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CHAPTER 1
Refuge



"The power of the Highest unleashed” Fantasy smiled at them, even if that wasn’t in any way, shape, or form the expression that he wanted to be making. He was not used to being afraid, had been very- no, extremely- careful never to turn the eyes of the Highest to him and his endeavors. But Ophelia clearly had almost zero compunction about that. 

She’d had the eyes of the Highest on her very nearly since she’d arrived, and even at the point that they had gotten quite bored of watching the escapades of the three of them in bed, they had still left a watcher to report on her doings to them. 

Zephyr, the wind sprite, who had apparently had some sort of fit of terror after Ophelia had chained him in a bush, The sprite had gone up against the express wishes of Sky that he continue to be her watcher. Privately, Fantasy wondered if that hadn’t been the catalyst that had driven Earth into the rage that had crushed their home. 

But they were already making plans to rebuild after Earth calmed. What they didn’t seem to be taking into account was that it could take decades for her to calm. Earth was implacable, and her rage was total. She’d even enlisted an earth demon to end Nightmare and Ophelia. That was something that he was going to have to look into since he’d thought that the earth demons had been banished to the furthest reaches of the aether. 

“Fantasy?” Ophelia’s voice shook him out of his contemplation, and he looked up at her. “Are you alright? With this, I mean? You won’t get in trouble for sheltering us, will you?"

He held in a sigh and shook his head. “Earth only has space for anger at you at the moment, Brilliance. I am as safe as I ever am."

“I don’t think I like the way that sounds,” she told him. "What do you mean?"

“I mean that Magic’s eye is constantly on me as it is.” He said. “If I am to be censured for giving you shelter, it would be by him. However, I do not believe that any of them are paying an overabundance of attention to anything but Earth’s rage for the moment."

"I think that’s the most direct answer you’ve ever given me.” She smiled at him and he ignored the sudden leap in his chest. "So, now that we’re all here, I think I ought to tell you something. I don’t know what it means that Time said that I couldn’t be permitted you, but he did say that."

“A puzzle indeed,” Fantasy shook his head and tried to think about what he knew of the Highest that would drive him to say something like that. "How would I be forbidden you, Brilliance?"

She turned pink, a bright shade that contrasted beautifully with her hair and the sunrise sparks in her eyes. "I don’t know… I mean, I don’t know what he meany by that."

"Mine-” Dream shook his head and opened his mouth, looking at Fantasy. 

Ophelia turned to him and covered his mouth with her hand. "No,” she said firmly. “I don’t want to force it, Dream."

He smiled, nodding at her, eyes warm as the sunset. “As you will it, my goddess."

Fantasy held in the sigh and forced himself to smile again. “We will contemplate it, and perhaps you will tell me your conjecture at some point."

"I will,” Ophelia turned back toward him and there was a flash of nerves in her eyes for a moment. “Eventually, I hope."

He would consider it as well. Perhaps he could come up with the answer, whatever it could be. Why would the Highest care if she- 

Not that she would want to. He’d been her teacher for decades, her riddle giver, her perspective, and those sorts of things never had equated to any sort of affection in his centuries of experience. He took one per mortal generation, one student in a hundred years. It helped him stay connected to the way that the mortal mind thought. 

But never in all his eons had he come up against a student quite like Ophelia. She fought him, almost as though she didn’t want his wisdom. Not that she didn’t listen, but there was never a compromise in her. She would take his words and her own and forge her own path out of them. 

Her own weapons out of his words and lessons. 

Which made sense. He’d never attempted to call and teach any of the young gods of the Mountain, so the way that she had armed herself out of his lessons had made no sense to him at the time. 

But it made a great deal more sense now that he knew that she was both a goddess and that she had been learning from Nightmare and was the beloved of Dream. All the pieces were coming together. Why didn’t the Highest want him to be a part of her circle?

Not that there was room for him, she had two loves, and he wasn’t even certain that he would be welcomed. Not that he should be, not if the Highest had already forbidden it. That would call far too much attention to him and his doings.

Not that he was truly doing anything against any of their injunctions. Magic, the other Highest, none of them had ever expressly forbidden the teaching of dream magic to the mortals. And if they had never expressly forbidden it, then he had plausible deniability. After all, it was Earth’s demigods he was teaching, the ones that had the ability to affect reality in potentially devastating ways if they weren’t taught and coached into their powers.

He’d thought he was just doing that for another of Earth’s by-blows. Not another god. Especially not one that had been removed from the Mountain on the orders of the Highest. He wondered now if he would have had the courage to take her as his student if he’d known.

He liked to think it wouldn’t have made a difference, but he knew deep down that if he had known he would have approached it very differently. Perhaps he would have chosen another altogether. But really, how much choice did he truly have? His students presented themselves to him, walking into his dreamscapes without so much as a by your leave.

He still remembered when he’d seen her for the first time, how she’d come to him as a child when he’d opened his dreamscape for the first time in a century.

And no one had cared for her, at least not enough to help her bear the weight. So he’d stepped in. As much as he could. In order to prevent her nascent power from shattering her. He’d tried to help her think in a different way and manage her burgeoning strength.

And now she was here, in life, on the Mountain, and he was still as far from her as the stars in the sky.


CHAPTER 2
Keys



He could read it now, now that they were all in close proximity to the last piece of their triad. He could read the conflicting emotions in his partner. Fantasy was never conflicted, the most decisive among them all, but he was conflicted now and Dream had to wonder about the source of it.

Was it them? Was it close contact with their goddess? Was it the fact that he’d chosen to shelter them from Earth’s wrath? He wasn’t sure, and he wasn’t likely to be able to figure it out until he had an opportunity to speak with his partner.

And his love clearly didn’t want him to. Perhaps it was better this way, perhaps he should just allow them all to relax into each other’s presence before he went poking around in Fantasy’s psyche. That was a much more sound idea. His partner was cautious, never even giving the illusion of going up against the wishes of the Highest.

Until now. Until he’d wished to protect their love, and that, to Dream, said quite a bit.

He looked over at Nightmare and shrugged, receiving a half gesture in return. He would speak to his loves and see how they wished to move. But for now they should be trying to figure out what they were to do while Earth raged.

"How long will she be throwing a temper tantrum?” Ophelia asked.

Fantasy shook his head. "You may be here for quite some time, Brilliance.” He said. "The last time Earth raged like this, it was thirty-five years as mortals reckon time before she was calm again."

"Well that’s ridiculous,” Ophelia looked around at Fantasy’s pocket dimension. "I’ve known toddlers with better emotional control than her."

Fantasy just smiled. "You are not incorrect in this. However, it is what it is, and I would not suggest attempting to do anything outside this place while she rages."

“I don’t intend to.” Ophelia tapped her chin with one finger. “But I’m wondering if I shouldn’t-"

“You shouldn’t,” Nighmare said with a smile. "Just let her do what she is planning and then when she gets tired we will assess where we are."

“And there is plenty to do while we wait.” Dream added. "Perhaps we can solve the mysteries that still surround your being taken from the Mountain."

“There is something deeper, I know it.” Ophelia said, looking at Dream and smiling. “We’ll figure it out, all of us, and when she finally takes a nap and calms down then we can go home."

“I hope for now you will consider this your home.” Fantasy waved a hand at the walls of his pocket dimension. "If you need more space, I can accommodate that. You only need to inform the Unseen."

Ophelia nodded, smiling at Fantasy. There was an odd quality to the expression, but they would figure that out too.

“Come, I will show you to your room,” Fantasy said. "If you require anything, you may inform the Unseen, and they will fetch it for you.”

Dream watched Fantasy walk away, watched Ophelia follow, and fell into step with Nightmare at the back. He loved watching his love move. The way she swayed with each step was a delight to him.

Their room was twin to the one at the villa, and had a bed large enough for all of them, and that was all that they really needed.

Well, that and to figure out why the Highest were so adamant that Ophelia not be permitted Fantasy. He wasn't even certain what that meant. Had they meant that she wasn’t to be permitted to fall in love with him? That he wasn’t allowed to become part of their circle? He had no idea, and that was doubtless one of the things that they would work on while they were here.

Alongside why she had been removed from the Mountain in the first place. He had a sneaking suspicion that the two were linked. If that was the case, it was going to be a Gordian Knot of epic proportions.

Luckily, the three of them were a blade. Capable of severing any form of problem as long as they were able to work in concert. Now that Fantasy was here? Well, it was actually a bit humorous that Earth’s tantrum had driven them to seek shelter with the one that Time had attempted to forbid them.

But it seemed as though Earth had slipped Time’s leash and was raging of her own accord and not on orders from the Highest of the High.

Which was dangerous, but they should be safe here.

"Well,” Ophelia turned to look at them. "I’m sorry I got us into another mess, but I’m not sorry that Nightmare’s curse is gone."

"Neither am I.” Nightmare moved to her side and wrapped his arms around her. "We will manage this, perhaps solve the mysteries, and in the end, we will still be together."

Ophelia nodded, laying her head on his shoulder. "I truly don’t mean to continually throw myself into danger, but what they’re doing makes no sense, and I hate that."

"We will figure it out, Mine.” Dream came to her other side and wrapped his arms around her as well. “We will figure it out until they can no longer hold us."

“They are the Highest,” Fantasy said dryly. “There will always be some degree of hold over us as long as they are in the position that they occupy."

Ophelia looked over at him. “That doesn't mean I’m going to roll over and do what they say without the reason for it."

“You have ever been this way, Brilliance." Fantasy offered her a hand and a somewhat strained smile. "We should dine, and then we will figure out what to do."

“There’s really only one thing to do.” Ophelia nuzzled Nightmare’s collarbone and stepped out of their circle to go to Fantasy. "We wait her out and do our own research in the meantime."

Fantasy nodded, relief in his eyes. “Just so."

“I wish we had the library at the manor though,” Ophelia mused. "Those books were so useful."

“Come with me, Brilliance.” Fantasy offered her an arm and led her from the room. "I will show you what I have in that direction and perhaps it will be of use to you."

Dream and Nightmare followed, followed them down a series of seemingly dead-end hallways to a well-hidden door that Fantasy pushed open to reveal a room far larger than the pocket dimension should hold.

It was full, utterly crammed with bookshelves, and all the shelves were full of those little brass books. Ophelia separated from Fantasy and reached to touch the nearest one before turning questioning eyes on Fantasy.

He waved a hand at the shelves. "As History is only concerned with the doings of the Highest, I have been recording the history of the mortals for as long as I have been Fantasy.”

Ophelia’s eyes got wide and she turned back to the little brass books. "So all of these-"

“Are the span of human history as reflected through the eyes of my students."

"Wow.” She touched the spine of the nearest book, pulling it from the shelf with a quiet clink and opening the brass pages. "And you have the translations?"

"I have the ciphers, yes.” Fantasy pointed to a book with a scarlet cover. "Each shelf has its own key, as each shelf is dedicated to a single student."


CHAPTER 3
Rampage



“Do I have one?” Ophelia looked around at the huge room. It was too big for the single pocket, which meant that they were in a second pocket dimension from the first. Or maybe not? She didn’t really understand about the pockets even though her mother had attempted to explain them.

"Naturally,” Fantasy gestured to the next shelf over. "Third up from the bottom, the key to the books is the first book on the shelf, the one with the scarlet cover.

“I don’t know if I want to know your observances about me.” Ophelia chuckled. “I know I wasn’t the simplest student to teach.”

Fantasy nodded. "That is certainly the truth, Brilliance. You were a difficult student, but now that your parentage has been revealed, I understand why."

“I can’t imagine you taught too many gods."

"On the contrary.” Fantasy gestured to the shelves again. "Earth has birthed demigods throughout the entire span of time and those, and the descendants of those, are the ones I take as my students."

“Oh, that makes a certain sort of sense.” Ophelia nodded. "After all, I-"

"I only open my dreamscape to certain bloodlines, Brilliance.” Fantasy gestured to the shelves again. "Only certain people will ever find me in their dreams, and that is as it should be. No truly mortal mind could contain even the fraction of myself that I allow to pass through."

"That makes sense,” Ophelia nodded. "So, what do we do now? I have to figure out how to get the sun up from in here I guess?"

"I can open a channel from here to the Seat of Light, and provided you return as soon as you complete your duties. You should not attract the attention of Earth."

Ophelia nodded, covering a yawn with one hand and reaching for the men that she loved with the other. "I think dinner?"

Fantasy nodded, a smile briefly crossing his face. “Sound plan, and then I will go and begin research while you rest.”

"Do you have a student right now?” Ophelia asked. "I don’t want to take away from them.”

"I may have one soon,” Fantasy said. "I have opened the dreamscapes and we will see if there is one that wishes to be taught."

“If you need to concentrate on them, I can figure this out on my own.”

He shook his head. "I am more than capable of tutoring whoever comes and helping solve this mystery as well. Though the thought is kind.”

"I don’t want to upset your life, Fantasy.” Ophelia looked down briefly, trying to manage her feelings so that he didn’t see them. "Even though I already have, I’ll do my best to keep the disturbance to a minimum.”

"Brilliance, you have been disturbing my life since the instant you walked into my dreamscapes.” Fantasy shook his head. "It was welcome, as I was far too stuck in my own paths. Even though it has never been the smoothest thing."

Ophelia sighed, trying to keep it hidden. "I’m sorry, I-"

“All is well,” Fantasy said, reaching out and laying a hand on top of her head. "We will figure this out and then, once Earth calms, you may return home."

Ophelia wasn’t going to say anything to him. If anything could make it clear that he wasn’t interested in her as anything more than a student, then it was the hand on the top of her head. It was a paternal gesture, almost, so she would tuck the feelings deep and never mention them, ever.

Her other loves knew, but she was going to make sure that they didn’t say anything either. It would embarrass him, probably make him extremely uncomfortable and that was the last thing that she wanted. Especially given that she’d intruded on him while he was on the verge of taking a new student.

As much as he said he would, he probably wouldn’t have time after that to help them. Which was fine. They could figure it out on their own. Probably. If nothing else, Chaos knew, and she could probably wheedle the information out of him if she played a game with him.

She didn’t mind seeing Chaos, he was a strange friend, but he was still a friend.

A chime rang in the air, startling her out of her contemplation, and Fantasy flicked a hand at the wall of the room they were in. "Come in, Day."

Ophelia’s mother rushed in, robes swirling, looking around frantically until she saw Ophelia. "Child-"

"I know, Mom.” Ophelia nodded. "I did it again, but this time it’s just Earth having a tantrum."

Day sighed and shook her head. "I am glad that you are safe. I went to the villa, and all that is left of it is rubble."

“It can be rebuilt,” Dream said softly. "Once Earth calms, I will bring it back."

“Why allow the rubble to remain?” Day asked, turning sharp eyes on Dream.

Dream tapped his nose. “If the rubble remains, Earth is unaware that I am still in the fullness of my power."

“And I have already taken the manor down,” Nightmare said. "The books will be safe in their little pocket until Earth calms down."

“Time is not pleased at her rampage,” Day said with a shake of her head. "He is only permitting it within very tight parameters. There will be no effect on the mortal world."

“Oh void, I didn’t even think of that.” Ophelia smacked herself in the forehead. “I didn’t think of the repercussions to the village at the foot of the Mountain."

“There will be none,” Day shook her head. "Time has decreed that the effects will only be to the Mountain itself."

“And there is nothing on the Mountain that will be permanently harmed by her rampage.” Dream said softly. “Do not worry, Goddess."

“She should worry,” Day said. “The true repercussions will not be felt until after Earth ceases her rampage. We must discover the why of this thing before then. If we go to them armed with that knowledge, then they may let us go rather than demanding payment in coin we do not have.”

"I stood in front of them once and I will do it again.” Ophelia wouldn’t let her loves be injured. Not by anyone. “If all Earth can do is yell and then have a tantrum, I’m not afraid of that."

“It is not Earth you should be worried about,” Nightmare said. "It is Time and possibly Magic that should be watched."

"I am not going to let anyone hurt you, any of you, or the rest of the Tribunal.” Ophelia said. “This is squarely on my shoulders and I’ll bear it myself."

“Which raises a very important question.” Dream rubbed a hand down his face. "How were you able to face down the Highest like that?"

“I was mad,” Ophelia said with a shrug. "I wasn’t going to let her make me afraid when all she was doing was having a tantrum. I used to babysit for the group homes, I know what to do with a temper tantrum."


CHAPTER 4
Duty



Nightmare knew that he should probably be more worried than he was. Earth was rampaging. Ophelia had defied the Highest. He had defied the Highest and had broken Earth’s curse over him in order to stay at Ophelia’s side.

But he wasn’t. He wasn’t afraid or worried about all that was going on outside of Fantasy’s pocket dimension. He knew that between the four of them, with the addition of Day and Nyx on occasion, they would be able to solve the twin puzzles of why Ophelia had been removed from the Mountain and why the Highest were so afraid of one goddess.

Because the two things were completely intertwined. If they had feared her enough to remove her from the Mountain, then it stood to reason that they would fear her for that same reason now that she had returned.

And then there was the question of why they seemed intent on keeping her away from the Tribunal. Dream had had it the simplest. But they’d cursed Nightmare and Fantasy had been warned off by Time himself. All of it was connected, but where was the origination point for it all?

It was something that they were going to have to figure out. And they were going to have to do it completely in a vacuum. Ordinarily he would have all his books and they would be able to look at the Memories. But with Earth rampaging, they were effectively cut off from all of that.

So they were on their own. But they weren’t alone. None of them were alone, and that made it better somehow.

They simply had to find a way through. And they had until Earth stopped raging to do it.

Which could be an agonizingly long time. Or could be as soon as the next sunrise.

And speaking of sunrises, they should eat and rest, because Ophelia still had her duties no matter what the Highest were doing.

Or what they weren’t.

Because Time could end Earth’s rampage at any time. The fact that he was displeased and was still allowing it was a puzzle of its own. Truth be told, it wasn’t one that he cared to solve overly much right at this moment. Because it didn’t matter, not at this moment, not when they had other things that should own their attention.

“What do we want for dinner?” Ophelia asked, pulling the dog-eared little book out of the bag at her side. “I can cook, or we can just eat what the unseen bring us."

"I think we will dine with the unseen tonight," Dream said after a moment. “I do not know if Fantasy has a place where you might cook."

“I can create one, but it will take a few days.” Fantasy said from behind them.

Ophelia shook her head, a slight blush on her cheeks. “I don’t want to put you out. I’ll just let the unseen handle it."

“It would be the unseen handling the building of the kitchen as well,” Fantasy said. “It would not be putting me out in the least, Brilliance."

“If you’re certain you don't mind.” Ophelia held up the little book. "Mama Jenny wrote this for me, and I’d love to make you some of my favorites."

An odd expression crossed Fantasy’s face, and Nightmare didn’t quite know what it was. Before he could analyze it, it was gone. He would ask Dream later. His partner was much better at expression and meaning than Nightmare was.

Nightmare had been alone too long to remember what certain things meant. Especially as they came from Fantasy, who was the best of all of them at hiding his feelings.

"I will see them begin on it, Brilliance.” Fantasy nodded, turning and leaving the room in a swirl of color.

It left them to stand and stare at each other for a few moments until the plates carried by the unseen started drifting in. A small table was unhooked from the wall and brought down, and the plates were settled on it before the unseen left them to themselves.

“Thank you,” Ophelia called after the unseen before turning back to them. “I… please don’t say anything to Fantasy about my feelings. He doesn’t want me like that. I’ve never been more than a student to him and I don't want to make it weird."

"We will say nothing, Goddess,” Dream said, shooting a look over at Nightmare. “We should eat and rest and then in the morning we will plan for what comes next."

Ophelia let out a relieved sigh, but there was sadness in it too. “It’s ok. I’m ok. I just need to get over it.”

“Is there anything we can do?” Nightmare moved to take her in his arms and sway with her in the middle of the room.

She shook her head and laid it on his shoulder. "I think, in this instance, I just have to get over the fact that he’s never wanted me. And that’s his right, I just wish my heart wasn’t so stupid."

“All will be well,” Dream said, smiling over Ophelia’s head at Nightmare. “We will find our way through this and everything will come right in the end."

“He’s not going to have time to help, not if he takes a new student.” Ophelia lifted her head and looked over at the table. "We should eat, then we can plan for everything that we need to do. I need to keep the disturbance to Fantasy’s life to a minimum."

"I think the first order of business should be figuring out how to accomplish our duties in the face of Earth’s rampage.” Nightmare rubbed Ophelia’s back and turned her loose when she stepped away from him. "The Place Between will still need guarding and the Dawn must rise.”

“Mom and I will make sure the sun finds its way,” Ophelia said. "But if there’s anything I can do to help you with the Place Between, just tell me."


CHAPTER 5
Care



Fantasy stood in his dreamscapes, waiting, thinking. There may be no student for him in this stream of time, but he would hold here a few more days to be certain. And then it would be on to the next, and the next, until he found the student that was ringing the time streams in that way that said they had the blood of Earth in them.

The Highest would never notice. Even Ophelia wouldn’t notice the ringing. He only knew it was there because he had one of his unseen watching for a very particular rhythm in the streams of time. The timbre of the sound said that whoever this was was only a generation to two from their progenitor, and that was profoundly dangerous. Not only to the time streams, but also to the person that was ringing the streams.

So he would hold here, hold the dreamscape open and invite them in.

"Hello?” A tiny, shy voice hit his ears and he turned to see a small girl holding a stuffed dinosaur. “Who are you?"

“You called me.” He smiled at the little one. "Dear child, welcome."

“I’m Bethany.” She clutched the toy tighter to her chest. “Who are you?"

“My name is Riddle,” he said. "I am also Perspective. What do you like to be called?"

"Mom said I was difficult.” Bethany wiped at her nose and buried her face in the toy. “That’s why she left me all alone."

“Where are you?” He looked at the child, really looked at her. She was far too thin, and her hair was knotted. If those things were making it into her dreams, then what was her waking life like?

She raised her face from the toy and looked at him. "I don’t know."

“Will you let me look?” He spun a small, pink octopus out of the air and offered it to her.” If you carry this back with you, I will be able to help you."

She reached for the little toy, gripping it with all her strength. "Ok, I’ll go home now."

She faded out, and Fantasy shut the dreamscape, trying to figure out what he should do. He fled back to his pocket, still not knowing how to help. He could track the toy he’d made, but how was he to help her out of what was clearly a dire situation?

He was so deep in thought that he nearly ran down Ophelia who was standing in the hallway of his pocket.

“Are you alright?” She looked immediately concerned. “You look worried."

He spilled the entire story. How she was all alone and hungry, and how he could find her but not touch the mortal world to help her, and he had no one he could send after her.

“Send me,” Ophelia said. "She’s only one generation removed, and I can get her help. I know about most of the foster systems in most modern cities."

“Come.” He reached out and took her hand without thinking about it, leading her to the window room and tearing open the aether to locate the signature of the toy he’d made.

“There,” he pointed to the flashing dot in the time streams.

Ophelia blanched, swaying. "That’s my city,” she whispered. "Where I grew up.” She looked at him and shook her head. “Okay, open it, and I’ll go help Bethany."

He slipped the pocket through the time streams and watched as Ophelia stepped through the opening he made for her. She’d changed her appearance utterly, now wearing jeans and a hoodie, her brilliance hidden under humanity.

He moved the pocket away from the time streams and opened a window where he could watch. He’d given her a compass containing the signature of the toy he’d made. And he watched her thread the streets of the mortal city like she threaded the dawn, following the chime of it.

Down back alleys and across parks, until she came to a towering tenement building that was just this side of dilapidated. I was no fit place for a child alone, and the bodies littering the hallways were evidence of that. One he saw had a needle sticking out of the crook of their arm.

But Ophelia just stepped over the bodies and climbed flight after flight of stairs until she reached a landing near the top of the building.

It looked like any other door, but Ophelia laid a hand on it and a spark came from the point of contact. He watched the lock fall out of the door and Ophelia push the door open and crouch in the entryway.

“Bethany, are you here?” She asked softly. "Your friend, the one that gave you the new friend, he sent me to help you."

A small girl stumbled out of the hallway, the little pink octopus in one hand and the stuffed dinosaur in the other. Bethany stopped a good distance from Ophelia and stared at her. "Who are you?"

“My name is Ophelia, Bethany.” She held out a hand to the girl. “Do you want to get something to eat?”

“Can we have hamburgers?” Bethany asked in a shaky voice. "I’m very hungry."

“We can have whatever you want,” Ophelia said as Bethany came and took her hand. "And after we eat, I’m going to introduce you to some people who can help you. So you don’t have to be here alone anymore."

"What if Mama comes back?” Bethany looked back into the squalid apartment. "How will she find me?"

“Once I have you fed and safe, I’ll come back and leave her a letter that says where to find you.” Ophelia lifted the little girl in her arms and left the door gaping open as she retreated back down the stairs. Out of the building, back to the daylight, away from the dregs of humanity.

“Now,” Ophelia smiled at the little girl. "I know where they make the best burgers in the city, so we’ll go and eat them ok? You can have as much as you can eat."

Bethany nodded, still clutching her toys to her chest.

“Will you tell me their names?” Ophelia asked, carrying the little girl down the street.

"This is Princess Beeplet,” Bethany lifted the pink octopus. “And this is Jerry. He eats my nightmares.”

“Jerry sounds like a good friend,” Ophelia said, stopping outside a little building. “Now, this is Sal’s place. He’s really nice, but he’s kind of loud. He also makes really good food."

“Mama’s boyfriends were always loud,” Bethany said. "I’m hungry."

Fantasy kept a very close eye on Ophelia, ready to intervene if there was trouble, but there was none. Ophelia had Bethany well in hand, letting her eat until she was full and then taking her to another tiny building on the other side of the city.

There was a receptionist at the desk in the slightly grubby foyer, and Ophelia was clearly known, because the woman at the desk leaped up and hugged her. "Ophie!"

"Hi Sam. Iis Julie in? I’ve got a new friend for her to meet.” Ophelia gestured to Bethany. "This is Bethany, Princess Beeplet, and Jerry."

“Oh my, so many visitors.” Sam crouched in front of Bethany. “I’m Sam, Bethany. It’s good to meet you."

"Hi,” Bethany tried to hide behind Ophelia. "What is this place?"

“This is the intake building for the South City Care system,” Sam said. "We’ll find you a nice place to live with plenty of friends."

“Can’t I stay with you?” Bethany looked up at Ophelia as another woman bustled in.

"Ophie!"

“I'll come visit, Bethany, but I’m not from here and I can’t stay.” She turned her attention from Bethany to the newcomer. “Hi, Julie. This is Bethany."

“Come tell me what’s going on.” Julie beckoned to Ophelia, taking her to an office absolutely piled with files.

“She was abandoned, Julie, and you’re the best social worker in the care system.” Ophelia folded her arms around herself. "Just tell me where she is and I’ll go visit, but I have to go now.”

She was out of time, her seeming beginning to unravel around the edges.

“Alright, I’ll let you know."

“Thanks Julie, you’re the best.” Ophelia turned toward the back door of the building. “Let her know I'll come visit."

“I will,” Julie said.

Ophelia left the building, and Fantasy snapped the window shut as she stepped back through the streams of time to stand behind him with tears running down her face.


CHAPTER 6
Truth



Dream could feel her distress through the mark and into his chest. But she was seemingly nowhere in Fantasy’s pocket dimension. But then again, it was larger than it had any right to be and many of the halls were hidden and only accessible to Fantasy and to the Unseen.

Which meant that he needed to find Fantasy and speak to him about Ophelia’s whereabouts. He knew everything that happened in his pocket and surely she wouldn’t have left it with Earth still having what she had aptly referred to as a temper tantrum.

He left their room and nearly ran headfirst into Nightmare who was sliding down the hallway with worry on his face and one hand over the mark where it lay under his clothing. "Do you know where she is?"

Dream shook his head, increasing the worry on his partner’s face. "I know who does."

“Then we will see Fantasy,” Nightmare said, brows drawing down. "I wonder- has she spoken to him?"

“I doubt it,” Dream shook his head. "Come and help me find him.”

Together they walked the halls of Fantasy’s pocket. The corridors more often than not coming to dead ends that Dream knew hid rooms that Fantasy wanted to keep hidden. Their contents likely to get him in trouble with the Highest.

And there was no sign of him or of their Ophelia.

They were in the right spot, Dream could tell by the strength of the emotions that he could feel in the mark. But it was a blank wall in another dead-end corridor.

"Let us in, Fantasy,” Dream reached out and set his hand on the wall.

The wall flexed, shuddered, and pulled open to reveal a room that Dream had a hard time comprehending. It was night dark, speckled with stars like his mother’s Seat. But there were what looked like windows scattered on every portion of it. And each window was following a single person. But they were all different ages, all different locations and Dream could feel the knot that the steams of time were in here.

But more important, Ophelia was here.

Fantasy raised a hand and the windows snapped shut. The stars winked out and light rose from the edges of the space until it was just a plain room with a set of comfortable chairs in the middle.

"Sit. I do not doubt that you have questions."

“Are you alright, love?” Dream crossed the room and held out his arms to Ophelia who for some reason was wiping at her cheeks, like she’d been crying.

“I’m…” She froze, looking up at Fantasy who nodded. “I’m not, but I will be."

“What happened?” Nightmare came up to her other side, wrapping her in his arms.

“Fantasy needed my help.” She said in a quietly broken voice. “Bethany will get the best case worker, but she’s so busy. I would have taken her to Mama Jenny, but she’s gone."

“Darling, start over,” Nightmare said, settling his head on top of hers. “What happened?"

“My student required assistance,” Fantasy broke in. “Brilliance, I apologize for causing you distress.”

Dream looked at Fantasy, saw the instant’s worth of fear and apology and wondered if he felt what they did for their love. That was for later though. For now, their first concern needed to be Ophelia.

Who was now crying into Nightmare’s chest.

They surrounded her, let her cry until she calmed and was able to look at them again. “Bethany’s mom left her alone. I had to get her into the care system, and it brought back a whole lot of memories that I really didn’t want."

“And Bethany is?"

“My newest student,” Fantasy said quietly. “She is only one generation removed and will require careful watching and even more careful training."

“And I’ll keep an eye on her and make sure she’s safe in those homes,” Ophelia said firmly. “There are good homes out there, but there are bad ones too and the case workers are busy, overworked people.”

“We will work together on this, Brilliance.” Fantasy looked over at Dream and there was a faint apology and slight guilt there. “Apologies again.”

“You don’t have to be sorry, Fantasy,” Ophelia said, voice still shaking slightly. “She needed help, we got her help, and we’ll keep watching over her until she finds her place.”

Dream smiled, reaching to hold her. He would forever admire the lengths that she went to to support the mortals in the streams of time.

“We should eat,” Nightmare said, smiling at them. “It’s well past luncheon and closing in on supper.”

Ophelia nodded, cuddling closer to Dream and looking up at him with a watery sort of smile. “Food might be good. I ate with Bethany, but-”

“I will summon the Unseen and we will plan.” Fantasy reached up and Dream felt the magic of the summons flutter away.

It only took a moment for the Unseen to descend on them. They had already learned their likes, which surprised Dream not at all. Fantasy’s Unseen were the finest on the Mountain.

“I’ve never really understood the Unseen,” Ophelia sat down in one of the chairs. “What are they? Are they spirits of some kind?”

Fantasy shook his head. “I do not traffic with the departed, they tend to make a mess. The Unseen, at least my Unseen, are partially harnessed magic from the Mountain and they are guided by my will.”

“You said partially?” Ophelia picked up a roll and tore it in half. “What’s the other part?”

“Me,” Fantasy said simply. “I form the control and guidance for them.”

“So, let’s plan for Bethany,” Ophelia said. “I’ll know where she is once she’s placed, so I can go visit. How often will you see her?”

“As often as she will come to me,” Fantasy said. “At times I will see her nightly, at times it will be less frequent.”

“So you really don’t know?”

Fantasy shook his head. “If you will recall from your time with me, you only came to me when you required me. It is the same with all my students. At some point they fade from the dreamscapes altogether as they find their place. Usually as they mature.”

Ophelia nodded thoughtfully. “Alright, I can deal with that. Will you let me know when she settles and I’ll go see her?”

“I will,” Fantasy nodded and it was then that Dream realized that Fantasy wasn’t eating.

“Are you not dining with us?” He asked.

“I am concerned about my student,” Fantasy said. “Once you are finished, I will check on her.”

“You should still eat,” Ophelia said softly. “We’ll leave if you want, but you-”

“All is well Brilliance,” Fantasy said quickly. “I thank you for the concern, but I will be well.”


CHAPTER 7
Struggle



Ophelia woke to darkness. The rich black night right before the iron grey of false dawn. She woke to the arms of the men that she loved and had to smile into the absence of light that existed in their space.

Nightmare was holding her, so was Dream, their arms warm and soft around her. Their fingers tangled together where they met over her upturned hip. Her loves loved each other, and she was at peace and happy.

Except for the part where one of the Highest was throwing a temper tantrum like the world’s largest three year old, and the part where she was intruding on and probably upsetting the life of someone she cared about.

But she wasn’t going to think about those things right now. She was going to try and focus on the part where they were safe and together and try not to wish that Fantasy was there too.

Because that was ungrateful and selfish. She had everything that she should want. Everything that she needed.

“Ophelia?” Nightmare’s sleepy whisper came to her. “Is it time to get up?”

“Not for you, love.” She lifted her head to kiss his cheek. “I have to go and raise the dawn, but I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll go with you.” He shifted, releasing her and rising from the bed. He was beautiful, even in the partial light that was now spreading in streams from the walls. He was patterned in gold, black, and glistening white, with patches, speckles, and the gemmed gold of his armbands that echoed his coloring.

He was home, just like Dream was home. She looked over her shoulder at his sleeping form and smiled down the wave of happy tears.

This was all she needed, all she wanted, she would never need or ask for more.

She left the room with Nightmare, hand in hand, moving through the hallways of Fantasy’s pocket dimension. She had to find him this morning, so he could open the way to the Seat of Light. She could raise the dawn from here, but it would be much easier from her mother’s Seat.

Hopefully, Earth wouldn’t notice her presence outside Fantasy’s pocket and she could raise the dawn and return to where it was safe.

It shouldn’t be like this. She shouldn’t have to hide from a temper tantrum, but this one had crushed the villa to rubble and if she threw herself into the fray, she was likely to put the ones that she loved in danger.

It was likely to put her in danger.

So as much as it chafed, as much as it was unjust, she wasn’t going to go haring off to any of the Highest to demand that Earth control herself.

Instead, she would remain here and try to solve the mystery of why the Highest seemed almost afraid of her. She was a Goddess of Light, sitting beneath Sky, and beneath her mother, but what was it about her that had made the Highest act against her since nearly the first day she had existed?

Not that she was an innocent party. She was loud and demanding and staunchly just. Like she had been when she went to demand better treatment for Chaos, and when she’d chosen to go up against the Highest to free her love.

She had no regrets about either, but she was very aware how much damage she had done to the ones that loved her. Both physically and mentally.

So she was going to have to be much more subtle about how she went about figuring this out. Fantasy wouldn’t be able to help them. He had Bethany, and Ophelia wasn’t about to take away from the little girl.

Not after she had already lost so much.

The corridor was empty, but it only looked that way. Fantasy’s Unseen were everywhere and Ophelia had the momentary wonder of why he needed so many. But that didn’t really matter right at that moment.

“I need Fantasy,” she said to the seemingly empty air.

There was a brush of that same air as one of the Unseen broke from its fellows and wafted away.

It didn’t take long for Fantasy to join them. Only a few minutes, but the final member of the Tribunal looked as though he’d had a hard night. His skin was pale, his eyes were tired and closed to all expressions when they looked at her.

It was jarring, but Ophelia pushed past it. He didn’t want her, and this was just another reminder of that.

“What can I do for you, Brilliance?”

“I need to raise the dawn.” She said, resisting the urge to ask him if she could help. “If you could open the way to the Seat of Light?”

“Of course.” He raised a hand and waved it at the wall. The pocket swayed, connected, and a portal opened in the space between them. Her mother stood on the other side of the opening, one hand extended and worry on her face.

“Quickly,” she said, reaching and taking Ophelia’s hand and helping her through the portal.

Ophelia did what she needed to do. Unfortunately, it wasn’t something that could really be hurried. The dawn had to rise at an appropriate rate and wasn’t something that could be shoved into being faster.

She threaded the time streams with light, handing the sun off to her mother as soon as she could and smiling at her. “I’ll go back now. Will you come to me for training tomorrow? Maybe dinner?”

Her mother nodded, a nervous smile crossing her lips. “I will see you tomorrow, my daughter.”

Ophelia hugged Day and stepped back through the doorway. Back to Fantasy’s side, back to Nightmare who was looking down at her with all the love that she needed.

“Finished,” she told Fantasy, watching as he waved a hand and shut the point of connection between them and the Seat of Light.

“Do you require anything else, Brilliance?”

She shook her head, careful not to meet his eyes. “Thank you. I’ll get the rest of it done on my own.”

If eyes could flinch, Ophelia would have said that his did. “I will rest and join you later.”

“You don’t have to,” Ophelia said quietly. “You take care of Bethany, and I’ll do the rest.”

Before he could respond, she took Nightmare’s offered hand and walked away. She was going to ignore the sorrow in her chest and focus on what she needed to do. The sadness she felt would go away, and she needed to figure out what was going on that she wasn’t being told.

Which was probably legion.

Dream was waiting for them in the dining room. Breakfast was already on the table. She broke from Nightmare to go and kiss him good morning.

This was all she needed.


CHAPTER 8
Study



Nightmare didn’t know what to do. He’d seen Fantasy’s reaction to Ophelia, had seen Ophelia try to cover her sorrow at the closed expression on his face. He had no idea what was going on, but his first concern was Ophelia who was now standing in the middle of the library with her hands over her face. 

He walked to her, taking her into his arms and holding her tightly. He couldn’t say anything to make it better. There were no words he could say to make it make sense. He just had to hold her and hope it was enough.

She turned into him, letting out a small sigh, and laid her head on his chest, tracing the mark she’d granted him. “This is all I should want.” She murmured. “To want more is selfish.”

“The heart is selfish,” he murmured back. “Just be with me for a little while, my Warrior. We will figure this out and all will be well.”

She nodded, letting out another little sigh and wrapping her arms around his waist. They stood there for a little while, just being in each other’s presence and he felt it when she relaxed into his hold. When the turmoil in her faded.

He kissed the top of her head and released her when she stepped back. “What would you like to do?”

“I think I’ll try and get a baseline for the research we need to do.” She looked around the room. “Though I have no idea what I’m looking for or how to find it.”

“Well, we need information on the Highest.” Nightmare raised a hand and tapped his chin. “So perhaps the beginning should be us writing down what we know. I will find Dream, all of us together should be able to come up with something.”

