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  Foreword



When I was younger, I had nightmares like anyone else. Something bad happens, you run mindlessly, and it’s all the same. Every time I woke up though, I was overwhelmed with shame because I didn’t protect my family in my dream. I’m the oldest child, but I would run away and leave my younger sisters behind. 

Finally, one night, I remember running from an octopus monster, and with this mighty jerk—it was like I ripped control of my dream away. I turned and flew at the monster and pelted it with my fists. Ever since then, I’ve had more active roles in bad dreams. Sometimes things don’t work out still, but I have been able to fight and protect my family and even strangers. 

Then came different dreams. There were bad dreams, but these were true nightmares. I would awake from them feeling my soul blazing within my chest, as if, in my dream, I came into contact with something truly evil. Those dreams were the worst and no amount of fighting mattered. They weren’t about fights. 

I started crying out to Jesus in those dreams and they would end. These days, my dreams are mostly nonsense and flashes of images. It’s been a while now since I’ve had those kinds of nightmares, but I’ll never forget the sensation I can only describe as my soul burning within my chest. I always wondered if it was just fear or something else entirely.







  Prologue















After the television crew from Telafette had visited Blackthorn Village, most folks were channel surfing for a chance to catch the program—even weeks after the fact. It wasn’t like their little place would be on TV ever again, or that there was anything else worth watching.

Radios and televisions were often left on during all hours of the day in Blackthorn. No one was listening, not really. It was just noise in the background. When winter killed all the insects, the place could get unnervingly quiet. 

There was something about the village, something out-of-town folks picked up on quickly. While you were there, you never felt like you were fully awake. Never fully present. 

Nathaniel’s cousin from out of town said everyone there was freaky. The mile-long stares and slack-jawed expressions always got a comment or two out of newcomers. His cousin said they were like zombies.

When Nathaniel Burke was young, he had a grandmother who used to blame the marsh. She used to curse the founders of Blackthorn for building it there. Said everyone who lived there was stupid for staying. His mother would then chide her, saying she lived there too.

Well, she didn’t live there anymore. His grandmother disappeared one day. His mom said she was dead and buried, but there was no funeral and no grave at East Baptist. His mom then said that was because she was buried at the old gravesite, but that was a lie. 

Nobody used that graveyard anymore; it was taken by the marsh. Tombstones jutted out of the blackened water like loose teeth. As for the bodies buried there before, well, they were gone now.

If the threat of happening upon a slime-covered corpse wasn’t enough to deter good little boys from the marsh, then all the talk of the place being haunted should have done the trick.

Le Cheval du Marais was there.

It was one of their oldest legends, filtered out of Blackthorn’s memory through generations until only the elderly spoke of it. The grandmother Nathaniel lost to the marshes told him all about it, and then his babysitter’s grandmother told the television crew.

If one should see a white horse out there in the marshes, they were to turn back at once and flee, lest it should entice them to the water and they drown. 

He didn’t think much of it despite the grave undertones his grandmother spoke with. After all, there were no horses out in the Umbra Marshes. Horses belonged on farms. There were no farms in Blackthorn. 

That, and a horse was hardly the most terrifying animal he could think of, but to say as much would be back talk and Nathaniel was a good boy. He always had been. 

A good boy like him had no business going to the marsh and he wouldn’t be there if he had a say in it. He had been to the western edge of the marsh before, but he never got his shoes wet. It was only once, so he was still a good boy. 

He went to the edge of the water again, but that wasn’t to look at the marsh. Some foul-mouthed city slicker had gotten his car stuck in the mud and Nathaniel wanted to see. That didn’t count. He hadn’t been back to the marsh since then.

Not while he was awake.




Everyone in Blackthorn Village had dreams, sometimes even while they were awake. Sleepwalking was not uncommon in Blackthorn, either. Every now and again folks could be seen walking home by the light of dawn after waking up in a ditch somewhere. There were worse places you could end up. 

Ever since those ghost chasers showed up, he often awoke at the marsh’s edge. The golden light of sunrise would rouse him and he awoke lying on his back on the cold, wet ground. The tall, yellow grass at the marsh’s edge cradled him, and then he would sit up. It felt as though someone was calling to him.

He never saw anybody else, but he had a feeling he knew who it was that kept calling him to the water. After meeting that city slicker who ended up by the marsh, Nathaniel Burke thought he would never see the man again. The man and his car were gone the day after. 

It turned out that he couldn’t stop seeing the man if he tried.

The man was in the TV sometimes, when the cable lost signal and only static remained. It was nicer when he was there, in truth. Without him, the static was loud and unpleasant, but when Nathaniel could see the man’s face there, he could also hear the man singing—just barely. His voice was mostly choked out by the noise.

Jessie Dukes said she could see him too. Jessie was twice Nathaniel’s age. They weren’t really friends, but the children in Blackthorn were much like their parents. Vacant stares would be broken by mild comments and observations to anyone close enough to hear them. You didn’t have to be friends to talk. 

Jessie said she liked the man’s voice, too. After school, she and her sister would turn on the TV and look for dead channels with static. The children weren’t the only ones hearing it, either.

Nathaniel’s cousin brought it up eventually; every radio and television in town was just left on static. Geoff then followed this up with the repeated complaint that his new-fangled smartphone couldn’t get any signal out there. He told Nathaniel that when his aunt and uncle weren’t around, he attempted to call his parents to pick him up the whole time he had been there. 

Nathaniel only shrugged, “Sure, it ain’t that bad here,” he tried to say. 

This mild defense earned him an onslaught of insults. His cousin said that if the best thing to do in a backwater town was to listen to static, it should be bulldozed over and replaced with a mall. 

Nathaniel didn’t know if his cousin meant black water when he said backwater but wisely chose not to correct him. There was nothing he could do to avoid getting on his cousin’s bad side some days.

He could tell it would be one of those days when he awoke to Geoff’s irritated calls and found himself once more at the water’s edge. Nathaniel sat up heavily and rubbed the back of his head. He was in his nice Sunday clothes. His mother would have a fit. 

There was a chill in the air that morning.

Geoff walked over, both hands shoved deep into the front pocket of his burnt orange hoodie. Agitated breath was forced through his clenched teeth.

His cousin berated him for going missing, explaining that he was practically dragged out of bed and forced to bumble through the woods to find him.

That didn’t strike Nathaniel as true, but he wasn’t going to make things worse by questioning his cousin. As he rose, a white bird drifting above caught Nathaniel’s eye for a moment. A seagull, he noted, and didn’t think much of it. The bird did seem rather threadbare, however, as though it flew through one hell of a storm to reach Blackthorn. 

