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For my Husband, without your support this would never have been possible

For Chrisandra: Without you, this would never have seen the light of day

For the Inner Sanctum: Without you, I would never have had the courage.

For the Capstone Crew: Without you, I wouldn’t be who I am.
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CHAPTER 1
Bargain



“I’m still listening.”

He was the Deepest Umbra, the Master of Nightmares and Lord of Monsters and for all of that, he was helpless in the face of the Goddess that had met him at the door with a sword in her hands and death in her eyes.

It was his Warrior, the one who had come to him in her dreams to battle with her demons. He’d put a sword in her hands and taught her to fight, taught her to face herself and all comers with the knowledge that she could overcome.

But she was the Goddess of Dawn now and she sat at the side of the Edge of Night who was looking down at her with adoration and love in every fiber of his expression.

But she was listening, and though he may have lost his chance to help and hold her, she was still there and maybe with time-

“Tell us how we can assist, my friend.” Dream reached to take Ophelia’s hand.

“I’m listening, Nightmare,” she tilted her head at him. “Tell me what you seek.”

He ran a hand down the curve of his coils and grimaced. “I seek a willing heart, a helper, someone that can walk towards me with open eyes. I seek a partner to help me break this curse.”

Ophelia nodded seriously, fingers tightening around Dream’s. “What curse is it? How can we help you break it?”

“The curse holds me in this form, Warrior,” He held in the pained sigh. “Earth cursed me on a whim and I am trapped to this form until I solve her riddle and find a partner willing to help me. I have solved the riddle, now I need the partner to assist me in lifting the pieces.”

She nodded again, flicking a brief look up at Dream who smiled down at her softly with a nod of his own.

“We will assist, Nightmare,” Dream said, turning his focus back. “As much as we are able.”

“I couldn’t do anything less,” his Warrior said with a small smile. “I’ll help you the way you were always a help to me.”

“Thank you, Warrior,” he shifted in his coils by the fire. “I will depart, when you are ready to begin, you have only to send me word.”

“Dine with us,” Dream said, rising from the sofa and gently pulling Ophelia up after him. “Dine and stay with us tonight. We will speak on other things and in the morning we will return with you to your home and begin.”

Highest help him, he should go, should leave them to their love, but, just for one night, he didn’t want to be alone.

Which was how he found himself lounging in his own coils on the terrace of their home in the olive grove as the sun transitioned out of the sky.

He ate, forcing the food down around the loneliness clotting his throat and attempted to make conversation with the woman that he loved and not show that she owned his entire heart.

Because peeking from behind the clothing that Dream wore was a symbol etched in dawn light on his skin. He was claimed by the Dawn and that meant that her affections would be forever closed to him.

She showed him to a bedroom after they had eaten. It was small, lit with the stars and roofed with the sky. “Good night,” she said in her low, throaty voice. “Tomorrow we will plan to take care of everything.”

Just the merest brush of her hand across the back of his and she was gone.

He went into the room and coiled up in one of the corners. Leaning back in his coils to look up at the sky, to watch the galaxies spin across time and fate.

Dream had brought her across that time, from a fate line not her own and home to the Mountain.

There was no room for him in her heart, but perhaps they could be friends. Perhaps he could be satisfied with that.

Even as he thought it, he knew it was a lie.


CHAPTER 2
Dawn



Ophelia couldn’t sleep. Her head was turning around on itself and the motion of her thoughts was dizzying. Her Serpent, her Dream, her feelings for them both.

How could she reconcile them? She loved Dream, her heart belonged to him. He was the holder of her days, her nights, of every dawn that she would ever see on this Mountain and she didn’t want or need anyone or anything else.

His arms were warm around her, but still her brain plowed on.

Her Serpent, the one that called her Warrior and made her face her demons. But he was always there to pull her from the morass when she was overwhelmed by her life as it had been.

But it was no longer that way and the man that had visited her dreams and put a sword in her hand to show her how to fight back her darkness was real. They were all real, and she would be lying if she were to try to pretend that she didn’t have feelings for Nightmare.

“My goddess?” Dream’s voice was sleepy and his eyes were hooded as he looked down at her. “Are you well?”

“I’m alright,” she slid up and kissed his cheek. “I’m just a little muddled, that’s all.”

“Would you like to talk about it?”

She would never lie to him, never be false, but how was she supposed to look at the man she loved and tell him that there were feelings for another in the depths of her heart.

“It’s Nightmare,” she took a breath. “You were my care, but he put a sword in my hand and taught me to fight for what I needed.”

“And you feel for his plight?”

She nodded against his collarbone, her cheek rasping over the hair on his chest. “I want to help him the way he always helped me.”

“Dearest, what you feel is only natural.” Dream half sat up with her in his arms. “He was your teacher, helped you through your darkness, and now he needs you in return.”

“I don’t want anyone but you, Dream.” She dashed the tears away that had gathered in her eyes.

“Hush, Beloved, all is well.” He dropped a soft kiss on her lips. “I should have taken you to them long since. They were all a part of your life and deserve to be such now that you are home on the Mountain.”

“Dream-“

“Hush, Ophelia,” he kissed her again. Kissed her until she was pliant and gasping and he laid her out on the bed to look down at her.

Before he could say anything, she’d pulled him down to her again and let him touch her, let him slide her into that place where nothing existed but him, but her, and that gasping, burning pleasure that broke across them both and slipped her down into sleep.

She rose in the darkness, wiggling gently from Dream’s arms and bathing in the dimness to go to her duties.

The transition of the sun from Nyx’s realm to the hands of her mother was getting simpler. It was still heavy and difficult, but it was becoming less of a burden.

The transition went smoothly and the light changed from silver to rose to gold as she brought the sun up and to Day. She should speak with her mother, maybe she would have advice about the problem she was having.

She was due to go back to the Seat of Light in a few days for more lessons so she would talk to her mom then and see what solution she could find for the feelings she had no business having for another man.

After the transition was completed, she sighed and straightened and walked down the Mountain until she was just inside the barrier. Ophelia shifted her aspect and pushed through the spiderwebs and walked into the waking town.

She stopped to chat with the old man as the market came to life. He smiled at her and asked how her marriage was faring. It made her blush and he laughed and sent her on with a bundle of herbs and flowers to make offerings at the street of temples.

She came down here once a week. Just to be among normal people. To remind herself that they had loves and lives and troubles. That they were human, she she had thought that she was. She would never forget, never come to think of them as toys that she could play with as the Highest did.

Usually it was only the marketers that were up and about at this time of day as she offered to the altars. But today she wasn’t alone as she moved up the street.

The women of the village were all there, clustered around the altar to the Dawn with a younger woman in their midst.

She had tears on her face and was placing a bundle of bright flowers on the altar with shaking hands before kneeling on the shallow steps that led to the altar proper and bowing her head.

“Bright Dawn, bless my beginning.” Her voice was as shaky as her hands. “Bless my babe, bless my marriage, do not turn from us as we find our way.”

There was a pull in the center of Ophelia’s chest and a soft thread of light that leaked from her palms and dragged her towards the altar and the young woman who now stood where she had all those months ago.

When her and Dream had been finding their way.

She let the pull take her, feeling her aspect shift and brushing past the townswomen. She was only half aware of them dropping to their knees around her, some of them going so far as to press their heads against the stones of the street or the stairs of the altar.

The young woman whirled, shooting to her feet and then dropping like a stone once she realized who was standing there. “B-bright One, forgive me.”

Ophelia reached out, laying a gentle hand on the woman’s brow. “I bless you,” she said quietly. “I bless your beginning, I bless your dawn and I will not turn from you as you find your way.”

The young woman looked up at her, tears streaking her cheeks. “Thank you, Bright One, thank you.”

“Bright One,” another voice from behind her. Ophelia turned to come face to face with a priestess who had a rising sun on her necklace. “Would you bless their union?”

Ophelia nodded, watching the priestess squint a little at the light that was coming from her skin. “Bring them to me and I will bless them.”

The women scattered from around her and in moments there was a tall, gangly young man standing in front of her with a baby in his arms and at his side was the young woman that she’d blessed.

A chair had been brought for her and placed on the steps of the little temple. Ophelia sat while what felt like the entire population of the town came to stand behind the couple with the baby.

“I bless you,” Ophelia gestured and watched them go to their knees. “May your dawns be bright and your lives and those of your children be long and happy.”

A titanic weakness hit her and she wobbled, but no one seemed to notice. She let the dawn light stream from her to surround the couple and their baby.

A celebration broke out, impromptu and sudden, but Ophelia supposed that being married by an actual deity was worth some form of celebration.

She waited in the chair until she felt like she could move and not either shatter to bits or fall unconscious and then she left, wending her way back up the Mountain and back to their villa in the olive grove.


CHAPTER 3
Dream



His bed was empty, but that wasn’t unusual. His love was up before the dawn to handle her duties and he was used to waking alone. So Dream rolled out of bed and went to see about a bath and some breakfast.

He practically ran into Nightmare, who was attempting to sneak out of his house. Which was going about as well as you would expect when a twenty foot being attempts to be sneaky.

“Come and dine, my friend,” Dream said, stepping in between Nightmare and the front door. “Ophelia will be back soon and we will plan on how to move and how to handle your cursing. I do not believe that the removal will prove simple.”

“Nor do I,” Nightmare shook his head but followed Dream to the alcove where the food was kept. “Earth is never straightforward, so I fully expect there to be layers to that which keeps me trapped like this.”

Dream nodded, choosing their breakfast with a special eye to the things that his goddess preferred. Fruit and bread and cheese, with a few of the dishes of flavored olives because she loved to dip her bread into the oils that surrounded them.

He took Nightmare back onto the terrace and sat on one of the couches, depositing the food on the little round table and peering at the sun. It was nearly time for her to return and that brought a smile to his face.

She went down to the village once a week to balance herself with her memories and today was the day that she would go. So she would be slightly later, but she should be home soon.

“Forgive my intrusion,” Nightmare’s voice brought Dream from his thoughts. “I should have left last night, or never have come here to begin with.”

“All is well, my partner,” Dream reached out and laid a hand on his shoulder. “We will help you be rid of this curse and then you will re-join life on the mountain and will not be so alone.”

Dream saw need and fear flash through Nightmare’s eyes before he turned his head towards the food on the little table. “When does your love return?”

“She should be back any moment now.” Dream wanted to push, wanted to insist that what Nightmare felt for Ophelia was a non issue, but he couldn’t quite find the words that would soothe his friend’s turmoil.

So they chatted idly as the day got older and older and Dream began to worry. Why had she not returned?

His gut hit his feet and the orange fell from his hand. What if someone had done to her what had been done to her on her first days here? What if Sky had made a move against her? She would be powerless in the face of the Highest and-

He reached with his magic, slamming it into the earth. Even if her magic was of the sky, it created an echo of itself in the Song of the Mountain and he could use it to track her.

The Highest couldn’t cut her off from her power, could they?

“We will find her,” Nightmare said, holding a thin thread of his own power out towards Dream. “Take this if you need the amplification and we will track her.”

Dream grabbed for it, using Nightmare to augment Dream and slamming deeper through the Song to find her echo.

And there was nothing. Over and over again, there was nothing.

Until the nothing broke.

A signature, faint and far and broken, but his love’s and he tore off of the terrace with Nightmare hot on his heels. He tore the door from its hinges and flung it to the side only to stumble to a stop when he saw his Ophelia, his Goddess, his eternity, collapsed on the doorstep and utterly colorless.

He fell to his knees, gathering her close and laying a hand on her forehead. She had nothing left, her magic gone dark and hollow like it had been when she’d taken his shadow poisoning all those months ago.

“Darling,” he whispered the word to her, rising to his feet. “What did you do, beloved?”

She whimpered, eyes half opening before they closed again as she let out an exhausted sigh. She was tired, burned out, and he would tuck her up and let her rest.

“Is there anything I might do for her?” Nightmare’s voice startled Dream, he’d forgotten that the other man was there.

“She is tired, that’s all,” he hoped that was all. “I will tuck her up on the terrace in the sun and it will help restore her.”

Nightmare moved out of the way as Dream took Ophelia to the terrace. “I will depart, is there someone I might send word to?”

“I will send to Day,” Dream said, finally looking away from Ophelia. “I fear we may need slightly longer before we are able to assist you.”

“I have been in this form for many years, a few more days will not harm me.” Nightmare shook his head and flashed a worried look down at the motionless form of Ophelia. “Simply send word when she is ready to begin and I will return.”

Dream nodded and laid Ophelia out on a couch in the full strength of the noon sun before sending a message to Day. He heard the door shut behind Nightmare, but he was too focused on his beloved to think about the other man.

Day came as soon as the message reached her, and between the pair of them, they took care of Ophelia as best as they could. There wasn’t a lot that they could actually do for her, the exhaustion was resolving slowly and her power was coming back.

In the end it took her three days before she stirred and it was the middle of the night when she woke.

“Dream?” Her voice was rough and still tired.

“My goddess,” he kissed her forehead. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m sorry, Dream, I didn’t mean to worry you.” She looked up at him in the moonlight and her eyes were full of tears. “I was just so tired.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know,” she raised a shaking hand to touch his face. “I blessed a wedding, their beginning, their children.”

“Did you say how many generations you were blessing, my darling?” Dream smiled at her and stroked the tears away with his thumb.

“What?”

He smiled and kissed her forehead again. “You were tired, Ophelia, because you blessed that entire line. From its genesis until it no longer exists in any form.”

“Oh,” she relaxed against him. “I think I need to learn about that.”

“In the morning we will see Day and we will help you learn.” Dream stroked her head, feeling her start to slide back towards sleep. “Just rest, in the morning we will take care of it all.”


CHAPTER 4
Manor



Nightmare hadn’t been prepared for the word that he’d received. He’d expected them to rethink their decision to help him since he hadn’t heard from them in near on a week. 

But he’d received word that Ophelia had recovered, that she was up and about again and that they were prepared to come and assist. Which meant that he needed to do something about the shadows in the hallways of the Manor. 

The manor was his, his manifestation and once it had been filled with light and life. And then he had been cursed and everything had been changed. Because his mind had changed, lost to sorrow and self loathing. 

His windows had darkened, shadow had gathered in the hallways, detritus and dust in the corners since his incorporeal servants had fallen away. But now Ophelia was to come and stay with him and he needed to make the halls of the manor somewhere that she could be proud to walk.

Or at least somewhere that she wouldn’t fear. 

After all, the first time she had come to him on the mountain he had been full of rage at being disturbed and had tried to tear her throat out with his fangs. He hadn’t known it was her, but he should have. 

Somehow. 

But that was more than enough wallowing. He needed to decide what he was going to do about the halls of the manor. 

So he left the manor and went to call on the last member of the Tribunal of Passage. Fantasy was magic incarnate, but not in the same way that Magic was. Fantasy governed the magic of mortal dreams, the boundless creativity of a sleeping mind was his to draw on and he would be able to help Nightmare overcome what the manor had become in his despair. 

“What brings you to me, Umbra?” Fantasy was never fully corporeal, he affected the streams of reality and had been forbidden a fully corporeal form by Magic. 

Nightmare told his partner everything. There was no one on the Mountain that didn’t know of Earth’s cursing, but very few knew the details. “I need to borrow your servants to assist me in clearing the despair from the hallways of the Manor.”

“Alright,” Fantasy nodded, a little box appearing on the table between them. “This is their control, simply open it and provide them with the parameters that they are to accomplish and they will do exactly as you say.”

Nightmare thanked his partner and headed back to the Manor, setting the little box on the table in his foyer and flipping the catches open. His foyer was suddenly crowded with half corporeal forms all of them bowing to him. 

“Chase the shadow from the halls.” He told them. “Clean the dust and detritus from the surfaces and make this a fitting dwelling for a Goddess.”

The servants vanished with a final bow to him and as Nightmare watched, the detritus began to vanish. Piled and then disposed of in instants. 

He left them to it, Fantasy would have given him those servants that he trusted to do their jobs. After all, they were formed from the magic that he wielded and was the master and commander of their existence. All Nightmare had to do was leave them to it. 

He had a more pressing duty that he needed to accomplish. He had to make the twisted, melancholy hallways some place that she would delight in being. But the manor was a reflection of him and his turmoil over being cursed. 

But he could add some touches that might make the manor feel slightly more like the villa. That included laying in stores of the foods that they preferred. Their villa was lit with the stars and roofed with the sky. Both things that he could do in the time that remained before he went to guide them back to the manor. 

He would also need to allow the light to spill in through the windows that were currently clouded to prevent curious eyes from gawking. 

But Ophelia needed light. As Goddess of Dawn, she subsisted on the beams of the sun and there was no sun to be found in the shadowed halls of the Manor. 

So he tackled that first, slowly removing the blur from the windows and letting the light in. It felt unnatural, like he was exposed, but he had to remember that he was doing this for Ophelia. 

That accomplished, the servants working on cleansing the rooms, he started pulling the lights back to rights. He was used to dimness, worked better in low light but they would need to read, to research, and so the light in the library needed to be of a certain  strength. 

It was uncomfortable, but by the time he left with the following dawn to go and fetch them, the manor was nearly the echo of the villa. 

Ophelia met him on the path to the Villa, falling into step with him. Her aspect was fully that of the Dawn. There was light leaking from her skin, floating through the space between them to land on his skin like a benediction. 

“Hello Serpent,” Ophelia smiled at him. “You have so many names, what do you want me to call you?”

“Serpent,” he tried to smile back. “That has been my name to you for many years.”

“Alright,” her smile was warm, but slightly nervous. “We should get back to Dream so we can plan to break the curse.”

“I fear it will not be simple,” he cautioned. 

She shook her head. “I don’t expect it to be. I’ll help you as much as I can.”

“Thank you, Warrior,” he looked away from her to master the emotions that were swirling through him. 

Her hand brushed his, making him jolt but when he turned his head to look at her all of her attention was focused on the doorway to the villa where Dream was standing in the light. 

She left his side and walked into the arms of her love and just for a moment Nightmare was viciously, incandescently angry. And then just as quickly, he was taken over by sorrow. It was not the fault of Ophelia or Dream that her affections were closed to him. It was not as though they had fallen in love to spite him. That was ludicrous and unworthy of his thoughts.

Dream embraced her, kissing her gently and then looked up at Nightmare, beckoning him to come closer. “Come and break your fast, and then we will go with you and all will be well.”


CHAPTER 5
Curse



The manor wasn’t as dark as she remembered. Not that she remembered it with terrific clarity, but she knew it had been dark. Shadow coiling like smoke up the walls and drifting like cats along the edges of the hallways. 

But it wasn’t like that now. 

It still wasn’t the brightness and airiness of the villa that she shared with Dream, but it was brighter than it had been. She understood that the halls and the atmosphere of the manor were reflections of the way that Nightmare was feeling the same way that the brightness of the air in the villa was a reflection of the way she and Dream felt about each other. 

She was going to try to brighten her Serpent’s world. She would bring him kindness and the rosy gold of the sun at dawn and hopefully it would help him. Though breaking the curse would probably help him more. 

But she would work on that, they would all work on that together. He said he had the riddle solved and all he needed them for was to be his open eyes. Or something like that. 

To be honest, she wasn’t certain what he’d meant by that and her feelings were still all up in the air where he was concerned so that was interesting. And by that she meant it was sort of frightening. 

She’d never thought of them as real, her Serpent, her Dream, her Teacup, they’d all been manifestations of some part of her psyche. Even when Dream had brought her to the Mountain, she’d not thought of her Serpent or her Teacup as real. 

But they were no longer simple dreams, and if she was to give her Serpent her time, then she should also see if her Teacup wanted her presence. 

But first, she was going to do what she came to do and then she would see if she could find her Teacup. See if he needed her the way that the others did, if she could offer him a service in thanks for his help over the years. 

And she would never allow herself to consider the parts of her heart that belonged to them. 

Because Dream was her love. He was the holder of her heart, her days and nights, her dawns belonged to him and she would never want another. No matter what the confused bits of her heart said. 

He showed them to their room gesturing upwards silently before he left them to unpack and get settled. Dream was the first one to look up and smile.

“Look what he has done for us, beloved.” Dream said softly. “He has brought us the stars.”

Ophelia looked up and smiled. The ceiling swirled with the same galaxies as the ceiling did at home. The soft light spilling down over them. Opheila felt some of the worried tension leave her muscles as she crossed the room to put the basket of her things down next to Dream’s 

“That’s sweet of him,” she reached up and twined her arms around Dream’s neck and pulled him down to kiss her. 

He came willingly, kissing her passionately and pulling her flush to his body. He was always so warm, so kind and she was so in love with him that her heart might tear itself from her chest and throw itself into his arms.

“All is well, my Goddess,” he murmured the words against her lips. “Tell me what you wish.”

“Take me, Dream,” she whispered back, pulling away just enough that she could look into his eyes. “Take me to bed.”

He lifted her in his arms and carried her to the bed in the room, laying her out on the deep mattress and coming to lay at her side. They made love under the stars that rained gentle light down on their bodies and when the gasping pleasure had faded, they curled up together to rest safe and warm in each other’s arms. 

Ophelia was punched out of sleep in the dark of the night with enough force that she nearly fell out of bed. Something was terribly wrong and it was within her sphere. Which it shouldn’t be, it was the very deepest parts of the night, which meant that something was wrong with Nyx. With her Mother in Law, and it was up to Ophelia to fix it.

She wiggled free of Dream, careful not to wake him and reached for the air, rending it with her will to step through into Nyx’s throne room. The Seat of Night was dark, it always was, but there was a quality to this darkness that was wrong.

She bloomed the light that existed inside her, bleeding the dawn from her skin. Ophelia knew Nyx wouldn’t be here, it was well and truly time for her to be at her duties. But if she wasn’t here, then who was strong enough to violate the Seat of Night?

A mad giggle came from the side of the room. She knew that laugh, it sometimes haunted her dreams, but why would Chaos be in the Seat of Night?

“There you are, Dawn.” That mad voice, underlaid with a giggle that grated on Ophelia’s nerves. “Want to play a game?”

“What do you want, Chaos?” Ophelia balanced a sphere of light on one palm.

That giggle again, and it had moved now, directly behind her. Ophelia spun, brightening the light in her hand to illuminate possibly the most handsome man she had ever seen. Or he would have been if he didn’t have spiderweb-like cracks constantly forming and reforming across his skin.

“Want to know why you were taken?” He asked. “I know, I was there even though no one saw when they elected for your removal.”

“What?”

“From the Mountain, from the Mountain.” Chaos sang the words. “Dawn was removed from the Mountain.”

“Alright, why?”

“Play with me and if you win I will tell you.”

The Seat of Night rent again, leaving them standing on a pair of plinths that fell away into endless darkness. “Here is the game,” Chaos said joyously. “Fall and I tell, stay and you get nothing.”

Ophelia peered down into the darkness and then looked back up at Chaos. “That’s not a game, that’s suicide.”

Chaos just looked at her like she was an idiot. “Goddess,” he said, “deathless.”

And she could use the light to get back out. Chaos hadn’t said how far she had to fall.

But before she could take the step, the air rent open and Dream was at her side, along with Nyx and the rest of the Tribunal.

“Too bad, too bad,” Chaos waved a hand and the Seat of Night came back together. “Later we’ll play.”

And then he was gone and Ophelia looked at her love who was pale and shaking with anger, and laid a hand on his arm.

“I’m alright, Dream.”


CHAPTER 6
Chaos



Dream was furious, he was terrified, to see his Goddess standing on a slim cliff over empty darkness had been both infuriating and had made him so frightened for her that he almost couldn’t see.

Chaos had an unnatural interest in Ophelia, and that was even more terrifying that seeing her about to step off the plinth and into the dark.

“Darling,” he turned to her, looking down into her eyes and seeing a deep calculation there.

“I’m fine, love,” she told him softly.

Dream shook his head and pulled her into his arms. He needed to touch her, needed to be sure that she was alright. No one came into contact with Chaos willingly, the God was mad and no one could ever get a handle on the way that he thought.

Not even the Highest.

Chaos had gone up against the Highest a time or two and while he still retained enough sanity to not do it often, the last time had gotten him banished to the deepest part of the Mountain.

Which made it a puzzle how he’d gotten into the Seat of Night, but that would all wait until he made certain that Ophelia was safe and that her brush with Chaos had done no damage.

“Dream,” she reached up and brushed a hand down his cheek. “I’m alright, it was just him playing around again.”

“This has happened before?” Nightmare asked.

“She went to him to save us from the Eaters.” Dream was calming slowly, knowing that even Chaos wouldn’t want to take on the entire Tribunal of Passage. Maybe. He was mad after all.

“He knows why I was taken from the Mountain.” Ophelia looked up at him again. “I know that you and Mother are trying to figure it out, but he knows and I would like to know too.”

Dream shook his head. “Don’t play his games, Goddess, you never know what he truly wants and I suspect that he doesn’t know half the time.”

“That’s just the thing,” Ophelia smiled. “There’s always a way around what he wants. He said I have to fall, he didn’t say how far. The first time he said whoever of you I could carry in one hand and I took all of you.”

“That is another of his games,” Nightmare said quietly, making them both turn to face him. “He assesses you, Warrior, but to what end I am not certain.”

Nyx was wandering around their periphery, casting strange symbols at the walls of her throne room. “He should not have been able to gain access to the Seat of Night.”

“A puzzle for another day,” a voice came from the air and Dream felt Ophelia stiffen slightly under his hands. “For now, we should report to the Highest that Chaos is moving according to their injunction.”

Ophelia turned in Dream’s arms, still tense and peered in the direction of the voice. Dream knew that Fantasy was there, and as he watched, a small, delicate teacup appeared in the air.

“Hello Brilliance,” his fellow’s voice had gone low and strange. “It has been some time.”

“Teacup?”

“I am properly called Fantasy, Goddess of Dawn.” His fellow hesitated for a moment.

“I’m still Brilliance to you,” Ophelia’s voice shook just a little. “I-“

“You did what was required of you at the time.” Fantasy said. “It seems to have all worked out.”

“I have to go,” Ophelia said, standing away from Dream. “The dawn is coming and I have my duties still.”

Dream watched Ophelia rend the air and step out without a further word. Only a shaky smile for him and then she was gone.

The teacup vanished from sight and after a moment, Dream could sense that Fantasy was no longer among them. The magic he carried let him slip into and out of anywhere on the Mountain at the speed of human thought.

Perhaps that was how Chaos had gotten in, and then back out. But the Seat of Night was meant to be inviolate. Fantasy could go in and out, but it was meant to be barred to the others of the Mountain unless they had been invited.

“We will not solve it now,” Nyx said, turning from the edge of the Seat of Night. “We will discuss it when Ophelia returns as she will have insight that we lack.”

“I will return home then,” Nightmare said, opening the Seat of Night to the halls of his manor and sliding through.

Dream followed Nightmare, stepping into the halls and looking at his partner. He wanted to tell his fellow that what he felt for Ophelia was no issue, but he wasn’t certain if that would be well received yet.

Perhaps after they had all spent more time together.

For now he would keep the words behind his teeth and prepare breakfast for his Goddess when she returned from guiding the dawn.

The food in Nightmare’s alcove was quite different than he was used to. There was more meat, less fruit and olives. But there were still the things that they were familiar with and some variety in their diet would be welcomed.

He could feel Nightmare watching him, so once he was finished gathering breakfast, he turned to his fellow and smiled. “Today we will begin breaking your curse.”

“There is much research needed, I’m afraid.”

“That is still a beginning,” Dream shifted the food in his hands and smiled at Nightmare. “Come, we will set the food out, Ophelia should be back soon.”

That made nerves bloom in Nightmare’s eyes briefly before they were smothered. Dream just smiled and let Nightmare lead the way to his dining room. Which had had the roof utterly removed and then glassed in to fill the room with the sort of light that Ophelia needed.

“I hope it is acceptable,” Nightmare said nervously. “I have no terrace as you do.”

“She will be pleased,” Dream set the food down and settled in a chair to wait for his Goddess.


CHAPTER 7
Sigil



Nightmare waited on tenterhooks, dread and excitement were a nearly nauseating cocktail in his gut, but he needed to be calm and look at it from an academic perspective.

Ophelia would be back soon and he didn’t want to be swimming in all of this when she returned to the manor. The last thing he wanted was for either of them to be aware of what he was feeling and his face would betray him if he was thinking of Ophelia as anything but his helper in this venture.

Nightmare struggled though, oh how he struggled, but eventually he was able to master the feelings and push them down into the depths alongside his hope and the craving for someone to look at him without flinching.

Ophelia had never flinched at the sight of him, not in her dreams, not in reality, but there was no space in her heart for him.

Which could make this next part outstandingly difficult depending on how Earth had layered the curse.

It demanded care, someone to look at him with open eyes and open arms, but there were all levels of care and perhaps friendship would be enough to break the curse.

Nightmare sighed, trying to be soundless about it as he picked up a piece of the bread he knew that Ophelia favored. He honestly didn’t eat much bread, preferring meat and fruit to fuel his body.

But he’d been careful to have some, along with the oranges that Dream liked, in order to make them more at home.

Not that they wouldn’t leave eventually. They would return to their home in the olive grove and likely wouldn’t think of him again.

The halls of the manor bucked in response to his thoughts and he shoved the melancholy away as the shadows gathered at the edges of the hallways. He needed to be far more careful about the way that his thoughts ran if he was to keep the manor untwisted and undarkened.

“My friend, are you well?”

Nightmare nodded, nearly having forgotten that Dream was sitting at his side. “A moment’s thought is all.”

Dream nodded, opening his mouth, but before he could say anything there was a chime in the air and the front door of the manor opened. Ophelia had returned.

There was an instant where Nightmare’s heart reached for the sky, but he tamped it back as the Goddess of Dawn walked into the room spilling light enough from her skin to banish the shadows to the furthest reaches of the room.

“I’m back,” she said, smiling at him before walking to Dream to kiss him and be pulled into an embrace. “My duties are complete for the day and I’m starving.”

“Breakfast is there,” Nightmare pointed to the table. “Eat and relax for a time, I will go to the library and ready the books so that we may begin.”

“Or you could stay and we could talk?” Ophelia sat at the table across from him. “I need to know more about the curse, but I know it’s hard for you to talk about, so we can focus on something else.”

“Ask me your questions, Warrior.” Nightmare settled back at the table. “What would you know?”

She looked up at him, setting the berries she’d been eating down. “Why, Nightmare?”

“Why what?” He was slightly taken aback by her question.

She smiled and laid her hands palm up on the table, light from the sun pouring into her palms. “What made you choose me all those years ago?”

He smiled, for the first time in years. “Because I saw the warrior in you. I watched you struggle under a load far too heavy for the child that you were and refuse to give up.”

“Most people wouldn’t put a sword in the hands of a child. I’ve never thanked you for what you did.” She bounced the ball of light on her palm and drew it out to threads, forming sigils out of the light that glowed like the corona of the sun. “So thank you, Nightmare, my Serpent, for helping me survive.”

“Of course,” it was clumsy, but he didn’t know what else to say to that gratitude. The Tribunal was many things, but the order of the day was that they protect the Place Between and there was rarely gratitude for it.

And he didn’t associate with anyone else and hadn’t since he was cursed.

Ophelia reached towards him with the light sigils, holding them in her hand. “Here, Serpent, it’s a poor thank you, but I hope it helps.”

He took it, careful not to touch her, and unrolled the sigil onto the table. It was a blessing in the dawn light, a blessing for brightness and kindness and care.

“Thank you, Warrior,” he took the blessing and rolled it back up.

Ophelia smiled. “If you put it on your wall, wherever you spend the most time, it will help.”

“I will add it to the library.” He would place it over the fireplace and watch the light of it roll through the room. “But you should finish your meal and I will go and get things ready in the library.”

He uncoiled, sliding through the halls to the library where he pressed the sigils of the blessing into the wall above the fireplace. They locked into the stone and like the bright warmth of the fire, they spilled kind light into the space.

He wanted to bathe in that light, wanted to let it cleanse him inside and out, but they would finish and be there soon and he needed to have the books out and ready for them by the time they arrived.


CHAPTER 8
Preparation



Ophelia watched Nightmare leave the dining room and had to squash the feelings back. She’d been hit with them again when she’d heard Fantasy speak, and she really needed to get her head out of the clouds and pay attention.

There was no way that she had feelings for them that went beyond what she ought to.

Or maybe she should just be honest. With both herself and Dream. It was simpler to just smother the feelings that she had for the men who had visited her dreams growing up. The one that had taught her to fight and the one that had taught her wisdom.

Because Dream had taught her love. What it meant to belong. He’d given her his wings and helped her find a place where she truly belonged.

How was she supposed to reconcile the feelings in her heart for the other men in her life in the face of that?

“Goddess, I have told you-“ Dream gave her a soft, loving look. “It is no issue. What you feel for the others that helped you.”

“Dream, I-“

He stood, helping her from her seat and pulling her close, tugging his chiton to the side to expose the mark on his skin. “I am yours, Goddess, to do with what you will.”

“I swore I’d protect your heart, Dream, and I will.” She laid her hand over the mark. “Even from me.”

Dream sighed and shook his head before he leaned down to kiss her. “My love, all is well. In time, we will all reach equilibrium.”

“I don’t know what that means?”

“I only mean that we will find our way.” He smiled at her again. “The Goddess of Dawn is a natural part of the Tribunal of Passage. You mark the rising day, the end of the night, and new beginnings. You stand between us and the Highest, shielding our work with the Place Between so that human minds might be safe.”

Her and Dream had found their way, and if he knew how she was feeling and wasn’t going to censure her for it, then maybe they could all find a way through her stubborn, stupid heart to come out on the other side.

Because the fact of the matter was that she loved all three of them. All three of the gods that had been there for her growing up, and beyond. All three of them that had helped her make a home in her mind when she had been wanted nowhere else in her waking life.

She didn’t know how they felt and she would never bring it up with them, but the fact that she could be honest with herself in the face of Dream’s reassurance was comforting.

Now she could put it aside and work on breaking Nightmare’s curse. However she was supposed to do that.

She’d been helpless and weak when she’d first met her Serpent, but no longer. Now she was the Goddess of Dawn in the full flower of her gifts and at home on the Mountain of the Gods.

She stood beneath her mother, who stood directly beneath the Highest and surely that would afford her enough power to help her friend break the curse upon him.

But she wouldn’t know until she started working on it and there was no time like the present.

“Eat, Goddess,” Dream said with a smile. “A few more minutes will make little difference to him, but I fear you will be called upon to use much of your reserves to make clear the curse.”

“What do you know, love?”

“Nothing with certainty.” He helped her back to her seat. “The Tribunal has been picking up bits of information for as long as he has been cursed, but there is no whole picture without his willingness to speak on it.”

“And he won’t?”

Dream nodded. “We do not know if he will not or if he cannot. Earth may have made it so that he is unable to communicate the basis of the curse.”

“Well, that’s going to complicate things.” Ophelia tore a bite of bread from the loaf and dipped it in the oil around the rosemary flavored olives. “I hope it’s not that.”

“We will all pull together, Ophelia.”

“Yes, I know, but it’s me he needs.” Ophelia shook her head. “I mean, he bargained with me specifically, so I have to imagine he needs me to do something.”

“Perhaps at the end it will be you and him.” Dream tapped his chin with one finger. “But there is nothing to say that we cannot be all together while we prepare.”

Ophelia nodded, smiling at the man she loved and shoved all the other feelings back into her mind. “I think I should see Fantasy.”

“We will invite him for a visit once this is done.” Dream reached for her hand and smiled. “Once Nightmare is freed, and we have found our stride, there is no reason we cannot have him over for supper.”

Ophelia nodded and skewered an olive, popping it into her mouth. “Alright, I should get started.”

Dream waved at the table and the dishes lifted. He’d been given the key to Nightmare’s unseen servants and they whisked the leftover food away and put it back in the alcove.

“What was that?” Ophelia looked at the retreating food, eyes wide.

“Those are Nightmare’s servants.” Dream said. “He’s borrowing them from Fantasy to keep the manor clean and bright for you.”

“That’s kind of him,” Ophelia shook her head and stood. “I’ll get started and hopefully we can make a bit of headway today.”

Ophelia left the dining room and headed towards the library. Not that she knew where it was, she’d never been anywhere in the manor besides the hallways and the practiced room. Which begged the question of if the places that had existed in her mind were here in the manor in reality.

But all that could wait until she’d made some progress with the puzzle that was Nightmare’s curse.


CHAPTER 9
Patience



He watched her go, saw the light that poured from her skin fade slightly. It showed how worried she was about what she was about to do. Or perhaps who she was going to have to be in the company of.

He understood, perhaps a little, how she was feeling. She worried for him and his feelings and there was a healthy dollop of guilt for feeling the way that she was.

But it was no issue, and he would help her until she understood that. He didn’t object to the way she felt for Nightmare, for the man that had helped her in a way that Dream hadn’t been able to. There were segments to the heart. Segments and partitions and love was the binding and guiding force of it all.

And if there was enough love in his Goddess’s heart for all of them, he would never try to demand that she belong only to him.

That would be cruel, and Dream was many things but cruel was not one of them. He could be selfish, but they would all find a balance and then there would be no need.

He just had to help her understand her own heart and then he would help her understand the rest of it.

But for now they had another focus and that was helping his friend and partner with his curse.

So he rose from the chair and headed to the library. To his surprise, he was there first. He shouldn’t have been there before her, since she’d left first.

But he was there and she was not.

Nightmare turned, looking utterly startled to see Dream there.

“Have either one of us shown her how to get around the manor?” Dream asked.

Nightmare thought for a moment and shook his head slowly. “It did not occur to me that the only places that she has seen of my home are the training circles and the halls.”

“Then that is where we will find her.” Dream stepped to Nightmare’s side and patted his friend on the shoulder. It was too early in their new association for his words to mean much, so they would go to Ophelia and work together first.

Then he would be able to speak to them and have his words be heard.