Nightmare turned and left, laying a hand over the mark on his chest and reaching out through it for his partner. The marks were odd. They connected the three of them in a way he’d never experienced. Not only could he feel Ophelia, but if he reached out a certain way, he could feel Dream as well.

It was comforting, but after his ages of being alone, it was sometimes hard to face. The feeling of needing to flee their affection was getting better, but it was taking far longer than he liked.

But it would be what it would be, and there were far more important things that deserved his attention.

Dream wasn’t hard to find, his partner was down in the sparring circle. It surprised Nightmare that Fantasy had one in the first place, but perhaps it shouldn’t?

“Nightmare?” Dream looked at him from across the room, his sword fading from his hands. “Is something wrong?”

Nightmare shook his head. “Ophelia and I are going to begin researching and we wanted to have your contribution.”

“I will join you,” Dream smiled at him. “Let me clean up a bit and I will meet you in the library.”

Nightmare nodded, turning to leave the practice room. He would have to bring Ophelia here at some point. Before all of this, they had been teaching her how to come up against two opponents with an eye toward having her help the Tribunal in the Place Between.

It had been at her request, and she had been doing exceptionally well. But it was a skill easily lost without constant practice.

He would speak to her about it.

He was halfway back to the library when he turned a corner and nearly ran into Fantasy. Nightmare had to immediately stop himself from demanding that his partner answer for the pain he’d inflicted on Ophelia.

She wouldn’t want him to do that, and he knew it.

So he forced a smile and skirted the third member of the Tribunal without a word.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Fantasy half reach out, as though to stop him. Nightmare turned back and looked at him, trying to figure out what it was that he wanted.

“Nothing,” Fantasy said, even though his eyes were full of regret. “Apologies.”

“If you ever want to say it, you have only to ask.” Nightmare could offer his fellow that. The opportunity to be heard. “I know… I was confused at first too.”

Fantasy opened his mouth, then closed it again and turned away. “It is appreciated, but there is truly nothing to say.”

“If you uncover the words in the future, I will listen.” Nightmare left before Fantasy had a chance to reply. Sliding back through the halls to the library, to Ophelia, to loop into his coils at her side and pull a piece of parchment toward him.

She handed him a quill and smiled. “I think my notes are going to be a little strange.”

“You have had odd contact with the Highest.” Nightmare agreed. “But that might mean that your notes are the most informative.”

“Or the most confusing.” She giggled and the sound warmed him.

“We will work together on this.” Nightmare smiled at his heart.

Ophelia nodded and turned her attention back to the page in front of her. “Did you find Dream?”

Nightmare nodded. “He should be here shortly. He was practicing and needed to clean up.”

Ophelia nodded and turned back to her page. “You know, when they took my memories, they gave me a few odd ones that don’t really seem to belong to me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean…” She looked up at the ceiling and narrowed her eyes. “It’s hard to explain. It’s almost like I somehow got someone else’s memories. I have bits of memories from a time I’m certain I’ve never seen. Of creatures like the one that attacked us in the spring’s grotto but thousands of them.”

Nightmare looked at her, surprise filling him. “You speak of the Great War, when the Highest became the Highest. I am utterly certain that you were not there.”

“That’s why I’m confused.” Ophelia looked back at him. “I know they aren’t my memories, but if they don’t belong to me, where did they come from? And they aren’t whole, they’re fragments, instants of images.”

“Strange,” Dream’s voice came from the door. “We will examine this, see if we can parse why this would have happened.”

“The mysteries are piling up.” Ophelia smiled across the room at Dream. “Let’s see how many of them we can solve.”


CHAPTER 9
Building



It was a puzzle, but not one that needed a solution right at this moment. At this moment, they should only be working on one thing, and that was getting the information that they needed before they were summoned to stand in front of the Highest.

By the time that happened, they needed to have an answer for why the Highest feared their love. And ideally, they would all be able to stand as a cohesive unit. That was likely to be a very large part of what would convince the Highest to let them go.

After all, they had been adamant that Ophelia wasn’t to be permitted Fantasy, whatever that meant. Which still needed examination, but again, now wasn’t really the time to do that.

Instead of pondering what was clearly a problem for later, Dream pulled a chair out at the table and sat across from his loves to pull paper and quill toward him and begin writing.

He paused, looking up at the other two who were utterly focused on their words. He wouldn’t interrupt, but he knew that they would be here for some time, or at least he and Nightmare would be.

They had existed for time unknown, and in that amount of time, they had each gone up against the Highest. At times, especially when they had been young, they hadn’t truly meant to.

But at times the restrictions on them had chafed until it was better to plead forgiveness than it was to ask for permission.

And then they would be summoned to answer for themselves. Nightmare had always been the better of the two of them at getting away with light punishment or none at all.

He had been the far better talker of the two of them.

And then he had been cursed. At the time they had thought it a punishment for some deed that he had wrought. Or that it had been a cruel prank of Earth.

And then Ophelia had come to them.

And all had become clearer. As clear as it ever was with the Highest.

Dream bent to his task, trying to make himself remember his very earliest days as Dream.

They had been complicated. Nyx had wanted to shelter him, but Dream had not wanted her shelter. He’d been rash, brash, confident in his ability to withstand all.

So she had given him to Nightmare, who had been older, and had allowed the man to take over where she could not teach him. And Nightmare had taught him at the end of a staff, and then at the point of a sword.

He’d admired Nightmare, but his brash nature had him fighting with his mentor more than he should have. And not just in the practice circles.

He’d fought Nightmare’s every edict, sneaking off to involve himself with the nymphs of the Mountain. To lose himself in debauchery and the pleasures of the flesh.

And then Nightmare would find him and haul him back to do what he should be doing.

He’d nearly died to the Eaters in his first battle.

And his second.

And eventually, as the eons passed, his brashness was tempered and he took on the mantle of Dream in truth. He was the Edge of Night, guardian of human dreams.

But it had taken an age to discover what that truly meant.

But he had, eventually, and with time had come wisdom and his mentor became a friend and a treasured companion and partner.

But that entire rambling thought train had nothing to do with his history with the Highest.

Nightmare had managed to keep Dream’s interactions with them to a minimum while he was maturing, but once he stepped out from under the shadows that Nightmare cast, he found them waiting.

The Highest had teeth, claws, and eyes in every part of the Mountain. The only place that one could hide from their gaze was in the Place Between.

Or in the Weaver’s Grotto.

But no one in their right mind went to the Weavers for shelter, the price for their help was far too high.

“My hand is cramping.” Ophelia put her pen down and shook her hand. “I need a break and some lunch.”

“Sound plan.” Nightmare set his pen down as well and unfolded himself, rising to his full height as he stretched. “I will summon the Unseen.”

Ophelia rose and walked around the table to stand next to Dream and offer him a hand. “Lunch?”

“Yes, I think it’s past time.” Dream took her hand and rose, pulling her to him to kiss her soundly. “Are you alright, love?”

She nodded. “I think I just have to let everything fade. I’ll get over it and everything will be fine.”

He nodded and smiled. “I think I know how to help with that.”

“Lunch first,” she giggled and swiped at him. “I know that look in your eye.”

He put a hand over his heart and pretended a wound. “You wrong me, Mine.”

“Sure.” She popped up on tiptoe and kissed him, winding her arms around his neck.

He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her back. Letting the way that he felt for her flow through the mark.

She shuddered, pulling back and looking up at him with her dawn-light eyes. soft with love. “Lunch first.”

He released her and took her hand, walking with her down to the dining room where the food was on the table and Nightmare was waiting.

They dined, Dream catching Nightmare’s eye and flicking his own toward their Ophelia.

Nightmare grinned and nodded before turning his attention back to his food.

Lunch consumed, they caught her as she rose, pressing her body between theirs. Nightmare reached for a fallen tendril of her silver hair and leaned in to kiss her softly.

“Ophelia?” Dream whispered her name into her ear.

She shuddered between them and nodded. “Yes,” she whispered back. “Always.”

They took her to their bedroom, surrounding her again. Nightmare undid the brooches at her shoulders, trailing his fingers down her body. Stroking and touching, they brought her up, letting her passion fill them through the mark.

When her knees gave out, they took her to the bed, laying her out and coming to continue. Dream sliding his hand down to cup her core, to slip through the evidence of her arousal, to drive her higher until she flew for them.

They traded touch until she shook their hands off and pushed Nightmare back mounting him and sliding down until he was seated inside her.

She was shaking as she turned pleading eyes on Dream, who answered her by filling her the way that she craved.

They loved each other, Ophelia crying their names until the pleasure was too much and they burned in her light.


CHAPTER 10
Plan



He needed a map, some path to lead him through the obstacles that were in front of him. Fantasy knew he was being ridiculous, and he didn’t avoid his problems as a general rule, but this was a problem- no, she was a problem- one that he didn’t know how to solve.

Fantasy sighed to himself. What he really needed was a sounding board. But the people that he was used to confiding in were the people that now loved Ophelia. How was he to admit his turmoil to the people that she held the hearts of?

That would not end well.

He would put it out of his mind for now. It was time to open the dreamscapes and see if his student would come to him tonight.

Fantasy went to his windows, forcing the thoughts and the turmoil back from his mind and raised his hands. Pulling apart reality, peeling back the time streams and guiding his personal piece of reality into the place where it would intersect with Bethany’s dreams if she chose.

He didn’t have to wait long, he’d barely stabilized the connections when she tumbled in. He walked to her, crouching at her side and smiling before offering her a hand.

“Welcome, dear child.”

Bethany took his hand, and he helped her to her feet. “Hi.” She gave him a shy little smile. “Can I ask a question?”

“Of course.” He waved a hand and popped two comfortable chairs out of nowhere. “You can ask me whatever you like and we can find the answers together.”

“Will Miss Ophie come see me?” Bethany climbed into the chair and clasped her hands together in her lap. “She said she knows you, so could you ask her if she’ll come see me?”

“Are you alright?” He was immediately on alert, looking at her closely. Her hair was smooth and she’d put on a little bit of weight, so that was good.

Bethany nodded firmly. “Mama Stephanie is real nice. She feeds me and I get to go to school now. I just want to see Miss Ophie again.”

“I’ll speak to her,” Fantasy nodded. “Are there any other questions you have?”

“I have one.” Bethany looked down at her lap and then back up. “When a grown-up says they don’t know, does that mean they don’t know or that they don’t want to tell you?”

Fantasy thought for a moment. “Sometimes it means that they don’t know. Sometimes it means they can’t tell you.”

“It wasn’t a bad question,” Bethany said. “At least I didn’t think it was bad.”

“Would you like to ask me?”

She shook her head. “You’re a boy. I don’t think you’d know.”

“If you ever want to ask me, I’ll help you figure it out.”

“Ok.” Bethany looked around at the room. “What is this place?”

“This is the Room of Windows.” Fantasy said. “If you have a question, then I’ll use the windows here to help you answer them.”

He spent the rest of the night with Bethany. Coaxing her questions out, and guiding her to the appropriate answers for her age and mental state.

He also worked on her budding magic, but that was a much more subtle process. Setting up siphons on her mind to guide the power into the aether where it could not harm her mind or the mortal world.

“I’m tired,” Bethany said, yawning hugely. “Can I sleep now?”

“Of course.” Fantasy smiled. “The door is there, dear child. You can always leave when you feel ready.”

She nodded and slid from the chair, reaching for the door and fading out, back to the Place Between and her own mind. To sleep and wake and begin her day.

Fantasy rose, rebinding reality and sending his place back to join his pocket dimension.

He needed to sleep, and then he would figure out how to talk to Ophelia. Perhaps if he kept it to only business, then he could manage the feelings he was trying to shove away.

There would be nothing in him for her. He was her teacher, her guide, never a love, never anything more than that. And he needed to stop himself from wishing that there could be more.

He left the window room, carefully resetting it to a blank slate. If the Highest tried to pry into it, they would find nothing to interest them.

He went to his bed, laying down and staring up at the ceiling. He needed to drive these feelings down and away. It was simply a side effect of his work and the way that he lived.

Fantasy was, by nature, a solitary creature. He stayed separate from his fellows by choice and by necessity. He couldn’t run the risk of them finding out what he was actually doing with Earth’s by-blows.

The Tribunal knew. Dream and Fantasy were aware of what he was doing, and he knew that his secret was safe with them. But the knowledge couldn’t become widespread.

The gods of the Mountain were gossips. The greater part of them bored by their responsibilities and more than happy to create drama if given the ammunition.

Fantasy couldn’t run the risk of becoming attached to anyone that might use what he was doing against him. And there were far too many of them on the Mountain.

So he remained isolated. And that was more than likely the driving force behind his feelings. As much as he tried to deny it, he was more than a little lonely. And Ophelia knew what he did. She knew and would never allow him to come to harm because of it.

So it was only that. Only his need to connect behind the way he was feeling.

And as long as he kept that in the forefront of his mind, he would be able to forestall any foolish notions like going to Dream and Nightmare to see if they would accept him courting their love.

That would be answered with an invitation to his practice circles.

So he would keep it behind his teeth. And when he rose, he would be better. Well enough to go to Ophelia and tell her that Bethany was asking for her.

Fantasy didn’t sleep that day.


CHAPTER 11
Visit



Ophelia wasn’t the biggest fan of secrets. They did more harm than good, damaging trust and hurting those that needed the information.

She didn’t like them but understood why they were kept. Sometimes, more often than not, the secret being kept was a way for the secret keeper to exercise control over a situation that seemed out of control to them.

But the Highest were doing it for fun, and Ophelia was mad about it.

She was going to solve this. She was going to uncover each and every thing that they were trying to hide from her, and then she was going to make it make sense.

There would be consequences. She was under no illusion about that. And she would bear them squarely on her shoulders. Whatever they tried to do, she would defeat. She wasn’t going to allow the Highest to control her or make her afraid.

And if that meant that she shook the Mountain to its foundation, then so be it. She would guard the residents from the earthquake with the information that she found and let the Highest rage.

But in order to do that, she had to piece together this puzzle. She was Goddess of Dawn. Nothing about her was a threat to them or to their power, and yet that was how they were acting.

So there was something there that they were hiding, and they were hiding it extremely well. But she’d managed to solve Nightmare’s riddle with nothing, and she was going to do the same here.

That didn’t mean she didn’t want to throw something at Time’s smug face though.

Or in general.

She set her pen to the side and stood. The others had been called away on Tribunal business and she was alone in Fantasy’s pocket with the exception of the Unseen. And they were terrible at conversation.

She didn’t even know if they could talk at all. She’d certainly never tried or heard them speak.

They were meant to be what they were. They were Unseen, and she had to imagine that however Fantasy had made them was how he liked them.

She wouldn’t mess with that.

Ophelia left the library. Nightmare had showed her the way to the practice room and she needed to think. Sometimes she thought better with the Blade of Dawn in her hands.

She stepped into the circles, manifesting the rose-gold of the blade she knew as an extension of her arm. But she didn’t want a blade today. She had been neglecting her mother’s training, and she should really do something about that.

Ophelia tore the blade of Dawn down the center. Pressing the light that made up its substance out until it was a staff. She weighted the base and the tip to balance herself and took a deep breath.

The forms were clumsy at first. She’d neglected them for too long and they weren’t part and parcel of her reflexes any longer. But she could do something about that.

She forced herself to slow down. Focusing on making the forms as smooth as possible and letting the rest of her brain smooth out. There was nothing here but her, nothing that she needed to think about but making certain that the forms she was moving through were smooth and seamless.

She stopped when her breathing got heavy and the sweat started to run into her eyes. Letting the staff fade into nothing and wiping her forehead.

They should be back by now.

She left the practice room and followed the halls back to the dining room. It was strange that they hadn’t returned, but they would be back soon and they would probably be hungry.

Ophelia summoned the Unseen, asking them for food for the four of them.

The dishes drifted in soon after. All their favorites, save for Fantasy, whose favorites she didn’t know. She didn’t really know much about him at all. Other than he was the private sort.

When she had been growing and had found herself in his dreamscapes, he’d never responded to her asking him a question save with another question.

It had irritated her intensely as a teenager. She’d stopped seeing him for something like five years at that point in her life. Determined to make it on her own. She’d only found herself back with him at three points after that and one of those had been after she’d been left on the streets at eighteen and had been hungry and lost and desperate for some sort of safety.

She’d run to him then, and had answered all of his questions with tears on her face. She’d gone to him for safety, just as she’d gone to Dream for belonging and to Nightmare for strength.

She sat at the table, propped her chin in one hand and tried to think her way around the problem at hand.

Ophelia jerked awake when the sound of running feet slammed down the corridor outside the dining room. Ophelia rose and ran, nearly into Nightmare who was looking around frantically.

“What?”

She got no further, Nightmare grabbing her hand and moving, forcing her into a run to keep up with the speed he was moving at.

He led her into a darkened room, flicking a hand at the wall and lighting the space.

There was a man there, one she had only seen once before. But Ophelia couldn’t waste time with trying to figure out who he was when her entire attention was torn away and focused on the figure that was in the bed.

It was Fantasy, or at least she thought so. He was wounded, bloody, and comatose, holding a broken something in his hands like Dream had when he’d been brought to her all those days ago.

Her mind tried to panic, but Ophelia refused to fall into useless emoting. She was Goddess of Dawn and she could heal him. She’d done it before and she would do it again.

But there was no light in this space. She tried to pull her power in, but there was no answering call, and Fantasy’s breathing was labored and pained.

She would apologize for this later.


CHAPTER 12
Heal



Nightmare watched as Ophelia tore the substance of Fantasy’s pocket open. Felt it when she pulled all the light that she could reach to her. The air went dark just outside the radius of her glow, which was getting stronger and stronger.

He closed his eyes, but the light was so strong that the shadows became cutting edges that sliced at him. He could ward them off, shield against them. The small wounds that they were inflicting didn’t matter in the face of the growing light that Ophelia had become.

All that mattered was that she was going to be able to heal Fantasy. He’d known that she would, that the way he’d been treating her wouldn’t impede her will to take care of him.

The light exploded, soundless, but the concussion knocked Dream and Sleep to the floor. Nightmare couldn’t move to help them, the light dancing in slashing curves around Ophelia as she guided it to cover Fantasy.

He’d never watched her heal before. Never thought of the care and thought that it would take to bind flesh and muscle and organ back together.

She guided the light like playing an instrument, like manipulating the strings of fate and the universe. Bending them to her will, and as he watched, squinting through the glow and the glitter, Fantasy started to mend.

His wounds didn’t seem to change for a time, but Nightmare could see the pools of his blood on the blankets of the bed start to fade as she guided it back under his skin. He couldn’t have said what it was that she was doing, couldn’t track it, but the wounds closed and the crooked, broken limbs straightened.

Even the deep wound to his head mended, the pale growth of new bone covering the exposed matter before flesh drew to cover it.

They had only barely made it in time. Another few minutes and he would have been lost to the Eaters and to them.

But he wasn’t. They had brought him back, and he was mending under the influence of Ophelia’s light.

It was Nightmare that lunged to catch her when the light faded and she swayed, paler than he had ever seen her. He plucked her out of the air as she fell and held her close when she tried to struggle away.

“Peace, Warrior, all is well.”

She looked up at him with exhausted eyes and nodded. Falling away into sleep almost immediately.

He cradled her, guiding her head to rest on his shoulder and looking up to face the way that Sleep was looking at her.

“I will take her to rest,” Nightmare said, watching Dream struggle up off the floor. “I will return shortly.”

She didn’t move when he tucked her into bed. When he removed her sandals and made certain that the blankets were warm around her. There was no sign that she was alive save the rise and fall of her chest.

But she was, and she would recover, she had simply spent too much to bring Fantasy back from the edge of death. And death for a god took much to bring about.

He stroked her hair back and left her to rest. He would check on her as soon as he saw Sleep back to the Tribunal’s staging area.

He returned to Fantasy’s bedroom, gesturing the other two out and down to the dining room where he sent the Unseen after food for them and watched Dream flop into a chair.

Sleep said nothing for several long minutes as the Unseen returned with food and left again. “I will return and report that he still lives.” Sleep blinked hard and rose. “Give her my thanks.”

He was gone before Nightmare could say anything.

He looked at Dream who was picking at his food before pulling one of the dishes toward him to satisfy the hunger that gnawed at him.

They ate in silence, finishing off the meal and then going to check on their love. She was sleeping, her power at a low ebb, but not dry or in danger of a core rupture. Nightmare sighed in relief and slid into bed to take her into his arms.

Dream did the same, moving to hold her and close his eyes.

Nightmare woke when she did. Helping her up and to the bathing room. She had enough, had recovered enough to raise the dawn, and by some odd occurrence, there was already a way open to the Seat of Light.

He caught her when she staggered back with Day in her wake, lifting her in his arms to take her back to bed.

Once she was asleep again, he related the story to Day. Telling her that Fantasy had nearly died, his skull cracked by the Eaters.

“And he lives?” Day flicked a look toward the wall, toward where Fantasy’s room was.

Nightmare nodded. “He lives, and will recover. He only needs time.”

“When he wakes, send for me.” Day rose and sighed. “I am not the healer my daughter is, but I may be able to assist him in healing slightly faster.”

“As you say.” Nightmare rose and escorted Day back to her Seat before sitting down and putting his head in his hands.

Fantasy was not a rash creature. He’d never been prone to stupid mistakes, so what in the void had happened that had lead to him being nearly devoured by the Eaters?

There would be no answers until he woke, and there were things that he could do to pass the time until then.

He was joined by Dream that evening and they sat at the table in the library and attempted to make more progress on the puzzle that held them trapped here.

Instead they simply ended up reminiscing about what fools they had been when they were younger. Nightmare was older than Dream, and had had his own youthful idiocies.

It was a good evening and when they went to find rest, they found Ophelia sitting up in bed waiting for them.

“How are you feeling, love?” Nightmare asked, reaching to take her hands. “Would you like something to eat?”

“I’m still tired, but I’m getting better.” Ophelia smiled at him. “Food would be nice. How is Fantasy?”

“He rests and recovers.” Dream said, sitting at her other side.

Ophelia nodded, sighing. There was relief in the sound, but there was a note of regret too. “Do we know what happened?”

“The Eaters caught him out,” Dream said. “He was overwhelmed by their numbers and nearly devoured.”

“As long as he’d going to be alright.”

“Supper,” Nightmare rose and helped her to her feet. “Let’s get you something to eat and we can figure out what to do next.”


CHAPTER 13
Passage



Dream was sitting with Fantasy. They had decided that one of them should be with him at all times as he recovered. Ophelia was worried about his head wound. Worried that he may try to do too much at the beginning. So she had been sitting with him, to forestall him from attempting to rise when he woke. 

But she was still recovering as well, and the light that she needed to refill her well wasn’t easily accessible here in Fantasy’s pocket. He'd asked the unseen for sunlight and they had been profoundly stumped by the order. They could seemingly do nothing that would alter the substance of the pocket without Fantasy’s direct intervention. 

Which made sense, in a frustrating sort of way. So he’d sent Ophelia to the Seat of Light for the day, taking over watching Fantasy and trying to make his way through one of the books he’d taken from the library.

It was slow going, each page had to be matched with the proper part of the key and the proper part wasn’t always easy to find. But he slowly managed to make the matches as the day passed 

He felt it when she returned. The mark that covered his heart glowing bright and warm, filling him with her love. It always brought a tear to his eye. Just knowing that she loved him was enough for him.

But when she walked into the room, smiling gently at him, that was the greatest thing in the world. She stepped to his side, leaning in to kiss him.

“Hello, love,” she said and his heart squeezed with happiness.

“Hello Mine.” He smiled back, reaching to pull her into his lap. “How are you feeling?”

She nodded, cuddling into his arms. “Much better, the light helped.”

“Fantasy hasn’t moved.” Dream said calmly. “He’s resting well.”

“Good,” Ophelia flicked a look over at Fantasy. “I’m glad he’s still resting. His head wound was-” She stopped, turning to nestle further into Dream. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Alright.” He wrapped his arms around her more firmly. He’d seen the head wound, he’d seen the depth and how much of Fantasy’s mind that had simply been gone.

How much of him would be missing when he woke? That remained to be seen and would be dealt with when the time came. For now Dream would live in this moment and sit with his love while she shook in his arms with memory.

“Is all well?” Nightmare slid into the room and stopped with a worried look at Ophelia.

“I’m worried,” Ophelia said after a moment. “I had to rebuild parts of his brain, Nightmare. I’m afraid that he’s lost memories, or parts of himself. What if I did it wrong? What if-”

“Warrior, you will worry yourself to death.” Nightmare moved over to them and took her hand. “Your magic is the strongest I’ve seen when it comes to healing, and as such, will have rebuilt his mind to the best that it can be. What is gone can be re-discovered, and if it is unrecoverable, then we will help him make new.”

Ophelia nodded, shooting a worried look over at the bed where Fantasy was still comatose. “I just-”

“I think some food would be good.” Nightmare said. “I will sit with him while you dine and then we will rest.”

“Let me check on him and then food.” Ophelia slipped from Dream’s lap and over to the bed, laying a hand on Fantasy’s forehead and the other in the center of his chest.

A warm glow built around her hands and Dream saw it drain into Fantasy’s skin. It was being swallowed as fast as she could generate it and Dream moved, moved to pull her hands away from his partner.

Who groaned, moved, and then tried to sit up.

And only succeeded in being very ill off the side of the bed.

“Do those things produce some sort of toxin?” Ophelia looked at Dream where he hovered behind her shoulder.

Dream looked down at his partner. “I don’t know.” He answered. “No one who has been devoured by the Eaters has ever survived.”

“I’ve forced the poison out,” Ophelia helped Fantasy lay back down and moved to the side as the Unseen came to clean up the expelled poison. “You need to rest,” she told Fantasy who was trying to rise.

“I…” He looked up at her. “Brilliance?”

“You remember me, that’s good,” She smoothed his hair back and smiled. “Are you hungry?”

“How would I forget?” Fantasy asked, utter bafflement on his face.

“You don’t remember what happened?” Nightmare moved behind Ophelia’s other shoulder to stand with Dream.

Fantasy shook his head. “There are…” He paused, the confusion on his face increasing. “There was something that I wasn’t supposed to do?”

“You were attacked by the Eaters.” Dream said the words as gently as he could. “We managed to save you, bring you back, but-”

“I had to rebuild parts of you,” Ophelia said, taking up the narrative. “So we have to be really careful with this stage of your recovery.”

“I shouldn’t-” he looked up at Ophelia. “I shouldn’t be alive.”

“Yes,” Ophelia sighed and leaned in to tuck the blanket in a little more firmly. “I’m going to look after you, ok? We’ll make sure you get better.”

She turned back to them and gave them a shaky little smile. “Food?”

Dream nodded, reaching to take her in his arms.

“Brilliance?” Dream had never heard Fantasy sound so uncertain. “What-”

“We’ll talk about it as soon as you can get out of bed.” Ophelia turned to smile at him. “For now, just relax and heal.”

Dream nodded at Nightmare, who settled into his coils at the side of Fantasy’s bed.

He took Ophelia by the hand and they went to dine. She was quiet, picked at her food, and Dream had to coax her into eating. He knew she was worried about Fantasy, but not eating wouldn’t help her recover so she could keep assisting him.

She looked up at him and sighed when the Unseen came to clear the dishes and sighed. “I want to- I wish I could bake something. That was always nice when I was stressed.”

“Perhaps the kitchen is ready and he’s simply forgotten to tell us.” Dream rose and helped Ophelia to stand. “We could go and look.”

“Alright.”

They walked the corridors of Fantasy’s pocket. Peeking into doorways, and nudging at dead ends that shouldn’t be. They refused to open to him, but surprisingly, most of them opened to Ophelia.

That was something that would bear thinking about.


CHAPTER 14
Bafflement



Fantasy had never been more confused. His mind felt like someone had taken a whisk to it. Everything was jumbled, confused, and he was lost as to what had happened.

But his partner was there. Nightmare was sitting at his bedside watching him as though he was preparing to vanish. Which was odd considering that he couldn’t even get up.

Or could he?

Fantasy shifted in the bed. If he could, then he was going to go and find Ophelia and see if she would explain to him what happened.

But Nightmare was there, hands on his shoulders and shaking his head.

“You mustn’t,” his partner said seriously. “The damage that was done is not yet fully healed. Ophelia will return in the morning and help you further.”

“I need to talk to her,” Fantasy managed to pry those words out of the slop in his head. “Nothing makes sense, it’s all there, but nothing is in place, Nightmare.”

“I know.” Nightmare nodded, expression serious and kind. “I can promise you that we will help as far as we are able. But for now, you must rest.”

Fantasy tried to calm himself. It was only for the night, and in the morning he could have the answers that he needed. He settled back and closed his eyes, trying to relax enough for the sleep that waited behind his eyes to come for him.

There was a soft glow in the room alongside a presence that he knew. Fantasy opened his eyes, and the room was completely dark, save for that light that was bathing him.

And in the center of that light was Ophelia. She had one hand on his forehead and the other in the center of his chest. Looking down at him with enormous concentration.

He didn’t want to interrupt what she was doing. So he shut his eyes and tried to remain still. There were feelings in the morass in his head. Huge and old and all-consuming. He’d pushed them away and down, and he couldn’t make the connection as to why he’d done it.

Eventually the glow cut out, fading away into nothing, and the chair at his bedside squeaked as she sat down, breathing hard and pale when he opened his eyes to look at her.

His breathing was easier, but he could do nothing for her, and that hurt him in the center of his soul.

“How are you feeling?” Her voice was quietly exhausted.

He turned his head to look at her, all his thoughts and memories tumbling over each other like stones in a strong current. “I…” He swallowed. “My mind is a jumble.”

“That-” she paused, looking closely at him for a moment. “That is something I should have expected.”

“Why?” He didn’t have the answers, and he needed them desperately. He was a creature of data, facts, and feelings rarely had a place in his mind.

“Because they ate parts of your brain.” Ophelia said bluntly. “I had to re-create them to keep you from dying, and then I had to block the shock that would have killed you, anyway.”

Fantasy reeled, as well as he could, in his bed at least. His mind tried to make that make sense and couldn’t. She’d replaced his brain, and he had no idea of how to even quantify that.

“I shouldn’t have said that.” She put her hands over her face and sighed. “I wasn’t going to tell you that until you could get out of bed.”

“I would rather know, Brilliance.” He said quietly, wishing that he could hold her. “Will you come over here?”

She slid off the chair and knelt at the side of his bed, reaching to touch his forehead.

He caught her hand, holding it gently. “You should do no more.”

“There’s more to do.” She countered, but she didn’t pull away and there was a soft blush on her cheeks in the dark.

“You should rest first.” He suppressed the urge to kiss the hand he was holding. “Can I ask you a question, Brilliance?”

“You’ve never asked before.” She smiled at him but the expression was shaky and tired. “Why start now?”

“Why was I not supposed to tell you that I love you?”

She looked at him, eyes wide and almost like she’d been struck. “I-”

“There was a reason, but it’s buried under everything else.”

“Fantasy-” she shook her head. “Teacup, I- I’m going to pretend that you didn’t say that.”

“Why?” He couldn’t figure it out, why she looked so stricken. “Are my feelings unwelcome?”

“It’s not that,” she sputtered. “Void, how do I explain this?” She took a deep breath and looked down at him. “I want you to be sure that is what you want to say. There are forces at work that want to keep us apart, and you’ve always been cautious. Let’s heal you the rest of the way and then we can talk about what you want.”

He nodded and settled back. “If that is your wish, Brilliance.”

“It’s not,” she said quietly. “I would rather- but I want you to be sure and I know you can’t make that decision until you’re healed all the way.”

“You could tell me?”

“I can’t make it make sense for you, I don’t know the way you’ve assembled it in your head.”

“Is it the Highest?”

She nodded, closing her eyes briefly. “Time said I wasn’t to be permitted you, but I wasn’t meant to hear it at the time.”

“How am I to be permitted?” The words bounced off the inside of his head, making a further jumble of the thought fragments that were scattered there. “Should it not be my decision if I choose to love you?”

“That’s part of why we’re here.” Ophelia squeezed the hand that was still holding hers. “To figure out that answer, along with why they seem so obsessed with me.”

Fantasy nodded, trying to think around the mess in his head.

“Don’t worry about it for now.” She gave him a shaky smile and rose, gently taking her hand back. “You also have Bethany to worry about and I can figure this out.”

“Brilliance, I-”

“Don’t say it again, not until you’re sure.” Ophelia shook her head. “I don’t- I want you to love me, Fantasy, but I want it to be your decision and you can’t decide until you have all the facts.”

He nodded, settling back on his pillow and watching as she crept out of his room and closed the door.

He needed to reassemble the inside of his head. Quickly. Because the things that she was implying could conceivably end all of them if the Highest took umbrage to it.

They were safe in his pocket. There were no watchers that would be able to pass the Unseen and therefore they would go unnoticed for now.

But he would vow it, even if it was only to himself, that he wouldn’t let them get in the way of his feelings. He’d been hiding them for long enough, for years, and he could do this.

She wanted him, she’d said it, and that meant that his partners knew as well. If they would welcome him, then his path was clear. He only needed to fix his head.


CHAPTER 15
Talk



Ophelia closed the door to Fantasy’s room and staggered into the wall. She hadn’t expected that, any of that, and now she had no idea what to do.

She leaned her head against the wall and sighed, trying to keep it from devolving into either laughter or hysterical tears. She wasn’t certain how to feel from his confession.

On one hand, there was relief, then confusion, then something that walked the line of heartbreak because he’d said that, but she wasn’t sure that was actually what he wanted.

How did she pretend that he hadn’t said it until he was healed?

She needed to talk to her loves. She’d sworn honesty to them in all things, and there was no way that they wouldn’t know that something had changed in the time that she’d been gone.

But not now, now it was well past time for her to go and raise the dawn. That was still her first task. Maybe her mother would have insight into what had happened.

But she would have to bring her mother either here, or to Chaos. There were potential watchers everywhere save those two places, and she couldn’t run the risk of putting any of the people that she cared about in danger.

The door to the Seat of Light was open, and raising the dawn was rote at this point. It still required her to be in the moment, but it was no longer all consuming.

Which meant that she was threading the time streams and trying to figure out what she was going to do about Fantasy at the same time. There was no point in worrying about it. What was going to be was going to be, and it was as inevitable as the dawn.

Not that it stopped her from worrying about it.

She handed off the sun to her mother, trusting to Day to guide the light as it traveled and stepped back through the door to where her loves were waiting. She would ask her mother to come and visit later, once the path of the sun was established.

Dream and Nightmare were waiting, arms outstretched to accept her exactly as she was. They knew her, loved her, and they would be there for the rest of the time that the Mountain stood.

She trusted that.

“Loves.” She went to them, to their arms, and buried herself in their warmth.

And that was when the tears came.

As much as she tried to hold them back, they came anyway. A river of confusion and sorrow and pain. She wanted them, loved them all, but in the end, he wasn’t hers and could choose to turn from her.

And it was the specter of that that made her cry.

They held her until the tears stopped and she could think again. Until the sorrow faded and she could explain the events of the morning to them. How Fantasy had said that he loved her, but that she knew he didn’t understand what he was doing yet.

“Perhaps he does,” Dream said kindly. “Consider, Mine, that his mind may be clearer than it has ever been. Our fellow has a great propensity to erect barriers for himself.”

“Agreed.” Nightmare kissed her forehead and smiled down at her. “If he said that he loves you, then we will hold him to that.”

“He needs to make that decision with all the facts.” Ophelia shook her head. “I don’t want him to do something that he might regret or something that puts him in a bad position with the Highest. For Bethany’s sake.”

“Come and dine.” Dream said, reaching to take her hand. “Food and then we will go and see what more we can do for him.”

They ate. Ophelia was starving as the rising of the dawn and the healing combined in her belly. She didn’t want to see Fantasy, didn’t want to face the things that he could say.

But she wasn’t about to leave him half healed to do the rest on his own. Not when she could help him further.

So she would master her emotions and approach him like he hadn’t confessed his love to her earlier. Because he hadn’t, he’d asked a question that implied his feelings.

And until he said it straight, she would pretend it hadn’t happened at all.

For Bethany’s sake.

He was still asleep. Which was good, he was resting, recovering, and that was the best possible thing for him at the moment.

She reached for him, laying her hands on him and focused her magic in and down. To bind and mend. She wouldn’t go after the facets of his mind. Those were for him to heal. But there were hundreds of other wounds that she could heal.

She wasn’t prepared for the sudden void in him. Wasn’t prepared for the gaping hole that she must have missed in the first rush. It was stable, her magic holding the organs from being affected. So all that was left to do was to close it and ensure that all was flowing properly.

She didn’t stop to wonder how she’d missed it. There had been more terrible things demanding her attention last night.

She simply healed it, drowning the wound in her light until it sealed from the bottom up.

And pulled back, looking down directly into Fantasy’s eyes.

“Good morning.” She tried to get the words out evenly and failed miserably. “How are you feeling?”

“Hello, Brilliance.” His voice was far too soft for her liking. “I do feel better, though I am hungry.”

“I’ll get you something to eat,” Nightmare’s quiet voice said before the door opened and closed.

Ophelia looked over her shoulder at Dream who gave her a soft smile and a nod. She smiled back and turned her attention back to Fantasy, who looked like he wanted to say something but didn’t know how to phrase it.

“What is it?” Ophelia asked.

He shook his head and relaxed back into the bed. “You asked that I not say it again until I am healed. So, what more needs doing?”


CHAPTER 16
Food



It didn’t take Nightmare a terribly long amount of time to gather the food for his partner. What took longer was trying to figure out how to approach the morass that their relationship had become.

In the end, he sighed, squared his shoulders and picked up the dish of food. He was going to let Dream be first into the breach, which was probably the wrong way to go about it, but Dream was better at people and their cues than he was.

He took the food back to Fantasy, sliding into the room to see that Ophelia had left and it was just him and Dream staring at Fantasy and Fantasy looking back at them.

“Her only injunction was that I not repeat it until I am healed,” Fantasy was saying. “I do not need to say it if you already know what I speak of.”

“She told us of your words,” Dream said, flicking a look over his shoulder as Nightmare moved into the space. “She has vowed honesty to us in all things and needed us to help her make sense of it.”

“Then I do not need to break faith with her.” Fantasy nodded looking down at the plate of food that Nightmare slid onto his lap. “Thank you, my partner.”

“Given that we must dance around the words, we must find another way to discuss it.” Dream said as Nightmare settled in at his side. “We welcome you at her side, Fantasy.”

Fantasy nodded, though he looked a little gobsmacked. “Thank you, it worried me.”

“We only need to figure out how to move together.”

“I imagine that there are already rules in place?” Fantasy took up a piece of fruit and started to peel the tiny orange. “Will you tell them to me so that I do not overstep?”

“Yes.” Nightmare nodded. “We are always honest with each other, communicate our needs clearly, and whenever she loves one of us, we are all together.”

