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To Beth

From her godmother

OUT, DAMNED SPOT!

As one, the group of visiting dreamers spun around. Morit and his minions were behind them, a
host that spread out across the land as far as Chuck could see. Protectively, Chuck moved out in front
of Persemid and Mrs. Flannel.

“You are not welcome here,” Morit boomed, spreading his cloak upon the wind. He wore the
terrifying aspect of an evil elemental as he pointed directly at each visitor in turn. “You are the source
of every evil thing that has ever happened to us. We can’t do anything about the Waking World, but
we don’t want any of your kind ever coming back to the Dreamland.”

“Dreamland for the Dreamed!” the crowd at his back shouted.

“No,” Chuck said hoarsely. He trembled for life that had become more precious than it had ever
been before. “I don’t want to die. I’m ready to live.”

“That’s a shame,” Morit said, smiling so all of his shark’s teeth showed at once. “You’ll never be
able to find your way out of the province. This has been planned a long, long time. You won’t be able
to tell what’s real and what isn’t until it’s too late.”

“Run,” Roan advised, taking to his heels.

“Stop them!” Morit shouted behind them. Chuck glanced over his shoulder. Morit came riding
toward them on the crest of a moving wave of earth. It was the most terrifying thing Chuck had ever
seen. Morit’s eyes were wild and red-rimmed like a fiend’s.

“Oh, dear! Oh, Spot!” Mrs. Flannel cried. She scurried along in their wake. Chuck doubled back to
pick her up. With her and Spot in his arms he put on a burst of speed. He had to get to the border!

“You can’t get away!” Morit shouted after them, his voice dying away in the distance. “I’ll get all
of you if I have to discontinue to do it!” Spot barked defiance over his mistress’s shoulder. “And your
little dog, too!”
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Book Three of
The Dreamland

Chapter 1

“Wake up, sir, you’ve arrived.”

Chuck blinked awake with a start, flailing against the soft bonds that contained his hands. It turned
out to be a blanket. Panting, Chuck thrust it aside and twisted around in the padded airplane seat to
look up at the stewardess. She was a middle-aged woman who looked calm and motherly in her soft,
pearl-gray uniform. She favored him with a gentle smile. Her hair, light brown shot with a few silver
threads, was folded up under a gray pillbox hat that was adorned with a silver feather lying on a cloud.
The same insignia was embroidered on the breast of her uniform and on the headrests of each seat.
Chuck looked around warily. He didn’t recognize the logo, nor could he remember having gotten onto
a jet. The last place he remembered being was lying on his back in bed, holding very still, fighting
down feelings of depression and self-loathing. He had counted backwards from a hundred, as he’d
been told to do. The last thing he recalled clearly, somewhere around counting down to seventy-two,
was a warm and floating sensation.

Chuck twined his fingers together and stretched his arms forward, popping the kink between his
shoulder blades. The whole jet was decorated in the same soft gray: the walls, the carpet, even the
ceiling. He looked around for his fellow passengers, but found that the capsule-shaped chamber was
empty except for the two of them. Was he the last to get off? How odd—where was he? He glanced
through the jet window, but outside it was dark. Instead, he got a glimpse of himself in the glass. The
face that looked back at him was serious, long and narrow, with troubled, dark blue eyes set deeply
under straight brows. His straight brown hair was sun-streaked with blond. His mouth was almost
feminine in the sensuous lushness of the lower lip, but the jaw was square and decidedly masculine. He
looked about eighteen years old. Chuck stared at his reflection in confusion. That wasn’t right, was it?
He clawed at memories that eluded him. How could a reflection be wrong?

He looked up at the flight attendant, who was busy fluffing up his discarded pillow with an expert
hand.

“Where am 1?” he asked.

“The Dreamland, sir. Just where you were going.”

“You mean I’m dreaming you?” he asked.

“Not just you, sir.” The motherly woman picked up his blanket and folded it over the armrest of the
chair. Chuck stood up in the aisle and brushed at his sweatshirt and blue jeans, hesitant, uncertain what
to do. “You’d better go, sir. They’re waiting for you.” The flight attendant held her wrists up even with
her head and flapped both pointing forefingers toward the exit. She smiled brilliantly. “That way. And
thank you for making your flight an Astral Flight. We’ll be looking forward to serving you when you
return.”

Cautiously, Chuck followed her gesture and went to the front of the jet, where he looked around in
confusion. The cockpit door stood ajar. The pilot had already gone. No one sat before the banks of
dials and knobs. He started back toward the seat to ask the stewardess for help, when his way was
blocked by the gray carpet. It came rolling up the aisle, shoving him toward the exit. Chuck hopped out
the door onto the nearby stairway to avoid getting tangled in it.

“Hey!” he yelled. Couldn’t they even wait until he was gone to start cleaning up?

He walked down the steps to the concrete apron, following yellow-painted arrow signs pointing
toward an open door through which brilliant white light was pouring. Workmen in white coveralls and
painters’ hats passed by him, carrying tools and buckets. Curiously, Chuck watched a pair approach
carrying a long, wooden ladder. One of them propped the ladder against thin air. It settled firmly, as
though it was resting against a solid wall. The other climbed up it and took down the arrow signs he
had just passed. Puzzled, Chuck looked back toward the plane.

He had to blink a few times to make sure his eyes weren’t deceiving him. The plane was not a real
plane. The body of the chamber from which he had just come was a plywood capsule supported by
wooden studs and braces. The airport around it was a mere painted backdrop, like a movie set. Was it
constructed to fool him? Why was someone going to so much trouble to deceive him into believing
that he had been in an airliner? Who? He felt despair. If it wasn’t a real plane, how was he going to get
back home?

He felt an emotional twinge. Did he even want to go back home? There was nothing for him there.
All that thoughts of home summoned up was an overwhelming sensation of being a failure. Everything



went wrong, and it was all his fault.

Chuck stopped to think, hoping to recall more details, but the workmen moved their ladder. They
reached up to take down the arrow sign beside him. In a moment, he’d be lost again, just because he
hesitated too long. Before they could remove any more of his guideposts, Chuck ran toward the
doorway full of light.

As soon as he was inside, he became confused all over again. This was an airport. Men, women and
children hauling bags, suitcases, teddy bears, coats on hangers, boxes and carts walked purposefully up
and down the carpeted, pale-gray painted corridor that stretched three stories high and off out of sight
to either side. Square yellow signs with black printing hung over his head. He couldn’t read most of
them. They were either in a foreign language, or blurred when he tried to concentrate on them. How
would he know where to go?

A small, thin man Chuck thought might be in his sixties hurried over and gripped his arm in wiry -
fingers.

“So, Chuck, you decided to come in after all,” he said. He had very dark, knowing eyes, sharply
defined cheek and temple bones and, half concealed in a thick white beard, a quick smile that made
Chuck think the old man knew far more than he did about everything. He was dressed in a tunic woven
out of rough, gray wool thread, a pair of dark-colored, baggy trousers and leather sandals. “I thought
for a moment you weren’t going to make it.”

“l didn’t have a choice,” Chuck said, resentfully. “They were taking away my signs. | was afraid I’d
be lost.”

“You did have a choice,” the old man said. “You always have a choice. I’m glad at least your sense
of self-preservation is intact, if not your curiosity.”

“Who are you? What am | doing here? How do you know who | am?”

“Ah, there’s the curiosity,” the small man said with satisfaction, poking Chuck in the chest with a
forefinger. “Your wits are working after all. I’m Keir, your spirit guide. You wanted to expand your
mind, you said. You wanted to get it together, you said. Learn who you really are, you said. Find the
real you, you said. Astral travel as the path to enlightenment. Eh?”

Spirit . .. ? “Ah, yes,” Chuck said, excitedly. Something was coming back to him now. “You mean
it worked? I’m here! That’s great! But how did | get here? That’s not a real plane out there.”

“Of course not. It was merely a construct to help transport you here. Any means that works is good
enough. Like chopsticks. It could be anything that would help you to understand that you have been
conveyed from one place, the Waking World,” Keir picked up something invisible with both hands,
“to another, which is here, the Dreamland.” He set down his invisible burden, and looked up at Chuck
for understanding. Not finding it in the puzzled young man’s eyes, he waved a dismissive hand. “It’s
all symbolism, not real stuff. As you’ll see. Come with me.”

“Have | met you before?” Chuck asked, as they walked. “You don’t look familiar.”

“Everything is going to look different here,” Keir said. “Even you. Oh, yes, we’ve met. You’ve
known me before. But I’m not going to remind you of how. It isn’t necessary. The important thing is
the here and the now. Don’t overanticipate. Try always to be in the here and now. You might find it to
be the most vital thing you do, to keep safe. Please come along.”

They stepped out into the carpeted corridor, joining the throng of travelers. As soon as they were
out of the gate area, counter, doorway and all were promptly taken apart, folded into a box, and hauled
away by the ubiquitous workmen. They started to unfold a different scene that when it sprang up
looked every bit as real as the gate had. Chuck kept looking back over his shoulder, watching in
fascination as solid walls compressed down into a space much smaller than they should have fit, and
three-dimensional objects came out of flat portfolios that couldn’t have concealed a newspaper. The
workers picked up their boxes and hauled them away as if they weighed no more than a carton of
cornflakes. It was the most remarkable thing he’d ever seen. He wanted to watch some more, but Keir
kept tugging him along. Chuck was aware of the guide’s voice asking him questions, but he was too
interested in his surroundings to pay attention. More marvels sprang up at each new turning. Was that
woman really walking a fur coat on a leash? And that party of huge fish in Hawaiian shirts! What were
they doing? There was so much to absorb.

Something Keir said finally drilled through to his conscious mind. Astral projection! Was he really
astrally projecting, or projecting astrally, or whatever you called it? He had tried so often, for so long,
to make it happen. He wanted to be raised to a higher plane, where meditation would bring him true
peace of mind. His life had hit a dead end. If he couldn’t find a way to untie the knot of misery that
choked him even now, he might as well be dead. Chuck could recall being on the edge of suicide
again. Again? He racked his memory for details. He couldn’t remember anything about his past
clearly, but somehow he was sure finding himself was a matter of life or death. His own.

He was so desperately unhappy that it made him feel hollow. That was why he had gone to so much
effort to learn to meditate and look inside himself, in hopes of finding peace. He couldn’t mention his



attempts to anyone he knew, because they’d think he was absolutely nuts. If he failed again, he didn’t
want anyone else to know. It looked—he hardly dared think it—as if he’d gotten this right.

Practice, the guidebooks said. And he had. He remembered reading up on several techniques.
Trying some of them made him feel silly even though he was alone. Others were downright
uncomfortable, either to his physical body or his upbringing. When he found a method that made him
feel at ease, he had worked on it nightly. Only once he had succeeded in lifting himself out of his
physical form, or at least thought he had. It had lasted for only a brief moment. He had felt as though
he was flying. Then, he was whisked right back to his bed in his room. That single, exhilarating
moment of weightlessness was so uplifting to his spirits that it made him delve further into
parapsychological and metaphysical studies. If he was capable of that kind of joy, surely he could find
the key to setting his life onto a more positive path.

He really could not recall how he had come into contact with Keir, but he did remember something
about the instructions for attaining the altered state of consciousness that ought to work. He knew if he
could do it right he would meet his spirit guide and go on a journey to himself. He really wanted to
succeed, but hardly dared that he could.

It looked as if this time he had made it, Chuck thought again, looking around with satisfaction. This
astonishing place couldn’t be a figment of his imagination. He wasn’t that detail-oriented. But it wasn’t
at all what he had thought the astral plane would look like. What had that flight attendant called it, the
Dreamland? He didn’t feel as though he was out of his body, but this certainly was not where he had
lain down, nor was it anywhere he’d ever been in his life. But, now what? To tell the truth, now that he
was here, he had no idea how to begin to straighten himself out, and he only had one night to learn.
Who knew if he could ever achieve this state of consciousness again?

Keir’s voice interrupted his thoughts, jerking him back to the present.

“Did you bring any luggage?”

Chuck reluctantly returned his attention to the way ahead. He thought hard. Again, that film over
his memory got in the way. “I . .. I don’t know. | don’t think so0.”

Keir sighed. “You probably did. Almost everyone does. Especially people with personal agendas
like yours. They usually have lots of it.”

The small man escorted him down endless square passages, some of them carpeted and some not,
some of them with moving walkways, decorated with murals, paintings, sculpture, filled with music,
the sound of falling water, or the rumble of engines. All around Chuck were more wonders, the most
astonishing collection of people and things. Waiting in line at another gate was a host of unlikely
beings, including cartoon characters. As he went by, he recognized Hopkins the Rabbit, the main
character in his favorite childhood Saturday morning TV series. The giant bunny shifted his green
briefcase to his other paw and looked at the outsized wristwatch on his arm. Chuck gawked. To his
amazement, Hopkins looked up and met his eyes. He seemed to recognize Chuck, too. He gave a wink
and a buck-toothy grin, turned sideways and became a tall, thin black line. He was still only two-
dimensional, even here.

As they went around the next corner, Chuck hesitated, eyes wide. The chamber ahead was filled
floor to ceiling with water, pale green and alive with waving fronds of seaweed. There was nothing
holding the water back from flooding the rest of the hallway, yet it stood there like a wall. Keir
plunged in without hesitation. Chuck held back, fearing he might drown. Keir didn’t stop. Chuck
pulled in a huge gulp of air before plunging forward after his guide.

Men in business suits wearing bowler hats and carrying briefcases walked or swam by. A blue-and-
green-skinned mermaid hovered behind a desk resting on the floor and chatted in a stream of bubbles
with a giant, brown crab while humans, animals and fish waited their turns in line. At small white
tables with wrought-iron legs in an underwater cafe, dignified women in business suits sat and sipped
tea, ignoring the fact that their hair was waving around them in the current.

They seemed so at home under the water, yet they looked as normal as Chuck. He wished he felt as
comfortable in his surroundings as they did. He reminded himself they were only dream creations, but
he was a real person. If he inhaled, he would die. The next section of dry corridor was hundreds of
yards ahead. Too far. Chuck felt his lungs twisting with cramp. He couldn’t possibly make it, and
looked in vain for a pocket of air. He tried to get Keir’s attention, but the guide strode ahead, jauntily
buoyant, as if he walked underwater every day. Probably he did. Chuck hopped and paddled after him,
hoping to catch up before his air ran out. The section of water-filled corridor seemed to stretch from an
oversized fish tank to a river. He ran and ran, never getting close enough to hail Keir.

When his lungs could no longer squeeze any oxygen out, Chuck’s vision closed into a narrow black
tunnel. All his muscles quivered like rubber bands, refusing to hold on. Chuck’s knees gave way. He
stumbled to the ground. The breath rushed out of him in a burst of bubbles. This was it. He would die
in his sleep. Unwillingly, he gasped, and snorted in surprise. Instead of the inward wash of water he
expected to fill his lungs, the water was as permeable as air. If it was a little warmer and more humid



than his last breath, he found it just as sustaining. Chuck was so relieved he stopped in his tracks to
pant. Women in veiled, velvet hats, Victorian brocade and bustles and the hairy faces of goats pushed
around him, and shot him looks of annoyance.

“Sorry,” he muttered, and picked himself up to run after Keir.

“Look for what you think belongs to you!” Keir shouted over the rumble of the baggage carousel.

Chuck hopped up and down, trying to see over the shoulders of the throng surrounding the
conveyor belt. It ran for miles all over the beige-painted stadium-sized chamber, up toward the ceiling,
down into depressions and pits. People crowded three and four deep at every loop. Uniformed porters
with two-wheeled carts and stevedores running with sweat hauled suitcases off the rumbling belt and
swung them around, where they were promptly seized by someone, yet the mob never got any smaller.
Chuck scanned the astonishing array of cases, boxes and containers rolling by. Most of them were
black, many travel-scarred in some way. None of them looked familiar.

“Mine won’t get lost, will it?” he asked anxiously.

“Oh, no,” Keir assured him. The spirit guide stood at a slight remove from the crowd, untouched by
the bustle. “You’ll have all the baggage you came with, more’s the pity.”

Chuck watched as the porters helped a man take dozens of huge, matching brick-red suitcases off
the conveyor belt. They strapped most of them to his back and legs with rope and sturdy belts. The last
remaining case they put into his arms. The man staggered away, looking like a one-person depot.
Chuck worried that he’d be as overloaded.

Something hit him in the knees. To his surprise, he’d moved all the way up to the metal bumper
surrounding the river of luggage just as a teal-blue carryall caught his eye. That was his, he knew it! So
was the blue steamer trunk behind it. He was glad and relieved to see them. With difficulty he hauled
the two pieces off, then snagged a few small, mismatched document cases rolling by that looked too
familiar not to examine. Yes, he was sure those belonged to him. He couldn’t read the tags, but his
hands seemed to know every scar and nick as he ran a loving hand over their surfaces. Oh, he’d had
these for a long time. He couldn’t recall how he knew that, but he knew. He felt an attachment, even an
affection for them.

Chuck waited fruitlessly for a while, staring at the rolling conveyor belt, and decided that this was
all the luggage he had coming. He wasn’t as badly off as he could have been. He glanced at the people
around him, some dealing with ten, twenty, even three dozen pieces. As he turned away from the
barrier, an anxious, tawny-skinned man in a sarong and a woman in a fussy red and black dress and
high heels with a poodle crowded in past him to take his place.

The steamer trunk had tiny wheels on its underside. Chuck piled the other boxes on top of it, and -
attempted to push it out of the crowd. It didn’t budge. None of the wheels wanted to go in the same
direction. No matter how hard he tried, it would not roll forward, or in any other direction. He looked
around for a porter. The entire uniformed cadre seemed to be at the far ends of the room. Chuck
waved, but no one even glanced his way. He didn’t dare leave his bags to go get their attention. If he
wanted his luggage moved, he was going to have to lift it bodily. He stooped, gathered the whole mass
in his arms, and stood up. A small part of his mind told him what he was doing was impossible, but he
quashed the thought. He was doing it, wasn’t he? The mass was heavy but not unbearable. Chuck
tottered through the churning mob of people toward the waiting Keir. A low bump in the floor caught
his toe, and Chuck found himself staggering wildly after the weight in his arms.

“Help!” he cried. The spirit guide stepped forward and helped him lower his burden to the floor. He
tucked the smaller valises under his arm while he took the steamer trunk and tied it to Chuck’s back.
Chuck kept looking over his shoulder in disbelief. No one could hold four suitcases with his elbow as
if they were newspapers. But when Keir heaped them in Chuck’s arms once again, the carryall and the
document cases puffed out to three very heavy dimensions.

“Take it slowly,” Keir told him, giving a final pat to the top valise. “No one gets more than he or
she can handle.”

Chuck doubted that as he took a gingerly step. The pile was manageable, but clumsy, as if
something kept shifting inside each piece, throwing off his balance.

“I hope | can get all this home with me,” Chuck said, peering around the jumble at his companion.

“Oh, no,” Keir said. “Your object is to leave as much behind as you can.”

“Then why did I pick it up at all?”” Chuck asked, surprised and a little resentful.

“You can’t help it,” Keir said, with a wise, little smile that irritated Chuck. “You have to start out
this way. You’ll lighten the load. | promise you. This way, now.”

Keir put his hands on Chuck’s shoulders and turned him until he was facing toward a row of high, -
mahogany-framed doorways in the far wall, each with elaborate carvings around the arch, and its own
incomprehensible sign overhead. Their bags in hand, people streamed out of the hall. Chuck wondered
which way to go. With a little toss of his head, Keir started walking. Chuck had no choice but to



follow.

The boxes propped on his arms cut into his muscles and jabbed sly corners into his ribs. It seemed
that at each step the weight lurched a different way. Chuck found himself trotting in an impromptu
cha-cha, trying to avoid dropping anything. He gritted his teeth and struggled to take the shortest path
possible. It was difficult. Sweat dripped down strands of his hair and rolled into his eyes. He blinked
angrily. Why did he need so many things for his journey? Keir said he’d be abandoning them sooner or
later. Why couldn’t he do it now? As much as he loved them, he could do without them. He tilted the
pile to one side, hoping to dump off at least the top two briefcases. They’d never be noticed, in this
heaving crowd.

Contrarily, the valises’ weight shifted so they fell back against him. Their touch reminded him that
they were something familiar in a strange place. The top one nestled into his chin and neck like a kitten
seeking a caress. Chuck relented. He just couldn’t abandon them. They were his. Hating himself for
being so weak, he settled his burden into the neatest pile he could, and kept walking.

Just ahead of him, a woman in a neat forest-green pantsuit stumbled. Some of her bags dropped to
the floor. She stopped short to frown down at them. Chuck started forward to help her pick them up,
when she suddenly threw all the rest that she was carrying into the air. She shrieked with delight, and
skipped toward the portals, free. Chuck tried to emulate her, but his arms refused even to try. He
watched her go, full of envy.

Suddenly, the woman stopped, spun about, and hurried back to her pile of discarded luggage. She
picked it all up again, looking frightened.

“Too soon,” Keir sighed, having reappeared beside Chuck. “But it shows a willingness of spirit.
That means everything in the end. Keep that in mind.”

Chuck looked forward to attaining even that one moment of liberty. Still, he should be happy to be
here at last. It was so exciting to know he had finally succeeded in his goal of reaching an altered state
of consciousness. He had found the guide who would help him solve all his problems. This dream
landscape gave him power. In spite of the heavy load he was carrying he had more energy than he ever
did in his daily life. He was about to set out and explore the world inside himself.

“Where will we go first?” he asked Keir.

“We must board the train,” Keir said, guiding him into the leftmost portal. “But first we must pick
up the others.”

“Others?” Chuck demanded, twisting his head to look at Keir even as he was steered along. “What
others? This is my vision quest. You’re my personal guide!”

“I’m their personal guide, too,” Keir said. He gave Chuck a little smile.

“That’s not fair!” Chuck protested, feeling cheated. “I’'m supposed to have a mystical experience,
and you’re the one who’s guiding me through it. Alone.”

Keir raised a wiry gray eyebrow. “And who is your mystical experience supposed to put you in
touch with? Rocks?”

Chuck was defensive. “Maybe.”

He didn’t want to be with other people yet. If he got too close to others he felt vulnerable. They
might try to change him, maybe against his will. He wanted some time alone, to explore the inner
workings of his soul, to get to know the innermost layers of his personality and fix what was wrong.
Had he gone to all this effort only to be part of a crowd? Why would he come all this way for group
therapy?

“Don’t be so precious about your psyche, son,” Keir said, with a lift of his bushy eyebrows. Chuck
was disconcerted. Keir seemed to be able to read Chuck’s mind. “You can’t knock the rough corners
off yourself without rubbing up against others. To evolve to a higher self, you have to change.”

How could he do that and still remain himself? Chuck wondered, feeling as though he was
swimming in waters too deep for him. He wanted to become more himself, not less. But Keir left that
question unanswered.



Chapter 2

Beyond the grand archway was another airline gate like the one he had come through. He knew that
he was seeing what Keir had seen while he was arriving. This airport was not like any he had ever
flown to. It was almost claustrophobic, with its low, dark gray, oval corridor, slatted walls and
melamine desks, and rows of bright green upholstered seats. The small, cramped jetway door opened
to allow the passage of a tall, slim, pale-faced man with dark hair. His clothes were of a classic cut, of
materials that spoke unmistakeably of quality. His slate-blue jacket was tweed, flecked with
unexpected spots of bright colors that gave depth to the dark color overall. There were big suede
patches on the elbows, but they were purely decorative. His shirt and tie could have been silk, and
maybe so were his dark blue trousers. His feet were shod in immaculately polished black leather half-
boots. His eyes, as slate blue as his coat, flicked expressionlessly from right to left, taking in his
surroundings. Their gaze lit briefly on Chuck and Keir, then slid off, darting to the next thing. What he
thought of them Chuck couldn’t tell. The man’s emotions didn’t show on his face.

“Thank you for joining us on this Astral Flight,” said a pert-nosed woman in a cloud-gray uniform,
waving good-bye from the narrow desk next to the door. The man ignored her. Just as they had when
Chuck arrived, the white-suited workmen moved in and began to disassemble the gate. If the
newcomer was disconcerted, he never showed it. Keir bustled over to him. As Keir got closer to the
stranger, he began to change. Chuck blinked, unable to believe his eyes. In the space of a few steps
Keir went from being a thin bantam of a man with white hair and a beard, to a plump, motherly
woman, her dark hair going white at the temples. Impossible!

Chuck was still dazed when Keir came back with the stranger in tow.

“How?” he sputtered. “Why?”

“I’m the shape they need to see,” Keir-the-woman said. “You want a wise old man. Most of my
clients respond better to other faces of wisdom. This is for him.”

“Oh,” Chuck said. He tried not to stare, but the transformation was so complete! She was a nice--
looking woman, really, warm and kind-looking, who must have been a real knockout when she was
young. Chuck shot a glance at the tall man. The close resemblance suggested that Keir was meant to
represent his mother. The man walked along in a kind of daze. Chuck understood how he felt; the
stranger must have absorbed all the weirdness he could for the moment. He had only one suitcase with
him, an old-fashioned carpet bag like those Chuck’s grandparents had kept in their front closet, but
from the sag of the cloth and the whiteness of the man’s knuckles on the handle, it must have been as
heavy as a trunk.

Chuck had to blink as Keir led them through a low arch. Just like that, the walls of the building
dropped away into the distance, and the ceiling shot upwards into midnight gloom. The quiet landscape
was painted with silvery light from a full moon that hung above them like a benevolent face. They
were outside in a grassy meadow. A grand, winding stone staircase spiraled down and around out of
nowhere, until it came to rest on the ground between a pair of classic, alabaster, nude statues, one man
and one woman. It was so tall Chuck couldn’t see what was at the top. He had no notion of its scale
until he spotted a bundle painted in chiaroscuro at its foot. He squinted. It was a woman. Had she
walked down it and gone to sleep at the bottom or, Chuck shuddered, with a hollow feeling in his
belly, fallen down it? She lay very still, with her round cheek pillowed on one arm, a wing of hair
draped over her face. Cloth bags and suitcases of several sizes lay scattered around her.

“Is she hurt?”” he asked Keir. His voice was a hushed whisper in this calm place.

“Oh, no,” Keir assured him. “Sometimes they come this way. All depends on what’s comfortable
for you.” He signed for the two men to stay back as he trotted towards the sleeper, shifting from
woman to silver-coated wolf. Chuck shook his head, marvelling. If this alternate realm was as
wonderful as the guide, he’d never want to go back to his mundane existence. The wolf nudged the
sleeper with his nose. She sat up, looked startled for a moment, then reached out to touch its furry ears
with an expression of pure delight.



In every way this newcomer was the opposite of the male stranger. She was short, heavy-set, with
wide hips and a large bosom, dressed in swathes of soft, earth-toned cloth and jingling with jewelry at
neck, wrists, and ankles. She gathered up her possessions as if she was used to doing it, and followed
Keir toward the rest of the group. Her eyes never left the furry back.

“Is that it?” Chuck asked, impatiently, peering around his briefcases. His bags were getting heavier.

“Two more,” Keir assured him, trotting alongside his charges with his pink tongue hanging out of
his mouth.

Chuck fidgeted behind his heap of luggage as they entered another vision of the outdoors, this one
as sunlit as the other had been moonlit. He waited impatiently while a cloud began to drop slowly from
the sky. He was only momentarily beguiled by the color changes it sustained, shading like a rainbow
from green to blue to violet as it descended toward the ground. When it touched down, Keir stepped
forward. He became an angel with golden halo and iridescent white wings, as beautiful as anything
Chuck had ever seen in a piece of classical art. Was this his true form? If so, Chuck was fortunate that
Keir would consent to interact with mere mortals.

He felt awe rising in him as the angel offered a hand to the woman resting on the cloud’s surface
like a pearl in the palm of a celestial hand. She rose in a flutter of flowing white garments. Taller than
the male stranger, she was ethereally thin, with hollow cheekbones, a narrow nose and thin lips. Her
large hazel eyes regarded the Angel Keir almost blankly. Her hair was dark blonde, and fell in straight
tresses down her back. A silver chain belt hung slack about her narrow hips, hanging there without
visible means of support. The other woman, whom Chuck could now see had hair of a defiant shade of
red, stared at her distrustfully. The dainty grace of the newcomer made her look coarse and earthy.
Chuck fell a little in love with the newcomer. She epitomized beauty. The very power of that
realization made him feel shy about looking at her. He glanced up at her through his eyelashes. When
lightning didn’t strike him down, he stared at her more openly. She didn’t seem to mind, or even
notice. She was too taken up with studying her surroundings. He was glad. He felt refreshment in
taking in her image. If she was so perfect already, Chuck wondered why she was here.

When the lady in white climbed down, Chuck could see that the chain around her hips extended
into a hollow in the cloud. Attached to the silvery links were several silken bags and tapestry-covered
boxes shaped like treasure chests that dragged behind her as she walked. She seemed entirely unaware
of them or their weight. The Angel Keir beckoned to her, and she followed meekly, without
acknowledging she could see any of the others.

Chuck thought that Keir must have forgotten about the fifth member of the group, for he led the
four visitors through a door that emerged onto a crowded railway station platform. No, Keir had taken
on another shape, indicating that he was expecting a client. Incongruously for the busy workaday
setting, he was now a dolphin, hovering about four feet above the ground, flicking his crescent-moon-
shaped tail to propel him through the air. He swam to the tracks just as the sound of a train reached
Chuck’s ears.

But what a train! The shining green-and-black locomotive rose only three feet above the tracks. The
clicking wheels were the size of Chuck’s hand. Its smokestack was so low that the puffs of white steam
blew into the face of the bearded man sitting astride the middle car.

“We’re not riding on that, are we?” Chuck asked. “None of us will fit!”

“It’s an arrival,” Keir said. His voice was squeezed down to a soprano gurgle. “Not a departure.”

As it neared the platform, Chuck got a good look at the train cars. They appeared to have been fitted
together from integrated circuits and solar panels. It ought to have generated plenty of power to run. If
that was the case, why did it need a firebox?

“What is it?” asked the dark-haired man, speaking for the first time.

“A search engine,” Keir said, unapologetic, as the red-haired woman groaned. “Dreaming minds
make puns. You may as well get used to it. It represents nothing. It’s simply another means of finding
one’s way here. Welcome,” he chirped to the newcomer.

The new visitor did a startled double take.

“You’re a dolphin,” he said.

“Delfinitely,” Keir squeaked. “Welcome.” Chuck gave a brief snort of laughter at the stranger’s
surprise, but smothered it.

The newcomer gave Keir a curt nod, and bent to unstrap his bag from the roof of the caboose. His
movements were precise and focused. Chuck eyed his trim, charcoal-gray suit, and wondered if he was
a clockmaker or a banker. He worked a hand free and extended it for the bag so the stranger could
climb up to the platform unencumbered, but a fierce glare from the man’s gray eyes made him step
back a pace. Chuck resented him all over again.

“No. Thank you.” The newcomer wrapped a protective arm around his suitcase and clutched it to
him. The ubiquitous workmen in painters’ overalls bustled over and rolled up a set of steps for him to
ascend to the platform. Six more disassembled the search engine and took it away. The stranger sent a



distrustful eye around at them all. Chuck vowed not to touch the suitcase if he could possibly avoid it.
The guy might go ballistic. He had a precise manner about him like a scientist. He looked to be
somewhere in his middle age, with gray starting in his hair and deep lines at the corners of his mouth
and eyes. Chuck noticed he was studying them, too. The blonde woman suddenly looked around, as if
she realized for the first time that she was not alone.

“Where did the angel go?” she asked, innocently. Chuck blinked at her. Hadn’t she been watching
Keir change shape? It wasn’t the kind of thing you’d miss.

“Here at your side,” Keir said, shifting effortlessly back to the luminescent presence. The woman
breathed a sigh as the sunlight caught his halo and fell around him in coruscating rainbows. Chuck
watched the transformation with renewed astonishment. How could she have missed seeing that? She
must be completely unaware of her surroundings. He hoped he wasn’t being such a dunce.

A burst of static exploded from the fan-shaped loudspeakers tucked in the corners of the
overhanging roof.

“Garmurfle vargh grmfoah nah rmhm Platform Two!”

“That’s ours,” Keir said happily. “Please follow me.”

He floated ahead of them, his bare feet not touching the boards of the platform. Light from his
wings and halo tipped the dull-colored paint and bricks of the station as he passed, and made them
beautiful. If any of the other travelers were disconcerted at his shapechanging, they didn’t show it.
Maybe they couldn’t see it, Chuck reasoned. Perhaps he was the only one who could. This was
supposed to be his vision quest, after all.

The railway station didn’t look exactly like any of the stations he’d visited over the course of his
life. It looked more like all of them. The concrete walkways between tracks were familiar, as were the
brick buildings with gingerbread-cutout eaves hanging from the edges of the shingled roofs. A huge
sign hanging overhead was painted with the word rem.

“What does that mean?” Chuck asked, tugging on the angel’s sleeve. He felt the cloth change to
gray homespun under his fingertips. Keir was turning back to his wise old sage to suit Chuck’s needs.
He was a little sorry to see the glory of the angel vanish, but he felt far more comfortable with a plain
old man.

“Do you ever get confused altering from one shape to another so rapidly?” Chuck asked.

“Not so far,” Keir said, cheerfully. “Rem is the name of this station. Rem is the province of the
Dreamland that we are in. It’s the central hub for travel from the Waking World.”

“Do seekers always arrive here?” Chuck asked.

“No, but they do pass through here,” Keir said, with an approving nod. Chuck was glad. It meant he
was asking good questions. He was anxious not to seem a fool. “This time, today, to launch your
experience properly, you begin here, but you’ve already passed through many places in the Dreamland
over the course of your life. Any living being that dreams does. All this you see around you is a
product of the Collective Unconscious. You think that things look very familiar to you. So they do. So
they are. You have seen some of them in your waking time, but some of them you have only seen in
your dreams. That is because the Dreamland has some constants about it that give you points of
reference from which to start.”

The ornate sign that said track 2 was unnecessary to direct Chuck. He was drawn to the train sitting
on the tracks as if it was a magnet. The hissing steam train had come straight out of a Victorian
fantasy. The original Orient Express must have been this beautiful. The engine was all brightly
polished brass and black steel. Every angle was cut cleanly, every arc perfectly round, satisfying the
soul of meticulousness in Chuck to the last degree. The smokestack belched white puffs into the
cloudless blue sky as if impatient to get moving.

The exterior panels of the cars were neatly painted dark green. Chuck gazed with admiration at the
fabulous curlicues, leaves and gods’ heads carved into the woodwork and adorned with gold-leaf trim.
Metal flourishes and finials wound outward from the spokes of the great steel wheels. The car
windows were cut glass that twinkled in the sunshine. Through them Chuck got an intriguing glimpse
of fine, white curtains tied back in swags, and beyond, the shadows of heads bent together in
conversation.

“It’s been beautifully preserved,” Chuck said, whistling through his teeth. “Someone’s taken good
care of it.”

“Memories like this are often cherished,” Keir said. “In this case, it’s been stored in the Collective
Unconscious, where it will be safe for as long as there are minds to recall it. They won’t need to have
seen it themselves.”

“It’s just a memory?” Chuck asked, puzzled. He reached out a hand to touch the engine. The
smooth metal vibrated under his hand. “How real could it be if it’s only a memory?”

“Sometimes more real, to some people,” Keir said. “In fact, it looks better than it did when it was
real. No soot or grease, at least not in this form. Trains are one of the glories of the Dreamland. They



go everywhere. They have held the world together for millennia.”

“But there haven’t always been trains,” Chuck said, frowning.

“Not steam or electric trains, as you or | have known them,” Keir said, “but there were always
numbers of people going the same way at the same time, with a common purpose, sharing common
goals and common symbols. They created the routes, the neural pathways, that the trains run on today.
Trains are a state of mind.”

Symbolism again, Chuck mused. Keir paused for a moment, then tapped his foot.

“When you’ve finished rationalizing what you’re seeing, can we go aboard?” he asked. “They’re
waiting for us.” Abashed, Chuck hoisted his bags and followed Keir.

“Extry, extry, read allaboud it!” a small boy yelled, waving a handful of newspapers. “Winds of
Change high! Expect strong gusts today!” Chuck had to stop and stare at him. The boy was dressed in
the knee pants and flat cap he associated with golfers. The costume was from the turn of the century.

“He’s out of date,” Chuck said.

“Surely not,” Keir said. “That’s today’s news.”

“Boo0-o00ard!” shouted a conductor in a dark blue uniform trimmed with gold. With one arm he
held back a group of people walking up the steps and waved Chuck and Keir forward, gesturing to
them to ascend into a handsome, mahogany-wood car. Its windows glittered enticingly. Chuck trod
carefully up the steps, maneuvering his heap of belongings through the rectangular door that stretched
wide at the sides to allow its passage. At last, his adventure was beginning. When he rose in the
morning, safe and sound in his own bed, he would be a more enlightened man, free of the troubling
thoughts and nameless dreads that had nearly destroyed his ordinary life.

Chapter 3

Morit watched the Visitors board the train car with resentment boiling in his heart. His dark brows
drew down over his lined forehead. He leaned over the conductor’s arm to get a good look, studying
the faces of the strangers. There was nothing special about them. They looked just like people!

“How dare the conductor let them jump ahead in the queue?” he grumbled to his wife. “We have
just as much right to board as they do—more! We live here. They’re intruders.”

“Um-hmm,” Blanda hummed, checking over her many bags and parcels. She tapped each of them
with a forefinger as if she was making sure everything was there. Morit growled into his beard.
Couldn’t she see that they were being insulted? But she never did, curse the woman. She smiled up at
him, her round, pleasant face aglow. Her fluffy light brown hair was neatly waved and pinned up
against the back of her head. Her tweed traveling coat was buttoned up tight over her white ruffled
blouse and plain tan skirt.

“It’1l be a nice journey, won’t it, dear?” she asked, tucking her hand into his elbow. Morit snorted.
The conductor lowered his arm and Morit shoved past him up and into the car. Blanda followed a pace
or two behind.

“Nice day, isn’t it?” she said to the uniformed man. He smiled and tipped his hat to her.

“Yes, mum. Hope you have a pleasant journey.”

“Thank you, dear,” Blanda said.

Morit growled to himself and stalked ahead. Blanda caught up with him before he reached their
reserved seats.

“You shouldn’t just ignore people,” she said, with gentle reproof in her voice. “It isn’t nice.”

“What does the conductor care if we have a pleasant journey? It’s his job to get us there whether we
enjoy it or not!” Morit turned to throw their bags up onto the baggage racks, and found there was no
room overhead. Nightmare take it, whose were all of those?

“My mother always said you should treat people as though they were the ones who dreamed you,”
Blanda recited, as she always did when quoting one of her thousands of relatives, all of whom Morit
detested. He cursed under his breath as he surveyed the gloomily appointed car. The Visitors had taken



up every rack for yards around their seats with their mess of bags, probably all over the allowable
weight. How dare they impinge on everyone else’s space? Why were they here at all?

The inside of the train was as handsome as the outside had been. The walls were covered with silk
brocade in a plume and stripe Regency pattern of muted maroon, and the brass sconces gleamed
golden against them. The wooden trim around door and window frames was the same deep mahogany.
In contrast, the undercloth on the table between the facing seats was bottle green. It all looked very
upper-class, right out of an old-fashioned thriller, but welcoming, new, and smelling of starch and
furniture polish. Trains must indeed be an important memory to be able to present him with such detail.
Chuck was sure he’d never have thought of the bobéche cups around the base of the light bulbs
himself, nor the white, lace-edged covers protecting the arms of the seats.

He felt a twinge of resentment as he followed Keir toward their assigned seats. He’d half hoped the
other travelers would disappear when they boarded, going off to their own spirit quests with some
other guide, leaving him and Keir alone. But no such luck. They were all right behind him. This was
worse than his normal life. He wouldn’t even have privacy while he traveled. Their rows of seats were
in the middle of the car. He was going to have to share his guide and his personal journey with not one,
but four total strangers. He hoped he wouldn’t have to pour out his innermost thoughts and feelings in
front of them, not to mention all the other passengers seated around them. He didn’t like having a
crowd imposed upon him. At the same time he felt guilty for being so selfish. But how bad was it to
want to have just a little attention for himself?

The resentment became an uncomfortable weight on his shoulders that was only partly lessened
when he wrestled the huge steamer trunk up into an overhead rack. The storage spaces looked small,
but the trunk fit just fine. Chuck reminded himself that he was not in a physical world, for all he could
sense, feel, smell, and above all, see it. The other bags he stowed where he could, silently negotiating
for room with the two women, who were trying to put their possessions as close as they could to their
row. The tall man in tweed and the bearded, middle-aged man, who had one bag apiece, stowed their
suitcases underneath their chairs, and were sitting patiently waiting for the others to settle down.

Chuck felt his face getting hot as he tried to find space for the last three briefcases in his arms in the
midst of other passengers moving toward their seats. Was the crowd never going to let up? The mob
grew thicker and thicker, until he was holding his bags straight up in the air. Thousands of people
streamed past him in the aisle, men in baseball caps, women wearing trenchcoats, uniformed
schoolchildren, each bumping into his ribs or his knees with their luggage. Where were they coming
from? Where were they all going to sit? The train couldn’t possibly hold this many people!

“It’s just a nuisance,” Keir called to him over the heads of the mob. “Ignore it. It will be over soon.”

“Over?” Chuck asked. “Where are all these people going?”

“They’re not real,” Keir said. “Be calm.”

As quickly as the deluge of passengers began, it ended, leaving no trace of its passage. Chuck was
left standing in the middle of the corridor with his valises held high over his head, back to back with
the plump woman. Puzzled, he glanced around, as though the crowd might have slipped out of sight
behind one of the seats. The red-haired woman looked as confused as he felt. Briskly assuming the
appropriate shape for each, Keir guided them to their seats and took their extra bags from them. He
passed along the center aisle, straightening and turning bundles in the racks. An empty spot opened up
above Chuck’s head. Deftly, Keir tucked the briefcases into the gap. Chuck felt a sense of satisfaction
as the things fit as neatly into place as a piece into a jigsaw puzzle. Things were looking up. The brown
plush seats, arranged three on each side of the aisle, were comfortable, after all, and he loved train
travel.

The bearded man had taken the center seat in the row of three facing the engine. Chuck, who
preferred to ride facing forward, had the choice of the aisle or the window. Why couldn’t the bearded
man have taken either end, and left an empty seat between them? At least each seat had its own pair of
wide, padded armrests. They wouldn’t have to fight over them. He chose the aisle for the moment. The
red-haired woman laid immediate claim to the window seat facing the rear of the train, and the man in
tweed sat down next to her, stiffly upright, with his hands placed on his knees. The tall woman in
white floated into a forward seat on the other side of the aisle.

In the seat facing Chuck, a plump, round-faced man with wisps of golden hair on his round head
wearing a tan business suit offered him a cheerful smile. Across the aisle from him, a sharp-faced man
in a blue suit striped with charcoal gray glanced up from a ledger he was reading to offer a friendly
nod. The woman beside him, a comfortable-looking, white-haired matron Chuck guessed to be in her
seventies twinkled at him over her knitting. Chuck glanced at the mass of wool depending from her
needles, but couldn’t guess what it would be when it was finished. Beside her, in the pair of seats
nearest to the window, a middle-aged married couple had just finished putting their bags away. The
man favored Chuck with a curt nod.



“May | have your attention, please?” Keir said, standing between the rows. “l am very pleased to
welcome you all. Not many Visitors from the Waking World come to travel the Dreamland in person. |
find it most gratifying that the numbers have increased more greatly in the last few years than in
centuries. | am pleased you were all able to make it.”

“It is good to be here,” said the man with the beard. The others, including Chuck, nodded vigorous
agreement. The bearded man continued.

“Many millennia ago there used to be far more transit between the worlds, when the sense of
consciousness was not as physically centered as it is now. As these tours have recently been reinstated,
we may have a few problems that need to be shaken out. | need to ask you to try not to cause
complications. Otherwise we may not be able to offer such tours in the future, and that would be a
tragedy for everyone. Dream tours are a great service to the Waking World, though | am afraid others
feel it is just a burden. It’s difficult enough to find yourself, in ideal circumstances.” The others
chuckled politely.

“My name is Keir, although you should all know that by now. Shall we all go around and introduce
ourselves? After all, we will be spending an intense and interesting time together.”

“Okay,” Chuck said, when no one spoke first. “Hi, all. I'm Chuck Meadows.”

“Beddoes?” asked the plump man across from him, in a cultured though not affected voice. “That’s
a good Dreamish name.”

“Er, I’m not from around here,” Chuck said. “I’m an American. Say, you’re an American, too,
aren’t you?” he asked the bearded man.

“l don’t believe so,” said the man with the beard, in his pleasant, unaccented baritone, looking
faintly troubled.

“No?” Chuck asked, trying to be helpful. “You sure sound American. Can’t you remember where
you came from?”

“Celestia,” said the plumpish little man with a shining, rosy face, leaning forward to pump Chuck’s
hand. “Or do you mean specifically? Or just now? The hotel. Very nice. You’d like it. Hope you can
stay over a night when we get back.”

“This is over one night,” Chuck said, very worried. He looked up at Keir. “I . . . haven’t lapsed into
a coma, have 1? | mean, | will wake up.”

“No, no,” Keir assured him, soothingly. “It’s just as you say.”

“Oh, yes, time goes very differently where you’re from, doesn’t it?” said the plump man. “I am
Bergold Nestledown. I’'m from the Ministry of History in the capital city of Mnemosyne. I’m not in
need of Keir’s kind of guidance. I’'m here as a kind of adjunct of the court, to find out more about you.
We want the most accurate information about the Waking World that we can get. It’s so nice that
you’ve been able to come here. Did you find the journey difficult?”

“I really don’t remember much about it,” Chuck began, thinking that he would enjoy being
interviewed. “I was in my room, lying on my back . . .” Bergold took a notebook out of his pocket and
began to write in it with a pencil. He only seemed to be wiggling the point along the page, but neat
words appeared rapidly in neat lines. Bergold was full of questions. Chuck could hardly finish one
before he asked another.

“Now, now,” Keir said, interrupting them. “You can get more information from him later,
Historian.” The plump man looked abashed, but he put the notebook away.

“l am sorry. My enthusiasm often blinds me to anything but the object of my focus. | hope you
don’t mind being objectified.”

“No,” Chuck said, with a sly look at Keir. “I don’t object at all.” Bergold laughed. The bearded man
smiled, the corners of his mustache turning upward. He extended a hand to Chuck, and delivered a
brief but decided handshake. He offered the same to the rest of the group, and sat back without a single
wasted movement.

“My name is Hiramus Reston. | am pleased to meet you all.”

“Persemid,” said the large, red-headed lady, and defensively added, “Smith.” She folded her arms
defiantly over her broad bosom when Chuck looked skeptical about the “Smith” part. She might be a
real smith outside of this state of consciousness. She looked strong enough to bend metal with her bare
hands. But why did she dye her hair that astonishing shade of red? Then, he chided himself for a fool.
You couldn’t dye a dream projection, could you? If Keir was right, either Persemid Smith’s personal
view of herself or the roots of her soul must have red hair.

“And you, my dear?” the plump man asked the tall woman.

“Pipistrella,” she said, bestowing a brilliant, white-toothed smile upon him. The waves and tresses
of her long, golden hair swirled gracefully around her like willow branches. She looked like a
storybook fairy princess.

“Do you have a last name?” Chuck asked.

“Oh, no,” she said, turning huge, astonished, hazel eyes toward him. “I think that anchors you too



much in the world, don’t you?”

No fear of that, Chuck thought. She’d float away in a high wind. The woman was as natural or
cultivated a flake that he ever had met. Look at her, jingling with silver good luck charms and crystals.
Chuck considered himself an honest child of nature. He didn’t like people who leaned too heavily on
crutches like the New Age. In his experience they had no character of their own. Pipistrella gave him
no reason to change his opinion.

“Sean Draper,” the tweed-suited man blurted out suddenly, as if afraid of being overlooked. Chuck
turned toward him. Sean looked frightened, only just not bolting out of the car. “Look, man, this can’t
be m’ mother. She’s been dead for ten years. | don’t know what’s happening here.”

“It’s all right,” Keir said, easing into the comfortable maternal shape again and sitting down on the
arm of Sean’s chair. “Let’s just talk a moment. I’ll explain everything.”

Chuck frowned and settled back into his chair with his arms crossed. Draper was speaking too low
for him to hear, but anyone could see how upset he was. Chuck wondered for a moment what was
wrong, then decided it wasn’t his concern. He had his own problems! Keir should be helping take care
of those.

As if he could hear the mental shout, Keir glanced up. Chuck caught his eye and signalled to him,
wanting him to come and talk to him, privately. After all, wasn’t that why he was here? Keir held up a
forestalling hand and went back to his conversation with Sean. Why couldn’t the guy go get his own
spirit guide? Chuck felt like sulking, but at that moment, he heard a steam whistle outside. The car
lurched and started to move forward. The train was under way.

Chapter 4

The station vanished behind them, falling away like a toy town. Chuck should have been able to see
the airport they had walked from, but it was gone, no doubt packed into boxes by the efficient
workmen in white. The scenery whizzed by the windows at a steady rate, and the wheels rattled
companionably in a syncopated double-time beat. Chuck had always enjoyed train trips. No doubt Keir
knew this fact, and was gearing his journey so that he would be able to accept the new experiences he
was bound to have.

He moved to the seat next to the window, circling around Hiramus a little resentfully. The bearded
man had long legs with squared-off knees that seemed to stick straight out farther into the shared space
than normal legs. If the train jerked, Chuck would end up in Persemid’s lap, an event, he judged from
the expression on her face, that would hold no pleasure for either of them. Hiramus paid no attention to
Chuck. He unfolded a huge newspaper and became enveloped in it to the exclusion of all other stimuli.
Chuck turned his back on his seatmate and pressed his nose up against the glass.

The Dreamland looked just as lush and gorgeous as he would have fancied a dreamscape ought to
be. Meadows full of nodding flowers spread out from the tracks to the feet of a dense, green forest in
the middle distance. Beyond the wood, looming over all, was an endless line of mountains that
stretched high into the sky but did not seem to cut off any sunlight. Chuck wondered what was on the
other side. He hoped sincerely he didn’t have to climb that escarpment. It looked sheer as a wall.

The green of the landscape changed to blue-green so abruptly that Chuck glanced back to make sure
they hadn’t gone over a river. Even the flowers were different. So was the sky, now spotted with fluffy
white clouds. On a hill ahead, he could see a couple having a picnic. The man, wearing an old-
fashioned boater and a blazer jacket, threw crumbs to birds circling him while his female companion
clapped and tossed back her head in silent laughter. As quickly, the train passed over another invisible
line of delineation. The dominant color of the landscape changed to red-brown. A man with tattered
clothes clinging to his body dashed into view, looking back over his shoulder in desperation. He
scrambled away, sometimes clambering over the rocks on all fours, in obvious terror of his pursuers.
Even over the noise of the train Chuck could hear the sound of yelping hounds. They appeared, and
Chuck was taken aback by the horror of them. They had blood-red pelts and black lips pulled back to



show gleaming white teeth. They loped along easily, as though they knew the man’s strength would
fail soon, and they could leap on him.

Chuck started looking for an emergency cord he could pull. They had to stop the train to save the
man’s life! Then, just as he was about to bound up and call for the conductor, the man passed over the
border from the rust-colored rocks onto the blue-grass lawn. Chuck stared. The man’s clothes seemed
to have fewer tears in them as he ran. Behind him, the hellhounds put on a burst of speed. They flew
over the divide and changed into a flock of pigeons. The birds caught up with the man in a moment,
passing harmlessly overhead, except for one that left a white spatter on his shoulder. The pigeons
joined the birds circling the picnickers, and the man came to an exhausted halt beside the blanket. The
woman beckoned to the man to sit down with them. Chuck craned his head to watch until the train
curved around to the right, leaving them behind. He started to turn to ask his seatmates if they’d seen
the same thing he saw, when the train plunged forward into the midst of a city.

What a place! The outskirts were lined with neighborhood after neighborhood of particolored
houses, bisected into bright hues. Very festive, Chuck thought. Green parks were surrounded by black
and white Tudor cottages sitting side by side with stone and glass Arts and Crafts edifices. Gleaming
office buildings came next, each successive row taller than the first until Chuck had to crane back his
head to see them. Church steeples, broadcast towers, gold-leafed domes, even a triangular framework
that looked like the Eiffel Tower peeped over the top of the highest. Suddenly, a vast, scaly lizard head
peeked out between two of the buildings. Chuck gasped and sat back, not believing his eyes.

He turned to the others, wanting to exclaim to a companion, “Did you see that?” But he surveyed
the rest of his group, and changed his mind.

Hiramus Reston didn’t look up when Chuck glanced his way. He was pleasant enough in a
curmudgeonly sort of way, Chuck supposed, though you could tell how opinionated he was by the way
he sat, by that disapproving twist to his mouth. He held his newspaper just so. His suitcase was
arranged on the rack over his head just so. Hiramus eyed everyone suspiciously as they went by. His
bag was alternately under his chair with one of his feet on the handle, or sitting on his lap with his
arms around it. Chuck wondered what he was hauling around with him. Dire secrets? A load of guilt?
Money? The man didn’t look rich, but who knew what the true appearance of anything was under the
Dreamish glamour.

The large lady, Persemid Smith, bridled defensively as he looked over at her. Short but broad, he
saw a million of her on the streets of his city every day. Chuck thought that if she was much like her
astral image he would avoid her at home. She was too prickly. He was uncomfortable with people who
were openly New Age, knowing he was treading on unfamiliar and potentially dangerous territory. He
didn’t like it that others might be more at home with nature than he was. Pipistrella was another one,
covered with gauze and silver jangles. No doubt she had her room at home furnished in teddy bears,
sparkles and fairies. She was thin, dreamy, and graceful, but that total unawareness of her surroundings
could drive him insane in time.

Sean Draper, the good-looking man with dark hair and dark blue eyes, was the very image of an
Irish poet. He was even wearing an Aran sweater under that terrifically-cut tweed jacket. Chuck
wondered if the man was anything of the sort in his real life, or if this was an idealized version of his
mental picture of himself. He was too private. The very air around him shouted, “Leave me alone!”
Only Keir had braved the barrier to deal with what was inside, but that was his job. Chuck forced
himself to stop thinking about sharing Keir, because he became upset all over again.

Bergold, the short, round man with his shining round cheeks and a sharp thin nose, looked like a
cheery robin. He was the friendliest person in the car. Chuck would really have enjoyed knowing -
someone like him in his normal life. Dreamed people didn’t seem any different than the real ones.
Impulsively, Chuck turned to Hiramus to ask him what he thought, but the older man sat up stiffly
straight and brought his newspaper closer to his nose. What a pill, Chuck thought. He’s going to be
loads of fun. He began to ask Bergold a question, when the old woman across the aisle leaned over and
put a hand on Chuck’s arm.

“I couldn’t help but overhear your guide,” she said. She could have been anywhere between sixty
and ninety, her plump cheeks crisscrossed with fine lines that deepened into smile grooves next to her
eyes and mouth. “You’re from the Waking World! I’m very excited to meet real Visitors.” Chuck
could clearly hear the capital letters in her voice. “I’m Gloriana Flannel. Mrs. Flannel. And this is Spot.
We’re taking a nice holiday from our home in Frustrata.” She held up a fluffy white toy poodle with a
single black dot the size of a plum on its chest. She waggled its front paw at Chuck. “Say hello to the
nice man from the Waking World. | said to Spot when | saw you, ‘That’s a Visitor, that is.” And | was
right, wasn’t 1?” she said to Spot. “Yes, | was. And here we are—us!—traveling with them!”

The dog happily panted at Chuck, showing its pink tongue in the delight dogs worldwide had at the
prospect of meeting new people and going for a ride. Chuck scratched it on the head, and the dog
looked blissful. Mrs. Flannel settled Spot in her lap and rummaged around in her bag to disgorge a



prodigious but unidentifiable knitting project in pale blue.

“Kenner Farside,” said the grinning man riding in the seat facing Mrs. Flannel, rising to offer a
hand. Though the man stood just under medium stature, the muscles of his arms and wedge-shaped
torso showed powerful lines of definition even under his immaculate white shirt. “Call me Kenner,
Chuck.” He gripped Chuck’s fingers with a bone-crushing squeeze. Here, the handshake announced,
was a man of the world, equal to everything and everybody. “On the way to see my girl.”

Chuck took back his mangled fingers and rubbed them absently. “Didn’t | see you out on the
platform with some other woman?” She’d been a pretty one, too, with soft brown hair and light hazel
eyes. Chuck remembered noticing her and Kenner because they were totally involved in passionate
kissing to the exclusion of all else. They’d only broken the clinch when the boarding whistle blew.

Kenner grinned, man to man. “That’s my girl in Rem. A lady friend in every port means you’re
never lonely.” Mrs. Flannel gave him a reproachful look that he ignored easily.

“Bolster,” said the quick, thin man in the aisle seat beside Kenner. He had very large, round blue
eyes that protruded slightly from under prominent brow ridges. His thinning, light hair hung wispily
around a domed skull. His fingers looped around Chuck’s, contracted briefly and withdrew, a butterfly
kiss instead of a knockout punch. “Of Sheep, Sheep, Fence, Moon, and Bolster. | travel in comfort.”

Chuck poked at the upholstery of the wide seat. “It looks like all of us are doing that.”

“No, no, no,” Bolster said. “You do not understand me. My firm sells peace and quiet. When our
clients employ our services, it is to facilitate their minds’ passage into the Dreamland. We know how
many people in the Waking World are suffering from sleeplessness. Our mission statement is to deliver
relaxation to free the sleeper to let his or her dreams range freely. To do this, we employ a large
number of time-honored forms, such as sheep to hop over fences. | am chiefly an accountant. My job is
to count the sheep, and make sure the client has precisely the number he or she needs. We know
exactly how many sheep there are in the Dreamland at any time.”

“So, how many are there?” Chuck asked, curiously. He’d never thought about whether anyone kept
track of that sort of thing.

“I’m sorry, but that’s proprietary information,” Mr. Bolster said, in a brisk but not unfriendly way.
“l would be happy to discuss other phases of our business with you, however.”

The man with the glasses and short beard smiled at him a little shyly. “Morit Nightshade,” he said.
Chuck put out a hand, and Morit hesitated before taking it. The plump woman beside him beamed.
“My wife, Blanda. Happy to meet you, er, Chuck.”

“Thanks,” Chuck said, sitting back. Everyone was pretty nice here. He felt the disappointment in
not having his own quest abate a little. He knew he’d resent it if he started to think about it again, but
there was so much else to see and, now, other people to talk to.

“Where will you be going . . . ?” Morit began to ask.

The light coming into the car suddenly turned dark green. Chuck glanced out. They were out of the
city and passing by forest again. This one was thick, almost primeval, filled with ferns. Chuck admired
the breadth of the huge, shaggy-boled trees. No logger had ever mown down these proud beauties. He
wondered if trees dreamed. What did they think about, standing in forests all day? As if in answer, the
train passed a few saplings playing cards on a rock. They straightened up as the train hurtled past, one
of the young oaks not quite in time to conceal the straight flush in hearts it held behind its spindly
trunk. Chuck distinctly saw one of the maples stick out a bent bough and elbow its companion. He
grinned. The forest fell away from the tracks briefly to form a glen. In it, an unshaven giant clad in
shaggy bearskins tore up boulders from the ground and heaved them at a small frame house. The rocks,
every one of them larger than the house, failed to knock it down. They didn’t so much as scar the paint.
The boulders rebounded as if they’d hit a trampoline, and landed with a BOOM! that shook the tracks.

“Weird,” Chuck said out loud, and laughed. “What’s that house made of?”

“Frustration Dream,” Bergold told him. “Whoever’s dreaming that is suffering from powerlessness
at some small irritation that he can’t seem to overcome. | hope it’ll work out in time.”

Chuck looked at him in surprise. “You know you’re being dreamed? It doesn’t make you feel
creepy, or anything?”

“Oh, no,” Bergold said. “It gives us a sense of purpose to know.”

Chuck studied him and decided he believed that he was sincere. “Wow. Can we talk more about
that sometime during our trip?”

“Any time,” Bergold said, cheerfully. “I’ll surely tell you more than you’ll ever want to know.”

Chuck turned back to the other traveler, who swiftly hid a glower. “I’m really sorry, Mr.
Nightshade. | just got distracted. I’ve never seen anything like that outside of a cartoon. What were
you saying?”

It took all Morit’s will to keep smiling while he clasped the Visitor’s hand. As soon as he could -
decently withdraw, he did. He didn’t wipe his hand, although he wanted to. He could feel the taint of



the Waking World burning his skin. Any moment now it would begin to smoke. Then they’d see how
wrong it was for the Visitors to be here. He was infuriated that the Visitor lost interest in him while he
was talking. So he didn’t have enough reality to keep the Visitor’s mind on him, did he? All the other
Dreamlanders including his dolt of a wife liked the Visitors right away. Fools! he thought, eying his
fellow passengers with disgust. You should fear them! They mean destruction for us all! They could
destroy you with a thought.

“Such a nice man,” Blanda murmured in Morit’s ear. He shot her a look full of contempt, but the
scorn bounded off the invisible armor that surrounded her and scattered like dust on the wind. She
never could see the truth about things that would have been obvious to a child. To Blanda, everything
was just fine, no trouble. She didn’t understand that the Waking World was the source of all that was
evil. Morit had certainly suffered at their whim all of his life. Every misfortune that had ever befallen
him was the fault of those billions of dreamers he couldn’t touch, couldn’t confront, couldn’t call to
account. Everyone he knew had bought into the myth of Sleepers’ invincibility, Sleepers” infallibility.
His neighbors spoke in hushed and respectful terms about the Seven who had created the Dreamland
and everything in it for the purpose of working out the problems of their Waking lives, in whatever
form those needs took. His neighbors were nervous about doing the right thing. They cared. Morit
sneered, and immediately hid his face in his hand. Sleepers expected the Dreamlanders to do all their
dirty work for them, eh? Well, he for one was one Dreamlander who didn’t intend to do anything of
the kind.

He despised the others on the train for sucking up to the Visitors like a pack of toadies. Wake up, he
thought at them. Do you like being slaves to these . . . these ordinary beings? They all thought the
Visitors were a cut above them, something special, but anyone could see there was no discernible
difference. Why should the Dreamlanders settle for being servants of the Sleepers? What in
Daydream’s name did they ever get out of it in exchange? Not a thing! Existence? No, thank you! How
would the people in the Waking World like it if Dreamlanders started ordering them around? They
would resent it, just like he did.

As if his life was not bad enough without being changed all the time. Morit hated change. He hated
getting used to one shape, and having it whisked away from him the next moment. He never lived in
the same thing from one day to the next. He had a tiny house most of the time, always the smallest in
the village, always the least conveniently placed, always the ugliest, with the darkest garden and the
most difficult lawn to mow. If the house was large, it was drafty, creaky and ill-maintained. His front
walk was constantly overgrown with crabgrass and creeping ivy, and his garden sprouted weeds
instead of flowers and vegetables. He couldn’t keep rosebushes alive, but box elders sprang up
overnight. He had pulled out millions, but there seemed to be no end to them.

One of his chief resentments was never knowing what he was coming home to at night. He never
was certain whether he’d have a wife, or what she’d look like. What was worse, when he had one, it
was Blanda. He half-suspected that Blanda might be an imaginary or only a part-time person. She was
a little vague, always being nice to people whether or not he thought they deserved it. In his opinion
she put up with the most horrible things. She never protested, even when they were surrounded on all
sides by nuisances, distractions, and the like fit to make one’s life a waking nightmare. Morit was
constantly outraged and furious at neighbors who used their leaf blowers in the middle of the night,
their hordes of barking dogs, revving engines, occasional gunfire, jangly music from street vendors,
loud music just when he was trying to get some sleep. One night he had personally chased a string
quartet off his lawn with a stick. The next night it was a full-scale rock concert with thousands of
screaming fans. Blanda had never said a word.

He felt powerless to stop the annoyances, and he hated the powerlessness. The space invaders! The
little blips ate away at his personal space, until there was nothing left for him at all. They eroded his
territory, even his person. People crowded in so close, until he had no room to breathe. He had moved
over and over again to flee the feelings, but as soon as he settled in one place, the crowding began
again. And now the Creators were coming here in person, taking away even more of his reality by their
presence? If they had created them to solve the problems of their lives, then by all means why couldn’t
the Waking World leave the Dreamlanders alone to do it? Why must they invade, making the
Dreamlanders feel more pressured, more put upon, than they already were?

Blanda had argued with him that it wasn’t so, that they were very courteous people, but the
evidence was clear. Look at the way they took up all of the overhead luggage space, so there was no
room for his baggage. These so-called Creators were as inconsiderate as any of their wretched
creations.

The shorter man in blue jeans got up to rearrange his bags, and accidentally touched one of Morit’s
suitcases. Morit felt his blood pressure rise. Hands off that, you! he wanted to shout. It’s your fault that
it took me all night to get that packed! The size and shape changed over and over again so nothing fit.
Your fault, do you hear me? But, of course Chuck couldn’t hear him. They didn’t care what he was



thinking. It didn’t interest them. They were the high and mighty ones, who thought up such as he for
their pleasure. Chuck and the others acted so friendly now, but they would treat him like a ticking time
bomb if they knew what he was thinking. Yes, Morit thought, sitting back with his arms folded in -
satisfaction. They’d treat me with a lot more respect.

It was the worst day of his life when Visitors started coming to the Dreamland in person. He wanted
them to leave the Dreamland alone now, for good and all, never to return. If they resisted, they must
die. It was only right.

Morit was not alone in his thinking. There were plenty of others who wanted to drive these Visitors
back to the Waking World with a message to give the others—that the Dreamland is dangerous. Their
war cry resonated throughout Morit’s very being: Dreamland for the Dreamed!

Morit meant to send a message to all the Creators that not all of their precious toys liked being
played with. Unbeknownst to the passengers aboard the train, Morit’s coconspirators waited ahead,
prepared to deal a blow for the dispossessed and manipulated citizens of the Dreamland. The Visitors
would be forced out. It wouldn’t be long now. He hunched over in his seat, bracing himself to await
the event. It took all his influence not to change outwardly to reflect his inner glee.

Chapter 5

“So | said, be under it!” Chuck said. His seat companions chuckled politely at his ancient joke, but
an unseen audience somewhere really loved it. It laughed uproariously, as it had at every witticism
he’d produced, no matter how weak he thought it was privately. He was enjoying the attention and the
approbation. He glanced out the window. The green landscape rushing by outside became more and
more dense with trees. “Say, where are we now?”

“Running over a laugh track,” Bolster said, pitching his voice to carry over low chuckles from
beneath the car. “We’re passing farther into Rem.”

“Puts us deeper into REM sleep, huh?” Chuck asked. The unseen audience laughed loudly. Chuck
grinned and leaned back in the generous chair, feeling expansive. The padding molded comfortably to
his back.

“Rem is usually where we set out from,” Keir assured him, appearing at his side in the guise of the
old man in sandals. He leaned over to snip a hanging thread off the hem of his tunic with a pair of
clippers that just appeared in his hand. “It is a convenient departure point recognizable by most
visitors, although the track that encircles the Dreamland is a complete loop. One could conceivably set
out from anywhere.”

Before Chuck could ask him another question, Keir scooted off again, sitting down beside Persemid
in the guise of the gray wolf, pink tongue hanging out, head cocked to one side as she leaned toward
him with an expression on her face Chuck associated with holy confession. In a few moments, Keir
wheeled back on his hind legs, turned into his angel form, and started to float toward Pipistrella.

“Now, wait,” Chuck said, reaching up and catching the blue-white sleeve as it passed. Immediately
the white samite changed to gray homespun. Chuck found it disconcerting, but he wasn’t going to let
mere appearance put him off. “When are you going to sit down with me?”

“Why, when you need me,” Keir said, stroking his graying beard.

“I need you now,” Chuck said, pointing out the window at the multihued scenery. “What is all that
I’m seeing? Why are things changing like that? Where are we going?”

