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Chapter 1

 

Summer 1980

Bree woke up covered in rainbows.

She stretched her arms toward the ceiling, feeling a giggle caught in her chest, then noticed the ripples of color moving down her bare arms and sparkling on her fingertips.

Flickers of rainbows touched the edges of her memory. Bree was positive she had dreamed about rainbows, but had not a single solid memory. Nothing but those hints.

The rainbows moved over her skin like the colors shifted through Jori's dreamstone.

"Jori?" Bree rolled over and looked at the bottom of the other bunk, at her roommate.

"Hnn?" The mound of blankets shifted, then Jori stuck her dark head out into view. "What's-- " Her mouth dropped open.

"I'm not imagining it, am I?" she whispered.

"What in the world happened to you?" Jori pushed aside her blankets and stumbled out of her bed, across the little bit of clear space in their dorm room. She rested one hand on the frame of Bree's bunk, then raised her other hand and studied the dreamstone strapped to her wrist with a silver mesh band.

"What's it say?" Bree held still, her own dark hair falling into her face.

"It doesn't say anything--I have to read it."

Bree groaned at the old joke, but she felt immediately lighter, less worried. If Jori could joke, that meant she already knew things were fine. Gesturing her roommate aside, Bree sat up, swung her legs over the side of the bunk and slid down to the floor.

"Do you mind?" Jori held out her hand, waiting, until Bree thought it over and nodded. Tension rippled up her arm, making her look ten years older for just a moment.

Jori, Bree realized, was fully a Solar, a guardian of worlds. It didn't matter that they had stayed up until nearly two a.m., eating chocolate bars and drinking cola in an effort to stay awake while they crashed through their last term papers before summer. Jori looked like Bree expected a warrior to look, stern and concentrating, serious, ready to defend her and maybe even the whole floor--even if she did wear pajamas with green and yellow ponies on them.

A spark leaped from the dreamstone on Jori's wrist the moment her fingers touched Bree's bare arm. Both girls jerked, then let out gasping laughs. Jori took a firm, gentle grip on her roommate's arm. She closed her eyes and held still for only a few heartbeats.

"Okay," she said, letting go, her eyes still closed. "I think we should go talk to Lew. Right now."

"What is it?" Bree reached for the shorts she had discarded last night. She considered tucking her oversized T-shirt, which she wore for pajamas, into her shorts and just going out to Old Solar's Shoppe that way, then decided against it.

"I'm not really...sure. It's better if we go to Lew before I say anything. In case I'm wrong." Jori paused in slipping on her jeans, and tried to grin. "I mean, I'm still an apprentice and there's an awful lot I still have to learn about the multi-worlds."

"You know more than me," she whispered.

"Yeah, well, I don't know anything about the worlds you'll be able to reach someday. It's a fair trade."

Bree opened her mouth to ask how fair it was, when Jori could go to any world touchable by a dreamstone, whereas she couldn't touch worlds open to Taksearhe. As far as she was concerned, dreaming truth dreams wasn't anywhere near a step in the right direction. 

"Hey, stop beating yourself again." Jori lobbed her sandal at Bree, then had to cross the room to fetch it. "How do you know you're not a Taksearhe already? Without someone to teach you how the different worlds feel so you can find them, how do you know you can't do it? I mean, your father was the one who could jump blindly to other worlds, right? And that gift only shows up every two or three generations, right?"

"Right. Reading my mind as usual. Dreamstones are sure convenient." 

"Dreamstone, nothing. I know you, roomy. We have huge, overly active consciences, and we feel responsible for messes we didn't make."

"The Galahad syndrome." She sighed and stood up, dressed decently now and ready to leave. "Thanks."

"One for all, and all for one." Jori glanced at the neatly made bunk, empty, above her own, as they headed out the door.

Alex, who should have been asleep or at least grumbling about the noise they were making, had left yesterday to stay at her mother's side in the hospital. The doctors said she could die any day now. Jori had been in a foul mood after the doctors had confiscated the medicine she had brought back from Unipuri to help heal Mrs. Harris. Alex had felt guilty for her own careless handling of the matter, letting the doctors find out about the otherworldly medicine in the first place. Bree had suggested asking one of her adopted grandmothers, a touch healer, to try to help Mrs. Harris, and both roommates vetoed the idea. If Gaylen Rivers could pull off a miracle that evaded modern science, that would draw exactly the wrong attention to the community of exiles. Besides, how could they get a total stranger to Alex's mother through military security and scientific suspicions? Alex was already in trouble for giving her mother an "unapproved" drug to try to help her. Bringing a stranger into a military hospital would get them all in trouble. Bree had reluctantly agreed, and felt guilty over her relief that she wouldn't have to ask Gaylen to take the risk. 

Musing over their intertwined problems kept Bree busy and both girls silent as they drove to Old Solar's Shoppe. Jori consulted her dreamstone as they neared the shop on the edge of town.

"He's still here," she said, holding up her quiescent dreamstone. "He was planning on visiting K'thondolon today. Come on." She nearly opened the door of the car and got out before Bree could bring it to a full stop.

 "Lew!" Jori shouted as she burst through the front door of the shop. 

Bree followed, pausing with her hand reaching for the doorknob, and looked at her dim reflection in the dew-frosted window.

No rainbows in the reflection. She grinned at the hollow sensation of relief in her gut...but when she looked at her arms, the rainbows were still there. If she couldn't see the rainbows in her reflection, maybe ordinary people couldn't see them either? Maybe it took Talents, or other gifted people, to see the rainbows?

If yes, that was good. But what did it mean? 

Bree took another deep breath and followed Jori inside. 

"Lew?" Jori stood just within view on the stairs leading up to the book and reading area. 

"Good timing," Lewis Solar called. His voice sounded muffled. Footsteps showed he was on his way to the stairs. "I would have been gone in another ten minutes." He appeared in the stairway. "Now, what's the--" He stopped short, his welcoming smile frozen as he took a good look at Bree.

