, trying to get pressure to where she needed it most.

“That’s good.” he lifted his head to whisper the words in her ear. “So good for me, Ophelia,” he kept talking to her, kept praising her, and slipped a hand up the inside of her smooth thigh to stroke the seam of her.

She gasped, head falling back as he slipped a finger into her slick folds and ran a light touch over the little bindle of nerves at her apex. “So wet already?” he murmured the words to her as she rocked against his hand. “Delicious, sweet Ophelia. I can’t wait to have you on my tongue.”

He stroked her, light little circles, until she was shaking there above him, until she was pleading with him to let her come in the sweetest little whine he’d ever heard. “Please Dream, please, I need-“

“I know what you need, Mine,” he moved her again, moved himself until she was right on the edge of the couch and he was kneeling between her legs. “Ask me Ophelia, ask and I will give you what you need.”

She arched up when he returned his finger, shaking and pleading. “Please Dream, I can’t take it.”

He hummed and parted her to lap at her as slowly as he’d touched her. He knew exactly how much experience she had, and to take him, she was going to need help. So he slipped a finger into her clenching heat, holding himself fiercely, and stroked that sensitive spot up and in until she screamed his name and shattered.

He lapped at her gently while she clenched on his finger and fluttered against his tongue. And then he did it again, like he was starving and she was the finest feast he’d ever been given. Giving her as much as she could take before she pushed him away and curled up to shake and cry his name.

He held her there on the terrace until she calmed and then he lifted her and took her inside, to their bed, to lie at her side and kiss her until she was moaning for him again. She pushed him back, moving to kneel at his side and look down at him.

“Take me, Ophelia.” He reached for her, pulling her down to kiss her fiercely. “Take what you want.”

He helped her mount him, taking her hands as she rocked on him until stars were busting on the backs of his eyelids and she collapsed on his chest to cry for him again as he lost control and filled her with his heat.


CHAPTER 14
Time



Days were passing. Ophelia didn’t really care that they were passing, but she was aware that they were. The morning after they’d made love for the first time, she’d had a hard time looking at him, a hard time keeping the words behind her teeth. The words she’d been so ready to say before Calliope came storming into their home and broke their fragile peace apart.

But she wasn’t allowed to come in to their home any longer. There were sigils on the walls that proscribed her from entering and magic in the gaps of the doors and the windows that kept her out. Dream wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble if the stories were true.

He wouldn’t have gone to all of this to keep her if it was all a lie. He wasn’t cruel, he wasn’t capricious. He was just her Dream like she was his Ophelia. So why couldn’t she say that to him unless he took charge of her body and demanded the words from her alongside her pleasure? She didn’t have a problem being his when her blood was running hot inside her.

But she didn’t have that much time to dwell on it. While he was with her, they were focused mostly on her learning her magic, or at least being able to touch the ground without exploding into passion. It was coming along slowly.

She didn’t know if it was something that she was doing wrong or something that they were doing together, but she couldn’t seem to stop the Song of the Mountain from inundating her at every turn.

It also didn’t help that every few days he was getting called away from her on Tribunal business. She couldn’t even run the risk of studying on her own without him because she didn’t want to run the risk of attracting the Highest and then Dream might get hurt. Which was the last thing she wanted, but kept happening.

He would be gone for days, sometimes a week, and then he’d come back looking like he’d been run over and she would tuck him up in bed and watch over him as he slept and ate and slept again until he was well again and they could go back to helping her with her magic.

They made love when he was well enough, but all too soon he would be gone again and she didn’t want to stand in his way or make things complicated for him and there was just no good time for them to sit down and have that conversation that they’d been having since the very first time that the Tribunal had called.

He was gone or ill more often than he was with her, and she couldn’t step in and demand more of his time than she was already getting. So her words went unsaid, and they grew and twined around her insides like thick vines. Someday it would all calm down and then she would show him her vines, the flowers that she bore in secret for him.

She just had to be patient.

He was gone again. She got regular visits from Nyx and more and more, Ophelia found that she really liked the Goddess of Night, sort of her mother-in-law if she could ever get the time for the words that she wanted to say to Dream to come out.

If there was ever time for them to just sit and talk again. But it would come, Nyx said, that this season would not last forever, that the Dream Eaters came and went in cycles and that this cycle would ease and then he would have more time for her. For them.

She just wanted him to be well and safe. She wanted to go down the mountain to the village and put offerings out for him and the others, wanted him to be safe and come home to her.

And then he did. Carried in the arms of a man that she’d never seen before, he was streaked with blood and gore, bearing a broken weapon of some kind in one hand and oozing blood from multiple wounds. He wasn’t awake; he was burning up with fever, and she scurried through the villa with the man at her side to take him to their bed.

The man laid Dream on the bed, instantly fouling the blankets and sheets with blood and other fluids before he turned and left without a word. Ophelia took one moment to look down at the man she loved and went to work.

She bandaged the wounds, cleaned the gore and the filth away and changed the blankets and sheets so that he would be comfortable. But nothing improved. The wounds bled, the fever burned, and he didn’t wake.

She started bathing him in the bed, cold water to bring the fever down, and it worked for a little bit, but it always came raging back, to burn under his skin and make him go pale and listless in their bed.

Nyx came when Ophelia was running out of ideas. When she was starting to get frantic and worried and hadn’t slept in days.

“What do I do?” she turned on Nyx with tears of exhaustion in her eyes. “I can’t close the wounds, I can’t stop the fever. What can I do to help him?”

The wounds of a God heal slowly, if they heal at all.” Nyx said, slumping into a chair and reaching a shaking hand to touch her son’s. “He may not heal, Ophelia. He may remain wounded and comatose for centuries to come. I thank you for trying. I will go and bargain with the Weavers so that you may return home.”

“No,” Ophelia held Nyx down when she would have gotten up. “I won’t leave him like this, not if there might be one thing I haven’t tried. What hurt him? If I know, maybe I can do something.”

“He was overwhelmed by Dream Eaters,” Nyx said, propping her forehead in her hand like she couldn’t bear to look at the form of Dream in the bed. “Creatures of darkness from outside the place mortal minds go when they dream. Insatiable creatures, always hungry for the light in human minds.”

“They wanted light?” Ophelia turned to Dream, peeling back the bandages from the still sluggishly bleeding wounds and looking at the darkness that she thought was just infected and dying flesh. But it was different. It bubbled like ichor from a wound and was the color of the soles of her sandals. “I’ll give them light,” she reached down, slipping a sandal off and looking at Nyx. “I have an idea. Just guard me for a little bit and let me see if I can help him.”

“I will do all I can,” Nyx nodded and Ophelia slipped the other sandal off and reached for Dream’s hands.

She let the song fill her, looking for the rush of fire that came with it. If the things wanted light, if they’d filled Dream’s body with shadow and had taken his light, then she was going to give it right back to him.

The fire came easily, stroking across her nerves and she tried to push it into Dream, tried to give him her light and failed. Nothing happened. She was missing some kind of bridge and her hands weren’t enough, or the fire wasn’t enough.

She needed two things: she needed more light, and she needed a better bridge than her hands. The sun was on the verge of coming up, the rosy light that heralded dawn was poking its head through the windows and laying in puddles on the floor. That was perfect. That light called to her, was the right strength.

She reached for it, letting go of Dream just long enough to step into a puddle of dawn light and absorb it like a sponge. It burned as it ricocheted around inside her, catching the edges of her insides and singing them just a little.

But it was going to save Dream, it was going to heal him, make him open his eyes and come back to her. Ophelia let the light fill her, absorbing the dawn light until she felt it leaking from her eyes in streams of fire. Then she climbed up on the bed, leaned over her Dream and cupped his face in her hands.

“I don’t know if this is going to hurt, and if it does, forgive me.” She pressed her lips to his and exhaled all the light and fire into him that she’d managed to gather. He bowed up, light shooting from all his wounds as she gave him everything that she held. All the fire that burned her, the dawn light of the sun, her love. All of it, until she was dry and empty and as dark as an abandoned coal shed.
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Dream woke. That was wrong. He wasn’t supposed to wake. He’d been injured to the point where he’d known he wouldn’t heal, and his last act was to beg his mother to send Ophelia home so that she didn’t have to watch over what amounted to a corpse for the rest of her days.

But he woke? He opened his eyes and looked over to see his mother with her hand over her mouth and tears streaking down her face. She reached a shaking hand to touch him, to touch his face and burst into tears.

He pulled her close, but there was something that he was forgetting, something so important, and it wasn’t until he heard her whimper that he remembered. “Ophelia,” he released his mother and looked around frantically. “Mother, where-“

“She lays there,” Nyx pointed to a wasted body in the bed next to where he’d been laying. “I do not know what she did, my son, but she healed you from your shadow poisoning.”

He cradled her in his arms. She was bird light, brittle, there was nothing left to her save a fragile skin stretched over stick thin bones. But she breathed and her heart beat and there was nothing that time would not heal in a mortal given those two things.

Hopefully, she was still mortal enough for those things to be true.

“Will you bring me water from the mountain spring?” he looked up to his still crying mother. “I will wash her, help her heal and give her back what she gave to me over time.”

“She gave you light,” Nyx said, wiping at her eyes. “Perhaps settling her in the sun will help her while I fetch the water.”

“Mother, I am well,” he reached for her hand. “I will be fine in a few days, with a few meals in me.”

“I never thought to see your eyes again, my son,” Nyx reached a shaky hand towards Ophelia. “I owe her a boon. Whatever she may ask of me, I will grant in return for saving your life.”

“I will tell her when she wakes.” He watched his mother hurry from the room, felt it when she dissolved into night, and carried his Ophelia out into the sun.

The difference was almost immediate. She was drinking the light like dry earth would drink water. Where it touched her, she became less wizened, less shrunken, and her breathing unknotted. Whatever she’d given to him, she was taking it back from the light.

He held her in the sun until his mother returned with a skin full of the water from the spring and pressed it into his hands. “I know I do not have to tell you to be careful with this, my son.”

“I know, mother,” he leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I mean, for it to be a restorative for her. The magic in the water, added to the light from the sun, should see her restored to us.” Nyx nodded and went to leave, but Dream stopped her. “Rest here for the night, Mother. I can see how weary you are. Rest here tonight.”

He showed her to a bedroom, the one he’d slept in during Ophelia’s first days here, and left her to rest.

Dream ran a warm bath for them both, adding two drops of the spring water to the tub. The power in the water ran through the rest of the water like lightning until it all equalized, and then he lowered them both into the tub.

He watched her skin carefully, making certain that she was bearing the spring’s magic and then relaxing into the heat of the water and holding her carefully to him. She would recover, she would be well, and then when she woke, he would finally tell her that he loved her.


CHAPTER 15
Mourning



She was so warm and there was light all around her. Inside and out, she felt almost like she was made of the light. Like it was beating through her veins alongside her blood or something. She couldn’t make her eyes open, though. For whatever reason, they wouldn’t open. She couldn’t wake, and there was something she’d forgotten.

But she was warm, and so Ophelia just relaxed into the river of light in her and let it hold her. She’d be alright, everything would be alright. She had the light and eventually she would remember what she’d forgotten and it would all be fine.

Then she could wake. She knew she could rise from the light that bathed her blood and open her eyes. Then she would remember what she’d forgotten. It was so important, she’d forgotten something so important to her that it should live in her beside the light and her blood.

Ophelia took a breath and opened her eyes. It was dark, only a little bit of light coming in at the window. Moon glow, a silver reflection of the sunlight, but beautiful in its own way. Not lesser, just different, and she tried to get up and go to the light when it called to her.

She made it to the edge of the bed, a strange weakness plaguing her body when the door to the room opened and Dream came through the door to kneel at the side of the bed and reach to touch her face. She leaned into his touch, a soft smile on her face, and looked up at him as her memories came rushing back.

“It worked?” she said in a voice that didn’t sound like hers. It was rusty and uncertain and more than a little fragile. “I’m glad it worked.”

“I am as well,” that soft, deep timbre. It always made pleasure tremors crawl over her skin. “Is there anything that you need, my Ophelia?”

She raised a shaking hand that there was something wrong with, but she couldn’t parse it right at that moment. “The light,” she dropped her hand. “It calls to me and I was trying to get there.”

“Let me take you to the light,” he lifted her in his arms and bore her away from the bed. But instead of taking her to the puddle of light that spilled in through the window, he took her outside into the soft air of night and settled her on one of the couches.

She tipped her head back and closed her eyes with a soft sigh as the light gathered around her. “Thank you,” she said after a moment. “I don’t know what happened, but I’m just glad it worked.”

“Mother and I have been working on that,” he came to sit next to her and hold her hand. “You gave me light, Ophelia. You burned the Dream Eater’s darkness out of me and healed me from within.”

“I just wanted you to be ok,” she couldn’t stop the tears as more memory crowded in. “I- you kept bleeding and Nyx said you’d never wake up and I just wanted you to be able to come back to me.” She dissolved in helpless, exhausted tears, crying into her hands until arms went around her and gathered her close.

“I am with you, Ophelia,” he whispered the words into her ear while she cried. “I am with you and we are working on the issue so that it doesn’t happen again.”

“I’m tired, Dream.” She hadn’t meant to say that. Those weren’t the words that were crowding her. “I think I need to lay down again.”

“Alright,” he lifted her again, almost like she weighed nothing and took her back to the dark room to lay her in bed and tuck her in. Before she could ask, he slipped in next to her and pulled her close to his warmth. “Rest now, I’ll be here when you wake.”

She nodded, pulling the light in her blood close and sinking into sleep. As she was fading out, as she became another shadow in the darkness behind her eyes, she thought she heard his voice again. The words were almost too faint to make out.

“I love you, my Ophelia,” his voice told her and before she could reply that she loved him too, she faded out into nothing.

The next days passed in a fog, when she was awake she felt too exhausted to do anything but sit in the light and soak it up like a sponge. She’d discovered what was wrong with her arm. It was just a stick of bone under skin and so was the rest of her. But the more time she spent in the sun, the better she felt, so she did that a lot.

In the evening, three days after she woke, after the sun went down and even the last of the sunset had faded, Dream took her into the villa and into the bathroom. “Would you like a bath?”

“Oh, yes please,” she nodded, “I could use one, I think.”

He filled the tub but stopped her as she wavered to her feet to get undressed so she could take her bath. “One moment, there is something else needed.” He took a little leather pouch from a hook on the wall and dripped two of the smallest drops of the fluid into the bathwater. It sparked effervescent, and as she watched, whatever that fluid was arched through the water and vanished.

“Dream?”

“Water from the mountain spring,” he offered her a hand to help her into the tub. “The place where water and the Song of the Mountain combine. It is essentially liquid magic and I’ve been using it as a restorative for you while you recovered.”

He helped her into the bath and sank into the water alongside her. She leaned back into him and sighed as the warmth seeped into her.

She woke in the bed with his arms wrapped around her and smiled. Lifting a hand, she brushed his hair back from his brow and kissed his cheek. “I love you,” she whispered, “my Dream.”

A few more days passed, light and care, and then she was well enough that she could walk around the villa and didn’t need to be carried everywhere any longer. She was still tired easily, but she could get to the bathroom on her own and the days were peaceful and soft.

“I must go to the Tribunal,” Dream reached for her hand. “I do not go to fight the Dream Eaters, just to hear the commander’s update on what they have done to guard the Place Between.”

She relaxed a little, made herself smile at him. “Don’t let me hold you up, Dream.”

“I will return slightly after sundown or perhaps a little before.” He kissed her and rose. “Rest in the sun and I will be back with you before we sleep.”

And then he was gone and Ophelia sat up on the couch and looked at the villa. She needed to get it ready if she was going to reverse their bargain when he came back. Because she didn’t want to go home, she wanted to stay with him forever.

Nyx had said that all she needed to do was tell him, so that was what she was going to do. She was going to look him in the eye and tell him that she wanted to dissolve their bargain.

But first she had to get everything ready.

It took the rest of the day because she was still weak. Flowers and fruit and candles to light his way back to her. Herbs and lemons, her offering to him in order to break the bargain that she’d demanded three months ago. She wasn’t going back, and she hoped that it would make him happy.

The sun was setting and Ophelia was waiting in the window, waiting for his shape to appear in the trees outside so she could go to him. All she needed was his presence and she would tell him everything. Finally, say the words she’d been telling him for days while he was asleep.

Finally, say I love you.

And then she saw him, his broad shoulders moving through the trees, and she bolted for the door as fast as her legs would carry her. Which wasn’t that fast, but all she needed to do was make the door.
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All he wanted was to get back to her. She was the breath in his lungs and the light in his eyes, and he wanted to be with her right at that moment. The commanders were making strides against the Dream Eaters and they nearly had things back on an even keel so he could relax and try to think of somewhere to take Ophelia so that he could finally say the words that beat at him.

So he hurried through the trees and would have missed her if she hadn’t made a little sound. He stopped short, looking for what had made the noise, and she walked out from under the trees to stop in front of him and smile. “Hello, Dream,” her voice was oddly seductive, but he didn’t think about it too hard.

“My Ophelia.” He took her in his arms and held her close. “Come, we should get back to the house and you should sit.”

“Or you could kiss me,” she smiled at him again and laced her arms around his neck. “You know you want to.”

So he did, bending to meet her lips with his own and pulling her into him to kiss her deep and slow. He wasn’t going to get carried away, was going to keep the fact that she was still healing firmly in the front of his mind.

