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Chapter 1 - Introduction

A mage turns dream into vision.

- Awakenings, Dreamer's Handbook

Eric was runningNot this nightmare agaijrhe thought.

He was gazing ahead, his eyes seeing only thewjale his next two or three steps
would land. The surroundings were nothing but aess blur he was running through.
His mind worked frenetically to see not what wasah but what was behind: two
goblins half his height trying to catch up to hidric could very clearly see in his mind
the dark green skin and the multitude of thosetgourooked teeth. They were swinging
small clubs made from hard wood, the smoothnessath was most likely forged by a
lot of clobbering action. Eric could not stop emwsng the jagged teeth and burnished
weapons, since he was constantly hearing a griratidgnunching "rawbrawrawrblr"
sound coming from behind - a sound similar to tifat hungry dog attacking a bare
bone.

| hate this nightmare. | hate it hate it hate itii§ is the sixth time already.

Eric tried to increase his pace, reasoning thatt gfublin legs should be no match for
an energetic, young boy. When he sprinted aheadyrttund became muddy and his
rapid steps sluggish. The rambling sound became dhstant just for a moment, then
returned with the same intensity. With a feelingedignation, Eric resumed his normal
pace and the ground was solid again.

This is my dream! | should be able to dream whatewant, not these stupid
nightmares...

Still running forward, Eric tried to push the théug of failure out of his mind. There
was a kind of calming rhythm to making one stepratte other, but the grinding sound
intruded each time he tried to let the pace sobihéeelings. The dread he was hearing
was also the dread he was feeling. His whole boaly tense, but the knot in his stomach
was the worst.

Why can't | do something?!

A new feeling was growing alongside the fear: angeic was angry not at the
goblins, but at himselt:m weak, I'm pitiful He felt the anger stir up inside him,



displacing some of the fear. He instinctively knaat this is something he could use,
and tried to intensify it.

"Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarrrgh!”

He let out his anger in what seemed to be parttspau scream, and part battle cry.
His anger propelled him forward; he didn't even fee steps but seemed to float ahead
with haste. He kept going in this half-consciowests long as he could.

The moment the cloud of anger receded from his nthelfear came back more
powerful than before: his stomach tightened antdre over as if a powerful force
punched him. Eric misplaced a step and fell.

Get up get up get up, they're going to get youefdaster faster-

What little sense of balance he had, abandonedHismind was in a state of panic;
his heart raced arrhythmically and cold sweat Widseacould sense. Trapped in the
nightmare, he continued to stumble forward.

Running seemingly forever with the smell of swead &ar in one's nose would weary
anyone, and it was getting to Eric too. He wagltwérunning and tired of being in a
state of fear. The path he was following led aceoskallow riverbed, where he absent-
mindedly hopped through the stepping stones.

Not long after passing the river, exhaustion fynalverpowered the fear: Eric
stumbled a few more steps and put his hands dknkeiss to prevent himself from
collapsing. His lungs burned with each strugglingdth, and when he noticed this
particular pain, he became aware of all the achingcles in his body. He kept
breathing: in-out-in-out-in-out, until his breathisettled into a more relaxed rhythm. He
rolled down and stretched out on his back.

Abruptly, he remembered the reason he was rundimgght and lifted his head to see
where the goblins are. He saw two small shapdsamlistance, jumping up and down on
the riverbankHaha, they don't like wateHe closed his eyes, let his head slump back
down and succumbed to fatiguéne grass feels so nice...

* % %

It felt good to just lie there, body and mind thagbly exhausted. It was the kind of
rest that invigorated from deep within one's sMémories of the nightmare faded away
into the distance.



When Eric opened his eyes, he noticed how warnsuhsghine felt on his face. He
grabbed a chunk of grassy earth just to experitmesensation of touch. The leaves of
the trees around him never seemed more vivid dhdfflife - he could see the hue and
motion of every single leaNow this is what a dream should be liki¢felt as if the sun
shined happiness to earth and nature respondeddnwith Eric in the middle of this
magical motion. He quietly enjoyed being part o texperience for a small eternity.

"Hello there."

Eric turned his head, and saw a young woman witbpem smile and long blond hair.
He got to his feet and said "Hi."

"I'm Annie. What's your name?"

"My name is Eric. Nice to meet you," he said foripal
"Very nice to meet you too, Eric. Is this your fitsne here?"
"l guess so... Where are we?"

"Wonderful, welcome to Dream Camp! Well, technigathese are the training
grounds of Dream Camp. | see you have alreadyedttmsome of the deep magic here -
nicely done! Anytime you fall asleep, just rememtter feeling of magic and you'll be
able to dream here."

"Thank you." Eric looked around, but he didn't ageamp anywhere. He wasn't feeling
particularly magical, either. A thought hit him,cahe said it out loud: "Hey! How do you
know I'm dreaming? Isn't this supposed to be mwaif'

Annie smiled warmly at him. She pointed down théh@and offered Eric her hand.
"Come, everyone is at the Playground. We can talkgathe way."

Eric pondered for a moment, and took her hand.v&tsetaller than him; her scent
reminded him of a big sister he never had. A fgetihloneliness passed over him at the
thought, but that moment went away as quickly asaihe. "Okay, let's go."

"Dreams would be boring if we were the only onesadning them,” Annie explained
as they went. "Sometimes we want to dream our awards, but sometimes we wish to
share them with others. Dream Camp is a place whkerean master the magic of dreams
together. When | was your age, | spent most of nepihtime here with friends, playing
and learning. Now that I'm grown up, | realizedkelit here the most, so | came back to
play and learn some more," Annie grinned. "l atydd help out youngsters such as
yourself."

Annie paused for a moment. "Let me show you somgttiReady?"



Eric shrugged, then nodded. The next step theyteekned like a hundred, and he felt
a bit dizzy. "What was that?"

"It's called teleportation magic. The fastest wagét someplace is to just be there!
Don't you agree?" Annie laughed heartily. "Walkiadpetter only if you want to enjoy
the scenery."

Eric recovered from his vertigo and looked arourtte sunshine, leaves and grass had
the same vivid brilliance, but the arrangementeés was different from a moment ago.
Awesome!

"How did you do that?"

"Easy peasy," Annie said proudly, "you just haveitactice a lot." She pointed to the
left of the path. "Tell me, what do you see overé?"

Eric glanced to where she was pointing, but hieowisvas clouded. "Sorry, something
must have gotten into my eyes." He rubbed his gyesluced a tissue from his pocket
and tugged at the corners of his eyes until hedceeg clearly.

There was a wooden table under a big tree, withid@ches on the wider sides. An
old man with a long white beard was sitting ontiide, a big hammer in his hand,
occasionally banging on what seemed to be a clurlikyfashioned television set. It
seemed to Eric the image was caught between neittiinnels and showing lot of
static.

"Isn't he too old to be a repairman?"”
Annie had an amused expression. "Why? What do ge@"s
"A bearded old guy with a broken tv and a hammemy\8o you ask?"

"Repairman, huh?" Annie smirked. "That's Master. Bt&s not a repairman, well, not
quite. And you're never too old for anything!" Stentinued walking along the path.

"He's responsible for all this," Annie waved arowvith her hand, "all the trees, all the
sunshine, and he makes sure there are no nightimaaesidents in Dream Camp. You
can discuss with him whose dream this actuallipus he'll say something like 'everyone
dreams everyone' and then go on talking for hodstiie scratched her head. "Honestly,
I don't always understand what he says, but Mdstelis a great person. When he's
working, like now, I'm not sure what he's doindheit but our minds fill in the blanks in
a way to make at least a little bit of sense, yoovk? Minds are tricky that way." She
nodded to herself.

"So, he's like a janitor?"



Annie burst out laughinghe does that a IoEric noted. He thought Annie was a little
crazy, but there was a kind of warmth to her andida't mind this kind of crazy.

"Well, 1 wouldn't call him that, but | believe heowld like that title."” Annie pointed a
little to the right of the path. "The Playgroundhsit way, not far from here. Should we
teleport or walk all the way?"

Yeehaw, real magidric was determined to pay more attention this time
"Teleport! Please."

She nodded, lifted her right hand and made a wawiotion from front to back. This
time Eric braced for vertigo and resisted the diegs. A field with plenty of playful
contraptions zoomed into view almost at once. Hedaezens... no, hundreds of boys
and girls of all ages; everyone running, hoppimgnging, pushing, pulling, jumping,
climbing, talking, yelling... or even hovering abogeund while training what seemed
to be a kind of martial art. Most of the playgrowglipment was made out of wood, but
some of it was grown out of living trees. Treeh@,$eo, were everywhere; tiny to large,
all shapes and sizes. There were so many kidsyloer he focused on one of them or a
group, the space between seemed to grow largelidritt feel crowded at all. When he
stopped focusing, the racket became more pronowruesl again. Eric rubbed on his
eyes, pondering the idea that he might be dreamirgam within a dream.

"Cool, huh? Just try to ignore the noise. Let e §omeone to show you around."
Annie thought for a moment, then raised two fingerthe mouth and blew a mighty,
high-pitched whistle. "I think it's best if you sk yourself what this place is like. We
can talk later about any questions you might have."

A point approached from the distance - it seemdatitay half of all the noise coming
from the Playground with i\ dog!Eric saw a big dog with white and curly fur
approaching rapidly. Two kids were riding on thg'ddack, yelling and screaming at
the top of their lungs. The yelling stopped onlyantihe riders arrived and dismounted
from the dog.

"Hi teacher! Hi! Hi teacher!"

Annie smiled and made a welcoming gesture. "Bdys,i$ Eric. Eric, this is Duke,"
she patted the dog, "and the two mischief-makerKgle and Lyle."

Kyle and Lyle both had shiny black hair and beaygiyse They were several years
younger than Eric; maybe around kindergarten age.

"Are you guys twins?" Eric asked.

"No, just brothers. We look more alike here tharneal life," said the one on the left as
he stretched himself upright, "but I'm the oldeeSn



"Kyle is saying that only because I'm the handsom&" Lyle turned his head
sideways to show off his short ponytail.

Kyle rolled his eyes and patted Lyle on the headie bromptly patted him back, and
the two started throwing light, but fast punchesands one another.

"Boys! Boys. | have a mission for you." When thiegatopped, she continued. "l need
someone to show Eric around and help him find affemads. Are you up to the task?"

Kyle nodded. "Sure. Do we get stickers?"

"Yes-yes, stickers please Annie teacher!" Lylenetged at once.

"All right. You'll get a sticker each, but you'lalie to do an excellent job!"
Kyle and Lyle nodded vigorously in agreement.

Annie reached into her pocket, took out two stiskaand handed them over. "l almost
forgot,” she searched her pocket, took out a bowkdodfered it to Eric. "This is for you."

Eric took the book and examined it. The leathemyecdelt pleasant to the touch. The
words 'Dreamer’'s Handbook' were written with biteles on the front cover.

"Thank you. What is this?"

"Well, it's a book. A good one. You can look thingsif you don't understand
something, or you can just read it from beginnimgnd if you're the studious kind. Just
keep it on yourself; you never know when it comebandy. You can make it fit into any
small pocket - Kyle and Lyle will show you how iéeded. Are you all ready to go?"

They nodded.

Annie patted Duke, "Take good care of them, okay?"

Duke inclined his head slightly and closed his dgess moment longer than usual.

"Off you go! Have fun!"

The three of them slowly climbed on top of DukeeTog grew to the size of a small

horse, alleviating Eric's worries for its well-bgirEric waved goodbye to Annie, and
firmly grabbed onto the white fur as Duke startedning towards the Playground.



Chapter 2 - Sphere Magic

Circles are symbols of wholeness and boundarypiheir own they're too perfectly symmetric
to exist in any awareness. Squares are symbolstahde and form, but on their own they are
quickly stripped of any meaning by infinities andided singularities.

The study of circles is zen, and the study of segi& mathematics. Physicists square circles and
call them quantum strings, whereas magi circle seguand call it magic.

Imagination in motion gives form to magic - and efghmagic is the most basic tool in a mage's
arsenal.

- Key Abstractions of Theoretical Magic,
Dreamer's Handbook

"Stop dragging me."

The sky was full of stars and the starlight weak®dalm and delicate magic. In a
much less delicate way, Kyle and Lyle were gripdtrng's hands and dragging him
towards a nearby campfire.

"You're too slow! We're not dragging you - you aoéding us back!"

Eric opened his mouth to point out the fault initlheasoning, but he closed it without
saying anything and resigned to his fdteere's no point in arguing with people who can
out-yell youDespite his current predicament, Eric was gratefue to their word, the
boys showed him the many nooks and crannies d?lgnground - and they did so at
breakneck speed. It was much fun.

"We're here!"
The fire burned with steady red and yellow flaneso girls were sitting close to each
other on the circular bench around the fire: thex-dteired girl was slightly taller than the

smiling redhead. As far as Eric could tell, bothrevabout his age.

Kyle dropped his backpack on the bench and gestorderic to sit. He cleared his
throat in a grandiose manner.

"Dear Lucy, Eric and Rose! Lyle and | have decittesd from now on, you three are
best friends!"



As Kyle paused for dramatic impact, Eric lookedtilitale expressions: the black-
haired girl had a mild look of disapproval, whiteetred-haired girl's eyes sparkled just a
bit more. Neither of them said anything, and Ehoakled.They too know not to argue
with these two forces of nature!

Kyle continued, "To celebrate this magnificent &ioa, we have bacon!"

"Really? Where did you get bacon from?" Lyle askeklispering.

"Yes, really. From Joe. Got some bread too. Maybelould give him some stickers
in exchange," Kyle whispered back.

Lyle nodded. "Let's get sticks for the bacon."”
As soon as the brothers departed on their quegtteer pointy sticks of wood, the red-
haired girl's smile turned into laughter. It quickhfected the other two and they all burst

out laughing.

"Unbelievable!" The dark-haired girl was shaking head and laughing at the same
time.

"The little devils are so hilarious!" The red-hairgirl wiped a tear from her face.
"Eric, it is very nice to meet you. My name is Rosed this is Lucy. It's delightful to
have new best friends," she chuckled.

"Hello, indeed," replied Eric with a shy smile. Bjgent a heartbeat searching for other
words to say. "Have you been in Dream Camp for?ng

"Not too long," Rose said. "l was here first, ahd two of us met at the Playground
few days ago."

Lucy nodded.

"Most of the kids there are younger than us," Rus#inued. "The deeper you go into
the Playground, the younger they are. It's funldy with toddlers; their dreams are shiny
and they're so awed by everything... but... it getsng after a while.”

"Quite boring," Lucy affirmed.

"When we met, we decided to team up and look farething more interesting to do...
How about you? When did you get here?" Rose asked.

"Recently, | think. | was in a nightmare being asand then..." Eric was interrupted
by a loud chanting noise.

"Ba-con! Ba-con! Ba-con! Ba-con!"



The brothers returned with a huge pile of prunadl evarpened sticks. "Turns out there
was already a bundle just over there," Lyle saitth\&imixture of triumph and
sheepishness. "Let's eat bacon! Ba-con! Ba-corddsd*

Lucy smiled and Rose rolled her eyes.

Bacon trumps conversatiokric realized that some facts of life just havééo
accepted at face value and joined in on the chgntin

* % %

Things simmered down considerably after the fo@dplpeared completely into the
bellies of the bacon fellowship. Kyle and Lyle wenecking around with their stickers,
and the others were able to maintain a conversatithrout being interrupted by too
many loud noises.

"Classes?! What do you mean, 'classes"?"

Eric felt his sense of balance tip unpleasamtypend my days in school; | don't want
to spend my nights dreaming about them &t didn't exactly hate school: his grades
were good and he loved learning together with t&etHowever, what he didn't like was
memorizing things he would happily forget the ngay - that was just meaningless and
boring.Dreaming about school is a special kind of nightenaltogether.

"Don't worry, you don't have to attend. We sure'dohLyle said without looking up.

"It's true," Lucy said. "There are classes, butdlseno school: no grades, no
requirement to attend, and anyone can start a iflds=y have something to offer. Let
me just check..."

Lucy pulled out her copy of the Dreamer's Handbaod flipped a few pages. "Yes,
it's here in the introduction: no tests either @tder the three nightmare classes. If you
pass the final test you may visit the Outpost ooganissions to help others battle their
nightmares."

Battling nightmaresNow that was more like it! That was a thought tadke to
Eric's warrior spirit and made his blood boil! Tingt-too-distant memory of running
from jagged goblin teeth was still a sore spohart in his side...

"Look!"



Kyle brushed away his stickers and held up his haok. A big sticker with the words
'assistant teacher' dominated the back cover. "WWé& gom Mr. Smith for helping with
the advanced nightmare class!"

He flipped through the back pages of the book, shgwff a multitude of affixed
stickers, many of them labeled 'mischief'. Everdinf text from the last chapter have
fallen prey to the invasion of stickers.

Lucy nodded. "Assistant teacher, impressive!"

"Are all the adults here teachers?" Eric asked.

Rose shrugged, and Lucy looked to Kyle.

"No," Kyle said, "but, those who aren't... | thisgmething is wrong with them."

"Like that ghost we saw, right?" Lyle asked.

Kyle nodded reluctantly. "Adult students occasibnattend some of the classes, and
those adults talk and behave like normal adultfRdoely, we see adults who are just
walking around and not paying attention to anythiitts like they don't believe they're

really here or something."

Lyle jumped up with an excited expression and mairdt Lucy. "l remember! Joe said
they have been Lucy-ed!"

Kyle frowned. "He said ‘'lucid’, it's a word. Hed#nose adults aren't lucid enough.
They just walk around and then they're gone." Hm®kthis head. "Poor adults,
something must be really wrong with them."

"l see," Eric said.

Adults often act like they know everything, but&hiad a growing suspicion that they
don't really know all that mucfhey just pretend to knoWany times when he asked a
guestion, he was told the question is stupid argthtd up. In the beginning, he thought it
was his fault for asking stupid questions, but smes other adults did give answers
that made sense and then the questions didn'stopkd at allSo why tell me to shut up?
Even if I'm stupid, how should | get smarter withasking questions?

Eric's contemplative mood was broken by Rose.

"You know... | already went to one class," Rosel sai

"Really? How come you didn't tell me?" Lucy asked.

Rose shrugged. "It didn't come up and you didikt'as



Lucy and Eric looked at her attentively, encourgdier to continue the story.

"Well, it was sphere magic class. The teacher tatkeand on... it was interesting, but
| forgot most of what he said. | know sphere magjithe most rudimental of all magic -
once you shape a magic sphere you can make fisedoadl whatnot out of it."

"l remember reading about this..." Lucy consulted tbook. "Got it! Page 23. 'Sphere
magic forms the basis of all of the following maajitechniques or disciplines, but is not
limited to them: fire, water, air, earth magic aldsecondary as well as tertiary
elemental magic (e.g. storm or lava magic), paragic, focus magic, elementary
healing, basic conjuration, time travel, protectmagic, transformation and
transmutation..." Wow, the list goes on for mom@nthalf a page.” Lucy looked up from
the book. "Sorry, please continue."”

Sounds excitingeric thought. Kyle gave a long yawn.
"Yeah, that," Rose confirmed. "Anyway, here's hawmdlerstand it."

Rose picked a twig out of the fire. "This pointrigagination,” she pointed to the
smoldering tip, "and this is movement." She wavesttvig around fast, and short, fiery,
curving lines became visible. "When you move imagon very fast, you give shape to
magic." This time she waved the twig very fast iciraular motion, and a seemingly
unmoving fiery circle appeared. Rose continued witt motion for a while, after which
she put the twig down. "My arm is getting tiredt bhope you get the idea. A circle is a
basic stable shape and so is a sphere.”

Kyle and Lyle grabbed sticks of their own and begamicking the motion. Lucy and
Eric nodded reluctantly.

"It's not that hard, but so far I've succeeded@atng a magic sphere only for a short
while. Do you want to see it?" Rose asked.

"Of course! Yes! Sure!" They answered at once.
"All right."

Rose stretched her arms and straightened her poStiue lowered her hands into her
lap, palms facing upwards one over the other, aol three deep and long breaths.

Kyle and Lyle put down the twigs. They watched Ratientively, waiting for the
magic to appear. Only the crackling of the fire arfdint chirp of crickets could be
heard.

Eric rubbed his eyes, but he couldn't yet see amytlA\s time passed, everyone
assumed the relaxed pattern of Rose's breathhage!Eric thought he saw a faint blue
light above her palms, but wasn't sure until itanged into a small blue globe of light.



The watchers held their breath; Lyle even bit anlip. The sphere turned, rotated and
grew a bit more... but after a few heartbeatsrite¢d into magical mist and dissipated.

"Whoa! One more time!" Kyle and Lyle started clappvigorously, and were joined
by Lucy and Eric.

Rose smiled wearily. "Thanks. | don't think | camitlagain so soon. It's not hard, but
it takes a lot of concentration and | need to tealot more... Well, you know what? | can
teach you and then we could train together if yaumnt/

Fervent nodding was the group's response.
"Okay."

Rose extended her left hand in front of her, paimand pointed at it from above with
her right hand. "So, just imagine a little bluergat the tip of my finger." She slowly
started making a circular motion with her inde>xgén. "Just one little point."

| hope this worksEric thought.
Lyle clenched his fists and his face contortedtke las he concentrated.

A short, thin line of starlight appeared to follole tip of Rose's finger. "Great! Now
let's do it with more speed!" She waved her firgéit faster and the blue line
strengthened and became longer. "Even more sp&bd!&nd of the line reached its
beginning - the line became a glowing circle.

"I'm going to take my hand away now, but you keepcentrating on it." She did, and
the small circle of magical energy remained flogaove the palm of her left hand.
"Okay, this was the easy part, but we're not daieNow we'll have to make many more
circles and put them together.”

"Keep concentrating on this one, but also follow tip of my finger as we make
another circle." Rose moved her left hand a bih#oside, and with her right hand she
started pointing away from herself then back ifreudar motion. A magical circle
appeared obediently as the group got the hang 8hé waited a little, and then gently
pushed the new circle onto the old one. "Next ofié@¥ third circle came into view as
she was waving from left to right, and then combiitevith the other two. "It's starting
to look like a sphere, nice work so far!"

After nine more circles, Eric tried to keep blingidown to a minimum - lest the magic
goes away if he's not looking. His thoughts antirige were flowing along the lines of
the many circles he was observing. He never coratext so deeply in his life before.

"Good job!" The surface of the magic sphere becuisible as the circles revolved
and meshed into one another. The sphere was di®size of a small juicy melon and it



shined and sparkled with magical energy. "We di¢mietter together than | could do
alone!"

Rose's praise went unnoticed as no one made anss@he saw their intense
expressions and pondered her next move. "Forgetltak there!" Her right arm flung
high into the air, pointing somewhere far away.

As their eyes followed her finger, she quietly eairher other hand upside-down and
thrust the magical sphere into the fire. Blue epdugned to red; the fire gave a loud
crackling sound and flamed up for a moment... thenbsided.

They all just sat there, blinking.

"Hey! Give us our magic ball back!" Lyle was fitstregain his senses. "That's not
fair! Not fair at all! Why did you do that?!"

Smiling, Rose presented him with her best 'innoeagel’ face.

Kyle pulled at Lyle's arm and whispered somethmyis ear. Lyle protested, but Kyle
didn't let go. Slowly, Lyle relaxed and nodded.

Kyle cleared his throat. "You have pranked us, asd token of recognition we
present you this sticker." He poked around in liskipack until he found a sticker, and
then gave it to Rose. "Our revenge will come, bhaha!"

"Thanks, | guess,” Rose said.

Eric took a deep breath. As he breathed out, hieldeal the tension of concentrating
for so long leave his mind and body. He breatheafymin, and laughed. He noticed Lucy
smiling faintly and scribbling something in her ebbok.

Rose was eager to continue. "Now you know whatblkrLet's train for real!"

* k% %

Eric decided to take a short break. After practdior hours he was tired, but not as
tired to be the first one to admit defdathey can do it, | can do itHe looked around to
see what kind of progress his friends were making.

Lucy steadily juggled a few elongated circles ofyinal energy - it didn't look like a
sphere, but it wasn't prone to disappearing eitkge and Lyle each went through the
same cycle rapidly over and over again: a sma# Bphere appeared, grew, wobbled for
a second, then grew a bit more and dispersed. fao=e best, as she managed to hold a



decent-sized ball for almost eight seconds befmsmd) concentration. She was taking
longer breaks between attempts too.

Eric sighedMaking one is easy, but keeping it from falling @g& damn hard!
Frustration, rather than exhaustion, was his maang.

Eric composed himself and gave it yet anotherArgnagical sphere grew in his hands,
withered down to only several light blue circlescame a full sphere for a short moment,
wavered, became a sphere again, and disappeaneda@scentration ran ouhgain!

It wasn't long before one of them snapped and gavet happened to be Kyle. He
held up one of his short-lived spheres and hutletlLyle. The sphere dissolved about
halfway, but Lyle didn't need any further encouragat: he threw one right back at his
brother.

Eric observed the shadowboxing of the fledgling esafpr a while, and an idea hit
him with full force.l got it! | got it! He made a small sphere, and quickly started
bouncing it from one hand to the other. The sphere wobbling, but it did not
disappear. "Look! This is working." As his back-afiedth throwing motion became less
crude, the trembling steadied as wélh, I'm a genius!

Eventually the throwing distance diminished, areltiagical sphere floated steadily
above Eric's hand.

“There!" Eric exclaimed as he lifted his hand. tJoggine you're rolling around a
marble in a bowl!!"

"Sphere in sphere, motion in motion,"” Lucy murmuueder her breath as she reached
for her notebook.

The others immediately started bouncing from onelha the other. As soon as Lyle
replicated Eric's success he threw the sphere lat inich ruffled his hair slightly.

Eric felt a sense of achievemehtwasn't a trick; | did real magicThey cheered each
other on, and there was jubilant clamor when athem succeeded.

The mood became more relaxed and elated for thefrése evening, but they called it
a night soon after. Eric, believing he was on § hald the bright idea to combine their
spheres and make a huge one.

When they did manage to make a huge ball, it priynfiell into the fire and
extinguished it with a shush.



Chapter 3 - Flying

Flying is freedom; it is the experience of movememnbined with the ability to choose any
vantage point - including one so high as to be fire@ any particular context or reality and
observe it openly from the outside. One can eveindmeof oneself: sleep is one such mechanism,
death another. A mage has more options.

- Movement and Awareness, Dreamer's Handbook

Rose, Lucy and Eric decided to take a class togeffter all. The sun was high in the
sky and the students were sitting at the bottom tafl cliff. Kyle and Lyle did not come;
they claimed to have more pressing business todateeof at the Playground.

"Flying is easy. You don't need talent or even mskih to fly. However, what you do
need is big brass buckets of courage.”

Annie began her class without much ado and weaigstirto the point, much like a
swift hawk swoops in for the kill. More than a dozeds attended the class, forming
cliques of their own.

"In dreams, the only thing keeping you from flyilsgyour own fear. Behind the fear of
flying is the fear of falling, and behind the fedrfalling is the fear of being painfully
splattered on the ground.”

Annie-the-teacher was a bit different than Annie-tlaretaker, and this was the first
time Eric encountered this side of h8he's kind of scary, but she still has that warm
smile. Hmmm.

"That's all the knowledge you need. Do you know Hoings learn to fly? They get
kicked out of the nest. | won't kick you, but illake you go on top of that cliff and see if
you have the courage to jump. Don't try to fly ygist hit the ground.”

Did she say hit the.Eric went mentally blank. A shiver ran through $sne.Did she
just say what | think she said? It can't Befew moments later the cold sweat ca@é.
my god, it's my first class and I'm going to dieic tried to convince himself it was only
a misunderstanding.

Lucy's face went pale as it drained of blood. Shlpep and said with a flat tone: "She
has a point.”

Rose did not show any expressions, but her snskpgieared.



Eric shook his head in disbelief.

"Hey, why do you all look so scared? This is a drggou won't die when you hit the
ground. Okay, maybe a little bit, but it's not sarible,” Annie said.

Annie's consoling words had the opposite effeatndmur waxed among the students.
One boy stood up, looking all nervous and readgaee.

"Wait! I'll just show you," Annie gestured for thetim sit and muttered to herself, "
hope | didn't forget how to fall..."

Annie stood in front of her students one moment@m¢he top of the cliff the next
one.

"Up here!" She waved to them, and then jumped.létey hair floated and she was
smiling on the way down. As she hit the ground,foem flattened and dispersed into
magical mist - and then there she was in fronheft once more.

"See? It's not a big deal. Don't think about it jdo it. Up you go!"

A path went around the cliff leading to the topicEsrfeet started walking, but his mind
was elsewhere. The cold sweat had its own rhythdreiwv his fear to him, pushed it
away, then drew it back again.

How could | jump“Eric envisioned all the terrible things that wobkappen to him if
he jumped down from up high in the real world. to%all, he could die. That's an
outcome so fatal and absolute it was beyond hialmhfy to imagine or fear. Worse than
that, he could be maimed, in which case he woulch@eied to pain and disability for
the rest of his life. This fear was the tugging)seating kind of fear - one that causes the
cold, swirly feeling in the stomach.

Is it possible to feel pain in a drearifhe most straightforward fear in his mind was
about the moment of impact. He imagined it agach again and again. It was painful
just to think about itMy imagination is working against m&he realization didn't help
since he couldn't stop visualizing these horrilxpegiencesThis is my dream, my mind,
| should be - no, | have to be the one in control!

Tiny rocks crackled beneath his feet.

Before he knew it, Eric was on top of the clifaishg down from the edge. For a
moment, he wished the cliff was higher so he wdalde more time climbing to the top.
The depth was ominous and welcoming.

This is it. | have to jum@Knowing in one's head that the dreamworld hasbfit
rules than the real world is very different fronokving the same thing in one's guts. His
eyes were playing a trick on him; the bottom dréeser, than it expanded to even



greater depths. He rubbed his eyes, but it diémd.Qump! Jump! JumpWWas he saying
that to himself or was it the height calling? Hast his track of time, and wasn't aware of
the others around him either.

He stood there without a sound, transfixed.
A soothing voice spoke to him: "Don't think, just id."

Eric grabbed a name out of the back of his mindni&'. Determined not to be ruled
by fear, he drew air in his lungs, silenced hisdrfor no longer than a second, and
jumped.

His mind and his fear came right back. He wasrfgliown with great speed. For a
fleeting moment, he noticed a screakm | screaming™e didn't have the time to figure
out the answer, since he hit the ground with atoigl.

The pain!For a moment of timeless time, only pain persigteuis awarenessiey!
Who's feeling the pain?

Eric opened his eyes and saw himself standingegbdittom of the cliff - no injuries.
The recent memory of pain was also a kind of paiitself, but it faded away as he
regained his senses. He took a deep breath addwatto collect himself. After several
heartbeats, a triumphant grin snuck up on his fadwet it!

"Good job!" said the soothing voice. He sensed Aisrarm around his shoulder.
"When you're ready, go do it again!"

Eric felt as if he found a well of boundless corfide. He nodded.

Going up the cliff the second time around wasntjlasmy. His steps weren't weighed
down by fear anymore and gained their youthfulrgpback. Eric saw his classmates at
the top of the cliff; all lined up on the wide lexlgnd staring down as if they were frozen
solid. A few of them were sobbing.

Eric took a deep breath and jumped for the secomel He felt fear grip him for a
second, but he purged it as soon as he recogriizdd was screaming again on the way
down, but this time it was a release and it fetidjoAfter the 'thud' at the bottom the pain
lost its edge as well.

I'm getting the hang of this

On the way up Eric heard a cry: "I'm the best inalags at school! Why can't | do
this?" It sounded like Lucy's voice, but he wasute.

She's going to be fine... Annie will help her.



When he got to the top, Eric jumped again, butahless no 'thud' this time - he landed
on his feet and got to climbing up again.

He jumped time after time, not falling, but floagidown gently. The paralyzing fear
was completely gone. After about the twentieth fiheewalked out the top edge of the
cliff, but forgot that he was supposed to fall down

Eric was levitating in the air; enjoying the gertleeze and the radiant scenery below.

After mastering the knack of throwing himself ag tiround and missing, it didn't take
much for Eric to figure out that flying wasn't tddferent from controlled falling in any
direction.Why fall down, why not fall upde swooshed around a bit, but when the
possibilities of his newfound freedom hit him, e g little dizzy and decided to take it
slow.

He noticed Rose and Lucy walking up the inclid@y should be sharedBric thought
about making a grand entrance and showing offhbutoated gently towards them
instead.

"Hey airwalker! Was it your screams we heard fir®®®@se continued before Eric
could respond. "Just kidding! | didn't even hearaomn, haha! Congratulations."

"A few more jumps and we will catch up to you!" [pds signs of recent crying, Lucy
had a wide smile on her face.

Eric thanked them and accompanied them to the top.