They both left the library, side by side and headed towards the training hall. Before Nightmare’s curse, they had sparred together here many times and he knew the way to it as he knew himself.

And sure as the sunrise, their Goddess was standing there in the center of the training circles with the Sword of Dawn in her hands and was moving carefully through the forms that Nightmare had taught her.

The stamp of his friend’s training was all over her movements. it didn’t look as though she had lost much to the intervening days when they hadn’t practiced at all.

Which begged the question of why he’d never thought to spar with her. Though, for all the time they’d been together, something had always been in the way of them operating as normal.

Even now, they had to learn to step with Nightmare. But he was trainer to the Tribunal, so perhaps this would be a way to remove some of the reluctance between them.

But before he could say anything about it, Nightmare had manifested an ebony blade and was moving towards Ophelia.

Who opened her eyes and looked at the sword with an expression of sharp glee. “I’m rusty,” she said.

“The we will polish it away, Warrior.” Some of the nerves had fallen away from Nightmare as he stepped into his proper sphere as trainer. “On your guard.”

Ophelia grinned and took up a guard stance, watching Nightmare as he approached. And to Dream’s surprise, she was the one that attacked.

Her form was superb, but she was fighting oddly, almost as though she was more used to coming up against a longer weapon. Which made sense if he thought about it for a moment.

After all, she had been training with Day, who used the Staff of Noon.

Nightmare didn’t pull his strikes and Dream had to hold himself back from intervening as Ophelia hit the ground.

She got back up, dusted herself off and grinned fiercely. “Again?”

“Yes,” Nightmare said, watching her carefully. “Your style has changed, Warrior.”

“I’ve been fighting with Mom,” Ophelia didn’t let her guard down.

Nightmare nodded and rushed her with no indication.

But Ophelia blocked him, steel and light ringing in the still air of the practice room. Dream grinned, manifesting his own weapon, the glitter of starlight resting in his palm.

Nightmare looked over, and that was his mistake. Ophelia took the opening he gave her, and before Dream knew, she had Nightmare pinned to the wall by his neck.

Dream watched as their eyes met, felt the near crackle of energy in the air. Watched as Ophelia practically leapt backwards from Nightmare and gave Dream a shaky smile.

“Goddess, would you do me the honor?” Dream took a few steps forward to the edge of the first circle.

Ophelia nodded, stepping back to face him, taking up her stance.

Nightmare shook himself and rose, looking between the two of them. “First touch, Warrior. You fight to ten.”

“Alright,” Ophelia raised her blade, light spilling from her skin. “I’m ready.”

Dream went to close with her, but as before, Ophelia came at him first.

Their clash was exhilarating. Steel and light and Ophelia glorious in her violence.

Her light burned, her strikes were true, and Dream was out of practice and distracted.

So he ended up on his ass in the circle and she stepped back and offered him a hand before coming for him again.

And again.

But he managed to counter her this time. It didn’t have the desired effect, because she didn’t hesitate before snarling and coming back after him.

They clashed again, and again, until Nightmare stepped in and raised his hands. “Enough Warrior, you have made ten.”


CHAPTER 10
Sparring



Nightmare had no business feeling his way. Her heart was closed to him and as much as he wanted, he could never have her the way that he’d dreamed of when he’d allowed himself such fancies.

But she’d been magnificent, eyes snapping and focused as she came up against him. He could still feel the point of her sword at his neck and it made him feel so-

He had no business feeling that way.

So he stood back and watched Ophelia clash with Dream and counted the points that they made until ten was reached. Then he ended it and latched his thoughts down so that when the Sword of Dawn faded and she turned to smile at him, he didn’t beg her for her love.

“We should get started.” She gave him a somewhat different smile. “I didn’t know where I was going, but this has been a distraction that I didn’t mean to cause.”

“All is well,” Nightmare managed to fight the words free. “Come and I will show you the rest of the manor as well as the way to the library.”

He was the trainer to the Tribunal, the Master of Nightmares and Lord of Monsters but at heart, he loved nothing more than a good book and discussion. None of the rest of the Tribunal, with the exception of Nyx, were of the same mind.

But Ophelia laid a hand on the books on his table and flipped the first one open, looking up at him briefly for permission. “These are beautiful, I never had many books growing up, they were too heavy for the trash bags.”

“You may avail yourself of as many as you like.” Nightmare said, gesturing to the walls. “The library is unique in that if you put your hands on the shelves, they will grant you any book that you desire.”

Ophelia looked utterly startled and nodded slowly. “Truly?”

Nightmare nodded back. “If it exists anywhere in the streams of time, it will come to you.”

Ophelia gave him a nervous look and stepped to the nearest shelf, reaching out a hand that was shaking and laying it on the shelf.

He felt the magic that made up his library twist and shudder, drawing on the streams of time and her memories as the call went out for what she searched for.

And when the twist eased, there was a dog eared, filthy little book laying on the shelf. One he’d never seen before and Ophelia was clutching it to her chest like it was a lifeline. Like it was the most precious thing she had ever held.

She held it for a moment, crystal tears falling from her eyes before she opened the book, running a gentle finger over the pages.

“Mama Jenny wrote this for me.” Ophelia said in a shaking voice. “She was the mother for the second to last group home I was in before I turned 18. She taught me to cook and gave me this book of recipes. She wanted to adopt me, but she passed away before-”

Dream stepped forward and wrapped her in his arms. Rubbing her back while she told them the rest of the story.

“Gladys took it from me,” Ophelia said through tears. “She said I stole it, but Mama Jenny wrote it for me. I never thought I’d ever see it again.”

“I am glad to assist,” Nightmare couldn’t think of what else to say.

“Thank you,” Ophelia gave him a limpid, gratitude filled look and the blessing over the fireplace strengthened. Filling the entire room with a flash of that warm dawn light. “I can’t tell you what this means to me.”

“If there are any other books that you miss, you have only to call for them.” Nightmare gestured to the shelf.

Ophelia wiped the tears away and pushed gently away from Dream. “We should get started, I can read Mama Jenny’s book later.”

“We should have lunch.” Dream shot a look over at Nightmare. “We could have in here if you’d like.”

‘I wouldn’t want to get food on the books.” Ophelia said, still clutching the little book. “I wasn’t hungry until you said lunch.”

They all adorned to the dining room, now filled with the full noonday sun and ate. Nightmare’s unseen servants had learned what they enjoyed eating from the morning and brought them their preferred foods.

Setting bread and dishes of flavored olives in front of Ophelia, fruit for Dream and meat for Nightmare.

He wasn’t sure what he could say, he’d given her a gift without meaning to and the silence between them was heavy and laden with unexpressed emotion.

But his emotions would remain that way. There was no way that he would ever let slip that he had been in love with her for years. Her courage in the face of everything that her life had wrought. Her kindness to others, all things that he admired.

But more than that, she was herself and she had remained herself through all the trials she’d passed.

Which was admirable in the extreme.

It was her strength that he loved.

Among everything else, among the scars and the pain of the past, there was a core of strength that allowed her to be soft enough to do things like bless a frightened young woman and her family. Things like agree to help him with his curse, though there was no reward for her on the other end.

That was nothing that another resident of the Mountain would do for him.

It was a small wonder he was so hopeless for her. But on the other end of that was a blinding desire to see her happy. So he would never air his feelings, never lay his heart at her feet and beg her to see him.

That would not be fair to her. Asking her to choose between Dream, where her heart had been given and him.

But there was an insidious little voice at the base of his skull that asked why he was thinking in such a black and white manner. That little voice whispered: maybe there was room for him in her heart, maybe he could stand alongside Dream and love her as well.

And no matter how he tried, he couldn’t silence that voice.


CHAPTER 11
Beginning



Ophelia went back to the library in the company of Dream and Nightmare. The men were opposing sides of the same coin and it made it even more difficult for Ophelia to keep a lock on what she was feeling.

But despite the words fighting for freedom, all she had to do was look at the mark on Dream’s chest and her resolve came back. Hopefully once they were working the words would stop demanding to be free so violently.

The settled at the table in front of the pile of books that made up the pathway to Nightmare’s freedom and Ophelia reached for the first one, laying Mama Jenny’s book to the side. She opened the book, only to see deeply unfamiliar letters.

“I can’t read this,” she looked up at Nightmare. “What alphabet is it?”

Nightmare shook his head and sighed. “It is ancient, Warrior, and it didn’t occur to me that you would not have uncovered your true abilities yet.”

“What?”

“You are a Goddess, love,” Dream said from the other seat at the table. “All of the residents of the Mountain can read all the languages from any of the streams of time.”

“It was thoughtless of me to assume you would already know this.” Nightmare said. “I will help you, if you would permit.”

“Wait, so I could read this?”

Nightmare gestured to the books that lined the walls. “All of these, any of them that you like.”

“Would you show me?” She looked up at Nightmare and smiled. “I’ve never heard that before.”

“All you need do is draw on your power and reflect it through your eyes.” Nightmare said, drawing the power from his center and reflecting it through his eyes. “There are also translation spells, but they are clumsy and demand tuning to each language.”

“Wait, can you explain that a little more?” Ophelia looked down at the book and back up at him. “Mom says if I don’t control my power I can set things on fire and I’d really like to not do that here.”

“It is a different kind of draw,” Dream said, coming to stand behind her and laying his hands on her shoulders. “Close your eyes, Goddess, and I will show you what I mean.”

Ophelia did what Dream asked, closing her eyes and trying to relax. But she jumped when she felt a light touch on the inside of her skull, ripping her eyes open and looking up at Dream.

“It’s just me, Ophelia. Let me in and I will show you what to do.” He gave her a soft smile. “We will work on your barriers as well. Your mind is unguarded, and that is not safe.”

Ophelia closed her eyes again, this time when Dream touched her mind, she tried to relax into his presence. He would never harm her, she had faith in that.

He spiraled down into her mind, slow and gentle, and Ophelia watched him pass. He drew her with him, down through her mind until they reached a pulsing core that spilled rose gold power through her body in threads.

This was the source of her power, her mom had gone over that with her but this was the first time that she’d seen it.

But now that she was here, she knew what to do. Ophelia raised a mental hand and called a thin thread of the magic that slept in the core of her.

Dream raised her again, spinning the magic out through her body, until she was back in her mind again. He took the thread from her, tying it to the nerves in the backs of her eyes and stabilizing her as the influx of power rocked her to her core.

He withdrew and Ophelia opened her eyes, wiping away the small amount of magic that had escaped the tying and looking down at the book.

It was legible, though the letters still bore the shapes of the original language, they were also overlaid by letters that she knew.

“Wow,” she closed the book and reached for another. Another ancient language, but overlaid with understanding like a balm.

“And when we are done for the day I will show you how to detach the thread.” Dream said softly.

“There is something I have not said.” Nightmare said slowly, shame taking over his features. “I cannot speak directly on the matter at hand. Earth has proscribed me from speaking about the makeup of the curse.”

Ophelia nodded. “Dream said that might be the case, but if we figured it out once we can do it again.”

“Thank you, Warrior.”

“I said I’d help and I will.” Ophelia turned her attention back to the books in front of her. “Can you tell me which book you started with? We may have to go to the Archives and see those, too.”

“I began with this one.” Nightmare handed her a slim tome from the top of the stack. “It is a compendium of riddles about snakes, from close to your time.”

Ophelia took the book and flipped it open, looking at the first riddle. It was clearly a book for kids from the cover, but if it had helped him, she would try to approach it with seriousness.

They were simple riddles, so they weren’t hard to decipher. All save the one about the dragon, which she supposed counted as a serpent, sort of.

She set the book aside after she finished with it. Looking up at Nightmare who handed her another book. “That one was for structure, this one is for information.”

“Did Earth tell you what the riddle was, or did you have to figure that out too?”

Nightmare shook his head. “It was entirely left to me.”

“Seems cruel.”

“I imagine there was something else behind it.” Dream broke in. “The Highest are capricious, but this smacks of something larger.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Ophelia said, bending forward over the much larger book. there were notation in the margins, written in what she had to imagine was Nightmare’s handwriting. Maybe those would help.

“Can you write it, my friend?” Dream looked across the table at Nightmare. “Or did Earth proscribe that as well?”

“I have not tried,” Nightmare said, reaching for a pen and paper. “I will attempt it.”


CHAPTER 12
Rest



Dream watched them, watched them struggle and talk and try to navigate around Earth’s injunctions. It stopped Nightmare’s words at frequent intervals but Ophelia just reached for him with a kind smile and the blessing over the fireplace would pulse with dawn light.

They worked until the sun vanished over the far horizon and the windows darkened. Dream put the book he’d been reading down, laying it on the table with the others and rose, laying his hands on Ophelia’s shoulders.

“It is time for supper,” he said. “We have been working for hours and the sun is gone.”

“And I have to be up early,” Ophelia rose and stretched, her back making several crunching sounds as the bones settled. “I think we made ok progress for the first day.”

Nightmare nodded, setting his own book aside. “Food would be welcome I think.”

Ophelia’s eyes brightened, and she picked up the little book. “I could make dinner. I haven’t cooked in- I don’t even know. As long as I’ve been here and I have Mama Jenny’s book again.”

Nightmare nodded, flicking his eyes from the little book to Dream. “I believe the manor has a kitchen. I have never used it, but I think one exists.”

It took them a while to locate it. Wandering down the utility halls until they ran across a closed door and Ophelia pushed it open. The kitchen was small, in no way able to handle the demands of a house this size.

But it was a wonder that it existed at all. They ate from the alcoves, funded by the altars around the world, and they had no need to cook anything as a general rule.

But it would make Ophelia happy, so Dream was happy to help in any capacity that he could.

Ophelia walked to the stove and laid a hand on it before turning her attention to the cabinets. Rummaging through them and coming out with her arms full of food. “I didn’t think that the cupboards would be so well stocked.”

And then she was lost to them. Humming and bent over the counters and the stove as they both watched her work.

Dream waited until she was utterly preoccupied and turned to his partner who looked oddly tired. “I know what you did.”

Nightmare nodded, looking back at him with tired eyes. “For her I would do a great deal.”

“As would I,” Dream said, the words hovering on the tip of his tongue. But Nightmare would not hear him yet, just as Ophelia hadn’t heard him. “My friend, I do not censure your feelings.”

Nightmare lurched, looking at Dream with something approaching fear. “I- would you pardon me?”

And then he was gone, out the kitchen door and down the halls. Dream held in the sigh and the worry that he had moved too fast before he turned his attention back to Ophelia.

His Goddess was still moving around the kitchen with purpose. Still humming and stopping to reference that little book every once in a while. But the reference stops seemed more that she was checking to see that the book was still there.

She knew the contents by heart and didn’t need to actually read the words.

“Mama Jenny loved this dish.” Ophelia said. “She had to feed a lot of people, so she loved things like this that were hearty and filling.”

Ophelia looked over her shoulder at him, at the place where Nightmare had been and Dream saw her expression change, sorrow and worry. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No, Mine,” he went to her, looking down into the bubbling pot. “I’m afraid I said something that I should not have.”

“Hopefully he likes dinner,” Ophelia flicked a look over at the door and sighed. “I wish-”

“Tell me what you wish, my Goddess.”

“I-” she looked down and shook her head. “I wish this wasn’t so complicated.”

“Earth’s machinations are often like this.” Dream said, knowing that she hadn’t been talking about the curse. “We will figure it out.”

Ophelia looked up at him and nodded. “I’m sorry, Dream.”

“Mine, all is well.” He reached for her, pulling her into his arms. “We will find our way and in the end we will still be together, your eternity as you are mine.”

She nodded, burying her face in his shoulder. “You’re my home, Dream.”

“Yes, Mine.” He dipped his head and kissed the top of hers. “All will be well.”

Nightmare wasn’t at the table when they emerged from the kitchen with dinner. But Dream hadn’t been expecting to see his partner. The hallways had been shadowed and twisted, more than he had ever seen them and it had only been Ophelia’s light that made it possible for them to find their way.

Dinner was silent, but the food was delicious.

After when the plates were empty and the servants had come in to clear the table. Dream helped Ophelia to stand and took her back to their bedroom, back to their bed and curled up with her, holding her until she relaxed.

He kissed her, slow and soft, trying to relax her further. “You were magnificent today, Mine.”

She looked up at him and smiled. It was a small, shaky thing, but Dream would take it.

He kissed her again, trying to relax her further.

Her arms twined around his neck and she kissed him back. Drawing him in, moving her hands to lay them on his chest, moving his hands to touch her.

Dream did as she asked, touching her until she was shaking, letting out little pleading sounds that lit his blood on fire.

He covered her, sliding slowly into her heat and moving against her slow and deep, letting the pleasure rise until it overwhelmed them both.

Ophelia slid into sleep after they had caught their breath and had gone to clean themselves. Laying there in his arms, her scent and breath on him.

He needed nothing else. Perhaps he had been trying to push too hard, perhaps the thing between the three of them needed more time to grow and bloom.

His Goddess and his partner would be working in very close concert and perhaps that was the key that they needed to relax and open to each other.

He would stand back and wait. Guard and guide and ground and watch until they found equilibrium.


CHAPTER 13
Feelings



Flight was the act of a coward. But Nightmare hadn’t known what else to do. So he’d fled, out of the warmth and the camaraderie that he hadn’t had in long enough that it felt strange.

He couldn’t go to the library, the blessing that he didn’t deserve was spilling light everywhere and he couldn’t be there. He couldn’t leave the manor, he didn’t want the eyes or the mockery.

So he fled back to the rooms that he’d occupied when he was still on two feet, and curled himself up in the corner to try and sort his thoughts.

He knew the effect that his turmoil was having on the halls of the manor, but he couldn’t seem to lock his emotions down enough that they weren’t upsetting the balance he’d worked so hard to achieve.

Dream’s words banged on the inside of his head, along with the implication that his partner knew the way that he was feeling. Which meant that Ophelia also knew. And if she knew, and had said nothing than there was truly no space in her heart for him.

Hope is a stubborn, dreadful little weed. Flowering in all the wrong places, but it was withering now. Dying under the knowledge that she’d known all this time and had said nothing to him.

But that didn’t matter. He’d never had a chance and it was time to put it all away. He could depend on her friendship, on the fact that she had never pulled away from him in any form.

That would just have to be enough.

He remained where he was until the sun was rising. Until she would have gone to her duties and then he slid from the room and down to the practice room. Down to the circles that made his life make sense.

He hadn’t wanted to face anyone, but Dream was there, seemingly waiting for him. “I am out of practice, my friend. Perhaps while we reside with you, you might assist me?”

“Alright,” Nightmare watched as Dream pulled the Starlight Blade from the air and took up his stance. “I will do as you ask.”

Life made sense in the circles. He could put all the turmoil away and simply focus on the blade in his hand and the way his body moved against his opponent.

He could sink into his role as trainer for the Tribunal and focus on correcting and teaching.

And Dream was truly out of practice. Likely to be injured if he went up against the Dream Eaters in his current state.

So Nightmare put everything out of his mind and focused entirely on getting Dream back up to speed.

Which meant that Dream spent quite a bit of time out flat on the training room floor with Nightmare’s sword at his neck.

They stopped for breakfast, and Nightmare had to armor himself to face Ophelia. He would apologize for his behavior and lock his feelings down. Never mention them or allow them to take control again.

But she wasn’t there, her place at the table was empty and he suffered through the bolt of worry.

But Dream seemed utterly unconcerned. “She is at lessons with Day. She will return this evening.”

Nightmare nodded, worry evaporating as he sat to eat.

They went back to the training room after, back to sparring until it was lunch time and Nightmare was ready for a break.

After lunch, they went to the library, to separate and sink into books of their choosing. It was still difficult for Nightmare to be in the presence of her blessing. After all, he didn’t truly deserve her gratitude.

But it drew him, the warmth and light made everything easier. Eventually he gave up the fight to stay away and went to the light, to curl up in the soft wash, in her benediction, and try to concentrate on the book in his hands.

It didn’t work very well, but he tried.

The library was silent and the minutes passed. Nightmare wasn’t retaining any of the words in the book in his hands. It was getting close to her return and he was caught between wanting to flee and wanting to see her again.

He wouldn’t run. How was he to work with her if he fled her presence? And he had bargained for her help, so he would take advantage of that bargain until he could stand on his own feet again.

He brushed an absent hand down his coils and tried to remember standing. It had been centuries as mortals reckoned time, and even the memories of the Gods weren’t inviolate. That was why History existed.

He was nearly calm, when the chime shivered the air and he heard the door open. Ophelia had returned to the manor.

Which was a relief. He hadn’t realized how worried he’d been that she had decided to abandon him and his troubles.

So now he simply had to find the words to explain his behavior.

Or perhaps he would let her decide how she wanted to approach it. After all, if he let her lead their interactions, he stood a much better chance of figuring out how to be her friend.

He waited, on tenterhooks made of fading hope, for her to come though the door.

But she didn’t come.

“She is likely eating,” Dream’s voice made him drop his book. “Day is a harsh trainer and she comes back starving. We should go to her.”

“Yes,” Nightmare nodded, setting his book to the side. “We should discuss how we will handle the research.”

Dream just nodded and they both left the library.

Ophelia wasn’t at the table in the dining room, nor was she in the training circle. It wasn’t until Dream led them down the back corridors that they found her.

She was in the kitchen, sitting at the little round table, eating something that was steaming mouthwatering scents into the air.

She smiled at them when they came in. “It’s just the leftovers from last night, but I didn’t want to make the big table dirty for just me.”


CHAPTER 14
Day



She’d crept out well before dawn. Well before either of them would be awake, and went to her duties. She was swimming in conflict, but in order to handle the sun, she could think of nothing else. So she put it all out of her mind and went to do the thing that she was supposed to do.

Handing the sun up out of Nyx’s domain was still a heavy thing, but it was simpler to handle the burden now. She’d met Dusk through her training with her mother, knowing now that she was a Goddess of Transition, just as Dusk was.

Meaning that her burden was heavier, since she was cushioning the rising light and guiding it through the streams of reality.

She handed the light to her mother, bent over and panting as the weight left her and moved into the Seat of Light. Once she could stand again, she rent the air and followed the sun. It was a training day with her mom and Ophelia was hoping that she could get some insight as well.

“I’m here, Mom,” Ophelia called into the shifting light. “I’m here for more training.”

“I’m over here, my daughter,” Her mother called.

Ophelia moved through the ever shifting strands of light until she found her mother. Who was sitting at a small table with the last person that she’d expected to see that day.

The small delicate teacup sat on the table, and behind it the ghost of the man that she’d always called Teacup.

“Hello Fantasy,” she managed to get out. “What brings you here?”

“I was discussing certain things with Day, Brilliance.” His rich voice came to her. “They concern you and your removal from the Mountain.”

“Is there any more reason?” Ophelia sat in the chair that her mother gestured to. “Chaos knows, but-”

“He is testing you, Brilliance.” Fantasy said. “Do not play his games until you know to what end the testing is aimed.”

Ophelia nodded. “The last time we talked, when I went to save the Tribunal from the Eaters, he said he wanted to see how I thought.”

“That may be truth, but there is more there that I cannot see.” The teacup moved slightly and she could barely see his shape move to push the hair from his face. “I will continue my research with the windows, and will report in a further week.”

And then he was gone and Ophelia felt like she could breathe without the feelings he caused clotting her throat.

At least there she had no worry about her feelings being returned. Fantasy had never expressed anything like that to her. He’d never touched her or smiled at her, and every interaction with him had been him flinging questions at her to force her to find answers.

It was a relief. She’d been catching shades of things in Nightmare, but she was probably wrong there as well.

“Daughter, do you have something to tell me?” Day propped her chin in her hands and looked at her. “You seem troubled, is there anything I might do?”

Ophelia put her head in her hands and sighed. It came out more broken than she’d meant it to and she had to fight back a sudden rush of tears.

“Talk to me, daughter,” there was an arm around her shoulders.

It broke her, the simple affection that she’d never thought she would have. It broke her resistance and everything spilled out.

That she had feelings for more than Dream, for Nightmare and for Fantasy. That even though she’d promised Dream her eternity, the feelings for the others crept in and made her wonder if the was right for Dream after all.

And that was the core of her fear, what if he decided that she was inconstant, that he could no longer trust her. What if he took her forever away.

“My dearest darling, that is twaddle.” Her mother said firmly. “What has he said about all this?”

“He keeps telling me it’s not an issue.” Ophelia said, looking up at her mother. “But he can’t mean it. I promised him my forever, I just need to get my head on straight.”

“Or you could have a conversation with them.” Day looked at her like she was an idiot. “My darling, if you wish to know their feelings, you need to ask it of them. They are men and must be slightly led to be honest with themselves and with you.”

“I don’t think I can.”

“Ophelia, you are Goddess of Dawn. You raise and control the very sun and you are allowing yourself to be defeated by your heart.” Her mother raised a hand and poked her gently between the eyes. “I may not have had the raising of you as I should have, but I know that your life has made you stronger than you are acting.”

“I-”

“No,” her mother stood and pulled her to her feet. “We will have lessons and then you will return and talk to them about your feelings. You will speak to them and I believe that you will be surprised about the results of your conversation.”

“Ok,” Ophelia held in the sigh, knowing that she wasn’t going to win an argument with Day. “I’ll talk to them.”

“Yes you will,” Day smiled at her and led her to the other side of the Seat of Light. “Now, it is well past time you learned to change the shape of the weapon that you fight with.”

“What?”

“It is an extension of you, of your power over the sun and as such, can be anything you wish it to be.” Day stepped into her version of the practice circles and brought out her staff, but it was no longer the same weapon that Ophelia had been learning to come up against. Now it was a whip, long and sinuous, with needle sharp light studded through the weave of it.

“Now you, daughter.” Day stepped back and waited expectantly.

Ophelia reached for her sword, calling the weight and the warmth to her, watching as the Sword of Dawn formed out of the air to settle in her hands.

“Now change it,” Day said. “Make it what you wish it to be.”

Ophelia could change light, could weave it like thread, so the principle should be the same here. She should be able to undo the weave of the Sword of Dawn and make it into something else.

It was a struggle, the light threads of her sword were tightly woven and resistant to her pulling. But they were no match for her in the end and Ophelia pulled the weave apart until the sword was no more than a sketch in light hanging above her palms.

She had to think for a moment, what did she want the light to be? It was hanging in potential, waiting for her to tell it what to be.

Finally, she simply elongated it, creating a staff like her mother used, but with a blade shaped like a crescent moon atop it.

Day nodded, approving and kind. “That was very good, Ophelia. We will practice until you are faster, but for now I will teach you to use the weapon you have created.”


CHAPTER 15
Trouble



Dream could feel it on the air, in the backs of his teeth, and deep in his soul. The Place Between was in danger again, the Eaters rising and it was up to the Tribunal to end them.

It would mean leaving Ophelia alone in the halls of the manor while they were away. That wasn’t something that he was comfortable with, the halls would still respond to Nightmare, no matter how far away he was. 

And if he were to be injured, then so too could Ophelia be.

He would talk to his partner about moving her back to the villa in the olive grove for the time that they had to be away. She would be safer there since the villa wasn’t tied into Dream’s emotions the same way that the halls of the manor were.

Which meant that he pulled Nightmare aside one morning before they had to go and meet with the remainder of the Tribunal, to plan their assault on the Dream Eaters.

“My friend, I would-”

“She cannot stay here while we are fighting.” Nightmare blurted. “If I am injured, the halls of the manor will twist and may harm her.”

“I wanted to talk to you about that.” Dream said, laying a hand on his partner’s shoulder. “I would have her return to the villa, only for the time that the Eaters move. Naturally, we will return as soon as things settle again.”

“That will be up to her,” Nightmare said. “I will not hold her to our bargain if she would prefer not to return.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Ophelia walked into the room and Dream watched Nightmare flinch and turn in her direction. “Where am I going anyway?”

“If you agree, we would like to take you back to the villa for the time we must be away.” Dream said carefully.

“The halls of the manor are tied to me, Warrior.” Nightmare said after a moment. “If I am injured in the Place Between, then you might be hurt as the halls buck in response.”

“Ah,” Ophelia looked around at the hallways. “Alright, I don’t want either of you distracted by worrying about me. I’ll pack the books and go back to the villa.”

“The books are also tied to the manor, Warrior.” Nightmare said. “They will not allow themselves to be removed.”

“I might go to the Seat of Light then.” Ophelia said after a moment. “I can’t sit in the villa with nothing to do but worry about you both getting hurt. I’ll go to Mom’s and do some training.”

Dream nodded, moving to take her in his arms. “We should not be away for long.”

“And if you come back hurt I’ll take care of you.” She said into his shoulder. “Be careful, please.”

“Always,” he replied, holding her tightly. “Be at peace, Mine, we will be alright and when we return we will continue with what we were doing.”

She nodded, but he could feel her shaking. She had never quite been able to forget the time Sleep had brought him back from the Place Between. She still had nightmares about it at times.

But all would be well, he would go in force, the whole Tribunal, and they would burn the creatures out so that human minds would be safe.

They left the next day, after seeing Ophelia into the hands of her mother. Heading to the staging area where they were met with the others. Sleep and Nyx and Fantasy. All armed and armored and prepared to end any number of the foul creatures that awaited them.

And they were numerous. Not as bad as they had been upon Ophelia’s arrival, but the Dream Eaters reproduced as fast as human thoughts and they were ravenous.

They were not being driven this time though. So they were simply a mindless, ravening hoard that the Tribunal cut through like a hot knife through butter.

Until the creatures fled from them, back into the darkness beyond even where the Tribunal of Passage would go. That way lay madness and being lost in the dark for the Eaters to find and feast on.

So they turned from the retreating creatures and opened the doorway back to the staging area.

Back to a light blazing healing and comfort, back to reality where Ophelia was waiting to heal them.

They hadn’t been terribly injured, but her help was welcome. The wounds closing, the exhaustion dropping away until he was able to stand and go to her.

“Enough now, Goddess.” He whispered to her, reaching through the light she’d become to pull her to him. “You have healed us again.”

She made a small sound and the light faded. Dying back until he could see her. See how exhausted she looked as she tried to smile up at him. “I think I did too much.” She whispered.

“Rest then,” he whispered back, watching as her eyes closed. “Rest and when you wake we will be home.”

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Nightmare flinch.

Dream lifted his Goddess and stepped to his partner. “If you would be so kind as to open the door to the manor? I would like to get her into bed and let her rest.”

“You will not be returning to the villa?” Nightmare asked, opening the door into the halls of the manor.

“We still have a bargain to fulfill.” Dream said, stepping through in Nightmare’s wake with his arms full of his sleeping Goddess. “She will not leave while you are still trapped, my friend.”

“Take her to rest,” Nightmare flicked his eyes down at Ophelia. “I am going to rest as well and when we all wake we can plan to move forward.”

Dream nodded and they parted, he took Ophelia down though the halls to their bedroom and tucked her into bed, not missing the bruising under her skin as he undid her gown.

She truly had done too much. Those were their bruises, their injuries, and he was no healer to help her.

He summoned Day, pointing at the injuries that Ophelia now had. “What happened?”

“I was teaching her this,” Day said, eyes wide. “It is an emergency method of healing, sacrificing yourself for another when you have nothing left to give.”

“I don’t understand this,” Dream looked down at his Goddess. “Why does she have nothing left again?”

“I am uncertain,” Day said. “She went to the village while you were away, but surely she would not have spent her reserves on those that live there.”

Dream shook his head, telling Day the story of Ophelia’s last visit to the village. “So it is completely within reason that she has done something to empty her reserves again.”

“I will give her some of my magic to help restore her.” Dat sat on the edge of the bed and took Ophelia’s hands. “You may wish to shut your eyes and turn away, Edge of Night. This will be very bright.”

Dream did as he was told, shutting his eyes, turning away, and the blast of light that hit when Day unblocked her power was still painfully bright. It blasted against his senses, almost enough to take him off his feet.

But if it helped Ophelia, then it was worth it.


CHAPTER 16
Research



He couldn’t write it either. Not in a language that could be understood by any thinking being. He could get the words off the pen, but as soon as they were assembled, they bled down the page like worms to puddle at the bottom of the paper.

So that option was out.

He was just going to have to depend on Ophelia’s intelligence to assemble things the way he had. If she ever woke up.

Dream had told him everything, that she had taken their injuries, that he had called in her mother, Day, and that she still showed no signs of waking.

It had been a week since they had returned. At least as mortal minds reckoned time and he was attempting to distract himself from the worry he felt.

Dream assured her that the injuries were healing, but the wounds of a god healed slowly. So it was very possible that she might be comatose for several more days.

And Dream wouldn’t leave her side, which was proper and correct. He wouldn’t begrudge his partner that, he just wished he had someone to spar with so that he could stop thinking so hard.

Perhaps he would go up and see Sleep. Or Nyx. Either of them would give him something to do that wasn’t sitting around trying to write or worrying about the woman sleeping in his manor.

He took himself up to them, telling the leaders of the Tribunal that he couldn’t sit around any further and that he requested a mission from them.

Nyx nodded, holding out a folded square of paper. “This will be dangerous, Umbra, are you certain? It does not need to be done as a solo mission.”

“I cannot sit by and-” he nearly spilled everything to the Goddess of Night, only barely reigning himself in. “I am certain, yes.”

“We will take your report when you return.” Sleep said sternly. But Sleep never said anything less than sternly. “Go, Umbra.”

“Sir,” Nightmare said, removing himself from the meeting room and moving down to the staging area before he opened the paper to read what he had gotten himself into.

It was just reconnaissance, but it was into the darkness beyond the edge of the Place Between. He had tasked himself with counting the Eaters and tracking their reproduction.

Which should not be too bad as long as he didn’t attract their attention.

He would ready himself, tell Dream where he was headed and go directly.
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He crept along in the pitch black. Using all of his power to hold a shield over himself as he neared the area that the Dream Eaters went when they fled the Tribunal.

He heard them before he saw them, using magic to augment his eyes so that he could see in the absence of light that existed in the home of the Dream Eaters.

He drifted as close to the ceiling of their cavern as he could. Blessing the ability of this form to climb and cling to the rough hewn walls.

He knew the concern of the Tribunal. That Chaos was still puppeting the Eaters to do Highest knew what with them. But there was no sign of anything other than Eaters in the cavern and he breathed a sigh of relief.

Which made one of the Eaters turn in his direction and Nightmare stopped breathing.

The floor of the cavern was littered with bone. All the beings that the Eaters had devoured laid here, the greater part of them with the awareness of the being attached to it.

Something would need to be done about that eventually. But that was not his job now.

He stayed for several more hours, there in the stifling, blood and offal scented darkness. He counted and tracked the Eaters, watched them as they devolved into some sort of demented orgy when one of them came back dragging food.

Nightmare took that as his opportunity to leave. Creeping away from the shrieking and going back to the Place Between and from there to the Tribunal headquarters where he wrote up and gave his report to Sleep and Nyx.

They dismissed him and he fled back to the manor, to wash and rest and remove the sounds of the Eaters from his brain

But there was still no sign of Ophelia.

When the sun rose, so did he. He knew that Day was once again shepherding the sunrise while Ophelia recovered, and he should go and see if there was anything that he could do to help.
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It was a further two weeks before she woke. Two weeks before he saw her again and she was able to look at him and smile. There were still yellowing bruises under her skin, splotched over her face and down her neck. But she was upright and looking at him.

“What happened?” That hadn’t been what he’d meant to say, but she just shook her head and gave him a rueful smile.

“I did too much,” she said. “There was a flood in the village at the foot of the Mountain and I spent the time you were gone helping them dig themselves out of the rubble and rebuild their homes.”

He nodded, knowing that she hadn’t been working with just her hands to do that. “How are you feeling now?”

“I’m alright,” she said, flicking a look up at Dream who was hovering with a stern look on his face. “I’m not to do much, Day and Dream have forbidden it, but I can sit and research with you if you still want my help.”

Dream nodded, a small smile crossing his face.

“I would welcome your help, Warrior.” He backed away as Dream lifted Ophelia. “The books are exactly where we left them, all we need to do is pick them back up.”

They adjourned to the library, back to the light spilling into the space from Ophelia’s blessing as well as in at the windows. It was nearing noon and Nightmare wondered if they were hungry.

But Ophelia just picked up the book she’d been working on and bowed her head over it.

He would ask later, after a few hours had gone by. He would see that she ate and rested and healed from the rest of her injuries.

That was something that he could do as her friend.


CHAPTER 17
Improvement



Ophelia recovered slowly, but recover she did. Back to taking lessons with her mother, back to guiding the sunrise, and back to helping Nightmare with his curse.

She didn’t feel like she was making much progress on that last front though. She was simply treading water, finding tiny particles of information that she was trying to make fit into a larger whole.

Needless to say, since Nightmare couldn’t tell her anything, and he couldn’t write it either, the shape that she was trying to fit scraps of information into could be utterly wrong. She didn’t know what the riddle was, didn’t know what she needed to know in order to find out and there were no signposts that said she was on the right trail.

But maybe she knew someone who did.

Dream said that the Tribunal had been gathering what scraps of knowledge that they could. And they had been doing it since Nightmare had been cursed. So perhaps Nyx had more of an idea of the shape of the curse that held her friend.

She waited until she was due for more lessons with her mom and then told her what she planned. Day went with her to the Seat of Night, to see Nyx and ask her for more information.

They arrived on the end of the chime, at Nyx’s invitation and settled in chairs as Nyx served them dark tea that looked like it had stars swirling in it. Or perhaps it was just a reflection of the ceiling of the Seat of Night.

“What might I do for you?” Nyx sat, swirling her cape around her. “I assume you are here for Nightmare?”

“How did you-” Ophelia shook her head. “Not important, I imagine the entire Mountain knows what I’m doing by now.”

Nyx nodded, “And the Highest are watching as well.” She said slowly. “I would advise an extra helping of caution with the information that I will give you. You must not be seen to resolve this thing too quickly.”