And then he heard a sound, half heartbreak, half anger and he tore his lips away to look up- at Ophelia, who was standing just outside the doorway of the villa with both hands clapped over her mouth and tears welling up in her eyes.

“D-dream-“ she stuttered his name. “Is- why?” her cry stabbed him, like a blade, and he watched as she whipped around and ran off into the darkness.

He was frozen, and then the woman in his arms rippled and became Calliope. “Good riddance,” she said coldly, reaching to touch his face again. “Little mud creatures have no place on the mountain.”

He shoved her with the entirety of his strength, watching as she flew backwards to hit the tree she’d been hiding under. If he had ever been enraged, it paled in comparison to what he felt right at that moment. “Calliope-“

“Is that any way to treat your lover?” she straightened and smirked at him. “Honestly-“

“You are not my lover,” he hissed, stalking towards her, wanting nothing more than her neck in his hands. To squeeze until her foul head popped off her body. “You have never touched me, you will never touch me again and if the woman I love comes to harm on this mountain, I vow that I will find you, Calliope. I will find you no matter where you hide or who you find to shelter you. I will find you and I will tear the dreams from your mind and leave you a drooling husk for the rest of eternity.” He took his belt knife and sliced his palm, watching the blood well and flinging it in Calliope’s direction. “You cannot hide from me, bitch, and if she comes to harm, I will find you.”

Calliope went red, then white, then a horrible pale gray. “You-“

“Run,” he hissed at her, his lips curving back in a vicious smile. “Hide, and hope she doesn’t come to harm because that is all that will save you.”

Calliope bolted, her retreating form making him want to chase her, to rip everything that she was apart and leave her in bloody ribbons. But he had to find his Ophelia. He had to explain and keep her from the harm that the Highest would become if they found her.

He had to find her.

He went into the villa. He needed to change if he was going to track her wherever she’d gone. The sight of what she’d done in the main room made him drop to his knees as pain tore through his body. It was softly lit. There were fruit and flowers on the table and in a small box in front of everything else was a bouquet of fragrant herbs and a few lemons. It was an offering. She’d made him an offering and then-


CHAPTER 16
Shattered



All she could do was run. All of the love she felt shattered and cutting her into ribbons that bled the pain of a torn heart and broken hope.

He’d barred Calliope from the house, but hot from his heart, he’d been lying to her the entire time. Her entire adult life, he’d lied to her. That was not the kind of kiss that you gave to someone you didn’t know and weren’t in love with.

He’d kissed her that way, but the thought of it just made her feel sick. His kisses, his touches, the way he’d made her feel, they’d all just been lies. She was a plaything, a stupid blind mortal, and the knowledge pummeled her over and over until she fell to her knees and cried like she was coming apart at the seams.

And it felt like she was. Light streaked out of her as she cried in the forest, in the dark, helpless as it was possible to be. She had nothing, again, nothing and no one and her forever winked out into the distance alongside the hope she’d had that she’d finally found someone that wouldn’t leave her.

She curled into a ball there in the moldering leaves and waited. One of the Highest would find her eventually and then she would be their plaything until she died. But she already felt dead, hollow. He’d taken everything that she was, everything that she’d offered and had stomped on it.

“Child, what are you doing out here?” that was Nyx’s voice and Ophelia just curled tighter. “You cannot stay out here, Ophelia, you will be found by the Highest.”

“I don’t care,” she said in a voice strangled by misery. “Let them find me. I don’t care about anything.”

“Oh my dear,” Nyx laid a hand on her back. “Come, we will talk and you can tell me what happened.”

Ophelia sighed, wiping at her cheeks and sitting up. “I should have expected it.” She said, anger settling in the holes left by anguish. “I should never have expected him to tell me the truth. He’s been lying to me since the beginning. I should have trusted the stories. I know what they say. I should have left.” She hunched over as another bolt of misery pounded into the anger. “I should never have believed the word of a God.”

“Ophelia,” Nyx pried her head up and looked down at her with eyes gone steely. “What are you trying to say?”

Ophelia told Nyx what she’d seen Dream and Calliope kissing fiercely in the shadow of the olive trees. “He’s been lying to me the whole time. That wasn’t a kiss you give to someone you don’t like, that you don’t trust. I’m an idiot.” That bolt of misery hit again. “I just-“

“You will come with me,” Nyx pulled her to her feet. “I will safeguard you and then I will go to my son and I will see the truth of this matter.”

“Will you still send me home?” Ophelia asked in a shaking voice. “I don’t ever want to see him again.”

“I will find out the truth of this matter,” Nyx took her by the arm and opened that window into the air. Opened it to a place where stars swirled in the darkness, where there was a plinth and a throne made of marble that gleamed in the starlight. “My throne room,” she said firmly. “Wait here, do not touch the song and I will be back as soon as I have ascertained the facts.”

Ophelia stepped through the door and watched as it closed behind her before she slumped to the cold marble of the floor and put her head on her knees. She had to think, had to make a plan. She had power now, so maybe the Weavers would bargain with her for her power. Maybe they would take her memories too.
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Dream gently brushed the herbs with one hand and strangled the rage with the other. There was nothing to be gained by going after Calliope, no matter how much he wanted to shred her out of existence for hurting the woman he loved.

He was going to change and go after her. Was going to find her and explain and hope she could listen. Because this looked like he’d been lying to her for her entire life. It looked like he’d never meant that he loved her and she would have a hard time hearing him over that pain.

But in the end, she would listen to him, he’d convince her.

Somehow.

He would prove to her that what she saw was false, that he’d thought it was her. That he would never have touched Calliope if she hadn’t been wearing Ophelia’s face.

But he should have known, should have been more observant. Her body posture and her voice had been all wrong. Everything that she’d said had been wrong and now he was just going to hope that he could fix it.

He was dashing back out the door, going to track his love, when the chime in the air that signaled his mother’s arrival blasted across his nerves. He swore, turning to face the swirl of night that coalesced into Nyx. “I will not answer the call of the Tribunal.”

“I do not come as the commander,” she replied, just as sharp. “I came for the truth of the thing between you and Ophelia.”

He put his hands over his face and took a deep breath. “I will find her. I will explain the entire thing. I just hope she can listen to me.”

“I found her,” Nyx settled in one of the chairs and gestured to the other one. “Sit and explain why I found her on the side of the mountain as prey for the Highest.”

“Where is she?” Dream edged towards the chair and perched on the edge. “Mother, I need to go to her.”

“She is in my throne room,” Nyx shook her head. “She does not wish to see you and I think it wise if you absent yourself for a time. Tell me what happened and I will speak to her until she softens towards you again.”

“I can’t-‘ he took another series of deep breaths. “Calliope, wearing Ophelia’s face, I didn’t notice and I should have.” He could have cried. “Tell her that I didn’t take her forever, Mother. Will you tell her that she’s my eternity, the only one I want for the rest of time?”

“I will tell her, my son,” Nyx rose from the chair. “I will tell her what happened and give her your words. I will open the door when she wishes to face you again.”

“I blood-marked Calliope,” Dream said quietly. “I told her I would leave her a drooling husk if Ophelia was harmed or if she ever came near me again.”

“That I will not tell her,” Nyx said with a shake of her head. “I will tell her you have taken steps and I will keep her safe for you until she is willing to hear you again.”

“Will you take her these?” he rushed into the small bedroom and came back out with the orchids he’d been cultivating to give her as a gift. “I made them for her, to keep her dreams sweet.”

“I will,” Nyx took the flowers and was gone in a swirl of stars.

Dream collapsed on the couch, eyes fixed on the offering that she’d made for him. Laurel and thyme and rosemary. He couldn’t imagine how she must feel, but perhaps the loss and empty sadness that swam in him was a poor relation to it.

She would talk to him again. He just had to wait for it, for her to be ready to see him again. Until then, he would wait.

The days passed and his mother came to give him updates. He started sending letters and little trinkets to her on the day that Nyx said she’d stopped crying and looked at the flowers he’d sent for her.

She hadn’t spoken yet, but that was her defense. She would retreat into silence until she decided what she was going to do. But she was reading his letters, reading the love that he tried to pack into the pages of words.

But she still wouldn’t see him.

“She will need you soon,” Nyx said quietly. “Whether or not she wants you. I am unable to hold her disguised from the Highest for much longer.”

“Ask her for me again,” Dream offered another letter. “Ask her if she will listen to me. She doesn’t need to see me. Just ask if she will listen.”

“I will ask,” Nyx gave him a sympathetic look. “I will tell her that her time with me runs short.”

Two days later, his mother popped up again, and she looked tired. “I cannot hold it any longer, my son. She is too strong and my night will not cover her. She has agreed to speak with you.”

“I will come immediately.” He ran a hand through his hair, knowing that he looked like a bit of a mess. “I will come as soon as I’ve cleaned up a little.”

“Better,” Nyx gave him a smile. “Your letters have helped a great deal. She will listen to you now, I think.”

He cleaned himself, clothes and body, and tried to stomp out the coal in him that demanded he bring her back now. That would have exactly the opposite effect that he wanted.

So he followed his mother through the doorway and into her throne room, where Ophelia was sitting on a cushioned chair next to the orchids that he’d made for her. She was pale, shaking, and she looked miserable and scared and angry.

“Dream,” she stood up and her voice was rough and dusty, like she hadn’t spoken in weeks. “We should go, I don’t want to hurt your mother any longer.”

She brushed past him, orchid in her hands and stepped through the door back to their villa. He followed, looking back briefly at his mother before fixing his eyes on Ophelia’s retreating back.

The door shut behind them with a snap and Ophelia set the flower down gently on the table next to the little vase of herbs. She stood in front of him, her back to him, touching the velvet of the flowers gently before she turned to him.

“I-“ she clutched the fabric covering her chest, and he saw her struggle for breath. “I need the sun.”

“Can I help you outside?” he kept his voice soft and offered her a hand. “I’ll leave you be if you prefer.”

She reached back, and he was breathless when she hesitated before setting her hand in his. “I think- I think we should talk.”

He helped her out the door, helped her lay on the couch in the sunlight, and sat on the one opposite her while the light of the sun landed on her skin like sparks or fireflies and were absorbed.

Her breathing eased, and she relaxed. He saw when she fell asleep, her body going slack into the cushions of the couch, and he relaxed too. She must have been exhausted, and there was no light but that of the stars in Nyx’s throne room.

He sat with her while she slept, watched as she struggled awake, and stopped himself from reaching for her when she looked at him fuzzily. He wanted to hold her, wanted to drop to his knees and beg her forgiveness, but she hadn’t given him permission to touch her and the words were stuck in his throat.

The only thing he could do was sit there with his eyes locked on hers and wait for her to give him some kind of sign, something that he could do to help her.

But she said nothing, only watched him watch her as she struggled to sit up.

All he could do was wait.


CHAPTER 17
Softness



“Did you mean it?” Ophelia managed to sit up even though her body felt like lead. “What you said in your letters?”

He nodded, slowly, and he never let his eyes leave hers. The sincerity in them was hard to look at, but she made herself do it anyway. “I meant every word, Ophelia. Every letter, every line, there is no one in this universe that means as much to me as you.”

“Oh,” she managed to force the word out around the crashing emotion. “I don’t know what to do, Dream. I want to trust you, I want to believe you, but every time I shut my eyes it’s all I can see.”

“Then let me court you,” he said, almost like he was choking on the words. “Let me replace what you saw with good things, Ophelia. Let me help you trust me again.”

“Alright,” she nodded, trying to disguise how weak the time without light had made her. “I’ll try.”

“Would you like to rest again?” he still didn’t take his eyes off of her. “I will stay or go at your pleasure, Ophelia. All you have to do is say the words.”

“I don’t want to be alone.” She closed her eyes and felt the tears trickle down her cheeks. “I want you with me. I want to figure all of this out.”

“Then we will,” he reached over and nearly took her hand before pulling back. “We’ll figure out how to get back to where we were.”

“Promise?” She was fading, no matter how much she wanted to stay awake and talk to him. Ophelia faded out, falling down into darkness and, just as ever, the nightmare started. She saw Dream kissing Calliope, felt the pain again as he raised his head and looked at her with blank, angry eyes.

She ran, but the image just followed her, and so did Calliope’s laugh.

“Ophelia,” a soft voice and a softer hand on her cheek. “Wake for me, Ophelia. It’s all a dream. I swear to you it’s only a dream and you will wake and I will be with you. Your eternity as you are mine.”

She shot up, a sob wrenching its way out of her as she threw herself into Dream’s arms. “Don’t leave me,” the fear and pain launched itself out of her on a garbled cry. “Dream, please, I-“

“Hush,” he cradled her against him. “It was only a dream, Ophelia. Only a nightmare and I will help you banish it from your mind until it plagues you no longer.”

“I never wanted to be like this.” she stuffed her face into his neck as he held her. “I had things I wanted to tell you. I had everything ready, and I was finally going to tell you when you could look at me. But now it’s all I can see and I can’t find the words anymore.”

“Then we will go slowly,” he held her closer to him, cradling her still too thin body into his warmth. “We will go slowly and carefully and one day you will find the words and I will feel like I am worthy of them.”

“What do you mean?” She lifted her head to look at him and blushed immediately at the way he was looking at her.

“I mean that I want to be worthy of you, Ophelia.” He brushed a hand down her face. “I want to be worthy of your words and your bed and your future where you stand as one of the residents of the mountain in truth. I want to stand with you that day. On the day you announce your presence to the Highest, I want to stand at your side.”

She curled into him, curled into his warmth and tried to think about what he’d said. There had been nothing but sincerity in his voice and his letters and Nyx’s story about what had really happened. She still hurt, but she could try to listen.

“What do we do, Dream?” she said the words into his shoulder since she couldn’t make herself look at him still. “I don’t know what to do.”

“First you will rest,” he rose with her in his arms as the last of the light faded. “Rest and recover the rest of the way, and then we will do what we did when you first arrived. We will walk in the grove and talk in the dark and in the light and we will grow closer together again if that is something that you want.”

She just nodded against his shoulder as he carried her inside and laid her on the bed, tucking her up in blankets and stepping back to look down at her with soft, hurting eyes. “Good night, Ophelia. Will you have breakfast with me tomorrow?”

“It’s still your bed too, Dream.” She held out a hand and tried to smile. “You don’t have to go.”

“I promised you slowness, darling,” he stepped back like he was tearing himself away. “Perhaps in a fortnight we will discuss this.”

The days went by and it went exactly the way he said it would. He held her and they talked, walked in the grove, though never where she’d seen him kiss Calliope. Or where Calliope had kissed him, she should stop thinking of him as a willing participant.

Because he wasn’t, and the more he told her about what had happened, the more infuriated she got. What she’d done was awful and for some reason that made it simpler to forgive Dream. It hadn’t been his fault, and she told him that one night after the sun had set and a week had gone by since she returned to the villa.

“It wasn’t your fault.” her words were quiet and her eyes were locked on the fireflies that hovered over the meadow. “She took advantage of you, Dream. It wasn’t your fault that she did that.”

“I should have noticed,” he said, almost too quietly. “I should have seen that something was off. It was wrong and the more that I think on it, the more I see how wrong it was.”

“It still wasn’t on you,” she reached and took his hand before covering a huge yawn with her other one. She wasn’t quite recovered yet and when the sun went down, she often got tired almost immediately.

“Bed then,” he lifted her in his arms and took her to bed, tucking her into the blankets and stepping back to bend and kiss her forehead and turn from her to leave.

“I don’t want you to go.” she sat up in the bed and grabbed his arm. “Don’t go, Dream, come and lie with me. I want you to hold me while I sleep so the nightmares don’t come for me.”

He turned back to her, a smile spreading over his face. “Alright.” he slipped into the bed by her side and cradled her to his chest. “Rest now, I will see that the nightmares are kept at bay.”

She slid up his body and kissed his cheek before snuggling down into his arms and sliding into sleep.
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Dream just wanted to be here, in this moment, where he was being allowed to hold her while she slept. He’d needed this, craved this, and now he could finally rest fully without worrying if she was having nightmares alone in the bed built for them both.

So he was going to hold her and rest.

She had no nightmares that night, no dreams to chase her from sleep and in the morning light she looked nearly recovered from saving his life. She was rounding out again, rather than being bones covered in skin, and he wanted to touch her like he wanted to breathe.

But that was going to be something that he would wait for her to come and ask him for. He would not intrude on her like that, rather he would be calm and steady and court her the way she deserved until she wanted him in her bed for other things than sleep.

“Dream,” her voice was a sleepy sigh, and he looked down to find her still asleep. She was dreaming of him and he wanted to see what it looked like. He slipped to the very edge of her dream-scape, not crossing into it, just peeking in to see her.

She was in- it was strange to see another of him, but they were locked in a passionate embrace and he could see her body writhing as dream-him touched her slowly.

He left, pulling away from her as she writhed next to him on the bed, her mind caught in the passion she was still dreaming of. Did that mean she wanted him? Or was it just her mind? He had no idea and until he did; he was going to leave her to finish her dream before he was driven to touch her outside of her dream.

He pulled away gently as she rolled to her back and whimpered as her mind drove her body up to that peak. He had to leave, or he was going to wake her up and beg her for her attention. He broke away, aching to the soul of him, and left the room to brace himself on the counter in the bathroom until the unbearable heat faded from him.

Then he went to get breakfast ready, but she was in the living room, flush and shaking and unable to meet his eyes. You were gone when I woke up.”

“I needed to use the bathroom.” he walked over and kissed the top of her head. “I was going to get us something for breakfast.”