“You’ll find all these things out in time, Chuck,” Keir said. “I’ll be back very shortly. Just wait a
little, eh?”

Chuck twisted his mouth in a disgruntled pout. “I don’t like having to wait all the time.”

“You need to learn to share,” Keir said. “It’s good for you.”

“I share all the time at home,” Chuck grumbled. “That’s not what | worked so hard to get here for.”
Keir ignored his interruption.

“And, when I’m not here with you, you will have the mental space to contemplate and formulate



questions to ask me when | come back to you. If you have a burning need to know something, | will be
here, but you would be amazed at the long gaps in between moments of inspiration, if you only
stopped to observe.”

The answer didn’t satisfy Chuck, but Keir was again out of reach, putting out a gently reassuring
hand to the large-eyed entreaty of the blond woman in white. From there he sat down beside the
withdrawn man in tweeds. Chuck frowned. This wasn’t at all what he had in mind for such an
important and sacred journey. The others must not realize that they were having to sacrifice part of
their personal quests for the sake of strangers, or they might be upset, too. He would bring that
unfairness up just as soon as Keir came back to talk with him.

“Master Chuck,” Mrs. Flannel said, holding her pet up next to her face. Spot was how a handsome
ocicat with leopardlike markings. “Do tell the story about the answering machine again. | want Spot to
hear it!” The cat blinked large, green eyes at him.

Oh, well, someone was paying attention to him. Chuck sat back, took a deep breath and launched
into one of his favorite jokes.

“Tickets, please. Tickets!” The authoritative voice of the conductor rang through the car. Chuck
glanced up from the lively conversation he was enjoying with Mrs. Flannel and Mr. Bolster. What a
mixed cultural experience this train trip was turning out to be. The conductor sounded English, like
Bergold, but the train was passing through flat, swampy terrain that looked like part of the
Netherlands. Those were windmills dotting the flat, green land. But if this was a vision of Holland,
what was that lacquered pagoda doing there? And the black cutout billboard of a bull—where was that
from? It was all a jumble. He didn’t see how anomalies like this would aid him in his journey to find
enlightenment. You never could tell where you were.

“Tickets, madam? Sir? Sir?” The voice was very loud, and right next to him. Chuck looked up. The
conductor, a burly, red-faced man in a neat black uniform trimmed with red, looked sternly down at
him. “May | see your ticket, sir?”

“Why, sure,” Chuck said. He began to feel in his pockets. The sweatshirt he was wearing didn’t
have one, and the pockets in the jeans were empty. Funny, he didn’t remember being given a ticket. He
looked over at Keir who sat perched on the arm of a seat in the aisle, but the wizened little man was
watching him with detachment. Chuck plowed through his hazy memory. The spirit guide had told him
something about identification before he’d left home. He had been told to hold fast to it, because it was
the only thing he needed to get where he was going. He knew he possessed identity cards, a wallet full
of them—although not here. He searched harder. He must have had a ticket to get this far. Maybe he’d
missed it in his haste. He stood up and began to go through his pockets again.

“Come, come, sir,” the conductor said. “People are waiting.”

“But | don’t have anything,” Chuck said, frustratedly. “Wait . . . here it is!” He felt the outline of a
card in the double pocket on his right hip. He pulled out a square of white cardboard and handed it
over. The conductor turned it and looked at both sides.

“I’m sorry, sir, this is blank.”

“What?” Chuck asked in disbelief.

“There’s nothing on this at all.”

The conductor displayed the card. Chuck stared.

“There’s some kind of mistake,” he said. “That’s all I’ve got on me. Really.”

“We don’t wish to cause any kind of a fuss, sir,” the conductor said, pulling a full-sized clipboard
out of his waistcoat pocket. “Maybe we can do it in another way. Name?”

“Chuck. Chuck Meadows.” Anxiously he watched the frowning conductor study his list.

“Hmmm . . .” The official peered up at him out of the corner of his eye. “Are you sure, sir? The
image we have doesn’t match your description, sir. Are you sure you know who you are?”

“Why, yes, | ... no, not really,” Chuck said, now feeling desperate. The train began to vibrate more
vigorously under his feet. He looked to Keir for help. “I’ve been having trouble remembering things
ever since | got here.”

The conductor was professionally brisk. “I’m sorry, sir. Without proof, you could be anybody.
Passage was booked for a Mr. Chuck Meadows. If you’re the wrong person, we shall have to put you
off the train.”

By then, the landscape was hurtling by outside at a furious rate. They must have been going 200
miles an hour. If they tossed him off now, he’d be killed. Chuck gulped, and patted down his pockets
once again. His right-hand pants pocket disgorged a red-painted wooden yo-yo that hadn’t been there
before. How could he have missed something bulky like that? Or the pocket knife with a dozen blades
in his breast pocket? A moment ago he hadn’t had a breast pocket. Suddenly there were dozens of
pockets, attached to pants legs, sleeves, and the front and back of the sweatshirt, which was growing
down his body and arms like jungle vines. He pushed the heavy sleeves up over his hands and dipped



into every one. Most were empty, but some of them had things in them. He dropped the contents on his
seat one after another: magazine, umbrella, cheese sandwich with one bite taken out of it, bag of
transparent blue dice in weird shapes, five corks, an indignant, small pig in a sequined tutu, and a
potato. No wallet. Chuck looked helplessly at the conductor and shook his head.

“You see, this is what you should look like, if you are really Mr. Meadows,” the conductor said. He
turned the clipboard toward him. The picture of a man’s face shrunk rapidly from the size of a book
down to that of a lollipop. Chuck peered at the tiny image, which continued to shrink obstinately until
all he could see was a roundish, blobby, over-exposed dot with shadows for eyes and curves for nose
and mouth. It didn’t look much like the visage he had seen reflected back at him in the make-believe
jet. He felt pressure in his cheeks. His hands flew to his face. His cheekbones swelled and receded,
moving up and down under his skin like burrowing animals. His nose flattened out, grew thin, turned
up, turned down, grew broad, then narrow as a knife blade. A bump bulged at the bridge, then
subsided, appearing again at the tip. His chin sawed in and out like a slide trombone, and his skin
bubbled and boiled in a wild variety of color, texture and hairiness. His whole face was changing! He
looked wildly around for Keir. His fellow travelers were staring at him in horror. Was he becoming a
monster?

“Now, now, sir, no need for all that!” The conductor seemed suddenly much shorter than he had a -
moment ago. No, he wasn’t; Chuck had grown a foot taller. His body was now long enough to fit the
oversized sweatshirt, adding acres of arms and legs that were awkward to manage. His limbs wobbled
dangerously, and Chuck looked down in panic. The next moment the whole mass of him collapsed,
until he contained the same mass as before, but all compressed into a short, fat body with short, fat legs
and arms which were too short to reach any of his pockets. His midsection flattened out until he was
no more than an inch thick but two yards wide. His arms stuck straight out like a scarecrow’s.

“Sir, there’s no need to become ugly about this,” the conductor said.

Ugly? Was he ugly? Chuck wished he could see a mirror. Oh, he knew he was turning into a -
monster! He watched with horror as hair sprouted out of the backs of his distorted, sprung-knuckled
hands. His nails, now claws, lengthened and curled around until they were talons. Even his skin turned
a deathly shade of green. Oh, heck, was he growing scales? Chuck’s panic took him around the throat
like a rope, cutting off his air. He fell on his back, gasping, holding out his taloned paws for help.
Someone had to make him human again.

Suddenly, Keir was on his knees beside him, the round, dark eyes looking deeply into his, the bushy
beard close enough to tickle his nose. Keir’s calm, thin voice soothed his terror-stricken nerves.

“You are calling yourself Chuck,” Keir said, as peacefully as if he was reading a bedtime story.
“Chuck Meadows. Whether or not that is your name when you walk in the Waking World, it is your
nom de réve here. Now, calm down and pull yourself together.”

He couldn’t. He didn’t know where or what he was! He was used to his skin holding him all
together, but it was failing him. He was a formless blob, and his vision stretched more than 180
degrees around his body. Everyone in the car was staring at him, humiliating him to the last degree. He
felt himself pulled like taffy, out to infinity, encompassing his whole being within the form that
suddenly had no boundaries, stretching everything along with him.

The others in the car broke into protests, as they began to widen out like pictures on a rubber sheet.
Poor Mrs. Flannel looked like wash on a line, and Kenner billowed like a ship in full sail.

“Steady on, man,” Bolster protested, reeling in yards of arms and beating his bowler hat back into
shape with floppy hands. “Contain yourself! Find one thing and stick with it!”

Oh, no, Chuck thought, caught up in the power of suggestion. He was no longer a person, but a
thing. He was ashamed of himself for causing everybody distress. His hands became petals as he
turned into a shy flower. The petals spread out into a banner that said “Welcome,” plastered across his
now flattened chest. People always said he was a doormat, and now he had become one! He felt like
such a heel to be wasting everyone’s time. His arms were limp shoelaces getting in the way of his
vision because they were laced through his eyelets. He tried to apologize to everyone but his tongue
was tied tightly underneath the shoelaces. Keir grabbed the aiglets and held them tight until they
fleshed out into hands once again.

“Stop this! Now, who are you? Come on! Who? No, don’t try to answer all the things that you are.
Just concentrate on one.”

Chuck screwed his eyeholes shut, and concentrated. “I’m a man,” he said indistinctly, his tongue
flapping against his uppers.

“You’re a man, you said,” said Keir urgently. His tone of voice made Chuck listen intently. “Just a
man. Not a shoe, or a doormat, or a shrinking violet. | know it’s not easy, but you have to try. Be a
man.”

Chuck focused hard, trying to pay no attention to the eyes he knew were on him, to the ache of his
twisted and sewn body. He’d never known how uncomfortable it was to be a shoe! Keir’s voice droned



softly in his ears, giving him an anchor to cling to. He began to feel a kind of detachment as he
relaxed. His arms unlaced themselves from his tongue and unthreaded from his eye sockets. His legs
unfolded out of nowhere. Twisted thread became sleeves that receded from his fingertips and slid back
until they ended at his wristbone. His legs, decently slim, were clad in comfortable, familiar-seeming
twill pants. The running shoes on his feet weren’t what he remembered having, but he never did pay
much attention to shoes. He would, now, knowing the suffering of their existence. He stared at them
for a whole minute, and they stayed the same, indifferent to his sympathy.

“There, are you feeling better?” Keir asked. Chuck realized the guide had been sitting beside him
for a while without talking. Chuck glanced at himself in the window glass. He looked different than he
had on the plane, fine-boned and dark-skinned with black hair cropped close to his skull. “You’re a
human being again. Self-actualized for almost certainly the first time in your life, | imagine.”

“l don’t think this is how I look when I’m awake, either,” Chuck said. “But I’m not sure.”

“Probably not,” Keir said. “But that isn’t important right now. You’ll find it is very difficult to hang
on to one face in the Dreamland. In fact, no one tries.”

“Do people in this plane go through this all the time?”

“Oh, yes,” his mentor said. “Many of them have it under control. Many don’t. Those fall under
others’ influence all the time, and are forced to live a different reality from the one they would
otherwise choose.”

“l won’t do that again,” Chuck said, with resolve.

“But you will. You have no choice. You already are,” Keir pointed out, with a smile. “Didn’t you
just say this is not how you are at home? And how are you at home, exactly how you want to be?”

“l didn’t think of it that way,” Chuck said. “But | will stick to my own reality from now on, once |
decide what that is.” Chuck kept glancing at himself in the glass. The strange face met him eye to eye
again. There was really no doubt that was him. He checked behind to make certain nobody else who
looked like that was there. “I suppose | can get used to it.”

“Good! In the meantime,” Keir said, giving him a hearty slap on the knee, “decide what it is you are
here, what you want here, and stick to it. That way you won’t go off in all directions like that again.”

Chuck scowled at him. “If you’d been here to guide me, | might have been able to stop before the
changing got all out of hand. You were over talking to him.” Chuck tilted his head impatiently toward
Sean Draper.

“Listen here,” the guide said earnestly, pulling Chuck’s ear down close to his mouth. “I wasn’t -
going to say anything, but | have to. You’re a good-hearted man, you said. You don’t have anything
against anyone else, you said.” He pointed with a sharp forefinger, stabbing the air. “That man over
there was not originally part of this group. He came to us very suddenly. He’s got a terrible crisis to
work through, not an easy life like yours where you feel a little out of sorts. A real problem!”

Chuck exploded. “I am not a little “out of sorts’! I’m miserable! | hate being me!”

“But you have more choices than he has,” Keir said.

Sensing he was being discussed, Draper turned his gray-blue eyes toward Chuck. In them he could
read real pain. He felt ashamed of himself. It was self-indulgent for him to fuss about not being given
everything he wanted, when he was probably better off than so many others.

Chuck reddened until the glow of his face was reflected in the warm homespun cloth of Keir’s -
tunic. “I’m so sorry. | didn’t know . . . | thought . . . You know, sometimes I’m my own worst enemy.”

Keir grinned, his narrow chin sharpening to a point as his cheeks pulled upward. He slapped Chuck
on the shoulder. “Aren’t we all? All right, things are more or less calm for the moment. What do you
want to do first?”

Chuck’s mind raced down the list of all the profound questions he had about life and existence that
he had worked out over all the months he’d been studying meditation, but the first one that came out of
his mouth was, “What just happened to me?”

“A good question! Live in the here and now.” Keir sat down on his chair arm, which widened out
and thickened with padding into a comfortable seat. “You lost control of your shape, Chuck. In order
to keep it the way you want it, within certain parameters, of course, you have to learn how to manage
influence.”

Chuck raised his eyebrows. “What’s that?”

“Influence! It’s the power you have to change things. A lot like it is in the Waking World, but here
much more directly responsive. You exert your influence at home, and things change subtly, but
maybe not physically. Here, it affects everything, right up to the weather, and right down to every
molecule in your body. Lesson one: Remember the three F’s.”

“Don’t you mean the three R’s?”

Keir shrugged. “You can spell it that way if you insist, but it stands for ‘Form Follows Function.’
You want the shape of what you’re doing to be a variant of the material you’re working from, or else
you’ll spend all your energy justifying the alteration, not making use of the manifestation.”



“Huh?”

“I’Il put it this way,” Keir said, patiently. “Food is food. Shelter is shelter. Your perception is what
makes the difference in appearance, but its use is the same. That’s all. You exert energy to change the
shape of something within the range of its function as you perceive it. If you can change your concept
of its use, you can open up the same object to another entire string of variations. Got that? Try it!” Keir
held out a candy bar. “See what you can do with this.”

Panicking, Chuck felt his mind stretching again, but he slapped his hands over his ears and pulled
inward. He concentrated hard on having a normal head. He felt a distinct snap as his cranium resumed
its proper shape. No more out-of-control changing. He wasn’t going to let that happen again. Having
gotten his head back together, he put out a very tentative hand and accepted the candy bar.

It looked like a normal bar of chocolate: a narrow rectangle about twice as wide as it was long, and
an eighth as thick as it was wide. The orange and red label was unfamiliar, but the delicious smell was
unmistakable.

“What does this mean to you?” Keir asked.

“What does it mean to me?” Chuck echoed, puzzled. “It’s a snack.”

“Good, good, but let’s go into free association.” Keir tapped it with a sharp forefinger. “What are
other things that this object could mean to you?”

“Uh,” Chuck brought his forehead down to his balled fists, thinking hard. “Trick or treat, something
my grandfather used to buy me when | was five, bribe my friend’s sister gave us for not telling her
parents on her. Um, food, object of desire, boost, pick-me-up, happiness . . . ?”

“That’s good to begin with,” Keir interrupted him. “Food’s too easy. Let’s take bribe. That’s an
interesting association, and it’ll give you a lot of contrast to compare with. Concentrate on the candy
bar and remember the sister offering it to you. That’ll fix the function in your mind. What other kinds
of things do you consider bribes?”

Chuck focused on the candy bar, but he couldn’t imagine it being anything but what he saw before
him. It was a bar of chocolate with almonds. Keir was studying him. This was the first pitfall in his
study of his inner self. He mustn’t fail on the earliest challenge put to him. Chuck blurted out the first
thing that came into his mind.

“Well, money,” he said, uncertainly. “Tickets to the ball game. Uh, doughnuts?” To his amazement,
the shape of the package shifted, flattening out and turning from red and orange to a green-gray wad of
bills, then dividing and flattening out completely into two rectangles of white cardboard printed in
rainbow colors. Just as swiftly, the pair of tickets metamorphosed into two frosted rings of pastry
sprinkled with multicolored jimmies. Chuck felt the weight of the doughnuts, faintly warm and just a
trifle greasy on his palm. They smelled as good as the chocolate bar, but sweeter and heady with yeast.
Chuck watched the transformation wondering if he hadn’t fallen asleep and was dreaming. The whole
thing was impossible, like something out of a movie. Chocolate didn’t turn into money or doughnuts!
He gawked at Keir. But then, old men didn’t turn into dolphins or angels, either. His perception had to
change.

The doughnuts were real. He broke off a piece of one, and yellow crumbs dribbled out between his
fingers. He tasted it. The cake squashed pleasantly between his tongue and palate, and sugar melted in
his mouth. It was real.

“And we’re back again to snacks,” the guide said, with a nod. “That’s very interesting, isn’t it? It
says something deeper about you, but we won’t go into that right now. You’re a good pupil. Your
mental images are very clear. Try it on your own now.”

“How?” was all Chuck could croak out in a throat tight with amazement.

“You exerted influence,” Keir said. “Unconsciously, because you didn’t believe it would work. But
you ought to now. If you can’t believe your own eyes, you wouldn’t be believing in this reality, now
would you?”

“l suppose so.” Chuck thought hard. If he could make money into doughnuts, maybe he could make
something more difficult, change his perception, as Keir had said. He frowned at the broken pastry.
What in the world was exactly opposite to doughnuts? How about . . . a tree stump? He picked up the
undamaged doughnut and put it on the floor, which was rocking with the movement of the train.
Concentrate. His meditation studies helped him to focus intently. All he could see was the doughnut.

Turn to wood, he thought at it.

Nothing happened. The doughnut just sat there looking delicious. Chuck frowned. Working
influence must not be just like telepathy, then. Was there a more personal, physical connection? Maybe
he had to be the doughnut. How would it feel to be a snack pastry? He’d done plenty of exercises in
the past few months where books asked him to imagine himself in situations that would be
embarrassing if he had not been alone. Doughnutism, er, doughnutity? doughnutness?—was far less
humiliating than . . . well, better to forget about those times and concentrate on the task at hand.

He tried to picture a personal connection. The cushiony cake part was simple. He’d always



considered himself to be an easygoing guy. The hardest part was wondering what in him corresponded
to the hole in the middle. Then, it struck him: a hole was the perfect symbol for the inner emptiness
that had driven him here. Who’d ever think that a doughnut would have cosmic significance? They did
have a lot in common. That made it a lot easier for him to reach out for it. Now, he could feel
something, as though the air was spongy and tangible, and the round shape caused a bulge out toward
Chuck that he could sense with his outstretched fingertips. Now, if Keir was right, he could make it
change by pushing on it somehow. Be a tree root, he thought at the doughnut. Be . . . cosmically
strong, the underpinning of a great tree. Yeah, that sounded good.

To his surprise, the doughnut seemed to shudder. Its sandy surface pleated and became craggy as
the toroid figure stretched and unrolled into an irregular tube. Its matter shifted, trying to contract back
into a round shape. Chuck felt sweat start on his forehead as he felt his mind force the tube to keep
stretching. When he relaxed for a moment, it snapped into a wooden ring, exactly like a doughnut but
with bark frosting.

Tree root, darn it! Chuck thought. It shuddered visibly and took the form of a knobby tree root,
except that it was made of puff pastry. As Chuck stared, the root became a cupcake with a tree painted
in icing on the crown. Then it transformed into a perfect Buche de Noel, complete with meringue
mushrooms. Chuck reached out to touch it, and the whole thing collapsed in a heap of crumbs.

“What am | doing wrong?” he asked Keir.

“You’re fighting against the nature of dreamstuff,” Keir said. “Didn’t you hear? Form follows
function, I said. Stay with the type of thing you’re restructuring, and you’ll succeed much better.”

“l am!” Chuck said. “It’s . . . it’s a metaphor for me.” He felt his face burn as Persemid snickered.

Keir clucked his tongue. “That’s a lot to ask of a little doughnut. This is just your first time working
with influence. Try a change more tied to a plausible physical reality.”

“All right,” Chuck said, focusing in again. Think snack, he told himself. The pile of golden crumbs
responded at once, gathering themselves together as if drawn up by a vacuum, first into a crumb cake,
then a neat, shiny-topped pound cake loaf. Chuck sat back on his heels, pleased. He looked up at Keir.

“Very good,” Keir said. His eyebrows waggled encouragingly. He picked the cake up from the
floor. “Try something else.”

Inspired, Chuck stood up and felt in his many pockets. He had an idea. Wasn’t there a piece of
paper or two that he had fished out while looking for his ticket? He came up with a picture postcard of
the Eiffel Tower. He grinned. That would work even better than a plain page. He tore it into a dozen
odd-shaped pieces and put them on the arm of his chair, which widened out into a table. As he
rearranged the pieces into the right order, he thought, Jigsaw puzzle. He actually felt something in the
air shifting as the torn borders advanced and receded, forming the knobs and bays of a classic puzzle.
But the pieces were still thin as paper. He must be able to thicken them. Taking one between his
fingers, he plucked at the edges, pulling outward, picturing many layers of cardboard laminated to one
another, like all the puzzles he had played with as a child. Gratifyingly, he felt the piece grow thicker
and more solid. He picked up the next one, and made it twice as deep as the first before he realized that
he would have to control the shape, not count on it to stop when it was the right size. Now the acid
test: would they all fit together? Chuck pushed the pieces around until the Eiffel Tower was arranged
the right way. It looked good. He pushed down on the last piece, which settled satisfyingly into place
with a brief hiss of cardboard. His seatmates murmured approvingly.

“Go on,” Keir said. “Let’s play some jazz on this theme. Take the next step.”

What next step? Chuck almost asked aloud, but he answered his own question. He was thinking in
two dimensions. Could he go for three?

He almost gasped as he reached into the picture and felt the tower top sharp against his fingertip. He
grasped it and pulled upward. The Eiffel Tower rose to a height of six inches, the edges of the puzzle
pieces that formed it as clearly defined as its girders. Nervously, he let it go. It stood on its own.

“Well done!” Bergold called, applauding. The other Dreamlanders clapped cheerfully. Chuck felt
happy. He had learned to make something out of nothing, and change that something into something
new. He was accomplishing something important.

“You learn very quickly,” Mrs. Flannel said, patting her little hands together. “Just what we would
expect from a Visitor. Don’t we, Spot?” She cuddled her pet, now a large green lizard.

“Thanks,” Chuck said, settling back into his seat. He glanced around at his fellow passengers. “I’'m
really sorry I almost changed you back there. | didn’t know what | was doing.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for,” Mr. Bolster said. “I hadn’t realized you were new to this.”

“Completely,” Chuck said, hating himself for being an idiot in front of strangers. “Before | left
home, | didn’t know there was anything called influence.”

The Dreamlanders looked astonished. “Really?” Mrs. Flannel asked. “Then how do you get
anything done?”

“By hand, | suppose,” Chuck said, not really certain how to explain. “Things in the Waking World



can’t be changed or moved directly by your mind. | mean to say, your mind tells your muscles to
move, and they move things. It’s indirect.”

“Good heavens! How much work that must be!”

“Now, now, madam, there are people of little influence here that must accomplish things in the
same way,” Mr. Bolster said, gallantly. “Why, isn’t that the case even in Elysia, Master Morit?”

Morit grumbled, though it sounded like assent.

“That puzzle you did is very good,” Mistress Blanda said, with a kindly smile. “You seem to have a
natural knack for our ways. We pride ourselves on being different all the time. You made it change,
just the way one of us might think about doing.”

Persemid, in the corner, looked envious at the compliment. Chuck felt a little sorry for her. He
pushed the point of the tower back into the cardboard base, and drew it up again with his hands in full
view above the puzzle.

“l did it like this,” he said. “I can show you what Keir just taught me.” Around his hands, detailed
diagrams with arrows appeared on the air. Chuck was surprised, but they were accurate. He smiled up
at Persemid, inviting her to take advantage of them. She narrowed her eyes at him.

“l saw it,” she snapped. “I don’t need help.” Annoyed, Chuck went back to his puzzle, changing the
image into London’s Tower Bridge, which he had once seen on a school trip. For a moment he
stopped, hand in midair, pleased that he had recalled some memory from his ordinary life. He reached
for more, but that was all, a single detail floating suspended in a sea of uncertainty. Never mind. He
had the image in his mind. The top of the tower parted into two gatehouses. He stretched them out over
a widening base, careful to leave the spans and long wires intact, and set them at opposite ends. It
didn’t look exactly like the real thing, but that was because his mind’s eye refused to focus tightly. He
didn’t have a photograph to work from this time.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Persemid rolling up a small piece of matter from the arm of her
chair and bending it into the shape of an architectural arch. Chuck grinned to himself, and continued to
work with his hands visible at all times. Persemid was trying not to look as though she was watching
him. She must not have tried manipulation very much when she had come here before. He wondered
what she had been doing.

In the meantime, Chuck had moved on to a figure of the United States Capitol. The spans of the
bridge had shrunk down and flattened into symmetrical white wings. The central tower rounded off
into a familiar dome. He saw tiny specks in the air floating around the top in an irregular vortex.
Peering closely, he saw the small dots were pigeons. So the image of the Capitol must also be a
memory, but it was in his hands instead of his head, because he couldn’t recall ever having been to
Washington.

“Ooh, that’s good,” Pipistrella said, watching with delight. “It’s just like on the money.”

“Try something!” Chuck encouraged her, charmed by the artless compliment.

“Oh, no,” she protested, lifting her hands helplessly. “The signs aren’t right yet.” Sean snorted. She
turned her huge eyes on him, but he wouldn’t meet them. “Don’t laugh like that. | have to wait until
I’m guided.” As if on cue, Keir drifted toward her, changing into his angelic persona, and settled down
near her. A chorus of thin voices and organ music rose up about them, drowning out their low
conversation.

“Hey, Mr. Draper, you try it,” Chuck suggested, pitching his voice over the heavenly choir. “It’s
lots of fun.” Sean glanced up at him with an expression of terror, all the more startling because his face
literally drained of all color, leaving the slate-blue eyes stark in a sheer white face.

“No! No, thank you.” The tall man quickly folded his hands under his arms lest they suddenly
produce international landmarks, and huddled into his seat. Chuck turned to Hiramus, who gave a
sharp little shake of his head, and continued to stare straight ahead. The man never wasted a single
movement. Chuck shrugged, and went back to playing with his puzzle.

He wondered if it would keep changing if he separated some of the pieces. He took the cupola off
the dome and tried to reshape the image into the Temple of Good Harvest. The cupola became a gold
knob that fit right back on top of the round, tiled roof of the Chinese landmark. Chuck grinned.

“Hey, it worked!” he exclaimed.

“Bravo,” Bergold said, with a smile. “You have discovered another fundamental tenet of
dreamstuff, the law of contagion.”

Chuck pulled his hands away from the puzzle. “It’s got some kind of disease?” The bright knob
tarnished visibly, and the tiles began to pull away from the rafters.

“No, not at all,” Bergold assured him, poking at the sagging walls. “Don’t ruin such a pretty thing
with your worries. | mean that if you separate one thing into sections, they continue to affect one
another no matter where they are. It’s a way of keeping track of something that is distant from you.”
Chuck eyed his creation. As though the sun came out from behind a cloud, the gold brightened, and the
paint looked more brilliant than ever before. It was beautiful. He loved it. He wanted to keep it forever.



He couldn’t wait to see what else he could make out of it.

Chapter 6

In his dreams Chuck had seen things change over and over again, fascinated by each alteration, yet
emotionally untouched by the phenomenon. The joy of this activity was that he was awake, aware and
doing this with his own hands. He really felt the changes, sensing that not only was the shape different,
but so was the soul. The Eiffel Tower had felt French. The Capitol had been pompous and
argumentative. The Parthenon was majestic and reverent. The Great Pyramid was old and serene.
Chuck made the changes go faster now, clicking from sight to sight like a three-dimensional slide
show, as many images as he could recall from travels he’d made, shows he’d seen, pictures in books.
Each shift was accompanied by applause from the Dreamlanders around him and that unseen audience.
If what he’d done was good in their eyes, he must really be a natural. The puzzle narrowed between his
hands into a cheeselike wedge.

“Watch this,” he said, as he reached way into his memory for a building he’d seen as a child: the
New York Flatiron, complete with bronzework and cornices. The invisible crowd went wild. He felt
like getting up to bow. He was on his way.

“You’ve really accomplished something there,” Kenner said, with a wink, “like you’ve done it all
your life.”

“Thank you,” Chuck said, sitting back with his hands clasped behind his head. He crossed his feet
in front of him. In her corner, Persemid snorted.

“Big so what?” she said, deflatingly, whisking a hand at the puzzle. “So you’ve learned to color -
inside the lines. It still doesn’t change you in any way.”

Crestfallen, Chuck realized she was correct. What good was this, even if it was fun, if it didn’t help
him in his quest? The hollow misery inside of him was unabated. All at once the new toy lost its luster.
His Flatiron Building sagged over like a fallen loaf of bread.

“You enjoy taking the fun out of things for other people, don’t you?” Sean Draper asked, his brows
drawn down fiercely as he rounded on her. “I might not want to try this stuff myself, but | don’t see
why Chuck Meadows shouldn’t enjoy it if he wants to.”

Persemid shrugged. “Just being honest,” she said, unapologetically. “He’s been grousing since we
got started that he’s here to achieve a higher plane. This is nursery school stuff.”

“Nursery school!” Sean sputtered. “It’s black sorcery!”

“It’s nothing,” Persemid said. “It’s natural here. I’ve been watching the locals—everyone does it,
even the kids. Right?” she asked Bergold.

“She is correct, sir,” the historian said. “This is the way that we interact with our surroundings.”

Persemid rounded on Sean. “See? Focusing on surface stuff misses the point!” She glared at Chuck.
“What you’re doing has no more depth than the picture you’re playing with. You want deep, dig
deep!”

At that moment Chuck really didn’t like her, but she was right. He’d wasted too much time playing.
It was time to get back to business. He turned the puzzle back into a flat image and put it in his pocket,
not without regret. Playing with influence was fun, but he wouldn’t do it in front of Persemid any
more. When Keir floated away from holding confessional with Pipistrella, Chuck caught hold of the
angel’s sleeve, which immediately roughened to gray homespun.

“How long before we get to the place where we start my quest?” Chuck asked. “I don’t mean to
keep nagging, but the night won’t last forever, um, where | am.”

Keir gave him a quizzical look. “You’re on your vision quest, son.”

“No, I’'m not. I’m on a train. You can’t have a mystical experience on a train.”

“Certainly you can!” the guide said, sitting down. “It’s all a matter of perspective. To the people
here in the Dreamland, this is a train that they use to go from place to place, as it would be for you, too,
if you were asleep and dreaming. For you it is an ongoing transport through different phases of your



mind: imagination, memory, psyche, anxieties, all battling it out to produce the calm, well-adjusted
person you need to become. Don’t worry so much about what comes when! We’ll visit a lot of
fascinating places. We’ve got a few days, or maybe several.”

“Which is it?” Chuck asked, peevishly. “How will | know when it’s over?”

“You’ll go home when the moon reaches the west horizon.” Keir patted him on the hand. Chuck
saw prickles spring up on his skin out of irritation, but they didn’t bother the guide at all. “Relax, and
you’ll enjoy it.” He stood up. “Ladies and gentlemen, | wanted to go over some of the itinerary with
you. Chuck here asked, and he’s right: we haven’t talked about where we’re going. | mean, we know
where we want to end up eventually, but paying attention to the journey—not just the destination—is
part of your education.” Chuck sat back, pleased, ready to be instructed. Keir still wore the guise of the
little old man, Chuck guessed, because he was still answering one of his questions. “Here. You’ll all
want to see this.” He shook out a folded map and held it up for everyone to see.

“This place has a map?” Sean Draper asked.

“Of course! How else will we know where we’re going? This will show us the main points that the
train will be passing through, and some of our stops along the way,” Keir replied. He handed it to
Chuck. “Here. Have a look and pass it around. | don’t need it back.”

Chuck took the map gingerly. As much as he liked trains, he would have preferred something more
in the chant-and-meditate school of internal contemplation. Sean Draper peered politely over the top,
but Persemid shoved her way in between Hiramus and Chuck to have a good look. Pipistrella seemed
not to care.

Nothing about the map suggested that it was the chart of another plane of existence. Chuck found it
disappointingly ordinary. Shouldn’t the map itself have been luminous, or diaphanous, or even make
strange noises when he unfolded it? But, no; it crinkled like a motor club road map, the kind they
handed out free with an 8-gallon fill-up at the pumps. With a sigh, he spread it out flat and studied the
topographical layout.

The Dreamland was more or less round in shape. No surprise that they were seeing mountains out
the window; the whole country—continent?—was ringed with them. There were two very large bodies
of water indicated, one in the center and one in the southwest, and one tremendous river with lots of
small tributaries marked with thin blue lines that wound around the whole map. Forests were indicated
by irregular, green blobs, except for one marked out in scary black. The detail was amazingly good and
seemingly endless. The closer Chuck peered, the more intricate were the representations of towns and
highways. In the second-largest metropolis, he could see a church steeple and count dots representing
houses. He fancied that if he could focus down far enough, he might be able to see people and cars.
Some of the names listed were so weird. One of the provinces was called “Wocabaht.” What did that
mean? He found Rem on the map. It was almost exactly at the top, or north edge, in the shadow of the
mountains named Deep Mysteries.

Keir was talking while Chuck read. “I think you’ll all enjoy the tour that’s been planned for you.
Many things to see. Many experiences to have. Many places to go, some familiar to you, some not. We
have just departed Rem, as you might have guessed from the sign in the station. That was the main
town in the province, also called Rem. This province appears to have the greatest concentration of
ancient creatures and beasts that we know in the Waking World as mythological. All of them have had
a reality in the Collective Unconscious, so they exist here. You may or may not see one, but keep
looking. If you don’t now, you may later on in your dreams.” The little man’s eyes twinkled. “I’m
looking forward to sharing some of my favorite places with you. This train skirts the perimeter of the
Dreamland, much as you are skirting the edge of sleep, but we will not lack fascinating places to visit
for all that we won’t be cutting inland. It’s all relative anyhow.”

The other passengers were nodding and looking wise. Chuck felt confused, but he didn’t say
anything. Keir waved toward the map in his hands. “Our first stop will be in the Meditation Gardens.
Very scenic. Another place I’ve always enjoyed is the Rock of Ages. Quite a historical location. On a
clear day you can see forever, experience visions of all the dreams that ever were. We won’t be staying
long, or some of you might go mad.”

“That sounds bad,” Sean Draper said, interested in spite of himself. “Why go at all, then, if it’s so
dangerous?”

“Because it’s fascinating and mind-stretching. Most minds won’t stretch; they tear. They lose a
great deal of elasticity after childhood,” the guide said.

“Let’s not go there,” Pipistrella said, sounding alarmed. “I don’t want to lose my mind!”

Chuck almost said something scornful, but worried about his own state of sanity. For just a moment
Keir looked angelic. The beautiful face was strong and stern. “You will not. I will prevent it from -
happening.”

Pipistrella calmed down at once, looking up at him with trust in her eyes. Feeling that confidence
radiating from Keir, Chuck lost his fear, too. All right, he’d brave this Rock of Ages, and risk his



sanity for a glimpse of history. It would make good telling when he got home . . . if he ever told
anyone how he’d spent this night. Most people still wouldn’t understand.

“After that, we’ll be passing through Yore, Ephemer, Frustrata . . . .” Keir’s voice faded into a
meaningless babble as Chuck fell into a perusal of the chart. All these places he would not see, maybe
never would see. He felt an inexplicable longing to see Reverie. Or all those other names that sounded
so interesting. Lark. Codswallop. Birdlip. Conundrum. Wandering.

“. .. Ifit’s out that far when we go by we might see a part of the Nightmare Forest,” Keir continued.
“In the Dreamland, as you might guess, all things are subject to change without notice. And we’ll be -
going across the Sea of Dreams, a place of marvelous beauty. We’ll see some of the islands, each with
a character all its own. I’m fond of the Friendly Islands. They’re most welcoming. Trouble is, they
don’t want you to go! They’re not all a walk on the beach, either. Some of them are dangerous, but
they are all interesting. 1t’1l be well worth our time.”

“Wait,” Chuck said, catching sight of a name on the map. He pointed it out to the guide “There’s a
place called Enlightenment right there, just west of us. Right there. Isit. .. ? It can’t be, not really.
Could it?”

“Oh, but it is,” Keir assured him, nodding. “True Enlightenment. The real thing.”

“But it’s behind us,” Chuck said practically. He stood up. “Stop the train! We’re going the wrong
way. Let’s get off and take one that goes straight to Enlightenment.”

“You can’t start out there, son,” Keir said patiently, looking up at him. “You have to pass through a
lot of other places before you get there. It could take you a lifetime. All your reading must have told
you the same thing.”

Chuck frowned. He knew what Keir was saying, but he didn’t want to know it.

“Well, yes, that’s what the books say,” he said, trying to sound reasonable and persuasive, “but
we’re here now, and it’s so close! It just seems like the obvious thing to do, since it’s possible. It will
save us a lot of time.”

“That’s right,” Pipistrella said, opening large blue eyes at the guide, who turned angelic in response
to her regard. “Why can’t we just go back? Why can’t we just picture ourselves there, and be in the -
moment?”

“It isn’t the right way,” Keir told her. “Look here, my dear Pipistrella, we are going to a lot of very
interesting places. You wouldn’t want to eat dessert first, would you?”

“Sometimes | do,” Pipistrella said, her very large, blue eyes wide open with reproach as the others
scoffed. “Well, I do. Don’t you?” She looked around at them. “I bet you do.”

“l don’t eat dessert,” Persemid growled. Pipistrella turned the blue searchlamps on her.

“That’s sad,” she said with genuine sympathy. “You ought to, just a little. I think dessert rounds out
a meal, even if it’s just a grape.”

“And what’s dinner? A lettuce leaf?”

Pipistrella ignored her and focused on Keir, who obligingly assumed halo and wings. “I don’t
understand why we can’t just turn around.”

“Because you’ll find that Enlightenment isn’t there any longer,” Keir said.

“What?” Chuck asked. He searched the map. Keir was right. The spot on the map had vanished
from its place to the west of Rem. He looked up into the guide’s bright black eyes, now fixed on him.
“Where did it go?”

“Where people are prepared to experience it,” Keir said, as if that was obvious.

Chuck flopped back in his seat, trying not to feel as though he was sulking. What bothered him was
only Pipistrella agreed with him out loud. The others must be more experienced travelers, or too canny
to say what they were thinking. He was the one dumb enough to open his mouth and ask.

“So where is Enlightenment now?” Chuck asked. “The next province?”

Keir chuckled. “Everywhere and nowhere. You’ll see it when you’re ready, not before. The glimpse
you just had was to tease you.” Chuck frowned.

“So, what is in the next province?”

“Wocabaht has some interesting geographic features, several cities, waterfalls, mountains, scenic
overlooks, fairs. Probably the most notable item is that the seasons are reversed. When it’s spring in
Wocabaht, it’s fall in all of the others. You’ll see when we cross the border.”

“But that’s impossible,” Sean Draper said. “You’d have to travel over the equator thousands of
miles to see opposite seasons.”

“Not in the Dreamland,” Keir explained. “Each province is based on its Sleeper’s inner landscape.
Here, anomalies lie side by side. It’s perfectly natural. Consider your own dreams.”

Chuck stared at his feet, thinking hard. Though the fuzz was still over his memory, he did remember
how he felt after particularly vivid dreams. He knew that he had run into weird situations, and retained
the impression but not the image of what they were. No, wait, a single memory came through clearly,
the night he’d dreamed he was riding on a swan, and it turned into a rubber alligator as summer turned



into winter and snow fell on him, chilling his wet skin. He had always thought it was because he’d
kicked off his quilt, but maybe he’d just gone to a different province in his dream.

“l suppose you are right,” Chuck said, glancing up at last. “Anyone else want this?” he asked,
holding up the map. “Mind if | keep it?” He collected a full complement of no’s from the group. He
glanced at the map briefly, folded it up again along its creases, and stuck it in his back pocket. Maybe
after dinner he would spread it out and memorize some of the landmarks.

Before he could sit back, he felt the lump of paper shift. He felt behind him to see if it had fallen out
of his pocket. It wasn’t in the seat. He got up to look for it on the floor. Persemid, beside him, looked
down.

“What’s the matter?”

“| dropped the map.” It wasn’t under the seat. Or in the aisle. He got down on his hands and knees
to look. The feet of the other passengers rose and fell in a cascade as he patted around on the carpet.
There was no sign of it. It was gone.

“Do you want this?” Keir asked. Chuck looked up. The guide held the map out to him. An angry
comment rose to his lips but he suppressed it. So Keir was a practical joker. He must have picked
Chuck’s pocket. Well, Chuck wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of reacting. Lips pressed tightly
together to keep remarks from popping out, he folded the map up and stuck it into his back pocket.
This time Keir’s hands were in plain sight when Chuck felt the lump vanish again. He whirled to see
who had taken it.

He heard a snicker behind him and turned around again. Persemid’s eyes were sparkling as she
struggled to keep from laughing out loud. Bergold’s round cheeks were folded in a merry expression.

“It won’t stay with you, sir,” Bergold said. “I would have to call this a minor Frustration Dream, but
itis all to a purpose. It seems you’re not to know exactly when we’re going where we’re going. Once
you’ve been there you’ll have a map in your head that no one can take away from you—barring the
odd Amnesia Dream, that is.”

“But | want one now!” Chuck knew he sounded petulant, but he didn’t care.

“How can you know where you’re going when you’ve never been there before?” Mrs. Flannel
asked.

“But that’s what a map is!”

“No, that’s a Waking Worlder’s concept of what someone else has seen,” Bergold said. “You need
to chart your own course as you make your way. Then, you will have the memory forever after
because you made it.”

“Sounds circular to me,” Persemid Smith said. Chuck glanced at her with a comradely grimace. She
bristled, but less than before. They were starting to get used to one another. Maybe by the time this
was all over he and the rest would be friends. Keir shook his head.

“Why be obsessed with someone else’s impressions? You have nothing to do on this journey but
discover yourself, but you may as well enjoy the trip. A little uncertainty will make you focus better.
And | don’t want you to concentrate on what you think we ought to be doing, | want you to think about
what we’re doing. Be in the moment.”

“l...” Chuck found it difficult to argue with that kind of logic. All the books advised him to let go
of his conscious self, but in practice it was far harder than he thought. He wanted the crutch of a map,
and was unreasonably upset that he couldn’t have one. Reaching out into the unknown was fun from
the depths of his armchair, or secure on his bed, but riding a train into nothingness was uncomfortable.
“Look, you take away my everyday surroundings, you take away my body image, you mess with my
total concept of reality. What would be so wrong with letting me have that one thing? If I could look at
it, why can’t | keep it?”

“Because it’s not yours,” Keir pointed out, tapping his foot impatiently. “I am sharing my personal -
images with you, as | share my impressions, but you can no more keep it than you can keep my
memories in your head! Your own map will consist of whatever you experience in the Dreamland.
That will be yours forever.”



Chapter 7

The outspoken Visitor looked unsatisfied with his guide’s argument. Morit smirked to himself.
Well, Chuck Meadows’s personal map would end up being a very limited one, because he intended
that this would be a very short trip for the Visitors. The guide, perpetrator and facilitator of this
outrageous invasion, was as unwelcome as his clients. He must be caught in the upcoming disaster,
too.

Morit settled back into his plush seat, concentrating on making it a safe place lined with shock
padding to insulate him from what was to come. His confederates were not far away now. They were
preparing their attack, the details of which Morit had carefully and lovingly worked out. The intruders
would be surprised when the crunch came. And a beautiful crunch it would be. He felt a momentary
twinge for Blanda, but decided her natural armor against annoyance would protect her from harm, and
what was disaster but an oversized annoyance? He couldn’t warn her. She admired the Visitors, the
foolish female. She would want to tell them everything, and that would be the end of his long-plotted
revenge against the Waking World. He glanced at her. She was intent upon the Visitors, and paid no
attention to him.

“Look, | don’t have to know everything about where we’re going, but I like to be prepared,” Chuck
said, holding the map crumpled in his fist. It was still trying to make a break for it, but Chuck wouldn’t
let it go. “Can’t you just post it here in the car so we can all look at it?”

“Would you just calm down and let the guide do his job?” Persemid snapped at him.

“l would say this is part of his job,” Chuck said, rounding on her. “I don’t like charging into the
unknown blind.”

“You’re not blind. You can look at it as much as you want,” Persemid said. “You just can’t hog it to
yourself.”

“Please, please, friends,” Keir said, stepping between them with his hands up. Having to deal with
two aspects at once left him looking like a werewolf. “This is really not a matter to get so heated over.”
“l say, aren’t we going a trifle fast?” Hiramus interrupted. Chuck glanced out of the window. The

telegraph poles were whipping by so swiftly that they were blurring.

“Sleeper’s whim,” Keir said, cheerfully. “We were creeping before. The engineer undoubtedly
wants to make up for lost time.”

Hiramus raised his eyebrows. “What engineer?”

Keir turned around to look toward the front of the train. To Chuck’s surprise, they were able to see
through the wall all the way to the tracks. Their car was now just behind the locomotive, with a
transparent view of everything going on in the cab, as though that wall had turned into a picture
window. Chuck stood up. He could see everything: the empty cabin, the controls, the chain hanging
down from the steam whistle, the oil can on a bracket, the nose of the engine as she began to round a
bend, and far ahead, the endlessly deep chasm where the tracks ought to be. Pipistrella pointed and
screamed. Everyone turned idly to see what was the matter.

The next second the car was full of panicking passengers rushing all over the place. A few of them
fell to their knees and began praying loudly. One man strapped on a parachute and goggles, and
jumped out of a window. Women huddled into a corner with their children clinging to their skirts. Men
dashed back and forth with fire hoses, axes and blueprints, getting in each other’s way. Chuck pushed
them aside so he could see what was going on. The train wasn’t stopping. They were going to crash!
Where was the crew?

At that moment, the engineer wandered back into the picture, carrying a cup of tea and a newspaper,
his mouth pursed as though he was whistling. He glanced out of the windshield, did a double take,
threw the cup in the air and lunged for the brake handle. He hauled it back mightily. A screeching
sound filled the air. The cars jarred as the brakes skidded, throwing screaming passengers off their
feet, into seats, the aisle and each other, but the train didn’t slacken in speed at all. The engineer held



onto the handle until it snapped off in his hands. The wind caught it away from him, and it flew out of
the side of the cabin. The engineer grabbed the whistle cord and yanked it frantically. Shrill hoots split
the air. Chuck felt his heart race like the engine. They weren’t stopping!

“What happens if we crash here?” Sean Draper shouted over the noise. “Will we die in our normal
bodies?”

That was so exactly what Chuck was thinking that he wasn’t surprised when the two of them began
to run forward at precisely the same moment, hoping to get to the front of the train. He didn’t know
what they could do to make it stop, but they had to do something!

They pounded on the picture window with their fists. Chuck was aware of Bergold at his side,
digging at the glass with his hands, which were suddenly equipped with curved claws like a badger’s.
The little Historian muttered to himself about “Helplessness scenario.” Chuck didn’t know exactly
what it meant, but his rushing brain was happy to put the worst interpretation on it. Would helplessness
mean death, or could they hope for a last-minute rescue? They couldn’t wait around to find out. The
chasm loomed nearer and nearer.

Chuck dug frantically at the glass with his fingernails, and felt them break away. The train was only
moments from plunging into the depths. He imagined a wild vision of himself and the others fleeing
from the car, jumping just before the impact. Escape, that was it!

Before he could turn and run, Chuck felt a soft bar press into the backs of his legs, shoving him
forward. His knees buckled, dumping him onto a seat that came up and under him, scooping him up off
the floor. He tried to outrun the seat, but it was moving faster than he could. He dug his heels in and
shoved back. Sweeping his feet right off the floor, the seat tilted crazily upward as though in the next
moment it would propel him into the abyss ahead. Chuck’s heart pounded in terror. He made an
attempt to jump off the side of the seat. As he tried to rise, belts snapped around his wrists and waist
while his legs dangled helplessly. He couldn’t get away now. He was going to die, smashed to bits on
the rocks below. What would his family say when they found his lifeless body in the morning? He had
to free himself, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the onrushing calamity. The break in the track
came closer and closer. Chuck could see the sharp edges of the torn metal rails, the spikes of broken
wooden ties, and the endless nothingness beyond. Children were screaming, and the engine noise was
louder than ever, pounding like jungle drums in his ears.

“Backpedal!” someone cried. “Backpedal!”

Chuck felt heavy blocks bump up against the soles of his feet, like the pedals on his old bike, the
one he got from his grandfather when he was small. He even felt the heavy rubber handlebars form
under his hands. He curled his fingers around them, squeezing tightly. As surely as his grandfather’s
arms had when he was a boy, they gave him confidence. Chuck got up off the seat, suddenly narrow
and hard against his bottom, and stood up on the pedals. Clinging tightly for support to the handlebars,
he started milling his feet backwards, until he felt resistance against the pedals like the chain of a
bicycle. The drag was heavy but not beyond his strength. Grimly, Chuck kept his eyes on the nearing
abyss. He kept pumping his legs until the train screeched hotly to a halt only a few feet from disaster.

“He saved us!” Bergold cried, pointing at Chuck. The whole car erupted in shouts of joy and wild
applause.

“Congratulations, Master Chuck,” Bolster said, smiling his wintry smile from across the aisle.
“You’re a hero, sir!”

“You’re a hero! You’re a hero. Awk!” Spot, a handsome scarlet macaw, chattered, fluttering his
wings. Mrs. Flannel just looked at Chuck adoringly.

Chuck felt his legs swinging freely, and found that the straps holding him in had become a rigid
body harness, like those on an inverting roller coaster. A young man in a striped jacket and a name
badge came by, unlocked everybody from their seats and pointed them toward a big red sign reading
exit. Chuck stood on the moving walkway rolling along the aisle as the other passengers clustered
close, slapping him on the back and shaking his hand as he went by. He felt foolish.

“It was nothing,” he said.

“Your modesty does you credit,” Bergold said, riding the runner behind him, “but your quick
thinking averted a terrible disaster.” He slapped Chuck on the shoulder. “Thank you, my friend.”

“It really wasn’t anything special,” Chuck admitted, uncomfortable with all the faces staring at him.
“| just did what Keir told me to.”

Keir, a couple of people ahead on the moving path, turned and raised his wiry brows. “I didn’t say a
word to you, son,” the guide said. “You might have heard one of your inner voices advising you. That
often happens in times of crisis.”

“No,” Chuck said, thoughtfully. “It really sounded like it came from outside my head.”

“Then who was it?” Persemid asked, poking him in the ribs from behind. “Not to steal from your
amazing feet, excuse the pun. I’m just curious.”

“Me, t00,” Chuck said, sincerely. “I don’t know.”



He glanced around. Those whose eyes he met shook their heads. He was puzzled. No one would
admit to having shouted at him. It seemed strange that nobody would want credit for the rescue.

It was a rescue worthy of thanks. When Chuck walked down to the engine end of the train, he
joined all the passengers looking down at the ravine into which they had almost plunged. He stood at
the edge, feeling the giddy hollowness in his middle that comes from staring down from great heights,
and whistled at the gap in the tracks over the sharp rocks. Tiny specks far below them swooped and
turned in the air. He realized they were birds. The gorge must be thousands of feet deep. Persemid
stood beside him, swaying slightly. He stood ready to leap for her if she started to fall over.

“We almost rode straight into that,” Persemid said, her round face pale. “The track is just gone.”
Chuck nodded, silent, glancing around for any clue as to what had happened to millions of square feet
of land. He swallowed uncomfortably. The engine had only been a few yards from the edge.

“What happened to the land here?” Hiramus asked, gazing down into the depths. “It doesn’t look
like an avalanche or a subsidence. It seems as though something took a huge bite out of the landscape.”

“Look at that terrible destruction,” agreed Mrs. Flannel, holding Spot on her arm, as they surveyed
the damage to the track. The parrot gripped her sleeve tightly, and let out a long whistle as he dipped
his head to look down. “What a nuisance!”

“My hat, that’s a deep one,” Bergold said. He consulted a small book that he took from his coat
pocket, and made some notes in it with a gold pencil. “I don’t think it was a nuisance, madam. They’re
rarely this destructive.”

“It’s eaten away the tracks,” Persemid said. “How are we supposed to keep going?”

“It won’t last for long,” Keir assured her. “The Sleepers like their provinces the way they made
them. It’1l heal itself pretty soon.”

“I hope it is soon,” Hiramus said, concern wrinkling his forehead. “I do not wish to be held up here.
There is so much more | wish to see on our journey.” He peered around, stroking his beard with one
hand. Chuck followed his eyes, and frowned at the scenery around the tracks.

“What’s wrong?” Persemid asked.

“It’s still blurry,” Chuck said. “Just like it was out of the window.” He pointed to the telegraph
poles, unnaturally thin and close together, with wavy wires strung between them like spindly
hammocks. Instead of narrow blades, the gray-green grass on either side of the train was a mass of
wide, thin sheets, one in front of the next. The picket fence that marked the right-of-way blended
together into a single expanse of serrated white. The farther away from the tracks the more normal the
scenery looked.

Persemid looked at it, and pursed her lips in amusement. “I wonder if it is ever that way at home.”

“If 1 ever jump out of a moving train I’ll let you know,” Chuck said.

“You can here, you know,” she said, with a mischievous glint in her eyes. “You should try it. It
might be fun.”

“No, thanks.”

“Oh, that’s right,” she said, with heavy irony in her voice. “You like to know the outcome of
everything in advance.”

Peeved, Chuck was about to ask if she had ever thought of taking a flying leap herself when the
conductor came by with his gold watch in his hand.

“Boo-oard!” The conductor nodded firmly to the two of them. They fell into obedient step behind
him as he marched toward the passenger car.

Pipistrella wandered toward the steps, blinking back at the damaged rails. “How can we keep going
if there’s no track?”

The angel Keir was at her side in a moment, offering her a hand to help her up into the car.

“I’ll explain everything, dear,” he said. He glanced back at Chuck, and tipped him a sly wink.

As Chuck came back into the car, a woman ran up and clasped his hand warmly. Other passengers
clustered around again, patting him on the back, praising him and his heroic deed. A man doffed his
pearl gray top hat and bowed deeply.

“We are much obliged to you,” he said. Others chimed in with their thanks.

A young girl with a very shrill voice piped, “You’re just wonderful!”

“Thank you, sir, thank you!”

Chuck felt rather pleased with himself. “Well, thanks, but it was nothing,” he said, shy and elated at
the same time. “It’s only a dream. Not like you could die or anything.” All the people fell quiet,
regarding him very oddly.

“But we can,” Bergold said, into the silence. “That was literally a moment of life or death for us.
We are affected by the events in our world. If the situation becomes inimical to us, we cease to be. We
discontinue existence.” Chuck stopped in the middle of the aisle and looked around at all the solemn
faces.

“Really?” he asked.



“Oh, yes,” Bergold said. “If not for your quick intervention, we would have had to deal with the
aftermath of a potentially fatal accident.”

“Oh,” Chuck said, shocked. A horrible thought struck him. “Just you Dreamlanders, or all of us?
What would have happened if we’d gone over the edge, Keir? Keir!” The guide was still ministering to
Pipistrella, who sat listening to him like a little child. Chuck wanted answers! No one had told him he
could get killed here. “Keir!” The hysterical note in his voice drew the little man to his side at once.
“Could we die in this dream?”

“People who dream they are killed don’t really die, you know,” Keir said, maybe a trifle too hastily.
“Otherwise, how would we ever have heard about their dreams in the Waking World? Dead men tell
no tales!”

“What about those myths that if you dream that you die in your sleep, you’ll wake up dead?” Sean
asked, his slate-blue eyes wide open with fear. The guide assumed the guise of Sean’s mother and sat
down beside him.

“Oh, that’s just it, they’re myths, my lad,” Keir said, with a trilling laugh Chuck found
unconvincing. “In the normal way of things, nothing would happen. It’d be just a dream. Of course,
you must recall you are not asleep. This is you, here, now. That makes things a little different.”

“Different how?” Chuck demanded. The deep blue eyes looked up at him with just a hint of the
sharpness of Chuck’s avatar.

“Completely different,” she said.

“So we can be permanently harmed?” Sean pressed. Keir put a forefinger to pursed lips, and Sean
sat back, looking at the image of his mother with an expression of frustration. He started to speak, but
the guide shook her head.

“Ah, ah, ah!”

Sean pressed his lips together and looked away.

So the old story of dying in his dreams wasn’t true. That was the good news. Chuck was relieved.
The bad news was that this wasn’t a dream. He was in a trance state. He couldn’t be as rash or as
adventurous here as he had hoped. Mistakes would cost him heavily. A fatal accident here would really
kill him. No matter what demons had visited him while he was at home, he didn’t really want to die.
Chuck couldn’t help but stare out the front of the car at the ravine beyond the engine, and feel the
sinking of his stomach as he contemplated its jagged depths. They would have died if the train had
crashed. He ought to have felt exalted at saving them all. Instead, he felt subdued.

“Isn’t there some way we can hide that?” he asked, more snappishly than he intended. The
conductor stepped forward and pulled a curtain across the window.

Morit was perturbed the train had not gone into the chasm. While everyone else had run around like
hysterical chickens during the emergency, he had sat tight in his crash couch, ready for the long fall
and following impact. How Chuck Meadows had prevented the disaster he had no idea. But the
attempt had achieved a minor success. The Visitors were shaken up. They’d be a good deal more
cautious, but caution would do them no good at all. They were marked for destruction, and he meant to
ensure that they were destroyed. But not all of them. One had to survive to bring the word to the
Waking World. But Morit was determined that that survivor would not be Chuck Meadows.

All but one must die this tour. The next time all the Visitors and their guides. After a few
massacres, guides would be actively discouraging travel here by Visitors. When word of the attacks
got back to Mnemosyne, there would never be another incursion from the Waking World. The
Dreamland would be left in peace.

Chapter 8

Once the awful sight was hidden Chuck was able to relax a little and think. Who could the timely
shout have come from? Practically everyone in the car had gone into full panic mode. The sensation



stayed in the air like the smell of ash after a fire. He still felt uneasy.

Chuck settled down in his seat. The cushion felt too hard under his backside. It was full of little
lumps. He tried using a little influence on it, the way Keir had taught him, to make it as comfortable as
it had been before. The more he smoothed it down in some places, it rolled up again in others. Chuck
put everything he had into the effort, grinding his bottom down onto the upholstery and pushing with
all the influence he could muster. It fought back, bucking and bulging like a car on a roller coaster
track. All he wanted to do was sit in peace for just a while. His jangled nerves couldn’t take a second
shock so soon. The seat arched up, raising him over the heads of the other passengers. Grimly, he
shoved down with all his strength and all the influence that was in him.

“Look out!” someone cried.

When Chuck pushed down on his cushion, the curtain covering the view of the engine compartment
belled out as though a strong wind was blowing through from behind it. It flapped in Chuck's face,
sending him flying. He grabbed onto a wall sconce as the whole car seemed to go insane. Something
like a tremendous shock wave hit the car, warping everything in its path. Persemid huddled down,
bracing her legs against the seat opposite. Pipistrella screamed and threw her arms around Sean’s neck
for security. Hiramus looked alarmed, sitting straight in his chair as it was bounced nearly to the
ceiling.

The floor picked itself up in rolling waves, tossing the seats like whitecaps in high surf. Suitcases
and boxes flew off the shelves and bounced on the floor like beans on a skillet. The train was
derailing! The track must have buckled under the weight of the locomotive, and was pulling it
downward. Or was the abyss reaching out to grab them and swallow them, like a monster? Chuck
opened his mouth to call for Keir, but his teeth felt gummed together. He fought to breathe against the
pressure.

Did | do that? Chuck thought desperately. He swallowed panic. Mere thoughts couldn’t cause an
upheaval like that, or surely it would have happened before. Was the world created around his astral
projection beginning to unravel and fall apart? Having escaped a train wreck, would he die now?
Would he snap back to his room at home? Oh, please, not so soon! It had taken him years to get this
far!

They weren’t falling. Chuck fought his way back to the chair and held on tight to the armrests. The
train was still sitting on the tracks. Chuck cast about desperately, unable to see anything to account for
the wash of energy.

“What is happening?” Hiramus demanded. “Another disaster?”

Keir was here, there and everywhere, comforting, scolding, and calming. “It’s nothing to be worried
about,” he said, assuming his various forms as though he was walking on a level floor. “Just take it
easy. Yes, this is normal. Please don’t be frightened.”

As quickly as it had come through, the tossing and rolling came to a halt. Chuck’s teeth stopped
knocking together as his seat anchored itself once again.

The party was the only group who appeared surprised or frightened. The Dreamlanders around them
went on chatting, knitting, trying to control their children, eating. But things were different. The wood
paneling was lighter, and the chairs were no longer plush; they were leather. Not only his surroundings
had altered. Chuck stared at the other members of his group.

“What’s the matter?” Pipistrella asked, noticing his distress.

“You’re all changed,” he said. “Everything’s changed.”

“Oh!” Pipistrella fumbled in her many bags, yanking up ones that trailed behind other people’s feet
with a strength surprising in such fragile-looking wrists. She came up with a hand mirror and searched
her face all over, worried that she had suffered deformation, but she began to look pleased, even smug.
In fact, she was prettier than ever. Her clothes gleamed with the sheen only real silk produced, and her
jewelry had moved upscale to precious stones and gold from silver, pearls and crystals. “I think it
looks nice.” She glanced up at him. “You’re different, too,” she said, before going back to a close
study of herself.

Chuck’s hands flew up to his face. He tried to figure out what had changed. It felt like a face. Nose,
mouth, eyes, ears were all in the right places. He waited for a moment, hoping for the loan of
Pipistrella’s mirror, but she seemed in no hurry to finish with it. She seemed to be examining each
pale-gilt curl in turn.

The others had altered, too. Hiramus’s beard was shorter, shot through with silver hairs and parted
in the middle. Mrs. Flannel had shrunk, her skin had darkened to a light coffee color, her silver hair
had lengthened and was tied into a complicated bun, and she wore an aqua silk sari. Spot, clinging to
the folds of cloth hanging over her shoulder, was a tiny monkey. Bolster, stout, charcoal-skinned, wore
a business suit, but instead of pants he had on Bermuda shorts. Kenner looked more like a body builder
than before, his head shaved bald and oiled.

Bergold had sustained a more unexpected change. He had become a large orangutan with thin red



hair all over his body. He was scratching himself idly and chatting with Persemid about buttons.
Bergold didn’t seem to care what shape he took. He was contented. Chuck felt a pang of envy. He
never really felt contentment. Chuck noticed, for no particular reason, that Persemid’s and Bergold’s
hair was the same color. She probably wouldn’t appreciate the observation. Still rather heavy, she was
shorter now, with tiny hands and feet.

Keir must come and explain what had just happened. Chuck was puzzled and angry. He had thought
that once Keir had taught him to deal with influence after the debacle with the tickets that things would
remain under his control for the rest of his journey. He waited impatiently for Keir, in the guise of the
kind-faced woman, to finish his conversation with Sean and come to him. Sean was shaking and pale
with fear. Chuck couldn’t see what the guy had to be afraid about; he looked pretty much the same,
although the part in his hair had moved to the other side of his head. Chuck attempted to catch the
guide’s eye as he rose from his place beside the tall man. Keir ignored the urgent signalling and moved
over next to Hiramus, becoming a dolphin in mid-aisle. The two of them engaged in a conference, too
low-pitched for anyone else to hear. Chuck began to twitch with impatience. If he had caused this -
upheaval, he was a danger to himself. He needed lessons in control, and he needed them now! Why
were the others more important than he was?

By the time the guide had gone around to everybody else, Chuck was fuming and frightened.

“Did | cause all that bouncing around?” he demanded in a very low voice, hoping the others
wouldn’t hear him.

“You might have caused a little of it,” Keir said. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“l thought you said | was in control of my surroundings now!”

“You’re in conscious control,” Keir corrected him. “When you think about something, it should
hold true, at least in your immediate area, for the time being. But what you just experienced was a
common effect of the Dreamland, a wave of influence. In fact, you ought to enjoy it quite a lot. They
can be refreshing. | like them. Do you ever surf?”

Chuck wasn’t going to be distracted. “That whole change wasn’t something I caused?”

“Oh, no,” the guide assured him. “It didn’t come from you. It came from the Sleepers.”

“What sleepers?”

“Not any sleepers, the Sleepers,” Keir said, carefully. “I told you they would take care of things,
and they are. They have. Look out the window. Go on.”

With a skeptical look at Keir, Chuck threw open the window to his left and leaned out.

The whole landscape had undergone a makeover. Where the weirdly flattened walls of grass had
been there were split-rail fences and wildflowers, each individual board and petal perfect and distinct,
even up close to the tracks. He followed the rolling expanse of lush grass past the engine and out as far
as the eye could see for miles and miles in every direction. The abyss had closed up. There was no sign
that it had ever existed. Chuck plumped back in his chair with wide eyes. Keir was smiling at him.

“That’s amazing!” Chuck exclaimed. “You say sleeping people rebuilt the landscape, and changed
everything just like that? Everyone in the world, all at once?”

“No, just the main Sleepers, capital S,” Keir corrected him, “whose responsibility it is to maintain
the shape of the Dreamland—its infrastructure, if you like. There are seven great Sleepers each
dreaming one of the Dreamland’s seven provinces. They provide the basic landscape for the rest of the
minds from the Waking World to play in and rid themselves of the burdens of their waking day.”

“Seven Sleepers?” Chuck asked. “Who are they? Why have | never heard of them?”

“Because they have no special rank in the Waking World,” Keir said. “Because you wouldn’t know
them if you met them in the street. They’re as ordinary as you and I. They simply have the most
creative and stable minds in all existence, capable of building a plane that offers continuity to the rest
of us. Human beings have known for a long time that seven is a very important number. This is one of
the reasons why. Your sanity depends upon your being able to dream at night. Sanity is also a vital
consideration here. Just hold tight to your marbles, and all will be well.”

“Why is sanity important? This place is crazy?”

“Crazy it may seem, but the structure has purpose. The insane mind is a powerless mind, influenced
by any and all stimuli that come along. If your mind can hold sway over the meaning of a symbol over
all the other dreaming minds, then your interpretation will take precedence. If you are incapable of
keeping focused, you are at the mercy of all those others. That goes even for your own self-image,
which is why you keep changing in spite of yourself. Your identity is more important than anything
else, because that’s all you can count on staying the same. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.” Chuck envied these Sleepers. They were the ones who decided if grass should be green, or if
there ought to be mountains. They made all the big decisions. No one told them they were wrong. In
fact, they could change whatever anyone else had done. That was power. To think of having that kind
of control over dreams, over the dreams of everyone else in the whole world. Chuck shook his head,
overwhelmed by the possibilities. He wished he could be one of the Sleepers, capital S, instead of an



ordinary sleeper, small s, one out of trillions. Then, Chuck wondered if dreaming a whole province
meant each of these people were in comas, or if the Dreamland stopped existing when these seven
people woke up for the day. Better to focus on the small questions, the ones whose answers he could
handle without panicking.

“And they fixed the landscape?” he asked Keir.

“Yes. The chasm interfered with their vision of continuity for this area. Not that they won’t change
their minds as other things catch their attention. Sooner or later this area will be reconfigured to suit
their purpose. It’s always happening. There is also the influence of all the other dreaming minds in the
Waking World, including you. You’re influencing dreams, and being influenced by them, too. Even
right here, right now.”

“How can they work on me?” Chuck protested. “I’m solid!”