"See yaaaaaaaaa!" The girls jumped, and screamadty lon the way down for their
own enjoyment. Gleeful, Eric waved to them and hed)

* k% %

Eric was floating high up in the air. He didn't waém go too high or too far from the
cliff, since he wasn't sure if the class was owerim or not.

Eric felt exhilarated, but it wasn't just becausddarned to fly. He felt a kind of
serenity as well. A barely noticeable breeze tuggddm gently, and he let the soft
currents carry him.

What was it that he feltRulfillment? Sort of..Eric felt wholesome, as if a part of him
that he forgot about came back to him. He wastkiitliking as a landwalker who
happened to fly, but that was changing slowgrspective?t's not only that he saw the
world differently, but also that he saw himselffeiently in this world that became a bit



more magical to him. His possibilities... the patlya/ he can take through the world...
opened up. It was fresh air, both for his mind kmdgs.

As his mind was mapping out and pruning possibsitand his heart was doing its best
to take all these precious feelings in, along camedest revelatio'm barely
scratching the tip of the iceberg.

Eric was slowly picking up about the little thingEflying. It occurred to him that his
way of controlled fall was powerful, but crude. fiunrg and adjusting his path mid-flight
wasn't easy. He was mostly cutting through air gtrimg of straight lines - it was
technically flying, but at his current level thavasn't too much finesse or elegance to it.
I guess flying is one of those 'easy to learn, harchaster' things.

He noticed that, for some reason, flying towardaething was easier than flying
away from the same thinghat doesn't make any sense. If I'm flying towaaiaething,
I'm also flying away from something else that irethe opposite direction. Righ&ric
wasn't quite convinced by his own reasoning.

With all these thoughts in his head, he got aizitydand decided to rest. He picked
the tallest tree he could see and flew towardgoitiching the ground, even if indirectly
through the branches of the tree, was a similaegapce to that of the lift-ofMaybe...
one is like going home, the other like coming horhe.touch affirmed him in a way.

Eric enjoyed the view. From up here the trees sdambave a special arrangement.
When the wind picked up in strength for moment,wag the sunlight reflected on the
leaves changed, and the pattern he saw shiftdaiglas well. His classmates were
jumping, floating and flying around the cliff. Noe was staring down the depths
anymore.

Lucy, Rose and Annie flew leisurely towards EriosR twirled in the air, and Annie
was explaining something to them. When they gralabexdid a few of the stronger
branches, the treetop shook and swung noticeably.

"Hey!" With both hands, Eric held onto the bran@&wmas sitting on.

"Hey yourself!" Rose said with a grin. "Is this gt@r what? | used to have flying
dreams when | was little, but this is so much léttan | remember! | don't know why |
didn't think of doing this sooner!"

"Perhaps because of the whole, you know, 'we'ragdaire!' thing?" Lucy ran her hand
through her somewhat ruffled hair, but it remaingifled.

"Yeah... that," Rose said.

"How did it go?" Eric asked.



"l was very scared at first... but then | realiztdalas nothing to do with being afraid. If
| want to fly, | have to jump. Simple logic," Lusgaid.

"I'm very proud of all of you," Annie lauded. "Ey@ne deals with the fear in their
own way, and you didn't let it rule you."

"Did everyone make it in our class?" Rose asked.

Annie's smile faded away. "Sadly, no. Four studgotsthis time, out of the eighteen.
Hopefully they'll try again later, either in clasison their own," she shrugged. "Flying is
my most popular class, the turnout is great, lmainlt get everyone to fly. | used to
explain everything beforehand, but it confused scated my pupils even more. At least
my success rate is substantially higher with théshod. In the end, it's up to each person
to take the leap." Annie sighed. "l would gladlidat instead of them - but | can't.”

Rose put her hand around Annie's waist and snuggléunk you're a great teacher.
You did what you could."

"Thanks, that's what | keep telling myself." Ansismile returned. "Do you have any
other questions? | don't have anything else plafoeithis class; you're free to go if you
want."

"l have a question," Lucy said. "What is that baynd)?"

Eric looked to where Lucy pointed. He saw a smayl im a square-patterned shirt
jumping down the cliff, and then flying back alotige exact same path as he fell. Eric
observed the little boy doing this several timesuncession.

"Which one? Ah, | see who you mean." Annie smirkéek a rudimentary time-travel
method some kids subconsciously use. He doesicenbe flying back part; that's only
visible to us. | bet he plays a lot of video gamésu know, with extra lives and save
points? It's an elegant solution to the 'awaret®sgo-image' recreation problem, but it
may have complications of its own."

A look of worry appeared on Annie's face. "In fddietter go check on him and make
sure he doesn't glitch into a loop... See you d¢atgs! Have fun!"



Chapter 4 - Nightmar e Examination

In real life the default action is to sidestep thiags we fear. Don't do this, avoid that. It works
well enough - up to a point. In our dreams we oatonger pretend. We can no longer avoid our
fears, and they come rushing from the dark depttiseosubconscious, coloring our dreams in
ghastly nightmarish hues.

- Practical Guide to Nightmares,
Dreamer's Handbook

"Good day. My name is Mr. Smith."

Mr. Smith stood tall, his suit gray and stylish. H&sed his hand, and tried to adjust
the necktie he wasn't wearing. "Thank you for cagrin

Eric, Rose, Lucy and other youngsters were sittimg wide wooden platform. It was
late afternoon and the rays of the sun coloredkiyeaed. A breeze appeared once in a
while to rustle the leaves of the trees.

Eric was quite adamant about taking the nightmkgsmext, and they ended up
signing up for it. Lucy agreed it was a necessapeeence, while Rose thought it would
be an easy class.

"l will be teaching the three nightmare classeghtinare examination, nightmare
combat and nightmare mastery. This one is thedirthe three, and | hope you will
partake in the advanced classes as well. The nlastdrclass includes a trial - if you
choose to test yourself and pass, you will be @u/tb visit the Outpost, engage in
missions, and help others deal with their nightredre

Mr. Smith cleared his throat.

"Well, let us begin by familiarizing ourselves witte structure of nightmares. At the
core of every nightmare is an emotion of fear; wties fear manages to surface, it
latches onto the senses and distorts them oubpbption.”

Eric had mixed first impressions of Mr. Smith. Omedchand, he was a serious man,
who didn't smile or twitch facial muscles if he dichave to. Yet, the eyes in that stern
face were almost kind, and his strict demeanoiiexhan aura of purpose and precision.
An old-school teacheMr. Smith seemed distant, foreign even, to thibi@mce of
tranquil joyousness.

"The senses attacked first are usually sight aadifg This initial phase we call
‘encountering a nightmare', and it will be the ofitoday's class. If the nightmare is



allowed to intensify, it takes over all the sensdistorting the presence as well as the
decision-making process of the person. This phaseal 'being trapped in a
nightmare'."

Mr. Smith paused, crossed his hands in front of, laind took a few breaths before
continuing.

"Unfortunately, the process doesn't stop here. Wheightmare persists, it begins to
inflict permanent damage depending on the natuteeohightmare - whether it's overt or
covert, continuous or recurring, of variable inigner not, and so on. Common resulting
forms at this stage include mental breakdown, p&nsi anxiety, system shock and
psychosomatic stress."

Mr. Smith's left hand began to tremble and he bledicit tightly at the wrist.

"The final phase is either partial or total oblon of the ego structure. With partial
obliteration, the nightmare becomes an integral glaone’s identity and the shape..." Mr.
Smith didn't finish the sentence. The tremblingdmee more violent and pained
nervousness showed on his otherwise expressidaless'Excuse me."

Eric watched Mr. Smith turn around, retreat sevstaps, and straighten himself. He
let go of his hand which was still twitching andakimg. What's that about®ric looked
to Rose and Lucy, questioning. They replied withugh and equally puzzled looks.

After a while, Mr. Smith returned and the shakinasvgone. "l apologize for the
interruption. Hopefully, you will never experienttee more ominous stages of nightmare
progression. Nevertheless, you will surely encautitem in others, since many adults
have lived with their nightmares for so long thend know who they are without them."

There was concern in Mr. Smith's voice. He raigschhnd and pointed all-around in
an encompassing motion: "Out there are the mamdgieeams and goals which have
spiraled out of control. These nightmares turn atmllective sludge which threatens not
only the dream realms of humanity, but the reallevas well. To stop this downward
spiral, we need dreamers who are disciplined warand wise mages! The necessity is
obvious." Silence followed and Mr. Smith's gazedree lost in the distance.

Eric was taken aback by the sudden change of idrexe was urgency, and a strange
kind of sincerity in his voice-e's a peculiar fellowMr. Smith was knowledgeable, yet
gave the impression of a monotone persondlityean, who wears a gray suit in this
place?But, there was something else that didn't quitesiiic's mind worked furiously to
find a word to describe it... and churned out tleedvbroken'. Eric couldn't explain why
exactly this word got stuck in his mind, but it neaddm feel a little sad for Mr. Smith.

Mr. Smith's voice steadied and he continued withweered tone. "For the time being,
let's focus on the task at hand. I will presenig ward magic to create a minor



protective barrier, and conjuration magic to sumra@pecimen of the goblin species.
Please sit around the circle | shall form now."

A magic sphere appeared in Mr. Smith's hand ancktyuiook on a green-brown hue.
The sphere expanded to include Mr. Smith and & |pagtion of the wooden platform. A
bright circle flared where the sphere intersechtedground, and except for the occasional
shimmer, the rest of the sphere became invisibdegéstured for them to sit around the
circle.

"The creature I'm about to summon is not evil. laat from the human world, but he
lives and dreams its own dream. At times, theiadre entwine with ours, and our fears
are quick to fill the blanks of what we don't knd¥ear distorts the dream; it hides and
exaggerates. Too see past the nightmare, you baeetpast the fear. Do not be alarmed,
the goblin cannot leave the protective circle.”

Mr. Smith closed his eyes. He put his hands togethehat only his fingertips
touched, and murmured under his breath. A fladigbt appeared at the center of the
circle and disappeared just as quickly.

"Greetings Gokrag!"

There was a goblin at the center; the same kirtchdnanted Eric's dream§hose
teeth!lt had green pimply skin with charcoal markingsy #nvas wearing a tattered
loincloth. No club in either handgric noted with tense relief. The goblin grunted.

"How many of you have met a creature like this?'m&inds went up in the air, some
more hesitantly than others. "Good."

Eric's heart was beating fast, but the goblin mamwlbostile movements and there was
the protective circle as well. He calmed himselfegoblin was much less fearsome in
the flesh than in the back of Eric's mind.

"Thank you, Gokrag, for answering the summons peragreement. Please accept this
token of continued good will." Reaching behind, 8mith produced a basket filled with
food, and offered it. The goblin took the basketffed it, lowered it to the ground and
picked out a bony piece of meat. After slumpinght® ground, it took a few small bites
and began chewing slowly.

"Observe him. More importantly, observe the differe between what you saw in your
nightmares and what you see in front of you. Even,ryour perception is most likely
distorted to a lesser degree. What do you findestabout the goblin? That part is
where the nightmare latches on to inflate itself."

Eric turned to Lucy and said quietly: "The scarieghe rocket launcher on its back."

Lucy chuckled. "Shhhhhhh."



It didn't take Eric more than a few seconds toizeahat the teeth were scariest to him.
The eyes didn't look red nor demonic: just smadick and tired. Granted, the goblin was
a bit smelly, but not nearly as obnoxious to ovesiwhone's senses.

Why the teeth®ric looked at those jagged edges and yellowigtespdevouring the
meat one bite at a time. There was not much oaol#reiir arrangement; a few fangs
didn't fit inside and remained in sight even whies ¢reature closed its mouth. Eric tried
to count just how many teeth there are, but thdigoéfused to stop chewinghey are
not as big as | thoughln Eric's past nightmare encounters the creattee were
disproportionately big - such giant teeth coulg'$sibly fit within the small head of the
goblin. In his mind's eye, the goblin teeth shremkhe somewhat proportionate size
visible before himNot big at all.

Time passed in quiet observation and self-reflectidhe goblin was done with the
bone and munched on a juicy orange.

"Is anyone brave enough to step into the circle”"3ith asked. "Is the fear really
gone or have you just swept it under the rug? iBy®ur chance to find out. Will you
make sure this type of nightmare doesn't rearglg nead again?"

Eric smirked. His hand was up in the air, alonghwliticy's, Rose's and several others'.
More than half the class. Barely.

Mr. Smith picked out a tall, scrawny boy and dieeChim to enter the circle. The boy
clasped his hands and raised them. He puffed leistcand walked towards the circle as
a champion entering a boxing ring. Mr. Smith'srsteok silenced any would-be
cheering from the audience, but amused expresaiwhs few chuckles could not be
suppressed.

The boy carefully planted one leg inside the cjraled when the action met no
response from the goblin, another careful stepfadd. At the third footstep, however,
the goblin sniffed the air and made a slow, buitb@éehte advance towards the youth. In a
blink of an eye, the boy was outside the circle sifgned with relief and repeated the
procedure several seconds later.

After a few tries, the goblin was getting annoyed &urned its back on the boy.
Encouraged, the boy took a few more careful steps.

Suddenly, the goblin turned around with raised kaartt a loud roar - scrambling to
cover many steps in one, the boy fell on his bekmnld a thump. The audience was
stunned in silence. The goblin made no further sigaggression, but its roar turned into
a throaty, cough-like sountie's laughingThe boy quickly left the circle, obviously
relieved and glad to be alive. There was cheerowg, mlithough it was unclear whom the
cheer was for.



"Courage is admirable; cockiness is not," Mr. Srsdid. "Who wants to go next?"
After the spectacle, fewer hands went up in the"sou. Go."

Lucy stood up. She walked casually along the ptivituminance of the circle,
intending to enter from the point farthest to tloblgh. She took a deep breath.

"Good luck!" Rose yelled.

Lucy stepped inside, paused, and took a few mepssbwards the goblin. They
watched each other silently for several seconds.giiblin tried to pull the same trick as
before: it turned around, waited a moment or twil then gave a loud roar. Unfazed,
Lucy didn't budge. She held out her hand, abovehvaiperfect little magic sphere
appeared.

"Come closer and | will make you eat this," Lucidseoldly.

The goblin seemed to comprehend the intention arttier of them made a further
move.

"That will be enough," Mr. Smith's voice broke @tand-off.

Lucy backpedaled slowly until she was out of tirelej and then let the sphere
disperse.

“Next! You."

It was Eric's turn. Rose tapped on his shouldeefmouragement, and he stood up. He
exchanged nods with Lucy on his way to the far sidie circle. Once there, Eric
jogged his shoulders and turned his neck aroumeavdimes to loosen the musclégn |
supposed to fight? Not likely. If it jumps me,dhlove to the side and get oDeciding
on this exit strategy freed up his mind to focuglmhere and now.

"I'm ready!" Eric announced out loud, partly to mate himself and give voice to his
decision. There were no objections, and upon Miitt8srslight nod of consent, he
entered the circle.

The goblin made no hostile movements. Cautiousdli, \Ealked as close to it as Lucy
did before.

He could smell the creatur@bnoxious, but bearabl&ric glanced at the claw-like
hands, the teeth that had some food stuck in thadhfinally the eyes. The goblin was
already staring at him, and once he met the cre'atgaze, he couldn't look away. One
moment passed, then anoth®&istaring contest:ric realized.

Time went by, and he grew more aware of the suitlengs within the goblin's still
gaze. Eric's breathing steadi&dill it make a move?



There was a meager bone in goblin's hand, and émeomy of a previous nightmare
flashed in Eric's mind. A feeling of being chasgdangry teeth and hardened clubs
seeped inThat was then - this is noric's gaze wavered for no longer than an instant.

The goblin stepped forward and let out a battle krstinctively, Eric responded with a
tense, loud shout of his own.

The shout-out lasted several seconds, but neifittem made any other move. Out of
breath, the goblin huffed, stepped back, and cabtlglown a piece of meat from the
bone in his handt's over.Eric retreated, and once out of the circle, helgta sigh.

"Anyone else? Who's next?"

Eric walked back to his friends. Rose stood up,waited for Eric to be seated.

"Go get him," Eric said.

"l sure will," Rose smiled, and her eyes twinkleithva dash of madness. "He's a
sweetie."

Rose continued talking as she casually enteredittle. "Oh my, you're a cute goblin,
aren't you? Who's a cute goblin? Yes, you are."@deed her hands on her knees and
lowered herself a bit so the two of them were atdame eye-level.

"l met some of your cousins; they act all tough amghty, but they're just big
moochies really." She was treading closer in hi@ps. "I bet you have a big heart
beating in there too, I just know it!"

Rose kept talking, on and on without pause. Théigaas watching her quietly,
tilting its head once in a while.

"...wanna be friends? | can be a good friend, why, just ask anyone..."
When does she come up for, &ric wonderedShe's relentless.
"...come on, let me see your smile! Just a litdeny-weeny smile..."

Finally, the goblin had enough. It reached intolthsket, pulled out an apple, and
tossed it towards Rose. The goblin looked herénetye, and made a shoo-away gesture.

"...an apple? For me? | was just getting hungrankhyou! You're so kind!" Rose
waved back to the goblin and stepped out of thieciShe was grinning senselessly.

"What's your name?" Mr. Smith asked her.

"Rose."



Mr. Smith nodded. "An interesting approach, Rosell\done."

"Thank you."

"Interesting' is one way to put it... 'insaneahere like it," Lucy whispered. She stared
incredulously at Rose as she came closer, andncmatiout loud, "I can't believe you
managed to sweet-talk that ugly thing into giviryyan apple.”

"At least | didn't threaten to blast him away, hRUse retorted. "Plus, | have an apple
and you don't!" Rose briefly stuck out her tongnd enaintained a mock-serious
expression, but couldn't keep the grin off her flacdong.

Lucy tightened her lips and gave Rose her bestasgion of an evil stare.

"You're both crazy," Eric said. "Much crazier themy goblin."

The next thing Eric noticed was an apple bumpisghieiad and rolling down his lap.
"Auch!"



Chapter 5 - Fire Attunement

Heat and light? Burning passion and consumingligégice? The fire element is violent change
and the fuel of willpower. Thirst after self-diskiie for restraint, and aspire to wisdom for
direction!

- Fire, Dreamer's Handbook

"Come on!" Lyle's words were a break in an otheevdsntinuous stream of
inarticulate yelling. "We're almost there!"

The brothers were riding Duke and being their ukual selves a short distance ahead
of Eric and Rose. They were adamant about showfiiyer new discovery: a nearby
place with huge flames that don't burn. Despitebtto¢hers insisting on haste, Rose and
Eric were walking at a leisurely pace.

"Where is Lucy? Is she coming?" Eric asked.

"l don't know. She mentioned an upcoming examrhages she's staying up late to
study,” Rose said.

"Studying at night? She should be sleeping.”

"Maybe she's studying in a dream.”

Eric shuddered at the thought. "That sucks..." 8pgnhalf a day in school, the other
half studying and doing homework, and then drearaimgut the very same thing at night
was not Eric's favorite thing. "That's one of therst nightmares.”

Rose thought for a moment. "I don't think so. ltiydream about the things you
learned and not about studying itself, it can lherasting. And sometimes things make
more sense in dreams, don't they?"

Eric shrugged, and kicked at a grassy lump of earth

"Maybe she's having a nightmare about failing tken®" Rose said.

"Lucy, failing an exam? Not even in a dream," Everved dismissively. "But... having
a nightmare about being only second best? Quitsilpes'

Rose snickered.



"Hold it!" The shout came from ahead and Duke addigKyle and Lyle dismounted
and ran back to Eric and Rose.

"Hi! Hello!" Lyle waved his hand in front of Ericsyes, as if to see if he's paying
attention. "We're here!"

"Yes, | can see you," Eric said.
"Ehehehe," Kyle simpered boastfully and pointed ewatrere to Eric's left, "There!"
Eric turned around slowly, and as he did, a semsati heat struck himihat...

The heat came from a huge pillar of flames! The#a sprung up from a circle with
inlaid pebbles, but there wasn't any wood or coelifig the fire.

Eric's jaw dropped and remained so until he pramksat he saw. "l don't get it. We
just came from that direction, how could we notis®2eHe directed the question to Rose,
but she answered only with a look of disbelief.

Kyle stroked his imaginary beard. "Sometimes yau get someplace only if you
know where you're going... or if you're awesomel@engps like us!"

"Exploration, ho!" Lyle added with a raised fishdaran towards the fire. Kyle turned
around and joined him.

Eric wasn't so eager to go anywhere. The flames waposing, majestic even - he
couldn't help but stare. There was something atheudance of bright, shifting hues that
was drawing him in...

Eric's mild trance was broken when Kyle and Lylacteed the fire, and charged
straight into its center with a battle cry.

Are they okayEric wasn't sure he could distinguish their batthefrom cries of being
burned to death, but the brothers were alive aril] weprovising dance-moves amidst
the flames.

There were several wooden benches nearby, spreaddaand facing the circle of fire.
Eric noticed a young man waving to them invitinffigm one of the benches. Rose
nudged Eric and beckoned in the same directior.laumbled in agreement and they
walked over to him.

"l hope you're not planning to rush in like thos®{' The young man stood up to greet
them with a handshake. "Hi. Ohlson."

Ohlson was wearing dark green jeans and a whhett-8lis hair was cut short, but
just long enough to be uncombed. Both of them sl®kand.



"Hello. I'm Rose, and this is Eric. We weren't heg¢mpted to. What's all this
anyway?"

"That fiery pillar? It's a high-end training suppient; used mostly for fire attunement
and occasionally for cleansing rituals,” Ohlsords&so0d for meditation, too."

"What's a fire attunement?" Eric asked.

"You don't know?" Ohlson scratched his head. "Waeflyou try to use fire-based
magic without some kind of attunement, the resaitt lse unreliable and volatile. These
flames were made for easy and straightforward athemt. It's just a little help so you
notice the fire within, and accustom your mindtie tonscious use of the fire element.”

"Is that what you're here for?" Rose asked.

"Me? Oh, no. I'm planning to hold my first clas®spand | came here to think and
prepare. Watching the flames is relaxing and méhkeg&ing easier. To be honest, I'm not
sure what | should teach!" Ohlson laughed nervouslyave several ideas floating in my
mind, but | haven't decided yet... When | figureut, will you attend my class?"

Rose and Eric hesitated, and Ohlson continuedothjse to do my best! If | see some
friendly faces maybe | won't get crushed by perfamoe anxiety..."

Eric exchanged looks with Rose.
"All right, we'll come to your class, just stop ithe puppy eyes," Rose said.

Ohlson clasped his hands and his smile grew wide=dt! My first students. Thank
you! You won't regret it!"

Eric nodded, and his attention wandered back tdlainees. "Does that fire really not
burn?"

"If you want, you can give it a try. Walk arouncetbuter circles of the fire, and when
you feel like you can't take it anymore, just bdokvn. With practice you'll be able to go
all the way. This fire burns your mind but not ydaady."

They nodded. Eric was getting excited to see forskif.

"Decide who goes first, and I'll herd the breakas out of the fire." Ohlson stood up
and walked towards the flames.

Eric bowed slightly, "Ladies first!"

"Hahaha, | don't think so. You're the brave onealgead,” Rose waved him off.



"That was my plan all along!" Eric strolled aftehi@on.

* % %

Eric stared at the string of white pebbles in frohhis feet. The small stones marked
the boundary of the pillar of flames, and Eric walsictant to lift his gaze. The heat from
the fire came at him in waves; each demandingtteston and acknowledgement. He
knew if he would look up, he might change his maaut doing the fire attunement
ritual. One step at a time.

The thought of taking the first step itself wastfrightening; the short, yellow flames
along the outer perimeter were almost imperceptibladdition to that, Kyle and Lyle's
fearless charge into the center of the pillar pdoteehim it could be donéf they can do
it - I can do it!Eric didn't think of himself as a quitter, and i he took the first step,
he would take all the other steps as well untitdeeched his goal. In his mind, with the
first step he would commit to a decision.

Eric inhaled deeplyLet's do it'He felt the hot air fill his lungs, and as thelait his
body on the exhale, he stepped inside the cir¢dle.Sfones and pebbles beneath his bare
feet were warm, but not searing. The yellow flami@sced over his skin, causing no pain
or harm. The heat got upped by a notch and he fougathing a tad more difficult.

"Good! Don't stop - always keep moving! The yellpgbbles will lead you around in
concentric circles, while the red ones spiral ihi® center. Walk around, take your time,
and when you feel ready, move closer and statdirggragain. Just keep walking and
keep breathing!"

The yellow line was there and Eric began followitagOne foot after the other - not so
difficult. Just to be careful and make no mistakes, he walKatl circle following the
outermost yellow line. He grew accustomed to sethieglancing flames and feeling the
heat, and a pang of boredom tempted him to heajstrfor the center. Ohlson
expressly advised against that route; remarkingitiigonly for masters and hotheads.

Eric sought out the red line and decided it's timeamp up the difficulty. Heading
closer to the center of fire made it more diffidaltbreathe and move, but it was well
within his level of tolerance.

Step after step after step.
Maybe he got carried away or just plain forgot, heitkept following the red line

instead of transitioning to the next yellow line tlke one after that. It wasn't a conscious
decision. His eyes might have been looking, butttsntion was turned inwards.



Slowly, the heat around him ceased to be a sensaported by the nerve endings on
his skin, and instead became a presence - a reddich weighed down on him and
burned his lungs from within. Soon enough, Ericdwut that the secret is not in taking
a step closer, but in being able to walk and rernaiscious in that particular domain of
fire.

Each step taken became an accomplishment in iidefheat was no longer outside of
him - it was within him. The flames didn't burn flissh, and the body felt no burning
pain. However, the flames burned his mind, his s@iself, and became a wall to be
breached. Just breathing in and out required mueveore effort. Eric was no longer
walking a spiral or a circle; he was climbing aegtefiery mountain with will alone!

Dangling thoughts had to go, burned away by thee Rroducing a thought only gave
the inferno something to burn. As his concentraiename more and more focused, his
self-awareness allowed only two things to exidti;wuniverse: breathing and movement.
Breathing in and out was the only thing that as$ec of his own consciousness.
Distance was the other thing he was acutely awlarewery small movement had its cost
and consequence on the 'self' which was burningy.awa

Going forward, his immense focus turned into sometlelse. Breathing, his only
confirmation of self, turned into a bright flameisiance and resistance became not an
obstacle, but a fuel for the fire that was now him.

He let the bright flame from within ablaze and lrdraway the illusive flames of the
fire pillar.

Eric opened his eyes and saw that he was standitihg imiddle of the circle. The
pebbles felt cold beneath his feet. The danceanfidls around him had a magical motion,
a magical tune to it. Yet, there was no fire otihan his own.

With measured steps, Eric walked out of the cirlatdding in his awareness the fiery
shape of his own will. No thoughts or emotions wefedangling.

* k% %

"That was totally irresponsible! Why did you alldlxem to rush in unprepared like
that?" Annie was furious.

"I mentioned it's best to make a few circles anckldown, but..."

"Mentioned?! You think mentioning something in gagawill help them make an
informed decision?!"



"If you put it like that, | guess not, but kids wfind this place on their own are ready
to..."

"But they didn't find it on their own, did they? &hwere led by fire-dominant brats to
whom such attunement is trivial. Even if it weres@t this careless behavior of yours-"

Ohlson held up one hand. "All right, | get it. Itnaly sorry. | made a mistake." He
took a breath. "What can | do to help?"

Annie opened her mouth to continue the scoldingsbueral seconds passed before
she said anything. "I'll get Rose out of the finel digure out what to do next."

"Wait! She's already halfway through. Perhaps lshatk down on her own, and if she
doesn't, yanking her out forcefully will cause mooeplications than letting her
complete.”

Annie nodded reluctantly. "You're right. Thenll.db look for Joe or Maeve, they'll
know what to do. Since you're better with fire tham, help Eric get rid of excess
energy. Okay?"

"YeS_"

Eric heard the dispute, and watched Annie departwhis sitting on the bench Ohlson
brought him to after helping him out of the fi@r did | walk out by myselfEric wasn't
sure. He was feeling very powerful, but also exbediand frail. It was like there were
two or more of himself, moving within him at difesit speeds. They were telling him to
move move moyeut all he wanted was to sit still in silences Head felt like the
different versions of him were trying to break cand he winced with pain.

"Can you stand?"
"l think so. What was that about?"

"Annie can be overprotective at times, and | shdwade prepared you more. Don't
worry about it. You're not the first to completeefattunement in one go, and you won't
be the last either. But, there are unwelcome caresszes and we should try to get you
through as safely as possible."

Eric stood up slowly. He was hoping the sharp panld stay away if he made no
sudden movements.

"Let's go with the traditional fireball first. Weast with an air-based magic sphere, like
this." A magic sphere appeared in Ohlson's handxt/Nve push our fire into it and let
the sphere carry it away. Watch - I'll do it slowly



Ohlson stepped back with one foot and drew the hafding the sphere close to his
body. Flames glowed inside the center of the sphedebegan growing. Ohlson stepped
forward, turned his palm outwards and pushed thergpaway with both his hands. The
flames intensified and the fireball floated awayhwnoderate speed. It had a short,
flaming tail. After traveling some distance withdutting anything, the flames burst up
and dissipated.

"Well, that's the traditional spell. A moderate ambof fire energy is externalized in
raw form, using only a modest air-based spheredatainment. Once the containment is
removed or broken, the raw energy transfers inrgract or disperses. You try it now."

Eric stepped back with right foot and drew his tigand close to the side of his body.
"Bend your knees just a little bit; you want todlert and flexible. Yes, that's right."

Eric willed a magic sphere to appear in his hanhaiak a bit wobbly, with blue and red
hues.

"Good enough. Now, the fire you feel inside - pushto the sphere and let it fly away
from you."

Eric stepped forward, backed his right hand withléft, and let go of some of the
tension he felt inside. The sphere became crimsonturned inside-out, and a multitude
of flames sprayed forth from Eric's hand. The redefelt good and relieved some of his
mental burden.

"Well... the bad news is, that's a very lousy faéb Ohlson put on a frown. "The good
news is, it's a decent flame jet spell for a beginit just needs a bit more direction. The
externalization of the fire element went well; thagans your elemental balance will
stabilize if we get you exhausted. A flame jet \seay fire-intensive spell used in close-
combat; unfortunately, it's also less versatilentadireball.”

Eric nodded. A part of him knew exactly what Ohlseas talking about.

Ohlson thought for a bit. "Perhaps we should tspell which uses water for
containment? For example, the traditional energyrbeHdmm... This one is quite tricky
to do slowly, pay attention."

Ohlson raised his hand, palm facing outward. A maghere appeared in front of the
hand. The point closest to his palm pushed intsheere, turned it into a donut, looped
around, and became sphere just a little bit fariiwexy. The sphere once again turned
into a donut, looped back into a sphere, and sd¢t oeminded Eric of those airplanes that
break the sound barrier, but here it was done tegBeand periodically, with a rhythm
of its own.



Ohlson sped up the process. Waves appeared, 8teniag energy beam burst forth
from his hand in a straight line, inclining onlygsitly.

Eric clapped his hands. "Awesome!"
"Did you see how | did it?"
"Sort of."

"In this case, fire is not contained in a fixed @habut in a repeated, self-propagating
motion. The spell creates its context through whinehfire moves. By changing the type
of energy you run through the center of it, thislspan be used as a conduit in complex
spells, or serve as a basis of many other beamspglés. For example, by making slight
changes to curvature and quantity, we get the sepoey of magic missile type spells.
Give it a try... maybe the water element worksdydtir you."

Eric closed his eyes, took a breath, then opersad #igain. He tried to mimic Ohlson's
stance, but realized Ohlson wasn't using one ithis. t

"It's okay, take your time."

Eric raised his hand, his palm facing away from.hnwobbly, crimson-dyed magic
sphere appeared. It turned on itself, as before thig attempted fireball, and sprayed
forth flames. However, the fire subsided and resdrgeveral times - like his hand was
vomiting flames.

Ohlson laughed. "All right, that was even worsentbafore! Water isn't your strong
suit, but you sure have a lot of fire in you! Oe thright side, you might have just
invented a jet pulse spell... although | have maidhat it might be good for."

Eric smiled awkwardly. He cast his head down amdéal at his toes.

"Don't worry, control will come easier with praaticLet's stick with the flame jet then,
we'll get to a fireball eventually. Try to keep fleé within an imaginary arc. Even if this
isn't the best way to train, we have to get rithef excess fire energy."

Eric assumed the stance, and repeated the movesesit was the same too.

"Good, take a few breaths and do it again.”

It was discouraging that he couldn't make a prdipsall, but Eric didn't have the
time, energy or presence of mind to spare on failde did his best to let go of his
expectations, and focused on practice.

"Again."



He repeated the process several times. Althoughethét was no different, he was
getting the hang of it.

"Good, again.”
As Eric practiced, more and more of the fire lefbhand he recognized just how
feverish he was feeling. He was tired, but thers stdl enough fire to mask the fatigue

and push him forward'm parched...