“You mean the curse?” Ophelia asked, taking the folder that Nyx held out to her.

“Yes, precisely.” Nyx said. “If you are seen to progress too fast, you will draw undue attention to yourself and possibly to the rest of the Tribunal as well. Do not put us in danger, Goddess of Dawn.”

Ophelia took the file and shook her head. “I’m not going to put anyone in danger.”

“Earth is cruel if thwarted,” Nyx said, looking between the two of them. “Time may not care a jot about any of our doings, but Earth will care if her curse is removed.”

“I will stand between you and the Highest,” Ophelia said, scanning the words. “I will cover the Tribunal if needed. I won’t let anything happen to my friends.”

“You will not be able to go against the Highest,” Nyx cautioned. “The best that you will be able to do is move slowly, break the curse quietly, and then hope Earth points her attention elsewhere soon after.”

“Then that’s what I’ll do,” Ophelia said. “I think, the more research I do, that Earth looped the curse into the halls of the Manor somehow. But I’ll have to look at the magic there to see if I’m right.”

“If there is anything the Tribunal may contribute, you may ask it of us.” Nyx said, standing and opening the door to her seat. “Nightmare is not blood of my blood in the same way Dream is, but I view him the same.”

Ophelia nodded, smiling at her mother in law. “I’ll do my best for him, Nyx.”

Nyx softened, smiling at her in a broken, nervous sort of way. “Be careful, Ophelia. There are only three places on the mountain you might be able to hide if Earth decides to rampage.”

Ophelia and her mother left, feeling the door close behind them and she looked over at her mother. “What?”

Day shook her head. “Should Earth decide to take offense to you breaking Nightmare’s curse, there are very few places on the mountain that you might be safe from her. One such place is the pocket dimension ruled by Fantasy.”

“I’ll talk to him.” Ophelia said slowly. “I still have to talk to Nightmare.”

“You have not yet spoken to them?” Day shook her head. “I suppose you have been ill and I cannot fault you for that.”

“I’ll talk to them soon,” Ophelia said, swallowing against the nerves. “I wanted to make some progress on the curse first.”

Day nodded, “as long as you do talk to them, my daughter.”

“I don’t think I can avoid it for too much longer.” Ophelia said. “Dream’s giving me the eye and Nightmare’s getting withdrawn again. It’s taking all the light I can muster to get through the halls of the manor.”

“Then you must speak to him immediately.” Day gave her a little push towards the door of the manor. “Just talk to him darling, try not to worry or over think and the thing will sort itself out.”

Ophelia nodded, gripping her courage in both hands along with the file that she’d gotten from Nyx and heading for the doors of the manor.

She hit the chime, letting them know that she’d returned and opened the doors into darkness.

The shadow was exponentially worse than it had been when she’d left that morning. Curling up the walls like smoke and Ophelia took a deep tight breath and stepped through the doors.

“Nightmare,” she called into the smoke-shadows. “Come to the library, we need to talk. Please? I promise that it’s nothing bad, I just have something that I should have told you a long time ago.”

She felt the hallways buck, twisting tighter in on themselves and she knew that she’d been heard. It all depended on him now. If he wanted to hear her, he would come to the library.

If he didn’t, then she would continue to work on breaking his curse and hope that would help him.

If it didn’t, she wasn’t certain what she would do after that.


CHAPTER 18
Try



Dream heard his love, heard the pleading in her voice and knew that he wouldn’t show himself.

So he mustered all that he could and marched through the twisting halls to the library to support her when her call went unanswered. She was sitting at the table with a thick file in front of her leafing idly through one of the books with her shoulders slumped in utter defeat.

She looked up as he walked in and her eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know what to do.”

“We will wait,” Dream went to her, to pull her out of the chair and into his arms. “He will master his courage and come to us. We only need to give him time to come to a conclusion.”

“I don’t think he wants to hear from me.” Ophelia whispered, broken and sad. “I shouldn’t- I can’t feel this way, it’s not fair to any of you. But I don’t know how to make it stop.”

“You don’t,” Dream kissed her forehead. “You are my love, Ophelia, my eternity, my Goddess, but your heart is large, my love, and there are partitions in it that encompass us all. I am not selfish enough to demand that you belong only to me when you love all of us.”

“But I promised you, Dream.” Ophelia said. “I vowed to you my heart, and it came to you broken.”

She turned from him, trying to flee. But he reached, trapping her against him and not allowing her flight.

“Mine, you are not broken.” Dream told her. “The heart has partitions. You love Day, you love my mother, and you love Nightmare and Fantasy. None of those things cheapen the love you hold for me or the love I hold for you.”

She stiffened in his arms. “I- no- you-”

“All is well, Mine.” He turned her, lifting her in his arms and taking her to the sofa by the fireplace. It was close enough that the light of her blessing reached them, bathing them in the dawn. “Please, just listen to me, Ophelia. Hear me when I speak to you and believe my words. I hold no ill wishing for you or for my partners. We simply must find equilibrium.”

“Please,” she looked up at him, eyes leaking crystal tears. “I don’t-”

“I will not leave you, Mine.” He smiled down at her and gently wiped the tears away. “As long as the Mountain stands, as long as there is Earth and Sky, Magic and Time, I belong to you.”

“As long as there is Dawn,” she managed the words. “As long as there are new beginnings, as long as there is love, I belong to you.”

“And as long as there are partitions in your heart, Mine, we belong to them as well.”

“I don’t know what to do, Dream.”

“We talk to them, Mine.” He smiled down at her again. “Once Nightmare joins us, we talk to him about where he wants to be and from there we meet him where he is and we learn to walk together.”

“But he doesn’t have feet,” Ophelia blurted and then turned a screaming shade of scarlet. “I didn’t mean to say that.”

“We can still move together.” Dream said. “And learning that will take time.”

She nodded slowly and then leaned her head on him with an oddly broken sigh. “It’s all academic anyway. If he wanted to talk to me about this, he would have come to the library.”

“He is prone to melancholy,” Dream shook his head. “He will come to us when he can.”

“Should I go to him?” She looked up at him and shook her head. “I should leave him be, if he wants to talk to me, I’ll wait for him to be ready.”

“We will wait a few days and if he doesn’t come to us then we will call for him again.”

“I think I’d like to sleep now.” Ophelia said, turning her face into his shoulder. “I don’t know if I’m actually tired, or if I’m just being a coward, but I don’t want to be in this room any longer.”

“We should rest,” Dream rose with her in his arms. “He will not come to us tonight at any rate so we are better served to rest and await him tomorrow.”

“I’ll light our way through the manor,” Ophelia said, voice tiny and tired. “You can put me down.”

“Mine, If I let you go now, you will begin to doubt my words.” He headed for the door to the library. “I will keep you here until you begin to believe what I say to you.”

“I just don’t-” she looked up at him as they began traversing the manor’s twisted, darkened halls. “I just never expected to feel anything like this for anyone but you.”

Dream batted a particularly clingy shadow away from his face and nearly tripped as the hallway heaved. “It makes sense, Mine. What you feel for those that helped you. It is only natural that you should have come to care for them.”

Ophelia looked at the halls of the manor and shook her head. “Put me down, Love. I will clear the way.”

He gingerly set her on her feet and smiled when she took his hand, grounding herself with him before she glared and light boiled from her skin.

The shadows withered and died under that light, retreating to the corners and the upper parts of the walls as they walked through the halls. The light did nothing for the heaving as the halls twisted in on themselves, but it did make it simpler to travel when you weren’t trying to see through the shadows that kept attacking your face.


CHAPTER 19
Hidden



He’d allowed it again, allows his feelings to take hold and now the manor was a mess again. The halls were a twisted morass and the shadows were thick enough that they could be felt against the skin.

What they must be thinking.

He’d head her call, heard the pleading in her voice, but he couldn’t hear her tell him that she only thought of him as a friend. Couldn’t force the hope or that little voice to die any faster than he already was and until they were dead and buried it was best that he stay gone from her.

It was the hardest thing he’d ever done. He hadn’t realized how much he had come to count on just being around her. How much her presence and light improved his outlook and now that he had forbidden himself that, his manor was beginning to twist out of relation to itself.

Which meant that he needed to lock the halls down or they could be injured.

Nightmare waited until the very small hours of the night, when his guests would be in bed and asleep before he left his hiding place deep beneath the manor. Slipping through the halls to the control box and activating Fantasy’s unseen servants.

The shadows had physical form, so he ordered the servants to clear them away.

But they kept escaping, and it rapidly became clear that there was no way that the unseen servants could affect the shadows. They were slick and kept escaping. They needed to be banished with light, but there was nothing he could do about that for now.

He could call Day, he could find Ophelia. Either of them would be able to burn the shadows away.

Instead, he moved back through the shadows of the manor towards his hiding place. If he could do nothing, then nothing would be done until he could look at Ophelia with clear eyes and a lack of hope.

He kept his head down and tried not to think, and very nearly ran Ophelia down. He yanked his head up, looking at her with barely suppressed emotion. Highest, the words were so hard to hold and he almost let them slip, almost didn’t care what they would do any longer.

But instead of letting them loose. Instead of doing that irreparable damage to her, to Dream, and to him, he moved to flee.

She reached for him, taking his hand and holding it. “I know you aren’t ready, and that’s alright. Just know I’m waiting for you, alright?”

She let him go and moved to walk away. Went to vanish into the shadows and he watched her go, completely unable to form words.

As she was disappearing, as he watched her go, he lost control of himself. He couldn’t let her vanish, the hope and the little voice were too strong right at that moment.

His tail flashed out, grabbing her around the waist and pulled her back to him. It nearly pulled her off her feet, and he winced as she came flush up against his body.

“Forgive me,” he whispered, still holding her. “Forgive me.”

“Nightmare,” Ophelia looked up at him and raised a hand to touch his face. “Come talk to me, ok?”

“I can’t,” he choked the words out. “I can’t hear you, Ophelia. I hope too hard and I know it can never be.”

“You’re wrong,” she told him. “Dream and I talked about it, and-”

He released her, turning the other way and fleeing as fast as he could. He hadn’t cried in centuries, but he was crying now.

He flung himself into his hiding place, where they would never come for him and cried.

Panicked and alone, he couldn’t understand anything. Then a light grew at the entrance to his hole. A soft, kind light, like the one in the library. He braced himself, tried to stop the tears from falling and failed.

But the light grew no stronger, and no closer. It simply sat outside his hiding place and radiated warmth and care. He finally mastered himself and peeked out, finding a roll of light just outside.

He picked it up with hands shaking so badly that he dropped it twice before he could get his fingers to obey him. He managed to unroll it, managed to get his eyes to focus enough that he could read the runes that the light was woven into.

It was another benediction. This one for a hurting heart. Wishing him hope and a new dawn.

He nearly threw it, why would she give him a wish for hope? A new dawn? He wanted no part of a new beginning if she wasn’t part of it. But that was never to be, so he would take the only thing she offered him and try to be content with it.

But she’d said that she and Dream had spoken, and those words alone were enough to re-ignite the fading, dying, hated hope in his chest.

It was enough, for now, that he held her light. To guard and guide and perhaps keep the twisting of the halls to a minimum.

He tried to rest, embedded the blessing that she’d given him into the wall above his head and bathed in her light. Let it cover him and closed his eyes.

It was soothing, and he knew as he fell asleep what he owed to the woman that had given him her light. He knew what he had to do, even though the dread was gnawing at his insides.

Tomorrow, when the new dawn came, he would go and hear her.

Nightmare, Deepest Umbra, Lord of Monsters. Destroyed by hope and love.


CHAPTER 20
Library



Ophelia was waiting. She’d left him her light, hoping against hope that it would give him courage to come and talk to her. But the night passed and he didn’t come. Leaving her exhausted and sad and having to leave to go and raise the sun.

But that was her duty, and she could only hope that he wouldn’t try to find her while she was gone and assume the worst.

He probably would though. Even though Dream would be there and might be able to get him to wait for her to come back. She could only hope that he would be there.

She returned to the manor, to the black, twisted halls and shone as bright as she could. Burning the shadows that tried to fly at her. She didn’t know if they were trying to drive her out, didn’t know if Nightmare actually wanted her or this and when she saw him in the warmth of her blessing in the library she very nearly ran away.

He didn’t look like he’d rested well either. There were shadows in his eyes that echoed the ones in the hallways and no small amount of fear in them when he looked at her.

“We don’t have to do this, Nightmare.” Ophelia managed to get her feet to stop at the edge of the door to the library. “If you want, if you aren’t ready, we can just go back to the books.”

“I will not get any more ready, Warrior.” He told her in an exhausted voice. “It is best if we simply have things in the open so that we can both find a way forward.”

“Do you mind if I sit?” She asked him gingerly. “I didn’t sleep last night, or at least not very well.”

He winced, visibly. “My apologies.”

“I didn’t want you to think I was gone if you tried to find me.” Ophelia went and sat in a chair at the table where the books were piled. “I want to be there for you, Nightmare.”

“I have your friendship, Warrior,” Nightmare turned from her. “That should be enough.”

“But it’s not, is it?”

He whipped around, looking at her with wide, fearful eyes before he slumped and sighed. “I-”

“It’s not enough for me either,” Ophelia broke across the apology she could hear coming. “We just have to find out how we work together.”

“But Dream-”

“Dream said that the heart has partitions.” Ophelia tried to smile at him. “And one part of me has always, and will always, belong to you as the one that taught me I could fight my demons and survive.”

Nightmare shook himself, rising from his coils to look at her. “Warrior, I-”

“Do you need me to be clearer, Nightmare?”

“It would be kinder.”

“I love you,” Ophelia said. “I would have never told you, but both Dream and Mom have been after me.”

Nightmare was silent, completely still, for long enough that Ophelia started to worry.

“Warrior-”

“It’s alright,” she said hurriedly. “You don’t have to feel that way and we never have to talk about it again. I just wanted to be honest with you so-”

“I need you to-”

Ophelia stood, trying to keep the tears down. It was alright. It was his heart and if he didn’t want to share it with her, then that was his choice and she needed to respect that.

“I’ll go,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, I never meant to make you uncomfortable.”

She turned to flee, wanting to run until the pain stopped. He didn’t love her, but that was his choice. She should have stayed silent, she shouldn’t have listened to her Mother.

She’d nearly made the door when it slammed shut in her face. Stuck no matter how she pulled on it.

And then his tail wrapped around her wrist. It wasn’t the same thing that had happened last night. This was gentler, almost pleading.

But it still pulled her to him, her steps stumbling and awkward. To his chest, where his arms went around her, to stop her flight.

“Warrior, I don’t have the words.” He said in a shaking voice. “I don’t-”

Ophelia shook his coil off her wrist and wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him hard. Trying to tell him with her lips what he seemed unable to believe with her words.

Just as she had been unable to believe Dream when she’d first arrived on the Mountain.

He’d been alone for so long.

Nightmare stiffened under her lips, arms falling away from her and she tore herself away and turned to run.

She fled, fled the library and then the halls and the manor itself. Pelting away from her shame and fear. But it’s impossible to run from those things that come from within.

She eventually couldn’t run any longer, and she knew that being out on the Mountain like this after dark was asking to be attacked by the things that the Highest had created as defenders of the Mountain.

Ophelia turned her steps, walking down the Mountain, to the barrier, and altered her form to pass among the people of the village. She could spend herself here, where the rebuilding effort was still happening.

If she spent herself on the people, then she would have no more space to worry about what she’d done to Nightmare. It was the act of a selfish coward. She should go back to the manor and apologize, try to make it right.

But she couldn’t make her feet turn that way.

So she passed into the village, into the market where she purchased a bundle of herbs and flowers so that she could make offerings.

The little temples were still being rebuilt and so was the rest of the town. The flood had demolished the entire village, washing away the mud bricks and the cobbles of the streets.

“Ho,” a familiar voice came to her as she was walking down the street of temples. “What brings you here, my girl?”

She turned to face the old man, the one who knew her for what she was. “I came to help.”

“Make your offerings and then I will show you what we need.” The old man winked at her and offered her a shallow bow that bore the ghost of the proper deference that she was due as Goddess of Dawn.

She found him in the market, pointing to a tent that had been erected in the village square. “There has been an outbreak of illness.” He told her. “The sound work to heal the sick, but if there is aught you might do?”


CHAPTER 21
Search



Dream was heading towards the library. He’d overslept and his bed had been cold when he’d woken. But she should be back by now and was likely in the library with Nightmare.

He could only hope that the two of them were talking. He’d had about enough of them dancing around each other. Dream knew that Ophelia worried about her feelings being accepted and about harming him further if he didn’t want her.

But Dream knew his fellow, he’d seen the looks that Ophelia hadn’t. He’d seen the love and the pain and the longing that Nightmare was trying to hide desperately so he didn’t drive her away.

But so help him, if they didn’t talk soon, he was going to lock them in a room together until they had it out.

He’d nearly made the library when he was knocked flat by a large blur. The blur resolved into Nightmare, who was looking around in barely held panic.

“My friend,” Dream struggled to his feet and took Nightmare’s hand when the other man tried to flee. “Is something wrong?”

“Ophelia,” Nightmare gasped, touching his mouth. “I shouldn’t- I froze, Dream, I froze and she ran from me. I never expected her words and I fear she has come to the wrong conclusion.”

“The we will find her and make it right.” Dream fought to stay calm. “She will have fled back to our room, I-”

“She’s fled the manor,” Nightmare said. “She’s out there alone and could be hurt by the guardians.”

“She is a Goddess, my friend.” Dream looked towards the door. “The guardians should leave her be. But if she has fled the manor I know where I will find her.”

“Is there anything,” Nightmare swallowed and touched his lips again. “Is there anything I might do to assist?”

“While I find her, untwist the manor if you can.” Dream laid a hand on Nightmare’s shoulder. “I am happy that the two of you spoke. Though I know you might have difficulty with it, her feelings and words are true.”

“I couldn’t say it back,” he stammered. “I want to, Highest know I could barely hold the words back last night, but when faced with her words, I couldn’t say it back.”

“That will come,” Dream said. “For now I will go and fetch her back and then we can all speak on this.”

“Dream, I-”

Dream smiled up at Nightmare. “I love her as you do, my friend. There is room in her heart for us both and I am happy to welcome you.”

“I cannot imagine that happy is the word you seek.”

“My dear friend,” Dream took Nightmare by the hands. “I said nothing that I did not mean. She is ours, and we will learn to step together, all three of us.”

Nightmare nodded, hesitant and slow. “I will wait for your return. I will do my best to rid the halls of the darkness and stabilize them as best as I can.”

“I will fetch our Goddess.” Dream said, letting Nightmare go and leaving the manor. It took an act of will to get through the halls, but get through them he did.

He would let nothing keep him from Ophelia.

Because he knew what she was doing. She would spend herself recklessly on the people of the village at the foot of the Mountain in a quest to outrun her emotions.

But in order to stop the worry and the uncertainty, there would need to be a conversation. She wouldn’t be able to run from that.

At least not in the capacity that she would need to.

Dream stopped at the barrier, altering his aspect and pushing through.

There was a glow filling the village, shooting out of a tent in the center and Dream swore. She’d already shed her seeming and was- he wasn’t certain, but that amount of light was a false dawn in the tent. She was pouring everything out, seeking to run from her feelings and if he didn’t get to her she would do herself harm.

He hurried through the streets, already mentally formulating a call to Day to help in taking care of the profound drain she was going to have when the light cut out with the same finality of a knife through string.

He swore, the profanity almost visible in the air before he shed his seeming in order to move fast enough. He got to her as she was falling. Flying through the air at the speed of human thought to get beneath her before she cracked her head on the dirt.

He lifted her, looking at her face and passing his power through her body. Completely unconcerned with the people around him who had all dropped to their knees and had their heads on the earth.

“Oh my Ophelia,” he sighed, brushing her hair back from her face. “All will be well, just rest.”

“He didn’t want me,” she whispered, voice cracked and broken.

“Rest, Goddess.” Dream told her. “When you wake, you will know different.”

She went limp in his arms, eyes closing on a sad little sigh.

He turned for the mountain, but was stopped by a figure in his path. A priestess, by her robes, with the rising sun on a chain around her neck.

“Bright One, is there aught we might do for her?” The priestess’ voice was shaky and so were her hands.

“She only needs rest,” Dream said softly. “All will be well, thank you.”

“She saved them,” the priestess gestured and only then did Dream look around at the beds in the tent. Each bed had a body, and they were slowly struggling upright against some weakness. “Give her our gratitude, she has saved us yet again. We will offer to the temples for her recovery.”

“Do that,” Dream nodded and left the tent, left the town and headed back to the manor. He paused on the threshold, would it be better to take her back to the villa and could he convince Nightmare to join them in their space?

It would surely be better for her recovery if she could lay on the terrace in the sun.

Dream stepped into the halls of the manor and nearly ran into Nightmare. “Is she-”

“Simple rest is all she needs,” Dream said soothingly. “Will you come with us to the villa? She needs the light of the terrace to recover.”

“Whatever she needs,” Nightmare nodded.


CHAPTER 22
Villa



Nightmare didn’t know what to do. Dream had stationed him to watch over Ophelia while he went for Day to feed Ophelia light. But while they waited, Dream had asked Nightmare to stay with her.

They were out on the Terrace in the bright daylight and if it hadn’t been for Dream’s words, Nightmare would have fled the sunshine. It felt unnatural, being under the sun after so many years of avoiding it.

But he owed Ophelia the words that he hadn’t been able to say before. The words that he’d wanted to say had been lost behind a morass of disbelief and that hope that plagued him.

Dream had been insistent that all would be well. Nightmare just had to trust that, even though he had a hard time with it. His friend wouldn’t lie, in fact, Nightmare had never known Dream to lie about anything.

He would not say things, would conceal the truth, but if he spoke the words, then they were truth, or at least truth to him.

Which was where Nightmare was hung up. But the words had come from Ophelia, not Dream, so he would try to be calm and watch over her as she healed.

Dream bustled back as the sun dropped behind the far horizon, Day in tow who was shaking her head at the still form of Ophelia.

“Oh my daughter,” Day turned her gaze from Ophelia’s still form and to Nightmare. “Dream tells me that the two of you have finally talked. This is good.”

Nightmare nodded, wordless in the face of the look he was getting from Day.

“I will have you both vow to me that you will care for her.” Day planted her feet in between them and Ophelia. “I did not have the raising of her, but I will always defend her.”

“I so vow,” Dream said quickly. “As long as there is Earth and Sky, Magic and Time, I belong to her.”

Day nodded and turned to Nightmare. “And you, will you vow to me?”

“I-” Nightmare looked down at Ophelia and then back to Day. “I couldn’t say the words, but I feel them.” He laid his hand over his heart, in the place where he dared hope that someday she might mark him as Dream was marked. “I vow it to you, Goddess of Day. As long as the Mountain stands in any capacity, I will be her protector.”

“You will be her Sword?”

Nightmare nodded, briefly manifesting his sword, feeling the weight of it in his palm before he dismissed the Umbral Blade. “I will ensure she is safe.”

Day nodded briskly before turning back to Ophelia. “Let’s see what we can do.”

Dream reached out and took Nightmare by the arm, turning him away from Ophelia. “Day is going to fire light, close your eyes.”

Nightmare did as he was told, closing his eyes against the wash of light that came from Day.

When the light faded, Nightmare turned back, only to see Ophelia trying to sit up.

Dream went to her, soothing hands helping her lay back down. “Not yet, Goddess. Rest more, we will be here when you wake.”

“Have to apologize,” she whispered, just loud enough for Nightmare to hear her.

“He is here, Ophelia, and no apology is needed.” Nightmare moved to the side of the couch Ophelia was laying on. “When you are well, we will speak.”

Ophelia nodded, eyes slipping closed as she lost the fight to stay awake.

Dream laid her back down and tucked a light blanket around her. “I will escort Day, remain with our Goddess and see that she does not rise.”

Nightmare nodded as Dream and Day walked away. He could barely hear snippets of their conversation but he paid it no mind. They could say what they liked about him, he would prove it to them that he was worthy of being her sword.

She stirred, bringing his attention back to her. He reached out a hesitant hand and laid it on her cheek, leaning down to kiss her forehead and hoping that the affection wasn’t too much. 

Her eyes fluttered open and she looked up at him. “Sorry,” she whispered. “I-”

“Rest,” Nightmare said softly. “Recover and we will all talk.”

She nodded, falling back into sleep.

Nightmare watched over her until Dream came back. “I will take her to bed, the light is gone and the air is turning chill.

“What am I-” he stopped and shook his head. “I will return to the manor. You have only to call for me.”

“Nonsense,” Dream smiled. “You will remain with us until we all return together.”

Nightmare looked down at Ophelia and nodded slowly. “As you say.”

“All will be well, simply wait for a moment and then we will dine and talk.”

Nightmare waited for Dream’s return, fighting against the very real urge to run from this. From them. From the feelings that waited inside them all.

But he wouldn’t run, he was going to plant himself and when she woke and was well again, he would say the words that beat at him. 

That he loved her. He’d loved her for years and would love her for centuries to come if she allowed it.

Dream rejoined him a few minutes later, laying a hand on his shoulder and looking him in the eyes.

“I am glad you are still here, my friend.”

“It was a struggle,” Nightmare replied. “Perhaps-”

“You have as much right to these rooms as I do.” Dream said, taking his hand and pulling him along. “We will dine and speak of how we wish to balance this thing and when Ophelia wakes then we will talk again.”

Dream led the conversation, a fact that Nightmare was grateful for in the extreme. He would not have known what to say to any of it let alone the topic of sharing her bed.

He hadn’t even allowed the thought of thinking in that direction to cross his mind.

But maybe it would all work out. Maybe.

All he needed was her to wake and tell them what she wanted.


CHAPTER 23
Home



Even before she woke, Ophelia knew where she was. Somehow, she’d gotten back to the villa with no memory of leaving the tent in the village or climbing the mountain to return home.

She remembered the tent, remembered the ill and the sound of the congested coughing in the air. She remembered that she’d taken the blocks off her power in order to flood the people of the village with her light so that they would be well.

She also remembered fleeing the manor, remembered the words that she’d said, the ones that had been unwanted and remembered thinking she should go back to apologize rather than being a coward.

She woke slowly, a bubble through deep water, until she was standing on the insides of her own eyes, knowing that if she pushed further, than she would wake and have to face what she’d done.

But she owed him that. If she truly loved him, she owed it to him to face him and try to fix what she’d done.

Ophelia forced her eyes to open, made herself wake and focus on the room that Dream and her shared. Made her eyes work on the galaxies of the ceiling as they swirled in their timeless dance.

One of them, one of the streams of time and fate had held her other life. The one that Dream had taken her from and now she was here, A Goddess on a Mountain outside the streams of time. She could affect the lives of thousands with a thought: kill or mend, help or harm.

But for now she was just Ophelia, looking into the eyes of the man that she’d wounded. Trying to find the words to say she was sorry.

“Nightmare-”

He bent close to her and Ophelia lost the ability to breathe as his lips came to rest on hers. The kiss was so soft that it almost didn’t exist and it ended faster than a thought.

“I couldn’t say it before,” he said, pressing his forehead to hers. “But I can say it now.”

“Nightmare?”

“I love you, Ophelia, my Warrior.” He looked her in the eyes. “My strength and sword belong to you and I hope that someday, you might take my heart.”

Ophelia felt the tears start, felt the denial building. How could he say that when-

“You’re awake.” Dream’s voice came to her, and she startled back from Nightmare. “Are you hungry? We have much to discuss, now that Nightmare has joined us.”

Ophelia looked at Dream and then back to Nightmare. “I suppose we have lots to talk about.”

Nightmare nodded and rose, offering her a hand. She reached back, jolting a little as his skin connected with hers. It was slightly electric, the touch, and she was going to have to figure that out.

It had been the same way when Dream and she had been finding their way. When she had been the one thinking that he couldn’t possibly want her.

But he had, and now she had bartered her heart for his eternity. Which left her in an odd place. If she had no heart, what could she offer to Nightmare?

She had nothing to give him, unless she took her heart back from Dream, and she couldn’t do that.

She’d figure it out, figure out what she could give to the man that she loved that would make it worth him staying with her. Maybe she could accept what he offered her after that.

“All will be well, Mine,” Dream whispered the words in her ear. “We will find our way along this road that we carve together. And when we come to Fantasy, we will make a place for him as well.”

Ophelia nodded. What else could she do with both of the men that she loved looking at her?

She would figure this out.

They all went to the living room where Dream fetched small glasses of a rose-colored liquor from the alcove and brought it to them.

“This is very strong, but may ease any tension that we have as we talk.”

Ophelia didn’t know where to sit. Ordinarily she would sit on the sofa with Dream, but there was no room for Nightmare and that would be othering him from the very first.

She couldn’t do that, but aside from the chairs at the fireplace, there was nowhere else to sit.

After a moment’s deliberation, she darted forward and took the cushions off the sofa. Nightmare could sit in his coils and she and Dream could sit on the cushions on the floor. That would make them all equal, or as close to equal as possible.

Dream chuckled and sat on the cushion without preamble or hesitation. Balancing the tiny glasses in his hands and holding two of them out to her and Nightmare.

The conversation was halting, none of them quite knew how to navigate what they were trying to do.

Ophelia had read books like this, books where the woman had more than one partner, but they were usually all together at the same time, not having to add others to an already established relationship.

“Now, we will have this out in the open.” Dream set his tiny glass back down on the floor. “Now that love has been clearly expressed and acknowledged, we can begin to find a way forward.”

“Is this what you want, Nightmare?” Ophelia turned her eyes to him. “If-”

“To not be alone?” He cut her off. “Warrior, I have been alone for centuries, long enough that I do not remember what it is like to walk with another. But I have been given light, and love and I will hold those things with both hands until I am no longer wanted.”

“Then you will never be alone again.” Ophelia laid a hand over her heart. “I just have to find something to give you.”

“You need give me nothing, Warrior,” Nightmare reached for her hands. “You have given me much, and the despair I feel always is lessening.

Ophelia felt like a lightning strike went through her head, all the bits and pieces that she’d learned, everything that she’d managed to glean, all the pieces of the puzzle coming together into one solid conclusion.

“It’s despair,” she blurted into the sudden silence, squeezing Nightmare’s hands. “Earth made you despair and then she trapped you in it. Despair is the answer to the riddle.”

“Veiled by night,” Nightmare said the words like he was choking. “Light denies you, days as an island, belief gone numb.”


CHAPTER 24
Choke



Dream couldn’t tell what was happening. Nightmare was acting like he couldn’t breathe, like there was something stuck inside his windpipe.

But it seemed that Ophelia knew precisely what to do. She rocketed up off the cushion and went to Nightmare’s back, wrapping her arms around his midsection and measuring something with her fingers before she placed her fist under Nightmare’s ribs and yanked.

Nightmare coughed, choked and then something hit the floor. It was a ruby, the size of both Dream’s fists put together, and spiraled with an odd light.

“Do not touch it,” Nightmare gasped as Dream reached for it. “That is Earth’s curse core.”

Dream wrenched his hand back from the ruby, recognizing the light inside it as Earth’s signature. “Earth will know.”

“Yes,” Nightmare nodded, picking up then curse core and wrapping it in his hands. “I will keep it close and hope that she wasn’t paying attention when it came loose.”

The door slammed open, making them all jump as Zephyr walked into the living room like he owned it. Dream had to keep himself from jolting up and punching the sprite in the face.

“You are summoned to the Highest,” Zephyr sneered the words at Ophelia, who immediately started boiling with needle sharp light in an excellent imitation of her mother.

Zephyr blanched and fled the villa, slamming the door behind him. Leaving Ophelia to laugh humorlessly and rise from her cushion. “I guess I have to go see the Highest.”

“You will not go alone,” Nightmare rose from his coils, holding out a hand to assist Dream to his feet. “We will go as a unit, let them see us as we are.”

“You-” Ophelia sent a pointed look at the curse core. “If Earth sees that-”

“Chances are that she already knows and that is why you have been summoned.” Nightmare said, hands clenching tighter around the curse core. “And if she already knows, then there is no point in hiding what we have become.”

Ophelia nodded, rising from her cushion and giving them a nervous smile. “Mom taught me how to summon the sun chariot, we’ll go in that, arrive in style.”

Dream chuckled. “As we did when we were called last.”

They all walked outside the villa and Dream watched as Ophelia wove the sun chariot out of the fading light that surrounded them.

It was an elegant construction, pulled by two matched phoenixes, and they flew towards the summit of the Mountain.

They dismounted outside the throne room of the Highest and Dream and Nightmare took up guard stances on each of Ophelia’s shoulders while they moved towards the building.

Only for them to be stopped by some sort of barrier. It took Ophelia three steps to notice that they were no longer with her, but they couldn’t get it and she couldn’t get out. They were well and truly divided.

Ophelia shook her head. “I’m going to go see what they want.” She squared her shoulders and turned from them. “I’ll be right back.”

Dream watched her march away, into danger, and his heart started spinning circles around his chest. Wanting to simultaneously in his stomach and in his throat.

“They will not harm her.” Nightmare said, but there was no conviction in his voice. “All will be well, the universe would not be so unkind to separate us now.”

Dream reached across the intervening space and gripped his partner’s shoulder. The lesson he had learned at the feet of his mother had been simple. ‘Never go against the Highest.’ But he knew that if they harmed Ophelia, that both him and Nightmare would go to battle with the Highest and be damned to the consequences.

Because there was nothing on this Mountain that mattered as much to Dream as his Goddess.

They waited there, regularly testing the barrier that held them from her. It held firm as the day passed into night and then back into day. Dawn had come, which meant that either Day had handled it, or the Highest had released their Goddess.

But if she had been released, then the barrier would have vanished.

And that was when Day arrived. The Goddess looked exhausted and furious.

“What have they done to my child?” She demanded. “Why are the pair of you out here?”

“The Highest have blocked our approach.” Dream said, trying to be calm. “We are held, or there would be nothing that would stop us from being at her side.”

Day reached out and poked the barrier. It held strong and firm, but Day just narrowed her eyes. “I will handle this.”

Nightmare and Dream both turned away and closed their eyes and the last thing that Dream saw was the needle sharp light beginning to boil from Day’s skin.

She was the next rank down from the Highest, so there was every chance that Day could break the barrier separating them from Ophelia.

Dream felt the barrier shatter like glass and whipped around just in time to catch Day as the Goddess staggered backwards. “Go,” she rasped up at him. “Protect my daughter as you have vowed it to me.”

Dream laid Day gently on the earth and sprinted, with Nightmare following at full speed.

They arrived in the throne room, skidding to a stop and looking around frantically. But the thrones of the Highest were empty and the room was dim, all the light gone.

There was no sign of Ophelia.

“I will call the echo from the walls.” Nightmare said, moving into the center of the space and raising his hands.

Dream watched as the ghost form of Ophelia walked into the space, watched as the Highest looked down at her. Some of them with an odd fascination, and a few of them as though she were a profound danger.

Dream made a note of them. Earth and Sky and even Magic a little. But what was it about her that made them nervous?

Words were exchanged, but the walls didn’t hold sounds, so they were lost.

And then Time flicked his hand at Sky who shook herself and flung a pale orb at Ophelia.

Who faded from view once the orb hit.

She was gone.


CHAPTER 25
Gone



Nightmare watched it again, and then a third time, but he could get no sense of where Ophelia had gone. Sky had taken her, but Sky’s domain stretched far and wide.

He was yanked out of his thoughts when Dream collapsed, clutching at the fabric over his heart. That was melting for some reason. Dream went still, utterly unconscious and Nightmare hurried over to see that the mark Ophelia had place over his heart had burned him, until the flesh there was a raw wound with only the suggestion of the flower that was Ophelia’s mark.

The Highest were hurting their Goddess. That was the only possible reason that the mark would have flamed like that. But he didn’t know where to go to help her.

But perhaps Day would know, she sat directly beneath Sky. Perhaps she would know better where to locate where the Highest would have gone.

He had a choice, he could stay with Dream, wait until his partner woke and then go to Day, or he could leave Dream here and go find the Goddess of Day for her help with Ophelia.

His only concern should have been Ophelia, but he also couldn’t leave Dream here as prey for the Highest should they return and find him like this.

So he crouched by Dream’s side and tried to wake him. He couldn’t leave his partner here, Ophelia wouldn’t thank him if something happened to Dream and he could have stopped it.

Dream groaned his way to consciousness at the same time as Day walked in clutching at her head. “We must go,” she said in a shaking voice. “I know where Sky goes when she is not in attendance on Time, and if she has Ophelia then we have very little time.”

“Where do we go?” Nightmare helped Dream up, supporting his partner until he managed to get his feet beneath him.

“I will take you there,” Day said, leading them out of the throne room and summoning the sun chariot. “Only those that sit beneath Sky may approach so I will shield you and leave you to free Ophelia while I keep Sky busy.”

They flew, as fast as thought, a tide in the sky as they passed through the time streams to a rocky little islet in an empty sea at the front edge of time.

“I will distract,” Day said, dissolving the chariot and marching towards an elaborate manor house on the other side of the little islet.

It left Dream and Nightmare to stare at each other. Neither of them had any idea of how to find Ophelia, but they would be damned to the void if they allowed further harm to come to her.

They scouted the island. There wasn’t much of it and besides the manor house, it was utterly empty.

And time was running, they had to find their Ophelia. Because whatever plans that the Highest had, none of them boded well for any of them.

And if they didn’t find her, they would be alone again.

Which wasn’t something that Nightmare was willing to tolerate.

The islet was tiny, with a sloping configuration that meant there was a cliff at the back and the front sloped down to the gentle waves of this empty sea.

He tried to think. Sky couldn’t operate in enclosed spaces. But Earth could. And Time and Magic operated out of pocket dimensions wherever they went.

But the cliff face-

Nightmare turned and fled back towards the rear of the islet, if all of the Highest had come here, if it had been Sky’s job just to get Ophelia here, then the others would have been responsible for building whatever they were using to hold and harm her.