"Well, that answers that question," Bree murmured. She glanced at Jori, who grinned at her and took her usual perch on the edge of the counter by the decrepit cash register.

"How did you persuade an omeehlee to traverse the void?" he whispered. Lew shook his head and his smile turned to awe. "Have you come into your Taksearhe powers?"

"That's what I'd like to know," she wailed. "Lew, I woke up this way and I can't remember what I dreamed last night. I mean, it has to have something to do with it, right?"

"Indeed. Come inside." He nodded toward the curtain into his living quarters and waited for the girls to go ahead.

"Then I was right." Jori hurried over to the sink to fill the kettle. Crystal vein tea was the order of business when discussing a problem at Old Solar's Shoppe. "An omeehlee."

"What's an omeehlee?" Bree asked. "I mean, I know it makes me look like something from The Wizard of Oz, but ..."

"There are worlds where the residents do not have physical bodies as we know them. They are energy. Life force. Pure intelligence and emotion. They take on physical manifestations when they go to other worlds."

"How do they get into those worlds?" Jori settled down next to Bree at the table and squeezed her roommate's shoulder.

"Like this." Lew brought a tub of whipped butter, a pot of peach preserves and biscuits to the table, and nodded toward Bree as he put the impromptu snack on the table. "They hitch a ride with residents of those worlds."

"Hitch a ride?" Bree felt queasy.

"They cannot simply attach themselves to us, Bree." He reached across the table to take both her hands in his. "They cannot invade our bodies or our minds, which they must touch to join with us. An omeehlee is here because you permitted, perhaps even invited it. Though why you don't remember..." He shook his head and his eyes went distant with thought.

"I don't remember any dreams, except when I spy on people. Like with Jori," she offered. "And up until I met Jori and Alex, I didn't have any spying dreams since my dad was killed."

"Then it's safe to say that you are once again a dream-walker, but the trauma of your father's murder still blocks your conscious mind. In your sleep, you go to other worlds."

"Great. Maybe I can take the exiles home to Rehdonna in my sleep, too."

"Perhaps. Will you permit me to try something?"

"Sure."

Lew closed his eyes and the dreamstone on his wrist sparkled, the colors shifting at a frantic pace. The rainbows shimmering up and down her bare arms grew brighter, the corona effect reaching almost six inches out from her body.

"How do you feel?" Jori whispered.

"Fine, I guess." Bree thought a moment. "I get this feeling...you know how when somebody is talking, but you can't hear the words, or where it's coming from?"

"Lew's talking to the omeehlee. That's good." She got up to check on the kettle. "He knows what he's doing." 

Lew didn't open his eyes until Jori had poured the boiling water into the pot-bellied tea pot and brought it to the table to steep. He released Bree's hands and sat back with a sigh. His shoulders slumped a little, but he smiled at both girls.

"You and your friend, whom you named Iris met more than a month ago. She's very fond of you, and she thinks you are rather clever," he announced.

"Wait a minute." Bree put down the biscuit she had split and filled with peach preserves. "I've been going to another world for a month now? Do I remember everything when I'm talking to her, at least?"

"Oh, yes. It's been rather frustrating for both of you." Lew chuckled and helped himself to a biscuit.

"Well, at least we have proof, besides what I've seen happening to Jori and Alex and other people. I mean, proof that my dreams aren't just...dreams."

"Bree, dreams should always be taken very seriously," Jori said. She tilted the lid and sniffed at the steam coming out of the teapot. "Almost done. I had dreams that were messages and warnings from Unipuri. Dreams are much more serious than most people can imagine."

Lew reached over to pick up the teapot and pour for the three of them. "Our sleeping minds are often far wiser than we are," he said when they were all served. "It knows you are not ready--or rather, were not ready--to have the wall knocked down in your mind. Iris feels you are ready, and circumstances require you to be fully healed and given control of your Taksearhe abilities."

"Great. How?"

"Yeah, I mean, there's no one here to teach her," Jori said. "All we have is theory."

"Theory is better than nothing at all. I believe it is time to take Bree to the Midworld. Do you two have time?"

"Two hours until our first class," Jori said, glancing at her watch. "This'll be great, Bree. Once you can find your doorways, you can take me through and I can report what it's like. The Solar masters who are dying to talk to a real Taksearhe."

"It's roads, not doors," Bree said, shivering a little as information rose up from her memories. "Daddy always said it was like finding a pathway. Stepping sideways, I guess."

Bree obediently drank three cups of crystal vein tea that Lew decreed was necessary to buffer her for the passage through the doorway to the Midworld. Lew and Jori cleaned up their snack, then abruptly it was time to go. Jori had shown Bree the doorway before, and activated her dreamstone so she could get an idea of what happened. Bree had seen the shifting of colors, the swirls of stars in the velvety darkness within the door frame, but when she reached out a hand to touch it, the surge of energy had stung her. Jori and Lew had both theorized that it was because Jori hadn't been focusing on any particular world, she had simply opened the door. When the time came to take Bree through the doorway, it wouldn't hurt at all.

"Let's try something, shall we?" Lew said, as Jori unlocked and unchained the doorway. "Jori will go through the doorway to the Midworld. If you see or sense a path, follow it. I will hold your hand, to keep us in contact and keep you from straying, but I will not activate my dreamstone unless I believe we are in danger."

Bree was about to open her mouth to say that sounded like a reasonable test, when she realized Lew hadn't made a suggestion--he had given a clear order, disguised as an idea.

"Let's go," Bree whispered. She wrapped her arms tight around herself and tried to brace herself for--anything.

For her fifth birthday, her father had taken her to Rehdonna for two hours, to meet her grandmother. Bree had tried for years to remember the sensations, what she had seen, the energy that rippled over her skin, the change in scent and temperature and moisture as her father led her from a hotel room in Ohio to her grandmother's garden, in the Taksearhe clan house.

Now, she couldn't decide what was really memory, and what was her imagination. It was so long ago, with such a thick wall of hurt and longing standing between then and now.