"May | have some water?" Eric asked. "I could dranlake..."



Chapter 6 - Air Attunement

Let's skew the air / earth continuum and takece &if it. Then, we could say that the earth
element is that which has more form, while thee@ment that which has less form. However,
there's much more to it than quantitative diffeisidan. Form is not simply discrete - there is
always the interplay between form and awarenes&n/dpproaching either extreme, one
splashes over into the other: much like backgrdagmbmes foreground or existence becomes
distinct from non-existence.

The attitude which takes the polarized extremab@®gliced view, puts them into boxes with
markings such as 'matter' and ‘'dimension’, andssveeerything in-between under the rug is...
guestionable, and at times indicative of loss ofitalfunction.

Such a view might be acceptable to a bored philvsopr a young mage on the hunt for
limitations. For a physicist it's borderline idigtieven medieval cartographers at least marked
where the dragons are. For an elementalist, ighdwauteur is outright dangerous: scientists may
tend to go insane, but hardcore elementalists akamthat step and go straight to being
vegetables.

- Form, Function, and the Four Elements,
Dreamer's Handbook

"What a sorry bunch - it pains my eyes to lookai.y

Eric was exhausted. He was looking at Master Jatealso staring past him into the
pillar of flames. Rose, sitting next to him on thench, was no less weary. Lucy's eyes
were off-focus and she looked as if she was almobilapse and fall down from the
bench at any moment.

"Is the biggest idiot the one who jumps in firsk®dster Joe raised a bony finger and
pointed to Eric.

Eric thought about possible replies, but didn't earp with anything noteworthy. He
cast his eyes down.

"Is the biggest idiot the one who follows an idlok®aster Joe turned his finger to
Rose.

"l didn't follow him; | just let him go first,” Rassaid.
"Hmm... is that so?"

"Yes," Rose said defiantly.



"Well... Perhaps the biggest idiot is the one wdltoivs two idiots despite seeing the
outcome?" Master Joe lowered his finger, but lodkéehtly at Lucy instead.

A slow blinking of eyes was the only reaction franocy. She's not well at alMaster
Joe waited for a response, but she didn't soundrd.w

Master Joe looked at each of them as if it weraiang) contest. Eric bowed his head
slightly to avoid eye contact and twiddled his thsmStill, he could feel Master Joe's
gaze, convincing him of his own idiodyire attunement takes many attempts, how could
| be so arrogant to think | would master it in dmg?

Master Joe sighed. "Stupidity is contagious, noodalout it. I'll tell you who the
biggest idiot is: the one who allowed you threetslito march into the flames and wreck
your elemental equilibrium."

Eric gathered his courage and looked up. "Butjtsivasn't Ohlson's fault, he did
prepare-"

“I'm not talking about Ohlson," Master Joe waveshassively and laughed.
Eric felt the weight of the stare lift from him.

"Willful and gutsy, charging through walls with t®thick heads of yours... You three
may be idiots, but you're my kind of idiots: stubfowith the right amount of stupid. No,
Ohlson did all right. The biggest idiot is me fdoaing youto be idiots of your own."

Master Joe held up his hand. "Just don't tell Mdeszgd that, ‘cause she'll want it in
writing! Let's keep it our little secret, shall we?

Eric found Master Joe's change of attitude sumyidbut welcome. He nodded.

"We won't be needing this anymore." Master Joe ted/dis hand, and as he did, the
flames behind him toned down until they disappeamadpletely. The pattern inlaid with
pebbles became visible: seven yellow concentridesrwith three red spiral arms curling
into the center.

"Using the head-through-the-wall approach can lseessful if your head is strong
enough, but that doesn't mean it won't hurt likk &féerwards. | have to rub your noses
in it, because there are always consequences aaelkkssness is not the same as bravery.
Got it?"

Not waiting for an answer, Master Joe turned toyLaied took her hands into his own.
"Young lady, going through fire attunement withexgonality predisposed towards the
water element is not easiest thing in the worlde Thnsequences can be dire. Follow the
energy from my hands and allow me to fix you up."



Lucy was still pale, but her eyes gradually gaisedhe strength. She sat up,
straightening herself from the slumped posturevea®in.

"It's a temporary fix, mind you. Elemental attunensework by removing a part of
subconscious defense mechanisms and encouragicgrikeious part to integrate more
closely. Going too far in one direction can beadl Master Joe stood up and let go of
Lucy's hands.

"Thank you," Lucy formed the words with relief.

"You're very welcome. How about the two of you? Yoak like you'll be fine, but |
can give you a little boost if you want."

"I'm okay, sir," Eric said.
"No, thank you," Rose said. "I'm already feelinitée better."

"That's the spirit!" Master Joe bent down and t@athis fist to Eric's jaw in a mock
punch. "By the way, I'm no 'sir'. Just call me Joe Master Joe if you prefer.”

Eric nodded. He reevaluated his first impressidwiaMaster Jod.was off the mark.
Master Joe did have an aura of authority to himas it the moderately long gray hair or
the simple robe? but the way he moved and talked was not an efdgn's way of
moving and talking. His eyes were intense, as iédwdd shoot lightning bolts out of
them, but also warm and caringmelessEric thought.

"Right now, you're like a sword which has been tered in fire. Our task is to
hammer you into shape, and later quench you inrwakes way, the elements within you
will be in balance once more." Master Joe strokedgard in contemplation. "A few
tenets of elemental magic have to be conscioudlgrstood and then sunk down, so to
speak, to your subconscious. Feelings and reflglegsa large role. You must acquire an
operational intuition, which means that you havé&wst the conscious and subconscious
parts of yourself to work well together. This wilirther your skills as well as the healing
process."

Master Joe clapped his hands. "Air or earth? Whrashould we cover first?"

Rose chuckled. "Whichever is easiest.”

"Compared what you went through with fire, theyogh relatively easy. Lucid
dreaming is associated with the air element, anttg@lready doing it. You also have
intimate knowledge of the earth element thanksotar physical bodies in what you call

real life'. Pick!"

"Il like air more," Rose said and looked questiotyrag Lucy and Eric.



Eric answered with a shrug.
"I'm okay either way," Lucy said.
"Air it is then! Stand up and take my hand."

Eric stood up and stretched. Resting on the begitigdod, but the fire in him
despised it and wanted to engage in any activitg. $ippressed that feeling and took
Joe's hand. Lucy and Rose reached for the same hand

"No, not like that. Both hands; form a circle," Me&sJoe said, and they followed his
lead. "Ready?"

"Are we doing some sort of air attunement? Whatwaesupposed to do?" Lucy asked.

"Attunement to the air element isn't really necegéar you. Dreams and this realm in
particular is associated with air, so merely byngdiere you are able to do basic forms of
air magic. The magic sphere? It's air magic byuef&lying? Air again. However,
mastering more difficult magic such as teleportatjgortal magic, invisibility, or the
high level meta-geometry of multidimensional idgnthanagement requires more
precise understanding of the air element.”

Lucy gave a reluctant nod.

"l just need you outside of yourselves while | tiwgaur elemental balances. Your
task is to fly upwards - don't worry about the réBttake care of it."

* k% %

There was a popping sensation and Eric felt himaeip upwards. He was a distance
above the ground, floating in the éeems easy enough so far.

He looked up, then lowered his gaze again. It wisrorning and the sun didn't rise
too high in the sky. Eric figured that flying ditgcup into a midday sun was unlikely to
be the goal of the exercise - but it was an intargsdea nonetheless.

He spread his arms to try to feel the element tiebevigetting to know more
intimately. He expected to feel a light breeze,thate was none. He looked at his hand,
but he saw only a bundle of shining light stretghénvay from himselfwWhat the...?

Eric looked down. He saw pebbles forming the latigele where the big fire was. He
could see Master Joe not far away from a bencldjfpthe hands of two girls and a boy.
He floated a bit closer. The girls were Rose andyl_there was no doubt about it. He



looked at the boy, and the face he saw was his O eyes were closed and the body
was still, except for the slow rhythm of breathing.

Should I panicEric asked himself in a detached manha, this must be part of the
exercise. What was it Joe said? | should fly up.

Eric flew up high without much effort. The treeddve him became smaller and
smaller. He went higher still, and the area beleensed to shift and change when he
wasn't focusing on it directly.

He flew higher and higher, but after a point, tietahce didn't increase. He could still
see the camp ground and even individual treetolps fbcused intently. He put in more
effort, but after a while of trying to get high&e got the same feeling of sluggishness he
had when he was running away from the goblins smightmare. There was no dread in
this case, but he grew frustrated with the frugitesss of his efforts.

Eric mustered his attention to make a powerful smekdy breakthrough jump. Like a
bullet, he flew up - and for several seconds tlealr camp shrunk to an almost
unnoticeable point - but his attention was yankacktby an unknown force and he
returned to the same distance as before.

"You're trying too hard. Let me hélpe heard Master Joe's voice from somewhere.

Eric felt being propelled upwards with great spaed his vision became a blur. He
entered a cloudy mist and gradually lost the feetihmovementAm | flying? Am |
moving?He couldn't tell since any point looked as thetrome. The mist slowly
dissipated. Eric was left in what he could descably as emptiness.

There was nothing. Nothing except the bright ligfatt was himself.

Eric wasn't sure if time passddaybe it did A feeling of loneliness grew within him,
but there was also a growing sense of familiatityas here before. Many times.

Eric felt a pulse, followed by a rhythmical in-andt motion. The pulse was a
heartbeat, and the rhythm was a lung expandingaiitand contracting as the breath left
the body. The awareness hit him: this was his oadybHis real, physical body lying on
his bed, resting in the state of sleep. He cowtitfee tension in some of the muscles, the
slight cold in his feet where the blanket was beashside, his eyelids closed, but waiting
to open. His nerves gradually offered more of thewes, passing sensations and
readying to receive commands...

No!

Many times he went through this process beforadiifie, so many times in fact that
his consciousness didn't even bother rememberimg bere after being awoken. Eric



kept as still as he could; he didn't want to wage'm not yet finished with the dream;
think about something else! Think about somethisef e

The memory of the dreamworld was still fresh inisd. He imagined being back by
the bench, holding the hands of Rose and Lucy.erfembered the sound of rustling
leaves and swishing grass; the feeling of gentiigiut caressing his skin. He imagined
opening his eyes there, and momentarily tightehisgrip to see if his sense of touch
was working.

It worked! | think.

Eric felt like he was balancing on the tip of adleeHe was a bundle of light in the
emptiness. He was a sleeping consciousness insicghipody, lying on a bed. He was a
boy holding the hands of his friends in a dreartireghe has grown to love. He knew if
he lost focus just for a moment, he wouldn't be @ablmaintain this state and might wake

up.

The needle tipped. Eric was back in the emptin@sgresence receding from his
physical and dream bodies. Yet, it was not quitesime as befor&his emptiness isn't
really so emptykric thought. His mind worked to latch onto angtipito experience
himself, but Eric forbade it to go in the directibjust came from. He was determined
not to risk waking up just yet.

He became aware of two other bundles of light ememptiness. He was moving
towards one of them at high speed, reaching ot the couldn't stop himself. His light
began to merge with iA strange sensationA flash of experiences surged through him,
but he didn't have time to make sense of any aohthde felt a heartbeat, a breath, and
eyes opening only to provide him sight that seesmdehow off. The eyes blinked once,
twice-I'm looking through the eyes of another person! Wha

A powerful, blinding light suddenly hit him from sewhere else and he was knocked
back into the emptiness. It spoke to hiWhoa there, tiger. There'll be time for that kind
of grokking later. Just stay put, we're almost dbne

Eric obliged the best he could. It was easier noyust exist there, but this state didn't
last long. Eric was falling at great speed,; firstwent through a mist, then he saw the
ground and four specks holding hands before hénedasito one of them.

His hands clenched, then relaxed. He opened hg ape saw Rose, Lucy, and Master
Joe.

"Hhhhhhhhhhuuuuu," Eric exhaled audibly and satmow the grass to let the vertigo
pass.

* k% %



"What the hell was that?!" Lucy cried out, obvigustartled.
"Well, that was fun! In a scary way," Rose remarkbderfully.

"Don't worry, such restlessness is common. Thaiatwou get when you have too
much fire," Master Joe said.

Eric felt...flat. The vertigo passed, but there was still a linggemotion of being not
quite here. It was a strange experience, and Eagcmwocessing it.

"Fun? How could that be fun?" Lucy asked Rose.

"What are you talking about? How was it not fun@dm you find it interesting?"

"Hmpf." Lucy crossed her arms. "You're an adrerajimkie!"

"Well then, you're a comfort-zone hugger!"

"What does that even mean?"

Master Joe held up his hand. "I'm happy to seegydsifeeling better already, but if
there's going to be any yelling here, I'll be the doing it... All in all, it went better than
| expected. | guess you won't need any tweaking fitee earth side, but let me just
double-check.”

Master Joe lowered his arms and closed his eyes.

Eric's feeling of not quite being here faded aveamd slowly turned into a feeling of
being grounded; of being himself and also being plasomething. It intensified, and
turned into a feeling of being inside himself, agguring, claustrophobic sensation that
made a ringing noise in his ears.

"Oops, | overdid it, let's just back up a little.bi

The pressure on his psyche receded and Eric wasd&eeling grounded.

"Is that it? Are we done?"

"That's it from me, but you're not done yet," Maskee said. "I'm shipping you off to

Maeve for the quenching part. Listen to her, agdhtit to vex her too much - she's scary
when she's angry!"



Chapter 7 - Water Attunement

The water element is the shapeless shape, thevipassireaction, the dream that does not cast
the shimmering net of consciousness out of itégl.the movement that doesn't act apart, but
pulses in waves as a whole that does not quité. exis

- Water, Dreamer's Handbook

The sand was soft and the water felt refreshingbt.Strange how there's nobody else
here but us. The beach is always crammed withfkids the Playground.

"There's a prerequisite for aligning with the wagksment: you have to be able to
breathe water. Since you can't, you will learn rqust go into the lake and breathe the
water in."

Damn. What's this, get-Eric-to-kill-himself day?aig? On today's menu: drowning!
Eric wasn't pleased, but he tried to suppressigpmahsure by focusing on the task at
hand and getting over this hurdle as soon as dessNeehaw,"” he said to himself in a
flat tone.

Eric went knee-deep, then waist-deep into the [@ke.cool water soothed the tension
within him. It's just water.The human body is sixty percent water - which isentiean
half of meHe was a bit surprised to recall such a numideist be because of those
sports drink commercials on.tke prodded the sand with the sole of his foot.

"In the dream world, everything is breathable. Weaeaext best thing to breathe after
air. You can even breathe in hard matter, thouglkeéids a bit more getting used to."
Maeve chuckled. "Nevertheless, if you get stuckd@s huge slab of rock, you should
work on your teleportation skills as well - takéradm a person who speaks from
experience."

How reassuringEric lowered himself into the water. He submerpgedhead just to
get it wet, raised it again with puffed-up cheeksg spat out a steady stream of water.
Might as well have fun before | drown.

Eric waited, but no further instruction was forthdog. He looked back, and saw
Maeve engaging in a discussion with Lucy.

Eager to get it over with, Eric breathed in deephpssed his legs and slumped to the
lake floor.

...It's just like air. It's just like air. It's judike air...



Eric chanted to himself, determined not to risediorafter his breath runs out. He held
it in as long as he could, and then breathed aytsiewly... as if he was trying to stretch
time itself. The deciding moment came, and he gadgeair.

Everything turned ominous - he was the intrudex,@hemy, and the water around him
was out to get him! For a split second he wondereether he made a really bad choice,
but that feeling of detachment disappeared asvauntarily tried to hiccup, cough, and
gasp at the same time.

This is it.

Water flooded his lungs, and with it came a feebhgurrender and acceptance. Eric's
mind went silent as the severity of this new rgahtposed itself on his self-awareness.
When Eric noticed he was still there, probably dead and with lungs full of water, he
breathed out. The feeling of water exiting his bads a thick, flowing and needy
sensation. The next few breaths were more stabletghmical.

Yay, he remarked with a mixture of real and mock esiem. The world felt different;
being alive felt differentHow addicted we are to breathable aifit's so hard to let go
of the idea of breathing even in a dream. Erictfedt this simple realization changed him
- and his perception of himself - on a profouncelebut could not pinpoint exactly what
has changed.

* k% %

Eric stuck his head out of the water, breathedeéply, then walked out and away
from the lake.

He liked the way water and sand danced aroundahss Ever since he was a kid,
swimming wasn't his strong suit, but he had fondnmiees of turning over wet buckets
of sand and proclaiming them to be sandcastlesnvéharger wave would come and
wash the sweat of his brow away, he could preteretangry at the destruction of his
magnificent art in the sand.

Rose and Lucy were sitting on a blanket-size t@petad across the sand, tugging at
the edges of the towels they themselves were wdapppdaeve was sunbathing next to
them, but she noticed Eric and stood up to meet him

Maeve wasn't a petite woman. Eric's impressiontivaisher crimson one-piece
swimming suit wasn't exactly flattering to a wonwdrher age and curvature. Her grey-
black hair was disheveled and fastened togethdrdzapdly.

"Here you go," Maeve said, offering him a neatligléml towel.



"Thanks."

Eric dried himself and slumped down next to thésgir
"Finally you're not first at something!" Lucy samtinning.
Eric didn't say anything, just smiled and shrugged.

"By the way, I'm still mad at you two for not waig for me. What was so urgent about
going through fire attunement that you couldn'tt®ai

"Sorry, we just got carried away," Eric said.

"Yeah, Kyle and Lyle were so happy dancing in tine, fve didn't think it would be
quite such a big ordeal. How about you choose #éx¢ class? | don't want you to be mad
at me..." Rose made an overly sad face.

Lucy nodded. "Fine. I'm a little bit less mad atuythen."

"Hotheads," Maeve muttered. "You really should khseme things through. | don't
know why that numskull Joe is so irresponsibleseve such dangerous toys lying
around... then again, we have an airhead throwithgdff a cliff to see if they fly and |
too have to take time off to oversee reckless ystarg deliberately drown themselves... |
need a drink."

Maeve turned around to her bag, rummaged througimd retrieved a cocktail shaker,
a cocktail glass and a tiny umbrella. She filleel ¢hass with a translucent liquid from the
shaker and stirred it with the pointy end of thebuefa.

Rose was eyeing the glass. "What's in there?"

"Gin-tonic. Do you want some?"

"Yes." Rose licked her lips.

"Well, you can't have any."

Rose frowned. "Why? Because I'm too young to dtink?

"No, because | intend to drink it all myself. HMaeve took a sip. "Besides, your
elemental harmony is messed up. | don't want arypofeating or drinking anything
before you complete the water attunement.” Madtezlla metallic container out of her
bag, rattled it, then put it back. "I do have sdmene-made cookies I'm willing to share
with you after. Oh so delicious, mmm!"

"Didn't we already complete the water attunemeRi®Se asked.



"What do you mean? Ah, the water-breathing; it gunice trick. | guess it qualifies
as a minor attunement, but it's not enough to bffeefire you have. We need the real
deal for that."

"Oh. So what do we have to do?"

"Have you heard of what we psychologists call assey-deprivation chamber'?"

"l did," Lucy said.

Rose shook her head. "You're a psychologist?"

"We'll use the lake in a similar fashion, and thetev will show you its secrets if you
listen." To Rose she said: "I keep several papemmywall that say so, just in case | run
out of toilet paper."

"What do we have to do?" Eric asked.

"Nothing. And believe me, that's not easy. | bet Jave you the head-through-wall
speech, did he not?" They nodded. "It's a nicedp#®t breeds hotheads and airheads.
It also makes my work more difficult. You can't lWjiburself through this one; no force
or action will help you."

"l don't get it," Eric said.

Maeve sighed. "Getting it', as you say, is optiobaderstanding will let you down,
especially if you wield it as a hammer to which mtieing is a nail. You have to be
prepared to cast it aside. Trust yourself, youlirigs, your subconscious, the parts of

yourself you don't even realize are parts of you."

Eric looked at Lucy, hoping she had some more bénsiformation, but she just
shrugged.

"Go into the lake, feel the waves, and let go. Vven you're ready. This box of
cookies and | are waiting for you."

* k% %

Eric was swimming in the lake. He didn't know whatwas supposed to dur, not dq
so he just splashed around. He found that diving @asier with lungs full of water, but
there wasn't anything worth diving fatike a big poolthe lake had no flora or fauna,
just water and the sandy bottom.



Eric went back to the shallows. He liked to plaittee game: he would fall to the
bottom while breathing out completely, hug the griupropel himself out of the water,
breathe in, and slowly let it out again. It was.fun

He experimented with breathing air and water indd@e breath, but it was a yucky
feeling; not pleasant at all.

Another game he liked to play was to see how langduld hold his breath. He
crossed his legs and dropped to the bottom. Sieckdm't have to rise for air, the game
was simpler, but also less exciting.

Eric's mind wandered, and the tension in his mes@kaxed. It felt good to be in an
environment that opened its own world of magiccEshed for a word to describe this
state to himself, and the word 'meditation’ turopdn his mental net. He was slightly
revulsed with the word his subconscious presengdter all, meditation is something
boring for old people with crunchy bon&Sell, they must be doing it wrongtic
overcame the revulsion and accepted the word asnhis

Hmmmmm... breathe in... breathe out...
Time passed, without hurry.

A voice came muffled from abové/hy do you interrupt my meditatioiY2t, he could
hear the voice clearly in his mind, and it swirledhis awareness until the sound
crystallized into words he could understand.

"The uninterrupted surface of the lake is clear aindalance. When you enter the
water, you disrupt that balance. Listen to the gaared align yourself so that the lake is
clear again."

Now you tell me.The words 'listen’, ‘clear' and 'balance' madeesé&mEric, but the
sentences on the whole did not. He resumed histatieai and focused on listening.
What do | hear? Nothing...

A while later it occurred to Eric that the 'nothiig was hearing was actually a static-
like background nois&Shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.

Where did that noise come from? Eric noticed thendoof his heartbeat. It pumped
not only the blood in his veins, but it also causewll vibrations in his body that went
out and came back to him as tiny waves of watehésad the sound of his underwater
breath - water whooshing in and whooshing out.

The more he listened, the less he heard. The sdeudsne feelings on his skin; gentle
touches of waves and vibrations.



He recalled the image of his will from the fireuatement ritual: the vision of a great,
burning flame. The water around him threatenedtmeguish that flame, wave by wave,
touch by touch. For a moment he was tempted todasHet the flame loose and burn
away the whole lake and evaporate all the watér ke wasn't sure he could do it, but
he wasn't sure he wanted to, either. He let thptaton wash away.

The fire became enclosed by a bubble, and the bubbied into a wave. This strange
fire threaded upon itself, and became a texturgasfes Eric could touch with his
awareness. The fabric felt smooth, sometimes @bgh with a loose thread here and
there. He still felt he could torch the fabric & tvanted to. As he traced the surface with
the touch of his awareness, the threads and watesded up from the two dimensions
of the plane and exploded with movement in allctioas - shattering the awareness that
observed them.

Eric panicked - his own inner thoughts came bacseasations of touch. The gentle
waves of water were not only assaulting his bofdityn, but also his mind and sense of
identity. He felt himself outside himself; it walse@ and terrifying. The waves no longer
echoed and bounced back when they hit his formy ent right through.

Where am 1?! Who am 1?

The questions echoed back recursively with no ansSteonger than the panic of
having no answer, was the echoing annoyance ohpasked the questioBlarity, Eric
thought.Clear surface of the lake.

Eric, whoever that was, started punching wavelemtultidimensional fabric to clear
out the echo: a wave gets cancelled out by anethee. Action-reaction.

There was only the undisturbed water and its peggmmetries.

* k% %

"Wake up, water child! Or should | say, young eletaést.”

Eric opened his eyes. He was sitting on the saedglbof the lake, legs crossed and
hands resting softly upon his knees. He noticedid=eno longer breathing water, but air.
Did | fail? He felt every touch of the light breeze on his skmlling and pushing gently.

"Can you stand?" Maeve offered her hand to help.

"l think so." He reached for her hand and pulleddelf up. His legs wobbled a little
and he kicked out to stretch them, one after therofThere was something tangled on his



foot; he reached to pick it uMy boxers!Eric was stark naked - and embarrassed. He
fumbled to put his shorts back on right away.

Thankfully, Maeve made no comment.

"Did | fail? How did | get out the water?"

"No, you didn't fail." She laughed. "Did you gettai the water, or did the water get
out of you? You have withdrawn from each otherwlabse could we enjoy this beautiful
lake?"

Compared to before, Eric felt like his will waveddk and resynced, reverberating
from the edges of his form. Or perhaps he wasmust secure in his identity with his
boxer shorts back on.

It was a long day...

Absent-mindedly, Eric reached for a flat stone Hmwdw it horizontally towards the
lake. It skipped about a dozen times before it sriged.



Chapter 8 - Ritual Magic

Repetition might not be the mother of learning, ibig the mother of conditioning!

- Spells and Wizardry, Dreamer's Handbook

"Rose, right? | remember you. If you ever visit @etpost, I'll make sure to find you a
mentor in negotiation and diplomacy."

Before Mr. Smith arrived, the three of them wengnging in the benevolent shade of a
big tree. Eric felt rested - really rested, asafdhept through a week straight. Through the
attunements, he caught a glimpse of the many tlgoggy on inside him; he gained
confidence and hope for the future ahead. LucyRosk seemed to share his
contemplative dispositiomid the girls grow a finger-width taller, or is rmgemory
messing with me?

"Joe asked me to run you through the basics dirhagic. It should do you good,
especially in light of your recent experiences." Bmith wiped a low-hanging branch
out of his face. "Ritual magic makes it easiertiarmel the elemental energies into their
proper places and keep your consciousness finglgcd have time now, but we could
also schedule a class for a later time. Which dopyrefer?"

Eric didn't know what ritual magic was, but he g Mr. Smith's nightmare
examination class. Mr. Smith was wearing the saeakess suit, and even the collar of
his shirt was tightly buttone®on't he chokeAs an assurance, Eric ran his fingers
through the neckline of his own t-shirt. He notid®olse and Lucy looking at him,
waiting for him to say the decision out loud.

"Sure," Eric said. "We can do it now."

They began to stand up, but Mr. Smith gesturedhiem to stay and sat down next to
them. He cracked his fingers.

"If you ask focus item users, they'll say thataltmagic is an obvious offshoot of
focus magic, since concentrating and channelitigegrimary domain of focus magic. If
you ask elementalists, they will say that ritualgmas part of earth magic, as it deals
with formation and stability. There are other thesitoo, but | prefer a simpler
viewpoint." He paused.

"Humans are creatures of habit. You are young aay mot fully realize the impact of
this statement. As you grow and become more expeed you'll notice people around
you falling into obvious habitual patterns: thoughtterns, emotional responses, social



behavior - in about that order. People become ptalole, and even worse, they develop
a certain blindness towards themselves."

Mr. Smith thumped on his knee.

"Habits are powerful things. If uncontrolled, hatdgire something that happen to you,
something that you fall into. The most devious tiggwres appear when your fear gains
control of your habits. In such a state, the bregkif habits is of utmost importance."

"Thankfully, habits can be controlled, and moresmsciously cultivated. On the
individual level, most of ritual magic is about hassing the power of such cultivated
habits. Can you tell me what you think a magic lsg@l’

Lucy took out her handbook and started flippingtigh it.

"An incantation," Rose said.

"A formula?" Eric asked.

"An incantation or a written formula is often a paf a spell, but rarely the wholeness
of it. If we're talking about a formula in the seref an algorithm, then we're closer to the
mark," Mr. Smith said.

Lucy found what she was looking for and read alfvach the book: "...every magic
spell is in fact the habitual application of ritumhgic: a string of gestures, movement,
mental or emotional steps etc. that can efficieméiiably, quickly and repeatably lead to

the desired magical outcome.”

"Hey, that's cheating! You're not supposed to teacanswer from the book," Rose
said.

Lucy slammed the book shut. "No, it isn't."

"Yes, it is," Rose said emphatically.

Eric rolled his eyes.

"That's a decent definition,” Mr. Smith said. "Mastg an individual spell is about
conditioning your mind and body to make the famititeps of achieving a familiar
intermediary goal. If you cast a spell a thousame$, and if you pay at least a little
attention to what you're doing, you will certaimhgprove. Practice makes perfect, as they
say. From then on, casting that spell will requmia@imal conscious effort, thus freeing
you from the 'how' and enabling you to focus ongbal."

"So, you carve the spell into your brain,"” Ericdsai



"That's an interesting view, if a little simplisti¢es, the pathways of a spell become
carved into your brain through practice. Any quassP?"

"Don't we have to memorize spells?” Lucy asked.

"It is common practice for mages to jot down idema spellbook, much like cooks or
alchemists collect recipes in a cookbook. Studyraedhorization are beneficial for
researching and designing a spell, but are nogiatgarts of spellcasting. In other
words, a recipe is not enough - it takes a mastef'cart and experience to create a
culinary marvel."

"That bacon we ate was pretty tasty... just sayric whispered to Rose.

"Simple is often better, | agree," Mr. Smith said.

* k% %

Again!

Knees slightly bent, Eric stepped back with hisitrigot, drew his hands to his right
hip and pushed out, focusing on the air spheremtain the fire bursting forth from his
hand. He did it the way Ohlson taught him beforg,the results were still not
satisfactoryMuch better than the flame jet, thougine fire that left his hand bumped
against the magic sphere containing it, curled iwiity but the restrictive air shape
dissipated soon enough and the fire lashed otemirection it was travelling towards.
The flames flashed, and then disappeared, leaviragl @f smoke which promptly
disappeared too.

Eric sighed.

Mr. Smith was sitting under the tree, watchingttimee of them practice intently.
Every now and then he got up to offer advice amgjest adjustments.

Each of them had to pick a basic elemental spgitaatice. For Eric, this was
naturally the fireball; he already knew what he wagposed to do, but his execution was
lacking. Nevertheless, the feeling of fire withiimhwas more in-tune than before, and he
knew he would get it right if he kept practicing.

Eric paused for a while to catch his breath anteregh his concentration. He looked
over to Lucy and Rose to see if they were makingass.



Rose was able to turn a magic sphere into a laaty@bair, which whooshed and went
out as a gust of wind. It was impressive to seedeand dust twirling in the air, but the
airball did not pack much of a pund¥ot yet.Progress was slow, but there was progress.

Lucy was trying to make a waterball. She was unadrether to pick water or earth as
her first element, but after discussing it with imith, he agreed to explain to her
various ball-type spells of both. Lucy was abléuiam the motions of the magic sphere
into an internally waving, watery substance thaatitd above her handke a spherical
glass of water without the glasShe couldn't hold it for more than a second ar t\the
water splashed on her palm, poured down from hed fend soaked into the ground. Her
clothes were drenched from all the previous attempt

Eric took another breath and repeated the proéeieball flew out if his hand, but
the containment shape dispersed and the flamesdamlt in the direction of travel.

"That's a nice firebolt. Don't worry, you're makipgpgress," Mr. Smith said to Eric.
"You're just trying too forcefully. Here, like thishe stood next to Eric and assumed a
similar training pose. "If you're pushing out wiibth hands, like you're doing now,
you're imparting too much force and that makesaiantent difficult. It's good technique
for earth or water personalities, but you alreaayeha lot of fire within. Try positioning
one hand under the sphere for stability, and pgsbiut with the other one as you're used
to."

Eric assumed the stance, and when he pulled badkahids to the right side of his hip,
the palm of his left hand was facing up. Eric pusbet and let go, following the
fireball's path with his eyes. This time it lookedich more like a proper fireball, and it
traveled a longer distance before flaring out.

"Well done. Keep practicing until you're comfortallith the spell," Mr. Smith said.

"As an alternative, you can put both hands undesttability, and push only with your
mind. This way is slower, but you can guide it l&kenissile if you maintain a more
demanding level of concentration. Instead of theball flying away from you, imagine
part of you flying with it, pushing it to where yavant to go."

"You could also try pushing with one hand from fide and positioning one hand
above - using the energy from your hand to impaitia, like you would in table tennis.
This helps with containment at the expense of cbnitut at least the power level doesn't
change."

"Thank you," Eric said. He was proud of his succassl eager to try again.
Mr. Smith walked away from Eric and addressed R&Seod job, however, your

shape is not structurally sound. Don't only weigkvd on the rotation from the outside,
but also expand to it from the inside. This wa¥ tésistance...”



Eric moved his arms and legs around as an improstpetching exercise. He put his
hands on his hip, stretched his neck and torsovimaals, then around in a circle. He took
a deep breath and assumed the familiar stance.

Again!

* k% %

Eric caught sight of Kyle and Lyle sneaking arouhlkle two of them hid behind a tree,
occasionally peeking out and whispering. Eric préésl not to notice, but kept watching
them from the corner of his eye. The brothers $pditowards a bush, and then hopped
behind a young tree, the trunk of which was notenedough to conceal them
completely. The whispering got more spirited, btiew a dog's bark was heard in the
distance, they stopped jabbering and froze.