Fantasy nodded, the wheels clearly turning in his head as he considered the words. “I understand. I am more than capable of being honest with her and with the two of you.”

“But you have not been,” Dream said.

Fantasy sighed. “I cannot remember why. There was something there, something in the way, but I can’t remember if the barrier was of my own making.”

Dream nodded, going silent for a moment.

But that left the floor open for Nightmare, who sighed and smiled at his partner. “She will require convincing,” he said. “She does not wish to do something against your will and fears for Bethany’s safety and training.”

“My student?” Fantasy asked.

Nightmare nodded, relating everything that had happened that he was aware of. “I think that you have seen her more than that one time, but you have been holding yourself apart from us.”

“She wants to see Ophelia.” Fantasy rubbed at his forehead. “She was asking me about it last time she came to my dreamscapes.”

“Who was?” Ophelia bustled into the room with her hands full of a very large, steaming bowl. “I made soup, I hope it’s alright.”

“Bethany,” Fantasy said as Ophelia set the soup on the table at the side of the bed. “She wants to see you and I forgot until just now.”

“I’ll see if I can find her,” Ophelia flicked a look up at the ceiling. “If I can figure out how to get this thing to where I want to go.”

“Give me a day and I will take you there.” Fantasy said, lifting the spoon and looking at the bowl of soup with a slightly helpless expression.

“It’s for all of us,” Ophelia said as the door opened and the Unseen drifted in with smaller bowls.

“Food would be welcome,” Dream said, reaching to rub Ophelia’s back briefly. “Now, we should discuss where we go from here.”

Fantasy healed as the days went by, and as much as they had to dance around the words that Ophelia didn’t want him to say, it didn’t seem as though Fantasy’s healing mind was getting in his way overmuch.

And it was healing. He wasn’t yet allowed out of bed, but he was conversing with them much easier as the muck in his mind cleared and his memories began to reassemble themselves.

He’d described it as them being shattered, which made a certain sort of sense. The one thing that he couldn’t seem to remember was why he’d gone to the Eaters at all.

That part of his mind was blank, which made Nightmare suspicious that there had been a coercion there. Or some shade of it. His partner had the best organized mind of them all, holding centuries, millennia, of data without a flinch.

And there was a hole, right in the center of it.

They elected to ignore it for the moment.

But it wouldn’t be ignored forever, and when they finally turned their attention to it, they would unravel it just like they would all the other mysteries that held them pinned under the weight of uncertainty.

There was a pile of them, but the four of them could make short work of them.

And that, now that he thought it, was likely the reason that the Highest didn’t want them to consort with Fantasy on an intimate basis. He was the most intelligent of them all.

Dream was love, Nightmare was courage, Fantasy was intellect.

But how did it all add up to the Highest wanting to divide them from Ophelia?

He wasn’t sure, and the more that he thought about it, the more confused that he got.

They would wait, they would bide their time, and when everything was back on an even keel they were going to work their way through all the mysteries one at a time until all the interconnections were laid bare.

And then they would present themselves to the Highest and see what would fall out when they shook that particular tree.


CHAPTER 17
Walk



He was up. It was unsteady and uncertain, but Ophelia had finally consented to letting Fantasy out of bed so that he could walk around and try to get things moving again.

“I feel very odd, Brilliance.” Fantasy looked down at her where she was crouching and looking at his legs. “Nothing feels connected correctly.”

“That’s what I’m trying to see.” Ophelia looked up at him. “All the muscles and tendons are connected right. It may just be that you aren’t used to standing yet. I’ve had nerve blocks in place so that you weren’t in pain while you healed.”

“I did wonder,” Fantasy took a single step and his knee went backward.

“Yeah, that’s the nerve blocks,” Ophelia said, standing and stretching. “Stretching will help them fade faster, so will walking or really any sort of movement.”

“I suppose I should do that then.” Fantasy smiled shakily at her. “Is there anything I should be aware of?”

“I’ll stay with you, so you can lean on me,” Ophelia said. “Short walks three times a day for a start. Stretching will help the ache that you’re going to feel now that I’ve dissolved the nerve blocks, but if anything starts to hurt, I want you to tell me and I can fix it.”

He nodded, flicked a look over at Dream and took another step. Ophelia moved to support one side and Dream to take the other. They made it to the end of Fantasy’s bed before his legs gave out and he stumbled.

Dream caught his fellow, taking him back to bed. He had practice with this, with the slow healing that came after nearly dying. “More food,” he said quietly, feeling more than seeing Ophelia slip out of the room. “The more that you can eat and rest the faster the rest of the healing comes.”

“Alright,” Fantasy sighed. “I am already tired of this.”

“I can imagine,” Dream said. “But you are healing well.”

“For a dead man,” Fantasy chuckled.

Dream laughed, probably harder than he should have.

A few more days passed and Fantasy was up and about. More than he had been, and they were all making certain that he didn’t push overly hard.

They followed him into the Window Room, Ophelia watching him closely as he settled into the chair there with a sigh of relief.

“Are you-”

“Yes,” he shot back. “You have asked me that three times, Brilliance. I am more than capable of holding the pocket and the windows so that you can go visit Bethany.”

“I’ll be as fast as I can.” Ophelia zipped up her hoodie and looked over at Dream. “Did you still want to come?”

“I would like that.” Dream shifted his aspect and blinked as the weight of humanity settled on him. “I need the practice apparently.”

The window opened, and they stepped through to the front of a small building in the middle of a concrete and steel cityscape. Dream hadn’t trafficked overmuch with the modern world. He’d always found it overly loud.

But this was where Bethany was, so here too were they.

The weather was chilly, with the damp of fall and the bronze leaves in the gutters and barely holding to the trees. There were pumpkins and a straw scarecrow that had seen better days in the foyer of the little building.

“Ophie!” A woman hurried around the desk and wrapped Ophelia in a tight hug. “What brings you to see me?”

“Hi, Sam,” Ophelia hugged her back. “This is Basil, my husband. “Basil, this is Sam. She looked after me when I was younger.”

“A pleasure.” Dream offered his hand and it was shaken vigorously.

“You got married?” Sam grinned. “You know, when you were a little girl you swore that would never happen.”

Ophelia laughed. “Best laid plans.” She said.

“Julie is in the back,” Sam said.

“She’s right here,” another voice said, and this one was tired. The sort of tired that sleep didn’t touch. “Hello Ophie.”

“Hi Julie,” Ophelia turned worried eyes on the older woman. “How many?”

“Twelve,” Julie said.

“Shit,” Ophelia shook her head. “What’s the most pressing need?”

“Money,” Julie said. “But isn’t it always?”

“Here,” Ophelia opened the bag at her waist and pulled out a leather book, writing on one of the little tickets and tearing it out. “I’m the budget manager for a non-profit. These are some discretionary funds.”

Julie took the slip of paper and her eyes got huge. “Ophie-”

Ophelia held up a silencing hand. “I won’t hear it, Julie. Those kids need help, and I’m going to help them.”

“Alright, who am I to look a gift horse in the mouth?” Julie held out the slip to Sam and the other woman took it. “Deposit this, please.”

Sam’s eyes went huge and her mouth fell open, but she scurried away like someone was going to reach out and snatch the paper from her.

“What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to visit Bethany,” Ophelia said with a quiet smile. “I told her I’d visit and I wanted to keep my promise.”

“I can take you over there,” Julie said, shaking her head. “Ophie-”

“I’ll make it ok,” Ophelia said calmly. “Feed them, find them homes and find people to love them.”

“I will,” Julie’s words sounded like a vow, and just for a moment there was a flash of dawn light as the divinity in Ophelia heard and accepted it.

Julie didn’t notice, but Dream hadn’t expected her to.

They crossed the city in Julie’s wheezing old vehicle, stopping at a largish ranch style house on the very outskirts of the city.

There was a white fence surrounding the yard, sunflowers growing in colorful profusion, and a columned front porch where a man and a woman were sitting.

They got up when the car stopped in front of the house. Watching as they all got out and walked up to the gate.

The woman met them there, smiling at Julie and looking at Dream and Ophelia with suspicion. “Hiya, how can I help you?”

“You must be Mama Stephanie,” Ophelia said. “I’m Ophelia Price, I was with Mama Jenny.”

The look on the woman’s face softened and she opened the gate. “Lord rest that woman.”

“Yes,” Ophelia nodded but before she could say anything else, a blur slammed into her side and almost knocked her to the ground.

“Miss Ophie, Miss Ophie!” The blur dissolved into a small girl with pigtails in her hair. “You really did come see me.”

“I told you I would,” Ophelia knelt and hugged the little girl. “Bethany, this is Basil, he’s my husband.”

Bethany looked worried. “Did you-” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Did Mama come back?” Ophelia shook her head and the worry dropped out of Bethany’s expression. “Ok. At first I wanted her to come back, but I’m happy here, Miss Ophie.”

“Good, I’m glad.” Ophelia said before she was promptly pulled back to a shaded table in the corner of the yard where two other little girls and three stuffed animals were sitting.


CHAPTER 18
Books



Fantasy watched through the windows, Nightmare at his side, as Ophelia and Dream visited with Bethany and her new family. The rest of the day passed, and they eventually came back through the windows and Fantasy shut them.

Ophelia looked tired but happy, and Dream was smiling at her softly. “Are you alright?”

Ophelia nodded, but there was a crease between her eyes that said otherwise. “That city-” she cleared her throat. “Sometimes traffickers will try to move people through there. They almost always get caught, which is what happened today.”

“Was that-”

“Twelve little girls,” Ophelia said flatly. “But they’ll be safe until they can find people to care for them. And in the meantime, the care system will try to find their families.”

Fantasy shook his head, wondering why he continued to reach for humanity. Sometimes he did wonder, but he always went back to help the ones that he could.

“And the money?” Dream asked.

“A little bit of magic that Mom helped me create,” Ophelia said. “It takes the coin from the altars and transforms it into the currency of whatever place I happen to be in.”

“Clever,” Fantasy said. “So the Altars will be supporting the girls? That is only as it should be.”

“Agreed,” Nightmare slid into the room followed by the Unseen. “I propose that we begin on the puzzles after something to eat.”

“Might be a good idea,” Ophelia sent Fantasy a sideways look. “How are you feeling?”

“I am tired, Brilliance.” He shook his head. “But not so tired that I feel that I must go back to bed.”

“Alright,” she nodded and went to his side, leaning down to lay a hand on his chest.

He covered it with his own and smiled at her, watching the flush creep up and over her cheek bones. “Brilliance-”

“Not yet.” She looked at him, but there was a comforting softness in her eyes. “Once your mind is healed, then we will talk.”

He nodded, discontent, but willing to wait. His mind had been reassembling itself while he walked and he tried to make it happen faster than it was.

Which didn’t work the least particle.

But his memories were slowly putting themselves in the proper places. Things were becoming visible again, making sense again. And the picture that was coming out of the puzzle was making him quite nervous.

The Highest, Ophelia, and the puzzle of why they were so against her. Because they had been set on opposing her since she had returned to her rightful place on the Mountain.

But then, they weren’t used to being thwarted. And Ophelia had spent all of her time on the Mountain thwarting their plans in one fashion or another.

Look at what she’d done with Nightmare.

Earth’s curse had stood for centuries, and in a few weeks as mortals reckoned time, she had undone it all.

Small wonder Earth was raging.

It wasn’t as nonsensical as it appeared, but he was missing some foundational piece that would make the rest of it make sense.

They adjourned from the window room and headed down to the library, sitting in the plush chairs and looking around at the shelves.

“I know the mortal legends, the stories that they told about the gods of the Mountain, but they don’t really look like reality.” Ophelia pulled a book from the shelves and the corresponding key. “Whatever happened to make them this way is far older than I am.”

“What makes you say that, Brilliance?” He perked up, sitting straight in the chair.

Ophelia tapped the book and settled at the table. “It only makes sense, at least to me.”

‘Explain,” Fantasy asked.

“It is larger than me.” Ophelia opened the book and the key, tracing gentle fingers over the scarlet cover that Fantasy could almost feel on his spine. “There’s a larger force at work here. Something that they’ve kept hidden from everyone and they’re terrified of having it discovered.”

“It is a good supposition,” Fantasy nodded. “We will see if it bears out.”

“I know what it looks like when people are hiding things.” Ophelia scowled down at the book. “Earth’s tantrum is a distraction, that’s why Time is allowing it.”

“We need more information,” Nightmare said quietly. “And I don’t know how to get it.”

“I’ll see if Mom’s willing to help.” Ophelia slapped the red covered book down on the others, pages splayed and watched as the words spiraled into the air. “Fantasy, did you have to make this so complex?”

“Yes,” he said simply. “Earth’s children, her descendants, they deserve to be trained. The Highest would stop me if they knew.”

“Why?”

“I do not know.” Fantasy shook his head. “I only know that Time does not permit contact with the demigods that Earth created and was really quite angry that she did it at all.”

“That might be another piece to the puzzle.” Ophelia mused. “I’m a creation of the Mountain, but if Earth created demigods, what is Time worried about?”

“Another wrinkle in the fabric of this thing.” Dream shook his head. “I feel quite inadequate for this task.”

“As do I,” Nightmare said. “But I will forge on and do what I can.”

“As will we all,” Dream nodded, looking at Ophelia. “What can we do, Mine?”

“I don’t know,” Ophelia said. “I have all these bits of memories that aren’t mine, but they’re tied to the past of the Mountain. And I mean from centuries ago. Before Nightmare was cursed.”

Fantasy nodded, trying to think his way around that statement. “Where did they come from?”

“I think that, when the memory globes shattered and all the memories came back to me, that they picked up bits of other memories, like lint or cat hair on black pants.”

Fantasy huffed out a laugh and then winced as something pulled. “Alright, whose memories are they?”

“I don’t know,” Ophelia shrugged. “Someone that led the charge against the earth demons from the front.”

“None of the Highest then,” Nightmare said. “They never led a charge in their lives.”

“If it were possible, I would go to the Histories,” Fantasy said.

“Perhaps-” Dream shook his head. “That is an outstandingly bad idea.”

“Share your thought, my partner.” Nightmare laid a hand on Dream’s shoulder. “Perhaps we can make it work.”

“I was thinking that we could send Chaos,” Dream said. “But I do not know if he would know what to look for.”


CHAPTER 19
Chaos



Ophelia tapped her chin with one finger, thinking about the plan that Dream had just laid out.

“We could ask him,” she said. “See if he would be willing to go to History and find something that could be of use to us.”

“He is coming,” Fantasy said with something akin to a sigh. “I do not know why your words summon him, Brilliance.”

“We’re friends,” Ophelia said simply. “And he’s lonely, none of the rest of the people on the Mountain will talk to him.”

She looked around at the men that she loved. Looking at the faint shame on their faces.

“I will let him in,” Fantasy shook his head and waved a hand at the wall.

But as ever, Chaos didn’t come in through the door that opened. He was just there, materializing directly in front of Ophelia with a smile on his face that lacked the confidence of his earlier expressions.

He’d been losing what she now knew was a facade, desperately trying to ignore the fact that none of the other residents of the Mountain wanted to be anywhere near him. It was sad, but she could be his friend.

He didn’t seem to want anything else from her.

“Dawn called me?” He looked at her with that hesitant smile on his face and the rose-gold of her salve still on his hands.

Ophelia nodded, reaching for his hands and laying down more light. “Hello, my friend.”

“Dawn needs something?” He gave the others a slightly suspicious look. “Or is it one of these?”

“No,” Ophelia said, leading Chaos over to the chairs. “I was wondering if you could help me.”

“I can try,” he said. “Dawn needs what?”

“Information.” She told him what they had been discussing, all the ways that the Highest were set against them, against her specifically. “And because Earth is having a tantrum, I can’t leave the pocket here or I risk putting them in danger.”

Chaos thought for a moment and then nodded. “I can do this.” He said. “Trace the memories, find the pieces,” he giggled. “Where does the path go?”

“I think-” Ophelia paused as another instant of memory flashed past. “I think we need to look beyond it all.”

“Wise, Dawn,” Chaos said, nodding enthusiastically. “Always look beyond what can be seen. Look between, look in and down and into the Void and see what it will tell you.”

“What does that mean?” Dream asked, peering at Chaos with something that bordered on respect.

Chaos looked up at him and laughed. “It will mean nothing to you, Tribunal. Dreams do not light the Void.”

“What lights the Void, Chaos?” Ophelia asked gently.

Chaos looked back at her, and she saw something creep through his eyes before a door slammed on it. “Light, Dawn, speech, those things are called for in the Void.”

“I will see what I can find while you examine the Histories.” She smiled at Chaos. “Whatever you find, we can use. Even if it’s nothing, that still says something.”

Chaos nodded and rose. “You speak with the Void and when I return, we will call.”

He popped out of existence before Ophelia could ask him what he meant again.

She looked up at her loves and shrugged. “Riddles,” she said. “Does the Void even have a voice?”

Nightmare looked confused. “The Void-” He stopped, thinking hard enough that Ophelia could see the wheels turning in his eyes before he turned to Fantasy. “I do not know.”

“There is a theory,” Fantasy said, tapping his chin with one hand. “That the Void is sentient, at least partially. But it has never been proven.”

“But never disproven?” Dream asked.

Fantasy shook his head. “No, but I would caution you not to attempt it. The Void, even though it may be sentient, it is a consumer at heart and will devour you if given an opportunity.”

“Which only means I can’t give it an opening.” Ophelia said. “Chaos never says anything without a reason, and if he said that the answers are in the Void then-”

“More research first,” Nightmare reached for her. “Let’s see what Chaos can bring us before we leap into the void with both feet.”

“Hey,” Ophelia objected. “I wouldn’t go in like that, toes first and then-”

Dream chuckled and shook his head. “I agree, more research needs doing before you start poking at one of the foundational forces of the universe.”

Ophelia knew that they were right, that it was going to pay to be very cautious here. That she didn’t know enough and to go in like that would put them in danger.

“More research,” she agreed. “Let’s see what we can find out before I start doing more than I should.”

They all sighed, relief for them, mild frustration for her. But they were right, and she was trying to be less impetuous.

They all turned back to the books, Ophelia wandering the shelves and looking at all of the students that Fantasy had taken through the years.

She felt his presence, she could feel all of them and his had a different weight than the others.

“Why?” she asked without turning.

She heard him sigh, nearly silently. “I would ask you to be more specific in your question, Brilliance, but I know what you mean. Unfortunately, I do not have a clear answer.”

“It’s probably part of the larger picture.” She turned to face him, looking at the emotions in his eyes. The ones that she’d asked him not to say. “We’re missing a through line.”

“Well do I know that,” Fantasy said. “There is something that has been lost, or perhaps hidden in shadow.”

“Light’s good at taking care of that.” She said, brightening the corona that always existed around her just slightly. “All I have to do is focus it on the right area.”

“Brilliance, I-” he looked uncertain, moreso than she had ever seen him. “You have asked, and I will do as you have asked, but-”

She walked to him, laying her hands on his shoulders and popping up onto her toes. “Fantasy?”

He wrapped a soft hand around the back of her head and dipped his own. Catching her lips in the softest possible kiss. It was sweet, gentle, and she could feel the very restrained hunger beneath it.

But if she took that step, then she could put them in danger. She wouldn’t, not until he could make a decision with a clear mind and his eyes open.

And he seemed to sense it, because he broke the kiss and let her go. Conflict and need spinning in his eyes.

She went to him again. Settling a soft hand on his forehead and letting her magic loose. She could do nothing for the memories. They were something that he had to reassemble on his own, but she could help the last little bits of the trauma to his head mend.

Then, once he was well again, then they would talk.


CHAPTER 20
Night



Nightmare still had his misgivings about Chaos, but he had to wonder how much of that was earned and how much was learned. Where had the idea come from that Chaos was unstable and should be avoided?

He didn’t remember, which meant that it had either been eons, or there was another genesis to it. And if there was another genesis point, then the Highest had something to do with it.

But why would they be interested in Chaos? Not that he hadn’t gone up against the Highest a time or two long ago. He clearly remembered one of those times.

They had all been summoned to the Highest, a massive amphitheater constructed from Time’s will and from Earth. Chaos kneeling in chains to hear the verdict and-

That was where his memory stopped. He couldn’t remember the crime or the punishment that came after.

It was something that he should remember. The Highest had wanted to make an example of him, so shouldn’t he remember what came after?

It was something that would bear examination. He curled around himself and prodded the edges of the memory. He remembered what had been done, remembered the chains and everything down to the expression on Chaos’ face.

The anger there. When had been the last time that anyone had seen anger on Chaos’ face?

Chaos was never angry. He laughed more often than not which begged the question of whether he still had the ability to be angry.

That was a horrific thought.

As was the idea that the Highest were tampering with the memories of the residents of the Mountain.

Nothing done to the mind of a full resident of the Mountain should be permanent. They’d seen that with Ophelia and her memories. The Highest shouldn’t be able to remove memories permanently.

Which meant that either they had been lied to, or the memories were there, but obfuscated somehow.

He would ask Fantasy how that could be when he returned from wherever he’d gone.

He and Ophelia came back together, talking animatedly about something and it made him smile. There was no jealousy in him, he’d meant it when he’d welcomed Fantasy to their side.

But this was odd. The more that he reached for things that had happened in the far past, when Chaos had been more of a presence on the Mountain, the more holes he found in his memories.

Ophelia reached for him and he reached back. Taking her in his arms and holding her close.

She didn’t speak, so neither did he. Sometimes she just needed someone to hold her, not to try and talk to her. He looked over her head at Fantasy who was looking down at her with emotions in his eyes that Nightmare couldn’t track.

But Dream could. His partner rose from the table and walked over, laying his hands on Fantasy’s shoulders and smiling. “Are you easy in your mind, my partner?”

“No,” Fantasy shook his head. “I am still confused, though things are becoming clearer.”

“What do you need?” Dream asked.

Nightmare saw Fantasy’s eyes flick down toward Ophelia, but he said nothing.

“I see.” Dream smiled again. “We should discuss this. I believe that we need to have this conversation sooner rather than later.”

“I am not certain what you mean?” Fantasy said haltingly. “I will not rush this.”

“It is a conversation, my partner,” Dream said. “I will not force anything you do not feel ready for, but it does need to happen.”

He sighed, looking down at Ophelia again. “I will-” he swallowed, Nightmare saw his throat work. “I will consider this, and perhaps in the morning.”

“As you will,” Dream released him and Nightmare watched as Fantasy fled, trying to seem like he wasn’t.

When the door closed, Ophelia shifted just enough to look up at Nightmare and gave him a shaky smile. “It’s alright that he’s not ready. I waited before, and I’ll wait now.”

“I know,” Nightmare kissed her forehead. “Is there something I can do for you?”

“I think I’d like to go and cook something.”

“Alright.” He helped her stand and the three of them left the library. Left the little brass books and the questions and the fear and worry behind.

Cooking was soothing, it demanded that you be present in the moment and that you pay attention to what was happening on the fire.

Ophelia was teaching them out of the ragged little book that was her most prized possession. She said that they were improving, but in reality, she was the one doing most of the work.

She was a good teacher though.

Nightmare let the concern leave him and slid into the flow of the conversation that his loves were having.

It was a fine way to spend an evening.

He rose again when she did. Leaving their room hand in hand to watch her raise the dawn and then tumble back into his arms to kiss him and smile.

“Breakfast?”

He nodded and they headed back to the kitchen. The morning often belonged to them. Dream liked to sleep in and Nightmare was, by nature, an early riser.

So it often fell to them to make breakfast.

But they weren’t alone this morning. Fantasy was standing just outside the kitchen with something that could almost be called nerves on his face.

“Good morning.” She went to him and kissed his cheek. “Would you like breakfast?”

He nodded. “Is there anything I might do to help?”

“Sure,” she nodded and led them into the kitchen. “You can work on the eggs while Nightmare does the bacon, and I’ll handle the potatoes.”

They worked in near silence. Ophelia keeping a quiet eye on Fantasy, but his partner seemed to not need it. He cracked the eggs and whisked them like he’d done it a thousand times.

Nightmare wanted to ask where he’d learned, and then he realized that he’d probably traded the knowledge with his centuries of students.

It was fascinating to watch him. Ladling the egg into the frying pan and making some sort of soft omelette. That he’d turn out onto a plate and slide them toward Ophelia.

“I didn’t know you were a line cook?” Ophelia started on the potatoes. The smell of sizzling onions and peppers filling the space. “Who taught you?”

“One of my students,” Fantasy said. “They would come to me for assistance with their questions and in return they taught me what they were learning in school.”


CHAPTER 21
Repair



To disobey the Highest was asking for trouble. To annoy them was almost unthinkable. At least that was all the things that had been ingrained in Dream for the whole of the time that he had resided on the Mountain.

And now it was all coming to light. That the things that he had been taught as inviolate might not be true. It was throwing him off kilter, ruining his ability to concentrate on anything that wasn’t trying to map how deep the lies of the Highest went.

And he knew he didn’t have the full picture yet, so the things that were lies were likely going to multiply and set him on edge even further.

Had he been younger, more brash, he would have marched up to the summit and demanded answers.

But he was no longer either of those things and he had his loves to protect and guard. So he would be patient and quiet and wait for Chaos to return with what he had been able to glean.

Not that it would make a great deal of sense to them. At least not at first. It would be a puzzle inside an enigma and would require Ophelia and her understanding of Chaos to unravel.

That was yet another mystery that he would like to solve. She’d once said that she could see his patterns because she understood the mortal mind in a way that the rest of them couldn’t.

But he couldn’t help but think that there was something deeper there. The way that they understood each other was like they shared a connection at some deeper level.

But that mystery had to be tabled for now. It wasn’t important enough to interfere with the rest of the things that they had to figure out. Especially with the time crunch. Time wasn’t going to allow Earth to rage forever, and by the time he pulled her back in, they had to have the answers.

Because that was when they would be summoned to the Highest.

And if they went with the solutions in hand, if they could bring their lies to light, then they would be dismissed.

Because the last thing that the Highest would want was their lies exposed to the Mountain at large.

Which was the next thing that Ophelia was going to want to do.

She would want the residents of the Mountain to be able to make their own decisions and he was going to have to speak to his partners and figure out a way to forestall that.

Because it wouldn’t matter what they knew at that point. The Highest would not stand for her making a mockery of them to the entire Mountain.

Dream headed down the hall, toward where Nightmare and Fantasy would be. Fantasy had had a setback with his healing, finding himself faint and dizzy in turns so he’d been sent back to bed by their Ophelia until she could figure out what was going on.

And she would be back soon, so they had best have that conversation before she arrived.

He pushed the door open, watching both of his partners turn to look at him. Fantasy surrounded himself with bright colors and patterns, they were all over the walls and a rug with roses the size of his head on the floor. Preternaturally red. Something about them reminded him of Ophelia.

Likely that they were bright, brilliant, and they drew attention.

Just like his love.

“We must discuss something.” He walked to Fantasy’s bedside and smiled down at him. “How are you feeling?”

“The dizziness is much better,” his partner said thoughtfully. “I still feel oddly weak though.”

“What is it?” Nightmare leaned back in his chair. “You sound as though you have discovered something dire.”

Dream turned to look at Nightmare and shook his head. “We must plan a way to stop Ophelia from carrying the truths that we discover to the entire Mountain.”

“Why?” Fantasy rubbed at his forehead. “They have been lied to as much as we have, should they not know?”

Nothing could have illustrated more strongly to Dream that there was something wrong with his partner. “Think about what you say.” He tapped his forehead. “What will the Highest do if we begin dismantling their power base?”

Fantasy looked startled, but nodded. “I take your meaning.”

“So how do we prevent her from spreading the knowledge we gain here like wildfire?” Dream sat next to Nightmare and sighed. “You know her sense of justice will demand it.”

“Perhaps we should take this up with her,” Nightmare said quietly. “She will not thank us for planning behind her back.”

“You are correct,” Fantasy said, giving Dream an odd look. “I know that you wish to protect her, but I do not believe this to be the way.”

“You are likely correct.” Dream sighed and rubbed his hands over his face. “As much as I wish to protect her, she deserves to be an active part of the conversation.”

“Don’t you all look like you got rained on?” Ophelia stepped into the room, hands full of a long strip of woven light. “Sorry I’m late, Mom was helping me weave this.” She held it up, the ends barely touching the floor. “The medical parts of the library here gave me an idea.”

“Oh?” Dream got up and reached for the light weave.

Ophelia twitched it from his grasp and walked toward Fantasy. “I think I connected some of the neurons wrong when I rebuilt your mind. If I’m right, this map is how they are supposed to be connected and if I feed it into your cranium, the light should re-path everything correctly.”

Fantasy gave the light a wary look and nodded. “I trust you, Brilliance, but I do have questions.”

“Alright,” She nodded, tipping the light fabric toward them. “See the neural net? I mapped it from the books of one of your students. The dates said that they were your student about ten years ago, so the information will be a little out of date, but should still be sound.”

“I believe I remember them,” Fantasy said. “I had to do some rather strange manipulation with time and the pocket to reach them. I only take one student every hundred years, but I reached up through the time streams to teach that one. They were excessively loud and very powerful.”

“What else do you want to know?” Ophelia asked, still holding the light-web at that angle. “This should help, but if you’d prefer we went a different route, I can figure something else out.”

“I am willing to try, Brilliance.” Fantasy gave the web another skeptical look. “What must I do?”

“Just try and hold still.” Ophelia reached forward. “I have to attach the feeder lines to your neural network and the light web should do the rest.”

Fantasy nodded and Dream watched as Ophelia reached out with the net and started connecting what Dream had thought was fringe to Fantasy’s head. The connections spiraled around his skull until the entire light web was more of a funnel attached to his head than a flat bit of fabric.

Ophelia smiled, a note of uncertainty in the expression, and laid a hand in the center of Fantasy’s chest. “Here we go,” she said and there was a sun-bright spark of light at the point of connection.


CHAPTER 22
Day



Fantasy shattered.

His head felt like it was in a thousand places at once, and that should have been painful. It should have been, but when he opened his eyes, all he could see was a swirling vortex of light.

Somehow, the light was connecting him, salving the pain that should have been there, and as he waited, little parts of him started coming back together.

Fractions of moments, instants of time, minute glimpses of thoughts that may or may not be desperately needed.

All flashing past at a speed that was just shy of unbearable. Nothing made sense, but everything made sense, borne on and tied together with the light that was reassembling him from the inside out.

And above and beyond, right at the edge of the swirling maelstrom, was Ophelia. She was controlling everything, the speed and the light and the swirl of it all.

And in his present thoughts, the only parts of him that were whole at all, he had to wonder at the skill of it all. There was something in her that was more. More than him, more than them, but yet they were connected.

Well, the other two were, and from inside the maelstrom he could see the threads that linked them. Pure dawn, pure love, pure emotion. Sun bright and stunning. They made him feel alone as nothing else in his centuries of existence had. As long as he had been Fantasy, he had held himself apart Alone was safe, both for him and for his students.

And they had held his heart, kept him company, helped him remain flexible and tied into the world of mortals. And that had been enough. For millennia, that had been enough.

And then she had tumbled into his dreamscapes.

Little and lost, scared and broken, and strong enough to take what he taught her and forge it into weapons that had allowed her to stand against one of the Highest.

He’d sworn, when he first became teacher to Earth’s by-blows, that he would never get too close. That he would teach and guide and that there would always be a distance there that should never be crossed.

And then there was Ophelia.

And he’d fallen.

One of the last times that he’d seen her, before she’d come to the Mountain. She’d tumbled into the coffee shop that she’d created in her mind to house his dreamscapes. She’d looked at him and his resistance had shattered.

Something about her had broken his will to remain separate. And perhaps the bond they both shared with the other two was a starting point as to why that was.

Either way, there were answers in the parts of him that were coming back together. Thousands of years of history, centuries of data, millennia of memories that all pointed to one singular conclusion.

He’d waited for her for his entire life. Always yearning toward a singular point in time. He’d spent more time in that area of the time streams than he had anywhere else ever in his entire existence.

It was a wonder he hadn’t seen it before.

Or perhaps it wasn’t. He had no idea.

The light was fading now, the maelstrom receding as it was absorbed and the last bits of the puzzle that was Fantasy began to settle.

As everything settled, she started to fade out and away from his awareness. On reflex he reached, trying to stop the fade. He needed her, like he’d never needed anyone, and he had to stop her from leaving him no matter the cost.

His eyes cleared at the same time he fell out of bed, dragged to the floor by a limp weight in his arms.

It was Ophelia, breathing harsh and unsteady, pallor grey-white, and utterly unconscious. He smoothed her hair back from her face and looked up to find the other two staring down at him with something like awe on their faces.

“I need her.” There was more he wanted to say, but his words locked up after those three and he discovered that was all he needed to say.

“I know,” Nightmare said softly, reaching to take her from his arms. “Let’s get you both in bed and we can talk.”

“You can’t-” he staggered to his knees and reached out helplessly. “Don’t take her from me, please?”

“You will come too,” Dream rose and helped Fantasy the rest of the way to his feet. Tossing an arm around his shoulders and supporting his stumbling steps as they moved in Nightmare’s wake. “We will not bar you from her, but she needs to rest.”

Fantasy nodded, eyes never leaving the bit of Ophelia’s silver hair that he could see draped over Nightmare’s arm.

It was an odd procession, and Fantasy could feel the Unseen as he passed. He set them to finding food, mentally waving them off and into tasks that they could accomplish without his direct oversight.

They went to the bedroom that the three of them shared, and Fantasy watched as Nightmare took Ophelia’s sandals off and tucked her into bed, pulling the blankets tight and warm around her.

Dream helped him sit in a chair at the side of the bed, settling him in a position where he could still see her breathing.

“Now.” Dream sat at his side, Nightmare curling around himself on the opposite side. “What will you do, our partner?”

“My mind has not changed,” Fantasy said, watching Ophelia breathe. “I have spent so much time in that part of the time streams, just waiting, not knowing why, that to turn from her now would be foolish at best and may kill me at worst.”

“Elaborate?” Nightmare turned to look at him, concern on his face.

“The two of you are tied to her.” Fantasy waved a hand in the air, dusting visibility over the weblike network of threads that spanned the distance between his partners and Ophelia’s sleeping form. “I am not tied as you are, but I have spent millennia in and around the area of time that she was taken to. It has made marks on me that could be considered ties.”

“So how does it follow that you would die?” Dream asked.

Fantasy shook his head and pressed two fingers into the center of his forehead. “If the threads that connect you were severed without your permission, the separation would likely kill you all. There is still something missing that would make the threads inviolate, so you are in danger as long as that is true. As for me, it would likely not kill me outright, but I would certainly be damaged.”


CHAPTER 23
Wake



She could feel them. As she woke, at the edges of her awareness, she could feel them. Bright and warm and steady. Her loves, the men that held both her and her heart.

But there was another presence there too, aching and silent. Ophelia had to wake up, she couldn’t allow the aching or the silence, not when she was ready to hold him as they held her.

She tried to wake, but there was a barrier there. Made of exhaustion. She knew better by now than to try to force her way awake and past the barrier. If it was there,then it was there for a reason. Even if she didn’t remember the reason right at the moment.

So she waited, and watched. The barrier lightening as time passed until it was nearly nonexistent and she could chance pushing through it. She would still be tired and low, but he was still aching and silent. She couldn’t wait any longer.

The barrier shattered as soon as she put her hands on it. Breaking like glass, melting like ice and puddling at her feet in shards and water.

Dragging her eyes open was a chore of the first order. The lids of each eye weighed a thousand pounds and by the time she had some semblance of vision, she was exhausted all over again.

But they were there, her loves, standing over her bed and looking down at her with worry and care in equal measure. “Hi,” she managed to rasp. “How long?”

“A week,” Dream said. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m alright,” Ophelia forced the words out, meeting their eyes. “I’m still tired, but I’ll be fine.”

“Then you should rest further, Brilliance.” His voice broke through the other two but she couldn’t see him. “All is well.”

“But-” she tried to sit up, but if her eyelids had weighed a thousand pounds, he body was tons of marble and utterly immovable. “Are you-”

“I am well,” his voice said, but there was an unfamiliar note in it, one that she’d never heard before. “And I will be here when you wake again.”

“Alright,” Ophelia nodded, the darkness sweeping up to drag her down into rest.

And there she stayed, managing to be half conscious at points to eat something and then falling back into the dark. But it wasn’t all consuming any more. It no longer had the teeth that devoured her at every turn.

And the feeling of them was getting stronger, which meant that she was getting to the point where she would be able to be with them again.

Ophelia opened her eyes, this time to darkness. But their arms were around her, warm and soft, and she nearly went back to sleep from the comfort of it all.

But there was a pale flame in the dark, and it only barely lit Fantasy, sitting in a chair at the side of the bed and looking at her like she was going to vanish if he took his eyes off her.

She lifted her head, not enough to disturb her loves and smiled at him. “Coffee shop?” she whispered.

He nodded, a smile spreading over his lips before he got up and left the room.

She closed her eyes again, letting the darkness in, but cantilevering it so that she was still aware.

He wasn’t hard to find there in the darkness behind her eyes. The little shop still smelled of vanilla and coffee, just as it had when she’d shattered it all those months ago.

He wasn’t there, but all she had to do was wait.

And then he was, unfurling his wings there in the space she’d made for them when she was newly an adult.

When he’d helped her process the last big questions that she’d had before Dream had brought her home.

“Hi,” she stepped toward him. Making her feet move even though she immediately wanted to flee him. Which made no sense. They needed to talk and they couldn’t do that if she ran from him.

But maybe it was the way that he was looking at her that made her feel that way. His eyes were full of emotion, more naked than she had ever seen, and she didn’t know how to do that justice.

But maybe it was just honesty. Reach for his feelings, reach back with her own, and they could find a way in the middle of the mess to move forward.

“What do you want to do, Fantasy?” It was the only thing that she could think to say. The only question that made sense in the space where all of their emotions tangled together. “We can still-”

He moved, wings flaring as he reached for her, pulling her tight to his body and dragging her in to kiss her hard. She let out a muffled little sound and wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him back just as hard.

His fingers on her spine. He was touching her had it made her entire body shudder. Desire threading through her veins like she threaded the time streams with light.

But the others weren’t here, and they had rules.

But then again, this could be considered a dream. Which meant that they could all be here, she just needed to open herself a little further and they could all be here with her.

She sent her mind out, dissolving the coffee shop and replacing it with her forest. This was her mind and she could make it what she wanted it to be.

And her forest was the best place she could think of for this.

Stretching out, she called the others, beckoning them to her with the love she held for them.

Fantasy broke the kiss, looking around with confusion on his face. Confusion that swiftly faded to understanding. “The agreement?”

She nodded, reaching to touch his face. “We’re all together,” she said, laying a hand on his tunic over his heart. “All of us.”

He reached, covering her hand with his own and smiling. “It will not affect the waking world, not here.”