“Food is probably good,” she looked up at him, turned a brighter shade of scarlet and looked back down. “I mean, we should probably eat.”

“Ophelia, are you alright?” he knelt before her and made her look up. “Is there something that I can do to help?”

She shook her head and closed her eyes. “Dreams are weird,’ she told him. “I mean, you probably already knew that. It’s just-“

“Ophelia, all you need to do is ask,” he kissed her cheek and made himself back up. “I will not come to you on this, but all you need do is ask and I will give you whatever you need.”

She raised her head, looking at him and opening her mouth. He waited, barely breathing, but she didn’t say anything. And then she just launched herself at him. Twining her arms around his neck and kissing him almost frantic.

“Gently, Mine,” he wrapped her in his arms when she would have pulled back. “Slowly, there’s no reason to rush, is there?”

“Say it again, Dream,” she kissed him again, less desperate this time but no less passionately.

“Mine,” he kissed his way down her neck, running light fingers over her body. “Mine, all for me, every part of you.”

“Yes.” she let her head fall back as he delivered little nips and sucking bites to her neck. Marks designed to claim her as his, to let all of the other residents of the mountain know that she was his.

He undid the brooches at her shoulders, kissing his way down her body, tasting every part of her, down her thighs and back up the other side to take a nipple in his mouth and slip a finger inside her to stroke the little bundle of nerves at her apex until she was bowed up and begging for him.

Then he kissed his way back down, tasting her on his tongue until she flooded him in her passion as she cried his name.

He knelt between her legs, cradling her as she came down, until she could look at him, until she laid back and parted herself in invitation. “Come to me, Dream.”

He did exactly what she said, what she asked, sinking into her wet heat with a groan. Letting her adjust to his size before he started moving. Slow and steady and deep inside her until they both cried out together and Dream’s world exploded as his passion took over.

They held each other there on the floor, on the soft rug, and the world re-focused around them until they could rise and go bathe together.


CHAPTER 18
Persuasion



He was still courting her, still being gentle and sweet and just the kind of distant that made her wonder if she was forcing something that he no longer felt. But that was just her anxiety talking. If he didn’t want to be with her, she’d given him the perfect time to walk away and he hadn’t taken it. So that meant he wanted to be with her.

So why was he so distant? She needed to talk to him about it, but he was gone to the Tribunal at the moment and said that he would be back before the next morning. She was trying to figure out what she could do to make the conversation easier, but kept coming up with nothing.

Maybe she’d just have breakfast ready when he came back. He was always hungry after he’d gone to the Tribunal, so maybe she could feed him and then he’d be willing to talk to her about why he was holding himself away from her.

Because she was falling again.

Just as hard and just as fast as before, but she didn’t want to say what she felt if it was going to make him uncomfortable or drive him away. She loved him, but there was a distance there that hadn’t been there before he’d been trapped by Calliope.

Maybe that was it. He’d said he didn’t feel worthy of her anymore, so maybe there was something she could do to help him with that. Maybe if she had breakfast and a bath waiting for him, then he’d talk to her about the distance and she could help him know that she didn’t hold him responsible for what had happened to him. To them.

No, the blame was solely Calliope’s and if what Dream had told her was right, she wouldn’t come back anytime soon. Which was good, because Ophelia sort of wanted to claw her eyeballs out, and that was probably a really bad idea.

She headed into the alcove where they kept the food and considered. Everything was spelled to keep it fresh, so there was never any risk of it being bad or moldy and Ophelia kept thinking how useful something like this would have been when she was back in the other time and trying to survive on dumpster food in an illegal basement apartment.

Ophelia shook her head and started pulling breakfast together for them. Dream’s favorite fruits were the tiny mandarin oranges, so she always made sure they had some. She still wasn’t entirely certain where the food came from. Just another thing to ask Dream, or maybe Nyx.

And as if thinking about her brought her there, the chime in the air rang that signaled Nyx’s arrival. Ophelia set the platter down and went out to the living room. “I was just getting breakfast together, would you like some?”

“Food would be welcome,” she smiled at Ophelia and opened the door in the air to let Dream step through. “I’m afraid we must plan for the next assault on the Dream Eaters. They are still far too large of a threat.”

“I will go with the others this time,” Dream came forward to take her hand. “The Deepest Umbra and the Edge of Morning will fight at my side and we will take care of the issue.”

“When do you have to go?” Ophelia gently pulled her hand back. “I’ll go and get the food and you two can talk.”

She went to get the platter, covering her face with her hands and taking deep breaths. If he came back injured, she would heal him again. She would give him light again and then maybe he wouldn’t be distant from her any longer.

Ophelia.,” Dream’s soft voice came from the doorway. “All will be well. I will be well and I will return to you.”

“And if you come back like last time, then I’ll heal you again,” she turned to face him, tucking her shaking hands behind her back. “I wish there was more that I could do besides wait and watch for you to come back.”

“There may be in the future,” Dream came to her and pulled her into his arms. “When you bloom, you may be able to twin your gifts with mine and assist the Tribunal as a whole.”

“I guess I’d better practice more then.” She rubbed her face on his shirt. “We should take breakfast. After everything, I need to talk to you. I’ll wait though until everything goes back to normal.”

“I will be at your service as soon as this thing is resolved.” He kissed her softly and then picked up the platter of food. “Come and eat, Ophelia.”

They ate, and then Ophelia went to the terrace to sit in the sun while Nyx and Dream discussed battle tactics. She needed to be able to do more with her magic in case he came back injured again. She’d just be careful. If she didn’t connect with the earth, then the Highest wouldn’t sense her in the song.

But the light was in the air and maybe she could learn how to work with it while Dream was gone. Maybe if she was able to do this, then she could help. The light already rested on her in little flecks before it sank under her skin. Maybe she could gather the flecks?

They were a little like snowflakes, landing randomly and sinking in almost too fast for her to catch. But she eventually managed to get one, to hold it in her fingers and peer at it. It really did look like a snowflake, sort of a fractal. She was never the best at math though, so she was going to just experiment.

She held the little flake of light and then another fell into her hand, over the dark blue mark that Dream had left her with, and it winked at her. She picked it up too, one in each hand, and pressed them together. There was a flash and a high sort of ringing sound and when she pulled back, the two flakes of light hung in the air in front of her.

She grabbed it again, both hands and tried to see if she could change the shape of it. It was still small, but she could stretch it into a thread and if she could do that, then she could make the thread of light into shapes. The sigils were still embedded in the walls of the villa, so she bent the thread in her hands into the shape of one of them.

It floated there in the air, holding its clumsy shape. She did it again, making it form names. Dream, Nyx, her own name. But when the sun went down, the light dimmed and went out. But the thread stayed, the mid-afternoon sun hanging in the air.

She had no idea what to do with it, so she coiled it and put it in her pocket to mess with the next day.

Nyx and Dream were still discussing, so she went and got supper together for them, leaving it next to them and going back to the terrace to sit in the cool dark and wait for the moon to come up.

She flailed when her body moved, jerking against the arms that held her until she realized that the arms were Dream’s and he was lifting her to carry her to bed. She’d fallen asleep on the terrace and if the position of the moon was any indication, it was either very late or very early.

“Dream?” she reached to touch his face. “Did it all go alright?”

“We have what we believe to be a viable plan of attack.” He kissed her palm, right over his mark, and smiled. “I will leave tomorrow and will be gone for about three turns. That should be all the time needed for the Tribunal of Passage to fix this problem.”

“Then I’ll wait for you,” she snuggled into his arms. “I didn’t realize I was cold until now.”

“Bed then,” he carried her through the house to their bed and looked startled when she pulled the little coil of light from her pocket. “What- Ophelia, what is that?”

“The little light flakes that land on me,” she offered Dream the coil. “I can make them in all sorts of shapes.”

“That will be something we must explore when I return.” He was still staring at the little coil of light. “There is only one other entity on the mountain with control over light and she has not been seen since-“ he gaped at her, reaching a hand to touch the hair that fell over one shoulder. “I will tell you when I return and have had a chance to confer with the Tribunal.”

“You know who fathered me?”

“If I am right then it is a good deal more complicated than that.” Dream smiled, “but rest and when I return, we will figure it out.”

She curled into him, looking at the little coil of light where it sat on the beside table until she fell asleep.
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Dream left early the next morning. In the company of his mother and with Ophelia’s kiss on his lips. The entire Tribunal, all of them dressed for battle and expecting the worst, crossed into the Place Between. All of them were prepared and Dream wasn’t expecting easy in the least, but there was enough destructive power in the five of them to take out any number of the foul creatures that waited.

And they were numerous. Almost beyond counting, slavering and mindless, they scrabbled at the barrier of the Place Between and were bending it inward. But they were the Tribunal, the protectors of human rest, of human dreams, and Dream was the Edge of Night and wasn’t going to fail.

He was going to win, and then he was going to go back to Ophelia and ask her to stay.

The battle was horrid. They all were, every one of them. But the mindless creatures were endless and rabid and even with all five of them, they only just managed to take out enough of them that the remainder fled in terror.

He was exhausted, tired beyond reason, and the others had to help him out of the Place Between and then he didn’t remember anything else.

He woke up to look Ophelia in the eyes as she hovered over him and the room was too bright, the light of three noonday suns and it was all pouring off of her skin. The light slowly faded, retreating from her body until he could see her face beyond the halo of light that she’d conjured.

He caught her when she staggered and pulled her to him. To hold her close and peer at her in the light that was still fading from her. “Ophelia?”

“Learned that I can push it out of my skin.” She said shakily. “I don’t have to pour it through your mouth, I can push it out of me and directly into your wounds.”

He looked down, looked at the glow that outlined a patch of pink skin the size of his palm and then back to his Ophelia. “I will research, but I truly think that I know your parent.”

“I’ll get you something to eat, and then you should rest.” She slipped out of his arms and staggered from the room, catching herself on the door frame and then sagging to the ground. He was by her side in the next moment, holding her to him, helping her stand, and then tucking her into bed. “You sleep, I will feed myself.”

She fell away and fell into sleep without a word.

He ate and returned to her side. She was limp, utterly relaxed, and it made it simple to slip into sleep at her side.

When she woke, he would try to figure out how to tell her who she was. How to tell her that she had every right to a place on the mountain alongside him.


CHAPTER 19
Agreement



She woke before he did, wiggling out of his arms and heading for the bathroom. Ophelia was going to talk to him today. She just needed to feel like she wasn’t going to fall over first. So she was going to have a bath and something to eat and then she was going to try to talk to Dream. Try to help him know that he didn’t need forgiveness for being taken advantage of.

But she had to wait for him to wake up first.

Ophelia got a long hot bath in, rising when the water went cold and dressing before she went to get something to eat. She felt him behind her when she was perusing the shelves, smiling at her from the doorway.

“Do you know where it comes from?” She turned to look at him, at the softness in his eyes. “The food, I mean. I never see anyone bring it.”

“It comes from the altars around the nation.” Dream sidled up to her side and tucked her under his arm to stare into the pantry with her. “The offerings we are left are brought here in the night and it is what we eat.”

“I mean, that’s what it’s there for,” she reached and picked up an apple. “And I guess that’s why it’s all in such good shape, too.”

He nodded, reaching for one of his favorite little oranges and starting to peel it. “We do not take the money. It is gathered by the temples and distributed to the less fortunate. What use would we have for human coin.”

“True,” she nodded and bit into the apple, the fresh tangy juice bursting on her tongue. “Dream, once you eat, would you talk to me for a little while? It’s sort of important.”

“I can eat later,” he set the half peeled orange back on the pantry shelf and took her hand. “Tell me what you are thinking?”

“You’ve-“ she swallowed the nerves. “You’ve been sort of distant, Dream. Ever since the whole thing with.” She waved a hand at the front door. “Ever since then, it’s like you’re holding yourself away from me.”

“I didn’t want to overwhelm you,” he turned away from her slightly, eyes flicking towards the door and a flash of anger running through his eyes. “I still don’t, and-“

“Dream, what happened wasn’t your fault.” She took his hand and squeezed it lightly. “You don’t need forgiveness for being taken advantage of, not from me.”

He turned back to her, smoothing a hand over her face. “Darling, it’s-“

She reached for him, pulled him down to kiss her and twined her arms around his neck. She kissed him gently, like he always kissed her and slid her hands to his chest, touching him the way he touched her.

She’d only ever been with one other man, so she didn’t really know what she was doing, but she was going to give it her best shot. He seemed to like being in charge, and god knew she would like it too, but she was going to try to please him and that meant she had to lead the charge.

Ophelia didn’t know how to make him feel the way he made her feel, didn’t know if he had all the same place on his body that she did, but the only way to find out was to experiment.

She took his hand and led him back across the house, to sit him on the bed and straddle his lap, to reach down and gently touch his length, moving the clothes that he wore so that she could stroke him softly. Base to tip and back again, sometimes with her whole hand, sometimes with just the tips of her fingers.

She found all the sensitive spots, the places that made him jerk in her palm. A bead of wetness grew at the tip and she looked up at him and shifted until she was kneeling on the floor at his feet. To stroke him again and then lean in to lick the droplet away. It was sweet, slightly musky, and the way he was looking down at her said, that she’d done something for him that he’s never expected.

Ophelia did it again, using her tongue in all the places she’d found with her fingers, lapping away any of the sweetness that rose to the tip. His head was tipped back, breathing rapidly, so if that was giving him pleasure, then maybe she could make it better.

She opened her mouth, padding her lower teeth with her tongue and slowly sucked him down. As far down as she could go without issues, and then back up again. He moaned her name, a shaky, needy sound that made her heat. His hand was gently in her hair, woven into the strands, and as she built him up, there was a heat inside her as well.

She braced herself on his legs, still sucking slowly, and dropped a hand to gently touch herself, to stroke in little circles and try to match his building arousal with hers. “That’s-“ he moaned again. “That’s so pretty, Mine, touch yourself, take yourself right to the edge. That’s so good, Ophelia, please don’t stop.”

She had no intention of stopping. She wanted to make him feel the way she felt when he touched her. Wanted to bring him that explosive pleasure that made it almost hard to see with the force of it. She changed her angle slightly, trying to take him even deeper. Taking him down as far as she could until she was almost right at the base.

He jerked and she could feel him pulsing, right on the edge. “Please,” he moaned the word to her.

She looked up at him, holding his eyes with hers, and took him off his edge. He shook, crying her name as he lost control for her. She had to fight to keep up with the pulses, with everything that he gave her. He flopped back and she let him go slowly, moving up to sit on the bed at his side and hold his hand while he fought for his brain back.

He looked up at her for a moment and she gave him a shy smile before he sat up and pressed her back onto the bed, to loom over her and kiss her fiercely, passionately, like a starving man presented with a feast. He devoured her lips, tearing the brooches out of the fabric of her gown and rending it down the front until she was bare before him.

She gasped when he left her, going to lie between her legs and drive her up her peak relentlessly until she was shaking and had to push him away. He came to hold her, but she could feel his desire against her leg and when she could make her eyes focus, she leaned back and pulled him on top of her.

“As you command,” he husked the words in her ear and pressed inside her until she could feel him everywhere, in all the parts of her body as the pleasure built and spread and the fire became an inferno that swept her until all she could do was cling to him and cry out her release and need and release again.

They rocked together, locked in pleasure, but she could feel something coming, hot and tight and fiery and it was going to burn her to dust. She reached for it, poised on the edge of a knife, and then he dropped a hand and drew insistent circles around her most sensitive place until she arched up under his body and screamed his name as the pleasure burst in her like a newborn star.
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Dream had never felt like this. In all his eons, in all his years, he’d never felt this way about anyone. Mortal or otherwise, and all he could do was breathe his thanks that she was still there. She hadn’t left him. She was laying at his side as they both came back to reality and he had never been more grateful.

They both drifted for a while, her head on his shoulder and his arms tight around her until they could both rise and bathe and dress again. He’d torn her dress, but she had another, and he watched her as she pinned it in place and crossed the room to him to reach up and press her soft hand to his face.

“You don’t need my forgiveness, Dream,” she said quietly. “You don’t, and if you did, you’d have it long since.”

He kissed her softly, one hand threaded through her hair and the other around the small of her back. “Mine, you are far too good to me.”

“I don’t think so,” she shook her head and looked away from him. “If anything, I could be better.”

He made her look up, made her look him in the eye and shook his head. “You are everything that I want, Mine. I want for nothing more when you are here with me.” He saw the tears start in her eyes, saw her try to deny it, but he just smiled down at her. “I will never lie to you, Ophelia, never be false, never betray.”

“Dream, I-“ she whipped around as a heavy tread walked into the living room. “Who’s here?”

“I was expecting no-one,” Dream let her go and walked out of the room. “I will see. Wait here.”

He went out of their bedroom, anger simmering in his gut at whoever had interrupted them. But the anger died and worry took it’s place when he saw a half familiar form sprawled on the sofa next to a very hated, very smug face.

“Highest,” Dream bowed to Magic and ignored Calliope entirely. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Where have you stashed the mortal?” Magic rumbled the words at him.

“I sent her back down and off the mountain.” Dream said quickly. “After she saw what she saw, she begged to leave, so I allowed her to return to her people.”

“Shame,” Magic rose from the couch and headed for the door. “It’s been too long since I had a talented little mortal to play with.”

Calliope sent him a look so full of heated vitriol that it almost knocked him over. Instead, he just smiled at her and waved, tapping his cheek in an echo of the place on her face where his blood-mark still sat.