Eric carried on with his practice.

Soon enough, Eric saw the two shapes sneakingaeser in a cartoony way: knees
raised high, trying to touch the ground only witle tip of their toes and spreading their
arms out for balance.

Slipping through shadows in broad daylight, haha.
"Now", Eric heard the not very silent whisper.

In their hands, Kyle and Lyle made a fireball egaished the two together into a
bigger one, and started charging towards Eric hadthers. They roared, and the fireball
grew in size as they came closer. It was obviol&imthey had containment as well as
control issues, but since there were two of thexarstg the spell, the charge continued
more or less in a straight line.

"I've got this!" Rose shouted and sent a ball oflging.

The smaller ball of air entered the unstably ldngeball, and like a balloon, it popped.
The minor explosion ruffled the boys' hair and seninks of fire energy flying. Some of
those chunks fell back down on them, leaving chelrowarks on their faces and singeing
their clothes. Eric grimaced involuntarily when graell of burnt hair reached him.

Despite the results, Kyle and Lyle were giggling gmninning as they walked closer,
obviously quite satisfied with their prank. "Thaasvgreat, wasn't it!"

Eric couldn't help but laugh, and so did Lucy ama$s® The charred remains of a leaf
landed on Eric's arm, and he brushed it off.



"You're interrupting my class," Mr. Smith said fiat

The grins waned, and Eric could almost see what wieaugh the pranksters' minds:
first a sense of dread, then thoughts scrambling feitty retort, and finally submission.

"Sorry... we didn't know it was a class." They batlway a few steps.
You don't mess around with a man who doesn't smile.

"Just as well... | might even have use for you. Hdoeut you go get the dog while |
talk to my students? We will all play a game togethMr. Smith said, sounding almost
ominous.

Kyle was visibly relieved to get off so easy.
"Yes! We'll be right back!" Lyle shouted, already lois way.

Mr. Smith turned to Lucy, Eric and Rose. "So fae talked about spells as personal
rituals based on controlled habits. | won't go @pth, but | will mention that if there are
more people involved, habit is complemented bygquotand various techniques of
symbol-weaving, telepathy, and channeling becomeemaseful. Inter-personal rituals
can be constructed carefully, relying on the protgart, but good teams can also ‘wing
it', so to say, by relying more on the habitual poment of their shared history."

"Are we going to practice such a spell?" Lucy asked

"No, that would be excessive. We're going to fozaly on the most important part:
teamwork."

"l don't get it," Eric said. "What kind of rituatése these?"

"An inter-personal ritual can range from openingraway portal and summoning a
major demon, to organized druidic sanctificatioriasfd or the more esoteric rituals of
reality-weaving... It can be anything really. Pofuespells that are not too time-sensitive
are often performed collectively. Even the compadhfireball those noise-makers made
counts as such aritual.”

"So, what are we going to do then?" Eric asked.

"We're going to play catch,” replied Mr. Smith, andhed his head in the direction of
a loud bark.

Strangely, the two riders on top of Duke were sitéis time, and they remained silent
even after dismountin@-hey must've used up their daily noise allowabuge went
around to each member of the group, greeting withifi and getting a pat in return.
Even Mr. Smith patted Duke, and the dog quietlyezluup by his side.



Mr. Smith extended his hand in front of him. A biedl appeared, floating above his
palm. He looked at Lyle, shouted "Catch!", andhtke fireball to him in a gentle arc.

Lyle caught the ball with both hands.

"Good. Now throw it to someone else."

Lyle grinned, swung his arm back, and threw thebil with full strength at Rose.
"Hey!" She dodged.

"l said throw to, not throw at!" Mr. Smith repriméded. He made another fireball and
tossed it to Kyle.

Kyle threw it to Rose; she caught it and passéal Hric.

Eric held out both hands in front of him, prepartogatch with his hands as well as
his mind - this was, after all, the spell he waacgicing for hours. It was smaller and less
powerful than the ones he made, but the rotatibtiseosphere containing the fire were
adequate. He easily continued those movements imiaigination and caught the
fireball. The fire in it was similar to the feelirad his own fire, and now in full control of
the spell, he threw the ball to Lucy as delicatdyhe could.

"Ouch, burning!" Lucy caught the fireball, but dpsal it at once. It fell to the ground
and dispersed.

"That's alright,” Mr. Smith said and made yet aeotireball.

When the ball got to Lucy, she dropped it agaiml e scenario repeated itself
several times. On the fourth try, Lucy caught thebfall by letting her hand slide into the
center of it - it looked like her hand was a tor8he waved her hand in Mr. Smith's
direction, and the fireball flew off. She smiledtkwrelief.

After everyone's confidence broadened, Mr. Smitiichad to an airball.

Rose did not so much catch, but deflect with elegahucy handled it without
problems, too.

When it got to Kyle or Lyle, the airball spread aumd weakened, but when they
passed it on, it narrowed and strengthened again.

"Don't just throw the ball and forget about it;qlis a team exercise. Follow it, guide it,
and offer control to the person you're throwingitWhen you're catching, you're
claiming control. When you're throwing, you're lmging control. Feel the ebb and flow
of the spell's energies, and make it as easy for ggammates as you can."



There was too much movement and speed in the Hidod&ric to comprehend it fully.
He focused on the parts of it that he understoept i from falling apart, and passed it
on as soon as he could.

"What if someone works against us?" Rose asked.

"In that case, the push and pull becomes a bdtti@ras. It can be very hard to claim
control over a hostile spell. Dispelling it by egjing the structure of the spell is easier.
At least one dispel ritual should be part of yotseaal, but master the basics first and
worry about the rest later."

The waterball was next on the menu. When Lucy pidclt seemed to Eric like
moving stiliness; translucent and ethereal. Howeween he had to catch, it just shifted
around his hand before slipping away and splatjersimthe ground.

After several tries, he came up with a trick: hagmed catching and throwing,
catching and throwing, and so on many times ad#tef water flew towards him. It
was a strange feeling, like when a raindrop shatt#o even smaller drops: each
reflecting light similarly, but separately. Despite strangeness, it worked, and Eric
managed to pass the ball on without splattering.

Kyle and Lyle had no such insight, and the watérgahshed on their hands every
single time. They grew increasingly restless amghbaleliberately hitting it, aiming for
the splatter to soak someone else.

"That will be enough. | think we covered the bagid4r. Smith said. "We also trained
a lot, and as far as I'm concerned, the classishied. How do you feel about
homework?"

"If we could-"

A resounding "NO!" from the rest of the group dr@sr_ucy's voice out.



Chapter 9 - Blade Magic

Attitude is everything. A keen observer may prethiet doom or triumph of any endeavor based
on the attitude of the person who undertakes itwBegy of fixed points, and mastering the
attitude of no-attitude will grant you unpredictéi

- From Attitude to Magic,
Dreamer's Handbook

"Thank you for coming with me!" Eric was excited.

"Of course, we promised Ohlson," Rose said.

Eric enjoyed sword-fighting scenes in movies, aspkeeially liked ones with samurai
swords. First he thought Ohlson's class would lmeiakome boring subject, but his
indifference vanished when he found out it was ébtades.

"l didn't promise anything and you still dragged abeng,” Lucy said.

"You'd just be mad at us again if we left you oltic said.

"That may be true, but you promised me | could miokthe next class we go to, yet
here we are... in a class not of my choosing."

"Come on, look at how happy he is," Rose pointeirto. "He's almost drooling.
Besides, did you actually say which class you viauatitend next? | bet you haven't even
decided yet."

"Well..." Lucy stomped her foot, "that doesn't meaon't want to be asked!"

"You're such a wuss sometimes." Rose moved clodaudy and whispered loudly in
her ear. "Admit it, deep down you know it's truaySI'm a crybaby!

Lucy chuckled. She leaned aside, grabbed Roseebiptbhead and playfully pushed
her away.

They were standing in a clearing with about a damere kids. Ohlson was hauling a
large watermelon from a nearby cart to a large,denaable. A few kids ran to help him
unload smaller melons; the atmosphere was moretlaapicnic than a class.

Eric was eyeing those juicy melons - but he wake'tonly one doing so.



"Yes, these are for you," Ohlson answered the &@soring around the table, "but
only after class is over! First we study, then webrate. Go! Go!" Ohlson shooed them
away from the table.

Ohlson pressed down nervously on his palm. Affgoging around, he raised his
hands, cleared his throat, and yelled out: "Maguéhyour attention please!" The
commotion quickly subsided. "Uhmm... This clasabsut blade magic... and, this is my
first class ever as a teacher... so | hope welgegand learn a lot together!"

Ohlson paused, expecting some kind of reaction fi@audience.

There was no fidgeting and everyone's attentionama®hlson - until Rose started
clapping and the group burst into cheer.

"Thank you! I'm not sure | deserve it, but I'll dty best.”
Eric was happy to see how such a small gesturel €iskson's tension.

Ohlson grabbed a shining sword from the table aid it in front of him. "This is my
friend and mentor, Dancing Feather. He's the ezadher of this class, and he'll help you
see the possibilities of blade magic."

He's talking about the sword as if it were a petrson

"To understand blade magic, we have to take a&dke parts, sometimes called
aspects, of a blade. The four notable parts aegpdimt, the edge, the flat and the
handle.”

Ohlson pointed to the tip of the sword with his éyripand. "The point is for stabbing,
piercing, or puncturing. While not all blades havpoint, such as the chakram, most of
them do. The point provides precision and versatili

"The edge is for cutting and slashing. It is thérdeg part of the blade - if there's no
edge, your tool or weapon is not a blade. Mastéthieedge is difficult and wrought
with peril, but worth the effort.”

Ohlson tapped the side of the blade lightly wittnackle. "The flat or face is the part
that holds the other three aspects togetherthieisnaterial part of the blade, but it does
not necessarily have to be of the earth elemagittdabres, flaming or vorpal swords
have other substance.”

He pointed to the handle of the sword and grippedbre tightly. "The point, edge and
flat are the wholeness of the blade. The handlaksréhis wholeness by adding an
interface to a greater wholeness: the user of ldeb Good bladesmen regard the blade
to be an extension of their bodies, while greatiémnen regard themselves as extensions
of the blade.”



Ohlson swung the blade around several times, makiodest, but deliberate
movements.

"A master of blade magic is not a specialist inwlay swordsmen, lumberjacks or
surgeons are. A master blade mage uses the esdfdheeblade rather than a particular
implementation of it - such a master can cut wittsdashing, puncture without piercing
and grasp without holding. For us less capablegbhadgic users, a blade also serves as a
focus item."

Lucy raised her hand. "You mean, like a wand?"

Olson frowned. "Wands are for weakli-- never mihtake that back. Yes, a blade can
do everything a wand does, and more. Why anyonddymefer a wand instead of a
blade is beyond me... Everyone, stand up and snatadf you have shoes or socks on,
take them off. We'll practice a simple kata."

Eric stood up, and he was snickering.

"What!?" Lucy exclaimed.

"Nothing," Eric said. "Isn't it obvious that wandse silly?"

Lucy put her hands on her hips and stared at Ebdic, really?!"

Eric nodded.

In books and movies it was always a clumsy kid wsiging dark monsters with the
flicker of a wand - and Eric hated th@tere's no gracefulness. It's like they pretend the

magic is in the wand, and not in the person.

"Well then, guess which class we'll be taking n&eah, that's right; focus magic!
You promised, remember?"

Eric frowned. He looked to Rose, hoping for somekba.
"l like wands," Rose said plainly.

Eric rolled his eyes. "All right..."

* % %

The kata Ohlson was demonstrating was a simplehartet took Eric a while to
remember the sequence of positions. There wasvadl®hlson's movements, and Eric



felt his own execution was choppy and disjointé@ very much doubted he was doing it
the proper way.

He makes it look so easy.

Paying attention to posture, timing, and musclesifig in unison was hard. Several
times, Eric caught himself holding his breath wiikeconcentrated on getting a single
motion right. It was a small satisfaction that gere was at least as terrible.

A funny looking kid next to Eric fared worst. He svavearing a small and colorful suit
that was supposed to be a giant, cartoonish réteohad a matching helmet on with only
small slits for the eyes, and the boy could bacelyrdinate his own movements.

"Hey, I'm Eric. What's your name?"

The kid raised a fist and mumbled through his helfitfen Atron, defender of
dreams!”

"Oh, what a powerful title! Defending dreams isgbhwvork, isn't it? Say, how about
you take that helmet off to see better?"

"No, that's my head! You want me to take headoff?"
"Look, I'll help you, just..." Eric reached for thelmet.

"No!" Atron, the defender of dreams, dashed awagnfEric. He looked back and
tilted his head in the meanest way he could.

Did he just stick his tongue out? Great, that's thget for trying to help.
Eric walked over to Rose, explained the situateord asked her to handle it. After she
agreed, Eric returned to his spot. He tried tamget the rhythm of the kata, which was

easy, because he didn't have much sense of thewhntthe first place.

After more practice, the girl in front turned tovhand offered the same sword Ohlson
used for demonstration.

"Here, it's your turn! Take it!"

* % %

Eric gripped the sword. A refreshingly cool feelsygam up his arm, which was
followed by a feeling of pleasant warmth. In seVsegonds, the alternatingly intense



combo of sensations enveloped his whole body. Ha felt of electricity from the
sword and a touch of radiant light upon his awasenkstinctively, Eric straightened his
spine.

"Greetings! Eric. | am the identity essence ofsh@rd you are gripping, known as
Dancing Feather."

"Uh, hello."

"l see you are not overly familiar with telepathyneental vocalization. That's
allowable; you can proceed to use physical vocélrawhile communing with me on the
conscious level. Are your existential attributethw the parameters of comfort?"

"What do you mean?"
"Are you feeling all right?"
"Yes, | think so."

"Excellent. To proceed with the teaching demoninat require your consent. If you
agree, | will assume co-control of some of yourgatal, mental and emotional
processes. This will be done mainly to presentwitlu my perspective and focus your
attention at relevant points. Do | have your cor8én

"Uh, | guess.”

"Inadequate reply. To avoid any potential misuntirding or control issues, |
require a clear 'yes' answer to proceed. A 'noveersor a similar one will abort our
communion and the sword will be released from yamnd. Yes or no?"

"Yes. Why are you talking like that?"

"I'm not talking, since | have no human speech nggéut | am communicating. If
you're referring to my syntactical patterns, pleaseuse my deficiencies, as the
linguistic context of your language is within myntkin, but the social context is not. |
will do my best to... speak... normally."”

The light in Eric's head shifted a hue.

"If you ever encounter a cursed or demonic bladeu$ on the handle aspect. It
symbolizes your own distinctive sphere of influgaod can be used to curtail the
intrusion of the channeled malicious entity. With, i simple vocalization stating a
desire to abort will suffice."

"l will now demonstrate three aspects of the blatie:face, the point and the edge.
Are you ready to start?"



"YeS_"

"He who dies by the blade, lives by the blade. Ehike attitude of the bladeThe
voice paused.

"Know thyself!"

With the blade extending horizontally from his hapHric raised the sword to his right
and up to eye level. As he slowly turned it to digal position, the rays of the sun
reflected, like through a prism, from the facelas# sword right into his eyes. He was
momentarily blinded, and the touch of light upos &vareness engulfed his mind.

The moment passed, and Eric's mind struggled egoatze the insight of the previous
instant: he saw himself as a collection of systethe blood flowing in his veins, the
bones of his skeleton, the muscles upon them, sdmanching out. Not only that, he
saw a categorization of his feelings, a name apel f@r many of them, the map and
imprint of language on his thoughts, and symbotdeing his inner self. Eric's body
froze as his mind did its best to deal with thertoaa of self-reflection. The memory
slowly faded back to the realm of subconscious,lentegained his time-sense.

"Balance thyself!"

Eric placed one foot in front of the other, and biteede in his hands came down from
up high and into a forward thrust.

Even though there was nothing but air in frontiof FEric felt the force of the stab
disperse like thousands of tiny needle-stabs oruadeér his skin, each of them pushing
and pulling energy in tiny to large vortices. Itsmd particularly painful, but the
experience of how these points connected into livees peculiar - like his sense of self
was shaken then calmed again.

"Change thyself!"

Eric stepped back, whirled the sword once arousdnhist, stepped forward and
carried the motion of the sword into a slightlygbaal forward slash.

This time, the cutting motion sliced and diceddesase of self into long, vibrant lines
of energy. Each line was like the edge of an unbése. Rather than being a frightening
experience, it felt like dirt being threshed outadelicately woven carpet. The luminous
lines not only divided, but also unified, restoriihg sense of self - a new self! - and a
degree of freedom and clarity. Dying by the swaod/rseemed like a purposeful, desired
action.

"Control thyself."



At the end of the kata, Eric stood motionless. Yietfelt it was not over yet, the
momentum still carrying him forth.

Anger swelled up inside him. It caught him by siggysince he was not generally
prone to fits of anger, nor had he any reason tangey. As the anger intensified, Eric
saw it's not really anger, but rage. It came frosida of him he never encountered
before, yet there was something base about ithatdistinctly and recognizably a part
of his identity. He struggled to contain it, bugiew even more powerful's not rage
either.He stepped aside from its path, letting it throuagher than resisting it.
Aggression. Pure lifeforc&Vith recognition came acceptance, and the forcaiasged -
becoming part of Eric again. He was one with hirfsel

"Awesome! What else can you show me?"

* k% %

Eric focused on a watermelon at the table fartivaya It was partly occluded by a
smaller melon of the muskier kind. He gripped tersl firmly with his right hand and
placed his left hand softly on the lower side @& Htade. His stance was flawless; not
even a strong push could make him lose his fo@ja sense of purpose emanated
from the way he was present in the posture of bdybKnees slightly bent; all the right
muscles tense and ready.

As he concentrated on the watermelon, he noticer@asingly delicate details: this
pattern here, that unevenness there. He couldigaiigtfeel it under his touch; the hard,
green exterior and the crunchy, tasty, water-fillgdrior. He knew what kind of sound it
would give when tapped on, and how strong its iidkvibration would be. The large
fruit was alive, interweaved with lines of its ownergies.

Eric looked within, and in his mind's eye, cut heligpart with a strong, clean slash.
He pushed this feeling outside of himself, and atu@ged it by letting the edge of his
sword carry it. He stepped and slashed forwarthahg the momentum.

The watermelon on the table split in half withootisd, and the halves wobbled
slightly until they settled in a still resting sat

Eric let his focus go, and the distance becamerapp& him once again. He lowered
the sword, approached the table and inspecteddtermvelon. It was a clean cut. A few
drops of juice dripped onto the table, but thereewe cut marks on either the tabletop or
the musky melon in front.

He smiled with satisfaction.



* % %

"Hand me over."

Dancing Feather has mostly withdrawn, and Ericliledt the light has been turned off
in his mind; not completely dark, but certainly dived.

On one hand, the receding awareness faded ouhtasigd this was an experience of
loss for Eric. On the other hand, enduring thensity wasn't easy - adherence to such a
degree of perfection was also a burden. All inEti¢ felt relieved and welcomed the
emptiness.

"l will. I just need a moment to compose myself."

It was interesting how little time has passed. Ebmmunion couldn't have taken
longer than several minutes, yet Eric's mind whisigehim that hours, maybe days,
worth of experiences have passed.

Eric observed his surroundings, mostly to assureséilf of his own place in it.

Ohlson kept demonstrating the kata, pausing a litdtween repetitions to watch over
his students. No one seemed to be doing partigubetter than before; Lucy practiced a
single motion over and over, while Rose strunga®ginning and end of the kata
together and made a clumsy dance out of it.

Compared to what Dancing Feather showed him, éiffees between various attitudes
and performances were glaring. Despite such knayaledric wasn't sure he could do
better by himself, since there were myriad detailsay attention to.

Eric noticed someone tugging at his sleeve. It Atasn, the defender of dreams - this
time without the helmet. The boy had dark blond had freckles on his face. He was
about Lyle's age.

"Who are you talking to?"

Eric raised the blade slightly. "I'm talking togtsword right here."

"Oh." The boy eyed Eric suspiciously. "You can dat?"

"Yes. This is a very smart sword; it speaks likengheflections in your head. It
showed me many things, but says | have to leado tihnose things by myself."



"l see... Well, | just wanted to say I'm sorry abbefore. My real name is Aaron, and
this is just a costume. | hope we can train togetheomething... It was really cool how
you cut that melon in two!"

"Thanks, Aaron. My name is Eric. I'd be happy tortrwith you."

"Mission success!" Aaron raised his fist high atabd in a triumphant-giant-robot
pose.

"Do you want to talk to the sword? Here, grab geUboth hands!"



Chapter 10 - Earth Attunement

Fire, air, water, earth. Another way of lookingtas: will, space, identity, form.

Form is perhaps the most notable attribute of Hitheslement, however, resistance is that which
allows structure, and therefore form to exist. Gauitation offer stability, and paradoxically,
greater choice?

- Earth, Dreamer's Handbook

"Do you have time? I'd like to ask you about sonmgtfi Lucy said.
"Shoot!" Annie said.

"How can | attune to the earth element? | browseddarth section of the Dreamer's
Handbook, but there's nothing about attunemertieret”

"Don't overeat."
"What? Why? Do | look fat?"

Eric chuckled, and sat down next to Rose on the edthe cliff. It was the same cliff
where they learned to fly.

Rose was letting her legs swing.

"No, not at all!" Annie laughed. "It's a funny syot had a student who tried to bring
more of the earth element into the dream realmveyeating before sleep. What's worse,
he shared his 'insight’ with friends, and there there, full-bellied, grunting and
groaning through my class..." Annie shook her h&adyway, you look lovely!

"Ah, thanks... Gross story... So, how do | attumedrth?"

"Well, there is a realm where the elemental balanclminated by the earth element,
and we're all intimately familiar with it - callégkal life'. You are already attuned to
earth; you don't have to do anything."

Eric was listening to the conversation going onibelmim, but not with full attention,
as he was also looking at Rose creating the clittésipulses of gust, kind of reminding
him of rings of cigarette smoke. By associatior, disgusting memory-smell of cigarette
surfaced within him, and he pushed it back intoshisconscious. "Wahh," he grimaced
while exhaling.



"Mastering earth in the dream realm requires noin@iment, but balance. Living life
in the earth-based realm and then jumping inteeardrin an air-based realm creates a
gap in perception between the two realms, anddblsof balance affects the experience
of reality in both realms. Most people find it qudifficult to remember their dreams in
real life - or their real life in dreams - becaw$¢his disparity.”

"The secret is simply to be clear and healthyolfiryphysical body is balanced and
cared for in your earthly life, you will find it seer to think, feel, and imagine. It works
the other way around too: by having clear thought$ loving feelings, your reality won't
be weighed down and distorted. There's an old Lsatying for this... what was it... 'mens
sana' something..." Annie massaged her head withrngertips, ruffling her hair a little.
"Eh, I can't recall.”

To match Rose's pulsing gusts, Eric made tiny éillsbn quick succession. They
formed, flew and burst out not more than an arerigth away. Their short, flaming life
was a relaxing contrast with the sunny greeneryvastl open space beloivis a nice
view, Eric acknowledged.

"I'm not very good with earth magic, but | can shyau some simple spells if you
want," Annie offered.

"That would be great!"
Eric turned around to sneak a peek of what Annig @ang.

She grabbed a big handful of earth from the greamdithrew it up. The bigger,
grassier chunks fell down quickly, but a dusty dai dirt remained. Annie created a
magic sphere amidst the descending cloud, andmp@articles of dust got drawn into
its motion.

"This is the classic dirtball."

All the dust from the cloud got packed into theexgh where it shifted around in
guicksand-like motion.

"Doing pure earth magic in an air realm is quiticlilt. This kind of spell is a
compromise - a cheat if you will. Instead of cregtiorm from scratch, we use forms that
are abundant in the realm and just add on a spal that gets the job done. Using
bigger pieces is progressively more difficult. Atldall is not very useful by itself, but
you can use the same principle with earth-baseglcshpells or offensive shard
projectiles.”

"Can | try?"

"Sure."



Lucy knelt down, dug her fingers into the soil dack out a big piece of the ground.
She stood up and threw it above her head. Imméyiafter, she made a magic sphere
which sucked in some of the dust, but not all. fidet of the cloud fell slowly to the
ground.

What she was left holding looked like a very dimggic sphere, not resembling
Annie's dirtball at all.

"Don't worry, it takes practice to notice and gtheé tiny particles with your mind, and
sweep them up in the motion you want. It's a gdad.5

Lucy let the sphere dissipate, and rubbed her hiangst rid of the dirt. "Is that all?"

"Well, | can show you a proper earth sphere toojtlsudifficult even for me. It might
take a while."

"I don't mind, I'd like to see."
"Okay."

Eric, who followed the demonstration only interriitly, felt a foot slamming into his
side.

"Pay attention, this should be interesting," Luaids

Eric stood up reluctantly and stepped away frometthge. Rose did the same, and she
was rubbing the side of her back too.

Annie made a large magic sphere, with its circles r@tations clearly visible to Eric.
It shrunk, expanded again, and repeated the preeesstime slightly faster than before.
It looked like there were two spheres, one expandimd one contracting, and then they
would switch directions. They were moving quitetfatiree spheres... no, four... five...
all changing into one another. Eric lost track atated at the strange, self-moving shape
without trying to understand it.

"The goal is to pack the motions into a form tisagtiable. If it is stable, that means the
earth mage doesn't have to concentrate on mainggiorm with awareness and
imagination alone. That's a plus. The stabilityasi is often measured and tested by its
resistance to change: if it is too resistant, tlag@enhas to invest energy into changing it
again for her own purposes. That's a minus."

The sphere condensed into some kind of metallid;fluaving, making perturbations
and spiky protrusions. With a final wave, the metddall 'clicked' into motionlessness,
and fell into Annie's palm.

"This thing's heavy, catch.”



Eric caught the ball with one hand, and it immegliapulled him down. It felt like
metal, looked like metal, smelled like metal. Hediboth hands for support and lobbed
the thing to Lucy.

Lucy passed it to Rose, who passed it to Anniemagai

"Neat, huh? Also not very useful, unless you haeaighand strength or a cannon to
go along with it. Practical earth magic is abo@ating forms that are stable in some
directions and unstable in others, so the mageawmatyol through the path of least
resistance. The earth element is well suited asrgponent in complex spells, but the
spells of other elements can be easier to use ane directly appliable in simpler
situations. Especially in air-based realms."

"Can you make it heavier?" Eric asked.
"l can compound more mass, yes."
"How heavy can you make it?"

"l dunno, let's see."

Annie tossed the ball up and it remained floatibgwe her hand. Its surface turned
liquid and began pulsating once more.

Giant, barely perceptible magic spheres fadedamfseemingly everywhere; the
rotating edges came from the sky and the horizassgd through Eric and the others,
and now strong, sunk beneath the surface of thellediquid. One after the other, the
whole world seemed to be pulsing only to shrink bachbard the space above Annie's
hand.

"I'm approaching my limit. The awareness differahlietween this form and its
background is diminishing - | can't push it muchtter."

There was a sound too: a hissing, high-pitched dolaric couldn't see the ball
anymore; there was only the world shining lighbiAnnie's hand and the darkness
which swallowed it. That spherical darkness somehmke space around it, grew, and
began twirling into itself.

"Oh shit oh shit,” Annie's mouth was moving fastt the sound took a long time to
reach Eric's ears.

Eric felt nauseous. He looked at his hands: theywtngated and putty-like, waving
and being drawn spirally towards the black holes k#ad ached like someone dropped a
brick on it.

"I lost control... Get back! Run!" Annie yelled.



Chapter 11 - Portal Magic

The holographic principle states that any numbetimiensions equals any number of
dimensions. When the local supersymmetry breaksdar to accommodate awareness,
dimensional collapse occurs.

1D to OD is a distinguishable point. 2D to 0D isit@le or torus, and 2D to 1D is a line or
polarity field. 3D to OD is a black hole, 3D to 1Pa field along a line, and 3D to 2D is a field
along a plane. For an extensive list of meta-genoa¢ishapes resolving in various observed
dimensions, as well as related fractal imagerysautira reality-weaver.

- Zeno Walks Funny: The Holographic Principle amel Folding Equations,
Dreamer's Handbook

"When making a portal, you have to prop it up freithin to create a contained
collapse and not a total breakdown. You know thHdgter Joe said.

"l wasn't trying to make a portal...” Annie's tamas low and her body tense.

"Oh? What were you doing then?"

"Trying to make the heaviest sphere | could.”

Master Joe laughed. "Isn't that something!"

"Raw talent is worthless if your knowledge of thea lacking,” Mr. Smith remarked.

Annie clenched her lips and bowed her head. Adsaaped her eye.

"There, there," Master Joe raised a hand to Anfaets "He meant to say you have
more potential than you give yourself credit fonurcould pack this whole realm into a

sphere and you still wouldn't reach your limit."

Annie was crying. "No, it's true... | have lessibsahan talent,” she sobbed, and
grasped Master Joe's hand.

Master Joe drew her close and embraced her in.d¥ag have skill and you have
brains too. Talent is just a useless word," he al@as "No harm's done. Johnny and |
will find out what went wrong, and until then, h@alsout you familiarize the youngsters
with portal magic? It's not every day they see dting like this. Can you do that?"

Annie slowly nodded and reinforced it by saying 8Y'eShe stepped back, wiped her
tears, and turned away to compose herself.



Eric, Rose and Lucy watched the adults' commaotientty. When Annie told them to
run, they did, but they didn't get very far beftaster Joe and Mr. Smith showed up.
The strange, twisting and nauseating feeling vamistt once, and all was right with the
world.

Except for the area with Annie's handiwork. Parit dfark, part of it light - a semi-
translucent contortion of space was floating vidienear the edge of the cliff. When he
gazed long enough, Eric thought he could see gemalethapes within, but every
subsequent moment the twisting void would changesomething else that defied not
only Eric's description of it, but also his compzakion.

Annie walked back to them, her face showing maskedence of crying and a forced
smile. "I messed that up, didn't I? | guess I'mthetone who should be chastising others
for being irresponsible.” She shook her head aoeldaimed.

Eric chose to interpret the question as rhetoranad, remained silent. He did feel a
tinge of guilt, since he was the one who asked Amnmipush it further, but he wasn't
going to beat himself up about it.

Rose and Lucy did not seem too phased either. Meeg still breathing heavily as an
aftermath of their minds switching suddenly in and of survival mode, but they were
just startled rather than afraid.

"Anyway... portal magic has all these theories imterpretations that you have to
study if you want to make a portal. Personallyndlfteleportation much easier, but if you
want to teleport a lot of people, especially bac#t #orth across different realms, making
a portal is the way to go. | studied a few theotieg work with the air element, but
obviously you can make a portal through the edament as well if you're not careful..."
Annie pointed to the mysterious space-bending thimgjfrowned. "Live and learn."

"Here's how | understood the basics... Imaginedegijust floating around in the
middle of nothingness. Look at it, and then zoorroare and more, until you get bored:
the view from this perspective is called a 'poiNtiw pick another circle, and look at the
circumference of the circle. Zoom in, more and margil you get bored. What you see
is called a 'line’. Now, pick a point and throwunbh of lines at it. Depending on how
many lines you threw together, what you get is-thahy-dimensional space. Easy,
right?"

"I don't get it."

Annie sighed. "It's like nothing is really nothimight? Even the nothing is a sandwich
of perspectives, a bunch of circles stitched togretimoving and waving and looking.
When you make a portal, you're just magnifying aneection that's already there, and
you make it stable so you don't really have to wadrthat level anymore.”

"That sounds really strange."”



"Yeah, | know. That's why symbol-weavers makeladlse theories; to make it less
strange for portal mages to work with. | don't knleow else to explain..." Annie's face
brightened. "We have a master symbol-weaver righe hwe'll ask him."

Annie stepped towards Mr. Smith with a raised hamd about to ask a question, but
he and Master Joe were engaged in a discussiorw&tesl for a more opportune spot to
interrupt.

"...should we just draw the shaman in and teachahiesson?"

"l like the way you think, but he's not alone anysdkillful little booger, tunneling
below the fluctuations of the realm and hijackihg anomaly... We could be wasting a
valuable opportunity.”

Mr. Smith stood silent for a few moments. "A shofifarce, then?"

"That's more like it! We could..." Master Joe neticAnnie standing there awkwardly.
"Yes?"

"l was hoping Mr. Smith could shed some light oa tionnection between portal
magic and symbol-weaving. I'm afraid I'm just casifg the kids."

Master Joe waved Mr. Smith down before he coultyrépll go, keep an eye here and
we'll compare plans after."

Annie walked back to the kids with Master Joe.

"Portal magic is an advanced subject; it can makecgyazy if you try too hard to
understand it. How about a joke instead? It gdesthis..."