It didn’t occur to the boy to find this strange. He had no idea that his village was hundreds of miles from the sea.

A gruff rebuke from his cousin spurred Nathaniel to get moving. It was a bit of a walk, but if they kept going straight, they would come out right on a dirt road leading into town. 

As he started for the trees, it dawned on Nathaniel that someone was watching him. He felt their gaze at his back. He stole a glance over his shoulder at the marsh. There was nothing but the reflection of the sun on the still water. 

Nathaniel’s repeated stops drew his impatient cousin’s ire. Geoff called Nathaniel to attention with a loud, exaggerated moan. The threat of physical violence was not far behind. 

Just as Nathaniel turned away, the sun’s reflection was shattered as a single, pale arm shot out of the water and dug its nails into the muddy bank. 

A buzzing started. It was not so much as sound as it was vibration. It grew in strength like a song in volume, until Nathaniel could feel it pushing against his skin. For a moment, he could almost believe the air was full of unseen flies. He could feel them crawling over his face.

He opened his mouth to say something to Geoff when the rest of the arm pulled itself out of the black water. It belonged to a pale man, almost as white as the unbuttoned shirt he wore. His eyes rolled back, greeting Nathaniel and Geoff with blank white orbs, made worse by his open-mouthed smile. 

Billows of a white, acrid-smelling smoke rose from deep within him and out of his mouth, searing the air. 

Nathaniel might have known the stranger drowned. There must have been some reason he kept showing up in the static. It made perfect sense, as far as he was concerned, but why the marsh was sending him back, he couldn’t guess. 

The man rose out of the water and began walking towards them. He opened his arms wide as he approached the two boys. The buzzing sensation got worse. It was as though the man was singing without a voice. 

A song without sound, lyrics without words—music without a soul. 

Nathaniel decided to follow his cousin’s lead. Geoff had taken off before this point upon seeing the hand. He didn’t spare a thought for Nathaniel. It didn’t matter. Nathaniel caught up to him pretty quickly.

Geoff’s escape was halted a mere twelve steps into the woods. Nathaniel slowed and shouted to spur his cousin on. Geoff didn’t bother. The way ahead was blocked off. 

The forest was teeming, not with insects, who sleeping through the winter and not with black birds fluttering through the dead trees. It was teeming with the shambling forms of Blackthorn. 

When Nathaniel turned his eyes from his cousin, they fell on Jessie Dukes. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she staggered as though she wasn’t fully awake. Just at her back was her sister, and behind her were their parents. 

Jeremy Cambridge was there, too.  He was five years younger than Nathaniel. His grandparents were trailing just behind him. Nathaniel was bewildered to see the familiar faces of his neighbors everywhere he looked. Their eyes were all blank. They shambled forth and lifted out their hands.

Terror seized Nathaniel’s heart and for a moment, he thought they were reaching to seize him. He stood there, dumb with terror and unable to breathe as Jessie Dukes shambled right by him. She nearly ran him over. 

The whole of Blackthorn oozed from between the trees like a molasses, slowly passing Nathaniel and Geoff. The boys watched the crowd with confusion, and their eyes fell on the man at their backs. 

His arms were opened wide, welcoming all. He was calling them to the water.




Nathaniel woke with a gasp, lying on his bed. It was still Sunday morning. It had to be, for he was still in his church clothes. He was positively soaked and freezing. Nathaniel sat up. It must have been early, just barely sunrise. The chill of the night lingered.

The door to his room was left open. Undoubtedly, it was his mother who woke him. He was going to be late to church. He left his room and wandered downstairs, expecting to hear his mother’s scolding from the kitchen. Breakfast would be cold by this time.

Making his way downstairs, Nathaniel was hit by the complete silence of the house. He didn’t have to look to know no one was there—but why? His parents wouldn’t let him oversleep on a Sunday, and they surely wouldn’t leave him behind.

Standing at the bottom of the stairs, he glanced to his right and into the small kitchen. From where he stood, he could see the fridge, the counters, and the back door. It was left wide open. To his left was the room Geoff stayed in and the front door, also left wide open. That explained why it was so cold in the house, Nathaniel thought. 

One question was answered, but not the most important one. Nathaniel sighed unhappily, his feelings hurt. His mother must have been really mad that he got his church clothes wet. He thought to follow after them and meet them at the church. 

He began to wander towards the door. Just across the stairs was the minuscule living room fit with his father’s arm chair and a small TV. 

It was a small room, but usually well-lit by three tall windows that were left uncovered. The TV caught Nathaniel’s eye as he passed. Someone had left it on. 

His mother must have truly been cross if she allowed the family to leave the house like this. She always complained when Nathaniel or his father left the TV on. He was particularly unhappy to see it had been left on a dead channel. 

At least someone turned the volume all the way down so he couldn’t hear the static. After that nightmare, he didn’t feel like listening to the man sing anymore. 

Turning off the TV before he left was the first thing he could do to set things right between him and his mother. Nathaniel moved towards the TV, only to stop again. 

Perhaps it was the overly bright glow of the television screen, but the room seemed unnaturally shaded. All three windows were left uncovered today, but their light availed precious little. No other lights were on in the rest of the house, but the natural light should have been enough at this hour.

Just as Nathaniel was puzzling this, his skin prickled. He turned his head to the back of his father’s arm chair. Was someone sitting there? 

He reached out to place his hand on the back of the chair, but he never found out who or what there. It was at that moment, a horse stepped through the front door. 

Nathaniel turned his head and the air left his lungs. 

He liked animals. Under any other circumstance, he would have greeted the horse kindly. He might have even fished out some carrots for it from the kitchen, but it only took one look to see this was not a true horse. 

Both of his eyes were drawn a little too forward, and were the color of spoiled milk, much like his hide. His soaking form was an unappealing white that soured to a green towards his underside. His stomach swelled hideously and split open at the bottom where, mercifully, Nathaniel couldn’t see. 

A disgusting paste of ash and bile dripped thickly from this wound, however, and onto his mother’s nice clean floors. 

Worse than that was his teeth. The horse’s lips were pulled back, far further back than any real horse could ever do, exposing a black gummed smile of large, evenly spaced teeth. 

The horse was soaked, his black mane clinging to his head and neck. 

Le Cheval du Marais.

There could be no doubt. At a distance, one could mistake something like this for a horse. This was by design, a twisted intelligence at play here. It wanted to be mistaken for a horse. It wanted people to drown. 

The horse took a measured step towards the boy. Nathaniel took a step back. The horse took another step forward. His leering expression communicated a demented amusement. Did he know, perhaps, that his prey was too terrified to show him his back? 

The young boy could only stagger backward, eyes wide with fear as the disgusting, bloated horse filled the door frame.