“Not here, you’re not. This is a projection of your mind into this place. Look.” Keir reached down
and pulled up the hem of Chuck’s shirt. He pointed to Chuck’s navel. Chuck stared, startled. A thin
silver cord was coming out of his belly button. It faded into nothingness only inches away from his
body. Chuck touched the cord, and felt a fundamental twang vibrate through his body from the root of
his soul all the way to his extremities. It was thrilling, disturbing, a little painful, but pleasurable, too.

Chuck handled the silver strand gingerly, steadfastly ignoring the sensations that shot through the
rest of him. It rolled like mercury between his fingers. A slight but steady beat pulsed through it,
slower than his heart but faster than his breathing. There was no doubt it was part of him. He looked up
at Keir, feeling uneasy, as though he’d discovered he had grown another leg.

“All Visitors from the Waking World have this,” Keir continued. “It’s how you can tell them apart.
Your presence here is a direct dream, if you like, the product of one mind; but even as you are affected
by other people’s opinions and the state of the world where you come from, you are affected by their
dreams here, especially by those of the Sleepers themselves. Unless you control your shape yourself,
intensely, at all times, you will change.”

Chuck looked around at the changes that everyone had sustained in the wave. “Well, why didn’t
this happen before?”

“Consider it a kind of protective bubble that your psyche assumed when you projected into this
world that maintained the illusion you wished it to,” Keir said. “Until you first lost control, it was
holding fairly well. Now, under the wave of influence you’ve lost the image you settled on at that
time.”

“Can | get it back?” Chuck asked, feeling helpless.

“No. You’ll have to get used to you in this shape. Until the next change comes.”

“That’s unacceptable,” Chuck said. “How can I stop it? | have enough to worry about. | want to
stay the same. | mean, the same as when | stopped changing before.”

“You can’t!” Keir said.

“But, | don’t look like me now.”

“It wasn’t you before, boy,” Keir said, rapping him on the side of the head with his knuckles.
“Weren’t you listening?”

“But | liked looking like that,” Chuck said. “He . . . | mean, | was kind of handsome.”

“What did it matter? You couldn’t see your face most of the time. If there hadn’t been a reflective
surface nearby you’d probably never know if you went through a dozen changes.”

Chuck was taken aback. “Did 1?” he asked.

“You’ll never know,” Keir said. “You’ll get used to it. It’s a fact of life. Everyone in the Dreamland
changes all the time.”

“Well, not everybody,” the orangutan Bergold said, then stopped short, looking a little embarrassed,
scratching his back. “I spoke out of turn. I’'m sorry.”

“No, please explain,” Chuck urged, looking sincerely into the ape’s round brown eyes. “You made
yourself into an ape on purpose? How do you keep from changing when you don’t want to?”

“Oh, it isn’t me,” Bergold said, raising an enormously long hand. “I change all the time. It’s normal.
I rather like it. There is only one man | know of who never alters a hair, except for having grown up.
His name is Roan Faireven, and he is my dearest friend.”

“Not even when something like that happens? A wave of influence like the truck that just hit us?”

Bergold shook his head and scratched under his bristling jaws. “No, not even then. He stays
astonishingly similar. 1t’s a marvel, though | must admit many of my colleagues don’t see it that way. |
consider his uniqueness a tribute to the Sleepers. The other Historians are not so charitable.”

“But that’s what | want,” Chuck said, desperately. “I want to be like that! How does he do it?”

“Sleepers only know,” Bergold said, a grave expression on his kind face. “I assure you. He would
pass along the honor if he could.”

Pipistrella lifted her mirror and had another look. Chuck realized she was different again than just a
few moments before, albeit equally pretty.



“Why wouldn’t you try on as many faces as you could, if you had the opportunity?” she asked.
“Sometimes change is good.”

Chuck started to say that he would like to get used to the way he looked now, but maybe Bergold
was right. His appearance really shouldn’t concern him, since he wasn’t looking at himself all the time.
Maybe he could get to enjoy trying on different faces, especially since he couldn't really remember the
face he had while he was awake, but it bothered him not to have control of his own body. He felt lost,
as though the real him was now buried under a dozen strangers’ faces, instead of just one. Or had it
been torn away, like the outer skin of an onion, revealing more and more layers beneath? That was
good, if it got down to the real him. But what would he do if there was nothing at all at the bottom?
The haunting hollowness inside him seemed to expand, making it hard for Chuck to swallow.

The train whistle blew a mighty blast, and the car juddered into motion.

Keir rose to his feet. “If you think you can get along without me for a while, | have other people to
see to.”

Chuck nodded. “I need to think.”

Keir smiled angelically at him, and floated away.

Chapter 9

Bong! Bong! Bong! Chuck glanced up from his reverie at the sudden noise. A fluted loudspeaker
grew out of the wall over his head. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” said a smooth, plummy
voice. “Dinner is now being served.”

“Great!” Chuck said. “I’m starved.”

The front door of the car, in the center of the now-restored wooden wall, opened to admit the
conductor, who wore white gloves in addition to his uniform. He snapped his fingers over his head,
and a cadre of waiters and wine stewards streamed past him into the car. The waiters whisked white
tablecloths into the air in between the seats. As the white linen settled down, it lay flat, even though
there had been no table there a moment ago. Curious, Chuck raised one corner for a peek, but the
grandest wine steward, the one with the golden chain around his neck and the very French mustache,
claimed his attention.

“Sir,” he said, presenting a bottle of red wine half-wrapped in a white napkin. “Our dinner tonight
will be a tribute to you. Our finest vintage. With our compliments and thanks for your so brave action.”
“Uh,” Chuck said, pleased but embarrassed to have the subject brought up again. He took a close

look at the label. The date stamp on the neck spun backwards and forwards through centuries, until it
settled on a year, paused, then reduced the number by two. “Well, thank you! That’s very nice of you. |
... don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t drink too much red wine. I’d be happy to share it with my
companions here.” He waved a hand to include the rest of Keir’s clients and the people across the aisle
who had been so nice to him.

“But of course, sir,” the sommelier said, and bowed ever so slightly. Crystal wine glasses that
hadn’t been there a moment before appeared on the table. Chuck had to blink as the man lowered the
bottle with a deft turn of his wrist and began to pour white wine into the glasses. Mary Poppins, he
thought. As soon as he’d thought it, the waiter nearest him writing orders on a pad shrank into the
shape of a penguin with black fins and a bow tie.

Chuck felt his cheeks burning. He ought to be registered as a lethal weapon! He concentrated hard
on dampening his thoughts. Within two paces the waiter was human again. The man didn’t seem to
have noticed a thing. Neither had the Dreamlanders around him. Only the people in Keir’s group paid
any attention at all, and most of them had ceased to be astonished by anything.

The conductor, in his guise as headwaiter, raised his fingers in the air to snap them, and his staff ran
around to place small silver-covered dishes before all the passengers. They halted, hands on the
handles, until the conductor snapped his fingers again. In perfect unison the domes were raised and
removed. The diners breathed a collective sigh of pleasure at the dainty entrees revealed.



“The entrée, sir,” the headwaiter said. “Our tribute to you.”

Chuck stared in dismay at the carefully designed display of pasta with tiny octopi scattered across it.
There was a fork and a spoon on either side of the plate, but he had absolutely no inclination to eat
anything with that many legs. He took a casual glance out of the corner of his eye to see how the other
diners were handling it. No two people seemed to be eating the same thing or in the same proportion.
The precise Mr. Bolster had a plate of cured ham with a fanned wedge of green melon. Mrs. Flannel
and Spot, now a cat, shared a chunk of white and gray fish. He couldn’t tell what Master Morit and his
wife had. It looked like a mess from where he sat, and the utensils they had to eat it resembled egg
beaters. The others’ first course ranged from a mighty bowl of hay sprinkled with sliced bananas
(Bergold) to tiny, translucent, perfectly folded pasta envelopes (Pipistrella).

He looked again at the polpetti al’ linguini. His stomach turned and threatened to make a break for
it. He’d eaten and enjoyed seafood all his life, but he had always tried to avoid things that were served
with their eyes and legs still attached. Chuck picked up the fork and toyed with the noodles, queasy
about touching the little octopi. They looked so . . . pathetic. At least they weren’t moving, like he’d
seen in some fresh fish restaurants. He could probably manage to get the food down. Whether it would
stay there was open to question. Why would they give him something that he felt so uncomfortable
about eating? Was it to show their superiority over him?

“Symbolism,” Keir had said. Everything in the Dreamland was fraught with meaning. The
sommelier had said the dinner was in his honor, so it had some connection with him. Chuck needed to
figure out what a plate full of baby octopi could possibly mean to him. He had always been
uncomfortable with accepting praise or gifts, yet that was what they wanted him to have. What was it
his grandmother had always said? Accept it and move on? Chuck stared at the octopus linguini and
thought honestly about being singled out for congratulations. What would have been the consequences
if he had failed? But he hadn’t failed. He had saved the train. He had been heroic, even if he didn’t feel
like a hero. He surely hadn’t intended to be one. The real hero was somewhere in the background, the
owner of the voice that had shouted what to do. But Chuck was the one who had done it. It was kind of
nice to be lauded. The whole train full of people could have died in the abyss, and he had saved them.
People wanted to pay him back in some way. He ought to accept that with grace. Squeezing the truth
out through the resistance of modesty, he had to admit it felt good.

That was all the pasta needed to know. Under his eyes the polpetti became meatballs, plain, old,
comfortable meatballs. Without hesitation, he picked up his fork and ate. The food tasted wonderful,
better than any he had ever eaten.

The empty plates were whisked away into the air, and replaced with a flat dish containing a clear,
golden liquid, and a huge-bowled spoon.

“Our soup du jour, sir,” the headwaiter said, deferentially. “The flow of the liquid represents
willingness and adaptability, the nature of our beloved homeland. The savory flavor—oh, so good!—
means the joy of discovery. Bon appetit!”

Chuck picked up the spoon. The soup certainly did smell good. He drew the spoon through the
basin, just barely picking up enough liquid to slosh around in the bottom. He tilted the spoon sideways,
measuring the depth of the soup. Why did they always offer such enormous spoons with flat dishes? It
would take him forever to eat it.

But an odd thing happened. While he was thinking about it, the soup flowed upward into the spoon,
filling it most of the way. Chuck was so startled the utensil clattered in his hand, but nothing dripped
out. Cautious about eating sentient soup, he raised it to his lips. The liquid didn’t immediately jump
into his mouth. It acted like ordinary consommé, delicious and warming.

There were only a few spoonfuls in the bowl, a good thing because the waiters were upon him again
before he could blink.

“Salad, sir,” the headwaiter said. He shapped his fingers. One tuxedoed server snapped an empty
plate down before him. Another rolled up with a tray containing a broad, wooden bowl full of leaves.
“Offering you the various flavors of the Dreamland. The greens symbolize . . .”

“Just a moment,” Chuck said. “Forgive the interruption, but you don’t have to give me the spiel for
every single dish. | bet my friends here feel the same way. 1’d just like to eat.”

“But sir, we wouldn’t want you to have a meal without explanation,” the headwaiter said, looking
rather shocked and a little hurt. “We don’t want you to feel unsatisfied later that such things were not
made clear to you.”

“Of course,” Chuck said, embarrassed to have made a fuss. “If that’s the custom. I’m sorry. I didn’t
know. | don’t want to be rude. Sure, please tell me all about it.”

The man gave Chuck a quick, deferential nod, and began to tell him all about the salad. Exotic
greens, rare vegetables that had only tasted moonlight, mushrooms grown in the broad light of day.
Followed by a refreshing, bright pink sorbet served in the petals of a tropical flower the size of



Chuck’s fist. Pursued closely by a dish of tiny string beans in a rich tangy sauce that tasted slightly of
fish. Chuck tried them all and enjoyed everything.

“We never have things like this where | came from,” Chuck said. The headwaiter was delighted.

After all the fancy dishes that had been served, Chuck was relieved he could recognize the main
course: beef stew with hearty dumplings and huge chunks of potato in it. Its savory aroma wafted up
and tickled his nose enticingly. He consulted with his stomach. Still rattled from the adventure and the
subsequent shake-up, it didn’t want anything as heavy as comfort food.

“The chef’s specialty,” the waiter was saying. “We intend that you should feel at home, sir.
Potatoes, the apple of the earth; parsnips and swedes, the unexpectedly sweet rewards of toil. Beef.
Iron to give you strength, the yielding texture . . .”

Chuck glanced around him. Again, no two meals were the same. At the table behind him he spotted
a man about to eat a plate of broiled chicken with planks of carrot and squash. Chicken and carrots!
That notion pleased his stomach.

“This is very nice,” Chuck said politely to the waiter, “but | am afraid I’m getting full. | wonder if |
could have the same meal that he’s having?” The waiter smiled pleasantly, and walked to the other
table. “No, I didn’t mean . . . oh, no, that’s not what | wanted you . . . oh.”

Even as Chuck protested, the waiter picked up the other diner’s dish and brought it to him,
presenting it with a majestic flourish. As the plate touched the table before Chuck the food on it
changed into the same course he had been served before: stew with dumplings.

“Never mind,” he told the waiter. “I’m sorry,” he babbled to the person whose food the waiter took.
He felt his face burning with shame. “It’s a mistake.”

The other diner frowned at him, just short of shooting daggers at him with his eyes. Chuck could
have dropped dead from embarrassment. The waiter picked up Chuck’s rejected and untouched main
course and brought it to his place, where it promptly became a chicken breast with vegetables. Chuck
sighed and picked up his fork. He was going to get what they wanted to give him, period. Maybe he
didn’t have to eat the whole thing.

He wasn’t particularly surprised when he managed to finish the meal.

“And what about this?” Chuck asked, when the waiter deposited a chocolate ice cream sundae with
a paper umbrella sticking out of it. He had turned away without any explanation. “Isn’t there any
symbolism in this?” The waiter smiled the superior smile of servers the world over.

“Oh, that’s just because it tastes good, sir.”

“Do you care for a cigar?” The assistant sommelier, she of the silver chain and bottle opener, came
around with a beautifully polished mahogany box. She offered it to Bergold. Chuck glanced into it
from across the table. Bergold chose one, smelled it up and down, unwrapped it, and took a bite off the
end, smiling with pleasure. They were chocolate. But they didn’t remain chocolate, or cigars. Another
passenger reached into the box and chose a baby-blue pacifier. When the box reached another
passenger, the contents changed again to another shape so embarrassing that Chuck glanced away.
When the box was presented to him, he was almost afraid to look in it.

“Cigar?” the young woman asked again, persuasively, waving the box under his nose. Uneasily,
Chuck looked in. It was full of ordinary cigars, merely sticks of tobacco. When Chuck looked up at the
sommelier suspiciously, she smiled politely. “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.”

“You can read too much into things,” Keir said with a wink.

Chuck decided just the same that he wouldn’t take one.

Chapter 10

The lamp-bright moon lit the eastern sky. All traces of the evening meal had cleared away, and with
it most of the other passengers. All who remained were Keir’s group and the few travelers who sat in
the row with them. Chuck relaxed in his seat with the feeling of contentment from being full of good
food in a nice, comfortable place to sit that was neither too hot nor too cold. He enjoyed it, although



the sensation wouldn’t last, of course. Good things never stayed good around him.

The gaslights on the walls were turned down very low, making it possible for him to watch tiny
lights out on the horizon. Above them, glittering stars spangled the sky like diamonds on black velvet.
On one side he could see nothing but blackness. They must be rounding the inner curve of the
mountains, just as Keir had said. Keir aroused Chuck’s curiosity. What was he doing on this trip? Was
he a guide all the time, or was he ever anyone else’s client? How did he get to do what he did—that is,
of course, if he was real. Chuck had to take that into account. This whole Dreamland place was very
convincing, but he had no idea whether or not any of it had tangible existence outside the trance state.
The same went for the other members of his group. What if they weren’t real people? An odd thought
struck Chuck: What if he wasn’t real? What if someone else was dreaming him, who imagined that he
had an existence in the physical world? Hastily, he pushed the consideration aside. It was too big a
question to ask, when he was so comfortable.

A few of the others were looking outside, too. As the train rounded a curve, Persemid glanced at the
face of the full moon, jumped up, and dashed out of the car into the corridor. Chuck heard the sliding
of doors or windows.

After a short while she came back and plumped into her seat, all without explanation or apology.
Chuck desperately wanted to ask what she had been doing, but one look at Persemid’s closed face, and
he could have zipped his mouth shut permanently. Keir was in another row, ministering angelically to
Pipistrella. The tall woman, now an autumn-bright vision with red-gold hair and a sprinkle of tiny,
bewitching freckles on her nose, was gabbing away at him about crystals, rainbows and other pseudo--
occult things. There was no disturbing them; Pipistrella was as secure in her privacy as if she was in a
confessional. She truly didn’t care if she was overheard. It wasn’t long before Chuck tuned her out.
She was a very pretty woman, and pleasant to travel with until she opened her mouth. Persemid was
more of a challenge, but at least she didn’t babble.

Now that he had a moment for free thought, Chuck decided to see what was in all those suitcases he
had been carrying around with him. He wasn’t sure if he owned enough things to fill the gigantic, blue
steamer trunk, let alone the other four. Once the dinner table had disappeared again, whisked away by
the efficient crew of waiters, there was just room to get the trunk down and open it. Chuck took hold of
the handle with both hands. Hiramus was reading a newspaper. His precious carpetbag sat on the shelf
over his head next to the trunk. Chuck yanked the trunk partway out and touched the carpetbag by
accident. How Hiramus knew that he had, Chuck couldn’t tell, but he suddenly became aware of the
older man glaring at him.

“Sorry,” he said. Being more careful he pulled his case all the way out. Just as he did, the train
started to shimmy. He lost his balance and knocked into the older man’s feet. “Sorry.”

A harrumph came from behind the paper, and an eye slit like one in the door of a speakeasy
appeared in the front page. Chuck smiled uneasily and shrugged at the pair of disapproving eyes. The
slit slammed shut.

His trunk had eight locks, including a padlock like the one that had been on his high school gym
locker, but they all fell away when he touched them. What was so precious that it needed to be secured
like that? He noticed everyone looking at him, and wondered if he should pull the trunk away
somewhere to go through it in private. But, no, that would make everybody more curious. He knew
he’d feel that way. This was supposed to be a journey of revelation, catharsis, and cleansing. Better to
get it all out into the open, and be done with it. He flung wide the lid.

To his disappointment, the big case was full of junk. On top was an ancient pullover sweater in
royal blue, bright green and orange. He rubbed the weave between his fingers, and dropped it at once.
The unpleasant feel couldn’t be anything except cheap polyester. It wasn’t his. He hadn’t worn
anything like that for many, many years. Underneath it was a plethora of ugly ties. One brown leather
shoe, the sole worn thin from use begged the question as to the location of its mate, a question Chuck
was unable to answer. He rooted through outdated clothes, crumpled school folders stuffed with
mimeographed and photocopied assignment papers faded by time, a grass-stained raincoat.

Underneath was a small, flat, waxy packet that he didn’t even need to see to identify. He smiled as
he withdrew it and turned it under the lights. It was an unopened package of baseball cards. After a
moment’s pause, he decided no one would be upset if he opened it. The wrapper yielded to his hands
with the ease of the locks. Just as he remembered it, he counted ten cards and that bonus of a paper-
thin stick of hard, pink bubblegum that came in each package. He lifted it to his nose and took a deep
breath. Yes, it was still redolent with the scents of rubber, wax, ink and powdered sugar that had been
so addictive when he was eleven. The smell brought those summers back to him, sitting on the floor of
his room with his best friend, trading cards back and forth until they’d completely mixed up whose
was whose. Neither of them were serious collectors; they vacillated between wanting to have one of
everything and just making sure they had the cards of their favorite players. How many happy days
he’d had then. The realization came as a surprise. Somehow, and not just here in the Dreamland, he’d



blocked all those joyful memories, replacing them with negative images. The items here in this case
summoned up long-buried recollections.

Chuck dropped the cards back into the box. None of these items actually belonged to him. They
only reminded him of things that he’d once had. He glanced around for Keir, wanting a personal
interpretation of the peculiar contents, but the spirit guide was not in the car. He had assured Chuck
that he’d be there if he really needed him. Chuck guessed that this was not really one of those times.
He didn’t really need to have the meaning explained. He could figure it out for himself.

He hated to admit it, but Keir had been doing a pretty good job of juggling five very different and
demanding clients. It still bothered him that he had to share the guide at all, but Keir had kept his
word: he came if Chuck called. And the shape he wore had been chosen especially to aid him in his
search for the truth. But Keir also wore shapes special for the others, those four strangers he was
forced to travel with. Resentment raised its head for a moment, but Chuck fought it down. He was
determined not to let it bother him again that day. He wrestled the trunk back onto the shelf and
plopped down casually in the window-side seat. Hiramus was still engaged in his newspaper. Persemid
sat looking out onto the landscape lit up by the moon.

“S0,” he asked her, casually, “why did you come on this journey?”

“Why did you?” she shot back.

Chuck remembered that he wasn’t too crazy about her. She was so abrasive. But that might just be
her way of talking. He’d take the question at face value.

“It’s hard to remember exactly,” Chuck said, honestly, searching to the bottom of his feelings. “I
keep trying to think about my life outside here—up there? back there?—I don’t know. Everything’s
foggy. I’ve just been miserable for so long | can’t stand it. | ought to be, well, happy. I’'m pretty sure of
that.”

“Why? Is there a written right to happiness where you come from?”

Chuck sat back, and wondered why he was unburdening himself to her of all people. He ought to be
having this conversation with Keir. He must have looked shocked, because she put on an apologetic
expression for exactly one second, then wiped it away completely, like the change of face she’d gone
through in the first alteration, but she was still listening.

“It’s not like that,” Chuck said. This was going wrong, just like everything else he ever did. “I
didn’t say | thought I deserved it. It goes deeper than that. Much deeper. Sometimes I’m so miserable
that it hurts to breathe. I’m choking, and no one else can see. It stops me from really living, from being
fulfilled. I could do so much more if only | could break through the blackness. It’s getting so that I’'m
afraid to be alone, but | don’t want to be with people, because then | don’t matter. | don’t belong
anywhere. Nothing | accomplish makes me feel truly content with myself. Perhaps it’s selfish, but I’d
like to learn how, if | can.”

Persemid made a noise like a snort, but it wasn’t directed at him. She gave him a one-second smile
that lit up her face charmingly. It was gone in an instant, but the impression stayed with Chuck.
“That’s honest, anyway.”

“What about you?” he urged.

It proved to be even harder for her to say what was troubling her. At last she appeared to make up
her mind to trust Chuck. He sat very still, determined not to make judgments that would make her
withdraw again.

“l wish it was so easy as misery that hurts. I’ve been experiencing . . . well, | guess you’d have to
call them self-destructive tendencies. Not suicide!” she added, fixing him with an imperious eye.

“No, of course not,” Chuck reassured her. “You sound too sane for that.”

“Oh? And how would you know?”

She was so prickly, but Chuck knew he’d made a misstep. He fumbled to put his thoughts in order
and found himself with a double handful of marbles. “Well, I’ve heard that the people who talk about
it are the ones who are least likely to do it.”

“Oh, that’s reassuring!” Persemid snapped. “So everyone who doesn’t talk about suicide is a -
candidate?”

“No, that’s not what | meant,” Chuck said, wondering whether to mention the partial memory of his
thoughts of suicide, as the marbles dropped through his fingers, scattering on the floor. The clatter -
attracted the attention of everyone in the car. Chuck apologized and dove to pick them up. He stuffed
them down in between the seat and the wall, where they made an uncomfortable lump in the
upholstery. When he came back to his seat and the conversation, the moment of the confessional was
over. Persemid had withdrawn into her thoughts and her contemplation of the moon. He was sorry to
have offended her. He was only trying to be friendly, but it backfired badly. She was one of the most
difficult people he had ever met.

For a moment he wondered if part of his ordeal was to make friends with everyone in the group, or
if this was one of the tests that Keir told him about. He hoped not. The four strangers had co-opted his



guide. They were riding along with him, and they might have other aims than his. Though he and
Persemid were on the same journey she was a complete stranger. He had to make the best of it, and
treat every conversation he had on board as if it was of the greatest importance.

“What about you?” Chuck asked Sean. He was curious about the long, private conference the tall
man had had with Keir earlier in the day. “What brings you into our group?”

“l don’t want to talk about it, thank you very much,” the man said, in clipped, unfriendly tones.

“You sound Irish,” Chuck said, trying another tack. “Where are you from?”

“What’s it to you?” The tall man turned his face toward the window, and didn’t look around again.

Chuck was frustrated. He didn’t want to go to sleep yet. He wanted to chat. Hiramus had wrapped
himself up, literally, in his newspaper, like an inflated paper mummy, black and white and reading
intently all over. Bergold was chatting with the salesman across the aisle. Kenner, in what Chuck
thought of as bravery above and beyond the call, had engaged both Persemid and Pipistrella in
conversation. He wouldn’t have done it alone. Mrs. Flannel was having a baby-talk conversation with
Spot, who had assumed the form of a handsome African parrot. She chucked him under the beak, and
he crooned. Keir was nowhere in sight. That left the couple from Elysia. They were having one of
those unmistakable “married” discussions, he in the quiet, intense way of someone who is very angry,
and she in the oblivious fashion of someone who had already won the argument. Sighing, Chuck gave
up and stared out of the window. The huge mountains to the north were picking up light from the sun
beginning to set behind the train.

Morit noticed the Visitor glance their way while he was talking to the red-haired woman. Chuck’s
patronizing attitude annoyed him. How dare he behave as though all the world liked him so much?
Morit felt a sudden cramp in his back and wriggled irritatedly to ease it. These seats displeased him,
and the blinding glare from the sun made his blood pressure go right up through the roof. He hated
sitting on the sun side of a train. Their reservation specifically called for them to be in the shade
throughout. That dolt of a conductor had just shrugged and pointed out that things change. Things
change? Nothing changed, nothing fundamental. He and Blanda still got the smallest and worst of the
meals, the most uncomfortable seats, the least service. No matter where he moved to sit in the car the
sun shone in his eyes, and the coldest of the night breezes blew right down his neck. He hunched over,
working the spring-tight muscles. Of course they wouldn’t loosen. It would take a major wave of -
influence to help. He was sure the Visitors had more comfortable chairs than he did.

“l have always been convinced that the best of everything went to those the Sleepers favor,” he
muttered under his breath to Blanda, “and now I have proof of it.”

“We are all favored by the Sleepers, dear,” Blanda said, imperturbably. “We exist. That is the
greatest measure of favor anyone could ask for.”

“Bah. | mean their fellow Waking Worlders, these Visitors.” He spat out the word. “Look at that!
They even have extra pillows. And blankets.” He especially resented that lack every time a fresh blast
of frigid air came out of the register over his head. And why was the register always over his head?

“So do we, my dear,” Blanda said, reaching underneath the broad seat and coming up with an -
antiseptically-sealed plastic bag. She pulled it open and spread the blanket over his shoulders. It was
light, soft and warm. “There, isn’t that nice? And such a pretty color. Russet, I’d call it. Isn’t that a -
comforting-sounding name for a color?” She tucked the white pillow behind his neck, fluffing it so it
supported his head. Morit waved his hands at her to make her stop fussing over him. She paid no
attention. She never did. Confound the woman.

“We’ve got all we need, my dearest. Don’t worry about a thing. We’ve got our clothing, our hats
and sunscreen, a little snack or two, my little Kit, a book to read . . . .” Blanda babbled on. Morit tuned
her out as he always did.

He could hardly contain his frustration. The train should have derailed straight into the pit back
there, taking all the Visitors and that annoying man with it. How could that plan have failed? Hundreds
of his companions had used up all their influence to wreck the tracks, tear open the land, reroute the
signals, and keep word of the destruction from getting back to Mnemosyne. The train had rushed
toward its doom, all unaware, and that man, that Visitor, had stopped it from falling in!

Morit’s like-thinkers had plenty of other plans in hand, but he fervently wished the first one had
worked. Then, it would have been all over, and he could be at peace. No more invasions from the
Waking World. No more Visitors throwing off the balance of nature. Now they’d have to await
another opportunity. And if nothing else worked, they had one final, fail-safe fallback. There were
your three F’s for you!

Chuck Meadows was doing his best to be a nosy pest. There, he was pestering the quiet man in the
corner. Was there no one he wouldn’t chatter to? He was worse than the insane old woman and her
silly pet across from him. Morit observed the others move from conversation to conversation, shutting
Chuck out temporarily. Morit felt oddly pleased that Chuck had run out of people to yack at.



The Visitor noticed him looking. Yes, there it went. He was going to open his mouth.

“Gorgeous sunset, isn’t it?” Chuck asked. “I never thought that 1’d see whole days and nights
change here. This is all one night where | come from. At least, | hope so. I’ve got work tomorrow.”
The Visitor frowned. “I thought | remembered something about my job, but it’s gone again.”

Don’t trouble yourself, Morit thought. One way or another you’re not going to have to worry about
your Waking World job—or tomorrow.

Pushing himself to do the hardest thing he’d ever done, he forced a pleasant smile at the Visitor. He
must ingratiate himself with the party, to keep them from suspecting that disaster lay ahead.

“We have more glorious sunsets in Elysia than they have here,” Morit said, gushing in a manner
that he had copied from Blanda. “Sometimes more than one a day. You can watch them from the
mountains, or along the waterfront, or even through the curtain of cut glass that lies on the western
frontier. It is the most beautiful of all the provinces. The Sleepers favor us.”

“Really?” the Visitor asked, his mouth gaping open with wonder. “Wow. Elysia. | think | saw that
on the map. Isn’t that where Enlightenment is now?”

“Oh, yes,” Morit assured him. “A very nice place. You would like to visit there. It’ll be an
experience you’ll never forget.” No one will, Morit thought, with grim satisfaction, if they get that far.
“You will never again see the equal of the scenery you will behold in Elysia.”

Chuck nodded eagerly. “I’m really looking forward to it, Master Morit! Thanks.”

“See? Honey’s the way to catch more flies,” Blanda said to Morit in an approving whisper. “He’s
such a nice man. | am glad you’re getting along so well, now.”

Morit could not believe his mate’s obtuseness; surely she understood why he was doing what he
was doing, to make certain of luring the party to their destruction. She’d heard all his discussions and
arguments, even though she ignored them most of the time. But she just saw what she wanted to,
which was him being nice to people. Bah. If he could drown the Visitors in honey, he’d raid every hive
from here to the Nightmare Forest!

Chapter 11

The moving shadows of light on the wall of the train darkened and decreased as the sun went down.
Through the window opposite, Chuck watched the blue sky catch fire at one edge with the glory of
sunset. The brilliant light smouldered into rich colors and slowly went out, like a fire reducing itself to
ashes. For a flat world, the Dreamland certainly had all the trappings of a round one. Keir would
probably tell him the sunset was all in his head, and everyone else’s, too: a product of memory and
imagination. He chatted idly with his seatmates for a while, wondering when Keir was going to come
back and teach him to expand his mind, or something. Keir was paying him no attention. He was
sitting in the next row with that Pipistrella twit. She was off on one of her interminable stream-of-
consciousness blathers about higher minds and happiness. Chuck felt a shamefaced fascination, like
listening to someone else describe a love affair. He was enthralled by the description, and absolutely
unwilling to get involved in such a thing himself. A yawn pushed its way up from his ribcage and pried
his mouth open. He covered it quickly.

“l apologize,” he said to his fellow passengers. “I guess I’m more tired than I thought.”

“You’ve come a long way today,” Mrs. Flannel said, kindly. She held up her pet, now a huge, green
bullfrog, which regarded her with pop-eyed adoration. “I’ve got to tuck Spot in. Why don’t you take a
nice rest, too?”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Chuck said, gratefully. “Excuse me.” Carefully, he stepped around
Hiramus and took the window seat. Keir hadn’t mentioned sleeper cars. They must be expected to
sleep sitting up, or meditate in place, like Buddhist monks. Maybe this was part of the ordeal of his
vision quest. Brightening at the thought, he hunkered against the wall, trying to get comfortable
enough to drift off.

Suddenly, his seat started shifting and softening. Chuck sat bolt upright. Was the stupid thing



turning into caramel? Or swallowing him? Would he disappear into the cushions without a trace? His
alarm must have shown on his face. Hiramus chuckled.

“It’s just reading your mind, sir,” he said. “What our esteemed guide keeps hammering into us:
form follows function. You want to go to sleep. Your chair is obliging you by becoming a bed.”

Hiramus leaned back. His seat rose upward as it flattened out. The luggage rack withdrew toward
the ceiling and disappeared behind a short curtain. Chuck copied him and pushed back on the cushions
with the back of his head. The older man was right. The coarse weave of the seatcover smoothed out
and became cool to the touch as the frame continued to stretch out. Okay, influence, Chuck thought, do
your thing. Shortly, the curtains at the window billowed out around him. When they settled, he lay on a
narrow bed furnished with white pillows and sheets and rusty-golden blankets enclosed in a square
alcove staring up at a rack of springs. The lower berth, he thought. The window beside him had
divided into two parts, one above the other, so each bunk had its own, framed by loosely-woven
curtains of a homey red-brown. Even his clothes had changed into a handsome pair of tan pajamas
piped with white. He sat up to examine his surroundings, and was well pleased by the results.
Thousands of times in his dreams things had changed around him, but hardly ever the way he wanted
them to. Thanks to Keir’s lessons, he now knew why they did what they did. He had control. He liked
that.

Outside the window the dark land raced by. Chuck caught the occasional yellow gleam of a lamp in
a window, usually so far off he couldn’t see if there were any people in the house. Beyond the
landscape was the unbroken escarpment of the mountains which were visible against the night sky only
as a darker darkness. The train must be running parallel to that range for a good long way. From what
Chuck remembered of the map he couldn’t keep, the Dreamland was roughly circular, and completely
surrounded by mountains. He wondered if they were going to cross them at any time. What was
beyond them? Had he crossed them himself coming to the Dreamland on his flight? No, there hadn’t
really been any flight, he reminded himself. It was all symbolism to help him understand what he’d
accomplished. He had meditated his way here.

Chuck put his hands behind his head and fell back on the pillows to watch the moonlit landscape
roll by. Tree, house, barn, tree, tree, tree, fence post, steeple, tree, house, barn, counterpointed with the
regular stroke of telegraph poles with their bowing wires stretched between them touched by the blue-
white light of the rising moon. The pattern of passing objects made a calming rhythm coupled with the
clickety-tat of the train. Chuck welcomed the sensation of calm, and waited for that blissful moment of
drifting away into sleep.

He couldn’t sleep. He was too excited. Any time he started to relax, he kept expecting something to
happen at any moment. No matter how he tried to empty his mind of thought, curiosity and excitement
came creeping in. Maybe he could read himself to sleep. He reached up to feel for a light switch, and
was rewarded when his fingers came into contact with a sconce light, a miniature of the ones that
studded the carriage walls during the daytime. A flame sprang up inside the painted glass shade. Chuck
frowned at the flame, worrying about fire hazard. Hadn’t they invented light bulbs yet? Sure, they must
have; there were jet planes and other modern things.

Chuck felt around under his bunk for his bag, any one of his bags. He expected it to be there, and so
it was. Maybe he was getting the hang of this peculiar reality. In triumph, he hauled up a blue, tapestry
carpetbag and plumped it on his bunk.

But the bag disappointed him. Chuck pulled out clothes, shaving kit, shoes and endless packages of
snacks, but there wasn’t a single book to be found. Now, that was atypical; he always packed a book
for every night he was going to be away. But he remembered he didn’t really pack for this journey. He
hadn’t even been wearing clothes when he lay down to meditate.

He had to have something to read. Chuck tossed the useless suitcase under the bed, and put his
forefingers to his temples, concentrating on getting a stack of bed books to choose from. Maybe a good
nonfiction book about the Dreamland, so he’d know what to expect; a handful of good novels
including some sensational thrillers would be nice; a couple of cosy mysteries would fill out the bill
perfectly. He nixed the idea of a news magazine; he didn’t want any reminders of the Waking World to
interrupt his quest. But he didn’t know how many books to ask for because he had no idea how many
of these “nights” he’d be traveling. And he remembered the gibberish he had seen on the signs and the
newspapers—would he be able to read the volumes he got? Chuck kicked his way under the coverlet,
closed his eyes, composed his limbs and tried to meditate again, hoping for sleep. It was no use. He
couldn’t break the habit of a lifetime. He couldn’t nod off without words under his eyelids.

Maybe someone on this train had a book he could borrow. He struggled out of the soft bedclothes,
which seemed reluctant to let him go, felt under the bunk for slippers and shuffled off into the corridor.

Everyone seemed to have retired by now. The aisle was lined from ceiling to floor with curtains. A
small yellow light at each end of the car was the sole source of illumination. Maybe he could find that



nice Bergold guy. He struck Chuck as another man who read himself to sleep.

Chuck walked up and down the corridor, staring at acres of rust-colored curtains, trying to guess
which one was Bergold’s bunk. He hesitated to tap or call out. He heard a murmur from one of the
berths at the engine end of the car, and dashed toward it, hoping the person inside would speak again
so he could identify him or her. But the voice had fallen silent by the time he got there. Another voice
arose, this time in the middle of the car, but a sudden noise from outside the train drowned it out.
Chuck walked to the middle to listen. Not a sound. Two voices spoke out at once, from opposite sides
of the car. Chuck dithered as to which one he would go toward, when they both stopped. A Frustration
Dream, Bergold had called it.

“Darn this, | just want to find a book!” Trying to maintain some dignity in bedroom slippers, Chuck
strode toward the front of the car and on out the door. A breeze touched his cheek, soft and warm as a
summer night. The moon, clearly visible at the horizon off the right side of the train as he faced the
engine, was mottled with shades of gray. Just for a moment, as he pushed through the door to the next
car, he thought he saw a face in the big silver disk.

People were still awake in the next car. From the worn, rustic paneling and more utilitarian
character of the seats, he guessed that it was the next lower class of travel. A family of pale-faced,
dark-haired children in flat caps and shabby clothes clinging together on one bench seat looked up at
him as he passed. A thin, swarthy man with a moustache and a stout woman in a babushka sitting
opposite kept staring out of the window. Yet, the cluster of men who sat together over a card table,
waving cigars and laughing, looked stout and prosperous.

The seats seemed to be scattered any which way. Chuck saw seats in alcoves, seats in rows, seats -
arranged in circles where people spoke earnestly in low voices, glancing at him suspiciously when he
walked by. Chuck glanced into a niche. A flat-faced, ochre-complected man in a thick fur coat was
reading a book made of floppy skins sewn together, by the light of a wick stuck into a fish propped
upright in an iron stand. Chuck was puzzled. To him, fish was food. Then, he remembered the three
F’s. Right. He had once seen a television program about how people in the Middle Ages used fish and
small animals as crude lamps. It looked a little sickening, but it seemed to work.

“Excuse me,” he asked. “Where did you get the book?” Wordlessly, the man raised a thick-fingered
hand and pointed toward the front of the train. “Thanks.” Chuck trudged on.

The conductor appeared at his side, hastily buttoning his collar. “May | help you, sir?”

“Yes, well,” Chuck said, watching a cluster of dark-skinned children fighting over a loaf of bread.
He felt ashamed for wanting a little luxury when people here were in obvious need of necessities. But
he heard Keir’s voice reminding him that these were manifestations of real people working out issues
in their everyday lives. For all he knew this was a dream about sibling rivalry, not starvation. The
knowledge didn’t stop him from feeling guilty. “I . . . all I want is something to read in bed. Are there
any books on the train?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” the conductor said. “We have a very fine library.”

Library! Chuck liked the sound of that. He followed the conductor through miles of corridor to a
glassed-in compartment. The uniformed man stepped aside and gestured him inside.

“There we are, sir.”

The man seemed ready to burst with pride, but Chuck was nonplussed. This was a library? There
were about ten dog-eared books on a small shelf. He picked up one thin volume after another, feeling
his heart sink with disappointment as he read the titles. Favorite Dishes of the Coloratura Sopranos.
Why People Shouldn’t Marry One Another. Gardening Hints for Houseboats. Lawyers In Danger. 101
Seaweed Salads. Extended Discourses Upon Reducing Truancy. The Joy of Knitting. All of them
sounded awful.

“People actually read these?” Chuck asked in disbelief.

“Oh, yes, sir,” the conductor said, with a dignified smile. “The Joy of Knitting is our most popular
volume. Some people have borrowed it again and again.”

“Really?” Chuck asked in disbelief.

“Form follows function, sir.”

Chuck made a face. He didn’t really see how the rule of influence applied to a book he wouldn’t use
to hold up the leg of a wobbly table. “Well, I’m afraid there’s nothing here 1’d want to read.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, sir,” the conductor said. He looked over Chuck’s shoulder at the bookshelf
and pulled him far enough away as if ashamed to speak up in front of the books. “If | want something
special, | usually wait for the next round of changes from the Sleepers, sir. When one of em’s got his
mind on reading, things change.” The conductor nodded knowingly, finger laid against the side of his
nose just like in Victorian illustrations.

“Well, I am not about to wait around for the next wave of influence,” Chuck said. “I might turn into
something that can’t read, like a mailbox or a bicycle.”

“That could happen, sir,” the conductor admitted, with a deferential bow. “If there’s nothing else



you need?”

“No. Thanks, conductor. Good night.”

“Good night, sir.”

Chuck turned to slog sadly back to his bed, feeling his sense of resentment rising again. This wasn’t
right. He shouldn’t be trying to fill a slack period like this when he could get bored. Things ought to be
happening. It should be day all the time, full of important, revelatory events that would help him put
his soul in order. Having to put up with what the Sleepers imposed on him was downright tedious. But
wait, he thought, I’'m one of these sleepers. | can use influence!

He hurried back to the front of the car. The conductor, now in shirtsleeves with his collar
unbuttoned again, stood up from the small table against the inner wall of the train and put down his
teacup.

“Don’t disturb yourself,” Chuck said. “I can take care of this. We don’t have to wait for the
Sleepers. | can make this book collection bigger.”

He stood in front of the shelf, summoned up all the thought power he could muster, and waved his
arms like a magician. Suddenly he was staring up at books the size of a table. The sensation of
amazement lasted a half of a second before the shelf collapsed under the weight, cascading enormous
volumes down on him. Struck by THE JOY OF KNITTING!!! Chuck staggered backwards and fell to
the ground. The other books thudded onto his chest. When the avalanche stopped, he was flat on his
back with the train’s collection of really large-print books scattered around him.

The conductor, who had been regarding him from the door with bemusement, came to crouch with
concern beside Chuck’s head.

“Are you all right, sir?” he asked. “Shall | go get your guide?”

“No!” Chuck exclaimed, more weakly than he intended. The breath had been knocked right out of
him. He dragged in a gasp of air. “Thank you. No.” He knew what Keir would do if he saw this mess.
He’d cock his head and fix those bright eyes, and remind Chuck he had to have a clear picture in his
head of what he wanted to happen before he tried to make it so. Chuck didn’t want Keir to see how
badly he had goofed up. He extended an arm to the conductor. “Do you suppose you could help me
up?”

Contemplating the pile of giant books, Chuck cracked his knuckles nervously. In five tries, he had
managed to shrink the print and make the volumes thinner, but not to reduce the books themselves in
size. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t manifest any extra books, enormous or otherwise. He had
tried incantations, mantras, even exhorting the books to go back to normal, but he had the picture of
the pathetic little library shelf fixed in his mind, now, and he couldn’t make it change.

“One more time,” he said. He fixed on the image in his head of the way he’d seen the books the first
time, and closed his eyes. Something was happening, anyhow. He swore he could feel a sensation of
compression. Chuck was almost afraid to look. Peeling open one eyelid, Chuck was relieved to see the
tattered little collection on the floor, back to its normal size, books leaning wildly against one another
as though exhausted from their ordeal.

“At last,” Chuck croaked, hoarsely. He gathered up the books and put them on the shelf. It
collapsed. He caught the books before they hit the floor while the conductor picked up the fallen pieces
of shelf. “I’m very sorry.”

“Don’t worry, sir. | will take care of it.” The conductor gave him that Victorian nose-propping
gesture again. “It’ll be our little secret, sir.”

“Thanks,” Chuck said with honest relief. He reached for his pocket to give the man a tip, and his
hand flapped against thin cotton. He looked up in embarrassment. There were no pockets in his
pajamas, and he didn’t have a wallet in this place anyhow. The conductor understood what he was
doing, and held up a hand.

“Oh, no, no need for anything like that, sir. You meant well, and that’s kindly of you.”

Chuck vacillated for a moment, reluctant to go back empty-handed. He still craved something to
read. Maybe the fish guy would lend him the pelt book. He turned to go, and found he was still holding
The Joy of Knitting. The conductor nodded at it.

“Why not try it anyhow, sir? You can always bring it back if it doesn’t suit.” Chuck peered at him -
uncertainly.

“This is the best one? Really?”

“Oh, yes, sir.”

With a sigh, Chuck put the book under his arm and headed back to his berth.

To his surprise, The Joy of Knitting turned out to be the perfect bed book. It was absolutely not
gripping, not calculated to keep him awake under the covers with a flashlight all night, not action--
provoking or exciting. It was meant to put him to sleep as soon as possible, and that’s just what it did.
Within five pages of reading about yarns and the choice of the best needles, his eyelids started to droop
and the grip of his fingers began to slacken. Form really did follow function.



Just before he fell asleep, he thought he felt someone watching him, but decided it was the
reflection from passing lights.

“It’s not nice to spy on people,” Blanda said, wrapping another loop of yarn around her needles.
Dressed in a fuzzy, red bed jacket, with her hair up in curlers, she was sitting propped against pillows
in their double berth, knitting and reading a book at the same time. Morit cursed her under his breath.
Her gift for making herself at home anywhere positively annoyed him.

“He’s not people. Didn’t you hear yourself earlier?” he snarled. “He’s your creator. Shouldn’t you
be aware of what your creator is doing at every moment?”

Blanda was imperturbable. Calmly, she counted off another row of stitches, licked a finger and
turned a page in her novel. “Then, what is he doing, dear?”

“He’s sleeping.” Morit sat up and let the curtain swing back into place. He was frustrated. It should
have been so easy, while the Visitor slept, to stifle him or otherwise shove him out of existence, but the
cloth partitions were as defensible as armor. Using all of his influence he could peep, but not pass
through without permission from the occupant. Curtains had the expectation of polite security behind
them, and with influence as strong as the Visitors wielded, no Dreamlander could break through. He
was physically so near, but as for access, he might as well have been on the moon.

Curses be upon Chuck Meadows for foiling a perfectly good plot! They should have fallen into the
chasm! Morit hit the curtain with a fist, and it bounded off the cloth as though it had struck steel. He
shook his fingers angrily, hissing in pain. How could Chuck Meadows stop the speeding train so
readily? His associates had failed him. He would have a word to say about that! Every minute the
Visitors still existed made him angrier and angrier. He had to get at the Visitors awake and unaware.

“Don’t frown, dear,” Blanda said, after one quick glance away from her needles. “Your face will
freeze that way. Why don’t you get a good night’s sleep? You’ll feel more optimistic in the morning.”

Grumbling, Morit settled down, but not before giving the curtains a good kick to make sure he
couldn’t get through them. Their berth was facing the wrong way for him to sleep easily. A draft was
blowing on his head. He pulled the blankets up to cover himself, and felt the breeze begin to play on
his feet. Irritatedly, he turned the blanket diagonally and pulled it taut over both ends. Now, he
couldn’t breathe. He uncovered his nose and mouth, and sounds crept in under the blanket with him.
Footsteps in the corridor seemed to echo right up into their compartment, marching up over his ears
and the top of his head. Everything was exactly the way it was at home. He was irritated and soothed at
the thought. Blanda reached up and turned out the light.

“Sleep well, dear,” she said. “It’Il all work out for the best. You’ll see.”

Morit reached out of his blanket bundle and pulled his pillow over his head.

Chapter 12

When Chuck awoke the next morning, the curtained berths had receded, and sunshine was blazing
in the wide windows of the first-class car. The muted colors of the room looked brighter in the light,
and the polished brass of the sconces, lamps and door handles gleamed like gold. Once again, he was
in his wall seat beside Hiramus, who was engrossed in the morning paper. Chuck stretched his arms
out, discreetly so as not to disturb his companion, and was pleased to discover that he had no cricks or
sore muscles. He plumped the seat cushion with his fingers. That had been one comfortable bed. He
felt his chin. It was shaved smooth, and his skin felt and smelled clean. Since it was morning he
thought he should be hungry, but he wasn’t. That’s convenient, Chuck thought.

Persemid Smith was staring at him in puzzled amusement. Chuck glanced down, wondering if his
fly was open, or if he was wearing plaid with stripes. No, she must be staring at The Joy of Knitting.
The oversize book was propped open against his chest. Hastily, he clapped it shut and tried to hide it in
the narrow gap between the seats. Quick-eyed Kenner from across the aisle noticed it, too.

“You took that one, huh?” he asked, grinning hugely. His cheeks burning, Chuck nodded. He -



expected the man to tease him. Instead, Kenner gave him a companionable wink. “Wait until you get to
chapter eight. Best part, in my view.”

The man must have insomnia, Chuck thought, dumbfounded. He couldn’t get past page eight.

“Are your brains all refreshed?” Keir-the-dolphin asked, coming to perch his chin on the edge of
the empty aisle seat beside Hiramus. Chuck’s fellow passenger folded away his newspaper to exchange
polite smiles with the dolphin. Keir turned into the gray-haired man and nodded at Chuck, then offered
a pink-tongued wolf grin to Persemid. The changeable guide briefly wore the aspect of the mentor of
each person he was looking at. Chuck found the rapid alterations disconcerting. None of the others
seemed to notice or worry about the forms other than the one they needed to see. Perhaps they couldn’t
see the changes, he thought. Maybe he was the only one who had that superior insight. A sharp-eyed
glance from Keir told him quickly he hadn’t better think too much of his powers of perception. “Good!
We’ve got a lot to do today. | am going to set you up to do a little personal exploring. Maybe later we
will discuss our experiences . . . but maybe not.”

Chuck sensed a general sigh of relief that echoed his own. He didn’t necessarily want to share the
details of his personal quest, and he was glad that everyone would be busy on their own. He wondered
just how Keir planned to occupy each one.

Hiramus was easy. Keir just floated over to him as a dolphin and offered him a newspaper he held
in his beak. Cool conjuring trick, Chuck thought. He had not seen where the dolphin had been
concealing the paper. Hiramus, looking very pleased, accepted it and opened it out with a snap. The
headline was blazed across the full banner of the paper, man seeks eternal truths! At once, Hiramus
became deeply engrossed in the story on page one. Curious about what Hiramus was seeking to learn,
Chuck leaned closer so he could read over Hiramus’s shoulder. The print was too small for him to read
at a distance. Hiramus noticed that was what he was doing, and shifted so Chuck got the thin edge of
the pages and a disapproving look. At least save me the funnies, Chuck thought to himself as he
flopped back in his chair.

He waited impatiently while the guide assumed his heavenly guise and floated on the air in full
lotus position while Pipistrella, clad in flowing white with her dark blonde hair streaming down her
back, folded her lovely limbs into the same posture, joined forefinger to thumb, and turned her face up
to the sky with eyes closed. Keir murmured to her, and her face relaxed into a blissful expression as
she chanted an upbeat mantra to herself. Chuck listened for a moment. There were only two syllables,
broken by a sybillant. In a moment, he was able to distinguish what she was saying.

“New shoes. New shoes. New shoes . . .” Scornfully, Chuck tuned her out. She was just as shallow
as he had thought. He sat up straight, expecting to be next. The angel scanned the three remaining
faces, grew legs, and a long skirt to cover them. Chuck’s face fell as Keir went to Sean.

Sean Draper was not so readily dealt with as the first two. The train seat widened out as Keir sat
down beside him. He was insecure and impatient, behaving as though he would bolt at any moment.
Once he started to get up and sidle away, but Keir took him by the hand and made him sit down. A
huge album appeared in the guide’s hand. Keir opened it across both their knees. Old, curling photos
were fastened to the fading black pages with little scalloped corner pieces. It looked so homey.
Chuck’s grandmother had an album like that, full of ancient pictures and family memorabilia.

“Look here,” Keir said, in a soft, lilting voice that would have charmed a rabbit out of its warren.
Chuck watched with fascination as the gentle words literally began to break down Sean’s reserves.
Thin pieces, like a shell covering the Irishman’s whole body, began to crumble off his surface and fall
to the floor. “Ah, now, can you believe how young your father looked in this picture?” The word came
out “feyther,” soft and easy on the ears. “And here are all your Aunt Mary’s children. Aren’t they
fine?”

Soon, the tall man sat relaxed, no longer enclosed by a solid barrier. He may not have believed in
his heart that his mother was there beside him, but he was willing enough to accept a substitute. She
must be or have been an important guiding influence in his life. They sat, heads close together as Keir
pointed to photo after photo, talking in a low, soothing voice. Sean covered his eyes with a hand. The
lone figure pictured, and Chuck would have had to lean right over in their faces to see who it was,
must have been someone who meant a lot to Sean, and was probably dead, by the sorrow on the man’s
face. Sean shook his head. He had the look of someone who regretted something that was no longer
possible to atone for.

Keir stood up, leaving him alone with his thoughts, and turned to Persemid, who was looking out of
the window. When the gray wolf’s nose nudged her hand up, she began to stroke the furry head before
she even glanced at him. Chuck was envious of her comfortable familiarity. Either they knew one
another outside of the trance state, or Persemid had been coming to this plane of existence for a long
time. After a moment, Keir tilted his head up. Chuck noticed for the first time that there was a thong
around his neck. Attached to it was a small, rust- and cream-colored charm that could have been made
of stone or ceramic. Persemid undid the strand and took it off the furry neck. She held the little object



in both hands, and gazed at it intently.

Chuck was so interested in watching her that he wasn’t aware when the shaggy gray fur turned to
rough, gray cloth. Keir appeared sitting beside him on his usual armchair perch.

“All right, son, your turn,” the old guide said. “The others will be fine by themselves for a while.
You need a little more active intervention.” That was just what Chuck wanted to hear.

“Good,” he said. “What do you want me to do?”

“Do nothing. This is an exercise for your brain. Now, sit back and get yourself comfortable. We’re
going to test your powers of concentration. You won’t find yourself if you’re looking everywhere else
but inward.”

“l can do it,” Chuck said, happily. Keir was even using the terminology that he had come to expect
from all the books. “Is this going to be my vision quest now? | want one like the kind 1’ve been
reading about.”

“Not yet. You can’t have yourself a vision quest unless you’ve got the discipline to hold still for it.
Now, sit back.”

The guide straightened up. He drew his legs up and folded them in a double-lotus position, his worn
sandals tucked up on top of his linen-clad thighs. He curled his hands, touching his thumbs to his
middle fingertips. Chuck eyed him, skeptical whether he’d ever be able to attain that pose. He never
could at home. But his astral body was more flexible. He remembered being boneless for a time the
day before, when he hadn’t wanted to be. Could he now control his form enough to bend, just like
that?

The next thing he knew, his feet were resting on the tops of his thighs as if he did it all the time, and
it didn’t hurt a bit. Chuck was pleased. He worked his shoulders securely into the cushion and closed
his eyes, focusing inward.

Nothing happened. No eternal truths came to his waiting mind. He cracked open an eye and slid it
toward Keir, who was scowling at him. Hastily, he closed the eye and hurried to settle himself further.

“Concentrate,” Keir scolded him. “Be in the moment. Time moves differently here, but it’s not
infinite, you know. Let your mind move outward. Feel the finite edges of time.”

The thing Chuck was most aware of was the gentle movement of the train. It ran smooth as silk on
the rails, swaying gently back and forth in the way he had always loved since he was a boy. Chuck was
truly happy to be there. Everything about this trance state fascinated him. His eyes drifted open
involuntarily, as though he couldn’t bear to miss a single sight. The landscape was as brightly colored
as a cartoon. Amazing buildings lined the tracks, unlike anything he’d ever seen in, what was it they
called home?—the Waking World. He hoped he could remember them when he snapped out of his
trance. He made an effort to achieve that relaxed stage of oneness with his surroundings, wanting to
belong here. There already existed some deep connection that made him feel wistful. Could he increase
it so the pangs of loss and sorrow went away? He had always wanted to have altered consciousness
experiences, ever since he’d started to read those books in his teens.

But how long ago could that be? He was a teen now, wasn’t he? He had been when he’d gotten off
that fake airplane back in Rem. Chuck looked at his reflection in the window glass. He had changed
again since the last evening, when he had felt that wave go through. The face he saw now could have
been twentyish. How confusing not to know how old he was, or where he lived, or whom he worked
for. Facts escaped him, squirting out of his mental grasp like wet soap. Feelings he retained in plenty,
but his optical memory was behind wax blocks. Keir rapped on his knee with his knuckles.

“Now, pay attention. This is what you wanted,” Keir said.

“Sorry,” Chuck said. He closed his eyes.

“Be aware. Be comfortable, but not too comfortable. | want your brain awake. Ready?” Keir asked.
Chuck nodded. The guide’s soft, droning voice wrapped around his thoughts, cradling his mind, giving
him a secure feeling and demanding his whole attention. “Good. | want you . . . to picture . . . a tree
falling in the forest and making no sound whatever.”

Chuck wrinkled his forehead as he tried to fit his brain around the concept. He had to replay the -
vision in his head over and over because his imagination kept attaching rustling noises and the whomp!
at the end when the tree hit the ground.

Frustrated, he wiggled in his seat. He was going about this all wrong! Instead of trying to get the
sound out all at once, what if he gradually turned down the volume, until the whole scene was muted?
It took watching that tree fall about a dozen more times until the thudding dulled to a basso sensation
that was felt rather than heard, and finally ceased entirely. Yes! Something he did was a success.
Chuck felt triumphant. The tension drained from his body. He was on his way to an inner nirvana. No
goal was too far for him to reach! He’d be enlightened in no time, now! He rose lightly about an inch
above his seat and hovered there like a cloud. A firm hand, probably Keir’s, clamped onto his shoulder
and pushed him down again. Chuck sighed.

“Now,” the guide’s voice said, “l want you to listen for the sound of what the other hand is doing



while only one hand is clapping.”

That was much more difficult. To begin with, Chuck could not picture half a clap. He got so inter-
ested in that side of the question it took him a while to realize he was not working on the assignment.
The other hand, the other hand . . . well, if the one was working, maybe the other was playing.
Snapping its fingers? No, that was too close to clapping—say, perhaps that was how one hand
clapped! Back to the other one. Playing, playing . . . Chuck pictured a yo-yo. The sound the toy made
as the wrist snapped it up and down was a distinct, rhythmic humming. He grinned. Keir’s voice
interrupted his reverie.

“Very good,” Keir said, and Chuck opened his eyes to see the guide smiling at him. “Now, let’s try
something a little more concrete. Take a look out that window there. We are surrounded by images, as
real as you believe them to be. Those are dreams, made up of the Collective Unconscious of anyone
throughout history who has ever gone to sleep, even you. So, what you see out there is a part of you. |
want you to understand that you are part of them, as well. Why don’t you think about that for a
moment? We’ll talk about it later.”

Chuck found the concept interesting and, though difficult, he thought it was manageable. So, if his
thoughts were part of the Collective Unconscious, then he was looking out at something he'd had a
hand in making. He wondered what parts were his, and what parts belonged to, say, his neighbors, or
his first-grade teacher. He got distracted by the notion of creation. Could you call a dream intellectual
property, and who owned what? Trees and fence posts outside the window suddenly sprouted multiple
nameplates, made of everything from parchment to plastic, no doubt designating what had been
dreamed by whom. Chuck squinted at the names, most in alphabets he couldn’t begin to read, and
sought vainly for any image to which he could lay claim. Look, that thicket—he’d dreamed that once,
hadn’t he? The sense of familiarity was palpable as he ran his eyes over it. He just had time to read the
names as the train whisked him past. He wasn’t listed on any of the trees or bushes. How could that
be? Or had he just enjoyed the fruits of someone else’s creativity? He felt awe of things he had never
thought of making from scratch. How did someone decide that a field ought to be composed of so
many shades of brown and green? All right, so some of it could have come from observation, but to
retain that impression so vividly that it was printed on one’s dreams was very impressive. It was not so
easy to rubberneck at such scenery and think of himself.

“Cast everything out of your mind,” Keir’s voice pushed relentlessly at Chuck, who immediately
straightened up and went back to his contemplation. “See nothing. Hear nothing. Feel. Think.”

Perhaps Chuck was not as good at deep meditation as he had thought, because he was unable to
ignore the vendor in the square hat walking up and down the aisle with his tray slung around his neck
yowling, “Peanuts! Peanuts! Gitcha peanuts here, folks!” Or the accordion player trying to coax “Lady
of Spain” from his whining instrument. Privately, Chuck thought if she didn’t want to come out, the
guy should leave her in there. Through dint of deep concentration and counting his breaths, Chuck -
began to feel he was nearing a state of oneness with the infinite. Then the cadre of male ballerinas with
thick mustaches wearing pink and white tutus clomped into the car, and began to dance the grand
finale from Swan Lake. A large, hairy dancer attempted a grand jete, and nearly landed in Chuck’s lap.
Hastily, Chuck closed his eyes, picturing a blank wall, an empty room, a cloudless sky, the tree falling,
anything but three hundred pounds of football player in a leotard. The clunking stopped, but other
sounds took its place. He held his ears, but the noises hammered at him, demanding attention. He felt
air rush past his face.

“Open yourself to the possibilities,” Keir’s voice said.

There was no way Chuck could do that, not with all that was going on inside the car. A deafening
chorus of baying and the blare of trumpets heralded the arrival of a pack of bloodhounds, followed
shortly by a host of horsemen and horsewomen in red coats hammering through the car on bulgingly
round steeds with shiny brown coats and disproportionately tiny hooves. They vanished through the
rear door of the car, the trumpet call fading in the distance. Chuck looked down at the aisle seat. A
moment ago it had been empty. Now there was a fox in it, offering a ticket to the conductor. Chuck
gawked. The fox winked up at him. Chuck tried to go back to his peaceful, meditative state, but it was
no use.

“l can’t,” Chuck said, apologetically. The guide opened his eyes. “It’s impossible, with all that
going on.”

“With all what?” Keir asked, deliberately blank.

“All that!” Chuck exclaimed, pointing at the fox, who assumed an innocent expression. “The
hunters. The dancers. The . . . the other people.”

“l didn’t see anyone.”

Chuck gawked at the guide. Bergold chuckled.

“He’s pulling your leg, sir,” the plump Historian said. “Those were nuisances. They’re a feature of
the Dreamland subject to neither rhyme nor reason, that tends to get in the way just when one must



concentrate. There’s nothing to be done about nuisances but be patient.”

“You’re teasing me?” Chuck asked Keir, taken aback. “Look here, for all the trouble it’s taken me
to get here, | take this very seriously!”

Persemid had had enough. She rounded on Chuck with vigor.

“Will you quit whining?” she demanded, leaning forward to stare straight at him. “You want the
personal attention, and now you gripe about how it’s offered to you. You’re on an altered plane of
consciousness, for pity’s sake, and you’ve got the guide all to yourself most of the time, even yanking
him away when some of the rest of us have questions or needs. Do you even think of the fact there are
other people around you?”

“I thought I’d be alone on this quest,” Chuck shot back, defensively. Her eyes went huge with fury.

“Well, you’re not, so learn to live with the fact! You must be one of those people who always gets
everything he wants in life.” She didn’t know how wrong she was, Chuck thought, but his face went
red with shame.

“That’s not true,” he protested, weakly. “I need help. You’ve all been here before. | haven’t. | need
more help than the rest of you.”

“l haven’t,” Sean said, then looked embarrassed for having spoken up. “Well, | can’t complain
about my treatment, not at all.”

Chuck felt a little ashamed of himself, but he couldn’t back down. “I don’t remember agreeing to a
group experience before | left.”

“And you can’t handle a change in plans? Learn to show some grace, will you?” Persemid said,
exasperatedly. “There are five of us, and one guide. If you didn’t learn to share in kindergarten, now’s
your chance!”

Face glowing like a sunset, Chuck retreated. A sort of wall formed around him, like a glass case in a
museum. It didn’t conceal him from the others—far from it. It put him on display so anyone could
stare, but he was separated from them for a moment so he could think. He knew he was in the wrong,
but he hated to be lectured. Persemid sat back, blue eyes afire, her round arms crossed over her chest,
daring him to say another thing. She’s as spiny as a hedgehog, he thought, glaring at her resentfully.

And, suddenly, Persemid was a hedgehog, furry, brown and bristling, needles sticking out in every
direction. She looked down at herself with an expression of astonishment. Chuck couldn’t help but
smother a snicker.

She didn’t like to be laughed at. Gaping with fury, she flung her paws up toward him. The wall
around him vanished. An invisible force struck him square in the chest. He tumbled backwards out of
his seat and into the laps of the people behind him.

“There, there, little one,” said a gigantic woman, looming in on him. No, she wasn’t huge; Persemid
had rendered Chuck tiny. The passenger picked him up around his waist and set him on the floor on all
fours. His paws scrabbled on the parquet. He had curly white fluff around his ankles and a white
pompon of hair on his short little tail. She had turned him into a poodle! The nerve of the woman!

He jumped up on his seat to look Persemid square in the eye. He had no hands to pick up influence,
so he breathed in all he could get and sneezed it at her. By then she had started to turn back into a
person. Her little hand-paws flew up to catch the wave of energy, but she couldn’t contain it all. What
she missed roiled around her like fog, turning her brown fur black and white. She was a skunk. Uh-oh,
Chuck thought. I’ve just handed her a weapon.

Persemid lost no time in using it. She turned her back on him and started pounding her rear foot on
the seat cushion. Her fluffy, striped tail raised high. Everyone for rows around them dove for cover.
Chuck gawked. He couldn’t let her spray everybody just because she was mad at him. He hurried to
throw another alteration at her, willing her human again. She changed just in time, but now she had a
dripping, gooey handful of mud. She flung it straight at his face. Chuck threw himself off his seat into
the aisle. The glop missed him, striking the passenger riding back-to-back with Chuck. The woman,
clad in an immaculately pressed Victorian shirtwaist and bustle now splattered with mud, rose up in
high dudgeon. Persemid started to sputter apologies. When the fashion plate held out her dainty gloved
hand, a pie appeared on it. Persemid goggled as the lady hefted it, and threw it straight into the red-
haired woman’s face. Chuck couldn’t help but laugh at Persemid’s astonished expression. She turned
on him, grabbed a cream pie out of the air, and heaved it at him. His dog reactions quicker than a
human’s could be, Chuck scooted off the upholstery and scrambled underneath his seat, where he
concentrated on returning to personhood as quickly as he could.

By the time he emerged, the carful of passengers was embroiled in a great pie fight. Chuck didn’t
have time to think about how it happened. A huge banana cream pie came sailing over the seat back,
straight for him. He ducked it, and heard Bergold let out a surprised cry as it splattered the front of his
robe. Chuck stayed down behind the seat as a Dutch apple pie, launched by Bergold, came flying the
other way. It struck a man in an old-fashioned racing coat and goggles square in the face. He began to
throw pie after pie in every direction like a lawn sprinkler set on chocolate cream.



People in the car were screaming. Some were laughing as they threw their own edible missiles at
others. Sean Draper let out a wild yell of joy as he gathered up pies that had missed him and tossed
them back with gusto. Even the delicate Pipistrella and the demure Blanda carried handfuls of tarts and
pastries into the fray. A couple of the children climbed underneath the nearest seat with a cherry pie
and stayed out of the way, happily eating while the fight raged on above them. With a supply of sturdy
pumpkin and custard pies in his arsenal, Chuck defended himself from a concerted attack by a group of
old ladies armed with lemon meringue. The absurdity of the whole situation struck him, and he
laughed, just in time to get a mouthful of crust. There ought to be a way to grow a lot of arms, so he
could fire pies off at his opponents all at once. Instead, he found his arms filled with pastries balanced
unsteadily from wrist to shoulder. As he hesitated, wondering how to fire them off, the old ladies
rushed in at him, driving him to the wall. He collapsed under a heap of pies, howling with mock
outrage. They ran off to join another battle, and Chuck grabbed the seat arm to help himself back to his
feet.