* k% %

A mathematician goes for a walk, carves the formuka s / t" onto the trunk of a tree, and walks
on hy.

Later on, a physicist walks by the same tree, esttbe carving, and says to himself: "Velocity
equals distance per time, what a practical equiatidmeasure two of the variables, | can
calculate the third for free!" He walks away.

A generalist mage walks by the tree, notices théirg, and says to himself: "Imagination equals
space per time, what a useful operational pre@ptientering myself, my imagination can move
the world!" He walks away.



A portal mage, who hopes to be a reality-weaverdayg walks by the tree, notices the carving,
and says to himself: "Awareness is supersymmetrppken symmetry, what a deep realization!
Thanks to it, | can spread my identity across mldtrealities and enact portals.” He walks away.

A zen practitioner walks by the tree and noticesdarving. He shakes his fist, and speaks out
loudly: "It's that vandal mathematician again!"

* % %

Master Joe was slapping his knees and laughingusbie was almost rolling on the
ground. Annie stood there awkwardly with a politaile on her faceéwWas that supposed
to be a joke? | bet the old guy's just trolling us.

Lucy was lost in her thoughts, but Rose seemed athddaster Joe's enjoyment was
genuine, and his odd behavior prompted Eric td &eaghing tooThe old guy is
hilarious, even if his joke sucksaughter infected Rose, then Lucy and Annie as.well

"Funny, right?" Master Joe was obviously proudhaf joke and its successful telling.
He was rewarded by reluctant nods and smiling faces

"Would you care to explain the meaning of this gedr_ucy asked.

Master Joe shook his head and waved dismissivébkes don't have to make sense to
be funny. Portal magic is an advanced subject apyyau kids should just focus on
having fun." He pointed to Annie. "You, howeverpgld look into the higher order
analogues of equations, especially the earth celates. You could start with Einstein's
famous 'E = mc?."

"Why that one?" Annie asked, but she didn't recaiv@nswer and started mumbling
to herself. "Hmm... square of c... solving for rfolding by fixed measure... Oh, so that's
what | did! That's what they mean by making a gahough the earth element!”

"Indeed," Joe confirmed. "As they say, one stornthénhand is worth two in the bush.
Still, you're approximating circles with squaresremember to normalize your equations
to keep errors from popping up in the wrong pldces.

Eric very much doubted that was a real saying.

In the real world, when adults talked about thihgdidn't understand or care about,
Eric would just let it pass ovefhey talk about stupid things, anywélere, it was a little
different for him: like the persons talking carri@dorch through his mind. Eric would
see little images of ideas, and the things thégethhbout made some sense to him while
they were talking. After the torch disappeared ihi® darkness, things were back to not
making sense.



It wasn't that ideas ran away from him, but moke he somehow failed to catch them
with the framework of his understandirigke the scent of a flower you smell for a
moment, and then it's gortée found the experience interesting.

"Come, I'll show you," Master Joe said to Anniestgeing as the two of them walked
towards the anomaly. "You see that part there?rippding hasn't steadied yet. That
direction has to be magnified and stabilized fer plortal to be functional, and after...”



Chapter 12 - Focus Magic

Take energy from the inner world, push it throulgé focus item, and achieve the desired result
in the outer world - this is the age-old methodiogius magic that was tried and tested many
times over. If you prefer not only to use, but alsmlerstand, consider these questions: What
happens if the process is reversed? More strangbbt happens if your identity is neither the
cause nor the effect, but rather the object of$8cu

- Focus and Flow of Energy,
Dreamer's Handbook

"Focus magic is all about focus items: wands, staseepters, crystals and even
special purpose items such as voodoo dolls," Maeic

The class was taking place inside a wide circle btbundary of which was marked by
small stones. Four large, square-shaped slabkaxzupied the center of the henge.
Students were standing next to three of the stalnled, and Maeve was sitting on the
fourth.

Eric tapped on the flat surface beneath his hdruspe this won't be the worst class
ever.He recalled and went through the memory of thetdnosng classes he had in real
life. On second thought, it would be hard to top those.

Piles of staves, wands and crystals towered be¥iamle on the table. She turned
around and grabbed a modest-looking wand.

"The basic function of a wand is to provide a bagefor magic spells. This wand
here, see, is made of wood and it is one of th@lsimypes. A makeshift wand may be
nothing more than the twig of a tree, but for thieg term, it's better to use a well-crafted
and personalized tool."

Maeve swept her hand along the length of the walnalpst caressing it.

"It is important to choose the material carefuliyood is good, living material which
interacts well with most energies a mage or witparates with. Glass and metal make
wands which may be better for specific spells. dostt use plastic,” Maeve chuckled,
"those damn things will melt in your hand! Animalres, too, are frequently crafted into
focus items, but I'm not fond of such.”

Maeve hopped down from the table and started rurmgalbrough a pile of crystals.

The fourth person at Eric, Rose and Lucy's table avblack-haired girl. She was so
little she had to stand on another stone to cobtytlook down on the top of the table.



Her hair was straight and long, and her eyes d&le@.bobbed her head once in a while as
if she was listening to music.

"Crystals and gems are the other major group afdeems. They are the filters and
batteries of magic." Maeve grabbed several crystadsproceeded to hand them out to
students.

"The most notable attribute of crystals is clariyhen magical energies are focused
upon them, crystals interact or resonate only wittarrow band of energies. Although
this may seem wasteful at first glance, it makesrtiyuite suitable as focus items. The
mage has to focus on that clear, narrow band aferse and this increases the spell's
precision and reliability."

Eric touched the crystal Maeve placed in frontiof.ht glowed dimly, but the glow
vanished as soon as he removed his fingésgresting.

"Crystals are often great at storing magical enegjyce the focused energy has
already been purified, it is easier for the crystalstructure to withstand greater amounts
of it. A fully charged gem or crystal is vivid afdl of color, and may even emit a faint
light. Crystals may become volatile if improperlyacged - handle them with care.”

The little girl giggled. She held up her crystahieh glowed under her touch, and
pointed at herself. "Gem - Gemma."

"So adorable! How old are you?" Rose asked.

"This many!" Gemma raised three fingers, and wentooraise and lower them
randomly.

Eric smiled, and turned his attention to the ciyistéront of him. He scooped it up
from the cold stone into his palm, and watchedtgtance at the bottom. He elevated his
hand, and when he tilted it at a particular anile brilliance of the sun's rays reflected in
the crystal. It felt almost weightless.

"Let's see if you can figure out on your own howharge a crystal,” Maeve instructed
the class. "Try not to break it!"

Heh, this will be easyeric imagined the energy from his hand going ihi® crystal
and filling it up. It grew brighter, and encouradedic to concentrate more.

The crystal started pulsing. It brightened and dedpand with each ebbing phase,
Eric felt some of his energy return to him. Eripkat it, and the pulsing crystal began
vibrating with a slight hum.

Yes! It must be working!



He continued stuffing energy into it. The pulsatgyrew more rapid and the hum
became a high pitch.

Almost thereEric put both his hands below the crystal, andchved the crystal jitter.
One second... two... the pitch became so highdppset hearing it... three... four... and
crack! The crystal splintered and flew off his padrth a puff.

Damn. | thought | had it.
"You are trying too hard. Don't do it like that."
Eric looked up and saw Maeve standing next to Hiko.?"

"No. You're trying to put your own energy into ttrystal. It might work, but even if
you hit the crystal's signature frequency, you Wkktly mess up its self-resonance and
break it into pieces anyway. Forget this approacécision comes before power."

Maeve moved closer. "Just listen to it. Feel itgit}. Let it speak to you. Then, once
you see it clearly in your mind, focus on suchitgfan yourself, and reflect it back onto
the crystal. Don't charge the crystal - help itrgeatself. Okay?"

"Okay_"
Maeve placed another crystal in front of Eric, itiead to the first one.

Eric grabbed the crystal with both handis'm not supposed to push energy into it,
maybe it works if | push energy through it.

He imagined a flow of energy from his right handhts left. The crystal glowed, but it
didn't pulsate, not even when he increased hisesuration. It felt warmer, as if a breeze
carried warmth from one hand to the other. Dedpgesfforts, he couldn't get it to glow
as bright as with the previous method. He placecttiistal on the stone again, and the
glow faded as soon as he removed his hatadsn, that isn't enough.

Eric heard a yell and the sound of a crystal bregakoming from another table.
Hehehe, at least I'm not the only one.

Eric decided to make the energy go around insidetstal. Its brightness increased,
but so did the amount of heat it gave tiffeels sticky.

He kept at it until the crystal overheated andédrmto a gooey substance in quick
transition. It slipped out of Eric's fingers andnveplat on the stone surface.

"Ahh!" Eric exhaled sharply as his concentratioassgl Double damn, that's the
second one! Even Gemma is doing better.



Maeve came by and placed another crystal in frbhtro. "Take it easy.” She tapped
Eric on the shoulder before walking to another pupi

Lucy held up her crystal, which shined with a fthiarge, and smiled provocatively.
"Are you enjoying the class?"

"Oh, shut up," Eric said.

* k% %

How am | supposed to hold a wand anyway?

The wand was too thin for a full grip. He tried thiolg it gently with only three fingers,
as he saw others doing it, but it felt flimsy amekevard. Should | hold it like a pencil?
Or a spoon"He shifted his fingers about, but neither hold Wessright one for him.

Rose and Lucy were engrossed in deep concentr&ranwatched them practice, but
didn't want to interrupfThey sure picked it up quick@emma twirled around, and some
of the other younger children were playing insteagracticing.

"Hey, you two! Stop bashing each other on the h&adse are high-quality training
staves; if you break them, I'll chew you up and gpu out!"

"Yes, ma'm."

Eric pondered what his problem was. He didn't likends, but didn't think his dislike
was so deep it would to turn into disgust. Alse, itea of quitting before even starting
was repulsive to himkEven if I'm biased, it's better to give an horigsbefore deciding
for sure.

Did | quit after destroying three crystals? Of ceamot, I'm not a quitteHe managed
to charge the crystal on the fourth try. He stodaith whe crystal in hand for what felt like
half an hour, waiting for it to absorb the energyeededThose things are half-alive or
somethingHe didn't actually have to do much except be paaad make sure not to
unintentionally overload the crystdt.wasn't as bright as Lucy's, but | didn't quieth
and | won't quit now.

The sky thundered, without a single cloud in sigttange Ever since the first time he
arrived in dream camp, he couldn't recall it ea@ned.

He looked at the wand in his hand, and resistearg@ to throw it away and be done.
He recalled how it felt to hold Dancing Feathehis hand - such power, such purpose!



Eric sighed, and walked towards the stone table thi¢ piles of stuff on it. Maeve was
overseeing the kids from there.

"Could I try a staff instead?" Eric asked.
"Sure. Is there something wrong with the wand?"
"No, I just don't like it much."

"l see..." Maeve pulled out a black staff from gike, and knocked on it. "Try this
one."

"Thank you."

Eric took the staff and started walking back. Ttagfsvasn't flimsy as the wand, and
holding it felt more natural. Yet, his reluctanaggered on. The staff had substance, but
in Eric's mind, it still lacked purpose.

He stopped after a few stepdaybe | don't have to figure out everything on mwo

Eric turned back to Maeve. "I guess | just donttigevhy should | use a wand or a
staff at all?"

"As | said before, wands provide a baseline for icg@gnergies. Your own energies
are channeled into the wood, where any surgesrmuthsistencies are smoothed over.
When focus magic is used together with symbol @&odlrmagic, the results tend to be
consistent and nasty surprises are kept to a mminwith practice, it becomes easier to
focus on the particular energy type that you wanitge. It's the same thing with staves,
except they handle more power at the expense oispra."

The sky thundered again. Eric looked up, and saw dauds approaching.

Maeve grumbled under her breath. "l thought we edjreot to implement a weather
cycle just yet... Damn that Joe, what the helleisip to now?"

"Ohlson said a sword can do everything a wand isahat true?" Eric asked.

"He exaggerated. Blades as focus items are caofien® edge - that which severs and
connects things. Wands and staves are good fompuonating the quality of energy,
whereas with blades the energy type doesn't matieh as long as it's sharply
controlled.”

"But why should | use a wand if | can cast a spthout it?"



"Perhaps the biggest reason is ease of use. A a@lpd iron out the mage's energies,
so she has an easier time focusing - hence theftarus item'. This ties in well with the
use of habit in ritual magic.”

"But isn't that only a kind of crutch?"

Maeve shrugged. "A tool is a tool. It doesn't mgan have to use it all the time, just
that youcanuse it if you want to. Another big reason is thoatus items can be enhanced
to help the user in various ways, most commonlgugh embedding crystals or carving
runes. A skilled wandsmith can also create wandsgecialized purposes.” Maeve
picked up a wand from the pile and waved it around.

"Lastly, a focus item can be used for practice @/jidu learn a new spell or improve
an old one. With the help of a wand, you can apgrgeur own energies more
objectively, and learn greater control. Some mayes go to the length of constructing
various focus apparatuses to help them train. Alsis create similar contraptions to aid
them with their work."

Maeve lowered the wand. "Today's class is only afaniliarizing yourself with
focus items. Just observe and feel how the endrggges through the focus item; even if
you won't use such tools in the future, you wiNéastill learned something.”

Eric caught himself leaning too much on the staéfstraightened up and nodded.
"That makes sense. Thanks."

"You're welcome."

He turned around and walked back to his training.dge wasn't enamored with focus
items, but at least he came to understand howdbelg be useful. Eric decided to use a
staff for training, but not carry one arouifiéhr now.

"Why aren't you training?" Rose asked, offeringnmare than a glance.

Rose and Lucy stood farther away, and they continroeoncentrate deeply as they
whirled their wands. Eric couldn't tell if they veemaking progress or not, but they
certainly showed dedication.

"l am, | just had some questions," he said louahd waited a moment for Rose to
respond. She didn't, and he turned his attentick tmathe staff.

The wood was dark and hardenbtiist be some kind of coating had the same
symmetric arrangement of small, black crystaldhastand, except they were greater in
number due to the length and thickness of the.staff

Since he couldn't use his standard fireball stavittethe staff in his hands, he held it
in his right hand, extended it, and pointed it idir@ction away from everyone. He tried



to make a fireball as he was accustomed to, bbtdies off the spell almost
immediately.Damn.

When he used only his hands, there was a degiesmddiacy, a certain tactile
feedback which was missing hekaybe I'm just not used to it yétdditionally, the
point he's supposed to focus on, the far end oétiddé was... well... far. Pushing the
energy through the staff wasn't difficult, but iepented an additional layer of
complexity requiring attention.

Eric tried again. Making the energy surge throdghdgtaff was more difficult than
simply externalizing the fire.

There was a faint burning smell, and for a briehmeat, a black shine grew from the
crystals and enveloped the staff. The burning sprelinptly subsided.

| should stop trying to make the fireball right apand just focus on pressing the
energy through.

The staff definitely put up resistance to the epgragssing through it. Eric considered
pushing harder, but concluded it would probablyedéethe purpose of using a staff.
Maybe the principle that the wielder has to became with the weapon holds true here
as well.

So far, since the fire attunement, the externabradf fire energy was as simple as
flicking a switch. He recognized the fire withindapushed it out, easy as that. The
resistance of the staff interfered and made himagintion to the process - he had to go
from inside energy to partial externalization tdside energy.

His identity stretched. That which travelled thrbuge staff was still part of him, until
it became something recognizably outside of him¢elhis extra step a benefit or
hindrance?Eric started thinking about how to use it to hdsantage.

The fire energy he pushed through the staff camdifferent than his usual explosive
fire. Instead of big flames intent on burning evknyg, the resulting fire consisted of
small flames burning with the same size and color.

Controllable?He pushed the fire through, and made a standasplere for
containment at the exit point. The result was a@ncwior flame ball, which was
responsive to Eric's guidance, but didn't pack mafchpunch. Eric went through the
motions a few times, thinking about how to use thpe of energy. He remembered what
Ohlson told him, that advanced fireball spells alsed earth-type containment.

He guided the energy along; reminiscent of the fose used a burning twig to
illustrate the idea behind the magic of imaginatide led the fire along in the major
motions of a magic sphere, and after a few trtegnmained relatively stable.



Practice this way was tedious, since he didn't hlagestance or the use of his hands to
help him, but he was getting the hang of it.

Slowly, a plan formed in his mind. If he used ttlisaner type of energy to make a
shape on the inside, and applied the rotations @iirabased sphere from the outside, this
two-tiered containment would allow him to push mfire into the spell. But how could
he access the regular fire if he pushed it alluglothe staff? would have to learn to get
this energy without the staff.

Or... oh, I'm a geniud! could push energy both through the staff and atbit! The
fire passing through the staff would be clearerjevthe fire travelling around it would
be unfiltered and he could externalize the bulk wfithout resistance.

He let the idea of the spell crystallize in his dhiantil each detail fell into place.

It should work... It will work!

Eric extended the staff away from him, paused foroanent in deliberation, and let
the spell fly. Flames blazed along the staff, apdwaerful turbulence whipped them into
shape at the end of the staff. It wasn't yet d&He but it was fire, and it was a ball, more
or less, violently spiraling around in many direas. Eric's concentration skipped out on
one detail, then another - and the flames bursinoatdisplay of fireworks.

Yes! I'll have to work on the compression... butatks!

"Did you see what | just did?"

Rose smiled briefly and gave him a quiet thumbs-up.

"l used two-fold containment. It's not yet perfdmif maybe next | will..."

"Shh." Rose was more interested in what was gomgp der left, as she was
eavesdropping on the conversation between LucyvaeVe.

Eric moved closer.

"...can play as long as they don't disturb othdre @are practicing. Keep an eye on the
item piles, and if someone wants to leave, colleeir practice wands. Got it?"

"Yes," Lucy said.
"Good... I'll be back soon. | feel it in my bondsg's up to something and he didn't tell

me. And if he is, I'll beat the ever-loving poopt ofi him. | have too much to worry
about as itis."



Chapter 13 - Nightmare Combat

With every ounce of resistance you're making year stronger. Every such thought or feeling is
like saying: "This thing is so strong and | am sak!" Why would you give your power and
integrity away like that? Face your fear head @oegt it, let it go and see it vanish.

- Practical Guide to Nightmares,
Dreamer's Handbook

Eric was sitting on top of a hill, twiddling a bladf grass and listening to Mr. Smith.

"...S0, try not to do anything that would seem cailaor too otherworldly. Here are
some guidelines: engage head on, at short or retdrdie. No long-range sniping,
alright? No excessive flying either - a hop or tw@llowed, but keep the battle on the
ground. No mind control, no illusions, no hexesgcaoeses, no domination magic, no
necromancy-"

"We don't know any of those," Lucy said.

"Good... nothing too dark or too cruel. Charge bash their skulls in, or blast them
from not too far. No sneaking, no backstabbingeye®-gouging. Kicks in the groin area
are just fine - dirty, but not dishonorable. We widrem defeated, but it should be very
clear to them that they are being defeated at tveir game in a friendly contest.
Questions?"

"Why are they attacking us?" Rose asked.

"They have a battle culture; probably no reasorobdythat. For them, a battle is how
they validate and find their own place in the wofdr us, this battle is a communication
attempt. By making a show of force, we are sayiegane not pushovers and that we
share some of their values. If we exhibit toodifibrce, they'll despise us. If we exhibit
too much, we risk being revered. So, we aim fomtiedle and hope to establish a basis
for future diplomacy."

Mr. Smith raised a pointed finger. "That's where gome in. We, the teachers in this
camp, are too powerful, so we'll let you kids t#ke front lines. The fight will be fairer,
and the goblins will have to acknowledge the fegoof young humans. It should be a
learning experience for you as well."

"And what will you do?" Rose asked.



"Observe, mostly, and prepare for the unexpectieédekp the portal and the realm
stable, make sure no one scares to death, andttadeprecautions you don't have to
concern yourself with."

A vast field stretched below, filled with the shusfigreen grass. Across the field and a
little to Eric's left, towered a hill higher thalmet one he was sitting on. To his distant
right, densely packed trees marked the boundatiyeofield. Beyond the trees, all he
could see was a large body of water going tillibazon.Is that a sea? Hmm... | think
not. It might be the same lake | swam in, justiather configuration.

On the far edge of the field was the reason thag \were: the portal. It still looked
strange, but it was no longer simply an anomaklhespace-time continuum. It was
strong, more symmetrical, its movements and ratatim longer haphazard. It twisted
light around it like a kaleidoscope, but it alsdieded: the light of another sun was
shining through it.

"Wasn't the portal on top of the cliff?" Eric asked

"We moved it. We needed space and static distasoase constructed this battlefield
for the occasion."

"l didn't know it was possible to move a portaliidy said.
"Everything is possible,” Mr. Smith stated.

There was movement near the portal. A figure aggukaan around quickly with a
raised sword, and shouted loud enough even fort&hear it. One more goblin
appeared, then another and another... They guickiyed a defensive circle around the
portal.

One figure seemed taller than the ré&t... he's short and hunched just like the others,
but carrying a staff. It must be a shamdtore of them were appearing fast, kind of just
slipping out of the portal.

So, that's how a goblin invasion begiEsen though he knew a battle was
forthcoming, Eric felt remarkably tranquil. Lookimipwn from the hill, the conflict
seemed distant in time as well as space.

The goblins were already too numerous to countdLtoo; their yelling and growling
added a constant hum to the background noise. ifloaraed a different scent, and the
grass near the portal seemed to grow daMaybe I'm just imagining it.

Upon recognizing other, more familiar sounds ad,izlc looked to the left. Groups
of children were coming in from the Playground netaing and battle-ready. Eric took a
deep breath to absorb all the anticipation aroumd h



"It's time. Let's go, we'll find you some equipmeént

* % %

For a long moment, Eric stared at the goblin warclwarging at him.

They locked eyes, and the shape of the goblinis grginace mirrored into Eric's
stomach; constricting it and making it nauseous.

Eric did not simply freeze, in the way fear andeaidion are known to affect a person.
The fear punched a hole in his abdomen, taking awapnly Eric's nauseous feeling,
but also many of his thoughts that were telling tinbe afraid.

Eric's thinking ceased and his mind went blanlke-ithplosion of fear turned into an
explosion of perception. It was a strange kind ofmant, where he could sense
everything going on around him.

Everyone, all screams and clashes, were interlockdte greater pattern of the battle.

The goblin warriors were short and stocky, dealimginds more proficiently than
their opponents. The kids were nimbler, dodging duncking, outswarming the goblins
and putting them off-balance.

There was Ohlson, overseeing the youngest fightealsattacking surgically with
Dancing Feather. There were Kyle and Lyle and Dbkeg and yelling, running
through enemy lines and casting unstable magiastelivas Lucy, and Rose in another
spot, fighting alone and pushing the frontline deep

Eric's eyes were still on the goblin, and if he hafull mental faculties, he would
have found it interesting how the goblin's grimabanged in slow motion.

This state, being so much in the moment to be alfisen it, was not without
limitations - Eric's trance was slowly fading.

The goblin appeared to be suspended mid-chargeandn't have changed its path
even if it wanted to. It was clear to Eric where toblin's steps would land and when its
crude sword would come down.

The moment was gone. Eric sidestepped, avoidesldlsh, and whacked the goblin
just above the neck.



Eric felt the bone break and the skull crush uniderilt of his sword. He noticed the
goblin's battle yell only when it turned into a @fypain. The goblin's body turned into
crimson smoke, leaving behind a smell of blood p&igpiration.

Eric raised his sword as part of an impromptu victtance.

"I did it! I did it! | di-"

The next thing he felt was his own skull being leasim; shattered bits and bone pieces
splashing not only his brain out but also his sexislf. There was no time for pain.

* % %

"l see her!" Eric yelled.

After reappearing in a grove behind the hill, Ehought it would be best if he stopped
the heroics and sought out Rose and Lucy.

"Where?" Rose yelled back.

Eric found Rose quickly. He noticed a large empigce in the middle of the densely
packed battle, marked by flying and falling gobliR®se stood in its center, flinging
airballs.

With many goblins around, she would let an airgatiw bigger and more volatile. It
would knock back and disorient a group of goblswspthers could step in and finish
them off. When she needed precision, she would #ezppell more tightly together, so
it would lift up and blast away a single goblin.

She's too recklesgric thought when he first saw her figBhe's wielding that flimsy
wand well, but she's isolating herself by pushomdeep into enemy territory.

Eric did not deem it necessary to share this olagienv, but judging by how easy it
was to persuade Rose to regroup, she must havetoca®milar conclusion too.

"Over there!" Eric yelled.

The two of them were running towards Lucy, hopsideways at times to avoid a
friendly spell or a carelessly charging kid, andassonally dispatching a daring goblin.

Every so often Eric rubbed the back of his head¢snsciously making sure the
memory remained only a memoiyhave to be more carefutach time the nerves in his
hand reported a sensation of an uninjured fantiéad, Eric exhaled in relief.



It was easier to catch sight of Lucy as they maddageome closer. She was waving
her staff without pause: shards of earth rose @padter the other, flew out, and hit their
targets. Some goblins got knocked down and remdheze, others turned into purplish
mist and disappeared.

Eric could see a larger contingent of goblin reioéanents closing in on Lucy's
location. They used their swords and shields ttedeher projectiles - with variable
success.

"Hurry, she needs help!" Eric shouted.
"I'm right behind you!"

Getting killed by an assailant he could barely ssggped Eric's confidence, but having
Rose at his side and the prospect of joining Leagssured him/e'll finally fight as a
team!

Also, having his skull smashed in before, he knévatto expect from the worst case
scenario, and it wasn't as terrifying as befdements of death are not as bad as the
stress of fearing the unknown.

Eric was starting to enjoy the battle and treatare as a game - that's what the goblins
were doing, in their crude and grunting wakey revel in it.

As much as he loved swords, sticking to mid-ramggbélling seemed more prudent
than engaging in meleBetter not risk a trip back from the grove.

The goblin group nearly reached Lucy, and seeietetivere too many for her to take
on alone, she erected an earthen barrier in frioinéio The goblins charged.

Eric kept running. He threw a fireball at a londMo in his way, and was considering
what course of action to take. The fireball hit ahe goblin evaporated along with the
flames.

"Cover me!" Eric shouted to Rose.

The first goblin reached Lucy's shield and gawehig whack - the shield held.

More goblins arrived and started hammering. A féwhem went around, trying to get
to Lucy where the barrier was not yet up. Rosetsalimade one of them involuntarily
airborne, while another got smitten by Lucy's staff

Lucy managed to complete the shield, which coveexdike an earthen bubble and

hid her from view. Parts of the shield cracked uritle goblins' assault, but Lucy
reinforced the damaged parts as soon as she could.



Rose kept hurling airballs, some missing completatyl some serving only as a
distraction. "What the hell are you doing?!" Sheudld to Eric.

"I'll take care of them, just hold a little longér!
Eric formed a fireball in his hand, trying to make improved version he practiced
before. He had no staff this time, but he knew wbatoncentrate orikKeep the clean

energy separate. Rotate, push more fire and kestplile.

Instead of throwing the fireball, Eric rushed ahedule holding it in his hand.can't
afford to miss!

"Lucy, strengthen the top!" He barked, unsure & slould hear.

Eric launched into the air, avoiding half a dozaraged goblins and aiming to come
down on top of the protective bubble.

He loosened the rotations and pushed more firetir@doall, which exploded as soon
as it made contact with the shield. The blast texyalong the edge of the shield,
catching the goblins in the face.

The fire disintegrated all surrounding goblins, &ptcone who just lay there groaning.
Lucy walked to the goblin, and slammed down withgtaff. This goblin puffed away
too; a breeze carrying away the reddish smoke alatigthe earthy remains of the
shield.

The blast didn't burn Eric much - it was his fifeeaall - but inhaling the heated air
hurt. Crashing down through Lucy's shield and twgsan arm in the fall hurt even more.

"Come on!"

Lucy grabbed Eric's other arm and started draggimgback. He stumbled after her
while Rose covered their retreat.

Upon reaching friendlier territory, they stoppedl atumped to the ground. All of
them were breathing heavily. Eric was singed féie charred and his hairstyle peculiar.

"What a suicidal rescue,” Lucy remarked with wesmyle.

Rose drew Lucy close in a hug and planted a kigseorcheek. "You're the suicidal
one."

"What about me?" Eric asked.

"You are t00," Rose said.



"No, don't | get-"

"Blehh," Rose pinched her nose and leaned awayu ‘$vieell like a burnt pig; I'm not
going anywhere near you."

Eric slanted his lips. "Raincheck, then?"

"Maybe."

Eric closed his eyes. A battlefield wasn't the Ipdste to rest, but even a moment's
respite was welcom®&reathe in... breathe out... breathe in... breatbe..He felt the
ache in his arm, throbbing with pain to the rhytbfinis heartbeat. He tried to put the

pain out of his mind, and for a moment, just BE...

Suddenly, Lucy jumped to her feet. "Incoming!"



Chapter 14 - Healing

Before there was light, there was touch.

Mages prefer sight; but touch is close and sigttstant. A healer has to know when to turn one
into the other.

- Sense and Comprehension,
Dreamer's Handbook

Healing magic is in a unique position among the in@glisciplines, as it has an additional,
broader objective: to unify all the magical disipk.

Skilled shamans, elementalists, symbol-weaverso#met mages who insist on maintaining their
human identities access the depths through compatétization and rely on selective knowledge
as well as trained intuition to stay reasonablybeéd. Healers operating at those depths do not
have such luxury: they do not derive their skittsni what they know, but from who they are.

- Magic Beyond Magic,
Dreamer's Handbook

"Pull the dagger out."
Rose shook her head. "I'd rather not. What if | sngs?"

Maeve turned to Eric. "You do it then." Maeve's thadsted on the patient's chest,
almost touching the dagger that was lodged firmlthe boy's ribcage.

Eric gulped.

The wounded boy was floating above the groundingsin nothing but thin air. His
body convulsed now and then, following the rhythinhis quiet sobs.

"l... I don't think | can do it," Eric said.

A faint frown ran through Maeve's face.

"May I?" Lucy asked.

Maeve nodded. She withdrew her hand and steppdd 'fac ahead.”

"Do I just yank it out?"



"Yes, just pull straight up."

Lucy approached and placed both hands on theftiitieadagger. She took several
deep breaths.

The dagger was of the same crude workmanship Bwag®blins carry and use in
battle. Uneven, possibly rusted blade, with a dartg deformed handle. He could almost
smell the unwashed odor.

"Go ahead," Maeve repeated, encouraging.

Lucy flexed her fingers, tightened her grip on dagger as much as she could, and
gave it a big yank. The dagger dislodged and shbefbortlessly under her guiding
hands.

Lucy smiled in relief, but her smile turned intoAblelerment as she watched the
dagger turn into mist and reappear lodged deeplyarboy's chest.

"What... how-" Lucy muttered.

When the boy noticed the removed dagger reappdas ichest, his distant and
resigned sobbing turned into manic crying. "Gett! Get it out of me! Get it out! Get-"
His body rocked violently back and forth as hedtie get up.

Lucy backpedaled.

Maeve acted swiftly: she moved in and placed omel lvan the boy's brow. "That's
right, just go to sleep." The wailing and the bgelgks stopped. With her other hand she
yanked out the dagger and tossed it away in oni swtion - it didn't reappear.

Caressing, she drew her hand across the bloodiaddvdhe blood went away, and
the t-shirt no longer showed tearing; Eric presuthedvound healed as well.

"There... No need to make a fuss. Just rest," Maaikto the sleeping, floating boy.
She drew one hand across his hair, and made @matethand gesture with the other. The
boy vanished - not in reddish smoke, as defeatetbatants did, but with the stretching,
perspective-changing motions of a teleportationl sgdc silently congratulated himself
for spotting the difference.

"Fear of death and nightmarish clinging to lifesoftproduce a deformed ego-image.

With time he would get rid of the blade on his owaf not before going through a valley
of shadows of his own creation. Such a complexlprolfor a simple solution..."

* k% %



After battling the goblin warriors, Eric expectdeetbattlefield to be littered with dead
bodies.

"The first three levels of healing are very similand they are, in order: prevention,
patience, and preparation.”

"Prevention is about not getting into a situatibattwould require healing in the first
place. Avoid the speeding car and you won't gebyit - easy, right?"

Eric understood early on in his life the differerietween movie violence and real-life
violence.

He remembered being whisked away from the siten@fc@ident several years ago.
Although he didn't see much, the image of the e@dstar remained with him, and the
concerned, frightened looks on the adults' facedenadasting impression.

What he didn't get is why adults seemed to sh#imselves even from the idea of
violence, only to revere it from a distand&ortality and fear and pressures and
thresholds..Eric caressed the back of his helagshould've paid more attention to war
documentaries on tv.

"Time does not heal all wounds, but when time ceal b wound, patience helps you
get there."

"Healing through preparation is mostly about malsoge you give your body and
subconscious the space it needs to restore itbelit-physical, emotional, mental, or any
other kind of space. Rest, sleep, cut back on ae@udtivities, and actively do nothing."