She paled and hurried in Magic’s wake, getting as close to him as she could.

“Come on pet,” Magic said, patting her on the head. “Things to do.”

He saw the disgust in her eyes when he touched her, saw the rage, and saw them both out of his house to return to Ophelia’s side and hold her.

“They won’t be back,” he said gently. “Magic ruptured the wards I placed, as is typical of him, the oaf. I will replace them and then we will talk.”

He spun out his power, drawing the sigils and circles and flinging them outward into the walls, out beyond the walls. If they came back, he would like more warning that just his door flying open to admit one of the Highest.


CHAPTER 20
Gone



He didn’t know how; he didn’t know when, but his love was gone. The villa was empty; the candles melted and cold, and there was a dish of fruit scattered on the ground. There were other signs of a struggle as well. The couches were out of alignment and the candlestick that usually sat on the table was in the corner under a dent on the wall. Like it had been thrown hard and missed.

She wasn’t just gone, someone had taken her, had taken his Ophelia, and he was going to take whoever had done it and shred them so tiny that they would fade entirely from existence. If they had harmed her, if they had touched so much as a hair on her head, they would suffer a much worse fate.

If she was injured when he found her, he would simply feed them to the Dream Eaters in the flesh and watch as they were torn apart and devoured by the ravening hoard.

A person fed to the Dream Eaters would not die, their awareness would be forever tied to their corpse as they were taken to bits and eaten. Even after they were nothing but bone, their mind would live on.

It was why they guarded the Place Between so carefully.

But he would not hesitate to bury whoever took his Ophelia from him. Tear their dreams from them as he promised to do with Calliope and leave them a drooling, wizened husk. For no mind can exist without dreams. Perhaps he would do both, reduce them to an un-dreaming, maddened husk and then feed them to the Dream Eaters.

But first he had to find them. He had to find her and this was no time to stand around being bloody minded even if his hands itched to hurt the people who took her. In order to do the things that they deserved, he had to find them.

She would sleep, she was still mortal enough to need to sleep and when she slept, he would find her. He would trace her dreamscape back to her body and save her. He just had to wait until she slept and in the meantime, he would track her on the mountain.

But there was nothing to be found other than a few scuff marks at the edges of the path that led down off the mountain. Whoever had come to take her had been invited, had been helped through the barrier and there was only one person that he knew who would be so idiotic as to do something like this.

He fumbled for his knife, sliced open his palm and watched the thin thread of the blood mark that connected him to Calliope shimmer scarlet in the air. He gripped it and pulled hard, hard enough that wherever she was, her head snapped to the side and crashed into her shoulder.

“You have one hour, Calliope,” he spoke to the thread. “You have one hour to either bring me Ophelia or tell me where she went before I come hunting for you. If I have to come looking for you, then you will not live to see sunset.” He jerked the thread again, feeling her head slam into her shoulder again. “One. Hour.”

He let the spell go and retreated back to the villa in the olive grove to wait and see how much violence he needed to do.

He felt her approach and felt it when she was stopped by the barrier around the house, the one he’d erected to keep others out. He would puzzle that out later. For now, he was going to go and see if Calliope had brought Ophelia to him or if there was going to be blood under his nails come sundown.

She was shaking just outside of the barrier, terror painting her entire face and a deep purple bruise spreading up her cheek where he’d broken the bone yanking on the blood mark. But it was only her, and Dream shredded the barrier with nails that had become killing claws to wrap his hand around Calliope’s throat.

“Ten seconds,” he growled. “Convince me not to shred your mind and feed you to the Dream Eaters.”

She struggled against his grip, but she was a muse and he was the Edge of Morning. “Eight seconds,” he said, squeezing her throat as tears streaked down over her cheeks. “Six seconds.”

“I know where she is,” Calliope gasped at the words, throat working under his hand. “Bandits, paid off in temple coin. I told them to head west.”

He tilted his head at her, placing the tips of his claws against her forehead and dragging them downwards in a vicious mockery of a caress. His claws sliced her face, blood welling to run in scarlet streams down over her chin. “If I ever see you again, if you ever touch my life again, you will die, Calliope. There will be one less muse and the Dream Eaters will have a full belly.”

He released her neck, and she fled with a terrified shriek and blood, spotting the ground behind her. She would heal, but she would bear the marks of his ire for centuries to come, and there was a vicious satisfaction in that.

If they were heading west, so too would he. He was only a day behind them at most and he needed neither sleep nor food for weeks at a time. He would catch them in two days’ time and then, depending on his Ophelia’s condition, he may still have blood under his nails.
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She was moving. Why was she moving? Ophelia fought her way towards consciousness and tried to make sense of what she saw. There was no sky, only dingy white cloth that was stained in patches with something that she didn’t want to think about, if the stink coming from the canopy was any indication.

She tried to sit up and found herself chained to the sides of the wagon. Because she was in a wagon and the air said she was no longer on the mountain. What had happened? The last thing she remembered was sitting in the living room waiting for Dream and then-

Nothing.

“Awake are you?” a voice came to her from the outside of the wagon. “Don’t you worry, pretty. We’ve got your buyer all set up. One of the ships on the coast runs an unusual cargo, and you’re the right sort to get him interested.”

“What-“ she tried to get her head to work right. She’d been kidnapped. They were going to sell her to a slave ship. All she needed to do was sleep and Dream would come for her. All she needed to do- but every time she managed to get a handle on the pain in her head and come close, one of the men outside the wagon would reach inside and slap her.

“We know, pretty,” he withdrew his hand from her stinging cheek. “We know who your master is and we can’t have him saving you until you’re out of our hands.”

So the wagon rolled. They never stopped moving and the constant swaying of the wagon made her nauseated to the point that she retched. But they hadn’t fed her or given her any water either, so nothing happened that would make a mess.

They didn’t let her sleep. The wagon kept moving, and Ophelia started feeling a little crazy. She had to wait, had to last, because Dream would come for her. All she had to do was wait.

But the air was changing, becoming salty and fresh and scented with dead fish. They were coming up on the sea and he hadn’t come to find her. He didn’t know where she was. She needed to give him a beacon to find her.

They pulled her out of the wagon and shoved her to her knees in front of a slim man with a cruel grin who looked down at her like she was garbage. But she was in the light, she was in the light, and that was all she needed. She called it, opening herself to the sun and sucking it to her in spiraling swirls that dimmed the surrounding air. She consumed it, replacing the empty parts of her with burning light.

She would burn, a beacon on the shore, and he would find her and they would go home and live out the rest of their days together.

She struggled, her hands chained to her feet, but the light and the fire made short work of the links of the chains as she snapped them and raised her hands to the sky. “Dream,” she screamed his name and light shot upward in a coruscating rainbow bolt that blew the clouds away as it sliced through them.

The bolt faded, and she opened her eyes to the three men that had stolen her and the sea captain all on their knees and looking at her with eyes widened with terror. “Forgive us, Goddess.”

She pulled the light that still danced around her and struggled to her feet. “Go,” she rasped. “Run, because my love is coming.”

They all fled, leaving her on the stony beach alone, to curl up on the slippery stones and pull sleep up around her like a blanket.

And then there were hands on her, gathering her close and she cuddled up to him and tried not to cry in relief.
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When he saw the huddled lump on the beach, fear had nearly cut him off at the knees. He’d fallen, to scrabble through the stones around her, to claw through the curtain of light and press two fingers to her pulse point.

She lived, she breathed and lived, and he pulled her close to him and cried.

She opened her eyes and looked at him, wiping the tears from his cheeks, and shook her head. “Don’t cry, I’m here.”

He lifted her, and over the next day he moved at his fastest, at the speed of mortal thoughts to take her back to the mountain, to put her back in the bed where she belonged and to curl up and hold her as tight as possible while she slept and recovered.

He woke five times that first night to check on her, to ensure that she was still there, that she was still living.

And each time she was. She was still with. Him and he could wrap himself in that fact and try to find the rest he would need to help her recover.


CHAPTER 21
Power



She slept and woke and slept again and every time she opened her eyes he was there. There to soothe her, to help her eat and to hold her when she was shaking and crying from the nightmares of being taken and chained.

He’d gotten angry when she’d told him what happened to her. How they wouldn’t let her sleep and had kept her chained in the dark. How they were going to sell her to a slaver. He rose then, intent on going after the men who had taken her. But she grabbed for his hand and pulled him back to her.

“I don’t care,” she said, looking up into his eyes. “I’m back with you and I think I made one of them pee his pants when I shot the light.”

He chuckled, coming back to sit next to her on the bed. “It did make you simpler to find, dearest.”

She smiled at him, trying to keep her eyes from welling up. “I like that, Dream.”

“Dearest,” he said it again, reaching to lift her from the bed. “Would you like to sit in the sun and have breakfast with me?”

“Alright,” she cuddled close to him and let him carry her to the terrace where they sat in the sun and talked about nothing and everything and Ophelia felt like her heart was about to burst in her chest with all that she felt for him.

She was going to tell him, but she had to find the right moment. After all that they had been through, both separately and together, her confession deserved more than to be spoken of over bread and fruit.

She’d think about it, but right then she needed to know what was behind that strange look that had come over his face. She reached for his hand and squeezed it. “Tell me?”

“It will require a little bit of research,” he said, squeezing her hand in return. “I would like your help with it, if you are willing.”

“I’d like to help,” she nodded and popped a grape into her mouth before dipping a piece of bread into the flavored oil that held the olives. “Is there a library or something where we can go to do the research?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Dream helped her rise and pulled her into his arms. “First, I would like to look at the hierarchies and then, depending on what we find, I will look at the Tapestry of Time and see if the two say the same thing.”

“Will you tell me what you’re thinking?” She reached to touch his face. “What’s the hypothesis?”

“I believe you to have been taken from the Mountain.” He smoothed her hair back and smiled softly. “Your power over light tells me a very clear story, but before we go to who I believe to be your parent, I would like to have it defined.”

“Wait.” she pulled his hand until he stopped and looked at her. “Are you saying that I was born here?”

“Perhaps,” he nodded thoughtfully. “If I am correct, and it is possible that I am not. Hence I would look at the hierarchies, the books that name and call the Gods of the Mountain and if they say then I will look for the scarring of the Tapestry of Time and see if there is an indication of what I believe to be true.”

“If you’re wrong, what then?”

He smiled at her again, soft and warm and loving. “If I am wrong, then we will wait until you bloom fully. Your gift for light may be from the Highest, but I do not believe that to be the case.”

“Alright,” she held in the sigh of confusion. “I don’t know how much help I’ll be, but I’ll do my best.”

“You know the mortal side of the Histories,” he said, tugging her into motion alongside him. “Things I do not know and those bits will help form a better picture.”

They left the villa and then the grove of olive trees, to walk on the little gravel path. But this time they were going up the mountain rather than down. Up into a light mist, to a large building made of bright marble that shone in the light.

“History’s place,” Dream said, leading her towards the door. “The past of the Mountain is collected here. Whatever happens in this place is recorded and kept here under his purview.”

“He-“

Dream shook his head. “He will not care that there is a mortal on the Mountain. His concern is only for the doings of the Highest.”

Ophelia relaxed and let Dream lead her into the building. Everything was marble, gold veined and shining, even the shelves that lined the vast interior were marble. But there were no books on the shelves, at least nothing she could look at and call a book. Rather, there were globes, like snow globes or crystal balls that lined the shelves as far as she could see. She walked to a shelf, reaching out and touching the curve of one of them.

A picture washed over her head. A clearing in the center of birch trees, a pool and a figure half out of the water. Graceful and willowy and holding her arms out to whoever this memory belonged to. Ophelia dropped her hand and shook the memory away.

“That was weird.” she looked around at the endless shelves. “Are all of these memories?”

“The histories of the Mountain are made up of the memories of the Gods that reside here.” He took her hand again. “But we are here for a particular shelf and then the hierarchies.”

He led her deep into the room, into a corner where the globes glimmered in a completely different way. She reached to touch one, but Dream stopped her before she could touch the dark orb.

“The rage and madness of a God are terrible,” he sounded sad and troubled. “I do not wish it on you.”

Ophelia let her hand fall and nodded. “I don’t think I want to see that either.”

Dream reached out and picked up the orb, peering into its depths and she watched as he paled and swayed with whatever memory he was watching in his mind. He looked tired when he replaced the globe, tired and sad, and he turned to her.

She wrapped him in her arms, rubbing his back and just holding him for a minute. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“She was in such pain that she tore part of the mountain asunder.” Dream shook his head and then nuzzled his face into her neck. “The quake she caused killed thousands, and she retreated into seclusion. She has not been seen since that day.”

“Alright?” Ophelia pulled back enough to look at Dream. “And you think I was the cause of it?”

He nodded. “We should look at the hierarchies, they will say and then I will confirm it with the Tapestry of Time.”

He led her further into the room, past the shelves and to an archway that looked out on the same darkness that filled Nyx’s throne room. “What’s this?”

“The Hierarchies,” he stepped into the darkness and everything lit. It was a galaxy, spiraling and swirling around Dream as he walked further into the room and then everything locked into place. Roots, limbs, branches, everything connected to everything else, and the tops of the tree bending down to intertwine with the roots.

Everything was connected, save one area. That part was dark and splintered and Ophelia walked forward without meaning to and reached to touch the splintering. It glimmered, a scream of pure anguish attacking her brain, driving her to her knees in agony with both hands clamped against the sides of her head.

When the sound faded out and she could look up again, she realized two things. Dream was holding her, looking down at her with profound worry, and the dark, splintered area of the Hierarchies was golden.

It was still in pieces, still shadowed, but the pieces had golden hearts, the color of the noonday sun.

“Further confirmation of my theory,” he helped her to her feet and steadied her. “Are you alright?”

“I think so,” she closed her eyes and sighed. “My head kinda hurts, but I’m ok.”

“Come, we will go to the Tapestry and confirm the last bits of what I need to know.” He reached for her hand again. “I will protect you, you have no need to fear.”

Before she could ask what he meant, he’d opened a door in the air and had tucked her under his arm to lead her through.

She knew this place. She remembered the smell of the air and the eddies that shoved at her. Dream had brought her back to the Weavers’ place, and she fought the urge to cower. Instead, she made herself straighten under his arm as the light grew in front of them to reveal the three Weavers.

“Edge of Night,” the one on the left bowed so shallowly that it could barely be called that. “We listen.”

“I want nothing from you, Weaver.” his voice was brisk and firm. “I do not come to bargain. I will view the Tapestry of Time and then I will depart.”

“As is your right,” the Weavers pulled back and Dream walked through them. On the back wall of the cave was a massive web. It stretched impossibly, beyond her vision and ability to perceive, but still somehow completely on the wall.

“The Tapestry of Time,” a scratchy voice came from behind her and a Weaver walked up to stand in front of Ophelia and peer at her before cackling. “I see, I see, I see,” the Weaver rubbed her hands together and grinned. “This will make waves the size of the mountain itself.”

“Yes,” Dream stepped back from the Tapestry and smiled down at Ophelia. “There is no more proof I need. I will send word to her and then when she calls, we will go.”

“Who, Dream?”

“Your Mother, Darling.” He led her out of the Weavers’ cave, out of the marble building, and back down the mountain to the little villa in the olive grove. “I will send word.”

Before she could ask more questions, he’d gone back out of the villa and she went to sit on the couch and wait.
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Dream walked out of the olive grove and paused. He did not wish to intrude on her seclusion, so he would send the message a different way. He held out his hand, palm up, and called the magic of the mountain.

A small light, a butterfly with delicate gemmed wings, and he spoke to it gently. “Goddess, the proof is there. I have found your child.”

The butterfly flew away, much faster than it should have been able to and Dream headed back to the villa. She would go to the Histories first, would look at the Hierarchies, and then she would come to them.

He sat on the couch next to Ophelia and kissed the side of her head. “I do not say everything because I wish you both to be similar.”

“My- my mother?” Ophelia looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “Dream, my mother left me in the baby box at a fire station when I was two days old. There was video and everything.”

“No darling,” he shook his head. “You were stolen from the Mountain. There is scarring on the Tapestry where your thread was torn away.”

She opened her mouth and before she could speak, a bell blasted through the air. It wasn’t the chime for Nyx. This was brassy and angry and Dream rose from the couch. To walk outside and confront a very angry goddess.

She was alight, burning and fierce and he walked to her and bowed low and slow. “Welcome, goddess.”

“You dare?” she hissed at him.

He nodded, smiling sadly. “Come, Day, your Dawn waits for you.”


CHAPTER 22
Dawn



Ophelia fidgeted on the sofa for a moment and then rose. She wasn’t going to sit here and wait to see what would happen. She was going to go out there and see what had made that sound and figure out what was going on.

She slipped out the front door and froze. There was a woman standing in front of Dream. Or at least she thought so, since whoever it was looked like they were made of light. A god shaped light and as Ophelia watched, they reached out and threw something at Dream.

She moved faster than she ever had in her life and caught the burning ball before it could hit him, absorbing the burning light and redirecting it up and away so it didn’t touch him. Nothing would touch him, not while she was there.

“Who are you?” Ophelia glared at the light, squinting against its strength. “Why are you running around trying to hurt people?”

The light went out, and the woman left behind staggered and stared at Ophelia like she’d seen a ghost. The woman had hair like hers, silver and straight, and her eyes were the same shade between silver and grey. She reached out and took Ophelia’s chin in gentle fingers and looked her in the eyes.

“Child,” her eyes filled with tears. “No, my child, my Dawn.”