"Ready?" Jori stretched out her hand with the dreamstone and stepped up to the dusty darkness inside the door frame.

Dust and wood and shadows turned to velvet shot with stars and burning rainbow streaks. Jori glanced once over her shoulder and took a step. Darkness and streaks of lightning reached out and enveloped her.

Just for a moment, Bree saw Jori's footsteps outlined in burning silver. Then she saw her footsteps stretching out behind and ahead of her until they became threads of energy and life. And at the end of those threads, she saw maelstroms of energy, color and fire. Those were worlds. Not just planets but worlds. Places where life and souls existed in other dimensions, other levels of reality.

"Okay." Bree threw herself forward before she lost the images. Before she lost her nerve. Lew hung onto her hand.

Three steps--the silver fire threads began to fade. Bree took another step, and the silver turned to gray. She opened her mouth to shout for help.

"Here we are." Lew's arm wrapped tight around her, and half a moment later they stepped onto warm sand. The last cool caress of morning kissed Bree's face, then warmth wrapped around her.

"Well?" Jori grabbed hold of Bree's hand, which was good because her legs threatened to buckle.

"I did it," she gasped. "For a little while, at least."

"You created a path through the vortex," Lew explained. "Bree was able to follow the path. However, since she is untrained, she lost the path when the currents went back into their original places."

"But that's a good sign, right?" Jori pushed.

"A very good sign. Come. I've already called Everon and showed him what we need. He has called for the mind-healers, and they are most intrigued."
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Bree sat very still, listening to eight different voices arguing--friendly arguing, and in another language. Jori had tried a dozen dreamstone fragments, to find one that would resonate with Bree's mind and soul and let her understand the people around her. It would also save time and effort translating. Not a single dreamstone even tingled against Bree's skin.

"I suspect Iris is part of the problem," Lew had said. "The energy she resonates likely interferes with the power of the dreamstones."

"Either that, or my mental block gets in the way," Bree offered.

Two men and three women nodded, their dreamstones translated just fine. Despite all their theorizing, there was only so much they could do without making contact with Bree and through her to Iris, and entering her mind. To fix the problem, they had to get to the root. 

Bree tried not to tense up when she realized that itchy feeling with no discernible location was the first tentative touching of a mind against hers. She used to be able to speak mind-to-mind with her father with no trouble at all. No itching. No sense of being cracked wide open for all the world to blow through her sense of self.

If her eyes were open or closed, she couldn't tell. All sight and sound had vanished. When that happened, she couldn't exactly pinpoint. Maybe they had faded away while she struggled not to resist the people who were trying to help her.

It's okay, Jori said inside Bree's mind. I'm here.

But--Bree laughed when her own voice sounded thick, like she had a bad cold. I guess I'm out of practice.

That's okay. Practice now.

Won't I get in the way of what they're doing?

That's why I'm here in your head. Jori's laugh sparkled like silver water and wrapped apple pie scent around her. I keep you busy so you relax and you don't watch what they're doing in your unconscious mind and memories.

Maybe you shouldn't have told me that?

Nope. Lew said to tell you everything. Can you feel that?

Bree was about to say no, when the sensation of a hand squeezing hers penetrated the warm, comfortable haze that was now her body.

Yes.

They don't want to put you out completely, so there's going to be some physical feedback. If that's the right word. Jori chuckled. Do you remember anything of your dreams the last few months? Lew thinks you've had splinters, but not enough to stick with you when you wake up.

How could I remember, then?

Impressions. Flashes of memory when you see something during the day. You know, that sense that you just saw or heard or did something the day before. Y'know?

Bree didn't know whether to try to slap Jori for that confusing bit of logic, or laugh at her, or take her seriously.

While she mentally dithered, her conscious mind distracted from the question, the answer came to her. Isolated incidents that meant nothing at the time, but now that she needed to remember, somehow she could.

Yeah. She shivered deep inside. There's someone...I don't know. Looking for me? I see a guy coming around the corner at school and just for a second I get this breathless, gut-twisting feeling. The good kind of gut-twisting, you know? Where you see this really great kiss in the movies and you want it to go on forever because it makes you melt inside?

Oh, yeah. Those aren't too good for your heart, you know? So some hunk is looking for you. What else?

Not a hunk! Bree had to laugh, despite a wish that she had never mentioned that particular impression to Jori. Birds. She felt a little breathless, just from the admission.

What about them?

I just... The big black ones with the ragged wings. You know the ones? They just sit there on the telephone lines, watching you. Sometimes you get the feeling they're waiting until your back is turned, so they can swoop down on you.

Dive bombing, huh? Jori chuckled.

Not really. Bree shivered and flinched away from a sensation of sharp, jagged claws raking out of her dreams and memories, trying to slash at her throat. Or maybe grab her and fly away somewhere far from rescue. She didn't like the impression of darkness filled with the beating of wings and the scorching of some hot, dry, sandy place that had never known a breeze or a shadow.

Well, that was strong enough.

You got that?

Loud and clear.

Very clear, a chiming voice said.

Iris? Bree jerked backwards in her mind--and the next moment felt herself physically falling. Hands reached through the warm haze to catch hold of her.

"We got you." Jori's voice hurt Bree's ears, beat against her skin like the slap of a wet towel. But she wasn't yelling. She wasn't even close to loud, Bree realized.

"Well," Bree gasped as the helping hands settled her back down on the stool where she had perched. "Did it work?"

Of course it worked, that chiming voice said. This time it clearly came from between Bree's ears.

Bree moaned, and hunched her shoulders, wrapping her arms around her legs as she drew her knees up to her chest.

Flashes of memory like the snap of a whip tore through her mind. She remembered every trip to visit Iris in her dreams. The first time she found the world of the rainbow-tinged clouds with no ground in sight, nothing but rainbows and clouds and birds of incredible hues and plumage. She remembered learning to fly, how to propel her spirit-self without feeling that at any moment she would start to tumble and fall forever.