Instead of corpses, broken-off weapon and armaegiéay littered on trampled grass.
There were no dead bodies, but there were casuatenetimes instead of reappearing
at the glade, the wounded remained on the battlefigng in shock and pain. Dream
violence was more emotional than tv violence, itasults less permanent than real-life
violence.

"Next in depth is a trifecta of reinforcements:esrial, mental, and emotional. Healer-
specialists operate at these depths."

"Doctors excel at external reinforcement - givell @xcise a tumor, place a bandage -
but they mostly focus on the dis-ease insteadepdtient.”

Eric, Lucy, and Rose kept up with Maeve's steadyepaalking across the battlefield
to help the wounded. Most of them needed only teasse that everything is going to be
all right. Others just needed rest after the extimgibattle. Of course, there were
exceptions, like the boy with the dagger in hissthe



"Mental reinforcement involves clarifying the mirchproving mind-body feedback,
integrating the conscious and subconscious cloggther, and so on... Psychologists
seek to carve out logic from these depths.”

"The goal of emotional reinforcement is to bringtfiohappiness and spiritual
fulfillment. Choiceful action is preferable overwitied reaction, but there has to be
balance between being ruled by emotions and sugipgethem with frigid discipline.
For emotional reinforcement, there is rarely adsdiealer than a trusted friend."

There was also the girl with the wide gash on Ipgreu leg - Eric didn't think he ever
saw a person bleed so profusétyght out of a horror movieMaeve said she had control
issues. They helped bandage the wound - it wasiweth all the blood gushing around
Eric's fingers - but it stopped soon afterwards #wedwound healed fast.

"Going even deeper, we step into the domain ofeslaodes and attitudes - those
things that knowingly or not, shape the core oéespnality. There are no healer-
specialists at this level, since it's no longendbixing a broken part, but about deciding
which 'whole' to realize. Symbolists occasionally down here to find and form
archetypes.”

And of courseThere was also the kid with the severed arm. H&edatalmly up to
Maeve, carrying his severed arm in his other hamtlis head, Eric knew this was
supposed to be scary and worrying, but after ali bhood, the situation seemed morbidly
funny rather than seriouBlust be a mild shocK.hat boy healed quickly too - the three
of them held the arm in place until it got reateedhThere remained no marks of the
injury and the boy regained full movement in hisiand fingers.

"Language becomes increasingly useless as we geidée

Then there was the berserker kid who chased otfirsan ax in his hand and a
senseless glare on his face. Maeve handled thismher own: she 'ported after the kid,
touched him lightly on the shoulder, and made hittapse immediatelyThese things
happen, Maeve said.

"We can talk about identity boundaries, identitytaxts, core patterns and core
integrals, but the dissonance between experiert&enbal thought grows wider. The
pressures of the collective subconscious become olorious, and memetic motions
more pronounced."

The goblins had casualties too, and they carrieayaieir own. In few occasions, Eric
thought he saw Mr. Smith finish off or heal goblitis1 not sure which, maybe both.

Eric listened to Maeve's droning with only half m#nd. They walked across the field
at a leisurely pace, looking if they missed anystieneeding help. Maeve used this time
to expound on the basic theories of healing magic.



"Going even deeper with a relatively fixed perceptof self-individuality triggers the
Hall of Mirrors experience. Horrid things can happi's not that you can get lost, but
that it's so easy to lose yourself. If you becom®&&C, you'll have to wait for someone
to stare into the abyss so you can look back. Taergenerally two ways out from the
Hall of Mirrors: escape back any way you can anddbyou were ever there, or go
through.”

In Eric's experience, all teachers had the tendemtalk on and on about topics they
liked and understood, and often forgot they weppssed to be talking to someone other
than themselves. Even if they caught themselvesgguif tangents, many of them
wouldn't - or couldn't - change cour3éney don't get that the mindset of learning is
different from the mindset of having learn8dme teachers were plain incompetent:
How does one learn about history by memorizingsfate

"l can't tell you much about going through; thig'hat's talking to you doesn't know.
Your individuality shatters, the anthropomorphishyaur identity dissolves, maybe even
taking with it whatever context the elementalitytioé realm offered you."

The teachers in Dream Camp were nowhere near apbHric felt they tended to
talk over their students’ heads - like Maeve digh.n@/hat Eric wasn't sure about is if
they were doing it on purpose. He could feel trespure of her words, prodding at his
mind.

Sometimes, when he tried too hard to understaneétong, he would understand
some small part and skip out on all the rest. @fse, when he didn't try at all, he
understood nothing.

But, somewhere in between, when he didn't try ta@l lho control his own mind, he
wouldn't get much of it at first, but after slegpion it and thinking about related stuff, it
was easier for all to just 'clicklike, if | just let it, my mind does most of thimking for
me, and | can just pick off the ripe fruit from tba-hanging branch.

He hoped this was one of those times - he justisethoughts loose and hoped all that
complex theory would make sense later.

"Mystics say it's all a big circle; massive regextien, rebirthing or ressurrective
capabilities are the boons of master healers artdraages - they are experts of what we

call 'doing nothing'.

"They also say a society is advanced only if tHeectve subconscious is purified and
reintegrated with the individual. Humanity has mstiit to clean up, and most of it will
fall on you..."

Like now, when he followed the trail of his owneattion: some words he understood,
some he disregarded, others came together anddastriegs of light in his mind. He
recognized thoughts and ideas behind some of thésyvand could put them into words



of his own, while with other thoughts and ideawadis like he could see their glowing
shapes, even if he couldn't re-assemble them intdsy

When he looked at the world this way, it wasn'tyambrds that became light...
Everything seemed to have light glowing around alnalve - himself included.

His own light he felt more than saw: wings of lightipporting him and lifting his
spirits. These wings didn't help him fly - he attg&new how to do that - but helped him
assert his presendeam here. This is my domain.

Eric felt powerful.

When he observed closely, he saw the light wassttgbove things; Wwasthe things.
When he looked farther within, he saw his thouglisotions, and features of his
humanness he took for granted - fly into and awamfhim as rays of light.

Don't gg he vocalized the thought with concern, only tdchat shine away as a
single ray of light.

He became scareWhere's my fear2ll he could see was light; shiny rays bouncing
and reflecting off of..What?Other light? He located the jumble of confusedtlidpat
was his fearl may not like you, but you're minik tried to pull his fear back into him.
Pull into what?

With big parts of him visible outside, he dared loak in the inner direction he felt the
remainder of himself was, lest that too would tumo light. Nothing would remain... no
one to observe.

"Anybody there? Snap out of it!"

A shattering sound in front of his eyes broke h&on. A clap.Eric opened his eyes,
only to realize they were already open. He sawral lwgaving in front of his face - it was
Rose's.

"Are you all right? You haven't said anything fonge time."

Eric cleared his throat. "I'm fine. Just daydreagminguess.”

"Daydreaming? Again? You do that a lot." Lucy tudrie Maeve. "How does it work
anyway? Dreaming in a dream, | mean?"

Maeve shrugged. "Depends. Can be iterative, re@jreoincidental... like a fractal or
kaleidoscope, with varying levels of overlay. Awagss being fixed to an ego-
consciousness is the exception rather than thé' rule

"But, can you like, dream in a dream in a dreara dream, and so on?"



"Sure, you could say such movement forms the ludsiay reality. In practice, if you
operate based from an anchor reality, that whicte# life' for us, there are dangers and
difficulties associated with going too far. Not i@éntities and ego-structures can handle
the pressure, especially if untrained.”

Maeve paused. "Or, looking at it another way, ncare and death is inevitable. You
could say death is a way of life."

Lucy digested the words in silence.

"Come, let's go back to the others. I'll have a ¥ewds with Joe, and you should
prepare for the second wave of attacks."

Eric walked on with the others, enjoying the inard outer silence, paying attention
only to the renewed trampling of grass.



Chapter 15 - Demonology

Hunger for power is the most common reason for Hireglavith powerful forces. However, there
are those who, either through curiosity or the pausth-pull of social forces, end up staring into
the sun too long. The lucky ones get burned outupted or possessed. The unlucky ones
become religious fanatics. When looking into thgsator the sun, use an adequate protective
filter: a strong ego.

- Misuse of Force, Dreamer's Handbook

Eric sidestepped the fireball. It was poorly aimieat, the goblin shaman's tiptoeing
annoyed him to no endll wipe that toothless grin off your ugly mug.

This shaman wasn't as fierce as the goblin wami@r®. No tenacity, no enjoyment of
the battle. He just hobbled about, acting all snmegasionally casting a flimsy fireball to
provoke Eric.

He deserves no respect from maec was tempted to cover the distance betwean the
with a sprint, and snap his neck. No spells, nddsa just to feel the neck bone of this
puny creature crack in his hanéte wouldn't be able to stop me, not in time.

"Just a little more!"

The shaman had one reason - and one reason anmlgeting smug: the massive
demon he never ventured far from.

While Eric kept an eye on the shaman, Lucy and R@se engaging the demon. They
had a plan: first, Rose used an air containmerit $poked like a large magic sphere
around the demon, restricting some of its movem&dsond came Lucy's water chains,
their watery essence pressing into the spirit-bafthe demon.

The demon wasn't a true demon in the hellfire-amahdione kind of way - it was a
bear spirit, large and strong. It could have beemeoble in its true shape, but its
current form was leaking energy, and it raged ey madness at its surroundings as
well as its own incompleteness.

It's torture Eric realizedThe goblin shaman is forcing an unnatural form oseai-
conscious forcekEric felt a little sorry for the bear-demon andpised the shaman even
more. He wondered whether the shaman was inteiifranalicious...Just petty and
incompetentEric decided

He saw other such demons on the battlefield, thaagie as big as this or&as it a
cultural thing? Torturing to compensate for size?



"Now, Eric!"

He recalled Lucy's explanation about how her wekeins worked; something about
dispel magic and elemental neutralization. It wiagery intuitive, but his role was clear:
to fight fire with fire.

If timed right, a well-placed fireball would add nedforce and break the shaman's
control. If timed wrong, the demon would assimilaig fire and become more powerful.
Lucy and Rose's containment spells would breaktlagy would have to start all over
again.

Eric spent a few seconds concentrating on buildimdis fireball. Where to aim? The
head? The torso? The fiery limbs trying to lasH?oAiming for center mass seemed best.
Now, just to find the right moment...

As he deliberated, his eyes registered movement &loove. He lifted his head to
look.

"Crows!" Eric yelled.

I look away for a moment and that's what | ¢éis fireball wasn't very good against a
swarm of small targets, and he was strongly temjatdeled it to the shaman instead.

"They're mine!" Rose yelled back.

Rose's containment spell temporarily weakened aslisipatched a loose airball
towards the pack of crows. The demon had a bit frieeglom to rattle and steam the
chains, but they did not break.

Eric concentrated on packing more power into thebhll. He glanced at one of the
crows which fell nearbyHalf-dead; a zombie bird/Vhen the searing-steaming rattling
subsided and Rose reassumed contivbw's the timeEric let go and drove the fireball
into the demon's center.

The demon grew in size. One by one, Lucy's watarrshsnapped, and evaporated.
The rotations of Rose's containment spell grouralhalt and vanished.

| timed it wrong...

Rose and Lucy hopped back, preparing for the desvattack. Eric took a few steps
back, and briefly looked at the goblin shaman wiaen't acting smug anymore.

The bear-demon kept growing fast, and with a final, exploded. Chunks of the
demon's spirit-energy flew everywhere.

...0r not.



Eric noticed he was holding back his breath, artthkeed. Relaxing his tense muscles,
he allowed himself a smile.

What he didn't notice was a big chunk of the beaanah's energy falling down from
above and hitting him squarely in the head.

The moment of surprise was followed by a feelingurdike being hit by a fireball. It
was unpleasant, but Eric was somewhat used tonblay The strangest part came a few
seconds later: the fiery energy, instead of blgsiway against his flesh, went through
him.

It was like the flames at the attunement, butffetBnt. Some of the energy was from
his fireball, returning to him, but most of it wdee bear-demon's own. It brought fleeting
glimpses of understanding - of sadness, of beingbplace, of being imprisoned and
finally free. These glimpses perished fast, leawaagind only anger and power. Lots of
anger and lots of power. To Eric, it was like a ¢emhe never experienced before.

Eric looked at his hands. He had a crimson tanebdperience of the power was a kind
of shortening between will and desik¥hatever | want, | can. Directly. Now.

His anger directed towards the goblin shaman, wae stumbling backwards and
making the gestures of a spell with his hattdgust crush him.

Silky-silvery energy threaded out of the goblinmslaa's hands, and formed into three
large wolves. There was elegance and speed tortioeiements, much in contrast with
the shaman's owAhh, there's at least something you're good at!

"Leave these to me!" Eric roared, and ran aheawlaoe sure the wolves target him.

The spirit-wolves danced around him, circling, agkand biting the air in front of
them with such speed that they reminded Eric ofafieps of three-headed hellhounds.

Despite their obvious violent nature and menaciogvls, these spirit-creatures were
unlike the demonic bear and the zombie crows. T$t@pes were strong and natural to
them. The non-angry side of Eric could apprecias, tand even let off some of the
disdain he felt towards the shaman.

The bigger, angrier side of Eric saw just one nafrgtacle to crush. He let his anger
and fire concentrate in his right fist, until ttegtlayer of his skin peeled off, and his fist
looked like the inside of a nasty fireball. The wes were fast, but not as fast as Eric: he
clobbered them one by one. The wolves' silky enertgyned away like cobweb.

Again, his attention turned towards the shaman, wa® exhausted and cowering. Eric
walked dauntingly towards him, but he was stopped twvet hand grabbing his arm.

"Stay calm.” Lucy pressed a bubble of milky subsgaonto Eric's burning fist.



The liquid acquiesced his anger, and Eric notidezt Aow much it soothed the burnt
and partly bleeding skin on his arm.

After a few breaths, he was his old self again.dfiks! | needed that."

"Sure. Who gets to finish off the shaman? We hakltlatime before he manages to
flee."

They looked at each other. Lucy and Rose were gagerafter all, they did the bulk
of the work.

"Rock-paper-scissors?" Rose asked.

* k% %

Master Joe was walking slowly across the field.

Behind him, the army from the Playground was venjirbilant cries; waiting for
either a victory celebration or a final push tovdrout the intruders.

Ahead of him stood the goblin war council - thesgest warriors and the most
experienced shamans. They faced a difficult ch@oaender and go back through the
portal, or play whatever trump cards they had left.

"Popcorn?"

Eric took the large, cinema-style cup from Lucyhahks! Where did you get these?"

"l don't reveal my sources."

While munching the popcorn, the three of them wedcklaster Joe's progress from
atop of the hill. The view was clear and the airenabrant than usual.

"Do you think there'll be a fight?"

"Nah, | don't think Master Joe will let it."

Master Joe stopped within shouting distance ofst@aecouncil. The dozen or so
bigshots all faced in his direction; so did thettes and apprentices standing behind

them, as well as the guards protecting the flakegt for the motionless golems in the
vicinity of the portal, all eyes were on him.



Master Joe paused for dramatic effect and clearethioat. Despite sitting on a
faraway hill and chomping down food, Eric could htéee sound as if the sky had built-in
loudspeakers.

The sound startled one of the aides, who madebdirand aimed it at Master Joe. It
missed, but not by much.

Master Joe shifted his gaze to the spot of scorghass where the fireball hit... and
then at the shaman whose aide cast the spell.

The councilmembers stood transfixed for a few sdsphut then they too stared
intently at that particular head shaman, who littesistaff and whacked the aide so hard
he fell to his knees.

Master Joe walked two steps closer and clearethfoat again.

"l am known as 'Joe’ and this realm is my respalitgib his voice boomed. "Who
speaks for the illustrious war council?"

One of the goblins stepped forward. He was lesslmeshand wore fewer trinkets on
his body than the other shamans.

"l am Gorak, spokesman and current leader of tienak of twelve tribes." Gorak
spoke with the throaty, croaking sounds of his teagge, but Eric understood perfectly,
even if the nuances of some of the words wereréifite

"To what do we owe the honor and displeasure of attack?"

"Honor?" He spat. "There's no honor in what you dnsndo. You destroy and defile!
Your violent and arrogant apathy corrupts everygraround you. You turn into
excrement whatever you touch! So shortsightedis"ndstrils flared as he spoke. "If you
at least had the good measure to keep your shiturselves... but no, you have to poison
everything! You don't even fight your nightmaresuycultivate them! The sewage of
your dreams invades our realms and you ask whyghe?"

Gorak lowered his arms. Dark-green patches app&ardae side of his face and the
outburst left him short of breath.

"The bravery and veracity of goblin warriors is uegtionable, as is the intelligence of
the mighty shaman who succeeded in opening thiglpofet, do you hold the wisdom to
distinguish between friend and foe? We are not yo@mies. This is a realm where
human children learn the self-discipline to batiightmares. How would you react if
someone attackegur young ones?"



"We can't let our tribes and realms be overruntoydn hubris!" He exploded, and it
took him several seconds to calm down enough ttraoen He clawed on his staff with
one finger. "...why should we trust you?"

"Do you see here any of the nightmares that enbroag/our realms? Haven't our
children proven to you their courage in battle? €auses align. Reach out to tribes
beyond the twelve; we have good relations with mafrthem. | am known among them
as 'crazy old human’; listen to their words if ymn't trust mine."

It's a name, not just a description. Interestitigsounded something likeernog and
Eric was pretty sure the term was a slur for 'huptant not without a degree of respect.

The goblin was taken aback and silent. "l havede&fern Bog. | thought he lived
only in our legends."

There was a murmur after Gorak stepped back tasiswith the other elders. They
didn't deliberate long.

"If you are who you say you are - and based ompémrmance of your troops, we are
inclined to believe you - you and your envoys Wil welcomed as guests in our homes.
We expect your visit to be soon. Until the time ael the chance to hear your advice, we
shall suspend the activities of the war council. d&/e now."

Master Joe nodded.
Eric watched as the goblins retreated. The hantidrthe golems through the portal
first, who were followed by the war council, ane tvarriors standing guard marched

through last.

"That's it? Wasn't much of a spectacle. We stMenl@ftover popcorn,” Eric saidl.
guess | hoped for a bit more action... but we haough action for today.

"I'm almost sad to see them leave," Rose said.



Chapter 16 - Symbol-Weaving

The obvious limitation of mathematics is the ungioegd axiom, but there is a hidden one as
well: dogma. To define an axiom, we have to defitnat it means to define. If we don't, we fall
into a continuous collapse of meta-mathematics tamievent that, we define 'to define' against
our own consciousness that thinks about mathenhatic&epts. Thus, symmetry is broken and
an axiom is established against the backdrop shddgma.

We have to see mathematics for what it is: a hularaguage doing its best to tame magic with
form alone.

- Where Magic and Science Meet,
Dreamer's Handbook

The traditional method of linear definition and@xi enumeration lends itself well to doing
calculations. Alternatively, we can create an aximnplugging the problem parts into an
equation (e.g. Euler's Identity) and proceedindnwitcular definitions from that point on.
Symmetry-breaking using functional inequalitieseosf multiple handles for relation and theory
management, and lends itself better to under- ardstanding the local axiom/dogma dynamic.

[Editor's comment: Interestingly, proctors of noattrematical sciences use analogues of the
latter approach, but rarely without a degree dblstun ignorance; often claiming that the method
they use is the one and true 'real' scientific waih

- Where Magic and Science Meet,
Dreamer's Handbook

Kyle and Lyle were dragging a large sack.

"No! We don't need... help..." Kyle said, panting.

With the sun about to set, and after a long aft@nn@mombing the field for litter left by
goblins, Eric was glad the day was nearing its @ie. goblins weren't an orderly bunch;
rubbish was everywhere, smelling bad and sticki wwteat and dirtAnd who knows
what other bodily excrements. Yuck.

"Did you clear the entire tree line?" Mr. Smith edk

"I think we... got everything," Kyle said.

The sack fell to the ground with a thud.



"Did you destroy all the wards?"

"We did. They pissed all over the trees,” Lyle pied his nose in disgust.
"Good job."

Kyle and Lyle sat down next to Mr. Smith. They wbreathing heavily.
"Wards are like booby-traps, right? Isn't that danogs?" Rose asked.
"There are many types of wards," Lucy said.

Mr. Smith raised an eyebrow. "You think | would uége and Lyle as mine clearers?
Those were just harmless alarm wards."

"What do you mean?"

"Some warlords send out children as human minectiete to step on mines so their
own troops could safely pass.”

Eric contemplated the implications. "Kids our age gent to their deaths like that?"

"No, not your age. You would be more valuable asldier since you can hold a
firearm. Younger children.”

"But that's horrible! Goblins really do these kirafghings?" Rose asked.

"No. Humans do, back in the real world."

A feeling of wrongness pressed against Eric's raimdi swirled in his stomach.
makes no sensAdults sometimes called his generation spoiled@ndleged -I'm not

spoiled, but it seems | might be privileged

Eric decided to push the feeling aw#is too big for me. I'm a kid; I'll deal with it
when I'm an adult.

Kyle and Lyle were catching their breaths and paidheed to the discussion.
"Tell him about the robot!" Lyle nudged his brother

"Oh yea, we found a broken robot! It was too hefawys to bring back with the rest
of the garbage. Should we go back for it?"

"Are you strong enough to carry it?"

Lyle raised his arms to show off his muscles.



Kyle nodded. "Come," he said to Lyle and the twaéheim ran off.

"The problems of the world are heavy... You catkle it all at once.” Mr. Smith
drew the sack closer. He picked up a stick and ¢h@keund in it.

"If your bodies are exhausted but your minds atefigsh, | can teach you some
basics of symbol-weaving. It could prove usefulha long run."

"Yes!" Lucy said.
Lucy...Eric sighed! hope it's not all talk.

Mr. Smith examined several items from the sackoaden rod, an armor piece, a
crude bracelet.

"Symbols are anchor points. We all operate withlsyis) internally as well as
externally. The benefit of using a symbol is thaives awareness a somewhat fixed
point to shift, focus on, and run circles arounds b reflection through which
understanding can be made clear.”

He went through more items; a patched breastpladjiead of an axe, a broken
sword.

They all had markings, reminding Eric of the maawings found on classroom
desks.Goblins get bored too.

"l hoped there would be something useful here, bubthing."

Once Mr. Smith put everything back, the sack fldatp into the air and turned into
flames. The flames burned searing white, and thaltieg ashes promptly phased out of
existence. "The portal strained the realm enougmeed to compound the stress with
these reality-remnants. The goblins brought overesof their flora too, but we'll leave
that Maeve and her assistant.”

Mr. Smith threw away the stick. "I'll explain mooéthe theory, then. Pay attention.”

"Understanding is the inward motion of a net; nadilizing the world and slicing it
with Ockham's razor. The constriction and expansiomlations, the normalization, the
simplification, the grasping of essence and thaipigiof the irrelevant to bring back a

useful simulation - this is 'understanding'.
Eric chuckled. "l don't understand understanding.”

"You jest, but the mind is wondrous... Anyway," Mmith gesticulated rigidly with
his arms as he talked.



"Overstanding is the outward motion of a net; chray@ut and projecting its reality
into the world. It is the exclamation, the burstofgipes, the change of simple into
complex, the release of ratios and relations, tif@inting of existence upon the Void."

"What kind of net are you talking about? Like afigy net?" Rose asked.

"A net is a semi-stable structure arising fromhtiégraphic principle, marked by the
lines of broken symmetry. It is rudimentary selfeaaness. Well, technically all
awareness is self-awareness, but we reserve thddethe more shielded ego-structures
with distinctive identities. In the case of humath® net is the neural structure of the
brain, anchoring and projecting the mind througthoaid of electromagnetic awareness."”

A twitching facial muscle made a vein pop on Mr.i®ra face as he concentrated his
thoughts into words and prepared to impart them.

"But, that's a topic for another day. What is intpat for us now is the direction of this
motion: understanding moves the world inside aretstanding moves it outside.”

"In the physical realm, the brain commands the &b sending electric impulses
through the nerves, and overstanding occurs inttiten a higher order of abstraction -
you imagine what you want, and achieve it throughuse of your body. Overstanding
directly requires fluidity of identity, and is rdyepracticed by non-mages, but we all do it
in the less heavy realms of dreams."

"Just as our bodies have heartbeats, so do oursrfimtithe stability of existence in
the pulsation between understanding and overstgridin

"Thus, we arrive at two of the most primal archetyp symbol-weaver operates with:"

"That which only understands can only observe,iamdlled the Taker. That which
only overstands can only act, and is called theeGlv

"These two archetypes form the philosophical basmany religious beliefs as well as
more practical approaches. Of course, these alesalioin't actually exist in separation,
and you must cover all your base when construdeites."

Eric noticed a hissing sound. Kyle and Lyle wer#ipg a large, metallic thing, and
the sound came from the object sliding throughgitass, occasionally hitting a small
stone or a lump of earth.

"We got the robot!" Lyle yelled. He and Kyle broughe hunk of metal near the group
and dropped it with a clank.

Mr. Smith grabbed the stick again and strategigadiiged the thing a few times.
"Hmm, this might actually be useful..."



"Yay!" Kyle high-fived Lyle. "It was trying to clirh a tree.”

The thing was composed of metallic plates, withigaf it missing. It had a head, a
torso, and one leg - but the arms and the othewérg gone. The undamaged parts had a
metallic shine of orange and yellow. It still trismimove - without much success. A
large, round symbol on its forehead emitted a flainé light.

"This is a golem, albeit severely damaged. Mayhesaw the few guarding the
portal."

"It's not a robot?" Lyle asked.
"No."
"Aw..." Kyle and Lyle's enthusiasm faded. Sulkititgey wandered away.

Mr. Smith continued. "Interest in golem animationaang goblin tribes is a recent
development. The human threat is one factor, bolig@are scavengers by nature and
they also possess a fascination with monstrosiiescever, | don't think you're
interested in goblin psychology or history; whabfsnterest to us is this round, engraved
symbol." He pointed to the golem's forehead.

"This symbol represents the awareness and influehtee one who put it there. It's
not the symbol which animates that which is lesmate - it is the clear mind of the
mage, funneled through and reflected around thereak symbol placed on the golem."

Mr. Smith lowered his arm.

"A golem with a single symbol is crude and diffictd control. Placing a symbol on
each limb is more flexible, but also energy inteasirechnomages place many symbols,
thus they gain precision and a wide variety of aui"

"One solution to increased complexity is automatiorwhich case the symbolism
may distance from the mage's mind. In earth-he¢atygs, when the symbolism becomes
so dense as to become completely interweaved gtintprinted material, we call it
'technology'.”

"Generally, you can treat a symbol like a miniatege-image, a mediator of your
presence. Whereas with elemental spells you mestirnalize emotions, with symbol-
weaving you externalize your thoughts. The exteforah of a symbol serves as
reinforcement, be it written, spoken, painted, aktiirectly into another mind, or
otherwise."

Mr. Smith lifted the golem's head and traced thiireaiof the symbol with his
forefinger.



"A golem's symbol is its central point and alsoeak point. Removing the symbol
disturbs the clarity of the caster's understandang, dispels the symbol's power. Of
course, removal is not always easy, as the castarts extends it a degree of protection.”

"It's not uncommon for symbol-weavers to forgetwtmmme symbols they maintain.
Since they keep operating on a subconscious Isweh neglected symbols become a
drain on the psyche. It requires self-disciplin&éep such clutter at bay. By destroying
this damaged golem, we're actually doing the shaarfamor.”

Mr. Smith placed his hand on the golem's forehead ffew seconds. The golem
stopped twitching, and when Mr. Smith removed laisd) the metal below it was
spotless and shiny - no sign of engraving.

"Now that the golem is destroyed, let's clean @rémains."

The plates of metal rose up into the air. A thiyelaof smoke enveloped the plates as
they began glowing white. With a bright flash, fleating metal turned into putty and
imploded shortly thereatfter. It left only a fainetallic smell behind.

"Some symbols are sleek and simple, capturingdberee of related understanding.
Other symbols are complex, with parts maintainigrassociations of their own. Then
there are symbol-sets, where the meaning is atawbieto a single symbol, but an
arranged collection of them. Do any of you know twthase are? We all use them."

"Words?" Rose asked.
"Runes?" Eric asked.
"An alphabet?" Lucy asked.

"Correct. The sounds and markings of an alphabet feords, which are the carriers
of meaning, and exist within the framework of agaage. Linguistic magic is very
powerful, but also insidiously dangerous. It bodbkisking, and as a bonus, provides a
relatively objective baseline for communication. MAsymbols of social languages reach
deep into the collective unconscious and find the2anings there."

"The pull of language on the psyche is very stranignguage is a framework of
symbols so extensive it very much tints the expeed reality. If you're not careful, it
can become a mindmap telling you the world is'flat.

Mr. Smith cracked his fingers.

"One misconception among fledgling mages is thie 'trame' myth; believing that
everything has a 'true name', and by knowing thate) the mage can claim complete
control over the thing named. Unfortunately formthéabeling and categorizing does not
equate with understanding."



"The true name of a thing is the thing itself. kperience the reality of that thing, the
mage has to tear down the veil of linguistic alzdiom and one's own symbolic
constructs. It's not easy, especially for adultsp &re often stuck in their own ‘fishing
net', as you say. That's why namelessness is @esidacred in some cultures.”

"Elementalists, too, may confuse the elementsaagiatone things of 'true reality’, and
not as constructs of their own understanding. Tizi#dways in motion."

Too... much... info. My head hurts...

"But, enough theory, how about some practice?"3#nith flicked his hand, and a
shining symbol appeared in the air; the lines withigrowing like branches of a tree.
"Stand up, raise your arms, and concentrate on..."

* % %

"...you use too much power. Shall we take a brédkell you a story,” Mr. Smith
said.

The exercises weren't difficult, but they were nadigttiring, and Eric welcomed a
short recess. The three of them sat down on thesgra

"l got addicted to power when | was younger. | ecit, | needed it. | worked for a
major company at the time, and | climbed the cafladder quite fast. A born leader,
they said. People jumped at my command. Increasialiimy emotions got tied to the
feeling of power, and my thoughts revolved arousdeflection, a social construct:
money."

This is not just a story, bis story! Eric perked up.

"l quit my managerial job and made even more maaéjyng solo on the waters of
international finance. Focusing on money as a measuself-worth gave me focus, but
such single-mindedness was taking its toll."

"l started having horrible nightmares at night amdruciating migraines at day. |
ignored the nightmares, medicated heavily for thgrames, and drudged on. | had
power in the world, but it was destroying me."

"Not long after, | was diagnosed with a terminkdeks. Treatment didn't help; it threw
my body in shambles and hastened my demise."

Eric bowed his head.erminal iliness? That's.This was one of those things that were
so bad Eric didn't know what to think about, muessl say.



"l met Master Joe during a particularly nasty nighate episode. He made me stop and
realize that death was imminent if | continued lois path. He offered me an out; it came
with a heavy price, but considering the alternatiweasn't a difficult choice.”

"With his help, | hacked away pieces of myself,kag only the clearest parts of who
I am. | died - but my body survived. Ironicallynse only the clearest, strongest parts of
me remained, | could handle even greater power lieéore."

Mr. Smith rolled up his left sleeve. He flexed higyers a few times, and the skin on
his arm turned transparent. A flow of red and blexk&rgies constituted the hand,
reminding Eric of the violent energies of the bdamon as it tried to break free.

"With most of my emotions gone, all | had was myndyiwhich | was forced to hone
even more to contain the power flowing within. irted my understanding into a benign
prison for myself, and that allowed me to live tixey you see me today."

Mr. Smith rolled up the other sleeve of his suid &t the skin on his hand turn
transparent.

Eric saw a black swarm composing that hd&uhs?He strained his eyeSymbols?!
He saw letters form words, numbers jump in andobd@guations, and other symbols he
knew not what they meant or how they were intenacti hey flowed with a staggered
motion in and out of Mr. Smith's body, forming thlack hand shape that was visible.

"As you can see, symbol-weaving is very importanne, as it keeps me from losing
control and bursting out in flames."

Mr. Smith rolled down his sleeves and clutchedhaisds. The violent energies
meshed with the myriad symbols, and his skin renadized.

"The reason | shared my tale with you is becawsgela similar hunger for power in
the three of you. If you continue on paths of pqwerk on self-discipline, since only
you can save you from yourself. Keep your ambitiooheck, and you won't fall into the
same trap | did."



Chapter 17 - Telepathy

Mirroring is an advanced technique with a numberasfations:

Mental mirroring simulates the flow of thought pesses in order to root out miscommunications
and establish a shared context.

Deep empath mirroring assumes and reflects backi@msdn order to establish a deeper link.
Use selectively, since this process also reinfottoese feelings.

Soulhacking is an aggressive variant which candegl tio great success against hostile or
stubborn targets: fears are mirrored, mapped eetcome and the subsequent back-and-forth is
done from a place of power.