Ophelia stepped back into Dream’s chest and shook her head. “My mother left me behind at two days old. I never met her. I never wanted to.”

“You were stolen,” the woman said quietly. “I tore the mountain to find you, but there was no whisper of you anywhere.”

“How do you steal the child of a God?” Ophelia clenched her hands at her sides, trying not to show how much effort it had taken to re-direct that light.

“Come inside,” Dream said quietly, laying his hands on her shoulders. “These are things best talked about inside walls.”

“That is truth,” the woman said with a sharp glance around. “We do not know who perpetrated this thing and until we do, we are better off keeping this quiet.”

Dream helped her inside, settling her on the couch and getting her off her shaking legs. “Ophelia, this is the Goddess of Day.”

“I know I am more than a stranger to you, my Dawn.” She sat gingerly in a chair on the other side of the room. “Until we are more, simply call me Day.”

“Alright,” Ophelia nodded and tried to smile. “So what do we do now? I don’t know or remember anything until my fifth birthday, so I can’t tell you anything about who took me or anything like that.”

“I will figure that out,” Day looked furious for a bare instant and then she calmed again. Titanic rage hidden behind a restrained happiness. “You needn’t worry on that front. Tell me of you, as much or as little as you care to say. I will tell you of me, and any questions you have, I will answer.”

Ophelia tried to think. What could she tell this woman about her and her life that wouldn’t lead to awkward questions? But she also had to wonder if she cared about that. This woman said she was Ophelia’s mother, so shouldn’t she know what Ophelia’s life had been, how she’d grown up?

“Well,” she stopped again, trying to get her brain to work. “The firemen found me in the baby box when I was only two days old. At least that was what the letter they found with me said.” She looked down at her hands. “After that, I never really belonged anywhere. I was adopted twice and returned both times, was in and out of group homes and eventually they just left me on the streets when I was eighteen.”

That rage was back in Day’s eyes and there were sparks of light at her fingertips. “They-“

“After that I had to figure out how to survive on my own,” Ophelia continued. “I did some really sketchy, under the table, work and eventually got a roof over my head.” She let out a humorless laugh. “The mice and I got along, eventually. I gave them parts of my dinners and they didn’t run over my face at night.”

Dream came and sat next to her, lacing his fingers into hers and giving her quiet support while she talked. Day just listened or tried to. The anger never left her eyes and the light swirled around her in agitated spirals.

“Got through school on loans and scholarships, had to move every few years because I just never really fit anywhere.” Ophelia blinked the tears back and looked up at Day. “And I guess I understand that now, what with this whole thing.”

“Yes,” Day nodded, hands clenched on the arms of the chair. “Your blood, your power, even separated from those two things as you were, they would have made it difficult for you to settle in the mortal world.”

“Then Dream brought me here, and I threw a lemon at his head.” Ophelia shook her own head. “He ducked, which I guess I should have expected.”

Day laughed and nodded. “I would not expect the Edge of Night to be hit by something so pedestrian as a lemon.”

Ophelia flicked a look to her side, looking at Dream, who was looking down at her with concern and care. She leaned into him, trying to tell him she was alright while she kept her attention on Day.

Day took over the conversation, telling Ophelia about her. About her duties and her place in the Hierarchies of the Gods. She was the next rank down from the Highest as Goddess of Day and was responsible for the changing length of the seasons and the timing of the sun as it crossed the sky.

“That is where you will stand when you bloom as well,” Day told her. “Just beneath the Highest and standing in concert with me to guide the sun.”

“Does that mean that there’s a Sunset one too?” Ophelia asked.

“The Goddess of Dusk,” Day nodded, “She stands with the Goddess of Night to ease the sun’s passage.”

“Nyx?” Ophelia hid a yawn behind her hand. “Sorry, I get tired when the sun starts to set.”

“It is time I left to complete my duties.” Day rose and shook her head. “You needn’t rise. May I come again? Perhaps in two days’ time?”

“Alright,” Ophelia yawned again and watched Day leave the villa, watched the door close behind her, and slumped forward to put her face in her hands. Suddenly overwhelmed and exhausted.

“I’ll get you something to eat and then we should rest.” He held her close briefly and then headed over to the pantry to get food for them.
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Dream waited until he was out of her sight to sigh and brace himself on the counter. Ophelia was the daughter of Day, which made her the Goddess of Dawn, and that made it no longer a mystery as to why she handled the light with such ease.

However, that made another mystery clear. Why he couldn’t teach her? Together, they’d managed to make it so she wasn’t drowning in the song of the mountain every time her feet touched the floor. But if she was Goddess of Dawn, then her power came from the sky, not the earth, and that made him the worst possible teacher for her.

He would have to find her another teacher, but the best possible teacher for her had just left. When she came again, he would ask if she would take over Ophelia’s lessons to help her bloom and protect her against the Highest. He could still mask her from them, but in order for her to be a true resident of the mountain, she needed to be in their presence in full control of her aspect and power.

He gathered food for them, honey and almonds, olives and bread and cheese and took the tray back out to where she was still slumped on the couch in the dimming light. He set the tray down and went to cradle her against him.

“I’ve never had parents, Dream,” her voice was a whisper. “I’ve never been wanted, never looked at the way Day looked at me. I don’t know what to do.”

“You let the days pass.” Dream hoped he was saying the right things. “You learn each other and perhaps you grow to care for her as your mother. Perhaps it takes a few decades, perhaps longer. You have that time, dearest. You have all the time that you could possibly desire to come to terms with what you have just learned.”

She looked up at him and blanched in the fading light. “Right, that.”

“Dearest, I will be with you,” he rocked her slowly. “I will be with you for the rest of eternity and we will do this together.”

“I love you,” her voice was muffled in his chest. Her head shot up and her skull smacked him in the chin, making his teeth clack together painfully. “I- Dream I-“

“I love you, Ophelia, my Goddess, my forever,” he leaned back and looked her in the eye. “My eternity, as I am yours.”

Warm light flashed through the room. The light of dawn and new beginnings flooded the room from Ophelia’s skin as she looked at him. “Dream-“

“I will never lie to you, beloved,” he kissed her forehead. “Never be false, never betray. You hold my heart and it is freely given. Yours to do with what you will.”

“I’ll protect it,” she said fiercely. “Protect it forever, keep it safe with me.”

He smiled down at her before he dropped his lips to meet hers. To kiss her gently, slowly, with everything that he felt for her. To touch her the same way until she was open and panting for him, moaning out her passion and desperation. He carried her to bed, food forgotten, and laid her out to caress and kiss and feel until the passion took over and blasted through her body, dragging his name from her lips as she shook there next to him.

He dragged it from her, all her pleasure, all the feeling, until she was limp and gasping and begging him with her eyes to come to her. To give her his passion.

He did as she asked, rocking against her deep and slow, hilting himself in her sweet heat until the abyss overwhelmed him in pleasure like stars bursting inside him.

He waited until he steadied, holding her close as they came back together before he went and got the food he’d readied earlier. He fed her, his Goddess, giving her little tidbits until she couldn’t eat any more.

Then he took her to bathe, to settle in the hot water after adding the spring water and relax with her. She turned to him after a few minutes and straddled his lap, kissing him softly and pressing close to him. So close that there was no place for the water, it was her skin on his, her touch on him and he felt his passion rise again.

She stroked him as he hardened, softly, until his breathing went shaky. She moved , slipping him inside her soft heat, clenching on him as she started moving.

“Yes, Mine,” he kissed his way down her neck, cupping her breasts to tease her nipples. “Take me, take what you want. Let me feel your passion for me.”

“Dream,” she moaned his name, driving herself higher. “It’s so good, Dream, so good.”

“All that you need,” he returned his lips to his, kissing her deeply while she shook and chased her release. “Let me see you, Ophelia, now.”

She cried out, fluttering around him as she gave in to the passion and his command. He gripped her hips as she shook, driving himself up into her, driving her passion from her over and over until it overwhelmed him as well.


CHAPTER 23
Day



They spent the time between that night and the morning, when Day was due to come back, in bed. Lost in passion, lost in each other.

Lost in love that had finally found its voice each to the other. Ophelia didn’t care if they ever got up again. She was happy, cared for, loved, and she didn’t need anything else.

But Day was going to come back today and Ophelia needed to talk to her, and in order to face the woman who was her mother, she needed to look less like she’d spent the last two days in bed being made love to. She had, but there was no reason for Day to know that.

So she gently extricated herself from Dream and headed towards the bathroom. To clean up and put on a fresh dress and do something with her hair. It had gotten so much longer in the last months, almost down to her ass now, and she’d never worn it that long.

But she had nothing to cut it with except the knife on Dream’s belt. Maybe she could ask Day to help her find a pair of scissors. But first she had to get through her other ask. She needed to be better with her magic and Dream had told her that his magic was of the earth while hers was of the sky.

But Day was the same as her, which meant that she could teach her how to use her magic better. Then she could help Dream with Tribunal business. Could help keep him safe from the Dream Eaters. His injuries still plagued her mind. Sometimes, she could still see him bleeding without being able to stop it.

So she needed to get better at her magic and she was going to ask Day to help her.

She got breakfast ready, smiling at Dream, when he came rushing out of the bedroom to find her. “I needed a bath,” she said.

“I do as well.” he walked over and kissed her before heading to the bathroom.

When he came back, they had breakfast. Ophelia kept looking over at the door and her gut kept knotting up. She didn’t eat very much, just fiddled with the skins on the grapes until Dream came and sat at her side.

“All will be well, Ophelia,” he said softly, taking the peeled grape from her fingers. “I will be with you, and all will be well.”

She just nodded and curled into his side. “Would you help me cut my hair?” it hadn’t been what she meant to say, but for whatever reason it was on her mind. “It’s never been this long before, and I don’t know why it’s stressing me out.”

“Anything you need.” he kissed the side of her head and she felt him smile. “I think I have a pair of scissors somewhere. I just have to find them. If I don’t, I know my mother has a pair.”

She nodded, looking up at him, to lean in and kiss him softly. “Thank you, Dream.”

“Anything you need, Ophelia,” he stroked her hair back from her face and opened his mouth.

But before he could say anything else, the chime sounded. It was less strident, less angry, if a sound could be said to be timid, it almost was. Ophelia jolted and then took a deep breath and got up to go and answer the door.

She didn’t have to rush, there was no hurry. She was going to get to know Day just as two people getting to know each other. Ophelia wasn’t going to make it more complicated than it needed to be right away. She was going to try very hard to think of Day as just another person.

Her brain was laser focused though. Someone might finally care for her, she might finally have a parent that she could depend on. She loved Dream; he loved her, but she’d never had anyone look at her the way Day had. Something about it had tugged on the part of her that was still five years old with trash bags at her feet.

The part of her that had always wanted a family with a deep yearning ache that never quite went away. That was the part of her that simultaneously wanted to run away from Day and beg for a hug. But they didn’t know each other, so she was going to approach this as an adult and not as a hurting kid.

Opening the door was the hardest thing that she’d ever done in her life, but she did it with shaking hands and a heart that was repeatedly trying to be in both her throat and the center of the earth at the same time. It was moderately nauseating, but she wasn’t going to let it show.

“Hi Day,” Ophelia tried to smile and felt the expression shake on her face. “Come in. We were just finishing breakfast if you’d like some.”

“Food would be welcome.” Day stepped into the villa and Ophelia closed the door behind her and took a deep breath. Day turned around to look at her and gave her a sad little smile. “It will take time, my Dawn. I am ill content to wait, but you will have the time that you need. As much as you need, I vow it.”

“Thanks,” Ophelia followed in Day’s wake back to the couches and sat back down next to Dream. “Is it alright if I ask a question?”

“Of course,” Day picked up a little dish of olives and looked at her quizzically. “What would you like to know?”

“Who’s my dad?” Ophelia dropped her gaze and Dream reached for her hand. “Do I have one, or-“

Day smiled, “The magic of the mountain itself fathered you.”

“Ok, how does that work?” Ophelia picked up one of Dream’s favorite oranges and started to peel it.

Day popped an olive in her mouth and set the dish down. “In order for a Goddess to have a child that is wholly of the mountain, the mountain itself must be involved.” She picked up a roll and tore it in half to dip it in the oil. “Earth has birthed demigods through history, but in order to create you, I opened myself utterly to the magic of the mountain and created you out of it and myself.”

“So, let me try to clarify,” Ophelia tried to parse what Day had just said and make it make sense. “I’m half pure magic and half you?”

Day nodded, “precisely. Your magic is not dulled by humanity or mortal blood. You are purely a product of the mountain.”

“So what if a god wants to have a child?” Ophelia flicked a look at Dream. “What if Dream-“

“Provided that they are compatible, it is possible for a mating between gods to produce offspring.” Day tapped her chin with her finger. “However, the magic that is carried in us often makes those meetings purely ones of passion. Gods are inherently selfish creatures, my Dawn and most of them would not give up enough of themselves to a fellow in order to create a child.”

“You make it sound like they have to give up parts of themselves?”

Day nodded and then shook her head. “That is correct, but not. In order to create a child, a piece of the magic of the parent must be given to that offspring. Including the magic of the mountain makes the piece that must be given away considerably smaller.”

“Oh, I get it,” at least she thought she did. “If two gods make a kid, they both have to give up magic, but if you make a kid with the magic of the mountain-“

“Yes,” Day nodded and dipped another bite of bread. “I wonder, my Dawn, if you would allow me a question in return?”

“Yeah, sure,” Ophelia nodded and tried again to smile. The expression was much more stable this time. “What would you like to know?”

“Your early years, those that you forgot, would you allow me to see them?” Day shook her head and smiled. “It is entirely up to you if you will permit this thing, but I would dearly like to see the face of the one who took you from me.”

“How does that work?”

“I will use light to reach past the barriers of your mind and project your memories.” Day said the words like there was nothing extraordinary about them. “Your mind is unprotected, as most mortal minds are, and it will be simple and painless to see what I wish to see.”

“Sure,” Ophelia looked down at her lap, to where Dream was still holding her hand and then back up at Day. “I don’t think there’s any nice memories in there, but if you want to take a look, I don’t mind.”

Day rose, setting the roll to the side and walking over to place a gentle hand on the top of her head. “I will be brief.”

Ophelia felt the top of her head get warm, like she was sitting in a beam of sunlight. A hole opened in her mind, and Ophelia fell, collapsing into the sinkhole that preceded the beam of light. As she fell, she saw bits of her past and she got younger and younger as she fell until she came to rest against a barrier that looked like it was made of dark glass.

The light got stronger, warmer, and the barrier went translucent. It was like a movie in reverse, a toddler in a room empty of everything except a mattress, a single blanket and a few toys. Back and back and back to the firehouse and a woman holding her and singing a song that she didn’t understand because she was an infant.

Back again, back to a sunlit room, and Day bent over her dancing rainbows from her hands. And then forward to a dark jolting movement, to overwhelming fear, and to a face that Ophelia didn’t recognize. The glass snapped back to opacity, the hole closing from beneath her like a wound until she was back at the surface of her thoughts and looking up at the eyes of a ragingly furious Day.

“Are you alright?” Ophelia reached to take Day’s hand. “I didn’t understand most of that. Who was that?”

“That was-“ Day shut her eyes and took a shaky breath. “That was Zephyr, one of Sky’s creatures. But why would Sky send her creatures after my Dawn?” she looked at Dream as though he could answer that. “I cannot go against Sky, but I will not let another sun drown in the far horizon before Zephyr answers for this thing.”

Dream sat up and squeezed Ophelia’s hand. “Consider that, Goddess, consider that if you demand answers from Zephyr, that word returns to Sky that Dawn has returned to the Mountain.”
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Dream watched Day freeze, watched her think, and then watched her shake her head. “You are correct in this, Edge of Night. I will seek my knowledge elsewhere until I understand the why of this thing.”

Dream relaxed, squeezing Ophelia’s hand where it rested in his. “I will work with you, Goddess. I will do what I can to assist.”

“It is welcome and appreciated.” Day went and sat back down. “I must understand the why of this thing. Did Sky orchestrate the theft of my Dawn? Or was this a machination utterly of Zephyr?”

Ophelia shook her head. “I don’t think there is anything I can do to help with this.”

“I would not wish you to,” Day said, “Unbloomed as you are, you would be prey for the Highest.”

“I wanted to talk to you about that,” Ophelia took a deep breath and flicked a look at him. He nodded reassuringly back and squeezed her hand. “I was hoping, well, wondering. Dream says he can’t teach me that his magic comes from the wrong place. Is there any way that you would be willing to help me with my magic?”

“Of course,” Day nodded, a smile curving her lips. “I would be pleased to help you bloom, my Dawn. It is me that should have had the teaching of you all these years, so it would be my pleasure to assist you now.”


CHAPTER 24
Practice



Day came every day after that, to sit in their living room and help Ophelia learn her magic. To help her learn her history, to help her get closer to blooming so she could stop hiding from the Highest and make them acknowledge her instead.

Dream and Day were also working together to try to figure out if Sky had something to do with stealing her or if it was completely independent of them and a plan cooked up by Zephyr. That investigation wasn’t going anywhere fast, though.

Because the Dream Eaters were rising again.

Him being gone was becoming more frequent again. Gone or exhausted and wounded and then a few days of peace where they were able to just be together before he was called away again. When he was gone, Ophelia was nearly useless with her lessons. She had to struggle so hard not to see him being borne through the door in the arms of that strange man. Injured and bleeding and -“

“My Dawn,” Day reached across the distance between them and laid a soft hand on Ophelia’s. “If he comes back and is wounded by shadow, there is enough light between us that we can restore him easily.