"Hey, it's okay," Jori whispered. She put her arms around Bree and held her tight until the trembling stopped. "You're safe."

How could I forget you, Iris?

That is why we decided I should come to your world, to find out. I am glad to speak with you again, spirit-sister, Iris replied. I am most pleased to meet your friend. Often have we heard of Solars and their most honorable duty.

Waetru's joy to you, Iris, Jori responded.

"Your father built a protective wall in your mind," Everon said.

At his voice, Bree opened her eyes again. The mind-healers had left the room, so only Everon, Lew, Embry and Jori were there with her now. 

"A wall?" Bree tried to remember, tried to think of something her father had said or done that would correspond with what the man had just said.

"To protect you," Lew said. "To block you from telling anything dangerous to the enemy. Your father knew it would take great harm to either him or your mother, or both, before the Tobrizz could get hold of you. He made that the trigger. Unfortunately, he didn't tell your mother how to release the wall when the danger had passed."

"I don't remember."

"Of course not." He held out a hand to her. Bree let him tug her off the stool and she followed along after him as they all headed for the door.

"Is the wall down now?"

"There is rubble, metaphorically speaking," Everon said. "You should have memories now of those things you had previously blocked."

"I remember Iris now, at least." Bree looked up to the sky as they stepped out of the meeting room, and grinned at the sight of several birds flying lazy circles in the air above the canyon network of the Collegium. Iris had appeared to her as a bird when they first met. It wasn't the omeehlee's proper shape--she didn't have a shape, since she was purely spirit and energy. The bird and cloud imagery had been supplied by Bree's subconscious to help her cope, give her a handle of seeming reality and solidity to survive.

"Now what do we do?" Jori made a show of sniffing at the warm breeze that drifted around them, and grinned at her roommate.

Bree groaned when the first whiff of bread and cinnamon, butter and apples, warm maple syrup and what had to be honey-crusted baked ham made her mouth water. 

"Breakfast," Lew said with a smile. "Then you and Bree should head back to school. Everon and I will research and see what we can find on Taksearhe and their training. Or at least their abilities. I wish I had asked more questions of Jo'am, those few years we had as friends. It would certainly help now."

Bree felt an odd jolt when Lew spoke about her great-grandfather. She had grown up knowing how he had brought an entire village here to safety during the upscaling war in Rehdonna. When he had been killed by treachery from his own clan, Dayree and her people had managed to return to Earth and Wildvine County, but they had been stranded here. His grandson, Kirstan, had been able to leap blindly as Jo'am had done, and found Earth and the exiles after many years of searching. Then the Tobrizz who had been brought to Earth by accident had sensed, hunted, found and killed Kirstan--Bree's father.

"It's up to me as Jo'am's great-granddaughter to get everyone safely home to Rehdonna. Whatever you can tell me, even if it's only theory or memories of him, I'd be glad to hear it," Bree said.

"Hey, we're sisters, remember?" Jori caught hold of Bree's hand and squeezed to emphasize her words. "We'll find a way. I promise."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Three nights later, Bree woke from a dream that left her heart thundering in her ears and sweat pouring down her face. She blinked into the darkness, her eyes stinging from sweat, and fought to get her breathing under control. Jori was overnight in Unipuri and Alex was still with her dying mother. Bree wished her roommates were there and resented the duties and necessities that kept them away. She didn't want to be alone in the dark room.

She waited until she could move without falling into a boneless heap, then slid down to the floor and stumbled into the desk chair. She tugged her desk drawer open and pulled out her dream journal; her third since becoming roommates with Jori and Alex. Maybe it was their presence and not any growth in her Taksearhe abilities that made her dream-walking resume. Bree flipped on the light over her desk and tried to write about the dream.

 This time, she could write nothing. There were no events, no concrete images. Just impressions.

 Cold. Dark. Suffocating. Dry. A feeling of sand under her feet as she ran. Icy air, burning sand. She ran the skin off her bare feet. The heat ate into her bones, drained her strength. Always the leathery whisper of wings at her back. A feeling of hunger.

 Bree bit her hand to stifle the moan that tried to rise in her throat. She let the notebook fall to the floor and curled into a tight ball until the shivers passed.

 "Daddy," she whispered. 

 Her father had always had the answers she needed. He found her when she fell into the old well and was too afraid to call for help. He had known when she had bad dreams, and taught her words to drive the monsters away. But now, after all these years, the words didn't work. She needed his help, needed to talk with him.

 When she finally slept, she tried to direct her thoughts to Iris' world. Bree needed her spirit friend, and not just for a sense of protection and safety. In an effort to reach that world again, Bree filled her mind with rainbows and clouds, and a land made entirely of sky. When her thoughts faded into dream, she didn't quite know, but she dreamed she flew, chased by and chasing fantastical birds of rainbow hues.

 Her dream ended as she rose higher and higher in the sky, arms outstretched, going higher than all the birds. Bree laughed, still feeling the air brush against her arms, as she wrote the memories later. At the high point, the clouds and rainbows faded.

 Shadows surrounded her. An impression of trees. A man stepped from the shadows. He held out his arms to her. Black, curly hair. Gray-green eyes. High cheekbones. A thin, neat beard edging his jaw. He smiled. As Bree reached out to touch his hands, she woke.

 "Ari," she whispered, as she recorded her memories. 

She had known his name, just by looking into his eyes. 

Could she go back to sleep and hope to see him again in her dreams? What should she try to focus on to reach that place where Ari smiled at her and opened his arms and promised her the world with his smile?

If she dreamed again before Jori came in and woke her when she stumbled against the bunk frame, Bree didn't know. She recognized the smell of that particular healing-accelerator ointment Jori wore, and after rubbing the sleep from her eyes she saw the bandage wrapped around her roommate's arm, from bicep to wrist. That dark stain didn't come from the ointment, which was lemon-yellow-green.