Or rather, something masquerading as a horse. 

Nathaniel was backed into the entrance of his small kitchen. There was a small, isolated counter that took up the middle of the kitchen that they called “the island”.  Thanks to the counter, the space in front of the stove was narrow. 

It was no trouble for his thin mother, and it would be no trouble for the small boy. The large creature, however, would have to go around. Nathaniel turned and made a break for it. He dashed between the island and the stove and out of the open back door. 

The gate to their small, fenced-in backyard was left open. He flew out of the gate and down the dirt road into town. The road wrapped around his house and running past it, Nathaniel thought he glimpsed someone sitting in his father’s armchair through one of the three windows. 

Someone with deep, dark eyes. 

A fleeting glimpse and nothing more, the bigger worry was the horse. Poor Nathaniel ran as hard as he could until the dirt road became the main street in the heart of town. 

It was a bright, frigid Sunday morning, but he was sweating by the time he was forced to stop and catch his breath. His sweat hit the dust and the hoof prints left there. 

Slowly, he lifted his eyes. The door to every shop and every store was left wide open. Every window in every building he saw was open. Most people walked in Blackthorn as the dirt roads became impassible streets of mud in the winter, but at least six small trucks could be seen. 

Each one pulled over slightly out of the way and abandoned. There was not a soul in sight. The only tell as to where everyone went was the numerous hoof marks left in the dirt. They came and went in every direction, blotting out the tracks of the people that the horse led away. 

Pulling himself upright, Nathaniel slowly turned to view the whole of the town, unable to believe that it could be completely deserted. That’s when he caught sight of the dust cloud coming from up the road. 

The horse was hurdling towards him at a breakneck speed. 

Even with the head start he was given, Nathaniel knew. He didn’t have a prayer. He did the only thing he could do. He ran. He ran blindly and when the road curved, he ran off of it and into the wood, only partially aware of the fact that he was running straight back to the Umbra Marshes. 

Closing the distance between them, the leering horse was leaving streams of acrid-smelling smoke behind him. It escaped from between his clenched, smiling teeth. 

Nathaniel couldn’t stop himself from stealing glances from over his shoulder as he ran, entranced by the morbid awe on his oncoming demise. He stole one last glance before his feet were pulled out from underneath him. 

He turned his eyes back just in time to see the marsh before him littered with the still bodies of his neighbors. He saw each and every one of them face down in the marsh before he plunged into the black water.
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The black tides carried Yurt and the children deep within Bahim and would have carried them to The Void Below had Yurt not intervened. Even a young Aeln such as him had some command of the realm of dreams, and so, they were stranded on the very shore of what was once known as Lower Rephidim, home to the Realm of the Sun. 

Realm of the Sun—once long ago. Light had not breached those plutonian shores for many, many years now. That was until Yurt decided a campfire was in order to light the dismal void and reveal his new companions to one another. 

Five children taken from the waking world and soaked by the black water sat around the meager campfire the talking teddy bear managed to make using reeds growing nearby. Roland and Pauleen Walker, twins, were taken from an arcade in a bad part of town. Collie Jackson was taken from her father’s library in the heart of the town; Jacob Wilkins was taken from the road outside of his house; and Graham Hale Jr. had been taken from his very home. 

Graham, the youngest, held tightly onto the teddy bear his mother brought home to him for comfort. Yurt could tell the children needed a reprieve, so he did not stir them to action for a while after he had built the fire. 

“Let us rest then, if but for a moment! Now that I have found you, all that is left to do is to take you home!” Yurt declared. 

The older of the children inwardly groaned, doubting very much that what appeared to be a talking teddy could be of any use to them in this situation. Graham, however, nodded in agreement. 

“Mama will be home soon,” he muttered. 

Yurt frowned as he recalled what transpired in the forest before he found the children. He had been fired upon by a horrible smelling man with a gun and fled. He had left Samantha Hale behind. 

She is safe! I am sure of it! Yurt reassured himself.

Samantha Hale was the most capable adult he had ever met, omitting Mr. Boettcher of course. She had been willing to brave kidnappers and monsters to find her son. What was one man compared to the likes of her? 

Recalling Samantha, Yurt felt a surge of confidence. She was capable. She would do her part, and now, it was time for him to do his. He gently bopped Graham on the chin.

“Here now, let’s be off! As you said, Samantha will be expecting us!” 

Graham heaved himself and Yurt up. Yurt broke free from his arms, ignoring the whimpering protest, and began to march away from the fire.

“You want us to go out there?” Roland grumbled, “It’s pitch black!” 

“Then grab some fire!” Yurt called over his shoulder.

“Do what?” 

“A torch.” Collie interjected quietly.

She pointed at the burning reeds. Roland and his sister glanced at each other. Each reed was wholly consumed by fire. 

“You first,” Polly replied dryly.

“Well? What are you waiting for?” Yurt called.

“Why don’t you grab one, fluff for brains?” Roland called back.

“Why—why you—” Yurt spluttered. 

Jacob brushed past him, “Keep your pants on, I’ll do it,” he loudly proclaimed. 

He snickered in Roland’s direction and was answered with sneers from both Roland and his sister. Jacob crouched before the fire to better look for a choice torch. He reached his hand out carefully but the flames were too hot for him to dare try to grab anything. 

“Just find a reed and stick it in,” Collie suggested. 

Yurt turned back and plopped himself onto the ground, crossing his arms over his chest and glaring. He watched as Jacob wandered out into the darkness with arms out stretched before him in search for reeds. After blindly grappling for a frustrating spell, Jacob returned with a handful.

Jacob handed out reeds to the other children and Graham clamored for his own.

“No! You can’t hold it yourself—you’ll get burned!” 

“I won’t!”

“I can hold it for you.”

“No! I want to hold it!”

“We can share!” 

“Ouch—!!” 

Yurt shook his head. While the children were bickering, the fast-burning reeds were consumed entirely and had to be dropped. 

“These are no good—go find some real wood,” Roland ordered.

“You go find real wood!” Jacob retorted. 

“I am surrounded by incompetence!” Yurt declared at last as he rose from the dirt. 

He marched up to the fire and seized a reed for himself. It was longer than he was, so holding it was a little awkward. He had to use both of his paws. The flamed crept down his reed and tickled his tummy. 

“You’re going to catch on fire,” Roland warned him.

“Me? No I won’t! I am not a reed!” Yurt sniffed. 

“Fire burns, idiot!” Roland snapped.

“Don’t call him that!” Jacob countered.

“Don’t you feel that? It looks like it’s burning you already,” Polly noted, pointing at the reed. 