In the midst of the fray, Hiramus sat with his arms folded against his chest. The bearded man hardly
ever cracked a smile, and he sat aloof from the others unless Keir dragged him into the group. He
jerked his head to one side as a pie flew past him. Not a dot of filling, not a crumb of crust had touched
him, as if it wouldn’t dare. Chuck was beginning to think of Hiramus as a suspicious character.
Throughout all the pie fight, he sat talking with Morit in grim tones of mutual aggrievement, each of
them looking disapproving and superior. What a pair of curmudgeons, Chuck thought. Later they
would probably show each other their championship medals from grudge matches. Chuck thought of
tossing pies at both of them just to shake them up, when he felt something soft strike him in the back
of the head. He spun. Another cream pie hit him in the face. He spat. Coconut! He hated coconut.
Chuck clawed at it as Persemid’s voice rang in his ears.

“Gotcha,” she cried.

Oh, she was asking for it now! Blinking the paste out of his eyes, Chuck sought around him for
more ammunition. He came up with a gooey blueberry pie, and heaved it at her with all his strength. It
caught her in the midsection, and launched her backwards several feet. By the time she landed, she had
pies in each hand aimed straight at him. Chuck, eyes wide, dodged sideways, straight into the path of a
pie fired from the front of the car.

“Ow!” he cried. “That hurt!” The remainder dropped to the floor with a clang. Unlike all the others
flying around the room, this one had been baked in a solid iron pan. Who had thrown that?

Keir was standing by them, leaning against the wall in his homespun tunic, watching the whole
thing. He moved between them, twitching a fingertip to and fro like a disapproving uncle.

“Enough!” he said, taking Chuck by one arm, and gesturing to Persemid with the other hand. Her
pies fell, disappearing before they hit the ground. Another pie in an iron tin banged against the wall
and vanished. “Enough already!” He gestured to the others, shooing them back toward their seats. Still
untouched by the mess coating nearly every other surface in the car, Hiramus rose from beside Morit to
rejoin the group. The two men exchanged knowing nods.

Chuck sat down in the aisle seat, wiping the rest of the coconut out of his eyebrows with the edge of
his shirt. He was covered from hair to shoes with sweet filling and whipped cream. Persemid’s drapey
clothes were caked with chunks of crust glued on with dabs of fruit filling. Still chuckling, she brushed
at the mess with a casual hand. Pipistrella’s lovely gown wore blueberry stains, and Sean Draper had
eclair in his hair. Keir clapped his hands, and the mess dissolved into thin air. Even the last, sweet taste
on Chuck’s tongue faded from existence. Pipistrella exclaimed with delight at the restoration of her
dress. She fumbled for her hand mirror to check her face and hair.

“Now that was a fine example of a manifestation of dreamstuff,” Keir said, happily. He fixed Chuck
with a black-eyed gaze. “Now you’ve had a little personal experience on the fly, so to speak, you see
that you have a greater capacity for using influence than you thought. Now you can learn how to
control consciously what you do instinctively.”

“Good idea,” Chuck said heartily, making himself comfortable. Now, that sounded like a lesson that
would be of great use in this strange place, where pastry one could taste, smell, and above all, throw
casually formed out of thin air, and disappeared back into it, too. Keir gave him a quick smile.

Persemid looked up from her clothes, restored to cleanliness by Keir’s gesture. She scooted her seat
closer to them.

“l want to be in on this, too,” she said.

“You don’t need instruction,” Chuck said, glancing at her in surprise. The woman’s face grew
purple, a horrible contrast with her red-orange hair. She stood up over Chuck and planted her hands on
her hips. He was afraid she would pelt him with another pie, this one filled with rocks.

“I’m part of this group!” she exclaimed. “I am entitled to participate in whatever goes on!”

“l mean it as a compliment,” Chuck said humbly, realizing she had misunderstood him. “I .. . |
didn’t mean to turn you into a hedgehog. It was an accident. It was just something | was thinking, and .



.. and then, it happened. But when you threw it back at me and made me a poodle—well, it was -
impressive.”

Persemid goggled at him, then sat back to think about what he’d said. “Thanks,” she said at last.
“But | do need to learn how to control influence. | can gather it up all right, but | didn’t know for
certain what it would do to you when | threw it at you.”

Chuck laughed. “I’m just lucky you didn’t throw your needles. Truce?” he asked, putting out a
hand. After a moment’s hesitation, she clasped it. Her plump hands were dry and strong. She had a
good handshake.

“Truce.”

Keir looked pleased. He rubbed his hands together. “Good! This lesson is more fun with two. In
fact, the greater the participation, the greater the pleasure. Pipistrella,” he said, turning toward her with
the angel’s face shining, “this is your time.”

The pretty woman beamed at him, and her seat drew nearer to the little group. Chuck guessed that
she, too, had a natural knack for manipulating influence, but like him had no idea what she was doing.

Keir turned to the others. “It’s even more enjoyable with four. Or five.”

Hiramus grudgingly put away his newspaper.

“l would like to know more,” he admitted, drawing his seat nearer.

“Not me,” Sean said, pulling away so that he moved nearly into the far corner of the car. “I
shouldn’t do a thing like that.” Keir, in the guise of Sean’s guide, reached out an arm that stretched all
the way to him and pulled him back.

“Come and watch, then,” he said.

Chuck found he didn’t have to move at all. Their chairs drew into a circle. A round table appeared
in their midst, covered with a blue linen tablecloth on which was set a silver bow! of fruit, a stack of
magazines, knickknacks, a selection of children’s toys, a magnifying glass, a pair of tweezers, and a
hammer.

“You don’t really need this table, in a purely physical sense,” Keir said, “but it will probably make
you feel mentally more comfortable to have something to set your work down on. And these items are
just to get you started. Use the bowl of fruit. Use the building blocks, or the crayons. Use the table. It’s
all dreamstuff. You have the ability to change it into anything you can think of.”

Chuck looked at the array of items, wondering what to do first. Could he play with the same
abandon with which he had made pies out of air? He was almost afraid to try. These things didn’t need
to be changed. They looked just fine the way they were. He could see that the others were reluctant,
too.

“What the heck,” Persemid said, at last. With great ceremony, she set a building block down in
front of her, raised the hammer, and brought it down. Instead of cracking or bounding away from her,
the alphabet block mashed flat. Persemid raised her eyebrows.

“You see?” Keir said. “It’s already different than you expected. Now, stretch the envelope.”

Persemid picked up the block and began to pull the substance of it out like taffy. She laughed for
pure glee. It oozed out between her hands. She let it stretch out, and tossed one end toward Hiramus.
The fussy man caught it, with an expression of distaste. The end he was holding became clear and
suffused with an aura of orange-red. The alteration traveled up the length to Persemid, who dropped
her end and shook her hand.

“Ow! That’s hot!”

Chuck watched with interest. He’d seen workers in a foundry blowing glass that looked just like the
mass Hiramus was now holding. Seemingly unaffected by what had to be intense heat, Hiramus
twisted the molten glass around and around until it became a disk. As it cooled, it grew smooth and
shiny. Hiramus picked up the disk and peered at his companions through it with one eye that looked a
dozen times the size of the other.

“A magnifying glass!” Chuck said. “But how is that like an alphabet block?”

Keir wore his delphine grin, floating on the air as though it was water. “Both are aids to reading, are
they not? Well thought out, Hiramus,” he squeaked.

“Thank you,” the bearded man said, with a twinkle in his eye. “I feared that my attempt wouldn’t
work, but | see the association of related ideas is as malleable as the—what did you call it?—
dreamstuff.”

“You only have to believe in it,” Keir said, in his shrill voice. “Make the connection, and you can
do anything!”

Pipistrella did not need any more encouragement. She peeled pictures of people off the covers of
the fashion magazines and blew them up until they formed a circle around her. The figures primped
and preened and turned about, even though they were all still two-dimensional. Very gradually, they
shifted in color and configuration until all of them looked like her. Persemid started putting together
more of the blocks into words, and crowing with delight when they turned into a crudely-painted



wooden model of what the word represented: purses, blouses, shoes, objets d’art. Chuck toyed with the
knickknacks, changing them effortlessly from one useless, gaudy thing into another. He had just
succeeded in making a cluster of china flowers into a painted wooden nutcracker, when he noticed that
Sean still hadn’t touched anything.

“Your turn, my lad,” Keir said, leaning over him and laying a maternal hand on Sean’s arm.

“I think 1’1l pass,” Sean said, pressing his lips together. His face was pale.

Chuck found himself feeling sorry for Sean, without knowing exactly why. The tall man seemed
reluctant to have anything to do with the unseen. Uses of influence and all the changing seemed to
frighten him, although Sean tightened up that strong jaw to prevent even the hint of a whimper from
coming out. Chuck wondered why, if he was so scared, he was here?

“You looked like you were having a good time at the pie fight,” he pointed out. Sean folded his
arms.

“Maybe because that was physical. I can see and feel that.”

“But you made some of those pies yourself,” Keir pointed out, gentle blue-gray eyes intent on the
tall man. “Those had no more eternal reality than anything else in this world, yet you handled them
without qualm.”

“No, I did not!” Sean protested at once.

“Oh, yes, you did.”

“No! I ...wouldn’t have. | couldn’t have!”

“Well,” Keir asked, reasonably, “were any of the ones you threw whole?”

“Well, of course they were!”

“Pies smash to crumbs when they hit something, you know, my dear. Where did you find them?”

Sean began to look frustrated. “I just found them, that’s all. | don’t know.” He looked at Chuck.
“Maybe | took some of his. He was making them like there’s no tomorrow.” He stopped, as if the
phrase bothered him, and licked his lips.

“| doubt they were mine,” Chuck said. “l was under siege a lot of the time.” He glanced behind him
to make sure the lemon-meringue ladies didn’t overhear him. To his surprise, they were no longer in
the car. My, people come and go so quickly around here! he thought.

“You see?” Keir asked, brightly. “You must have done it yourself.”

The concept bothered Sean greatly, but after a while, he admitted, “Well, | will allow that | enjoyed
it.”

“Then why not learn what it is you did?” Keir said. “There’s no harm in it. It’s meant to be fun.” He
pulled the silver bowl from the middle of the table toward Sean. The fruit in it quivered slightly, as if
ready and willing to change at the first opportunity. Sean raised his hands, but hesitated.

“l shouldn’t meddle with what it is already. | could mess it all up.”

“You can’t make a mistake,” Keir said, gently. “You have a new ability, a new chance to use it.
Reach out and try.”

“Join us,” Hiramus said, with his wintry smile. “This is part of the education to which | was looking
forward.”

Almost shyly, Sean picked up an orange. He rolled it between his long hands. Chuck found himself
waiting eagerly to see what the other man would make.

“l shouldn’t be doing this,” Sean said, reluctantly. But the orange started to change as it sat on his
palms. It grew yellower and larger. Chuck thought it was meant to be some kind of melon.

“You see?” Keir asked. “You can’t help changing what is around you. The knack comes out of your
very beings. This is the motive force that created not only the Dreamland, but our own world. It’s like
adding more paint to a painting. You might as well know how to create pretty pictures, because
otherwise all you’re going to do is spread blobs all over the rest of the landscape, and that will cause
more mischief than the responsible use of your own imagination. See? You’re creating already.”

“I’m not much of an artist,” the tall man said, blushing when the sphere between his hands
elongated and flopped over to one side. “Well, do you see that? I’ve ruined it.”

“Here,” Chuck said, glad now to share his experience. He reached over for the blob of matter.
“That’s easy to fix.”

“No, let me,” Pipistrella said, floating over in her silver dress to sit very close beside Sean, like
milkweed fluff settling on a leaf. “Now, here is what | do,” she said. She gathered up the sagging mass
in her delicate fingers and began to pat it together. The color changed to yellow, and the surface
texture smoothed. She began to draw tendrils of matter from the main body. It seemed as though she
wanted to make a bunch of bananas, but they were coming out as round as marbles. “Oh, my,” she
said, helplessly. “Oh, dear.” Any attempt she made to have them curve outward seemed to backfire.
She patted and shifted the mass, which tumbled about but didn’t form into the expected long, tapered
cylinders.

Sean, watching her, could bear it no longer. Impatiently, he reached over and took the mass out of



her hands. A few deft movements, and the bananas hung together in a bunch, all of uniform shape. He
offered it back to her. “Isn’t this what you were trying to do?” he asked, a trifle exasperatedly.

“Oh, yes!” she said, with a heart-melting smile of delight for Sean. “That’s perfect.” In spite of
himself, Sean smiled back.

Chuck had been thinking all along that Pipistrella hadn’t an ounce of sense in her lovely head, until
he caught the glance she threw him from under her long eyelashes. Chuck bit the inside of his lip to
keep from bursting out laughing. She knew exactly what she was doing. Catching the byplay, Persemid
let out a snort of amusement. Puzzled, Sean looked up at her.

“Nothing, nothing,” she said, waving a hand. “That’s good. I’ve never seen better bananas. Keep
going.” And to his own surprise, Sean did. He took a bunch of grapes out of the bowl and as he picked
them off the vine, set them out in a square pattern. Each grape became a little house with white, stucco
walls and a peaked roof. The blue tablecloth warmed to green among the houses, and little white
fences divided the lawns into long, narrow strips. From the fond way Sean regarded the scene, Chuck
guessed it must represent his hometown. Chuck was envious, since his memory was still befuddled.
Sean had a very vivid visual recollection, with an exceptional knack for details. Chuck wondered if
Sean was an artist. Chuck turned his attention back to his own experiments. He was trying to create a
perpetual motion machine.

The wolf Keir sat beside Persemid, guiding her hands with the occasional nudge of his nose. She
was really good, needing only a little direction to really make use of her boundless wealth of influence.
She and Keir communicated without spoken words. She would glance at him now and again, nodding
as though she was listening, and change something based upon what she saw in the depthless silver
eyes.

Persemid caught Chuck’s eye on her, and raised her brows with a little smile. They exchanged looks
of shared enthusiasm. There was satisfaction in accomplishing something, seeing a mental vision made
real. Chuck glanced down at what Persemid was doing, and let out a low whistle of respect. She had
captured a ray of sunlight. It bounced between two opaque slices of dreamstuff like a nuclear
sandwich.

“How did you do that?” he asked. “Will you show me?” Her brows went up again, this time in
surprise. He was glad he had asked, just to see the gratified look on her face.

“I’d be happy to,” she said, holding out her hands to him. Chuck watched closely. He wasn’t sure if
he could do what she did even though she was demonstrating it openly and at a learner’s pace. She
seemed to be able to gather the light that fell on the table from the lamp in her hand. The harder she
squeezed it down, the brighter the smaller mass became until it was diamond-sized and hot. She took
an orange out of the basket, snapped it apart with a twist of her hands, and put the dot of light into the
center.

“You know the old saying about a day without oranges,” she said, with a self-deprecating grin.
Chuck nodded. His hands chased a beam of light around the table until he penned it up. It felt like
mercury on his palms. When he squeezed it, some of the light squirted out between his fingers and
dribbled down the back of his hand like mustard. What was left was only a little brighter than the
original lamplight.

“Forget it,” he said to Persemid. “You’re much better at this than | am.” Persemid seemed surprised
by the compliment, but she gave him a brusque, shy nod before going back to her own work of art. The
truce was holding. “Hey, Pipistrella, that’s pretty,” Chuck said, noticing that the other woman was
sculpting a rainbow. It looked very real, and he loved rainbows. “May I see that?”

“Oh, of course,” she said, looking up at him with wide green eyes. She held the tiny arch out to him
in both hands. Chuck picked it up gingerly in the middle with careful thumb and forefinger. The
rainbow sagged and it changed in his hands to interlinked rings of rainbow hues.

“Oh, did I mention influence can shift each other’s visions?” Keir said innocently. “You affect
everything around you to varying degrees. Whether or not you know it, you are always creating. The
things you set in motion during your own dreams respond to you even while you are awake. Your own
mindset, if you like, changes things to suit your view of them. Something, or someone, has to have a
strong personal identity to avoid being changed. Sometimes it takes constant vigilance.”

Sean’s little village had people, now, walking to and fro across the miniature square, stopping to
talk as they met one another. The tall man sculpted a white stucco church and put it down. All of the
little people began to walk towards it, as a seed-sized bell tolled in the steeple. All the others let out a
collective sigh of admiration. Sean looked up with a start. Chuck thought he just figured out he had
been having fun, and that that enjoyment hadn’t caused him to be whisked off straight to hell. Sean
sent around a shamefaced grin.

“That was fun, and it was indeed effortless, thanks to you distracting me out of myself for a while.
I’m grateful, Pip,” he said, bowing over the hand of the lovely woman in silver gilt. He stopped,
embarrassed. “l am sorry. May | call you that?”



Pipistrella looked delighted. “I’ve never had a nickname before. How sweet of you. Pip. | like it.”
She leaned over to kiss Sean on the cheek. He turned red to the roots of his dark hair and sat back in
his seat mumbling. Persemid grinned at him.

“Attagirl,” said Chuck.

He could feel a kind of collective energy gathering at the table, as though they were forming a
cohesive group. Chuck felt empowered. He could do anything. He picked up the top hat that sat in the
center of the table. Making pies out of nothing had been so easy that a complicated and indirect
transformation ought to be a piece of cake. Why shouldn’t a hat be a . . . a book? Chuck brought his
palm down hard on the silk cylinder, flattening it. He let it start to rise again, to a little over an inch in
thickness, then began to press it out into book shape.

Fitting a round peg into a square pattern wasn’t easy, but he persisted. The hat liked being a
headcover, and didn’t like being a book. Every time Chuck pushed the image until it got pages, they
turned into lining or ruffles. He yanked the black silk savagely, tugging the corners into place. The
whole mass changed from black to white, and became covered with printing. Chuck found himself
holding a cocked hat folded out of newspaper. Irritated, he slapped it down again. The entertaining
exercise was turning into a battle of wills, and he was losing to a hat! He reshaped it again and again,
but the best he could get was a thinking cap. He got a derisive chortle from Sean, who had lost his fear
of using matter as modeling clay and was bending metal with his fingers. Chuck shot him a sour smile
and fought the mass until it was shaped the way he wanted. Now, that was a handsome book. He
looked at the crisp, black morocco cover. The title read The Story of the Hat. Pleased, Chuck opened it.
On each page, in 96-point Garamond type, was the same number:

8%

Hiramus glanced over. “Hat size.”

“No,” Chuck said, frustrated, yanking the book out of shape and patting it back again. “I want a real
book.”

“No, no,” Keir said. “Remember what | told you yesterday. Form follows function, I said. Unless
you’re making something out of thin air, stay with the basic use of the object. Food is food. Clothing is
clothing. Unless you see something otherwise. You might see liver as an instrument of torture, or a tie
as a noose, so that is how it would change under your particular influence. Take Mrs. Flannel’s pet
here,” Keir said, indicating the fat brown tabby that sat on the old woman’s lap. “If you like cats, her
pet is a pet to you. If you’re afraid of cats, it will change into another object of terror when it alters. If
you worship cats, it might become an icon or a living god.”

“Would you like to try transforming Spot?” Mrs. Flannel asked.

Chuck grinned with embarrassment as the old lady offered the cat to him.

“Go on,” she said. “Try it a bit. He’s been a lot of things in his time. Haven’t you, my darling?” The
cat purred foolishly, almost drooling on her sleeve.

“I might hurt him by accident,” Chuck said, eyeing the large striped bundle with alarm.

“A Visitor like you could never harm my little love, could he, darling?” she said, cooing to the cat.
She tucked the cat into Chuck’s arms, where it hung like a sack of flour. “You never know what you
can do until you try. We have confidence in you.”

Spot purred throatily, nestling trustingly against Chuck. That made Chuck all the more determined
to be careful. Everyone’s eyes were upon him now. He felt uneasy deliberately working on a living
thing. His transformation of Persemid had been an accident.

How should he begin? He did like cats. Spot turned his head up with eyes slitted closed, inviting
Chuck to tickle him under his chin. Chuck scratched the sensitive place, feeling the cat’s purr resonate
in his own chest. The vibration seemed to jump-start the influence that flowed through his hands. Now
it would be easy.

When Mrs. Flannel looked at her pet, she saw a treasure. Spot didn’t seem to mind shifting,
sensitive to Chuck’s impression, into a pirate’s casket of gold. The deep purr echoed from the depths
of the chest. Dreamlanders must be very secure individuals. What could he go on to from there?
Purring still reminded him of catness. Spot resumed his cat shape. His coat grew shorter and coarser on
a thinner, longer body with a narrow, wedge-shaped head. The dark stripes that had been tarnished
brass banding on the chest melded together and moved out toward the extremities, leaving the tan body
a blank canvas. The eyes brightened from pale yellow to sapphire blue. In just a few moments, Spot’s
species had shifted from tabby to treasure chest to Siamese cat. Chuck was amazed how well the
transformation had gone. And Spot was now a prettier cat, too. He shot a glance at Mrs. Flannel,
worried what she would think, but she gathered Spot in her arms, cooing at him and scratching
between his ears. She really didn’t care what he looked like; she still loved him overwhelmingly.

“Nice job,” Keir said.

“l don’t think | was really in control of that,” Chuck said. He caught Morit looking at him, and



thought the grim man was smirking at his stupidity. Anyone would have, Chuck thought, glumly. “I
mean, | still don’t know intellectually how I did that.”

“But you know now more of what you don’t know, don’t you?” Keir asked.

“Yes, | think so,” Chuck said, hope rising at the guide’s words. “I think it’s a tremendous -
breakthrough.”

“Into what?” Persemid asked, looking up from the lamp she was sculpting. She tapped a finger on
the tabletop, then pointed straight at Chuck’s nose. “Revelation time: No matter how good you become
at using influence right here it won’t change a thing about your real life. It’ll take more than making
modeling clay to snap you out of whatever funk that’s been making you such a joy to be around. What
you’re doing here isn’t permanent. It doesn’t even last. Look.”

The now familiar upheaval of Sleeper-driven influence rolled through the car, changing the wood
paneling to striped wallpaper, and giving all new faces to the people. Nestled in Mrs. Flannel’s arms,
Spot changed in a heartbeat from a Siamese cat to a tiny green parrot with red circles around its eyes. It
gave Mrs. Flannel a kiss on the lips with its beak. Chuck was disappointed. Well, at least it’s still
affectionate. 1 didn’t ruin that.

“So this so-called skill is good only for party tricks,” Chuck said, unhappily. He flipped a hand
toward Spot. “I don’t even make a permanent mark in this world. | have wasted all that time in just
playing.”

“Not at all,” Keir said, sincerity in his dark eyes. “You have no idea of the profound reach of your
talent. It will mean more than you know in learning to be content with yourself. And that is why you
are here. That will make a difference in your world.”

The train whistle tooted, splitting the air, and the train began perceptibly to slow. Keir brightened,
his wiry eyebrows climbing toward his brow. He slapped Chuck heartily on the back.

“The Meditation Gardens! We’re here. You’ll enjoy this, my boy.”

Chuck was feeling sorry for himself. “How will this help? | already know how to meditate. Will this
make any difference in me?”

“You have too much trouble simply relaxing and letting things happen,” Keir said. “I believe this is
just the place to help you learn how to let go and just be.” Keir drifted away from him, his limbs
shortening into dolphin flippers as he went to tell Hiramus the news. The two curmudgeons and the
woman looked up at him. Morit nodded grimly. Hiramus’s expression didn’t change. He just tucked
his newspaper under his arm and prepared to rise. Keir went on to Sean to offer him an enthusiastic
description of the Meditation Gardens.

Uh-huh, Chuck thought skeptically, sitting in his seat playing idly with a handful of seat cushion
that he sculpted into a troll doll. The discontentment he had banished was back with reinforcements.
Why did Persemid have to remind him of how powerless he was in the real world? He wished he could
be a Sleeper, and order the dreams of millions—billions, even! But he couldn’t even control his own
dreams for very long.

Morit had been watching the Visitors. There they sat, in their closed circle, working away with
bucketfuls of influence as if it was so much water, violating all the rules of dreamstuff to suit their
selfish purposes. Did they think of sharing power with those less fortunate than themselves? Of course
not! He smiled when they met his eyes, but they would have been shocked if they knew he was
thinking of the easiest way to dispose of them.

One of his comrades had communicated with him at last. The next attempt on the Visitors’ lives
would come soon. This time, it had better be more effective than the abortive train wreck. He wanted
to see the whole lot of them crushed the way they smashed the blocks and fruit with which they played
so idly.

The train jerked suddenly to a stop, propelling Morit halfway out of his seat. He cursed. The
harness he had made to shield himself from the wreck the day before had vanished without a trace. Just
like the Sleepers, to withdraw a gift exactly when he needed it! Blanda glanced out the window, and
leaned over toward him.

“We’re in Murmur, dear. | am looking forward to seeing the Meditation Gardens. That will be nice.
We’ve never been.”

“Hmmph!” Morit snorted. “I know we’ve never been! | never wanted to come here! You know the
Meditation Gardens are here! You’ve been reading guidebooks for weeks! And you’ve heard those
people’s guide yammering about it nonstop for miles!” He shook a forefinger at her.

“Don’t be cross, Morit. It ties you all up in knots.” She reached over to undo the tangle his fingers
had worked themselves into.

He snatched his hands away from her grasp, and propped himself up against the wall of the train to
sulk. He was disgusted with himself that his level of influence was so weak next to that of the
interlopers. He had particularly taken against Chuck Meadows. The Visitor invasion could have been



stemmed so quickly, if only that unspeakable nightmare of a man hadn’t been able to stop the train. All
the Visitors should have been too surprised to react. But someone hadn’t—who had told him how? It
must have been the man from the Ministry of History. Morit glared at Bergold, who was chattering
away to the pretty woman. How annoying. He was a traitor to his kind. He would have to be destroyed
with the Visitors. No one would suspect foul play if he didn’t come back. Travel had its own perils.
Bergold would just have been unlucky enough to discontinue.

Chapter 13

The way to the Meditation Gardens was along a lovely path made of crushed pearls and lined with
golden bamboo and green lianas so silken Chuck kept reaching out to run his fingers along them. He
was glad to get off the train for a while. He wasn’t used to sitting still for so long except when
meditating. Once again, he was saddled with his unwanted baggage. Keir had helped him load it all
onto his shoulders like a giant backpack. Chuck couldn’t tell if it was his imagination playing a trick
on him, but the trunk and cases felt slightly lighter than they had when he had arrived.

It was difficult to see anything through the thick tropical undergrowth. From time to time, when
Chuck lost his certainty that he was going in the right direction, bejeweled signs appeared along the
way to reassure him. The air was thick and moist, giving him the sensation that he was wading
underwater again. He reached out to wipe the area around his face, hoping to make it easier to breathe.
The air rounded into his hand like a mass of modeling clay. He stopped short, almost making
Persemid, immediately behind, run into him.

“Hey!” she protested, her bags clattering on her back.

“Look at this!” Chuck said, maneuvering carefully to turn around. He held out his hand, squeezing
and manipulating the substance in it. It was squishy but not gooey, like putty, although warmer and
smoother.

“l can’t see anything,” Persemid told him. “Your hand is empty.”

“No, it’s not. I’ve got a handful of air.”

“Yes. S0?”

“It’s neat,” he said. Persemid snorted.

Chuck paid her no attention. He was fascinated by the way the mass in his hands could be formed,
then rolled out and re-formed again. He still couldn’t see it, but his fingertips and palms assured him
he held something real.

“You have nothing there,” Persemid insisted.

“Yes! See what it feels like,” he said, pushing it at her. She jerked her hands away, but he managed
to make her take it. Her eyes widened as her hand closed around it.

“How strange.” She played with the invisible mass for a moment, then hurried to pick up another
piece of the landscape. It detached from the rest like a piece of cake. “The whole place is mutable.”

“l guess it is,” Chuck said. He grabbed a chunk of ground, of gate, of vine leaf. All of them were as
malleable as the handful of air. He molded them together into a mass like an agate marble, clear in
spots but blended with streaks of blue, green, gold and brown. It looked very pretty as he spun it in the
air, watching the colors whirl. Only part of his mind told him he was doing anything out of the
ordinary, combining air with solid objects. The rest of him was beginning to find it natural. He was
struck with a wild inspiration. If dreamstuff was so malleable, what about . . . him? He plucked a
fingerful of flesh from the back of his hand. Just like the vines and gravel, it softened and rolled like
modeling clay. He, or his body here, was made of the same stuff.

“Look at that,” he told the others. He flattened out the bit of flesh. It had left a gap through which
he could briefly see red veins and white bones, but the hole quickly filled in and leveled off, like a
sand pit in the beach. Chuck worried about what to do with the extra piece. He didn’t want to be
diminished, and he didn’t feel right about just throwing it away. Playfully, he made a cylinder out of it
and stuck it on the outer edge of his hand. Six fingers! As if following his thoughts, the piece became



more defined, with knuckles and a nail. If six, why not ten? All the fingers on that hand divided in two.
He made a fist. It looked like a row of piano keys. He could alter himself.

“How come | couldn’t do that before?” he demanded of Keir. The guide tilted his head sideways.

“Because you wouldn’t. You were afraid to change. That’s a shame. The more you change, the
faster you learn who it is you really are.”

Chuck wasn’t sure he wanted to have that knowledge thrust upon him too quickly, especially if it
was bad news. It would be more comfortable to have it revealed in stages. No one liked having his
worst fears confirmed. While he was not thinking about it, his hand slowly shifted back to its original
configuration. Chuck wasn’t sorry. It was comforting that the Dreamland fixed his mistakes. In future,
he hoped to become more proficient with influence, so there wouldn’t be errors to correct. On the other
hand, experimenting was kind of fun. He put an extra bend in his wrist, enabling him to scratch his
elbow. He chuckled, then noticed everyone was looking at him.

“l know it doesn’t mean anything more than playing with inert matter,” he said cautiously.

“Oh, stop! Why do you care so much about what other people think of you?” Persemid asked
sharply. Chuck almost let out a sour retort, then dismissed her complaint as rhetorical. Besides,
confound it, she was right. She started walking determinedly toward the Meditation Gardens. Chuck
shouldered his bags and trudged after her.

As he caught up, he saw her making some kind of mystical-looking passes with her hands. She
turned away when she noticed him watching, then gave up trying to conceal her face. Chuck hid a
smile: she was doing the same thing he had just been. He noticed her eyes were larger, and her chin
now came to a sharp point. Her skin changed from coffee-colored to chablis to peaches and cream.
Otherwise, she looked pretty much the same.

“Darn it,” she said. “l can’t seem to do a thing with this body. Pretty much the same story as at
home.”

“You are a little more attached to your base shape,” said Bergold, coming up on them from behind.
“Asam |. | am told it means we have strong self-images. We can change, but it takes concentration. |
tend toward shortness and roundness.”

“That’s me,” Persemid said, daring Chuck with her eyes to say anything rude. He dropped back a
pace or two behind her and Bergold to think.

It wasn’t really true what Keir had said, was it? Was he really afraid to open himself up to change,
and find out the truth? Well, he wasn’t going to know until he tried. Think thin, he ordered his body.
Go on! He felt a lump of fear in his midsection, and started to tremble so violently that leaves fell off
the trees nearby. He was glad neither Persemid nor Keir were watching. Thankfully, the others were
deep in their own thoughts. Come on. If | don’t like it, | can stop any time, Chuck tried to convince
himself, but he knew it wasn’t true.

Be tall! he ordered himself, without giving himself time to think further. His ribcage closed in so
quickly it squeezed the breath out of him. He found himself looming over the others on stilt-thin legs.
His gait was unsteady. Playing around with his own shape made him nervous. He wished there was
someone to ask if it was really all right. Well, Keir had been at pains to convince Sean it was all right
to manipulate dreamstuff, and his present “body” was all dreamstuff. So, could he rationalize it? He
snorted. He just had. He could do anything he wanted.

Okay, let’s be compact! Whoosh! The shape that resulted made him Bergold’s twin brother, plump
arms and legs and a little round belly that pushed against his shirt buttons.

The fun of it was that it felt dangerous, like walking on top of a fence rail. Chuck got the hang of
visualizing the image of his body in his mind, and making it change. He tried to make himself alter
every other step, but having to deal with the logistics of continually new arms and new legs made his
head spin.

The others were getting too far ahead. Letting go of controlling his shape in favor of speed, he
hurried up to walk beside Bergold.

“It’s very changeable out here today,” said the Historian. “When winds of change blow through,
you shift shape whether you want to or not. You’ve allowed yourselves to be influenced, already. Once
you start, it’s hard to stop. | don’t even try. Really, | rather like it.”

They crossed an open area where the rolling of the ground like sea swell made Chuck steel himself
for another slap of influence from the unseen Sleepers. Wave after wave of influence blew through like
strong winds, carrying change in every flutter. Fighting his natural tendencies toward self-preservation,
Chuck forced himself to remain open to the sensation. He was scared, but reminded himself it was
natural here. Everyone did it. Bergold shifted over and over again like a slide show—nballerina, clown,
diplomat, dog, fireman, lawn mower—and seemed very happy about it. Persemid glanced at Chuck
and let out one of her snorting laughs.

“You look like Abraham Lincoln.” He glanced down at himself. Yup, there were the stovepipe
pants and long frock coat. He felt a beard on his chin. Persemid was even more altered, a fussy figure



in black silk and white lace.

“You look like Queen Victoria,” he said, just as another wave of influence overtook him.

“You’re a mailbox.”

“You’re a lamppost,” Chuck creaked, his lower jaw turned into a broad flap. The head of the long
cast-iron pole bent over to see herself.

“Hal! Wouldn’t you know? The first time in my life I’'m really skinny, and | have iron britches!”

“But, it’s just a game,” Chuck said dismissively, determined not to be seen as frivolous again. He
forced himself to think himself a human being again, and was relieved when arms and legs, clad in
cloth garments, took the place of metal plates. He waved a casual hand. “Unreality. It doesn’t mean a
thing.”

“Get over it,” said Persemid impatiently, swelling into lush flesh as she reasserted her humanity.
“Don’t you dare spoil today for the rest of us.”

“Me, spoil things for you?” Chuck fell silent, realizing he was bickering like a child. He just
couldn’t keep up with such secure people. “I’'m sorry. I’ll try not to.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake don’t roll over and show your throat,” Persemid growled. “Show some
backbone. Is this what you’re here to do, drive the rest of us nuts? You’re so demanding half the time,
and the rest, you’re being a wimp.”

Chuck picked up a rock and started stretching it between his hands. He couldn’t say anything. It
was difficult to know who he really was in this place. If his self-impression bounded around from
powerlessness to crankiness, he was just searching for the limits so easily within reach during his day-
to-day life. Perhaps he had too many possibilities here, too many choices. The stone strand had gone
from rock to wool to fiberglass to the model of a fiberglass speedboat he’d once seen on a lake near his
house. He tossed it to one side, discontented. He still wasn’t happy, and no activity here seemed to be
bringing him closer to his goal.

Morit, following in Chuck’s wake, felt a bitter taste on his tongue that he recognized as envy, as
Chuck threw aside the model boat. The power of a veritable Sleeper, and the fool Visitor dismissed it
as nothing! What power must they wield in their own land? With the wave of a hand they could wreak
destruction that his kind had never dreamed of. Chuck glanced back over his shoulder and smiled at
Morit and his wife. Blanda smiled back, with a vacuous expression of adoration. She didn’t care that
the Visitors could destroy her with a thought. Employing a good deal of strength, Morit forced the
corners of his mouth upward into a sour smile, but inwardly he quailed. What if the Visitor could read
his mind? What if he just had? He would know the traitorous thoughts he harbored. But, no, the
Visitor went back to his argument. Morit began to look around him. His colleagues were supposed to
contact him here. The sooner these horrible Visitors were gone from his world, the better.

The gateway of the Meditation Gardens reminded Chuck of the pictures he’d always seen of the Taj
Mahal. White stone had been carved into intricate patterns like swags of silk or ruffles of lace. He
peered through one of the openings. Most of what was beyond lay concealed behind a thick curtain of
dark green ivy, but a gleam of bright sunshine winking over the wall made Chuck eager to get in and
see more. Keir gathered his scattered party together and handed each of them tickets printed on palm-
sized octagonal cards.

“Don’t lose this,” Keir said, holding it up between thumb and forefinger. “You’ll need it. It’s got
your mantra on it.”

The old man’s dark eyes looked into his, etching his message on Chuck’s brain with laserlike
intensity. Chuck nodded sincerely as Keir snapped the pasteboard into his hand. He promised himself
he would listen more closely to what Keir said. He tucked the ticket deep into a breast pocket that had
a button and a zipper, and fastened both. The guide stepped to the front of his group and led them
through the swinging gate.

“Enjoy yourselves,” Keir said, stepping aside so they could pass him. “I’ll come and get you when
it’s time to go.”

On the other side of the turnstile Chuck stopped short in surprise. “There’s nothing here,” he said.
“l mean, there is nothing here.”

No one could deny he was speaking the literal truth. The Gardens, which offered such promise from
the outside, were a colorless void that stretched out into eternity. Except for a few people here and
there, and the gate behind him, not a scrap of color, a hint of texture, or anything to give proportion or
scope to the emptiness. It was as though he was standing on glass. No, since there was no perceptible
surface or limit, it was more like being surrounded by a translucent fluid, like water but far less
tangible. And yet, there still seemed to be a surface to walk upon. Beneath his feet and far above his
head he saw more people scattered around, sitting in every possible position and orientation.

“It’s good for concentration,” Keir said. “It helps you clear your mind. Nothingness is what you



should picture so all you need to do is look around you.”

“But everyone was saying the Gardens are so beautiful,” Chuck said.

“And that,” Keir said, with a raised eyebrow, “is why | told you to hold on to your ticket. It has
your mantra on it. Settle down, chant, and enjoy!”

Chuck took the square of pasteboard out of his pocket and studied it. On one side were the words
meditation gardens, rem, admission: two chickens. On the other side was the single syllable: om.

Well, that’s easy, he thought. What could be a more classic mantra? The others probably had
something more exotic to concentrate upon, but he didn’t want to be distracted by the word itself.

Their fellow travelers were also taking advantage of the stop to see the Gardens. Kenner waved to
Chuck as he passed, arm in arm with a girl. Chuck was amazed that he’d already found company. They
hadn’t been in the Gardens more than a few minutes. The young woman darted a shy look at Chuck.
Like the first one on the train platform, this one was dainty with doe eyes, although she had blonde hair
and a rosy-cheeked complexion. Chuck shook his head. Mrs. Flannel came in, clutching two tickets.
One of them must have been for Spot, who buzzed around her head in the shape of a huge dragonfly.
Mr. Bolster entered, his briefcase still in his hands, and sat down on a raised block of nothing with it
on his knees as though waiting for an appointment.

Chuck wanted to be alone. He set out toward a corner of the nothingness where the fewest people
were seated. Just walking made him feel unsteady, since he couldn’t see the surface beneath his feet,
and he had the extra burden of suitcases and trunks on his back. Then, he thought of the invisible
modeling clay he had been playing with outside the gate. The substance of the Dreamland would do
what he made it do. He visualized a level path that went wherever he needed and would never make
him stumble. Keeping that in his mind, he strode energetically toward an inviting patch of emptiness,
bouncing at each step.

The others evinced a similar need for privacy. The group separated, going off in all directions.
Persemid made a sharp left and stalked off along the perimeter. Hiramus strode past him, looking
annoyed, and moved away, dropping down out of sight before he’d gone a hundred paces. Pip began
immediately to move upward as though tiptoeing up an invisible ramp, and settled herself sixty or
seventy feet in the air with her beautiful garments, long black tresses, her chains of matching suitcases
flowing around her like a beautiful mermaid in an undersea current waiting for a taxi to the airport.
Chuck stared over his shoulder at her in fascination for a moment before moving on. Perhaps she
normally vibrated on a higher plane than the rest of them, or she was just used to the drill here. He felt
awkward having to learn what his companions who had visited the Dreamland more than once already
knew. It had taken such effort for him to reach this stage that he was envious of the ones who had
achieved it before him.

To Chuck’s frustration, the married couple from Elysia tagged along behind him. He glanced back
over the top of his luggage. He didn’t want to say anything to Morit or Blanda, but he put on a face
that he hoped would make them leave him alone. It didn’t work. The man wore an expression of grim
determination, but the woman gave him a sweet smile. The fascination that people here had with him
and his fellow astral-projectors bordered on celebrity craze. Uneasily, he smiled back, wondering how
he could persuade them to go away. Maybe he could lose them. He started walking more briskly. They
picked up their pace, too. When he changed direction, they changed direction. When he doubled back
toward the gate, so did they. What did Bergold call things like this? Nuisances?

He found he was heading right back toward Keir. The guide’s gaze returned from contemplating
something pleasurable in the far distance, and focused on Chuck.

“Enjoying yourself?” he asked.

“No,” Chuck said, a trifle shortly, annoyed that everyone seemed to be having a good time but him.
“l can’t find anywhere private to sit.”

Keir shook his head at Chuck’s obtuseness. “Everywhere is private here,” he said. “Everyone
achieves their own state of being. Just get into it, and you’ll see.”

“l can’t,” Chuck said, looking back at his satellites with resentment.

“Sure you can. You’re just tied too tightly into the physical world. You can dismiss that here, and
should. It’s an opportunity you won’t get back home, you know. Sit right there,” Keir said, pointing at
the ground, “and try now.”

With a resigned shrug, Chuck sank to the unseen path. Knowing that the married couple was right
there annoyed him, but Keir was his guide, and knew better. More people were present in this section
than in almost any other. Others passed close by though not necessarily directly past him, because the
floor had no real existence than what someone walking on it put into it. Instead, they moved sideways,
underneath him or above him, or upside down, hiking along arcs like hills that hung downward instead
of sticking up, or swinging by their hands from invisible vines, as they chose.

Chuck was annoyed. This was the long road to Enlightenment. If he had realized the Dreamland
could be so easily manipulated, he would have walked off right through the wall of the train, turned



around and made straight for the town when he saw it on the map. In spite of the chilling sight of the
chasm, in his heart he only half-believed he could really be killed by such a fall. And being in the
midst of nothingness with too many people he didn’t know was such a waste of time. Keir kept looking
down at him, not quite tapping his foot on the ground. Chuck made an imaginary pillow out of the
stuff he couldn’t see, and sat on it, using his steamer trunk as a backrest.

“Now,” said Keir, who had waited while Chuck got comfortable, “chant.”

“Om,” Chuck intoned, without much enthusiasm. He stared off into the middle distance, fixing on
nothing. “Omm. Omm. Ommmm . .. my!” A riot of yellow, red and green burst into existence so close
to his face that he jumped back, rolling off his pillow.

The scene suddenly went blank again, leaving him staring at empty space. Where did all that come
from? And where did it go? Cautiously, Chuck crawled back onto his pillow, and tried to think of what
he had been thinking to get it back. He was embarrassed for having been so angry and getting
rewarded with something so beautiful.

“Omm,” he said, hopefully. He concentrated deeply on his mantra, giving it all the push he could
from the very root of his being. “Omm. Ommmm.”

Ah! His mind opened like curtains on a stage. Colorful gardens of a thousand greens, reds, purples,
golds, whites, oranges and yellows unfolded and rolled off toward the horizons. Flower beds in every
shape and size, crowded with plants, sprouted up everywhere. Glorious skies spread out above him, the
blue so beautiful it almost broke his heart.

“Can you see it now?” Keir’s voice asked, though the guide himself was invisible behind sprays of
jasmine. Chuck nodded slowly, not wanting to break the spell. “Good. See you later.”

Chuck was overwhelmed by the beauty of it all. He could smell the flowers. He could hear the birds
singing to one another as they flitted through the air. He shifted to get a better look.

Suddenly, everything went blank again. Chuck held back the outburst that rose to his lips, and
started reciting his mantra to himself. The gardens reappeared. He held ever so still for just a moment,
feeling the breeze that wafted past his cheeks, carrying the heady flavor of the flowers’ perfume to his
nose. He climbed awkwardly to his feet. The scene vanished. He flopped to the ground and summoned
the garden back again, fixing it in his mind. It existed. He existed in it.

He noticed figures in his landscape. There were other people in this reality whom he hadn’t seen
while surrounded by the blankness. They were walking around, yet he didn’t seem to be able to. An
older woman, touching each flower like the face of a beloved child. Two small boys in oversized
brown hooded cloaks and karate gis playing at sword fighting with colored sticks. A large man in the
midst of an ancient forest bowing to trees, and having them bow back to him with a grace Chuck
hadn’t expected in any of them. What did they know that he didn’t? All of these people seemed to
move to gentle music. Chuck listened intently. He couldn’t hear anything, but to his delight, he found
that he did feel it and could join in with it.

Concentrating on moving with the lento rhythm, he found he could rise to a standing position. Then,
keeping his eye carefully on one landmark or another, he could walk slowly, step by step, without
losing the images. The people became hidden behind bushes and shrubs as he moved, leaving him
alone in this paradise. He breathed in the smell of damp earth and growing things, imagining himself
becoming one with nature. This was what he had been hoping for when he set out on this journey. This
was truly zen.

It was difficult to make himself stand still or move slowly when there was so much beauty all
around. His curiosity was nearly as overwhelming as the aroma of jasmine. Winding paths spread out
from his feet, inviting him to explore. He had spotted a teakwood gazebo off in the distance on the
other side of the copse. He couldn’t wait to stand in the heart of it and look out upon all this beauty
through its carved screens. He didn’t want to have to creep a pace at a time. Chuck reasoned that if he
walked over to it, he could simply reestablish his meditative state, and gaze all he wanted.

With infinite regret, he released the lush images. Sorrow and loss descended upon him like another
trunk as the colors fled, leaving him in the midst of ghost-gray blandness. As quickly as he could, he
hiked off in the direction he’d seen the gazebo. After a hundred or so paces, he made a pillow of air
and sat down.

Chuck closed his eyes and began to chant, anticipating the delicious sense of wonder he would feel.
One, two, three, he thought, then opened his eyes.

Nothing had changed. He was still in the midst of the copse that ought to have been a hundred paces
closer to the gate. How could that be? He sought around him, hoping that he was mistaken. No, there
were the other patrons, browsing or playing, just where he had last seen them. Off in the distance was
that wonderful gazebo. This must be one of Bergold’s Frustration Dreams. No matter how he tried, he
would be unable to enjoy the rest of the park like everyone else seemed to be doing.

The yearning rose up in him like an upwelling of tears. How could he get to the gazebo if covering
the distance wouldn’t do it? It should not be impossible! Other people had reached it. Why couldn’t



he? He wanted very much to be in it. He could almost run his hands along the smooth rail.

To his surprise, the little screen house seemed to be coming closer to him. The scenery rolled by
him on either side. He was moving without moving. This was zen. He waited eagerly until the stairs
rose under his feet one at a time. He was in the gazebo! And, oh, what an amazing scene greeted him.
Beneath the gazebo was a Japanese garden full of delicate flowers and artful arrangements of rocks.
Slowly, carefully, Chuck leaned forward to settle his forearms along that rail, enjoying the cool
shadow cast by the roof, and the birdsong that rolled around him like a silken carpet. Since he was new
to this kind of meditation, the scene faded in and out every so often. Still, he managed to hold on to his
place, fixing it in his mind.

Paths wound out from the garden, inviting him to consider the possibilities they offered. For the -
moment, all he wanted to do was enjoy what he could see from there: the rippling brook under the
mauve-painted bridge, the scattering of bronzed leaves on the grass, Morit and Blanda standing and
looking up at him.

Chuck straightened up with a jerk. Why were those people following him? To his annoyance, the
garden vanished, leaving the couple in stark relief, and revealing the hundreds of other people
populating the garden. Chuck felt crowded.

All right, since he could bring the scenery to him now, he would go somewhere else, and
concentrate on the wonderful garden in peace. He released the image and headed out toward the
emptiest quarter where only a few people sat deep in their own contemplation. He chose a space
equidistant from the nearest three, and sat down to chant.

No such luck. Morit and Blanda followed him doggedly, stopping about twenty feet away. The
woman spread out a picnic cloth over an expanse of nothingness, and set a huge wicker basket down in
the middle of it. Chuck tried to think of his mantra, of the lovely gardens, but all he could concentrate
on was the homely clattering of dishes and her soft voice as she chattered to her husband. Morit didn’t
seem to be enjoying himself, but at least he wasn’t talking.

Meditation was meant to close out the distractions of the world. Chuck was determined not to let the
couple from Elysia spoil his entire day. He gritted his teeth and muttered “om” to himself until the
gardens returned. He could pretend the intruders weren’t there by turning his back on them. He could
still hear Blanda, but she was a steady, low sound like the brook, a pleasant white noise. Ah.

The gazeho reappeared, and he found himself studying a spray of crisp, pink-and-purple orchids
that drooped languidly from the edge of the sloping roof. Their color was brighter and more real than
any pink or purple he had ever beheld in his ordinary life. Their shape, like lady’s slippers but, well,
different, made him want to sculpt them, but better still, to study and enjoy them for hours.

“Happy, happy, happy, happy . . .”

Chuck was startled again out of his reverie. That was unmistakably Mrs. Flannel’s voice. He turned
his head carefully, trying not to dispel the Japanese garden, which was already showing signs of
shredding under the stress he felt pretending Morit and Blanda weren’t there. The old woman had sat
down in the very center of the gazebo floor with her pink-tights-covered legs tucked into an incredibly
uncomfortable-looking double lotus and her hands, with thumbs and middle fingers touching, resting
on her knees. The cool interior threatened to slip away. Chuck clawed at the carved panels with his
mind, willing them to stay, but they scooted a dozen feet in a moment.

“Happy, happy, happy . ..”

Chuck growled under his breath.

“Shh, please,” he hissed. She paid no attention. Spot, a handsome, brown, Capuchin monkey the
size of a doll, stared frankly at him. The married couple were on his other side gazing at him with the
intensity they’d watch a sideshow exhibit. “Shh!”

With everything he had, Chuck dragged the gazebo and garden back to him. He had to block out the
distractions. He had influence at his command. Why not use it? He pictured a berm of earth curving
two-thirds of the way around, in between him and the intruders. When he started to chant his mantra
again, he could see the berm. It rose up through the green grass, burying the golden sprinkle of leaves,
half the flowers, and most of the remaining floor of the summer house. There, he thought with
satisfaction. Now he could have peace and quiet.

And quiet was exactly what he did have. As though shocked at his interference, all birdsong had
ceased. The sound of the brook was gone, replaced by a sluggish seeping trickle like a drippy pipe. He
couldn’t see Mrs. Flannel or Morit and Blanda, but he had very little garden left to behold. Instead, It
was a dark brown heap of dirt. In the midst of beauty he had managed to construct an eyesore, even to
his third eye. Tension started to buckle the silk-smooth facade of his mental image. Chuck shapped out
of his funk. He was ashamed of himself. The landscape was blighted, and it was all his fault. So what
if there were other people around? It was hardly crowded. Enduring the presence of others, even if
they were unwelcome, paled to . . . well, nothingness beside his crime of having marred the landscape
he was enjoying. With a curt wave of his arms he dispelled the berm, hoping he hadn’t done any



lasting damage to the Gardens. All of nature seemed to breathe a deep sigh of relief. The birds began to
sing again, and a lone cricket under the floor emitted its sweet, short chirps. A rushing gurgle told him
the brook had been restored.

Chuck sat down hard on the floorboards. Now he was really ashamed and disgusted with himself.
Childishness of this depth was not at all what he’d hoped he’d find at the bottom of his psyche. All
right, so he wasn’t as spiritually advanced as the experienced visitors. They seemed to have no trouble
shutting out stimuli. He couldn’t do it! He was too aware of his surroundings. He would just have to
work within his own comfort level. After all, as Keir had pointed out, this was just the beginning of his
journey. He only hoped the person inside was nicer than he had been acting.

Chuck had to get away by himself, or he’d never be able to concentrate on anything but resentment.
He looked around for the remotest corner of the park. There had to be a corner, as dark and as lonely
as he could find, if he had to walk for hours. There he wouldn’t upset anyone else. He stood up and
started walking, mindful to continue advancing through the landscape. He regretted leaving the little
house behind, but serenity like that was not his to possess yet. Nor did he want to be reminded of how
he had ruined it.

Luckily, Morit and Blanda’s picnic was in full swing. At last the couple was too encumbered to
pick up and follow him. The dark-browed man glanced up, stopping chewing in the middle of a
deviled egg to glare at Chuck as he hurried away as though offended Chuck was giving him the slip.
Chuck shot him an apologetic smile, but didn’t pause. Neither Mrs. Flannel nor Spot noticed when he
rose. He glanced behind him, hoping that no one else would decide that he was more interesting than
the Gardens.

Morit was upset when the Visitor left. His eyes shot daggers at Mrs. Flannel, now rising gently into
the air on the strength of her chanting. He had counted on making an attempt when the Visitor was
deep in meditation, and now that opportunity had been ruined. Curse Blanda, too. Morit couldn’t go
after Chuck Meadows now without calling awkward attention to himself. Blanda had spread out her
picnic cloth on this patch of undifferentiated desolation, and was taking endless numbers of platters
and bowls from the woven willow basket. He beheld them all with outrage. Blanda had overpacked, as
usual. She couldn’t intend him to eat this all! There must be enough food here for an army.

She knelt in the middle of the checkered square, arranging dishes on the red and white cloth. The
pattern of her dress had changed from a plain blue dress to a red check that matched the cloth, but
smaller. Her brown hair was arranged in a halo of curls around her head that bobbed while she gabbled
to herself. The food smelled good. Morit couldn’t stand to watch her for long. It was too homey, and
he was not home. He was here on a deadly serious mission. He sprang up. Chuck Meadows was nearly
out of sight.

He started to follow, when Blanda’s voice dragged him back.

“Isn’t it lovely here, dear? It’s not at all as | imagined it, but I’m so happy to see at last what the
neighbors were talking about. You remember when they showed us their vacation pictures, don’t you?
Images and images! We were there almost all the night, and I thought they were so pretty, though how
they took pictures that lasted without chanting their mantras | don’t know . . .” The stream of words
puddled around his feet and held him as fast as a pool of glue. He tugged first at one shoe, then the
other, then sat down on the cloth in resignation. “. . . But this is so much prettier than | thought. Don’t
you think so?”

“Looks like urban renewal,” Morit growled, dropping his chin dejectedly into his hand. “I don’t see
a nightmare-cursed thing.”

“Oh, but it is just beautiful. The nice man gave you your own mantra. You could see it if only you
said your word a few times.”

“Why aren’t you chanting, then?”

Blanda smiled at him, and set a jar of pickles at one corner of the cloth. “Oh, darling, | did, but |
guess | just don’t need to do it for very long,” she said.

Morit wouldn’t doubt that. The woman was off in her own world half the time. It was probably
connected to this miserable place, where everyone was enjoying themselves but him. He watched her
take a bottle of artichoke hearts and a crock of olives, and arrange them artistically by the pickles.
“There’s fountains all around us, my dear. They sound so nice. Tinkle tinkle tinkle! We’d like one in
our garden, wouldn’t we?”

“No, we would not,” Morit said, irritatedly. “They’re a nightmare’s load of work, and it would keep
changing into a log flume, or a swimming pool full of horrible little children. Besides, there’s nothing
here.”

Blanda shook her head at him fondly. “Of course there is, my love. All you have to do to see it is
say your little word a few times. I’m sure it’s just right for you. Mine is. It’s so nice and homey, just
perfect for me. Whenever the images start to fade, | just say it to myself. It’s ‘bread.” Bread, bread,



bread, bread . . . Oh, look, there’s a unicorn! Try it, my love. You must see him. He’s all white and
blue, and his adorable little beard!”

Morit grumbled into his own beard. He wouldn’t chant a mantra if his life depended on it. He tuned
out Blanda’s chatter, watching Chuck walking toward the remote end of the gardens. The Visitor
receded into the distance, growing smaller and smaller. It was too much to hope he would just turn into
a tiny point and vanish. Of all the strangers from the Waking World, Morit felt Chuck Meadows was
the most dangerous. He seized power like a tyrant, and treated it like a trifle. The Dreamland could not
remain intact in the continued presence of such a powerful entity. The place would shake apart before
long, sending them all plummeting into chaos. He must be killed first. Now.

Morit knew his compatriots were lurking around. Plan MG, the scheme they had worked out for this
place, must be put into play as soon as possible. Once everyone was isolated in his or her own
thoughts, Morit’s comrades could confront the Visitors one at a time. If they could not be scared back
to the Waking World, they must die. Perfectly simple. All Morit had to do was wait for his contact.

Blanda was chattering about potato salad when a sinister-looking man with a mustache and wearing
a black trench coat and slouch hat pulled low over his face appeared at their side. He didn’t meet
Morit’s eye, but looked off into the middle distance. While his wife watched with curiosity on her mild
face, Morit stood up, stared off into nothingness, and whispered under his breath to him.

“That one first,” he said, cocking his head in the direction that Chuck had gone. A brief nod for an
answer, and the man in black scurried away like a rat. Twenty yards away, he sidled up to another
mysterious-looking man in a red trench coat. Both of them hurried furtively away to find others. Morit
was pleased with himself. The word was spreading. The Visitors would be taken unaware. Morit sat
down to watch the man in red not-looking at a similarly clad man in green.

“Who was that, dear?” Blanda asked, busy spooning the contents of a container of fruit gelatin into
a ceramic bowl painted with tulips.

“No one,” Morit said. “He was asking the time. | told him whose time it was.”

“Oh, that was very nice of you, dear,” she said, handing him a full plate of food. “Sit down, now,
and have your lunch.”

Morit shook his head in disbelief. Blanda could be so very dense. But that suited his purposes. He
didn’t want a wife who would meddle and prevent him from getting his way.

The order that had just gone out should be put into effect before the afternoon was out. Wait until
Chuck Meadows was vulnerable, then strike! He looked forward to celebrating victory by evening. A
toast to their success seemed appropriate. Blanda handed him a filled mug and he swigged it without
looking at it. He spat a stream of red out into the nothingness. Fruit punch! Ugh!

Chapter 14

Chuck stumbled on the featureless expanse that stretched out before him like endless misery. He
didn’t mean to be selfish and spoil things for everyone else. But this journey was supposed to have
been special for him and him alone. He’d worked hard to get to this particular place and this time. It
was unjust of Persemid to accuse him of being uncooperative, but he couldn’t deny his resentment at
always having other people to consider, even here, in the privacy of his own mind, where he ought to
be able to be alone if he wanted. Well, that was normal, wasn’t it? He would have thought that in his
own personal seeking he could have an experience that was just for him.

And if there were five seekers, why wasn’t there one guide per person? How much trouble would
that be? The astral plane, or the Dreamland, as everyone here insisted on calling it, seemed to be
designed to fulfill the needs of people like him from the Waking World. But it wasn’t working that
way. No one here cared exclusively for him. Keir was friendly and businesslike, but his attention was
pulled in too many directions. When Chuck really wanted to talk to someone, there was nobody there.
If he wanted to be lonely he could have stayed home!

He felt like sitting down and crying like a little child. Keir was right. Chuck’s depression was



interfering with his ability to seek out truth and contentment. He needed to work out his feelings, but
he couldn’t do it in front of other people. He needed a safe place to sit. Not just alone, but safe. He
kept walking.

At last, everyone who was even remotely nearby was sitting with their backs to him. To stave off
the feelings of hopelessness, Chuck muttered his mantra to himself just to hear a voice. Though he
didn’t feel he deserved it, the colors returned, and grass grew under his feet.

The lovely gardens were far behind him. Ahead was a tall, deep forest, so tall that it took his breath
away just to look at it. The very tops of the trees disappeared into the sky. Every shaggy, silvery-
brown trunk was too wide for him to wrap his arms around. The roots humped up as high as his head,
and the crowns were so far above him they were a blur. All he could properly see of the forest roof was
a dappled mosaic of dark brown, green, blue, and sparkling white-gold. The earthy smell of moist bark
and leaf mould joined the other scents mingling in the sweet air, as the light, crisp rustling of leaves
rose underneath the other sounds of nature. His footsteps made little noise. Each was swallowed up by
the overwhelming ambience of the forest like a droplet of oil settling into a pool. This place felt big.

Or, perhaps, it was because he was very small. Chuck looked down at himself. The sleeves of his
jeans and shirt had shrunk up until he was wearing shorts and a short-sleeved T-shirt. The arms and
legs that stuck out were smooth and thin. He felt his chin. No beard. He was a little boy again.

Chuck ought to have felt nervous, walking into deep woods without a guide or a map, but he felt
perfectly safe. This was the right kind of deep forest, the kind in which he could look for Pooh Bear
and all the imaginary friends from books he had read when he was a little boy. This place seemed so
familiar. But that was impossible, of course. This was a dream forest, made up by thought. There
wasn’t a real tree in the place. It was pretty convincing, though. The farther in Chuck walked, the more
he had to let go of his skepticism and accept what he saw. Was there a reality beyond real?

The atmosphere in the forest surrounding him was serene, calm and mature, like sitting on the lap of
a favorite aunt. It recalled to Chuck that time of innocence in his life, when nothing was ever really
wrong, and all troubles could be made better with a kiss or a cookie. Back then he could be anything
he imagined himself to be. Reality didn’t intrude itself and ruin everything just because it could. In this
place he felt so warm and welcomed—just the way he wanted to remember childhood—that he sat
down with his knees up and his back against one of those tall roots and wept from his heart.

Once he started, he couldn’t stop until it was all out. He let his head hang over and his shoulders
shake. Sometimes he hated being an adult. He missed the simple joy of not worrying about anything.
Daddy and Mommy would always make everything better. He could make all monsters vanish just by
closing his eyes and pulling the covers over his head. How often he wished he could do that in his
daily life! He wept for lost innocence, not caring if the Easter Bunny was real, but of having lost the
magic that went with thinking that it was. He wished he could go back to the age before he knew what
death was, or fear, or injustice. Maybe that time never existed, but a part of him had always felt that it
had.

The torrents that fell from his eyes and rolled down his cheeks were like a healing rain. He cried
and cried, letting out regret, resentment, loss and fear in hot drops that burned tracks down his cheeks,
until his tears formed a river that flowed away from his feet. He stared at the sparkling strand. Was he
the source of all that? That was impossible. Look at the way it kept flowing, even though he was no
longer crying.

He sat still to admire the unconscious beauty of it, neither sad nor happy. Poets talked about the way
streams chuckled, rivers roared, brooks chattered. How did they know how the waterways felt? He
listened to this one, really listened as he hadn’t done since he was small. Its music sounded sad to him
at first, but in a while he began to understand the happiness in its song. The pulse of life was there,
deep and slow like the rhythm of the Gardens. Little flashes of light glinting off the surface of the
water drove deeply into his eyes and awoke bright memories in his mind. Skating with his brothers.
Playing catch with his father. Smearing gobs of red and blue clay down the wall. Being kissed by a
dozen sweet-smelling aunts, one after another. Maybe his childhood hadn’t been perfect, but there
were good things to remember, now that he did remember some of them. He turned the treasured
memories over in his mind like precious gems. They had existed. He had focused so long on the wrong
things that they were poisoning him. He took in a deep, slow lungful of air. No breath, nor moment of
enlightenment, had ever tasted as sweet. Simple as that. His vulnerable moment had done him more
good than a hundred doctors. He could never have let himself go like that if there had been anyone else
nearby at all.

A bird broke into liquid warbling overhead. Chuck’s head snapped up as he sought the singer,
drinking in the sound like nectar. A dark fragment flitted from one part of the jigsaw-puzzle forest
crown to another, calling raucously. He started to hear other things: whispering, a rustling in the brush,
the crack of a thin branch breaking, all coming from the same direction. It made him curious to know
what was in there. Perhaps it was some wonderful creature out of his same childhood fantasies.



Chuck tiptoed along, reluctant to break the spell of the forest. Another crack sounded, nearer than
before. Over to the left a little, Chuck thought. He turned and went towards it.

The rustling sound popped up near him, and kept pace as he moved. It was only a tiny noise.
Perhaps there was a chipmunk or inquiring squirrel, hoping he had a crumb or two to drop. Chuck felt
in his pockets. Not a thing. He sent a mental apology to the unseen animal. Since this place was the
sum of everyone’s memories and fantasies, was it possible that he might see one of the characters from
children’s books? Roo had been a favorite of his when he was very small; he might have had to ride in
his mother’s pouch, but he enjoyed adventures. This was beginning to have all the earmarks of an
adventure. A quote from somewhere tapped at his memory, but not enough to come clear into his
conscious mind.

The lush undergrowth of leaves and vines thinned, making the going easier. Up ahead, Chuck
spotted a shaft of light penetrating down toward a clearing on the forest floor. Another crack sounded,
definitely coming from that direction. Chuck hurried up, hoping to spot whatever it was before it got
away. He heard another sharp clatter, just as he broke through into the beaten circle of earth.

It was empty. The beam of light drew a circle like a spotlight in the center of the clearing, rendering
everything at the rim too dark to see. Shadows started flitting at the edge of Chuck’s vision.

“Hello?” he called. “Who’s there?” More and more silent figures joined the first ones. It began to
dawn on him that maybe, just maybe, these weren’t the old friends he was hoping to find. The circle of
light started to shrink, just a little at a time, but inexorably closing in, as the shadows began to move
towards him. He suddenly realized he was surrounded. Chuck cast around desperately, looking for a
gap in the ring.

Was it just his imagination, or did he hear low, sinister chuckles? He tried to convince himself it
was just the wind or the leaves, or some calling bird. He didn’t do that good a job. When another laugh
broke out, almost underneath his ear, he jumped, and bolted out of the circle. Branches whipped and
cut at his face. Chuck raised his arms to shield his eyes, and charged blindly forward. He hoped he was
making back toward the path that had led him here, but at the moment he didn’t care. He heard roaring
behind him as whatever was back there sounded like it was threshing down whole trees to get at him.

How could he get out of this place? He cast about for his path, and found nothing but bracken, ferns
and roots that grabbed for his feet and made him trip. Hissing sounds made him flinch leftwards. When
he glanced to his right, he discovered quills eight inches long and as thick as his finger embedded in
the bark of a tree just where he had been standing. He plunged away into the forest, chased by howls
and fearsome crunching noises. There were giant porcupines in this forest!

Chuck realized he was still muttering his mantra to himself. He stopped chanting. That should put
an end to this dangerous vision. Nothing happened. Or, rather, nothing didn’t happen. He was so
startled that the forest hadn’t faded into emptiness that he almost stopped running. He was trapped!
This reality had become too convincing for him just to be able to drop out of it. What an irony! He’d
had so much trouble reaching the meditative state in the first place; now he couldn’t get out of it even
when he wanted to.

He had no time to think. Arrows thudded into the trees nearest him. Hunters had joined the
porcupines in pursuit of him. He ducked and started crawling over the bracken on elbows and knees,
hoping nothing his pursuers were shooting could penetrate the undergrowth. Behind him, he heard war
cries, like those of angry native villagers in the movies. Then, the screams grew shriller than the
howling of tornadoes. Overhead, a creature zoomed in on him. It was like a naked woman, but she had
bat’s wings, rows of teeth like a shark, and claws like a wolverine. She screamed, bearing in on him
with those claws outstretched, aiming for his neck. Chuck flattened himself and rolled under a
rosebush. He would rather be scratched by thorns than risk worse injuries.

Thwarted, the fury shrieked angrily, zoomed upward, and became a human-sized propeller plane,
like one from World War I1. It immediately began strafing the ground behind him with fire from
mounted twin machine guns. The plane had a painted shark’s mouth on the forward fuselage that
opened and laughed at him over the engine noise. Chuck flipped over onto his belly and crawled faster
than he ever thought he could. This was Bergold’s changeableness striking all over again. Each new
threat was more horrible and dangerous than the next. Could he die of fright? This was a ridiculous
situation—because of the mutable nature of the Dreamland he might never know what it was that
killed him!