“Then I will wait until I can affect it.” She said. “I will ring their heads and make them open their eyes until they can see us as we are.”

“Can I say it now?” He looked at her with eyes that practically dripped emotion as she felt the others latch to her and manifest in her mind behind her.

“Only if you feel it, Fantasy.”

“I love you.”

A smile, heartrending and brilliant, from him to her and back again.


CHAPTER 24
Dream



He hadn’t seen this landscape since before he’d brought her home. Her forest, brilliant and green, scattered with flowers of all colors there in the softly scented dark. And in and around them was love.

He’d heard his partner say it. Had heard him speak his love for their soul. And Ophelia was standing there in front of him with her hand on his chest.

The air was fragile, ripe with potential and fear. They were all holding their breath, waiting for Ophelia to speak. Dream knew that whatever she said next would change the very foundations of their existence.

Maybe of the existence of everyone on the Mountain if the things that were slowly being discovered could be said to be the truth. But for now he was going to forget all of that and focus on the thing that he could see blooming right in front of him.

It was a flower, the color of the ones on Fantasy’s rug. Massive and fragrant, it pushed its way up through the dreamscape to stand at Ophelia’s side.

“I love you too,” she finally whispered.

And the flower bloomed. Light and scent and color surrounding them all in a maelstrom that felt like completion.

But it wouldn’t affect the wider world. They were deep in Ophelia’s mind, and she was strong enough to hold the spillover to less than a whisper.

Fantasy stepped forward and took her in his arms, reaching to stroke the petals of the glowing light flower before kissing their Ophelia.

And she was truly theirs now. All of them had said the words and had had them repeated back. And so she was theirs as much as they were hers.

Nightmare moved, but Dream reached for his partner, laying a hand on his shoulder and halting him. “Let them be,” he whispered to Nightmare. “Let them love each other for the first time and then we will join them.”

Nightmare nodded and smiled, falling back to Dream’s side as Fantasy and Ophelia fell. Together, there in the forest. Lost in kiss and touch and gasping little noises as they reached for completion together.

And when it all faded, when they were simply lying together in each other’s arms, Dream took Nightmare by the hand and moved to them. Moved to the ones that they loved and curled around them.

Fantasy went still and stiff when Dream reached for him, but relaxed when Ophelia curled up under his chin with a happy little sigh.

“We are all together,” she murmured, reaching for Dream and Nightmare. “It’s all I want.”

“We are yours, Goddess.” Dream murmured back, watching as her forest began to bleed at the edges. “Rest now, and when you wake we will discuss this.”

The forest bled, chalk in the rain and Ophelia slept.

Dream sat at her bedside, once of three, and waited for her to wake. He looked at his partners, one to either side of him and tried to think about how he was feeling. The last time, when they had been joined by Nightmare, Dream had been jealous.

But there was none of that this time. No feeling of being lesser or unequal. He had been first in her heart, first in her bed, and it no longer mattered that he wasn’t the only one there.

Because they were all together.

And there was something in that that felt like coming home.

Not to the Mountain, no, this was deeper. Completion on a whole other level. As though something that had been missing for so long that the wound hadn’t even been a wound anymore, but a void, was now filling.

A chime rang through the air, blasting and broken before Chaos tumbled in.

He looked terrible. Disheveled and frightened and Dream was the first one to his side. There were lights around him that were very nearly something that Dream could hold. But they escaped him and popped like bubbles out of existence.

“Chaos, what happened?” Dream reached out and helped him to his feet. “Are you alright?”

“Tell Dawn,” Chaos panted. “Tell her that the void speaks, and that she is the only one who can listen.”

And then he was gone, leaving nothing but a faint smell of fear in his wake.

“What-” Dream turned to the bed, where Ophelia was trying to sit up. “What happened?”

“Chaos,” Dream said as Nightmare slid to her side to help her sit up. “He left you a message, but I don’t know what it means.”

“I will send the Unseen for food.” Fantasy waved a hand in the air and rose to leave the room. “It will only be a moment.”

“What was the message?” Ophelia smiled up at Nightmare, who had his arm around her shoulders. “Thank you, love.”

“My pleasure,” Nightmare kissed the side of her head as Fantasy walked back into the room with floating trays following him in the hands of the unseen.

“Food,” Fantasy waved a hand and one of the trays slid into Ophelia’s lap.

“Thank you.” Ophelia smiled gently at him and Dream saw his partner’s expression shake.

“What did Chaos say?” Ophelia turned her eyes to Dream.

He repeated the words, telling her everything that he’d seen. “I cannot tell you what it means though.”

“It means I have to talk to the void,” Ophelia said. “I’ll wait, but not for too much longer. I’ll wait until I’m well again and we have more information on the void itself.”

“I think I can help with that,” Fantasy said, sitting and digging into the food that the Unseen placed on his lap. “I peer through the void when I move the pocket, so I should be able to help you find something there.”

Ophelia nodded, looking down at her lap and bending her attention to the food. “That will be the first part of the plan, then.”

“And the next part?” Nightmare asked.

“We’ll make it all make sense,” Ophelia said, brow furrowing. “Because the entire thing is connected through Chaos and back up to the Highest. They think that they can hide things in their shadows, but no shadow is impervious to light.”

“Through Chaos?”Dream asked.

“Yes,” Ophelia nodded. “In the memories, the ones that don’t belong to me, I can see him sometimes and it’s always at a crisis point. He’s a linchpin, and there are at least three others. One is the Void, or at least I think it is.”

“But-”

Ophelia reached for Nightmare’s hand. “Don’t worry love, I won’t try to do it on my own.”

Nightmare relaxed, leaning in to kiss the top of her head. “Just take us with you.”

“Wherever I go.” She nodded, looking at each of them. “For always.”


CHAPTER 25
Place



Puzzles, there were enough of them to drown and the pile reached ever higher. It felt as though for every question they answered, there were another two waiting in the wings and demanding answers of their own.

Nightmare shook his head and rubbed at his eyes. He’d been bent over this book for at least three hours, and his eyes were telling him that he was done. And so was his stomach.

He set the book aside and looked around, only to find the eyes of all of his partners staring back. The only one of them who wasn’t meeting his eyes was Ophelia, and that was because she was fighting the brass pages of one of the little books with a fervor that said lives were on the line.

Nightmare moved, gently disentangling her fingers from their chokehold on the brass pages and setting the book aside.

“Love?”

“Time is running out,” she told him and he could hear the choking worry in her voice. “Time is running out, and I don’t have the answers that we need.”

“They will not be found all at the same moment, Brilliance,” Fantasy came over and brushed her hair behind her ear. “It will take all of us, remember?”

She looked up at him and nodded. Nightmare saw her throat work as she swallowed. They had all agreed that they would not speak the words that they had all shared in her dreams. Even though none could come at them through the Unseen, it was still a risk that it would be foolish not to mitigate.

So there were no words spoken between Fantasy and Ophelia. Nothing that would indicate to the Highest that what they had tried to forbid had happened.

“Fantasy?” Ophelia reached up and laid a hand on his heart. “I have a question.”

“Ask, Brilliance.” He covered her hand with his own.

She looked down and them back up at him. “What happened that made you go to the Eaters?”

Fantasy rubbed his free hand across his forehead and sighed. “Past a certain point, I do not remember. I remember being summoned by Sleep, and I do not dare to attempt to shirk a summons from him.”

“And then?”

“And then I woke up with you hovering over me.”

Ophelia nodded, brow furrowing. “So there’s something missing there.”

“I believe that to be true.” Fantasy nodded. “And given what we know about mental gaps, I do not hesitate to pin my loss squarely on certain shoulders.”

“But what’s the point to it all?” Ophelia squeezed her eyes shut tightly. “Why take your memories if they meant to kill you outright? They don’t know what I can do. Hell, even I didn’t know if it would work when I saw you there with your head open and half your brain gone.”

“Wait,” Dream held up both hands and waved them in the air. “Wait, if they do not know, then it could fall to reason that they believe Fantasy dead.”

“No,” Nightmare shook his head. “A vacuum would have been created in the Tribunal and Sleep would have been bound to report it.”

“Call him,” Dream said, fixing his eyes on Fantasy. “Call your sire, and we will see what has happened.”

“Wait, Sleep is your dad?” Ophelia looked confused.

“Yes, as Nyx is mother to Dream, Sleep is father to Fantasy.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ophelia shook her head. “I’ll worry at it later, we need to know if the Highest think you’re dead.”

Fantasy raised a hand, extending one finger and drawing swirling shapes in the air. Dipping and swirling, he flicked his hand and the pattern blinked out of existence.

“Now we wait, see if he decides to-”

Fantasy’s words were cut off as the substance of the pocket tore open and Sleep dashed in, looking around desperately.

“Fant-” he stumbled, even though he was standing entirely still when his eyes landed on Fantasy. “How?”

Fantasy gestured to Ophelia, who was standing up from the chair. “Ask her.”

“How?” Sleep rounded on Ophelia, reaching to take her by the shoulders. “How- I saw what they did to him, how-”

Ophelia covered his hands with hers and blinked up at him, slow and steady. “Would it help if I told you I’m only now figuring it out?”

“No.” Sleep collapsed into one of the chairs. “I saw what they did, I saw what was brought back to me, and it was nothing that should be still living.”

“I can try to explain it, but first I need to know what you told the Highest.”

“I told them what I saw,” Sleep looked up at Fantasy, reaching for him with one shaking hand. “My son, breathing and gone, no mind left to him.”

“So they do think he’s dead,” Ophelia said. “That explains some things, but confuses others.”

“You-” Sleep looked at Ophelia, as though he was seeing her for the first time. “You- you healed him, but how?”

Ophelia held out one hand and light gathered. Dawn light, honeyed and soft and full of promise. “I can give you the working theory.” She reached with her other hand, splitting the light and shaping it until it was what Fantasy had looked like when Sleep had first brought him back.

Sleep’s eyes winced, his pallor going grey, but his eyes stayed locked on the light.

“So,” Ophelia turned the light. “I’m going to use some really awful words, and I’m sorry. Fantasy came back to us with a little more than thirty percent of his brain remaining.”

“But how?”

“I’m getting there, at least I think I am.” Ophelia spun the light, and Nightmare watched the healing that she’d done begin. “They didn’t manage to get to the parts that house the self, and they didn’t manage to touch the bits that control breathing. And, well, if it had been a mortal, I don’t think that I could have done what I did.”

The healing continued, and Nightmare watched the skull fill and seal.

“So what I think happened, was that there was just enough pattern left that I could expand on it. Like healing a bone, scaffold between the break points and weave the healing in like marrow.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” Sleep said. “It shouldn’t be possible.”

“And it nearly wasn’t,” Ophelia said. “But there’s a neurosurgeon back in the books here that gave me the route to path everything back in properly.”

“So-”

“So he’s got his brain back, and all the other injuries were treated as well.”

Sleep looked between Ophelia and Fantasy, finally rising and walking to his son. “Tell me, truly, is it you?”


CHAPTER 26
Self



Fantasy reached out, taking Sleep by one hand and smiling. “Yes.”

In all his millennia, Sleep had been stoic. Never emotive, never grandiose or giving the Tribunal anything more to run on than the occasional “well done.”

And there were tears in his eyes now. In his eyes and rolling down his cheeks as he clung to Fantasy’s hand with everything he had.

It was nearly awkward, making himself look at his sobbing father, but Sleep needed the closure. He needed to free himself of the last time that he’d seen Fantasy and replace it with the truth.

“You brought me back,” Fantasy said, reaching his free hand and laying it on his father’s shoulder. “You are the reason I live still, you and the rest of the Tribunal.”

“I could do nothing,” Sleep whispered. “Nothing but bring you here and leave again, knowing that I had just lost my son.”

“I am not lost,” Fantasy said quietly.

Sleep nodded, turning his head to look at Ophelia. “And you, you gave him back to me.” He flicked a look back at Fantasy. “I grant you a boon, Goddess of Dawn, though it is a poor trade for the life of my son. Whatever you will ask of me, even unto my own life, I grant you.”

“I don’t want your life,” Ophelia said quietly. “I have what I want, what I need, but I do have one thing that you could do that would make everything simpler.”

“Ask it,” Sleep said in a shaky voice.

Ophelia looked up at Fantasy and then back at Sleep. “Don’t tell the Highest that he’s well.”

Sleep looked puzzled, but nodded. “If you ask this then I will do as you ask.”

“Thank you,” Ophelia nodded. “If the three of you are needed to defend the Place Between, then obviously I won’t stop you, but it’s better if the Highest think you’re still incapacitated.”

“Explain,” Fantasy gave Ophelia a look and a beckoning gesture. “Tell me what you are thinking, Brilliance.”

“I am not to be permitted Fantasy,” Ophelia said carefully. “If you are incapacitated, then they don’t have to worry, which means they’ll get careless, which means they’ll make a mistake and forget to keep us trapped here.”

Fantasy nodded, trying to puzzle out her meaning. “You believe that Time will pull Earth in?”

“No.” Ophelia tapped the table in front of her. “She’s a toddler, toddlers get bored. If there’s no need for her to keep us trapped, then she’ll wander off and do something else more entertaining.”

Nightmare huffed, annoyance in the sound. “Someone remind me why they rule here again?”

“Power,” Dream said sardonically.

“And we would do well to remember it,” Fantasy said, still holding Sleep’s hand. “We will hold the ruse for a time and see what comes of it.”

Ophelia nodded. “We should keep working.”

“No, we should eat,” Nightmare said. “Will you dine with us, Commander?”

Sleep blinked at Nightmare for a moment before he shook his head. “I will go and resume my seclusion, if you need me you may send for me any time.”

Fantasy nodded, watching his father and commander step back out the rift he’d made in the pocket.

“Ophelia?” Nightmare looked down at his love. “What is it, Warrior?”

“It almost didn’t work.” She looked up at them, tears in her eyes. “I’m only now realizing how close it was to just not working. If I’d done one wrong thing, if something had gone even slightly sideways, I-”

“No,” Fantasy walked over and grabbed her chin in a gentle hand. “You will not do this to yourself, Brilliance. What is, is what is, and you cannot undo it.”

“But-”

“No,” Fantasy dipped his head to kiss her. “I am well, I live, and we will solve this and go on to the rest of forever.”

“Food,” Nightmare said, making Fantasy raise his head. “And then we will plan something else to do this afternoon that isn’t making brass go clink clink.”

“I wish-” Ophelia sighed and shook her head. “No point in wishing for something like that.”

“What?” Dream asked, running a soft hand down one cheek.

Ophelia shook her head. “I’d love to go and sit in the olive grove.”

“Who says we can’t?” Fantasy asked. “It may not be that one, but there are groves of olive trees all over the streams of time.”

Ophelia nodded, and then shook her head. “Too dangerous.”

“Not if we go someplace very specific,” Fantasy said, beckoning her to follow him. “Pack us some lunch, and I’ll take us where we need to go.”

He went to the room of windows, snapping them open and looking across the void to the time streams. They glistened in the dark, like Ophelia’s silver hair in the open sun.

Reaching out, he gripped them and pulled, dragging the pocket through the aether, through the void, and to a very specific set of streams.

“This is the dark side,” he said, reaching to stabilize the pocket. “The lost streams, the ones where no one looks because there is nothing of interest here.”

“What does that mean?” Ophelia looked out the windows. “They don’t look any different to me.”

“Because they are no different,” Fantasy said. “They are simply older and so the power that they generate is less. Leaving the Highest bored of them.”

“Oh.” Ophelia nodded as the door opened and Dream and Nightmare entered. “So they don’t look here?”

“Almost never,” Fantasy said. “We should be safe to go out and sit in the shade for a bit.”

He opened the pocket, expanding the window to let them through, reaching back for his partner when Nightmare paused. “Come,” he smiled, holding out a hand. “This place has seen stranger than you, my partner.”

Nightmare moved out slowly, out of the pocket and into the sun. Into the Time streams for the first time in millennia.

They found a small grove of trees on the side of a mountain in the sun. They weren’t olive, but there were small flowers growing in and among the roots of them and up the trunks in vines that saw the sun nowhere else than here.

It was a lovely way to spend an afternoon.


CHAPTER 27
Ruse



It made no sense, but the sense of it was right there. She only had to figure out a way to see it the way that Chaos would. He’d said that the Void was speaking, that she was the only one who could listen to it, but what precisely did that mean?

How exactly did one listen to the Void and what was it that she was meant to be listening for?

She tucked herself back against the trunk of the tree and tried to think. If it wasn’t important, he wouldn’t have said it. But everything with Chaos had layers and layers of meaning, that she wasn’t even certain that he understood.

So it wasn’t as straight forward as simply listening to the darkness that existed in between the time streams. It was something else entirely.

“Where does the void come from?” She looked at her loves. “It came from somewhere, so where did it come from?”

“It’s-” Fantasy paused. “Brilliance, you ask questions that I have never considered the answer to. Then I have to tell you that I don’t know and I look incompetent.”

“Never.” She smiled at him. “I’m trying to think like Chaos, and it’s giving me a headache.”

“Come and sit with us,” Dream opened his arms to her. “Come and eat and let’s talk about something that isn’t-” he waved a vague hand. “All of that.”

“I think I forgot how,” Ophelia said, sighing as she moved away from her tree and into the circle of Dream’s arms. “I don’t know that I can think of anything but that.”

“I can fix that.” He gave her a look. “But first, we should eat.”

She giggled, that look never failed to give her butterflies, and sometimes she couldn’t quite believe that he’d made it out of her head and into her waking life.

And that was true of all of them.

She reached for Nightmare, taking his hands and pulling him toward her. He was clinging to the edge of the clearing that they were sitting in, nerves on his face.

“Love, come to me,” Ophelia said quietly. “Whatever comes, we face it together.”

“I-” he looked around and she saw the effort it took for him to leave the shadows and move toward her. “I know, but I cannot help but feel that I put us all in danger.”

“There is nothing and no one here?” Dream looked around, peering up in to the canopies of the trees. “Unless you think that you will be bested by a leaf?”

“Cur,” Nightmare snapped, eyes flashing playfully. “I should put you in the dirt for that.”

“If you can.” Dream rose, stroking a soft hand down Ophelia’s cheek and going to stand in front of Nightmare.

They weren’t fighting, they were dancing. Weaving around and through each other’s guard until one of them broke. Nightmare laughing helplessly at the faces Dream was making at him.

“Cur,” Nightmare huffed, slinging an arm around Dream’s shoulders. “Once the manor stands again, I am going to tan you in the practice circle.”

“I’ll look forward to it.” Dream wrapped an arm around Nightmare’s shoulders in return. “Let’s eat.”

He came back to settle next to Ophelia, Nightmare on her other side and Fantasy across from them. Her loves, all of them, even if she couldn’t say it for Fantasy yet. Not if she was to protect them all.

“You are thinking far too hard again, love,” Nightmare whispered, pressing a sandwich into her hand. “Eat and talk with us.”

“Alright.” She took the sandwich, looking down at it before she made herself eat. She’d protect them, no matter if she had to go up against every single one of the Highest in order to do it.

A quiet, pained laugh sounded in her mind as an image flashed across her brain. It wasn’t hers, there was no way she’d ever-

And then the image was gone and she was very slightly dizzy.

Her loves were talking. Quiet words. And they hadn’t seemed to notice what had just happened. So she dragged herself out of the near silent, sad laugh that was still sounding in her mind and tried to focus on what they were saying.

“We will build something to suit all of us,” Dream was saying. “The villa will not be enough, the manor neither. And I think after this is solved we will not want to be inside the pocket for a time.

“What do you propose?” Fantasy asked, looking at Dream.

“Something airy, open, like this-” he started drawing in the air and slowly a graceful building emerged. All porticoes and terraces and rooms open to air and light

“It will need to be modified for our individual needs, but this is the base plan I’m operating on.” He smiled at her and offered her the magic. “Is there anything you would add, Goddess?”

“Flowers,” she said, reaching out and brushing the walls, building vines that bore sweet smelling trumpet flowers in as many colors as she could find in her head.

“Yes.” Nightmare nodded, smiling at her. “Flowers and light and love. It will be a fitting home for us.”

Ophelia felt herself tear up, smiling around the sudden wave of fear. What if she couldn’t protect them?

“Goddess, no.” Dream reached for her, pulling her close. “We are together, and as such, we are everything that we need.

She lifted her head, reaching up to cup his cheeks and kissing him lightly. If he wanted to pull away, then she would let him go.

But he didn’t, he kissed her back, holding her close and drawing spirals down her spine with the tips of his fingers.

Ophelia closed the door on all the thoughts, on all the worry, shutting it out and away as the others came to surround her.

There would be time for all of that later. For now, she was going to stay in the moment and see where it took them.

It froze, the air light and easy, a tiny breeze flowing around them. A single, perfect, crystalline instant in time.

She smiled against Dream’s lips, lifting her eyes to his and mouthing her love to him as she covered his mark with her hand.

“And I you, Goddess.” He whispered, turning her to face Nightmare.

She fell into them, into the men that she loved.

What was, would be, and everything that she was would hold them and keep them safe.

But for now, she would have this.


CHAPTER 28
Moment



She turned to him, sunrise sparks bright in her eyes and reached to twine her arms around his neck. Nightmare pulled her close, brushing a hand down her back and feeling her shudder.

Kisses, soft and sweet, exchanged slowly. He wasn’t going to rush it. He’d let her lead and see where they would go.

He felt it when Dream came to join them, coming to fold Ophelia into his arms from the back and kiss her neck She let out a stuttery soft little moan and tipped her head to the side to give him better access while still kissing Nightmare.

The rustle of the leaves was a soft backdrop to their love. The rustle of the leaves and the softness of the grass beneath them.

But there was something missing. Nightmare lifted his head to look around at the fourth part of them and smiled at Fantasy who was standing on the edge of the clearing with nerves plain to see on his face.

“Come to us,” Nightmare said softly. “Come and play.”

If anything, the nerves on his face increased as he moved toward them.

“I know what to do,” Nightmare smiled, raising his tail and winding it around Fantasy. “Watch, our partner, and later you will feel better about being part of us.”

His partner could shed his corporeal form. If he wanted to join them, he could at any moment. But he relaxed into Nightmare’s hold with a nearly inaudible sigh of relief.

Ophelia raised her head and looked at Nightmare, the vaguest shades of hurt and worry in her eyes. Nightmare smiled and shook his head, leaning to kiss her again.

“When he’s ready,” he murmured against her lips, feeling her relax again. “He will come to us when he is ready.”

His hands drifted, gliding down her body. They tangled with Dream’s, but he didn’t care. They were playing and there was no reason to demand that he be the only one to play.

Ophelia shuddered between them, passion rising to be felt through the marks that they bore.

It flowed through him too, the desire for the woman in his arms. Like fire in his veins as he moved to undo the brooches at her shoulders and let her gown fall away from her body.

She no longer tried to cover herself when she was bare between them. No longer tried to hide as Nightmare moved down her body to take one of the rosy tips into his mouth and gently nibble it.

She gasped, moaning his name and then Dream’s as he reached down to stroke her.

Slow touches, as slow as their kisses had been. The breeze ruffled the leaves and the world stopped on their moment.

When her legs would no longer hold her upright, they laid her on the grass, soft and silky, and came to lie with her, stroking her skin until she was begging them to come to her. Turning herself so that Nightmare could press inside her.

She was pure silk, hot and wet and perfect. He told her so, moving inside her slowly as she took Dream into her mouth and moved over him in time with Nightmare’s motions.

And then there was a shadow.

He turned his head, not wanting to startle her. He looked over at Fantasy, who had pure arousal painted all over his features and shadow tendrils stretching like strings from his fingertips. They ran to Ophelia, gently stroking her skin.

Moving to her breasts, enclosing the tips like a kiss, and Nightmare could feel her passion increasing at the sensations that they were causing until she came apart around him. Clenching on him in a grip that was simultaneously nearly painful and the greatest pleasure he’d ever felt.

He managed not to come apart with her by an act of will. Holding on by his fingernails as she climbed again, flew again, muffled moans leaving her as she continued to move over Dream.

Who had his fingers tangled in her hair and a look of bliss on his face that said he was close.

Ophelia flew again, driven over her peak by them, and this time, Nightmare had no choice but to follow her into bliss.

As did Dream, groaning their love’s name as he came undone.

They all sank to the grass. Breathing hard and unsteady as they curled around each other and waited for reality to refocus.

It came slowly, but eventually the world locked into place around them and Ophelia raised her head and smiled at Fantasy who was still wrapped about with Nightmare’s coils.

“Hold him.” She grinned at Nightmare mischievously. “I want to play.”

Fantasy looked at her as she crawled across the grass toward him. Reaching for his tunic and pushing it to the side, revealing his cock where there was a shining drop of arousal.

“Can I?” She looked up at their partner. “I won’t if you don’t want me to. If you need more time.”

“Brilliance-” he stuttered, looking down at her with desperation. “Please?”

She smiled up at him and leaned in, opening her mouth to cover him with her heat.

He jerked in Nightmare’s grip, moaning her name as she moved slowly.

It didn’t take long, him groaning his pleasure as he came apart for her.

But watching had been a pleasure, and Nightmare let Fantasy go, let him stagger to them and collapse into their hold. Breathing hard and shaking just a little bit.

They all held each other, there in the shade of the trees. Until the passion rose again and they fell again.

This time Fantasy joined them, on his back with Dream behind Ophelia as they lost themselves in bliss.

Nightmare played too, Ophelia alternating between his cocks and moaning at the feelings that rose through her body.

And when the passion was exhausted and the world refocused, they all re-dressed and returned to the pocket, beyond ready for dinner and bed.

But on the table where they worked with the books was a light sphere, pulsing and throwing threads of light around the space.

Ophelia stepped to it, reaching with one finger to touch it. “Mom needs something.” She told them, touching the globe.

It popped, swirling away to reveal Day in perfect miniature. “Daughter,” the image said. “Come to the Seat, I must speak with you.”


CHAPTER 29
Seat



Dream looked at the message from Day. There was something off about it. The goddess could have simply come to them, rather than send a message calling Ophelia to her.

“I mislike this, Goddess,” Dream turned her to look at him. “Why would she not simply come visit?”

Ophelia narrowed her eyes at the message where it was still playing on the table. “I don’t know, it’s weird.”

“It is,” Nightmare said. “When will you go?”

“She didn’t say it was urgent.” Ophelia tapped her chin with one finger, looking around at them. “So I’ll probably go tomorrow. I have to go to raise the dawn anyway.”

Dream nodded. “We should eat then, and we will all go together in case we are needed.”

“I don’t want you in danger,” Ophelia protested. “I’m more than capable of handling it. Especially if-”

“No, Brilliance,” Fantasy broke in. “It is right that we present a united front.”

Ophelia paused and Dream could practically see the thoughts run behind her eyes. “Alright,” she nodded. “Mom knows about all of us, I told her.”

“And Day is not likely to carry tales to the Highest,” Nightmare said. “So we are safe there.”

In the morning, they all rose. In the darkness before Ophelia had to go to her duties, they all surrounded her in love and even though they were still using caution where their words to Fantasy were concerned, they made certain that they showed him their feelings in other ways than words.

The doorway to the Seat of Light was open and they all stepped through with Ophelia in the lead. Day was there, as she always was, awaiting the transfer of the sun.

But there was no one else present. Which made no sense, Day would not have summoned Ophelia as she had if there was nothing different about this rising of the dawn.

Ophelia was masterful, a far cry from her first attempts at handling the sun. it was still a heavy burden, and threading the light still demanded her attention, but she handled it as a conductor would.

Creating music from the light as it impacted the streams of time and wound through them in the rising light.

Dream watched and wondered how the village at the foot of the Mountain was faring. It had been some time since they had been able to visit and who knew how long it would be yet.

He would speak to Ophelia about it. She was the patron goddess of that village and would be able to sense how they were doing. It should be nearing harvest there now. Which meant that the yearly celebrations were closing in.

It was a good time to look in on them.

Ophelia handed off the sun to Day, wiping at her forehead and sighing as the burden left her. Day had been handling the sun for centuries, and beginning the rotation for her was as natural as breathing.

“What do you need, Mom?” Ophelia looked around the seat and then back at Day. “What was the message about?”

Day nodded, looking around at the walls of the seat, at the threads of light that made up her domain and smiled at Ophelia. “I had a visitor, sent from the Highest, and I thought it far better to warn you here.”

“What?” Ophelia tilted her head at Day. “A-”

“It is a demand from Magic,” Day said. “His creature, Urania, Muse of Astronomy.”

“He wants to put eyes on me,” Ophelia nodded. “Alright, well, there are plenty of ways to deal with that.”

“I wished you to be prepared for it, my daughter.” Day flicked a hand at the wall of her Seat.

“Knowing is half the battle,” Ophelia winced and shook her head. “It’s weird, the things that brains hold on to.”

The doorway opened, revealing a woman. She was mid height, a fall of blonde hair obscuring half her face. The half that could be seen bore a nervous smile and Dream could see the influence of Magic all around her.

“Greetings,” she said. “I am Urania, Muse of Astronomy and I greet the Goddess of Dawn.”

“Hi,” Ophelia said flatly. “You can drop the act, I already know who you come from.”

She brushed the hair out of her face and sighed. “Yes,” she nodded. “Magic demanded that I be his eyes and I cannot go against him.”

Ophelia nodded, a touch of sympathy on her face. “I understand that, but I won’t make it easy.”

“As long as I am seen to obey, he will not care.” Urania said. “I could even help you, if you would allow it.”

Ophelia squinted at the muse and the distrust on her face was almost a physical force.

Urania raised her hands. “I don’t expect trust, Goddess of Dawn. Especially after Calliope and knowing where I am sent from. But the Mountain is-” she paused, shaking her head. “The residents wish to stop Earth, and I believe that only you are capable of bringing her rampage to a halt.”

Ophelia paused, and again, Dream could see the thoughts race through her eyes. “And what is your price?”

“Permission to give Magic certain small details of your doings,” Urania said. “I must bring him information as I am commanded, but I will leave what I tell him under your control.”

Ophelia nodded slowly. “I don’t trust you as far as I can throw you.”

“I understand,” Urania nodded. “What will you allow me to carry back to Magic? He will know that I met with you, and will expect information.”

Dream reached for her hand. “Tell the Highest that she raises the dawn with ease now. Tell him that she studies under Day, for weapons training as well.”

“That will satisfy him for the moment.” Urania nodded at him. “In return for helping me do as the Highest commands, I will tell you something you may use as you will. I will tell you that Earth is still off leash, but that she is targeting only certain parts of the Mountain.”

Urania turned and left the Seat of Light without a further word and Dream watched as Day sealed it behind her. He felt the turn in the magic that made it inviolate to anyone save one of the Highest.

Ophelia wrapped her arms around herself and bowed her head. “Why would she tell me that? If Earth isn’t just kicking rocks where she can find them, what does that mean?”

Dream thought for a second. “Perhaps it means she is slowing.”

“What do you think?” She looked up at Fantasy who was pacing back and forth slowly. “If it’s targeted destruction?”

“I believe that Dream’s supposition is sound,” he said slowly. “At the beginning, she was simply a force of destruction, but if she is cognizant enough to be selective, then she is being controlled, which means that she is slowing.”

“Then time is running out.” Ophelia looked at Day. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard from Chaos?”

Confusion took over Day’s expression. “Why would I have spoken to Chaos?”

“He left me a message, but I don’t know how to decipher it.” Ophelia shook her head. “I need to go back to the pocket, maybe I can call him from there.”


CHAPTER 30
Call



Fantasy knew something was off as soon as they stepped back into the pocket. Ophelia’s demeanor changed harshly. She drooped, wrapping her arms around herself, and fled them without a word.

He looked at his partners, all of whom looked as confused as he felt. Why would she flee them?

He moved to follow, but Dream reached out and laid a hand on on his arm. “Give her a few moments to sort her thoughts and then she will be able to speak to us.”

“Can she not speak?” Alarm wound tendrils though his body. “What-”

“When she feels turmoil, she often cannot speak until she organizes her thoughts.” Nightmare cut in. “It passes, she only needs a few hours to think.”

“I understand.” Fantasy nodded. “She has been like this since she was young. There were times she came to my Dreamscapes and could not speak at first.”

“We should make her something to eat.” Dream said. “Something she likes so that she feels our care even if she is in turmoil.”

They all headed for the kitchen, Ophelia had left the little book there and Fantasy picked it up and turned the pages with gentle fingers. All the recipes were worn, some only half legible, but there was one page near the end that was more worn than the rest.

He could only barely make out the words, and oddly, the page seemed to have been cried over more than once. Tears marked significance though, and if this recipe was that significant, then hopefully it would help.

He managed to make it out by the simple expedient of pulling the memory of ink from the page and displaying it in the air above the little book.

The spell was fragile, he refused to risk the actual page, so the letters were ghostlike, but they were more legible than the page itself.

It was her cassoulet recipe. The one that she’d made for them a few times. He would have to ask her why the recipe was so significant at some point.

But now wasn’t the time.

The kitchen he’d built wasn’t really meant for this many cooks. But they all wanted to contribute to the dish. Eventually, Fantasy just segmented them, each of them prepping a separate part of the dish. It was simpler than the recipe and method made it sound, and before too long they had all the ingredients gathered and simmering in a big pot on the stove.

It smelled wonderful, but it always did.

It took a few hours for the beans to cook and they all spent that time conjecturing about what Urania had said and what it could mean. They also discussed Chaos, and what his last message to Ophelia meant.

She was going to try for the void at some point. That was a given. They just needed to figure out a way to protect her from what was one of the foundational forces of the universe.

Fantasy didn’t know for certain that the void was sentient. But he also didn’t know that it wasn’t and that was more of a bother to his mind than it should be.

“I need to search the Histories.” He said. “If I am fully incorporeal, and fast I should be safe.”

Dream shook his head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea, not with Magic sending watchers after us.”

“I need to know if it’s sentient,” Fantasy said. “Before Ophelia tries anything with it, I need to know if the void has teeth.”

“We cannot protect you,” Nightmare added. “Maybe you could send someone after the information that you need.”

“Who would I send?” Fantasy asked. “Chaos would come back with riddles, and there is none other that would be willing to help.”

“Send Sleep,” Dream said after a moment. “Send him on the pretext of leaving his memories in the archives.”

Fantasy shook his head, and then paused. “Perhaps,” he mused. “Sleep may consent to the deception, but I will have to ask.”

“Tomorrow,” Nightmare said, gesturing at the pot. “I think that the food is ready and we should check on Ophelia.”

They were heading toward the library, Fantasy following in Dream’s wake and at Nightmare’s side when the chime came and Nyx burst in.

“The Tribunal calls,” she barked. “The Eaters have launched an assault.”

“We respond,” Nightmare said immediately.

The fight was- almost too simple. Something about it felt off, but it was over too fast for him to analyze it. Perhaps it was simply that they had become too numerous for their holes and as such were simpler to push back.

They were mindless after all. The only thing in them was hunger, it was all they knew, all they felt.

At least the battle was over and their wounds were minimal. The exhaustion though, that was more than minimal.

They all stumbled back into the pocket, back to the food that was now cold on the table and looked at each other.

“I’ll heat it back up,” Fantasy said. “Go and find our Ophelia, see if she can tell us what’s wrong yet.”

Dream and Nightmare left the room as Fantasy picked up the pot and went back to the kitchen.

Heating the food was a slow process, since he didn’t want to burn the beans. And by the time he was done and went back to the dining room with the now hot food, they were all back.

Ophelia was still drooping slightly, hands clasped tightly in her lap, and when she looked up at him there was a horribly pervasive combination of guilt and sorrow in her eyes.

Fantasy set the pot down and went to kneel at her side. Turning the chair slightly to uncurl her hands and take them in his own.

“Brilliance, all will be well.” He said softly. “Whatever comes, we face it together.”

She shook her head, letting out a sad sigh and sliding off the chair into his arms. “It’s not.” She whispered, “it’s really not.”

“Tomorrow will be soon enough to solve the puzzle.” He whispered back. “Tonight we will eat and rest and then we will figure it all out.”


CHAPTER 31
Guilt



They were all around her and that should have made her feel better. It should have been soft and reassuring, but it just made her feel worse.

The guilt was like being eaten, tearing teeth in her mind. Why was she safe? What gave her the right to be this safe when the rest of the people of the Mountain were in danger from Earth’s rampage?

And why had she never thought about it?

Why had it taken someone else to tell her that the rampage was harming the Mountain?

Ophelia couldn’t face them, couldn’t face the men that she loved and tell them that she had to go do something about all of this. She couldn’t be safe while so many were in danger. She would make certain that they stayed safe, but she didn’t have the right.

After all, it was her fault that Earth was raging to begin with.

She needed answers, and she needed them now. There was no more time to waste with books or riddles. But she also didn’t want them to worry.

And she’d promised not to go off half-cocked.

So where did that leave her?

Nightmare slid a bowl in front of her, steaming the scents of Mama Jenny’s favorite cassoulet into the air. It yanked her brain out of its death spiral and made her look up at them.

They all looked back at her. With love and without censure for what she’d done. But they probably didn’t understand the extent of it.

“I need to see the Mountain.” She choked the words out around the guilt lodged in her throat. “I didn’t even think about it, but I should have. I should have thought about the others, but-”

Dream reached for her, pulling her out of her seat and into his arms. Holding her tight when she tried to get away. “No, Mine, listen to me.”

She tried to breathe, but the guilt clogged her lungs and the air dragged. It felt like it had when she was new on the Mountain, the air too thick to breathe right.

It hurt, each breath sticking in her chest as her mind spun on itself and hurled cutting, cruel words at the inside of her head. She deserved none of this, not while the Mountain was hurting and the blame was hers to own.

“I can’t,” she choked out, struggling away from Dream. “It’s my fault that the Mountain is hurting. That the people are afraid and that they’ve probably lost homes and-”

“Brilliance,” Fantasy’s firm voice cut across her panic. “Think. Where do you suppose the residents of the Mountain live?”

“What?”

Fantasy waved a hand at his pocket. “I can guarantee, Brilliance, that as soon as Earth slipped Time’s leash, all of them created places similar to this. They are all well away from Earth’s tantrum and are likely still being as hedonistic as they ever were.”

“Then why was this the only safe place for us?” Ophelia shook her head, trying to silence the voices of her guilt.

“Because of the Unseen,” Fantasy’s voice was gentler now. “The Unseen are not simply servants, they are my guards, letting me know if any try to gain entrance to this place.”

“But-”

“No,” Fantasy smiled at her. “Your guilt is not needed, Brilliance. There are those protected by the other Highest, those that have sheltered themselves, and a very few that will seek shelter in the mortal realms for a time.”

“I can’t let it go on,” Ophelia said, looking back down at her lap. “I have to fix it now.”

“What do you think to do?” Nightmare asked. “You cannot stand against Earth, not alone, not yet.”