They just had to find the entrance point and Nightmare would bet his heart that the woman he loved was in the cliff at the back of this islet. Likely in some form of pocket dimension while the Highest played with her mind.

Not only had they harmed her body, but they had played with her memories and Nightmare had to hold in the rage building in his gut.

He was Lord of Monsters, Master of Nightmares, Deepest Umbra and whatever they had done to her would be returned to them in full measure.

But first they were going to find and save the woman that they loved.

Nightmare had his form and no matter how he hated it, it was a simple matter to slide down the cliff and attempt to locate the door to where she was being held.

It took days, and who knew if it was Time holding her. If it was, then centuries could be passing for her and she could be convinced that she had been left.

But they hadn’t left her. They would never leave her. They just had to find her.

But there was nothing on the cliff.

Finally, Nightmare went back up and sat next to Dream, mind whirring.

“Lend me your power, I have an idea.” Dream turned to Nightmare, holding out a hand. “We are still connected, even the Highest cannot sever love. I am going to slam the time streams and see if I can get an echo.

“That-” Nightmare narrowed his eyes. “I will cushion you from the backlash. What you seek I give freely.”

“Accepted,” Dream said tersely before he reached and tore the magic out of Nightmare’s core. He didn’t take everything, but it was perilously close to all that he had.

Nightmare felt Dream launch himself out and up, into the time streams following the threads of human dreams. All of the time streams crossed above the Mountain of the Gods and it was there that Dream fled to.

The concussion when Dream hit was cataclysmic. He hit the time streams with all that they had, all that he could muster and everything that he’d taken from Nightmare.

And they rang.

Crystal and steel, copper and iron, different tones for different streams of time. But there was only one sound that they were looking for.

And the sun bright thread, the sound of water singing over stone, it echoed through time and space and thought until it spiraled down. Nightmare followed it, peering over the cliff to see Zephyr stick his head out of the rock that made up the cliff.

Nightmare held in the exultation. Now that he’d seen it, he could find it again.

But first he had to help Dream, who was separated from his body.

His partner was screaming back, uncontrolled free-fall and it was up to Nightmare to cushion his rejoining with his body. If it wasn’t done properly, Dream crashing through his own mental barriers could do enormous harm.

Nightmare gathered up all the power that was left to him, everything that he could muster, all that he had, and built a cushion between Dream’s fall and his body.

Layers of softness, wrapping his partner in each layer as his consciousness screamed back. Cushioning the rejoin until Dream was back in his body and Nightmare was as exhausted as he had ever been in his existence.

But Dream’s mind was whole and so was his body.

And perhaps more importantly, they now knew where Ophelia was.


CHAPTER 26
Forgotten



She’d always been here, or at least she didn’t remember a time when there was more to her world than these walls and the foundry that she poured her light into.

The walls and the foundry were the only real things in the world. When she slept, when she was too tired to pour light, she sometimes dreamed of other things, of other places and people. But there was always a bright, sharp, hot pain that ended these dreams and proved to her that there was nothing else in her world but the walls, the foundry and the light that came from within her.

She didn’t have a name, but she didn’t need one. When all that exists is three things, a name is not important.

Or at least it wasn’t important to her.

And then the air crashed. Her entire world shook and blistered, peeling back from itself like one of the blisters she used to get before her hands had hardened to her work in the foundry.

And then the screaming started. there was no space to hide from the sound as reality parted. Her world lost to the sound, she tried to hide, curled in a corner behind her foundry, she closed her eyes and covered her ears.

But it wasn’t enough. She could hear voices, but couldn’t understand what they said.

It had been a very long time since she’d heard words that didn’t exist only in her mind when she was too tired to light the foundry.

“Over here,” the voice was too loud and it cracked through her skull like it was trying to pry her brain out like a nut. “Ophelia, Mine, there you are. Are you well?”

She whimpered and curled tighter, trying to get away from the pain.

“Stand away,” another voice came, this one lighter, smoother, less pain ridden. “I will see to her. Umbra, finds out how the time ran.”

“Yes Goddess,” another voice said. That made three voices, and she was having difficulty staying conscious.

A soft hand came down on her head and a pair of eyes that tried to be familiar looked down at her. “Darling child, how long?”

She looked up at the woman hovering over her and opened her mouth. But it had been a long time and all that came out was a dusty sort of squeak.

The woman looked concerned, tried to smooth it away, and failed. “Darling, I want you to rest for me, alright? Everything is going to be fine, I promise.”

She knew somehow that she could trust this woman. Knew it from somewhere beyond her memories. And she was exhausted, wanted to rest and pretend that her world hadn’t shattered.

So she closed her eyes and tried to rest.
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“Centuries,” one of the voices said. “Time set this place to run at a hundred times the normal day, so in the week it took us to find her, she has passed seven hundred years in this place.”

She was moving, but she couldn’t wake enough to fight it. And the fear of things at the edges of her memories wasn’t enough for her to wake either.

“Seven-” the first voice sounded pained. “I will go to History, her memory should not have failed after only seven hundred years.”

“Do that,” the woman said. “I will take her to Fantasy while she recovers and we will make use of his windows to help her recover what she has lost.”

“We will come when called,” the second voice said and the very edges of her memories uncurled slightly. But not enough to make any sense of anything.

So she turned and fled down into the dark of her mind. Away from the confusion in her head.
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When she couldn’t sleep any longer, she opened her eyes to something wholly unfamiliar. She was no longer in the place with the foundry and the walls. She was no longer home. Instead, she was in a soft bed in a room she would never have imagined. It was a riot of color and small objects. Draperies hung from every horizontal surface and draped the ceiling in graceful swags of restful colors.

“Hello Brilliance,” a deep, smooth voice came from the air. “If you would like to eat, please join us. Go out the door and three doors down on the left you will find us.”

Was that her name? Did she have one?

She had to have a name, everyone did. But she couldn’t remember hers.

The voice had said something about her being in that room with the foundry for seven centuries, so why wasn’t she dead? She should be long past dead and gone if she’d been there for all that time.

She had nothing but questions and none of the answers existed in her head.

Which meant that she had to go find the voices. She had to go and ask them her questions and hope that they would have the answers.

And that they would be willing to part with them at a price she could afford.

And since she had nothing, the price would have to be minimal indeed.

She got up, wincing as she snagged the fine linens with her hard hands. Tugged on the loose dress that had been left for her and counted doors down to the left until she reached the correct door.

And seated at a small table were two people. One was the woman from the room in the wall and the other was a man, but not either of the men that had been there on that day. This one was different. He was wilder, looser, with stars caught in his air and a set of large wings folded at his back.

“I know you do not remember, Brilliance.” The man said calmly. “My name is Fantasy, and you are Ophelia, Goddess of Dawn.”

Ophelia.

Voices crashed through her head, all repeating that name. Some were loving, some were angry, some were strident or stern or hateful. But there were two that were different, passion and love, understanding and care, and she looked at the woman as words finally came to her.

“Are they alright?”

“Who, my darling?” The woman rose and walked to her, glowing a little with a kind light.

Ophelia shook her head. Putting a hand on her forehead. “I don’t remember.”


CHAPTER 27
Sorrow



Even the Highest could do nothing permanent to the mind of a full resident of the Mountain. That was all that was keeping him together right then.

That her memories would recover and she would come back to them. Dream pulled his chiton aside and looked at the twisted flesh and the iron grey of the mark that Ophelia had left him with. It would glow again, someday, but no one knew how long it would take.

One thing was certain, he would forever hold a grudge against the Highest for the thing that they had wrought. The sight of Ophelia chained, nude and filthy in a tiny pocket dimension where all there had been was a foundry would never leave him.

He still didn’t know what they had been doing with her magic. Why the foundry and why had she been pouring all of her magic into it without cease?

Ophelia was recovering, Day was sending them updates and he knew that she had asked if they were alright. And that was comforting even if she didn’t remember them. Some part of her did and that meant that someday she would remember them entirely.

For now though, both he and Nightmare were in an uncomfortable holding pattern. His partner had gone back to the manor where the curse core wouldn’t harm the magic that made up the villa.

Dream visited his friend daily, and, as much as he wanted to only be concerned with Ophelia and her recovery, there was still the Place Between and the Eaters.

And it was still his duty as Edge of Night to see the dreamers of humanity protected.

His duties helped him do something other than fret. And so did near constant sparring with Nightmare when he wasn’t seeing to the Place Between.

He still needed to go to History, to see if hidden in the Memories somewhere were Ophelia’s lost days.

He’d delayed on that, waiting for a summons from Day.

But eventually, he just went up there, to see History and ask.

History blanched and stuttered. Dream pushed past him and into the memories themselves. History cared only for the doings of the Highest, but it was the Highest that had wrought this thing against the woman that he loved.

If her memories were anywhere, they would be here.

He walked through the Memories, down through Sky and Day, down to Dawn. Her shelf wasn’t empty, though it should have been. Instead there were memory globes marching in ordered ranks down the shelf. Each one was the size of the palm of his hand and made of the clearest glass.

He withdrew from them. He would not touch her memories, not until she was given a chance to reconnect with them.

Dream left the Memories and held up a hand. He had only recently recovered from slamming into the time streams the way that he had and could manage just enough magic to send a butterfly messenger to Day to let her know what he’d found.

He received a message back a few minutes later, thanking him for his work and telling him that she was progressing in her recovery.

It should have made him happy, but the fact that she needed to recover at all. The idea that she had been harmed and that he hadn’t stopped it-

“You will what-if yourself to death, my partner.” Nightmare said, coming up on Dream’s right hand. “Come, we will spar and then we will plan for her return.”

Dream went with Nightmare, back to the manor and back to the sparring circles.

And days passed.

And passed

And passed again

He felt it in his soul when Ophelia went back to handling the sunrise, but still the call didn’t come for them to be with her.

He knew that she had gone to the Memories. He’d gone again to check the shelves and the globes were gone. He hoped that she’d taken them, that they were helping her recover.

In her place, he would be terrified. And that was why he would force himself to be still and patient. Only going when he was called. Because there was every chance that if he pushed too hard he would lose her.

And he wouldn’t live through that.

He was sparring with Nightmare when the chime came. They both dropped their weapons, the swords fading out before they hit the floor as both Dream and Nightmare fled up through the halls of the manor.

Ophelia was standing in the entryway with Day at her back. She was shifting from foot to foot, nerves written on every inch of her features.

Dream made himself slow, stopped himself from running to her. To crush her in his arms until the hole in his soul closed.

The look on her face said she was afraid, and he didn’t want to make it worse lest he be barred from her presence again.

So he stopped well away from her and tried to smile.

“Hello,” she gave them a nervous smile. “Mom says I should start trying to rebuild what we had.”

“Only if you are ready, Warrior.” Nightmare stopped at Dream’s side. “Do not force yourself.”

“I’ve seen the memories,” she said. “Mom says that mine will come back some day, but that they were gone for over seven centuries. I don’t want to wait to get to know you any longer. I don’t want to keep missing something that feels like a dream because I can’t see it anymore.”

“Come and walk with us?” Dream restrained himself from offering her a hand. “We will go to the grove and talk about whatever you like.”

She nodded and stepped away from Day who smiled down at her. After Ophelia moved away, Day gave them a stern, angry look.

Dream nodded, laying a hand over his heart in the place that the mark used to be.

Day nodded, giving him an understanding, sad little smile.

They left the manor and headed to the little grove of olive trees, slipping into their shadows to walk together in the half light.


CHAPTER 28
Doubt



Nightmare wanted nothing more than to hold her. Nothing more in this life than to hear her speak to him with the warmth that she had before.

All that was in her eyes was nervousness. All that was in her voice was fear, and Nightmare was struggling with a weight of despair that he knew now was locking him further into the curse he was under.

But he didn’t know how to stop it. Not when he had had love for a brief shining moment and now he had lost it again.

But she was here, he wasn’t alone, and with time and care she would recover and come back to them. At least, that was the hope. There were no guarantees in this.

She could decide, after she recovered, that she didn’t want him or them after all. She could decide that and he would let her go and retreat back to his hole. Perhaps he would emerge again someday. Perhaps he would be able to move forward, but it would take time for him to adjust.

“Nightmare, don’t-” her voice broke him out of his melancholic contemplation. “I know I’m not-”

“You are injured, Warrior.” He said slowly. “There is no shame in injury or in recovery. Once you are well, we will keep learning each other.”

She put a hand on her forehead and grimaced. “I can get flashes, moments of images, but nothing makes sense.”

“The Highest can do nothing permanent.” Nightmare said carefully. “Your memories will return.”

“Mom says touch helps,” Ophelia reached out a shaking hand to touch his and jumped back as soon as they connected. “Sorry, I should have asked.”

Nightmare moved forward and offered her a hand. “All is well.”

She reached back and took his hand, holding it lightly and he watched the emotions storm her eyes. She turned to Dream and did the same, reaching for him with a hand that shook.

“I hope this is right,” Ophelia muttered as Dream reached back for her. “Mom says that if you want, you can share your memories with me and that they might help me recover faster.”

Dream nodded, flicking a look over at Nightmare who nodded back. “That is a possibility, Ophelia, but there is also the possibility that you will remember things that you would prefer not to.”

“That’s alright,” Ophelia said hurriedly. “I mean, I’ve seen the memories that the Highest took from me and some of them are really nasty. I don’t think there’s anything that you can share with me that will be worse.”

“We will go slowly,” Dream told her. “You may pull away at any time, Ophelia. If it is too much, please pull back.”

“I will,” she said, eyes dropping closed.

Dream leaned in, and Nightmare thought he was going to kiss her, but instead, he leaned his forehead on hers and a pinpoint glow started at their point of contact.

It was an opening between their minds. Nightmare had to hold in a pang of awful jealousy. He needed to be patient, after all, her and Dream had more history here on the Mountain that she and him.

Opheila staggered back, making Nightmare lunge to catch her. She was shaking and holding her head like she was afraid that it would crack in two.

“I will fetch Day,” Dream said.

“I’m alright,” Ophelia said from Nightmare’s arms. “My head hurts a little, but I’m ok.”

Nightmare set her back on her feet and let her go by an act of will. It was one of the hardest things that he’d ever done, but he managed it.

He just wanted to hold her.

He hadn’t gotten to hold her since they had come together and Highest only knew when he would be able to now.

He would be patient, he knew patience well, but it had never been so hard to hold.

They spent the day together in the grove. Talking and just being together. Nightmare managed to make her smile a little as he told her stories of her early days of sparring with him.

“Would you spar with me again?” Ophelia asked, hope in her eyes. “It might help, being in a place like that.”

“Whatever you would like,” Nightmare nodded.

They saw her back to Day as the sun dropped below the far horizon. Watched them vanish as Day tore a hole in reality to return to the Seat of Light.

But she came back the next day, and the next and Nightmare’s despair started to fade a little. After all, no one was making her return to them. She was doing it of her own volition and that made him smile into the darkness.

And there was still the matter of the curse core to be solved, but that was a test for after Ophelia had recovered.

She arrived three days later, smiling them from across the practice circles, the Sword of Dawn in her hand. “I’m ready.”

Nightmare formed the Umbral Blade and stepped to the edge of the first circle. “We will review your forms, Warrior.”

And that took the rest of the day. When the Highest had taken her memories, they had taken this out of her mind. They hadn’t taken the memory out of her muscle though.

It created a dissonance where her body knew exactly how to move, but her mind fought her every step of the way.

Nightmare called a halt as the sun dipped low and the light outside the celestial windows changed. That was enough for one day and Day would be here soon to take Ophelia back.

But Day didn’t arrive.

“Mom said she had to go and see someone, that she might be late.” Ophelia said quietly.

“Then we should dine,” Dream said into the sudden silence. “It is certainly past supper.”

They went up to the dining room, after showing Ophelia to the bathing room so that she could rinse the sweat off.

Once supper was done, they were all on the lookout for Day, but the Goddess still didn’t show herself.

Ophelia yawned and gave them a shaky smile. “I guess we’re having a sleepover.”


CHAPTER 29
Recovery



Her head was ringing. His memories creating new ones for her, making connections to the blank swath that was in her mind. Digging beneath the surface and trying to drag what had been buried up into the light.

It resulted in flashes, instants of color and light, but nothing that she could hold or that made any sense at all.

It was torture. She’d been the memories that had been stolen from her, she’d seen how much she loved these men. She’d seen things that she hadn’t see when the memories lived in her head.

She’d seen devotion and care and protection and above all, she’d seen how much they loved her.

But she didn’t love them any longer. That was wrong, she still loved them, she just couldn’t remember why and that was creating a vicious dissonance inside her.

Ophelia kept coming back so she could take care of the dissonance. She needed to be around them, they made her happy and dreadfully, profoundly sad.

She saw the despair in them and would give anything that she had to fix it. But she still didn’t have anything that she could give them. She knew from the memories that she’d given Dream her heart, that she’d planned on giving Nightmare her presence so that he would never be alone again.

Ophelia still wanted to give them those things, but they would be meaningless if she gave them now. Recovery was the most important thing at the moment.

Once she had her memories back, then she could give them her parts and they would all be back together. She and Nightmare had only barely been able to come together. They’d only barely been able to say the words when they’d been torn apart.

And so now they were here, dancing around each other and the shards of what had existed hurt whenever they managed to approach them. They were shards of glass, slivers of sun bright thought that she couldn’t grasp without being wounded.

But maybe that was good. Maybe if she used the memory shards to skin the blankness off the inside of her head, then the memories would come back. Like taking the infected flesh out of a wound, she would heal faster.

But first, she had to get through tonight. They wouldn’t allow her to do what she was thinking she had to do. Nightmare and Dream would object to her harming herself just to get back to them faster.

There was something important that she needed to help Nightmare with though. Something that had a deadline and she needed to get back to them as fast as she could.

Because the Highest were watching.

Ophelia looked out towards the night darkened window of the library. They’d gone back there after supper and saw the vaguest flash of something that she knew was Zephyr.

In the memories that had been taken from her, she’d seen that the sprite had come to her while she’d been trapped. That he’d come to mock her while she’d been struggling to get out of Time’s trap.

But she’d had her mind blanked by Magic. He was the one that had taken the memories out of her head and had taken them to History.

Ophelia sat on the couch in the library, looked over at the books that still lay on the table. The books that held the answer to Nightmare’s curse, and sighed.

“Is something the matter?” Dream asked quietly from the chairs near the fireplace.

“Everything,” Ophelia lifted a hand a waved it vaguely. “None of this is right and I think I know what to do to take care of it.”

“Is there aught we might do to help?” Nightmare asked.

Ophelia shook her head. “I have to be back in the Seat of Light to do it. Mostly because the two of you would stop me.”

“Goddess,” Dream said softly. “We will wait, do not hurry. They will return and we will have centuries, millennia, all of time to be together.”

“I can’t-” she felt the tears rise and looked away from them. Away from the love and care and worry in their eyes. “I need to fix this, I have to get them back and the only way I can see to do that is-” she shut her mouth hard enough that her teeth clicked together. “I can’t tell you.”

“I will speak to Day,” Dream nodded. “If you cannot tell us, perhaps you will be able to tell her.” The sorrow in his eyes was so profound that Ophelia winced.

“It’s not that I don’t trust you,” Ophelia stammered the words out. “It’s just that it’s going to hurt and-”

“Warrior, no,” Nightmare said, the timber of his voice changing. “You will not do this thing. I will not permit you to wound yourself just for this.”

“This is the most important thing.” Ophelia waved a had again. “I can’t see it anymore and I need to be able to. I can’t let you be sad, I can’t let you worry when there’s something that I could do to fix it.”

“We will not solve it tonight.” Dream said, rising from the chair. “Perhaps we should sleep on it and in the morning we will revisit this.”

Ophelia just nodded. If she could just be alone for a little while, she could do what she needed to do without them being able to stop her.

“I will show you a room, Ophelia.” Nightmare said, rising from his coils. “Please do nothing until the morning.”

Ophelia nodded, knowing that she was lying to them.

Nightmare took her to a door down one of the hallways of the manor. Pushing it open and moving to the side. “This one has not been used, but the unseen should have made it comfortable. If it is not to your liking, Dream is across the hall and I am two doors down on the left.”

Ophelia reached out, brushing Nightmare’s hand with her own. “I promise I’ll get back to you soon.”

“It will take as long as it takes.” Nightmare turned his hand to hold hers. I am old friends with patience, Warrior.”

She turned from Nightmare to look at Dream. “I’ll do what it takes.”

“Do nothing, regret nothing.” Dream smiled at her and reached to brush a finger down her cheek. “We will see you after your duties in the morning.”


CHAPTER 30
Knowing



Dream knew he wasn’t going to sleep. She was so close and there was no way for him to hold her. She was seeking affection from them now and that helped, but he still felt like he had a hole in his soul.

A hole where her love had been. When the flesh over his heart was unburnt and the mark glowed with a kind light.

But they would get back to her. She would come back to them. He’d given her a view into his memories, and she’d actually been able to be with him for quite a while that way.

But he still wouldn’t sleep. And if he couldn’t sleep here in their bed, why was he laying here?

There were certainly better things that he could do. So he would go and do them.

He didn’t expect to see Ophelia in the middle of the practice circles. But there was something profoundly wrong. It hummed in the air around her and Dream could feel that she was struggling with something in the backs of his teeth.

He streaked across the room, reaching her just as she cried out in pain and collapsed. There were tears coming from her eyes, but they weren’t crystal. They were blood and pain.

“Goddess!” Dream tapped her cheek gently, trying to wake her. “Ophelia, love, what did you do?”

But she didn’t stir, didn’t wake and there was a massive pressure building in the room.

Dawn light should be kind, quiet, caring, but this- this was twisted out of all relation to itself and it was terrifying.

He reached for her, trying to figure out what she’d done, and swore as soon as he touched her mind. It was a horror. Wounded and bleeding. Flayed open with something that he couldn’t grasp.

All he could do was reach for the building magic. The pressure of it on the wounds in her mind would harm her further, which meant that he had to shunt the building power back into the aether.

She’d sliced into her core, ruptured it, and now she was free-bleeding all the power that she held.

He braided lines desperately. Connecting them from her core to the void where the power would dissipate and do no damage to anything.

The lines were inundated immediately. He was only barely holding against the massive outflow. He was a hole in a dam and the outflow was a dagger against his throat.

But he couldn’t falter or fail, not with her mind at stake.

There was a hand on his back, a presence, a power. Nightmare.

“Take it,” his friend and partner was hoarse with worry. “Use me, all that I have, save her.”

Dream dove down into the offered power, using it to augment his own, to drain the reserves a little faster. She would need rest and recovery, but she would no longer have that pressure on her wounded mind.

It lasted for an eternity, the lines and the dam screaming and her bleeding until she had nothing more to give. Nightmare and Dream fell backwards, panting and exhausted to a degree that Dream hadn’t imagined.

Ophelia stood the next rank down from the Highest, and her power had to be commiserate to guide the sun.

“Call Day,” Nightmare husked the words. “I have failed her as her protector, but she should be seen by Day.”

“I will call her,” Dream had just enough to send the butterfly, just enough to crawl across the floor to her and wipe the blood from her face.

The chime came, followed by Day in her cloak of light. “What happened?” She demanded, kneeling by Ophelia’s side.

“I don’t know,” Dream’s voice shook. “She wounded her mind and ruptured her core. I am no healer, all I could do was relive the pressure so that she wasn’t wounded further.”

Day narrowed her eyes at Ophelia, laying a hand across her forehead and sighing. “My Daughter is an impatient creature.”

“Will she be alright?” Nightmare sounded desperate.

Day nodded, sighing again. “All will be well. In the time it takes for her well to refill, the mental wounding will resolve.”

“But-”

“As near as I can fathom, and I will not be certain until she wakes, she sought to slice her mind to give the memories an escape.” Day sighed. “It doesn’t work that way, but I understand the way her thoughts ran.”

“Will you take her back to the Seat of Light?” Dream looked down at his Goddess. “Or will you allow us to care for her here?”

“I must guide the sun,” Day rose and straightened her robes. “You have both cared for her in the past when she was drained. I will trust you now.”

Dream nodded. “Thank you, We will do everything we can.”

“I know you will.” Day flicked a look at the twisted flesh over Dream’s heart. “All will resolve soon.”

“It takes as long as it takes.” Nightmare looked down at Ophelia, moving to lift her from the floor. “We should get her into bed and I will have the unseen make her something for her to eat when she wakes.”

“It may be a few days,” Day cautioned. “She is profoundly injured.”

“I will watch over her until then.” Nightmare said. “I will bring her the sun and watch over her until she is well again.”

“Should we return to the villa?” Dream struggled to rise from the floor. “The sun there is not shaded by these trees.”

“Can you stand?” Nightmare looked down at Dream.

“No,” Dream settled back on the floor.

Nightmare nodded. “I will put our love in bed and return for you.”

Dream was left in the practice room with Day, who was looking at the traces of blood on the floor that had come from Ophelia. “Clean this away, ensure that the Highest cannot take advantage of it.”

“I will,” Dream said quietly.

Day nodded, looking at the darkness of the windows. “I must guide the sun, I will return to check on her in a day’s time.”


CHAPTER 31
Healing



She was making a habit of this. She’d seen this memory, of her waking up in their places, in what should be her places. She wasn’t sure where she was as she woke, but she wasn’t in the Seat of Light, which meant that she was in one of their places.

They had been her places once.

Wait.

Where were her memories?

She rocketed upright, nearly directly into the face of Nightmare, who wrenched himself back just in time to avoid being hit by her head.

Her mind felt like it had knives in it. Each one stabbing into a different part of her brain. She couldn’t help the tears, but they weren’t for the pain.

It hadn’t worked.

She still didn’t have her memories back. The love and pain and the sweetness. She hadn’t gotten them back even though she’d used the shards of them to stab through the blank grey skin over her mind.

But that was all she remembered.

“Ophelia, how are you feeling?” Nightmare sounded choked and worried. “Can you speak to me?”

“It didn’t work,” she managed, even though the words were garbled and hard to understand. “It should have worked.”

“How was it to work, Goddess?” Dream’s exhausted voice came to her ears as he staggered through the door and sat on the edge of her bed. Dream was a terrible shade of pallid grey and Ophelia knew that it was because of her.

“I thought-” She stammered, looking down at the blanket over her legs. “The memories-”

“They were removed, Daughter.” Day swept in through the door. “You cannot bring them to the surface because they no longer exist in your mind.”

“Then how will they come back?” Ophelia looked at her mother, anguish filling her. “If they aren’t there, how are they meant to come back?”

Day sighed, laying a hand on Dream’s shoulder. “You are connected to the memory globes, my dear. As you get stronger, so will the threads of connection, and when they are strong enough, then the globes will shatter and the memories will return to you.”

“Oh,” She couldn’t look at them. Not only had she caused them pain, she’d lied to them. “I didn’t know.”

“Yes darling, I know,” Day said. “However, you will not rise from bed for three more turns while your mind finishes healing and in that time, I believe the three of you should have a conversation.”

Day squeezed Dream’s shoulder and left in a swirl of light and a chime.

“She’s right,” Nightmare said. “We do need to talk.”

“You don’t-” Ophelia started working on the blankets tucked over her legs. “I can just go, I know the way to the Seat of Light and I won’t-”

“You’ll stay in bed, Warrior.” Nightmare snapped in the voice that he used to use on Ophelia in the training ring. “We will talk this through and then we will plan on how to move forward.”

“I-”

“No,” Dream shook his head. “We will have this out in the open and repair the damage done.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I thought I could-”

“I have never lied to you, Ophelia.” Dream said, pain in his voice. “I have always been truthful, but you lied to me, to us, and I-”

Something shattered in the distance, Ophelia heard it break but it was at the very edges of her hearing and something screamed along her nerves with the cold burn of ice.

It rocketed through time, slamming into her head with enough force that she was knocked flat to the bed.

Memory.

Dream, a forest that only existed in her mind, dead, dying, but healing, and a tree that bore the fruit of their love and of time.

She curled into a ball to try and manage the pain that the unfolding memory brought to her injured mind. She had done this to herself, she wouldn’t ask for the comfort she didn’t deserve from them.

But a warm hand came down on her back. A familiar touch that her body remembered and she tried to flinch away.

“Don’t-”

“Goddess, you are still ours.” Dream said, reaching to pull her to him. “We will not let you suffer when we can help.”

Ophelia tried to curl away, but he refused. Cradling her to his chest, letting her cry as the pain of the reconnecting memory broke the barely healed mental wounds back open.

But the pain eased, and he still didn’t let her go.

“I don’t know what to do.” She whispered, not looking up at him.

“Vow it, Goddess,” Dream brushed her hair away from her face. “Vow that you will not lie to us again.”

She nodded, “I just want my memories back, Dream. I want to be able to match the way I feel with what exists in my head.”

“And that will come,” Dream said softly. “It will come to you and all will be well. But Ophelia, we will have a vow from you that you will not lie to us again. If we are to step together, we must have honesty between us at all times.”

The vow of a Goddess was a heavy thing. It could not be circumvented or broken and if she stepped outside of it, she could lose her place on the Mountain. Which meant losing the men that she loved.

“I vow it,” Ophelia said in a shaking voice. “I vow truth to you, in all things.”

Ophelia felt the vow wrap around them, tying itself to the power deep inside her and then out to the magic of the Mountain itself.

“Now,” Dream gave her a tired smile. “We will move past this.”

“Are-” Ophelia swallowed hard. “Are you alright?”

“I need more rest,” Dream settled her back on the bed and rose. “As do you. So we will both rest and then we will talk further.”

Ophelia looked down at the bed she was in. It was far too large for one person and he looked like he was about to fall over. “You can stay here.”

“No, Goddess.” Dream looked over at Nightmare. “Until we are all able to be together, and your memories return, I will keep separate quarters.”

“That doesn’t seem right,” Ophelia said, not really knowing why.

“As you strengthen, we will move forward.” Dream left, shutting the door behind him and leaving her to look at Nightmare, who was reclining in his coils near the dead fireplace.

“I don’t think I’m worth it.” Ophelia whispered, looking at the man she loved.

Nightmare rose and moved towards her. “We will decide that.”


CHAPTER 32
Memory



And so days passed.

On some days, Ophelia would get a memory back, some days there was nothing. One day she got three and that was cause for celebration.

She was back to handling the dawn after the prescribed three days of nothing but rest and Nightmare had watched over them both for those three days. He and Dream had talked a lot in those three days and could now present a somewhat united front to Ophelia who was still fighting their care out of guilt that she’d lied to them and had injured Dream in the process.

They refused to let her flee them. She was spending most of her time with them at the manor now. Only returning to Day when she needed training or to visit the memory globes.

Day had brought them images, casting them onto still water. The globes were now utterly covered in hair fine cracks, showing that they were on the verge of a massive influx of memory.

Neither of them was certain how it would affect her. So one of them was by her side at all times while they waited for the globes to shatter.

And they were very needed indeed.

It was Nightmare with her when it happened. When the globes began to split and rain memory down at a speed that she could barely absorb.

He called for Dream when she collapsed, twitching, to the floor of the practice circles. Reaching to stabilize her while the memories hit her like blows. He could feel her struggling to absorb everything that was coming back. Years and moments. Decades and instants.

All of her past coming back to her at screaming speeds.

It was lucky that she was a Goddess. Had she still been mortal, she would have died to the pressure of the return.

But had she been mortal, she would have died to the mental wounding that came with the removal of memories.

And the Highest would not have bothered with the removal of a mortal’s memories anyway. They would have done far worse to her had she been a mortal in their hands.

Which begged the question, why play with her at all? What was it about their love that made the Highest fear her to the extent that they would have removed her memories.

They knew that sort of manipulation was temporary. So had it just been mindless cruelty? Or a punishment for some unknown crime? Usually, Time would have passed a sentence before something like that.

But perhaps there had been, and Ophelia would be able to tell them when she recovered from this.

Dream ran into the room, looking down at Ophelia, where she was resting in Nightmare’s arms. Still twitching under the onslaught.

“They return?” He asked, never taking his eyes off their Goddess.

Nightmare nodded, smoothing the hair back from Ophelia’s forehead. “She struggles with the volume.” It was a challenge to stay calm, but panic would help nothing.

“All we can do is support her,” Dream sounded as worried as Nightmare felt. “I will call Day. Perhaps something can be done by her that we cannot do.”

“She is already here.” Day swept in as the chime sounded. “Apologies for the intrusion, I saw the globes shatter and-”

“No apology is needed,” Nightmare cut across Day’s words. “Is there aught we might do for her?”

“Unfortunately, no,” Day shook her head. “The memories demand return and all we can do is wait.”

Nightmare’s arms tightened around Ophelia as she whimpered. Another memory connecting and being absorbed. Hopefully.

It lasted hours. Her memories hitting her like blows and being absorbed back into her mind.

But eventually it ended. The number of memories were finite and the line demanding absorption ended, leaving her limp and sweaty in Nightmare’s arms.

“Take her to rest,” Day said. “When she wakes, she will likely be confused as the memories settle. Simply be there for her and all will be well.”

Day left, a swirl of light, and Nightmare looked at Dream who just nodded.

He took Ophelia to her room, hoping against hope that she hadn’t been injured by the memories packing down into her mind. It had been an eternity of watching her struggle.

He was tucking her into bed when she shifted, eyes opening. They were full of confusion and pain, but under the other things was a love that he had been worried that he would never see again.

“What happened?” She asked in a voice thick with that pain in her eyes. “Nightmare?”

“Your memories are back,” he replied, pulling the blankets up around her. “Just rest for a bit and you’ll feel better.”

She shook her head and tried to sit up. “I have to talk to you and Dream.”

“Rest first,” Nigthmare pleaded. “Rest for a while and let the pain fade.”

“Time-” Ophelia said as Nightmare laid her back down. “He said something, I don’t think he meant for me to hear it, but I have to tell you both.”

“What did the Highest say, love?” Dream came through the door to sit on the side of the bed.

Ophelia gave him a loving look, tears rising in her eyes. “I remember now,” she said, tears falling from her eyes. “I remember you both, remember love.” She shook herself. “Time said that I could not be permitted Fantasy.”

“What?” Nightmare tilted his head at Ophelia, confusion storming his mind.

Ophelia looked at him, guilt suddenly writ large in her eyes. “The heart has partitions, Nightmare.”

She loved Fantasy too. Nightmare had to think about that for a moment, but only a moment before he reached out and laid a hand on Ophelia’s cheek.

“I will welcome my partner when he comes.” Nightmare smiled. “As long as there is room for us all, I will not bar him.”

“We have to fix your curse first.” Ophelia said, guilt still swimming in her eyes. “And then I have to figure out how to talk to him. He’s never even vaguely acted like he might be interested.”

“Focus on the issues at hand.” Dream said gently. “Rest first and then we will figure it all out.”


CHAPTER 33
Mark



Dream woke the next day with something swimming in his veins besides despair. She had her memories back, and if that were true, then they could finally move forward.

They would have to guard her. The eyes of the Highest were firmly on her, and that was dangerous. They could not kill her outright, but there was so much that was worse than death for a resident of the Mountain.

And there was something about Fantasy. Dream was going to have to get in touch with his partner and advise him. Not to shut him away from Ophelia, but to warn him to be cautious. He knew Ophelia’s feelings about the Edge of Morning, but had no idea how Fantasy felt about his love.

But one thing at a time. For now their concern was getting Nightmare his feet back and then they would turn their attention to the puzzle of why the Highest were so interested in who Ophelia loved.

Dream knew that he’d be worrying over it in the back of his mind, but his focus would be on his partners. They had to figure out how to rid themselves of the curse core. As long as it persisted, so too would the curse.

There were perilously few things that could destroy a curse core. The maker could, certainly, but it was highly unlikely that Earth would do that for them, given that she had been part of taking Ophelia’s memories.

And given that the Highest was kind of a bitch to begin with.

So that door was effectively closed. Which meant that they needed to find another way.

It would require all three of them, and perhaps more.

He would go and speak to Fantasy. The Edge of Morning was nearly as powerful as Magic was, his power from a different source, but perhaps their partner could assist them with the curse core.

It was worth asking.

But for now, Dream would dress and go see his love.

She was waking, he could feel it. And he wanted to be at her side almost more than he wanted to breathe.

So he pulled his clothes on and hurried down the hall to the room that Nightmare had given her. It was so close to his own that it only took a few steps.

But each one was an eternity.

She was struggling to sit up in the bed when he stuck his head around the door.

“Dream,” her voice was a happy sigh. “Could you help me?”

“Always,” he went to her side and sat on the bed, helping her sit up and lean on him. “How are you feeling?”

“My head hurts, but it’s worth it to remember you.”

“Oh my love,” Dream kissed the side of her head. “I am so happy you are whole again.”

“Me too,” she looked up at him and smiled. “You, Nightmare, thank you for staying. I remember before, when everyone would leave, but I’m awake and you’re still here and I don’t know how to thank you.”

“I promised you, Ophelia.” He smiled down at her, at the love in her eyes, and blessed the universe. “I will never leave, I belong to you.”

He pulled his chiton to the side and showed her the twisted flesh and the remnants of her mark. “Someday, when you’re ready, I-”

“I can fix that.” Ophelia reached out and laid a hand over the skin that covered his heart. “If you still want it.”

“More than life,” he said.

Ophelia smiled, tears in her eyes, and looked down at the place where her hand rested. A warm glow started around the tips of her fingers, enveloping her entire hand.

Dream could feel the flesh untwist, settling back into its unburnt state. Flattening and soothing until the pain of the burn was a memory of a whisper.

When she lifted her hand, there was only the shattered remnants of the mark. She looked at it and then up at him. “I mark you mine, Edge of Night, and never again will I allow us to be separated.”

She traced the mark into his skin. Glowing soft and warm, it comforted him like nothing else. She was truly back, her memories restored and her mind whole and sound.