"What did you do to yourself this time?" she grumbled as she swung her legs over the side and dropped out of the bunk.

"Just doing my job, ma'am." Jori dropped down into her bunk. She closed her eyes and levered her sneakers off her feet without untying them. "You should see the other guys."

"Guys? As in more than one?" Bree snatched up the old percolator they used to heat water for tea and hot chocolate mix and was relieved to find it half-full of water. "Crystal vein for you and then I'm taking you to Grandma Gaylen. For all you're doing to help us, she can give you some touch healing, too."

"Sounds good," her roommate murmured.

Jori was asleep before the water started to bubble. Bree watched her sleep, and waited until her breathing was deep and slow. Then she sat on the edge of her bunk and gently peeled back the edges of the many wrappings of bandage. A long, crusted, partially healed cut ran in a smooth arch, curving around Jori's arm as it sliced down to her wrist. The worst of the injury had already healed, Bree admitted. Still, her adopted grandmother could help. How would Jori explain her wound when she went to class in three hours?

As she stepped out into the hall to use the payphone, Bree heard a soft, whispering sound. Something slid across the floor. Something flapped against the acoustic tiles in the ceiling. She swallowed an urge to shriek and pressed her back against the door of her room, shaking.

Memories slammed into her, of sand and heat that burned her strength away, and leathery whispering wings. Sweat drenched her nightshirt in an instant. Her heart pounded in her ears. 

"Just bad dreams, that's all. Dreams can't hurt me," she insisted in a whisper. Bree wiped her face and continued down the hall. She had to get Jori taken care of before class started.

"Rivers," a young woman answered, when Bree phoned the Gaylen's house.

"Khy?" Bree nearly dropped the phone. "What are you doing in town?" She felt a little dizzy, but relieved and delighted to know her cousin had come back from New York.

"Hiding from my adoring public," Khyber said with a laugh. "Did our filar bond wake you up when I crossed into the county?"

"No, unfortunately, although there have been some developments..." Bree shook her head. She had kept her family updated on the growth in her Taksearhe talents, but she wasn't sure if they had told Khyber all of it yet, since it sounded like her cousin had just arrived home. "I need help. Healer's help." Bree laughed as her cousin started to besiege her with questions, wanting to know when she got hurt and who did it. "Not me, Jori."

"That's your world-jumping friend, right? The one Abehla never told us existed until she nearly bashed us in the nose." She laughed, despite the disgust in her tone. "I'll get Grandma. She's just outside getting some chives for those omelets she makes."

"Don't torture me. I have to face soggy toast and cereal for breakfast here. Just come to the dorm, Khy. The faster the better."

"Serious?"

"Not that much. But Khy--" Bree swallowed hard. "I'm dream-walking again. Serious. Maybe bring Abehla, too?"

When she hung up, Bree felt much better. With Khyber's common sense and sharp humor and Twist-Feather's ability to sense approaching enemies, things couldn't get too bad. 
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Jori slept until Gaylen started unwrapping the bandages from her arm. They stuck a little, glued tight to her skin with ointment and seepage from her wound. Bree was impressed with Solar training, when Jori twisted free and slid out between the support posts at the end of her bed before her eyes even opened. Then she took a good look at the three extra people in their dorm room and grinned.

"Don't sneak up on me like that," she said, miming wiping sweat off her forehead. "It's a good thing I left my sword at Lew's."

"Let's hope your reflexes were this good when someone tried to take your arm off," Gaylen scolded. She gestured to the bunk, for Jori to return.

"Took his hand and then enough of his neck to stop him." She nodded to Dayree and Khyber, who sat in two desk chairs, and perched next to Gaylen again. "I'm fine, really, but I appreciate this." She found Bree, seated up on her own bunk with Twist-Feather in her lap. Today the metamorphic kl'resti looked like a cat--with rabbit ears and little golden cupid wings, striped in violet, green and lemon yellow. Jori stuck her tongue out at Bree, who giggled.

"Well, you two have had some adventures lately, haven't you?" Dayree said quietly. The feeling in the room changed, from first aid center to council chamber, though the flame-haired woman hadn't done more than sit up a little straighter and fold her hands in her lap. "I thank you again, Solar, for watching out for my granddaughter. Though neither of you has told us the whole of recent developments. At least Lew saw fit to keep me fully apprised."

"I'm sorry, Abehla," Bree interrupted. "I wanted to be more sure of where I was. I know how much the clan depends on my Taksearhe abilities."

"You should not interrupt so easily, child," the woman said. A spark of laughter touched her eyes. "I understand completely. Did you forget how hard life was for me, when it seemed I had no talents, and for Khyber? Yes, you did," she said, her usual smile returning when Bree blushed and hung her head.

"So, what are we going to do?" Jori said. "Bree's dreaming and remembering now and she can at least reach the world of the omeehlee."

"Practice," Khyber said with a grin. "When we were little, Twist-Feather would keep watch on Bree's dreams and link me in if something happened, so I could help her figure things out when she woke up."

"Are you going to move in with us? Ouch!" She hissed and started to pull away from Gaylen's hands. The healer woman kept her grip on Jori's arm.

"Healing always has its painful moments," Gaylen said, nodding her silver-streaked dark head. "You, young warrior, will spend this day relaxing. No matter what your duties are. Hear me?" She smiled and chuckled when Jori nodded, wide-eyed. "I would prefer Bree coming home for the summer, but that would disrupt her routine too much, wouldn't it?"

"I could let people know that the famous Khyber St. Lawrence is looking for a summer residence, somewhere quiet, and I'd be willing to teach classes this summer for the college and for the community," Khyber mused. "That's how I met the last two exile children I found." Twist-Feather let out a yip and glared at the woman from the safety of Bree's arms. "Sorry," she said with a chuckle. "We found."

"You'd live here on campus?" Bree asked. "That'd be great."

"I could even ask to live in a dormitory."

"Why not say you're doing research for a new book?" Dayree offered. "Then you'd have the perfect excuse to request a room. They'd put you with students staying for summer classes, not in one of those fancy guest houses they have."