“Then I’ll find what I need so I can.” She narrowed her eyes at her lap, clenching her hands into fists. “I’ll keep you safe and end the rampage, I just need-”

“No.” Dream shook his head. “Not yet, let Sleep go to the Histories and find out if the void can even help us.”

“What?” Ophelia looked up at him. “Where does Sleep come in?”

“I will ask him to go to the Histories,” Fantasy said. “On the pretext of leaving his memories of me there. Hopefully, he will be able to locate something that tells us if the Void does, in fact, have teeth.”

“Chaos doesn’t say anything unless it has meaning.” Ophelia said. “And he’s said that the void has something it needs to tell me a few times.”

“Speak with him,” Dream said. “Before you go to the void we will get confirmation from both Chaos and the Histories.”

“I’ll try,” Ophelia looked around at the men that she loved. “He hasn’t answered me the last three times I’ve tried to call for him.”

“We will try again in the morning.” Nightmare tapped the table. “We should eat, and rest, and then we will figure it out.”

Ophelia nodded, trying to focus on her men and the food and failing. All she could feel was the guilt, but they had made good points and if she went up against Earth and got herself hurt then they would come to her defense and also get hurt.

She couldn’t let that happen. She needed the answers that were in the void before she could go up against one of the Highest. But in order to speak with the void she needed to get to it.

Fantasy had his windows and they could look anywhere. They could get her a look at the void and even if she tried to do nothing, even if she just looked at it, maybe she could find some sort of answer there.

Eating was hard, but she made herself. Just as she made herself smile at them so they didn’t worry about her. Just as she let them take her to bed and hold her.

But sleep didn’t come.

Not that she’d expected it to.

Ophelia waited until they were sleeping, until their breathing had evened out and they were relaxed. She hadn’t said anything that would preclude her from just looking.

She wouldn’t reach, wouldn’t try to do anything. She’d wait for them, and for the information that was buried in the Histories to come back before she tried to speak to the void like Chaos had said.

But she would look and see if there was anything that she could glean from the surface of it.


CHAPTER 32
Feeling



Nightmare woke in the middle of the night when something punched him in the chest hard enough to bruise. He bolted upright, looking around frantically only to see nothing.

Which was wrong, he should be seeing something. He remembered falling asleep next to the people that he loved. Ophelia, Dream, Fantasy, all of them had been there. So why was there nothing now?

It had to be a dream. That was the only thing that it could be. And if it was a dream, then it had something behind it.

Moving out into the clouded dark, he started casting about, looking for whomever had called for him. But there was nothing there, only darkness and the silence that was unique to the darkness that existed beyond sleep.

He tried to go back, but he couldn’t find his anchor. And with a sudden flare of worry, he had to wonder if he’d been forcibly unmoored.

And if he had been, then by whom? If the Highest had done it, his minds cape would have shattered under their weight. It wouldn’t be a clouded darkness, he would be broken as Chaos was broken.

And as soon as he thought it, he was there. Broken and shining with an occluded sort of light, he strode through the clouded dark and stopped in front of Nightmare.

“Wrong,” he said, shaking his head. “Not you, not you, Dawn called me. But I’m lost.”

“As am I,” Nightmare replied gently. “Is this your dark or mine?”

Chaos looked around slowly. Nightmare could feel him reaching out in all directions, even through his awareness, which was the oddest thing he’d ever felt.

“None of ours,” he said finally. “Dawn and darkness, she reaches and cannot see. The answers are deeper than she fears to go. Tell her to reach beyond her fear and to look down as far as she can. The answers are with the teeth.”

Chaos flung out a hand and a muddy opening appeared in the clouds that drifted in the dark. “Go, tell Dawn, I will bring her more in the days to come.”

And then he was gone, fading out and back into the dark. Nightmare shook his head and made for the doorway, tumbling through it and down.

He jolted upright, dislodging arms and startling the others awake. But there was no Ophelia to be seen. Nightmare was out of their bed in a flash, moving as fast as he could down the hallways to Fantasy’s room of windows.

There were feelings coming through the mark, but they were faint, almost like she was trying to hide them, or keep him from feeling what she was feeling.

He burst through the door, the others running square into his back when he halted just inside the door to squint through the dark that filled the room.

Fantasy sidestepped him, flinging a hand out and snapping one of the windows open, filing the room with the light of a swirling cloud of stars.

And it was just enough light for them to see Ophelia. Who was collapsed on the other side of the room with her face in her hands. Nightmare hurried across the room, leaning over to brush her hair away from her face.

She looked up, face pale in the light and leaking tears that held tiny dawn sparks from her eyes. “I-” she blinked up at him and then dropped her head. “I can’t,” she whispered. “I can’t be safe when no one else is. But Chaos won’t answer me and I couldn’t open the windows to see the answers he said were there.”

“Oh our love,” Nightmare wrapped her in his arms and cradled her close. “All will be well, but but is time to rest now.”

She struggled against his hold, managing to win free of his arms and looked over at Fantasy. “I need to see,” she said. “I won’t try to speak or touch it, but I think there might be a clue on the surface of the void.”

“If it will help you, Brilliance.” Fantasy waved the starlit window shut, plunging the room back into ebony darkness. “Look, but vow that you will not reach for it.”

“Yes,” Ophelia nodded. “I just want to see if I can glean anything from the surface.”

Fantasy nodded, and another window opened. This one was even darker, if possible. Nothing to be seen, not even the faintest speck of light.

“The void,” Fantasy said quietly. “The beginning, the end, and the ocean that the streams of time float on.”

Ophelia stepped toward the window, the faint glow that surrounded her strengthening as she stared out into the endless beginning. “So if it’s a beginning and an end, and a sea and the land. What does that mean?”

Nightmare opened his mouth, but Ophelia held up a hand.

“Wouldn’t it mean that it wraps back on itself?” She mused. “And if that’s true, if it holds all, then there almost has to be some form of intelligence there. Or everything would be a mess. Look at it, it’s too neat to be chaos.”

Nightmare slid to her side, looking through the window at the dark. She clearly saw something he didn’t, or he was looking in the wrong place, because all he saw was dark.

“It’s hard to see,” she took his hand and looked up at him. “But there is order there in the dark, almost like the time streams in-” she stopped, flinging a hand towards the dark.

“What?” Dream stepped up and put his hands on her shoulders.

“It’s the reverse of the time streams.” She whispered. “They’re upside down out there, and if they Highest control the bright streams, then something is controlling the dark ones. That’s the void, that’s what’s in the void, and that’s what has the answers I need.”

A laugh echoed through the air and almost faster than thought, there was an echo in the void that could have almost been a face.

But it vanished, and Nightmare was left wondering if he’d seen it at all.


CHAPTER 33
Thought



Dream was trying to track what she meant and was failing horribly. It felt like a revelation, but he couldn’t track it.

She turned and wrapped her arms around him, burying her face in his shoulder as Fantasy shut the window on the endless, inky black of the void.

“I need to think about this,” she murmured into his shoulder. “I need to sleep and then I think we need to try and get Sleep to go to the Histories. I can’t be the only one who figured this out.”

Dream lifted her, cradling her head on his shoulder and smiled. “Rest then, and after you go to your duties, we will ask him to come to us.”

He took her back to their bed, curled up with her and stroked her hair back until she went limp, falling into an exhausted sleep.

He looked up at the others and shrugged before curling down to hold her. This would all make sense in the morning, and if it didn’t, he would ask questions until it did.

He saw her off to her duties in the early morning before turning questioning eyes on Fantasy.

But his partner only shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Then who does?” He asked, looking at the doorway to the Seat of Light. “As she said, someone has figured this out before her.”

“Their memories will be in the Histories,” Fantasy said. “I will summon Sleep and request this favor.”

“I’ll go make breakfast,” Nightmare said, turning to head towards the kitchen. But he was stopped by the brassy ring of the chime and Nyx bursting in.

They were summoned again.

It was never a thought in his mind not to answer the summons. Ophelia was safe as she could be, and the Place Between was in danger.

The ravening hoard was back, chewing on each other and everything else within reach, including the barrier that separated their realm from the Place Between.

Driving them back was his only thought. Feeling his sword slice through them again and again. It was still a horrible feeling, the way it tore through them. The way that the ichor sprayed when he ended them one after another.

But he would do far more than that to ensure that mortal minds had a place to be safe when they slept.

Eventually the three of them thinned the horde enough that the remainder turned and fled, shrieking, into the dark beyond the barrier.

He looked at his partners, at the gore and the weariness and the pain from the injuries, and as one, they turned to go back to the staging area.

From there, after their report, their way was clear to return to the pocket, and to Ophelia. She was waiting, glowing, healing the wounds and easing the exhaustion from their shoulders.

She could do nothing about the ichor, that they had to take care of themselves.

Once they had all bathed, they returned to the dining room and found food set in front of them. It was the same cassoulet that they had made for Ophelia and Dream looked up and smiled.

“I begin to see why that page is so worn.”

“It was Mama Jenny’s favorite, and the only thing she would eat toward the end.” Ophelia smiled back, but there was sadness in it now. “So I made it for her whenever she asked for it.”

Dream nodded, turning his attention to the food in front of him. It was hot, delicious and filling and as he remedied the hunger, the exhaustion started creeping in.

“Go sleep,” Ophelia said. “I’ll do the dishes and join you in a little while.”

Dream nodded, the tiredness almost crushing in its intensity.

He woke, knowing that time had passed, but not knowing how much. What he did know was that he was starving and that he needed to bathe. His entire body felt gritty and coated in sweat.

He left their bedroom, only to hear the sound of half familiar voices. One was Ophelia, one was Sleep, but the third was unfamiliar to him.

He changed course, going to the library instead, so that he could figure out what was going on.

They were all around one of the tables. His Ophelia, his commander, and that muse, what was her name?

Urania.

What in the void was she doing here?

Ophelia was deep in conversation with Sleep when he cleared the doorway, going to stand behind her and look down at the muse.

“I will do this, Goddess of Dawn,” Sleep was saying. “I do not know if it will avail you anything, but I will gladly look.”

“Thank you,” she said, tipping her head back to look Dream in the eyes. “Hello love, did you sleep well?”

He nodded, leaning down to kiss her forehead. “How long?”

“Two days,” she replied. “The others are still asleep, you had some sort of fever when I came to bed that night.”

“I take it you handled it?”

“Don’t I always?” She shot back, smiling at him again before she turned her attention back to the others. “I’ll wait for your reports, don’t attract attention, but try to get back to me as soon as you can.”

Sleep nodded and vanished, he didn’t even stand, he was just suddenly not there.

Urania stood, bowing to Ophelia. “I will carry your message, Goddess of Dawn. What will you permit me to tell Magic?”

“You may tell him that I am distracted by healing my loves.” She said after a moment. “They have fought, and I am healing them.”

“Thank you,” Urania flicked a look at Dream for just a moment before she turned to the wall of the pocket and stepped out of the barely visible hole there.

“I didn’t lie,” she stood and turned to him. “I was very worried about you three.”

He just nodded, pulling her close to him. “All is well,” he muttered to her. “The others will wake soon and everything will be well.”

“I have to tell Fantasy that I talked to Sleep for him.” Ophelia shook her head. “I wasn’t sure how long you’d sleep and there’s only so much time left. Even though. I don’t know how much there is, which is infuriating by the way.”

Dream chuckled, but nodded down at her. “Yes, it is.


CHAPTER 34
Time



There was something decidedly wrong. Just like there had been the first time that they had gone to the Place Between since they had joined him in his pocket. There had been something wrong then too, but he hadn’t been able to put his finger on it.

But days were passing

And passing

And passing again

And more days than not, they were being summoned to fight in the Place Between. To defend its sanctity from the Eaters. Which wasn’t unheard of, they tended to swell in waves and ebb the same way.

But there was something wrong with the way that they were behaving. They were more aggressive, meaner almost, going in for killing strikes even when it meant that they died in droves at the blades of the Tribunal.

The three of them were killing more of them than ever before, but there seemed to be no end to the horde. And the more of them that they killed, the meaner the remaining ones became.

Until they broke and fled.

It almost felt as though they were being driven to attack. Like there was fear and glee in them in equal measure alongside the hunger that existed eternally in them.

And if they were being driven, then who was doing the driving? Who could control the Eaters to that extent?

He didn’t really have time to think about it because each time they recovered to the extent that they could think, they were almost immediately recalled to the Place Between to fight again.

It was exhausting, and the exhaustion was beginning to stick no matter how much healing that Ophelia did.

She was always there to take care of them. To bathe them in that light and take the pain away. To feed them and curl up with them so they could rest.

He had no idea how she was doing it.

They were exhausted, but she seemed to have no end to her reserves.

He woke in the middle of the night to a bed empty of her presence. He was still exhausted, but there was something in the air that was very wrong and it raised the hackles on the back of his neck.

He left their bed, practically running through the pocket, tracking the feeling in the air as it thickened and knotted until it was charged and primed. Ready to explode if something went even slightly wrong.

He remembered this, and the memory made him move faster. He had to stop whatever she was doing, before she harmed herself beyond what he could do to repair it.

She was in the practice circles, and the air reeked of blood. Metallic and heavy, it wound through the air in complex sigils that were swirling around and around in a gliding dance.

It would have been beautiful if it hadn’t been so frightening.

This much blood, these sigils, and it all ran back to Ophelia who was kneeling in the middle of the circles with a look of exhausted concentration on her face.

He’d known he was tired, but he hadn’t made the connection to how exhausted that she must be.

From where he stood, he could see the wounds. He knew the one that was oozing blood near her eye. He’d taken out the Eater that had nearly taken his eye with its fangs.

That was his wound. He reached up a shaking hand and touched the unblemished skin of his face, horror pelting through his veins as he looked at the sigils again and made the connection.

He knew what she was trying to do. He’d taught the woman that had discovered the spell she was casting. Ophelia would turn the power of her blood back on herself, use it to heal them, and take all their wounds on herself in the process.

He couldn’t let her do that, but he also couldn’t break the sigils, not writ as they were in her blood. To break them could be to break her, and he couldn’t take that chance.

He made himself a witness. Witness to their carelessness with the woman that they loved. She had said nothing and they had taken her love for granted. That she was bottomless, and would always be there to be what they needed.

So he would bear witness to their carelessness, and once the spell ended, he would try to find the words to apologize to her for what they’d done.

The blood spiraled through the air, tighter and tighter as she wove the power, binding the magic that should be devoted to guarding her core out and into healing for them.

She would sacrifice all so that they would be well.

He felt it when the others arrived. Felt their horror as they smelled and saw the blood hanging in the air.

Fantasy had to halt them both. Stopping them from rushing to Ophelia, stopping them from possibly destroying her in the name of saving her.

“You can’t,” he said, voice rough enough that it didn’t sound like his. “We can only bear witness and then correct our mistakes.”

“What-” Nightmare looked back and forth between her and him. “I don’t understand, she’s bleeding.”

“Look at the wounds,” Fantasy said. “Those are our wounds, she took them because she can no longer heal us the conventional way. She’s too tired.”

“Why?”

“Because we didn’t see,” Fantasy replied to the lost question. “We thought that she was unending. She isn’t, and she will shatter herself if she is not stopped.”

The spell snapped, cracking through the air as all the blood fell to the floor in rust-colored flakes. The blood was gone, the power of it raised in lighting like, jagged spears that flew through the air and stabbed themselves through Ophelia’s chest.

She cried out with the pain, agony crossing her face as the lightning faded into her.

And then the room went dark, still and silent and all they could do was rush across the floor as she collapsed boneless to the stone.


CHAPTER 35
Blood



She staggered up, it didn’t matter how tired that she was, the dawn had to rise and she had to protect the men that she loved. She couldn’t tell Fantasy that she loved him, so she had to show him and that was one of the ways she could help him feel it.

She could barely get her eyes open, staggering out of the room and down the hall. There was something wrong, but she didn’t even have the mental energy to analyze it.

They weren’t there, which meant that they were fighting in the Place Between and once they returned, she would heal them, whatever state they returned to her in.

She wasn’t going to think about how tired she was. She needed to be a constant in their lives, needed to be able to protect them and she couldn’t fight for them.

This was all she could do.

It was so hard to see. Harder to keep moving. But the responsibility and the love wouldn’t wait.

She was so out of it that she didn’t realize she’d run into something until arms went around her and her feet left the floor. “Goddess, why are you up?”

That was Dream, Dream was holding her. But he couldn’t, she knew how he’d come back and he should still be in bed. They should all still be in bed.

Ophelia blinked hard, trying to clear her vision, trying to see past the cloud of exhaustion.

“You need to rest, love,” Nightmare’s voice came to her. It was distorted., like she was listening to him through water. “Day, she’s fighting us.”

A hand came down on her forehead. Smooth and cool, she tried to turn away from it. She had too much to do to be sent to sleep like a baby.

“What do you think you can do, daughter?” her mother asked. “You are wounded, exhausted, fractured. Rest, and heal.”

Ophelia didn’t know what to do. She wanted to rest, but there were things she had to do, people that needed her, and there was no time.

“There is time, Brilliance.” Fantasy’s voice broke through her panic. “All is well and will remain well until you wake.”

She forced her eyes open another fraction, wincing as the wound at the corner of her eye cracked and started to bleed again.

“No.” Fantasy’s voice had a pleading note in it. “Please Brilliance, let us care for you.”

She couldn’t think, couldn’t see, couldn’t stand. What use would she be to them if she could do nothing? Maybe her mother was right, maybe she should rest for a while.

After all, if they came back injured again, they would look to her to heal them and right now, she couldn’t.

That was her final thought, the final thing she remembered before the dark swallowed her.

Its teeth were bars, the dark implacable and total. But there was coolness there too. There was no worry or pain or fear in the dark, only rest, and somewhere in the reaches was healing.

Ophelia wrapped herself in the dark, folding it around her and going still.

When she woke again, it was because she smelled food and the bars released her in order to eat. They were all there, looking at her with something approaching sorrow and apology.

But she didn’t have the energy to wonder why they were looking at her like that. She only had the mental awareness to sip at the rich broth that they brought her and fall back into the darkness.

It was a pattern in the darkness of her mind. She was held in the dark until there was food, and then she would be released only to return once her body was satisfied.

And increasingly, there were other things in the dark. Memory, hers and others. Whispers that made it through the dark, voices that she knew and loved, begging her to hear them.

She tried to force her way past the bars, tried to wake so that she could hear them, but nothing worked.

Slowly though, almost slowly enough that she couldn’t see the change, she healed.

Rising from the dark by inches and fractions. Hearing them, being able to makes sense of what they were saying. Being able to track the time as she slept and woke and slept again.

They were always there.

And in the night, they would hold her and whisper apologies for not seeing her. For not seeing that she was struggling, that she was healing them at her own expense. That they would be more careful when she woke.

It was pitch black in the room when she managed to pull her eyes open. It was dark and she was alone, save for a single star light on the bedside table.

She tried to sit up, but went weak in the middle of the motion and only ended up in a crazy slump nearly off the edge of the bed.

But there had been some signal, because the door opened and all three of them walked in. To array themselves at her bedside and look down at her.

“Hi,” she said, almost feeling shy under the intensity of their eyes. “I’m awake.”

“Yes,” Dream sat on the edge of the bed and helped her lay back down. “How are you feeling?”

“Heavy,” she raised a hand and rubbed the center of her chest. “Right here is where it’s the worst.”

“That stands to reason,” Fantasy said slowly. “I don’t know how much you remember.”

“Everything gets really fuzzy right around the fifth time you got called away.” She snuggled back down into the pillows. “I don’t really know what happened after that.”

Fantasy swallowed hard and told her. What he’d seen, what she’d done, and Ophelia was glad she was lying down.

“I remember reading that,” she said slowly. “I also remember the caution that you added to the book alongside it.”

“Then why?”

Ophelia had to think about it for a minute. “I- I promised I’d keep you safe, and it was the only thing I could do. I can’t go with you to fight, all I can do is heal you when you came back.”

“We were careless,” Nightmare said, sorrow on his face. “We were careless with you, love, and I don’t know how to fix that.”

“I don’t think it’s something we can fix,” Dream said slowly. “I think we simply do better.”

“I-” Ophelia tried to sit up, but was held by Dream. “It’s-”

“It’s not,” Fantasy said. “Nothing about it is alright, Brilliance. We must take care that it doesn’t happen again and the only way to do that is to admit our fault.”


CHAPTER 36
Healing



Ophelia was still pale, still listless and Nightmare was having a difficult time with his guilt over the entire thing. It was suspicious as well, the rate at which they were being called to defend the Place Between. It was almost as though they were being tested.

But he wasn’t going to think about that right now. It was his turn to sit with their love and help her with her needs.

The others were doing research in the library and resting to finish their recovery. It was only a matter of time before they were called back and they needed to be in a state that didn’t demand that Ophelia heal them when they returned.

She was still too weak for that.

But she would do it if she thought that they needed it.

Nightmare saw her stir and reached out, brushing her hair back from her forehead as her eyes fluttered open and she looked up at him and smiled.

“Hi,” she whispered.

“Hello, love,” he whispered back. “Do you need anything?”

“I need a bath.” She wrinkled her nose. “I smell like blood and I don’t like it.”

“Let’s get you a bath then.” Nightmare watched as she pushed the blankets back and stood. She could do that now in contrast to the first few days when they’d kept her in bed or carried her because her legs were too weak to support her.

But she was healing and though that didn’t lessen the guilt, it was still good to see.

They went to the bathing room and drew a bath. Day had brought them water from the Mountain spring and he added two droplets to the bath, watching as they fizzed and sparked before the magic spread through the water and vanished.

She settled into the heat of the water with a contented sigh. Looking up at him with an expression that could almost be called shy.

“Stay with me?” She asked timidly. “If you need to do something else, I understand, but I’d like the company.”

“I don’t want to be anywhere else,” he said. “If anything, I wish I could be closer.”

She smiled again and this time it was less timid. “There’s room for both of us, you know.”

He shook his head, sliding to the edge of the tub and propping himself on it. “I don’t want to run the risk of injuring you.” He pointed at one of the fading bruises on her skin. Their bruising, even though he wasn’t certain if it had come from him or from one of the others.

“I’m getting better,” she sighed. “I wish it was faster, but I’m trying to be patient.”

“You did so much.” Nightmare pushed the guilt and shame away. “Warrior I named you, but you fought too hard.”

“I can’t do anything else.” She looked down at the bathwater. “I can’t fight with you, all I can do is wait for you to come back and stew in my own dread about you getting hurt.”

“Do you want to fight with us?” He traced a gentle circle around one of the fading bruises.

She nodded, “Mom told me what she did when she went to get Dream back from the Eaters. I could do that, use the light to push them back.”

He wanted to say that it was too risky, that he didn’t want her in danger. But he was also the trainer for the Tribunal and what she said made a certain amount of sense.

“I will speak with Fantasy,” Nightmare mused. “And Sleep. They would both need to agree and you would need to be trained further. But what you say makes a certain amount of sense, Warrior.”

“Alright, so what do I do?”

“After I make the case to Fantasy, he will take it to Sleep. As Commander, he would need to agree to have you join us and he will probably call you to test your skill.”

“I can do that,” Ophelia sat up in the bath, determination flashing through her eyes. “I can-”

“You can finish your recovery first.” Nightmare rose and looked down at her. “Then we will assess your skills and train you to come up against multiple enemies and fight with us in tandem.”

She nodded, looking up at him. “I just want to help.”

“And you will, but as trainer to the Tribunal, I won’t make your case to the commanders before I am certain that you won’t be a-”

“Distraction? Liability? You can say it, Nightmare. I know that’s what I am right now.”

“Yes,” he said. “As of right now, you are both those things.”

“But I can get better.” She said, picking up the soap and running it over her skin. “Mom’s been keeping up my training, and I might surprise you.”

“I hope you do,” he said. “I hope you take me down. I believe that integrating you into our unit will be, not simple, but doable.”

She nodded, setting the soap aside and submerging herself before attacking her hair with the soap. “Alright, so I finish healing and then we train, right?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

“I’d best get to it then.”

It took a further two weeks before the bruising faded and in that time they were called to the Place Between a further three times. Each time, Day would meet them in the staging area before they went back to the pocket and heal their any major hurts so that Ophelia wouldn’t see them.

Day was not the healer that Ophelia was, and the wounds were often just closed but not healed. And she could do nothing for the weariness that came with the healing.

But it saved Ophelia, all she needed to do for them was feed them and let them sleep.

But the bruising healed and so did their wounds.

Nightmare spoke to his fellows, telling them about their conversation in the bath and Fantasy immediately objected. Nightmare had expected it, and immediately countered with what Day had managed in the Place Between.

“Consider that,” he said. “That with training, she might be safe and could use her light to burn them back.”

“Sleep has the final word.” Fantasy looked disgruntled, but also intrigued. “I will see her progress, and once it is sufficient, I will take it to him for his assessment. There is very little chance that she will be allowed to join us.”

“More than you think,” Dream mused. “We are all tired, and there seems to be something behind the attacks. With Ophelia’s light, we might be able to see what it is.”


CHAPTER 37
Plan



Dream was watching. The people that he loved were arguing, and he could track both sides and see the wisdom inherent in both.

He didn’t want Ophelia fighting with them in the Place Between, that was a danger that he never wanted to see her in. But at the same time, he could see Nightmare’s side as well.

There was something behind the increased vicious nature of the attacks on the Place Between and there was no light to show them the way to defeat it.

“I’m going,” Ophelia’s voice came from the doorway. “I’ll train, make certain I’m not a liability or a distraction, and then I’ll fight at your sides and make sure that this is ended.”

“There is no end to it, Brilliance,” Fantasy said, pressing two fingers into the center of his forehead. “The Eaters have persisted for as long as there have been mortal dreamers.”

“Well, maybe it’s time, then.” She said, crossing to him on legs that were still unsteady and leaning on him. “They aren’t a natural force, so they can be removed.”

“What?” Fantasy jerked, almost like he’d been struck.

Ophelia looked up at him, eyes steady. “They way you describe them. It’s like they’re some kind of parasite. And if that’s true then there is a way to remove it.”

“Without damage to the host?” Dream interjected.

“Depends on who’s hosting,” Ophelia shot back after a moment. “I don’t think you can damage the void, not with what we have at our disposal.”

“They don’t inhabit the void,” Nightmare said. “I have been to their caves and as near as I can tell, they exist in a dark, submerged bit of the streams of time.”

Ophelia nodded slowly, thoughts racing through her eyes. “If that’s the case, why have the Highest not stepped in?”

“They created the Tribunal to see to the defense of the Place Between,” Fantasy said.

Ophelia nodded, “but if they exist in some offshoot of the time streams, how is that connected to the Place Between? I thought that was part of the void.”

“It is,” Fantasy looked over at Nightmare who looked back with puzzlement written all over his face.

“Then where are the Eaters?” He asked.

“Something for another day.” Fantasy said firmly. “For now, we will go to the practice circles and you will show me what you can do.”

Dream went to protest, but he didn’t have the time before Ophelia whipped a shining rope out of the air and had it wound around Fantasy’s throat.

“You want to see what I can do, and I am more than happy too show you.”

“We go then,” Fantasy said as Ophelia unwound the light-whip from his throat. It had left a faint track of dawn light, and he smiled at it.

Before they had needed to go to ground, they had been working with her in tandem. Showing her both how to fight with and against them.

But Fantasy took it a step further. He wasn’t cruel, but he did push her to her limit. Baiting her into taking one more step than was truly wise.

But he wasn’t prepared for the forms that her weapon took. It went from a sword to a staff to a whip almost too fast to track and the Leader of the Tribunal of Passage couldn’t keep up with the shift.

She was still magnificent, even if her movements were rusty and slightly stilted. Her body still recovering and unable to move as fast as she wanted it to.

But the polearm did an admirable job of keeping Fantasy at bay and the rapid changes in the form that it took kept him off balance.

Ophelia, though, she couldn’t keep it up forever, and eventually, Fantasy pinned her to the wall with his sword at her throat. Her breathing was heavy and clotted, and Dream was immediately concerned.

But it seemed that Fantasy already saw it. He lifted her from her feet and cuddled her close. “Rest now, Brilliance, you have done well.”

She nodded, curling into his arms. Her breathing eased slowly, and she went limp and still.

They left the practice room, taking her back to their bed and letting her rest.

The three of them all left the room and went back to the library, to sit at one of the tables that was still littered with those brass books and look at each other.

“Your assessment?” Nightmare asked after a moment’s silence.

Fantasy nodded, leaning back in his chair. “I will not go to Sleep. Not yet. But I do believe that if she takes the training we can provide, then she could do as you say.”

Nightmare nodded. “I will train her, with her permission. As well as seek Day’s help for her particular skill set.”

“Good” Fantasy nodded. “We will pursue this plan for now and at a week we will reassess her progress.”

Dream nodded, mentally trying to pin down what he could do to help her. He’d put the useless burden of guilt aside so that he could focus on her recovery.

Or at least that’s what he told himself.

If the others were going to focus on the martial aspects of her training, then he would have to be the soft one. The one that made certain that they ate and rested and were ready to respond to the call to defend the Place Between.

Because it was coming. He could feel it like an itch in his teeth. The Eaters were rising again and again they would be called to defend the dreamers of humanity.

He didn’t begrudge it. All the pain and all the stress and the wounds and the blood. They all had meaning, all of them had a purpose. Before he had Ophelia with him, he’d guarded the Place Between for her sake.

Now he did it in her honor. He would protect the mortal dreamers, because Ophelia would not abandon the side of herself that had been mortal.

So he would not abandon the mortals who dreamed.


CHAPTER 38
Training



Fantasy wasn’t going to be gentle. At least that was what he told himself. He would oversee her training with the same stringency that he had done with all of them. After all, if she came to harm in the Place Between, she would be a liability to them and he knew that the other two would drop their guard in order to keep her safe.

And that would be a terrible thing indeed.

So he would train her with all the fervor that was necessary, so that she would be as safe as any of them were in that place.

They began in the morning, Nightmare taking charge of her and ensuring that she ate and stretched and was as prepared as she could be to take him on.

And it seemed as though she remembered more today. Or at least that was how it looked. She was moving easier against his partner than she had against him, and he wasn’t certain if it was a function of her comfort level with Nightmare, or if she was just more used to his fighting style.

Either way, Nightmare wasn’t gentle with her training. She was flat out, defending more than she was attacking, and perhaps that was a sound strategy for her. After all, she wouldn’t be there to fight as they did. She would be there to burn the Eaters out of existence.

When they broke for water and lunch, he stepped in and took the reins of their dance. Making her come up against his style and watching the rapid shifts that her weapon made in a bid to keep him at bay.

He was ready for it this time, though. And as such, he drove her back into a defensive posture. Her stamina was admirable though, and even though she was tired from the morning, she didn’t falter or give him more of an opening than she absolutely had to.

But there were still openings, and he stabbed into each of them. With the others, he would scratch them, make them aware of their openings in order to close them. But he couldn’t wound Ophelia.

And it wasn’t needed. She never left him the same opening twice.

They were called to the Place Between, and he had to shut Ophelia down when she made a bid to go with them. Luckily, he could overrule her still, seeing as Sleep still had to agree to her presence.

And she wasn’t ready, not yet.

They were moving together, but their motions weren’t cohesive enough for him to be confident in her ability to guard them if that was what she was called to do.

He didn’t speak to Sleep that time, nor did he the following time that they were called.

The third time though, it wasn’t Nyx that called for them as it usually was. No, this time it was Sleep, and Ophelia broke through him and squared off against the Commander of the Tribunal with a stubborn expression on her face. 

“I’m going too,” she said firmly. “Fantasy doesn’t agree, but I can help and I refuse to sit around on my thumbs anymore or walk through endless training. I’m not there to fight with a blade, I’m there to be the fire that burns them to ash.

Sleep flicked a look over at Fantasy, who shook his head vigorously.

He looked back at Ophelia, who was glaring at him and nodded. “I have no time to debate, or to test you, and if you put them in danger, that will be the end of it.”

“I understand,” Ophelia nodded firmly. “I will take point and the Eaters will not harm them.”

Sleep turned without a further word and led the Tribunal through and into the staging area. Fantasy could not overrule his Commander, but there was a puddle of dread in his gut as the way to the Place Between opened.

Ophelia sparked, holding out her hands and filling them with the corona of the sun. It was a light like he’d never seen. Fierce, charring light, and it ran from her hands to cover her body and form into a bright shield tight to each of their bodies.

It was warm, even though it looked like it should char them to ash. It felt almost kind, the light of her love for them.

And then he had no more time to think about it.

The Eaters flooded out of the darkness, clawing and screaming at them and at each other. Ichor splashed as the Tribunal waded into them, leaving Ophelia at the entrance.

He saw her out of the corner of his eye, frozen and wide eyed, and he had no time to figure out what she was doing as another Eater launched itself out of the darkness to gibber in his face before he took its head off.

The light built, glowing with an almost palpable force. And the Eaters froze. Fantasy half turned, looking at Ophelia, who was walking forward and shouldering through their line.

She burned, too bright to look at, and the light ran in vicious streams from each of her fingers.

Like the strings of a harp, if a harp created carnage in its wake. As she streamed the light, the Eaters fell. Charred to ash by the light.

The screaming went up a notch and the Eaters swarmed.

And they fell.

In waves, the stench of burning ichor almost more than Fantasy could bear. And they kept coming, rage and hunger incarnate.

And Ophelia kept cutting them down.

But she wasn’t guarding her back, and Fantasy saw the one that circled her just instants too late as it sunk its talons into her spine.

The light flickered, going out for a brief instant.

But that was all it took.

They were swarmed.

Fantasy couldn’t move fast enough and neither could the others.

And then the world exploded.

Light.

Fantasy felt his skin burn, a sunburn turned all the way up. Felt the hair on the side of his head singe as Ophelia burst into the kind of light that lived in the core of an exploding star.

Blue-white and impossible to look at, it ran in rivers and anything caught in it was just gone.

There was nothing left of the Eaters, no ash, no bone, no ichor. They were nothing in the face of the star that Ophelia had become.


CHAPTER 39
Home



The pain was just this shy of unbearable. It went through her body in waves, but they were still coming and she couldn’t leave her loves to try and take on the horde alone.

And like there had been a signal, something from within them, or in their minds, the remainder of the Eaters fled. Screaming into the dark and leaving only burn marks behind.

She could let it go now, but her grip on the light was too much and the light was too strong. She had to let it burn out and dissipate on its own.

Her loves were there, though, their marks glowing as brightly as the light that she was wielding.

Ophelia wound the light, pulling the force of it back into her body, grounding herself in them, in their love for her as it resonated back to her through the marks.

And then it all went dark.

She staggered as the pain in her back went nuclear. She could feel the blood dripping down her spine from the claws, and the poison that they bore spreading through her with every beat of her heart.

The light, she could use her own light.

Maybe.

But the darkness was closing in, and it wasn’t just the dark of the place they were standing. Her feet left the floor, and she struggled against the grip, but their arms wouldn’t let her go.

And then her mom’s face was squarely in her vision and there was a cool flame running through her, soothing the pain and driving the poison back through the holes that the creature had made in her back.

“Take her and put her to bed.” Her mom’s voice said. “I am not the healer that she is, but I have expelled the poison and stopped the bleeding.”

Her body lifted again and this time she looked up into Dream’s bottomless, loving eyes and tried to smile at him.

“Rest, Mine, you’ve saved us.” He said, smiling back. “It is time that you rested and I will bring you something to eat.”

She nodded and closed her eyes, leaning her head on his shoulder and trying to relax.

She opened her eyes to darkness and the arms of her loves. Her men, the ones that she cared for and would do anything to protect. They were all there with her and that was comforting.

Even though it was dark, she knew their hands. Fantasy and Nightmare and Dream.

She closed her eyes and went back to sleep.

The forest, her forest, their place. It was all around her, lush and beautiful, perpetually in both the flowers of spring and the fruiting of late summer. There were olives on the trees and flowers twining up the trunks.

The grass was lush and there was a light breeze in the leaves that created the only music that they needed.

She opened the forest, if they wanted to, they could join her. But if they were too tired, she would simply walk in the forest and relax.

She didn’t walk alone for long.

They came to her, appearing under the shade of the trees and walking to her, to surround her in their love.

She turned to Fantasy, cupping his face in her hands and kissing him softly. “Hello, love.”

He blushed, the color spreading from her contact with her skin. “Hello, love.”

She turned to the others, repeating her motions, her greetings and feeling the marks that they bore glow brightly.

She led them to her tree, the one that she and Dream used to sit together under when it was just the two of them. But now they were all together and the tree had spread its branches to make shade for them all.

The tiny green olives shared space on the branches with the flowers, and sweet trumpet blooms climbed the trunk.

“I want to talk about our home,” Ophelia said. “I want to plan it, for when all of this is over. All of us are together. The library of the manor, the terrace of the villa, and then I’d love to bring in our bedroom from the pocket.”

Dream nodded, holding up his hands and bringing back the house that he’d shown them before. It still bore the flowers that she’d added and that made her smile.

“Like this?” Dream split the roof from the structure and tilted it so she could see the inside. The rooms moved, bits and pieces that she recognized, the places that she knew and loved. The parts of their places that were home to her.

And at the center, was the kitchen of her dreams. All bright marble and stainless steel and enough space for all four of them to work at the same time.

“Does it please you, Goddess?” Dream smiled at her. “What changes would you make?”

She turned to Fantasy and Nightmare. “What would you like to see?”

“We need a practice room.” Nightmare said. “And perhaps a few more bedrooms for visitors.”

The floorplan shifted, widening and changing to accommodate the new rooms.

Nightmare nodded, smiling at the plan. “I am happy, it will be a fitting place for us.”

Ophelia relaxed back against the trunk and closed her eyes with a happy sigh. “I wish we could just stay here.”

“We can, for a time.” Dream wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “We can rest and be together, and when we have to go to our duties, we will still be together.”

She nodded, leaning her head against his shoulder. “I should figure out how to look in on the village at the foot of the Mountain. I’m supposed to be their patron, and I don’t want them to think I’ve abandoned them.”

“It is nearly time for the festivals,” Nightmare said. “It would be a simple thing to look in on them then.”

She nodded, sighing again. “Alright, I’ll get all this settled and then I’ll look in on my village.”

They sat in silence for a little longer, and then Ophelia raised her head and looked over at Nightmare, smiling at him. “Love?”

“Always,” he smiled back, reaching for her and pulling her in to kiss her. “I crave you always.”


CHAPTER 40
Passion



Nightmare relished this, the slide of her lips over his, the taste of her mouth. He loved every moment of her.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him with every bit of the passion that he could feel in his mark. It filled him, but he wanted to be slow. He wanted to feel every moment, relish all of the sounds and the feelings that they shared.

Since they were safe, they could just let go and be together. They didn’t have to be on their guard, or careful of their words. They could just love each other.