- Flows of Identity, Dreamer's Handbook

"Sure, we can sit on the grass. The goblin buggane,” Ohlson said.
Annie nodded.
"Here?" Eric asked.

"Yes." Annie raised her voice to address the reteclass. "Everyone, sit! Class will
begin shortly."

Eric caught a falling leaf and inspected it. It watlowish-brown; some of its
similarly tinted cousins already rested on the grhwand many were still on the branches
of the tree, yet to fallhutumn has arrived. Whoever said there were nosesalsere,
lied.

The pupils who came for the telepathy class slayalhered and sat down, forming an
arc around Annie. The majestic corona of the tras large enough to provide all with a
pleasant shade. Since Annie wasn't too quick tinlibg class, the idle chatter grew
louder.

She's still talking to Ohlson. | bet she didn'tgaee... Again.
"I'm sorry about the delay,” Annie said while shinff her notes around. "I'm afraid |
should have prepared more for this class. You khow it is; you think you covered

everything, only to realize there's ten times nafrehat you should have included.”

Annie waited, hoping for a sign of understandiranirher audience, but there was
none. Blank faces stared back, waiting for heraiatioue.



Annie sighed. "Anyway, this is Ohlson, and he agkist me with today's class." She
nudged Ohlson. "Introduce yourself."

"Okay. Hi, I'm Ohlson." He bowed slightly.

"Telepathy is a complex subject and there are nai#fifgrent kinds of telepathy,”
Annie said.

Ohlson strolled next to Eric and sat down. "Nics¢e you guys again."
"Hi," Rose said.
Lucy waved.

"There's a distance between people, and not jugii@ebut between everything else as
well. If that distance becomes too big, we getfé®ling of separation and loneliness. If it
gets too small, which might happen when using tleg we may lose our sense of
selfhood."

Eric caught a blurry shimmer with the corner of éy®. His instinct told him that Kyle
and Lyle tried to sneak up on someone, again. &ledtat that spot for a few seconds...
but saw nothing other than open space, and hisahstbatedlt's just leaves dancing in
the wind.

"There are two ways to deal with this distance: cwmion and communication.
Communion reduces the distance directly, while camigation builds a bridge that
connects through the distance. With ordinary compaiion, you say what you want to
say and just hope that the communion part tootelkke place. With telepathy, the
emphasis is on communion first and communicaticosé, but there are many ways to
go about it."

"Empathy and understanding are two major aspedtegpathy: empathy is a meeting
of feelings, while understanding is a meeting afudphts. Use one to complement the
other - everyone's base approach to telepathjititeadifferent.”

There!Eric squinted, but he didn't see anythibgmmit.

"Do you see something there?" Eric asked Ohlsomspehing.

Ohlson stared for a while in the direction Eric vpasnting. Slowly, his grumpy
expression changed into a grin; he leaned closevéwispered in Eric's ear. "It's the
stealth spell of an old friend. You'll see her sb@hlson raised a finger to his nose as he

leaned away, impressing on Eric that he should cptiast.

"The particular form of telepathy we will train tayglis called 'mindspeak’. It can be
used between entities who share a language ot brasa humanoid enough to share



common perceptions, values and motivations. The ldind mindspeak is to minimize
intrusion, that is, to preserve the inner distarafdbe listener and preferably place
simple words rather than full-blown ideas in tr@nsciousness."

Annie glanced at her notes. "One benefit of thigragch is that it does not override
free will. Plus, it requires minimal effort, sinoaly the quickest and most efficient
mental pathways in the topmost conscious layeusee. The drawbacks of mindspeak
are the same as with ordinary communication: unaedéng is not guaranteed and
precise formulation may require greater mentaltgl@and effort."

Eric saw the shimmery blur a few more times ag#rad Annie's location.

"For starters, let's just try and open ourselved,see what kinds of telepathic
connections develop. After that, we'll start praiay mindspeak, and if things go well,
we might tackle mirroring, which is a powerful teatue for establishing common
ground and..."

The next few seconds happened fast. The shimmesuggled the outline of a young
woman, and then the woman herself. She held a daggach hand; the blades cycled
through the colors of the rainbow, and settledhendolor green. Her black hair moved in
tandem with her shadow.

Just about when one of the young woman's emerateblwas going to connect with
the back of Annie's shoulder, Annie jumped aheabparied the next blow with a knife
that materialized in her hand.

Annie was at a disadvantage; she deflected soriegfoung assailant's blows and
dodged the others. After several stumbling stepsiiéd\lost her balance and the green
blades almost reached their target.

In the last moment, the air between them explodlednming Annie into the ground
and throwing her attacker into the air. After réggls waving of arms and legs, the young
woman fell hard to the ground.

Bones crackled, and that was Eric's cue to clasenbuth and wipe its corners to
make sure he wasn't drooling.

Annie slowly stood up, and yelled: "Get over heigéfore the black-haired attacker
could stand firmly on her feet, she was involutyaslinked across the distance, and fell
into Annie's embrace.

"l missed you," the young woman said.

"I missed you t00," Annie said. "How have you béen?

"Well, you know me." She smiled. "And you?"



"l almost caused a realm-breaking accident," Astepped back and laughed. "Other
than that, not bad."

"You'll tell me all about- Hey, that's a familiaade! Look at him, all grown up!"

Ohlson stood up to greet his friend. With a fewcgfal steps, she moved near him and
pecked his cheek.

"Umm, so strong," she said jokingly while squeeZiisgarms.

Ohlson blushed.

She wasn't older than Annie, and her outfit lookleglit belonged to a heroine in an
action movielLess revealingto Eric's chagrin. Two dagger-scabbards resteukeoiack,
and sharp shurikens adorned her belt. Her hairsillas and Eric felt like her eyes
bestowed divine grace. He started sweating.

"What's with all these kids? Are you having a piocoi something?"

"A telepathy class, we're about the start the éses¢' Annie said. "Wanna join?"

"Oh, cool!" She turned around to address the stigdéidey guys, sorry for

interrupting. | hope | didn't scare you. I'm Ashléynie's friend. Well, let's get on with
it!"

* k% *

Eric's mind was going through turbulence. Half-thlots popped up in all directions,
and before Eric could examine them, they vanishaly, to be replaced by different ones.

Eric couldn't keep up, and his mind succumbed tdusion. As the pressure
increased, his head throbbed with pain.

"Stop," Eric uttered less loudly than intended.
"Why?" Rose asked.

"Just stop!" Eric cried out.

"Okay, okay."

The pressure eased up, but it took Eric a whilddar the confusiori.have to learn
how to sever telepathic links as soon as possible.



"You really should have kept it simple, Rose. | hadistance myself from my
thoughts to avoid the pain,"” Lucy said.

"At least you know how to do that." Eric frownedVhen you were the sender, at least
you sent only a single word. And the faces, but doesn't count.”

"What faces?" Lucy asked. "l sent only my name."

"Well, | saw your name in huge letters, like tends bigger than me, and | saw your
face a hundred times, each face staring at orteedétters, some of them occasionally
looking at me."

"That's strange. | saw nothing else, only the tettf¢' Rose said.

"l assure you, | tried to send only the four letfét.ucy said. "You seeing my face - or
faces - was entirely unintentional.”

"It didn't bother me," Eric said. "All I'm saying you did a much better job than
Rose."

"Hmpf." Rose crossed her arms in front of her. 'd.eee you do better, smartass."
"l didn't say | could do better, only that Lucy did

"Shut up. It's your turn, so we'll see soon enougil can't weasel out of this."
Eric took a deep breath. "All right. I'll try."

The other students were paired up or in small ggpapd they kept it mostly quiet.
The occasional sigh or yell was noticeable, butimotisive.

He closed his eyes and tried to relelxam... what should | think of?

Eric let go of his thoughts, until only an emptyasp existed in his mind's eye.
Breathing was easy here. He allowed the feelingeoig close to his friends enter the
space of his imagination, and that feeling enabletsualization of Rose and Lucy's
form.

We're hereEric wasn't sure if one of them said that, ot Was just his own mind
conveying a feeling of readiness. He projectechia human form, too.

The Eric within Eric's mind went through the mosaof casting a fireball. After the
fireball flew away, he cast another and anothea, steady pace. He briefly considered
aiming one at Rose, as a form of revenge for befaredecided against itoo bad, it
would have been an interesting telepathic experinkRelaxed, he kept casting fireballs.



"Fire?" Lucy asked out loud.

Eric opened his eyes, and his mind's space vantshebence it came from.

"l think he was casting a fireball... right?" Rasked.

"Yes, | was making fireballs," Eric said.

"l guess I'm still woozy from before. It's your fLucy nudged Rose gently.
Rose frowned. "Look, I'm sorry, okay? | didn't kndwvould be so awful for you."

"Take it easy, I'm just messing with you," Lucy a@gced. "But | wouldn't mind some
time off so | can get myself together."

"Yeah, let's just rest," Eric said.

Rose nodded.

The tree above was solemnly shedding its leaves.

Ashley was seated next to Annie, who was givingrircsions to a pair of students.
Eric would occasionally look at Ashley, feeling waand fluffy inside, hoping that she

would look at him, and hoping she won't look at lsionhe can keep looking at her.

Almost on the other side of the tree, Eric notieegtoup being louder than the others.
It was Kyle and Lyle, with Duke sniffing around.

"When did they get here?" Eric asked.

"Beats me," Rose said.

"It's almost strange we didn't notice them," Lubyckled.

The twins were with a young gittemma! Looks like she's bossing them arotihe.
boys were trying to impress her, but she just kaging 'no' to everything. Eric turned

away, glancing at Ashley again. He sighed.

"Listen!" Annie stood up. "l brought some itemsvds hoping we won't need them,
but since most of you aren't doing too well, we migs well put them to use."

The students stopped their exercises and turneartswAnnie, who grabbed several
items from her bag and lifted one.



"These are enchanted tuning forks." Annie flickee fork with her finger - it vibrated,
giving off a faint, but clear sound. "Specific frezncies of sound can be used as focus
items." She flicked it again, harder this time.

The sound vibrated within Eric's head.

"Pass these on," Annie offered several tuning feokfie student next to her. "Ping
them softly, and they'll help you open up and aartlepathic channels in your mind."

"l thought we were doing well..." Eric said.
"l thought so too. The others must have been demge," Rose said.

"Tap them gently, and make sure everyone in yoouguses it before passing it on,"
Annie instructed.

She kept handing out magic forks, and the clasglgloecame a cacophony. Eric
found the whole experience interesting; listenimghiese quiet, seemingly random
sounds turn into music. The forks he used sounffetirelaxing feeling, opening up new
places in his mind to listen to.

The mental music ceased when Lyle managed to gétamds on two forks at the same
time. He banged them together as hard as he could.

The result felt like a sharp stab to Eric - evegystarted screaming. His ears were in
pain, but the collective telepathic shrieking wawse, tearing at his sense of self.
Without thinking, he covered his ears and screaatéle top of his lungs.

When the hostile reverberation stopped, Eric sale Lyyng still on the ground and
Kyle twitching his mouth like a rabid animal. Luapd Rose were stunned; most others
were in shock.

He grabbed Rose's hand, who in turn grabbed Lugytsept for some ringing in his
ears, Eric's head cleared out.

"You guys okay?"

"Yeah."

Annie acted quickly: she cast some kind of speit thade herself doublBlusion
magic?0One Annie scooped up Lyle and Kyle, and telepoatgdy. The other Annie ran
around and inspected everyone else.

"Bilocation? Neat," Ashley complimented calmly.

"l know, right? Well, | practiced."



"l suppose there'll be no more exercises today.ré#hga take the twins?"

"To Maeve, just in case." Annie snapped her fingefsont of an absent-minded
student. "Mild shock. It'll pass.”

"Remember when we used to do stuff like that?"

"You mean, how you used to drag me along to yalweatures'?" Annie made the
guotation-marks gesture.

"Come on, in wasn't hard to persuade you," Ashéag.s

Annie sighed. "True."

* k% %

"Quiet down! You'll all have a chance to ask quesi” Annie waited for the
clamoring to subside, and turned to Ashley. "Waltanxious to hear from you. Can you
tell us about what's life like at the Outpost?"

"Well... for me, it's scary and challenging, but fiYou should ask Maeve or Smith,
since they have more direct knowledge of what'sgon. Smith's always tackling some
collective nightmares; it's an uphill battle, bindlp out when | can. Maeve is involved in
politics and most of our enemies fear her. Alles + when she's in a foul mood, run as
fast as you can and pray to the most powerful datycan imagine that you escape."
Ashley chuckled. "Say, is it true she has takegangening? It's a bit difficult to envision
her handling fertilizer."

"It's true," Annie said.

"In fact, we have nature magic class scheduled etmext," Lucy said.

Ashley nodded, laughing. "Imagine that! Maeve tegd garden..."

"How can they be both here and at the Outpost™Byptravel a lot?" Eric asked.

Annie winked. "Multi-location. Doing it across reas is no small feat.”

"All right, what do you want to know?" Ashley asktéie kids around her.

"Are there pirates? Harrr!" A boy asked.

"No, not that kind of pirates, mostly just merceess"



"How about vampires?" A girl asked.

"Yes, there are vampires.”

The girl and her friends began to giggle, with Hapexpressions on their faces.

Ashley frowned. "Not the sparkly, sexy kind of vaneg." She sighed. "l wish. These
vampires are just old men who are powerful andsttaved to die. They are undead:
dying without getting dead." She coughed politelg &ugged at one of her phase blades.
"Not without some help."

"Too bad," Rose whispered. Lucy shrugged.

"Zombies?" Another boy asked.

"Way too many for it to be fun. Their dreams aradié

The boy smiled contently. "And ninjas?"

"Well, I'm kind of a half-ninja; I'm nimble and ba use stealth magic. Though, my
combat skills could always be better."

"Werewolves?"

"All right, that's enough. You're just messing witle, aren't you?"
The boy shook his head, but didn't say a word.

"How scary is it?" Another pupil asked.

"Well, it can be very scary. Almost everyone cattieeir personal nightmares with
them. I'm not sure if I'm allowed to tell you mobecause it might frighten you." She
looked to Annie, questioning.

"One story only, and no profanities,” Annie said.

"Okay. This is a true story with a sort of happyieg.” Ashley cracked her knuckles.
"So there | was, away from the Pulse at nighttimehe middle of a zombie onslaught. |
thought | could push through, but | overestimatgdpower and found myself alone.
After mindlessly hacking apart zombies for what e days, | was pushed to the
ground, exhausted. That putrid odor was so ovemwing. | really thought | was done
for. And then..."

Ashley paused. All eyes were on her, and few weesa @olding back their breaths.
"In a flash of light, nearby zombies got blastefi Ah elven warrior charged in on a
horse, swinging his sword. He had a robust, shimpawhich emanated light."



"The elves were supposedly wiped out when theimea&ollapsed in the Elven
Cataclysm," Lucy explained, whispering.

"He most likely wore plain clothes befitting a niagtioving elf,” Annie muttered.

"Shh,I'm telling the story here!"

"Sorry."

"So there was this elven warrior in shiny armorjchimade the sun shine in the sky,
rescuing me. He reached down from his beautifutdooffered his hand, and pulled me
up. He had the most gorgeous eyes. He asked meawliglep, singing voice: 'Are you all
right?"

"Wow..."

"Yeah. Speechless, | nodded. By the time | dusteohy clothes, he was gone,
galloping into the sunset," Ashley gestured in& distance.

"l wasn't bothered by zombies after that, but whgot back, nobody believed me! |
was told that the few elves who survived the otdiien of their realms were only shells
of their former selves. But he wasn't! And noboelidved me."

"l believe you," Annie put her arm around Ashleyldstly."

"Thanks."

"Will you tell another story?" A student asked.

Ashley shook her head. "I'll go back to the Outpmsin, and | have stuff to take care
of before 1 do.”

"Oh, not yet you don't,” Annie said. "Come, tell mere about this elven prince of
yours in private. Class dismissed!"

Elfs, zwdlfs..Eric frowned. Despite never having seen an elfyas now sure he
didn't like them. Especially the ones in shiny armo



Chapter 18 - Nature Magic

One benefit of nature magic should be obvious ¢éwem outsider: leverage. Be elegant as a
butterfly flapping its wings, and you'll whip upsgorm in no time.

- Balance of Natural Systems and Complexes,
Dreamer's Handbook

Snow painted the freezing landscape whiteate winter Eric's fire-shield cantrip kept
him reasonably warm and resisted the tugs of thiiknghwind.

The interlocked treehouses stood out of placeféinifom the Playground. There were
six in total, their rooftops covered with sparklisigow.

One of the kids climbed the ladder, and others, ltkic, just hopped up to the
entrance.

Eric looked around while waiting for the othergptss through the door. Dream Camp
was always kind of bare: nothing but grass, leaaed,sunlight. Even so, it was filled
with fulfilling feelings only the best of dreamsudd provide. Ambushed by the winter,
the grass hidden under the snow and the barettigea solemn goodbye, of death, and
of things that will never be.

Eric closed the door behind him.

Inside was warm and little globes of light floatdabve like little sunsThis place is
enormouskEric was used to the slight distortions of diseatieat were common and
natural to Dream Camp, but the discrepancy betwlezsmall treehouse on the outside
and the huge warehouse on the inside was both ssigeeand disorienting.

Eric saw row upon row of earth-filled wooden boxasny of which were home to
lush and colorful plants. Large flower pots hanfjedch the ceiling containing the more
unique ones.

"Wow," Rose murmured.

While most youngsters stood politely along the samme others couldn't help but
embrace the vastness and run around.

Eric spotted Maeve, who was already talking toaugrof students.



"...It's not simply about needing power; powenisrgwhere. You want processable
power you're accustomed to use, power that youesist, power that remains under
control of your identity. You don't just draw powleom nature; expand and contract...”

Another group of students gathered around a youwnrgam, who guided them along,
pointed at various plants, and occasionally barkeadhings to the kids running around.

"What is she saying?" Eric asked.

"Not to touch the plants,"” Rose said.

Eric frowned. "I know that. The other stuff."

"She's reciting botanical names in another languidgey said.

"Latin?" Rose asked.

Lucy nodded. "Romanes eunt domus."

"You speak Latin?" Eric asked incredulously.

"That's all I know."

"Oh."

Much of the greenery was just different kinds agg - dark and long, wide and
sturdy. Some looked sharp. The flowers Eric saweweostly the kind they weed out
rather than sell in a flower shop. He didn't knawgh about saplings to know what
kinds of trees they would grow intSuch variety...

"Hi, I'm Linda, Maeve's assistant,” the young blersaid. "Welcome to our garden! |
can point you to our prettier botanical marvelswould you prefer to look around on
your own?"

Eric shrugged.

"This isn't really a garden, is it?" Lucy asked's'more like a jungle warehouse."

Linda winced. "You're right. Most of these planteresoutside, but we had to move
them due to the changing weather conditions. Weegat all these from surrounding
realms, and we're trying to determine which willgmeod fits for the ecosystems about to

be implemented.”

"l see," Lucy said. "Experiments?"



"Kind of. My job is only to take care of the planiaeve does the actual testing, most
of it in her head. 'Projecting miniature realm®bserve energetical and biological
compatibility’, something like that."

Lucy contemplated silently.
They heard Maeve laugh. "Everyone, gather arounelh@&ve to start with the theory."

Eric moved closer along with the others, and leaethe edge of one of the wooden
boxes.

"Winter in a bare-bones system is better suitezglédmental and not nature magic... |
was hoping to hold this class in a more tranqutirsgy however, our realm is undergoing
transformative changes and this will have to do."

"I really hope you paid attention in school, be@nature magic uses all the
knowledge you acquired, especially natural sciehi@se continued by muttering under
her breath, "Except for all the thick-headed misegmtions stuck like thorns in your
brain."

Maeve looked around to make sure she had everyattergion.

"On the rudimentary level, nature magic requiresgehension of systems; when we
talk about understanding something, we usually mealerstanding the system in which
it functions. How does a plant grow? How is a hdmsié? How do we cast spells? Stuff
like that."

"System' means 'standing together'. The notidaystem' is valid in the context of the
existence of an external observer and the prodemsatysis. With analysis, we break
things into pieces in order to understand them."

A boy raised his hand. "That sounds like computevéhere does the magic come
from?"

Maeve smirked. "An observant pipsqueak, aren't Wdeft, you're right.”

"A mage does not insist on external observationamatysis, but the lack of such
assumptions is enough to drive a scientist cralye' chuckled. "But, they are very
useful, and it's easier if you understand the syst@pproach first before skipping to
higher-order abstractions."

"When discussing advanced nature magic theorygaaisof 'system’ we use the term
'stand-alone complex'. What stands alone cannbtdle=n apart, right? A system has
discrete parts, and a stand-alone complex hastaspée can think of such complexes as
emanations of the Holistic Principle. If we tradenhiard analysis for softer discernment,



systems can be explained as a stand-alone compkxkesed through analytic
understanding."”

"And of course, we get rid of the problem of emeg®ein systems. That whole idea is
not better than saying god did it, which while teathnically incorrect, lacks certain
finesse. It's not that awareness emerges in amuffly complex system, but that a stand-
alone complex with sufficient diversity becomesdevit to an external observer. A mage
prefers not to get reduced to externality.”

"This way, awareness is inherent as much as tinmhesent. Psychologists also like to
call it 'individuality', but..." Maeve's head shog&ntly from one side to the other. "...that
context is messy."

"All in all, the advanced approach is less handsham operating with systems, but if
you can warp and wrap your head around these ctsdeall fits together more nicely."

Blank and disinterested looks surrounded Maeve.byefrom before stared at her
with his mouth agape.

Maeve opened her arms and said loudly, "Everythamysoul. That's where the magic
comes from!"

'‘Ah's and 'oh's escaped the audience, along Wétv ahrugs of pondering why
something so obvious and matter-of-fact needec tpdinted out.

* k% %

"Stop that! You're giving cancer to my plant,” Landdmonished.

Eric pulled back his hovering hands from arounddiaat. "Sorry?"

"Your life-force is overpowering it. Just be geritle

"'l try."

Linda walked on to the next student.

Eric resumed the exercise. He placed his handseopdt and tried again. Helping a
plant grow wasn't easilaybe instead of just giving it energy everywhéliggive only

where it's needed. But how do | know what it neétism...

Eric remembered Maeve talking about breaking thayggt to understand them.
Maybe that's what | have to do... But where tot8thhope she didn't mean it literally.



Eric looked at the plant agaibeaves, stalk, bud. These are its parts. The \airthe
leaves are lighter than the rest, and the third isssmaller than the other two. The stalk
is very thin and uniform everywhere. Except whieeeléaves grow out. The bud at the
top is tiny, and it looks like there are even tineaves and stuff inside. And of course! It
also has roots which | don't see.

Eric categorized the plant's parts, but wasn't bove to proceed. A plant doesn't have
a nervous system, blood coursing through its bodg, brain to think withlt doesn't eat,
it doesn't drink, it doesn't breathe air.

Eric watched the glint of a tiniest droplet, whiehs sliding down from one of the
leaves and into the soil.

But it does eat and drink! Not like me, but it dod@bvious really. And light! It does
that green photo-thingy stuff with it. It also tsgports all this to all the cells.

Happy to have remembered some of the stuff he éelambiology class, he now knew
what to do.

Eric prepared tiny packets of energy, which hequigd into the soil and pushed up
through the plant's roots. With a different kindeokergy, he caressed the leaves of the
plant, like the gentle touch of the wind.

Content that he figured it out, he let his conssimind descend into a meditative state
while engaged with the minutiae of this task. Theas stillness, and there was
movement. He might not have understood the micraaaisbalances within the plant,
but with an occasional glimpse, he felt it.

Time passed while Eric offered the plant everythieghought it needed - but not
more. Eric felt happy because of his modest breautih.

"What are you doing? No, no, stop," Maeve said.

Eric broke his reverie and looked up to Maeve.

"When | instructed to help the plant grow, | didngan that you shouldakethe plant
grow. The exercise is about becoming aware of aecion. Be here for the plant; offer,
and let the plant take what it needs instead ofgfmving energy up its roots. It's almost
the same as the crystal-charging exercise, see@dtch it grow - these plants are vain,
they like to be watched. Do by not doing. Got it?"

Eric took a deep breath, nodded, and turned restah back to the plant. He grabbed
the pot again and drove his thumbs into the soil.

* k% %



"Are you meditating?" Lucy asked.

Master Joe opened his eyes. He was sitting onmibwysground, legs crossed. The
cold didn't bother him, even though he was weaninly a thin, white robeA bathrobe?

"I'm preparing for a ritual - a nice trick | leach&om druids long time ago."

"What kind of trick?"

"Well, being one with nature isn't quite the traihgxperience people make it out to
be. If you push such oneness to the extreme, the@ 'you', only nature. Essentially,
you push yourself out of existence! That's whaséhmonks with vows of non-violence
aspire to, but they fail to understand that they\aat of existing is an act of violence. In
my opinion, a better goal is to be one with naagédt accepts you as part of itself. Such a
druidic approach is more about accepting highgvaesibility and less about chasing a
feeling of ecstasy."

"In this state, you project the structure of exasteof the world around you - and
inside equals outside, to the degree you're aljpeetserve your individuality. Energy is
the back-and-forth movement, leylines are linesxa$tence your being projected on the
world, and the angles of your existential intersgctvith the realm are also sometimes
called 'angels'. But, you know, it's just termirgyd

"You're confusing them, Joe," Maeve said.

"Right. Have you brought the seeds? I'm almost gweparing.”

Maeve nodded. "Give it to him," she said to Rose.

Rose offered Master Joe a small sack of seeds.

"My projections show this should do," Maeve said.

Master Joe nodded, and took his time examiningdments of the sack.

"Come," Maeve beckoned the students. "We'll watehritual from a distance."

After they walked away, Master Joe got to his #etvly, feigning the pains of old
age.

"Here?" Eric asked.

"A little farther, over by that tree.”



Eric, Rose and Lucy waited idly. Groups of kidskted in for the event, and Maeve
signaled them not to get any closer.

"| still don't understand what it is he will do,E said.

"Well... let's try it this way. Between who you wesnd who you will be, a healer can
assist choosing the reality of that person. Thealked a 'blessing'. Kids nowadays call it
a 'buff' - don't ask me why. Curses work similadig,the other end of the spectrum. What
Joe's going to do is a major ritual for blessingldnd."

"Or, it's like the elemental attunements, but iadtef attuning to a particular element
in a shallow dive, he's attuning to the whole readra depth where he can dream it all
anew."

"Look, it's starting," Rose said.

When Master Joe finished his silly 'oh-my-old-bdmestine, he stretched out and
raised his hands to the sky. He was chanting girgijnsomething, but Eric couldn't quite
make out the words or the melody.

What little fog there was dissipated, and the $unesl its light more brightly than
before. More and more of the sky came apart tthketays through.

The light danced around Master Joe's fingersplihis hands, and slowly enveloped
his whole body. The chanting stopped, and Masteis@od motionless, basking in the
sunlight.A sight to behold...

Commencing the next stage of the ritual, Masterldaered himself down to one knee
and placed both hands on the ground. The lightnedsnger a glimmer, but an intense
beam between heaven and earth, with Master Joe@sdait in the center.

Eric could hear the chanting now, but its melodyg walike anything he ever heard
before. His brain struggled to comprehend it, lasegup soon, as Eric's mind too filled
with the light of this melody.

A tear ran down Eric's cheek, but he couldn't laalay.

The base of the beam-pillar widened, and the jigbpagated through the ground.
When it reached the patch of earth under Eric's Feefelt a slight tremor. The chanting
stopped, but the influx of light didn't - the lighttaved and cut through the ground in all
directions, which, due to the multidimensional mataf Dream Camp, were many.

Master Joe unrobed]s he wearing something beneathH®ut Eric could barely make
out shapes because of all the blinding brightness.



Eric could no longer see the sun in the sky. Whratheas descended to earth or was
simply outshined by Master Joe, Eric couldn't tell.

Master Joe spread his arms sideways, and thathedadt Eric saw of Master Joe's
human form.

The song in his head started again, and a shockeféeelings hit Eric. He recalled
his first time waking up in Dream Camp and the iegsions all that exquisite detail and
vividness left on him. This experience became nfaghthousandfoldOne more way to
die.

Everything was changing, including Eric, and hisidwvas torn between giving into
this feeling washing over the whole realm, and riemg Eric within the bounds of
sanity.

The intensity of change allowed no time for a camss choice. Most of what made
Eric Eric went out with the shockwave of motion ainge, and he felt himself light up
like a miniature sun, his rays touching others wigoe going through the same
transformation.

When the waves of light came back from the skiektha ground, the part of him that
resisted the change clung to a feeling of déjandithe memory related to it.

The first time Eric met Master Joe, he saw him hammg on an old TV set stuck
between channels. Now, Eric realized that scenenwamore than a veil protecting him
from the powerful unknown. Indeed, the whole realith Eric in it felt like between
channels - the waves and motion and light openmfyactal pathways of power,
enabling Eric to be himself in ways he never thdwajlor experienced before.

Having now established a measure of understanditamgst the uncontrolled
overstanding, Eric willed the ego-image of his harfam into existence. His Sight
condensed into sight, and his skin marked the baynoetween close and distant
toucheslt makes much more sense n&nic wiggled his hands, just to assure him of
being there.

With his awakenings ended for a cycle, Eric inspeédtis surroundings. A radiant sun
back high in the sky, and underneath, Master Jd@t® robes on the ground marked the
place where he probably wasn't.

Eric looked at Rose and Lucy. They had the santardistare he presumably had, and
he decided to let them take as much time as thegatk He noticed others too, standing
motionless.

Eric turned away, seeking out the differences betwhis realm and its previous
iteration. The snow was gone. It hasn't simply eteliway, but disappeared without
trace, taking with it the bareness of trees andiuinéer cold. The benign clouds and



rhythmical weather patterns hid and bridged a skg klemental than the last. The
ground below was quiet, but not silent; worms atigepsimple organisms worked to
keep it fertile.

Life breeds life.

The number of layers of life multiplied, maskingtimore distant and less obvious
loose ends of the realm. Eric heard the chirp mfdyiand sensed other small animals
bustling about. It wasn't just grass and trees amgnmmany of the plants from the garden
warehouse spread across the land, blooming.

Eric welcomed the realm, and was welcomed back.

* % *

When Eric woke up in his bed, tears flowed downdhiseks. He felt joy, because he
never saw such beauty before. Sadness, too, waslening, because he felt he will
never again experience such beauty in his life.



Chapter 19 - Teleportation

Too few observers, and your reality isn't objecim®ugh. Too many observers, and the identities
merge together, collapsing the wavefunction beyepair. Get it just right, and your reality
might maintain some coherence.

[Teleporter's addendum: There's no need to opatatech high level to extract usefulness from
this concept. Sidestep, and stretch yourself lyrietiéleportation is your easy-going, everyday
friend. Note, 'subspace' and 'hyperspace’ arevuglgts.]

- Stability, Dreamer's Handbook

Eric rammed into the door.

Thankfully, his thick forehead absorbed most ofithpact, and before his nose would
flatten painfully against the grainy surface of to®r, leaving a mark of snot and blood,
the rolling-lock mechanism gave way to the pressime Eric tumbled through the open
doorframe.

"Next!" Annie yelled.

Eric stood up, dusted off, and closed the doorrmehim. While he walked back to the
end of the line, other students repeated the psoces

"Teleportation is about pushing and pulling diserfixed points and frames of
reference. Some of you might remember, | talkedibbelf-distances in telepathy class.
The theory is the same, we just use it differehtly.

Typical Annie; making us do things before explainivhat it actually is we're
supposed to dderic chuckledShe probably forgot.

"The blink is the easiest of teleportations andinexg only minor displacement within.
It has a short range, and what you lack in undedstg or finesse, you can make up for
in willpower. It often occurs naturally, as a subsoious response to a higher stress
situation. This training takes advantage of thet.fd's like riding a bicycle; once you
learn it will come naturally.”

The doorframe stood erect in the middle of a f@ldreen grass, placed there by
Annie solely for the purposes of this exerciseer¢hwas no wall or anything. Bashing
through the door wasn't particularly painful, buivas uncomfortable and awkwarkk
least her classes are not boring, I'll give herttha



Winter went away as fast as it came, and springsolmed again. Eric suspected it
would be less perpetual than before. He had gotded to the new realm teeming with
life - it felt as natural as shifting one dreanpiainother - but every now and then Eric
would spot a minor detail, which would send himteonmplating and admiring the beauty
and complexity of it all; be it a bug, the danceaatistling leaf, or a smile that expressed
a new feeling.

When it was his turn again, Eric sprinted into do®r - same result.

"The world around you is the framework of your ésie. You awareness is pointlike
within it, at the location you currently are. Ycawareness will be pointlike at your
desired location as well. All you have to do iseayour awareness, affix the framework,
and condense your awareness just a tiny bit fasivary."