"Abehla, you're a genius." She hugged her grandmother.
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When Bree and Jori came back to the dormitory after breakfast and their morning class, they discovered Khyber standing in the doorway of the resident advisor, Gloria's apartment, talking with the woman. Khyber turned just enough for them to see her wink. Twist-Feather hung from her shoulders, a limp monkey-shaped fur rug--in silver fur with huge amber eyes, and a tail that sprouted and absorbed feathers in time with the music blasting through the ceiling above. Jori and Bree smothered their giggles as they hurried up the steps to their room.

"I have to admit, I feel better knowing Khy and Twist-Feather will be close," Bree said. "I had a few scary dreams last night."

"Could be anxiety dreams, not traveling to other worlds," Jori offered.

"I know. I have to learn to read my dreams all over again. This is what I've wanted for so long, but now I'm scared."

"Be careful what you wish for, remember?"
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That night, Bree concentrated on Iris, on her memories of the world of sky and clouds, trying to recall more details so she could control her entrance into that dimension. What did that world feel like? What kind of energy pulsed through it? How did the air smell and taste? All she needed was some recognition point, a mental scent that would lead her to the right path.

When Bree finally dreamed of that world without ground, without limits, she thought perhaps it was just that--dream, and not her mind dream-walking to find her goal.

Why do you doubt? that familiar chiming voice said. It sounded like laughter and tickled across Bree's mind.

You would not believe the time I've had trying to get back here. I know it was a lot easier when I didn't remember between visits. She laughed. Laughter was so much easier in this world where her emotions weren't dulled and clogged by her physical body.

Show me, the omeehlee commanded. Tendrils of violet and fern green cloud reached out for Bree, enfolding her.

Obediently, Bree thought back to her dreams of the night before. The flapping of leather wings and the howling of the scorching wind grew louder, as if remembering conjured her dream into reality. Bree tasted again the sand in the air, felt her body protest the heat that sucked moisture and life from her.

You must beware, Iris said after several long moments when the other clouds and fantastical birds drew closer, as if forming a defensive wall around Bree. There are those who would force you to open the way into other worlds, so they can suck it dry of all life and joy. They will tempt you and they will terrify you, whatever tactic will open your mind and will to their leading. Beware.

What are they? Bree felt like she had when she tried swimming over her head for the first time. She kept reaching for something to hold onto, to stand on. Here in mid-air there was nothing and for the first time she could remember, she had a sensation of imminent falling.

We know of just one world, one foul tribe. One is more than enough.

What are they called? What do they look like?

We call them occianno. They are like us, in that they have no physical body, but how they touch your mind and imagination is how they manifest when they enter your reality. As they are now, they have no real power except what illusions they put into your mind. Once you open the way for them, they will take on forms that will cause terror and death, which shall give them more power, and then they can reach to any worlds they wish. Everything that can be done to block them must be done. No sacrifice is too great, for the good of all creation.

That's what Jori and the other Solars do, she responded after digesting that information. They guard Unipuri to keep evil from getting out, and more evil from getting in.

You must do the same, little one. The cloud's colors softened and turned dull with sorrow. Come to us whenever you wish, and we will help you. Ask, and we will come back with you to your world, sharing your body, to strengthen you. We share common cause.

What if the occianno manage to get into somebody's mind, and share their bodies, like you did with me? she countered.

They cannot force their way in, just as we cannot. They deceive, so those who can act as doorways either submit in fear or welcome them.

They can't beat me, as long as the battle stays out of the physical?

No. They cannot. Give them a base to work from, and we have no idea of the result.

Iris' words, and the support of all the omeehlee, rang through Bree's mind when she woke from her dream-walk. She lay staring at the ceiling all the rest of the night, until dawn came. Then she went in search of Khyber, who had moved into an empty dorm room in the basement--empty because it was next to the laundry room. It guaranteed a measure of privacy.

"Interesting," was Khyber's only comment, when Bree related her dream journey.

"What am I going to do?" Bree demanded. "Khy, I'm scared."

"I'd be worried if you weren't scared." She leaned back against the cinderblock wall, painted pale blue on this floor. "The important thing is to learn discipline. Learn to control your thoughts. Learn to control your dreams. I know." She grinned and continued stroking Twist-Feather, who was little more than a long, flabby sausage of indigo fur this morning. "Easier said than done, huh? I don't really have any answers, Bree. I'd give anything to have them for you. We're filar. Your problems are mine. Your joys are mine."

"Same here."

"I'll ask Abehla today when I go for lunch. No way am I going to subject myself to cafeteria food summer term." She shivered, which conjured up a grin on her cousin's face. "Consider this, though, while I'm away. Kl'resti can shift shape constantly. Did you ever wonder why?" Khyber shoved Twist-Feather off her lap. The creature flowed to the floor and melted into a tiny dog-shape--still indigo--and scampered over to the other bed where Bree perched.

"Some people speculate the kl'resti have no real shape of their own. They could be spirit-world creatures, like the omeehlee, who don't take on physical bodies until they enter a physical world. That's why we don't see any cubs or kittens or whatever you call their young, when we do manage to stumble into their homeworld. Because it's an illusion of solid, physical fact. Twist-Feather latched onto Jo'am because she wanted to come to a physical world. Maybe she stays with us because she knows we're her best bet for getting home."

"Would you like to go home, Twist-Feather?" Bree murmured. The kl'resti sneezed and batted at Bree's nose before jumping down to the ground. She dove under the desk, already set up with Khyber's portable typewriter and tape recorder.

"I'd take that as a 'no', you think?" Khyber said, laughing.

"Could Twist-Feather stay with me a few nights? To guard and follow my dreams?"

"I'll ask her."