He kissed his Ophelia, kissed her until she was panting and little moans were falling from her mouth and into his. He released her mouth, smiling at her and turning her to face Fantasy, who was watching them with a half smile.

Ophelia went to him, twining her arms around his neck, plopping herself in his lap and kissing him hard. Fantasy paused for a moment, and Nightmare smiled. His partner was still uncertain at times.

But the hesitation only lasted a moment before he kissed her back. Gliding his hands over her curves, moving to the brooches at her shoulders and undoing them.

She let him go, wiggling out of her dress and going right back to kissing him.

Dream came and sat at Nightmare’s side, watching the two of them touch each other. Fantasy tossed his tunic to the side, touching Ophelia as she started to tense, little panting moans like music in the air around them.

“Let me see you, love,” Fantasy husked the words into her neck. “Show me.”

“Please,” Her head fell back, hips moving in time to whatever Fantasy was doing. “Please, don’t stop, I’m so close.”

It only took a moment longer, and she flew. Her cries of passion lighting the air as she shook on Fantasy’s lap. He kissed her, swallowing the sweet cries as passion burned Nightmare through the mark.

She slumped against him as the passion let her go, panting slightly. Fantasy held her, whispering to her as she came back to them.

Ophelia looked over her shoulder at them and slid off Fantasy’s lap, crawling across the grass to kneel in front of Dream. “Love, take me.”

“With pleasure.” Dream pulled her close, threading his fingers into her hair and tugging her head back to feast on her neck. “That was so pretty, Ophelia.” He murmured. “Did he please you well? Do you still ache for us?”

“Yes,” Ophelia whispered, voice shaking slightly. “Please Dream, I’m yours.”

“Yes, Mine, you belong to us, and we are going to take every bit of pleasure from you.” Dream’s voice was close to a growl as he moved his hands to Ophelia’s breasts and rolled her nipples in his fingers. “And you’re going to be good for us and do as we say, yes?”

She nodded, breathless and tilted her head to look over at Nightmare, an invitation in her eyes.

He moved in as Dream turned her so her back was to his chest and splayed her legs wide over his.

There didn’t need to be words, Nightmare just dropped to his belly there in the soft grass and pressed his mouth to her core. She was delicious, sweet, a banquet, and he devoured her like a starving man until her hips were rocking and her hands were locked in his hair.

He pulled back, a devilish smile on his face and gestured to Fantasy. “A banquet, my partner, come and dine.”

Fantasy nodded, desire in his eyes as he came over.Kissing his way down Ophelia’s body before he did as Nightmare had done.

They teased her, trading her back and forth between them as Dream played with her and whispered heated words in her ear. How beautiful it was, how good she was being for them.

“Do you want it, Goddess?” he asked, nibbling the shell of her ear. “Beg us and perhaps we will grant you what you want.”

“Please,” she opened passion clouded eyes and looked at them. “Please, I need it, need you. Please come to me, I want-” she gasped, moaning as Nightmare went back to what he’d been doing. “Void, please, you make me crazy. Don’t stop, I’m so close.”

“Show us, Ophelia,” Dream said. “Show us your passion.”

She cried out, their names in a litany of passion as she flew. Nightmare nursed her pleasure, feeling her flutter against his tongue and around his fingers.

It was maddening, it was glorious, he craved her passion like he craved air.

Dream released her, helping her turn and straddle him. “Take what you want, Goddess.”

She gripped him, lowering herself with a cry as the passion overwhelmed her again. She looked over her shoulder at Fantasy, who did as she wanted.

Dream took her hard, Nightmare watching and stroking himself lightly as they loved each other.

Until they burned in her light, crying out for her into the air of her dreamscape.

Nightmare went to them, wrapping around them while they calmed. His turn would come, he could be patient until then.

His loves rested, calming and whispering to each other. Loving, soft words. They could speak as they wished here, Ophelia held them all.

She looked up at him, smiling softly. “Love me, Nightmare.”

He nodded, helping her up out of the tangle of limbs that was the other two.

“Kiss me, love,” she whispered. “Love me gently, let me feel you.”

“Gladly,” he kissed her, soft and slow as she’d asked. Letting her feel the love he held for her as it flowed between them.

Her passion rose again as he touched her, until she was ready to take him.

Nightmare laid back, on the velvet grass and took her hands, helping her mount him. Her heat enveloped him as she sank down, leaning in to kiss him again.

He loved her slowly, bucking up into her as she moaned into his mouth, as the passion in her grew. He was in no hurry, so he took his time, letting her climb her peak.

She flew, crying his name, and then again, until he was only barely hanging on.

“Let me have it love,” she panted the words to him. “I can feel you shaking.”

“Come with me,” Nightmare husked, reaching to touch her. “Show me, one more time.”

She arched, passion exploding through the mark as she came apart around him.

He let it sweep him away, the fires burning him to ash in the light of her love.


CHAPTER 41
Sigil



Morning came, as it always did, and they left Ophelia’s dreamscape with final loving words to Fantasy. They all went with her to raise the dawn, watching as she threaded the streams of time with her light before handing the burden off to Day.

Then there was breakfast and training. All four of them learning to move together in a cohesive unit. It was an interesting experience trying to move with someone who didn’t have a fixed weapon. The space that Ophelia needed when she was wielding her light whip was far different from when she held the Sword of Dawn in its true form.

So their training was interesting. At least no one could say it was boring, even though it probably looked like a mess from the outside.

They were finding a rhythm though, which was good. They didn’t know when the Commander would call again, and all their focus was on being prepared to fight.

Except it wasn’t. Ophelia seemed divided and none of them could tell where her thoughts were taking her. When they were actively training, she was focused, but at other times, she seemed scattered.

Dream reached for her, pulling her close and holding her for a moment. “What is it, Ophelia?”

“I can’t reach Chaos,” she said, looking up at him. “And I can’t wait too much longer before I have to try and speak with the void.”

“I will ask Sleep to visit the Histories,” Fantasy broke in. “If we have the information, then we can see what the void will tell us.”

Ophelia nodded, nerves in her eyes. “I don’t even know if it’ll talk back, or what it might have to say. It was just the last riddle that Chaos left me with and he doesn’t say anything without reason.”

Fantasy nodded, summoning a messenger butterfly and sending it on its way. “We should eat.”

They were halfway through lunch, when Sleep walked in. Ophelia stood and smiled. “Join us for lunch, Commander.”

“Food would be welcome,” Sleep said, sitting down at the table and looking with interest at the food Ophelia handed him. “You do not use the Unseen?”

“I like to cook,” Ophelia said. “Fantasy was kind enough to make me a kitchen.”

They all ate, but Dream could see how hard it was for Ophelia to be still and not demand answers. She had asked that Sleep go to the Histories before, but Dream doubted that their Commander had had time to go with the depredations of the Eaters.

Which turned out to be the truth. Sleep set his empty plate aside and told Ophelia exactly that.

“I thought that might be the case.” She nodded, thoughts racing through her eyes.

“The Eaters are pushed back, for now.” Sleep said. “Thanks to you, we have a respite, so I will visit the Histories and see what I can glean for you.”

“Thank you, Commander.” Ophelia smiled. “I need to stop Earth, but I need the information in the Histories and I can’t leave or I expose them to danger.”

“Guard them.” Sleep rose from the table. “I will return and report once I have something worth reporting.”

“Even if it’s nothing, that still says something,” Ophelia said, rising from her own seat. “If the information is being hidden or repressed, then that alone says we’re on the right path.”

Sleep nodded and left. Left them to stare at each other and try to think.

“Chaos is lost,” Nightmare said. “He came to me, I just remembered. Left me with a message for you, but I don’t remember the whole thing.”

“Tell me what you remember,” Ophelia walked over and took his hands. “Maybe it’ll help.”

“He said something about teeth,” Nightmare said. “And that the answers are deeper than fear.”

“Look beyond,” Ophelia mused. “The last time he was here, he told me to look in and down to find the answers. Do you know where he’s lost?”

“It wasn’t my dark and it wasn’t his,” Nightmare answered. “But I couldn’t get a sense of it.”

Ophelia turned to Fantasy. “Can you open the windows? Call for him and see if he’ll answer?”

“I will do as you ask, Brilliance.” Fantasy took her hand and they all went to his window room. All of them watched as Fantasy opened the windows, like eyes, and looked out across everything.

Dream had never seen them all open at once. There were hundreds, of all sizes, and each one looked out onto something different.

It was slightly dizzying.

“Show me Chaos,” Fantasy demanded, throwing his hands out at the windows. Energy crackled from his hands, impacting the spells writ in the walls of the room, feeding back into the windows.

The entire room shook, the view in the windows spinning at dizzying speeds as the spells looked for Chaos.

And then they went white, utterly opaque and they all looked to Fantasy as one.

“He is not reachable,” Fantasy gestured to the windows. “I have never had that happen, but the spell was unable to locate him, wherever he is.”

“Can I augment the spell?” Ophelia stepped to his side and looked at the blanked out windows. “Maybe if we boost the magic, then they’ll give us something.”

“We can try,” Fantasy took her hand. “Give me what you can, and I will augment the spell.”

A glow started, running down Ophelia’s arm to Fantasy’s hand. “Freely offered.”

“Freely accepted,” Fantasy replied.

He shut the windows, reopening them on the view that they’d had before. “Show me Chaos.” He demanded.

As before, the room lurched and spun as the windows searched. The edges of them glowing with dawn light as Ophelia augmented the spin, placing her own plea for Chaos.

And then the windows stopped, going blank and white as before.

“No,” Ophelia glared at the windows. “I refuse, you will show me what’s blocking you.”

“It doesn’t work that way, Brilliance.” Fantasy said.

She shook her head and Dream could feel the burst of magic that left her. “There’s something there, and I’m going to make it show itself.”

She reached out, ropes of light stretching from her fingers, directly into the windows, a look of concentration on her face.

Breathless moments passed, Ophelia straining against something that they couldn’t see and couldn’t help with.

One by one, the light ropes snapped, falling useless to the floor. Save one, and with a final yank, Ophelia staggered and went to one knee.

But głowing in the window, like a malevolent eye, was a golden sigil.


CHAPTER 42
Flower



Fantasy leaped to shut the windows. Snapping them closed faster than thought, hoping against hope that he’d been fast enough.

“What was that?” Ophelia lurched to her feet and stared at the spot where the window had been. “I recognize it, but I don’t know why.”

“That’s Magic’s locking sigil,” Fantasy looked up at the ceiling of the pocket, half expecting it to be torn away. “Magic is- he’s holding Chaos.”

“We have to get him out,” Ophelia said. “We can’t leave him in there, who knows what’s happening to him.”

“Ophelia, Brilliance, I want you to listen very closely to what I say.” Fantasy took her hands and placed them over his heart. “Do not go up against Magic. Please. He has no mercy, no heart. He will shatter you without a thought if you try to thwart him.”

“Then I won’t try.” Ophelia said, squeezing his hands. “I’ll do far more than just try. If I come at him from an angle he doesn’t expect I’ll-”

“No,” Fantasy shook his head. “Do not- Ophelia, please, listen to me. There is no angle, no weapon that you can wield that will get you past the Highest.”

“Yet,” she said. “I won’t let him hold my friend. Just like I won’t let him hurt any of you.”

Fantasy knew that look, knew it was useless to argue with her while she was forging weapons out of her determination and his words.

But that didn’t mean that he didn’t intend to try.

“I’ll wait for Sleep,” she said after a tense silence. “I’ll see what he brings me and then I’ll look at the void, and then I’ll plan from there.”

Fantasy nodded, relief following the fear that ran through his veins. She would wait, he had time to convince her of the truth of his words.

Sleep didn’t return for three days. And in that time, they worked on the books in his library and Fantasy tried to find the words that would work. She was being cautious, but nothing he said would dissuade her from finding the answers she needed to go up against Magic.

But if his words didn’t work, then maybe whatever Sleep found in the Histories would bring her to her senses. Magic had perpetual eyes on Fantasy, and he knew beyond a doubt that there was no mercy in the Highest.

Magic watched him because he was an amusement. But if he ever became a threat, then he wouldn’t see another dawn. He would be like Chaos, shut in the dark and locked behind an impenetrable seal.

Or worse.

There were far worse things that the Highest was capable of.

“Fantasy?” Ophelia’s voice cut through his thoughts. “Urania is here. Could you open the pocket please?”

Urania. She was Magic’s creature as well, and would know if the Highest was preparing to move against them.

The muse stepped in, almost tentatively, bowing to Ophelia and sitting down at the table. “I bring news of the Mountain.”

“Tell me,” Ophelia said, planting her palms on the table.

Urania offered a rolled scroll to Ophelia. “The residents of the Mountain are tired, but Earth seems to be slowing. There is more time between the rages now, less destruction. Magic believes that Time will leash her again soon.”

Ophelia nodded, taking the scroll and setting it on the table. “And this?”

“An accounting and a plea.” Urania said. “I visited the town at the foot of the Mountain as your messenger ahead of the festivals. They send you their praises and beg you not to abandon them.”

Ophelia shook her head. “I will send them- I’ll figure it out and I’m not going to ask how you knew about the village.”

“The Great Capital also sings for you,” Urania said. “The Emperor and his heir have rebuilt your temple. It is quite the sight.”

“Do you have any other news for me?” Ophelia asked

Urania shook her head. “The Highest continue to reside at the summit and take no care for the harm caused by Earth.”

Ophelia opened her mouth and shut it again. “I’ll figure it out,” she said tersely.

“What will you allow me to carry back to Magic?” Urania asked, folding her hands in her lap.

Fantasy saw the challenge in her eyes, the desire to take the gauntlet and hit Magic upside the head with it. “Tell the Highest that the Eaters continue and that I am exhausted from healing the Tribunal.”

Urania nodded, looking around at the three of them where they were arrayed at Ophelia’s back and there was an instant’s fear in her eyes.

“I will tell him,” Urania rose and stepped out of the pocket with a final bow.

Ophelia slumped in her chair and reached to poke the scroll. Her light surrounded it, poking and prodding in between the fibers of the paper. Looking for anything malicious.

“No ears, no eyes,” she sat up and looked at the seal. “Let’s see what my people have to say.”

She unrolled the page, smiling at the small flower that fell out. Its petals were crushed and the stem was slightly broken, but she smiled at it as her eyes filled with tears.

“What is it?” Fantasy laid a hand on her shoulder as she picked up the flower with gentle fingers.

She told him the story of the little girl at the harvest. How she’d seen Ophelia for who she was, and had inspired her mark. “I think she’s one of my acolytes now.”

Fantasy nodded, peering down at the writing on the scroll.

It was exactly what Urania had said it was. Praises for Ophelia as Goddess of Dawn and a plea for her presence.

“Will you show me the village?” She looked up at him. “I can’t go there, but I can give them something.”

He took her back to the windows, opened the one most closely connected to the village and focused it until the entire place was in view.

Ophelia smiled, raising a hand and summoning a sphere of light into her hand. She stretched it, shaping it into the broken flower that was her sigil.

“I bless you,” she whispered. “Bright dawns, and new beginnings.”

She reached toward the window, pressing the flower into the space and as Fantasy watched, threads of dawn light fell toward the earth.

He saw the people look up, saw the momentary fear and then the utter joy as the light painted the sigil in the middle of the town square.

The flower glowed, offering its light to the people. A small girl came forward, leaning down to touch the light. It swelled, surrounding the small body in soft light.

And Ophelia’s voice whispered across the village. Whispered her blessing to them.

They stayed in the window as the dusk fell. As the village lit in celebration. The dawn flower was bowed to, and the priestesses from her temple came to see it and pronounce it a true benediction from the goddess.

Ophelia turned from the window, looking up at Fantasy. “I’ll see them again someday.”

“Yes,” he nodded, waving a hand to close the window. “And soon we will have the answers we need to move forward.


CHAPTER 43
Answers



Sleep returned, in the early light, just as Ophelia stepped back through to the pocket. He looked harried and disheveled, like he’d run up against something and Ophelia was immediately on guard.

“Is there trouble?” She asked, light whip coming easily to her hand.

He shook his head and ran a hand through his hair. “Not of that sort. What I found troubles me, even though it was only small pieces. I fear that they tell a broader tale, and it is unpleasant at best.”

“I expected that.” Ophelia headed down the hall toward the kitchen, Sleep falling into step at her side. Int was true, she hadn’t expected much, so the fact that there was anything at all was a relief.

“Do you want anything special for breakfast?” She looked at Sleep. “Mom’s joining us as well.”

“I have no preference,” he said. “I do not often eat cooked food.”

“Well, I’ll make waffles then.” Ophelia wasn’t going to demand answers until after she’d fed him because he looked like he was about to fall over. “We can talk after breakfast.”

He looked relieved. “Food would be welcome.”

Ophelia swung into cooking. Her loves were still asleep and she wanted to have something nice for them to wake to.

She knew she was worrying Fantasy. Even though she’d told him that she would wait until they had the data that they needed and had spoken to the void, he was still worried that she was going to go and attempt to fight Magic.

Which wasn’t her intent at all. Nightmare had somehow slid past the locking sigil, and that meant that it was possible for her to do so as well.

Unless the sigil was meant specifically for her. But if it was, then she would send one of her loves to speak to Chaos and tell him that she’d get him out soon.

As soon as she figured out how.

Which she would, there was no other option she was willing to accept. Her to do list was ridiculous at this point, but she was going to carry on.

Ophelia heaved out a sigh and plated the last of the waffles before offering the plate to Sleep, who had stood there in silence the entire time.

“Would you carry these through to the dining room please?”

He nodded and took the plate, watching as she picked up the eggs and the ham and started walking. He fell in at her side again, still silent and with worried eyes.

Her mom and her loves were waiting in the dining room. Ophelia put the plates down on the table and went to them, kissing each of them good morning before turning back to Sleep who was watching the tableware come into the room in the hands of the Unseen.

They all ate, and Ophelia and her mom talked about training and the need to regulate the cycle of the sun. Sleep remained silent, but devoured his meal and settled back in his chair looking slightly less frantic.

Ophelia called in the unseen to remove the plates when they were all done. They would take care of the dishes and putting away the lone leftover waffle.

It was time to get answers.

Ophelia folded her hands on the table and looked at Sleep. “Are you ready to talk about it now?”

“I do not believe that I need to be ready.” He said. “I am not the one that must do anything with the information that I bring you.”

Ophelia nodded, “I will handle the rest.”

“The information was in fragments, across ranks of memories, so what I tell you is fractured and perhaps inaccurate.” Sleep cautioned. “I had to walk far back into the archives to locate anything at all.”

“I understand that,” Ophelia mused. “If the Highest are trying to suppress the information like I think that they are, then it stands to reason that there would only be bits and that they would be buried.”

Sleep nodded. “At any rate, the memories did bear out that the void may have its own thoughts.”

Ophelia slapped the table, squinting down at the grain as a fragment of memory rushed across her brain. “So it is sentient, at least partially.”

Sleep nodded. “At least it was at one point.”

“That’s good enough for me.” Ophelia rose from the table and looked around the room. “I need to go to the library. Thank you, Commander, for your help.”

Sleep nodded and left, stepping out of the pocket.

“Daughter, what are you thinking?” Day stepped in front of her. “Explain this to me.”

“Before he was trapped, Chaos told me that the Void has the answers that I need to stop Earth and the other Highest from hurting the mountain. So if I can communicate with it, I should be able to get the parts that I need to move forward.”

She stepped around her mother and went to Fantasy. “I need the very oldest books in your library, your very first student. I have a hunch and I need to see if it bears out.”

Fantasy nodded, worry plain to see on his face. Ophelia stopped him, reaching to touch his face and kiss him lightly. “I will be careful.”

He nodded again, covering her hand with his. “I-” he looked down, moving her hand to place it on his heart. “Ophelia, you have this, please know that.”

“Soon,” she said, trying to keep the tears back. “Once I know what they’re hiding, I’ll be able to say it waking.”

“Be careful,” he kissed her forehead and squeezed her hand.

They went to the library, Fantasy guiding Ophelia down past all of the shelves to a small case at the very back of the room. It was clean, the Unseen wouldn’t allow it to get dusty, but the pages of the brass books had a patina and the scarlet of the cover on the key was more of an oxblood color.

There was also only three books on the shelf. Four if you counted the key.

“He died in a war,” Fantasy said softly.

Ophelia nodded, taking the books carefully back to the table and opening them.

She needed context and the fragments of memories that weren’t hers skidded across her mind and told her that she needed to look here.


CHAPTER 44
Void



Ophelia was bent over the books, paging through them, lighting them with the key and then shoving it away to try another page. She didn’t seem to be finding what she was looking for, but she kept trying.

There was desperation in the set of her shoulders and Nightmare understood. Chaos was trapped, and they were running out of time. They had time yet, but it was running out and they were still no closer to the answers that they needed.

Ophelia shut the books with a metallic sound and looked up at them with confusion writ large in her eyes. “I found it, but it doesn’t say what I thought it would.”

“What do you mean?” Fantasy asked from the back of the room.

Ophelia sighed and closed her eyes. “The void is the mirror image of the time streams. We know that. We also know that the void had a voice, and that Chaos could speak to it, or he wouldn’t have said what he said.”

Nightmare nodded and put his hands on her shoulders. “So where does that leave us?”

“There are crumbs, but I can’t put them together.” Ophelia said. “They could point in far too many directions for me to put the supposition into words yet.”

“Hypothesize with me,” Dream came and sat down at her side. “If what Chaos said was true, then what do you expect to learn from the void?”

“If it is the opposing force to the time streams, then it’s seen everything that has ever happened to them. And if that is true, it may be the only true source of history on the Mountain save the Highest and whatever they’re hiding.” Ophelia drummed her fingers on the table.

Dream nodded, reaching to still her nervous fingers. “So the true history of the Mountain is in the void?”

“That’s what I think.” Ophelia said. “That’s what everything is pointing me toward. I just don’t know the purpose of anything yet.”

“We are still missing a through-line,” Fantasy mused. “I had hoped to avoid toying with one of the foundational forces of the universe, but it appears that we are out of options.”

“Take me to the void, Fantasy.” Ophelia stood up and smiled, but the expression was nervous. “I’ll see what I can learn.”

“I need time to align the windows,” he said, shifting slightly. “I will call you when I am prepared.”

Ophelia nodded, reaching to take his hand. “This will all be over soon.”

“I think, if we do this, we will have an entirely new problem,” Fantasy replied. “But hopefully one that will be simpler to solve.”

Ophelia narrowed her eyes, and then smiled. “I’ll get us to where we need to go, and I promise you’ll be safe.”

“I am not worried for me.” Fantasy said, reaching for her hands. “I am worried for you.”

“I’m a big, strong girl,” she said. “I promise, I won’t go deeper than I need to.”

“I will prepare the windows.” Fantasy turned and walked away, leaving the three of them behind.

“Want to play a game?” Ophelia said after a few tense moments. “Chaos taught me a new one, and I can show you if you want.”

Nightmare nodded. “Far better to stay busy than to sit around and worry.”

He curled around himself at the table and watched as she explained the rules, shuffling the cards and dealing them out.

“This is called Barbu,” she told them. “I lost when I played last, so let’s see if I can redeem myself.”

Five rounds later, none of them were clearly the winner. And there was a message orb hanging in the air that was pulsing with Fantasy’s signature.

He was calling them, but they all felt frozen.

“That’s enough.” Ophelia shook her head and reached up, hitting the orb and releasing Fantasy’s voice.

“I am prepared.” His voice rang through the library.

And Ophelia was the first one out the door, making them have to hurry to keep up.

The window room was pitch black. Only one window was open, in direct contrast to how the room usually looked. Fantasy was standing next to the window, which was full of nothing but blackness.

“The void,” he said, gesturing to the window in a sweeping motion that they could barely see. “We will be your anchor as you sweep the depths.”

Ophelia nodded and stepped to the window. “Chaos said that light is needed in the void.” She mused. “So if I give the void light, then maybe it will trade me answers.”

She held out her hands, light gathering in them. Puddles and threads and a sphere that was too bright to look at. She stretched it, forming a bolt that she reached back with and threw it directly through the window and into the void.

It vanished, swallowed by ebony, and Nightmare could feel something happen on the other side of the window. A roiling, a presence, vast and unimaginably ancient, turning toward the window.

Toward Ophelia.

He lurched forward as she lurched back. The presence getting closer to the window.

Neither of them moved fast enough.

Ropes of the ebony that lay on the other side of the window shot through, enveloping Ophelia in inky tendrils. And Nightmare’s first response was to try and grab them.

They slipped through his fingers like water and no matter that he was frantically digging for his love, there was no trace of her to be found.

Dream laid a hand on his arm and Nightmare whirled. Looking at the barely restrained panic on his partner’s face.

“What?!”

“Look,” Dream pointed to the darkness. “Look at the center.”

Nightmare tried to blink the panic from his eyes enough to see what Dream was talking about. And at the core of the shifting morass of shadow, there was a faint, muddy light.

“She’s there,” Dream’s voice was shaking. “You can feel her in your mark. We just have to wait, none of us are strong enough to fight what has her.”

Fantasy stepped up, glowing with a cold, blue light that none of them had ever seen. “I will-”

“No.” The mass of shadow moved, rising and looking at them. It opened far too many eyes, which shifted in the shadow. Blinking in and out. There was an intelligence there, but it was odd. “Wait.” The voice was a cacophony. “Harm her.”


CHAPTER 45
Wait



“What-” Dream forced the word out. “What are you?”

“Balance,” that voice that was somehow thousands spoke again, seemingly from nowhere.

Dream pulled Nightmare back, pulled Fantasy back, even though the magic that crackled around his partner burned him. “We wait,” he said. “For a time.”

The light continued, as did the feeling in their marks. As long as that was there, Dream managed to keep the panic at bay. She was still there, she was still with them, they only needed to wait this out.

And the eyes of the inky darkness that had swallowed her continued to watch them. Popping in and out, closing and opening, it looked chaotic, but as Dream watched, there started to be the edges of a pattern in it. He walked to the edge of the window , Chaos’ words ringing in his head.

Dreams did not light the void. He could do nothing with what he had to make a difference. He was helpless in the face of it all, and he had to face that.

But maybe there was something else that he could use to light the void. He had love, all the love that he felt for Ophelia, and for his partners, and maybe that could be a light to bring her back.

A laugh rang across his senses, and he whirled to look at the eye filled darkness. It said nothing, but there was a sense in the air that it was waiting. Maybe for his decision, maybe for something else, but it was waiting.

He backed away from the window, away from the shadow and looked at his partners. “I think I know how to help her.”

Nightmare perked up, looking from the eyes and then back to Dream. “How?”

“Dreams do not light the void,” he said, echoing Chaos. “But there is light in our love for her, and perhaps that will convince the void to give her back to us.”

Fantasy looked over at the darkness and then back to Dream. “I will agree,” he said slowly. “Your supposition makes sense, but I propose that you feed the love to Ophelia, rather than to the void.”

Dream nodded, laying a hand over his mark. “One day, my partner-”

There was pain in Fantasy’s eyes, but a powerful hope there as well. “In time.”

A chime rang in the air, and Chaos popped into existence there in the middle of the room. Or maybe it wasn’t him? He was transparent and thin, hard to see, but the dawn light on his hands was unmistakable.

“No interference,” he barked. “The void lights and listens and lives.”

And then he was gone, as though he had never been there to begin with.

Dream looked at the others, trying to parse what Chaos meant and shaking his head. “I suppose we wait a little longer.”

“I don’t like it,” Nightmare said. “But I don’t want to run the risk of harming her either.”

He wasn’t certain how much time went by while the eyes watched and the inky mass moved around Ophelia. He felt the day rise. Nightmare had sent to Day, letting her know what was happening, and Day had taken over the dawn.

And still, the eyes blinked at him and the muddy light lit the mass from within.

A sound, just on the edge of his hearing, something bright, shining, full of life and inexplicable. The mass surrounding Ophelia rose, detaching from her slowly and spiraling back through the window.

Ophelia was there, and as soon as all the ebony had rejoined the void itself, as soon as Fantasy shut the window, they all hurried across the room to reach for her.

She smiled at them, looking around and meeting each of their eyes, before hers rolled up in her head and she went limp.

But she had been in her eyes, recognition for each of them had been there, so she was still with them.

She hadn’t been sucked into the void.

Another laugh, this one quiet and broken. “Dawn lives,” a voice said. “It will be.”

And then the voice went silent, and the laugh ceased.

“We should take her to rest.” Nightmare said, lifting her in his arms.

They all took her to bed, to curl up with her and feel her breath. Dream woke seven times that night, the fear of her dying chasing him from sleep.

But she still breathed, still lived, and that was all he needed.

Two days passed, and she still didn’t wake. But it had been longer than this before and he had no idea what had been done to her while she had been in the grip of the void.

They just needed to be patient. And so patient he would be.

Sleep came and went. They were summoned to the Place Between again, but the numbers of Eaters were few, and while the battle was still terrible, it felt more like they were simply poking at the defenses of the Place Between rather than launching a major attack.

Which meant that one could be in the wings.

But he didn’t have it in him to worry about that right now. They were taking it in turns to sit with Ophelia so that she didn’t wake alone.

It wasn’t his time, but there was an irresistible draw in his mark, so he put the spatula down, turned off the stove and went where it was taking him.

He stopped by the library, where Fantasy had been furiously annotating the books on his shelves, searching for anything that might help.

“She’s calling us,” he said quietly, tapping his heart. “I think she’s waking.”

Fantasty nodded, looking down at the books and hesitating.

Dream crossed the room and took his partner by the hand. “You are as we are. Though you do not bear it, she means to add you when it is safe.”

Fantasy nodded, rubbing an absent hand over his heart and rising. “I will wait, I have no other choice.”

They went down the hall, meeting Nightmare on the way and as one, the three of them went back to their love.

She was stirring, eyes fluttering open to look at them. But they were different now, still silver, still lovely, still full of emotion as they connected with his. But ebony had joined the sunrise, and he had to wonder at that.


CHAPTER 46
Seek



Fantasy grabbed for Nightmare, relief streaming through his veins with enough force that he nearly fell over. She was awake and looking at them. Smiling and seemingly completely unharmed.

But he doubted that she was unchanged.

Her eyes were different. The look in them had changed. They were weighted, older. She was carrying something that the void had left her and he needed to know what it was.

He’d gone over his entire library, and aside from a mention here and there, he’d been completely unable to locate the information that had driven her to do what she’d done.

He’d wasted the two days while she’d been sleeping on the endeavor and was no closer to understanding anything than he’d been before.

But he wasn’t truly surprised. She was operating on cobbled together logic, stray words, and now whatever the void had left inside her head.

It was no wonder that the entire thing made no sense to him. He was a creature of methods, each step fully illuminated before he took it. Ophelia simply threw herself into the darkness on the strength of the crumbs that she’d managed to make sense of.

Void, he loved her.

“Are you alright?” He asked, sitting down on the side of the bed and reaching for her. “What can you tell us?”

She shook her head. “I could tell you a lot, but I still need to sift through it before. I can make it make sense. It offered me the history of- history itself and I can’t see it all yet.”

Fantasy nodded, trying to make that make sense in his head. The history of the Mountain was eons long, and what had existed before that was longer still. So if the void had offered her all of it, then it was a small wonder that she would need time to absorb it all.

“What can we do?” Dream asked quietly.

She looked at him, smiling and reaching for him. “Come and cuddle for a little while. I’m well, I promise, it was just a lot of information.”

They all curled around her, listening to her reassure them that all was well.

Fantasy relaxed slowly, the fear receding from his mind.

When he woke, it was because she was trying to rise. They all lifted their heads to look at her and she smiled. “I have to go and raise the dawn. I’ll be right back.”

Fantasy was reluctant to let her leave, and apparently the others felt the same because they all went with her to the Seat of Light.

It was the work of a few moments to ease the light up, and she did it with more ease than he’d ever seen. Transferring it to Day as though the weight meant nothing. And he knew how she had struggled with it prior.

It was something to examine when they returned to the pocket.

And the trend continued as they went about their day. Her magic seemed to slip at odd intervals, as though she was having a hard time containing and controlling.

He stopped her as she was walking down the hallway and wiped the light away that had leaked out of one eye. “Ophelia?”

“I don’t-” she took a deep breath. “I don’t know. I’m full and I don’t know what to do with it all. I feel like I did during the last festival.”

He looked up, did a quick count of the days. “The festival is still a month away.”

“I know,” she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “Can you use the excess for anything?”

“I can find something.” He took her hand and led her back to the window room. “If nothing else, we can siphon it back into the aether where it can do no damage.”

“I could give it to the void,” she opened one eye and looked at him. “That might help actually. Maybe I could bargain for help putting everything together.”

Fantasy shook his head. “I think you need to recover further before we poke at the void again.”

He opened the aether, let her pour everything that she couldn’t hold into it and then snapped the window shut when she was empty and quiet.

Ophelia leaned on him, wrapping her arms around his waist and smiling. “Thank you,” she said, eyes telegraphing the one word she couldn’t say.

He smiled and dipped his head to kiss her. “We will have to be careful, you seem to be cued by certain words. Maybe if we find the right one we will be able to piece this together.”

“We can try,” she nodded. “Pull the right string and it all falls into place.”

“That is the theory.”

They chuckled at each other and went to find the others. Spending a quiet evening in the presence of the people that he loved.

Something was wrong. He felt it in his chest, and it made him sit up in their bed. Strangely, it didn’t seem like he woke any of his loves up, which was good, he didn’t want to disturb them for an odd feeling.

He got up, dressed and headed to the window room. It only took a moment to open the dreamscapes and look past the mortal realms to see if he could find the source of the problem.

And that was when Bethany tumbled in. She was crying and ran to him, to wrap her arms around his waist and sob.

He lifted her, taking her to the chair at the side of the room and sitting down with her in his arms. This wasn’t the first time he had soothed a crying child and it wouldn’t be the last.

It took her the better part of an hour to calm down. For her breathing to even out and for her to be able to raise her head.

“Mama came back,” she said unsteadily. “She says I have to go with her, but I don’t want to go back to being hungry and alone all the time.”

“Dear child,” he smoothed her messy hair. “Tell them you don’t want to go.”

“Mama says I have to,” Bethany hiccuped, tears starting again.

Fantasy shook his head, heart hurting for her. “You do not.”

“Will you bring Miss Ophie?” She looked up at him again. “She found me and Miss Sam says her witness should be enough so Mama can’t take me back.”

“I will,” he said. “I’ll bring her tomorrow.”


CHAPTER 47
Safe



Ophelia was incandescently angry, enough that she was sparking slightly on the tips of her fingers. She wasn’t about to let the women that had abandoned Bethany take her back.

At least not without a very good reason and from what Fantasy had said, Bethany didn’t see a change in her mother.

Ophelia changed her aspect, changed her clothes and took deep breaths until the sparking ceased before nodding to Fantasy. “I’m ready.”

Fantasy nodded and opened the window. Into the park where it was too cold for anyone to be out and witness her stepping into reality from nowhere.

It was the dead of winter in the city, filthy snow in piles on the sides of the roads and tossed up on the sidewalks. She armored herself against the cold, wrapped her coat around herself and headed toward the care building.

Sam was in the lobby, pacing back and forth, worry pasted all over her face. Julie was there as well, holding Bethany’s hand and scowling up at the ceiling.

Bethany was tearstained and was gripping Jerry and Princess Beeplet like her life depended on her contact with them.

Ophelia slammed into the lobby, keeping a death grip on the power in her veins as it swelled and demanded release. “I’m here,” she said.

Bethany shook Julie’s hand free and ran for Ophelia. “Miss Ophie!”

“Hi sweetie.” Ophelia knelt in front of the little girl and adjusted the lapels of her heavy little coat. “I’m here to help, ok?”

“They made me take all my stuff, Miss Ophie.” Bethany pointed to the three knotted trash bags behind her. “I don’t want to go back.”

“I’m here to make sure you don’t have to.” Ophelia held in the power rush again before she stood and looked at Julie. “I’m here to testify to her abandonment.”

“I don’t know how you keep popping up, but we’ll be late to court if we don’t leave now.” Julie ushered them all out of the building and into a late model sedan that had seen better days.

Ophelia helped Bethany buckle her seatbelt and held her hand as the car rolled through the city to the courthouse.

Ophelia remembered being here far too many times as a kid. Each time she’d been brought back, each time she’d failed to belong, she’d had to come back here.

She’d sworn she’d never come here again. Not after the judgement to leave her to her own devices at eighteen.

And now she would face down the pain and demons of her past for Bethany.

The linoleum was exactly the same. The benches where she’d sat with the trash bags at her side were in the exact same place and as they approached the family court room, there was a blonde woman standing outside.

She looked over at them and Bethany immediately tried to hide behind Ophelia.

“I won’t let her take you,” Ophelia said, taking Bethany’s hand. “I promise.”

“Baby!” The woman rushed over, trying to push Ophelia out of the way. “Aren’t you happy to see me, baby?”

Ophelia stood firm, holding Bethany’s hand and glared at the woman. “You left her to starve. Why would she be happy to see you?”

The woman lurched, staring at Ophelia, rage building in her dishwater blue eyes.

“Tell it to the judge,” Ophelia pushed past the woman, still leading Bethany by the hand. “You still smell like booze, by the way.”

The woman sputtered, but Ophelia didn’t bother to turn around. She took Bethany into the courtroom and sat with her, putting an arm around the little shaking shoulders.

The judge walked in, and Ophelia helped Bethany stand as she sat down and flipped through the case.

Ophelia knew this woman, she was the same one that had adjudicated all of Ophelia’s cases growing up. She didn’t know if that was going to help or harm Bethany’s case, but she wasn’t going to see her little friend back with her drunk of a mother.

“Present your case,” the judge looked at Bethany’s mother.

It wasn’t a very good case, but if Ophelia couldn’t counter it well enough, then the state would side with her parent.

The judge turned toward Julie, looking down at Bethany and then up at Ophelia with a jolt of recognition. “Present your case.”

Julie’s case was stronger, listing all the ways that Bethany had improved since being in care.

“And you?” The judge looked at Ophelia.

Ophelia didn’t mince words. She told the judge exactly what the apartment and Bethany had looked like when she’d come on the scene.

“It is not in her best interests to return to parental custody.” Julie said firmly.

“Ten minute recess while I consider the case.” The judge rose and left the courtroom. Ophelia saw the other woman leave the courtroom as well, this time through the side door.

She gently disengaged her hand from Bethany’s death grip and smiled. “I’m going to the bathroom, I’ll come back, I promise.”

Ophelia had a hunch and she was going to ensure that Bethany didn’t go back to an unsafe environment.

She pushed the door to the bathroom open, slamming it into the wall and heard the smash of breaking glass as the other woman dropped the bottle.

The amber liquid ran towards the drain, filling the room with the reek of alcohol.