Yurt glanced at his reed and shook his head. 

“Even if you can’t feel it—you’ll burn up,” Collie tried to say now. 

As she spoke, the reed in Yurt’s arms crumbled into coals. He was left with empty paws. 

“Bah! Then these are utterly useless!” he exclaimed, “How are we going to use these for anything at all?” 

Collie now turned to Jacob curiously, “What’s with this bear?” 

Roland and Polly turned to Jacob for an answer. The surrounding void was cause enough for alarm, but the talking teddy bear was just a little too peculiar not to address. 

Jacob shrugged, “I have no idea. I got him from an antique shop with my dad. I thought he was a toy, but he is kind of weird. He eats and sleeps and stuff.” 

“I am a bear! Just like Samantha said—or Aeln rather,” Yurt said, waving his paw about, “I am not wholly certain what that means, but she says that I am very much like a bear.” 

“Bears don’t talk.” Polly replied. 

“An Aeln? Those aren’t real,” Collie remarked, furrowing her brow. 

“I most certainly am! Behold! Me!” Yurt said, holding out his paws wide. 

Jacob himself couldn’t quite remember what an Aeln was supposed to be. 

He wasn’t going to let the other children know that, however, and instead snickered at Collie, “I’m telling you, he’s not a toy. Go touch him if you don’t believe me. He’s warm and furry.” 

Graham patted Yurt’s stomach and smiled. 

“Aren’t Aeln supposed to glow in the dark?” Polly asked.

“No—that’s Antlem. Those are two different things,” Collie told her. 

“You didn’t sound like you knew a minute ago,” Polly glared.

“Glow in the dark?” Yurt questioned. 

“An Antlem would be a lot more useful right now,” Roland sighed. 

“I’m plenty useful all on my own!” Yurt snorted.

“Can YOU glow in the dark?” Roland asked. 

Yurt did not answer right away but put a thoughtful paw under his chin. He glanced at Graham for ideas. The small boy was holding his own stomach now and wondering how long it had been since he last ate. 

“Look, he’s a talking bear—just deal with it. We got more important things to worry about,” Jacob said. 

“Yeah, like where are we?” Polly muttered, looking around. 

“There’s a marsh outside of Telafette. We must have been dumped there,” Collie noted. 

“Weren’t we in a house before? I thought I remembered a room,” Jacob muttered thoughtfully. 

A room. A cellar with a single light bulb hanging from a wire. The floor had been wet. He thought he was drowning at the time. 

The rest of the children fell quiet briefly as they also recalled the flooding cellar. Yurt had been there too. He had called the children to him as the water was rising. 

While the children were occupied, Yurt crawled back to the fire. On a whim, he grabbed another reed and stuck the flaming end in his mouth. The flames were warm and they tickled. He imagined this was what cotton candy must have been like. Swallowing the fire, it filled his insides and he smiled as the warmth enveloped him. 

He glanced down at his paws and found that, he too, possessed the warm glow of the flames.

“You! Roland, was it? See? I glow now! I am all the help you need!” Yurt called and placed his paws on his hips, striking a valiant pose. 

The children were pulled out of their thoughts and turned to observe the bear. He was now emitting a golden glow akin to the fire he stood beside. 

“What did you do?” Jacob exclaimed, baffled. 

“I have decided to carry the fire in my tummy,” Yurt answered, patting his stomach, “So that I may glow in the dark! Now there will be no need for any ants or glems, whatever you called them!”

Collie furrowed her brow, utterly offended, “That—that’s not how fire works!” 

“What do you mean?” Yurt asked. 

Jacob hurried over and scooped Yurt up into his arms. He quickly looked Yurt over for any sign of harm. 

“Jacob? Please! I know that I am marvelous, but refrain from shaking me about!” Yurt complained. 

Jacob shook him vigorously, “You can’t just eat fire!” he shouted incredulously. 

Graham hurried to Yurt’s aid, giving Jacob a slap on his leg with a balled fist, “Stop it!”

Yurt wriggled free of Jacob and berated the boy as well, only to meet twice the scolding from Jacob and a baffled Collie. Roland and Polly stood off to the side and watched, casting troubled glances at one another. These circumstances were less than ideal.  

The world around them was sheer darkness and what little they could see didn’t inspire much confidence. Even if Collie was right and they were just in the marsh outside of town, none of them knew how to get home from there. Their best lead appeared to be a chatty teddy bear with a big mouth and little sense. 

Roland started walking, “Come on, bear. You gotta take the lead since you got the light.” he said. 

“I have told you! My name is Yurt!” 

“What kind of name is that?” Roland snorted.

“What sort of name is Roland?” Yurt countered. 

“Cut it out, guys. We gotta get going,” Polly sighed, she then turned to Graham. 

“What school do you go to?” Polly asked Graham sweetly.

“Ms. Rhode’s class…” Graham mumbled shyly. 

“He doesn’t know,” Jacob deduced quickly.

“How old are you?” Polly asked.

“Five…” Graham mumbled.

Polly wrapped an arm around his shoulder, “You stick with me. You’re way too young to be out here all alone,” she decided. 

Wherever here happened to be. 

“Oh, worry not for Graham! It’s my sworn duty to protect him!” Yurt said over his shoulder. 

Graham brushed Polly away and moved to Yurt’s side. Yurt was not so keen on Roland having picked the direction, but at least the children were orderly now. That, and he had no idea where they should be going either. He patted his special bear nose with a smirk. It would not be long, though. His nose was tried, tested, and true. It would pick up a familiar scent soon. 

When Graham came to his side, he offered the boy a bright smile. At least Graham had faith in him. 

“What good are you gonna be in a fight?” Roland scoffed, “I could kick you across the street! What would the kidnapper do?” 

“Kick Yurt and I’ll punch your lights out,” Jacob growled.

“No one is gonna stand a chance if the monster is there, bear or not.” Collie informed him gravely. 

“We didn’t see any monster,” Roland turned to Collie. 

“Yeah but we’ve seen that—” Polly said pointing to Yurt, “If that’s real than the monster probably is too.” 

“It’s rude to point!” Yurt huffed. 

Collie shook her head and quietly said, “It’s probably just a dream.”

“A dream?” Polly questioned.

“Yeah…it has to be.” Collie nodded.

“Whose dream?” Jacob asked.

“Mine,” Collie replied.

“Why yours?” Roland asked. 

“Because I’m the one dreaming it.” Collie said.

“Then what about us?” Polly asked.

“You must not be real then,” Collie reasoned.

This was met with numerous scoffs from the other children. Collie was not dissuaded, however. These circumstances were simply too strange for the young academic. A dream was the best explanation she had at the moment. 