“I know.” Ophelia rubbed a hand down her face and sighed. “I wish there was more I could do to help him than that. A way to keep him from getting hurt in the first place.”

“Once you bloom there may be,” Day nodded, a thoughtful expression taking over her face. “Once you are in full control of your power, then you may enter the place where the Dream Eaters dwell and assist the Tribunal in their work.”

“I guess I’d better get back to it then.” Ophelia sighed and reached out for the light that poured through the windows. It was much simpler to handle now, coming easily to her hands. No longer in flecks, she could bring it to her in ribbons, in sheets, as much or as little as she needed.

Day was working on her control with it, teaching her to form runes and shapes with the light like she’d tried to do on her own before. “The mortal magicians, the true ones, can do this as well. They are generally the product of a God’s dalliance, though.”

“How often does that happen, anyway?” Ophelia twined the light around itself, making a woven mat that sparkled in her hands. “Dream said there are rules, but it doesn’t seem like the Highest follow them.”

“The Highest made the rules and consider themselves above their own laws.” Day reached out and tucked a stray end into the light-fabric. “On the side of fate and time that you came from, it does not happen often. On this side, it happens more often, though it would still be considered rare, I think.”

“I’m still confused about that.” Ophelia looked up and away from the light she was handling. “You talk about it like they’re completely disconnected but isn’t where I came from just the future of this time?”

“In a way, yes, but also no.” Day took a breath and then looked thoughtful. “Time, the Highest of the High, minds the streams of reality. The piece of time and fate that you were taken to is a splinter off one of the main streams of reality. Which makes me even more certain that what was done to us was done with the knowledge and consent of the Highest.”

“But why would they have done that?” Ophelia looked back down at the fabric of light in her hands and pulled another strand of sun to weave into it. “What is it about me that would make them take the trouble?”

“I do not know, my Dawn,” Day just looked troubled. “I do not know if it is you or if they simply wished to harm me.”

“I’d really like to be able to make sense of this whole thing.” Ophelia heaved a sigh and smoothed the ends of the light threads away before holding the mat out to Day. “I think, when I make the Highest acknowledge me, I’ll make a dress out of dawn light. That way they can’t deny who I am.”

“Your control is coming along admirably,” Day gave her an affectionate look. “I would like to add a new dimension to your training. One that will stand you in good stead if you do wish to assist the tribunal against the Dream Eaters.”

Ophelia smiled and nodded, reaching for more of the light and the memories of her serpent and the weight of the sword he put in her hand. She tied it all together, forming the blade out of the golden light and extending it to Day.

“I used to have these dreams,” Ophelia said as Day reached out and took the sword from her hand. “My serpent, he used to put that sword in my hands and help me beat back my doubts and fears.”

“You dreamed of the Deepest Umbra?” Day looked startled and then thoughtful. “And did you dream of the Edge of Morning as well?”

Ophelia shrugged, “it was always Dream, my Serpent, and my Teacup. Though there is a man behind the cup he’s never fully been in my dreams. Maybe- I don’t know why. I haven’t seen the others since I came here. I’m beginning to miss those dreams.”

“Have you tried to call them to you?” Day looked like she’d made a discovery and offered the light-sword back to Ophelia.

She shook her head and took the sword back. “I shattered the dream the last time I was with my Teacup, broke it so that I could wake up. The last time I saw him, he told me to wait until I was strong enough to make my own bargains.”

“Sage advice from the Edge of Morning,” Day tapped her chin with one finger. “The idea that all three of them have come to you in your dreams is illuminating, my Dawn. Perhaps it forms one finger of the reason that you were taken.” Day held up one hand and shook her head. “I will examine this train of thought and then we will discuss when it is less nebulous.”

“Alright.” Ophelia stood up and stretched before shifting the sword in her hands. “I guess we spar now?”

“I would like to see your skill, yes,” Day rose as well and what she bore was not a sword, it was a long pole with a crescent-shaped blade at the top. “The Deepest Umbra fights with a blade, so I will teach you how to come up against a polearm.”

The position was easy to recall, even if it had been months since she’d fought. The stance was simple to assume and then adjust until it felt like she was balanced. “Ok, I’m ready.”

Day gave her an approving look and then rushed her. Ophelia had no idea what to do. The length of Day’s weapon put her squarely out of reach of Ophelia’s blade. But she blocked the strikes of the crescent blade, keeping Day away from her.

Day pulled back, smiling, “excellent, my Dawn. Now, in order to combat a polearm, you must get under the weapon to close with the wielder.”

They sparred for what felt like hours, clashing and retreating and clashing again until Ophelia’s weapon was shaking in hands attached to arms that felt like limp noodles. Day pulled back and looked towards the window, her weapon vanishing into the air.

“I must go and attend to my duties, my Dawn.” That affectionate look again, the one that Ophelia was starting to feel good about getting. “May I come again tomorrow?”

Ophelia nodded, letting the light sword unravel and shaking out her hands. “I’d like it if you did.” She walked forward until she was just outside Day’s reach and stopped, brain frozen with what she was planning.

Ophelia shook it off and walked the remaining two steps to reach her arms around Day and hug her. “Thank you.”

A noise came out of Day, hastily choked back, but when Ophelia tried to pull back, worried that she’d done something wrong, Day’s arms just clamped around her and pulled her back in.

“My Dawn,” Day said in a thick voice. “I never thought to see you again, never thought that I would feel whole again. Thank you, my Dawn.”

They stood in the fading light and hugged. Ophelia fought tears back and tried not to sniffle. She had things now, things she’d wanted her entire life. She had her Dream, she had a mother, and she had somewhere that she finally belonged.

Then the chime sounded and Ophelia’s stomach plummeted to her feet as Day released her and the swirl that was Nyx grew and formed in the center of the room. She looked frantic, panicked as her eyes flew around the room until they lit on Ophelia.

“The Tribunal calls the Goddess of Dawn,” there was a shake in Nyx’s voice that Ophelia had never heard. “My son has been taken by the Eaters.”
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Dream woke up in utter darkness. It was beyond pitch, beyond night, and there was an enormous sense of malice in the air. He tried to sit up, hitting his head on bars made of ebony that shaped a cage too small for him to do anything but hunch into half a ball and try to figure out where he was and what had happened.

He was uninjured, but his last memory was wading into the hoard of Dream Eaters and if that was the truth and he had failed, then he should be injured. But he wasn’t, he was caged in darkness and had no way to make sense of anything.

A hiss came from somewhere outside the cage. A hiss and then something touched his face and pulled back faster than he could react. “Light,” the word was clotted and almost unintelligible, like the throat that made the sound wasn’t built for speech.

“Show yourself,” Dream demanded.

A flicker, a bare instant of illumination, but it was enough for Dream to see the form of a Dream Eater outside the cage he was in. He tried to figure it out and failed, the Dream Eaters were mindless, they took no prisoners, simply devoured their victims. But they had caged him, why?

“Liiight,” the creature hissed again, reaching to touch Dream. “Masssster.”

A laugh echoed from the darkness, far too strident to belong to a Dream Eater, far too human. “My little pets, now, bring me light.”

Dream’s gut fell into his feet and then further into the bowels of the earth. They’d caught him, caged him. They wouldn’t do it on their own, so the voice he’d heard was puppeting the Dream Eaters for some purpose and had taken him to further that.

He was bait, bait for the rest of the Tribunal that would come racing in to save him. Bait for light, but-

Dream thrashed against the bars. His mother, she would try to recruit help, she would go to Ophelia. Ophelia, still unbloomed, would launch herself into danger to get to him. He was bait and if the Dream Eaters and their puppet master got their hands on the light that Ophelia was-

He would not allow them to put their filthy hands on her, he would die first.


CHAPTER 25
Dove



“I’m ready,” Ophelia snapped the sword back into existence. “Let’s go, Nyx, we have to get him before they hurt him.”

“No, my Dawn,” Day put a hand on Ophelia’s shoulder and looked over at Nyx. “To hold my child safe and bring back the man she loves, I will act in her stead and lend my efforts to the Tribunal of Passage.”

“Mom, I can’t-“ Ophelia shook her head, “I can’t let you do that, you’ll be in danger and I can’t-“

“My Dawn, nothing will touch me,” Day shimmered, going blurry around the edges as she started to bleed light from her skin. “I am the sun at noonday and I will burn them to ash before they can think to lay a hand on me.”

Ophelia made herself pull back, made herself think. Day was bloomed, a full resident of the mountain, and would probably be more help to Nyx and the others than she would be. She’d fight, but she would probably be more of a distraction to them than a help.

The polearm flashed into Day’s hands and she stepped to Nyx’s side. “Will you take my help, Goddess of Night?”

“Gladly, Goddess of Day,” Nyx opened that familiar door in the air and just for a moment, Ophelia saw a huge scaled bulk move as the other two stepped through and the doorway closed.

Ophelia let the sword go, let the light wink out and tried not to panic. Day would not go alone and they would bring Dream back. He might come back hurt, but she could help with that. Even if she wasn’t able to help with the battle.

Ophelia sat in a chair and tried to think. Maybe she could get down the mountain, maybe she could make offerings at the temples for the safety of her mother and Nyx and Dream and the others. But she didn’t know if she could get back up the mountain and she didn’t want Dream to come back to her gone.

So she needed to figure out something else that she could do while she waited. She could make bandages, could get things ready for when they came back injured. That was something she could do but she needed the sun and all that was left were the last few rays before night took over.

So she needed to make it through the night and in the morning she would start work on the bandages. She didn’t really sleep, but she hadn’t expected to, so as soon as the dawn light started to rise, so did she.

Day had been working with her on weaving the light. She had a little loom and everything. So she took it into the sun and wrapped the daylight around it in continuous threads, warping the loom and getting it ready.

Bandages were not hard things to weave and gave her far too much brain power with which to worry about what was happening to the people she cared about. There was nothing she could do, nothing she could give them but this, so she was going to do the absolute best that she could to have everything ready when they came back wounded.

She wove and wove rolls of harnessed light, bent to healing. accumulated next to her on the couch and still the chime didn’t come and the door didn’t open and Ophelia simmered with worry that was just this side of frantic.

It was past the midpoint of night, the lonely parts of it just before false dawn signaled that she could almost work again when the chime finally came, ringing through the air and it was simultaneously the most beautiful thing she’d ever heard and the most panic inducing.

She ran to the living room, ran to the doorway and stepped to the side as Day stepped through, supporting Nyx and helping her to a chair. Others followed, but Ophelia only had eyes for one of them. Dream, her Dream. He was clutching at his side and wobbled a bit as he stepped through the doorway, but he was on his feet and he was there.

Light flooded the room, flooded everything, and it took Ophelia a moment to realize that the light was coming from her. She pushed more out as others limped through the doorway, washes of illumination to help and heal, to make them whole.

It didn’t matter that she didn’t know them, these were all of the people who had gone to save her Dream and she would mend them in thanks for all that they had done. In thanks for having her love whole and sound and standing in front of her with his arms extended and a smile on his face.

She brightened, more light, more healing, and the people in the room straightened, wounds closing, weary expressions fading, and Dream walked to her and took her in his arms. “Enough now, Goddess. Rest, rest with me. You have healed them all.”

She went limp in his arms, the light fading from her skin as he lifted her from the ground and took her into their bedroom, into their bed, to hold her tight to him and murmur soft things to her while she faded out into sleep.

Dream knew that he was never to call the attention of the Highest, knew that they had had nothing to do with his rescue effort and that he had only the rest of the Tribunal of Passage and the Goddess of Day to thank for his rescue, but if he didn’t know those things he would be heaping them with praise for bringing him back to her.

He had business to finish with the remainder of the Tribunal, so once she was completely asleep, he uncurled from her soft warmth and went back to the living room, to look at the newly healed Tribunal and the stack of softly glowing fabric that sat on the table.

Day was holding a roll of it in her hand and smiling. “She made these.” she held it out to him, dropping it into his palm. “Light and time and healing. There is enough here for all of us twice over.”

Dream looked down at the roll. What he’d thought was simply sparkling fabric, was pure light, caught and held, woven into bandages that would have healed their wounds if she hadn’t done so already.

The Edge of Morning sidled up to his side, brushing his wild hair back from his face and picking up a roll of Ophelia’s work, frowning slightly. “There is something familiar in this and I would advise an extra helping of caution until she blooms. There is enough power here that it will create an echo in the song no matter that the magic is of the sky.”

“I will take them with me when I go,” Day began gathering up the rolls. “If they are in my possession, then the Highest will simply believe that the disturbance is me and look no further.”

“That will work for a little longer,” he said before stepping back to stand around Nyx who was still slumped in the chair.

Dream took one of the rolls from the table and went to his mother, kneeling at her side and looking at where she clutched the fabric the covered her chest. “Here, mother, let me help you.”

Nyx leaned back, fighting for breath, and let Dream wrap the light around her. “Thank you, my son.” She said, breathing easing as the light started to go dim as it was absorbed.

“I will go,” Day gathered the last of the rolls and stepped towards the door. “Tell my Dawn I will return in two days’ time and we will continue her lessons.”

“I will,” Dream nodded and then Day was gone in a swirl of warmth.

He saw the rest of the Tribunal away, helping his mother to one of the bedrooms and letting her rest before he returned to Ophelia, to her side, to pull her tight to him and sigh with contentment.

“Dream,” she whispered, reaching to touch his face. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

“I was only barely injured to begin with,” he covered her hand with his. “Day is formidable and handled the greater part of the hoard. They will not come to the fore for a time.”

He wasn’t going to tell her about the voice in the dark, wasn’t going to tell her about the puppet master that demanded her presence. He was going to rest and hold her and hope that by the time the hoard returned that she would be fully bloomed and then she would no longer be in danger from the Highest.

They both rested, safe and secure in the arms of the other, until the next morning when he woke to her lips on his and her touch on his skin. It was soft, almost like she hadn’t wanted to wake him, and he smiled into the kiss to pull her close and kiss her back.

To make love to her until they were both exhausted and could do nothing but curl tightly together and rest.

So the days passed, love and passion and soft care until they had to rise and wash and Ophelia had to go back to her lessons with Day. She approached them ferociously, sinking into them with everything that she had and day by day she got stronger, more sure, closer to blooming.

But that was a double-edged sword. Dream was unrelentingly proud of her, but she was swiftly becoming hard to conceal. Even with all of his care towards her that lent him strength, there were glimmers of her that got through. Glimmers of her that would attract the attention of the Highest if nothing were done.

So he brought it to Day, his concern that he was no longer enough to conceal her. “I fear the Highest.” He said bluntly.

“I do as well,” Day nodded, “I will, if she consents, take her to my realm until she blooms. She will be well shielded there and any of her that leaks through will be attributed to my instability.”

He hated that, hated that she would be apart from him, but nodded anyway. “I want her to be safe, and she is no longer safe with me.”

“You are welcome with us at any time, Edge of Night,” Day reached and patted his shoulder. “As the man that my child loves, my realm is open to you.”

“Then I will visit as often as I can.” He offered Day a hand to assist her from the chair. “I would see her in your hands before sundown.”

They went out to the terrace where Ophelia was drawing the light into thread and weaving it into cloth. It floated in the air in front of her, but she put it down and smiled at him when he walked out at Day’s side.

“My Dawn,” Day said but got no further because a massive tone tore through Dream’s head, vaster than the mountain, ringing through air in too many dimensions and in too many places for him to make sense of.

“Time,” he gasped the word as his vision went blurry from the sound.

He tried to speak, tried to tell his Ophelia to hide, but he could say nothing as the torrent of sound pressed him down and down until his head was on the ground and there was an enormous shadow covering the terrace.

And then it was gone, but so was Ophelia.


CHAPTER 26
Cage



Heaven didn’t have cages. That was Ophelia’s first thought when she opened her eyes to bars and empty air. She was suspended from nothing, just floating in the air and it took her a second to figure out that she wasn’t dead. Rather, something had taken her. She remembered, vaguely, Dream saying something about time, but what did time have to do with that noise?

“Awake?” A huge voice rumbled from somewhere in the nothing. “Resilient, little mortal. Where does your blood come from?” The voice paused while Ophelia tried to make her own work. “I do not expect you to know, little mortal. I expect you to know nothing, since mortal minds are simple things.”

A face materialized in the nothing, as disembodied as her cage, and peered at her. No, that was pure leering, like she was dinner and he was starving. Ophelia pressed herself back into the corner of her cage as what Dream had meant came home to roost.

He hadn’t been talking about time, he had been talking about Time, the first among the Highest and now he had her and who knew what he was planning to do to her since he thought she was mortal.

Nyx hadn’t ever said what happened to mortals that fell prey to the Highest, only that it was to be avoided. But she wasn’t mortal, she was Dawn, and she was inches from blooming. She had to figure out how to cross that last little distance and then he would have to release her.

“You stink of the Edge of Night,” the leering expression didn’t abate and it was joined by cruel glee. “He will answer for your presence, as will the rest of the Tribunal of Passage. My law is very clear, little mortal.”

“Don’t you dare hurt my Dream,” she finally managed to get words out. “I won’t let you hurt him.”

The face just laughed, strident and cruel. “The little mortal has teeth!”

She bit off the rest of her words. She wouldn’t tell him who he had in a cage because that would put her mother at risk as well.