“Can’t even make it through a court session?” Ophelia asked. “Why do you really want her back? It’s for the money, isn’t it? Your latest guy left you and now you want the money.”

The woman’s face contorted with anger and she raised a hand. Ophelia just laughed and grabbed it out of the air.

“I’m not letting her go back with you.” Ophelia said. “So stop embarrassing yourself and leave.”

She dropped her humanity, shifting her aspect back until she was fully Goddess of Dawn and lifted the corners of her lips in a vicious snarl. “Leave.”

The woman backed away with a shriek, fear joining the miasma of alcohol in the room.

“Bethany resides under the protection of the Dawn.” Ophelia barked. “You will have nothing to do with her.”

The woman turned and fled away from the burning light that reached for her.

The door to the bathroom slammed shut on her retreat and Ophelia smoothed her humanity back into place. Leaving the bathroom and returning to Bethany as the judge walked back in. 

But the woman didn’t return.

Ophelia grinned, fierce satisfaction burning through her as the judge pronounced Bethany a permanent ward of the state.

They took Bethany home, back to Mama Stephanie who hugged her until she couldn’t breathe and then turned on Ophelia to hug her the same way.

Ophelia said goodbye, taking herself out of the warmth and back to the empty park on the far side of the city where her loves were waiting to welcome her home.


CHAPTER 48
Muse



Nightmare caught her when she tumbled back, smiled at her and wiped the tears from her cheeks.

“She’s safe,” Ophelia looked at Fantasy. “She’s a permanent ward of the state and is back with Mama Stephanie now.”

Fantasy nodded, smiling at her, relief plain on his face. “Thank you, Brilliance.”

“She is under the protection of the Dawn.” Ophelia said. “If she needs anything else, let me know.”

“I will,” he said, reaching for her. Nightmare let her go, watched her kiss Fantasy and smiled.

They were all together, and yet another problem had been solved. Soon, the only ones that would remain would be those that concerned the Highest, and Ophelia had the answers to that somewhere in her mind.

Ophelia turned back to him, kissing him as she had kissed Fantasy and then turned to Dream to do the same. Once she had greeted them all, she went to the kitchen to work on dinner, losing herself in clouds of scented steam.

They didn’t want to get in her way, and she was moving all over the kitchen. So they went to the dining room to discuss what they could do from here.

But when they got there, there was a message orb sitting square in the middle of the table. Dread filled Nightmare as Fantasy reached for it. It could be nothing good, there was never anything good about these.

It popped, releasing a voice to the air. Sleep’s deep voice cut through the quiet, demanding that Fantasy attend on him as the leader for the Tribunal.

“I will go,” Fantasy said quietly. “Tell Ophelia I will return shortly.”

He left, shedding his corporeal form and opening the pocket to the staging area. The pocket closed behind him, leaving Dream and Nightmare to stare at each other with dread in their bellies.

There was something wrong here. Why would Sleep send a message? Why wouldn’t he just come here? Why risk Fantasy by making him leave the pocket if it wasn’t needed?

And if it was Tribunal business, then they should have all been called to deal with it.

“This is wrong,” Dream said, gesturing toward the place where Fantasy had vanished. “Something feels off, and I don’t know what it is.”

“It could be that we are simply being paranoid,” Nightmare said quietly. “It won’t do to worry Ophelia if it’s not needed. After all, it’s possible that Sleep simply needed verification on something and he’ll be back before supper.”

“But you agree?”

Nightmare nodded. “It feels wrong.”

Dream opened his mouth, but before he could say what he was thinking, Ophelia walked in. Plates followed in her wake, borne by the Unseen and she stopped and looked around the room.

“Where’s Fantasy?” She asked.

“Sleep called him away for a little while.” Nightmare said as the plates came to rest on the table. “He said he would be back shortly and not to wait to eat.”

Ophelia looked at him, searching his eyes and all Nightmare could do was hope that the worry didn’t show. She nodded, and sat down. “I’ll reheat his when he comes back.”

They ate, talking quietly, ears perked for any sign of Fantasy returning. But the evening passed into night and there was no sign of him.

And when she raised the dawn and there was still no sign of him, she turned to look at them and frown.

“This is wrong,” she said. “He would have sent word, something that told us when he would be back. Contact Sleep, I am going to call the only other person on the Mountain that might know where he is.”

Nightmare nodded as Dream summoned a messenger and sent it off to Sleep. Ophelia did the same, but this was a lithe little thing, built to avoid notice.

He looked at it and then up at her as she released it and it skittered off.

“I’m calling Urania,” Ophelia said. “I don’t trust her, but she might know something that I don’t.”

Nightmare nodded, offering her his arms and holding her close. “Wherever he’s gone-”

“I’ll get him back.” Ophelia rubbed her face on his chest. “No matter what I have to do, I’ll bring him home and then I’m going to do what I should have done months ago and damn the consequences.”

The butterfly came back first, followed by Sleep, who stormed into the pocket like a hurricane. “Where is my son, Goddess of Dawn?”

“I don’t know yet,” Ophelia said, facing Sleep head on. “I’m going to find out, and then I am going to rain hell on whoever took him from me.”

Sleep nodded, stepping back as there was a chime in the air. Ophelia waved a hand and Urania stepped in, looking frightened and pale. “You called for me, Goddess?”

“Where is he,” Ophelia demanded, light burning from her skin. “Who has him?”

“I can’t-” Urania said, putting a hand at the base of her throat. “I-”

“That’s enough,” Ophelia said. “If you can’t then that tells me everything I need to know. You will remain here until I return.”

“Yes Goddess,” Urania looked relieved. “I remain.”

Ophelia looked at Nightmare and Dream. “Stay here, I’m about to do something powerfully stupid, but I’ll get him back or-”

“We stay by your side, Goddess,” Dream said quietly. “Where you go, we go, and we will bring him home together.”

“Yes,” Nightmare saw the protest about to happen. “Where you go, so do we.”

“But we need to plan,” Dream said, taking her hands. “If you intend to do what I think, we would be far better served to have a plan than to just rush in there.”

“I hate that you’re right.” Ophelia said. “I hate it, but a plan would make certain that we bring him home.”

Nightmare went to the table, only barely registering when Sleep joined them.

“I would help,” Sleep said.

“I will not pit you against them.” Ophelia said. “If you want to help, I need you to figure out who sent the message that pretended to be you. I think I know but I need the confirmation.”

Sleep nodded and left the room as Nightmare helped Ophelia sit down.


CHAPTER 49
Save



Dream followed Ophelia out of the pocket, watching her rend it open and summon a chariot out of the sun. It was magnificent, fit to burn and blind, and pulled by matched phoenixes. Creatures from legend and she summoned them with barely a thought.

There was something truly different about her, but there was no time to figure it out.

They boarded the chariot, and Ophelia took the reins. They flew, the landscape of the Mountain blurring beneath them until it was difficult to discern where they were.

Something lurched and everything tilted. It all went blurry and just for a moment, there was a massive sigil in the air. One that he recognized.

“Void,” he swore as Ophelia grounded the chariot. “Ophelia-”

“I’m going to get him back.” She said. “We cannot fly there, Magic is blocking the sky approach. I will figure out another way in.”

She dropped to her knees, planting her hands on the ground. The surge as she threw her power into the ground knocked him flat. She was of the sky, but she drove herself into the ground as though it were wet paper.

“We have to go,” she reached out and dragged him to his feet. “The hole will not remain for long.”

“Hole?” He looked around only to see a jagged hole torn in the sky. “Oh.”

She gave him a sardonic look and dove headfirst into the gaping wound in the air.

He only barely managed to follow, the hole snapping shut as soon as he crossed into it.

He landed on his knees, Nightmare by his side, and staggered to his feet to look around. He wasn’t certain what he’d expected, maybe the summit, the thrones of the Highest.

Instead, there was the sound and dampness of running water and the sharp smell of the magic of the Mountain.

They were in the spring’s grotto, but why?

He looked to Ophelia and opened his mouth to ask what was happening, when she reached up, towards the wall of the grotto. Her fingers had changed, elongated and sharpened, with bright claws at the tips.

“I will have him back, you coward.” Ophelia grated the words out as she stuck her claws through the wall and tore downward.

The spring grotto deflated, like a leftover balloon at a child’s birthday party. Leaving them standing in an opulent space. There was gold everywhere, glittering in the lights, it was gaudy and hard to look at.

And right in the center of everything was Magic.

The Highest looked enraged, furious, but also had a sneer on his lips that Dream wanted to reach out and smack off.

And behind it all, there was something that he’d never thought to see on the faces of the Highest. In the deepest part of Magic’s eyes, there was fear as he looked at Ophelia and then at the two of them standing at her back.

“Give him back to me, you coward.” Ophelia grated out, boiling with needle sharp light.

The fear spiked, quickly covered with that sneer and the anger. “You cease to amuse.” He reached out, reached for Ophelia’s head, and Dream sped forward to stop him from making contact.

He didn’t care what happened to him, he needed to save his love.

Ophelia reached up. Grabbing Magic’s hand out of the air. Dream lurched to a stop, looking at her eyes. They had gone pitch black, the same shade as the void.

“No,” she said, her voice taking on shades of the void. “You will pay, Youngest. You will answer to Balance for what you have wrought.”

Magic wrenched his hand away. Backing up without taking his eyes off the creature that Ophelia had become. “You can’t-” he sputtered. “You-”

The void laughed with Ophelia’s throat. “At the end of all things, light rises.”

Magic waved a desperate hand, and Fantasy popped into view near the ceiling. “Catch.”

The Highest vanished, no sound or fanfare, just gone. Dream moved to get under his partner, weaving him a cushion to land on so that he wouldn’t be injured.

Fantasy landed, and the cushion was only barely enough. He turned to Ophelia, brushing a hand across his forehead and looking at her. “We have him, Goddess.”

For a brief moment, a third eye opened in the center of Ophelia’s forehead. It looked at him and there was something all too familiar about it.

And then it was gone, the black bleeding out of Ophelia’s eyes until the void was just specks among the dawn light. “Is he alright?”

“I don’t know,” Dream looked down at his partner’s motionless form. “He lives, but I cannot tell if he is injured in other ways than the visible.”

“And Magic had him,” Ophelia looked at the place where the Highest had vanished. “Let’s take him home and I’ll figure out what that coward did to him.”

“How do we get out?” Nightmare looked around.

“Like this,” Ophelia raised that clawed hand and tore open the air. “If there is no way out, I’ll make one. I won’t let you get hurt, I promised you.”

They flew back to the pocket, Ophelia guiding them in and closing everything off. “Take him to our bed, I will take care of him.”

Dream laid Fantasy on the bed, looking down at his partner as Ophelia walked in and laid her hands on his chest. The light pulsed, covering him in a blue-white dome. Ophelia had a look of intense concentration on her face.

But nothing happened. He didn’t wake or move and Ophelia pulled her hands back with a look of barely concealed rage. “He’s caged,” she grated out. “Magic caged him and I have to guide him out.”

“What can we do?” Nightmare asked. “Can I give him anything?”

Ophelia shook her head. “I’m afraid I have to mark his way out myself. All three of us would damage his mindscape too much.”

“Then we will help you,” Dream said firmly. “If nothing else, we can see to your needs.”


CHAPTER 50
Mind



It didn’t matter which way he turned. No matter what, the view was always the same. Grey stone bricks, thousands, millions of them in every direction.

He was trapped and he knew it. There was no up or down, no left or right, nothing existed but the bricks in every direction.

There had been other things once. Light had been a part of him, as much a part of him as blood and bone. But the light was gone, it had rejected him and now all he had was the grey of the stone bricks.

It hurt, like a lost limb hurts. An echo of pain in a place that no longer existed. He needed to know what had happened to it, why he had been rejected but the stone held no answers for him.

Eternity passed, and he remembered nothing. No matter how hard he tried to force his mind to climb beyond the stones that surrounded him. But they were insurmountable.

He sank, drowning in the stone and in the memory of light.

It was all he had left, but once there had been so much more.

He turned to the wall, prodding the stone with his fingers. It held, no give to be seen, but all things could be destroyed, it only took time and persistence. If he could pry a single stone from the walls he would be free.

He would have the light back, and the reason that he had been trapped would come to him.

The stone resisted, but he knew how to be stubborn from the days before. When the light had been his, he knew how to be an implacable force, even when thrown up against an immovable object.

He clawed at the stone, past the point where his nails were destroyed and his fingers were leaving bloody streaks on the stone. But when he wiped the scarlet away, there were marks left behind on the stone.

He had made the stone give, just a little, and that made him try harder. Dragging his fingers across the stone in a frenzy until the pain made him stop.

He sank down to the cold of the floor. looking at the blood that was all that remained of his fingertips and smiled

Time is a healer, and as soon as he could, he went back to the stone. Prying at the mortar that held it in place. The bricks were staggered into swirling patterns that should mean something and had in the past.

But the only thing that meant anything now was the single shard of mortar that had fallen out of the crack he’d managed to create. He gripped it in his hands and watched the shard turn red.

He had something besides himself to attack the stone with now.

And as the stone got looser, things started to return. Bits of memory roosting in the ceiling and flying at his head like bats in a cave.

And then the voices began. They should have been familiar, but he didn’t know them. They were warm, those voices, and when he was too exhausted to continue, he would sit on the floor, on the cold stone and let the warmth of those voices comfort him.

“Fantasy.” A word, one that rang something inside him. “Please, show me where you are.”

The voice was worried, but there were shades of the light in it. He chiseled at the stone harder, feeling the edge of the shard cut into his hands. Blood splattered the stone at his feet, but the stone under his hands was loose now.

And there was a glow in the spaces that he’d created, a flood of light that eased the pain of the torn away places inside him.

He dropped the shard, into the puddles of scarlet at his feet and wrapped his ruined hands around the stone. Yanking it free. 

His world exploded. Light, sound, memory, all of it rushing at him too fast to contain. He was going to shatter, all of him.

“Easy,” that light-voice whispered to him. “Be easy, calm, I will help.”

The flood eased, lifted from him, letting him breathe. He was in some sort of forest, bright green, festooned with flowers and soft grasses that smelled sweet where he walked on them.

The voice guided him to a gnarled old tree, settling him at the base of it. “Rest here,” the voice said. “When the tree bears fruit, you will be ready to wake.”

Sometimes the voice was there, sometimes it wasn’t, but there was always light. Warm and kind, it allowed trickles of who he was to come to him. At a speed that allowed him to absorb it.

And slowly, the parts of him that had been torn away healed. The memories returned, and his hands restored themselves.

And on the day he remembered his name, she came to him. Eyes full of love and light and an apology. “Do you know me?”

He nodded, holding out hands that were no longer destroyed by the stone of despair and taking hers, pressing them together over his heart and smiling.

“Hello, love.”

Tears ran from her eyes, but the smile was a benediction. “Hello, love.”

“I missed you,” he said, still smiling. “Am I well enough to wake up yet?”

She nodded, pointing to the small green fruits on the olive tree. “There is more healing to be done, but you don’t need to stay here if you want to wake up.”

“You saved me,” he said quietly.

She shook her head, tears still running down her face. “You saved yourself.”

“Yours was the voice that called to me,” he said. “You were the reason I fought.”

“Come back with me,” she said. “Come back to us, I have something I have to ask you.”

The forest ran, chalk in the rain and he panicked. But her hand was still in his, and it calmed him as they moved through the darkness toward a light that he only half remembered.

He forced his eyes open, squinting in the light that covered him. The blue-white dome that greeted him when he looked around.

And then it was gone and she was there, smiling at him with the others at her back. His loves, all there to be with him.


CHAPTER 51
Open



He’d opened his eyes. There had always been a chance that he wouldn’t, and although she’d kept that hidden from the others, that chance had terrified her.

She still wasn’t entirely certain what Magic had done to him. He’d been trapped, separated and broken, to the point where his own mindscape would have shattered him if he’d remained.

So she’d taken him to hers, running thought threads back and forth between her and him, letting him slowly mend his mind while she kept his body alive.

It had been two torturous weeks. She hadn’t dared sleep, not while she was the only thing between the man she loved and death. Fear and worry had been her constant companions as she manipulated his existence and prayed to the void that she was doing it right.

But his eyes were open and he’d remembered her. The final cracks were sealing and he’d returned to his own mind which meant that she could stop being his life support.

She withdrew, pulling the magic back from his heart and his lungs, out of the centers of his brain and slowly let everything go back to running the way that it was supposed to.

He flinched as the full weight of his body settled, but there was no change to his rhythms, so she sank back into a chair with Dream and Nightmare to either side of her and tried to pretend that she wasn’t tired enough to sleep on a cactus.

“What happened?” His voice was rusty, but there was recognition in his eyes.

“Magic tricked you,” Ophelia said. “He trapped you in your mind under his sigil, and shattered the rest of you.”

Fantasy shook his head, wincing slightly. “I-”

“You managed to win a single symbol free of the sigil and it helped me find you.” Ophelia reached and took his hand. “I had to take you out of your body while I healed you, so you might feel a little strange as everything settles again.”

“You should rest, Goddess,” Dream laid a hand on her shoulder. “Rest with him and I will get you both something to eat.”

Ophelia sighed and nodded. She hadn’t really slept in two weeks and to curl up with Fantasy sounded nice.

She woke alone and to daylight, knowing that more time had passed than she was aware of. Ophelia rose from the bed and walked down the hall, bracing herself on the wall when the floor heaved slightly under her feet.

She followed their voices, down the hall to the kitchen where the smells of food were almost enough to knock her flat.

Arms went around her, and her feet left the floor. “You are not supposed to be out of bed yet.” Fantasy said into her ear. “Day will have my hide.”

“She can’t, it’s mine,” Ophelia said muzzily. “I’ve put it back together three times now, it belongs to me.”

“Yes, I do.” He kissed the side of her head. “For now and always.”

She smiled, leaning her head against his shoulder. “As soon as I’m better, you and I have some things to say to each other.”

“Yes,” he said, voice warm in her ear. “Now, rest but don’t sleep, and I’ll bring you something to eat.”

She tried, but the allure of the pillows was too much. She woke when the bed sank beneath them, all of them coming to cuddle her. She was content, more than she had ever felt.

And she slept again.

The world was less fuzzy when she woke again. Her mind no longer exhausted, the memories no longer held at bay by tiredness. She could think again, and her mind turned toward the puzzle.

She only sort of remembered what she’d done in Magic’s place, but she remembered the fear on the face of the Highest. What was it about her that made him fear, that made them all fear her?

But the answers to that question were in her head, she only needed to be able to slow down enough to hear the whispers that the void had left behind.

And oddly, the whispers matched with the shards of the memories that weren’t hers. So they were from the same place, the same mind, but there was no indication of where they came from.

All there was, was Chaos’ voice telling her to look beyond.

And if that was all she needed to do, then she would make it happen. She just needed to know what she was supposed to look past. Nightmare had said something about teeth, and she knew that Chaos was locked behind Magic’s sigil.

But Fantasy had broken the sigil, and she remembered Chaos coming to them at some point after he had been locked away, which meant that Magic wasn’t as all encompassing as everyone seemed to think.

He was the youngest. The voice and the memories whispered that in tandem. He was the youngest of them all. But one of the Highest because he could do things that no one else could.

So what if the beyond that she was supposed to look into was whatever was past Magic’s sigil? If she looked into what was locked away, what would she find?

Ophelia rose, walking down the halls to the Window Room. She pointed at the wall, tapping into the nascent magic in the walls and opening the central window, the one where she’d last seen Magic’s sigil.

She reached out, dragging it from its moorings and into visibility, examining the cracks in it that hadn’t been there before.

So was it possible that Magic had used the same sigil to lock Fantasy away as he was using to keep Chaos at bay?

If that was the case, then the sigil was weak and easily broken.

But she wasn’t going to break it, not yet. First she had to look beyond it and find what the Highest wanted so badly to keep hidden.

She put her hands on the sides of the window and took a deep breath.

Sending her power up and over the face of the sigil. Sending her mind in its wake until she reached the place where Fantasy’s escape had cracked it.

“Wise, Dawn,” Chaos wheezed in her mind. “They hide it, hide it from the light. Seal the threads, say the words.”

Ophelia fled, down off the face of the sigil and back to her own mind.

She knew what Chaos meant, and if the unsealed vow was making her loves vulnerable, then it was past time to close that gap.


CHAPTER 52
Seal



He was awake, healing still, but back with them. What little Nightmare had managed to glean from watching Ophelia work and manipulate the light that had brought him back had been terrifying.

But it had also illustrated one very important point for him. Something that perhaps should have been obvious a long time ago, but hadn’t occurred to him until he’d stood there and watched his love make one of the Highest retreat.

They were not infallible.

And if they were not infallible, then perhaps they could do more than simply be dismissed from their presence when they brought them the proof of the lies they had told to the Mountain.

Maybe they could do more. More for the residents of the Mountain, more for the creatures that lived there, that were suffering Earth’s rage.

But for now, he had to concentrate on what was in front of him. On his loves and their recovery. And beyond that, was the unknown and beyond that was their future. They just had to get there and for the moment he was going to pretend that the Highest weren’t standing directly in their way.

“Love?” Ophelia’s voice cut into his thoughts, and he lifted his head to look at her. “I have something I need to talk to you about, you and Dream both.”

“What is it?” He smiled at her as she lifted a hand and placed it on his heart. “If this is about-”

“It is, but I want to talk to you about it first.”

“Warrior, he is already a part of us,” Nightmare said, covering her hand with his own.

“Yes, but if I close the threads, then the Highest are going to lose their shit, and that puts all of you in danger.” Ophelia nibbled the edge of her nail and gave him an odd look.

He looked back, looked at the sunrise sparks and the specks of the void dancing together in her eyes. At first he’d found it frightening, knowing that she shared space with something so powerful.

It was beautiful, the dance that they shared. And truly, if they were indeed two sides of the same coin, then the light and the dark should share space in his love’s eyes.

“We will talk to Dream,” Nightmare said. “Though I sincerely doubt that his thoughts differ from my own on this matter.”

They left, going to find Dream, who was sitting at one of the tables in the library with one of the brass books in his hands. He wasn’t reading it. The key was closed and on the table next to him. He was simply staring at the glyphs on the pages.

Which he promptly put aside when they walked into the room. Standing and coming over, to kiss Ophelia and smile at Nightmare.

“Loves,” he said, looking at the expression in Ophelia’s eyes. “What can I do?”

She raised a hand and laid it on his heart. “We have to talk about Fantasy.”

Dream looked puzzled for a moment and then understanding bloomed. “Goddess, we are only waiting for you to say the words. He is a part of us, and you have flouted the Highest already. We can be in no further danger than we are now.”

“We both know that’s not true,” Ophelia said. “If they come for us, then we have to be ready to run again and I don’t know where we would go.”

“There are other places on the Mountain,” Dream said. “Between the four of us, we can carve safety out of their rage.”

She nodded, concentration in her eyes. “Chaos said it was time, that closing the threads would make things clear to me, and perhaps I can get him out if I have all three of you behind me.”

“We should go to him, Goddess,” Dream said.

She nodded, “I’ll talk to him. After all, there is every chance he won’t want it. It’s dangerous and as much as I can, I’ll protect you all. Protect our love, but-”

“We will all be together,” Nightmare said. “And if we are all together, we can overcome anything.”

They left the library and went down the hall to their bedroom, where Fantasy was still resting. There were still cracks that were sealing in him, and he needed to rest while he got used to his body again.

But he woke as they walked in, smiling at them and sitting up. “Hello,” he said, looking at them with the words he couldn’t say in his eyes.

“Fantasy, we need to talk,” Ophelia sat on the edge of his bed and took his hand. “It’s important, and I want you to know that you can say no.”

“What?”

“If it’s too dangerous or if you’ve decided it’s too much trouble or-”

He leaned up, cupping the back of her head and pulling her in to kiss her, cutting off her nearly panicked words. “What are you talking about, Brilliance?”

“Chaos said that it’s time to close the threads,” she said, swallowing hard. “But it’s your choice, it’s always been your choice. I want you to stay, I want to give you my light, but I need to know if you want this.”

He flicked a look up at Dream and then over to Nightmare, who both nodded.

“Brilliance, I’m already yours.”

“It’s going to be dangerous,” she said. “It’s going to be frightening, because the Highest are going to come for us, and I’ll protect you, but-”

“I’m yours,” he said, squeezing her hand. “I’ve been yours for all of time, even if I didn’t know it in the beginning. I’ve spent centuries in your orbit, even before you existed. Eons waiting, even though I didn’t know it was you I waited for. Ophelia, I love you.”

Nightmare saw the tears start in her eyes. But she just leaned in and kissed him. “Hello love.” She reached to touch Fantasy’s face.

“Hello Love.”


CHAPTER 53
Love



The threads were thickening. Dream could see them now, ropes of love and care that ran between him and Ophelia. Between him and Nightmare. And the nascent threads that ran between them and Fantasy. Those were pale, mere suggestions and hope, but the threads would shine brightly, and they would burn in the light of her love.

Dream could think of nothing better. Not in this life or in any other.

She leaned in, kissing Fantasy again, raising a hand and a finger that glowed. But the light was different now. It was warmer, shone brighter, more golden than it had before.

He wondered if that was a function of the strength of their connections. What would they be when they were all together? How bright could she shine with all of them behind her?

“Wait,” Fantasy said, pulling back from her lips and taking her hand from the air. “There’s something I need to do first.”

Dream saw the worry in her eyes, saw the effort that she made in order to banish it, in order to trust their partner as he got up and moved away from her to close the door and turn back to them.

“Now,” he went back to Ophelia and pulled her to her feet. Pulling her close to his body and catching her lips. “I sealed the pocket, I don’t want visitors right now.”

Ophelia smiled, the worry leaving her eyes as she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Some of our friends have bad timing.”

“More than that, at times.” He said, dipping his head until his lips were a whisper above hers. “Now-”

She closed the distance, kissing him hard. “I love you,” she said after a moment. “I didn’t say it before, but I want you to know it in your bones. “I love you, Fantasy, Teacup, my perspective, my teacher, I love you.”

At the edge of Dream’s hearing, there was a sound. It flickered into existence for the barest of moments, and then cut off abruptly. He dismissed it from his thoughts after a moment in which they all held their breath.

Ophelia looked over at him, an inviting smile on her lips. He answered with one of his own and walked over, taking her in his arms from behind. “We have this time, he whispered in her ear.

“Yes,” she leaned her head back on his shoulder. “We do.”

He kissed her temple as she raised her head and went back to kissing Fantasy.

They fell together, to their passion as the light of the threads grew stronger.

He woke in the middle of the night, something unexplained tingling at the farthest edges of his awareness. He looked into the eyes of his loves, a question in his that wasn’t answered in theirs.

Fantasy raised a hand, and Dream felt the pocket unlock. If there was someone requesting entry, they would be able to enter. But there was nothing.

“Well,” Dream looked at them and smiled. “If we’re all awake, should we finish what we were doing?”

“Only if it’s alright.” Ophelia looked over at Fantasy, who smiled and moved his tunic to the side, exposing the skin over his heart.

“I remain yours, love.” He said, words dripping love and sincerity. “As long as I live, as long as I breathe, I belong to you.”

“As long as the sun shines, as long as the leaves fall and the grass grows, I belong to you.” Ophelia raised a finger, glowing with that bright light.

But before she could bring it down, the tingle started again, racing closer and closer along Dream’s nerves. He felt something shatter, something that had stood for eons, for time unimaginable, now falling to dust as something screamed in and hit the ground with a concussion that knocked him sideways and into the wall.

When his eyes cleared, when his ears stopped ringing enough so that he could make sense of what he was seeing, he managed to makes sense of the edges and the angles and see Chaos standing in the middle of their bedroom looking frayed, eager, and frightened.

“Hurry hurry, Dawn,” he shifted from foot to foot. “Hurry.”

A chime, sounding from somewhere beyond hearing, rushing at them.

“I have to finish this first, Chaos.” Ophelia said firmly. “I won’t let them stop me this time.”

“It is right,” Chaos said firmly. “Close the threads, say the words, seek and find and the way opens.”

“For all time,” she looked at Fantasy, before turning to look at Dream and then at Nightmare. “For all time.”

“For all time,” they repeated her words back to her as her hand came down and she traced the light into Fantasy’s skin.

She bound it, bound them, bright light and love as the threads that had been only hope before, became ropes binding them all. The web shone, brighter than the sun and Ophelia traced the lines that ran between them.

They formed a sigil, as bright as the one that Magic had used to try and divide them. Ophelia gasped, looking down at it and then up at Chaos.

“Find the answers.” He said solemnly. “Look in and down and beyond the teeth to see what you now know.”

“Wait.” She held up one hand and pressed the other one to her forehead. “Are you telling me that-”

“I say nothing,” Chaos said. “The knowledge belongs to you, to the void, and the light will sing.”

She nodded, something heavy, like fear or responsibility settling in her eyes. “Chaos-”

“They are coming,” Chaos looked up, a broken smile spreading over his face.

A nightmarish sound, like flesh ripping from bone, came as the pocket tore open, spilling fury and denial everywhere.

There were words in the sound, but they were lost in the strength of the fury. In the storm of rage that poured in on them.

But Ophelia stood, Chaos at her side and raised her arms.


CHAPTER 54
Flight



“See the path,” Chaos yelled into the tumult. “To bind is to grow, to grow is to return.”

Fantasy looked up, but couldn’t make any sense of what he was seeing. It was a morass out of nightmares, creatures that had been banished to the depths of the abyss millennia prior scrabbling at a barrier that had appeared from nowhere.

And in the middle of it all, was Chaos. Arms raised, a look of fierce triumph and determination on his face as he looked at Ophelia. “Go,” he yelled. “Find the spiders, see the webs. The truth is where the dark is the light.”

Ophelia dropped her hand, looking at Chaos, before looking back at them. There was something approaching fear in her eyes, but it was coupled with determination and streaks of the void dancing with the dawn sparks.

“We have to go,” Ophelia raised a hand. “I’ll come back for you, my friend.”

“Go,” Chaos said as his arms shook. “At the end of all things, the light will rise.”

“I will see you soon.” Ophelia’s fingers elongated, tipped with glowing claws and she ripped them down through the air with a sound like silver ringing off stone.

Mist flooded in, drowning their feet, but Ophelia’s glow lit them. “Go,” she shoved them toward the opening. “He can only hold them for so long.”

“Who?” Nightmare looked up, panic in his eyes. “What is happening?”

“I’ll explain it all once we’re safe.” Ophelia said, taking Nightmare’s hands and pulling him towards the opening. “Fantasy, take them, trust me.”

“For all time,” he said, reaching out and pushing Nightmare and Dream through the opening. “Now you, love.”

“Go!” Ophelia said, turning toward Chaos.

Fantasy shook his head, Worry building in his veins as he reached out and grabbed her arm.

“I can’t leave him,” Ophelia cried. “He’ll-”

“We’ll come back for him,” Fantasy promised, pulling Ophelia through the door. “Close it!”

Ophelia let out a frustrated sound, but nodded. The door snapped shut, just as a tendril of something started to creep through. Ophelia looked at it, and pointed. A beam of needle sharp light flew from her fingertip, incinerating the tendril as it shrieked loud enough to break glass.

Fantasy made himself look around, squinting through the mist that surrounded him. He knew this place, knew the scents and the feel of the stone beneath his feet. He knew the webs shining on the walls and the way that the tapestry of them stretched forever, but stayed locked to the wall.

He knew where they were, but he didn’t know why.

Why were they with the Weavers?

He looked at Ophelia, who was squinting into the mist that surrounded them. “What is going on?” He asked.

“The Highest lost their shit,” Ophelia said bluntly. “Chaos managed to hold them for long enough for us to get out of there. I have to go back for him.”

“No,” Dream said, shaking his head. “He sent us here for a reason, Goddess. Why?”

“I only know part of it,” Ophelia said. “I know what I think he thinks I am, but I don’t think he’s right.”

“That was a lot of thinking and not enough information.” Nightmare said, moving over and taking her by the hand. “Warrior, what is going on?”

Ophelia opened her mouth, looking up at Nightmare with confusion ruling the emotions writ in her eyes.

But there was a sound behind them and she whirled, spiking light from her skin, surrounding them, protecting them.

Three figures moved from the mist. Stopping square in front of Ophelia. It was the Weavers, but like Fantasy had never seen them. Hoods down, veils removed, looking at Ophelia with a combination of awe and skepticism.

“The size of the Mountain.” One of the Weavers said. “The size of the Mountain itself.”

Ophelia nodded, looking at the Weavers, but saying nothing.

“Proof is needed,” a different one said. “We were trusted, protected, and we will not betray that.”

“I understand,” Ophelia said with a nod.

The third Weaver raised a hand, glittering with dark light and opened a window to something that they had all seen before. The void rolled in the oculus, rising until something vaguely person shaped filled the window.

“Light,” Ophelia said, offering a hand that glowed brightly enough that Fantasy had to squint against the strength of it.

“Yes,” the void said, sibilant and strange. The shape reached for Ophelia’s hand, firming and resolving as it reached the corona.

Ophelia looked startled as she made contact, opening her mouth but no sound came out. Ebony filled her eyes, ink black and terrifying.

The figure in the void nodded, reaching again to lay a hand on Ophelia’s head. “As I was, so too are you.”

“As you were, so am I.” Ophelia said, voice holding a tone that they had never heard before. “In the end of all things.”

“The light will rise.” The void said with a thousand throats, hundreds of voices. Rage and celebration, joy and pain, all of it pouring through the window in the air to surround their love.

Fantasy swallowed the panic, reaching out along the ropes of love that ran between them. Knowing without knowledge that she would be lost in the void if they didn’t find her now.

She was fading, losing herself under the power of the voices. But he reached, desperate, and she reached back. Hands on his shoulders, his loves, his partners, pouring through him to find her again.

The voices reached for them too, pouring through them in a torrent that was only just bearable. There were visions in the flood, instants and moments, things that broke parts of his mind, pieces that had been submerged under gold.

She came back, slowly, but the void faded. The voices softening as they withdrew from her and faded back through the window.

And Ophelia rose, changed and the same.

The Weavers bowed, with a level of deference that Fantasy had never seen as one of them offered a gemmed key that they had taken from their sleeve.

“We witness you,” they all said in unison. “We bow as you rise.”

Ophelia reached out and took the key, almost as though she was asleep. “The bargain remains.” She said, before she shoved the key through the webs of time on the wall.


CHAPTER 55
Connection



The key sank in to the stone, grating against something as she pushed it in almost to the ornate top. Ophelia turned the key, feeling it grate, as the stone parted.

It sheared, the stone crying out as though it hadn’t moved for centuries. And if her memories were right, the stone had been inviolate for at least that long.

But it moved now. It moved to the side, opening like the door that it was. The opening left the webs hanging in the air and Ophelia peered through them, looking at the darkness beyond.

She took a deep breath and took a single step. And then another one, stepping into the darkness.

She felt them at her back, felt their hesitation and confusion, but they moved with her, following in her wake. Silent and strong and stable.

Ophelia smiled, nerves clawing their way up her throat. They were still there, she could depend on them, and if the memories that were settling in her heads were right, she was going to need every last part of their stability to get through what was going to come from these few steps.

She reached out with her light, grasping threads that her memories told her should exist. Doubt crashed through her when her hands didn’t connect.

“To the left,” came a whisper in her mind.

Connection.

Light.

It fired across her nerves, shooting out to crystals that lined the walls of the space. It smelled musty, like it had been closed for eons, but the light was hers, calling across the spaces that connected her to the men that she loved.

It glowed, comforting and warm, and she turned to look at them. “I’ll explain everything, but I have to secure us first.”

“Where are we?” Dream looked up at the ceiling that was so high as to be nearly lost in shadow. “This place- I-”

A chime rang across the air, shivering the light, as it dimmed and then brightened again. Like a shooting star, firing across the ceiling, crashing to the ground next to her.

It rose, light where the void had been dark, and shook its head, resolving into Chaos.

He giggled, looking around at the room and gestured to the far wall. “Now.” He said as the wall opened to another dark space.

“Yes,” Ophelia blinked and pointed at the opening. Light poured from it as she touched the threads inside the opening.

She walked toward the opening, Chaos at her side and her loves at her back. She could feel their confusion, and far enough away, another form of confusion. This one was overlaid by fury, but it was far enough away that she could ignore it for now.

She reached the door, stepping inside and looking at the massive orb as it sat on the stand in the middle of the room.

Ophelia looked at Chaos, and then back at the sphere. Taking a deep breath and a single step before the room burst in a shower of sparks that rained down on her.

“Are you sure?” She asked, looking at Chaos.

He nodded, an aching sorrow spreading over his face as he tapped the crack that shot across his chest. “Too broken,” he said. “For too long. As I was, so will you be.”

“I can heal it,” Ophelia raised her hand. “I can fix it now.”

He laughed, reaching and taking her hand out of the air. “No longer mine.”

She took a deep breath and stepped toward the sphere. She knew this room, knew this place even though she had never stepped foot here. Her head was crammed with memories that didn’t belong to her, and they were settling on the synapses of her brain.

She was changing, creating something new and old and all at once.

Ophelia reached for the sphere, sinking her hands into it and gripping the guiding threads. She turned them, feeling reality lurch as she sealed the place against any intrusion.

Turning to her loves, she smiled. “We’re safe now, and we have about two days to plan and finish everything before they figure out where we are.

“Where exactly are we?” Fantasy looked around at the room and came to take her hand. “There’s something familiar about this place, but I know I’ve never seen it before.”

“You wouldn’t have,” Ophelia looked over her shoulder at Chaos who was staring into the sphere as though it held the secrets of the universe. “Or at least, if you had, you would have had those memories sealed.”

“Sealed?” Nightmare shook his head and rubbed at his forehead. “What do you mean?”

“I mean what I said,” Ophelaia said. “Nothing can take the memories away, but they can be sealed back until you can’t access them any longer.”

“Magic?” Fantasy asked.

Ophelia nodded. “His seal, the one Chaos broke, it held the entire Mountain. You should start remembering certain things soon.”

Chaos reached out to touch the orb and light shot out, covering him briefly before it went out. “Lost,” he said, horrible, all encompassing sorrow in his voice.

Ophelia crossed the floor, taking his hands and shaking her head before laying down more of her light.

“Thank you, Dawn.” Chaos said, bowing his head to her. “You are a good friend.”

“I would do more, but I don’t think you’d let me.”

He shook his head. “No longer.” He said. “Maybe eons ago, but no longer.”

“Can we do it tomorrow?” Ophelia asked. “I would like one last night.”

He thought for a moment and nodded. “They will not find us yet, one last night will be alright.”

Ophelia smiled, crossing the floor back to the men that she loved and reaching for them. “Come with me, come and rest with me. In the morning, once the sun rises, I’ll tell you everything you need to know.”

She guided them out of the room with the sphere, down a hall that glittered with the same crystal light and into a bedroom that whispered itself into existence out of her memories.