“I’m pretty sure I’m real,” Jacob shrugged, “And besides, if this is a dream, where’s all the stuff? It’s all black out here.” 

“What is this ‘dream’ thing you are talking about?” Yurt questioned.

“It’s like movies that play in your head when you’re sleeping,” Jacob replied. 

“It’s just your brain being busy while you sleep,” Collie added.

“Same thing,” Jacob muttered. 

“Not really,” Collie told him. 

Jacob shot her a look. 

“He’s right. I never had a dream like this,” Polly added, “Last time I had a dream, I was on the bus on the way to school and I forgot my backpack.” 

“That sounds boring,” Jacob told her.

Polly shrugged, “I’m just saying.” 

“I had a dream my house was full of little green guys and I got to shoot them with a laser gun!” Jacob boasted. 

Graham surprised everyone when he joined the conversation, “I had a dream…Moo Molly was…was in the kitchen…and we ate cereal.”

“You watch Molly’s Barnhouse?” Polly asked. 

Graham didn’t know the actual name of the show so he didn’t answer. As far as he knew, the show and its star were both called Moo Molly. 

“I used to watch that when I was a kid,” Polly went on to say.

“You still are a kid,” Collie pointed out. 

“I mean, like a baby,” Polly clarified. 

Graham furrowed his brow and tried harder to recall his dream. In his house it was difficult to tell the sleeping dreams from the waking ones. He got to play with Moo Molly all the time because he woke up so early. That was, until his mother woke up.

The conversation died out shortly afterward as each child began to feel the gravity of the situation. Dark on dark above and all around, with no sign of the moon or stars. No grass nor trees could be made out in the short reach of Yurt’s glow. 

Light was not the only thing absent in this void but sound as well. That it was wintertime, the missing chirps of insects and frogs were excusable, but the sounds of inner city were missing as well. None of the frigid winds that had persisted for the past few weeks, nor the rain that accompanied it could be heard.

Even Yurt’s special bear ears twitched anxiously for lack of any noise. The footfalls of the children on the sodden ground were swallowed up in the surrounding blackness. 

Graham, in particular, was distressed by the lack of stars. In lieu of Yurt’s fantastic glow, Graham wanted to remind him of the bear that he had seen on the TV. Not that he remembered the name Ursa Minor, but he did recall that it was made up of stars. 

Distracted, Graham stumbled into a shallow puddle. He cried out shrilly as the black water burned his hands. Polly was the first to pull him out of the puddle as the other children circled around.

His wet hands had swollen horribly in a matter of seconds, as well as a place on his cheek where a splash of water touched it. Graham began to wail. 

“Oh no!” Yurt doubled back and rushed to Graham. 

He shoved between Collie and Jacob and took Graham’s hands into his paws. 

“We have to get you back to the fire!” Yurt decided, “It fixed everything before!” 

As he spoke, however, the swelling in Graham’s hands began to recede. Graham’s wailing ceased and he sniffed. Yurt’s paws were nice and toasty and the prickly feeling in his hands melted away. 

“Ah! Yes—I am the fire now, aren’t I?” Yurt realized. 

He smiled at Graham and pressed a paw on the swollen spot on the boy’s face. The odious growth melted away. Graham wiped his eyes.

“What is that stuff?” Jacob now asked quietly. 

The surrounding children fell silent. They knew the burns well, having passed through the Abyssal Tide to reach this place. The freezing black waters caused horrendous swelling to any flesh it made contact with. 

“It must be some kind of acid,” Collie suggested. 

“Wouldn’t we be all melted then?” Jacob asked.

“That’s just on TV,” Collie frowned.

“We got all bubbly, that’s for sure.” Polly noted.

“Glad it comes off,” Roland shivered, happy to be rid of his own tumors. 

Collie shot him a look but said nothing. This healing didn’t sit right with her either. 

“You may not be able to see it, but those puddles are everywhere. It looks like it’s been raining out here,” Yurt informed the children. 

He turned from Graham and scanned the horizon. With his special bear eyes, he could make out plenty of puddles and reeds stretching on in every direction. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. 

“You will have to stick close to me, but have no fear!” Yurt turned and slapped his chest in a brave gesture with his paw, “I am here to help! Black air, black water—I will best it all!” 

He was truly in his element here. All eyes on him and uncontested for the lead. This was how it was meant to be, he felt. Or rather—it should have been. Despite his rousing speech, only Graham and Jacob seemed to approve. Collie, Roland and Polly remained unconvinced. 

No matter! I will prove that I am spectacular! Just give it time!

“Maybe we should dunk you in one of the puddles and let you soak it all up,” Jacob chuckled.

“Yeah—you’re made of fluff, right? Soak it up like a sponge!” Roland then added. 

“That is a terrible idea!” Yurt gasped.

Turning quickly, he scampered away from the children, “Now, come! There’s no time for such nonsense!” 

He knew Jacob well enough to know not to let him sit with the idea. The boy’s very core was mischief. Yurt, himself, abhorred the sensation of being wet following the events that brought him here. One of the worst things in the world he encountered outside of his beloved antique shop was mud. Mud and rain. 

“Yurt, wait!” Graham cried as he struggled to catch up with the fleeing bear. 

Collie glanced at Jacob as the kids began to follow after the bear, “Do you really think that would work?” she asked.

“Nah—Yurt is weird. Like I said, he only looks like a stuffed bear but he’s an Aeln,” Jacob said. 

Whatever an Aeln is supposed to be. 

“But Aeln aren’t real. They’re just folktales from Archernar,” Collie tried to tell him.

Jacob gave her a particular glance. He didn’t quite understand what Collie was getting at. She was starting to annoy him, so he pulled away from her to walk along side Yurt and Graham. There was no reason to be so mistrustful of Yurt. 

Good to his word, he stopped the children when the path ahead was too wet and led them around. The black waters seemed shallow, at least. In several places, they were able to jump over the puddles, given proper forewarning, of course. Polly heaved Graham up and over the puddles herself since his legs were quite short. 

Although shy, Graham appreciated the help, even from a stranger. It came at the cost of Polly getting black water on her shoes once or twice, and occasionally up to her ankles.

Polly suffered the burns as bravely as she could, but thanked Yurt sincerely that he wasted no time in laying paws upon the swelling. Meekly, she would then request that he dry her socks and shoes too. Yurt was happy to oblige.

“Your shoes look fine,” Collie observed, “That’s odd.”

“They don’t feel fine when my feet get all puffy,” Polly told her, “It gets really tight.”

“Why doesn’t this stuff burn the shoes?” Collie pondered. 

“Dunno, but you might as well keep ‘em off if you keep having to take them off every five minutes,” Roland huffed. 