“Well, mortal with teeth, once the Tribunal has been dispensed with we will play.” The face vanished and Ophelia gritted her teeth. All she had to do was figure out how to get the rest of the way to the bulk of her magic and then she could protect Dream and the others of the Tribunal.

She knew the Hierarchies now, she knew where Dream and the Tribunal stood and where she would stand at the side of her mother. She would cover Dream and the Tribunal, demand that they be released, and then she would go home. But first she had to bloom so that the Highest would see her as she truly was.

She didn’t know how long that she had, but it probably wasn’t long. Time would call for the Tribunal immediately, and they would have to come as soon as they were summoned. So she had hours, perhaps a day, before she had to defend her love.

And then she wasn’t alone. Instead of a face, it was a person and in his wake came another that made her instantly fly into a rage. Calliope looked incredibly smug, but there were sluggishly bleeding wounds on her face still and that made Ophelia break into a cruel grin. Those were Dream’s marks. He’d told her about that.

So Ophelia focused past the man that was with her and sneered at Calliope. “You look delightful.”

Calliope snarled and tried to rush the cage but the man just caught her by the back of her dress and laughed. “Go away, pet. I want to talk to the mortal.” He snapped his fingers and Calliope was gone.

Ophelia raised her chin and looked at the man. He was broad and straight with lazy eyes, but the closer he got, the louder the sound of the mountain became. Like he was wearing it or something.

Which made him Magic, another of the Highest, and the one that was the most dangerous to her. He laid a hand on the cage and bent to her eye level, to look at her with eyes that were half interest and half avarice. She refused to shrink from those eyes, from that look, and instead forced herself to look back.

“Well pet, you aren’t one of mine,” he reached through the bars of the cage, which parted like water to admit his hand. He laid a hand on her head and she jerked away.

“Don’t you touch me,” she half yelled at him. “Don’t touch me and let me out of here and we’ll see.”

Magic just laughed, withdrawing his hand and doubling over to wheeze and try to catch his breath. “I believe I’ll ask Time if I can make you a little pet. The nippy ones are so much fun to break.”

“Try it,” Ophelia shot back. “Life didn’t manage it. You don’t have the strength.”

His expression changed, rage dancing in eyes that were suddenly windows on a lightning storm at sea. “Don’t cease to amuse me, little mortal. You are a moment, and I am eternal.”

Ophelia forced herself not to quail from the sudden storm of magic that danced between the bars of her cage. Forced herself to remain still and soundless until Magic turned and vanished into the nothing around her cage.

Then she let herself shake, then she let the fear out and tried to breathe. She didn’t have time, she needed to be ready when Dream came. She needed to focus on that and not on the idiot gods who were just trying to play with her.

She hung in nothing and closed her eyes. The power was there, just out of her reach. All she needed was the last part of the bridge to get herself there.

Dream was furious and frightened beyond reason. The Highest had taken Ophelia and who knows what she was having to undergo. But he couldn’t go up against the Highest, not even with the full strength of the Tribunal and Day, who was just as furious and worried as he was.

None of them were able to stand against them and fight for Ophelia back, but Dream was going to get her back, even if he died in the attempt. He armed himself, armor and weapon and the power he wielded to create or destroy the dreams in the minds of Gods and Mortals alike.

He was going to go and get Ophelia back.

And then Zephyr threw the door open and walked into the villa, his tiny dragonfly wings fluttering against his back. “You are summoned to the Highest.” He said with a sneer. “Time will have you answer for breaking his law.”

“I will have you answer for the theft of my Dawn,” Day rushed from behind him and pinned Zephyr to the wall by his neck as she boiled with needle sharp light. “Answer or I will burn you to ash.”

“I did not ask my Highest why she wanted the thing done,” Zephyr said in a shaking, pleading voice.

“Then I will take it up with Sky,” Dawn let Zephyr go and they watched as he zipped out of the door almost faster than thought.

Dream offered Day an arm, “we will go together.”

“I will fetch my chariot and we will blind them as we arrive.” Day had never sounded more vicious. “I will have my Dawn returned to me ere the sun goes down.”

They left, meeting with the rest of the Tribunal of Passage as they headed up the mountain. Day mounted her chariot, pulling Dream up behind her, and they flew through the mist that guarded the summit of the mountain where the Highest lived.

They were all waiting when the chariot stopped, vanishing in a burst of blinding light that made them guard their eyes. Time and Earth, Sky and Magic, and floating above Dream’s head was an ebony cage that held Ophelia.

“Answer,” Time rumbled, “You have broken my law.”

“I have broken nothing,” Dream replied. “I have restored one of the children of the mountain to her proper place.”

“Sky,” Day thundered, spilling that needle light all around her. “Answer for the theft of my Dawn, my child, at the hands of your creature.”

Sky straightened her clothing, looked at Day and then up at the cage. “Do you claim that this mortal is your child?”

“I do more than claim,” Day said, “I vow.”

Sky waved a hand at the cage and it dissolved in snaking wisps of shadow. Ophelia plummeted towards the ground and Dream lunged to catch her.

It wasn’t needed. She straightened in the air and a plinth of light grew at her feet, stopping her fall above his head. The plinth grew stairs, the rosy color of true dawn, and Ophelia walked down them to stand at his side, at the side of her mother.

“I am no mortal,” Ophelia said as little pools of dawn light leaked from her hands. “I am Dawn, daughter of Day, and I claim protection over the Tribunal of Passage.”

Sky lurched, looking at Ophelia like she couldn’t possibly be there. “You are a disruption,” she said, gesturing to the sky above them. “You were removed.”

“And now I have returned,” she shot back. “I am no one’s pet. I am not to be caged. I will stand at the side of my mother and guide the sun.”

Time leaned forward in his throne as Sky struggled for words. “Thought you smelled odd.” He flipped a dismissive hand and yawned. “Go, remove yourselves.”

Day flashed her chariot back into existence and away they flew. Back down the mountain, back to the villa in the olive grove, back to safety.

They came together in a fierce embrace. Shaking with fear at what could have been, at what could have happened to her in the hands of the Highest.

But it hadn’t. She was well and whole and safe. They hadn’t played with her mind, or stolen her memories or done any of the other things that they could have. And in that cell, she’d somehow managed to bloom into the fullness of her power.

“Ophelia,” he pulled back and cupped her face in his hands, looking at the flecks of rosy light that swam through the silver of them. The sign of a fully bloomed Goddess. “How, darling, how?”

She sent him a shaky smile and covered his hands with her own. “I don’t know,” she said. “I didn’t want you to get hurt when you had to stand in front of them, so I made it come to me so I could stand in front of you.”


CHAPTER 27
Balance



Dream held her that night, tight and shaking, and she stroked his head and tried to convince him that she was fine. That they hadn’t touched her, hadn’t harmed her. Everything was fine. That she was back with him and all was well. He stopped shaking slowly, looking up at her with a scared warmth that she leaned down to try to soothe.

He made love to her like a starving man faced with his first food in months, and she had to keep slowing him down. Kept gentling his desperation for her as the night went on and they were locked together in love and passion.

As the sun rose, he finally relaxed. As dawn came creeping through the windows, he was finally able to look at her with those bottomless, star-sprinkled eyes and smile without the fear that had plagued the expression before.

“I’m, ok, Dream,” she wrapped her arms around him, curling up as close as she could get to him and yawning. “I’m a little tired, but they didn’t hurt me.”

‘Then rest,” he cradled her, “rest and I will be here when you wake.”

“I know,” she looked up at him with a sleepy smile. “I know you will be, Dream. I know that yours is the only face I want to see when I wake for the rest of time.”

They slept all that day and woke when the next sun was coming up. Recovery and care for each other as the world turned around them until they felt like they were able to rise and bathe so they could eat and try to decide how they were going to spend the rest of their lives.

Ophelia and Dream walked into the living room only to come face to face with Day, who was pacing in agitation. “What’s wrong, mom?”

Day looked at her with her mouth falling open before rushing to her and wrapping her arms around Ophelia hard enough that it was hard to breathe. “My Dawn, oh my daughter.”

When they let each other go, Dream had breakfast for the three of them so that they could sit and eat and talk. “My Dawn, I wish to complete your training, but I cannot do it here.”

Ophelia swallowed her mouthful of bread and flicked a look at Dream who gave her an encouraging nod before she turned her attention back to Day. “If you can’t do it here, then where are we going?”

“To my seat,” Day said, pointing vaguely off into the distance. “The Seat of Light, as Nyx holds the Seat of Night.”

“I-“

“The Edge of Night is welcome in my seat at any time,” Day said with a smile. “I would not separate you two, but I will warn that your training will be arduous and you may be tired enough that you only wish for sleep.”

“If she only wishes for sleep, then I will hold her as she rests,” Dream reached and took Ophelia’s hand. “I will be with you as much as possible, beloved, but I must also fulfill my duties to the Tribunal.”

Opheia nodded and smiled at Dream. “I know, we’ll figure it out so we can both do what we’re supposed to.”

“Then I will see you later,” Dream leaned over and kissed her, cupping the back of her head for a moment before letting her go. “As often as I can.”

Day stood and offered Ophelia a hand. Ophelia reached back, following Day out of the house and out of the olive grove to the gravel path. That was where she reached out and opened the door in the air and gestured to Ophelia.

“Come, my Dawn, there is much for you still to learn.” Day helped her through into a place where there was nothing but light.

As Nyx’s throne room was nothing but darkness sprinkled with stars, Day’s domain was only light. There was no shadow, only varying threads, and strengths of light that wafted through the air like breezes.

It wasn’t comfortable. The unending light made it hard to figure out where to look until she finally settled on looking at the gold that veined the marble of Day’s throne. Where Day sat to look at Ophelia for a moment before she waved a hand and an identical throne wafted into existence. It was marble, veined with the same gold, and Day beckoned and smiled.

“You will sit at my side, as is fitting for you, my daughter.” Day nodded as Ophelia came and sat in the throne. It was surprisingly comfortable, almost like it was cushioned. “Now, we will figure out your lesson schedule and the times when you will assist with my duties while you learn your own.”

Ophelia nodded, listening carefully to Day as she outlined what she did to safeguard the sun on its daily travel around the planet. Then she outlined the duties that Ophelia would take on once she was fully trained and able to hold the light of the sun as it rose and began its travels.

Then there was a ring in the air and Day’s entire face changed, becoming blank and angry and she sat preternaturally straight on her throne. “Sky comes,” Day said tersely. “Do not speak unless she addresses you, my Dawn. I will handle this.”

Ophelia sat up straighter and watched as Sky popped into existence seemingly out of nowhere. The Highest was beautiful and her eons sat lightly, but they still sat. She was Sky and she held the entire world in her embrace.

Sky nodded to Day, seeming almost nervous, before she switched her gaze to Ophelia. Ophelia made herself stare back, not flinching or speaking as the minutes ticked by and Sky seemed lost for words.

“We have business to attend to, Highest,” Day said firmly. “Is there something we might do for you?”

Rather than speak, Sky simply popped back out of existence again, leaving Ophelia profoundly confused and worried. But Day seemed to be neither of those things and just shook her head with a long sigh. “At times, I wonder if she is not a little more scattered than her office warrants.”

Ophelia just shrugged and shook her head. “That was weird.”

“Come, let us begin.” Day rose from her throne and helped Ophelia stand. “We will spar for a while and then I will have you assist me with the transfer of the sun into the arms of Dusk.”

Day hadn’t been kidding when she said that the training wouldn’t be easy. Ophelia was constantly on the go, from the time she woke to the time she went to sleep. Dream was with her maybe one night out of three, but she was so tired that all she did was pass out in his arms and sleep.

Sky came twice more to stare, but Day refused to allow that to stop the lessons. The Highest simply stood in the background for ten minutes or so before vanishing into the air again and returning to the summit of the mountain.

And then Dream came back, and Ophelia realized that for the first night since she’d arrived in the Seat of Light, she wasn’t on the verge of passing out right after Day ended lessons for the day.

So she twined her arms around Dream’s neck and kissed him in invitation. “Will you touch me, Dream? Will you take me to bed and touch me until we can’t move?”

“Gladly,” Dream groaned the word and carried her to her bed, laying her out and coming to lay at her side. Ophelia stood back up, shedding her dress to straddle Dream’s legs and stroke him. Dream arched under her touch and looked up at her with eyes clouded with desire and heat. “Beloved-“

“Dream,” she slid down on him until she was fully seated. “It’s so good, you feel so good, please Dream, please.”

“As you command, my goddess,” He gripped her hips and started moving, slow, but deep and hard until she cried his name and fell forward to shake on his chest as she fluttered around him. “Ophelia, Goddess, Mine,” he drew her pleasure from her over and over until he arched beneath her and filled her with his heat as he lost control.

They cuddled for a few moments before she propped herself up on one elbow, to look down at him and lean in to kiss him again.

They made love, slow and gentle and then fast and hard, over and over as the night went by. Until it was all they could do to curl up in each other’s arms and plummet into sleep.
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Dream woke first and looked down at his love. She was still slack against him and he closed his eyes and went back to holding her. He didn’t want to think about where he had to go the following night. He wanted to think about having her in his arms and then where he was going to take her when she woke.

He’d already spoken to Day about it, about letting her have a free day so he could take her to the festival down in the town at the foot of the mountain. It was something he truly enjoyed, a party in the streets to celebrate the harvest. He hoped she enjoyed it as much as he did.

But until she woke, he would simply hold her and enjoy the feel of her soft breath on his neck.

He was almost asleep again when she stirred and opened her eyes to look at him with such love and warmth that he could have cried. “I should get to my lessons,” she said, stretching up his body to kiss him. “I think I’m late.”

He shook his head and trapped her against him. “You’re all mine today, Goddess,” he smiled and kissed her back. “I would like to show you something special today and I have already spoken to your mother about it.”

“We should go then?” She tried to wiggle free, but he caught her again, making her look at him with a confused expression.

“The party doesn’t begin until sundown,” he said, curving his hand around the back of her neck and pulling her down to him. “And I believe I said you were mine today.”

Her eyes immediately fogged with desire and her breathing went shaky. “Yours, Dream, all for you.”

“I know,” he moved to pull her in and kiss her with all the desire that he felt for her. All the passion he carried for her. “All for me, all of you.” He dragged his fingers down her skin, scenting her as her arousal mounted. “You have my scent, Mine.” He growled the words in her ear, feeling her start to tremble as the feelings mounted. “I want you that way. Always marked for me, marked as mine, with my passion for you.”

He slipped a pair of fingers into her heat and stroked slowly while he kept talking to her, pressing into that spot up and in. “Tell me, Mine, tell me you want to drip with my mark, that you want to bear my scent to let everyone know who you belong to.”

She arched beneath his touch and he slowed, feeling the spot firm and fill as he kept going. “Mark me,” she whimpered, “bruise me, make it so everyone that looks at me knows I belong to you. Fill me so full, Dream, I want it so much. All I want is you.”

“Good,” he husked the word in her ear, putting more pressure on that spot and moving his thumb to stroke that little bundle of nerves. “Do you want it, Ophelia? Do you want to cry my name as you come apart for me?”

“Please?” She managed to open her eyes and look at him while her hips rocked in time with his fingers. “Dream, please, it’s so much. It feels so good, what you’re doing to me, I need more. So much more.”

“Cry for me, Goddess.” He lowered his head to where her neck and shoulder met and licked the juncture. “Ophelia, cry for me now.” He set his teeth into the juncture, driving his fingers into her as she stiffened and screamed his name. As her passion overwhelmed her and she drenched his hand as she pulsed for him. He nursed her pleasure, stroking her until she collapsed back on the bed, panting and limp.

He spent the day with her, touching her in every way he could think of to bring her pleasure. Experimenting with her, soft and slow and then hard and fast until she cried his name.

“Ophelia,” he purred her name while he slid his hand over her. “There is something else I would like to try.”

She gave him a look, her eyes still cloudy with desire. “I’m all for you, Dream.”

He shifted, turning her until she was on her belly and rose to slip his hands down over her skin. “Tell me how it makes you feel, Goddess.”

He touched her slow and soft until she was lost in passion again and then slipped a finger inside her to spread her wetness over her other opening. Gently prodding and stroking while still making little circles around her elsewhere.

She let out a low moan, and he nearly pulled away, but she bucked back into his touch, seeking more. “D-dream,” she moaned his name. “Please more, please touch me again.”

He did what she asked, wetting his finger again before slipping it past the tight ring of muscle and gently thrusting. She clenched down on him, making him groan as his cock jumped and passion poured through him. But this was new, and he was going to be very, very careful.

“Dream, I need you,” she was writhing on the bed, breathlessly pleading for more.

He slid inside her, keeping a rhythm with himself as she climbed her peak. “Ophelia, Mine, take what I give you. Let me give you pleasure.”

She’d lost her words, bucking back into him as she chased her release, the final one, and he stilled. Letting her climb, watching her passion build and holding himself until she screamed as her entire body locked up as pulse after pulse slammed through her with hurricane force.

It was lightning, and he was the sea, feelings and sensations chasing every nerve in his entire body as he was overcome.

She went limp beneath him, crashing to the bed. He moved to hold her, to check, but she had simply fallen to the passion. He would hold her until she woke, and then he would take her to the festival.


CHAPTER 28
Bargain



He had to show her at the barrier. How to change her aspect just slightly to pass among the humans. That gave her pause, trying to think about the fact that she’d changed so much that she could no longer pass as a person. She’d looked at herself when she’d managed to stagger out of bed, looked at her face and the constant quiet glow that radiated off of her and shook her head.