As she finished the flower, there was a knock at the door and Ophelia leaned up and kissed his cheek before looking over at the door.

“It’s open to you, Nightmare.” She called. “All my doors are open to you.”

Nightmare opened the door slowly, moving inside and closing the door behind him just as hesitantly before looking at Ophelia where she sat in the bed.

“Come over here,” she reached for Nightmare. “I’m not hurt, and you couldn’t have done anything more than you did.”

Nightmare nodded, sliding across the floor to settle on the opposite side of the bed from Dream. He looked sad and confused, and no little bit like he wanted to flee.

Ophelia kissed Dream on the cheek again and shifted across the bed to Nightmare. Dream saved his partner a smile as he watched Ophelia approach Nightmare’s side and saw the work it took for his partner to not run.

He had truly been alone for too long.

Ophelia reached for his hand, leaning in to kiss his cheek the way she had for Dream. “We should talk.”

Nightmare nodded. “We should.”

“I love you,” Ophelia said firmly. “I know you have been alone, I know you want to run, but I love you and I want you to stay.”

Nightmare nodded again, tension leaving his shoulders. “I want to stay, but I would go if you told me to.”

“I know you would.” Ophelia raised a hand and touched his chest, just over his heart. “When this is over, when all is settled, I’ll-”

“Say nothing for now, Goddess.’ Nightmare said, laying his hand over hers. “Until we solve the curse and until we discover the why of the Highest, we must be careful.”

“Just know,” Ophelia said. “Know that is what I plan, alright?”

Nightmare looked over at Dream, who just smiled and nodded. Another part of the tension left Nightmare and he finally smiled. “Thank you.”


CHAPTER 34
Together



They were back in the library, back to the books and back to the cushions on the floor while they talked and tried to figure out how to move together.

Love was their guiding light, but that didn’t mean that there wasn’t growing pains. Nightmare was skittish, yearning to both be with them and driven to flee them and their feelings.

He’d been alone for so long that the affection felt overwhelming. It choked him, and he couldn’t help but wonder how long it could truly last.

He tried not to think about it. Tried to lean into the fact that Ophelia had vowed them truth in all things and the fact that she hadn’t lost her place on the Mountain meant that she was telling him the truth.

She loved him.

Dream too, his partner never lied.

But Nightmare was still hesitant. How could they love him? How could anyone?

Or maybe that was Earth’s despair talking.

He sat in his coils on the floor of the library and tried to live in the moment. That was where they loved him, not in the future when they may leave. No, they loved him now and he would bask in it as much as he could.

Dream and Ophelia were looking at him and he looked back, trying to smile as doubt swamped him.

“Doubt, my partner?” Dream rose and moved in his direction. “All is well.”

“I am trying to stay in the present.” Nightmare managed not to move from where he was, no matter how badly he wanted to flee from Dream’s approach.

“A sound approach.” Dream moved his cushion and sat at Nightmare’s side. “Is there something plaguing you?”

“I believe it to be Earth’s despair.” Nightmare looked down at his hands. “And nothing can be done about that.”

“I think I can help,” Ophelia said, rising from her cushion and setting the tiny glass aside. Dream had brought them more drinks and her steps were very slightly unsteady. “I know how to help.”

She moved towards him and Nightmare uncoiled, trying not to look like he was trying to get away. It wasn’t from her, Highest knew how badly he wanted to be close to her. No what he was trying to get away from was the horrible doubt in his chest.

She paused for a moment, looking at him before she reached out. He’d accidentally left her an opening and she settled into a loop of his coils, relaxing into him with a pleased little sound.

“Let me know if I’m hurting you.” She looked up at him and smiled.

He was effectively trapped. But happily so. He looped around her, moving to embrace her in the way that he’d wanted to all along. He just wanted to hold her and she was right there.

So why shouldn’t he?

If she objected, he would release her, but instead, she just cuddled down into him with a pleased little sigh.

“That’s nice,” she murmured, looking up at him with her sunrise eyes. Little dancing flecks of dawn light reflected in the silver. “Nightmare, will you let me try something?”

He nodded, mesmerized by her eyes. They were the most beautiful things he’d ever seen.

She moved, wrapping him in her arms and tilting her head up at him. “Can I?”

His brain stuttered, she couldn’t possibly be trying to do what he thought. But his body had a mind of its own and he nodded without truly meaning to.

Ophelia smiled, soft and happy, before she closed the distance between them, kissing him gently.

It went through him like lightning. His brain suddenly utterly focused on the way her lips felt, on the way she tasted as she kissed him. Sweet and wild, like strawberries and sunlight.

He wrapped her in his arms, kissing her back, trying not to show just how badly her lips were affecting him. He needed control, needed to pull back, but he couldn’t.

He didn’t want it to stop.

She pulled back, just slightly, looking at him with a tilted little smile. “Nightmare, is there something that you need?” She pressed closer to him, rocking her hips into the bulge that his clothing was only barely restraining.

He groaned, low and almost pained. “Ophelia-”

“Just tell me, tell me what you want.”

“I want you,” the words torn from his soul. “Void, Ophelia, I want you.”

“Have me,” she whispered, moving her lips back until they were a breath from his. “Nightmare, please, have me.”

He only had to move a little, just a little. She was waiting for him.

He caught her lips like a starving man, pressing her close and devouring her mouth. All the desperation of watching her, all those years, all the yearning he’d felt, she was here.

She kissed him in return, arms around his neck. Little sounds falling from her as he kissed her hard.

And then, reality hit him like a stone.

“What is it?” Ophelia pulled back to look at him. “What’s the matter love?”

“I’ve never-” he felt himself turn bright red.

“Nightmare, it’s ok,” she kissed the corner of his mouth. “I’ll show you what to do if you feel ready to try.”

“I want-”

“Then I’ll help you,” Ophelia brushed a hand down his cheek. “You come as you are, alright? Would you like to come to bed with me?”

He nodded, mouth so dry that it was almost painful.

She wiggled away from him and took his hand. Tugging on him softly until he overcame his nerves and started moving with her.

The corridor passed, the space between each door passing both too slowly and faster than thought.

He ached, wanted, craved her, but he’d never-

How was he supposed to be good for her if he had no experience?

But he couldn’t run from this. If he wanted, then he had to learn.

She opened the door to her room and pulled him inside. Shutting the door and plunging the space into darkness.

“Sometimes it’s simpler in the dark.” She whispered. “We can stop anytime, alright? If you want to stop, just tell me.”


CHAPTER 35
First



Ophelia had no idea what to do.

Neither did Nightmare.

So she was going to figure it out for both of them.

But first she was going to take care of the tension he was feeling. If she didn’t, he was going to run away from her and if she wanted to get closer to him, she couldn’t let him run.

She would listen if he wanted to stop. She would stop if he wasn’t ready to keep going, but she didn’t want him to run and there was a tremor in his body that was half need and half fear.

Ophelia pressed close to him, wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close to her. It was dark in the room, but this close, she could still make out his features.

“Tell me if you want to stop, alright?” She whispered to him, before sliding her lips across his.

He let out a muffled groan that spiked heat directly into her body and his arms went around her tightly.

He wasn’t gentle, but maybe he didn’t know how to be.

Maybe she didn’t care.

She smoothed a hand down his side, trailing her fingers over his skin and listening to the sounds that he made.

She could figure this out, could figure out how to touch him, and then she would help him learn to touch her.

He tore his lips away, gasping a little as she trailed her fingers across his chest. “Ophelia-”

“Shh, love,” she reached for him, pressing her lips to his. “Do you want to stop?”

“Void no,” he gasped out as she dropped a hand down to his waist. “I just-”

“Come here,” she tugged on him, pulled him over to the bed and helped him recline. “Relax for me, let me touch you for a little while.”

She climbed up on the bed and laid by his side, turning his head so she could kiss him while she resumed figuring out where he liked to be touched.

Unsurprisingly, he was very sensitive, shivering under her hands and letting out halting little moans as she moved her hands.

“Please-” he arched under the feelings she was causing. “Ophelia, please, I can’t.”

“Tell me what you need.”

“Please, I need you,” he sounded choked, and his eyes as he looked at her were pleading. “Please show me-”

She kissed him, cutting off his words and undoing the brooches at her shoulders to wiggle out of her dress. “Relax for me.”

Ophelia moved her hands to the fastenings of his tunic, undoing it and practically falling off the bed.

He had two.

Which made sense. He was a serpent and they often had two.

Ophelia reached out a hand, wrapping her palm around the upper one. It was the same velvet hardness that Dream had. There was just an extra.

She could do this.

She lifted herself, settling on Nightmare’s shaking body. Leaning over to kiss him while she stroked him slowly. “Nightmare, do you want this?”

“P-please-” he arched under her touch.

“I’m going to go slow, tell me if you want me to stop.” Ophelia kissed him slowly, lifting herself just enough that she could line him up with her entrance.

He was bigger than Dream, the stretch and the fullness making her gasp and shudder as the fire filling her got more intense.

But this was for him and she wasn’t going to get distracted.

Slowly sinking, she kept her hand around his other cock, stroking him in time with her rocking. She wanted this to be for him, but the way they were positioned, her clit was rubbing on one shaft while the other stretched her wide.

“Void-” he husked, reaching for her. “Ophelia, please-”

“It’s good,” she gasped back. “Nightmare, you feel so good.” Her world was narrowing, fire sparking in the back of her mind until everything burned. She cried out, body clenching down on the cock inside her, rippling as she came.

He let out a hoarse shout, body arching and Ophelia felt heat fill her and drench her hand.

She collapsed forward onto his chest, not caring about the mess. She was shaking and his arms went around her, to hold her while they got their breath back.

“Are you alright?” She managed to ask him, picking her head up just enough to look at him.

He nodded and Ophelia laid her head back down with a smile.

“Thank you,” he said a few moments later, moving a hand to stroke her hair. “Is there anything you need?”

“We should clean up,” she kept the fact that her body was still heavy with desire behind her teeth. “We’ll get sticky.”

“Come and bathe with me?”

They rose from the bed and Ophelia went to fill the bath attached to her room. It was bigger than she remembered it, big enough to comfortably fit the both of them now.

They relaxed, Ophelia’s back against Nightmare’s chest and for a while they were just together.

Washing was a different matter. Ophelia was still too sensitive and she kept having to bite back the moans as she brushed over her skin.

But Nightmare noticed, because of course he did.

“Are you alright?”

She nodded, it wasn’t a lie, she was physically fine. Just incredibly turned on still.

“Ophelia?”

“I’m fine, really,” she said, setting the soap aside. “Dream says I’m insatiable sometimes.”

“Oh,” he looked at her. “Oh.”

She blushed and looked down. “So I’m fine, nothing you need to worry about.”

“If you show me-”

“It’s ok, love, I don’t want to overwhelm you-” her words dragged to a halt when she felt a soft brush over her skin. “Nightmare?”

“I’m going to take care of you now.” He said as that brush came again. but both his hands were on the edges of the tub. “Relax and be open for me, alright?”

She laid back against his chest, sighing when his hands came to rest on her shoulders. It wasn’t enough, she wanted his hands on her, but something was brushing up the insides of her thighs, and she couldn’t figure it out.

Then his hands dropped to her breasts, gently toying with her nipples as the brush came to rest against her core.

“Tell me if you don’t like it,” he whispered in her ear as the whatever was brushing her skin slipped into her folds and curled against her clit.

A low moan stuttered out of her and she arched into the touch. “N-nightmare?”

“Relax,” he whispered, lips drifting down her neck. “Let me please you.”

It curled around her clit, almost like lips, stroking gently, rolling back and forth in the same way that Nightmare was stroking her nipples.

“Is it good?” He asked, but all her words were gone in the face of the arousal building inside her and all she could do was moan and nod, shifting to try to get him inside her. She could feel him hardening at her back, but he had her trapped with his coils and was only giving her that soft touch.

“I’m going to try something else,” he said softly. “Stop me if you don’t like it.”

A pressure on her, something thick curling inside her, and that same soft touch on her clit. That was when she realized.

It was his tail.

“Ophelia?”

“More-” she managed that word. “Please more.”

It moved in her, thrusting deep and slow while the tip continued to tease her clit and his fingers played with her nipples.

It drove her to the edge with a speed she’d never experienced, all she could do was cry his name and fall.


CHAPTER 36
Three



Dream was struggling under an emotion he didn’t think he was capable of experiencing. 

Jealousy.

He had been the one to talk to Nightmare about sharing Ophelia’s bed, had been the one to put that notion into both of their heads, but now that they had gone without him to be together, he was jealous. 

He’d assumed that they would all be together. 

And the two of them had gone without him. 

It made sense, he wouldn’t have wanted to share his first time either. Especially since he now knew that Nightmare had zero experience with making love. 

Dream sat in the library until the night was well more than half gone and the door opened. His head came up to look at Ophelia who looked rumpled, damp, and with satisfaction and guilt warring in her eyes. 

“Dream-”

“All is well, my Goddess.” He got up and crossed the library to her. “Are you alright? Is Nightmare?”

“He’s sleeping,” Ophelia said. “I’m ok, I just missed you and wanted to see you. Would it be alright if I slept with you tonight?”

Dream nodded, the jealousy evaporating as he took her in his arms. “Come and rest.”

He took her to his bed, in the bed that they had once shared and he tucked her in before sliding across and taking her in his arms again. 

“I love you,” she whispered. 

He brushed a hand down her cheek and smiled into the darkness. “As I love you. We will figure this out and perhaps we will all share a bed tomorrow night.”

“I’d like that,” she said on a yawn. “Dream, would you like to make love?”

“I think you are too tired for that,” he said softly. “Tomorrow, after you return from your duties, then I will take you happily.”

“Alright,” she smiled, he could feel it against his shoulder before she slipped into sleep. Her body slack and lovely to hold as she rested against him. 

But Dream couldn’t sleep, he needed to figure out his reaction and ensure that the jealousy he’d felt didn’t rear its head again. 

Perhaps all that was needed was for them to have a conversation about how they would share her bed. Or perhaps it was simpler than that. Perhaps it should just be a rule that they were all together when the bed was in play. 

He wanted to be with his partners, with the people that he cared about. He wanted and needed to be around them while they figured out how to move together. 

Eventually he managed to shut his brain down, eventually he managed to rest until the sun came through the windows and woke him. 
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His bed was empty and cold, but the angle of the light said that she would return soon and he should find Nightmare and ensure that his partner was well. 

Dream rose and dressed, looking down at the mark on his chest and smiling. She was his and he was hers and the fact that Nightmare was also part of them was of no cause for concern. They would all learn each other and then there would be no cause for jealousy. 

He went down to the dining room, where Nightmare was sliding back and forth anxiously. 

“Are you well?” Dream asked from the doorway, knowing better than to surprise his partner. “Ophelia-”

“She left last night,” he cast a sidelong, guilty look at Dream. “After we- I don’t know if I did something wrong or-”

Dream crossed the room and laid a hand on Nightmare’s shoulder. “No my partner, you did nothing wrong. She came to me, to sleep in my arms so that I didn’t feel left out of our circle.”

“Such was never my intent,” Nightmare sputtered. 

Dream chuckled, “yes I know.” He smiled at Nightmare. “There will be growing pains as we learn to move together. I wonder if you might consider resting with us at night? Then you will not wake alone and with these doubts. We also must speak on sharing Ophelia’s bed. I would like it to be a rule that we are all together at those times, even if she is only loving one of us, I believe that if all three of us are present we will grow closer.”

“It would save guilt as well.” Nightmare mused. “I will confess that I don’t know if I would have been able to- If you had been there last night-”

“That is why I left you both to yourselves.” Dream flicked a look at the door as the chime sounded. “Our Goddess is back, I told her I would love her after breakfast. If you would like to be present you are welcome.”

“I think-” Nightmare swallowed hard. “I would like to learn her, what she likes, and you know that best.”

“I will show you what I have gleaned.” Dream reached out as Ophelia came through the door. “Welcome home, Goddess.”

“Loves,” Ophelia crossed the room to them, embracing Nightmare and then Dream, to kiss them both. “I’m starving,” she smiled at them. “Is breakfast ready?”

“It is prepared,” Nightmare said. “We only have to signal the unseen.”

Ophelia nodded, raising a hand and snapping her fingers with a giggle. “Back before, this would have been so rude. But I can’t imagine the unseen feel any particular way about it.”

“They only respond to your wishes, Warrior.” Nightmare said. “The expression of it makes no difference to them.”

The doors opened and the unseen servants entered, bearing dishes of food for them. The dishes settled on the tables and the unseen pulled back, leaving them the room. 

“Thank you,” Ophelia called after their retreat. 

They all ate, Dream keeping a very careful eye on Nightmare, but the desire to flee seemed to be muted in his fellow this morning. Which was very good to see. 

Breakfast done, Ophelia looked over at Nightmare and smiled. “I guess we should begin on the curse core today?”

“I believe Dream had something that he wanted.” Nightmare replied, gesturing to him. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to join you.”

Ophelia looked at Dream, blushed, looked at Nightmare and blushed harder. “You-you want to watch?”

Nightmare nodded. “If you are alright with it. I would like to learn to please you better and he knows you best.”

“Oh,” she was thinking. Dream could see the thoughts racing around her head and through her eyes. “Alright, it’s not as though you haven’t seen all of me.”

“Only if it is something that you are alright with, Ophelia.”

“I’m alright to try,” Ophelia said with a nervous smile. “I don’t know how it’ll go, but I’m willing to try.”

“Then come with me, Goddess.” Dream took her hand and led her from the room, brushing past the unseen who were coming to remove the dishes. 

He led her back to their room, Nightmare following in their wake and moving through the door after them to close it softly behind him. 

“Now, we’ll play.” Dream looked at Ophelia and then over at Nightmare who was wrapping around himself in the corner. “Come here, Ophelia.”

Ophelia did as she was told, nerves in the lines of her body as she stopped in front of him. “I’m here, love.”

He pulled her closer, smoothing a hand down her back before he dipped his head to kiss her. “Did you enjoy Nightmare, my love?” He whispered the words against her lips. “Did he please you well?”

Ophelia nodded, breathing stuttering. 

“Tell me what he did,” Dream undid the brooches of her dress, letting it fall until she was bare before him. “Tell me how he pleased you.”

“Um,” she twitched as his hands found her breasts. “He has two, did you know that?”

“I didn’t,” Dream murmured the words to her, catching her lips in a searing kiss before he turned her to face Nightmare, still playing with her nipples. “Tell me, Ophelia, did you take both of them?”

“N-no,” she moaned, head falling back against his shoulder. “Only one- Dream please.” 

“In my time,” Dream said, sliding a hand lower to brush through the curls at her apex, to slip through the building arousal, to touch her. “Look at him, Ophelia, Look at Nightmare while I make you come.”

He saw her eyes open, fixing themselves on Nightmare, who was looking back, eyes dilated and dark with desire. 

He rose, sliding close, stopping just outside arm’s reach and looking at Dream, a question in his eyes. 

“Come closer,” Dream said.


CHAPTER 37
Share



Nightmare couldn’t breathe. The air that managed to get into his lungs was saturated in Ophelia’s arousal and he couldn’t get enough of it into his lungs.

And Dream was inviting him to play.

His head was spinning, and his hands itched to touch Ophelia again. After they’d left the tub, they’d fallen into bed again and she’d ridden his other cock until the passion had burned them to ash.

But he’d woken in the depth of night and she’d been gone. It had been a moment of crashing self doubt, but she was still here, and her eyes were pleading with him to touch her.

So he reached out and splayed his hands over her midsection, claiming the breast that Dream wasn’t playing with and leaning in to suck the tip into his mouth.

She moaned, hips stuttering as Dream played with her. He’d played with her there, using the tip of his tail to toy with her in the bath until her passion had overwhelmed her.

Void, he ached. He wanted nothing more than to bury himself in her sweet heat again. But Dream was in charge right now and he was being allowed to play too.

They teased her, and time lost its meaning as she shook and pleaded between them. But neither of them allowed her to drop into oblivion until her legs gave out and Dream caught her.

He settled her on the bed and went behind her, raising her legs to splay her wide open and then he looked at Nightmare. “A banquet, my partner.”

“Delicious,” Nightmare said shakily. He moved in, dropping to his belly to press his face between Ophelia’s legs.

And nearly lost control at the flavor of her on his tongue. Lapping at her slowly as she writhed above him.

“Nightmare,” she gasped, “Dream.”

“Yes Goddess,” Dream rasped the words to her. “Let us hear you.”

“Please,” she begged, hips moving in time with Nightmare’s tongue. “I need-”

“Take it, Ophelia,” Dream said.

Ophelia reached down and laced her fingers through Nightmare’s hair, hips snapping faster until she came undone with a scream.

He kept going, nursing her pleasure as she fluttered against his tongue and she cried their names into the still air.

He pulled back when she let him go, pulled back to look at her limp body where she was slumped against Dream and try to hide his arousal.

He’d had his turn, and now it was Dream’s turn.

“No no,” Dream said, beckoning to him to come back. “She wants to return the favor, Don’t you my love?”

Ophelia looked up at him, eyes clouded with passion and nodded. Tongue slipping out to moisten her lower lip. “Yes.”

Nightmare was going to die.

Ophelia slipped off the bed and came to kneel in front of him. Moving his tunic out of the way to expose his throbbing cocks. Wrapping one hand around each one, she smiled up at him before she opened her mouth.

It was torture, but it was the sweetest one he’d ever undergone. Her mouth was so hot where it covered him. Back and forth between his cocks, it wasn’t enough to make him come, just enough to hold him on the edge.

Just as they had done to her.

Dream slipped off the bed, looking down at Ophelia. “Don’t stop, Goddess, make him feel.” He moved her until she was on her hands and knees, making Nightmare shift to follow her.

Dream positioned himself, sliding into her slowly and Nightmare felt her moan around his cock.

“Just like that, my love,” Dream started moving. “When you make him lose control, then you may come on my cock.”

Ophelia moaned assent, looking up at Nightmare. Her eyes were beautiful.

She enveloped him, sliding down almost to the base of him and then coming back up. She hadn’t sped up, she was clearly in no hurry. It was making Nightmare crazy, and it was wonderful.

And time lost its meaning as the three of them moved together, locked in passion. Nightmare’s eyes slipped shut, his fingers weaving themselves into Ophelia’s hair as she moved over him.

“Is she making you feel good, my partner?”

“So good,” Nightmare rasped, head falling back. “Ophelia, you feel so good. Please don’t stop.”

The fire rose, the passion condensing into a little knot at the base of Nightmare’s spine and as much as he tried to hold it back, it was all too much and he lost control with a cry of her name.

It set off a cascade. Ophelia cried out and collapsed, head to the floor as the passion rushed through her body. Dream too cried out, a hoarse shout of Ophelia’s name as he came undone.

They all settled on the floor. Ophelia panting and shaking between them. Nightmare and Dream reached for her. Pulling her to them, supporting her between them as she recovered herself.

They waited until they could move and then went to the bathing room to clean themselves.

From there it was a short trip to the bed, and Nightmare hovered on the edge as the other two settled.

He should go, leave them to their rest, but before he could get himself to move, Ophelia reached for him. “Don’t go love,” she whispered. “Come and let me hold you.”

He hadn’t slept in a bed since he’d been cursed, and it took a few moments of shifting to be able to figure out how to get his body into the bed. How he was to lay down enough that he could hold Ophelia alongside Dream?

But they figured it out and then she was in his arms and the entire manor changed.

He’d felt the halls untwist, then brighten, all of their own accord.

His form flickered, changing for the barest of instants, too fast to really make sense of.

But it was a beginning.

They just needed to figure out the curse core.

That was for tomorrow though. For today he was going to hold the people that he loved and rest with them.


CHAPTER 38
Village



When she rose the next day, Ophelia had to take a deep breath when her feet touched the floor. She was sore, but that was fine. She’d finally had them both, they were hopefully secure in her love and if she was a little sore after that then that was a light price to pay.

She kissed both of them lightly. It was well past time for her to go to her duties. She would leave them to rest and return to them after.

Except today was the day she was due to go to the village and she had to decide if she would keep her schedule with the people of the village or if she would come straight back to the manor and be with her loves.

No, the village was still rebuilding, they could need her help and she didn’t want to break faith with them.

She brought the sun up, threading the light through the streams of time like one would thread a needle. Some of the time streams were difficult to get light into today, at least more so than normal and Ophelia wondered why.

It was something to ask her mother at the next training session.

Which wasn’t today, so as soon as she completed the transfer of the sun from Dawn to Day, she straightened her gown and headed down the mountain.

The little town was a flurry of activity, the market shuttered and abandoned, all the people crowded into the street of temples where a tall, muscular man was reading off a large scroll.

“The emperor summons the healer,” the man was booming the words into the crowd. “She will present herself immediately.”

“She is a visitor,” the old man shouldered through the crowd and planted himself in front of the man. “She comes from the wilds, sees us once a week to make offerings and assist us and then she leaves again.”

“She is summoned,” the man said, looking down at the old man. “If she comes weekly, my men will hold here until she presents herself.”

The old man nodded, “What-”

“That is not your business, old man,” he said, brushing past the marketer. “We will set up camp. If the healer appears, you will bring her to us immediately.”

Ophelia didn’t like this man, he set her teeth on edge. He was coarse and demanding and very much like one of her foster fathers. If he had daughters, he probably made them do all the housework.

She gripped her gown in both hands and moved, planting herself square in his path.

“Move, peasant,” his hand came up and Ophelia snatched it out of the air.

“You will not strike me.” She said, light leaking from her skin. “You demanded me and I have come.”

The man looked suddenly afraid. Staring wide eyed at the light leaking from her skin. “What-”

“These people are under my protection,” Ophelia said through gritted teeth. “You and your men will remove yourselves.”

“B-bright One?” The old man stammered the words, coming up from behind the soldiers. “You are most welcome here, Goddess.”

Ophelia turned kinder eyes on the old man. “Hello my friend.”

“Goddess?” The soldier scoffed, turning to face the old man. “A woman?”

“Beginnings,” the old man bowed, eyes still firmly on Ophelia. “The Goddess of Dawn, Goddess of Healing and Patron of our village.”

The man went pale, looking between the old man and Ophelia before dropping to his knees. “No offense was meant, Goddess, please, I beg forgiveness.”

“What is it that you want?”

“Our Emperor,” the soldier stammered. “His heir is dying, of the same fever you cured here.”

“Bring them to me,” Ophelia replied, looking at the light pooling in her palms.

“Imperial Prince Basil is too ill to be moved,” the soldier said hesitantly. “The Emperor did not know it was a Goddess he summoned.”

“Basil,” Ophelia smiled and nodded. That was her love’s name when he walked among the mortals. “How far?”

“A day to the south, in the great capital.” The soldier said. “We will be your retinue.”

“I will summon my priestesses.” Ophelia shed her human aspects and raised a hand, sending to Dream and to Nightmare what she planned. That she would go to heal the ill and then she would return to them.

She had three priestesses in this village and she took two of them as her attendants as the soldiers formed up around her and they moved out of the village.

The journey was uneventful. She had enough soldiers that no one in their right minds would attack them in the time they were on the road.

They reached the outskirts of the city just as the sun was retreating behind the horizon and Ophelia was escorted through the streets will all honors by the soldiers to a much larger temple.

It was still to the Dawn, but it was much more elaborate with frescoes that bore absolutely no resemblance to her actual progression or life.

But they were pretty stories.

Ophelia swept into the temple, the dawn light leaking from her chasing the shadows away. “I will see to the Prince in the morning, for now, I will allow my priestesses to rest.’’

“Yes Goddess,” the soldier saluted and then looked embarrassed. “We will guard the streets.”

“Bar no one entry,” Ophelia said. “I will see the people.”

But there was only one. Only one man who stumbled into the temple in the small hours of the morning to press his head against the stones of the floor and cry.

One of her priestesses went and sat next to the man, laying a hand on his spine and whispering to him.

Ophelia sharpened her hearing until she could hear the words. He’d thought he had a beginning, a love, but his forever had left to be a soldier and the man didn’t know how to go on.

“The dawn comes,” Ophelia said softly. “And as the dawns come, the pain will lessen. I will bless you with a beginning, my friend, you only need wait.”

The man’s head came up and it was only then that he seemed to see her. There was fear in his eyes, and Ophelia hadn’t really thought that what she was would frighten people.

She rose, as the dawn rose, and reached with her power to lock into the dawn, to guide it to the waking world.

It was harder on this side of the barrier, hard enough that after she finished threading the light, she had to sit back down to catch her breath.


CHAPTER 39
Wait



Dream was worried but not fearful. Their love had gone further from the mountain than was advisable, but she was a full Goddess and there was no mortal in the streams of time that could harm her.

The problem was that the mortals were many and she was a Goddess alone.

“Go to her,” Nightmare said, the same worry swimming in his eyes. “I cannot change my aspect enough or I would go with you.”

“She has gone to the great capital,” Dream mused. “I do not know if she would view my intrusion kindly.”

“She would welcome you.” Nightmare said firmly. “Ophelia does not always listen to her limits, and she will need guarding if she spends all she has on the mortals of the great capital.”

And that was a legitimate concern. If she spent all she had, then she would be simple to overpower and-

“I will go,” Dream rose and moved towards the door of the library where he had been sitting with Nightmare. “Will you be well until our return?”

“I will continue my research,” Nightmare gestured to the curse core where it sat on a stand in the center of the table. “And look forward to your return.”

Dream didn’t bother with a mortal aspect. He simply flew through the barrier and along the streams of time until he arrived at the Great Capital. The sun was still very early on its journey, so she would be-

He had absolutely no idea where she would have been taken by the ones that had escorted her from the village.

Possibly to the palace directly, but they would have arrived late and she would have had to be given quarters commiserate with her status. Which would not have been possible.

Would they have taken her to her temple?

That seemed more likely.

Dream kept himself cloaked, he would slip into her temple and take on his mortal aspect, then he would be able to walk at her side when she went to heal the Prince.

The street that housed the temples was busy, but not the riot that it would have been had Ophelia’s arrival been spread. So she was safe there, and Dream found he could relax a little bit.

He crept through the columned portico of her temple, only to find her in the throne that had been constructed for her. One existed in every temple and they were very carefully kept in case of visitation.

But none of the Gods of the Mountain would debase themselves like that. None save his Ophelia, who would not abandon the Mortals.

He admired that, and it made him fear for her.

He crept into a storage room, to take on his mortal aspect and went back to her. Only to be stopped by a priestess at the door back into the main room of the temple.

“Do you come for our Goddess?” The rising sun winked at him from a chain around her neck.

“I am come to praise.” Dream said, bowing to the priestess. “The Goddess has brought me many new dawns and I wish to offer to her.”

“Follow me,” the priestess led him back to the main room, back to Ophelia who was sitting on her throne looking strangely tired. “Goddess, this man wishes to offer to you.”

Ophelia looked at him, startled when she recognized who was looking at her from behind those mortal eyes and then her smile went warm and happy.

Dream went to his knees before her, bowing as warm light leaked from her and streamed towards him. “I would offer to the Goddess of Dawn, for blessings and new beginnings received. I am grateful to you, Goddess.”

Ophelia opened her mouth to reply, but the doors opened and a large man stepped through in the company of a much more lithe man in the most ridiculous crown that Dream had ever seen.

“Goddess, I present to you His Imperial Majesty.” The soldier said, looking down at Dream and then back to Ophelia.

The man in the crown looked at Ophelia with no small amount of skepticism. “A Goddess?”

Ophelia rose, dawn light leaking from her. “I am Goddess of Dawn, Majesty. You have called for me, and I have come to mend your heir.”

“We shall see,” The emperor said, Looking down at Dream. “And this man?”

“My honored priest,” Ophelia said. “Come, we should not waste time. I was given to understand that he is near death.”

The emperor looked sad for a brief instant, and then went back to being hard and skeptical. “You are the healer I summoned?”

Ophelia nodded, “you called for me.”

“I will allow your attendance on him.” The emperor said after a moment.

They all left the temple, the soldiers forming up around Ophelia and the Emperor. Dream slipped in at the back. She had named him her priest and he would be there to offer her worship and his power if needs be.

The palace was a massive, sprawling construction. All within walls that spoke of unrest in the Great Capital.

The Prince was truly in dire straights, it was clear to Dream that he was on death’s door. The room was hung in white, the clear sign of a body close to the end, and even if the draperies were heavily embroidered in gold, this was still a place of death.

Ophelia hesitated for an instant at the door, but squared her shoulders and moved in. Step steady and forceful. She marched to the side of the prince’s bed and sat on the edge.

Placing one hand on his forehead and one hand on his chest, she looked up at Dream and smiled. “All will be well.”

“And then we will go home.” Dream smiled back.

Ophelia nodded, before she looked at the people crowding the doorway. “This will be very bright, you may wish to close your eyes.”

The soldiers did what she said, but the Emperor turned desperate eyes on his son and watched.

Ophelia shrugged and turned back to the body in the bed. Dream could feel her gathering her power and more and more light leaked from her as everything condensed in the room.

And then there was a brilliant blast of light.

It filled the room, banished every shadow, burned and blazed.

And then it died, slowly, taking the room back to normal. But the draperies had changed, as though they had been dyed in the dawn.

They were all now a bright rose-gold.

And the prince was trying to sit up.

Ophelia held him, helping him lay back down. “Not yet,” she said softly. “I have banished the illness, but you must rest.”

There was a quiet sob from the doorway and Ophelia rose, making room for the Emperor who rushed the bed and pulled his heir into his arms.

“Papa, I’m ok,” Basil said. “I don’t feel hot anymore.”

“My beloved-” the emperor choked out the words before turning to Ophelia and dropping to his knees. “How may I praise you, Goddess?”

“Care for your people, Emperor.” She said, laying a hand on his head. “I have given you a new beginning, so use it to guard your people.”

Ophelia turned and offered Dream her hand. “I would like to go home now.”

“Then we will,” Dream replied.


CHAPTER 40
Return



They were due back any time. Nightmare wasn’t certain how long it had taken to heal the prince or what state she would be in once she returned. But they had sent word that they were returning and that meant they would be back soon.

He summoned the unseen, ordering them to ready food and their bed, in case she was hungry or needed rest.

And then the chime came, and he fled towards the door of the manor.

But it wasn’t Ophelia and Dream that greeted him. It wasn’t the people that he loved.

It was Earth.

Who was looking at him with a sneer painted on her mouth.

Nightmare bowed, nerves churning his gut. “Highest, what can I do for you?”

“What makes you think you can do anything for anyone?” The Highest asked. “I know.” She said. “I know what you feel and when they leave you you will be alone again.”

“They won’t leave me.” Nightmare laid a hand on his heart, remembering Ophelia’s unspoken promise. “I will figure out a way out and I will have what you tried to forbid me.”

Earth just laughed, harsh and cruel. “Try,” she barked. “Try and struggle and fail, little worm. And when you are trapped again and again, I will watch and laugh.”

Nightmare simply remained where he was while Earth talked. Poking holes in the fragile peace he’d just been starting to build. What if she were right? What if there truly was no way out?

“I will love you, Nightmare.” Ophelia’s voice rang through the air, and Earth dissolved under a sudden flare of bright, warm light. “No matter what form you take, I will love you until everything ends.”

The halls of the manor flared, bright and warm and steady as the nascent despair he was feeling receded. She couldn’t lie to them, had vowed them honesty in all things.

She would love him.

Until everything ended.

And Earth hadn’t truly been there, it had been a sending at best and at worst it had been a response to the halls of the manor brightening as his despair receded.

It was simply an attempt to keep him caged and he wasn’t going to allow it any longer.

He crossed the intervening space and reached for Ophelia. Who came to his arms willingly and with a smile.

But she was trembling where she came to rest in his arms and he looked at Dream with concern.

“We had to fight against the weight of the Highest to return to you, my partner.” Dream said quietly. “She bore the brunt of it.”

“I will take her to rest.” Nightmare lifted her from her feet and bore her to their bed. To the one that they had shared for one blissful night.

He tucked her in, removing her sandals and watching as she shifted, laying her head on the pillows and reaching for him. “Nightmare?”

“Yes love,” he slid into the bed next to her, holding her tightly until the trembling eased and she fell asleep.

He released her, reluctantly, and left her to rest. Slipping back to the library where Dream was sitting at the table staring at the curse core.

“We must be approaching a breakthrough.” Dream looked up at Nightmare. “Earth would not deign to appear to you if she wasn’t getting desperate to keep you locked in despair.”

“It’s dangerous,” Nightmare shook his head. “I do not worry for me, but you and Ophelia may be in danger.”

“We aren’t going to give up on you,” Dream said firmly. “If it becomes needed, we could see if Fantasy will be willing to host us for a time.”

The two of them worked in near silence. Nightmare trying to plan further for the safety of the people that he cared for. If it put Ophelia in danger, would it be better if he remained in this form?

The sun retreated over the far horizon and Dream set the book he had been reading aside. “We should wake Ophelia and have supper.”

Nightmare nodded. “I will alert the unseen.”

“Go and fetch our Goddess,” Dream said with a smile. “I will be in the dining room.”

Nightmare went through the hallways and back to their room where Ophelia was wrapped around one of their pillows and making tiny sounds in her sleep.

He reached for her, running a soft hand down her cheek. “It’s time for supper, Ophelia.”

Her eyes fluttered, opening to fix him with a loving look. “I’m starving.”

“We should eat then.” He helped her out of bed, startled when she turned to him and pressed her lips to his, kissing him gently.

“Hello love,” she murmured the words against his lips. “I missed you.”

“I missed you too,” he wrapped her in his arms and kissed her back. Slow and easy.

They traded kisses for a moment, just being together until Ophelia’s middle made a noise and they broke apart to smile at each other.

They went to dine, hand in hand. Making the dining room where Dream was waiting with a smile for them both.

It was a sweet night, the feelings flowing easily between them as they dined and then went back to the library to read and chat about nothing.