Out of the corners of his eyes, Chuck saw the shadows gathering again, hurrying to head him off
and surround him again. Crawling was too slow a means of escape. He clambered to his feet and
started running. In the distance he heard a solid twang!, followed by a sound like pyeeew! A rock the
size of an automobile came hurtling over his head and thudded down, shaking the earth, and crushing a
bush like a man might crush an empty can underfoot. Shards of wood flew up, whipping past his ears.
More gigantic rocks hit the ground, hemming him in. Chuck started running this way and that, but
every escape was cut off as he jumped back to avoid being crushed. The shadows flitted between the



stones, cutting off his meager light, looming in on him. A blanket of blackness surrounded him. He
threw up his hands to ward it off, and a heavy paw in the darkness struck him on the shoulder.

Oof. Chuck folded halfway up as his knees wavered. More blows rained down on him. He protected
his head with his arms and tried to push his way out. Arms roughly shoved him back into the middle of
the circle and continued to pound on him.

“Who are you?” he cried. No one answered. He tried to hit back. His arms felt heavy, lethargic, as if
he was swinging through molasses. If he did connect, the force of his punches was absorbed by thick
fur, like a bear’s. What were these things?

As if in answer, the ground started to roll under his feet. A new round of Sleeper influence! Maybe
it would put an end to this meditation. Instead, the change only let him see it better.

Lightning split the sky, parting the forest crown. In the flash of gray light, Chuck saw the faces of
his assailants, and suddenly wished he couldn’t. They were eight feet tall, covered with dark brown,
shaggy fur. Their hands were huge paws with eight claws apiece. And their faces! Orange eyes the size
of his palm with sideways-slitted pupils glowed like search lamps. Their yellow teeth were sharp as
broken glass. Through them, a blood-red tongue licked out, almost touching Chuck’s face. Their breath
was as potent a weapon, smelling of week-old sewage. He staggered, his heart pounding with fear.
Monsters! Real monsters! He started punching at them blindly, wanting them to go away, wanting to
be left alone in peace. But their paws pounded down on his shoulders, struck him in the ribcage,
bruised his head and face. He didn’t have his adult muscles to protect him. Chuck was battered over
and over until his knees gave way. Feet as well as paws began to strike him now. He fell full length
onto a blanket of leaves.

His hands curled into the crunchy mass. Oh, why wasn’t this a real blanket! That was what he used
to use to protect himself against monsters in his room at night. His grandfather had always told him
that if he pulled his blanket over his head nothing could ever harm him.

He must have been thinking hard enough to wake up the influence, because the cushion of leaves
softened and melted together into a pale-blue coverlet. Avoiding kicks from the monsters, Chuck
rolled underneath the blanket and desperately clutched it around him.

Go away! he thought at the monsters. Scram! Bug off! The monsters shuffled around, sniffing and
growling ferociously. He squeezed his eyes shut. The roaring got louder as they realized they could no
longer see him. His heart pounded so loudly he was sure they could hear it.

Where was everyone else? There had been thousands of people in the Gardens before. Why did
none of them see that he was under attack? He had been left all alone to face peril. It wasn’t fair. No
matter what happened to him, it was all wrong. He heard snarling not inches from his head. He felt like
such a coward, but what could he do against beasts with long sharp teeth and claws? He hoped his
grandfather had been right. He wished his mother was there to put her calming hand on his shoulder, to
rub his back and drive away the demons. Chuck could almost feel her hand on his back, and hear her
soft voice. Instead, he heard the monsters snarling, and trembled. He was glad the blanket prevented
anyone from seeing him just now. Tears wet his cheeks and seeped into the pillow suddenly
underneath his head. The pounding in his chest turned into sobs that wracked his body with spasms.
He was afraid. Any moment now they would tear him apart and eat him.

When the tears stopped, Chuck felt a sense of utter relief. He didn’t have to look down at himself to
know he wasn’t a little boy any longer, but that was all right. He was happy to be a grown man. If
there was no one else there, he would face his demons alone. He could do it.

Chuck sat up and pulled the covers off. They vanished into the leaves on the forest floor. He looked
around, ready to spring up and do battle, no matter what happened to him. But the growling noises had
stopped. The hairy beasts were gone. Another bearlike being rose up beside him. Chuck felt a surge of
panic for a moment, but as soon as reason returned he realized the being was a man-sized Winnie the
Pooh. Round and golden, it stood rocking on its heels, its tummy stuck out like a little child’s. It
cocked its head and its black, shoe-button eyes gazed at him sympathetically.

“Do you feel better now?” it asked in Keir’s voice.

“Yes,” Chuck said, and cleared his throat. “Yes, | do.”

“Then, come with me.” It held out its hand to him. “I need your help with the others.” It helped
Chuck to his feet, and led him to a leaf-strewn path. Not a trace of the monsters remained. The sun
peeked through the trees, lighting their way to the edge, a long walk, but calming to Chuck’s mind.
The forest looked more beautiful than ever before, the narrow aisle lit up more like a cathedral now
than a dark alley.



Chapter 15

As they came out of the woods, the teddy bear shrank, and turned from golden to gray. Keir
resumed his familiar appearance of a little, bearded man in a homespun tunic and sandals.

“Why did you look different back there?” Chuck asked.

Keir smiled. “You needed that shape far more than this one.”

Chuck hugged the comfort of that moment to him. “Yes, | certainly did. Thank you.” God, he
thought, what would my wife have said if she could have seen me, crying like a baby.

Wife? He had a wife? Chuck stopped to think for a moment. Of course he did. He did his best to put
a face to the concept of a marital partner, but he couldn’t picture her at all. At least he had remembered
he had one. That was good. It meant he was breaking through the mental blocks one by one. This had
been a tremendously important one.

They had a long way to go back to the gate, but Chuck walked with a happy bounce that went well
with the loden shorts and knee socks that he was now wearing. He felt lighter than he had since he’d -
arrived. “Catharsis” was what they called what had happened to him. He remembered the term from
school. Usually catharsis didn’t come with monsters sniffing around, but it had been a valuable and
memorable experience just the same. Other people began to appear around him, seated on benches and
in the grass and in the very midst of the sprawlingly gorgeous flower beds. He smiled at their
contented expressions, and they, complete strangers, smiled up at him. Chuck felt he loved each and
every one of them. He hoped they had experienced as significant an event as he had. He couldn’t
recommend the means, but the outcome was terrific. Keir stopped to glance around.

“Do you see any of the others?”

Chuck spun on his heel in a 360-degree circle. Out of the corner of his eye, Chuck saw Hiramus
walking toward them. Chuck frowned. The dour, bearded man was coming from approximately the
same direction as he and Keir had. If Hiramus had seen Chuck battling the monsters, why didn’t he
help? Immediately Chuck was ashamed of his thought. Hiramus had almost certainly been in the midst
of his own meditations at the time. There was no reason he should take an interest in Chuck’s
problems; goodness knew Chuck had been oblivious to everyone else’s needs. He hoped the man had
seen things that made him happy, or helped him work out problems as satisfactorily as Chuck’s had
turned out.

“Good afternoon,” the older man said, formally bowing slightly. He had a high hat that he doffed
with a graceful turn of the wrist. “Did you have a good time?”

“It was amazing,” Chuck said. “I feel like a new man. And you?”

Hiramus let a small smile touch the corners of his mouth under the graying mustache. He put his hat
back on. “I enjoyed my experience very much. Thank you for asking.”

They reached the steps of the train, now a handsome, sleek, steel cylinder, ahead of anyone else.
The door slid open with a hydraulic hiss, and steps descended. Chuck started to swing aboard, full of -
energy.

“Hello, Master Chuck,” Mrs. Flannel said, bustling along the platform in her full skirts. She led
Spot by the hand, and carried her purse and carrier bag in the other. He was no longer a Capuchin
monkey, but a full-grown silverback gorilla. “Did you have a lovely day?”

Chuck jumped down from the step.

“Hello, Mrs. Flannel. Hello, Spot. | really did have a good time. | hope you enjoyed yourself. May |
help you with your bags?”

The old lady tittered as he took her belongings and swept her a gallant little bow as she preceded
him up the steps. “Oh, thank you. Imagine, a Visitor being so courteous.”

“l ... we’re just like everyone else, ma’am,” he said. She sounded surprised. He had been a pig. He
vowed that he would never behave like that again. Dutifully he shouldered her knitting bag and offered
her an arm to help her into the train. “Wasn’t that a beautiful gazebo, Mrs. Flannel? And that Japanese
garden, wow! Hi, Persemid, can | help you with those?”



The redhaired woman staggering toward him with her monstrous tote bag and other luggage
balanced on her head like a native villager gave him a suspicious look.

“No, thanks.” She must have wondered what he was up to. He wanted to tell her his whole world
had changed, but he doubted she’d believe him. Or, he thought wistfully, she’d tell him the experience
was of no real importance. He didn’t want to hear that.

“Did you have a nice time?” he persisted. Now she looked surprised as well.

“Yes. A very nice time. Thanks for asking.” He got another strange look as she pushed past him.
Sean Draper hurried into the car and dropped into his seat without saying a word to anyone. He looked
more preoccupied than before. Chuck wanted to offer a friendly word, but decided the man wanted to
be alone with his thoughts. What had he seen that troubled him so much? Chuck helped Mrs. Flannel
and her ape settle, and put her bags up on the rack.

Chuck shucked his own baggage off his shoulders onto the carriage floor, and started to put them up
on the shelf. Horrified, he did a quick count, and counted again. There was no doubt about it. The huge
steamer trunk was missing. Chuck felt his stomach drop in panic. He must have forgotten the case in
the Meditation Gardens.

“Keir!”

The dolphin speaking with Hiramus flicked its tail to spin about in midair, and metamorphosed into
a man between one breath and another. He strode to Chuck’s side.

“What’s wrong?” the guide demanded. Chuck pointed at his pile of suitcases.

“I’m missing a piece of luggage! I’ll have to go back for it.”

Instead of being upset, Keir looked pleased. “It’s begun, my young friend.”

“What has?” Chuck asked, surprised. Keir poked him in the chest with a sharp forefinger.

“You are starting to shed your problems. That’s very good. | would have bet it was going to take
longer. Excellent progress. Excellent.”

“But what about the trunk?” Chuck demanded, conscious of a sensation of loss. “I’m sure | can find
it again. It’s probably back near that forest.” Keir fixed him with a narrowed, black eye.

“Oh, so you want to go on carrying it?”

“No! Not at all. But what about what was in it?”

“There’s nothing you need any longer,” Keir said, cheerfully waving a hand. “Insecurity, hurt
feelings from long ago. Old baggage. | think you’ll find those particular things won’t color your
personality the way they have in the past.”

“So I’'m not selfish any more?” Chuck asked, dubiously.

Keir chuckled. “No more than other people, my friend, but it won’t weigh on you or control your
life the way that it has. You just needed a chance to let out emotions you no longer required, and you
gotit.”

“| certainly did,” Chuck said. So that was why he felt so light coming out of the woods. The weight
he had been carrying was literal, and he was rid of it. He shifted his shoulders, trying to get used to the
freedom, fitting it around him like a waistcoat. He could learn to like that a lot. Now all he had to deal
with were the document cases and the carryall. Whatever problems they represented looked much
more manageable. As he popped the blue bags into the luggage racks he experienced a good deal of
smug satisfaction. There was lots of room now. Persemid was struggling to arrange her many bags.
Chuck pitched in, helping to fit them into the additional space. He suspected she, too, was carrying
fewer burdens than before, but didn’t want to say anything in case he was wrong.

The married couple from Elysia arrived next, trudging tiredly into the car. Chuck stayed on his feet,
ready to lend a hand, but Blanda wasn’t carrying her picnic basket, just a small shoulder bag out of
which knitting needles poked. Chuck waved as the couple looked up. Morit gave him a startled glance
as though surprised to see him.

“Hi,” Chuck said. “Enjoy your day?”

“Oh, yes, Master Chuck!” Blanda tittered like a little girl, shyly handing Chuck her carryall to stow
next to her seat. She babbled out a cheerful little narrative about their picnic and the beautiful fountains
and a unicorn.

Morit couldn’t stop looking at the Visitor. He had been ready to celebrate the beginning of the
conspiracy’s success and, as he was getting aboard the train, had just been thinking it was a pity he
couldn’t announce it to the world, because the victory ought to be on the lips of every Dreamlander—
and here was the cursed man, as large as life, looking like he’d only walked out of a dark room. Chuck
Meadows was blinking a lot, but not another thing seemed to have happened to him.

“l ... hear you saw Bedtime Monsters,” was all Morit could choke out.

“You know, | did,” Chuck said bemusedly, tilting his long face to one side. He took off the
feathered cap he was wearing to scratch his head. “How did you know that?” Morit just goggled at
him, not answering. Chuck guessed perhaps there were no secrets in the Dreamland. Maybe he had
seen them, too. “They were just as scary as | remember them as a kid.”



“The Collective Unconscious,” said a man-sized black spider, walking into their midst. Chuck was
sure it had to be Bergold, since it made directly for the place across Chuck’s aisle seat. “Undoubtedly
they were exactly the same as you remembered. They have been here, among the wandering images,
until you came along again. No memory is ever entirely lost. But you are here. You fought them off.”

“l had a kind of a shield,” Chuck said, a bit sheepishly. “I remembered from when | was a little boy
my grandfather told me that if | hid under the covers they would go away.”

“And so they did,” Mr. Bolster said, nodding approvingly. “A blanket is an acceptable protection
against certain kinds of nightmares. Night lights are also efficacious.”

“You made your own reality,” Bergold said, clicking his mouth parts at Chuck. “Well done.” Chuck
gave a little shrug.

“l admit | was afraid for a while, but it was nothing. | mean, | did nothing special.”

Nothing special? Morit thought, on the verge of boiling over with rage. Certain death by the claws
of wild beasts, and he called it nothing special? What had happened? It was the perfect moment, the
perfect opportunity! If Chuck Meadows had been taken, the other Visitors would have lost heart! How
did he do it?

“It was a beautiful place,” Chuck said dreamily, to the others. “I’ll never be able to think of it as
blank again.” Morit almost leaped for him right there to strangle him. With his luck, the train would
lurch and he would end up on the man’s lap, hugging him around the neck. Blanda would probably
approve, curse her.

“Message for you, sir,” said a uniformed porter, appearing at Morit’s side and extending a silver
tray in his white-gloved hands. Peevishly, Morit snatched the sealed envelope off the tray, keenly
aware of the curiosity of his fellow travelers. He turned his back on them to open it.

The note, hastily scrawled on transparent leaves, offered abject apologies for failure. They had tried.
They had mustered all the influence at their disposal, but their attack was blunted by the force of an
overwhelmingly strong Childhood Fantasy with which the Visitor had surrounded himself. They
couldn’t break through it. Every blow had been muffled, every slash soft-edged. They vowed it
wouldn’t happen again. Next time, they would succeed. They had all signed the note, all three hundred
thousand of them.

Morit could feel their indignation vibrating through the page. He shared it as he crumpled the letter
in his fist. The Visitor had thwarted him by making up his own rules. His self-made reality had
extended into the space around him, taking their perfectly good monsters and rendering them into
fluffy toys. Such a surfeit of influence was abnormal. His comrades didn’t stand a chance. Look at the
horrible man! He didn’t even have a scratch. They would have to concentrate more effort, and make
certain that next time Chuck Meadows had no template to work from to stop the oncoming disaster.
His stomach growled.

“When do we eat?” he demanded. The porter spread his hands with an apologetic smile.

“We cannot serve until the whole party has arrived, sir,” the young man said.

“What? That’s ridiculous!” Morit snapped. “I demand you serve me at once.”

“Dear!” Blanda said, shock on her foolish face. “Manners!” He snarled at her.

“l am so sorry,” the porter said, deferentially. “The food won’t be here until everyone is seated.”

“Who is missing!”

“The tall lady,” said the porter.

“Pipistrella,” Chuck said. “She must have lost track of the time.”

“Time?” Morit exploded. “There is no time in there.” He slammed back in his seat. The entire world
was against him. First, he had not been able to kill the Visitor, and now, this!

Chuck looked around for Keir. The guide must have gone back to look for her. The last time Chuck
had seen her, she was floating high in the air, but once his mind had furnished the Gardens with
landscape, things got hidden. He settled down. It would only be a few minutes.

The conductor came through, dressed in splendid blue with red piping on his sleeves and cap. He
held out his watch ahead of him as though it was a compass leading him north. Chuck couldn’t help
but notice how miserable he looked. His face was as blue as his uniform.

“What’s wrong?”

The conductor glanced up, looking embarrassed. He looked about at the others in the compartment
before bending over to whisper confidentially to Chuck. “We’re running late, sir. The young lady has
put us off schedule.”

“Maybe the timetable’s a little too tight?” Chuck suggested, trying not to sound judgmental. “You
want people to have enough time to enjoy the destination. | just barely got back here myself.”

“It was perfectly adequate for the rest of us,” Hiramus said, his voice very low but crisp, leaning
toward Chuck.

“Sir, the trains must run on time,” the conductor said, plaintively.

“There’s always one,” Persemid said, to no one in particular. She hadn’t been listening. She was



sitting with her arms folded, tapping her foot irritably. Sean didn’t say anything, probably unwilling to
be disrespectful to a lady who had been kind to him. He stared at the door. Tension rose in the room
like floodwater.

Chuck sat back and tried to be patient. This was an example of why he would have preferred going
on his vision quest alone. He was getting hungry, too. If it took much longer, he’d open up his suitcase
and share all those snacks. He counted the number of people in the car, and wondered if there would
be enough to go around. He nodded to himself. It should be okay. He needed only a small stopgap until
the conductor began serving that overwhelmingly huge dinner.

The whole train seemed to be on hold. No one was talking. People sat frozen, breathless,
conversations interrupted mid-word, waiting. They couldn’t get going until the train began to move.
Nothing was going anywhere until Pip arrived. Where was she? Had something happened to her?
Under his feet, Chuck could feel the engine straining forward, held back by some invisible force.
Instead of clickety-tat, the tense rhythm said “I’m-late-1’m-late-1’m-late-1’m-late.” His whole body
itched. It got to be so irritating that Chuck sprang out of his seat to pace up and down the aisle.
Bergold was knitting silk from his spinnerets with a tapping rhythm that was driving Chuck mad. If he
wasn’t a giant spider, the people in the car might have risen up and tied the hapless Historian with his
own yarn.

Just when Chuck thought he couldn’t stand it another minute, the door at the end of the corridor
opened up, and Pipistrella sailed in, gypsy skirts and silk bags flying gaily in her wake. Keir floated -
behind her, his beautiful face stern as a church effigy.

“Good evening, madam,” the conductor said, a trifle stiffly. His face was red with near apoplexy. “I
regret to inform you that our time of departure is delayed this evening.” Under their feet, the train
jerked forward, as if released from a leash. Pipistrella smiled at him.

“Oh, did | make us late? | am sorry. | was in such a marvelous state of relaxation, | didn’t want to
come down too soon.”

The conductor blew his top. His head turned into a red balloon and shot out of his collar toward the
ceiling. His hands reached up and grabbed the string tethering it to his collar and reeled it back in.

“Young woman, timeliness is the function of the railroad! You could upset not just this train, but
the whole system of the Dreamland.”

Pipistrella seemed to become aware for the first time of all the faces turned her way. She offered
each a beautiful smile.

“I’m so sorry. | will try to be more careful.”

Chuck swallowed the indignant protest he’d been saving for when she got there. Once wasn’t a
problem. He wasn’t going to replace selfishness with impatience, but he saw he wasn’t the only person
who’d be carrying that one around. Bags popped into existence all over the car. Even the conductor’s
breast pocket bulged ever so slightly. He turned to face the passengers.

“Dinner will be served at once.”

There was a sigh of relief, but it didn’t drain the tension from the room. All the passengers who had
been intent on Pipistrella’s arrival now eagerly anticipated the first course. They did not have a long
wait.

Salivating with hunger, Chuck watched the metal lid being lifted off his plate, and frowned at the
small rice savory flecked with herbs and decorated with a marigold. The rice was dry all around the
edges, and the flower’s petals were beginning to fall off. He poked the delicacy with a finger. Cold. He
picked up a forkful. Inedible. He put the fork down. The next course was no better. All of the food was
cold, overdone, or both, thanks to Pip, who was still smiling affably. A soft haze filled the air around
her, softening the glares others were shooting her way. She really must be completely unaware of her
surroundings. Chuck was ready to give up all the credit he’d given her for being so nice to Sean. A
shadow started to form over his head. With an effort of will, Chuck forced the forming suitcase out of
existence. He was not going to add to his luggage again, no matter how irritating that woman was!



Chapter 16

Brilliant sunshine came in every window of the train cars as Chuck lurched along the aisle, coming
back from returning his bedside book. It was such a beautiful day that even the second-class car looked
pretty. The poker-playing men were sedately arranged around a game board marked out in squares and
dotted with glass beads that lit up like jewels.

Chuck hadn’t slept very well. He had decided to try reading Lawyers in Danger the night before. It
turned out to be a poor choice. As much as he hated to admit it, the conductor was right. Chuck
decided he’d take The Joy of Knitting and simply stare his critics in the face. It was better to be
laughed at for one minute in daylight than to spend hours staring at the bedsprings overhead. The
moon had been just a little higher in the sky, which meant its light had poured into his compartment all
night long. He felt groggy as he pushed open the door to his carriage.

Shrill screams assaulted his eardrums, as a hairy, red-brown missile launched itself at his face.
Chuck fended it off, and the small monkey ricocheted off him to hang, chattering with fear, from a
wall sconce. Another bounded after it, kicking Chuck in the belly as it clambered after the first one.
Chuck dodged just in time as a bowl of oatmeal hurtled toward him. It smashed on the door, and slid
sludgily to the already-soiled Persian carpet. Food was all over the walls, hanging off the curtains, and
smeared on the windows.

The whole car was full of screaming monkeys. Orangutans hung from the luggage racks. Apes
jumped up and down on the seats. Smaller monkeys of every size scampered around through a ruin of
dishes and spilled food. In the middle of the chaos sat Hiramus, reading his newspaper. His beard and
hair were the same rusty red as the monkeys, but otherwise he was not at all simian. He put the halves
of the paper together to turn the page, and noticed Chuck. He nodded politely.

Chuck picked his way through the mess toward him.

“What happened?”

“A little acrimony in a discussion over breakfast, which was served just after you left,” Hiramus
said, opening to the next page. “We hit a wave of influence and . . . you see the results.” He shrugged.

Chuck eyed him curiously. “Why aren’t you a monkey, too?”

Hiramus raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t get involved in the argument.” He went back to his paper.

Figures, Chuck thought, sitting down. Too bad. He could picture Hiramus as a gorilla, serious black
face, furrowed brow, calmly reading in his high hat and gold-rimmed glasses. Well, he didn’t want to
spend the whole day in a zoo with one guy who wouldn’t talk with him. It was clear Hiramus had no
intention of helping to normalize things. It was up to him.

Chuck looked around. One of the bodies bouncing through the car had to be Keir. All he had to do
was figure out which one it was, and get it to see reason. Keir changed shapes all day long with no
trouble. The problem was, which one was he? The only way he would find out was by process of
elimination. He was dismayed at the size of the task, but he didn’t dare wait for the next wave of
influence. What might they turn into then? Rhinoceri?

A graying spider monkey in a cap and glasses that landed on his shoulder clutching a tiny, large-
eyed creature had to be Mrs. Flannel and Spot. He made a grab for her, and she bounded away,
running on three legs with her pet held protectively to her chest. He captured her and sat her down in
her chair, where she cuddled her pet like a baby. He chased a spectacled monkey that looked like Mr.
Bolster up and down the car until he cornered it against the far door. It screeched and bit at him while
he carried it back to its seat. Chuck gritted his teeth against the pain. It was worth a few scratches to
get this mess under control. He wrestled the monkey into place. It bit him on the finger and flew up to
cling to a ceiling fixture, swearing at him in Lesser Ape. Chuck was glad he couldn’t understand it. So
he’d gotten the wrong one. He’d just have to try all the monkeys in the puzzle until he got it right.
Sooner or later he’d find Keir.

The largest of the orangutans pounded its chest with a fist and showed its teeth when Chuck tried to
pull it down from the luggage rack. It wrapped its arm around his head, screaming in his ear like an



air-raid siren at point-blank range. Wincing, Chuck pulled at the red-fringed arm. His feet slipped on
something slimy on the floor, and he slid to the ground with the ape on top of him. Before it recovered
from the surprise of falling, Chuck plumped it down in one seat after another until it stuck in one. It
screeched protest, but stayed put. So that one was Kenner. Two down, fifty-eight to go. Next!

He made a dive for a matched pair of gray-brown monkeys that were huddled in the corner between
the seat rows. They tried to split up when they saw him coming, but he was ready for them, arms
spread wide. Before the female could make a break for it behind the wastebasket, he had them each by
one limb. They hung upside down in the air, yelling and biting as Chuck carried them to the end row.
By the insane expression on the male’s face, he guessed they were Morit and Blanda. Sure enough, the
couple stayed in their seats. As soon as he set them down they began to groom—more accurately, she
started grooming him, and he screamed and batted at her, but they stayed where he left them.

As Chuck placed each anthropoid into a seat, the rest of the task seemed less and less daunting. He
began to enjoy guessing where the next screaming monkey belonged. Keir was right: the temporary
shape of a person had nothing to do with his or her personality. Chuck was able to figure out their
identities, usually within a couple of tries, by the way they acted. The two meringue ladies who sat at
the opposite end of the car from Keir’s party were far more spry than they looked. He felt rewarded
when he hauled two aged monkeys to that row and got them to remain in the seats. The second monkey
bit him on the finger as he set her down. That was probably revenge for the last pie he’d thrown at her,
which had landed square in her ear.

“One for you, ma’am,” he said, grinning in spite of the pain.

In less time than he would have guessed, he was following the last orangutan up and down the aisle,
though he was still missing two people, and Keir hadn’t been found yet. Although Persemid was still
missing, Chuck thought his quarry might be Sean because it seemed very nervous. It sent pressed-
mouth grimaces back over its shoulder at him as it handed itself easily along the luggage racks or
leaped from seat back to seat back. All the other apes kept on shrieking and chittering as if egging on
their comrade. Chuck found the going hard. He had to stick to the aisle, which was sticky with spilled
scrambled eggs, apricot jam, vegemite, peanut butter and oatmeal, and spiky with broken crockery,
strewn serving dishes and flatware. He caught a lucky break. The train lurched around a curve, cutting
short the ape’s grab for the next overhead handhold. Chuck leaped for it and held it around the middle.
It rained blows on his head and back as he dragged it to the two empty seats. It didn’t fit in Sean’s
chair, so it had to be Persemid.

The moment he put her in her seat, the monkeys changed into people, and he found he was holding
her around the waist. He let her go at once.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, embarrassed.

“Thank you,” Persemid said, sincerely. “I knew it was a stupid argument when it started, but | felt
like I couldn’t help myself.”

Chuck looked around. The sconces on the wall had turned to smoky torches, and greyhounds
gnawed at bones on the messy floor strewn with food. The restored passengers were clad in garments
that had come straight out of medieval paintings. His comfortable chinos and sweatshirt were now a
short belted tunic over a white puffy shirt and a pair of tight leather trousers striped in black and white.
There was a codpiece on the front of his pants. Embarrassed, he tugged the tunic down front and back.
Keir still wasn’t there. He could have put this all to rights in no time, but for some reason left to let
them settle the matter by themselves. Had he interfered unnecessarily? And where was Sean?

He heard groaning from the end of the car, and went to investigate. A heap of tablecloths shifted,
and Sean poked his head out.

“Are they all gone?”

“Yes, they are. Well, they’re back to being human again.” Chuck helped him to his feet, so he could
see for himself.

Sean glanced around, then sauntered with deliberate nonchalance back to his place. “Thank
heavens. I’ve always had an unreasoning fear of apes. They were everywhere, flying around. | wasn’t
hiding, mind you,” he said, giving Chuck the wary eye. “Just staying out of the way.”

Bergold, who had been a small but magnificent silverback gorilla, and was once again a short round
man, dressed in dusty beige and maroon robes, welcomed his seatmate back with a hearty handshake.
“There did seem to be an essence of nightmare in that last round of influence, Master Sean. You were
right to withdraw. Good work, young man,” he told Chuck.

“Thanks,” Chuck said. He eyed his chair uneasily. It was now U-shaped, the edges of the seat
curving up to support gilded handrests, and the back a single slat topped by a carved griffin. Chuck
doubted the cushion would keep his bottom from sliding into the hinge. Gingerly, he sat down. To his
surprise, the chair was very comfortable, though the unyielding backboard made him sit up very
straight.

Flanked by two trumpeters in tabards and tights, the conductor, in a dark blue houpelande edged



with red, raised a mace. The trumpeters blew a fanfare.

“Next stop,” the conductor shouted grandly, “the Rock of Ages!”

“Qyez!” the trumpeters shouted, tucking their instruments under their arms. The trio marched
grandly down the aisle toward the next car. Chuck gazed at them, shaking his head in amazement.
Now, who would dream something like that, and in such detail?

“We have time for another lesson in inner searching before lunch,” a voice said. Chuck jumped.
Keir appeared suddenly by Chuck’s side, dressed in a court magician’s robe made out of gray
homespun. He had a tall stick surmounted by a crystal orb. Floating inside it was a yellow smiley-face.

“Where have you been?” Chuck demanded. The guide sat down on his chair arm.

“Oh, around,” Keir said, with a small grin. “It’s all part of your experience. You guessed that, didn’t
you? New things to stretch your mind, I told you, and you passed the test with aplomb. You jumped
right in, solved a problem creatively.”

Chuck preened a little, but he had to be honest. “I was trying to find you,” he admitted. “The rest of
it just happened. | guess | just got caught up in sorting monkeys until | was finished.”

“Let that be the reason, then,” Keir said, giving him a wise look. “I am grateful for your help this
morning. I’ll be counting on you more and more as we go along, | told you. As a reward, let’s start
with you today. We’re going to be working more deeply on your powers of concentration.”

“Fine by me,” Chuck said, settling himself into his chair. The others looked at him enviously. Praise
made the bites and scratches itch less. He liked being appreciated, and this time felt he had earned it.
He’d be rid of those blue suitcases in no time. He could even ignore the ridiculous clothes.

This time he was not disconcerted by the contortions the seat went through to make him
comfortable. The U-shape modified itself until it was a wide shell of handsome hardwood, carved on
the outside but lined sumptuously inside with silk velvet. In fact, he used a bolt of influence to thicken
the pillow supporting his lower back. The extra padding was just right. His smile was blissful as he
wriggled into it. Boy, if he could only do that at home. He let his muscles relax, letting his hands fall
open on the wide arm rests, shut his eyes and nodded to Keir.

“Good!” the guide said, his voice mellowing. “Now, concentrate. Think deeply. Ready . . . ? What
is the sound you hear when the nightingale ceases its song?”

“Oh, come on,” Chuck protested, opening an eye. “That’s easy: breathing.”

“No, no! Think eternally,” Keir said, rapping him on the knuckles. The smiley-face stuck its tongue
out at Chuck. “Let me give you some examples. Listen. How close to the cessation of sound is this?”

Boinnggg . . . a springy noise erupted right inside Chuck’s mind. He jumped with surprise, but gave
the sound serious consideration. He shook his head.

“You’re so sure,” Keir said, disapprovingly. “How about this?”

Jing-jing! was followed by achoo! Chuck knew that those two weren’t right, either. Once again he
was trying to be serious, and he suspected Keir was being frivolous. “Eh? How about this?”

“What 1’d really like to know,” Chuck said, interrupting the sound of a cuckoo clock in his ear, “is
how | can get past the distractions of my life to find my real problem?”

“That isn’t too hard,” Keir said, reaching out to turn down an invisible volume control. The noises
in Chuck’s head ceased. The guide waited for Chuck to relax again. “Now. Picture yourself as a water
buffalo trying to climb out of a vat of strawberry gelatin, but without the gelatin. Or the vat. Or without
being a water buffalo. To reach the ultimate freedom of spirit you must divest yourself of all vestiges
of glutinous desserts. Think about that.”

While Chuck was struggling with this difficult concept, Keir trotted over to Persemid, assuming his
wolf shape as he did so. The woman’s outfit was decidedly medieval in cut, too: a loose-fitting, open-
sided dress over a tight-fitting underdress that clung to her rounded curves with determination. Her red
hair was just visible through a white veil floating on her head under a silver circlet. The fur trim on the
loose dress looked just like Keir’s fur.

“Your friend there is quite a guy,” Kenner said, leaning over to rap Chuck on the arm with a casual
knuckle. He was twice the size he had been the day before, his muscles defined and oiled like a bronze
statue.

“He is,” Chuck said, watching Keir sit down on the floor. Together, he and Persemid began howling
a haunting keen that rode up and down the musical scale. “He looks just like | would have pictured a
spirit guide.”

“To me he looks like a one-armed paper hanger, running around after the five of you all the time,”
Kenner said, with a grin.

“l suppose so,” Chuck said, eyeing Keir uneasily to see if he’d overheard. To his chagrin, the wolf
leaning toward Persemid started to shift toward human, with a trace of white overalls, the left front
paw shortening up toward the shoulder. Guiltily, he threw panicked thoughts of “Wolf! Wolf!” in
Keir’s direction, and was grateful when the transformation halted and reversed. Luckily, Persemid’s
head was thrown back and her eyes were closed, so she hadn’t seen. She might have accused him of



co-opting her time with the guide again. “But he’s an extraordinary man,” Chuck insisted, unwilling to
downgrade Keir. Not only would it be unjust and unfair to Keir, who was tactful and very good with
difficult people, of which Chuck conceded he was one, but it would cheapen his experience. If he
became dissatisfied, he would stop believing in this plane and he wasn’t ready to go back yet. “I think
he’s terrifically organized.”

“No doubt, no doubt,” Kenner said, agreeably.

Keir finished with Persemid and floated over to Pipistrella, creamy-skinned and clad in flowing
royal blue trimmed with silver. She had poured a lapful of crystals out of one of her bags, and was
playing idly with them. The two of them created a ring of the bright stones, which the pretty woman
gazed into as if it was a window into another world. Sean Draper gave Chuck an accusing glance as
Keir, in the guise of Sean’s mother, made room for herself next to the tall man. Abashed for being
caught staring, Chuck looked away. He’d better go back to musing on gelatin.

Chuck was surprised to get a tap on the shoulder. When he opened his eyes the sun was beating
down almost directly on the top of the car, streaming in through stained-glass skylights. He must have
been meditating for hours. Well done, he congratulated himself, and an invisible crowd broke into
thunderous applause. Chuck grinned sheepishly at the others, who looked over to see what the noise
was. He turned back to Keir, who pointed his smiley-headed staff toward the window.

“We’re making up some of the time we lost yesterday,” Keir said. They were still eastbound. The
train was moving fast enough to blur the landscape close to the train, but beyond that Chuck could see
scattered farms and houses, with a small town just atop a rise to the north. The mountains, higher than
the Rockies or the Alps, curled around the edge of the landscape like a protective arm. The clicking of
the tracks hollowed and grew fainter as the train passed over a river. Chuck let his eye follow the blue
ribbon all the way back to its source, where it was a shrunken silver thread clinging to the
mountainside. He had no means of judging perspective, but guessed it was a long way. Distances in
this place were deceptive.

Just over the river, the train began to describe another slight right curve. Out the window on the
opposite side, the engine came into view, throwing white puffs of steam over its steel shoulder.
Beyond it a wall of coruscating rainbow concealed the approaching landscape from horizon to horizon.

“What’s that?” Chuck demanded.

“Nothing to worry about,” Keir said, reassuringly, but Chuck didn’t feel his confidence.
Remembering the bottomless pit that had almost swallowed them before, he worried about what could
happen to them when they couldn’t see exactly where they were going. He felt like jumping up and
running to the cab, to warn the engineer. The train kept chugging blithely forward. As its nose touched
the cloud of light, it seemed to vanish.

“l knew it!” Chuck said. “We’re ceasing to exist!”

“What?” Persemid demanded, springing up to look. The others crowded over to the right side of the
train, leaning over the other passengers.

“The train is disappearing?” Sean Draper asked. He grasped the edge of a seat, his hand white--
knuckled with the pressure. The seat rail reached up to wrap securely around his wrist. Sean glanced
down in surprise, but it held him steady. He seemed to relax a little.

“It’s nothing that can hurt you,” Keir insisted. “I told you we were making up lost time. We’re just
moving forward.”

As he said that, the train gave a tremendous jerk, knocking all the standees but Sean into the laps of
the others. Chuck landed on Morit, who grunted at him.

“Sorry,” Chuck said, scrambling up to see what was happening. About a third of the train had been
eaten by the cloud. Lists of things to do to help evacuate the train before their car passed into the
shimmering wall scrolled before his eyes. There was no time to do them all. He was ready to start
herding passengers out the back of the car, when he realized he could see a blurry image of the train
itself on the other side of the portal. The cascade of light was translucent. Beyond it, the train had
speeded up, elongating as it did so. Every car was at least twice as long as it had been. Gone were the
decorative wheel bosses and the gracious wood paneling. In place of the Victorian steam engine was a
horizontally ribbed, streamlined tube of silver with a chisel nose that hugged the track. It looked like it
was in a hurry. As each car changed, the train jerked again, trying to maintain two speeds at once.
Chuck crawled back to his seat. He braced himself to help the others into their places. The greyhounds
and rush-strewn floors were gone, replaced by a very low-pile, nubby carpet woven in five shades of
blue. He looked up. The aisle seemed to stretch out to infinity. The passengers had thinned out. There
were fewer elderly people dressed for vacationing, and more dark-suited businesspeople with grim,
worried expressions on their faces and cellular telephones pressed to their ears. Chuck grasped the
edge of the molded plastic, ergonomic seat and hauled himself into it. He was glad to see seat belts. At
the clip they were moving, a sudden stop would send everyone hurtling into the front wall. By the time



he was sitting down, the jerking had ceased. The newly refurbished train was zooming forward on the
tracks like a rocket.

The landscape flattened out into a blur of color, more indistinct than when the train had been
heading for the abyss. Chuck looked down at his clothing. It had altered to suit the modern
surroundings. The hated codpiece and leather pants were gone. Instead, he was wearing a collarless
business suit and ugly ergonomic shoes. He’d gone from too ancient to too modern in the space of a
breath. The conductor, whose sumptuous outfit had been pared down to a jumpsuit with embroidered
insigne, handed himself into the car along plastic loops hanging from the ceiling, and announced
lunch.

Chuck rubbed his hands together in happy anticipation. He’d meditated hard that morning, and he
remembered only then that because of the monkey puzzle he hadn’t had any breakfast. He sat up avidly
as the uniformed attendants, now mostly female, circulated among them, placing trays before each
diner. With dismay Chuck studied the plastic, sectioned plate and collection of white mylar bags and
packages arrayed before him. They looked sterile and uninteresting.

Determined to be nicer and more patient with the foibles of others, he was in a quandary. He didn’t
want to cause a fuss, but it was hard to equate the good meals they had had up until then with this, this
laboratory experiment. Pipistrella, whose gift for telling the truth was sometimes so inconvenient,
spoke for all of them. She looked down at the sectioned plate and wrinkled her nose.

“Yuck,” she said, feelingly.

Chuck asked Keir, “What happened to the fine-food service?”

“Well, we’re moving at a greater clip, so the food, too, is getting faster and faster,” Keir said. His
everyday costume contrasted sharply with the crisp modernity all around him, but he looked as
comfortable as ever. “You wait and see until we’re traveling at the speed of light.”

“If this can get any worse, | don’t want to see it,” Chuck said, picking up the entree plate. He
sniffed the food. It had no aroma. All he could scent was Pipistrella’s rose perfume from across the
aisle.

“Oh, come on,” Keir said, rapping him in the back with a friendly hand. “Consider it part of your -
education.”

“Well, if you say so . ..” Chuck said, uneasily. He tore open a packet, but couldn’t bring himself to
eat the grainy, mushy contents. It looked like an example for what not to do to food.

The force driving the changes kept altering his meal, though never making it look good enough to
eat. The tray narrowed, widened, rounded off the corners, grew extra ones, flipped up to have a rim,
flattened out to lose it. The contents shifted from three helpings of dull-colored sludge to a hot dog in a
bright green bun, something indescribable featuring overcooked noodles and multicolored sauce, a
wedge of unidentifiable meat with limp vegetables sprinkled with fire-engine-red powder that made his
eyes water, a gigantic chili pepper stuffed with what looked like rice pudding, and finally, wrapped
sandwiches with oozing cheese stuck to the paper. Chuck’s stomach did an unhappy flip-flop. He
looked up at Keir.

“Eat it anyhow,” Keir advised him. “Or don’t. You don’t actually need it to sustain your bodies, but
if you want to continue the fiction of being hungry, you’ll need to maintain the fiction of eating to get
along. Form follows function.”

“Indigestion follows ingestion,” Persemid grumbled. “I notice you’re not eating.”

“Don’t need it,” Keir said. “But then, | have risen to a plane where | don’t require the symbols of
ordinary existence to get along.”

“Good thing,” Persemid said, prying up the top of her sandwich and letting it fall back. “Nobody
could survive for long on this stuff.”

Chuck couldn’t have agreed more.

“It’s pretty bad,” he said. “Almost as awful as—"

The now familiar wave of energy hit him square in the back and kept going, rounding off the train
walls until he couldn’t tell where they ended and the ceiling began. Outside the windows, the
landscape gradually dropped away until all he could see was sky and the tops of clouds.

“—Airline food,” Chuck finished.

“You just had to say it, didn’t you?” Persemid asked, dropping her fork back into her dish, which
had shrunk a few more inches. The mess in the bowl looked completely unappetizing. A square, rock-
hard biscuit sat on the brim. Bergold took a small book out of an almost invisible pocket and consulted
a page. His eyebrows raised high.

“Goodness me, hardtack and swill!” He looked up at the others cheerfully. “You rarely see the
genuine article. | suggest that you are attracting the original symbols. It’s a pleasure!”

“It’s an honor I’d surely forego,” Sean said, his handsome face twisted in a sour grimace of distaste.
Pipistrella sat with her dainty hands folded in her lap, an expression on her lovely face that suggested
she was being subjected to Trial by Ordeal.



“You can get something to eat at our next stop,” Keir said blithely, assuming the role of Sean’s
mother for just a moment. “It isn’t real to us, as you know. Does it matter how it looks or tastes, so
long as it sustains you?”

“Appearance, presentation and aroma aid in enjoyment, too,” Hiramus pointed out. He was eating
his dinner, with no enthusiasm whatsoever. Cheese sagged down from his fork in strings, threatening
to stain his spotless suit.

“It won’t be long,” Keir said. “We’re making good speed now.” He stretched back in his seat,
which reclined until he was lying flat with his sandals crossed. Chuck looked at the comfortable couch
in disbelief.

“Now | know this place isn’t real,” he said.

Chapter 17

The plane bumped to a stop on a rocky runway that ended just inches away from a steep canyon.
The conductor, recognizable only by the gold watch and chain that stretched across his midsection,
was twenty years younger, much thinner, and clad in a waistcoat with colored flashing at the lapels. He
waved to each of them as they disembarked.

“B’bye,” he said, smiling personably. His teeth gleamed white like a glacier. “B’bye. B’bye.”

“Bye,” Chuck said uneasily, as he descended the steep steps to the ground. The bags strapped to his
back caught the strong wind, and made him dance crazily from side to side. He was glad his clothes
suited the climate: a thick blue sweatshirt over a long-sleeved T-shirt and a pair of new, indigo jeans
over tan lace-up hiking boots. The plane had landed very close to the edge of the precipice. When
Chuck looked around, he realized the engineer, or pilot, had had no choice. The promontory on which
the plane stood was almost the only flat feature for hundreds of miles around. The ridge of mountains
surrounding the Dreamland like the rim of a dish stood up high around the eastern edge of the plateau,
making the gray-brown peaks inside look small and insignificant, until he compared his own size to
them. They were still huge. The upwelling of awe in his chest was something that he couldn’t find
words to express.

Apparently, though, the landscape was not what they had come to see. Chivvying Chuck back
toward the party like a hen rounding up her chicks, the little old man steered Chuck around the
towering wheels of the plane to where the others of his group now waited. Chuck had no idea what
could possibly top the glory of the mountains, until he saw it. His imagination was not sufficient to
contain the concept by itself. It must have taken millions of minds and years to create the sight before
him.

“The Rock of Ages,” Keir announced proudly, as though he had invented it himself. The narrow
stone shelf on which they stood was part of an irregular ring surrounding a deeper canyon than the one
behind him. In the center was a single, perfectly cone-shaped peak. It summoned up in Chuck’s mind
the true essence of the word “mountain.” It looked as though it had stood there unchanged since time
began, and it always would.

His view of it was not as clear as he would have wished. Faint, twisting wisps of cloud shimmered
in the air between him and the Rock. Then, Chuck realized, to the depths of his being, that the wisps
were moving.

“What is that?” he hissed to Keir, pointing.

“The Rock of Ages,” Keir said, with the air of someone beginning to tell a long story, “is where you
can see anything that has happened at any time. It is a single, giant lodestone. It attracts history.”

“No,” Chuck said, pointing at the faint images on the sky. “What are those?”

“Memories,” Keir said. “From the Rock you can watch the images of time. | just told you.”

“Wow.” Chuck gazed at the clouds.

Keir glanced at him, his sharp black eyes crinkled into merry slits. “Want to see?”

“You bet | do,” Chuck said.



“Good! Follow me.”

Keir stumped off clockwise around the ring. Chuck wondered where he was going until, through
the mist, he saw a tiny bridge that led from the cliffs to the summit of the Rock. It looked frail as a
hair. He ran after the guide, who stopped at the foot of the bridge. Keir had turned into his angel form,
and was beckoning with a long, white hand. Pipistrella must be right behind him. Chuck stopped to
wait for her. Her fancy shoes weren’t suited for hiking over rough terrain. He took her arm. As soon as
he touched her, her feet lifted off the ground. Chuck translated the reaction to mean that his intent to
assist her became literal. She would not trip now, because she was walking on air.

“Thank you,” she said, favoring him with her blinding smile. Chuck’s heart did flip-flops inside
him. He was struck all over again by the force of her beauty.

“Thank heavens,” Persemid said, catching up with them at the bridgehead. The other two men had
helped her make her way, each taking several of her packs and bags. “This is a lot wider than it
looked.”

Chuck agreed. Now that he was standing in front of it, the bridge was as wide as a four-lane road,
and as flat. There were no rails or parapets to hold onto, though they were astonishingly high up.
Chuck realized with ice in his belly that from the edge he was looking down at clouds. The mountain
waited for them, its snow-covered peak like a wise, silver head presiding over handsome, strong
slopes, dark brown at the shoulders, and covered with dark green down to the roots concealed in the
swirling white fog.

Keir floated forward, not a wing feather out of place in spite of the strong wind. He turned and
beckoned again. Pipistrella almost floated after him, her small feet still not quite touching the ground.
Since she was still holding onto Chuck, he had no choice but to follow.

The bridge felt reassuringly solid underfoot. Chuck had no idea what it was made of, or what was
supporting it, but it didn’t quiver or sway an inch. He glanced over his shoulder. More of their fellow
passengers had mounted the span. Spot, in the shape of a large, mixed-breed dog, was leading Mrs.
Flannel, who had dark glasses and a white cane. Chuck was sorry for her. If all the sights of the ages
were to be seen on the other side, she would miss everything. The small, plump figure of Bergold
caught his eye from the cliff’s edge. The Historian waved and ran to catch up. Within steps, he
changed into a bald eagle, and flew the rest of the way.

“My hat, that’s convenient,” the eagle screeched, swirling over Chuck’s head with a flick of his
wing. “You’ll enjoy this, my friends! The Rock of Ages is a favorite haunt of my fellows from the
Ministry. It’s a resource we use to check the reality of phenomena from the Waking World.”

Chuck couldn’t wait to get to the other side. As they got closer, the great mountain loomed higher
and more impressively, filling the whole of his vision. The green was not a solid, blended mass. It
began to divide into clumps of forest of many different shades, separated by waterfalls and ravines he
hadn’t noticed before, each as perfect as if it had been designed by an artist. As he got closer still, he
could distinguish the crowns of individual trees, and soon saw tiny blobs of different colors underneath
some of them.

“My colleagues,” Bergold said, gliding overhead. He narrowed his caramel-colored eyes. “I do
believe old Telsander has hauled himself away from his books for a time. He belongs to the Ministry
of Continuity,” he explained to Chuck. “In a way, Continuitors are our rivals, though our
responsibilities overlap. History observes the events and trends of the past, and Continuity works to
ensure that things do not vary by our actions from the way they are set down. Of course, we often
disagree.”

“What do we do now?” Chuck asked, as the party reached the end of the bridge. Beaten-earth paths
led both up and down along the slope through the trees. The dots of color scattered all over the hillside
were now large enough for him to see that they were indeed people, all staring intently at the clouds.
Some of them were taking notes.

“Skywatching,” Keir said. “History is here for you, as our friend told you. Maybe you’ll see
important events from our past. Maybe you’ll even see yourself. Maybe not. Try it! I’ll come for you
when it’s time to go.”

“Come up this way,” Bergold invited Chuck, swooping toward a path that led steeply uphill. “I saw
a spot with a one-hundred-twenty-degree wide field of view about sixty feet above us.”

The going was difficult. Chuck started out walking upright, mounting the slope as if it was a high
flight of stairs. Shortly, the muscles in his thighs began to complain. After barking his shins and
slipping on stones a dozen times, he hunched forward and climbed on hands and knees, grasping at
roots for handholds, digging toeholds in the dry soil, his attention focused only inches from his nose.
He was panting for breath by the time the shrill voice over his head told him he had arrived.

Cautiously, he detached himself from his spider-cling, and sidled over toward a tree Bergold was
perched in. A narrow goat-path wound around the curve of the mountain, meandering among white-
bark birches whose crowns were bright with green-gold leaves.



“Choose your vantage point,” Bergold advised. “Some like to sit among the rocks, but | like the
trees. Having a living thing at your back is like having a friend with you.”

Taking his advice, Chuck went from tree to tree until he found the one he wanted. Beneath a trunk
as thick as his chest, black-banded roots humped up around a hollow in the ground filled with sparse
grass, something like an armchair. It didn’t yield the way the seats in the train did, but was more
comfortable in a rustic way. He propped his elbows on the roots and sat back with his head supported
by a knot in the bark. The tree felt friendly and wise, like an uncle offering solemn friendship to an
inexperienced nephew. Though Chuck wasn’t a child, he found the sensation reassuring, and he did
feel new here, and very, very young. Bergold settled on a branch above that sagged under his weight,
and pointed a wingtip out at the swirling clouds. The sky was as full of pictures as the night was full of
stars.

“Do you see that?” Bergold said. Chuck followed the sweeping tip of his wing, but the image
winked and vanished like a candle being blown out. Other and more interesting things drew his eye.
He turned his head this way and that, trying to absorb them all.

“Focus!” Bergold said, with a soughing caw that sounded like a laugh. “Let the visions come to
you.”

Chuck let himself relax, and stared at one spot. To his delight, he saw a queen bearing a diamond
scepter entering a long room filled with people. She moved majestically toward a throne at one end of
the room, turned and sank slowly onto the cushions, scepter still held aloft. Chuck felt exalted that he
could witness such a moment. The grandeur of the parade, all the peers in their fancy robes, the walls
of the ancient room carved and gilded with symbols he couldn’t recognize and had no idea of the
meaning of, were outside his normal frame of reference.

The image didn’t last long, giving way in the flicker of an eyelid to a brightly sunlit street corner
where five men in sleeveless T-shirts and yellow hardhats were pouring concrete into a pothole.

“Wait, it stopped,” he said to Bergold. “I want to see more! How do | make it go back?”

“You can’t,” Bergold said. “You can only see what is offered. There’s no telling how the Rock
chooses to display the events it does.”

“It’s frustrating,” Chuck said. “It’s like sitting next to someone flipping through television channels
too fast.”

“Ah,” Bergold said, in the kind of voice that would accompany raised eyebrows if the eagle had had
any to raise. “We’ll have to have a discussion later about the true nature of television. | have dozens of
questions I’ve always wanted to ask. Alas, | am afraid you must allow the visions to happen as they
happen. You are not in control.”

“But I would have liked to see more of that, that coronation, or whatever it was.”

“Such is the nature of the Rock,” Bergold said, lifting his shoulders in a shrug. “I believe it’s an
advantage rather than a detriment to see shorter segments of time, rather than longer. Imagine having
to observe a woman doing an entire family’s laundry on a rock in a river, or watch children throughout
a school day.”

Chuck frowned, but Bergold was right. Those would be boring. It was a trade-off, but he would
have liked to make the decisions himself. Television had spoiled him. He would have to remember to
tell Bergold that.

The construction workers were gone now. Instead he was looking into a fancy office paneled in red
mahogany. Six men in black frock coats and cravats were sitting around a table, passing legal-sized -
papers back and forth. Two men signed each of the documents, then everyone shook hands. Chuck
guessed he was seeing the signing of some kind of contract, but he couldn’t guess what.

“Can’t we hear what’s going on?”

“Sound doesn’t carry very well from the past,” Bergold said. “The watchers here for the Ministry
have learned to be very good lip-readers. If you want to, later on you can find an observer who viewed
the same image as you, and read his records of what they were saying.”

Chuck sat back with his hands behind his head, staring at one spot in the sky. In the space of a few
minutes, he saw soldiers wade ashore on a beach, coalescing into cars rushing along on a highway,
then becoming the flower stems a woman in a florist’s shop was putting into a vase.

“When | was little,” he told Bergold, thoughtfully, “I used to watch clouds change shape. | thought I
could see all kinds of things in them. Maybe this happens at home, and I never noticed.”

“If you ever find out | hope you will come back to tell me,” Bergold said, sincerely. “Daydreams!
What a paper that would make! Well, let me leave you to your observations. | must fly. Enjoy
yourself.” Bergold launched himself off the groaning branch, and wheeled away into the sky,
becoming lost in a cloud image of a man changing a light bulb. Chuck settled back to watch.

How amazing it was to peek in on the events of history, he thought, watching a man in colonial
dress counting coins. The visions didn’t last very long. They were as ephemeral as they looked. If
Chuck had to duplicate the effect, he would have painted the image before him in thin watercolors on



glass, overlaid against many such scenes. It was really beautiful, giving ordinary faces and places a
special sense of eternity. Everything that had ever happened was floating around here in the air.
Incredible.

He could watch what was going on behind the first vision by changing his focus, but he could see
something else just by waiting. He almost imagined he heard the tree behind him making comments,
but it was probably just the wind in the branches. On the other hand, this was a dreamworld. The tree
might even be an observer who came to watch the skies and never left, changing to suit the
environment. Chuck settled his back more comfortably against the white bark. It wouldn’t be a bad life

Moments from every corner of history danced before his eyes for a second or two. Occasionally,
Chuck saw cities rise and fall, men at war and women having babies, but mostly he witnessed small
events from the lives of ordinary people. He watched millions of children sitting in concrete-block
schoolrooms, waiting impatiently for the bell. He watched billions of people walking up streets, and
for a change, walking down streets. Endless meals were served and eaten, from countless different
places and eras, then a whole rash of similar ones would flash by, singled out by the inclusion of a
single ingredient, like mayonnaise. By the time he’d sat there for a while, Chuck had seen a thousand
different uses for the sauce, and a million all the same. Whole schools of fish had died for all those
tuna salad sandwiches, whole wheat fields reaped bare, and for what? Mere sustenance that wasn’t
even worth a footnote on a page of history.

At bottom, Chuck had to conclude that most of everything that had ever happened in the world
since the beginning of time was . . . boring. The Historians on duty, some of them visible from
Chuck’s vantage point, carefully scribbled away in vast books. He’d thought at first that they had an
interesting job. Now he felt a little sorry for them.

Overhead, a vast image of a dark-skinned woman in a brown dress flicking a quilt out over a child’s
bed, overlaid at once by a tiny Japanese woman carefully spreading a silk coverlet out onto a futon.
Chuck couldn’t take any more. He wasn’t going to watch a whole series on making beds. The scenes
were beginning to blur together. One more person running for a train or an egg dropping to a linoleum
floor, and he was going to fling himself over the precipice and disappear into the mists of time.

He came to the inescapable conclusion that nothing he had observed would help him along the way
in his quest. What if he saw himself in a past scene? Since he couldn’t recall how he really looked,
would he even recognize himself? How would seeing how he had behaved before change what he was
now? He couldn’t sit still any longer. He sprang to his feet, feeling he just had to move.

Though the peak had seemed vast, he was able to walk around it as quickly as he had crossed the
miles-long span to reach it. Size was relative, as Keir had pointed out. This wasn’t a physical place.
Mentally, it was huge, but if it was made up of any real molecules at all, they could be squeezed down
to a mass that would fit in his hand. Chuck guessed that it probably had as much genuine existence as
the body he was wearing.

A stripe of bright color on the far side of the surrounding bluffs caught his eye. He squinted, and his
vision zoomed in on the spot like a telephoto lens. Tents, banners, signs . . . it looked like a bazaar of
some kind. Chuck grinned to himself. Wasn’t it just like human nature? Where an attraction brought in
the crowds, merchants popped up nearby to collect the tourist dollars. He’d seen dozens of similar
markets in the visions surrounding the Rock of Ages, and was pretty certain he’d been to some in his
normal life. He decided he’d enjoy seeing what a market on the astral plane was like. There was a
second bridge leading off the peak to it. He wondered if it had been there before the market existed, or
if the merchants had caused it to be made. He glanced back at the scholars. If the merchandise over on
the other side cost influence, those guys must be rich, because they hardly moved except to write
things down. It was a pretty situation for both sides.

He tried to convince himself he ought to stick around for a while because the Rock of Ages was an
important cultural site, then decided it didn’t matter if it was. Been there, did it, so maybe he’d go
down and buy the T-shirt.

Chuck stumped down the hill toward the second bridge. Along this face of the mountain there were
shelves and ridges large enough to stand on. Here and there stood office water coolers and coffee
machines, peculiarly out of place in the wild, natural setting. Historians and Continuitors in long robes
loitered around them with cups in their hands, gossiping. It looked like every workplace Chuck had
ever been in during his life, in spite of the eternal cinema going on overhead, and the fact that one false
step could shoot you down an endless mountain into the fog.

Near one of the coffee dispensers, Chuck caught Bergold and Hiramus sitting on a rock chatting
like acquaintances. Bergold was human again, wearing another version of his base shape, as he’d
called it. He had red hair and sandy freckles to match the Visitor’s ruddy skin, auburn hair and
mustache. They stopped talking as Chuck came up. Bergold waved him over.

“Say, you two must know each other,” Chuck said.



“Yes, | know Bergold well,” Hiramus said, almost sheepishly for such a quick-tempered man. “He’s
a most eminent figure at court.”

“You flatter me,” Bergold said, transforming into a blushing maiden with a fluttering fan. He
peeked over the top of it at them. Hiramus chuckled.

“How often have you been here before?” Chuck asked, enviously.

“Many times,” Hiramus said, the corners of his ginger mustache curling upward in a smile. “I’ve
traveled widely in a dream state. It’s a pleasant occupation, learning more about the minds of ourselves
and our antecedents. What do you think of this place?”

Chuck was embarrassed. “It was getting boring,” he admitted.

“We felt exactly the same way,” the Historian said, cheerfully. “There may be those in my
department who can sit still until spiders weave webs over them, but | am not one of them. We were
just going to look at the bazaar. Come with us.”

Chapter 18

The second bridge was similar to the first, wide as a road and unyielding to the winds that swept
through the ring-shaped canyon, but didn’t have the air of eternity or awe. This one was definitely -
intended to draw people off the mountainside and get them into the market. Once on it, Chuck found
he couldn’t turn around, not even to look back. When he tried, his feet stuck fast to the pavement. He
could only go forward. Was there a spell laid on the bridge, or was it just influence? Or were his feet
telling him the truth his head already knew, that he didn’t want to go back and watch people plowing
fields and changing diapers? He hurried after Bergold and Hiramus, who were waiting for him at the
end of the bridge. He’d much rather talk to real people—as real as anyone was in the Dreamland. That
held as much appeal for him as the bazaar did.

“You said court,” Chuck said, as they walked among the brightly colored tents and stalls. “What’s
your government like? Who is in charge here?”

“Oh, it’s a monarchy,” Bergold said, holding up a forestalling hand as a young woman offered him,
or rather, her embroidered handkerchiefs. “Our king is Byron the Creative. Always a king, for these
last many millennia.”

“That’s socially incorrect,” Chuck complained, shaking his head as the girl turned into an elderly
basket-seller and tried to thrust a straw punnet into his hands. “You ought to have some queens.”

“We will have a queen next,” the Historian said, pleasantly. “His Majesty has one child, a daughter,
the princess Leonora.”

“One? There have been a lot of queens in history out there. | mean, my plane of existence.”

“You must realize the Dreamland changes very slowly compared with your world,” Bergold said.
“More time seems to have passed while you have been with us, but that is because of all the minds
dreaming it. By the same token, it takes a while for ideas to spread widely and be incorporated. For
example, queenship. It is not enough for a government to have achieved it. It must gain acceptance in
the minds of all sleepers for it to take form here. The way that we here know that something truly
exists in the Waking World is if it becomes commonplace in the Dreamland. That is when it attains
reality. Otherwise things come and go, often disappearing and only emerging once in a while out of the
great Collective Unconscious.” He smiled, almost reminiscently. “The occasional vision is good for the
imagination. Things pop up in the most unlikely places. The Collective Unconscious is not only the
sum of all current minds, but of all history, and that fades slowly.”

“Would you call that race memory?” Chuck asked.

“Of a sort. Say rather, a repository. Dreams can bring up things that were long buried, such as
visions of dinosaurs and dragons.”

“Does it contain all of history, like the sky here?” Chuck asked eagerly.

“Again, not exactly. Only what sleepers’ minds send, and as you may guess,” Bergold said, “the
views are very subjective. The more minds there are reflecting a particular thing, the closer the mass



vision comes to being accurate—on the average. It varies also according to intensity, timing and
number of the dreamers. That is why we treasure this place, during the times that it exists.”

Chuck looked back at the Rock. “You mean it hasn’t always been here?”

Bergold chuckled. “I mean that it isn’t always here, and has not always been precisely this shape.
Our archives record it as having countless different configurations over the millennia. Change is the
nature of the Dreamland. When it is here it gives us sights of true events, although again subjective,
and without discriminating between the historically important and the unimportant, nor consistently
displaying them in an order that gives us historical perspective.”

“It’s complicated,” Chuck said, feeling his head start to spin. He clasped his ears to keep it from
literally lifting off his neck.

“Not at all,” Bergold said cheerily. “We just accept whatever comes. It’s our purpose. We’re proud
of it.”

Chuck glanced around the busy midway, watching people come and go with their purchases. The
place was as crowded as a shopping mall at Christmas. The heady air smelled of mixed spice, hot dogs,
popcorn, animal dung, perfume and leather. From the other side of the ravine, Chuck had noticed that
the bazaar was set up with two concentric rectangles of booths around an open green. Men and women
bargained hard with one another, chatting gaily at the tops of their voices. With his newly-minted
courteousness, Chuck let people barge in front of him, behind him and nearly through him, until he
decided that manners didn’t mean letting oneself be trampled. People carrying baskets, paper bags or
pushing their shopping in wire carts ambled through the lanes, joking with one another. Children ran
around, playing games. A dog sitting in a chair behind a counter sat up and barked as they went by.

“l guess there aren’t that many differences between the Waking World and the Dreamland.”

“On the contrary,” Bergold said. “Since your world created ours, we resemble you a lot more than
you resemble us. Like anything done by committee, it’s a job lot. Some of it is decidedly wonderful,
some uneven, but the king keeps it all in order. Guided by the Sleepers, of course. We are very
honored that you have decided to favor us with your presence.”

Chuck was impressed, and more than a little humbled. He never had that much faith in higher
entities himself, but then, these people had proof that their lives were shaped by a force outside
themselves. After all, he was right there, and he could shape reality better than people who lived there
and knew what they were doing.

Hiramus stopped at a bookstall and began to turn over scrolls he found in a wooden box full of
straw. Chuck lost Bergold at the next booth, which sold lights of every kind, from searchlights to
birthday candles. He decided to go on without them. There was so much to see.

He glimpsed Pipistrella seated in a tent on the other side of the fairway. Even though there was no
breeze, her clothes still floated around her like a mermaid’s hair, defying gravity. A woman in flowing
robes and a turban leaned over her hand, talking. Chuck couldn’t hear them, but he didn’t need to. Pip
was having her fortune told. He dismissed her sneeringly as gullible for even listening to a fortune
teller. At the same time, Chuck thought it might be fun to have his fortune told. Not that he would lend
any real credence to anything he heard. No way! He drifted over that way, drawn by the gypsy
woman’s tone of voice and Pipistrella’s rapt expression. No, he told himself. Don’t stop. Keep
walking. He wanted to find his truth for himself, not be told it. But it was tempting.

The colors caught his eye from clear across the grassy square in the center. On a broad table under
bright lamps were toys. There were whirligigs, marionettes, little trains, farm sets. Chuck loved toys.
The best one was a little rainbow made of light that ran by clockwork. As he watched, it tick-tick-
ticked over, completing the arch, then cranked back again to the beginning. Keeping his eye on the
rhythmic movement, Chuck hurried over.

The toy was the most adorable thing he’d ever seen in his life. When he wound up the key,
cunningly hidden in the base, the arch made of liquid flowing color rose up and over a wooden
landscape until it fell into the pot of gold on the other side.

“This is wonderful,” he said to the woman behind the table. “I have got to have this.”

“Certainly,” she said. “It’s three chickens.”

“No, it’s a rainbow,” Chuck said, lifting it.

“No, sir, I mean it costs three chickens.” She rubbed her thumb and forefinger together.

“Is that a kind of money?” Chuck asked. He reached into his pockets, but they were empty. He
frowned. He never traveled without cash! But, these weren’t really his pockets. Rather, they were, but
they weren’t physical pockets.

“l don’t have any of your kind of money because I’m not from here. I’'m ... I’m a sleeper.”

“Uh-huh,” the woman said. “And 1’m the fount of all knowledge. Three chickens.” The sleeves of
her white blouse were rolled up to the shoulders of her meaty, well-scrubbed arms, as she continued to
arrange knickknacks and toys on the bright calico tablecloth. Chuck appealed to her.

“Look, I really don’t have any money, but I’m from what you call the Waking World. Couldn’t you



please just give it to me? As a present? | really am a Visitor.”

“That’s a fine story!” the woman said, her expression scornful. “All | can say is, if you don’t have
the ready, you can’t have the merchandise.” She took the mechanical rainbow out of his hands and put
it back into its place. Sitting on the cloth, it continued to operate, arching and collapsing, arching and
collapsing. Chuck waited until she was busy talking to someone else, and reached for it. She didn’t
even turn around, but her hand shot right over and smacked him on the wrist. Chuck clutched his arm
and hopped back a pace. The woman rounded on him, seeming to grow two feet taller.

“You can’t have it,” she said firmly, putting a protective hand over the toy. “I don’t care if you’re
the Seventh Sleeper yourself. There are rules around here.” The little rainbow glowed through her
fingers. Chuck had never wanted anything so much in his life. He was sure it was meant to be his, no
matter what she said. He knew it. It had looked like a simple windup toy when he had first spotted i,
but the more he was told he couldn’t have it, the more beautiful it became. Its paint grew lustrous, and
its light glowed more warmly, until he desired it more than anything else he had ever wanted in his
life.

“Look.” Chuck yanked his shirt up and showed her his navel cord. The silver strand glinted in the
sunlight. “What about that? Only Visitors have something like that. Right?”

“Oh, how cute!” the woman cooed. “My son has a tail. Not as fancy as this, mind you.” She reached
over and twanged the cord with a flick of her finger.

“ulli-t-nme.