"Like this." Annie extended her hand, and for a ,mamshe appeared to be holding
hands with herself as she blinked just two stepsyatT he degree to which you are able
to temporarily enlarge your awareness, yet stildl yourself together, determines the
blinkable distance."

| can do it. | just have to concentratéric knew mentally that his human shape was
present in a dream only because his habit will¢lakeite. Surely, willing it to be on the
other side of the door shouldn't be too difficylet, it was clear to Eric that knowing
something in one's head and actually making useabfkknowledge are two different
things.

After repeatedly bashing his head into the doadc Boticed that, just for a fraction of
a second, his mind behaved differently from the monbefore impact until the moment
just after. Derailed, shocked, or just a in a sthtgreater receptiveness - but certainly
different. After a few more repetitions, it felkd that one moment was composed of
three: some of his thoughts went ahead, anticigatia consequences of impact, some
braced for it, ready to process the signals, antedagged behind, clinging to a previous
location and state of mind, about to imprint theufa with the past.

Progress was slow, but Eric's introspective disegitag of thoughts got more refined.
In his mind, he leaned on the farthermost thougltits feel of space - like when shifting
balance from one leg to the other - and let thgitaggthoughts snap towards it, skipping
the in-between.

Eric tumbled on the grass. He got to his feet, etlistf, and turned to close the door
behind him. Much to his amazement, the door rentbahesed. "What- how..."

"You did it; well done. Move on to the second ex&x¢’ Annie said. "Next!"
Eric slowly walked in the direction Annie signal@aying to convince himself that he

indeed succeeded blinking through the door was-tiomsuming. He wasn't sure how he
did it, but he had to accept that he did.



The site of the next exercise was nothing more ghhuge, long slab of rock. Its sides
were almost rectangular, and only one side waslpadi flat. From afar it looked like the
rock was placed at the end of a short, red-graveleding track, but upon closer
inspection, the gravel was in fact red-bladed, imgd grass.

Rose was already there, along with a couple ofestisd One after the other, they
sprinted into the flat face of the rock.

"Hey," Eric said.
"Hey," Rose replied.

While the previous exercise was inconvenient, dms seemed outright painful. Eric
didn't let that faze hinfralling and splattering on the ground, or sprintingd
splattering on a rock wall - makes no difference.

He heard Annie's voice from close by.

"With the standard 'port, the situation is reverddte distance here is large, often far
outside of view, but still within the same realninelonly requirement is that you have a
very clear view of that location in your mind's éye

"Since the world is quite different between the tawations, this time the fixed point
has to be your own awareness while the framewoak@és around it. So, you let the
world move while you stand still. This is a parfialding of space-time, in which all your
relevant relations are transferred to the goaltiond

"Large blinks or teleports within viewing distanee call jumps. Which method you'll
use in this exercise is up to you."

Eric forced himself to relax. He stretched a fewsupies, took a deep breath, and ran
head-first into the wall.

It was pretty much what he expected: painful. Betdidn't lose consciousness, and
the damage wasn't so severe that he would haestaterialize. Eric collected himself.
His nose felt strange and crooked. He grabbedtadis, and after a hurtful crackling of
bones, the nose was back as it's supposed to k. Bidod dripped off, he willed away.

Not too keen to mindlessly repeat this experieheesought to apply his earlier
insights while waiting his turn to come around.

The next few times he subconsciously sabotageadvinisefforts - he either ran too
slow, trying to avoid the pain, or too fast, tryitmyprove himself needlessly and missing
the moment.



When he did manage to collect his focus and disgeehimself as before, the wall
felt less firm and more rubbery, bouncing him beatker than halting him outright.

He kept trying to make that moment longer and cevgreater distance, but the slab
was just too long.

Others were not faring better either, but that masomfort to EricTeleportation is
such a versatile skill - | have to learn it!

The next time around, he made a mental misstepadpgng self entered the rock too,
but his anticipating self wasn't anywhere neareth@ and he couldn't snap back to safety.
Panic engulfed his mind as he realized he becamc& 8t the rock. His fear had weight
and it was crushing him. Instinctively, he triednbale but couldn't, and he exhaled
instead.

Last breathhe thought, before panic overcame him and reduted remained to
pure instinct.

...there was an action of breathing in, and Emamed some control. His mind told
him it was impossible to breathe rock, but he waisglexactly that, in whatever half-
state he existed. It felt like breathing water,eptanuch more arduous; imparting pain
through his fear and into his awareness.

He clawed through the rock with his breathing, anterged on one side of the rock.

Eric had his human form, and couldn't believe exisé could be so light again. He
panted for long minutes, sitting on the ground ksaghing on the rock. It took time to
think and feel coherently again.

Eventually, he stood up and walked to the end efitie, which was by now a few
students longer. Knowing what to expect, his fedasgled. While he was waiting, he
devised motions and strategies to breathe rocketisa®/ distance.

Breathing rock for the second time wasn't easigirhie persevered. Each of the Eric-
fragments transmigrated through the big slab, pislyeEric's powerful breath.

Having rematerialized at the end, Eric fell to émee. After a few seconds, he stood
up and went to back to the line.

The third time Eric didn't sprint. He walked to ttaee of the wall and gently ran his
hand over the surfac¥uck.A thin layer of blood and snot got stuck, and hpedii it off
on his pants.

Eric inhaled. He envisioned parts of him swimmihgtigh the rock and reaching the
end. He exhaled in a loud, inarticulate yell antlgoudistance to zero. It was a simple



realization - he was already everywhere; it way bid awareness of it that determined
his location! can go to nothingness and back, no problem.

Eric took several more large breaths to wind dofter dhe jump. The twisting no
longer felt strange and he felt in-sync with himhs€he slab of rock rested solidly behind
him.

Eric straightened himself and looked arouwithere's the next exercise?

* % %

"Gather around everyone. | want to show you somgthiAnnie said.
"Another exercise?" A girl asked.

"More like a short excursion; I'll show you a tejue | learned not too long ago.
We're going to do it together, okay? Hold hand$w#ch other and form a circle. Once
we start, don't let go!"

Eric grabbed hands with Rose and Lucy, and byithe the circle got completed, they
all looked like they were about to break into aitianal folk dance. Annie's eyes
wandered as she made sure everyone was followinigsteuctions, and her expression
turned serious when she began concentrating.

Nothing happened at first, but a sensation slowletoped Eric. It was subtle, similar
to the feeling of gazing aimlessly into the dis&urer when | concentrate too hard and
things begin to flow and mesh togetherfeeling of moving without moving. Yet, this
time a sense of direction emanated from Annieatirar, the possibility of many
directions rolled into a single one.

It occurred to Eric that Annie deliberately seathar this feeling, and it wasn't just a
side-effect of whatever she was doing, because wheriound it and successfully
impressed it upon the members of the circle, thivegan to move faster.

Eric got lifted into the air. He glanced at hissdmates, but a shimmering impaired his
vision. His mind slowly acclimatized, and Eric rieat that he could somehow sense the
directions his classmates were looking in.

Eric squeezed his partners' hands, and got lighgeszes in response.

Once again, as this feeling or sense grew and edthe felt it all being herded
together by Annie and directed into a single lihgravel.



"Don't talk, just listen. The points you affix cahange dynamically within the jump-
timeframe, sort of bouncing back and forth. A temaly extended jump is called realm-
walking. Its conscious use is extremely hard toteraput subconsciously it is the
commonest way of navigating through a not-too-ludriemscene. That's why dreams
are considered to be ‘dreamy' and 'shifting'. Btigland 'porting are minor extremes of
this process, and so are time and space in géheral.

He got thrust forward in a way he hadn't imaginedsible before. Like breaking the
wall between two different dreams, but this wastiommus movement both in- and
outside.

"Such movement can feel like breathing, and wenafégard breathing as a sense on
its own - a sense of existence, if you will. Thare more arcane forms of teleportation as
well, but those are high level multidimensional g®ns rather than straight up teleports
spells, and they can be very hard for humans tonstsalize."

Eric soared. Landscapes of deserts, mountainads|déorests, and many others
flashed before his eyes. His mind found pointseéénence to hang onto, only to be
forced into releasing them a moment later. Buthwiine, the speed of his perception
increased and he could hold on longer.

Eric found the mountain landscape most impressiMent and majestic. The swampy
region evoked an urge to slap down mosquitoesthaumkfully, there were none. The
islands and their long beaches promised rejuvematibe burning sun of the desert
warned of challenge and danger. The jungBomething's wrong.

The landscapes were beautiful the way painting® Wweautiful.Something's missing.
Other than his fellow realm-walkers, he didn't aag humans. Except in the desert, plant
life was lush and the animalsThere are no animals!

Eric spotted a few small birds and when he conegesdr- which wasn't easy,
considering all the mind-boggling movement - held@ense several species of bugs, but
those were the same as in the green fields antfbgests of Dream Camf@houldn't a
jungle be full of animal life?

"Hold on," Annie said.
The ground turned bleak and transparent. Plantg ggarce, and the ground itself lost
its earthy texture. Line formed squares on thestcarent floor, literal place-holders, as if

saying: 'geography goes here'.

Eric's entire hand-holding group came into focuthay descended. They landed near
a patch of assorted greenery, and surprisinglynaam being.

Maeve?She was rummaging through a box and throwing sgna#n items over her
shoulder, which bounced off the translucent tilésvatimes before coming to rest.



Eric chuckledThey look like tiny frogs. What a silly thought.

Upon coming closer, Eric was surprised to seettiet were indeed small tree frogs -
unmoving but otherwise unharmed.

"You're not supposed to be here," Maeve said withoning around.

"Hello! I got permission from Master Joe to vidietshelved realms, and | was just
introducing my students to realm-walking. What"ygeng?"

Maeve sighed and slowly straightened herself. "Riegl | can't handle it alone. With
everything going on at the Outpost, and managihthisl plant life, | can't possibly
handle the animal biosphere... This latest cycle taging. I'll have to bring in a
specialist." Maeve sighed once more. "Yeah, thdtat I'll do."

"What's with all these frogs?"

"Surplus. They breed like rabbits and | had totpatn in stasis. Which reminds me, |
had some rabbits too... hmm..." Maeve started rugmmgethrough a big sack.

"Anything we can do to help?" Annie asked.

"Unless you have an expert in both zoology andmeakaving in your group, | don't
think so,” Maeve said.

"All right. We'll leave you to it then." Annie tued around to leave and motioned her
class to follow.

"Wait! Thereis something you can help me with..." With tired stedaeve walked
behind a cluster of trees, and guided back a widtse with a long, straight horn on its
foreheadBeautiful.

After a moment of awe and exaltation, the kidstaAnnie, clamoring for permission
to pet the unicorn. Annie looked questioningly taévwe, who nodded.

"Slowly!" Annie yelled after the kids crowding tla@imal, who endured the ordeal
with dignity.

When Eric looked into the eyes of the unicorn, bel@ see a wise kind of innocence.
To Eric, the animal's radiant aura felt like théocavhite, fresh bed sheets, and the seeds
of a dandelion floating gently in the wind.

"Is it a real unicorn?" A boy asked, stunned.

"As real as they get," Maeve answered.



"Remember when | told you that some feelings argtismg they can become places?
Well, they can become animals too," Annie said.

"Kyle and Lyle will get green with envy when welté#lem,” Lucy mused.

"That's what they get for not coming to classesi¢ Eaid. "Besides, they would find
another, throw a lasso around it and ride it It little cowboys they are."

Rose and Lucy smirked.

"Would you please take it home? | found it not taofrom here, must've wandered
off," Maeve asked Annie.

"Of course, it would be our privilege," Annie said.

Maeve nodded. "One less thing to worry about. Tirireen where we are now straight
to the Playground. After you reach the Playgroleep going in the same direction until
it gets too bright. The unicorn will find its wagoin there; just don't let any of your kids
go farther beyond. Can you handle it?"

"Yes," Annie said.

"Good."

Annie gently patted the unicorn along with the ashand let her hand rest. "Come on
everyone, let's take it home! Put one hand on tapice... we'll take a shortcut.”



Chapter 20 - Nightmare Mastery

When the fear is gone, don't rush to fill the tenapp void with nervousness, anxiety, need,
addiction or negative habits. Take the deepestiseai can... then breathe out. The world is
yours to dream!

- Practical Guide to Nightmares,
Dreamer's Handbook

"I'm glad you decided to come. As you know, thalffinightmare class is not a
teaching class, but a trial." Mr. Smith dangleda of black liquid in front of them.

"While fear on its own is terrifying, it is the clusion our minds create to avoid fear
which allows nightmares to disfigure and magnifgttfear out of proportion - making it
appear so much worse than it is. This concoctidhfevice you to follow the fear to its
source and face some of your deepest fears dir@dtlgk of this 'nightmare essence’ as a
vaccine - you deal with the fear now, in a congdlenvironment, so the nightmares at
the Outpost will become more easily illuminated dod by you."”

Master Joe stood behind Mr. Smith with solemn digrgiving weight to the words
and making them official.

Color drained from Eric's fac&hat if we fail?
Other than the two teachers, Eric, Rose and Lugg @®ne in the class and the
treehouse it took place in. This wasn't one of Mé&einsanely-big-on-the-inside

warehouses, but a small, cozy, log-cabin kindedhouse. It even had a fireplace.

"You can still change your minds, but | have to aakh of you," Mr. Smith turned to
Eric, "are you sure you wish to proceed?"

Eric cleared his throat, and answered "Yes."
Mr. Smith turned to Lucy. "Are you sure you wishpimceed?"

Lucy, too, was paler than usual. She nodded teetgtiand followed it up by saying
"Yes."

Mr. Smith looked at Rose. "Are you sure you wislptoceed?"

"l guess so," Rose said.



"Not good enough. You have to be sure this is wbatwant."
Rose contemplated for a moment. "I'm sure. | wisprbceed."

"Very well. You will need that resolve," Mr. Smitfaid and swayed the vial again. "I'l
give each of you a vial such as this one. You maNe to assimilate the contents of that
vial. The common options are drinking it or lettim@bsorb through your skin, but any
other option will work as well. | will now demonate, after which it is your turn."

Mr. Smith uncapped the vial and stared at it fréose up. The liquid sprouted tiny
tentacles which wiggled around. The black tentaslealy elongated, and when one of
them made contact with Mr. Smith's eyeball, théyaathed onto it.

The liquid filled Mr. Smith's eye, soaking up thgtuhis tear-ducts and tracing his
nerves. His other eye turned black too as thedigmnptied from the vial.

After several seconds of staying motionless in shatte, Mr. Smith's body began to
convulse.

Rose, Lucy, and Eric glanced at each other quesgbn Is that supposed to happen?

Master Joe walked forward with slow, measured stidpdet his right arm fall with a
snap, and a large hammer materialized in his hand.

"l have a confession to make; you guys are nobttig ones who will pass a personal
milestone today. | modified that potion, which Jolprobably realized by now, but I'll
nudge him just in case. Don't worry, his obstasldifferent than yours - you'll still get
the standard version."

Master Joe raised his hammer, swung it, and sewre8mith's head right off his
convulsing body.

A part of Eric marveled at how clean the cut wathashead rolled on the planks of the
wooden floor. After a few seconds, it dissipateio ia bloody mist.

The convulsions became more chaotic and fast begerwmkption - the headless body
looked like it was about to explode. Instead, tleotly mist flew back into the body, and
the seizures slowed. When they stopped, a smiliryygstood in front of them, only
slightly taller than Eric. He wore blue jeans angsdirt.

"That was a bit too much old-fashioned zen; | alncosildn't handle it," the boy said
to Master Joe.

"Well, it worked, didn't it? Johnny my boy, a skapn't do anything to people like you.
How many times have | told you? When you meet yaltien the road, kill it! Even if it's
your mental composition - especially if it's youemtal composition.”



"l saw the logic of it, but | didn't quite... grokwhat you meant. This balance is so
different. The zen bridging emotion and logic isThe boy struggled for words, but
couldn't find any.

Master Joe simply nodded.
"Do you need me here?" The boy asked.
"Nah. Go have fun," Master Joe said.

The boy ran to Master Joe, hugged him, waved toyewe, and ran out of the tree
house with a happy grin on his face.

The three of them waved back, half-stunned andrersuwhat happened.

The hammer in Master Joe's hand shrunk as he gatkeiWhen he withdrew his
hand from the pocket of his robe, it containedersmall vials, all filled with a liquid of
midnight black.

"Here you go. Drink up!"

* k% %

The liquid assaulted Eric's throat and he lost cimusness.

When he came to, his mind was in a strange plaeavd$ lying on something
uncomfortably hard and cold. He opened his eydas¢duidn't see anything except the
irritating flicker of a faint neon light. He trieid get up, but his arms, legs, chest and
forehead were bound to whatever he was lyingStit. He struggled to break free - with
no result.

Calm down and think!

After a few breaths, Eric relaxed enough to attetalgiportingI'll just blink out of
this. He extended his spatial awareness and tried gmdesto various selves, but he
instantly and involuntarily snapped back to hisiahipoint of awareness. He tried a few
more times, but the result was ruthlessly the sake.an invisible wall, something
made his thoughts bounce back and prevented hginat#gon from movingMy hands
are bound and my mind is in a coffin. Shit-shit-shit...

On the verge of freaking out, Eric let a familiarpof him take control: his rage
suppressed the fear and kindled the flames insideHire was his friend within; his
primary element. Eric allowed the fire to well updahe let it out in the way he practiced



many times before. He gave it all he got. He felypected, if just for the moment, to
become a flaming elemental, burning away all tloairial him and reigning hellfire on all
those who put him in this situation. It felt likkauting his soul out in flames.

The moment passed. There was no fire; the cold figkered as if nothing happened.

Eric, after giving it his all, panted. He wishedwseuld black out and wake up
elsewhere.

Faint, malicious laughter echoed in his head, leutduldn't tell where it came from or
if it was there at all. Only the ebb and flow of fiear assured him of his own existence
and the passing of time.

Start,his mind echoed the word.

Shadowy hands stuck needles and injections intbddy. The needles were thin - like
for acupuncture - and didn't penetrate the body deet they were inserted precisely to
inflict the most excruciating pain.

Eric cried out, and his body jerked from the sttéraf his cry, but no sound left his
throat.

The large syringes had thick hypodermic needletlsde for a horse or a small
elephant. Oddly, the injections caused only numbassyreen-gray liquids pumped into
Eric's body. The mental anguish, howeveshat are they giving me?!?lwas on par
with the excruciating pain.

Eric's soundless screams continued until they stwpphe needles got removed, but
the respite didn't last.

The shadowy hands held small blades, which, wethils of metal sliding through
flesh, cut into his body with quick successive n®viEhe rhythm and predictability of
cuts would have been almost soothing if not forgam and abominable nature of the
act. They are marking m&he cuts were all over his body, but the majocgptered on
his face and tors&urgeons use medical marking pens; they are usialijpsv wounds.

When it was over, his violated skin was coveredhait intricate grid of blood. Eric
heard the evil laugh in his head again.

Slowly, a single shadowy hand came into view antytid a sheet of paper in front of
Eric's eyesWhat?With an apt move, the edge of the paper cut imeocbrnea of his left
eye, and then his right.

Eric frantically ran from the screaming in his otlvead. The fact that the same
shadowy hand promptly and successively pluggedmalesized injection through the



center of both papercuts did not help. Whetheirijeetions pushed something into his
eyeballs or pulled something out, Eric wasn't i skate to tell.

Feeling resigned and empty, his vision red witheh&z barely noticed a small blade
about to cut his eyelids awaynick-snackihe blade worked like a scissor.

Panic resurged from whatever hidden pockets ohgtheEric had left, just in time to
notice the shadowy hand holding an ordinary spoon.

The hand did exactly what Eric feared it would the spoon breached one eyesocket,
reached behind the eye, jerked until the musclé&irigit snapped, and scooped out the
eyeball.

This is the time to faint, Eric asserted, but hes yweevented from fainting and the
screams in his head reached an even higher pitehsihadowy hand repeated the process
with the other eye.

The screams went on for a long time, but their esleventually subsided and Eric had
to accept the new normalcy of his situation. Heldotisee things ever going back to
how they were before. Also, he couldn't see atsilhice he had no eyes - but a tactile
kind of sight enabled him to sense the immediataity of his desecrated bodt least
the neon light is gondie remarked, but his attempt at humor left hirmewere hopeless
and depressed.

The shadowy hands were back, brandishing largesb]adws, needles and other
instruments.

A long blade made a large incision on his abdorfiée. pain was dull. Several smaller
cuts followed inside, but Eric barely noticed thérhere was only the pressuring,
choking, ominous feeling that they were doing sdnmef very sinister.

Dull pain marked another long incision, this tinretos chest, and a large number of
smaller cuts followedThey're doing something. They're removing sometfihgy're
cutting out my organs!!Another incision, another dull pain.

As if the hands wanted him to see what was goind=ao could sense his heart
beating - no longer in his chest, but in the pafra shadowy hand - fading into the dark.

How am | breathingEric felt like he was breathing, but he had nagkinhe knew
this to be true.

Eric examined his condition to the best of his M@nyted abilities, and he felt empty
inside. Literally.

They took all my inner organs. Why am | not deddPlould be deadDeath was no
longer something to be feared, but something tawdleomed! should be deadBoth his



rationality and emotions dictated that death i$guedble to his current stati.is time. |
want to die.

Having made the decision, a wave of relief washeat bim. He let go of his
attachment to his body, floated above, and lookedhe proverbial light at the end of a
tunnel. With the release, he did see a light, &amds brilliant.I'm going Home.

Eric felt ecstatic and almost happy as he nearedight.I'm coming.
He began merging into the light...

Only to be yanked back and denied. Eric was jedaak into his severely mutilated,
damp, and limiting bodyLet me die! | want to die!l Why don't you let mé #le yelled,
but he knew it had no effect.

The shadowy hands did not let Eric die and theyndidrelent with the torture.

The top of his skull got sawed off and his braiplsyned out. With nothing major left
except bone and skin, they began extracting indadidhuscles in the most painful way
possibleLet me die! Let me di&Vith each piece removed, the prison of Eric's gpeWw
smaller and more crushing.

After every muscle piece got cut away and discarttexy began cutting away Eric's
extremities; toes first, the fingers on his hanelsosd, one knuckle at a time. Ears. Nose.
Teeth, one by one. Lips.

The shadowy hands were running out of things takembut they took their sweet
time. Eric's body approached being only a bloodypghous mass.

Arms and legs were severed in multiple stages,akensure Eric was conscious
enough to experience the pathop-chop Substantial force and heavy blades were
required to cut away the bigger bones. His pehas wrushed and then removed. The
skin on what was once his abdomen and lower tboso,away with reckless abandon.
The vertebrae in the lower and mid spinal columhpgcked apart and severed, one by
one. His ribs broken by sheer force, one at a thne skull smashed and most pieces
removed.

The passing of time no longer held any meaningrio. BVith most of himself gone, he
wasn't sure he was 'Eric’ anymore. He had justgmoansciousness to experience pain
and to feel the futility and sheer maliciousneshisfimprisonment.

His prison was small: his lower jaw, a neckbone lais right shoulder. That was it -
all that remained of his dissected body. He thotigey couldn't torture him more
because taking away anything more would break ti@d on him, but now and again
they added something back only to take away somg#ise, and ensure a perpetual
state of pain and despair.



Eric saw broken dreams. He felt like he has wokefram this many times before, but
not ever did he find the solution or exit from th®st horrible of nightmares. Those
Erics would wake up and go about their lives, bthey imagined the wrong thing or
looked in the wrong direction, they would feel paifrthis nightmare and never be
completely free.

He saw them waking up but not waking up, forgetting not forgetting.
I'm the crux. The fool.

Whenever his thoughts strayed or attempted to estlapy were pushed back into the
prison and the experience of pain. Eric's screaars wilent even in his mind.

An infinity passed.

IT'S OKAY came the words carrying a feeling'S OKAY NOT TO BE YOURSELF.
Eric's mind raced around it; something clickid.okay not to be myselig internalized.

Eric's mind didn't have much time or will to anadyith words what it meanDoes it
mean it's okay to die? Does it mean | can be someosomething else? Or does it mean
| don't have to exist at all? Or thatanexist? Or...

The words quieted as Eric followed the light of tealization. He looked at and into
his fear, followed it to the source, and saw tlveas no longer anything there. Only
stillness - and he let go.

The laugh was his owi©f course.

His prison and pain no longer bound him. He reat¢hegoint where death met life,
and Eric became an outpouring of Love. His egoongér limited him, and he started
claiming and rebuilding himself.

He drew lines of light upon his remaining mutilatessk. The light multiplied under
his Touch.

Bones, nerves, organs, flesh, skin; all grew art&ve.reached into the darkness of the
shadowy hands and pulled it into his light. He ustied they were parts of him he
judged or rejected, and that torture was their afagetting Eric's attention.

Eric felt invincible, and he stated the fact to kealf. Sure, | can be killed, maimed,
imprisoned or worse; but | can always BE, and laaglout it.

Eric's outpouring of Love was answered with outpags of Love from elsewhere, and
he accepted gratefully. He never felt so Loved teefSome aspects of him were close,
others more distant, but they all congratulatedieheacceptance, approval, and shared
joyousness.



Eric went over the light-form of his now completedy, and made minor tweaks here
and there. It didn't near the complexity of a pbgkbody, but as a resilient ego-image
template to return to and regenerate from, he foupittty awesome - beautiful even in
its glory.

Eric echoed thanks throughout the realm, and vaves@r to forget the Love.

He opened his eyes.



Chapter 21 - Epilogue

The mind projects its rationalizations on the ioadlly broken symmetries of the world; a
‘rational mind' is a contradiction of terms.

- Dynamic Perfection, Dreamer's Handbook

A circle of friends surrounded Eric.

The Playground was active as ever. Although hetgpest of his time in the more
remote outskirts of Dream Camp - attending clags@sticing, or just flying around
while thinking things over - it was always refrasipito return. He wasn't too fond of
crowds in real life - they drained him - but thewd here always uplifted and energized
him. The friendly, pliable nature of the place médeasy to come together and have fun
- Eric could run and play to his heart's conterthvkis mind off the leash.

"We'll miss you," Kyle said.

"We'll miss you too," Rose said, speaking for threé of them.

Duke nudged Eric's hand with his nose, sharingémtiment, and got petted in return.

Lucy got to her knees and hugged Duke. Gemma pignapted in.

"Why don't you stay so we can play together mokee asked.

"Somebody has to fight the nightmares... they atme people alive, you know," Eric
said.

"Cool..." Lyle remarked quietly.
"But you'll come visit, right?" Kyle asked.
"l have a better idea. Why don't you come and visi" Rose asked.

Lyle frowned. "Joe won't let anyone show us whae@utpost is, and we can't find it
alone."

"Why not?"

Lyle's expression was pained. "He wants us to gdatsses."”



Rose raised an eyebrow. "So?"

Lyle looked down and twiddled his thumbs.

"l think the classes are fun," Aaron said. "Righti®' nudged Gemma.
She grabbed Aaron's hand, smiled sheepishly andiedod

"l don't know..." Kyle said reluctantly.

"Come on, you can't be afraid of taking classesv Ml we fight nightmares together
if you're scared of studying?" Rose teased.

Kyle stomped his foot. "We're not scared!"

Rose leaned in. "Then promise me you'll go to elassd visit us later!"
"All right, we will! You'll see!" Kyle yelled.

"We're not scared!" Lyle added.

"That's the spirit!" Eric raised his hands to higre both brothers. "Yeah! Master Joe
was right when he said he had high hopes for you."

"He really said that?"
"He did."

Playmates and acquaintances trickled in, sayingllggeand wishing them a safe trip.
Others came to see what the fuss was about, ahdrgdtaround.

"Are you really going to battle nightmares and §tufAaron asked.

"Yeah, | think so. We'll see what Mr. Smith and dtkers will need us to do."

Aaron nodded, contemplating. He reached into hike and took out a long, brown
bag with something inside. "Here," he offered iEtac. "l want you to have it. You'll

need it more that | do."

"What is it?" Eric asked. He got no reply, and gzkinto the bag. It was a giant-robot
suit.

"l... I don't think | can accept this." Eric swalled uncomfortably, and looked
pleadingly to Rose.



"Tell you what," Rose moved closer to Aaron. "Yavé the dreams of your friends to
defend now. Why don't you turn it into a propertleaframe?"

"l can already see it," Lucy gestured with her aamshe spoke. "Foldable metallic
mesh with rune etchings of highest caliber. A lasgerd tempered in the elements.
Varied techno-magical devices tinkered into powlesfeapons.”

Eric nodded, and offered the bag containing thetshit back to Aaron. "It's a big
responsibility; we're counting on you."

Aaron's face lit up. "Deal!" Teary-eyed and toucbgdis friends' actions, he accepted
the bag.

Eric mouthed a silent ‘thank you' to Lucy and Rose.

"Come on here, you," Rose said loudly. "Group hug!"

* k% %

"Have you talked to Maeve?" Annie asked. "l thihk svanted to give you something
for your journey before you left.”

"We have."

Eric, Rose and Lucy sought out each teacher, t@sagibye and ask for any advice
they would care to impart.

Mr. Smith outlined which enemies they could enceuaiong the way and the fastest
way to deal with them.

Maeve gave them equipment, and warned not to tanigheany of the factions before
talking to her at the Outpost. She also bestowlgl@éssing to keep more significant
threats at bay.

Master Joe said they're now persons with backkairle,to choose their own destinies.
He assured them they'll be fine.

Annie outlined the geography of the Outpost andosunding places, and suggested
several paths of travel. The details were lost oo, But Lucy took it upon herself to
handle all preparations.



Guided by Dancing Feather, Ohlson planned to wisé of the more abstract realms,
but he promised to drop by and say 'hi' if washimnieighborhood. He made them
promise to let him know if they ever needed helpackup.

In a talk of a more personal nature, Eric confide®hlson that he was unsure about
leaving.What if | won't want to come back if | decide taMe?Ohlson patted Eric on the
back and remarked that he has grown taller.

"Are you rested? Have you recovered fully from ytials?"
"We have."

Eric suffered no adverse reactions, but Rose hiaalygparks all over her body which
took several days to fade, and Lucy's mood altethbétween over-thinking and
impulsiveness for a while. Thankfully, these akfects subsided and they were as good
as newBetter than new, actually.

Since their experiences during the trials had gezponal significance, they tried
talking about it and sharing their insights, b #xperiences were very difficult to
convey. They tried telepathy too, but the deepgerkaof meaning were indiscernible and
non-sensical to each other.

Eric understood that Rose's trial was about maatmu and finding one's existence
amongst opposing forces, and that Lucy's trial &@sut overreliance on knowledge and
the feeling of being lost with no foothold, but lbey that, things stopped making sense.
His descriptions and attempts to communicate tiperance of his torturous rebirth also
proved woefully inadequate in conveying the intgnef the experience.

Nevertheless, they each found some ‘inner pedeeiliality, which affected them
positively on a personal level, and as a team. \&aied himself not to take Lucy and
Rose's presence for granted.

"Do you have everything you need? Double-checkfidmnstructed.

Eric lowered his backpack and inspected the cosit@nthange of clothes, some food,
a water bottle, a wand, and a short swdtt the essentialsle took out the sword and
fastened the scabbard. One of the compartmentainedta small pouch of crystals
Maeve gave thenStandardized currency crystals, she sdidere was also a multi-
purpose folding knife, which he slid into his bamcket.

Eric closed the backpack and briefly marveled sticker attached to it; it said 'GOOD
FRIEND'.Now I'll have to start my own sticker collectjdre chuckled.

"We have everything."

Annie tapped the air in front of her. It swirleddadirained of color.



Eric was hit by the odor of stale air and watchedanie's spell revealed a landscape
similar to the present one, except much less viblacan't be a portal... she removed the
shield!

"Are you sure you wish to take the scenic routef?hi@ asked. "I could just 'port you
directly to the Outpost.”

"Where's the fun in that?" Rose remarked.

"Didn't you tell me traversing the route once wonldke it easier for us to teleport
there by ourselves?" Lucy asked.

"True... but you might have changed your minds."

Eric laughed. "We haven't."

Annie smiled. "I had to ask. Just keep going irt theection," she signaled. "Try to
stick to roads and beaten paths. If you don't dvaymuch, you'll see periodic flashes of
light. That's the Pulse - the Outpost's activeldirig and light source. Just keep heading
towards it and you'll reach your destination."

Eric took a few steps and stopped at the in-betw®ee half of his horizon was filled
with the familiar motions and sounds of Dream Caliiiige other half was bleak by
comparison, but the feeling of danger it promiséed Eric with excitementl'll miss the
fresh air... I'll miss a lot of things...

"Ready?" Lucy asked.

"Yes," Rose said.

"Yes!" Eric said.

"Well then, off you go! I'll meet up with you ongeu arrive,” Annie said. "And don't
fight every zombie along the way!"

Eric, Rose and Lucy waved goodbye and set offtimatwilight.