And when they were weary, they all rose and went to bed. To share their rest with each other.

It was the happiest that he’d ever been. The most at peace.

And yet, there was a part of him that was waiting. Earth’s words had roosted in that tiny part of his mind and what if.

Ophelia cuddled closer to him in her sleep. Eyes opening just slightly to look at him.

“I love you,” she murmured.

He smiled, brushed a hand down her cheek and nodded. “As I love you.”

Her eyes closed again with a happy little sigh and his heart squeezed.

He wasn’t going to let Earth’s despair ruin this happiness.


CHAPTER 41
Gamble



Ophelia woke slow, knowing that it was the deepest part of the night. That she didn’t need to be awake for hours yet, but she woke anyway to find herself surrounded by the men that she loved. 

It was peaceful, having them to either side of her, slumbering with their arms around her. But Ophelia wasn’t feeling very peaceful at the moment. 

Rather, her body was ruled by a deep, sliding arousal that she couldn’t seem to get a handle on.

She’d been having a dream, both of them taking her as they had the other night and now she was so turned on she could barely breathe. 

But she didn’t want to wake them. Dream and Nightmare both needed to sleep. 

If she didn’t- she felt a little crazed. It had never been this bad before. 

It was just a dream. She just needed to take some deep breaths and go back to sleep.

She turned onto her side, closing her eyes and doing the deep breathing that she’d learned in therapy. In through the nose, out through the mouth and trying to think of anything besides the way that it had felt to have Dream inside her and Nightmare in her mouth.

Maybe they would switch. Maybe she could have both Nightmare’s cocks and Dream in her mouth. Dream had opened her, they often played that way, but she’d never taken anything as large as Nightmare.

Dammit, she was supposed to be calming down.

Ophelia wiggled free of her loves. If she couldn’t sleep, then she might as well work on the riddle of the curse core some before she had to go and bring the sun up.

She’d made it halfway across the room when something wrapped around her wrist. She turned to see both of them looking at her with a question in their eyes.

“I can’t sleep,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry if I woke you, I was just going to the library.”

Nightmare’s tail pulled her gently back to the edge of the bed. “Is there anything we could do to help?”

She’d vowed them honesty in all things. And that had been a direct question, with no chance of prevarication.

“I don’t want to push anything,” she said. “I just keep thinking about when we were all together and I-”

Dream sat up more fully. “Say what you wish, Ophelia.”

“I want you,” she whispered, knowing that her face was flaming. “I want Nightmare inside me and you in my mouth. I want to take all you have until all we can do is sleep.”

“All you need do is ask,” Dream said, flicking a look at Nightmare, who nodded. “Come to us, Goddess, let us please you.”

Ophelia nodded, letting Nightmare pull her close and into a deep, searing kiss.

And then the world hit her with a hammer.

Everything went fuzzy and sideways, and as she watched, it condensed into a tube and Nightmare faded away.

When she fought the darkness back, she was in a place she’d never seen with a man she’d only seen a few times. Where the Seat of Night swirled with the stars and the Seat of Light swirled with the light of worlds that had never seen Ophelia’s sun, this place swirled with every other color imaginable.

Ever shifting, ever blurred and indistinct, it gave her an almost instant headache, but she had to focus on the man sitting at the table in the center.

He had a book in his hands, but it was upside down and opened to the very center. He wasn’t reading, his eyes were focused square on her as she struggled to her feet and walked over to sit in the chair opposite him.

“Will you be making sense today?” She asked.

Chaos giggled, shutting the book and setting it down on the table. “Insofar as the chaos of the human mind makes sense.”

“So sort of?”

“Indeed.” Chaos steepled his fingers and looked at her for a moment, until she was resisting the urge to shift under his gaze.

“What can I do for you Chaos?” she asked.

“Dawn should not ask that.” Chaos shuddered, eyes closing for a moment as the cracks spider-webbed across his body faster for a moment. “Dawn should be asking how to leave.”

“You clearly brought me here for a reason.” Ophelia said calmly, focusing on the look in Chaos’ eyes. “Why?”

“Play a game with me, Dawn.” Chaos said. “Just for a while.”

“Poker?” Ophelia pointed a finger at the deck of cards on the table. There were also dice, some kind of crystal and the bones of something.”

Chaos picked up the cards and grinned. “What will you wager?”

“I will tell you a secret,” she said. “One I have told no one on the Mountain.”

Chaos laughed, high and fluting. “And if you prove the victor, I will give you a secret of my own.”

“Alright,” Ophelia settled back in the chair as Chaos dealt the cards.

The suits were the same, the numbers familiar, and Ophelia fanned her cards out and grinned at Chaos.

The game was hard fought, both of them staying nearly perfectly level with each other. It was sort of fun, even though it was never far from her mind that she was gambling with a mad god.

But he seemed lucid right now, more so than she had ever seen him and that made her wonder if the madness was an act that he put on.

They played for what felt like hours, the both of them trading hands like card sharks. Ophelia’s secret was harmless, but she still didn’t want to give it to him for free.

And when the cards fell from their hands, when they tallied up the scores, Ophelia came out the winner.

And Chaos looked equal parts disgruntled and thrilled. “A good game, Dawn.”

“And you as well, Chaos.” Ophelia said, looking the mad god in the eye. “Now, I would like to go home, so if you wouldn’t mind paying me your forfeit.”

“My secret, yes,” Chaos giggled. “It hurts, Dawn.” He told her, tapping a particularly long crack that was healing across his chest. “The chaos hurts.”

Ophelia saw the pain in his eyes, saw the value of the secret he’d just given up. He’d made himself vulnerable to her and she couldn’t help but reach out.

“Can I help?”

“Can Dawn heal Chaos?” Chaos giggled, high and fluting, but Ophelia could hear the pain in it now. “No, no, no. Dawn would spend all and the chaos would prevail.”

“I might be able to do something about the pain.” Ophelia said, moving to kneel at Chaos’ side. “Can I try?”

Chaos looked nonplussed, like he’d never in all his years heard anything like that.

Ophelia smiled, taking his cracking hands and spilling her dawn light out like a balm to salve them.

It wouldn’t work for long, but the pain would be less as long as the light lasted.

“If you see the sunrise, the balm will last longer.” She stood and laid a hand on his head. “New Beginnings, Chaos, I will likely see you soon.”

She raised a hand and summoned the Sword of Dawn, cutting through Chaos’ domain and stepping out, back to the Mountain.


CHAPTER 42
Summit



Dream watched her vanish, and knew precisely who took her. The stench of Chaos was in the air and Dream was out of bed in an instant trying to plan how to get his love back from the mad god.

There was just one problem with that. Chaos had no domain, and his seat was constantly moving. Shifting through reality and the streams of time. It was fitting for the Chaos that he was, but it was going to make it difficult for them to find him.

“We will go to Fantasy,” Nightmare said into the silence that contained Dream’s panic. “Fantasy will be able to track Chaos’ seat.”

They raced across the mountain to where Fantasy held his pocket dimension. It wasn’t a seat, he was not high enough for that. It was simply containment for his power so that he could have his form and not affect the streams of time.

They requested access from Fantasy’s unseen servants. They might have been on the edge of panic, but if intruded upon and surprised, Fantasy might retaliate before he recognized who was there.

Much as Nightmare had attacked Ophelia when she’d first come to the Mountain.

Fantasy opened his pocket dimension for them, welcoming them in after a few eternal moments. They rushed in, coming face to face with the last member of the Tribunal. Fantasy looked startled, but only for a moment.

“What can I do for you, my friends?”

Dream spilled the issue, that Ophelia had been taken by Chaos. That he needed to be able to track his seat in order to get her back.

Fantasy nodded, splaying his hands to either side of an empty space, tearing the fabric of reality with barely a thought. “Show me Chaos,” he demanded of the aether.

The Aether flickered, and space and time moved at a space that was just short of nauseating. The galaxies and streams of time flashing past faster than thought.

And then it halted, bringing into view a teardrop shaped net. It was opalescent, the colors constantly shifting. But it was also transparent enough that they could see Chaos sitting there with his head in his hands.

Hands that were glowing with a pale dawn light.

There was no sign of Ophelia, which meant one of two things, either she’d already figured out a way to get free, or Chaos had dropped her somewhere in the time streams.

Chaos’ head snapped up and he looked directly at the window being held open by Fantasy.

“He is coming,” Fantasy brought his hands together, shattering the window out of existence.

And no sooner had the words left Fantasy’s mouth than there was a broken chime in the air and Fantasy flicked a hand at the wall of his pocket dimension.

Chaos appeared. He didn’t enter; he was just suddenly there. Looking at the three of them with an oddly sad smile on his face.

“We played a game,” he said without preamble. “She gave me this.” He held up his hands, his fingers surrounded in dawn light. “The pain is less now.”

Fantasy nodded, stepping into the breach while Dream was stuck for words.

“I am glad.”

“She left, back to her loves,” Chaos let out a broken sigh before he popped out of existence.

Fantasy shook himself, looking back at Dream and Nightmare. “She has been freed, and is likely waiting for you at the manor.”

Dream’s head was spinning. Why had Ophelia stayed with Chaos willingly? At least that was what it sounded like. She’d offered him healing, but their love was like that, so that was no surprise.

She could not bear to see pain and let it ride. It was noble of her and at least she had not tried to heal the chaos that he was. It would have drained her utterly.

There was no way to heal the mad god’s makeup.

“Thank you for your assistance.” Nightmare told Fantasy, laying a hand on Dream’s shoulder. “We will return to the manor and find her.”

“Give her my regards,” Fantasy said, and Dream’s head came up, examining the man’s eyes as he had often done with Nightmare. There were flickers there, but nothing that he could read.

But then, if he had been mortal, he would have been called extremely buttoned up.

They left shortly after that, back to the manor, back to Ophelia.

But she wasn’t there. The manor was empty, at least as far as they could tell.

So they ran across the mountain to the villa, but she wasn’t there either.

“Where would she be?” Nightmare turned frantic eyes on Dream. “She was released, did he play with her mind?”

“No,” Dream shook his head. “He was too confused for that. She has gone somewhere-”

His gut hit his shoes. “She has gone to- I hope this is not the case, but she may have gone to the Highest to demand better treatment for Chaos.”

“That is something that she would do.” Nightmare winced. “It has not been so very long and if she is on foot, we may be able to get to her before she demands to be seen.”

The left the villa and raced to the summit of the mountain, drawing on all their power to get to their love. And sure as the sunrise, she was struggling along the path to the summit of the mountain, each step slow and halting.

The Highest were warning her off, and she wasn’t listening.

Stubborn, dangerous, brave and brilliant.

They released their travel, landing in front of her to reach for her. She was so embroiled in the struggle of walking up the mountain that she didn’t notice them until she ran bodily into Dream.

Her entire body was shaking, exhausted, and her eyes were glazed but determined as she looked up at him.

“Goddess, what do you think to do?”

“I have to help him,” Ophelia said, tears gathering in her eyes. “He hurts, and I can’t heal him.”

“You helped,” Dream wrapped her in his arms and she sagged against him. “We will return to the manor. You will not make the summit today. The Highest have decreed it so.”

He lifted her exhausted body and smiled down at her. “Rest, my love, when we return to the manor and you wake, we will work out what we can do for him.”


CHAPTER 43
Help



It took two days for her to wake again and for those two days, Dream and Nightmare sat in the library working on the mystery of how to dissolve the curse core.

They didn’t get far, only coming up over and over with the fact that only the progenitor of a curse could undo it. But Nightmare knew that wasn’t true. In this particular case, since the curse was part and parcel of the magic of the Mountain, then Magic could have a hand in dissolving it.

Not that the Highest would deign to assist them. That would put Magic into direct conflict with Earth, and Time would frown on that.

Which meant that door was closed.

They would simply have to find another one. Or did they? It wasn’t as though the curse was proving much of an impediment to his loves.

So perhaps he would simply put it down and walk away. Perhaps it simply wasn’t worth it to keep up the fight when he had been given everything that he’d been striving for.

But then, Ophelia might have opinions on that score, so he would speak to her about it when she woke.

And then she stumbled into the library with her long silver hair mussed and half out of its braid. Looking at them like she’d been terrified not long ago.

Nightmare was the first across the library to her, to take her in his arms and find her shaking. “What is it?”

“You-” she swallowed hard and buried her face in his shoulder. “You were gone.”

“I am not gone,” He brushed a hand over her hair and down her back. “I am not gone, love. I will never go unless you wish for me to leave you.”

She nodded against his chest, and he could feel her taking deep breaths. “I don’t want you to go.”

“Then I won’t,” he murmured into her ear.

It took time for her to calm. And in that time, he lifted her from her feet and cradled her in his arms, rocking her slightly to help her calm faster.

Eventually she was able to raise her eyes and look at him. There was a watery smile on her lips and weariness still in her eyes from her aborted climb up the mountain.

“Back to bed,” Dreams aid from over his shoulder. “One of us will be with you, beloved.”

“I’m ok,” Ophelia said, struggling a little until Nightmare set her on her feet. “I should eat and wash, and then I can help with the curse core.”

“Or you could rest.” Dream said firmly. “Eat and wash certainly, but then you will rest again.”

She bristled a little, looking up at Dream and planting her hands on her hips. “ I’m fine, love.”

Dream smiled and nodded. “As you will it, Ophelia.”

She nodded briskly, walking out of the room with her hair swaying at her back.

She was back a half an hour later, with a steaming bowl in one hand and wet hair. “The Unseen made me oatmeal.”

“Kind of them.” Nightmare smiled at her as she sat at the table and started eating.

“I know you’re both humoring me.” She gave them both a sidelong look. “I really am ok.”

“You attempted to go against the Highest, Ophelia.” Dream said quietly. “It is noble of you to want to help Chaos, but consider that when the Highest warn you off, you may want to listen.”

Ophelia shook her head. “I’ll figure it out on my own.” She said. “I shouldn’t be looking to them to do anything that doesn’t immediately serve them.”

Nightmare nodded, brushing a hand down his coils. “Wise, I think.”

“In the meantime, could the two of you stop babying me?” Ophelia set the spoon aside and gave them both frank looks. “I am sorry if I frightened you, but Chaos deserved the help, He’s lonely, and in pain and if I can be his friend, then I should.”

“Can you befriend madness?”

“That’s just it,” Ophelia tapped the table in front of her. “He’s not mad, that’s an act. He’s Chaos, but Chaos has a rhyme to it. It doesn’t follow any rhythms you can see, but there is a rhythm to it. It just doesn’t make sense to you, because it’s mortal chaos.”

“And you can see it?” Nightmare couldn’t keep the skepticism out of his voice.

Ophelia grinned at him. “I was mortal once, remember? You saw my chaos night after night when I came to you in my sleep. Humans, Mortals are naturally chaotic. So yes, I can see the rhythms that Chaos operates within.”

Dream nodded, looking down at his hands. “I will own this is likely, Goddess. But what do you plan to do?”

“He needs a friend,” Ophelia said quietly. “I can be his friend, help keep the pain of the cracks at bay, at least a little.”

“It is noble of you, Warrior.” Nightmare said, slightly ashamed that he had never considered Chaos in this light before.

“It’s not,” Ophelia said. “It’s something that should have been done long since. Even a God will devolve into madness given enough despair.”

“Well do I know that.” Nightmare shook his head. “Is there aught we might do to assist?”

Ophelia shook her head. “I think, at least at first, it will be best if it’s just me.”

“We will support you then.” Dream said with a brief glance over at Nightmare. “What do you need?”

“I think I just have to wait for him to call.” Ophelia tapped her chin with one finger. “It will be random, but hopefully he will call before the balm I gave him expires.”

“The Highest will not look kindly on this,” Nightmare said into the sudden silence.

“They don’t like me anyway.” Ophelia said with a shrug. “I don’t really know why. I know it made them take me from the mountain, but I still don’t know why.”

“Day and Fantasy are working on that.” Dream said quietly. “It will not benefit any of us to have the eyes of the Highest on us, Goddess.”

Ophelia winced. “I won’t put you in danger, Dream.”

“It is not me I worry about.” Dream reached and took her hands. “There are worse things that they can do than they have done. It is not wise to prod them.”

“I’ll be careful,” she said. “I won’t risk you, or the rest of the Tribunal.”

“Again-”

“I won’t risk myself either,” she told him. “But I can’t let him hurt and not try to help.”


CHAPTER 44
Seat



Afew days went by, and Ophelia was trying to hide from them how very exhausted she still felt. She didn’t want them to worry any more than they already were.

She got up every morning to guide the dawn, threading the needle of the streams of time with light before she went back to the Manor and threw herself into research.

There was a time limit on this. She knew that, but didn’t know how long they had before the curse core became inviolate. She didn’t want to see Nightmare give up, but all they could seem to find was that she either needed Magic to agree to dissolve the curse core or they needed Earth to do it.

And it was far from likely that either one of them would be willing to do so.

Ophelia needed a different angle on the issue. She needed to see it differently and the only one that saw things at the sort of slant that might help was Fantasy.

Or Chaos, but he had to come to her. She had no idea how to find him and no way to signal that she was looking for him.

Ophelia was going to have to go to Fantasy. To the third of the men that held a part of her heart and ask him for help.

She’d avoided him since he’d helped her get her memories back. Since she’d remembered the feelings that she had for him. She didn’t want him to know, since he’d never even vaguely hinted that he felt anything for her that wasn’t teacher to student.

She couldn’t even say that they were friends. Though she couldn’t say that about Nightmare either before they had uncovered their feelings for each other.

But she had two loves and that was enough.

She needed to talk to Fantasy, so she was going to put her big girl panties on and go to him.

She went to her mother, to Day. The two of them had been working closely together to figure out the puzzle of why Ophelia had been removed from the mountain.

If anyone knew how to reach him, it would be her mother.

“Mom, I need your help,” Ophelia let the Sword of Dawn slip from her fingers and shatter into light. “I need to talk to Fantasy and I don’t know where to find him.”

“You have only to call for him.” Day said. “His unseen will hear you and open the way.”

“I mean, I don’t want to disturb him.” Ophelia prevaricated, and she didn’t like it. “I just want to ask him for his help with Nightmare’s curse core.”

“Then when you step outside my seat, call for him.” Day gave Ophelia a perplexed look. “There is more you are not saying, my daughter.”

“It doesn’t really matter,” Ophelia tried to shrug off the discomfort. “He’s always been a teacher and that’s what I have to expect.”

Day’s look changed, from confusion to calculation to surprise. “That is not for me to decide, my girl.”

“I know mom,” Ophelia would figure out her mother’s expressions later. “Ok, I’ll go see if he wants to talk to me.”

She stepped out of the Seat of Light and set her feet on the path. She would go to- why was she going anywhere at all? He could be anywhere, moving his pocket dimension all around the mountain.

She could call him from here.

“Fantasy, I need to talk to you.” She spoke to the air, feeling slightly silly. “It’s about Nightmare, I could use your perspective.

A door slid open in the air. “Come, Brilliance.”

She gripped her courage hard and stepped through the doorway. Coming face to face with the soft draperies and the riot of color that she remembered from her recovery after the Highest had taken her memories.

She remembered the way, three doors down on the left from where she’d woken up. And when she pushed through the door, she nearly fled.

There was no teacup, no familiarity, what there was, was a handsome, olive skinned man with massive wings and a book strapped to his hip.

“Fantasy?”

“I forget that you have never seen me, Brilliance.” Fantasy said in his low voice. “Do I startle you?”

“It’s a bit weird,” she blurted. “Not you, just that I was expecting to see the teacup.”

“Come and have tea and tell me what you require.”

He led her down through the corridors to a small library with two overstuffed chairs and a steaming pot of tea. The teacups were what she remembered. Delicate porcelain with wreaths of flowers around the rims.

She had to hold in a rush of tears and she didn’t know where they came from.

“What can I help you with Brilliance?”

“I need perspective,” she said quietly. Taking a seat and a small cup of tea. “There is nothing in the books about what I can do about the curse core. Both of the doors that could take us where we need to go are closed.”

“Then find a window, Brilliance.” Fantasy said, sipping his tea. “Barring a window, find the back gate and go in that way.”

“But how do I ensure that no one gets hurt?”

Fantasy shook his head and set his cup down. “There are no winners in this game, Brilliance, but one side will recover faster from losing than the other side will.”

“So there’s no way to keep-” she shook her head. “I don’t accept that, Fantasy. I won’t let Dream or the rest of the Tribunal be hurt. If I have to stand in front of them I will.”

“Rail against it if you must,” Fantasy sipped again. “Just know that Magic is the key you seek.”

“Then I will go to him.” Ophelia rose and nodded. “This was- thank you, Fantasy, I appreciate your help.”

Fantasy flicked a hand at the wall of the room and it opened. “I am sorry, Brilliance. There is a mortal saying about eggs that is appropriate here.”

“I guess I’m the egg.” Ophelia gathered her skirts in both hands. “But if they want to make an omelette out of me, they’re going to have a bad time.”

Ophelia went to stand on the slope of the mountain, looking towards the summit and glowered. She was going to get this thing resolved, no matter what it took.


CHAPTER 45
Stasis



She should have been back hours ago. She’d gone for training with Day and she should have been back by now.

And then the chime came, bright and brassy, almost frantic and Day stumbled into the library of the manor bleeding from a wound in the side.

And there was a thunderclap, coming from an utterly clear sky and a massive voice rang through Dream’s bones.

“Take your slag,” the voice growled and there was a flash far too bright and a chime that sounded like it rang the heavens themselves.

And then Ophelia was hurtling towards the floor from somewhere near the ceiling at the speed only a limp body could manage.

Dream didn’t have a chance to think about the how, only enough time to lunge for her and snatch her from the air before she hit the ground and shattered her skull like an egg.

It overset him and they both ended up on the ground in a heap. Ophelia was unconscious, limp, with a strange mark on her face. Like a bruise, like she’d been struck hard.

He struggled to his feet, passing his power through her body. Physically she was fine, there was no magic drain and no illness. No need to call for Day, who was still bleeding in their library.

“What happened?” Dream demanded as Nightmare assisted Day to a chair and fetched one of Ophelia’s healing bandages. “What did she do?”

“She went up against Magic,” Day flashed an angry look at Ophelia. “Stubborn, stupid girl.”

“What?” Nightmare froze in the act of bandaging Day.

Day took the bandage from Nightmare and started wrapping it herself. “I went to retrieve her and was wounded by Magic’s guardians.”

Dream shook his head and laid Ophelia down on the sofa, walking to Day to help her with the bandage.

Day was leaking light, agitated and angry. But beneath the fury was fear. Dream could see her hands shaking. “I am going to tan that girl’s hide in the practice ring when she wakes.”

“Rest first,” Dream said quietly. “When she wakes I will help you.” He was keeping the fear for her and the fury to a minimum by an act of will. “I will figure out what she was thinking.”

“She went to help me,” Nightmare said, desolate and confused. “This is-”

“She did what she did of her own volition.” Day said firmly. “My daughter’s injuries lay squarely at her own door, not at yours. You did not ask her to go up against the Highest.”

“I would never-”

“Yes I know,” Day rose and flinched, laying a hand on her wounded side. “I am going to return to my Seat, when she wakes call for me.”

Day left with one last look at Ophelia’s limp body. The dark mark on her cheek was spreading and Dream thought that he might know where it had come from.

Void he was angry, but the anger stemmed from fear for her and he needed to be reasonable when she woke. The idea to go up against Magic had come from someplace, and he-

Fantasy. Dream leaned closer to Ophelia and shook his head. If she’d gone to Fantasy, he would have told her precisely what the books had been telling them. That Magic was able to destroy the curse core.

His train of thought was interrupted by her groaning and trying to sit up. Her eyes opened, and they were filled with pain and failure.

“What in the void were you thinking, Ophelia.” Nightmare slid over and loomed over her. “To go up against the Highest, have you lost your senses?”

Ophelia lurched backwards, nearly falling off the sofa. “How- why am I back in the manor?”

“Magic threw you back.” Dream said.

Ophelia grimaced, clutching her head. “Glad to know I’m trash.”

“Better rubbish than dead or shattered,” Nightmare barked.

Ophelia’s head came up, eyes still full of pain. “At least I tried.”

“Stupidly,” Nightmare snapped back. “Do you know what Magic could have done to you?”

“It’s the only way-”

Nightmare slid backwards when she reached for him and Ophelia’s eyes filled with tears. “There are worse things that the Highest can do to you, Ophelia, so much worse. Do you want to be a mindless husk for the rest of time? Do you want to force us to care for that forever?”

“Nightmare-” Dream started

“I would never force you to care for me.” Ophelia said, voice breaking. “I didn’t know you felt that way.”

She struggled off the sofa, standing on shaky legs and reaching. But she wasn’t reaching for Nightmare, nor was she reaching for Dream. She rent the fabric of the air open and little wisps of light leaked through as she opened the seat of light.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, tears running down her face. “I never meant to force you into anything.”

And then she was gone, the rend in the air closing with a snap.

Leaving Dream and Nightmare to stand and stare at each other. Dream wrenched his tunic to one side, to look at the mark that was draining of color and life and turned on Nightmare.

Who was staring at the place she’d vanished, utter desolation on his face.

“That was too far.” Dream said quietly.

Nightmare pulled his gaze from the place she’d disappeared and looked at Dream. “That wasn’t what I meant. I didn’t mean she forced anything, I just-”

Dream tapped the mark on his chest, where it had gone grey and lifeless and watched Nightmare wince. “We have to go after her, but she will not be able to hear us now.”

Nightmare reached for the air, scrabbling at the place that Ophelia had gone, but there was nothing. No opening for them to follow.

“She has closed the Seat Of Light.” Dream said quietly, pain swimming in the space between muscle and organ. “You have driven her from us.”

“What-” Nightmare paled as the halls of the manor heaved. “What do I do?”

“I don’t know,” Dream said, helpless. “In the morning, we will send to Day, perhaps she will have something that we can do.”

His forever was gone, his love had left them, and Dream had never felt so lost.


CHAPTER 46
Ache



Ophelia stumbled into the Seat of Light, eyes so full of tears that she couldn’t see, and collapsed at the foot of her mother’s throne.

Which had her mother in it, pale and looking at her angrily. “Stupid girl.” She scolded. “Do you know what could have happened to you?”

‘I don’t care,” Ophelia yelled. “I’ll be gone soon anyway. I just need to get rid of this headache and then I’ll just leave. I won’t make anyone take care of me or cause anyone any more problems.”

“Ophelia, what-”

“It doesn’t matter.” She spat. “Nothing matters. I should never have tried to belong because I never will. Not with anyone.”

“Ophelia-”

But she couldn’t hear it. Ophelia felt like screaming, like shattering into a million pieces. They’d felt forced into caring for her, they hadn’t ever wanted to. So she’d just been another burden, like she’d been her entire life.

Why did she try?

“I’ll just go,” She rose and rent the Seat of Light. “I don’t want to force you to take care of me either.”

Her mother raised a hand and the Seat of Light shut. Snapped closed and Ophelia felt it seal. There was no way in or out when Day sealed the Seat of Light.

“Now,” Day rose and walked over to Ophelia. “Make sense, child.”

“Just let me go,” Ophelia said, turning from her mother. “The village at the foot of the mountain wants me. So does the great capital. They’ll use me until I’m dry, but at least no one will be forced into caring for me.”

“And who said that?” Day asked. “You know the Highest are just trying to get into your mind.”

“Nightmare said that,” Ophelia rounded on Day, wiping the tears away that refused to stop falling. “Nightmare said he was forced into caring for me and Dream said nothing to counter it so he probably feels the same way.”

Day looked at her, surprise on her face. “He said that?”

Ophelia nodded, summoning the Sword of Dawn. “I can’t be here anymore.” She turned and sliced the Seat of Light, dashing through the opening she’d made and fleeing.

The Seat snapped shut again, a finality that made Ophelia stumble and fight against the urge to collapse. She wasn’t wanted and once again, her forever was gone.

He’d promised, but that was all gone now.

So she would be gone too.

She recovered herself and left, walking down the mountain to the barrier and passing through it. It was night on the other side, the market shuttered and the streets quiet.

Ophelia went to the street of temples. She had no offerings to leave, no hope left to give to the temples. She passed them by, a whisper in the dark and stepped onto the road that led to the great capital.

She could get lost there. It’s not as though they would come for her anyway now that their true feelings had been exposed. They were grateful she was gone and that was the end of it.

She would go back to living for herself and for the people. She still had her powers, she could help the people of the great capital and maybe in the centuries to come she would stop hurting.

“My girl, why are you up in the dead of night?” The old man asked from behind her.

Ophelia wiped the tears away before she turned to him. “I-”

He looked her carefully in the eyes and shook his head. “You cannot be on the road alone at night. You would be attacked.”

“My friend-”

“No, come and pass the night with me and in the morning you can go.” He looked at her again. “Perhaps you will tell me why you cry.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Ophelia wiped the tears away again, taking the soft cloth he offered her.

The old man smiled at her kindly. “It matters.”

Ophelia sighed, following the old man back to his home where he planted her on his sofa with a mug of hot tea and sat across from her.

Ophelia wasn’t going to say anything. She didn’t need to talk about it when she’d already made up her mind what she was going to do.

Eventually, the tea was gone and the old man showed her to a small bedroom. “Perhaps in the morning things will be brighter.”

“Not for me,” Ophelia said quietly.

She didn’t sleep, but she hadn’t been expecting to. And in the deepest part of the night, at the right time, she raised the dawn. She still had her duties to the sun. Even if she had no forever, she still had that.

There was a comfort in that.

She left the house before the old man woke. Walking through the waking village to the road to the great capital.

It was a long, lonely walk and by the time she made it to the great capital, close on two days had passed and Ophelia had almost managed to stop crying.

She stopped by a large fountain to wash the tear tracks and the dust from her face before she walked through the streets to her temple.

She stood on the steps, looking at the frescoes, tracing the stories with her eyes. They weren’t the truth, but no one wanted her truth. No one wanted the sad past or the broken future that was all she had now.

She pushed the door open and crossed the threshold into the barely lit interior of the temple. There were three lights burning and no priestesses in attendance. Which was fine with Ophelia. She stole through the temple to the bathing room and washed the dust from her body and hair.

And when the time was right, she raised the dawn as her priestesses woke and started their devotionals. The songs were calm, soothing, and Ophelia tried to will down the pain and the sorrow.

If this was all she had now, then she was going to make the best of it. Even though the idea of an eternity alone made her want to lie down on the floor and never get back up.

But she would never force anyone to care for her.


CHAPTER 47
Anguish



They went to Day the next morning. Went to the Seat of Light after Ophelia had raised the sun and hoped that they would be allowed entry.

The Seat of Light opened to them, and they were immediately faced down by an angry, ferociously sad Goddess.

“My daughter has left the Mountain.” Day said, heartbreak large in her eyes. “I cannot tell where she has gone, but she is no longer among us.”

“I have an idea where she has gone,” Dream said, forcing air into his lungs around the knot of pain that was lodged there. “I believe she will have gone to the village at the foot of the mountain.”

‘Then you will go after her.” Day said firmly. “Bring her back to me, Edge of Night. I cannot leave the Mountain so this thing falls to you.”

“She will not hear me.” Dream looked down and then back up at Day. “She has taken her color from the mark.” He tugged his tunic to the side. “I will try though.’

“The mark itself still exists,” Day said, leaning in to look at it. “So, somewhere in her, hope still exists. We simply need to reach it.”

Dream nodded, trying to formulate a plan to have her hear him when he laid his heart at her feet. “Nightmare, write to her. You cannot leave the mountain, but it was your words that harmed her.”

“Whatever I can do to mend this.” Nightmare was pallid, and there was sadness leaking from his eyes.

Day stood, leaving the room momentarily and coming back with paper and pen. “Bring me my child back.”

Nightmare took the pen in one shaking hand and turned to the table. It took him time to write the letter, filling page after page with his love and apology. Begging her to come home.

Dream took the letter once Nightmare was finished, bowing to Day and putting the letter in his pocket. “I will go and see if she can listen.”

He left the Mountain, stepping through the barrier and heading for the market, for the old man that knew more than he should. He was in his stall, doing brisk business as usual and Dream had to wait for a break in the custom.

“She is not here,” the old man said with a shake of his head. “She left my home this morning. I tried to hold her for you, but she left with the sunrise.”

“Thank you, my friend,” Dream swallowed against the worry. “Did she give any indication as to where she might have gone?”

“I saw her trying to travel towards the great capital.” The old man smiled sadly and handed Dream a bundle. “Go and make your offerings that you will be able to find her.”

Dream did as he was told, offering to the street of temples and then turning his eyes towards the great capital. If she had gone there then she would be planning to spend her power on the people there.

He turned to the road, shedding his aspect to fly along it as fast as he could. He just wanted her back, wanted her to rest in his arms, wanted the love in her eyes.

But what she wanted was paramount. He wanted her to be happy, and vaguely though the mark, he could feel her sorrow.

Maybe she would be able to listen.

He came to a stop outside her temple. Shifting his aspect back and walking around the building to the portico. It was swamped with people and there was a constant stream of dawn light coming from the wide open doors.

Dream got in the endless line and waited. Waited to be presented to the Goddess of Dawn.

But the sun set and the doors to the temple shut before he could.

Dream sighed and laid a hand on the doors as the crowd dispersed. Most of them were here because they wanted something, but a few of them were simply here to worship.

He would wait here until she stepped out to raise the dawn and then he would lay his heart at her feet.

He stepped around the side of the temple and watched as a small door creaked open and a heavily veiled figure stepped out.

There was no amount of veiling in the world that could disguise the way she moved.

He didn’t know where she was going in the dead of night, but he would follow, to protect her from the ruffians of the night dark streets in the great city.

She delved deep into the city, down back alleys and streets that barely deserved the moniker.

To a massive building that edged the slums.

Dream could smell the pain radiating from that building, and he knew what she planned to do. This was the city hospital and his love would spend herself here to outrun the pain she felt.

He didn’t know what to say. Words stuck in his throat. What could he say to her to convince her of the truth of what he felt?

Could he lay at her feet, abase himself and offer his soul to her. Hope that she would take it in exchange for the pain he could still feel in the mark on his heart.

“Ophelia,” he whispered, watching as she whipped around, veils flying.

Tears immediately filled her eyes and she shook her head.

“As long as the mountain stands,” he forced the words out around the pain. “As long as there is Earth and Sky, Magic and Time, I belong to you.”

“I release you.” She took one halting step closer to him and reached for the mark. “You can go home and I will never again ask you to care for me.”

He grabbed her hand out of the air. Before she could take what was left of the mark. “You don’t have to ask. Please come home?”

She shook her head, pulling her hand back and wiping at her eyes. “There’s nothing left for me on the mountain. Just shards of what could have been if I hadn’t forced it.”

He had to get through to her. “You forced nothing.” He tried to put a little force behind the words. “Ophelia, we love you.”

She turned from him, resuming her walk towards the hospital. Dream followed in her wake, reaching for her, turning her back towards him.

“If you cannot believe me, will you allow me to walk with you?” He asked. “Will you allow me to be your priest in this?”

“Go home, Dream.”she shrugged off his hand. “Go home.”

“You are my home,” he said, laying a hand over his heart. “Ophelia, please, I know it’s hard to listen, but all I ask is to walk with you.”

“Do what you want.” She turned from him again and headed towards the hospital.


CHAPTER 48
Mend



Nightmare was waiting. Trying to be patient. But the words in the books all ran together and he couldn’t concentrate.

He’d let his anger run away with him. His fear for her. He’d driven her away and he had no idea if Dream and his words to her would be enough to bring her back.

The chime sounded, flat and bleak and Dream walked into the library. The man looked exhausted, pale grey with tiredness and tossed Nightmare’s letter on the table before flopping onto the sofa.

“What happened?” Nightmare went to the sofa, to Dream’s side.

Dream opened his eyes and grimaced. “She said I could come back. It’s a start.”

“Go to bed,” Nightmare helped his partner up and off to his room. Their room, but he’d destroyed it.

He didn’t sleep that night. Instead he wrote letter after letter to Ophelia. He couldn’t go to her, but maybe he could help her understand that he wasn’t forced, that he loved her, adored her, just wanted to see her again.

Dream went back the next day, burdened with the weight of Nightmare’s letters. And the next, and the next.

The dawns rose and the sun set and still she didn’t come back. Dream was withdrawn, and Nightmare was tormented. The halls of the manor twisted again with the despair.

She’d said she’d love him until everything ended. But he’d ended it.

“You failed,” a cruel voice said as Earth appeared from the air. “Failed and failed and failed. We are laughing, little worm. We didn’t even have to shatter her, you did that for us.”

“She’ll come back,” Nightmare clutched at his head, willing the sending, or the mirage away. “She’ll hear us and come back and I can fix what I damaged.”

Earth laughed. “What makes you think you can fix anything.” Earth spread her hands and made a window. “The mud bitch is back where she belongs.”

Nightmare looked into the window and saw Ophelia. She was helping a child sit up and backed away to allow the parents to embrace their child.

She looked terrible, wan and exhausted and terribly sad. As he watched, she turned from the bed and went to the next. And the next, and the next until he was gripping the edges of the window and pleading with her to stop.

She collapsed, as he watched, flopping boneless to the floor. Surrounded by humans, who couldn’t seem to agree on what to do.

And that was when he saw Dream. he broke through the crowd and lifted Ophelia.

Earth shut the window and smiled, cruel and sharp. “She will shatter herself and then the threat will end.” Earth looked nonplussed, like she hadn’t meant to say that, and popped out of existence.

The chime rang, and Dream walked in with Ophelia in his arms. “She is-”

“I saw,” Nightmare said, stopping himself from reaching for her. “I will send to Day, you put her in bed.”

Dream nodded, and no sooner had Nightmare sent the message, then Day appeared. “You have brought her back?”

“She’s resting,” Nightmare related what he’d seen through Earth’s window. “I don’t know if I can convince her to stay, but I will try.”