The reaction shook Chuck so much he feared he would turn inside out. A warning tone rose inside
him, drowning out the sound of the crowd. The vibration shook every sinew in his body. He goggled at
her, helpless to move. His arms stretched out and began to wiggle. People came from all directions to
watch. He wanted them to go away, but he couldn’t form coherent words. They began to laugh at him,
pointing. The ground started to crack under his feet. “UllI-IlI-NI . . .”

“What is wrong here?” The sharp voice of Hiramus cut through the buzz in Chuck’s head, and two
steady hands held him by the shoulders until the vibrating stopped. The older man stared fiercely at the
crowd until it dispersed, leaving only Chuck and the dealer behind the table in the immediate vicinity.
It was as if the hundreds of others simply ceased to exist. “What is going on?”

“Uh, | was trying to buy this rainbow,” Chuck said, catching his breath. He reached for the toy. The
woman automatically pulled it just out of reach. “I would really like to have it. But | have nothing to
buy it with.”

“Wait here,” Hiramus said. He strode away.

Chuck was thankful to have stopped shaking. He’d been buzzing so hard he thought he would fall
apart. He put a hand on his chest to feel his heartbeat. His fingers encountered a strange anomaly, a dip
in his ribcage right above his sternum. Turning away from the woman behind the counter, he pulled up
his sweatshirt and looked down at his chest. Chuck blinked, then stared in horror. There was a hole in
his chest about the diameter of an apple just about where his heart was. He could see the ground -
behind him through it. Unable to believe his eyes, he felt the space with his fingers. They encountered
no resistance. Part of his chest was gone! He was falling apart. Where did that piece of him go? What
had caused the hole? It looked like a cartoon cannonball had gone through him. But no one had shot
him. He examined the opening again. There wasn’t any blood or icky stuff. His insides were there,
dark red and white, but the edge was perfectly smooth, as though he was looking at them through
glass. A pair of round, gold eyes regarded him quizzically. Panic-stricken, Chuck spun around. A stray
cat had wandered out of the crowd, and had been looking up at him through the hole.

Scanning the ground, Chuck lifted his feet one at a time, wondering if the section had fallen out
while he was vibrating, or some time before, and looked again. Where was it?

He tried to think about the last time he had seen his chest intact, and realized he never had, here in
the Dreamland. He never undressed. His clothes always became pajamas and turned back to clothes
again, whenever he needed them to, and his skin always cleaned and shaved itself. The piece could
have been missing from his body since he arrived. Chuck had a dire, sinking feeling it had been gone
all along. The space matched the hollow despair he had always felt. Only here, in the astral plane,
could it ever manifest itself physically. Something was literally missing from him and his life. As if he
needed the proof.

“There he is,” Hiramus’s voice said, from somewhere behind him. Quickly, Chuck put his shirt
down to hide the hole. He didn’t want anyone else to see it. He was ashamed to be so flawed.

The older Visitor reappeared among the crowd, with Keir in his dolphin shape firmly in tow. As
soon as Keir saw Chuck, he resumed the form of the ancient sage.

“Now, how does he pay for something?” Hiramus demanded. “We don’t have money or any other
means of exchange.”

“You don’t need it,” Keir told them both. “Nothing you buy will go home with you, any of you.”

“We’re eating, aren’t we?” Hiramus said, peevishly. “Sleeping? Why can’t he take pleasure in



buying and enjoying something while he is here? Why should he have to suffer a Public Humiliation
Dream just because he is exercising a normal human impulse? Eh?”” A much taller man than the guide,
he loomed over Keir until his mustaches almost tickled Keir’s head.

The little old man looked humbled. “You’re quite right, Hiramus. If you are being nourished in
other ways, it is appropriate that you consider the inner child as well. You see how I learn from all of
you, too?” He nodded to the woman, who grumbled as she picked up the toy and slapped it into
Chuck’s waiting palms. Keir reached into a pocket and gave something to her. The woman stuffed it
into her apron pocket.

Chuck cradled the little rainbow greedily, his misery temporarily forgotten. What a great, great
thing the toy was. He’d never seen anything so wonderful in his daily life. All the true colors that ever
were, lined up together, marching across his hands. It made him feel rich. He wound up the rainbow
carefully with the key, and held it on his upraised palms so he could see the little arch forming and re-
forming itself over its painted landscape.

“It’s a pretty thing,” Keir said, watching him carefully. “Worth all that angst?”

“Well . . . yes,” Chuck said. “I mean, | don’t know why | shouldn’t have a toy. | mean, | wouldn’t
have thought twice, at home. | wouldn’t have had to. | have my own money there.”

“Do you need a toy?”

“| just like it,” Chuck said, annoyed at being questioned.

“Is the having as good as the getting?”

“Of course!”

But as soon as he had said it, he wasn’t sure. Now that he owned it, the glory of the toy seemed to
fade a little. He put the difference in its glow down to the difference of the light. The barrow woman
had spotlights suspended over her stand to make her merchandise appear its most attractive. That’d be
influence again. She was exerting it to make things look so good people would feel the impulse to buy
them. Now that he had the toy out in the light of day, it was slightly less spectacular.

He trailed around after Keir, playing with the rainbow toy. As it ran down, he wound up the key.
The colored arch ticked over, dipped into its pot of gold, and fell back again. After a hundred or so
repetitions, Chuck was beginning to find it as uninspiring as watching the construction of ten million
tuna fish sandwiches. The toy no longer gave off the same bright light it had in the beginning. Perhaps
its batteries needed replacing. He turned it over to see if there was a hatch. The bottom was solid. The
light must be generated by the winding of the key. But he’d never heard of such a thing in his life.
Maybe the rainbow wasn’t made of light. He peered closely at the stripes, and thought he could see a
weave pattern under the glowing surface. The toy wasn’t miraculous after all. It was ordinary, even
tawdry-looking. Disillusioned, Chuck stuffed it under his arm and pushed through the crowds in his
guide’s wake. Keir dragged him from booth to booth, explaining the wares.

“Look at these,” Keir said, beckoning him to his side at a huge purple tent at one corner of the fair.
Its counters were crowded with people. “Marvelous invention. Saves time.”

Chuck raised his eyebrows until his forehead furrowed. All he saw were boxes, cartons, and bottles
of several sizes and made of different materials. He held up a green glass bottle the size of his palm to
look through it. There was nothing inside.

“They’re just containers,” Chuck said.

“Correct,” Keir said. “If you happen to have any spare time, you can put it in here, instead of
wasting it. That way, when you need extra time for something, you have it at your fingertips.”

“That’s insane!” Chuck said. “You can’t put time in a bottle. That’s just an expression, saving
time.” Keir gave him that little, wise smile.

“Not here,” he said. “Here it’s an artifact, the resolution of logic. Your mind, and everyone else’s
minds, makes puns out of what you hear. Sometimes it manifests itself in reality.” Guiltily, Chuck
remembered about the hole in his chest. He opened his mouth, but decided he didn’t want Keir to ask
him to show it until he got back to the train. There were too many people here. What had Hiramus
called that embarrassing crowd scene? A Public Humiliation Dream. Chuck didn’t want it to begin all
over again. “Anyhow, keep your mind open. You’d be astonished at what you can find here that you
have always taken for granted.”

Feeling like a schoolboy on a distasteful assignment, Chuck picked up one item after another from
the table. He didn’t care for knickknacks. This stuff reminded him of the possessions of an aunt who
collected Victoriana, which he’d always taken to mean anything that was hard to clean and of no real
use.

A boy appeared at Chuck’s elbow as he held an inlaid box in the air, dutifully examining it. It was
black, and the inlay was white and red. He didn’t get any more psychic message from it than that. He
glanced down at the child, who was staring with bright eyes that looked as big as saucers. Chuck
offered him the box, but the boy wasn’t looking at that. He was looking at Chuck’s rainbow with the
same awe Chuck had had when he first saw it.



Chuck took the toy out from under his arm. After going to so much trouble to get it, he was tired of
carrying it around with him. It looked cheap and simplistic, nothing that could hold his interest for very
long. If the kid wanted it, he could have it. The boy lifted his open palms like a votary as Chuck set the
little toy down in them.

At the moment he put it into the boy’s hands, the toy became gorgeous again. Rainbow light
brighter than before suffused the area, blotting out the purple tent and all the other customers. There
seemed to be no one else in the whole world but the two of them, looking at the gleaming rainbow.
Chuck regretted his impulse. Now that it looked good again, he wanted it back, but seeing the joy in
the child’s eyes, he knew he could never take it away. He let his hand drop.

“Good for you,” Keir said, appearing at his elbow. The brilliant light faded. The world swung into -
action again. People appeared from nowhere, stepping up to the booth to buy. The noise that had died
away for just that moment came back in full force, striking the ears like cymbals. Chuck stood
watching the child. He sat on a stone near the corner of the table with the toy on his knees, rapt,
watching the miniature rainbow arch up and over, up and over, striking its pot of gold.

“l had my fun with it,” Chuck said, and smiled reminiscently. “He reminds me of one of my kids.”

“How many do you have?”

“Three,” Chuck said automatically, and knew the statement to be true beyond any doubt. He had
three children. He could remember all of them, and everything about them, when they were born, what
they looked like, the little personality traits they had, the things he loved about them that no one but a
parent would even notice.

Wow, three kids. He had thought he was a teenager, or at least the young man whose face he saw
reflected in mirrors and train windows, but that didn’t really add up with three children thrown into the
calculation. How old was he? He still didn’t know, but out of the fog in his mind came one clear
memory, that of an upturned little face, his youngest son, smiling at him. “You know, at home I like to
buy toys for kids. I do it as much for the fun of buying them, maybe getting a chance to play with them
myself—just a little—as for seeing the kids’ faces when | give the toys to them.”

“l have been remiss,” Keir said, with a quirk at the corner of his mouth. “Let’s get you some legal
tender of your own so your good impulses won’t be stifled again.”

Chuck followed Keir around a corner and through an arcade he hadn’t noticed before. Behind him
the rest of the bazaar looked the same, but inside the archway it was a whole new world. Pairs of men
and women in expensive suits argued with one another on small cellular telephones, even though
Chuck figured out very quickly that they were talking to one another. Burly men uniformed in plain
brown overalls steered through the crowd with wheelbarrows full of big, round bags with a double-
barred S or L on them, the kind Chuck had always seen in cartoons that represented bank money. Even
the smell of the place was different. The tantalizing aroma of spice was gone, and the sharp scent of
ink and paper tickled his nose.

“Where is this?” he asked.

“The Money Market,” Keir said. “There is direct access to this place from many locations in the
Dreamland. We’re here to get you some fresh cash.”

He followed Keir through rows of curtained booths that started to look less as though they belonged
in a carnival and more like a bank. Not quite at the end of a long corridor, Keir stopped off in front of a
stall that, although curtained on both sides with draperies of dove gray, had a glass shield that reached
from its ceiling down to within six inches of its polished metal counter. Keir took a bag out of his
shabby pocket and turned it upside down on the table. Coins, ranging in size from sequins to
mayonnaise jar lids, bounded jingling out of the bag. The clean-shaven man in the pinstriped suit
behind the window scooped them all up with a single sweep of his hand, and turned away. Chuck was
impressed. The guy must have been a genius at marbles.

“So, what’s the exchange rate?” Chuck asked, watching the man’s back through the window. He
was writing in a ledger and dropping the coins one by one into the pan of a balance scale. Chuck
couldn’t see the other side of the scale.

“One to one,” Keir said.

“You mean, you buy the same amount of cash as what you have? No service charge?”

“Certainly not. The prices are fair.”

“Then what exactly are you buying?” Chuck asked.

“Money,” Keir said.

“But you had money,” Chuck said. “Why are you exchanging it for exactly the same thing you just
had? Why not give me some of that?”

Keir regarded him with a quizzical glance. “Why would | give you stale cash? This will be nice and
fresh.”

“Would anyone be able to tell the difference?” Chuck asked, bewildered.

“Fresh money will last longer. Some people say the old stuff has a cachet, but I’ve never seen the



attraction one way or another. Here, look, son. This is Dreamish money.”

The banker had come back. He deposited a cluster of objects and began to push them underneath
the window toward Keir. Chuck looked at the collection on the counter. There were eight hens and a
rooster, five loaves of bread, a cluster of retractable ballpoint pens, pencils and a couple of
newspapers. “It doesn’t look like cash. It looks like things you’ve already bought.”

“Of course. In a way it is ‘things,” ” Keir said, gathering them all into a small area. The chickens
squawked a protest. “These are what money represents.”

“Is that all you can get with it?”

“Not at all. Your windup rainbow cost three chickens.”

“But | didn’t see any chickens!

“It’s symbolic! What do you buy with money? It’s a medium of exchange to obtain goods or
services, yes? Here in the Dreamland we are closer to roots of symbols. It’s also influenced by who has
it or who observes it. To your toy saleswoman, she sees coins. Someone else might see loaves of
bread. It’s all Sleeper’s whim, depending on who’s dreaming whom. Here.” Keir spread out one of the
newspapers, piled the loaves, pens and pencils, and shooed the chickens onto it, then dropped the
whole mass into Chuck’s arms. “That should hold you for a while.”

“1’d rather not carry live chickens around, Keir.” Chuck looked down in alarm. The rooster was
staring fixedly at his nose. Chuck tilted his head back to keep it out of pecking range.

The guide shook his head impatiently. “They’re not live, they’re legal tender. Just wait.” He led
Chuck out of the labyrinth of the Money Market and into the bazaar. Within a short time, the awkward
armful began to shrink. As the guide had promised, the press of other minds was forcing the symbols
into coin shape. Soon, Keir was able to help Chuck stuff the much reduced objects into his hip pocket.
Most of the money stayed that way, but Chuck felt an urge to take them out again and spend them on
something. The chickens particularly were determined to peck a hole in his pocket. Chuck just had to
make sure to take them out before he went to bed. He’d never sleep with chickens in his pants.

“Oh, I nearly forgot. Here’s a present for you.” Keir handed him a small green glass bottle. “A
reminder of your good intentions. Keep it up.”

“Thanks,” said Chuck, putting it deep into his pocket with the money. He heard a tonk, probably the
rooster trying out his beak on the glass.

Chapter 19

The two of them browsed the bazaar together. Chuck found plenty in common with open-air sales
he’d been to before. This was a weird hybrid of all flea markets, shopping malls, garage sales and
probably the Casbah. The goods seemed to come from all over the world. They were distributed in
unlikely ways, like sensible underwear for sale at the same booth as self-help books.

“Snake oil!” shouted a man in silk pants, holding up an ornamental bottle half full of murky liquid.
“Getcha free-range organic snake oil right here!”

“Is it really free-range?” Chuck asked, raising his voice above the crowd.

“Absolutely, son, absolutely!” the man called back. “You can believe everything | say. Honest
John, that’s me.”

Not everyone selling goods in the bazaar was human. At one stall that boasted a long line of
customers waiting for service, a long-haired black cat offered an arched back for petting. The value of
what she was offering seemed to change depending upon the customer. One woman with brown hair
kept dumping gold out of her purse until the cat sauntered over. The woman buried her fingers in the
long fur. Both of them wore a blissful expression, though in Chuck’s opinion the session didn’t last
long enough to be worth what the woman had paid. A roughly dressed man with a scruffy beard
flipped a fish head down on the counter. The cat gave just as good value as he had for the woman,
rubbing against his shirt front and scrubbing her head against the back of his hand. Things were worth
what you would pay for them, Chuck thought.



To his surprise, now that he had plenty of money, he didn’t see anything he really wanted to buy. In
fact, the more he walked around, he saw nothing he really considered to be of value.

“I’m not getting what | thought | would out of this trip,” he said to Keir. He looked around. Still too
many people nearby to raise his shirt. “I am not coming any closer to solving my problems. How far
are we now from Enlightenment?” Keir raised a bushy eyebrow.

“My young friend, the idea of this journey is not to travel as far as you can, but draw your
destination as close to you as you can.”

Chuck kicked a stone that skipped along the ground just as it would on a pond. When it stopped, it
sank into the pavement, leaving only ripples to show where it had been. “I don’t understand this place.
It’s too confusing. | don’t fit into the scheme of things here. | need a change.” Keir stopped and
slapped him on the arm.

“Ah, my boy, but that is where you are wrong! The Dreamland is exactly what you need. The
people here pride themselves on bending to the will of sleepers from the Waking World, to aid you in
solving your problems.”

“Then why aren’t they solving them for me?” Chuck asked.

“Because they don’t know what it is you want. State it clearly.”

“l don’t know what to call it,” Chuck said, helplessly. “If | could say what’s bothering me, 1’d be
able to fix it myself.”

“It’s hard to solve vague, nameless unhappiness,” Keir said, sympathetically. “Try. You need to put
a name to your need so you can face it deliberately, and do away with it.”

It was good advice. Chuck tried to follow it. Beyond the tents and booths, the open square beckoned
him. In the center a stone fountain with a statue of three dolphins threw crystal-bright drops into the
air. Chuck wandered toward the benches surrounding it, and found one that was unoccupied. He sat
down, set his chin on his fist, and thought.

How could he phrase his problem, when he had so few memories of home? All he knew was that he
would rather be dead than go back. He felt all right while he was occupied, but the moment there was
nothing on his mind, the blinding misery came rolling back like a wave. There ought to be a clue in
that. What could possibly explain the emptiness that took a chunk out of the middle of his body?

While he sat, people walking by glanced at him. It didn’t bother him at first. Soon, though, they
began to stare more openly. Immersed in his pensive mood, he ignored them. What did they want? If
they needed directions, he couldn’t give them. He was a stranger there, too. It was when the cluster of
small men with black hair and glasses stopped to photograph him that he became uncomfortable. He
wasn’t a tourist attraction! Then, he noticed the group of art students in smocks over tight black
clothing sitting a short distance away doodling in sketch pads, glancing up at him all the while. They
were drawing him! Chuck leaped up and waved his arms at them.

“Stop it! This isn’t helping!”

The art students turned into a flock of pigeons and flew away. The Japanese tourists vanished in a
single flash of light. He was alone in the square, not a soul in view. That was better. If Dreamlanders
were supposed to serve him, those were the worst examples of therapy he had ever seen. He settled
down again to think. How could he pin down the source of his troubles and put it into words?

As softly as a whisper, footsteps brushed near, and as quickly scurried away from him. Chuck
glanced over. A bunch of flowers sat on the bench beside him. Chuck looked up to see a child
vanishing around the corner of a stall. He smiled, touched by the kindness. He must really look sad. A
book fell onto his lap. Chuck read the title: What To Name Your Anxiety? The donor, an older woman
who reminded him of Mrs. Flannel, gave him a shy smile. Chuck returned it, already thumbing through
the pages. Names jumped up at him like “performance anxiety” and “Cinderella syndrome.” He read
down the long lists of multisyllabic diagnoses, but none of them seemed to feel exactly right. The book
shed no light on his problem at all.

Suddenly, a brilliant spotlight hit him, dousing the scene around him into darkness. Applause from a
thousand pairs of hands broke out.

“Chuck Meadows!” a deep voice announced from somewhere beyond the spotlight. “Are you ready
to solve the puzzle?”

Chuck stood up, discovering he was behind a waist-high desk, and a sequin-clad woman was
clapping her hands together beside a game board full of giant letters. He peered at the parts of words
that had already been revealed.

__b_____ R____

It didn’t ring any bells. “Not yet,” he said. “Um, can I . . . uh, can | buy a vowel?”

“I’m so sorry!” the enthusiastic voice said, heartily. “We have none! Only you can complete the
phrase!” Chuck found he had a sheaf of the huge letters in his hands. He spread them out on the little
desk. There were at least two of every letter.

“I could spell almost anything with these,” he said.



“Yes! But only one phrase will win the game! Go ahead, Chuck! Give it a try!”

Chuck started to put together words. “Worry” didn’t fit on the board. Neither did “unhappiness,”
“inadequacy,” or “discontentment.” To his bewilderment, the game board started to move around,
leaving different word-length gaps. He was afraid to make a choice. “What if I’'m wrong?”

“Then you get a copy of our home game,” the voice exclaimed. “And the chance to come back next
week and try again.”

Well, he didn’t want to do that. But none of the words he could make put a name to his sorrow.
How could he express in a simple phrase the deep unhappiness of his life? How could he designate the
hollowness in his heart that was so much larger than the hole already there? The unseen crowd
whispered. Chuck was embarrassed that everyone was looking at him.

“Do you see?” Keir’s voice echoed over the public address system. “They want to help, but they
can’t make the determination for you. They can’t solve problems you can’t frame. Tell them.”

Chuck felt the hole. Was it getting larger, or was that just his panic-stricken imagination playing
tricks on him? He opened his mouth. The crowd hushed, expectant, waiting. Hastily, Chuck clapped
his lips shut again. He couldn’t stand to show that much vulnerability in public. What if he showed the
gap in his heart right there and then, and they laughed at him? He didn’t want to be ridiculed by
strangers. The broad darkness beyond the bright light overwhelmed him. “I ... | can’t.”

He broke away from the desk amid murmuring from the audience. There had to be a way out of
here. He started feeling around for a way off the stage.

A thin, bony hand grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him toward stairs that led into the darkness
offstage. Within a few steps he was back in daylight in the bazaar. Keir let go of his arm.

“No luck?” the guide asked.

Chuck hung his head. “No.”

“Never mind,” Keir said, with a friendly slap on the back. “Let it be. Let’s get the others. | have
some other interesting places to show you.”

As they walked back among the stalls toward the bridge, Keir shot off into the crowd now and
again, to return with one or another of his clients in tow. Persemid was the first to be found. She had
replaced several of her suitcases with a large, handsome, brown leather bag painted in an Indian motif.
A wave of change must have come through during the game show, because she looked like an Asian,
wrapped in a beautiful brown sari edged in silver and gold embroidery. Chuck realized he was
similarly clad, his jeans and sweatshirt replaced by loose-fitting trousers and tunic of blue silk. He
liked the new clothes. They felt elegant and cool on his skin. Hiramus, unearthed from yet another
bookstall, was also dressed in silks, a long tunic over flowing trousers tucked into black boots and a
black, cone-shaped felt cap. His mustache was long and black, and there was a fierce curved sword
stuck into his sash. He had a small package under his arm that he tucked into his carpetbag while he
walked. Sean, similarly dressed, strutted alongside them with a tipsy gait. He grinned easily at them,
the most relaxed he’d been since their journey together had begun. Chuck guessed he’d found the local
equivalent of a pub. Other travelers joined the queue heading back over the bridge.

Instead of a train or a jet, what was waiting for them on the plateau was a string of elephants, lined
up trunk to tail. The engineer, dressed in silks with a tall green plume sticking up from his cap, sat on
the neck of the lead elephant, and the fireman, in white loincloth and regulation hat, stood alongside
with a shovel that Chuck doubted was for coal. Other passengers had arrived back, and were lining up
beside the appropriate beast.

Keir stood by the third elephant, gesturing his party to board. Chuck assisted Mrs. Flannel up the
ladder to the howdah, where the married couple from Elysia was already sitting. There was barely
room for them all with their luggage. Chuck was pleased to see that he’d managed to shed one of his
small bags. They got settled hip to hip when Keir started to do a head count. Chuck looked around and
groaned.

“Pip isn’t back yet.”

“What is it about her?” Persemid said, peevishly. “It’s as if she doesn’t know time exists.”

“There’s one in every group,” Chuck agreed. Sean stayed resolutely silent, his blue eyes startling in
a teak-skinned face. Chuck guessed he was reluctant to be disrespectful about the woman who had
been so kind to him, but he must have been annoyed. Hiramus certainly looked that way. No sense in
dwelling on it. She’d come when she came.

“How did you like that, back there?” Chuck asked the others, gesturing at the cloud-shrouded
mountain.

Persemid glanced up at the Rock of Ages, a trifle uneasily. “It was interesting, to a point, but | felt
all the time as though | was being watched. Do you think the people in those visions can see you, too?”

Chuck raised his eyebrows. He hoped he hadn’t been doing anything embarrassing, like scratching,
while he had been sitting on the mountainside. “I never thought of that. | don’t know. Did you feel
that, too?” he asked Morit and Blanda.



“Not at all,” Blanda said, with the shyness that seemed to come out when she talked to one of the
Visitors. “But we weren’t sitting very often. We were hiking about on the mountainside. Very healthy,
this mountain air. It does us good, doesn’t it, my love?” Morit grumbled something.

“l got a kick in the pants today,” Sean blurted out.

“You did?” Persemid asked. “Literally?”

“Yes, indeed. Nearly knocked me straight down the mountain, as if it was saying to me, ‘Sean, you
shouldn’t be sitting there watching pictures in the air. You should be up and doing.” So | did.”

“That’s good advice,” Persemid said, glancing toward Keir, who had taken on the shape of Sean’s
mother to listen. “But I’ve never heard of a mountain kicking anybody before.”

“There she is,” Sean said, sitting up straighter. Chuck glanced toward the bridge. The slender
woman coming toward them had dark skin and hair and was wound into a bright red sari, but by the
way she moved it was unmistakably Pipistrella. She didn’t so much walk as float. Behind her stretched
a string of native bearers in white loincloths with parcels balanced on their heads. When the train
reached their elephant, one bearer knelt down and gave a leg to another, who popped up onto the
elephant’s back. The other porters formed a bucket brigade, tossing packages from hand to hand to the
one now treading on the passengers’ feet, who packed the bags and boxes into every spare square inch
in the howdah, shoving them underneath people’s feet and balancing them all the way around the rail
of the open framework. By the time they had also handed Pipistrella aboard, the passengers felt
crowded and angry.

“Hello, everyone,” she carolled, gliding to an empty spot on the frame that no one had noticed. She
sank gracefully onto it, paying no attention to the glares focused on her. “Wait until you see all the
lovely things | found.” She opened bag after bag, showing off strings of glowing beads, yards of
colored silks, a little animal with huge eyes and long gray fur, a jewel-encrusted gold goblet, and
offered them to her fellow passengers to examine.

Persemid handled the silks with envious fingers. “These are beautiful,” she said.

“Do you like it?” Pip asked. “Take those. | have lots more.”

“l can’t do that,” Persemid said.

“Why not?” Pip asked, unanswerably. “You like it. I’m giving it to you.” Persemid vacillated,
hesitant to put them down but even more hesitant to accept a gift from someone she was mad at. She
gave Chuck a helpless look. Pipistrella was exasperating. One couldn’t even hate her.

“What did you do for money?” Chuck asked, curiously, as Pip poured gems and perfume bottles out
onto the floor. She must have spent a fortune.

“Money?” she asked blankly. “People gave all these things to me. Aren’t people nice?”

Chuck couldn’t have been more annoyed. When he’d asked for the windup rainbow, the toy seller
not only wouldn’t give it to him, she’d made a spectacle of him in front of the crowd. Chuck glanced at
Keir, sitting astride the elephant’s neck with the air that he did it every day, and got a sharp glance in
return. On the other hand, he admitted that if it had been easy to get, Chuck wouldn’t have had to
examine his motivation and had the revelation that restored part of his memory. Three kids, he thought,
fondly. I have three kids. Chuck figured that learning the value of an object wasn’t a lesson that
Pipistrella needed to learn, but it had been one for him. She could buy or receive things freely without
it troubling her. He was the one who had to know that what he really enjoyed was the receiving of
something so that he could give it away. It was good of Keir to provide him with money for more of
those impulse purchases, but those chickens in his pocket would stay there until he decided he really
needed something. All that would tempt him at that moment would be if he could buy a magical cure
that would close up the hole in his heart.

The elephants lumbered along the edge of the canyon, stoically stumping up and down the rough
paths in a clockwise direction around the Rock of Ages. Intent on hanging onto his lurching seat to
avoid being thrown right off the train, Chuck paid little attention to his surroundings until the lead
elephant vanished from in front of them.

“Hey,” he said, distracting everyone from their conversations. Abruptly, the second elephant made a
sharp left turn, into the seemingly solid wall of rock, and disappeared. “But that’s im—"

“—possible?” Keir asked, as the elephant carrying them turned toward the mountainside as well.
Chuck threw up his hands to shield his face, but the collision he feared never arrived. The stone had no
substance. “Not at all,” the guide’s voice echoed hollowly in the sudden darkness. “Just another tunnel.
We’ll be through it in a moment.”

“l didn’t see a tunnel,” Persemid’s voice said accusingly. Chuck would have seconded her, but he
was wondering if his heart would ever start beating again.

“That’s the way the tracks run,” Bergold’s voice said pleasantly. “If the tracks go this way, it must
be passable. There, do you see?”

The string of elephants broke through into daylight. Bergold pointed to the ground. Large, round



footprints dotted the dusty path leading straight back. More beasts emerged behind them one at a time
from the solid rock face until a baby elephant with a red light attached to its tail marked the end of the
train.

“Weird,” Persemid said. The Rock and its spooky visions were now completely hidden.

“How cosy,” Pipistrella said, looking ahead.

Chuck turned to see. If he hadn’t just come through the ridge of mountains dividing them, Chuck
would never have believed the two places were even remotely close together. This land was much
sunnier than the Rock of Ages. Except for a few picturesque cumulus clouds the sky was clear, and the
sun glinted off the silver ribbon of a river that wound off to the east, away from their route.

In the curve of the river lay a small town. A few cars and horses were parked along its streets, but it
was fairly quiet. Men and women wearing conservative day clothes smiled as they passed one another
on the sidewalks. Children rode bicycles and ponies in the wide yards of modest brick or frame houses.
Dogs raced around with the children, and cats sunned themselves on windowsills or porch rails. Chuck
glimpsed a tree-filled park.

A female police officer in a cap and Day-Glo tabard blew a whistle at the cross-traffic as the train of
elephants walked up the middle of the street.

“Say, | know where | am,” Chuck said, seeing a yellow building with an awning and white trim.
“There’s a store just around the corner that | used to visit all the time.” The dawning delight of
recognition was quickly replaced by puzzlement. “But this doesn’t look exactly like what | remember.
That building used to be a different color.” Persemid raised her eyebrows at him. The building was
brick. It must always have been yellow. Chuck gave a sheepish shrug. “Everything is just in the right
place, | guess. I suppose all small towns look the same.”

Bergold chuckled. “This place may contain elements you contributed to it, my dear sir. It may
resemble something with which you are familiar all the more because your influence is nearby. The
Seven Sleepers provide the underlying geography, based upon their personal experience, but what
form it takes changes according to mass whim.”

“So ... it’s like the Sleeper decides it’s a tree, then everyone kind of takes a poll on what kind of
tree?” Chuck asked.

“Essentially,” Bergold said. “There is no consensus, which is why things change so frequently, even
seesawing back and forth between two equally strong visions, especially if it is important to a dream -
being dreamed by a sleeper in the Waking World who is focusing on it at that moment. But focus is
fleeting, as we discover all too often. This one is familiar because people who have shared common
experiences with you have made it look that way. That’s why Yore is popular with tourists. It reminds
everyone of somewhere they’ve been that they loved.”

“l was about to say that it’s like the place where | grew up,” Sean said, speaking up unexpectedly.
“l thought for a moment that it was.”

Chuck surveyed the street they were riding down. Unlike anything he had seen before in the
Dreamland, this had an essence of home. It was similar enough that he felt if he ran up around the
corner into the next street, he would find everything that he knew had been there when he was a boy.
He felt a pang in his middle. If it was like Sean’s hometown, it couldn’t be his, too.

“So there’s no soda shop over there?” he said forlornly, pointing down one of the side streets they
were passing. “No manufacturing plant on the riverfront?” He threw a gesture out toward the far edge
of town.

“Oh, yes,” Keir said. “Yore has a factory. That’s what we’ve come here to see.”

“Really?” Chuck asked, brightening. “A shoe factory?”

“A fish cannery?” Sean asked, looking hopeful.

“No, not this one, my dear,” Keir said, turning a soft, feminine face to Sean. “I said similar but not
necessarily identical to the place you knew.”

“Oh. What do they make, then?”

“Fruit.”



Chapter 20

“But you don’t make fruit,” Chuck said, following Keir through a doorway. The deafening din of
machinery made him cup his hands over his ears until the factory representative handed him a cone
made of clear plastic and indicated he should put it over his head. The extraneous noise funneled away.
Chuck heard his own voice sounding hollow and distant.

“That’s what they make here,” Bergold said, wearing his peculiar headgear with aplomb. Each of
them had been issued white coats and booties to pull on over their shoes. In the outfit, Bergold looked
like a Christmas elf from outer space. “This is a famous business. This is where they put the trees into
fruit pits.”

“But that’s a natural occurrence,” Chuck said, looking around him. He inhaled, tasting the delightful
aromas of citrus and tree sap. It certainly was a busy place. The ceilings rose sixty feet or more above
the concrete floor. The walls were made of cinder block and metal, perfect for echoing the noise back
at them. “At least where | come from. Fruit grows on trees, and pits just normally give rise to more
trees.”

“Is that so?” the Historian asked, curiously. He took out his ever-handy book and made a note in it.
“That isn’t always the case here, as you see. Perhaps this is some specific sleeper’s vision, although I
believe of very long standing. We will have to investigate its source. | shall have to bring it up at the
next conclave. Goodness me,” he chuckled to himself as he jotted it down, “fruit always grows on
trees!”

Chuck passed by a man consulting a schedule, and their guide, a lugubrious young man with a long
nose, came to a halt beside Chuck.

“Here you see us employing planned obsolescence,” the guide said, indicating the clipboard with a
limp hand. “It’s so’s the world doesn’t get overrun with too many of any kind of produce.”

“All right,” the crew boss said, switching a cigar to the other side of his mouth, “that’s a thirty
percent empty, forty percent immediate failure, twenty percent dropoff in first two years, ten percent
fill. Got that?”

“Yes, sirl” Workers sprang to their conveyor belt, along which were tumbling tiny, round shell
halves.

“Cherries,” said Bergold. “A great favorite of mine.”

The machine had an almost baroque appearance, run by clockwork and decorated with bronze
medallions and curlicues. Chuck watched in fascination as gloved workers seized minute shells
between thumb and forefinger. Using color-coded hoses hanging from the ceiling, the workers sprayed
tiny squirts of yellow-green frond into the shells. Somehow they located the matching half of each
seed, sealed them up, and dropped them back on the belt. A lot were put together and sent on their way
empty. Chuck couldn’t keep count, but the supervisor had specified thirty percent had to be that way.
He wondered who checked for quality control, and how they did it.

The completed pits tumbled along the belt to the next station, where more white-suited workers
blotched with red goo were encasing them swiftly in little rounds of what looked like dark red leather.
A third station inserted stems.

“If you’ll come this way,” said the guide in his sad voice, “you’ll see one of our most popular
products.”

Chuck was intimately familiar with the next kind of seed from years of making homemade
guacamole. This group was making avocados. A seventy percent failure rate was specified on the
clipboard hanging above the belt, and the white-coated employees referred to it from time to time as
they worked. Some of the pits already had toothpicks stuck into the sides. It was much easier to see the
trees being stuffed into the smooth-sided pits, since they stood about eight inches tall.

“That’s as high as they get, most of them,” the young man said, looking as though he felt sorry for
the infant trees. “We have no order today for full-sized. But you can see some if you step this way.”

Chuck thought at first that he was walking into an indoor orchard, but one that was moving. Trees



hung by their topmost branches from a series of hooks depending from a pulley system along the
ceiling. By the heavy perfume in the air, this had to be the peach and apricot section, but the fruit itself
was almost invisible beneath the crane and pulley assembly that lowered full-sized trees into the flat,
oval stones. Chuck watched as a fifty-foot tree disappeared like a magic act in reverse into a pit smaller
than the end of his thumb. The apricot into which it had been placed was then sewn together by a deft
woman in a hairnet who wielded a narrow, curved needle.

“As you see,” their guide said, “the fruit is then finished and is ready to be attached to the parent
tree or installed in a grocer’s box, as per order.”

“Look at that,” Persemid said. “Those stitches are so small you can hardly see them.”

“Visible stitches,” the guide pronounced ponderously, “can be seen only in second-quality pieces.
In the highest quality, they must be invisible.” He offered two peaches, exactly alike except for the
seam.

“Oh, yeah, | see,” Chuck said, turning over the second-quality fruit. He remembered markings like
that on peaches he’d bought in the grocery. “I thought those just happened from the way it grows.”

“Nope,” said the woman in the hairnet. “Inferior goods. They ought to be cheaper, but we can’t
control what happens to them when they reach the market. But, everyone’s always out for themselves,
aren’t they?”

Their young guide offered them samples of the produce to try, and allowed them to tour the factory
floor. “Only assuming,” he said, with a watery eye fixed on them, “that you stay inside the white lines
marking your path.”

“You have our word,” Hiramus said, with equal gravity. The young man gave a decided nod and
faded away.

Chuck wandered among the machines, eating peaches. Bergold ambled beside him with an armful
of cherries. They joined Hiramus, strolling along, sniffing the air with a wintry expression of pleasure
on his long face. Chuck joined in, smelling happily, and shot Hiramus a companionable glance, two
people enjoying the same thing at the same time. Hiramus gave him a sharp nod, which Chuck guessed
was as chummy as he got. The smell was heady, and Chuck reveled in it. Peaches always proclaimed
to him the special wonder of summer, the perfume of a million flowers, the breath of angels. When he
reached the final assembly station, he discovered that the scent was being piped into the seeds with a
hose by a man wearing a white suit with a hood and a breather mask. In Chuck’s opinion that took
some of the charm out of his favorite fruit. At least, he consoled himself, they got the scent exactly
right, and the fruit tasted as good as the real thing.

“Seems like an ideal place to live, this Dreamland,” Chuck said to Bergold. “You’re lucky.”

“Oh, we have our problems,” said Bergold, tossing a cherry into the air and catching it in his mouth.

“Like what? | mean, here life is but a dream, like it says in the song.”

“But dreams end,” Bergold said, spitting a pit into a waste box they went by. “For example, there’s
Changeover.”

Morit, too close behind Chuck as usual, seemed to jump nervously when Bergold said the word.

“Oh, I am sorry, Master Morit, Mistress Blanda,” Bergold said, contritely. “I didn’t mean to upset
you.”

“Talking about Changeover in public,” Morit snarled, recovering himself. He steered his wife over
to look at the lemon tree stuffing station.

“ls it that bad?” Chuck asked.

Bergold sent a regretful glance after the Elysian couple. “In fact, it is. Not everyone is so affected
by the very sound of the word. Everyone knows it exists. We should accept it, but we can’t help being
afraid of it.”

“What is it?”

“In a way, it is the very essence of the Dreamland, the ultimate change. When a Sleeper who dreams
one of the seven provinces is no longer to be a Sleeper, for whatever reason, there’s a tremendous
upheaval in the Dreamland. We call it Changeover. One at a time, throughout history, the Sleepers
have ceased to be, died, retired, awakened—no one knows—and been replaced by another. When one
leaves, the vision of the province for which that Sleeper was responsible goes with him or her, leaving
a void in existence. Chaos rushes in to fill it. The entire province is consumed in a terrible event.”

“Earthquakes? Volcanoes? Tornadoes?” Chuck asked. He and Hiramus listened with rapt attention.

“All of that—and more! A seventh part of the fabric of our world is being torn out! But very
quickly the Sleeper is replaced by another, and soon, the province settles into shape, influenced by the
mind of its new caretaker. Everything is altered. People disappear or die trying to get to the border.
You will notice that most of our population centers are at the edges of the provinces, where they can
escape over the bridges to other places when Changeover threatens. But not everyone goes. There is a
strong feeling among some that one should take what the Sleepers send. It is our destiny.”



“It sounds terrible,” Chuck said, impressed.

“It is,” Bergold assured him, dusting his hands together. He had finished his cherries. “I have
witnessed a few in my life. Of the people trapped within a province undergoing the cataclysm, no one
survives unchanged—if they survive at all. Well, with one exception.”

“Your friend Roan,” Chuck guessed.

“That’s right. He’s been through two at least, the only living being who’s been inside one and come
out unchanged to tell about it. We believe it is because of his special connection to the Sleepers.”

“If he has some kind of connection, can’t he tell them what you need them to do? Like warn you
about disasters?”

“Direct the Sleepers?” Bergold asked, looking amused and shocked at the same time. “Oh, no, my
young friend. | don’t think you understand. They are not here to do what we wish. It is exactly the
other way around.”

“Oh,” Chuck said. He tossed a peach pit into a box containing other used seeds. “All right. So the
Sleeper who dreams a province vanishes out of it during this Changeover?”

“No,” Bergold said. “I’ve been asked this question before, by your guide, in fact. Their influence is
not directly physical. The Sleepers are not precisely in the Dreamland. Their thoughts come over to us.
They’re in between your world and ours, bridging the gap, or rather, they project a certain amount of
their image here, into the Hall of Sleepers. That lies deep under the mountains to the north of where we
boarded this train.”

“Has anyone ever been in this Hall? Does anyone know what these Sleepers look like?”

“Only a few have ever seen them.” Bergold smiled. “As a matter of fact, | am one of them. Oddly
enough, if you ever meet my friend, the King’s Investigator, you’d know what a Sleeper looks like. He
is the living image of one of the Seven. It almost certainly has something to do with the reason he
never changes.”

A wave of influence peeled back the roof of the factory and made it into an orchard. The trees that
had been attached to the conveyor belt along the ceiling were firmly planted in the soil. The workers,
without missing a beat, were now plucking fruit from the boughs instead of attaching it. Chuck looked
down at himself. He was rid of the silly plastic hat, but now he had on coveralls over a big belly and a
pair of boots over feet large enough to water-ski on. He felt like a jerk in the outfit. He kept tripping on
the boots, as if his own feet weren’t enough trouble.

“Lucky him,” Chuck said, sincerely. “If | had my way, | wouldn’t keep changing either. It’s okay
when it’s my idea, but | don’t like being whipped around all the time.”

“It’s not a thing to be envied here,” the bearded man snapped. He was still in a shirt and tie, but a
narrow string tie and a shirt with a Western yoke on it, and his sober coat had turned into a suede vest.
“Here changelessness makes one stand out. A freak.”

“Did it happen to you when you were here last?” Chuck asked, surprised at the vehemence of the
other man’s response.

“Harrumph,” Hiramus snorted, refusing to answer.

“Oh, come now, my friend, don’t be so gloomy.” Bergold, looking every inch the dude in full
cowboy rig and pointed boots, ambled along the rows of trees. He held out his hands to the sunshine.
“It’s a beautiful day.”

“Tell me more about these Seven Sleepers,” Chuck asked as they walked through the apricot
section. “Who are they? Is there something special about them?”

“Oh, no. I was surprised. Each one is just like someone you’d meet—you, not us, since they are
from your world, except that they are exceptionally clear and strong dreamers,” the plump Historian
said. “Though the Ministry of History has studied the question for generations, we do not know how
one is chosen.”

“Do the other Sleepers have images of themselves here?”

“Not like Roan. There has never been another unchanging person reported, in all of recorded
history, and we have very full records. But images from other sleepers you see every day.”

“Could I distinguish another Sleeper if | meet one?” Chuck asked eagerly, questions all but
tumbling out of him. “Would | know other dreamers if | see them? Will | recognize one of my
neighbors, for example?” Or, he wondered privately, would one of his neighbors recognize him and
give him a hard time when he returned home?

Bergold shook his head. “Even if a sleeper has an active avatar of himself in the Dreamland,
someone who’s visiting the Dreamland the way you are probably will not be able to recognize him or
her, because nobody looks the way they do in the Dreamland the same way they look in the Waking
World, with the exception of Roan. People tend to idealize themselves, or make monster pictures of
themselves, and they change so frequently depending upon their personality and circumstances that
you would be hard pressed to catch that one moment when they resembled their waking selves.”

Their path took them in between blackberry hedges eight feet high. They surprised Kenner, who



was locked in a killer smooch with one of the white-coated fruit technicians, a big-boned girl with long
eyelashes. The young woman was the one to break the clinch when she saw visitors approaching. She
looked everywhere but at them. Kenner didn’t look in the least ashamed of himself.

“Just getting the grand tour,” he said with a wink. He took the girl’s hand and led her out of the
row.

“Speaking of circumstances,” Chuck said, glancing around to make sure there were no workers
nearby, “can | ask you something personal?” He looked uneasily at Hiramus, hesitating to unburden
himself in front of his fellow Visitor.

“l wish to explore by myself,” Hiramus said briskly, and walked a few yards apart from them to
examine a grove of olive trees at the end of the row.

“A very tactful withdrawal,” Bergold said, with a small smile. “So, my friend, what is on your
mind?”

“It’s not what’s on my mind, but on my chest,” Chuck said.

Bergold raised his eyebrows. “You have something to get off your chest?”

“| already have,” Chuck said, feeling foolish already. “It’s not easy to tell anyone, but | don’t know
what else to do.” He pushed the baggy overall bib front to one side and opened the flannel shirt
underneath. He ran his fingers around the edge of the hole. As he had feared, it was a little larger than
it had been before. Just looking at it made him so depressed he wanted to hide in a dark corner. “What
is this?”

“Great Night,” Bergold said, then quickly lowered his voice. “That’s quite a manifestation, young
man.”

“I’m afraid I’ll die,” Chuck said, trying not to let his voice quaver. “I didn’t know | had a bad heart
when | started doing this meditation. It’s getting worse all the time.”

Bergold lifted his eyebrows, but he took a close look at the site. “Although it is progressive, | don’t
believe this is representative of health problems, Master Chuck.” He consulted his small book. “I
would say it has more to do with fears: loss, inadequacy, helplessness, and the like. It could have one
of several causes. Suicidal Tendencies, Broken Heartedness, Mid-life Crisis . . .”

“Mid-life crisis?” Chuck demanded, disbelievingly. “I’m not middle-aged.” Bergold pursed plump
lips as he gave Chuck a good up-and-down look.

“l would say it’s possible. Normally we only see the manifestations of a Mid-life Crisis, not the
dreamer himself. You know, the Parade Going By representation, the Left Behind at the Starting Line
entrapment, Baldness Ridicule nightmare, Youthspeak nuisances, and of course the Little Red
Automobile and Pneumatic Blonde manifestations. Have you shown this problem to your guide?”
Chuck shook his head.

“There hasn’t been a good moment,” Chuck said, apologetically. “I . . . I’m ashamed to.”

A motorized berry picker roared into the row on tractor treads and began to strip blackberries into
side-mounted baskets with a dozen mechanical arms. Hastily, Chuck shoved his shirt back into place.
Bergold tapped him on the chest with a forefinger.

“Nevertheless, you should mention it to Keir. It is he who can help you to find what it is you’re
missing. It may not be something that can be solved in a single visit. It looks to me as though you have
a little time before the worst happens to resolve whatever is troubling you. But remember, this is the
Dreamland. All things change, for better or for worse. Keep that in mind.”

“Thanks,” Chuck said. “I appreciate the advice.”

“l wish you the very best of luck. If you can, | hope that you will come back again one day and tell
me about it. I’d be very glad to hear about your experiences.”

“Like Hiramus does?” Chuck asked, nodding toward the back of the tall man, now gravely chatting
with a man operating a pecan tree-shaking machine.

Bergold smiled. “Yes. | am proud to count him as a friend.”

Chuck shook his head. It took all kinds. Bergold he had liked from the very beginning, but Hiramus
was just too hard to get to know. Bergold guessed what he was thinking. “I realize it might be difficult,
but he is a good man. Very much worth your while.”

“All right,” Chuck said, stoically. “Why not start now? Excuse me,” he said to Bergold.

If Bergold considered Hiramus a friend, maybe there was something more to him. After all, no
matter what kind of dry stick he seemed to be, he was an experienced traveler in the higher planes, an
accomplishment Chuck envied. But the guy was so reserved, like something out of a Victorian novel; it
was difficult for a casual person like Chuck to bridge the gap.

Maybe he was waiting for Chuck to make the first move. An overture of friendliness from him
might break the ice. Since he was resolved to be a better person, he would extend the welcoming hand.

He followed the tall man around the corner of the nut-picking machine, but when he got to the other
side, Hiramus was nowhere in sight. Instead, Chuck found himself in a huge, stainless-steel room filled
with shelves and shelves of wire crates of fruit.



“Hello?” he called, tentatively, and paused to listen. The orchard was gone. He could accept that,
but where was Hiramus? Had he gone the wrong way? Chuck looked back and saw the elongated
shadow of a man projected on the wall ahead of him. He started toward it.

A loud rumbling shook the floor. Chuck looked around in alarm. Did they have earthquakes in the
Dreamland? He started looking for somewhere to take shelter. He gasped for breath. An odor of citrus
in the air, almost chokingly strong, threatened to overwhelm him. Chuck looked up as the rumbling got
closer. He had just time to let out a strangled yell before a whole pile of gigantic citrus fruit fell on
him.

Morit stood at the end of the row, arms folded, propped up against the shelf. He didn’t so much as
flinch when the cascade of fruit began. Huge pumpkelos were still dropping off the high shelf from
where they had been pushed by his coconspirators, thudding one at a time onto the pile covering
Chuck Meadows’s body. Morit used his influence from across the room to pull more of the heavy fruit
down so he could watch them fall onto the heap. That ought to have finished off the Visitor. They had
managed to engineer an attack that was completely unexpected, both in timing and form. The Visitor
had been entirely overwhelmed, throwing his hands up to ward off the missiles that drove him to his
knees, then buried him deep in ribbed, orange-skinned globes. An avalanche in the Waking World was
supposed to be inevitably fatal, and this one included a change of symbolism, fruit rather than snow or
stones. That ought to negate any defense mechanisms the Visitor could throw up against it. Morit
waited and listened for a voice, or even breathing. Nothing. He enjoyed the feeling of smug
satisfaction that welled up in him at the demise of a Visitor. It wasn’t happiness, but it was the closest
he ever came. Invader, he thought, as he caused another fruit to plummet down onto the pile. Show-
off. Take that.

Blanda appeared out of nowhere beside him, dressed in a red and white gingham dress, with a red
barrette holding back the side of her graying brown hair. She was carrying a white box with a present
from yore printed on it in cheerful red letters.

“Good heavens, my dear, look at that mess! What happened?”

“You can see what happened,” he snapped. “A lot of fruit fell on the floor. Pumpkelos,” he added,
with a persnickety pride in details.

“Well, we should tell someone about it! Someone could have been killed!”

With any luck, Morit thought, as his fool of a wife raced off to find the floor supervisor. He didn’t
have time to wallow thoroughly in the satisfaction of the conspiracy’s first triumph before a host of
helpers arrived to pick up the fruit and inspect them for damage. When they cleared their way to the
bottom of the heap, they found Chuck Meadows, lying very still, his face pale, eyes open and staring at
the ceiling. He’d been pounded almost as flat as paper by the weight of the avalanche. Blanda looked
from the Visitor to her husband in shock, but she didn’t say anything.

The Visitors’ guide bounded over the piles of basketball-sized fruit to Chuck’s side and started to
peel him off the floor. One of the cardboard-flat arms reached up to wave the guide away. To Morit’s
fury and disbelief, Chuck Meadows sat up.

“l don’t believe it,” Hiramus said.

Morit could have echoed him in every syllable. Not again! How could the Visitor have survived?
He’d been hit by a ton of fruit!

The others helped Chuck Meadows to his feet, which had been squashed until they were too narrow
to hold him. He trembled like tissue paper as he threw out his arms to keep his balance.

“Blow into your thumb,” Persemid Smith advised him. “It always works in cartoons.”

The Visitor did that. His limbs expanded to three dimensions with an audible pop! Morit withdrew
as far as he could against the wall of the room. His disappointment was almost palpable. How could
this have happened? Everyone gathered around the Visitor, talking at once, worrying aloud what had
happened.

Chuck could see people surrounding him, but they all looked very odd. They seemed to have been
drawn with black outlines filled in with simple colors. Yes, that was it. Persemid was right. Everyone
looked like a cartoon. They were all shouting at him. Their voices sounded like random loud noises
echoing inside a drinking glass.

“I’m sorry,” Chuck said, holding his hand to his ear. “I can’t understand you.”

“| said,” Keir shouted, “what happened?”

Chuck rattled his head. His hearing must have been knocked silly when he was felled. He couldn’t
understand the guide’s speech, since the way Keir’s spiky beard was drawn covered his mouth, but he
could read the words in the white balloon that hovered over Keir’s head. Raising his hands to his
shoulders, Chuck gave an exaggerated shrug that nearly threw him off his feet again. His head was
spinning, and there were sharp-pointed stars revolving around it. For some reason, that struck him as
hilariously funny.



“Ooh, how pretty!” said the balloon over Pipistrella’s head, as she moved close enough to touch
one. She jerked her hand back, her finger now trailing small stars. “Ow!” was written over her head in
a little balloon.

Chuck started laughing, filling the bubble over his own head with “Ha ha ha ha ha hee hee ho ho
ho!” in progressively larger letters.

The force of his laughter caused the room to shake visibly, forming vibration lines around
everything. One of the huge fruits still on the shelf quivered more violently than the rest, then bounded
off the shelf. It bounced, throwing up lines of force on the air, and landed squarely on Morit’s toe.
Chuck could see Morit’s mouth moving. In the balloon issuing above his head was “&%$#@\!” That
was funny, too. He quivered with laughter, pointing at Morit. Shake lines appeared in the air around
him. Morit frowned at Chuck, and spiky lines shot out from his head. That made Chuck laugh harder,
which made Morit madder.

“I’m sorry,” Chuck said, giggling helplessly, and his words were duly noted in neatly lettered black
print above his head in the white bubble.

A thought balloon, attached to his head by bubbles, said “Idiot!” as Morit stalked out of the steel-
lined room. Chuck rolled on the floor, kicking his feet and clutching his stomach.

“Are you all right?” Keir said.

“I’m fine,” Chuck said, giggling, and seeing his laughter turn into bubbles and exclamation points.
“Did you get the number of the grocery truck that hit me?”

“Pumpkelos,” Bergold said. “They’re our largest citrus fruit. You can get a gallon of juice out of
just one.”

“That’s my problem,” Chuck said solemnly, lying on the floor. “You know that megadoses of
vitamin C can be bad for you!” He started laughing at his own witticism. The others shook their heads.

“You were knocked silly,” Keir said. He looked relieved. Factory workers in white clustered
around, grabbing the fruit and carrying them away. “Come on now, get up.”

Chuck picked himself up. His legs felt unsteady. He looked down at them, and they wobbled visibly
as though made of rubber. He wiggled his knees so his legs bowed out widely from side to side.

“How marvelous,” Bergold said, scribbling away in his little book with an oversized pencil.
“You’ve acquired Animated Features. That’s a rare dream.”

“Bless my soul,” Hiramus said, wiggling his own legs. “I can’t get over the rubberiness of you.”

“Try it!” Chuck said, encouragingly. “Think two-dimensionally!”

Hiramus concentrated, his long face contorted with the effort. “I can’t seem to do it. Perhaps my
self-image is too rigid.”

“That’s too bad,” Chuck said, with sympathy, as he tottered up and down the room. “You ought to
loosen up! It’s fun!” The sensation of having bones made of elastic was a lot like being drunk, without
the headache. In fact, nothing hurt. Just walking seemed to tickle his muscles from the inside. It made
him want to do more. He grabbed one of the pumpkelos from a surprised factory worker and heaved it
into the air. “Okay, missile! Come and get me!”

The huge fruit flew up in the air. At the top of its arc, it turned into a red-tipped rocket, complete
with the word acme printed on the side. Its tail-burner ignited, and it accelerated downward. Grinning,
Chuck threw his arms out, tossed his head back, and waited.

“No!” yelled Persemid.

The rocket knocked Chuck to the ground and exploded in a cloud of black smoke. When it cleared,
Chuck was coated with soot. He got to his feet, shook himself like a puppy, and the covering
dissipated in the air.

Persemid looked at him in astonishment. “You’re insane!” she exclaimed. “You could have been
killed!”

“Oh, ¢’mon,” Chuck said. He didn’t believe it. He felt immortal. “You try it!” He pointed his hands
at the ceiling like a stage magician. “I’ll make a giant boulder, and we can all get flattened.”

“Oh, no,” Pipistrella said, in alarm. “I wouldn’t want to do anything that ugly. It’s . . . it’s below
where my spirit wants to reach.”

“Well, then, try something that your spirit would like,” Chuck said, encouragingly. He reached out
to her. She recoiled, but not before he touched the tip of her finger. She was so lovely. He had thought
so since he had first seen her, but he didn’t understand her. She seemed so confident in this peculiar
reality, as if she was from some kind of higher plane, just loosely held in her physical body. She would
make a beautiful cartoon.

Accordingly, when his influence struck her, it was not with the gross blocks of color that Chuck
wore. She became a different kind of drawing, an old-master rendering of a nymph in simple, perfect
lines, black on white. Birds and butterflies, drawn with lifelike accuracy, flitted around her head. A
pillar appeared at her shoulder, and flowering vines snaked down it, still only in black and white, yet
looking more real than anything else in the room.



“Oh! That’s so sweet of you!” she said, admiring her lines with shining eyes.

Chuck blushed, his cheeks glowing with red light. “You’re welcome,” he said, the words in timid
little letters above his head.

“How did you do that?” Persemid demanded, her hair scattered every which way like a cartoon
witch. “I’ve only been trying to bend the way you did, and in one second flat you’ve turned the place
into an animation studio full of junk!”

Keir immediately turned into a wolf—more like the big, bad sort from an early animated feature
than a real lupine—and trotted over to lean its side against Persemid’s leg. They communed, but she
wasn’t appeased.

“Why shouldn’t I be able to do anything he can? This is his first time here! Patience . . .” Her face
changed, as if she was accepting a scolding. “Oh, all right. I’m sorry.” She looked accusingly at
Chuck. “He says it’s inhibition.”

Chuck tried to feel guilty for her sake, but he didn’t. He hadn’t made this happen. He was just
experiencing it. He spun in a circle.

So this was what it felt like to be really free. Flat thinking meant he could wrap himself around any
idea, anything at all. He knew he had been afraid of what Dreamlanders went through every day, not
knowing what shape they’d be at any time. He had no idea as to the sense of liberation that came with
it. Chuck started to see the good side of being able to alter himself. This was a facet of transformation
that he had never even dreamed of. It was so deep and yet so simple that he forgot to laugh.

With Persemid still glaring at him, Chuck bent to retrieve his suitcases. They had been smashed flat,
too. He slung them on his back, not bothering to reinflate them, seeing another advantage in two--
dimensional thinking. Maybe when he got knocked flat it closed up the hole in himself. He’d have to
check when he was alone.

A cartoonlike steam whistle opened its mouth and emitted a throaty honk. All around them, the
white-coated workers dropped whatever they were doing and started to stream toward the factory door.

“Closing time,” said Keir.

“Saved by the whistle,” Hiramus said. Without moving from where they stood, they found
themselves standing in the street overlooking the river. The factory had automatically put them out.
The orange sun hovering just above the western horizon drew a mirror image of itself in the rippling
water. Warm yellow light came from the square windows in the tiny houses on the opposite bank, and
smoke curled up from the tiny chimneys. It was all so picturesque Chuck expected to see credits crawl
up the sky. He could make it happen. White lettering would show up the best. He raised a hand.

Before he could write a single word, Keir came over and knocked his arm down. The words
directed by appeared on the sidewalk at his feet. Keir twitched a finger in his face. Naughty, naughty,
Chuck thought, and subsided.

Chapter 21

“Now that you’re all so nicely loosened up,” Keir said, clapping his hands together as he turned to
the others, “I think we ought to have a night out. Yore is a wonderful place for tourists. There’s plenty
to do in the evenings. Since we’re only here for one night, we should take advantage of it.”

“| think that sounds like a wonderful idea. | would very much like to see nights in the days of
Yore,” Chuck said solemnly, then broke up.

“You’re still giddy,” Persemid said, looking peeved that he’d thought of the pun first. “Sounds good
to me!”

“Wonderful,” Keir said, clapping his hands together. “Are you ready to paint the town red?”

“Yes, indeed,” Hiramus said. His Western rig unbuttoned into a sports coat and casual-dress
trousers. His hand hovered over his string necktie, as though he couldn’t make up his mind, then
dismissed the silk strip with a flick of his fingers. The dress shirt became a button-neck henley.

“Oh, well, if we’re dressing up . . .” Persemid said. She swept her hands down her sides, and her



gingham dress darkened into a black lace frock with a scoop neck and handkerchief hem, and a beaded
black shawl. Pipistrella didn’t change, but she always looked dressed up. Chuck gave it his best shot,
gladly parting with coveralls in favor of khaki trousers and a handsome suede shirt.

“Ready,” he said.

“Good!” Keir said. He went from one to the other, handing them each a bucket and a wide
paintbrush. Surprised, Chuck nearly dropped the heavy pail, which sloshed, sending up a wave of red.

“What’s this?” Chuck asked, gesturing with his brush.

“What did you think you were going to use?” Keir asked. “We’re painting the town red tonight!”
“This is really stupid,” Chuck said. The heads of everyone passing by swiveled on their necks as
they walked away, openly staring. Some of them were laughing. Chuck felt his cheeks burning and had
to pat them to put out the fire. He threw an angry gesture at the bucket of paint. “I thought we were

going to a party or bar. | can’t enjoy myself carrying this around!”

“You don’t know until you try,” Keir told him sternly. “Come with me.”

They stopped in front of a building covered with gray clapboard. Loud music came from its interior,
but Chuck couldn’t see any doors. Keir started applying red paint to the wall. “Come on, | said! Try
it!”

Reluctantly, Chuck dunked his brush and started painting. The irregular boards were dry, soaking
up the first layer like sand drinking water. He had to give it another coat. The brush glided down,
neatly depositing the second layer of gleaming red. It looked very pretty. The color ought to have
looked gory, but instead it imparted liveliness, playfulness, even mischief. He actually started to enjoy
himself. After all, painting the town red literally was no more foolish than some of the things people
really did when they went out to “paint the town red.” He grinned at Keir.

“l could do this all night—" he started to say, when, abruptly, the wall opened up, catapulting him
into the middle of a crowd of people dancing to a swing beat. A woman in a circle skirt took him by
the hands, and before Chuck knew it, he was dancing, too. Keir swirled by, holding the hand of a
pretty, ponytailed woman.

“Do you see?” he called. “You just have to let yourself get into it!”

Chuck followed Keir’s lead. When the action in the first dance hall started to slow down and people
began to disappear, Chuck grabbed up his brush and pail, and ran to the next place that sounded
promising. Yore’s main street was lined with shabby buildings pulsing with music, all waiting for
patrons to start painting so they could come in and enjoy themselves. Sometimes they had only to
touch brush to wall before they were swept into the interior where they might find a loud party dancing
under a spinning mirror ball, a hellfire club full of men in wasp-waist tailcoats and women in leather
Merry Widows, a children’s birthday party, or a New Year’s Eve gala with champagne-quaffing
celebrants waiting for the ball to drop from a tower. They got their fill of bursting fireworks, rivers of
drink and mountains of food. Chuck’s first glass of wine burned his throat on the way down. He didn’t
feel any of the drinks that followed as he joined in the gaiety.

Chuck had always thought he was a man for night life, but he had a thing or two to learn from Sean
Draper. Usually so withdrawn, the Irishman seemed to have been given new life as much by
Pipistrella’s kind interest as Keir’s quiet talks. He had a knack for knowing where to find the liveliest
dancing or the best food or drink. Chuck learned quickly to follow Sean.

Almost everywhere he went, Chuck spotted Hiramus sitting quietly in booths against the wall or at
the bar, watching him. Chuck found the scrutiny more than a little creepy. Couldn’t the guy go and
enjoy himself somewhere, and leave him alone? Someone stuck a glass in his hand, and Chuck decided
to forget about him. The night was still young, and there was fun to be had. He couldn’t waste time
worrying about one crotchety old man.

Sean left what seemed like a promising party, and began daubing the sides of a little place that
looked like an old, one-room schoolhouse. Within a few strokes they were in the middle of a
mahogany-paneled bar with brass rails and a full dinner buffet to one side. Dancers hopped and
stepped on a square of floor, but most of the room was given over to drinking and cheerful
conversation. Sean made a straight path toward the bar, where a stout, rosy-complected man was
holding out a pint glass to him. He had one for Chuck, and everyone who followed in his wake.

“You’ve got a gift there,” Chuck told him, lifting his glass to Sean as they found a section of wall to
lean against in the crowded room.

“Oh, | can teach you all how to do it,” Sean said easily, hoisting a foaming glass of beer. “You just
go with the feeling. Go where it’s welcoming you.”

Chuck shook his head, now muzzy from smoke and the excellent lager he’d been consuming in the
last three establishments. “Sounds too instinctive to me.”

“Ah, well, it’s easy,” Sean said, taking a long draught. “Ah! It’s moments like this that | have to
remember the good things | should be going back to.”

Chuck was puzzled. “Why shouldn’t you be going back to them?” he asked. Sean opened his mouth



to answer, but was interrupted by the arrival of smiling waitresses who deposited platters of savory
canapés and sandwiches on the sideboard near them. Chuck smelled corned beef, and seized the
nearest sandwich. “Mmm!”

“l want to thank you, friend,” Sean said, finishing his beer and signalling with a slightly unsteady
hand for another one.

“For what?” Chuck asked, looking up from his sandwich.

“For treating me like one of your own. I’m not, you know. You’ve all been very kind. | can’t say
how much I’ve appreciated it.”

“I’m sorry. | don’t know what you mean,” Chuck said.

“Oh,” Sean said, embarrassed, peering into his glass. “Never you mind, then.”

“Come dance with me!” Persemid cried, coming up to pull Sean away. Chuck grinned as the two of
them bounded away across the floor. For someone with such short legs, Persemid could cut a very fine
rug. Sean was only just keeping up with her. She threw a wink at Chuck. Her red hair glistened,
throwing copper sparks off into the air whenever she tossed her head. Chuck grinned. All she had to do
was loosen up a little, and let herself have fun. Sean, too, was more at home here than in the places
they’d been together so far.

Left alone with his thoughts, Chuck was puzzled by what Sean had just said to him. He wondered if
he had missed something. Perhaps his obtuseness was the result of having been colorized that
afternoon, but after another half glass of beer, he realized that Sean simply had not explained what he
was talking about. Chuck felt sorry for the man. He was so inhibited. Something in his previous
experience kept him from reaching out and trying new things without feeling guilty or being scared. It
was possible to have life worse than Chuck had it. Inadvertently, his hand started to creep toward the
hollow place in his heart.

“So you’re a Visitor, huh?” A heavy hand clamped down on Chuck’s arm and spun him around. He
found himself face to face with a very large, unshaven man with reddened eyes. “You from out there
somewhere? You one of the Belly-Button Gang?”

Chuck wasn’t about to let anyone twang his navel cord again, so he didn’t pull up his shirt. Instead,
he smiled.

“That’s right. My four friends and | are here to learn, er, about the Dreamland.”

“Uh-huh,” said the man, weaving unsteadily on his feet. “I hear that in the Waking World, you
people only have one face.”

“All day long,” Chuck said. “It’s not at all like this one.”

“One face? Every day? All day?”

“That’s right. It’s normal for us.”

“Well,” said the man pushing close to him and breathing alcohol in his face, “that would make you
freaks.” Chuck backed away from him and found his way blocked. He turned around to see an equally
large man leaning over him.

“Now, just a moment,” Chuck said. “We can’t help that. I’ve been changing while I’ve been here.”
He smiled uneasily as more big men clustered around. “You folks sure are lucky.”

“You patronizing us?” the first man asked, poking Chuck in the middle with a knuckle. “You
people think you’re better than us?”

“No!” Chuck said. “I didn’t know you existed at all! I mean, | never realized people in dreams
thought.”

“Yeah, right! You think you can walk in here,” the knuckle punctuated every syllable, “and lord it
over us because you think you’re more real than we are?” Chuck looked over the man’s shoulders,
hoping for a quick retreat. Instead, more angry faces crowded in on him. They got closer and closer,
pressing Chuck between them until he felt his body squeezed out like toothpaste.

“Guys, | have the greatest respect for you,” Chuck wheezed, his voice reedy and thin, shrinking
away from the man’s raised fist. The first man, looming over him, started laughing.

“You’re pathetic, do you know that? Sad, miserable, one-faced, phony bum . . .”