That was the only answer Khyber could give. Nobody could make Twist-Feather do anything she didn't want to. If Khyber was right, and Twist-Feather in her natural state was just as intangible as omeehlee and occianno, then that made perfect sense.
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That afternoon, Jori and Bree walked into the dormitory and saw their names on the dry-erase board Gloria used to let the girls know she wanted to talk to them. There were two general divisions of messages the resident advisor gave the girls; either the girls brought their bad news on themselves, or something had happened to the people important to them.

"Can't be my folks," Jori mused, as they stepped through the door that separated the residence floors from the dorm lobby and lounge. "Gloria wouldn't ask you to come see her too."

"Can't be mine, either. Khyber could get hold of me faster," Bree returned. She reached Gloria's door and knocked first.

When their dorm advisor opened the door, a tall, red-haired woman was visible in the tiny living room of the apartment. She wore faded jeans and had a loose green blouse tied around her waist, over a white T-shirt, and brown sandals. Though she looked relaxed enough, Bree saw the tension in the upright posture, the stiffness of her hands resting in her lap, the lines forming around her mouth.

"There you two are," Gloria said with a smile. "Come on in--your timing is perfect. Dr. Gregory, these are Alex's roommates."

"Is Alex all right?" Jori blurted.

"She will be." Dr. Gregory stood. "My sister died two days ago." A brightness of tears touched her eyes and her lips trembled a little as both girls expressed their sympathy.

"You want us to pack up Alex's things?" Bree offered.

"No. She's planning to come back after the funeral, if you're still planning on rooming together."

"You'd better believe it," Jori said, and Bree echoed her. 

"Alex and her father are staying with me for a few days, until the funeral is over. If you two would like to come to dinner, we'd love to have you."

When Dr. Gregory drove away two hours later, she had books for Alex to study and catch up on her classes. Bree and Jori shared Alex's class with her, and they hurried to the library to use the copy machine on all their notes, to help their roommate. Alex's aunt told them a little about herself as they ran around the campus together, making arrangements for Alex.

"Lucid what?" Jori said with a laugh. She nudged Bree, who was busy trying to calculate how many dimes she needed to make her copies.

"Lucid dreaming," Dr. Gregory said. She leaned back against the counter and tilted her head back, turning from side to side to stretch her neck muscles. "There's a great deal we can learn from our dreaming, if we can just learn to control it."

Bree thought for a moment her stomach had dropped into the basement of the library. She looked slowly to the left to meet Jori's gleaming eyes, then turned back just as slowly to look at the doctor. Had Alex told her aunt about Bree's strange dreams that ran parallel to real events--or her own continuing dreams of the spaceship, for that matter?

"We're making wonderful progress at Lyndvale, studying the human brain. Once we figure out a way to trigger its functions, we can control healing and learning. We could even predict and prevent dementia, and repair brain damage by reprogramming the brain to use previously untapped areas. My specialty is dreams, though." She smiled and tilted her head to one side to regard the girls. "Most people give me those odd looks that usually mean they think I'm crazy, but they're afraid to say so. Why don't you look ready to bolt?"

"Dreams are Bree's hobby," Jori said.

"Really?" 

"I keep a journal, trying to make sense of what I see. My father kept a dream journal and he encouraged me to do it, too." Bree shrugged and returned to studying the copy machine.

"How interesting. I'd like to talk to your father. Alex said you lived in the county, too?"

"Daddy died when I was little," she half-whispered.

"Oh, I'm sorry."

Bree was almost grateful for the awkward silence that followed, punctuated by the hum and groan-click of the copy machine as it ate through the stacks of class notes.

"Could I ask you two for some help? The funeral is Friday," Dr. Gregory hurried on, when both girls nodded. "I'm having a reception at my house afterwards, to feed all the out-of-towners and let everybody decompress before we all get dumped into the real world. Would you help me with the food and such? Alex will be busy being the Colonel's little girl for all the military visitors, but I know she'd appreciate you two being there, at least."

"Count me in," Bree hurried to say, before her instincts slammed on the brakes.

"Me, too." Jori slipped the last dime into the copy machine and tapped the orange 'print' button. And winced when the light bar slid across the glass with the cover still up.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"So, any new dreams?" Alex asked, when she and Jori and Bree had been sitting in silence on her aunt's patio for nearly fifteen minutes.

Bree startled, nearly rising to her feet. She glanced at Jori.

"Anything new about your spaceship?" Jori countered with a grin that was visible despite the shadows filling the lush, bush-encircled back yard.

Dr. Gregory had a house in the 'Old' section of Lyndvale. Four bedrooms, three stories, with the library, her study and her music room downstairs. She had a little conservatory off her terracotta tiled kitchen where she grew herbs--"One of my hobbies is experimenting with old folk remedies"--and vegetables for winter eating. The house was like those of other tenured professors at Lyndvale, but Dr. Gregory was relatively new to the staff. She had explained that she decorated to relax, and she liked her privacy after a hectic day in academia and the lab.

"I think the spaceship has gone away," Alex said after a few seconds of gazing up at the stars. "It's funny..."

"What?" Bree prodded softly.

"The dreams stopped right after I...you're going to think I'm crazy, but I got mad in my dream and I yelled at the captain and the doctor. I'm sure it was the doctor, because I kept begging her for something to help Mom and she kept shaking her head and telling me that helping would just cause more trouble for everyone. I yelled at them and told them to leave me alone, and then I stopped having my dreams." She managed a dry chuckle. "Weird, huh?"

"Nope, considering the kinds of dreams I've been having." Bree wished she could link minds with Jori like she could with Khyber, if Twist-Feather participated. "Alex, have you talked to your aunt about your dreams?"

"You mean, like get a summer job lying on the table and letting her take readings from my brain all night?" She twitched, then slapped at her arm. "Got it."

"What?" Jori sounded like she was miles--or maybe worlds--away.

"Mosquitos. Let's go in." Alex stood and shoved the redwood chair back under the awning of the patio.

"I've had some weird ones, and some fantastic ones," Bree offered as they went inside.

"What qualifies as fantastic?"