“I will speak to her,” Day said firmly. “She will hear me.”

“I don’t think she read any of my letters.” Nightmare said, sorrow nesting in his chest like a terrible bird. “I don’t know how to talk to her.”

“Be honest,” Day said as Dream walked back into the library. “As honest as you can.” She looked at Dream. “You will rest as well, Edge of Night. I will look after her and ensure she does not slip away again.”

Day left the room, as did Dream, with one last look at Nightmare. They hadn’t really spoken since Ophelia had left them and Nightmare knew that Dream blamed him for everything. Which he should. It had been Nightmare’s fault entire.

He sank down into his coils in the light of Ophelia’s blessing and tried to think. What would he want if he were her?

She was sad, deeply, truly sad, so if he wanted to be in her heart again, he had to figure out a way to banish that sorrow. Except the sorrow had been tied to his words and inso far as he knew, there was no way to remove the words.

But perhaps he could replace them. Maybe if he filled her with the words that lived in his heart, then she would no longer hear the words that had lived in his fear.

Because it had been the fear that had spoken with his voice and he had to help her understand that it had not been his truth.

Because his truth was tied up in his love.

One thing was utterly certain: he could not hide from this.

So he waited in the library, until she woke, until she raised the sun, and then he moved. He knew where she’d been taken by Dream, knew that Day was guarding her so that she didn’t run.

In his hands he had every letter that he’d written her. All his love, all his care and apology.

Raising a hand, he knocked on her door, waiting until Day ordered him inside. She still looked wan and exhausted, but no longer on the verge of collapse.

She saw him come through the door, and almost immediately turned from him. But not before he’d seen the desolation in her eyes.

“Don’t-” he reached for her, spilling letters all over the floor. “Ophelia, please, don’t turn away from me.”

She leaned against the wall, face still resolutely turned away. “I release you, Nightmare.” She said in a choked voice.

“I reject it,” Nightmare tried to keep his voice gentle. “I refuse to be released.”

She finally looked at him, eyes exhausted and sad. “It’s what you wanted, I don’t understand.”

“It’s not, not at all,” he reached out, dropping his hand when she flinched back. “I never- You cannot force the willing, Ophelia. I’ve loved you for years, for decades, and if you let me, I will love you for all the time to come.”

“But you-”

“I was afraid for you,” Nightmare said. “I was never angry.”


CHAPTER 49
Heart



“Ophelia, listen,” her mother’s voice broke across Nightmare’s. “Listen to them.”

“I did that already.” Ophelia said, tilting her face back towards the wall. “I listened to them, and they told me the truth.”

“It wasn’t-” Nightmare sounded choked. “Ophelia, what I said- those words lived in my fear, not in my heart.”

“But they were the truth.” She said, still turned from him. “You told me the truth, and I would never force you to care for me.”

“That is enough,” Day said, coming to sit on the side of Ophelia’s bed. She reached out, taking Ophelia’s chin in her hand and looking her in the eye. “Child, my child, what good does running do? If you want to-”

“I don’t,” Ophelia said flatly. “I’ve given it up. I just wanted a home, Mom. I wanted to belong to them, but I don’t. I don’t belong anywhere or to anyone.” She struggled upright, taking her chin out of her mother’s hand and standing. “I’m going back to the great capital.”

She took two steps and fell, her legs giving out from under her as the exhaustion crashed into her head like cymbals. She had to get back up, had to find her own way, because there was no one to help her up. She had no one, again.

“Ophelia-” Nightmare sounded broken. “Please?”

She looked up at him, trying to find the strength to stand. “What?”

“Can you listen?” He looked broken too, the sadness in his eyes a palpable force where he looked at her. “Dream said you have a hard time with words, but if you’ll just let me try, I promise-”

Ophelia forced herself off the ground, trying to disguise how badly her legs were shaking. She just wanted help, wanted to be held again, wanted to believe what he said.

“I can’t help you, Nightmare,” she managed the words over the heartbroken howl building in her chest. “I can’t stay with you, or with Dream, when-”

“You gave him six months,” Nightmare said hollowly. “Will you give me six days?”

Ophelia took a step and collapsed again, slamming her fist into the ground in frustration. Of all the times for her body to quit on her, it had to pick now.

She looked up at him, at the man she’d loved and tried to tell him no.

“Six days, daughter,” her mother said, standing from the bed and looking down at her. “You will need that long to recover. Surely you can spend it here.”

Ophelia shook her head, trying to stand and failing. “Dammit,” she started crying, pain and weakness, and failure welling up into her eyes. “I can’t get up, so I guess I’m trapped.”

“I would help you if you asked.” Nightmare said. “If you would allow it.”

Ophelia wanted, void she wanted, but she’d vowed to herself that she wouldn’t ask them to care.

“You don’t have to ask,” he said brokenly. “Ophelia, you don’t have to ask and even if you leave, then my heart will go with you.”

“I need you to leave, Nightmare.” Ophelia said, holding everything in by an act of sheer will.

“Can I leave the letters?” He asked.

She looked at the pages scattered all over the ground and nodded.

He left, sliding out the door and closing it behind him.

Ophelia waited a few moments, forcing the urge to beg him to come back away from her lips and turning to crawl back to the bed she’d woken in.

“You are being far too stubborn.” Day said quietly, looking at her as she struggled to sit on the edge of the bed. “Can you not hear them? They do not lie.”

“Six days,” Ophelia said, turning away from her mother. “In six days I will leave.”

“No,” Day shook her head. “Daughter, at least try.”

“There’s nothing for me here, Mom.” She turned to look at Day. “They took it away, and Dream at least lied to me. But maybe it’s better this way.”

“Get some sleep,” Day came forward and brushed the hair back from Ophelia’s forehead. “Rest and then when you wake we will begin.”

Day left, but Ophelia knew that the Goddess of Day was watching. She couldn’t flee, she couldn’t even stand up right. Maybe it was for the best that she sleep.

But the nightmares plagued her, chasing her from sleep and in the depths of her mind and heart, all she could do was cry for them. She wanted them back, wanted their arms, wanted to believe their words to her.

She laid awake, staring at the pile of papers that were Nightmare’s letters. Creeping from the bed to pick up the one on the top of the haphazard pile.

All it was was a repetition of his words to her when he was here. Begging her to come home, to listen, to forgive him his words to her.

She wanted to. But how was she supposed to trust that they were telling her the truth this time. Surely the two sentiments couldn’t exist in the same space.

They were either forced to care for her, or they did it of their own volition. There was no in between.

Ophelia sat on the floor with the letter in her hands and tried to force her exhausted brain to think logically. She hadn’t ever been the best at logic, her emotions got in her way at the very best of times.

And she was definitely not at her best right now.

She set the letter down and crept back into bed. But the nightmares came again and there were no warm arms to soothe her.

If she called, would they even come? She’d drained Dream’s mark, but hadn’t had the strength to remove it entirely. And when she’d had the resolve, he’d stopped her.

“Dream?” She whispered his name into the still air of the room and waited. She wasn’t sure what she would do if he heard her, but she also didn’t know what she would do if there was nothing.

The door opened slowly, quietly, and she knew the silhouette that was standing there like she knew her own hands. Like she knew the power that resided inside her body.

“Ophelia?” He didn’t move from the door.

She looked at him, but he had no face. “Help?” She managed the words but she wasn’t sure what she was asking for.

He walked towards her, and she had to stop herself from running. Even if she couldn’t stand, she wanted to run away from the pain that his presence brought.

“What can I do?” The question was loaded, with far more than he was saying.

“Tell me the truth.” She choked the words out around the fear and the sorrow. “If you want me to go, tell me and I will leave.”

“Can I live without breathing?” He knelt by her side, clasping his hands together. “Can you teach me to live without air, because I will need to know that before you leave me again.”

Ophelia covered her face with her hands. “I can’t sleep.”

“Can I help?”

She lifted her head, trying to ignore the tears that streaked her face. “I don’t know, Dream. I don’t know anything anymore. You were supposed to be my forever, but-”

“Forgive me, Ophelia.” He sounded choked. “I didn’t speak when I should have.”

“I don’t know what to do.” She said. “I’m so tired, but the nightmares won’t stop.”

“Can I-” he reached for her, but pulled back before he connected. “I can hold them at bay, if you will allow it.”

Her control failed, her need for comfort too strong and her body too weak. She threw herself at him, sobbing wildly.

He caught her, folding her into his arms and rocking her there on the floor. “Oh my love,” he whispered. “Rest.”

He could hold the nightmares, she could trust that.


CHAPTER 50
Learn



Dream felt it when she went limp, when the exhaustion took her over and he looked down at his heart and brushed the messy hair from her face.

She was back in his arms, but he was not back in her heart. Not yet. For now, all he was to do was keep the nightmares at bay and he could feel them trying to creep up on her.

And they were nasty little things.

He wove her a net, a seine to keep the dreams away and tried to feed her calm through what was left of the mark. It didn’t work very well, but it did work some.

Dream rose with her in his arms and took her back to the little bed, tucking her in and moving to the chair on the other side of the room. He wouldn’t presume on her, only keep the nightmares away until she woke.

Which she did far too soon. Blinking eyes open that still bled exhaustion and looking around until they connected with his.

“I have to raise the dawn.” She pushed the blankets back and tried to rise. “I still have that, my duty to the people.”

“Will you let me help you?” He asked quietly. “You named me your priest once, may I be that again for you?”

She hesitated, standing from the bed on legs that were only slightly steadier than they had been last night. “I-I don’t know. I guess that’s alright. I don’t think I can get there on my own yet.”

He stood from the chair and bowed to her, offering her an arm and waiting, rock steady, until she reached back, laying a hand on him and shuddering.

He covered her hand with his own and they moved together out of the little bedroom and to the door to the manor. Dream took her into the pre-dawn light, as Nyx reached for her.

Ophelia tipped her head back and reached. Taking on the burden and making a tiny strangled sound as the weight came to rest on her.

Dream tried to pass her his magic, tried to be her cantilever, but she either didn’t want it, or she was too deep in trying to be steady, because she didn’t take it.

He felt how she struggled, but the dawn rose by fractions until she was able to hand the sun off to Day and slump forward, breathing shaky and heavy.

He wanted to hold her, wanted to sweep her off of her shaking legs and take her back to bed. But she looked up at him, straightening and taking a step away from him.

“I’ll give you the six days,” she almost whispered the words. “I can’t leave, I don’t even think I could pass the barrier like this.”

“Thank you,” he offered her an arm again, watching as she hesitated. “I didn’t lie to you, Ophelia. I didn’t speak when I should have, but please believe me when I tell you that I was never forced.”

“I’ll try,” she took a step and wobbled hard to the side. Clutching at him for balance.

He wrapped his arms around her, taking her slight weight on him and off her shaking legs. “What would you like to do?”

“I should go and rest.” Ophelia said. “No matter how much I just want to go.”

“Rest first,” Dream took her back to the little room, back to the little bed and watched as she shed her sandals and climbed back into bed.

She fell asleep almost immediately, the nightmares that would have plagued her bouncing off the seine net he was still holding

Dream settled back into the chair, trying to think about what to do. They had six days to get her to hear them. Six days to convince her that all they wanted was to love her.

But what was going to work?

What had worked last time?

They had walked together, he’d fed her and they’d talked in the dark and in the light until she’d come to believe him. But she couldn’t walk right now, so perhaps he would bring the forest to her.

He could do that.

He could bring the forest to her mind and walk with her through it if she permitted him.

But he wouldn’t know that until she woke again and he could ask permission to go to her.

There was a timid little knock at the door and Dream went to open it before the sound woke her. It was Nightmare, on the other side of the door, looking at him with eyes that practically oozed broken hope and apology.

Dream sighed inwardly and tried to figure out if he should invite his partner in. If Ophelia woke, would she tolerate his presence?

“Come in,” he backed away from the door. “She is sleeping, but it might be better if we were all together as we were before. We will need to rebuild, but we have six days.”

Nightmare nodded, still standing in the doorway. “Would it be better if you went back to the villa? His voice was hesitant. “She might do better in the sun and then she doesn’t have to see me.”

“How is she to forgive you if you are absent?” Dream shook his head. “Though you do have a point about the sun. Perhaps she would be better on the terrace at the villa. I will wait until she wakes and speak to her.”

“I should go,” he looked through the door, eyes fastening on Ophelia. “She told me to leave and hasn’t invited me back.”

“Again, how is she to forgive you if you absent yourself?”

“She asked for you, I will wait until she calls for me.” Nightmare turned away. “Will you tell her all she needs to do is speak my name and I will come?”

Nightmare moved away before Dream could stop him. Passing Day who was walking up the hallway and planting himself in front of him. “I see she has called for you.”

Dream nodded, a tiny smile touching his lips. “I am to keep the nightmares away.”

“It is a start,” Day settled in the chair. “Fetch Nightmare back. I will sit with her and when she wakes I will speak to her about this.”

“If you can, please ask her if she will consider a move back to the villa.” Dream laid a hand on the door. “The sun of the terrace will help her recover.”

“Sound,” Day nodded as Ophelia started to shift in the bed. “I will speak to her, go and see if you can pry Nightmare out of his hole.”

Dream nodded and left, tearing himself away from Ophelia as she opened her eyes. He would do as Day said, find Nightmare and bring him back.

This would mend, they just had to try.


CHAPTER 51
Talk



He could only hope she would call for him. Could only hope he would be given a chance to convince her of the things that he said, the things that he felt.

Because they were strangling him. All his love, all his fear, all his hope. He couldn’t contain it all. But he had to, there was no place for him to put it down.

So he would sit on it until she called for him.

“Nightmare?” Dream’s voice called for him. It wasn’t the voice that he wanted, but he left his refuge anyway and went to find his partner.

Dream was standing in the hallway that led to his refuge, fully armed and armored. “The Tribunal calls.” He looked defeated, lost, and sad. “We must respond.”

“Yes,” he said, nodding.

“Day will stay with her until we return.” Dream said, answering Nightmare’s unspoken question. “She will care for her.”

Nightmare armed himself and Dream opened the way to the Tribunal. Fantasy was waiting, as were Sleep and Nyx. All of them looking at him expectantly.

But Nightmare didn’t know what they were looking for.

“The mission is the same as it ever is,” Sleep said after a moment. “Drive the Eaters back from the Place Between.”

“Sir,” Nightmare said, nodding. He was the leader for these missions, and-

“Do not jeopardize yourself,” Sleep ordered. “Lean on your partners and then return and report.”

Nightmare nodded, still plagued by the thought he’d had. Perhaps if he- But that would mean he would never see her again and that was an intolerable thought.

Even if her love remained closed to him.

But that was also an intolerable thought.

He had to get back to her, but he had to accomplish his duties to humanity first.

The Tribunal stepped through to the Place Between and did their duty. Slicing through the mindless hoard until the remainder fled. He wouldn’t have called it easy, but it was simple and gave his mind a place to focus that wasn’t the desolation in Ophelia’s eyes when she looked at him.

They returned to the manor after reporting to Sleep that the Place Between was once again safe.

But there was no sign of Ophelia or Day.

Only a note saying that they had gone back to the villa.

Dream offered him the letter, written in Ophelia’s hand. “She writes to us, we should return the letter.”

“I will write to her, will you take it with you?” He wanted to tear his heart out and send it with Dream, but that wasn’t possible. He would just have to be content with sending it in words.

“You-”

“She has not called for me.” Nightmare said, shaking his head. “I will come when she calls.”

“I will tell her,” Dream said, taking the letter that Nightmare held out and laying a hand on his shoulder. “We only need to try. She will come around.”

“I will hope,” Nightmare said, watching as Dream turned away and left the manor. Left him alone to fight the despair that crept around the edges of his thoughts.
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Two days passed before he heard anything. Two precious days of the six that he’d pleaded for.

“Nightmare,” it was the barest whisper in the air, but it was her voice and she was calling for him.

He flew, as fast as he could, across the intervening space and to the door of the villa. It was open and he crashed through it, Landing in a heap in the living room.

It was empty, and he was grateful for it. They were probably out on the terrace in the sun and no one had witnessed his ungraceful landing.

He slipped through the villa to the doors of the terrace and stopped. She was sitting on one of the couches, next to Dream, and the two of them were talking. Day was no where in sight, so Ophelia had stopped trying to run.

‘Go, Umbra,” a hand in the middle of his back, pushing him forward into the light.

The two of them looked at him as he slid into the light and Ophelia’s lips tried to smile.

“Don’t,” Nightmare said quietly. “Not if you don’t feel it.”

She shook her head; the smile fading. “I need you to tell me the truth, Nightmare.”

“Anything.” He said. “Anything you want to know.”

“Do you feel forced to be with me?”

He shook his head, violently. “I never have. I want to be at your side, Ophelia. When you came to me in your dreams, when you drowned in your demons and I had to lift you free, all I could think about was that I would give anything to be able to hold you waking.”

She nodded, thoughtfully. “Alright.”

“What do you want me to do?” He wanted to move closer, but didn’t know if she would allow it.

“Come and sit,” Ophelia gestured to the other couch. “We can talk for a little while.”

He curled up in front of the couch, almost close enough to touch her hand. But he didn’t make the reach, unsure if he would be welcomed.

She was looking at him, clearly trying to decide something. Her thoughts were a whirl in her eyes and he couldn’t track all the emotions.

“What do you want?” She asked.

“You,” he held out his hands. “I want to fix what I damaged and someday, when you can, I would like to hold you again. I’ve only managed to hold you a few times and-”

She rose from the couch and walked the three steps to stand in front of him. “I’m tired of this, Nightmare. I’m tired of fighting, I don’t want to do it anymore.”

“Do you want me to go?” He tried not to let the heartbreak show.

She shook her head and reached for his hand. “I don’t, I want to stop having nightmares about you turning from me. I want to sleep with you again, I want to fix us, but I want to be sure that’s what you want.”

“More than anything,” he reached back, brushing her hand with his.


CHAPTER 52
Forgive



Ophelia wanted. She wanted to be held, wanted to see them smile again. She wanted to go back to those bright moments that had existed before it all fell apart.

She still hurt, but her and her mother had had an hours long talk about what her stubbornness could cost her. And maybe they had been telling the truth after all.

She could love and fear at the same time. and if she could then so could they. Her mother had convinced her to at least hear Nightmare. That he deserved at least that.

So she’d called for him. Dream was still with her to keep the nightmares away, and the longer she was around him, the more normal she felt.

So maybe if she was around Nightmare, then they could get back to the way they had been.

And now he was here and the only thing anchoring her against the sudden painful urge to run from him was the brush of his skin against hers.

She didn’t truly want to run, she just wanted the pain to stop. The way he was looking at her hurt. The broken hope and the sorrow were painful to look at and know that she’d had a hand in making him feel that way.

She turned her hand to hold his and watched him shudder. “Ophelia, would- would it be alright if you sat with me?”

She edged over to the other couch and sat at his side. Not close enough to touch him, but hear enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from him.

“I don’t know what to say,” he sounded choked. “I spent all my words writing to you and now everything feels clumsy and worthless.”

“I want to hear it anyway,” she said quietly, looking down at her hands. “Mom says I’m being ridiculous, that you were telling me the truth both times. And I know I can feel love and be scared at the same time.”

“I’m afraid,” he said, clasping his hands together. “I worry that the words from my fear are too loud and you won’t be able to hear the ones that live in my love for you.” He turned to look at her.

“I can’t promise that I’m over it,” she told him, forcing herself to make eye contact. “But I’ll do my best to listen.”

He just nodded.

“So talk to me,” she said. “I’ll talk to you and we’ll all figure out how to move together again.”

“I love you,” he said, his voice so full of hopeful pain that it made her eyes prickle with tears. “I’ve loved you since forever and I’ll love you into the next eternity.”

She leaned into his side. She was still weak and tired and the sun was starting to set. “I should go to bed.” She whispered to him. “I’m sorry, I-”

“We can talk more tomorrow,” Dream rose from the couch and offered her a hand up. “Come and rest, and in the morning when you return from your duties we can discuss what we look like now.”

“You too, Nightmare,” Ophelia turned back to him, wobbling on her feet. “You should rest too.”

He nodded and rose, trailing after them as Dream walked her into the villa and took her to the little bedroom that wasn’t one that they had ever shared.

She wasn’t ready to share her bed with them again yet. She knew she was still too tired and fragile, and no matter how much she wanted them to hold her while they all rested together, she knew that she needed more trust back between them again.

Because they were just as damaged as she had been.

She slept for a while, waking in the dead of night from the kind of dream that Dream’s net hadn’t been designed to stop.

She got up. The room she was in shared a bathing room with the ones that Dream and Nightmare were sleeping in tonight.

She made it two steps out the door when she tripped on something in the pitch black.

Arms went around her. She knew them like she knew her breath and her first instinct was to cuddle into them and breathe his scent. It was all she wanted, him to hold her close and sway with her there in the dark.

She raised a hand and laid it on his cheek, feeling the shudder in his breathing. “Ophelia, I love you.”

“I love you too.” She whispered the words. “We should go find Dream.” She kept her eyes closed. If she pretended that she was asleep, that this was all a dream, then she didn’t have to face the fear that was trying to creep in around her edges.

Nightmare lifted her from her feet and started moving. She knew where they were when the door opened. Ophelia cracked an eye just enough to see the swirling of the galaxies.

She was home.

Nightmare laid her in the bed and came to curl up by her side.

Ophelia almost sat up, almost broke the illusion, but a weight came to curl in at her back and she relaxed.

Dream was there, she could rest.

She let reality fade out, let true sleep take its place and for the first time in what felt like an age, Ophelia slept.
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The problem with true sleep was that she didn’t want to wake up. She was warm and held and there were no nightmares scrabbling at the inside of her head.

But the dawn was coming, she could feel Nyx reaching for her and over and above all, she had a duty to the sunrise.

When she moved, so too did they, rising to go with her to the terrace where she raised the sun, threading the time streams with light.

And when her duty was complete, it was Dream that lifted her and took her back to bed. Tucked her in and came to hold her.

Ophelia didn’t speak, just curled into their embrace and slept.

When she woke again, she was starving and no longer felt like reality was at one remove. But they were still there, both of them looking down at her with love and an apology.

She reached for them, pulling them back down to cuddle and forced the hunger from her mind.

She was a Goddess, she could go weeks without food if she needed to.

For now, all she wanted was this.

Was them.

And a space in the world where she could belong.


CHAPTER 53
Try



She didn’t speak, and Dream didn’t want to force it. If she needed the silence, if she needed the rest that the two of them could bring her, then that was what she would have from them.

The day passed and Ophelia went from awake to asleep and back again. When she was awake, she kept her eyes closed, like she was trying to pretend that she wasn’t awake at all.

And as the sun went down, Dream brushed her cheek with his hand and watched her eyes open to look at him. There was fear there, as though she was worried that she’d done something wrong or against their will.

“Peace, Ophelia,” he whispered to her. “All is well, but we should have something to eat.”

She nodded, hesitantly and shifted in their arms, going to stand. She stumbled and nearly fell, but Nightmare was there to stabilize her.

“Are you alright?” Nightmare smiled down at her. It was shaky and uncertain, but it was genuine.

She nodded, and a tiny, shaky smile appeared for a moment and it warmed Dream’s heart to see that she could still smile for them.

They escorted her out of the room and out to the living room, to the reclining couches where they settled her as Dream went to get something for them to eat.

They had no unseen, so it fell to Dream to fetch supper. He didn’t mind, except it put him out of sight of her and that was difficult to bear.

She was still there when he came back, and the relief was so profound that he nearly dropped the food. He hadn’t really understood how afraid he’d been that she would have simply vanished.

She was looking at him, fear and worry and love. But there was love, and he nearly crashed to the ground in relief.

But he didn’t, didn’t let the crashing feelings show. Simply offered her the food in his hands. “I fed you before, when we broke. I fed you and we walked in the grove and talked in the dark and in the light. I want to-”

“I love you,” her voice was tiny and rusty. “I love you and I love Nightmare and as soon as I can walk again, I’ll walk with you until we’re whole again.”
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The days went by and she recovered. But with every day that passed, Dream knew that the crux point was approaching and no matter how she said that she loved them, she may still decide to leave at the end of it all.

He would simply try and have faith.

Day came each day to help Ophelia heal. To share light with her and she her mother wasn’t present, she spent a lot of time in the sun on the terrace.

But at night, at night was when the hope was hard to bear. She was still pulling them to rest with her and as much as he wanted to believe that meant she was going to stay, he knew that it was her decision.

It was ever her decision.

The final day of the six passed and Dream was lost. Looking at her in hope and fear as she woke slowly and went to raise the dawn.

And after the dawn rose, after she transitioned the sun from her hands to the hands of Day, she looked at them and came to take their hands.

“What do you want?” She asked them. “The time is over, and if you don’t want me, I’ll go.”

“What do you want?” Nightmare’s voice was shaky. “If you-”

“I want to stay,” she said, cutting across Nightmare’s words. “I want to keep healing us until the cracks are just gold gilding our past. I want to make us stronger so this never happens again. But I want to know what you need.”

Dream walked to her, reaching for her hand and laying his other hand on her cheek. “As long as the mountain stands.” He told her. “As long as there is Earth and Sky, Magic and Time, I belong to you.”

“Until the mountain is rubble, I belong to you.” Nightmare said. “As long as there are mortal dreamers, I am yours.”

She went up on tiptoe, pressing her lips to his briefly before she turned to Nightmare and did the same.

He reached for his chest, pressing a hand over the mark and Dream felt the warmth flow from her as the mark started glowing again.

“I mark you, Edge of Night,” she said in a shaky voice. “For now and for eternity.”

He covered her hand with his own and closed his eyes. “Thank you.”

Warmth flooded him. He was home.

They curled up together in bed that night, holding her as she rested and Dream looked across her at Nightmare, who was stroking her hair reverently.

“I never-” he whispered, leaning in to kiss her forehead. “She came back to me.”

Dream laid his head back down, he needed say nothing to his fellow while he came back to equilibrium. It would take time yet, but she was home.

She was back in their arms, back in their hearts, and Dream had his mark back.

She hadn’t marked Nightmare, but she’d said she loved him and his partner seemed content with that.

She stirred, a small smile curving her lips and then settled again. She was dreaming, but the dream was peaceful or it would not have been able to pass the net.

They held her until the morning, and the days and nights passed.

Walking together, talking in the dark and in the light. Sometimes about what had happened and how to prevent it, and sometimes just sharing feelings with each other as the shards of pain were soothed and started to fit back into the puzzle that was their relationship.

There was no snap when they were healed, no reconnection or indication that all was well, but they were back together and the cracks were gilding.

And that was all Dream wanted.


CHAPTER 54
Restore



They walked. Ophelia recovered and they walked in the dark and in the light. Under the shade of the olive grove, they talked and healed and days went by in which the happiness that he’d felt before was close enough to touch.

But he didn’t feel worthy of reaching for it. He’d broken them, broken her love, and he still wasn’t entirely certain that he deserved to return to equilibrium.

But not reaching for what they’d had was intolerable. He wanted it back like he wanted to breathe, so he was stuck at an impasse. He should just talk to them. To the people that he loved, but the words were stuck inside him.

Until it was dark.

Until she laid a hand on his face in the pitch black of the swirling galaxies and the blankets of the bed that he shared with them and he felt her lips on his.

“What is it. Nightmare?” Her voice was so soft. “I can feel you holding yourself away, is there something I can do?”

He nearly shook his head, what could she do to convince his brain that he deserved what they’d had?

“I’m afraid,” he choked the words out. “I broke us, and I don’t know that I deserve to be a part of this any longer.”

“I want you here,” she cuddled closer to him. “I could live without you, Nightmare, but would the life be worth living without part of my heart?”

Nightmare tried to let the words fill him. Tried to believe above the washes of despair that tried to drown them out.

“Can you hear me, Love?”

He shook his head, drowning.

And then her lips connected, and he breathed in.

“Will you let me?” She whispered the words against his lips. “Will you let me come to you?”

“I should be asking you that,” he murmured back. “I remember you wanted, back before, but Chaos stole you away.”

She chuckled. “What are the odds of that happening twice?”

“Better than you think.” Nightmare smiled into the dark, for the first time since she’d been thrown back by Magic. “Ophelia-”

“Nightmare?”

“Will you let me touch you?” He reached for her, splaying his hands across her ribcage.

“You already are,” She smiled, leaking just enough light that he could see the expression.

Nightmare had a choice, he could try or he could fear, and void knew he was tired of being afraid.

He reached, pressing his lips to hers and pulling her into him, winding his tail around her to keep her close.

Her breath caught at his touch and he nearly pulled back, but she wound her arms around his neck and pulled him in.

“What’s this then?” Dream rumbled, voice heavy with sleep.

Ophelia smiled against Nightmare’s lips and partially turned to touch Dream’s mark. “Come and play, Love.”

“Happily,” Dream replied, reaching for her. “How can we please you, Goddess?”

“Just be with me,” she said. “Touch me and we’ll see where it takes us.”

Nightmare nodded as she turned back to him. He reached for the fastenings of her nightgown, undoing them to run his fingers over her soft skin.

She shuddered, and he realized that she hadn’t really been touched since they broke apart. What touch there had been between them had been impersonal, trying to help her stay steady but not impinge on her.

And now she was inviting them to play.

It felt like coming home. The bright burn of arousal filling him with fire as she pressed close and he ran his fingers over her. They collided with Dream’s but he didn’t care. He loved them both, and whatever he could do to bring them pleasure was what he was going to do.

As they touched, so did she. Between them, one hand on Dream and one on Nightmare. Nightmare still didn’t truly know what he was doing, but Ophelia knew what she wanted and all he had to do was get out of her way.

He shuddered when she palmed him, her touch soft and delicate. “I want you, Nightmare,” she whispered, voice husky with arousal. “I want you inside me.”

He nodded, wordless and rolled to his back, pulling her to him. “Take me, Ophelia. Take what you need.”

He’d expected her to do what they had done the first time, but instead she reached past him and pulled a small something from the drawer in the bedside table.

Her hand wrapped around him, hot and slick, and he groaned, arching under her touch.

“Are you ready?” Her voice was almost a whine and he realized that Dream was stroking her, that she was on the edge.

“Please-” he managed to get the word out as the fire burned him.

Ophelia kissed him hard, moaning under Dream’s hands as she straddled him, raising herself.

“Void,” he hissed as she stroked his cocks. “Ophelia, you make me mad for you.”

She enveloped him, down and pause and down again. Rocking against him as she seated him fully. He arched, trying for more contact.

“Take him in, Ophelia,” Dream’s voice had an order in it that Nightmare had never heard.

“Yes,” Ophelia gasped. “Help me, I-” She cried out, clenching down on him as she came undone.

Nightmare held on, only the barest shards of his will making it through her gasping his name.

Dream settled in, straddling Nightmare and holding her steady as she came down. “Now,” he whispered to her. “Are you ready?”

She nodded, leaning down to kiss Nightmare before she raised herself until he was only barely inside her. She rocked backwards, catching his other cock and sliding down, whimpering in pleasure as she lowered herself again.

“You take him so well, my love,” Dream murmured to her as Nightmare was blinded by pleasure. “Is it good?”

“So good,” she gasped the words. “It’s so good, Dream.”

“Move for me, Goddess,” Dream husked. “Show me your pleasure.”

Nightmare almost passed out. She was so hot around him and her little gasping moans were going to kill him.

“Dream, I can’t-“

“Yes you can,” he said, still straddling Nightmare. “Take him deep, Ophelia, you’re doing so well. I want to see you come all over him.”

She moved, deep and slow, taking him to the hilt over and over. He could feel it building in her, the tension and the heat as she moved. He reached to touch her, taking her breasts in his hands and gently pinching the hard peaks.

She moaned, head falling back. “Nightmare, Nightmare, it’s so good.”

“All that you need, Ophelia.” He was hanging on by his fingernails as she moved up her peak. “That’s right, make yourself feel good.”

“That’s so pretty,” Dream was kissing her neck, balancing her as her rhythm started to stutter. “It’s so pretty, Ophelia. I can feel you shaking, my love, are you going to come all over his cocks?”

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yes, please, please, I need it.”

“Take it, Goddess,” Dream ordered. “Come now, Ophelia.”

She broke on a cry, shaking and fluttering around Nightmare. It ripped him from his fragile moorings and tossed him into the storm. The fire whiting out everything he was and all the thoughts in his head that weren’t of her.

She fell forward onto his chest, gasping and shaking. He wrapped her in his arms, trying to get his breath back so he could focus on what she needed.

Reality came back slow.

Ophelia laid with him for a moment before she kissed him softly and turned to Dream.

Nightmare watched, watched her kiss and touch, watched as he laid her down and brought her up her peak with soft touches, filing everything that his partner did away for the future.

And when he moved to cover her, and they came together, gasping and moaning into each other, Nightmare filed that away as well, watching them love each other.

It was sweet, and when their pleasure faded and they turned back to him, he helped them up and they cleaned themselves before they fell back into bed, sated and calm.


CHAPTER 55
Apology



When the dawn came, when Ophelia raised the sun, it lit someone she never would have expected to see. Or rather, she didn’t see him, she saw his manifestation.

The little teacup, all of him that she’d been given to understand could exist outside his pocket dimension. It sat in midair and Ophelia could barely see the man behind it.

And as much as she’d been the author and cosigner of their troubles, as much as acting on his advice and going to Magic had been her idea, it had been him that put the idea in her head and she wasn’t certain how to feel about him being there.

“Fantasy?”

“I came to-” he paused and she could feel the currents of uncertainty in the air. “I was told what happened, Brilliance. I should not have said what I said, and I came to apologize for what could have happened.”

“It’s not needed,” Ophelia said, trying to smile at him. “We worked it out and everything is better now.”

In the air, behind the teacup, there was the barest sketch of his face and Ophelia thought she saw desolation there for a moment. “Is there- No, I am better gone from you.”

“Why do you say that?” Ophelia asked, trying to make out the changes in his expressions. “You could come in, we could talk, maybe you could help us with the curse core.”

“I will offer this, in hopes that I might be forgiven.” The teacup popped out of existence with an audible little sound and a tiny, brass bound book took its place. “Magic has many parts, Brilliance, you only need find the one that will serve you.”

Ophelia reached and took the book, feeling the weight of it in her hands and turning it to look at the spine. There was no title, simply an odd glyph stamped in the brass.

“What is this?” She looked at the air, but he was gone, as though he had never existed and she was standing outside talking to the air.

Ophelia flipped the catch on the book, opening it to the center. It had no pages, only plates of brass inscribed with the same glyphs that were stamped on the spine.

She could read them, she could read anything that she chose, but she would share it with her loves and they would figure it out together.

She wouldn’t go off on her own again.

“Many parts to Magic,” Ophelia mused as she turned and went back inside the villa.

“What?” Nightmare was just inside the door and looked first at her and then down at the book in her hands. “Where did you get that?”

“Fantasy brought it to me,” she replied, offering him the brass book. “I think he was trying to apologize.”

“He never allows these out of his sight.” Nightmare took the book and opened it, the plates clinking together. “These are his observations on the Highest.”

“He said something about the different parts of Magic.” She tapped the little book. “Something to think about.”

“Did he give you the key to the glyphs?” Nightmare offered her the little book and his hand. “Come to breakfast and we will figure this out.’

“Key?”

“Fantasy writes in his own glyphs,” Nightmare said. “His observations could get him in trouble, so he ensures that they are unreadable unless he wishes them read.”

“I don’t think so.” Ophelia shook her head. “I’ll figure it out, or I’ll go and see him if we can’t.”

Dream was waiting for them when they walked into the room. He smiled, but his eyes got wide when he saw the little book. “Fantasy’s observations?”

Ophelia nodded. “He’s trying to apologize for his hand in what happened. Even though it was my idea to go to Magic.”

They all reclined and ate, Ophelia munching her bread thoughtfully. If Magic had partitions, like the heart did, was it possible that she could use one of them without the Highest knowing what she was doing?

Probably not. She needed to lie low for a while, let them get bored of watching her and then she could go back to making trouble.

“I think we need to put a pin in this for a while.” Ophelia sat up, looking at them. “I know that I attracted their attention and I think I have to wait until they get bored watching me before I do anything else.”

Nightmare nodded slowly, “I think that is sound.”

“As do I,” Dream offered, rising from his couch. “If we wait for their eyes to turn from us, we stand a far better chance of success.”

“It’ll only be for a little while.” Ophelia looked over at Nightmare. “I hope it’s ok.”

Nightmare brushed a hand down his coils. “I find myself not hating this as much as I have in the past. Sometimes it almost seems an asset.” He gave her a heated look and she felt her face get hot.

Dream chuckled, “Parts of it are enjoyable, my partner?”

“Oh very,” Nightmare smirked.

“Perhaps we should explore that further,” Dream said, walking to Ophelia and tugging her up from the couch. “Something pleasurable to pass the time while we wait.”

“Yes please,” Ophelia nodded, slightly breathless as Dream pulled her close.

Nightmare slid in behind her, and Ophelia could already feel him hardening for her. His tail came up, winding around her torso in graceful loops, anchoring her hands firmly behind her back.

“Do you want this, Ophelia?” His voice whispered in her ear as his lips found her neck. “Do you crave us?”

“Always,” she whispered back, tipping her head to the side to give him better access. “Hold me tighter, Nightmare.”

His tail firmed, tightening, constricting and Ophelia drowned in fire.

They refused to let her touch them, their hands gliding everywhere. Prodding and stroking, raising her arousal to a fever pitch but not allowing her to come.

Dream dropped to his knees, pressing his mouth to her where Nightmare had her impaled on a loop of his tail. Thrusting it into her as Dream lapped at her, sucking gently on her clit. But every time she approached her peak, they would stop and leave her aching.

It was maddening, the most pleasurable torture.

“I can’t” she gasped as time lost its meaning. “Please, I-”

“In our time, Goddess,” Dream said, catching her lips and kissing her deeply.