“I’m not going barefoot!” Polly glared, “It’s muddy out here!” 

“I love being barefoot,” Jacob said.

“Because you are uncouth! These children are far more sensible!” Yurt sniffed, “Imagine! Stepping into mud with naked feet!” 

“Or worse, this stuff—” Roland pointed at a shallow puddle. 

“Maybe one of you can carry Graham piggyback?” Collie suggested, “Since he’s so small.” 

Neither Roland nor Jacob were jumping at the chance to carry the young boy. Just as well, though Graham was the smallest, he was still just too heavy for the two ten-year-olds to carry with ease. When Graham tried to climb onto Jacob’s back, the two of them crumbled to the ground. 

It had been a good idea, but there was nothing for it. 

“Don’t worry about him, I got it. If I get wet—Yurt will help me,” Polly offered, doing her best to sound brave. 

Yurt replied with a smart nod and a paw to his chest, “We’ll take care of Graham together! The perfect team!” 

As much as she hated the burning puddles, Yurt’s response drew a smile from Polly. She decided that she liked Yurt. 

Graham mumbled, “I want to go home.” 

As well as rediscovering the danger of the black water, the journey allowed the children to see the reeds of the marsh for themselves amidst Yurt’s glowing light. Collie was quite puzzled to find that they were quite ordinary given their surroundings. She examined them closely and even broke a few for further examination. The water didn’t seem to bother the reeds at all. Things were making less and less sense the longer she was here.

Jacob broke a reed too. He turned away from Collie to giggle with Yurt over the fact that these particular reeds were called “water sausages”, or his preferred name, “water weenies”.

To which Yurt asked if they could be eaten like sausages. Collie informed them that while the water sausages weren’t toxic, they probably didn’t taste very good. Yurt took it upon himself to be judge of that and took a big bite out of a reed. This resulted in the little bear’s jaws being filled with a billowing fluff and even Roland and Polly had trouble not laughing at just how ridiculous he looked. 

Collie sighed and shook her head as the bear struggled to choke down the fluff and then, deciding it wasn’t worth the trouble, struggled to spit it all back out. 


The merriment didn’t last and soon the silent trek through the blackness dampened their spirits once more. The unnerving silence almost provoked the children to speak out but there was nothing to say. Nothing but questions, questions that no one had answers to. 

That was, until a smell at last met Yurt’s nose. Not a pleasant one, the smell was of wood rot. He rubbed his nose and frowned. They then came upon a particular crossing point where a pallet of soaked, dark-brown planks of wood was left over the water.

“A bridge!” he exclaimed, “Graham can cross this safely!” 

“Are you sure? It looks like it’s just floating there,” Collie noted. 

“Of course I am sure!” 

“Then you go first.” 

“I shall!” Yurt huffed and crossed the bridge on all fours. 

While the puddle wasn’t very deep, his weight was enough to push the boards just under the surface. He shook his paws vigorously once on the other side as they had gotten wet. 

“See?” 

“It’ll be fine. My shoes are waterproof,” Roland said as he brushed by. 

His shoes were bought for playing outside and were advertised to be just as resilient as the major brands. Whether or not this was true remained to be seen, but they served the purpose of crossing the small bridge.

As the water did not damage shoes, Roland made it to the other side safely. Jacob trod carefully as he was not wearing socks. Polly escorted Graham across the makeshift bridge. 

The wooden planks were promising, at least, and Collie began to feel hopeful at last. Someone must have put them there. Someone, she hoped, was better capable than the talking bear was in returning her home. She knew her address; her father had her memorize it. 

A real, capable adult who could take her home and out of this bizarre dream or whatever it was. She was not especially worried about the rest of the kids as she was convinced they weren’t real anyway. 

The makeshift bridges appearing more frequently the further the children went, however, and it helped improve her mood. 

“Someone must have left these here,” Polly noted out loud.

“That’s good!” Yurt said.

Roland pulled a face, “Not if it’s that ugly guy though.”

“Oh. No, that would be bad.”

“Do you think he’s out here too?” Jacob asked, suddenly quite pale.

“No telling,” Roland replied grimly.

“Yes, there is. He smells horribly of salt,” Yurt assured them, “If I catch even a whiff of him, you’ll be the first to know.” 

“But what do we do?” Jacob asked. 

“We run away!” Yurt declared valiantly. 

None of the children were keen on meeting their kidnapper again, least of all Collie and Graham, who had met the monster that their kidnapper was with. Graham grew even more sullen and looked as though he was going to start crying. Polly did not seem to notice, so Collie took it upon herself to give him a comforting pat on the head.

Catching Yurt’s attention, he turned to the small boy and said,  “Chin up, Graham! We are almost there!”

“Almost where?” Jacob asked.

Yurt pointed into the utter blackness, “Over yonder in that direction! There appears to be a very tall building…or perhaps a tree with no branches,” Yurt mused, now squinting. 

“A building? Out here?” Collie questioned.

“Why didn’t you say something sooner?” Jacob scolded. 

“Because it is very far away. I didn’t think it would be important until we got closer.” Yurt sniffed. 

“Of course it’s important!” Jacob shouted. 

“But I don’t see any lights,” Collie said, “Are you sure it’s a building?”

“Well, it may be a very large tree with no branches or leaves. It’s rather tall and not very wide,” Yurt reported.

“Is it a tower?” Roland asked.

“Oh! Like from Jacob’s picture books? I suppose it is!” Yurt nodded thoughtfully.

“Like a fairy tale tower? Why would there be a tower like that in a marsh?” Roland frowned. 

“That’s probably not it. No offense but—Yurt doesn’t seem to know much,” Collie sighed. 

“I know what a tower is! Jacob has them in his books!” Yurt glared.

“Yeah, I’ve shown Yurt picture books I got in my room,” Jacob backed him up, “And my dad drew one in one of his stories!” 

“Your dad writes stories?” Polly asked.

For some reason, Jacob went pale. He closed his mouth tightly and did not reply. 

“The quality of said stories are debatable,” Yurt sniffed. 

Jacob did not wait for Yurt to take the lead before marching on. Yurt didn’t realize that his words might have offended Jacob and took off after him on all fours.

“Now, hold on! You know I have to go first!” he called. 

“Wait!” Graham called, in pursuit of Yurt. 

Jacob made it a point not to think about home. Not now. He shut his eyes tightly for a moment and willed with all his might not to think about his dad. Even as he did this, however, his foot fell on the solid wood planks that made up a floor. 

Opening his eyes, Jacob came to a stop. His lips parted and his mouth hung open in disbelief. The black marsh was gone. He was standing in a familiar hallway. Behind him, the other children were catching up and caught in similar disbelief. 