"Bree's got a boyfriend." Jori snickered and dashed up the half-flight of steps into the kitchen.

"Boyfriend? In your dreams?" Alex smiled, and the expression almost looked normal.

Inside the kitchen, the warm lights helped to soften but couldn't hide the dark smears under her eyes. The last few week of vigil by her mother's bedside had not been kind to her. There were new lines around Alex's mouth and sharper definition to her cheekbones. She had cut her hair short, instead of braiding it.

"Not really my boyfriend, but I can always dream, can't I?" Bree hated it when her face warmed up like that--which only made her face get warmer.

Ari flickered through her dreams every other night, it seemed. Just a smile. A whisper of his voice. A glimpse of his faintly slanted, spruce-green eyes in the shadows. The warmth of his presence, driving away the sound and chill of approaching leathery wings.

"I keep telling her she ought to do a picture of him," Jori said.

"I haven't seen enough of him to do a complete picture," Bree retorted.

"Picture of whom?" Dr. Gregory said, coming into the kitchen with Col. Harris.

"I told you, Aunt Marissa," Alex said. "Bree does pictures of the things she dreams about. She even sketches what I describe from my dreams."

"That reminds me--I want to make copies of those sketches. You're providing me with a wonderful case study." She smirked at her niece.

"Do I get half your royalties from the book?" Alex countered.

"Who were you talking about before?"

"This guy I keep seeing in my dreams." Bree contemplated kicking Jori for bringing up the topic. 

"I ought to hire you for this summer's project," Dr. Gregory said. She took the last of the coffee out of the coffeemaker hanging from the underside of the cupboard. "Jack?"

"Thanks, no," Col. Harris said. "I'm already past my limit if I want to get any sleep tonight."

"What do you say?" she continued. "Could you use some spare cash? The hours are easy, and Alex will be here to make sure I don't mistreat my subjects."

"I'll think about it," Bree hedged.

"Bring those sketchbooks when you come Friday?"

She couldn't do anything but agree. In a sense those sketches were Alex's property, since the images came from her mind, even if Bree did do all the work of drawing and coloring. She wondered if she should try to draw Ari from all the pieces she had glimpsed the last few nights, or try to really find him tonight.

Would that help, or hurt matters?
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In the hushed rustling of whispering, somber voices during the funeral reception, the crash of the glass pitcher falling from Dr. Gregory's hand to the tile floor was as loud as a shriek. It didn't disturb the guests in the living room and dining room, caught up in their post-funeral commiserating and comforting.

Bree nearly dropped the sketchpad. Jori, sitting next to her, put down her plastic cup of lime punch before she dropped it. They were alone in the kitchen for the moment, helping Dr. Gregory handle the food. Alex and Col. Harris were trapped with the funeral guests. Alex's mother had been buried that morning.

"Are you okay?" Bree stood and snatched a dishrag from the sink and hurried over to where Dr. Gregory knelt, picking pieces of cut glass from the puddle of water and lemon slices.

"Fine." Dr. Gregory brushed her hair back from her pale face.

"You don't look fine." Jori brought over the garbage pail from under the sink, and a wad of paper towels to protect their fingers as they picked up broken glass.

"No, really. Just--I suppose your drawing startled me." She tried to laugh. "Who is it supposed to be?"

"Ari." Bree grimaced and shrugged, not at all surprised by the woman's confused look. "Jori says he's my boyfriend, but since we've never met except in my dreams..."

"You've never seen him before?"

"Dr. Gregory, do you know him?" Jori asked in a quiet voice that somehow rang through the kitchen, off the dishes in the sink and the French doors leading to the little conservatory.

"Bree, Alex told me how you have a tendency to see things in your dreams. She said you knew when Jori was sick, and when her parents were hurt, and you've helped her a few times. The rotten child wouldn't go into any details, of course." She rested a damp hand on Bree's bare arm. "I wasn't going to say anything until you brought it up. But if you see real things, real events in your dreams--"

"Who is he?" Bree demanded, her voice just a little louder than normal. She congratulated herself on her control.

"I know him as Daniel. He was a student here at Lyndvale. But we'll talk about that tomorrow. If it's all right with you?"

Bree hesitated, though she knew already what she was going to say. If Dr. Gregory could help her find some answers, who was she to hold back? She knew already she could trust this woman, just because she was Alex's aunt. She wouldn't dare mention Rehdonna and the exiles and being a Taksearhe--but if Dr. Gregory could help her understand her dreams so she could control her gift, Bree was willing to trust her.

"Sure," she said, nodding. "I mean, if we decide it's really worth your time."

"Oh, it will be," Dr. Gregory assured her. "That sketch alone..." She shook her head and walked over to the sink to pick up another pitcher, this one in green glass, and turned on the faucet to fill it.
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"Aunt Marissa got to you, huh?" Alex murmured, sneaking up behind Bree. She offered a lopsided grin when her roommate whirled on her. "I'm sorry. I should have thought, but I guess we were both looking for something to talk about besides Mom, and I started telling her about my spaceship dreams and she told me about her program and then she tried to talk me into transferring over to Lyndvale State again and I said I didn't want to leave my friends."

"It's okay. Maybe I'll get some answers." Bree turned around the sketchbook she had been holding. "I scared her with this."

"Him? What's so scary about Daniel?"

"You know him?" She almost dropped the sketchbook.

Alex nodded and took a perch on the stool at the counter.

The sound of voices in the living room had faded away in the last two hours. Bree and Jori had either loaded all the dirty dishes into the dishwasher or washed them, and Dr. Gregory was working on the last few serving pieces from the buffet, bringing them in for emptying. Alex on the whole looked better than she had for the last few days, as if the funeral had been the last great hurdle and now she was regaining her balance.

"Alex..."

Her roommate beckoned with a jerk of her head and led the way down the hall and up the back flight of stairs. "I met him when we first moved to Martin's Lake. He's maybe three, four years older than us. Here." She gestured at a wall collage, different sizes and styles of frames.
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