She moaned into his kiss, struggling against Nightmare’s hold. But his coils were iron and she couldn’t get free. She didn’t even truly want freedom, she wanted them.

“Please, I need you,” she begged. “I need you both.”

“Well my partner?” Dream looked over her shoulder at Nightmare. “Shall we take her together?”

Nightmare nodded, sliding his fingers down Ophelia’s spine and around to the frustrated arousal that was soaking his tail. “I think she deserves something nice.”

“As do I,” Dream said, stepping closer to Ophelia and kissing her again. “Are you ready, our love?”

She nodded, almost beyond words as Nightmare started pressing into her. “It’s good,” she gasped. “You too Dream, please you too.”

He gripped her hips, pulling her slightly towards him and sliding inside her. She was drenched, there was no resistance, only a blissful stretch, a fullness that lit her entire brain on fire.

“Yes,” she cried as they started moving together. One in, one out, always as full as she craved.

Dream moaned, a guttural sound heavy with pleasure and leaned in to kiss her, panting her name as he moved inside her.

Nightmare too, he had his mouth around her shoulder, steadying himself by an act of will as he kept her bound.

“It’s so good,” She gasped. “Please, let me-”

“Yes,” Nightmare hissed, “Let me feel it, Ophelia.” He reached around to where her and Dream were connected and slid an insistent touch over her. “Let me have it, love, let me have your pleasure.”

It crashed through her like an avalanche. She stiffened in Nightmare’s embrace, shaking and fluttering around them as she exploded like a firework.

But they weren’t finished with her. Rocking into her insistently until she came again, and again. Until they cried for her, filling her with their heat.

Nightmare lowered her, to the soft rug near the dead fireplace and unwound himself from her. Both of them coming to hold her as they came down.


CHAPTER 56
Time



They spent the next days doing much the same. Resting, making love, trying to decipher the book that Fantasy had left them.

To be honest, Dream didn’t much care about the third activity. He wanted Nightmare’s curse resolved, for certain, his partner deserved feet again. However, he was far too cautious of Ophelia catching the eyes of the Highest to truly put everything he was behind the inquiry.

Which seemed to be the order of the day.

They would work on it in the mornings for a time. The Highest were rarely about in the early mornings anyway. And by noon the three of them were off to other pursuits.

Ophelia visited her mother and the Village at the foot of the Mountain. Dream went with her and Nightmare was learning to cook with her out of the little book she’d summoned from his library.

It seemed to bring his partner joy. The simple things, the companionship, the love that they made certain to show him. And as the despair lessened, so too did the weight of the curse.

It was good to see. As the weight lessened, the Nightmare that Dream could only barely recall started peeking out. Once, he had been happy, and he was approaching that again.

Dream heard a happy squeak come from the kitchen and hurried his steps to peek in. Ophelia was wiping something from her face and shaking a spoon at Nightmare. “I said in the pot, not on me!”

“But you’re even more delicious like this,” he swayed towards her, catching her lips in a kiss. “Sweet Ophelia.”

She dropped the spoon and her arms went around his neck, kissing him with abandon.

Dream stepped into the kitchen, moving to wrap her in his arms from the back. “A lovely thing to walk in to.”

She pulled her lips from Nightmare’s and turned to face him. “I have to turn the stove off.”

“Do that,” Dream let her go, watched as she switched the flame off and moved the pot before coming back to them. “Shall we play?”

“Always,” Nightmare half growled the word. “I crave you always, Ophelia.”

She took a shaky breath and nodded. “Take me then.”

They took her hands, took her to their bed and loved her into limp satisfaction.

They rose when the chime sounded and Ophelia looked at them with slight consternation. “I forgot I invited mom for dinner.”

“We should go welcome Day,” Dream rose and helped her from the bed, steadying her shaky legs as they all washed and dressed to go and find Day.

Who was sitting in their living room with a smile on her face. Next to her was another of those little brass books and no sign of Fantasy.

“Mom?” Ophelia gestured to the book.

Day lifted the brass and handed it to Ophelia. “Fantasy sent me with it. He says it is the key to the other and has asked me to tell you that the Highest are getting bored watching the three of you love each other.”

“I hope they’re bored as anything,” Ophelia said. “They can find something better to do.”

Day laughed, rising and nodding to Nightmare. “How do you fare, Umbra?”

“Well,” Nightmare laid a hand on Ophelia’s back. “Very well indeed.”

“I am glad to hear it, and also quite hungry.”

“I’ll finish dinner.” Ophelia grinned at Dream and Nightmare and flitted off towards the kitchen.

Day looked between the two of them before settling back in the chair. “Well?”

“She has recovered,” Dream stepped into the breach. “We are making progress there, and she has decided that we will not progress with the curse core until the Highest find us dull and turn their attention elsewhere.”

“Wise,” Day nodded, turning her attention to Nightmare. “And you?”

“I am uncertain what you are looking for.” Nightmare tilted his head at Day.

“I wish your assessment on her recovery.”

“I believe it to be progressing well.” Nightmare said slowly. “We are as close to normal as I believe we are going to get without being able to work on the curse.”

Day nodded as Ophelia came back holding a steaming plate. “This is hot,” she swept past them, depositing it on the table and shaking the pain out of her hands. “I hope you like it, it’s called cassoulet, something that Mama Jenny made for the house. It’s beans and rice and sausage with herbs.”

“It smells delightful, my daughter,” Day stepped to the table and plopped some onto her plate. The smells that wafted up really were a delight and Dream was next to serve himself.

Nightmare followed last, looking from the food to Ophelia and back again. She was feeding them, after they had fed her for her recovery. It was another piece in their recovery and Dream smiled into his food and tried to concentrate on the conversation that Day and Ophelia were having.

“The year turns, Daughter,” Day was saying. “I believe it to be time to step back the dawn.”

“Yes,” Ophelia nodded. “I noticed, but I wanted to talk to you about it first.”

“Good, we shall plan on that for the next sunrise.” Day looked down at her plate and then at the little brass books sitting side by side on the table. “Do you know how those work?”

“No,” Ophelia shook her head. “I’m probably going to have to go to Fantasy and ask. And I don’t think he’ll be happy about me intruding again.”

“I think you may be surprised,” Day said cryptically. “But I should go, you will come to me for training tomorrow yes?”

Ophelia nodded. “And then it’s my village day.”

“I do not understand that, but if it makes you happy.”

Ophelia shook her head. “I don’t want to forget, Mom. I was one of them once and I never want to forget that.”

They saw Day out and Nightmare volunteered to do the dishes, leaving Dream and Ophelia to walk out onto the terrace in the cool night and sit on one of the couches hand in hand.

They didn’t speak, but there was no pressure to. They were together and tomorrow, when the sun rose, they would still be together.


CHAPTER 57
Passage



Ophelia was away when the alarm blared and Nyx strode in out of the air. “The Tribunal calls,” she yelled.

Dream dropped the book he was holding and rocketed to his feet. “What is the issue?”

“The Eaters have launched an attack.” The worry in Nyx’s eyes was palpable. “All of us are required to drive them back to where they come from.”

It was a race against time. A desperate fight as the walls of the Place Between bowed inward from the weight of the Eaters. Nightmare took a wound to the side, swaying with the pain.

But it didn’t matter, the only thing that mattered was driving them back before they shattered the Place Between. If that came to pass then mortal minds would never be safe asleep again.

But the Tribunal would turn the hoard. And slowly, so slowly he almost didn’t notice, the tide of battle turned.

And like a rupture, as one, what was left of them broke and ran. Shrieking off into the depths of the void. He didn’t know if the mad glee he heard was a figment of his imagination or not, but the pain wasn’t

Dream was there, wrapping his arm around Nightmare’s shoulders, helping him from the Place Between and back into the Tribunal’s staging point.

They emerged into the light, bright gold and iridescent. Nightmare could feel it sinking into his wounds, could feel them begin to heal.

He was exhausted, knew that Dream was too. The entire Tribunal weary unto death. But the exhaustion was receding as Ophelia poured her light out to them.

He had to stop her.

Nightmare lurched up, forcing himself to move towards her but the light cut out before he could get there and he collapsed, all supports removed.

“Rest for me,” Ophelia’s hands were on him. “I’ll do more for you soon.”
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When Nightmare woke, he no longer felt as though he was in three pieces. He looked down and saw the wounds that she’d healed, the huge pink swaths of new flesh where the scales had yet to grow.

He looked further and saw her, yet further and saw Dream. His partner was still pale, with the same patches of new healed skin.

And Ophelia was dry.

“She spent all to heal you,” Day’s voice came to him from the side of the bed. “We have been working in stages, but you came back in pieces, Umbra.”

“I have to-” he tried to rise and only succeeded in nearly being sick off the side of the bed. “Or perhaps I don’t.”

“You certainly do not.” Day laid a hand on his shoulder. “In perhaps a week you might try to rise. Until then, you are all to remain in bed and on an invalid’s diet.”

Nightmare nodded, consciousness slipping away from him.
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The week passed, they all healed, and eventually were allowed up to return to the living room and fiddle with the little brassbound books that had come from Fantasy.

“I don’t understand these at all.” Ophelia said, closing the books with a clink. “They’re completely illegible. Like they’re pieces of letters.”

“Say that again.” Nightmare sat up straight, looking down at the books.

“What?”

“That the letters are in pieces.” Dream came and opened the other book. “That’s why the key exists. Because the glyphs aren’t glyphs, they’re words with pieces removed.”

“Wait, I don’t understand.”

“Look,” Nightmare picked up the second book, splaying out a page and planting it on the first page of the first book. It flashed, the glyphs spiraling up off the page and dancing in the air until they resolved into words.

“There,” Nightmare scanned the words in the air. “Magic is pompous, given to self importance, and thinks all other beings are beneath him, including Time, though he gives lip service to the Highest of the High.”

“I can see where this would get him in trouble.” Ophelia pointed at the words. “Not exactly flattering for Magic. Pretty accurate though.”

Dream reached for the books, aligning another set of pages and watching the words shoot into the air. “Look at this, right here, this may be what Fantasy was referring to.”

Ophelia got closer to the words. “Many of the landmarks of the Mountain are created by Magic. Eruptions of the Song were controlled into Springs-” Ophelia’s eyes got wide. “The Spring?”

“It seems likely,” Dream nodded.

“if we-” she looked around, as though the walls could hear. “Probably not wise to talk about it.” She picked up the key and closed it, letting the words vanish from the air. “Not yet.”

Nightmare nodded, heart jumping in his chest. The Spring, it was the highest concentration of the pure song, and if Magic had created it, then it was part of the Highest and if that were the case then it was possible that it night have enough power to destroy the curse core.

But they couldn’t talk about it, not here. They needed a place that they could make a plan where the Highest had no eyes.

Which meant one of two places. They could leave the mountain and go to the great capital to talk in Ophelia’s temple. Or they could go to Chaos. And since Nightmare couldn’t leave the Mountain, they would need to take the second route.

Which left them to figure out how to reach Chaos.

“I could probably find him,” Ophelia muttered and that was when Nightmare realized he’d been speaking aloud. “If I call him, he might come to me. Especially if I offer him a game.”

“A game?” A fluting voice came out of nowhere. “What is the wager, Dawn?”

“I still have a secret on the table, Chaos.” Ophelia smiled slightly. “Let us in and we’ll play.”

“You have had my secret,” Chaos hummed slightly.”I will wager a space for you, one with no eyes where you might plan.”

“Done,” Ophelia said, nodding. “What shall we play?”

“I name Barbu as the game.” Chaos’ voice said. “Come, Dawn, we will play and if you prove the victor, the others will join us.”


CHAPTER 58
Eyes



Ophelia smiled at Chaos, looking down at his hands where the faintest wisps of her balm could still be seen. “Hi,” she offered. “How are you feeling?”

Chaos looked utterly taken aback. “Dawn- Is Dawn happy to see me?”

“We’re friends, Chaos.” Ophelia smiled at him again. “I’m here to play a game with my friend and maybe solve a puzzle too.”

“I like puzzles,” Chaos sat up a little straighter. “They’re so tricky.”

“Would you like to help us with this one?” Ophelia asked. “We have to figure out how to help Nightmare but the Highest are watching and it’s dangerous.”

“Yes,” Chaos nodded. “We will play a game and then we will solve a puzzle.”

“I don’t know how to play this game.” Ophelia sat at the table and picked up the cards. They were the same as last time, looking like they could have come from any casino from her prior life. “Will you show me?”

“It’s a puzzle,” Chaos lifted the cards from her hands, shuffling them so fast that she could barely track it. “Here, this is how you play.”

He taught her the rules, slowly and then faster. Ophelia had always been a hand with card games, and her mind moved so much faster now that she’d come home to the Mountain.

Mortal thoughts ran rapidly, but the understanding was slower and the residents of the mountain could understand at the speed of their thoughts.

It made learning, not quite what she would call simple, but easier to keep up with the shifts in Chaos. For what it was worth, he was a good teacher so long as you could connect the thought streams that he flashed through together.

Which was almost simple. Because Ophelia had been mortal and understood the chaos that existed in her mind. The years of therapy had been of enormous help there.

Once she had a good handle on the mechanics of the game, Chaos sat back and dealt the deck.

And Ophelia found out how very bad she was at Barbu.

Which was fine, but soon she had a mountain of points to climb and Chaos was only getting higher.

It looked like he would have her forfeit after all.

And when they tallied the points, sure enough, Chaos had won handily. Ophelia smiled, she wasn’t going to rail against it, he’d won fairly.

“Your forfeit?” He held out a hand with a smile that seemed unsettled on his face. “What is the secret you’ve told no one?”

“When I was little, I had a stuffed dinosaur named Jojo,” Ophelia closed her eyes. “I lost him in one of the moves, but I’ve never forgotten him.”

“Dawn moved a lot?”

Ophelia nodded, clasping her hands together in her lap. “Almost every three months.”

“I will help you,” Chaos said, coming to sit at Ophelia’s side. “I will open to them and we will solve a puzzle.”

“But I lost?”

“I like puzzles, Dawn.”

Chaos flicked a hand at the wall and it opened, spilling Dream and Nightmare to the floor.

“Listening?” Chaos giggled, “naughty Tribunal.”

Dream rose, helped Nightmare up and then turned to Chaos. “Hello, my friend.”

“We are not friends?” Chaos looked almost afraid.

Dream shook his head, smiling. “You are friend to my love, that makes you friend to me.”

“I want the puzzle,” Chaos held out a hand.

Nightmare slipped past Dream and placed the curse core and its stand in the middle of the table. It flickered, almost like it was breathing.

Chaos walked over to it, reaching out but stopping short of touching it. “Pretty pretty chain.” He whispered to it. “Tell me your secrets, pretty chain, where do you lock?”

There was a burst that came from Chaos, all swirling, concentrating around the curse core, winding tighter and tighter until it burst out.

The power whipped into the walls of Chaos’ seat, creating linked sigils that Ophelia had to drop her eyes from as they shimmered and bled.

But Chaos didn’t flinch from the bleeding sigils. “Pretty curse,” he mused. “Locked in three places.”

“Where?” Ophelia asked.

“Despair,” Chaos pointed to a group of sigils. “Manor,” another bleeding group. “And Earth.”

“Can we use the Spring to destroy it?” Dream asked.

Chaos looked up at him and then back down to the bleeding sigils. “Could,”he mused. “Magic’s spring could unlock the last links in the chain.” He giggled, looking up at Nightmare. “Shed your tail, Tribunal, stand on your feet.”

“The curse holds me to this.”

“No, no, no,” Chaos pointed to the sigils in his wall. “Curse chain cannot hold as long as you are here. Look here,” he reached for one of the linked sigils. “Just twist it, and-” He reached into the sigil, twisting it and Ophelia watched as Nightmare collapsed.

She sprinted to his side, watching in horror as his tail split open, but there was no blood, no pain, simply an opening, like a door.

It revealed two very human legs, wrinkly and pink, and Dream helped Nightmare stand on them, supporting him until Ophelia could move to his other side and do the same.

Nightmare seemed gobsmacked, looking down at his legs with something approaching fear. “What?”

“As long as you are here, Chaos disrupts the chain.” Chaos said. “When you leave, the curse will lock again.”

“It feels strange,” Nightmare said.

“If you wish permanence, you may try the Spring,” Chaos said, wiping the sigils from the walls and crushing them from existence. “Beware, it may have unintended consequences.”

“Thank you,” Nightmare reached for the curse core. As soon as he touched it, he shimmered. Breaking and reforming into, he was still himself, still her love.

She walked to him, careful not to touch the curse core, and kissed his cheek. “We have to plan,” she said, turning back to Chaos. “Thank you, my friend.”

“Dawn I-” Chaos held up his hands, a question he couldn’t ask in his eyes.

She smiled and reached out, salving the ever shifting cracks that drifted across his skin. “New beginnings, my friend. I will see you soon.”


CHAPTER 59
Plan



Dream was reeling a little as they stepped from Chaos’ domain. His Ophelia had been right, the insanity that he’d witnessed in the Mad God, had been muted, nearly gone in Ophelia’s presence.

He’d helped them, had been nearly lucid and beyond talking to the curse core like one would speak to a lover, all had gone excessively well.

They came back to the villa with the rudiments of a plan, having hashed it out in Chaos’ domain before they returned. They would wait a few more days until the Highest were diverted by the festivals designed to celebrate them among the mortals, and then they would go to the spring.

Until then, they would resume doing what they had been. They would take Ophelia and walk with her in the grove and they would talk, make it look like all was normal and the Highest would grow bored and turn away.

“I think I will bring down the manor,” Nightmare said quietly, looking out the window. “It is easy to restore, but if Chaos is right and the curse is using it as one lock point, then-”

“Not yet,” Ophelia took his hand. “Wait for the festival and then we will take down the manor and go to the spring. If we can keep them distracted then we stand a better chance.”

He looked down at her and smiled. “Yes, of course, it is simply another part of the plan.”

Ophelia went up on her toes and kissed him. “We should have lunch, I’m starving.”

“What will we cook today?” Nightmare asked, flicking his eyes to Dream.

“I think I just want a nice sandwich,” Ophelia smiled. “After lunch, I thought we could go for a walk.”

“Sounds like a delightful way to spend an afternoon.” Dream said, catching the barest glimpse of something out of the corner of his eye.

But when he looked, it was gone.

“Zephyr is spying,” Ophelia said, eyebrows drawing together in a scowl. “I am going to burn his wings off.”

“After the curse is broken,” Dream said, reaching to pull her close. “Then we will have it out with him.”

“He watches me a lot,” Ophelia shook her head. “I know he’s reporting on me to Sky, or maybe he’s just mad he wasn’t able to break me when they had me trapped.”

“What?” Nightmare came up behind her and laid his hands on her shoulders.

Ophelia waved a hand, then raised it to cover one of his. “He tried to get in my head about the both of you.” Ophelia snorted, “As though I care about your hookups.”

Dream chuckled. “What a useless bunch of nonsense. I have not shared another’s bed in centuries.”

“And I have been cursed for just as long.” Nightmare buried his face in her neck. “Since you came to me as an adult, all I have wanted is you.”

“I’m not worried about it,” she smiled. “Gods don’t get STI’s and I have no worries that you’ll step out on me no matter what that idiot wanted me to believe.”

Dream huffed, frustration coming out, but mixed with humor. “Nonsense, not even worthy of speculating about.”

“I know,” Ophelia looked up at him. “Let’s eat.”

The sandwiches were thick and very tasty. He didn’t know what she’d put on the lettuce, but it was tangy and a delight. Once they were full, they went for their walk, talking about nothing as they strolled the olive grove.

“Dream?” She turned to him. “Do you remember when you took me to the Memories for the first time? Do you remember the Dryad?”

“That was Persipha,” Dream said with a smile. “She lives not too far away if you would like to meet her.”

“I don’t want to intrude on her.”

“She likes company,” Dream said. “That memory was mine, love, from long ago. We are friends now, and she would likely enjoy meeting you.”

“I should at least go and say hello,” Ophelia said. “I would like another friend.”

“I will return to the villa,”Nightmare said. “Solidify our plans and prepare supper.”

Ophelia crossed to him, reached up and laid a hand on his cheek. “I will be home soon.”

He turned his head and kissed her palm. “Yes love.”

Nightmare departed, and Dream took Ophelia by the hand. Persipha lived in an oak grove a little ways up the mountain path. She was, by nature, shy and would never seek company unless the company in question already knew she was there.

“Persipha?” Dream led Ophelaia into the grove, listening to the sounds that the Dryad made as she moved through the trees. “Are you here?”

“That is a ridiculous question, Edge of Night.” Leaves swirled, and when they settled, the Dryad was standing there. She had willow hair, tree bark skin, and was utterly bare. “I cannot go far from my grove, and well do you know it.”

“Yes my friend,” Dream said, tugging Ophelia lightly.

“And you,” Persipha said, turning to Ophelia. “You’re very loud.”

“What?” Ophelia looked puzzled.

Persipha smiled, “You’re loud, you affect the magic in the air in the same way that Day does, but you’re newer so it’s louder.”

“Day’s my mother,” Ophelia said, stepping up and offering a hand. “I’m-”

“Dawn, yes,” Persipha reached back and patted Ophelia’s hand. “Come and sit, it has been some time since Dream came to visit.”

Persipha might have been shy, but she knew Dream, had been his friend since he had been very young in his power and had Ophelia laughing as she told his love about all of his misadventures.

“The Highest kept a very close eye on him for decades after that.” Persipha said, winking at Dream while Ophelia giggled. “He was quieter after that.”

“Sleep tanned me in the practice circle for that one,” Dream said ruefully, but smiling at Persipha. “We should go, Nightmare is waiting and probably has supper ready.”

“Come back and see me, Dawn.” Persipha said with a smile. “I have no end of stories to tell about your loves.”


CHAPTER 60
Festival



The Major Festivals would come later, But before them came the Minor ones, the ones that praised and lifted the smaller gods. Gods like Dream and Nightmare and Fantasy and Nightmare could feel the praise that came from his altars through the streams of time where he was celebrated.

Dream and Fantasy were celebrated more widely, but there were a few that returned to his altar to praise him.

Nightmare sent them his blessings, strength and purpose, the will to defeat their demons, because that was what the Deepest Umbra truly represented. He was the lord of the monsters of the human psyche, the ones they conjured in their sleep.

And the way to defeat them.

He fed on the praise, though it was faint and far as compared to some.

The festivals to the minor gods spanned a week where the festivals to the major gods would span a month or more. And included in those was his love.

Dawn stood under Day, who stood under Sky and the fact that she was only two removes from the Highest made her one of the Major Deities. So she was celebrated, especially in the Great Capital and the outlying environs of that stream of time.

The village at the foot of the mountain sent her praise, and Ophelia was twitchy and restless on it until they showed her how to send it back as blessings on her worshippers.

Even in places she had never appeared, her beginnings were celebrated. And Dream and Ophelia kissed him and departed, leaving him to guard the curse core while Dream took Ophelia down to the village to commune with her most fervent worshippers.

He was dozing when the chime sounded, waking him from sleep. It was after dawn, she had already raised the sun and was just coming in through the door with a lovely blush high on her cheeks.

“Did you have a good time, love?” He went to her, to touch her cheek and she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him ferociously.

Dream folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe with a smirk. “They filled her with praise and you know how that affects the newest of us.”

Nightmare’s head was spinning. She was so close that her every move sent arousal spiraling through the air until he wanted to take her where she stood. But if he was hearing Dream right, that was what she needed.

Praise in a young god created desire, and she was shaking with it as he slid his hands to the brooches at her shoulders. “Ophelia?”

“I need you,” she said in a shaking voice. “Dream says it’s normal, but I’m so hot, Nightmare. I’m going to explode.”

“Let me help you,” he whispered to her, winding her in his coils. “Let me have you.”

“Have me,” she whimpered as he wound around her. “Harder, Nightmare, take me hard, I don’t want to think.”

“Dream?” He peered around her, where she was shaking in his coils. “Are you joining us?”

“I will watch first,” he said, eyes dark with desire. “She will need much from us.”

Nightmare nodded, returning his attention to Ophelia, who was struggling against his coils. “Be still,” he leaned in and nipped her lower lip.

He was gentle, but she was sensitive enough that his teeth set her off.

“More,” she gasped, shaking in his coils. “Nightmare please.”

“Yes,” he brought her closer, ravishing her mouth as she clung to him, touching her, reaching between their bodies to trace little circles around her clit until she came undone for him.

She spasmed, eyes shut and reached for him, gently palming his cocks. “I want you,” she gasped as he started touching her again. “Nightmare please, I’m empty without you.”

He filled her, listening to her gasp, feeling her come apart over and over for him.

Until he was barely hanging on.

“Nightmare!” She cried his name, coming apart yet again and this time he had no choice but to let the storm take him.

He held her close, letting himself slip free as she recovered. He laid her on the soft rug, as he had before, letting her come back to herself in their arms. 

Dream took her next, as the passion rose in her. Nightmare watched as he used her with a passion that was just on the edge of rough. But she delighted in it, crying out her passion for him until she nearly passed out from it.

There was more of a break this time, the recovery taking longer but the passion rose again and she turned to him, to kiss him. But it was gentler this time, not as gripping as it had been and they kissed and touched until she rode him, passion exploding behind his eyes.

They dined from the alcove that night. All three of them too exhausted to think about cooking.

Then they fell into bed, winding around each other and passing into a sleep so profound that it blacked out everything.
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The celebrations flashed by, until the Holy Days when the Highest were celebrated. Two weeks for the four that held the streams of time, and Nightmare knew that they would have to move soon.

“Is it worth it?” He mused, looking out the window into the dark.

Ophelia came up behind him and kissed his shoulder. “Whatever makes you happiest love.”

“I want it gone,” he turned his head to look at the curse core. “It drags at me, poisons my thoughts.”

“The we will continue the plan.” She turned him to face her, kissing him softly. “Come have dinner. I think you’ll like it.”

They ate, talking softly until it was time that they went to bed.

Tomorrow, they would move.

Tomorrow they would strike.

And by the end of it, Nightmare would be free one way or another. Either the curse core was inviolate, or it would be destroyed by the spring.

Either way he would be free to live his life with the people that he loved.


CHAPTER 61
Grotto



Ophelia raised the dawn, knowing that, for the first time in a very long time that the eyes of the Highest were squarely elsewhere. Even their creatures were gone.

She was used to seeing Zephyr out of the corner of her eye and the wind sprite was no where to be seen. Doubtless dancing attendance on Sky.

Which was good for them as they left the villa and took to the mountain path. It was still very early. She had only barely transferred the sun to her mom, but it was well past time for them to go.

They trooped up the path, Nightmare holding the curse core like a wheel of smelly cheese. All three of them with nerves churning their guts. 

They hadn’t slept last night, spending it together in case something happened today.

But nothing was going to happen. They were going to win and then they were going to go home and spend the rest of their lives together.

Ophelia just had to figure out how to get them past this.

She’d taken it up with her mother, who had taught her to mask her presence and those of her loves from being noticed. If any of the Highest deigned to take their eyes off their worship, then they would see nothing but a slight breeze blowing some leaves up the path of the mountain.

Unless they looked incredibly close.

The Spring was nearly to the summit of the mountain, in a shadowed grotto deep under an overhanging cliff. It was only open on one side, and something about it gave Ophelia a deep sense of foreboding.

But that was likely only the torrent of magic that was flowing out of the grotto. It was enough to make anyone uneasy.

They all paused at the entrance. It had already been decided that Nightmare and Ophelia would go in, and that Dream would remain outside to hold the illusion over the grotto that everything was normal.

Destroying the curse core, well that was going to break the illusion no matter what they did, but at least this would give them time to act on their plan.

Ophelia turned to Dream, to Nightmare, to the men that held her heart and smiled. “There’s something that I have to do before we do this.”

“What is that?” Nightmare looked worried for a brief moment.

“This,” she raised a hand, gathering her light at the tip of one finger and hovering it over the skin that covered his heart. “If you want it, at least.”

“More than anything,” Nightmare’s eyes got moist and he moved the tunic out of the way. “Mark me yours, my love.”

“I mark you, Deepest Umbra,” Ophelia touched his skin with her finger, drawing the same flower that Dream bore on his skin in rose gold light. “I mark you, I claim you, and I vow that you will never be alone again.”

The light grew, searing itself into Nightmare’s flesh. Ophelia could feel it take hold, her vow, her mark, she’d claimed him body and soul and he was smiling with tears running down his cheeks.

The light faded, leaving the mark behind and there was a flutter of something that sounded like wings.

Ophelia whirled, only to see Zephyr crouched behind a bush. “Little spy,” she hissed. “No reporting for you today.”

She drew a chain out of the air, throwing it at the sprite.

Zephyr tried to flee, almost faster than thought, but Ophelia outranked him, and her light chain wound around him, dropping him from the air as his wings were caught in the links.

Ophelia stalked over, turning Zephyr’s body and crouching next to him. The sprite started babbling, fear making his words the next thing to unintelligible.

“Oh shut up,” Ophelia barked. “Back into the bush with you.” She lifted Zephyr by the chain. “Since you want to watch, you can watch from there.”

She turned back to Nightmare and grimaced. “Buzzkill.”

Nightmare huffed out a laugh and offered her a hand. “Come, love, we should have done with this as fast as possible.”

Ophelia took his hand, walking with him into the grotto.

But as they passed from sun to shade, as they left the light, there was a cackle in the air.

“Stupid.” The voice said, and then the light went out entirely.


CHAPTER 62
Darkness



The Darkness was totality, the backside of the moon, the depths of the sea or the darkness of the spaces between stars. But Ophelia, his love, was the light and Nightmare watched as she bled it enough to bring color back to the space.

The Grotto was closed, like it had caved in, but Nightmare wasn’t terribly worried. There was a way out, because water was still getting out.

“Let’s get this thing done,” Ophelia said, squeezing his hand and pulled him over to the basin that contained the wellspring for the water that was basically pure magic.

“Drop it,” Ophelia said, squeezing his hand again. “I’m here, no matter what happens, I’ll always be here.”

He turned his head and kissed her as her hand came up to rest own his and together they released the curse core into the water.

It sank, the beating, breathing lights unchanged for a moment.

And just as Nightmare was coming to the conclusion that it wasn’t going to work, the curse core started to unravel.

Like thread, like a ball of yarn, like a poorly made sweater. The substance that made it up was flaking away.

The ruby’s substance dissolving under the influence of the pure magic of the spring.

It was fizzing away, and Ophelia looked at him. “I was expecting more fanfare.” She told him. “Not this bath bomb looking thing.”

“We are not safe until it is entirely gone.” Nightmare wasn’t about to take his eyes off it.

And that was when the world exploded. As the magic and the core of the curse core connected, the entire construction exploded in a massive concussion that Nightmare knew was ringing the heads of both Magic and Earth.

He felt rather than saw Ophelia toss a light shield around them as bits of burning curse rained down on them.

Burning curse smelled awful.

And there was a tearing pain in his body. Nightmare collapsed as the pain tore through him. It was a fissuring, a destruction, and it was a collapsing of his identity as the curse lifted.

It left him in two parts. A massive shed tail the way a snake would shed its skin, and him, back on two feet. On two shaky, pale legs the way he had been in Chaos’ domain.

Nightmare looked down at himself, and then back up at Ophelia who wasn’t even looking at him, but was instead focused on the wall behind him.

“Love, we have company.”

He turned, nearly falling without the length off his tail to use as balance. And there, looking at them both with avaricious hunger was something that he’d thought had been done away with. 

An earth demon, predecessor to the gods and the things that they had gone to war with in order to secure the mountain. There had been hoards of them, Nightmare still remembered those battles.

But the demons had been imprisoned and their titan generals banished and broken.

And there was one looking at them out of the wall of the spring grotto.

It was laughing, insane eyes staring them down. More insanity than Chaos, and utterly unconstrained.

But it couldn’t seem to move from the wall and it was blinking hard in the light that was coming from Ophelia.

“What. Do. You. Want.” Ophelia grated out. “Step aside, before I burn you to ash the way I am going to do to that sprite when we get out of here.

“Love for freedom.” The demon demanded. “Love for life, or you die here.”

Ophelia glowered, raising a hand and calling light so bright that Nightmare had to close his eyes.

“Not today,” she grated out. None of us are dying today.”

But the light vanished and the dark returned. And there was a draft as the demon started pulling the air out of the cave.

He couldn’t let her die, or be harmed when she had done all for him.

Ophelia stepped around him, going to stand before the demon with fury and determination in her eyes. “No.”

“Then you die,” the demon said. “You both die.” The demon pulled out the e, making a sword out of the air that it stabbed into Nightmare. “Wound him,’ the demon hissed. “Orders.”

“Stop!” Ophelia yelled, tears welling up as Nightmare’s legs gave out. “I will give you what you ask.” She turned to look at Nightmare who had one hand up. “It’s not permanent.”

She reached for her forehead and Nightmare’s mind broke. She was going to give up her memories for him. Again.

He reached out, the pain making him nearly pass out. “My sacrifice,” he whispered, reaching one hand back towards his tail. She loved him, she loved him, she loved him.

The demon’s ears perked up and it started laughing. “Done.” It hissed. “Love of self, in exchange for freedom.”

The air spiraled, and Nightmare’s tail rose from the floor. Reconnecting with him in a concussion of pain.

At least she hadn’t-
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When he woke it was to a dawn glow and the same light as high noon. All suffusing him.

He pried his eyes open only to find his arms full of Ophelia.

“Are you-” she was crying, why was she crying?

“I’m alright,” he held her tightly. “Ophelia I’m alright.”

“You gave it up-” she said, eyes welling with tears. “Why? I would have-”

“You did it once, I didn’t want you to have to do it again.” He looked down at his coils. “You love me?”

“Of course I do,” she wiped at her eyes. “No matter what form you take.”

“Then I don’t care what I look like.” He said. “The curse is gone, Earth has no hold over me any longer.” He held her tighter. “All is well, love.”


CHAPTER 63
Light



Dream had barely kept his feet when the earth had heaved. He’d been frantic, paralyzed, but the blockage had bled back into the earth like water.

It left Ophelia and Nightmare coming out of the cave towards him. Nightmare was-

But the curse was gone, Dream couldn’t sense it any longer.

So why was Nightmare still 20 feet long and scaly?

The earth shrieked, thunder booming as the sky opened and all four of the Highest slammed into existence right in front of them.

It had been ingrained into Dream, and into Nightmare, that one always genuflected to the Highest, especially when they looked like they wanted to scratch you out of existence.

But Ophelia didn’t, she laid her hands on their backs and stepped in front of them. Covering them with her power.

Earth shrieked, the tearing of an avalanche, or the shearing of a rock face. It made Dream wince, but Ophelia was just standing there, facing down an infuriated Highest like it was a mild breeze.

There was something different about her. Nothing that he could put his finger on, but she was weathering the storm of the Highest with barely a blink.

“Are you done?” Ophelia asked simply when Earth went to take a breath.

Earth stopped mid inhale, blinking at Ophelia and Dream very nearly started laughing at the nonplussed look on the face of the Highest.

“Enough.” Time bent in to look at Ophelia, who simply faced him back. “You have been defeated, Earth. We will decide on this.”

And then the Highest were gone, back out of reality and to the summit of the mountain.

“Well,” another voice came from behind them. “I believe there is a saying about foxes and henhouses that is appropriate here?”

“Hello Fantasy.” Ophelia turned to face the teacup as well as the rest of the Tribunal. “I am going to go home now. It has been a very eventful day and I am tired.”

Nyx snorted, shaking her head. “As you will it, Goddess of Dawn.”

“Exactly,” Ophelia smiled at Dream’s mother.”Come for dinner, Nyx?”

“In two days, I will.” The Goddess of Night vanished, popping out of existence.

Ophelia nodded, taking Dream and Nightmare by the hands and closing her eyes.

They were back in the villa. Dream wasn’t sure when she’d garnered the ability to move through the time streams like that, but he was suddenly very tired and found he didn’t care to try and puzzle it out right at that moment.
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Dream woke to the smells of cooking and was immediately starving. He made his way to the kitchen where Ophelia was putting bacon and eggs on massive plates next to stacks of pancakes.

“I’m hungry,” she smiled at him. “I thought you might be too.”

They were joined by Nightmare a short time later, all sitting around the little table and eating.

Dream looked up, looking around at the people that he loved. They had made it. The curse had been destroyed, and all was well.
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CHAPTER 64
Rampage



Two days went by before a chime sounded and a presence rushed in.

“Ophelia, we must go,” Fantasy flickered into existence briefly, his wings fanning in agitation. “All of you, we must leave immediately. Earth is rampaging and we must go to ground.”

“What?” Ophelia rose from the table where she’d been teaching them how to play a new game. “Did she slip Time’s leash?”

“It matters not and we can speak once we are safe.” A passage opened in the air and Fantasy pointed frantically as the earth started to shake. “Go!”

Dream grabbed Ophelia and launched himself through the opening as raw power crushed the villa. He saw it happen as the portal closed, nearly cutting off the tip of Nightmare’s tail.

“What-”

“The power of the Highest unleashed.” Fantasy shimmered into being. “You will be safe here until she gets distracted and while you are my guests, we will solve the mystery of all of this.”

Fantasy showed them to a room, one nearly the twin of their place in the villa.

“It can be rebuilt,” Dream said to her. “When Earth calms we will return home.”

“You are my home,” Ophelia said, taking his hand and reaching for Nightmare. “We’re together, we’re all safe, Earth can go kick rocks.”

“She is,” Nightmare said dryly.

Ophelia giggled, but the sound had worry in it.

Dream held her close, feeling Nightmare wind around them. “All will be well.”

“I’ll make sure of it.” Ophelia said firmly.


CHAPTER 65
To Be continued



The Story will continue

Ophelia, Dream and Nightmare will return

Look for Fantasy, coming soon
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