The world around them had simply changed. It changed wholly and completely within the blink of an eye. Even Collie couldn’t quite find the words to express what she was feeling. The children stood in silence and awe. 

There were no lamps or candles in the hall but, somehow, it was easier to see there. It was almost as if the darkness of the marsh before had not been merely an absence of light—but an absence of anything at all. It was not merely that there was no light to see by—there had been nothing to see. 

“Can it be?” Yurt breathed at last, “Jacob? Are we hom—”

“Let’s keep going,” Jacob cut Yurt off. 

“But Jacob! Doesn’t this look like—”

“No, it doesn’t,” Jacob growled and walked off again. 

Yurt was perplexed. Surely, Jacob recognized his own house. Down the hall would be the door to his very own bedroom. Further down the hall was a bathroom where Yurt and Jacob took a very messy bubble bath and the master bedroom that no one used.

“What does it look like?” Polly asked Yurt as they began after Jacob.

“It looks like his house,” Yurt answered her quietly, “Though I am not sure how he does not recognize it.” 

Jacob would not suffer Yurt to take the lead. He wanted to confirm with his own eyes and no one could tell him differently. This wasn’t his house. He kept his eyes fixed ahead, willing there to be no bedroom door. With his mouth clamped shut he inhaled through his nose and held that breath without realizing it. 

The hall seemed an odd length to the other children. Imagining what sort of house it could have belonged to proved perplexing. The rigid manner in which Jacob was walking ahead of them wasn’t helping, nor the fact that the hall they were in appeared from literally nowhere. 

After several more steps, Jacob came to a stop. He looked around a moment before turning around and snickering in triumph.

“See? It’s not the same, Yurt! This hall is too long! If we really were back home, we would be at my door right now!” Jacob boldly stated.

“Are you certain?” Yurt asked, moving around Jacob. 

Jacob turned and pointed, “See? It’s way too long.” 

The hall seemed to stretch out infinitely ahead. Yurt found this discomforting, but Jacob was pleased. Yurt tilted his head. Was it his imagination or was something spreading across the walls further down? The smell of wood rot met his nose again. 

“Let’s turn back. This isn’t the right way after all….” Yurt muttered. 

“I don’t think turning back is the right idea either,” Roland said, coming to a stop beside Jacob.

“Why not?” Yurt glared.

Roland turned around and pointed back down the hall. The view behind them was identical to the view ahead: an infinite stretch to nowhere.

Jacob’s smile faded, “….See? The hall is too long,” he mumbled to Yurt after a minute.

Collie was flabbergasted, “S-See! This HAS to be a dream!” she nearly shouted, “It makes no sense!”

“Yeah, but why would you be dreaming about my….” Jacob didn’t bother finishing that sentence. Besides, it was like he said. This couldn’t possibly be his home.

“Calm down girl,” Polly said, shaking her head at Collie.

“Yeah, like we said before—even if it’s a dream, it could be worse. Whose afraid of a hall? There’s nothing even here,” Roland observed.

“Yeah—there’s nothing. Forever. So what are we supposed to do?” Collie demanded, turning on Roland with her hands balled into fists. 

Roland shrugged, “Wake up.”

Collie opened her mouth but couldn’t think of an argument. That was the obvious answer, wasn’t it? Just wake up. It was the end to every night terror and bad dream. Opening ones eyes to find the sunlight aggressively infiltrating your bedroom from the window, or a particularly noisy bird on your windowsill during the summer time.

“How do we wake up if we are already awake?” Yurt asked.

No one offered him an answer. Collie crouched to the floor and clasped her head in her hands. She shut her eyes tightly, holding them shut for a few minutes before opening them again. She was resolved to do this until the hall disappeared.

Jacob glanced at the other children and then decided to follow Collie’s lead. Yurt, naturally, followed Jacob’s lead and Graham followed Yurt. Roland and Polly would not, as they thought Jacob and Collie looked ridiculous.

Besides, you can’t just wake up when you want to, Roland inwardly commented, Nightmares don’t work like that. 

Only he and his sister observed the change in the hall as it happened. What appeared to be mold from up ahead crawled along and past them. The mold brought with it a strange smell and the walls grew discolored.

“I think you guys are making it worse,” Roland commented.

“Get up,” Polly urged.

The floorboards beneath their feet groaned and shriveled before their eyes. Shrinking, the gaps between each board were as black as the void.

“Get up,” Polly urged again, “We gotta go!”

“Go where?” Jacob asked.

“Get out of here. I think this place is falling apart on us,” Roland replied, gazing upwards.

Only now was the lack of any ceiling noted. The world above them was as black as the world peeking from between the floorboards below.

Yurt rubbed his nose, “Oh, it smells AWFUL!” he complained.

Collie followed Roland’s gaze upward to the walls that came to an abrupt end.

“Maybe that’s our way out,” she frowned.

“Way out?” Roland turned to her, puzzled.

“If the wall just ends—we can climb up and over. We’ll make a kid pile,” Collie mused, “It’s not that far up.”

“Kid pile sounds fun,” Jacob grinned slightly, his mood brightening a little. 

Other options weren’t readily available, so after a brief discussion, Collie’s kid pile was agreed upon. Yurt proposed that since he was lightest, he should be the first one up. He was shot down pretty quickly as he was not nearly strong enough to pull anybody up after him. 

Jacob and Roland were needed below and so, it was decided Polly would go up first and check what was over the wall. Roland was asked to lean against the wall on his hands and knees and allow Jacob to climb onto his back. Polly then climbed up the kid stack. 

Polly had seen cheerleaders do this sort of thing at football games so she wasn’t too worried about the boys falling over. Standing on Jacob’s back, she was still just short of reaching the top of the wall. 

“You have to help too,” Polly told Collie as she climbed down.

“Hey, watch where you put your shoes,” Jacob grumbled. 

Collie frowned as she looked the two boys over. Roland was gritting his teeth under Jacob’s weight already. 

“Will you be able to handle that?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” Roland grunted, “This ain’t nothing.” 

Polly rolled her eyes and shook her head. Collie was not sure she would be fine. She wasn’t a sports kid; she wasn’t cut out for this sort of thing. There was no choice, however, and she approached the wall with a sigh. 

She spent a few moments fretfully looking for a place to step before Yurt questioned what the hold-up was. Collie was forced to take her place on the kid pile, mindful of the burden Roland was carrying. He swayed slightly but was confident he had it under control. He was stronger than that Jacob kid, anyway—of that he was certain. 