Chuck cringed at every word of abuse, feeling smaller and smaller as the insults mounted up. The
men seemed to grow bigger and more threatening. No, they weren’t—he was shrinking! Every time
they laughed at him, he lost height, dropping below chest level, then belt level. The taunting voice
followed him, loud as an air-raid siren, “. . . your superior attitude makes us sick, you know that?”
Chuck shrank until he was no higher than the men’s shoes.

Their abuse had made it possible for him to escape. At that size, he could run between their feet. He
saw a gap appear as his tormentors milled around, looking to see where he had gone. Chuck saw his
opening, and started running. At only six inches in height, he was vulnerable. The gigantic boots and
shoes started stomping and trampling. Chuck dodged just in time to keep from being squashed by a
cowboy boot, and found himself running a gantlet of threshing soles.

“Get him!” the voice roared.



Like a matinee hero pursued by an avalanche, Chuck made for the door. Suddenly, he felt himself
lifted up by the scruff of his neck. This was it then, he thought, curling up and throwing his arms over
his head. He was going to die now.

Instead of being crushed, he was set down heavily on a flat surface.

“Your turn!” a little girl cried. Chuck opened his eyes, only to have a brief view of a little girl in a
pink paper crown before his vision was cut off by the introduction of a blindfold. He had been dropped
into the middle of a children’s birthday party. “Go on! See if you can pin the tail on the donkey!”

“All right,” Chuck said. A ribbon with a tack stuck in one end was placed in his hand, and he was
spun in a circle. Accompanied by helpful shouts from the other kiddies at the party, he staggered
forward, hands out, feeling for the target. Suddenly, a sharp pain jabbed him in the side.

“Ow!” He swept off the blindfold to see dozens of partygoers, homing in on him with more pins.
Theirs looked longer and sharper than rapiers. Their eyes glittered as they raised their hands to strike.
Chuck shrank back. A hand reached in, grabbed him by the arm, and yanked him out of the circle.

“There you are,” said Hiramus peevishly. “Keir wants us all to go back to the train. It’s almost
dawn.”

“What?” Chuck said. He looked back at the party. The children had gathered around a little boy
wearing the blindfold, and were shrieking with laughter as he lurched around with his arms held out
before him. They all looked so innocent. Could those little ones really have been trying to kill him? “I
think you just saved me from being skewered.”

“Think nothing of it,” Hiramus said. “We should go.”

“Where’s Keir?” Chuck asked.

The corners of Hiramus’s mustache turned upward in a wry smile. “Seeking Miss Pip, | believe.”

Chuck turned wearily toward the door. “At least | don’t have to wait up for her.”

As they emerged into the night air, Persemid came toward them, walking as though her feet hurt.
Sean held her arm. He was still wide awake and lively.

“Are you ready to go back?” Sean asked.

“Without a doubt,” said the older man. “I think we have all had as much fun as we can handle for
one night.”

“Hear, hear,” said Chuck.

The four Visitors slogged back to the train. The full moon was about two thirds up one side of the
sky, giving them plenty of light to negotiate their path. The rubberiness in Chuck’s legs was no longer
from having animated features—that had worn off hours ago—but from sheer exhaustion. He had
enjoyed the evening thoroughly—well, most of it. Now, he was ready for bed. He was glad to see the
welcome shape of a real train. He couldn’t have imagined how they would sleep on the backs of
elephants.

As Chuck helped Persemid up the stairs, he felt a vibration coming through the car. Puzzled, he
pushed open the partition door. A blast of rock music struck him full force, almost knocking him over.
They pushed in against the ferocious sound, and were greeted by the conductor, who was wearing two
outsized pads of cotton strapped over his ears under his cap. A flashing strobe light provided staccato
views of the darkened interior, where figures were dancing to a band playing at one end of the car.

“Evening, sir!” the conductor shouted.

“What’s this?” Chuck shouted back.

“Private party, sir! | am to extend invitations to you all!”

“From them?” Sean yelled, pointing. He looked alarmed. Chuck turned to get a better view. Unlike
Sean, he wasn’t frightened by the sight. The wild party consisted not of people, but of skeletons. They
were dancing, eating food from the refreshment table, talking earnestly in corners, and smoking in
doorways. And why not? Chuck thought. They don’t have to worry about lung cancer. He stopped to
admire the moves of the dancers. Some of those bone-folk were really getting down. It looked like fun,
but Chuck wasn’t in the mood to keep partying.

“Don’t worry,” he shouted at Sean. “This reminds me of something at home!”

“You consort with dead people?” Sean asked, his eyes showing white all the way around the irises.

“A kind of Dead,” Chuck replied. He caught a glimpse of Persemid near the door. She was
grinning. She understood. “They won’t hurt you, | promise!” The party car was crowded, but he saw a
way through. He signaled to the travelers all to join hands, and pulled them along to the next carriage.
As soon as the partition door shut behind them, the earth-shakingly loud music cut off.

“Good call,” Persemid said, “and good night. | can’t wait to get off my feet.”

The car automatically split into the correct compartments. Chuck waited for the transformation to
take his shoes off, glad he didn’t have to summon the coordination to do it himself. The floor still
vibrated with the music’s bass beat. He’d have to ask Bergold in the morning if there was a specific
name for that kind of manifestation, or if it was considered a nuisance.



The pajama top hung slack against the empty part of his chest. Chuck hadn’t thought about the hole
in hours. He felt the edges of the flaw, letting his fingers run all around the perimeter through the cloth.
He worried whether it was getting bigger. Should he look? He glanced around the compartment. There
was a mirror on the wall above the writing table next to the window. If he lowered the blinds, he could
examine the flaw in his chest without anyone to see.

Just as his shaking fingers undid the top button, a conga line of smiling, dancing, multicolored
teddy bears came through the wall, accompanied by more music. He buttoned it shut again and spun to
confront the intruders.

“Get lost,” Chuck said, waving irritably at them. “I’m not in the mood.”

The bears didn’t mind. Still smiling, they shuffled and stepped out through the window glass, their
music following them out into the night. Now that, Chuck thought, was a nuisance.

He was so tired he didn’t even want a book to read. It was just as well, since his muscles were so
sore he didn’t want to go get one. What a day. Chuck flopped back and looked at the ceiling. He
noticed that it was carved with a sheep motif. Well, that was handy. He started to count them.

Loud voices erupted in the hallway.

“I’m telling you, the quantum weight of the universe totally offsets the balance of all energy,” said a
male voice.

“It doesn’t change the behavior of matter,” a woman said.

Chuck pulled the pillow over his head, but the voices got louder.

“The very assessment of the quanta changes its behavior! If you examine every particle, it changes
what it was doing.”

That came from right inside his compartment. Chuck pulled the pillow off his face. To his shock, he
found himself looking up at two hollow skulls arguing.

“Are you assuming sentience, or contrariness?”

“Would you two mind?” Chuck demanded. “I’m trying to get some sleep!”

The skeletons looked down at him. He didn’t know how hollow eye sockets could register surprise,
but these did.

“Oh,” said the male. “Sorry, man.” The pair walked out through the wall, still arguing.

Chuck heard a wild yell from the next chamber, and guessed they had invaded Sean’s bedroom.
Persemid’s irritated voice rose up.

“Just throw them out!” she shouted, hoarse with sleep. “Do you want me to come and do it?”

Chuck dropped back onto his pillows. Silence fell, almost. He thought he could still hear low
voices. He got up and threw open the door to the corridor. No one was outside. He opened door after
door that appeared in the paneled walls, finding kitchenette, bathroom, fold-down ironing board, and
finally, a walk-in closet where four more skeletons were having a quiet, serious conversation, the kind
Chuck himself recalled having in college at two or three in the morning.

“All right,” he said, pointing to the door. “Beat it.”

Reluctantly, they filed out through the solid door. He heard their voices echoing down the corridor,
and then silence. He opened the door to make sure they were really going. They were. Chuck shut the
door and locked it. He knew it was a futile gesture, but it made him feel better to make it.

He was alone now. If he wanted to look, he could. He stood before the mirror, dithering, trying to
make up his mind whether he would rather see the horror, or just worry whether it was getting worse.
He searched in the mirror for answers. The face looking back at him now looked an honest thirty years
of age. He wasn’t a teenager any more. Well, that wasn’t so bad. The problem was what lay hidden.
Slowly, hoping all the time he had been imagining the problem, he undid the buttons of his pajama
jacket. No such luck. In the middle of a taut chest with absolutely admirable muscles was a big zero.
He couldn’t believe that it didn’t hurt. The margins of the hole felt as ordinary as a shoulder or a knee,
but it looked so creepy. How odd to be aware of it. If this had happened when he was really dreaming,
he’d undoubtedly accept it without thinking, but now it scared him half to death. As he had feared, the
hole was a little larger than earlier. Then, he could cover it with the palm of his hand. Now, the edge
peeked out along the side of his hand.

In the fruit factory he’d enjoyed that glorious time when his whole body had been made of rubber.
If he could recapture that ability at this moment, perhaps he could pull himself together and close up
the hole. He willed himself to be as stretchy as he had been before, thinking elastic thoughts.
Something changed; he could feel it like a springy sensation in his stomach. He plucked at his cheek,
which wowed out to balloon size and flapped back with a sound like a cartoon gate clacking. When he
shook his head from side to side, his ears rattled. That should do it. Chuck took the sides of his chest in
each hand and pushed. The edges of the hole met, smooshed into a single long line, and vanished.
Chuck smiled and let go. Sproingg! It opened up again. Chuck looked at it in dismay. Symbolism, Keir
had said. This gap was the symbol for what was wrong in his life: all his failures, his sorrow, his
inability to experience joy. If he didn’t fix it soon, it could kill him.



He tried pushing it closed again, and pictured a big needle stitching it up. The stitches duly
appeared, making his chest look a lot like an old-fashioned football. As soon as he let go, the cord
unraveled, leaving an end hanging loose. Frustrated, Chuck filled the emptiness up with handfuls of
upholstery, pieces of paneling, even stuffing in handfuls of solid air. He gave it all he had: good
vibrations, good thoughts, visions of construction sites, surgery, even road resurfacing. Nothing lasted
more than a moment. He still ended up gazing at the inside back of his pajamas through the hole.

Chuck couldn’t try any longer. The weariness he’d been fighting hit him like the heap of fruit. He
slogged over to the berth and fell into it. His blankets curled around him, and the pillow snuggled
under his head at just the right angle.

He was dozily aware when the train lurched and started to move. Keir must have found Pipistrella,
Chuck thought sleepily. I’m glad | don’t have his job.

The moon shining through the curtains on his window was a little higher in the sky than it had been
the night before. Would he be able to reach Enlightenment before his time was up, or would he fall
apart before he ever reached the place? Chuck went to sleep with the uneasy sensation that he’d
swallowed something wrong, and it was making the place around his heart ache.

Chapter 22

More shrill whines split the air.

“Mama, he’s hitting me!”

“She’s on my side of the seat!”

“No, I’m not!”

“Yes, she is! She’s putting her finger on the cushion!”

Morit held his hands to his ears, but the annoying voices cut right through. His blood pressure was
rising. He was on the verge of getting up and chasing the miserable brats to strangle them, but it
wouldn’t do any good. His arms and legs in this body were very short and slow. He’d never catch any
of them. They would disappear right from between his hands, and by the time he turned around, there
would be more, filling the air with their unbearable noise. That was the way his life always was, a
Personal Torment Dream every single day. Misery, misery, misery, and no one understood or cared.
Retribution for the Visitors could not come soon enough. He resented being shut up with horrible little
children, who were no doubt there to express the concerns of one or another sleepers in the Waking
World. Why him, indeed? What about his happiness?

Though the sign on the wall said super terrific prime premier first class, Morit doubted whether it
was true. The seats were less comfortable than before, and there was no service. The run-down car
hadn’t been cleaned in some time. The food was terrible, expensive stodge. His breakfast, cold eggs
and greasy bacon, had been served off a cart by a snot-nosed teenager who never made eye contact
with him, and asked for two biros—two biros!—for the meal. The coffee tasted like bicycle lubricant.
The remainder of it was growing cold in a cup on the narrow shelf by the window. He’d tried to drink
it countless times while it was hot, but the children kept banging into his elbow, spilling it down his
front. As a result, he had brown stains that he couldn’t conceal on the front of his white shirt. His
command of influence was insufficient to eradicate them. He was too annoyed to let Blanda try.

The other factor which made him doubt his whereabouts was the lack of other passengers,
especially the Visitors. Except for Blanda, he couldn’t find another adult whom he thought was real.
All the ones in the crying car were little more than influence-altered lengths of fence, preventing the
little pests from straying outside the limits but providing no other guidance. All the Visitors were
somewhere else, undiscoverable by him, anyhow.

“I’Il bet it’s almost certainly somewhere better than here,” Morit said, not for the first time.

“This is very nice,” Blanda said, looking up from wielding her knitting needles. The children never
cannoned off her, or she’d have been skewered on her own half-finished sweater. “The walls are a very
pleasant color, and it’s a pretty pattern in the rug. There’s such a lot of room. Plenty of space to move



about in.”

Just then, a boy with brown hair and freckles chased his pigtailed sister straight into Morit. She
spilled a glass of milk on his legs. He jumped up, brushing at the mess and swearing.

“My love!” Blanda exclaimed, shocked. Morit sat down. He continued to think angry thoughts,
looking daggers at the children, but they didn’t hit their targets.

And as for the paint job and carpet, he was unimpressed. The materials were notable only for their
resistance to damage and stain, not aesthetic beauty, and as for having plenty of room, it only gave the
young nuisances extra yards to use as a launch pad. He rang the bell mounted on the wall. The
conductor, wearing rubber wading boots secured over his shoulders with suspenders, appeared at once
by his side.

“How may | help you, sir?” he asked, heavily.

“Where is everyone?”

“Still asleep, sir,” the conductor answered, in a singsong voice, because he’d recited the same
information again and again to Morit since shortly after dawn. “The night stretched out very long. It’s
taken up part of the day. We had to make up time to remain on schedule, sir. I’m sure they’ll all be
around again soon.”

“But it’s nearly noon!”

“Not yet, sir,” the conductor said, checking the gold watch in his pocket. “This is reserve morning
time. We’ll reset the clocks as soon as we reach Phantasie and the Temple of Adoration.”

“Oh, that will be nice,” Blanda said when Morit sat down. “The Cloudings up the street visited the
Temple last year. They had such pretty vacation pictures.” She tried a sleeve against his arm for length.
He shook her off.

“I hope that’s not for me, is it?” he asked. “I hate orange.”

“It won’t be orange when I’'m finished,” Blanda assured him placidly. “You know I like to work
with bright colors. Would you like it to be another brown one?”

Morit nodded curtly, his mind already occupied with plotting. He was frustrated. His comrades
were supposed to have tried to destroy one or all of the Visitors during their time out on the town the
night before in Yore. So many opportunities had presented themselves while he had been watching, but
nothing had been done. Why not? He could have done it himself any number of times. He hadn’t been
able to sleep all night, angry and jealous that the Visitors had had no further trouble. Everyone had had
a good time but him.

Shrieks erupted as a little girl launched herself off the next seat toward the chair back to back with
Morit. She missed. Her flailing hands grabbed a handful of Morit’s hair and yanked it out as she fell.

“Aaarggh!” Morit yelled, springing up, waving his arms. He’d kill the little monster!

“Dear!” Blanda exclaimed, taking his arm and pulling him down into his seat. The child recoiled
and fled down the aisle into the crowd. As much as he hated the Visitors, he would rather have been
with them than here. There were worse things in the world, and he got them all. At least the Visitors
were polite to him—when they weren’t interfering with his life. He could hardly stand it until the
surroundings would change again.

“This is just an ordeal,” a tall man sitting at the window whispered. “Be patient.” Morit looked at
him in surprise. He’d thought no one here was real. He peered at the man, who was narrow-faced with
yellowish skin and a thin mustache that hung down to his jaw on both sides. The stranger was no one
Morit recognized, but the anti-Visitor movement was growing all the time. New members of the
conspiracy could have been engendered out of pure fumes from the hatred.

“Message for you, sir.” Morit looked up at the pimply-faced porter who held out to him a tray
bearing an envelope. He glanced back toward the window. The stranger was gone. Morit took the
envelope. The young man remained standing nearby. Morit threw a couple of pencils on the tray and
tore open the letter.

His coconspirators in Yore had tried to kill the Visitors, many times, so the missive told him
defensively. All the attempts had failed. Not because they were poorly plotted, but something or
someone kept foiling them. Most likely the combined might of the Visitors was turning all efforts
against the users. And a certain amount had to be put off to Sleeper’s whim. Naturally, the Seven
would defend their own. Morit’s comrades complained they were still trying to find some of their
number who had helped engineer the fruit avalanche, and many of the assassins who had gone into the
dancing crowd at the disco had never been seen again. Should the remaining members move full speed
ahead to prepare for the fail-safe attack, or continue to try separate attacks along the rest of the
Visitors’ route?

Angrily, Morit jumbled the letters together and began to spell out words in cursive, stringing them
along the page with impatient movements. He did not want to rely on the fail-safe. The attempts were
to continue until they succeeded. He wanted the Visitors disposed of as soon as possible. There might
even be opportunities that very day—that night! Watch for them! He smacked the page down onto the



little table, making his cold coffee jump in the cup, and folded the revised letter into thirds. Sealing it
with his thumb, he handed it to the waiting page.

The young man took the note, opened it, and read it. His shoulders sagged. “Very well, sir. It’s
getting difficult, though.”

Morit gave him a stern look. “Do it anyway. You know what is at stake.”

“Yes, sir. We do.” The porter bowed himself out of the room.

* * *

Chuck came out of his cabin, scratching his belly, which was covered in thick fur. He was only able
to scratch all the way down to the place that itched because his fingernails had turned into long, curved
claws. Ordinary fingernails could never have made it through the pelt. He touched the hole in his chest
with a clawtip. It was invisible under the eight-inch-long fur. He had to mention it to Keir now, today,
before it got much worse.

Not that he felt bad that morning. He had wakened up in a narrow bed in a narrow room more like a
monk’s cell than the opulent suite he’d gone to sleep in, but he retained distinct memories of some
good partying. Maybe too good. Even his tongue was furry. When he saw the others he mustered as
much cheerfulness as he could, which was about ten percent of his normal complement.

“G’morning,” he growled, and was surprised at the depth and resonance of his voice.

“Are you always this much of a bear in the morning?” Persemid asked, merriment in her almond-
shaped eyes. “I’m sorry. | couldn’t resist the joke. Have you seen yourself?”

Chuck glanced into the window glass as he sat down. He was a bear. There was a smudge of red
paint on the whiskers under his nose, and more paint ground under his fingernails, er, claws. He’d sure
tied one on the night before. There was still a string with tin cans attached to one leg. He sat down in
his accustomed place to undo the knot. It got tangled up in his claws, until Hiramus bent down to untie
it for him.

“Thanks,” Chuck said.

“My pleasure,” said Hiramus. He sat back, still as precise in his movements as a clock, but slower,
as though the spring was partly wound down. Everyone looked the worse for wear, but Chuck was
surprised at how much they had all changed overnight. For several days they had all remained ordinary
in appearance, but this morning something had broken loose. Sean, obviously nursing a headache, was
covered entirely in shaggy bark like a living tree, almost frightening to behold. Pipistrella seemed
diaphanous to the point of transparency, as if she’d used up too much of her being during the last few
days. Hiramus looked like an old-fashioned schoolmaster down to the mortarboard, round spectacles
and robe with half-sleeves over a hollow chest and a little pot belly. Persemid remained the most like
herself. She looked like a Chinese doll, with long, shiny hair in a braid, but her high-necked happi coat
was buttoned over a rounded bosom, and her queue had overtones of red, like lacquer on an antique
box.

“We’re all getting too familiar with each other,” she said. “We’re done using our ‘company
manners.” Now we’ll just have to deal with one another as we really are.”

“l don’t think that’s a correct assessment at all, young lady,” Hiramus said, looking more donnish
than ever as he peered at her over his glasses. Sean let out a sharp yelp of laughter, and Chuck couldn’t
help but grin. It sounded like Persemid had hit the nail on the head.

“Then why aren’t you more different?” Pipistrella asked, in her mild voice.

“l am who | am,” Persemid said, bluntly. “Take it or leave it. That Bergold man—where is he, by
the way?—was right on the money. I’ve got a pretty strong base shape. I’m not going to waste my time
worrying about my appearance, like some people I could name.”

“Who is that?” Pip asked, and smiled vaguely as the others stared at her in disbelief. Chuck had
been spending so much time on his own problems, he hadn’t bothered to guess why the other Visitors
were on the journey with him. Maybe Pip’s problem was her total lack of awareness.

“Mmm,” said a heap of old rags on the floor in the corner. Chuck was surprised the pile moved and
stood up. It turned out to be Keir. More dowdy and unlovely than usual, he went through his amazing
range of alterations as he looked over each of his clients, beginning with a disreputable-looking fallen
angel with mussed feathers, and ending as the sweet-faced, middle-aged woman. She looked tired and
was dressed in a housecoat and slippers instead of the usual neat dress or skirt.

“We had too good a time last night, my dear friends,” Keir said, sitting down primly in a straight-
backed seat that manifested itself in between the rows of seats. “Particular thanks are due to our man
Sean, here.”

Sean looked abashed. “ *Twas nothing,” he mumbled into his scaly neck.

“Speak clearly, dear,” Keir chided him. “It was not nothing, | assure you. It’s not often even | have
more than I can handle. There must be some coffee around here somewhere.” He reached up to ring
the bell for the conductor.

Behind him, Chuck heard a loud noise, like an engine roaring. He sprang up in time to see the rear



wall burst open, catapulting Bergold, Morit, Blanda, Kenner, Mrs. Flannel, Master Bolster and
approximately seventy small boys and girls into the car. Shrieking as they hit the floor, the children got
up and raced about. Where they passed, gilding and light fixtures appeared on the plain wooden walls
and a richly-colored pattern wove itself into the carpet. They didn’t slow down when they reached the
end of the car. Instead, they ran straight through it, the force of their passage tossing the paneling like
waves. When the wood settled, it was carved into handsome beading with mahogany wainscoting that
ran around the perimeter to waist height. Above, the wall was painted deep teal, and was decorated
with gold-framed paintings. The finished car was smaller than their usual compartment, but fewer
people were in it, so there was no crowding.

“Bless my soul!” Bergold exclaimed, standing up and brushing off his plump person. Like
Persemid, he was dressed as a Mandarin, but with Nordic features and coloration. “I was just having
tea with a group of fellow scholars in the caboose, when the winds of change swept me up and
dropped me here!”

The conductor appeared at his side and produced a whisk broom, with which he dusted Bergold’s
shoulders and round black hat. “We regret the alteration, sir. There is no first-class service today
between South Yore and North Phantasie, so everyone’s seat was temporarily reassigned. Premium
service has now resumed in its entirety.”

“Is that what happened?” Morit demanded, extracting himself from heaps of crib blankets that blew
into the car with him. He threw them forcefully across the room. They fluttered away, adhering
themselves to the window frames as damask curtains. “I will demand a portion of my ticket be returned
to me. | was assured that our passage would be first class all the way around!”

“l am so sorry, sir,” the conductor said, turning to him with a rueful expression. “Some of our
equipment fell prey to a nuisance or some other such interference, sir. You may be assured that we will
endeavor to make certain that it does not happen again, but things do change.”

“Oh, it wasn’t so bad,” Blanda said. “I like kiddies. They were so energetic! Weren’t they, my
love?”

Morit growled, as usual. Chuck wondered again how the Nightshades had ever gotten together,
when he was so grumpy and she was so nice. Probably no one else would even talk to him.

“When do we reach Phantasie?” Keir asked.

The conductor retrieved his watch from his vest-front pocket. “We arrive in five minutes, sir.”

Keir sighed. “No time for coffee.” He answered Chuck’s puzzled look with a sheepish grin. “I know
what | said about the symbolism of food, but some things are hard even for me to do without.”

He’s human, Chuck thought indulgently, then with a sense of dismay. The faith in the infallability
he’d always assumed Keir to possess diminished slightly. At some point he needed to open up to his
guide about his problem. But how would he feel if he told Keir the whole story, and he could do
nothing? But Bergold was right: Keir was his sponsor in the Dreamland. He ought to know before
something went horribly wrong. Chuck had to tell Keir, and soon.

Chapter 23

“Ready?” Keir led the group toward a lofty building that gleamed in the sunshine like a pearl. He
turned to grin at Chuck, his bright black eyes glistening with enthusiasm. “I’ve always thought of this
as one of the most interesting places in the Dreamland. It reflects so much of our world | have no doubt
as to the close ties between us.”

Chuck had to stop and admire the glorious building. The gold letters at the top of the alabaster
archway over its gilded doors said temple of adoration. Not only the perfectly kept, wide, green lawn
separated the Temple from the surrounding town. The place itself inspired awe and worship. The
shining building, rising behind a pool like the grandest of lilies, had a splendid aura, commanding
respect from all who beheld it. It was without a doubt the grandest, most glorious place of worship he
had ever seen.



The others were similarly struck by the building’s majesty. Before stepping onto the golden path
leading to the door, they abandoned their dishabille of the morning. Sean lost his scaly skin, and
appeared in a business suit with a positively sober tie. Hiramus became Victorian again, wearing a
banker’s suit with a conservative waistcoat. His hair and beard were both parted in the middle.
Pipistrella looked like an object of adoration herself, wearing a light pink sundress that outlined her
body and a translucent scarf on her waist-length tresses of rich, golden-brown hair. Persemid gave her
companion a frustrated look, but appeared properly respectful in an ankle-length blue dress with full
skirts that was almost medieval in cut. Chuck, too, thought himself into a Sunday suit, down to a pair
of shiny black shoes that pinched so much they had to be respectable.

A couple of cassocked beings waiting a dozen yards from the entrance looked passersby up and
down, then waved them through. Chuck gave the guardians a good, hard stare as he approached. They
were gargoyles! Gray stone monsters with horns in the middle of their heads and pointed mouths with
jagged teeth. They were guarding the Temple! He paused, wondering if he should turn back. Ahead of
him a woman in evening dress and two men in tuxedos approached the beasts with confidence.

To his surprise, the stony-faced beings halted the three.

“l beg your pardon, madam and gentlemen,” said the first gargoyle, in a sober and respectful tone.
“Appropriate clothing, please.”

“Oh! So very sorry,” the woman said, changing into a street dress. The gargoyle bowed its head and
backed off. Neither stone beast moved as Keir and his party passed by.

The feeling of awe grew stronger the closer Chuck got to the doorway. He couldn’t make himself
step over the threshold. This was a perfect place. No one as flawed as he was should enter.

“l can’t,” he told Keir, who appeared in the modest incarnation of Sean’s mother. “Go on without
me.”

His expression not changing a whit, Keir immediately took on the shape of Chuck’s personal
adviser. He gestured the others inside.

“You all go ahead. Enjoy.” He pulled Chuck to one side to let the next crowd of people past them.
“Want to tell me about it, son?”

Chuck glanced around for a private corner to talk. There were alcoves just big enough for two
people in between the buttresses in the walls. Keir watched his eyes, and pulled Chuck toward the
nearest one. Keir flattened his hands on the air, and an opaque folding screen appeared behind them,
blocking the gaze of the curious.

“So, what’s the problem?”

Chuck explained, opening his dress shirt to let Keir see. “. .. And it’s scaring the heck out of me.
Nothing I do seems to make any difference. In fact, it’s been getting worse. I’m afraid that pretty soon
there’ll be more hole than body.” He knew he sounded helpless, and he hated it. “I don’t know what to
do.”

“l should have suspected,” Keir said, frowning. He ran a pensive finger through his beard. “This is
worse than | could have foreseen.”

“But what’s being torn out of me?” Chuck asked. “This isn’t like the luggage, is it? I’m supposed to
get rid of all that. But this is me, personally. | should be in one piece. | mean, one contiguous part.”

“That’s the good news,” Keir said. “That hole shows where all the bad things that you want to get
rid of have gone away. Negativity. Destructive feelings and tendencies. Out with the bad air, in with
the good.”

“But it isn’t being replaced by anything,” Chuck said, looking down in worry. “There’s no good air
coming in. I’ve tried filling it in, but nothing stays.” He felt a moment of panic. Could the hole be
bigger than it was a moment ago? The sharp forefinger of his guide jabbed him in the arm, getting his -
attention.

“Don’t obsess,” Keir said, tapping his lip with his fingertip. “This problem has a solution. We just
don’t know what it is. Something you’re doing unconsciously is preventing it. You’re not letting the
positive take the place of the negative vibes. This situation makes it all the more vital for you to
achieve your goal. We must reverse this process before you leave here or,” he looked very worried, “I
don’t know. If you were a Dreamlander 1’d say you might break apart and go to pieces.”

“Literally?” Chuck asked, his voice rising to a squeak on the last syllable.

“It could be,” Keir said, gravely. “You need to try and think positively. It has to be a natural
process. Otherwise, you’ll tend to attract bad things, too.”

“I’Il try,” Chuck said, buttoning his shirt. The cloth flapped over the hollow. How could he think
positive thoughts when his doom was eating him away from inside?

“Hold your head up,” Keir advised him blithely. “I’ll keep an eye on you.”

Keir’s reassurance wasn’t the comfort Chuck hoped it would be. He found the idea of coming apart
terrifying, almost paralyzing. He tottered along lamely behind Keir to the entrance, almost afraid to
walk normally. It could be if he jostled himself too hard he would end up dismembered on the aisle.



It wouldn’t do to cower. He wasn’t going to solve his problems moping around feeling sorry for
himself. If he fell apart, he fell apart! There, that was a positive thought. He took a deep breath.
Raising his chin, he strode into the Temple after Keir.

An amazing variety of people had found their way to the Temple of Adoration. Pilgrims carrying
palm fronds sat on benches just inside the door of the porch with bowed heads. The dust on their
clothes and bare feet testified that they had come a long way. Flocks of schoolchildren in white shirts
and blue trousers or skirts were herded along by schoolmistresses in modest, knee-length dresses.
Vergers in sober brown robes swung censers giving off sweet smoke. Yet, Chuck’s nose told him there
was another strong smell, a familiar one. He couldn’t put a name to it, but it was something he ran into
every day at home.

The place was as big as a cathedral, and furnished like one. Stained glass windows let in just
enough light to give the huge chamber an otherworldly look. Stone and wood alike were engraved or
painted with a motif of infinity symbols. Two aisles ran along the sides of the building, enclosing two
rows of wooden pews separated by the nave. Soft-footed worshipers came and went, peace on their
faces. The mournful sound of plainsong came from the choir of black-clad monks in the stalls near the
central altar. Chuck was curious to see what passed for a holy icon in the Dreamland, where the
dreams of people from every religion in the world mingled. He joined a long file of devotees queuing
up to pass before the altar.

Chuck was keyed up with anticipation when his turn came. He pushed through the crowd to the
edge of the rail surrounding the central dais to see the object of devotion, and found himself gawking.
Given pride of place in the middle of the silk-covered altar was a pair of sunglasses. VVotaries bearing
huge offerings of flowers, polishing cloths, gilded and chased storage cases laid them down in a
growing collection at the altar’s foot. A pair of enormous eunuchs with yellow skin, wearing only silk
trousers and turbans waved vast ostrich-feather fans that wafted the strange odor toward the visitors at
the back of the hall. With growing disbelief, Chuck finally recognized it as the smell of plastic. He
realized that the motif in the reredos wasn’t of infinity symbols, it was double lenses in frames. When
one monk in the choir raised his cowled head to turn the page in his missal, he was wearing sunglasses
just like the ones on the altar. Chuck couldn’t believe it.

When the service ended he approached the monk. “Excuse me,” he said. “I’m a Visitor from the
Waking World.” The religious’s eyebrows shot up, and he removed the dark spectacles. Behind them,
he was a young man in his early twenties with clipped dark hair and sincere brown eyes.

“You are very welcome, brother,” the monk said, gesturing to Chuck to step aside so more devotees
could approach the center. “How may | serve?”

Chuck watched the crowd uneasily. “I have a question. | hope it’s not offensive. Tell me, what
exactly is it you’re doing here?”

“As a Visitor you ought to recognize our work,” the monk said, a trifle surprised. “We are
privileged to have received the manifestation of truths we have been shown from the Waking World.
Your world. If we have an abiding philosophy, it is service to the Sleepers. To you.” He gave Chuck a
look of pure adoration. Chuck squirmed. “The Temple includes shrines to all sorts of things held in
veneration in the Waking World. Our relics change all the time. At present, it is the holy eyewear. We
seek its protection from the harsh rays of the sun.”

“There must be some kind of mistake,” Chuck said. “These aren’t sacred to anyone, not where |
come from.”

“No?” the monk said, in mild surprise. “We have witnesses who have experienced visions of the
wars between one true frame and another. Philosophers have entered into forceful arguments of glass
versus plastic lenses. And some of us have found the blessed way—" here he held his hands upturned
and looked beatific “—of scratch resistance.”

“Uh,” Chuck said. “Thanks. Have a nice day.” He turned away hastily.

“You-vee-ay and you-vee-bee, brother,” the monk said, donning his dark spectacles again.

A small sign on the west wall said gift shop. He went through the door into a small though well-
kept room presided over by women in dark cassocks and wimples. He looked at the offerings, feeling
uncomfortable. There were devotional cards with pictures of the sunglasses, books and treatises on the
Holy War that had been fought by the adherents to the styles of two well-known international
manufacturers that Chuck recognized. At the end of the counter, Chuck saw Bergold trying on
different frames before a looking glass held for him by a holy sister.

“How long has this been going on?” Chuck asked, in a low, embarrassed whisper. “I mean,
sunglasses!”

“Oh, not long,” Bergold said. “Last time | was here it was wristwatches. | still have the souvenir
timepiece | bought then. Not that it’s retained its original appearance, of course, but it still keeps good
time.”

“|l hate to see all these serious people venerating something so trivial,” Chuck said, troubled,



watching the processions progress up the aisle. A monk, carrying a purple velvet pillow with a pair of
clip-ons passed by, flanked by acolytes bearing candles and banners.

“Form follows function,” Bergold said with a smile. “Next week, or next year, you could return to
this spot, if the Temple is still in this spot, by the will of the Sleepers, and there might be a pair of
slippers on display, with books on sacred footgear on sale. What purpose does it serve, you may ask?
Such things give comfort to somebody. A lot of people, if it has elicited a manifestation here in the
Dreamland. Things change very slowly here in comparison with the Waking World. We might have
time to savor and appreciate the quality of things that you have already dismissed and moved on from.”

“I noticed,” Chuck said, thinking of the Victorian train. “But sunglasses?”

The bespectacled nun behind the counter who had sunglasses pushed up on top of her wimple
smiled at him.

The now familiar sensation of a change in influence swept through with a booming noise like the
report of a large brass gong. The grand, European cathedral became a temple open to the four winds.
The gray, fluted pillars rounded and became deep red. Chuck could see into the chamber again. The
huge guardians of the altar were still huge, but they wore yellow tunics buttoned up to the neck, and
the altar was carved of red lacquer. Even the gift shop itself simplified. The sister now presided over
open wicker baskets filled with books, cards and gifts. She and her fellow religious in attendance were
now wearing saffron robes and sporting shaved heads, but still wearing sunglasses. That was the only
surviving relic of the Temple’s previous form. Chuck shook his head.

“This is too weird.”

“Why is it weird, my friend? Sunglasses protect your eyes, don’t they? They secure one against
harm.”

“Well, not in any way that deserves a church,” Chuck said.

“Not to a similar degree, but you can understand the use of the symbol, can you not?”

Chuck didn’t want to. “It seems, well, improper.”

“And yet here it is, in the dreams of millions of people,” Bergold said, spreading out his hands.

“l guess it’s all right,” Chuck said, slowly. “I mean, we sort of worship cars, and no one thinks
that’s wrong.”

“| think you are misunderstanding the equation here,” Bergold said. “It’s not really the object of
devotion that is important, it is the worship itself. People are opening themselves up to a higher power
than themselves.” Sometimes literally, Chuck noticed. One man knelt down, pulled open his shirt and
his chest, dividing himself in two parts like a book to absorb the rays of goodness coming off the altar.
Chuck felt embarrassment at witnessing such an act of devotion, yet awed that someone felt so deeply.
At bottom, though, he felt a parallel with his own situation, and wished he’d had so satisfying a
solution. Bergold must have guessed what he was thinking.

“How’s the problem?” Bergold asked kindly, nodding toward Chuck’s chest.

“About the same,” Chuck said quickly. He wasn’t good at sharing shame. “Um, Keir thinks I could
fall apart. Could that really happen?”

“Oh, yes,” Bergold said seriously, putting his purchase into a pouch at his belt. “I’ve seen it happen
myself. Where was it?” He took out his little book. “Yes, it was in Dithering in the province of
Oneiros, | think it was. Fellow’s two legs went walking off in opposite directions, and all his other
parts blew every which way. A clear case of Terminal Indecisiveness. Of course, that’s not your
problem, but the result could be the same.”

“What happened to him?” Chuck asked, as they went out into the sanctuary.

“Oh, he discontinued, poor man. He couldn’t go on like that.”

“ ‘Discontinued.’ Is that like ‘died’?”

“In a way, in a way,” Bergold said. “We can die or discontinue. Either way we cease to be.” Chuck
felt the hollowness seem to pervade every inch of his body. He didn’t want to think of that happening
to him. He was afraid. Bergold put a kindly hand on his arm. “You just need to be rebuilt from within.
It will moor everything nicely once again, and you won’t have to worry about going to pieces. Don’t
suffer your fears alone,” Bergold said, nodding toward the altar. “Open yourself to help.” Chuck
frowned at him, but the Historian turned away, to go look at an urn on a pedestal.

Chuck went to sit down in one of the pews. He put his hands together in the way he had been taught
as a child, but he felt stupid praying in front of sunglasses, and felt selfish praying for himself, but he
was so lost. Bergold was right. He needed to believe in something. From where he sat, he couldn’t see
the sunglasses on the high altar. He convinced himself it was not the object he was praying to, only
using it as a focus. He was looking for the higher powers beyond. He hoped he could find them before
it was too late.

Keir collected Chuck and herded him back toward the terminal with Persemid, Sean and Pipistrella.
Still thoughtful after his meditative moment, Chuck would have liked to be alone, but instead of the



handsome train with private compartments, he saw a huge tour bus waiting for them. Chuck didn’t like
buses, and kept hoping all the time it took him to climb aboard that it would change back into a train.
No such luck. The seats, arrayed in rows of four across with an aisle up the middle, were molded
plastic with thin padding and narrow arms that dug into Chuck’s thigh. They were comfortable
enough, but were permeated with that unmistakable bus smell, diesel mixed with the odor of people.

He looked down the narrow aisle for his fellow passengers. Because of the high headrests on each
seat it was difficult to see people. At last he spotted Hiramus almost at the rear of the vehicle, sitting
bolt upright with a sour expression on his long face. Chuck had almost reached his row when the bus
lurched forward unexpectedly, all but throwing him into the aisle seat Hiramus had left for him. He
waited until the jerking had stopped before getting up to put his bags in the upper rack. The bearded
man had his carpetbag on his knees, and was clutching it to him with a protective arm.

“Not my usual form of transportation,” Hiramus said, barely moving his lips.

The others found their seats. Pip had a new bag from the gift shop, and showed off two pairs of
sunglasses. Chuck didn’t want to hear her recitation of how she came to choose one each of the
disputed styles, so he stared out of the window past Hiramus’s newspaper.

The scenery on the outskirts of Phantasie was nothing much to look at. Chuck was worried about
his chest, but the bus had no private section or lavatory where he could go to check how he was doing.
Keir was busy with Persemid, communing in the silent fashion they shared. Chuck would have liked to
talk with the guide, but no longer felt it was right to interrupt when the others needed him. Instead, he
had too much time to think about himself. He envied the Dreamlanders at the Temple their ability to
feel the protection of a power greater than themselves. In fact, most of the Dreamlanders had that
comfort. They knew there was something out there, a situation far superior to the people like him
whom they venerated. If only they knew how he hated himself just then, how dangerously strung out
he had been before turning to meditation.

The bus came to a rough halt at a stop out in the middle of the countryside. Only one man got off,
carrying a tuba around his waist, but plenty of people were waiting to get on. Thousands of travelers
seemed to go by Chuck, including a whole football team and a herd of buffalo. By the time Chuck
stuck his head out beyond the edge of the high, curved seat, they had all disappeared. He figured they
were only nuisances and had vanished to wherever nuisances went, until he heard a low “moo” come
from the row behind him.

The bus started up again. They must be taking a local route, stopping at every station. He hated
buses. Chuck glanced between the seats at the row ahead of him. Keir the wolf and Persemid must
have been imagining creating the world from start to finish.

A surgeon in green operating-room clothes sat down in the seat next to him across the aisle with his
hands up.

“Nurse!” he ordered. “Put my luggage up!”

A masked woman in scrubs hurried over with armfuls of bags, including a traditional leather
satchel, on a white-draped tray. With hasty yet deft hands, she arranged the cases in the top rack. As
soon as she was done, she stepped back deferentially and waited. More passengers poured past them.

“Nurse!” the doctor barked. “Charts!” She darted over to put a clipboard into his hands. He began
to peruse it, glancing over now and again at Chuck. “Nurse! Gloves!” Chuck was feeling very nervous
now. He started to look around for another seat, to get away from the shouting doctor. He tried to get
Keir’s attention, but the seats had drawn as close together as a curtain. The bus bumped and jerked.
Suddenly the surgeon was looming over him, becoming bigger all the time.

“We have the technology,” the man intoned, now masked and gloved. “We can rebuild him.”
“No!” Chuck exclaimed, horrified. “You’re not going to operate on me.” Springing to his feet, he
attempted to fight his way past the doctor into the aisle, but there was no aisle, or anyone else he knew

within sight. Even Hiramus was gone. The bus hit a pothole, and he fell backwards.

Before he knew it, he was on his back on an operating table in a speeding ambulance racing through
the streets with the siren wailing. He was covered with green draperies, except for his chest, which was
bared to show the hole. The bright light shining down into his eyes was interrupted periodically by the
head of the doctor. The surgeon, shouting to his nurse all the time, stuffing the gap with all kinds of
weird things: hedgehogs, rainbow clays, gobs and gobs of sunscreen squirted out of a bottle, and
several pairs of sunglasses.

“No!” he protested. “I don’t worship those. Take them out! These aren’t the right things! They
don’t belong to me! This isn’t the way to fix it!”

“But we must put them somewhere,” the nurse said reasonably, from behind her mask.

“Not in me,” Chuck said, fighting to free his arms. “Please, take them out. Take them out! Keir!
Help!”

The tires hit another bump. To his relief, the ambulance surroundings had changed, and he was on a
train again. All the operating room paraphernalia was gone. Panting, he sat up, restored to his usual



place across from Bergold. Chuck quickly felt his chest. His shirt, now green chambray, was back in
place. No one had seen his chest. He was still hollow, but he knew he’d rather have nothing than the
wrong stuff.

Persemid was looking at him very strangely. “What’s with you?”

“l was in an ambulance,” Chuck said, gulping. “They were operating on me. | was calling for Keir,
but no one heard me.”

Keir looked grave. “I didn’t hear you. Persemid and | were speaking.”

“l know. I’ve always hated going to the doctor,” he admitted.

“Ah,” said Bergold. “A Personal Anxiety Dream. Now, | was in a roller coaster. |I’ve never cared
greatly for them. That last stretch of the tracks must have been very dangerous to have affected us all
like that.”

“You have an answer for everything, don’t you?” Sean asked in a flat voice.

“None of the important questions, 1’m afraid,” Bergold said, with a kind smile for Chuck.

Chapter 24

As they slowly pulled into the next station, Chuck didn’t need to be told that they had arrived at a
very special place. Everything was very grand. The station house itself was gleaming, white alabaster
brick with brass filigree on the doors and winding all around the corners of the building like golden
ivy. Chuck had never seen a train station like it.

“Why is it so fancy?” Persemid asked, her eyebrows aloft.

“This is the personal station used by the Duke of Oneiros,” Keir said.

“Is he one of the king’s sons?” Sean asked.

“Oh, no,” Bergold said. “The king has only the one child, the princess Leonora. As a matter of fact,
my dear friend Roan is engaged to be married to her. A very beautiful woman. Don’t you agree?” he
asked Hiramus.

The bearded man nodded gravely. “Lovely and most gracious. I’m sorry we won’t be getting to
Mnemosyne this time. That is the capital city, where the Palace of Dreams is,” he told Chuck.

“One can’t do everything,” Bergold said. “You must all try to come to Mnemosyne some time. |
think you would find much to enjoy.”

“Another time,” Keir said, with real regret.

The little Historian bowed. “It would be a pleasure to have all of you visit. | would love to show
you my home.”

The train came to a halt. Chuck was impressed by how spotless the station was. The very stones in
the railbed were polished, and the rails had a golden glint. He couldn’t see a sign of wear, not a wilted
flower or a blade of grass out of place. All the porters were neat and tidy enough to have just been
unfolded from a package. All the luggage on freshly painted carts had been shined. Even the newsboys
were wearing suits and ties, and their newspapers were ironed crisp.

“Oh, look!” Pipistrella’s cry of delight brought his attention back into the car. On the table between
them were cream-white envelopes addressed in gorgeous copperplate writing. charles “chuck”
meadows, read the inscription on his. Chuck turned it over, awed by the wax seal on the back.

“I’ve never had an invitation like this,” he said.

“I’m almost embarrassed to open mine,” Persemid said. “How beautiful.” Hiramus, devoid of
sentiment, flipped his open, glanced hastily at his invitation and put it in his inner pocket. Morit
scowled at his and shoved it down the table to his wife.

“My, my, Spot!” Mrs. Flannel exclaimed to her pet, presently a white toy poodle. “You and | are
bidden to a dinner dance at the ducal palace, at half past seven of the clock. Isn’t that marvelous!” The
little dog wagged its fluffy tail, mouth open with delight. Mrs. Flannel looked up at her fellow
passengers. “I’m so excited. I’ve never been invited to a ducal ball!”

“We are all invited,” Hiramus said, tapping his pocket.



Chuck swept a hand at the blue jeans and button-neck shirt he was wearing. “I can’t go to a formal
party in this stuff.”

“Pah!” Keir laughed, throwing back his head. “These things take care of themselves.” His seedy
tunic sprouted a bow tie. The aura of formality spread outward until he was attired in a full tuxedo.
Chuck felt his collar constrict and looked down at himself. Influence was spreading up his arm from
the invitation. The nails on that hand had been trimmed and buffed. Beginning at his wrist, an
impeccable, snow-white shirt and jet-black jacket swiftly covered over the casual clothes until Chuck
was clad in full evening attire down to a pair of black patent-leather shoes. A quick glance at his back
told him he was still wearing his remaining suitcases.

“Keir, can’t we leave these here for the evening?”

The guide turned his black eyes on Chuck. “They’re still your issues,” he said. “But if you
concentrate, you can probably minimize them for now.”

Chuck slid the straps off his shoulders and stared at the three bags. To his relief, they shrank down
into a slim gentleman’s trifold wallet that he could easily tuck into his inner breast pocket. It was
heavy, but didn’t spoil the line of the suit.

“Dang, | feel like Cinderella,” Persemid said, her eyes shining. “And don’t you dare say a word
about pumpkins.” True, her figure was as round as usual, but the style of Edwardian gown that
influence had provided for her looked far better on her than it would have on the bone-thin Pipistrella.
The ends of her long, red hair had turned upward and folded themselves into a mass neatly coiled
around her head and adorned with a jeweled clip and pale-blue ostrich plume. Her luggage all fit into a
small blue evening bag she held by a chain. “What are you staring at?”

“You look really nice,” Chuck said.

“Thanks,” she said, sourly. “Don’t say it like it hurts.”

“It doesn’t hurt to say it,” Chuck said. “It’s true.” Why did talking with her always put him on the
defensive?

“We’re not going,” Morit growled, undoing his bow tie and throwing it on the center table.

“Yes, we are,” Blanda said, picking it up and tying it around his neck again. He batted at her hands
like a cat, but she paid no attention. “Look, we are all dressed up. And we have an invitation. If you
keep saying no, people will stop asking you.” He grumbled to himself. He didn’t care if no one ever
sent him another invitation in his remaining existence. Blanda paid no attention. She busied herself
putting on a gorgeous pearl necklace that reached all the way to her midsection, complementing the
pale-gold evening dress. Both set off her plump pink cheeks and shoulders so that she looked rather
handsome.

As usual, Pipistrella was the loveliest person on the train. Her gown was like something out of an
Italian Renaissance painting, with a white silk underdress starting pretty far down her smooth
shoulders, enhanced though not covered up by a golden overgown like a coat tied at intervals along the
sleeve and fastened right under her bosom, opening to show more of the white dress and tiny white
slippers. Pip basked in compliments from everyone else until she was literally glowing. She glided up
and down the aisle to enjoy the sway of the silk around her legs. The capelike overskirt embroidered
with jewels had a brief train that whisked itself out from underneath passing feet without Pip even
seeming to be aware that her dress was ever in danger of being stepped on.

“You know,” Persemid said aloud to no one in particular, but to Chuck in general, “I could really
hate her. She’s so clueless that nothing ever seems to go wrong for her.”

“And here are our carriages,” Keir said, pointing out of the window. Chuck and the others hurried
down to the platform to see them. Open four-wheel landaus of polished black lacquer and shining
silver trim were drawn by pairs of snow-white horses that pranced as they waited for their passengers.
Each held a driver and a footman. The latter jumped down from his perch at the rear of the vehicle, and
bowed to the travelers.

They were seated four to a carriage. Chuck would have liked to ride with Pip, whose arm he had
taken walking across the station platform, but she was handed into a grand white landau with Bergold,
Keir, and Mrs. Flannel. He and Persemid shared a coach with Bolster and Hiramus, who except for the
carpetbag at his feet that he had refused to minimize or leave behind, looked more like a painting than
a human being, the image of sartorial perfection from a previous century. Chuck thought he might like
to see Hiramus and Pipistrella together on the dance floor. He looked several years older than Pip, but
that shouldn’t matter if they danced well.

The moment that the carriages turned into the grounds of the ducal palace Chuck knew that he had
gone way out of his usual social range. They proceeded along a path lined by wrought iron fences with
roses twining through them. The way curved through enormous flowering rhododendrons, lush grass
like plushy velvet dotted with flowers, pleasure gardens with topiaries in the shape of fabulous
creatures. Every twenty feet along the way were matched pairs of iron torches, gleaming a welcome.
Crisp-petaled violet flowers nodded against the foot of the fences. Chuck wasn’t sure, but they looked



like orchids. A whole driveway full of orchids? The garden alone was worth a fortune. Statues
appeared along the way, each a miracle of workmanship. Chuck was overawed even before the palace
appeared.

The hall was a classicist’s dream. The upper floor’s windows were arched. The carriages stopped
under a traditional, perfect triangular portico of bright white, held aloft on round, fluted pillars. There,
passengers alighted to walk up shallow marble stairs to the entrance. Until Chuck saw the first
carriages pull up he didn’t realize the building’s scale. Dwarfed by the grand roof, the landau looked
like a toy. Patinaed doors thirty feet high were flung open, allowing the delicate strains of violin music
to drift out into the night air. This place had been made by giants for kings.

The interior walls were adorned in various colors of marble, predominantly a warm red that was
cheerful and elegant at the same time, and inlaid with precious stones. In the antechamber, lit by
torches, the floor boasted a terrazzo mural of crystals lit from within.

“Where is everyone?” Persemid asked in a low voice. Her question echoed until it ended in
whispers in the high, domed ceiling.

As though in answer, two pairs of red-heeled shoes on the floor came to attention beside double
doors painted salmon pink. They arranged themselves, one pair on either side of the door, toes pointing
toward the visitors. The doors swung open to show a grand ballroom. Beautiful waltz music was
coming from inside.

“Ah!” Bergold said, taking Persemid’s arm and directing her in that direction. “There are the
footmen. A little slow, but on duty where they should be.”

“You’re joking, right?” Persemid asked.

“No, indeed! Those are the servants. All the duke’s retinue is like them,” Bergold whispered to
them as they entered.

The ballroom was as gorgeous as the rest of the palace. Huge murals edged with gold filled the
walls. The ceiling, also painted with classical scenes, was forty feet high. A dome in the middle
reached up through angels and Jacob’s ladders through clouds to a clear cupola framing the full moon.
Chuck admired the golden floor that shone like polished glass, yet wasn’t slippery. It also didn’t
transmit the sound of dancing footsteps. Except for the music pouring from the orchestra, the place
was eerily quiet.

There were no people visible in the room. Only shoes, hundreds of them. But instead of sitting in
pairs, they were gathered in small groups, or lined up along the edge of the beautiful floor, on which
dozens more pairs were whirling together to the strains of a waltz.

“| hate to state the obvious,” Chuck said, “but they’re shoes!”

Bergold shrugged. “Typical, really. His Grace likes to surround himself with shallow people. These
are so shallow there’s little to them but their shoes. They are attracted by charisma or strong influence.
About what you’d expect.”

“Well, | like it,” Kenner said, heartily. He let out a low whistle through his teeth, and nudged Chuck
in the side. “Will you get a load of some of those pairs!”

The duke’s guests must have found him attractive, too. With his broad shoulders and healthy
outdoorsman looks, he was immediately surrounded by a circle of the most beautiful ladies’ shoes.
“Well, good evening! | must say you’re all looking splendid tonight.” The pumps and high-heeled
mules quivered and leaned toward one another as if whispering about the handsome man in their midst.
“My name’s Kenner. I’'m from Rem. You probably can’t tell, but I’m an expert in several forms of
martial arts. And I can bench-press two-eighty.” The shoes tittered again. He reached out to the
daintiest pair of pale pink slippers, that were hanging slightly back behind the circle. “I wonder if you
would do me the great honor of dancing with me?”

The right slipper immediately dug its toe into the floor and swiveled as though trying to work up the
confidence to accept his invitation. The other pairs made way as the little slippers came forward.
Kenner bowed deeply, and led the way out onto the floor. The others waited impatiently until he had
made a circuit of the hall before each stepping forward to take their turn.

Chuck felt as though he was being crowded, and looked down to discover he was the center of
attention amidst a large flock of shoes, including ladies’ shoes both narrow and broad, a pair of
cavalier’s boots, numerous black leather half-boots, and one single elegant shoe that walked with a
limp. He didn’t know quite what to do. Converse with them? He found himself babbling just to fill the
silence.

“Uh, hi. How are you all doing?” Chuck pulled at his formal collar. “How’s the weather been here?
Well, folks, I’m happy to be here in the Dreamland. It’s always nice to know where the things you use
every day are made, but between you and me | don’t want to see where they made the monster that
used to live under my bed. Bada-boom. Heh heh.” His laugh died away uneasily.

Silence. Now he knew how stand-up comedians felt in a difficult house. Without voices, how could
he know if they were bored or not? How did anyone tell with shoes? Did they stick their tongues out at



him? But they didn’t leave. He glanced around to the others, to see how they were handling the odd
situation. Bergold seemed to be having a pretty good time, bowing and smiling his way around the
ballroom, but Chuck had yet to see a situation where the little Historian didn’t feel at home. The couple
from Elysia hung close to the refreshment room. Morit was drinking a lot of punch, and to judge by his
red face, might have been doctoring it to make it a little more interesting. He seemed very
uncomfortable. Blanda was enjoying herself enormously, tugging on her husband’s arm to point things
out to him. Nice lady, Chuck thought. She deserved better than Morit.

Hiramus did dance with Pip. His movements were as precise as those of a Swiss watch, but Chuck
had to admit he was a fine dancer. Chuck felt a twinge of envy. Everything Hiramus did, he did well.
Her lovely face aglow, Pip glided and flew about the floor like a fairy. It was a wonder that she stayed
on the ground. Persemid waited her turn in the shadow of the pillars near the door.

“Isn’t this lovely?” asked Mrs. Flannel, waving to Chuck from a row of chairs. The old woman was
dressed in beaded black with black lace mitts on her thin, little hands. He was glad to hear a real voice,
and went to stand beside her.

“It’s beautiful,” Chuck said, sincerely. “I’ve never been invited to a place like this.”

“And the music! So inspiring, don’t you think?”

“Oh, yes,” Chuck agreed. He glanced up toward the bandstand. He probably shouldn’t have been
surprised that it, too, was empty of humanity. The musical instruments hung in midair, operating -
themselves.

Bolster, ever the gentleman, came to bow before Mrs. Flannel.

“May | have the honor of this dance?”

“Oh!” she tittered. “I would love to!” She turned to Chuck. “Would you watch Spot?”

“Certainly!” he said. Mrs. Flannel’s pet, which was on the chair beside hers, hardly needed
watching, having become an irregularly shaped rock about the size of his fist, but if it made her feel
more comfortable, he’d be delighted to help. Chuck smiled as the two of them joined the others on the
floor.

He thought he was getting used to the weirdness of the Dreamland, but this party was the strangest
thing he’d experienced yet. No one was speaking aloud except for the visitors, yet the Dreamlanders
were having no trouble communicating with the other guests. He guessed that they were so used to
people changing shape they understood instinctively whatever form of communication each form took.
He wished he had that ability. He wondered why the Sleepers had decided everybody here ought to be
shoes for a while. It must be symbolic. Like Bergold said, these people were shallow. He was sorry
there wasn’t a book on dream interpretation among the pitiful collection on board the train.

A few yards to his left, Bergold was telling an animated story to a circle of mens’ and womens’
shoes. The tapping of their toes sounded like polite tittering. They were communicating, just in a
fashion he was not accustomed to dealing with. Chuck became aware that a pair of pale blue kidskin
pumps were hovering near him. They leaned closer, communicating a question. A request. What could
it be? Did they, or rather, the lady they represented, want to dance?

“Uh,” Chuck said, uneasily. “I’m not very good at waltzing.” His conscience prodded him. He had a
responsibility to ask ladies at a formal ball to dance. It was only polite. It was one of the reasons he’d
been asked. “Um. May | have this dance?”

He held out his hand. He almost jumped when he felt a dainty hand nestle into his. So that was how
Kenner knew which pair he was taking out on the floor! There was a lady here, almost. Chuck felt as
though he was clutching a very thin balloon in the shape of a hand. If he squeezed too hard it might
pop. He wondered what she looked like. He let his imagination shape her as a small-boned, pretty
woman with upswept dark hair and dark eyes, but pale skin like a pearl. And her dress would be
robin’s-egg blue like her shoes. Once he’d imagined the rest of her, it was easier to relate to the
disembodied footgear and the light pressure on his hands. He was curious, but how could he ever find
out if his imagination was correct?

The dainty shoes minced out to a place near the center of the floor, stopped, and turned to face him.
The baton on the dais wagged up and down several times, then hovered in the air before dropping
sharply. The invisible musicians struck up a grand piece that was too fast for a waltz, with a different
rhythm. Chuck’s heart sank. He could have faked his way through a waltz.

“I’'m . .. not much of a dancer,” Chuck stammered. “Maybe another time. | don’t know this one.”

The ghost hand in his refused to let him go. Obligingly, a pattern of numbered footprints appeared
on the floor, with one pair immediately underneath his own feet. The blue shoes tapped, one, two,
three, and set off taking one step back and to the right. Chuck had to follow.

For once he was thankful that his partner was invisible so he could see the instructions on the floor
through her skirt. His forehead perspiring with the effort, he followed the numbers, putting his feet on
the marks in time to the music. It was awkward going at first. He hoped he wasn’t making too much of
a fool of himself.



“Oops! I’m sorry,” he exclaimed, as he accidentally stepped on his partner’s toes. The ghost hand
lightened its touch, as if to say it was all right. Sweating, Chuck tried to be more careful. Within a
short time, he started to feel more confident. This wasn’t too hard, as long as it didn’t get fancy. He
began to enjoy himself.

“l haven’t danced like this since my wedding,” he told his partner. The little hand shifted so that he
could feel the base of her third finger against the side of his upturned hand. A smooth coldness touched
his flesh. Ah, a ring! She was married, too.

Now that he had managed to hardwire the cha-cha into his reflexes, Chuck had a moment to be
wistful. He wished he remembered his wife’s face, but at that moment he could only remember the
shoes she was wearing on their wedding day. They had been white satin with rhinestone clips. He
sighed, feeling sad for all the times he hadn’t appreciated her. His partner-shoes made a pretty little
pirouette, as though to sympathize, and to draw his attention back to what he was doing. She must be a
very nice lady. He smiled at her, and felt a friendly pressure against his hands in reply.

Trays full of bite-sized goodies circulated throughout the room at chest level, followed discreetly by
leather shoes with plain square steel buckles. Lots of small, scuffed shoes gathered among the pillars to
either side of the dance floor. They must be kids watching. Chuck grinned at them as he sailed by with
his partner. They scattered momentarily, and regrouped behind another pillar. Yep. Kids.

The music ended. Chuck escorted his partner to the nearest chairs and bowed to her. Her hand
squeezed his and withdrew.

“And thank you, too, ma’am,” Chuck said. He joined the others in applauding the orchestra.

“Come on!” Keir said, appearing at his side. “You’re about to receive a great honor. The duke
wants to meet the Visitors.” He grinned, his black eyes glinting, and scurried away to retrieve Hiramus.
Keir’s dolphin shape didn’t lose sight of the fact that he was attending a formal dance: he still wore a
bow tie.

“There’s no need to be nervous,” Bergold assured the Visitors, as they lined up before the dais.
Chuck kept staring at the empty chairs, wondering what the faces looked like that belonged to the
footwear. Bergold stepped forward and bowed. “Your graces, | have the honor to present Visitors from
the Waking World. Master Chuck Meadows.”

Bergold gestured, urging him to come forward. “Chuck Meadows, His Grace the Duke of Oneiros,
and Her Grace the Duchess of Oneiros.”

“Uh, Your Grace?” Chuck made a hasty bow before the grandest shoes in the room; in fact, the
grandest shoes he had ever seen, men’s shoes in gleaming white leather with diamond buckles and
high red heels, like ones said to belong to Louis XIV he had seen in a history book. Resting on a
pillow, they moved slightly as though to acknowledge Chuck’s presence.

Chuck bowed to the other pair, very tiny, jeweled ladies’ shoes to the left of the man’s shoes. Chuck
bowed and said, “Ma’am.” Bergold nudged him in the back and whispered, “Your Grace.” Chuck
parroted the response, and backed away, red-faced, as Pipistrella was presented. Pip gathered her
beautiful skirts in her hands, approached the dais, and sank a few inches in a delicate curtsy. Her
beauty must have made a distinct impression on the duke. The diamond-studded shoes stirred
excitedly. One of the tiny, jeweled shoes beside them swiveled over and kicked them in the heel.

Persemid came next. She was much better at this presentation stuff than Pip. When Bergold
pronounced her name, she swept a deep curtsy, brushing her ostrich plume headdress on the floor as
she bowed her head. Her gesture got an equally good response from both pairs of shoes on the dais.

The duke and duchess didn’t seem to have much of an attention span. When Hiramus came forward
to make his bow, the red-heeled shoes swiveled around as though they were facing the rear of the dais,
where several other pairs were waiting. They didn’t trouble to turn back when Keir was introduced,
either.

Shallow is right, Chuck thought, backing away from the platform as Bergold instructed him. His
dance partner was waiting for him at the doorway to the supper room. He’d much rather spend the time
with people who enjoyed his company, even if he couldn’t see them.

A clock somewhere in the palace struck twelve. Though the others were still going strong, Chuck
felt as though he was ready to go back. He caught Keir’s eye while the guide was chatting with
Hiramus and a dozen or so of the unseen courtiers, and gestured toward the door. Keir nodded
understanding.

Chuck walked down the marble steps, taking a deep breath of the cool night air. It must have rained
or, Chuck corrected himself, the sleepers who dreamed this part of the world had been thinking of rain.
His footsteps rang on damp flagstone pavement, making a lonely, late-night sound that made Chuck
think of film noir thrillers. He’d had a terrific time. When he came out of his trance and told his wife
and friends about his experiences, they wouldn’t believe the half of it; dancing at a palace with invis-
ible women. If he got back. If he didn’t come to pieces in the meantime. All his anxieties came roaring



back. He beat them down, thinking of the palace he’d just left. What a place.

The night was a trifle chilly. Chuck pulled up the collar of his fancy coat and clutched it around his
neck. There ought to be mood music, violins and oboes, following him. To his delight, just the right
kind of pensive blues rose around his feet like fog. A streetlight threw his shadow down on the wet
concrete. Chuck smiled and started walking to the beat.

He heard footsteps a long way back. A glance over his shoulder showed no one in sight. If the other
person was one of the duke’s courtiers there’d be nothing but shoes anyhow. He kept going.

The footsteps grew nearer. Chuck looked back. The sound was more ominous, echoing louder than
his own tread. Suddenly, more footsteps joined the first pair. Chuck began walking faster. He heard
more and more of them coming. He wanted to see who was there. Stopping to take refuge in the oasis
of another streetlamp’s halo, he waited for them to catch up. All the sounds ceased. Chuck started
walking again, slowly at first. The footsteps began again, pacing him step for step. Chuck sped up. So
did his pursuers.

He started striding as quickly as he could, his shoes clattering as loud as a share drum in the silence
of the evening, but they were drowned out by the horde of feet approaching from behind. They were
after him!

If only he could get back to the train. The conductor would send for help. It wasn’t far, now; only a
few streetlamps’ distance. He could see the white steam rising from the smokestack. As he turned his
head to try and catch a glimpse of his pursuers, he felt the first kick in the back. It knocked him to his
knees. Within moments, he was being attacked from every side by disembodied insoles and shoe
liners. They plastered themselves to him, immobilizing his hands. Chuck yelled a protest and kicked
out, but they covered any part of his body that moved. Then the thugs moved in. Disreputable-looking
boots came out of the shadows to jab at him and grind their heels into his flesh. Chuck twisted and
turned to avoid Kicks in the belly, but a whole gang of workboots took him in the chest, knocking him
to the ground. Chuck took a breath to call for help.

“Somebo—"

One of the insoles slapped itself across his mouth. More followed. Soon, Chuck was in a mass of
boots, rolling to try and free himself from their bruising assault. Screaming through his gag with
frustration, Chuck flung his legs about, trying to kick his attackers away. They had the force of
numbers, though. Dozens of them stomped up and down on his body.

“Roll!” cried a voice he knew to be Persemid’s. “Roll away! Now!”

Chuck waited until the boots were at the top of their arc, and rolled. The next thing he knew, a -
sixteen-ton weight came crashing down on his attackers. Persemid came rushing up, her long hair
flying, calling for Bergold. She helped Chuck sit up.

His assailants hadn’t finished with him. A stiletto heel came flying out of the darkness, stabbing
right into his chest. Persemid let out a banshee scream, snatched the shoe out and threw it to the
ground. Chuck was knocked backward by the force of the kick. She pulled him into a sitting position,
took the insole off his mouth and flung it away. Before he could prevent her, she threw up his shirt to
look at the injury, and stopped dead, staring at the hole in his chest. She gaped at him, her eyes huge
with horror in the streetlight.

“It was like that before,” Chuck said, desperately pulling his dress shirt back into place. The hole
was larger than it had been before. No time to worry about that now. “Please don’t tell anyone,” he
begged. “It only exists here. | don’t have this at home.”

“That’s terrible!” Persemid said. She looked sorry for him, but abashment just made her more
brusque than before. “You had to go walking off by yourself, in a strange city. You could have been
killed! And that, that . . .” She pointed at his chest.

“Don’t tell anyone,” he pleaded. “I’m hoping Keir’s teachings will help me close it up, fill itin
again. Don’t say anything. | don’t want anyone else to know.”

“l won’t mention it,” she said, sincerely. She shook her head. “Weird.”

“Tell me about it,” he said as Bergold arrived at their side.

“What in all Nightmares happened here?” the Historian asked. His wing collar had sprung loose on
one side.

“l got mugged,” Chuck said. “If Persemid hadn’t come along and foiled them, | could have been
badly hurt. Thank you,” he told her, sincerely.

“Don’t mention it,” Persemid said.