It was the carbon copy of their room from Dream’s magic. Even though it looked out onto a sea of stars that had yet to see any light of hers. The stars were a kind light, the bright sea a reminder of her first days on the Mountain.

She turned to them, to the men that she loved and looked at them, looked each of them in the eyes and knew one thing without a doubt.

In the morning, everything would change.


CHAPTER 56
Moment



Nightmare couldn’t sleep. There was too much in him for rest of any quality, and even though Ophelia was safe in his arms, she felt distant and thin.

As though he was holding a memory and not a person.

He looked down at her, looking into her eyes and trying to smile. He failed, but he tried.

“All will be well,” she told him, reaching to touch his cheek. “This will change everything, but my love for you remains the same.”

“I wish I understood,” he said quietly. “I wish I knew why you felt so far away.”

She kissed him, but for the first time, he kept his eyes open. Afraid she would vanish if he took his eyes off her for even a moment. Afraid that she would leave him as he hadn’t been in months.

“I won’t,” she told him, leaning her forehead against his. “I promise I won’t leave you, any of you.”

“But will you be more than a memory?” He asked.

She nodded, but there was something in her eyes that made him doubt her words. “I will be here, different and the same. Yesterday’s me is a memory, tomorrow’s is an idea, but we have now, this moment, and I am with you in every moment now and forever.”

He kissed her again, holding her tightly, trying to press himself into her, so that even if she left, she would carry him with her.

“I won’t leave,” she ran her fingers through his hair. “Love, I swear it, by the Mountain itself, by the stars of the void, I won’t leave you. Or the others, not as long as I draw breath.”

He nodded, but there was something riding the edge of his hearing that confused and frightened him. “What is happening?”

“The-” she paused and looked up. “The power structure of the Mountain is held in place by the Highest.”

He nodded. “I know, but what does that have to do with us? Why are they afraid of us, of you?”

She lifted a hand, the dark swirling at the tips of her fingers until the key she’d used to open the stone sat in her hand. “Long ago, there was a war.”

“I was there,” he said, blinking at the key. “It pushed the earth demons down and off the Mountain.”

“It did more than that,” she said, waving the key. “It put the power structure of the Mountain in place. At first, it was merit based, the strongest and oldest to hold the earth demons at bay and keep the others safe.”

“And then something changed?” He half sat up, looking down at her.

She nodded, reaching to touch his face. “Power does things, it makes some work harder, but makes others lazy. Some will cling to that power to the exclusion of all else.”

“The Highest?”

She nodded again, the key vanishing from her hand. “The Highest hold to their power, and the rest of the Mountain doesn’t remember the time before the power structure existed.”

“But why does that mean that we’re a threat?” He touched her cheek, looking at the light his fingers came back stained with.

“Because, they tried to destroy something.” She said quietly. “But it couldn’t be destroyed, only buried and locked away.”

“You aren’t helping me be less confused, love.”

She smiled, shaking her head. “I’m still confused.” She said. “It’s all settling still, and I’m not even sure I’m right. Tomorrow is the final test to see if everything locks into place the way it ought to.”

“And if it does?”

“Then it all changes.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

Then it all changes.”

“So if it all changes either way, then what does it matter?” Nightmare leaned in and kissed her.

She kissed him back, running a hand down his side and settling it on his hip. “It matters to the balance. To the light and the dark. To the dual sides of the coin that are the time streams. To the mortals, even if they don’t know it.”

“When you went up against Magic, and when the void took you, that’s what it said.” He mused. “Something about him offending the balance.”

“He offends a lot more than that,” Ophelia said quietly. “But the lock he put on the Mountain offended the balance.”

Nightmare nodded, trying to make it make sense. “I think I understand, at least sort of.”

“We’ll find out in the morning.” She said. “For tonight, I just want to be with you and not think.”

“I can help with that,” he replied, kissing her slowly. “Wake the others.”

“We’re already awake,” Fantasy said quietly, reaching to touch Ophelia. “We were listening, and as much as I am still confused, I trust you, love.”

She nodded, reaching to pull him in.

She pulled them all in, kisses and touches, feelings and love. Passion and connection and the explosion of a new star as they all came together.

Softness after, sweet slow words that reassured and calmed him. And in the end, after they had cleaned up and returned to the bed that was lit with stars and roofed with the sky, they all curled together and looked at her.

At their soul.

At their Ophelia.

It might all change, but he was no longer afraid. Not afraid that she would leave him with only a memory to hold in the night while she was gone.

Tomorrow would bring change, but every day with her had brought him change. Had already brought him love and connection, care and concern. Change wasn’t bad, it was just change.

Every day was change, but Ophelia was a constant and he could believe in that.

Nightmare shut his eyes, taking a deep breath and pulling her close. She had weight in his arms, solid and warm and sure. Her lips brushed his jawline and she sighed.

“I love you,” she whispered. “Now and for always.”

“As long as the Mountain stands,” he whispered back. “As long as there is Earth and Sky, Magic and Time. Even after, when all returns to nothing, I will love you.”

“Then I have everything.” She smiled, he could feel it on his skin. “Rest now, morning is coming.”


CHAPTER 57
Knock



Dream slept, and in the night he dreamed. Which was odd for him, usually he didn’t dream unless he was in another’s dreamscape. But this dream was his, and it had been quite a while since he’d had to face the inside of his own head alone.

Except he wasn’t alone, not after the first few minutes. There was a presence there that was half familiar and half totally alien. But it was only a presence and he tried to ignore it and focus on waking up.

But the presence had covered him and he couldn’t get out. The only way out of his own head was to turn and face it. Whatever it was.

So he did. Pulling a blade out of his mind’s strength, he went in search of whatever had pulled a barrier over his mind. Whatever it was that was preventing his return to the waking world and the woman he loved.

He walked, through the halls of the villa that was. Closed doors and corridors that led to the open spaces of the house. There was a window, where there hadn’t been been one before. Taking up the entirety of the front of the house.

And it looked into the void.

He stepped up to the verge of it, looking out at the underside of the streams of time. His love was somehow connected to this, and as such it would behoove him to attempt to understand what he was seeing.

Her explanation hadn’t helped, but she was just as confused as they were. He’d been able to see that in her eyes. Suffering under an influx of memory that wasn’t hers.

He had to wonder at her strength. Again. He found himself doing it often and wondering how much of it had always been there. It made him re-evaluate how much of her he actually knew.

It didn’t change the way that he felt, but he did wonder.

His mind wandered while he stared into the void and it wasn’t until it blinked at him that he realized that it was staring back. He lurched, back and away from the window. Scrabbling backwards as the shape that had confronted his love rose from the ebony.

He wasn’t strong enough to face the void like she had. It would consume him and then he would leave her.

He stopped, staring at the figure for a moment before rising. There was something that he’d forgotten in his near panic. This was his dreamscape and he was Dream. He was the Lord of Human Dreams and there was nothing that could enter into his dreamscapes that he didn’t allow to be there.

He rose, walking back to the window and stopping,. Squaring off with the figure from the void, staring into the part of it where the eyes would be if the figure had eyes.

And it laughed, soft and near silent, bowing to him. “Lover.” The voices hissed. “Protector, Teacher.”

And then the other two were there, packing into his dream with looks of confused fear on their faces.

“The three.” The void whispered. “Stable, strong, safe.”

Dream nodded, reaching to take the others by the hands. “My loves,” he said.

“Yes,” the voices of the void said as the eyeless face nodded. “Love is all.”

“What is it that you want?” Dream asked the figure. “You have not spoken in eons.”

“I did not have a voice.” The void said. “And there were no ears to hear.”

“Balance?” Fantasy said hesitantly. “She is the balance, and we are balance to her?”

The void laughed, wheezy and choked, like there was something caught in its throat. “As she is, so once was I.”

“What are you?” Nightmare asked.

“I am what is left.” The voices of the void coughed the words out. “I am the parts that were locked away. There is more, other, untold.”

“How do we find it?”

“Follow the shatter.” The figure in the void started to melt away. “Follow the self, follow the parts that can be seen and where they lead, there lies the truth.”

The dream went still, the void fading back and closing the window. The presence faded as did the block that had been preventing Dream from leaving.

He looked at the others, at the people that he loved and smiled. “Well, I guess we’ll figure it out together.”

“The bits are starting to come together,” Fantasy mused. “The void says to follow the shatter, but it lost me after that.”

Nightmare shrugged. “We’ll take it to Ophelia, she might be able to make more sense of it than we can.”

Dream opened his mouth to agree with his partner when there was a buzz in his senses. Annoying, like a fly in the ear, but urgent, almost fearful.

“Wake,” Dream ordered them. “Stand with her. We are as the void named us, and she is all.”

He didn’t know what made him say that. She was all to him, to them, but there was more truth in his words than that.

The other two vanished, pulling out of his mind and back to themselves.

He followed suit, crashing back into his waking mind and yanking his eyes open. Only to see his all, his Ophelia standing next to the bed in wherever it was that they found themselves listening to that annoying buzz, which had only gotten louder.

“What is it?” He got out of bed and went to stand next to her.

She half turned to look at him and an odd smile curled the corners of her lips. “Magic’s little spy, Urania.”

“What?” Dream lurched slightly. “How did she find us?”

“She was sent,” Ophelia said, waving a hand in the air. “The Highest know this place, they know it exists still, they just can’t get in unless they are permitted.”

“Where are we?” Dream asked, cupping her cheek. “You still haven’t told us.”

Ophelia gestured to the ceiling, opening her mouth, but before she could say anything, Chaos stuck his head in around the corner. “Little bird is pecking around the edges.”

“I was just considering letting her in.” Ophelia said, narrowing her eyes at Chaos.

Chaos nodded. “Oh do.”


CHAPTER 58
Morning



Fantasy followed Ophelia out of the bedroom and down a separate hall, one that he had missed the night before. Or at least he must have, because the wall that they walked through hadn’t had any openings the night before that he’d seen.

Unless this place was like his pocket and was malleable and able to respond to its owner’s needs. Which made Ophelia the owner? That was more than he wanted to try to figure out right then with a spy from Magic on the doorstep and a hundred other questions banging at the inside of his head.

Alongside the memories that were leaking out. They had been, from what Ophelia had said, trapped back, buried under Magic’s sigil, and he supposed that the longer the sigil remained broken, the more memories would come to the surface.

But again, more than he wanted to try and puzzle out right at this moment. Not as they exited the cavernous hallway into an even more cavernous room.

It was walled with mirrors, faced with crystals, and multiplied the light that surrounded their Ophelia to an uncomfortable degree. She was too bright, the light just this side of harsh as she raised a hand and opened the air before she sat down on a chair that was a fraction too modest to be a throne.

Urania crept through, timid and slow, with a look that was just shy of terror on her face.

Fantasy pulled his sword from the air, its hissing cutting the air. He was echoed by his partners, all of them going to stand on either side of Ophelia’s seat.

Chaos too, taking a position that would have been occupied by an advisor, which Fantasy supposed that he was. He’d been the guiding force behind this entire adventure.

From the beginning, he’d been there. He’d been behind sending the Tribunal into the teeth of the Eaters, behind Ophelia’s disappearance on several occasions, and now behind them running from the Highest and taking refuge here.

Wherever here was.

He brought his focus back to Urania, who was looking back and forth between the three of them, Chaos, and Ophelia who was just sitting there, a queen in every aspect.

“Speak, Urania.” Ophelia said after a few silent moments. “What does Magic want?”

Urania swallowed, hard, enough to where Fantasy could see her throat work. “My Highest sends me to beg a conference.” She said after a moment. “He knows what you will become and would fall under your retinue.”

Ophelia looked at Urania for a moment and then laughed. “And have him able to stab me in the back? No, I know what the coward stands to lose and I will not permit his nonsense.”

Urania drooped. “I will return and give him your message.”

“No,” Ophelia said, raising a hand and shutting the opening she’d made. “I will have you remain, Muse of Astronomy. I will have you bear witness and when you return to Magic, you may tell him what I have said.”

Urania nodded, fear still a living thin in her eyes. “I will do as you have said, Goddess.”

“Good, go and rest while the last of the preparations are made and when I call, you will come.” Ophelia waved a hand and Fantasy felt a familiar presence enter the room.

It was, but it wasn’t one of his Unseen and Ophelia gestured to Urania. “My servants will care for your needs.”

Urania bowed again and left in the company of the Unseen.

Chaos rocked from foot to foot, silent for a moment before he looked up at Ophelia. “Open the window, Dawn,” he said. “Before, before, see to your people.”

Ophelia paused, looking down at Chaos. “I don’t think that’s wise.”

“Wisdom is not safety,” Chaos said. “To grow is to rise, to rise is to become, but to say goodbye is a different strength.”

Ophelia looked devastated, but only for a moment. “They will not lose me. I will not turn from them.”

Chaos just shook his head.

Ophelia was silent for a moment, before she rose. “Alright.”

Chaos just looked sad, like he was mourning something so ancient that not even he remembered it in its entirety.

Ophelia looked at Dream and held out a hand. “I have to go to the Village.”

“We go, Goddess.” Dream took her hand and Fantasy watched as she opened a door. Stepping out, unchanged, into a village of mud brick housing. The scent of the village hit his nose, and he shook it from his nose before he followed his loves.

They did not muffle themselves, and the village fell at their feet. But there was no cruelty in his loves, rather, they simply walked the village, blessing those who bowed to them.

Gentle dreams, bright dawns, and the love that pooled in bright strings between them.

They flew, arrowing down through reality to a city. To the Great Capital. They did not show themselves here, but the blessings that were shed by them were the same. New beginnings, love, dreams of soft things.

Fantasy flew with them, Nightmare cloaked and by their side. And they shed blessings of their own on the humans in their wake.

Strength, knowledge, perspective, and courage.

These were the offerings that they left the humans with. The mortal dreamers, the people that sent them praise.

And then they returned, back to the crystal palace that shone in Ophelia’s light.

It was still a puzzle, as were the tears that fell from Ophelia’s eyes as they returned to the throne room. As she faced Chaos and nodded, wiping the wet from her face.

“Now you become.” He said, reaching for her hand and pointing back towards the way they had come. “You shed all, only to rise.

“I don’t-”

“As you are, so was I,” Chaos said. “As you will become, I was. And now the seed grows.”

Ophelia squared her shoulders and took a step, light focusing around her shoulders from the crystals embedded in the walls. Or was it just from her?


CHAPTER 59
Deal



Ophelia’s gut was churning. Chaos couldn’t possibly mean what she thought he meant. All the memories crowding her head couldn’t possibly be assembling themselves in the way that she thought that they were.

But they kept coming and the light got brighter.

And then there was a lurch and the world went sideways for the barest instant.

Ophelia felt it impact the inside of her head, felt the message that was trying to get through and debated allowing it. If she spoke with him now, he might carry tales to the others.

But then , the chance was almost a definite that they already knew.

So if he wanted to squawk uselessly at her, then why shouldn’t she at least give the illusion of listening?

She stopped, raising a hand and drawing a circle in the air with one light-tipped finger. Peeling away a layer of reality to look at the Highest.

Magic.

Standing there, looking as haggard and as fearful as she’d never seen him. “Yes?”

He puffed, trying to sneer at her the way that he always had, but she just raised a hand and tipped her fingers with the claws that had made short work of his seat when she had met him last.

“Say your piece,” she demanded. “I have your creature as my witness, and she will bring you news once I am finished with her.”

His demeanor changed, expression fearful. His mouth opened and closed several times before he saw Chaos at her shoulder.

“You-” he reached out, eyes going dark with rage and attempted to reach for him.

Ophelia swatted his hand back, raking her light claws across his flesh. “You will not touch my entourage.”

“So you admit it?” Magic growled.

Ophelia nodded. “Chaos is under my protection, under the Dawn, and I will not suffer you beyond what I must.”

Magic looked utterly taken aback and then angry again. But the emotional turmoil was quickly submerged under something approaching servile. It was disgusting and odd, and wholly false.

She could feel that in her bones.

“You-” he looked at Chaos and then forced his eyes away. “You will need allies.”

“I will not have those at my side that would stab me in the back as soon as look at me.” Ophelia said. “Offer me further lies, so that we can have done with each other.”

“You are playing a dangerous game.” He said.

Ophelia shook her head. “I am playing Barbu,” she said. “And I had a fine teacher.”

Magic looked confused, but narrowed his eyes and continued. “You do not know the forces that we bear.”

“I have met them,” Ophelia said, letting the void flow out, until her eyes were dark with it. “Light and dark, upper and lower. The balance. I know them better than you and will protect them better than you have.”

Magic scoffed, but the fear had returned to his eyes.

“Offer me your bargain,” Ophelia ordered. “I have preparations to make.”

“I will offer you my support when you stand before the council.” Magic looked as though the words had left a bad taste in his mouth. “In return, I ask for-” he looked vaguely ill. “Your protection, from the others.”

Ophelia narrowed her eyes at him, and then shut the window on him. Before she turned to the others and gave them a conflicted smile.

“I would not have him within ten feet of my back.” She said, shaking her head. “He’s made a very uncomfortable bed for himself and I will leave him to deal with it.”

Chaos clapped, the sound loud in the silence. “We have preparation to do.”

“Yes,” Ophelia said. “I’ve got to get the rest of the lights on.”

Dream walked forward and took her hand. “Darling, Mine, please?”

Ophelia swallowed, feeling another set of memories slot themselves in. Another bit of orphaned power find home in her veins. “Come and sit with me. I’ll tell you what’s managed to settle and what I’m still trying to figure out.”

She let them through the halls, to a library where the shelves bowed beneath the weight of the books and where the bookcases stretched into the darkness of the ceiling.

She reached up, grabbing a very slim volume from one of the shelves, blowing the thick layer of dust from the cover.

“Come and sit,” she said, leading them to an arrangement of chairs and sitting down on the dusty upholstery and opening the book.

They all came and sat with her, Fantasy at her side, peering down at the pages of the book in her lap.

“Brilliance-” he tapped the pages. “That is a blank book.”

She shook her head. “It’s not, but you have to look at it a very particular way in order to see the words.”

“How?”

She held the book up, touching her forehead right between the eyes and smiling up at him. “You have to look at it with the right lens.”

She pointed at the book with the same finger, drawing a circle made of twined light and dark over the pages. “In the beginning,” she watched as the light and the shadow burned into the page, exposing the words that lived tucked into the fibers. “There was a Mountain, and a bargain, and five souls that vowed to protect a balance.”

“Wait-” Nightmare peered at the book. “Five?”

Ophelia nodded down at the pages, looking up at one of the men that she loved. “Five.”

“What were their names?” Fantasy asked. “What happened?”

“That is the story,” Ophelia said, lifting the book and tapping the spine. “The story of those four is writ into the stones of the Mountain itself. Earth and Sky, Magic and Time.”

“But you said there were five?” Nightmare said.

Ophelia nodded, looking over at Chaos. “Yes, but the Fifth, the first and the oldest, their name is no longer on the stones. They were betrayed.”

Ophelia watched as the three men that she loved understood. As the last of the obfuscation lifted from their minds and they looked at Chaos in horrified understanding.


CHAPTER 60
Rise



Chaos giggled and raised a hand to wiggle his fingers at them before turning to look at Ophelia. “Enough playing, it is time.”

She nodded, the woman that he loved and rose. “You understand now, what happened and what I have to do. If you choose to leave, I understand.”

“Why would we go?” Nightmare asked, moving to stand at her side. “Why would we leave you now, at the beginning of all things?”

“If we wanted to be safe, we never would have entered your dreams.” Fantasy said, moving to hold her hand. “And now we are together, all of us, and there is nothing that will drive us apart.

“Then get ready,” Ophelia said. “Because they are going to try.”

Chaos giggled, leading them, from the room and down the hall to the same room that they had started in. The huge sphere at the center and now there was a massive mirror at the other end. It sat, leaning against the wall behind a curtain made of spheres of crystal the size of his fist.

Each sphere had a light, and each light was a different color. Sparking, fizzing, flickering, dancing, there was something mesmerizing about them.

Nightmare tore his eyes away, when the curtain pulled back and left Ophelia standing directly in the center of the mirror.

“Urania,” Ophelia said in a soft voice. “It is time.”

She was there a few minutes later, hands clasped in front of her, and a look of terrified awe on her face. “I witness, Goddess.”

Ophelia nodded, turning to Chaos as he reached for her hand. “It’s still yours, my friend.”

Chaos laughed, raising Ophelia’s hand and turning them both towards the mirror. “Grow, little seed, rise, Dawn.”

He pressed her hand to the mirror and the entire space went dark. Pitch, Ebony. The same shade as the eyes of the void.

And silence. Eternal and unbreaking, echoing with potential.

“Witness,” Chaos’ voice rang out as light began to grow in the depths of the mirror. “Witness an end and a beginning.”

The light grew, a torrent of illumination that pressed up against the inner surface of the mirror, making it bulge outward like an overfilled dam.

“Accept it, Dawn,” Chaos called. “Accept who you are, and rise.”

“I can’t” Ophelia’s voice was tormented. “It belongs to you.”

“Seed,” Chaos said, and the silhouette of his form gestured to the light. “I grant it to you.”

Her outline nodded, and the set of her shoulders was hesitant and unsure. “I’ll do my best.”

“As you are, so was I,” Chaos said. “Accept it.”

“I accept,” she said quietly.

The mirror burst, soundless, but the concussion of the magic snapping knocked them from their feet as the torrent won free of its moorings.

It swept through the room, scrabbling for purchase on the insides of their heads and failing to grasp anything.

“Here,” Ophelia’s voice cried. “Come to me. Destroy me, create me, I surrender to the light.”

The torrent receded, pulling back until there was nothing left to be seen of Ophelia but a miniature sun in the middle of the room surrounded by shards of glass that used to be a star bright mirror.

He could feel her pain, her struggle. Agony past bearing as her soul tore free and was burned in the light.

But they were hers as she was theirs and there was no hesitation in them when they reached out along their threads of love to find her.

The sigil was sun bright silver where they were all connected, and one after another, the crystal globes in the curtain burst, their fires coming to rest on a junction in the sigil, strengthening it, letting them call harder, reach further into the sun.

She was there, they could feel it, and dancing on the edge, was Chaos. 

There.

They connected, the fires taking hold in the junctures and locking the entire construction into place.

It all burst, a star going supernova, or an explosion with a black hole at its heart.

Dark and light, twining together in the core of it all.

And then she rose, a phoenix from pain, her soul reweaving from nothing but their love as they poured it into her. Without cease, without end.

The light closed in, forming a skin around her body. Sinking further and further into her, weaving in like the words on the page and Nightmare realized what she’d meant when she’d been talking about five.

The light faded from Chaos as it closed in around Ophelia, and the broken, mad god collapsed to the stone.

Nightmare moved to his side, helping him up and back on to his feet as Ophelia’s transformation continued.

“What happens,” Chaos asked him. “When you break light?”

“She’ll never know.” Nightmare vowed.

Chaos shook his head. “With you, she is safe. It was why I waited to give her this.”

“You were the last.”

Chaos shook his head and laughed. “I was the first.”

The light went dark, save for the corona. Ophelia collapsed to the stone, a brightly outlined heap.

Nightmare looked to Chaos as the others moved toward Ophelia. Chaos just smiled sadly and waved him off. “Go to her,” he said with a smile. “She is all, now.”

Chaos vanished, popping from existence with a barely audible sound as Nightmare moved to help the others with their Ophelia. She was unconscious, limp, but her breathing was steady and her heart was stable.

Besides the outline that she had in the dark, she looked unchanged.

But that wasn’t true and they all knew it. What had passed had changed everything.

There was a sound behind them, and Nightmare spun, his sword appearing in his hand, coming to rest under Urania’s chin.

“I bow,” Urania said in a shaking voice.

Nightmare nodded, his sword fading from the muse’s throat. “Remain, we will decide what is to be done.”

Ophelia moved, a tiny groan sounding in the air.

“Rest,” Dream told her, holding her until she went limp again.


CHAPTER 61
Mirror



Dream had faced many things in his time. War and death and too many battles to count. So why was the thing that made him fear the most, the woman that he loved?

He wasn’t afraid of her. He wanted to make that abundantly clear. He was afraid for her. She had been mortal, been a goddess, and now, if his memories and Chaos’ words were accurate, she was more than any of them had ever thought was possible.

In the beginning.

He looked down at the woman surrounded by light in the bed where they’d laid her.

In the beginning.

A Mountain

A balance

And five souls.

But only four still stood.

Ophelia shifted and they all rose. Coming to stand at her side, arraying themselves as her guard of honor.

She rose, eyes shut tightly, walking from them and then turning back to face them. She smiled, hesitant and slow. “Hello loves.”

“Ophelia, show us,” Dream said, reaching for her hands and flexing the magic that now locked the webs into their sigil, making it visible to all.

The smile fell from her lips, and she looked down.

“Goddess, there is nothing in this world or the next that would keep us from you.” Fantasy said, reaching to touch her face. “Why do you hide from us?”

“It’s different,” she whispered. “I’m different, and I don’t want to frighten you.”

“Show us,” Nightmare whispered back. “Let us see. Let us prove to you that we are yours.”

She looked up at the ceiling, looked down at the floor, and then looked at them and opened her eyes.

The dawn sparks were gone. The darkness of the void was gone. In place of the silver that had been there before, was molten gold searing them with the strength it held. And past the gold, past the strength, was a corona, bright light that streamed from her eyes.

There were only four beings with that corona in their eyes. And the four of them sat the thrones at the summit of the Mountain.

“Highest,” Fantasy was the first to recover from the shock. Dropping to his knees, he pressed his head to the floor.

“Don’t-” Ophelia said, reaching for him as the corona bled from her eyes. “Please don’t do that.”

“You are due the deference,” Dream said, echoing his partner’s motions, followed by Nightmare. “You are Highest.”

“I don’t want to be,” she whispered. “Light was supposed to stay Light, but the Highest-”

“Chaos?” Dream lifted his head.

Ophelia nodded. “What happens when you shatter light?”

“Chaos,” Nightmare said, lifting his head as well. “Chaos was the Fifth?”

“Light was first,” Fantasy corrected. “Light, then Time, then Sky and Earth. Magic was youngest.”

“Chaos didn’t want the power,” Ophelia said, voice quiet and broken. “He wanted to keep the balance that the Highest are supposed to govern. But the others wanted power, wanted to rule, and he was overpowered and shattered.”

“He’s the voice in the void?” Nightmare asked.

Ophelia nodded. “The voice in the void, the power in the mirror. Chaos split himself into three so that when he was shattered, he could still find someone to hold the balance.”

“Why you?” Dream asked. “Out of all the gods of the Mountain.”

“I was a seed,” Ophelia said. “A seed of light, planted in the Mountain by the shattering. And when I was given form, when I was stolen and when I returned, I grew. When I saved you, and when I marked you, I proved that I could balance power outside myself. Chaos has been testing me this entire time.”

Nightmare nodded. “And now?”

“Now I am Light.” Ophelia gestured. “This place, it’s called Light’s Bastion. It was the safe place for the residents of the Mountain during the Great War. It was abandoned and sealed when Light was shattered and the key was given into the hands of the Weavers for safekeeping.”

“The Weavers?”

Ophelia nodded. “The Weavers are the balance for the Light Streams. The void is the balance for the Dark Streams.”

“And you stand between.” Fantasy said, voice soft. “You are the balance within.”

“I have to go to the Summit.” Ophelia said, voice tired. “They know I’ve returned. There is no one on the Mountain that doesn’t know that something happened. Only the Highest will know what it is, and it’s best if I don’t give them time to scheme.”

“Rest first,” Dream said. “A day or two will not matter much, and if you are able to face them fully, then they will be more likely to give you the deference you deserve.”

Ophelia sighed and nodded. “I can’t hold it all yet,” she slumped and a tiny pained noise escaped her. “It’s so heavy.”

“Then let us help,” Dream said softly. “We will hold you, so that you can hold it.”

They surrounded her, feeling the struggle at her core. “Calm, Love,” Nightmare murmured to her. “Feed it to the web, to the sigil and the lights and we will hold it until you can.”

She sighed, a single breath of air, and he could feel her reach for the strands of the web, releasing what she couldn’t hold yet into the threads with a sigh that was half relief, half pain.

They took her to bed, curling around her while she rested and adjusted to the weight of the light. Of the balance. Of the dark and the light and the memories that were hers now.

Dream wanted to talk to Chaos, but there was no sign of him in the bastion. And he didn’t dare leave to go and try to find him. He would do his best for now and when he could find Light that Was he would ask for advice on supporting his love.


CHAPTER 62
Plan



Three days later they rose from the bed. Three days later, Ophelia was able to balance the power and her body. Three days later, they were able to open the windows of the Bastion and look at the Mountain.

It was silent, bare. The artifacts of Earth’s rage plain to be seen in the soil and the trees and the water. The magic of the earth would help everything recover faster, but Fantasy could sense Ophelia’s rage at the damage done.

After a meal, they all went down to the library, standing and looking at the rank upon rank of shelving that held Light knows what.

“There’s too much here,” Fantasy said.

Ophelia shook her head. “I know where every single book is, and what’s in it. Thanks to Light that Was, and the memory transference, I can tell you where the books that you need are.”

“I need the hidden history of the Mountain,” Fantasy said. “If we are to plan on how to come up against the Highest, we need to know what was behind the shattering of Light that Was.”

“Jealousy,” Ophelia said sadly. “He trusted them as his family and they betrayed him to the gods of their own greed.”

Fantasy nodded. Trying to figure out what she had to be feeling. She had two lives, two sets of memories, and she was only loved in one.

“You love me now,” she whispered. “That is all I need.”

“A plan,” Fantasy said. “We need a plan to go up against them, so that they cannot do what they did to Light that Was.”

“They couldn’t do that anyway,” Ophelia said absently. “The sigil between us precludes my breaking. They would have to get through me to break the three of you first. It’s a feedback loop and protects us all.”

Fantasy nodded, taking a random book off the shelf and opening it to the center. “I think a plan is still wise.”

“I’m not saying that it’s not,” Ophelia shook her head. “I just don’t think that we need to study every bit of information in here before we can act.”

“One day,” Fantasy said. “We plan for a single day and then we will go up and face down the Highest.”

Ophelia nodded, waving a hand in the air.

Urania was there a short time later, dropping to her knees and bowing her head to Ophelia as the men arrayed themselves at her back.

“I listen, Highest.”

“You belong to me now, Urania.” Ophelia reached down and plucked something from the top of the muse’s head. “Magic’s compulsion has been removed.”

“What would you have of me?” Urania’s voice shook with fear. “Will you send me against them?”

“Void no.” Ophelia recoiled. “I would have you go to the other muses, save Calliope, have them begin to spread the news on the Mountain. Tell the residents that help is coming.”

Urania looked up, and then just as fast, back at the floor. “I hear and obey, Highest.”

And then she was gone, tiny wings sprouting from her shoulder blades as Ophelia opened the Bastion.

“That will set them on their ears.” Nightmare said, watching the Bastion close.

“It’ll make them nervous,” Ophelia sank into a chair. “If I can have them looking for me over their shoulders and in the shadows, then I’m winning.”

“What will you do next?” Nightmare asked.

“I think I’ll make lunch.” She smiled, but there was worry in it. “I need something to be normal for an hour.”


CHAPTER 63
Confrontation



Ophelia wasn’t ready. But she wasn’t going to be ready. How did one prepare to go to four all powerful beings and shove herself into their midst as First and Eldest.

There was no way to be ready for that.

So she was going to go and do what she needed to do. She was going to defend the balance and sit the summit of the Mountain. She would have her loves and they would be at her back with the sigil that they had created between them.

It gave her comfort, that sigil. They would have to break her loves to break her, but they would need to break her in order to get to them. If they were together, as they were in all things now. Together, the loop was inviolate.

She stepped out of the Bastion, gowned in the light that lived in the core of a star, gilded with golden shadow. Her loves at her back. She’d moved the Bastion to the summit, so that when her feet touched the earth of the Mountain, she was stepping directly into the middle of the Highest.

They were arguing, viciously, and she caught her name and the names of her loves, before they saw her and went silent.

She stepped into the middle of the room, calling Light’s Rod from the Bastion. It was heavy and gemmed with crystals that reflected her light.

She raised the rod, pointing it at each of the Highest in turn. Watching them pale and try to pretend that they weren’t afraid as she pinned them with her eyes.

She turned, pointing the rod at the ground and pulling it up. The original drawing of the throne room of the Highest had the four Younger on one side of the room. They were supposed to look to the Eldest for guidance.

And she was Eldest.

She pulled her throne out of the earth. Soil falling from the crystals that crusted the surface and catching her light to beam rainbows up the walls.

“You know who I am.” Ophelia said, sitting down in her throne. “And you know what you did when Light that Was sat this throne in your midst.”

Time opened his mouth and shut it again, pale behind his beard. “What-”

“As he was, so am I.” Ophelia said, sitting back against the crystals of her throne and laying the rod across her lap. “As I am now. I will hear no argument.”

“Delusional slag,” Magic rose from his throne and headed in her direction.

Ophelia shook her head. “Name calling, Youngest?” She pointed at him and smiled, but it was vicious. “Keep your words behind your teeth.”

Magic clawed at his face as threads of light pierced his lips, sewing his mouth shut.

Sky looked as though she was going to be sick and Earth was frozen and exhausted looking, with a red chain at her throat.

“Now that we have dealt with the children, do any of you have anything sensible to say?” She looked at the remaining Highest, meeting each of their eyes in turn.

“What would you have of us, Eldest?” Sky asked.

Ophelia nodded. “And the holder of all speaks sense. I would have you return to your duties with the balance, rather than guarding your misbegotten power here at the summit.”

Time opened his mouth and closed it yet again.

Ophelia looked over at him and narrowed her eyes. “Time, you were as a brother to me. As such, I would have you speak my name to the Mountain.”

Time rose, taking two steps toward Ophelia. Her loves, her Oneiroi swarmed her throne, weapons shining as they moved to defend her from the one that used to be Highest of the High.

Time looked old and tired as he turned his gaze towards her loves. “I will announce you, Eldest.”

Ophelia sat back, watching as Time went to the edge of the room, looking down from the summit at the remainder of the Mountain and taking a deep breath. “Light Returns.” He boomed, the words like thunder. “Rejoice, Mountain.”

Ophelia nodded, rising from the throne and looking down at where Magic had ceased clawing himself bloody and was now simply sitting on the floor and looking at his hands.

Ophelia waved a hand and the light threads vanished. “I have taken your spy, Youngest. Know that I will not tolerate your interference, and the next time I take your words, you will not get them back.”

Magic scrabbled to his feet, bloody tracks across his lips, and glared at her. Though his mouth remained closed.

“I see you have sense after all.” Ophelia nodded before turning her gaze to the others. “You have two days until my return. In that time, I would have you create a plan to return to guarding the balance.”

“We hear, Eldest,” Sky said.

Ophelia nodded, turning from them and crossing back into the Bastion.

She slumped against the wall as soon as the door shut, breathing hard as nausea climbed the back of her throat.

“We lived,” she said. “I didn’t-” she put her head in her hands.

“Daughter?” Her mother’s hesitant voice cracked the air and Ophelia’s panic.

“Mom?” Ophelia raised her head to see Day standing at Urania’s side. “Are you ok?”

“I have heard a strange tale,” Day said, walking to Ophelia’s side. “About my daughter and Chaos, and a palace in the sky.”

Ophelia swallowed, making herself meet her mother’s eyes. “It’s true,” she said quietly. “Chaos is Light that Was, I’m Light now.”

“You are still my daughter,” Day laid her hands on Ophelia’s shoulders. “You are still the one I birthed, still the one that I mourned and then celebrated. The one I taught, the one I healed. You may be Light, but you are still my Dawn.”

Ophelia choked back a wave of tears as they poured in streams from her eyes. “Thank you,” she choked the words out as Day came to hug her.

“I will help as I can,” Day said. “Rumor is swirling already, and you must ride it if you are to harness the Mountain’s strength.”

“I will go among them,” Ophelia said. “I can heal the Mountain, help the people, remind them who Light was and is again.”


CHAPTER 64
Mountain



Nightmare was never far from her. Not as she walked the slopes of the Mountain and helped the earth heal. Not as she went back to the Bastion at the end of the day to rest and recover.

He was never far from her as she went back to the summit to hear their plans for healing the balance or while she was sitting on her throne challenging them to do better.

He watched the balance shift. The residents of the Mountain welcomed Light, welcomed her presence and her help.

Those at the summit, however, they darkened and argued as she demanded that they do what they were meant for.

The Mountain sang her praises, and the people at its foot and in the Great Capital shifted her temple to the Highest as the news spread from the muses that Dawn had risen.

The summit could not come up against her, not with all of them at her back. And the creatures of the Mountain were rebalancing. Which meant that the Highest were losing their power bases as the residents pledged their loyalty to Light.

For Ophelia, though, as they were never far from her, they also never ceased to remind her that she was more than Light. That she was their Ophelia, and that they could see her as she was.

The great festivals came. And both Light and Dawn were celebrated across the streams of time.

And as things settled, they all turned to the things that they had done before. Fantasy went back to teaching Bethany, Nightmare to training the Tribunal, and Dream spent his time in research and reconnaissance.

The Eaters had faded again, but Dream kept alerts in their territories so that they would be warned if their foulness began to rise.

Time passed, and everything started to calm. Even the grumbling that came from the Highest started to be less and less frequent.

Nightmare mistrusted that, but there was nothing that the Highest could do, not with the Mountain falling behind Ophelia.

And not with the sigil in place between her and them.

It seemed as though all was well, even though there was something niggling at the back of his head.

He ignored it, not entirely, just enough so that he could focus on his loves.

What would be would show itself and they would handle it then

Until then, he would love them, protect Ophelia, and bathe in her light.

The future was there, and it belonged to them.

All was well.


CHAPTER 65
Light



Darkness is not the antithesis of light, Darkness is the other side of the coin.

Shadow though, shadow can be puppeted, trained to hurt and destroy, and a thinking being, if left in the shadow long enough, comes to crave light with a bottomless hunger.

Light must be destroyed.

Before she destroys everything.


CHAPTER 66
To Be Continued



The Story will continue

Ophelia, Dream, Nightmare, and Fantasy will return

Look for Light, coming soon


CHAPTER 67
Sneak Peek



“The weapons wielded are terrible,” the voice said from the darkness. “But we will defend.”

Ophelia raised the light, calling it from the fragments of mica in the stone of the cave. It revealed a woman, or what could have been mistaken for one. Save that the teeth were tearingly pointed and the mouth all too broad.

“Who are you?” She asked, feeling her steadfast ones press closer to her.

The woman shape smiled, fang filled mouth stretching back to delicately pointed ears. “We are the forgotten ones, left in the dark to languish while the Highest took their thrones.”


CHAPTER 68
Join my Newsletter



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
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