She wasn’t mortal, but she never had been. She was the child of a mountain and a literal goddess and it shouldn’t surprise her that she’d spent her life feeling like she was distant from anything and everyone. But that didn’t make it simpler to fix the way she thought about herself.

She went to Dream, cuddling into his arms and trying to make sense of her thoughts. He rubbed her back and laid his cheek on her head. “Never lose that, Ophelia,” he told her quietly. “Never lose that bit of yourself that was raised as a mortal. If you do not forget, then you will never come to think of the humans as toys to play with, no matter how long you live.”

“Ok,” she leaned on him and took deep breaths until she felt steady enough to let him lead her out of the Seat of Light and down the mountain to the barrier. She shifted her aspect, just enough so that her eyes and the rest of her stopped leaking light and then stepped through the cobwebs hand in hand with Dream.

The little town was alight. Flags and flowers, herbs and other greenery lined the streets and swagged the buildings and the air in the town was one of excitement. The stopped at the little stall in the market, and spoke with the old man for a moment and then he accompanied them to the temples and made offerings with them.

At the end of the row, there was a half built temple. It had no roof on it yet, but the altar was crowded with flowers and coin. The flowers tugged at her and she reached out to touch the petals of the daisy closest to her.

“A temple to the Dawn,” the old man said, handing her a single stem of rosemary and winking at her. “The priests say that she guards the sunrise and new beginnings. You may wish to pray to her for a blessing on your marriage.”

He walked a little ways away to speak to a broad man in a blacksmith’s apron. Dream smiled at her and gently took the rosemary to lay it among the flowers. “Bless me, Goddess,” he whispered in her ear and Ophelia’s knees went weak. “Bless me with your beginnings and your endings and everything in between.”

She smiled at him, reaching to pull him down to kiss him. “I bless you, with my days and my nights, with my eternity.”

“Then I am truly blessed.” he kissed the side of her head and smiled at the old man as he made his way back.

“It’s time for the feast,” he said, reaching to take Ophelia by the hand and lead her back up the street to the middle of the town where tables had been set and the entire town was gathering around huge platters and baskets. Breads and meat and fruit and cheese, there were sweets too, little squares of nut filled pastry soaked in syrup that made her fingers sticky.

A little girl ran up to her and held out a flower. It was bent and missing a petal or two, but the little girl grinned at her and pressed it into her hand before motioning her to come closer. “Hello Goddess, don’t worry, I won’t tell.”

The little girl scampered off into the crowd and Ophelia looked at Dream and held up the flower with a smile. Dream laughed and offered her another square of pastry.

There was dancing later, under the stars and the fire of the lanterns. Songs that Ophelia had never heard, but ones that Dream taught her the dances to until she was tired and happy and relaxed.

The party started to break up as the horizon started to shade pink. The villagers gathering their platters and baskets and drifting to their homes until it was just them and the old man and another man who’d let the wine get to him and was snoring hugely under one of the tables.

The old man smiled, looking at them and then bowing deeply. “I was gifted with true-sight as a boy,” he said quietly. “It is weak now, but I can still see certain things. The light of dawn, the safety of dreams, the love you share. You bless an old man with your kindness and presence.”

Dream reached out and laid a gentle hand on the man’s brow, shifting back into his proper aspect for just a moment. “I bless you,” he muttered. “I bless you with gentle dreams.”

Ophelia reached for his hand, letting the light she felt inside form a corona around her hand. “I bless you with bright dawns.”

“Then I need nothing else.” the man stepped back and bowed to them again with tears streaking his cheeks. “Thank you, Bright Ones, thank you for blessing our celebration.”

They went home after that, back up the mountain to the villa in the olive grove to rest and hold each other in the rising light.

Dream took her back to the Seat of Light the next day and Ophelia went back to lessons. She was beginning to be able to help the sun transfer from night to dawn, and from day to dusk. Being able to stand with Day and take some of the weight off of her as she guided the seasons and the speed of the sun as it traveled.

But there was something uneasy in the air and she couldn’t tell what it was. She tried to shake it off, but it was stuck to her like a burr and she couldn’t get rid of it no matter how hard she tried.

She clung to Dream, trying to let him soothe her, but even that didn’t help. Even his exhausting her with passion didn’t help. The feeling was always there, uneasy, off balance, and she couldn’t pinpoint it.

And then Dream vanished.

Two days passed and she simply figured that he was busy with his duties. At a week she was worried, at two she was frantic and at three she left the Seat of Light and returned to the villa in the olive grove. She crept in, half expecting to see him bleeding and wounded in their bed.

But there was nothing save a scrawled note in a hand she didn’t recognize demanding her presence where the Dream Eaters dwell. She ran back to Day like her hair was on fire, like she was being chased, and shoved the note at her.

“How do I get there?” she stuttered, trying to pull air into panicked lungs. “I have to get to him. I have to save him. I promised him my eternity, mom, and I can’t give it to him unless I go and get him and bring him back.”

Day read the note and set it aside with a shaking hand. “You will not go alone, my Dawn.”

“We have to go, we have to go now,” Ophelia was shaking. She didn’t even know how long that note had been there. How long had Dream been caught? How long had be been there and what had they done to him?

Day rose, her polearm flashing into existence as she sank the point of it into the air and ripped the fabric of reality open. “We go, my Dawn.”

Her sword was in one hand and in the other was a ball of burning incandescence. “If they hurt him, I will make certain that they never see light again.”

The place beyond the door was pitch black, but Ophelia wasn’t and she forced the light out of her skin until she could see the creatures that had taken her Dream.

But they didn’t attack. They simply clung to the outer edges of the light and made a shifting pathway through the murk. They were leading her, she didn’t know where, but if Dream wasn’t at the end of it, she was going to go supernova.

And then she saw them, the ebony cages, and in each of them was a form. Not only had he taken Dream, but he’d taken the entire Tribunal. They were pale in her light, like they’d been drained of blood and Ophelia dashed to the cages.

“Oh no, we can’t have that, we have to play first,” a reedy voice came out of the dark and Ophelia pitched a ball of furious light in the direction of the voice. “No, that’s not the right game, Dawn.”

In the light, Ophelia could see a heavily robed figure sitting in a black chair with a swarm of Dream Eaters around and behind him. “What do you want?”

“I want to see how you think, Daughter of Day,” the figure said. “We aren’t so different, you know. I am the chaos in human minds and you have a human mind.” The figure giggled, a high bell like sort of sound. “So, our game.” he waved a hand, and the cages vanished. “They all still live, they all still breathe. You can save whoever you can carry in one of your hands. The others will feed my pets.”

“Oh no,” Ophelia glared at the figure. “I won’t leave them, any of them.”

“You only have one hand, my dear,” the figure made a complex gesture in the air and Ophelia’s left arm went useless. “Now, choose.”

Ophelia looked down at the limp forms and then over at her mother.

“Oh no, she won’t be able to help,” another gesture and Day flopped to the floor. “I’ll let her up once you decide.”

Ophelia had seen a movie like this once, the heroine had been promised she could leave with anything she could carry and saved the man she loved. So how did she save the Tribunal with only one hand?

“One hand?” she turned to the figure. “Any of them I can save with one hand?”

“That is the bargain,” there was glee in the figure’s voice. “What gaps will you leave in the protection of mortal minds?”

“None,” Ophelia held out her hand and let a wave of light descend from her, a blanket that phased through the forms of the Tribunal and settled beneath them. Ophelia made her hand into a fist and the edges gathered. The whole thing lifted, the Tribunal balled up together in the center of the blanket.

Ophelia held up the gathered edges of the light blanket, holding them in her fist. “One hand,” she glared at the figure. “Now release my mother and set us free.”

The figure laughed, bending forward and cackling insanely. “Oh yes, oh yes, well played. One hand, one hand, one hand.”

Day clambered to her feet and tugged on Ophelia. “Run, my Dawn.”

“No mother,” Ophelia shook her head and took her mother’s hand. “We go.”

Ophelia walked out of the darkness, back into the Seat of Light and let the light blanket go. It gently laid on the floor before vanishing to leave the forms of the Tribunal in a heap on the floor.
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Dream was a God, but when he woke, he felt wobbly, like aspic. He dragged his eyes open to see the face of Day peering down at him with concern. “There you are, Edge of Night.”

“He’s awake?” A familiar voice, a familiar face, and tears running down cheeks. “Dream, do you know who I am?”

He raised a hand, or tried to, tried to reach her cheek. “My Ophelia, what happened?”

She burst into tears, throwing herself across his chest. “You remember, you remember me.”

“You did not when you woke last.” Day said, rubbing Ophelia’s back. “You are the last to wake, the others have healed and have gone back.”

That was when memory crowded in, the Eaters and Chaos and-

“Ophelia, you didn’t-“ he tried to figure out how to speak over the sudden terror. “Did you go to face Chaos?”

“He stole you from me.” Ophelia lifted her face to look at him, shifting to sit at his side and wipe her tears away. “I wasn’t going to let him hurt you, Dream. You or any of the others.”

“Darling,”

“No,” she stroked a hand down his face. “Rest and I’ll get you something to eat. We can talk about it once you feel better.”


CHAPTER 29
Restored



Ophelia watched over him as he healed. He’d been by far the worst of them once she’d gotten them all back, and he healed more slowly than the rest as well. But he was healing, he knew who she was and the rest of it would come in time.

Not that she wanted to be patient and wait. No she wanted to go back to that dark place and feed that figure their own feet starting with the toenails.

But she wouldn’t do that either, she’d sit by his side and help him eat and flood him with her light as he got better and stronger and then they could finally leave the Seat of Light and return to the house in the olive grove.

So she took him home, back to their place, and sat with him there as he recovered. She added the spring water to his baths and helped him rest when his sleep was broken until he was nearly recovered and they could sit in the sun and talk.

But something was still wrong, and it only got more wrong as the days went by. He was sad, withdrawn, wouldn’t talk to her or touch her and it wasn’t until she counted the days that she understood why.

The six months was over.

She shook her head and kissed his cheek before she went out onto the mountain, down to the village, and purchased a bundle of offering herbs along with a few of the lemons that she’d chucked at his head in the beginning. Then she went back.

He was asleep, so she had a little time to get things ready. She placed the fruit and the candles, arranged the herbs and the lemons, and then stood back and looked at what she’d done. The six months might be over, but she had no intention of going anywhere. She would bargain with him when he woke.

It was night when she heard motion from the bedroom. But rather than go to him, she rose from the couch and knelt on the floor in front of the offering she’d made for him, adding herself to the herbs and the lemons.

He rushed out of the room, his legs still slightly unsteady and skidded to a stop in front of her with a look on his face that said he was utterly confused about what was happening and what he was seeing.

Ophelia rose to her feet and looked up at him. “The six months are over, Edge of Night,” she watched him flinch. “I would bargain with you yet again.”

“What would you bargain for, Goddess of Dawn?” he stepped back from her and folded his arms.

“Your heart,” she said softly, crossing her hands over her own. “In return for this, for the rest of the days you will see on this mountain, I offer my own. I offer my days, my nights, every dawn I will ever see. I offer them to you and all I ask in return is the heart that beats in your chest.”

She watched his eyes well up as he looked at her like he was afraid she would vanish. “I cannot grant you this, Goddess,” he reached to lay a hand over hers. “I’m afraid it is a poor bargain to attempt to grant that which is already owned.” He got closer, near enough to touch. “In lieu of my heart, which you already hold, I offer you my eternity.”

Ophelia nodded, reaching to take his hands. “The bargain is accepted and agreed to. You will have my days and I will have your eternity.”

He turned her palm over and dragged his fingers over his mark. It dissipated, smoke on the water and he looked up to smile at her. “Mark me, Goddess, mark me yours. You outrank me, thus the mark must be yours.”

Ophelia took a shaky breath and reached for him, reached for the skin over his heart and drew that broken flower that she’d been handed at the festival in the dawn light on his skin. “I mark you, Edge of Night, I name you holder of my days, of my nights, of every dawn I will ever see.”

“I accept,” Dream pulled her into his arms. “I will guard your days and for every one of them that passes for you, they will pass for me. As long as the mountain stands, as long as there is Earth and Sky and Magic and Time, I belong to you.”

“As long as there is a dawn, as long as there are new beginnings, as long as there is love, I belong to you.” She laid her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes. “I will never lie to you Dream, never be false, never betray. My eternity as I am yours.”

He stood and swayed with her there in the living room, in front of the offering that she’d made. Ophelia could feel the song of the mountain, could feel the magic in the air that came from the light. But more than either of those and certainly more valuable to her was the feeling that thrummed between her and Dream.

She would bask in that, in their bargain, and would relish every day that she woke to him. Every day that she fell asleep in his arms would be her treasure.

He lifted her head, made her look at him, and bent to kiss her.

She kissed him back, twining her arms around his neck as he lifted her and took her to bed.

Dream and Dawn, Edge of Night and the Sunrise. They made love and slept and made love again and each new dawn that passed saw Ophelia handling the transition from the horizon to the sky, from her hands to those of her mother.

Each night saw her in the arms of her Dream as they loved each other into dreamless rest.

The Eaters were quiet, the Tribunal handled it’s duties to the Place Between and for many turns, the world was soft and quiet and perfect.
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Dream held her, his heart, and vowed that he would never let her go. They both had duties, but their nights were spent together unless he was called to guard the Place Between. On the nights he had to be away, she didn’t sleep until after her duties at dawn were complete and she could curl up with him.

They walked on the side of the mountain and swayed under the olive trees, all the things that he promised her in her dreams he would see come to pass in her waking life.

But there was a problem with the Tribunal, one he did not see a way to solve. His compatriot, the Deepest Umbra, had fallen away from them. The Commanders would fix that, that was their duty, to hold the Tribunal.

Dream sat on the terrace one night, his Ophelia in his arms, and tried to think if there was anything that he could do to help his fellow. His moods came and went. Sometimes he was resigned to his form, but it always hurt him to appear before others.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Ophelia half turned to face him. “Is there anything that I can do to help?”

“I’m afraid there is nothing either you or I can do for him.” Dream shook his head. “He does not welcome visitors, or I would say we could go and visit.”

“Write to him?” Ophelia rubbed her chin with her hand. “Do you think that would work? Letters are nice because you can read them again.”

“Perhaps,” Dream adjusted her against him. “I will speak to Sleep on this and see if that is something that would help or harm.

“I could write too,” Ophelia said quietly. “If you think it would help.”

They sat and watched the fireflies flit under the darkness of the trees and over the meadow. He’d brought back the stars as candles and the sky as roof to the villa and the way she looked up at him in the soft light just made him want to kiss her.

So he did, slowly, softly, turning her to him to slide soft hands over her until her breathing stuttered.

And then there was a knock at the door.

Dream thought for a long minute about just letting whoever was knocking at the door in the dead of night just stay out there. But then he supposed that whoever it was had done them a service for knocking and not simply chiming in like Nyx and Dawn did all the time.

Ophelia kissed him one last time and stood, pulling him after her. “We should see who it is and then we can finish what we were doing.”


Epilogue



Ophelia sighed and walked hand in hand with Dream to see who was at their door. She didn’t think that the Mountain had door to door salespeople so whoever this was was looking for one of them. And it wasn’t Tribunal business because Nyx always chimed before she came in.

Well, now there was a considerable delay between the chime and her appearing. She was a fast learner, Ophelia would give her that even though the lesson had been incredibly embarrassing for all of them.

Dream opened the door and Ophelia’s brain fell all over itself in terror. She knew that scaled bulk, it had tried to tear her throat out when she was new on the mountain. She dove between the giant serpent and Dream, the sword of dawn manifesting in her hand as she prepared to defend them both.

Dream set his hand on her shoulder and looked confused. “Beloved?”

“I remember you,” Ophelia refused to take her eyes off the scaled bulk as the light of her sword raised iridescence from the scales. “You tried to tear my throat out.”

“Warrior, will you stand down?” his voice was exhausted and sad and the coils shifted until a face and a torso that she knew well appeared in the door way. “I did not know it was you and I beg forgiveness for scaring you.”

Ophelia wavered and the sword fell from her hands, going dark and fading away before it reached the floor. “Serpent?”

“Yes,” he looked at her sadly and then up at Dream. “I am come to bargain with you both.”

“Enter, Deepest Umbra,” Dream guided Ophelia back from the door and her Serpent slipped through the door. It felt like he went on forever, his tail miles long by the time all of him made it through the door.

He coiled up outside of the fire light and gave Ophelia another sad look. “Will you bargain?”

“I will listen,” Ophelia said, letting Dream take her to the sofa and help her sit.

He nodded, “that will do for now.”

Ophelia leaned into Dream’s side and listened carefully. How he’d been cursed by Earth for amusement and how he was now forced to live day and night in a form not his own. “I have one of the keys I need, but the other I come to bargain for.”

“I’m still listening,” Ophelia said quietly.


CHAPTER 30
To be continued



The Story will continue

Ophelia and Dream will return

Look for Nightmare, coming soon


CHAPTER 31
Join Me



Join my Newsletter!

Thank you so much for reading! I Sign up for my newsletter at the link below to get advance notice of all my new releases, exclusive looks at the behind the scenes and characters, as well as a special story just for you. Or just cute pictures of my cats.

https://BookHip.com/CMLZGNQ


CHAPTER 32








Come be a part of my Ream



Join me for exclusive stories and updates available nowhere else.

https://reamstories.com/page/ld9pcbp758
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