The little Historian turned to stare at the sixteen-ton weight. Incredibly, almost all Chuck’s attackers
were trapped underneath it, flopping like a fresh catch of fish. “Great night!” The others came running
up behind him.

“What happened?” demanded Keir.

“He was set upon by footpads,” said Bergold.

“You poor boy!” Blanda exclaimed. She started rummaging in her evening bag.



More tramping noises came towards them out of the night. Soon, the prisoners under the weight
were surrounded by very flat brogues and shoes with crepe soles who made chalk outlines of footprints
all around the place where Chuck had been lying.

“Everything is under control now,” Keir said. “The gumshoes are on it.”

Chuck felt as though he was a mass of bruises. When he stood up to examine himself under the
streetlamp, his fancy suit had footprints all over it. “It’s a good thing this body isn’t real,” he said,
trying to keep it light for the circle of worried faces around him. “I’d never get my deposit back on it.”

“Are you all right?” Hiramus asked, unusually solicitous.

“Yes, I’'m fine,” Chuck said. “Sore, but intact.”

“Thank the Sleepers,” Hiramus said. “Let’s get you back to the train and see if the conductor can
find you a hot bath.”

Chuck groaned as his muscles protested moving. “That would be great.”

“Here!” Blanda said, drawing a huge jar from her handbag. “I knew | had some chicken soup. We’ll
just heat it up for you.”

Chuck was grateful for her kindness. The night didn’t seem so sinister any more, but he was glad to
have a large group around him as they returned to the train. As soon as he mounted the steps of the car,
he felt safe.

Chapter 25

“Not another museum!” Chuck protested. He had retained no physical ill-effects from his
misadventure of the previous night, but since then had been keeping an eye on his surroundings like
never before.

Thanks to Blanda’s chicken soup, a hot bath and a great deal of fussing over by his fellow
passengers, Chuck had managed to get a good night's sleep. The leftover soup had been stretched
easily into a down comforter into which he’d curled like a caterpillar in its cocoon. Back out in the
world, he felt exposed and vulnerable. The sensation that people might jump out at him at any moment
was interfering with his ability to relax while they toured the city of Ephemer.

And, because he was expecting it, they did. Museums were good places for sinister things. Every
time he turned around, something seemed to be springing out, but only guides who offered to explain
the exhibits, or small children running away from their embarrassed parents. Chuck’s nerves were half
shot, and it was only midmorning.

There seemed to be thousands of museums in this very busy town. Most of them were dusty holes in
the wall, some with only one artifact on display, often an object he couldn’t identify. The labels were
nearly always in a foreign language, too faint to read, or missing altogether. He enjoyed the little
museums more than the sprawling, city-sized ones Keir sometimes led them into where every last
darned thing was a relic.

The first giant mega-museum was the worst. In the vast, yellow-painted halls, Chuck was
overwhelmed by atmosphere, and became unable to keep his bearings. He knew if he lost sight of Keir
he might never find him again in the crowd. The little party was surrounded by groups of eager
children, none of whom spoke the same language, with notebooks and pencils; and pairs of adults, one
of whom was reading raptly from guidebooks while the other mooched around looking as though he
would rather be elsewhere. Every time Chuck caught a glimpse of a case that looked interesting to him,
the way was blocked by a dense mass of people. In fact, the more who blocked the way, the more
interesting he was convinced the item was. By the time he waited his turn to see, he was almost always
wrong.

Keir hustled them in and out of mansion-sized buildings that lined Ephemer’s grand boulevard. The
next one was an art museum. Chuck felt at home the moment they stepped in the door. One of his aunts
was an artist. When he was a boy, she used to let him make a mess with her paints while she worked.
Hmm, another memory. Chuck clutched it to him like a teddy bear. He was putting together more of a



picture of himself, but so much was still missing. How old was he? Where did he live? What did he
do?

Chuck liked the mood paintings, which changed their subject depending on who was looking at
them. His were colored blue with worry. He felt bad about that until he saw Morit go by the same
display. Every canvas turned black.

Wow, Chuck thought, with sympathy. | wouldn’t want to be inside his head.

“They are working together now,” Morit grumbled to himself, as he stalked through the exhibit
halls without seeing a thing but the floor. His plan to concentrate on the Visitors one at a time had hit a
serious drawback. Persemid Smith had turned aside the attack on Chuck Meadows singlehandedly!
The focus must expand to include the other Visitors, but her especially. He couldn’t explain why he
disliked her so much. She was a Visitor, he thought, furiously. That was more than enough reason.

Morit was frustrated. This last failure was worse than the previous ones because all the conspirators
involved had been taken into custody by the authorities. He knew none of them would ever flap their
tongues, but it was a setback. Every Dreamlander who did not participate in the conspiracy made them
that much weaker. Morit knew the conspirators must make a more concerted effort, something better.
He still did not want to go as far as their fail-safe plan, but would if he had to.

A museum docent stood up from her chair by the door and approached him to hand him a leaflet.
He held up his hand to forestall the young woman, but she looked at him intensely and thrust the paper
at him.

“What is it, my dear?” Blanda asked, while he scanned it.

“Just a flyer for a special exhibition,” he told her. He crumpled the letter from his comrades and put
it in his pocket.

This was the quietest place that they had yet visited. Feeling like a child walking through a haunted
house, Chuck crept along a darkened corridor whose dimensions he couldn’t guess. It was lit only by
quivering white lights the shape of cartoon ghosts. He was only able to tell he had come out into a
larger room by the way his footsteps and breathing sounded. It was delightfully spooky.

White lights sprang up near his feet. He discovered himself in the center of a huge, twelve-sided
room. Shadows were thrown up on the wall. If it had not been for the big ears he had that day, he
wouldn’t have recognized his own silhouette. He wiggled his ears, and snickered at the way the
shadows mimicked him. He stuck his thumbs up on top of his head and made moose antlers. The
shadows followed suit.

All but one. Chuck turned to look fully at the one placed at eleven o’clock, whose hands were down
by its side. Why wouldn’t it cooperate? Maybe this was an art thing. Or maybe someone was behind
him! Chuck started toward it to have a look. The shadow sprang up in alarm, and shot out of the room.

“Hey!” Chuck yelled, and ran after it into the dark corridor. This is silly, he thought. How do you
chase a shadow in the dark? He heard no other footsteps, and when he reached the next well-lit gallery,
saw no one among the few patrons present who could have cast the long, thin shadow. He must have
been imagining it, he told himself. He made his way back into the chamber, and stood in the center
again. This time he counted twelve identical shadows. The anomaly must have been an intentional
effect of the light by the artist. Unsatisfied but unable to find any other explanation, Chuck went on
with his explorations.

His stomach began to remind him that breakfast had been a long time before. He was starting to
regret not following Keir’s example of becoming less dependent on food.

He remembered that back in one of the galleries depicting dioramas of grade-school classrooms,
he’d seen a hot dog stand. Chuck followed his memory back through white-walled chambers and tiled
hallways, until his nose led him the rest of the way. There was nothing like the way cooking
frankfurters smelled when one was hungry.

The cook looked surprisingly unkempt for such an elegant setting as the museum. He wore a T-shirt
that had once been white, covered with a stained apron that could have been put on the wall in the
modern art section without hesitation. Chuck propped an elbow on the counter and waited for the cook
to pay attention to him. Minutes passed. The man cut pickles into long spears, refilled the shaker with
celery salt, turned the hot dogs on the grill.

“Hey, mister,” Chuck said. “You’ve got a customer. Excuse me. Sir? 1’d like to buy some food.” No
matter how he yelled, the rude so-and-so never turned around. He took out coins, jingled them, then
slammed them on the counter. “Hey!”

“He’s just an image,” Bergold said mildly, strolling over from the model of a kindergarten.

“What?”

“This is a work of art,” Bergold said, indicating a label on the floor. “Notice how the aroma follows



you wherever you go.”

“I notice, I notice!” Chuck exclaimed, feeling hungrier than ever. He felt in the bags on his back for
all those snacks he knew had been in there. No food. He came up with a bunch of yo-yos instead.

“Bah,” he complained, digging through collections of priceless bakelite or carved jade yo-yos in
hopes of finding one single bag of pretzels. Where had all those treats gone? He had had enough to
feed the whole train! Instead, he found more of the round toys.

While he was decanting the yo-yos onto the floor, a guide in a smock and a serious expression
stopped his tour alongside. He turned his pointer toward Chuck.

“Now, here,” he said in an authoritative voice, “is the piece, ‘Man and Yo-Yos.” A seminal work by
Meadows. Notice the expression of frustration and concentration, coupled with the symbol of the toy
that plays up and down the string but never truly goes anywhere. A veritable expression of Futility!”

Thanks a heap, pal, Chuck thought. He reached the bottom of the bag. No food at all. He started
scooping the yo-yos back off the floor. When he put the last one in his bag and fastened it up, the tour
group gave him a polite pattering of applause.

Keir herded them all into baskets balanced on the back of dinosaurs whose bony dorsal plate
supported the harnesses like the girders of a suspension bridge. “The next few stops are a distance
from here. It’s a little too far to walk.” He did a head count, and sighed. “I’ll be right back. Please sit
tight, everyone.”

“While you’re gone can | get off to look at the dimetrodons?” Chuck asked, excitedly.

“l would rather you didn’t,” Keir said.

“These are the first dinosaurs we’ve seen in a while,” Chuck pleaded. “I didn’t get to see the others
up close.”

“Why aren’t these back in Rem?” Sean asked, as the beast turned its armor-plated head around to
snuffle at its passengers with its pointed lips. Keir took on his womanly aspect.

“Here, they are transportation, probably reflecting the minds of some dreamer or dreamers who
watch Saturday-morning cartoons. The real archetypes were wild animals. They wouldn’t stand for
having people on their backs. Just you wait. These could turn into buses or oxcarts at any moment. Or
sealed capsules, and then where would you be?” he asked, turning male again as he addressed himself
to Chuck.

“Qut on the sidewalk with Keir and Pip,” Persemid muttered under her breath. Chuck heard her, and
snickered. Keir climbed down and went back into the museum. Automaobiles on the street pulled up
behind the dinosaurs and honked their horns, making the beasts swish their huge tails. The cars had to
find a break in the traffic to pass them.

“That gal has been making us late every time,” Kenner said. “Boy, if she didn’t have those looks |
bet she’d be out of here like a shot.”

“The looks didn’t get her here,” Persemid said, with some asperity. “Even though she annoys me,
too, she has talent.”

“My mistake, ma’am,” Kenner said, blithely. Nothing seemed to spoil his good humor.

Thanks to him, the group had picked up an extra passenger, a beautiful young lady. He really did
run strongly to type. This girl slightly resembled the last girl, who resembled the first one on the train
platform back in Rem: small-boned, small-featured except for large eyes, and a pretty cupid’s-bow
mouth that smiled often, except that she had very dark skin and short, kinky hair. She caught Chuck
looking at her, and gave him a knowing, familiar smile. He had a funny feeling that he knew her from
somewhere, but how could he?

Keir arrived back with Pipistrella, who greeted them all with a happy smile.

“Forgive me,” she said, artlessly. “I got into a conversation with the nicest man. He said he was
from Porlock. The time just flew.” She waved her hands. “I don’t know where it went.”

The others didn’t say anything. The engineer, on the lead dimetrodon, signaled and moved the train
of behemoths out into traffic.

In between museums, Chuck continued to be concerned about the mysterious shadow. He’d had a
sensation that someone or something had been following him even before he’d been attacked in
Phantasie. He didn’t want to get beaten up again. Surely the talents he’d been developing in managing
influence would come in handy.

While they lumbered along the boulevard, Chuck tried to put the whammy on himself. The best
thing, he thought, would be if he could render his skull in some kind of hard rubber, so blows would
bounce right off. The others looked at him strangely when he hit himself in the head a few times, but
didn’t ask for an explanation. With a little experimentation he achieved a satisfactory texture, but no
alteration he made remained past more than two changes of influence. It was so frustrating to know
that though he had so much power the locals considered him a kind of god, yet he was still very small
against the combined forces of billions of other minds. He’d just have to keep looking behind him,



whether or not he could keep eyes in the back of his head.

“Not another art gallery,” Chuck groaned, as Keir marched them past the uniformed guards at the
door of another palatial building. Persemid looked prim with amusement, and Pipistrella gave Chuck
one of her blankest looks.

“This one’s different,” Keir said, producing a handful of tickets and herding them inside.

The surroundings were very much what Chuck had come to expect: a wide, high-ceilinged hall
painted white, with a few, a very few, people staring at some impenetrable frames containing a splosh
of paint or two, and maybe a curled-up statue that looked like it was suffering horrible internal distress.

“Cheer up,” Kenner said, bringing up the rear of the group with another of his endless string of
women clinging to his arm, “maybe there’ll be some nude figures! That last bunch had a few really
great babes!”

Persemid shot him a laser-hot look of disgust, to which the Dreamlander paid no attention. He was
too busy explaining the architectural features of the hall to the young woman.

Keir guided them through the anteroom and past lines of people battling among themselves for
tickets. Shouting and screaming filled the air to the very ceilings of the marble chamber, and echoed
until Chuck’s ears rang. Men rolled on the ground, trying to take possession of a single ticket,
punching and throwing one another against walls. Chuck was puzzled as to why anyone would put up
any kind of fight to get into an exhibition. So far on the tour, the group had ended up seeing scads of
artwork, more than Chuck had ever dreamed existed in any world, physical or immaterial. Lots of what
he’d seen was desperately bad, but all of it told one a great deal about the maker. Keir had told them
time and again to reflect. By the expression on his face, it left as bad a taste in Sean Draper’s mouth as
Chuck’s own, and the Irishman was as confused as he as to what all the shouting was about. Keir
looked happy and excited, but the others felt frankly skeptical.

This time Chuck thought the majority was right. On the walls of the first room, the frames looked
hundreds of times more expensive than their contents.

“It’s all junk!” Chuck exclaimed.

“Don’t be so judgmental!” the guide said, ignoring their protests as he herded them along. “You
don’t know what you’re looking at. Here are some very insightful pieces. This is a place where real
accomplishments are displayed. Some in symbolic ways, others literally. Not merely for their artistic
merit.”

“That’s certain,” said Hiramus, with a sour expression.

“Look, that’s part of a vacuum cleaner nozzle,” Chuck pointed out. He could even read the brand
name on the attachment at the end.

“Ah, but you don’t know what it represents! There’s more to a piece than its simple physical
existence,” Keir said. “It’s the story behind it that is really interesting. Tales of success in an otherwise
ordinary life. Well worth your time to study.”

How interesting could that be? Chuck thought, wondering if the whole place was full of pot roasts
and wobbly bike rides. Keir took him by the shoulders and set him in front of a picture at the end of a
row.

“Now, look, really look.” With a firm nod, Keir stalked away to capture his next client.

With a sigh, Chuck stepped close to a frame surrounding a battered cookbook stained with gravy.
There was nothing special about it that he could detect, except maybe the strong smell of cooking.

He was plunged directly into a suburban-style kitchen, cheap yellow curtains on the windows, dated
contact paper on the walls, and the air full of steam. As he blinked to clear the hot clouds from his
eyes, a young woman in limp sweat pants was wiping the hair out of her face with the back of her
hand. She leaned over the counter to frown at the very cookbook that Chuck had just seen displayed on
the wall. A pot was boiling furiously on the stove, giving off heavy, spicy fumes. He didn’t think it
smelled edible. Evidently, neither did the young woman. Picking up a measuring cup, she approached
the pot fearfully, glanced into it, and with trembling hands, poured in the contents of the cup, then
stirred energetically with a wooden spoon. Suddenly, with a sound like harp strings played in
glissando, the steam cleared, the kitchen brightened, and a wonderful aroma rose from the saucepan.
The astonished expression on the young woman'’s face said, as clearly as if she had spoken aloud, “It
worked!” Chuck almost cheered for her.

He didn’t know how he had returned any more than how he had been caught up, but he found
himself back in the gallery looking at the cookbook on the wall. It had told him his story, and in spite
of his skepticism, had touched his heart. He was eager to try again.

In the next frame over, a dried clump of daisies hung against a backdrop of faded gingham. They
told him the story of the romance between two young people that began at a summer picnic with the
gift of flowers. The young man gathered them up shyly and gave them to his girl. She offered her lips
for a timid kiss that turned warmer, until the two of them sprang apart, surprised and delighted. The



couple sat together, not physically far from the hundreds of other attendees, but miles and miles away
in their own world.

Years passed from that first simple gift. In moments, Chuck saw the couple grow up, marry and
have children, then grandchildren, and retire into golden sunshine that coalesced into the faded bunch
of daisies framed on the wall. The next picture was different, but equally compelling, as were all that
followed. Chuck found he enjoyed the mini-movies. He didn’t understand each and every one he saw,
but he cared what happened to the people whose possessions he was viewing. Now he knew why his
fellow patrons at the gallery were staring so intently at each display. They were getting the story
behind the piece. It was a lot more fun than he’d anticipated. Rather than skipping from place to place
as something caught his eye, Chuck discovered he didn’t want to miss a single one. Each work seemed
to sweep him away for hours or years, yet when he surfaced again he felt as if he’d been standing
before it for mere seconds. He was ashamed for complaining in advance that he’d be bored. Keir must
think he was the worst kind of whiner.

Included in this display was a very small picture of the Eiffel Tower. It looks like a plain
photograph, maybe even a cheap postcard. What was it doing here?

“Look closer,” Keir said, appearing at his shoulder. “It’s the maker’s very first attempt to look
inside himself, a signal moment in his life.”

Something about it struck Chuck as familiar. Then he did peer closer. It was his jigsaw puzzle,
neatly put together and framed. He’d lost track of it. He felt his pockets, but the puzzle was gone.

“It’s there,” Keir said, nodding at the wall. “You’ve made progress. That’s a marker of where you
came from, when you took your first steps into something you could see but not believe in. It’s a good
start. It belongs here.”

“Wow,” Chuck said, filled with pride. “That’s mine.” He looked at the man standing next to him,
just coming out of his study of a red leather dog collar. Chuck nudged him and nodded toward the
frame. “That’s mine.”

“It is?” the man asked, curious.

“Yes,” Chuck said, feeling as though he should say something profound, but nothing came to mind.
The man leaned over and raised his spectacles to get a better look.

“And how long will something like that be displayed?” Sean Draper wanted to know.

“As long as there is living memory,” Keir said. “It’s now part of the Collective Unconscious. You
might see it in one of your own dreams.” Sean must have looked a question at him that no one else
could hear, because Keir changed into the plump maternal form as he walked over to the tall man and
put a comforting arm around his waist. They talked together in low voices. Keir gestured to an open
hall at the right, and they walked into it. Chuck watched them go, curious again why the defensive and
laconic Draper was with the group. He couldn’t hear what they were saying to one another. The level
of noise in the hall had risen. People were murmuring to one another. He wanted to know the end of
the story that the jigsaw puzzle began. He leaned closer to get involved when a hand grabbed his,
surprising him out of his thoughts.

“Chuck Meadows? Aren’t you the Chuck Meadows?” a man’s voice asked.

“Yes, | am,” Chuck said. “Do | know you?” The man pumped his hand up and down.

“No, you don’t, Master Chuck, but | had to come and tell you what I thought of your work.
Fabulous! Astonishing! Moving. My wife just cried when she saw it.”

“Well, thanks,” Chuck said, not knowing how to respond. “That’s nice of you, but it was nothing, -
really.”

“A great moment in time!” raved a stout, bearded man wearing a tweed jacket. He waved a
meerschaum pipe in the air. “I am Fortescue Alarum, a critic for the Ephemer Ephimerides. Really a
profound revelation. | must go look at it again.”

“Oh, come on,” Chuck said, embarrassed. “It’s not a Monet watercolor.” But the stout man plunged
back into the mob surrounding Chuck’s little puzzle.

More people crowded around him, offering compliments until Chuck felt his face redden to his
collar. He began to wonder if his little puzzle was anything special, or if all these people were crazy.
He was glad to see Master Morit and his wife pushing their way through the crowd to the display.
They were back in only a few moments. Chuck didn’t have to hear the byplay to know that the surly
man thought it was rubbish, but his wife wanted him to come and say something nice anyhow.

“Nice,” Morit said at last, and it was a concession.

“Thanks,” Chuck said. “I know the thing itself is unimportant, but Keir made me think about what it
meant. | was just trying to see the story itself. | wanted to know how it came out.” He looked back at
the now impenetrable crowd.

“It’s no use,” Morit said, scowling. “You will never make it. All those silly people will use it up
until there’s nothing left. Sleeper-sent mobs.” People who were bustling forward to have a look would
glance toward him occasionally, beaming. Chuck smiled back. He liked being where people



appreciated him. He and the Nightshades went to a slightly less crowded wall to continue studying
other people’s pieces. This wasn’t a bad place at all.

Chapter 26

“Master Chuck!” It was the stout man in tweeds. “Pardon the interruption. | was so moved by the
moment you have captured for us, that | immediately went for the curator. He surely would want to
know that you are here. May | present Dante Fidget?” He moved slightly to the right, shouldering
Morit aside, to allow another man through.

Master Dante was an energetic man with bright blue eyes, pleasant, knobbly features, a nearly bald
pate, and grasshopper-quick movements. He seized Chuck’s hand in his large, bony one and threw his
other arm around Chuck’s shoulders.

“Such a pleasure, Master Chuck!” he said. “Why didn’t you let us know you would be in these
parts? We would have organized a banquet in your honor!”

“Oh, that’s not necessary,” Chuck said. “Really, the fuss everyone’s making is just unnecessary . .

“You’re too modest,” Alarum said, with a superior smile. “Isn’t that the most appealing
manifestation? | shall have to make a note in my article.”

“Admirable,” said Master Dante, rubbing his hands together. “I really must introduce you to your
fellow creators, you know. Please, come this way.” With his arm still around Chuck’s shoulders, he led
the way out of the crowd. Chuck had a brief glimpse of the sour look on Morit’s face as the couple was
left behind in the wake of fulsome praise and compliments.

“Master Chuck, Evy Liston, Torgol Snooze, Berrita and Lugi Noddingoff,” said the curator, with
pride, drawing him into a small circle of people standing just a little apart from the masses. Chuck
recognized the shy housewife, the beefy mustachioed salesman, and the romantic couple whose simple
stories had moved him so much when he’d stepped into the world of their artifacts. The little group
clustered around him. “Chuck Meadows, everyone.”

“Oh!” said Evy Liston, pleasure on her small, tawny face. “How very nice to meet you!” She put
out a narrow, soft hand. Chuck took it delicately and gave it a gentle shake.

“A pleasure,” Chuck said. “Are any of you from the Waking World, too?” He gestured in a general
way toward his navel.

“l am,” Evy said, putting a protective hand on her midsection. “This is my third time here. And
you?”

“First time,” Chuck said. “I’m a novice.”

“Oh, not with such an achievement behind you!” she exclaimed.

Chuck clicked his tongue impatiently. The elderly Noddingoffs just smiled at him. Torgol Snooze
was an energetic man, much as Chuck recalled from the frame containing a tattered receipt book.

“Good to meet you, Chuck. I can call you Chuck, can’t 1?”

“Sure.”

“Chuck, you’re the man of the hour. We’re all old news around here, but the bigwigs still treat us
like treasures ourselves. Thought 1’d let you in on the way things are. Savvy?”

“Uh, right,” Chuck said, only half understanding the other man.

“You’ve got to hang around with the right people. Got it?”” Master Torgol laid a knowing finger
beside his nose and tapped it. “C’mon. We’ll get you started, won’t we, people?”

“Oh, yes,” Mistress Evy said.

“Right!” said Master Torgol. He pulled Chuck familiarly by the arm through one gallery after -
another, with the other creators in tow. In the third chamber a man and a woman in white wigs and
gold satin clothes from the period of Louis XV1 were peering at a rebuilt engine block through gold
quizzing glasses. Torgol stopped beside them.

“Your excellencies, may | present Chuck Meadows?” he said, bowing graciously. “The Count and



Countess Znoorg.”

“Ah, Meadows!” the satin-clad man said, putting aside his eyeglass and presenting Chuck with a
hand like a dead fish. “Excellent! This is a most excellent opportunity for both you and us. | will earn
grand kudos from bringing you to the attention of other persons of excellence. Master Aloisius!” he
called. A man with shoulder-length black hair and a small beard and wearing dark blue and white
robes paused in his conversation with Bergold to turn around to peer at them. “I would like to make
you known to a truly excellent artist, Master Chuck. Master Chuck, the Astronomer Royal.”

“Well, this is a pleasure,” Master Aloisius said, coming over to grip Chuck’s hand with steel
fingers. “My friend from the Ministry of History and | were just saying that there were quite a number
of stars here today. | am studying them at close range, for a change. Ha ha ha!” He swept his hand
around. Chuck noticed for the first time that the room was filled with men and women who had a
certain quality that drew the eye. He’d have to call it star quality.

The Count of Znoorg and the Astronomer Royal carried him off to introduce him around. Suddenly,
he found a champagne glass in his hand, shaking hands with people.

Keir was there, too, with most of the other first-class passengers. Though he was still wearing his
everyday gray homespun, the guide looked perfectly at home. Pipistrella veritably shone, like one of
the stars themselves. She looked gorgeous with her long, blonde hair falling over a dress of buttercup
yellow, tripping around airily in tall sandals of sunshine and crystal. Persemid trailed after her,
glowering darkly, but she, too, looked natural, even comfortable in these settings. Her normal costume
of draperies swirled with an artistic air. Chuck wondered if he was the only one who felt out of place.
He stuck his hands in his pockets.

His sense of displacement couldn’t last long, though, because statesmen, fellow artists, patrons of
the arts, and aristocrats kept coming over to congratulate him. He protested, but they seemed even
more impressed that a Visitor could be such a modest individual. People whispered and giggled
nervously behind their hands as he went by. He glared at them at first, thinking they were making fun
of him, but the awed looks on their faces were enough to convince him they thought he was someone
really special. A star. A celebrity. Chuck found himself beginning to enjoy the heady feeling. Praise
seemed to make his head light enough to lift him right off the floor.

Reporters clustered around him, scribbling in little notebooks.

“So, what’s next for you, Master Chuck?” asked a female reporter wearing a big-shouldered 1940’s
suit.

“Well,” Chuck said, trying to remember what it had meant to him when he’d made the jigsaw
puzzle. He folded his arms, and put his chin in his hand. “I want to build on my past successes. Uh, |
intend to let the artistic milieu inspire me to greater heights of understanding . . .”

In the midst of the fog, he caught himself about to say something pretentious when Persemid
glanced at him over the shoulder of the woman he was talking to, and raised her eyebrows.

“When this is all over,” she said, “you’ll still only be you. Keep that in mind.”

Chuck frowned at her. He couldn’t forget just how flawed he was. It was tempting to pretend, but
not so easy around people who knew him before he was celebrated. He landed squarely on his feet. It
was a hard comedown.

The museum was getting far too crowded. Chuck began to feel as though he was being crushed by
the atmosphere. He waded through the galleries, literally feeling as though he was slogging through
mud, bogged down by the adoring regard of the patrons. He spotted Keir near the front door chatting
with Hiramus. As he moved toward it, others jumped out of his way.

“How about something to eat?” Chuck asked. “I’m starved.”

“Right this way!” Keir said, reaching for the handle.

“Not me,” said Kenner brightly, walking with his girl. “Jennie here is going to show me a new
place.” He winked. Nearby, Mr. Bolster and Mrs. Flannel were still looking at pictures. They didn’t
seem to mind the crowd.

A young man hurried ahead of him to open the door, “For the Great Visitors,” he said, proudly. A
pair of very cute teenaged girls let out shrieks and giggles when Chuck looked their way. He shook his
head. The rest of Keir’s clients followed behind. All of them looked grateful to be outside.

The buzz had hit the streets of Ephemer before Chuck and his companions did. Everyone they
passed wore shy smiles, or gave them a salute or thumbs-up. There must be something more special
about that gallery than Chuck had deduced. How could they all know what was going on without being
told? Unless they were more advanced than other Dreamlanders he’d met so far.

“l don’t suppose that Ephemer is close to Enlightenment, is it?”” Chuck asked, hopefully.

“Only in the dictionary,” Keir said, flatly.

“C’mon, Keir. This wasn’t the real thing. | want to reach it before | have to go home . . . all right, |
am at home. Or, rather, part of me is home . . .” Chuck gave up. “You know what | mean! | want to



reach Enlightenment.”
“I’ve been there,” a young man said, overhearing their conversation. He started walking beside
Chuck, keeping pace with him. He had a goofy smile on his face. “It was wonderful!”
“Me, too,” said a middle-aged woman with soft, graying curls. “It was the best time of my life.”
“You were?” Chuck asked, stopping right there in the street. “Can you tell me how to get there?”
“Well,” the man said, dejectedly. “Not exactly. | mean, it kind of found me.”

“Will you look at that?” Sean exclaimed, looking in the window of a store. Curious, the other
Visitors gathered around the glass with him. Inside, a tiny train that looked almost exactly like theirs
was riding little rails that ran through a beautiful landscape filled with glittering, magical scenes. Sean
almost sighed with pleasure as he turned away. “That’s a fine one. I’d always liked trains as a lad.”

“Me, t00,” Chuck said. “My dad had a layout that filled half our basement.”

The young man who earlier held the door for them came running up beside them. He held out a
package wrapped in brown paper to Sean. “For you, great Visitor!”

Sean eyed him suspiciously. “And what’s this?”

“The train you admired, sir! A gift.”

“That’s not necessary,” Sean said, clearly uncomfortable. “Please, | can’t take this.” He handed it
back. The young man’s face fell.

“Oh, please, sir,” he said, plaintively. “It would mean a lot to me.”

Sean looked from Chuck to Keir to Pipistrella, who was nodding encouragingly at him. “Well, all
right, and thank you very much. It’s most kind of you.”

Spotlights hit the group from above. As Sean threw up his arm to protect his eyes, flashbulbs
erupted. A newspaper swirled into existence before their eyes. The headline read: visitor accepts gift
from local man! Hiramus seized it from the air and read it, frowning. Suddenly, the group was
surrounded by reporters.

“Tell me how it felt, Master Sean,” said the first reporter, a man in a fedora with a card that said
press in the hatband. “And you, young man, what possessed you to make a gift to the Visitor?”

All the crowd started shouting questions, not waiting for answers.

“Oops, we’re caught up in a Walk of Fame Dream now!” Bergold said. He took Sean and Chuck by
the arms and turned them to continue walking along the street. Chuck glanced back. Thousands of
people lining the street on both sides were held back by cordons and rows of police linking arms. The
mob of newsmen stayed close behind them. Though Bergold steered them in and out of shops, hotel
lobbies and more museums, they could not shake off the reporters, who continued to write in their
notebooks or talk into oversized microphones every time one of the Visitors or their companions did
anything at all. The spotlights somehow stayed above them, bathing them in a pale, flattering light.
Everyone around Chuck was young and handsome.

“Limelight,” Bergold explained. “It gives those who stand in it a healthy, youthful glow.”

“Oh,” Chuck said. “I just thought we’d gone through another wave of change.”

“No, that’s just the limelight,” Bergold assured him. “Makes everything it touches more attractive,
but does nothing for the inside. Still, everyone will want to share it with you. Many of them will do
anything to achieve that.”

Every time Chuck stopped to look at something, passersby stopped to stare, either at him or what he
was studying. If he admired something in a store window, one of them would jump to buy it for him.
After the relief of losing a lot of his luggage, he was suddenly burdened down with gifts from people
who wanted to be under the spotlights for just a moment. He admitted that the warm glow felt good. It
was a pity it didn’t have any lasting effects on the hole inside him.

“Help me!” a high-pitched voice screamed. A woman wearing a scarlet evening dress torn up the
side seam came running towards the group. Chuck and his companions gawked. Behind her stalked a
gigantic lizard breathing lightning, a skeleton wielding a scimitar, a man in a white tie, and a hundred
zombies. A car came streaking out of nowhere, zoomed past the woman, and plowed into the giant
lizard. It picked the car up and chomped off the front end. Four men fell out of the shredded
compartment, plummeting sixty feet to the ground. They lay still, their heads twisted to frighteningly
wrong angles. The woman stopped, paralyzed, as the monsters marched inexorably toward her.

“We’ve got to help,” Sean said, running out to her. The moment he put his arm around her and tried
to help her get away, a voice over a loudspeaker shouted, “Cut!”

The monsters stopped moving. The woman threw her hair back. The corpses on the ground got to
their feet. “Places, please!” the voice commanded.

As if by magic, the woman was a hundred yards up the street. The monsters spread to three different
points and paused. The car and its occupants waited, hidden behind the facade of a building. Chuck
noticed then that none of the buildings were real. He and the others were back where they’d first seen



the woman. A man in jodhpurs and a beret came out, grabbed Sean’s arm, and held him in place. He
held up a megaphone and shouted into it. “All right . . . action!”

The sequence was repeated again, this time with the car striking the woman and knocking her to the
ground. The car swerved into the monster, who zapped it with its lightning, ate half of it and dumped
the contents on the ground.

The director groaned, and lifted the megaphone to his lips. “Cut! Too nasty! Let’s try it again!”

As Chuck watched with fascination, the scene was repeated over and over, with subtle variations.
The woman was chased into the arms of the monsters. Men perished in a terrible car wreck,
accompanied by booming action music. It ended every time with the director crying out, “No! Try it
again!”

“What do you want to have happen?” Chuck asked curiously, while the director waited for his crew
to take its places for the eighth time.

“I’m trying for a positive ending,” the director said. “All right! For the last time, let’s get it right,
people!”

Suddenly, the whole scene seemed to come together. The woman outran all the monsters except the
vampire, who handed her a picnic basket. The car came out of its hiding place at the same breakneck
speed, but it missed crashing into the lizard. It came to a stop, and one man got out. He ran to the
woman. They embraced passionately, then sat down with the picnic basket in what had become a
meadow. The music playing was a piano concerto.

“What happened?” Persemid asked.

“Directed dreaming,” Keir explained. “Somewhere in the Waking World, some sleeper who is
capable of lucid dreaming is redoing his dream over and over until he gets the result he wants.”

“Can people do that?” Chuck asked, fascinated, watching the man uncork a bottle of champagne
and spray the wine all over himself. The director groaned and threw up his hands. He had to retake the
whole scene from the entrance of the monsters.

“Oh, yes,” Keir assured him. “It’s a good deal of work, but requires a kind of control that would
make one a being of influence here in the Dreamland.”

Chuck was impressed. “I wish | was that organized.” More likely, he thought, he wondered if he
would bother to take the time to learn how to do it. But the idea was planted. He hoped he could
remember when he came out of his trance. The next time he came here, he could go straight to
Enlightenment.

Chapter 27

Though they left the set where the director was still trying to get his scene to go the way he wanted,
the Visitors did not escape from the air of theatricality that suffused this part of Ephemer. The
sidewalks were lined with concrete handprints and terrazzo starbursts, and the buildings were covered
with silver tinsel that glittered when it fluttered in the wind. Every store had its own spotlights to single
out each customer and make him feel special.

Chuck and his companions continued to be minor celebrities wherever they went. He’d stopped
accepting gifts, but the donors seemed to be delighted just to be in his presence. Chuck was getting
tired of them. He wasn’t having any fun sightseeing with so many people watching him, and the gifts,
however generously meant, weren’t filling in the steadily-growing gap in his heart.

The waving, white beams from a quartet of carbon-arc lights pointing straight up beside the
doorway of the next building must have been visible for miles. But it wasn’t the glitter that astonished
Chuck. It was the shape of the building. It was in the form of a gigantic hat.

“We’ve got a reservation here for dinner,” Keir said. “You’ll like it. It’s different.”

“l guess so,” Persemid said, wonderingly.

To Chuck’s relief, the crowd following them stopped on the sidewalk, letting them walk
unaccompanied under the canopy past a uniformed doorman who gave them a snappy salute. They



could finally have a little time to themselves.

“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen!” A large blob of matter oozed up to them and coalesced into an
unctuous maitre d” wearing a pencil-thin mustache and a tuxedo. “Your table awaits!”

Morit took Blanda by the arm and pulled her into the Big Hat after the Visitors. A harried-looking
man in glasses stopped them.

“Let us by,” Morit said. “The rest of our party is in here.”

“That would be the Waking Worlders?” the man asked, flipping through the pages on a clipboard.
“Ah, yes, that’s right.” He looked up at them through the thick lenses of his spectacles. “I’m sorry, but
you are not in this scene.”

“Certainly we are,” Morit said, glaring. “We go where we please.”

“Sorry,” said the man, flipping a few more pages. “You can’t go in. This is a closed set.”

“Aarrgh!” Morit growled. He lowered his shoulder and tried to charge past the man. The clipboard
in the man’s hand became a high wall with spikes sticking outward. Morit ignored them, shoving the
wall back a fraction of an inch at a time. Blanda clung to his arm, looking apologetic. “For
Nightmare’s sake, woman, push!”

“Security!” the man shouted. Two guards in gray uniforms and hats appeared as out of nowhere,
took Morit’s arms and turned him, heading him out the door. Flashbulbs burst in his face, dazzling his
eyeballs. The headline on the swirling newspaper read: elysian couple try to crash dinner!

The next thing he knew, he and Blanda were in line at a cafeteria full of people in costumes,
human-sized animals with vastly oversized heads, sitting and chatting.

“Central Casting!” he exclaimed. “How humiliating.”

When Keir and his clients entered the dining room, a kettle drum began its low roll. Big, round
searchlights hit them in the eyes. A waiter, clad in an impeccable, short black coat and a white napkin
over one arm appeared and bowed before them.

“This way, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, with the confidence of all good waiters, sweeping a hand
to indicate they should follow him through the mass of tables. He whispered to Chuck, who was the
closest behind him. “Is the back of my coat all right?”

“Fine,” Chuck said, glancing at the perfect expanse of black serge. Not so much as a dust mote
marred it.

“Thanks,” the waiter said, nervously. Then his back straightened, and he began to glide through the
crowd, gesturing ahead of him with a hand. He came to a halt at a table covered by snow-white cloth.
A model of efficiency, he deftly seated the ladies first without ever seeming to slight the men. Chuck
was impressed.

Waiter: (with a liquid accent) And here you are, m’sieur. Sank you.

Persemid: Merci beaucoup.

Waiter: (raising his hands to heaven) Ah! Madame ’as a sharming accent! Bon! S’il vous
plait, peruse the menu. I will describe to you the especials. Per’aps you would like to begin
with one of our celebrated opening acts? A trio of cheeses in full harmony, a well-aged
ham, piquant hors d’oeuvres?

Chuck looked around him at what the other diners were having. The glasses and platters didn’t
seem to be filled with any substance that he could see, yet men and women dipped spoons into bowls
and sipped, or sawed with knife and brought bite to lips with fork. What seemed to sustain them most
was attention. The happiest- and healthiest-looking people in the restaurant were the ones at the tables
in the center. Chuck could hear one of the waiters spooling out a line of almost sycophantic praise to a
mink-clad woman and cashmere-suited man at a two-top just a few feet away. The man grew visibly
more handsome, and the woman’s complexion went from wan to rosy. Other tables were visited by
reporters or fellow diners, to the enhancement of the ones seated there. The poor folk who sat around
the perimeter, out of the charmed circle, who had gone without attention for a long time seemed listless
and gaunt. Some were so obscure that they faded away completely.

Chuck decided that they must all be actors. He’d heard they lived on praise. That would explain the
dog. Accompanied by the same fanfare and roll of drums, a large German shepherd was escorted to his
own table, where a monogrammed silver bowl awaited. His supporters, men and women, but mostly
women, crowded into the banquette seats around him. Not one of them was a dog, in any sense of the
word, yet the tray the waiter brought to their table contained only bowls. The groupies ate from them
face-down just like the dog.

Sylphlike creatures attached themselves to people who looked prosperous or successful, gaining
substance from reflected glory until they were completely solid and entitled to tables in their own right.
One of these fragile-looking women battened onto Chuck’s arm like a limpet. She had red, red lips and
sharp white teeth like a succubus, and her luscious body was encased in a peach satin gown so tight it
looked as though it was painted on. Chuck felt weak just from having her touch him. She fluttered her



eyelashes seductively. He felt his pulse race.
Sylph: (breathily) And who are you?
Chuck: (nervously) Nobody special.
Sylph: Oh. (lets go) What a shame.

She tossed her lovely hair and undulated away. Chuck watched her go, half with regret and half
with relief. He didn’t want to be anyone’s meal ticket, or meal, for that matter.

He decided he’d better find the lavatory before dinner. He cleared his throat, which brought the
waiter to his side, pencil poised.

Chuck: Where can | wash my hands?
Waiter: That way, m’sieur. (points stage right)
Chuck: Thanks.

Chuck pushed back from the table and started toward the discreet little sign the waiter had
indicated. It was embarrassing having a spotlight follow him to the toilet. He tried to pretend he was
just having a look around.

The restaurant’s décor was mostly dark brown wood. Framed images of glamorous men and women
crowded the panels. They were all smiling, but he realized that the eyes in the photographs slewed
back and forth, keeping an eye on one another.

He smiled and stood back to let someone else out of the men’s room, then stepped inside.

On the other side of the door, he found a forest of wooden braces, not a hallway. He glanced back.
The restaurant was nothing but painted canvas! The whole thing was one big movie set, just like the jet
that had brought him to the Dreamland. A knot of people holding sheaves of paper or pacing nervously
waited to go out through one of the two doors fixed into the scenery flat. Chuck started to say
something, when a young woman with round wire glasses on her serious face came rushing over to
him.

“What do you want?” she whispered.

“I need . . . you know,” Chuck said, a trifle embarrassed. She nodded sharply, and sent him through
the supports to a sixty-foot trailer at a short distance from the set. It looked like a miserable cardboard
box. For a moment Chuck thought he might be better off finding a spot in the bushes, but inside the
trailer was astonishing luxury. He was going to have to learn not to judge by initial appearances.
Chrome gleamed in between panels of red and yellow enameled tile that shone so perfectly he could
see his reflection in every square. Every stall door had a star on it, and the seat within, well, it was a
throne in truth, not just in jest.

When he came out, two women in casual clothes descended upon him. He was shocked, not
expecting to see them in the men’s room. They didn’t give him time to protest. One of them pushed
him into a canvas chair while the other smacked him in the face with a huge powder puff. The dust
made him cough. When she was finished with that, she picked up a small pencil and outlined the
corners of his eyes. The second woman pulled his hair back and started to comb it with brutally
efficient strokes. Chuck glanced at his reflection in the wall-sized mirror. He still looked thirty, thirty-
five years old. He sighed a little for lost youth.

“Too long,” she muttered, twisting his hair. “No time. Got to add something . . . there!” She reached
into a huge fishing tackle-box that Chuck had not noticed before, and came up with a little band. She
pulled back his hair and gathered it into a little ponytail at his neck. “Better. All right, you’re done!”

The other woman, who had been dusting broad shadows on his jawline with a triangular sponge,
jumped back. The door opened, and Chuck felt himself propelled toward the restaurant once again.

“You’ll never believe what just happened to me,” Chuck began, as he sat down, but Keir plopped a
huge leatherbound book into his hands.

Keir: Choose your meal first. The menu contains your script. You’ll have to read from it
exactly as it’s written, or they start over and make you read it again, and we’ll be here all
night.

Chuck looked at the page, and realized that what was printed on it was exactly what people had
been saying since he came into the restaurant. He ran a finger down the page.

Pipistrella: (blankly) Why is it so bright in here?
Persemid: (groans)

Chuck gawked. That was exactly what was typed in the book before him.
Waiter: And what may | bring you?
Keir: (looking around at everyone) Try the specials of the house.
Chuck: | think I’ll have the rhubarb.

He frowned. He hated rhubarb. The maitre d’ came bustling up, waving his arms. He shouted into a
megaphone.

Maitre D’: Cut! Try again.
Keir: Put some life into it or we’ll never get out of here.



Chuck: (brightly) I think I’ll have the rhubarb!

He smiled at the people at his table. Around him, the noise grew louder.

“That was very good!” the waiter said.

“What did you say?” Chuck asked, unable to hear him clearly.

“| said, that was very good!”

Chuck more or less caught his meaning by lip reading, because the crowd sounds were booming at
him from every side. Then he listened to what they were saying.

All: Rhubarb rhubarb rhubarb rhubarb rhubarb (repeat ad infinitum).

Persemid sat at Chuck’s left. She tried to order, but the noise was too great. Even her shout was

drowned in the racket coming from the other patrons. The waiter didn’t seem to hear her.
Waiter: (to Pipistrella) Madame?
Pipistrella: (smiling at waiter) 1’1l have the poetry and asparagus.
Waiter: Very good, madame. (to Sean) Sir?

Persemid glared, but she waited for a moment until the man had taken Sean’s order. But as soon as

she drew breath to speak, the crowd started chanting again.
All: Rhubarb rhubarb rhubarb rhubarb rhubarb (repeat ad infinitum).
Waiter: (to Hiramus) Sir?
Hiramus: (indicating Persemid) You missed the lady.
Waiter: What was that, sir? | did not compre’en’ you.
Chuck: (shouting) He said, you forgot to take the other lady’s order! Excuse me! What
about this lady?
Waiter: | am so sorry, madame. (cocks his head and holds pencil ready) What would you
like?
Persemid: (angrily points to something at random in the menu)
Chuck: I’m sorry that happened.
She was as angry that someone had to help her as she was for having the waiter ignore her. Having
Chuck be nice about it only made her feel worse.
Persemid: Forget about it. It happens all the time.
Chuck: (outraged) But, that’s wrong. Nobody should be ignored, especially when you’re
the paying customer.
Persemid: (shapping) Forget it!

She turned her back on Chuck, leaving him alone to observe his surroundings.

Newspaper clippings were passed around like platters of appetizers, offering everyone who was
mentioned in them a little taste of fame. The wine stewards were reviewers, too. The pop of
champagne bottles that heralded the receipt of good news gave way to the fizzing of the wine in
glasses. Chuck thought he could hear voices coming from the wine that offered the same heady
intoxication as verbal praise. Everyone wanted to be a part of a success. When the corks popped,
people came from all over the restaurant, even literally from out of the woodwork.

Chuck glanced up as a plate was put down before him. It was empty. Perhaps the food in the Big
Hat was like the dancers at the duke’s palace: invisible. Following Keir’s example he picked up his
knife and fork, but they discovered only the surface of the china. He frowned at his guide, who was
happily sawing and chewing. Chuck glanced at Persemid, who looked as if she agreed how ridiculous
the situation was. Still, Keir was their guide. Chuck pretended he had something good to eat before
him, cut off an invisible bite, and chewed on an intangible mouthful. He felt silly, but it wasn’t so bad
since they were all doing it.

A deep drum roll sounded, and the warm, resonant voice of an unseen announcer broke in on their
conversation.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the Big Hat is very pleased to be able to welcome the heir to the throne of
the Dreamland, her serene highness, Princess Leonora! Let’s give her a big hand!”

A spotlight traveled through the crowd and lit on the front door. Chuck craned to see as a woman
entered the room.

“Yes, here she is, wearing an off-the-shoulder evening dress in periwinkle. You all know that that’s
her highness’s favorite color. Yes, she’s greeting the great Dyer Sandman. He’s smiling, as who
wouldn’t, to receive the mark of favor from such a great lady. And now, she’s approaching the center
of the room!”

Chuck found himself gawking, and ordered his tongue back into his head. Princess Leonora was
beautiful, even more beautiful than Pipistrella, whom he had thought was the absolute ideal. In
comparison, his fellow Visitor looked artificial and shallow. He found, to his amazement, that there
was a notch above perfection; Pip was . . . ordinary. He had a mental adjustment to make.

“Isn’t she lovely?” the announcer crooned, over the public address system. Chuck joined in the wild
applause as the princess was escorted to a table. She looked over at them, beaming and waving, then



sat down, still smiling vivaciously, and dropped her eyes to the menu handed to her by the deferential
headwaiter. The applause cut off as if a switch had been thrown. But a change had been wrought.
Something real, more than real, had been introduced into this completely artificial setting. Chuck felt
an imbalance take hold. Tinsel began to flutter down from the ceiling. The illusion was failing.
Crowd: (suddenly) Boo!
Chuck looked up. A big man with thick black eyebrows was slinking toward the exit, glaring at the
people all around him. They were hissing and shouting catcalls at him.
Chuck: What happened?
Waiter: (dramatically) He . . . didn’t leave a tip.
Chuck felt like grinning. Unreality reestablished itself again.
Maitre D’: All right, scene two! And . . . action!

“So no one here currently has a job, that is what you’re saying?” Morit asked, cutting off another
would-be actor’s sad and rambling story. Every one of the hundreds of people in the shabby, utilitarian
room paused, reluctant to speak.

“We’re . . . between contracts,” said a woman, throwing back her long, blonde hair. She was
halfway pretty. Her face was frighteningly asymmetrical, with eyes on different levels, and a nose that
took a distinct leftward turning around a large wart.

“It isn’t fair!” a man complained. He was a strapping, burly man with an admirable cleft chin and
flashing eyes, but his voice was so high it hurt Morit’s ears. “There ought to be room for non-standard
characters.”

“Sleepers know,” a woman with heavy five-o’clock shadow said, “it’s not our fault we don’t fit the
molds.”

“Sleepers,” snorted a man with ping-pong paddles instead of hands. “It’s the Sleepers’ fault we look
like this!”

Morit smiled, his teeth growing points like sharks. “It’s the Sleepers’ fault that you’re like that at
all,” he said, persuasively. “Not only do they gift you with endless misery, they do it to make
themselves feel better. How do you like that? You suffer throughout your existence for their self-
esteem!”

“Well, if we didn’t, we might not exist at all,” said an elephant-faced woman, with a wistful
expression on her wrinkled, gray brow, but she was wavering. “That’s something.”

“We ought to be self-actualizing,” Morit said, warming to his subject. He had found allies.
Converting them to the cause was easy. “Not only do we serve them to better their mental health, but
we get no peace from them even when they are not employing us! They come in person to view their
chattels, to look down in amusement upon the puny beings that they have engendered—to laugh at us!”

“Dear!” Blanda said, warningly. “That’s not true. The Visitors have shown you no harm.”

“Visitors?” demanded the ping-pong man. “Are there Visitors here?”

“Yes,” said Morit. “I am offering you an opportunity to send a message to our manipulative creators
in the Waking World! We’re mad as hell, and we’re not going to take it any more!”

All the actors in the cafeteria raised a rousing cheer, although the majority looked uncomfortable.
Morit jumped to his feet. “I know where they are! Let’s give them a proper Dreamlander reception!
We’ll set a trap to catch them when they least expect it! Down with the Visitors!”

“Down with the Visitors!” As one, the actors rose to their feet. Morit threw an arm over his head
and started marching, leading his audience toward the door. After a few paces, three quarters of them
flitted away, mumbling apologies. Fools, Morit thought. They were unwilling to commit to action that
would set them free.

“Dear, don’t do this!” Blanda called after him. “My love, this is wrong!”

Morit left her behind in the cafeteria, a troubled look on her normally placid face.



Chapter 28

The drum roll heralded the warm voice of the announcer over the dining room.

“Ladies and gentlemen, 1’m sure you’ve been waiting impatiently for these last few awards. For the
award for Best Performance by a Female Dinner Guest, the winner is . . .” Chuck heard the sound of an
envelope being torn open. “Princess Leonora!”

The assembled guests, all in tuxedos and evening dresses, cheered wildly. The princess, who had
finished her dinner, was helped out of her chair to accept the gold statuette of a stylized man holding a
fork. Smiling and waving, she exited the room. An unseen orchestra played her out. The drum roll -
resumed.

“And now, for Best Performance by a Male Dinner Guest, the award goes to . . . Chuck Meadows!”

“Huh?” Chuck said, caught off guard. A bevy of smiling waiters and waitresses descended on him,
pulled him to his feet, shaking his hand. He clutched the statue, beaming at the crowd. He’d never won
anything before. “Uh, thanks! Thanks so much!”

“Stay where you are, Master Chuck,” the announcer said, “because the final award of the evening,
the one you’ve all been waiting for, the award for Best Table is . . . the Keir Party! Let’s all give them
a big hand!”

The audience went wild. Best Guest statuettes were presented to each of the diners. Chuck, holding
his two awards and waving to the crowd, let the ladies precede him out the doorway. Pipistrella
sauntered out, throwing kisses to everyone. They shrieked out her name and threw flowers at her feet.
Persemid followed a few steps behind, nodding and smiling shyly. They walked out of the restaurant
doorway into a balmy evening in a hail of flashbulbs that left their eyes dazzled.

“Oh, look!” Pip exclaimed, walking toward the open door of a long, black car. “They’ve brought us
a limousine!” She floated across to it and was handed inside by a large man in a black uniform. Chuck
and Persemid were just behind her.

“That’s really nice of them,” Chuck said, gesturing to Persemid to precede him.

“Wait!” cried Sean. “There’s no floor!”

For the one split second before he started falling, Chuck thought, I believed in that floor until he
said that.

His stomach rose up against his windpipe in a sickening lurch as his feet dropped out from under
him. Chuck flailed his arms around, trying to grab onto anything. With a hoarse cry, he started turning
head over heels. His heart pounded like a drum. He was falling slowly into a bottomless pit, just as
he’d always had in his most terrifying dreams. He had never stayed asleep long enough to find out
what happened when he hit bottom. He’d always awakened gasping. But this was real. He was really
here. He could die.

Persemid was screaming as she fell past him. Without thinking, Chuck threw out an arm to catch
her. It stretched out like a chunk of rubber under her weight, but she slowed, then sprang upward into
his arms. Their Best Guest statuettes tumbled down into the darkness. Loud danger music started to
play, filling the air around them with tension.

“l probably wouldn’t like you very much in the Waking World,” Persemid said, clinging to him,
“but I’m glad you’re here now.” Her nervousness created a solid steel shield between them. The cold
on his belly made him flinch back, almost dropping her.

“Don’t do that!” he said. Searchlights raked them with white light, making his head spin.

“| really don’t want to sound paranoid,” Persemid said, her voice rising with hysteria, “but I think
someone is trying to kill us.”

They were falling so slowly Chuck hoped they might survive hitting the ground, but how far below
them was it? He couldn’t see anything, and the white lights disoriented him. The danger music, heavy
on the horns, started to get on his already shredded nerves. Chuck couldn’t think.

“Shut up!” he yelled wildly. The music only grew louder.

“Stop it,” Persemid snapped. “It’s going to get worse while we’re tense. Try and calm down.”



“Calm down? | can’t calm down. We’re falling to our deaths!” he shouted over the music. “This is a
dream state. Can’t we transform into birds or something, and fly up?”

“Can you concentrate on birds right now?” she demanded. Chuck looked around him. Now they
were falling feetfirst, their hair whistling upward from the force of the wind. The tossing beam
illuminated jagged rocks. His throat tightened with fear.

“No, | can’t.”

“Well, | can’t either! So forget about it!”

“| thought you learned stuff like this when you came here!” Chuck yelled. “You keep saying that |
shouldn’t know this or that because this is my first time here.”

“Did you come here to learn how to think in a life-or-death crisis?” Persemid asked.

“No! | came here to learn about myself!”

“Well, so did I'” Persemid said, her eyes wild with fear. “And one of the things | haven’t learned
yet is how to deal with being in a crisis! That much | know. I’m secure in that knowledge!”

Chuck’s racing brain flashed through all the statistics he knew about death by falls from high
places. Suddenly, he felt that they were slowing. They halted in midair. Chuck breathed a few times, to
convince himself he really wasn’t falling any longer. Persemid shifted. Her grip tightened, almost
throttling him.

“You’re strangling me,” Chuck said, pulling aside his shirt. “Loop your arm through there. It’ll give
you a better grip, and I’ll be able to move my head.”

Persemid gave him a strange look, but she put her hand through the hole in his chest and wiggled
her fingers. “This is creepy,” she said, putting her meaty arm all the way through and locking her arms
around him. “It really doesn’t hurt you?”

“Well, it does,” Chuck admitted, “but not from having you hang on it. I’m just all achy inside. My
problem.”

Persemid sounded soft and sympathetic for the first time in their acquaintance. “It’ll get better,” she
said.

“Has it for you?” he asked. A passing searchlight lit up her face. He knew she was starting to say
“None of your business,” but stopped herself.

“A little. This trip has been good for me. | really resented like mad having more of you with me. |
had hoped to have Keir to myself, too.”

They laughed. Chuck felt the hole in his chest starting to close up just a little.

“Stop that,” Persemid ordered. “I don’t want to be stuck to you forever. Now how do we get out of
here?”

“If we can’t do it ourselves, wait for someone to help us,” Chuck said, amazed by how reasonable
he sounded. He felt around him, hoping there was a hand- or foothold within reach. He tried not to -
believe it was impossible that he was suspended in midair. He didn’t want whatever was holding him
to give way again.

“This isn’t the first time something like this has happened,” Persemid said, in a low voice like a
whimper. “Don’t think 1’m crazy.”

“l don’t,” Chuck said. “I’ve been thinking along the same lines for a while, what with things falling
on us, the train nearly crashing . . . What does Keir tell you?”

“The wolf?” Persemid said, fondly. “He shows me pictures in my head. He never shows me danger
or death. Just peace and the resolution of my problems.” Her voice hardened. “Not that it’s any of your
business.”

“Keir never tells me about trouble, either,” Chuck said. “He just lets me fall into it. Like this.
There’s hope. We haven’t crashed yet.”

Something slapped him smartly on the cheek. Chuck flinched, then put out a hand to feel. It was a
rope! He grabbed for it and held on with both hands. Persemid clasped her arm through him tighter.
Chuck looked up and tugged on the rope. Its end stretched upward into the darkness.

“Climb up!” cried Hiramus’s voice.

“l haven’t scaled a rope since high school gym class,” Persemid growled below him.

“I have,” Chuck said, gritting his teeth. “I went on these—ugh!—wilderness encounter sessions
with my eldest son.” He threw one arm up over another, letting his body and Persemid’s swing like a
pendulum to give him momentum. It was an effort. He tried to convince himself that the two of them
weighed no more than a feather, but his arms weren’t convinced. Upward they inched, until Chuck’s
questing hand found nothing to grab onto.

“There isn’t enough rope to get us back up there.”

“Pull it up behind you and throw it up here!” shouted Keir.

“That’s impossible,” Persemid said.

“Don’t say it,” Chuck said hastily, afraid they’d start falling again. “Don’t believe it. Believe it’ll
catch something. I’ll get us up there.” With her clinging through his chest, he held onto the end of the



rope with his knees, coiled up the rest of the length onto his shoulder with one hand, and flung it
upward. It caught on something. He hoped the people at the top would hang on tight.

When he shinnied up, he found it hadn’t gone all the way to the top yet. Doggedly, he gathered the
loops again and kept going. The group shouted encouragement. Their voices were growing nearer with
every upward pull. When Chuck was almost in sight of the others, Persemid extracted her arm from his
chest.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Keeping your secret,” she told him impatiently, wrapping an arm around his neck as she tugged his
shirt into place.

“Thanks,” he said, surprised by her thoughtfulness.

“Just don’t drop us,” she said, huge-eyed in the shadow from the spotlights. “That’s all | ask.”

Within a couple of yards, they saw faces just above them. Strong arms reached down to haul them
up onto the intact section of sidewalk.

“Whew!” Keir said, dusting Chuck off. “I thought we’d lost you.” He became a wolf and leaned
affectionately against Persemid’s legs. She knelt to put her arms around him and hugged tightly.

“Where did that rope come from?” Chuck asked. Sean pointed at Hiramus.

“He had it. It came out of his wee bag.”

Hiramus looked modest. “It is always better to be prepared.”

“You saved our lives,” Chuck said, grabbing his hand. The older man withdrew from Chuck’s
vigorous handshake as though pulling his hand out of a bucket of fish entrails.

“It’s nothing,” Hiramus said, coldly.

“It’s impossible,” Morit said.

“Why should it be impossible?” Persemid asked. “This plane is full of nightmares as well as
dreams. Why can’t there be something out there that means to kill us?”

Morit scowled, refusing to meet her eyes. He hadn’t been talking to her. The words had slipped out
of his mouth before he could stop them when the Visitor walked in. Again.

Morit and his henchmen used all their influence to create a bottomless pit outside the exit, working
one by one until they were all exhausted. It was the best trap possible. It was foolproof! How could it
not have been deep or dangerous enough? But only two of the Visitors had fallen into it, and they’d
come out, with no ill effects except for arousing the woman’s ongoing bad temper. He was going to
have to start all over again.

Blanda had been upset with him ever since they’d returned to the train. Morit couldn’t understand
why. Wasn’t he trying to set them all free? Scare off Visitors forever, and they’d be able to live
happily ever after in a world only manipulated from the outside, where they’d have the freedom to
obey or disobey Sleepers’ dictums as they chose. Attacking Visitors wasn’t the perfect means of
sending a message, but he had so few avenues to the Waking World. How he hated having it rubbed in
his face that he did not direct his own destiny. But he’d put a scare into these Visitors, small comfort
that it was.

“| think we should sit down and have a meeting, all us Visitors and our friends,” Persemid insisted,
going on as though Morit was paying attention.

Keir-the-wolf nudged at her legs until he had steered her away from the others. He looked up
deeply into her eyes.

“Don’t try to tell me that there’s nothing to be worried about,” Persemid said, responding to the
silent appeal. “Look, this isn’t the first time something has happened. Yes, | do think I’m in danger.
Aagh!” She threw up her hands, circling around the wolf to return to the group. “What about those
people who attacked Chuck in Yore? Or who kicked Sean on the Rock of Ages?”

“Yes,” Hiramus said, worry turning the corners of his mouth down like those of his mustache. “We
have to be careful.”

“Oh, but people get belligerent in pubs all over the world,” Sean argued. “And as for the kick, well,
I might have been imagining that.” He seemed reluctant to believe in a malign force.

“Someone might be out to get us,” Persemid insisted.

“Or it could all be at random,” Chuck said. “I was warned the astral plane was not to be taken
lightly.”

“Oh, I don’t think anyone means us harm,” Pipistrella said, with an air that suggested she was above
such considerations.

“Yeah, but you’re clueless,” Persemid snapped at her.

“But who could want to Kill us?” Pip asked, reasonably. “The Dreamland was created to help us,
not hurt us. Isn’t that right?” She appealed to Bergold.

“That’s true,” the Historian said. “I’m sure you ran into nightmares, not malicious intent, Mistress
Persemid. The archives show over nine thousand species of detrimental dreams.”



“If it was accidental, how come it keeps happening?” she asked. Chuck found it hard to disagree
with her. And there was the shadow that dogged him. He glanced at Hiramus. He wanted to talk with
Persemid in private. He had a theory about the sinister, bearded man which he didn’t want to air in
public. “This is going nowhere. Chuck and | will have to be the vigilant ones, since none of you will
take it seriously.”

“We have only a short time remaining here to figure it out,” Chuck pointed out, wanting to bring
this uncomfortable meeting to an end as swiftly as possible. “I have until the moon reaches the
horizon.” He was no closer to Enlightenment, his body was falling apart by inches, and now he had to
worry if someone was seriously trying to kill him.

“It’s a puzzle,” said Bergold. “Perhaps you have about you something that attracts misfortune, like a
trouble magnet, for example. You should search your bags.”

While they were going through their luggage, the engineer came through the train car handing out
mimeographed sheets of paper and yellow pencils with pink erasers at the top.

“Here are problems you have to solve,” he said. Chuck read the first line. “If Engineer A leaves
Rem at twelve noon going sixty miles per hour, and Engineer B leaves Reverie going forty miles per
hour, when will they meet?” He made a face.

“Word problems! | hate word problems,” Persemid protested.

“And you have only a short time to figure it out,” the engineer said, urgently. “We need to know!
Hurry! Please!”

Chuck studied the piece of paper. At one time he’d been good at these. He could figure out the
pieces of the equation from the question just by looking. This was different. The train schedule was in
the form of a crossword puzzle. He had to solve that before he could put the answers into the first
question. He bent over his test. His scribbled calculations looked like gibberish. He couldn’t even
understand what he was writing while he was writing it!

The conundrum left Chuck feeling as though he was even farther from Enlightenment than before.

“This is no more than a Math Anxiety Dream,” Bergold said, trying to calm them. “It’s probably
quite simple. Now think, everyone.”

“That’s right,” Sean said. “He didn’t say we couldn’t share the answers.”

That cheered up the group. They bent over their papers, pencils in hand.

Simple, eh? Chuck thought, lifting his head to stare out the window. The train, rounding a sharp
bend in the moonlight, looked like it belonged in a preschool. It consisted of brightly painted, blocky
wooden cars, held together with shiny rivets. There was even a wooden smokestack on the engine. It
looked comforting, enabling him to relax enough to think. Wistfully, Chuck wished for the simplicity
of his youth, where no one was trying to hurt him. Then he thought of how he had come to shed the
regret-filled steamer trunk in the Meditation Gardens. | don’t want that back, he thought, belligerently.
I will figure things out for myself!

With firm intentions, he whizzed through the first problem. It was, as Bergold had suggested, easy.
They all compared answers. To the party’s relief, they all came out with approximately the same
answer. He finished the second one. Chuck read the third one aloud.

“If five nightmares chase five Visitors across five provinces, how many will each Visitor have to
deal with?” Chuck stopped. He didn’t like the sound of that. The others had fallen silent, too. Persemid
was concentrating, biting her pencil with worry.

“One,” Pipistrella said, unexpectedly. “Isn’t that the purpose of our trip? One each?”

Sean laughed long and hard with relief. “Leave it to a direct thinker to know the answer.” He tossed
his paper onto the table. “I’ve had enough of tests and trials for one day.”

Chuck was all too glad to follow suit. “I’m with you, brother. We’re alive now, and that’s all that
counts.”

Chapter 29



Chuck woke to a glorious scene outside his cabin window. High mountains swept up to blue
heavens, the color that could break one’s heart with its beauty. A broad, deep river ran alongside the
track. Bald eagles flew over its surface, picking bright silver fish from just below the surface. Deep
green forests bordered the stream. It was so nice and refreshingly real after the phony buildings of
Ephemer.

Suddenly, the scenery halted. There was nothing beyond the forests but blank whiteness. Men and
women in smocks and berets stood stubbornly not far from the tracks with their arms folded tightly
against their chests. The train screeched to a halt. Chuck went to see what was going on.

“It’s an artists’ strike,” the conductor said. “They are holding a work stoppage because the resort
keeper hasn’t paid them. They’ve painted over the tracks. Wiped them clean out of existence. We’re
halting here until the dispute can be resolved.” Chuck could tell it hurt the conductor to have to alter
his precious schedule. He pulled down the window in between the cars and leaned out to listen to the
argument taking place.

“Oh, come on!” a solidly built man in a green boiled-wool suit was pleading. “You must finish this
mountain.”

“No,” said the key artist, a slender man with a wisp of beard and beautiful, long hands, which he
held out against the innkeeper’s protests. “Not until our needs are met.”

“But there are climbers trapped up there! They can’t come down until you paint in the other slope,
with the piste you promised me. And look,” the burly man said, noticing Chuck and other passengers
hanging out the windows of the train, “you are holding up the railroads.”

“Look, we have our expenses, too,” the lead artist said. “Do you think scenery paint is cheap? Espe-
cially since you want it three-dimensional. With atmosphere?” He made a dramatic, mocking gesture.
“They can stay up there until Changeover, for all we care. If they’ve got influence of their own, they
may not want to come down to your awful little establishment.”

“We know which of your amenities are illusory, and which aren’t,” one of the female artists pointed
out. “Pay up!”

“Oh, all right,” the innkeeper said, resentfully. He reached into his jerkin pocket and came up with a
large round bag tied at the top. The coins inside jingled as the man reluctantly handed it over.

The lead artist accepted it from him. In his hands the bag became heavier and longer, and the
outlines of the objects within it changed from round and flat to long and thin. He opened the bag and
started handing out tubes of color to his crew. The lead artist squeezed a huge dollop of blue onto his
palette. Taking his brush, he sketched five or six quick lines in the air that spread out like watercolors
on wet paper. In the distance, the tiny figures on the top of 