Polly didn’t want to test her brother’s limits and quickly climbed up Jacob and then Collie. Jacob yelped, but now Polly was certain she could pull herself over the wall. Before she could, however, a golden blur ascended the stack and Yurt leaped from her shoulders and over the wall with an “Aha!” 

He sailed over the top of the wall and disappeared from view for a moment before peering over the edge.

“I am first!” he cheered. 

Polly glared, but at least now she could see there was a level above the wall. Seems like she wouldn’t be sent sprawling to the ground on the other side after all. 

“Hurry up!” Collie grunted.

“What’s up there Yurt?” Jacob called. 

Yurt turned around and squinted into the darkness, “It’s much darker, I can tell you that. Doesn’t look a thing like home.”

“Good,” Jacob grunted. 

Polly then pulled herself up and Graham followed after. He needed the extra height to get up. While Polly helped pull Collie and then Jacob up, Yurt scrutinized the darkness before them. It was not the marsh from before. He could see smooth walls made of concrete and a curving cooridor. A smell like pond scum wafted down the corridor and it made his stomach sour. 

Roland was the last left in the hall. He could run and jump, he knew. The boys at his school loved scaling door frames to see who could touch the top. 

“Come on Roland!” his sister urged.

At the moment, Jacob was preoccupied with Yurt’s strange behavior so Collie had to assist in helping Roland up. She was far less capable and when Roland leaped to catch his sister and Collie’s arms, Collie was pulled over the side of the wall. Her cry alerted Jacob and he hurried to help Polly who was likewise slipping. 

They managed to save Roland, but Collie was marooned below. The fall hurt. Tearfully, Collie stared up at the other children. How was she supposed to get up there by herself? 

“I’m stuck!” she cried. 

“It’s ok! There should be a table a little further down the hall!” Jacob called down to her, “You can drag it over and—” Before he realized what he was saying, he beheld the mold growing across the walls vanish before his eyes. 

The decay retreated, returning the hall to its original dimensions. He didn’t understand why, but Jacob felt as though he had made a grave error. Collie pulled herself up and pressed against the wall.

“Can’t you just pull me up here?” she complained.

“We can’t reach,” Polly informed her, “We’ll fall too.” 

“Go find the table!” Jacob snapped suddenly, “Hurry up!” 

Collie pulled away from the wall reluctantly, and then gasped to find it had been written on. A message was left for Collie in scratchy text, left in black ink.

As you are pretty so be wise. 

Collie shrank away from the wall. Nothing could be taken for granted in a world of constant flux. 

“There’s something down here!” Collie cried, backing up until she met the opposite wall. 

“What’s down there?” Yurt asked, now peering over the edge, “Are you all right?” 

Collie opened her mouth to respond when another sound caught her attention. The infinite hall behind them changed again. There was now an end, a corner that turned to the left. 

Had it been a voice? She thought she heard something. Not quite the sound of an animal, but not entirely human either. Collie waited a moment and listened. When she tried to speak again, a haunting groan drifted down the hall.

The sound caused everyone’s hair to stand on end. Yurt’s own ears pressed against his head and he lowered himself to the ground. He had never heard a voice like that before, but both he and Jacob were reminded of the same person. 

“G-Go! Hurry!” Jacob urged Collie, “There’s a hole under the table! It’s down the hall! Hurry!” 

Though he pleaded, he didn’t dare raise his voice. Collie stared at the end of the hall, where the voice was coming from. She was too afraid to move. 

“G-GO! Hurry!” Jacob repeated earnestly. 

“Get moving!” Polly joined him in saying.

“What are you waiting for?” Roland added. 

“Be safe,” Yurt whimpered. 

At the behest of the other children, Collie roused herself and hurried down the hall. The last thing she wanted was to venture away from her fellows, but she was a sitting duck out in the open. She had to find a place to hide. 

Jacob pushed himself up and followed along the top of the wall. The others followed him, including Yurt’s golden light. Collie was extremely grateful for this. There were now double doors on her right. They had been left ajar. 

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing. 

“The closet—” Jacob started to say. 

A long groan cut him short. It was louder now and accompanied by the sound of something heavy being dragged across the floor. Collie did not wait for Jacob to finish his explanation. There was no time. She ducked into the closet, pulling one door shut behind her. She left the other door cracked just as it had been so that no one could tell it had been moved. 

The closet was just as bizarre as the rest of the hall, if only in how normal it was. It was not overly cramped, occupied only by a forgotten vacuum cleaner and a few dusty boxes. Collie had plenty of room to stand. She thought she saw a large hole in the wall to her left when she opened it.

Another long, shuddering groan filled the hall. Collie knelt as close as she could to the door without pushing it further open and peered out of the gap. A long, white, thin muzzle then appeared from around the corner.

The other children beheld an enormous form drag itself into the hallway. It resembled some sort of dog, covered in patchy white fur. His snout came to a sharp point, with floppy ears and beady, black eyes that seemed too small for his head. His mouth hung open, revealing numerous tiny, sharp teeth. His head hung low. He dragged his two back legs behind him. From his open mouth came a most piteous whine. 

The sight of him perplexed Yurt but Jacob felt his heart grow sick. The dog whined as he pulled himself heavily down the hall. Though his march was slow and heavy, not one of the children thought to breathe while observing the creature down below. 

His ponderous approach to the closet where Collie was hidden was painful to watch. The anxious children above could do nothing, but the urge to scream rose as he got closer and closer to the doors. 

Collie shrank away from the doors and crouched in the darkness. Her hands clamped over her mouth. Though she could not see him now, she could hear the heavy creature as he dragged himself near. 

Don’t look, don’t look. There’s nothing wrong. There’s no reason to look here—

The dog stopped before the doors. The rest of the children were horrified. Jacob hoped it was just that the creature needed rest. The dog then raised his head and turned to the closet. 

Yurt inhaled to shout and Jacob snatched him by the head to stop him. Yurt struggled and Jacob was forced to pull him close to his chest to hold him. The dog stuck his muzzle in the gap between the two doors and pushed them open enough for him to fit his head inside.

He stared into the dark for a few moments before turning away with a mournful sigh. Pulling himself away from the closet, he whimpered once more. It almost sounded like an apology. 

In a painfully slow march, the dog continued dragging himself down the hall until the children could no longer see him. Yurt managed to break Jacob’s hold on him and leapt down into the hallway below. 

“Collie!” 

He yanked the closet door open to find Collie crawling out of a hole in the side of the closet’s wall. 

“You’re safe!” he exhaled.

Forgetting herself, Collie snatched the bear up into her arms as soon as she could and hugged him tightly. He was fluffy and pleasantly warm. Yurt did not resist and suffered the crushing hug in a noble silence. 

When Collie regained her composure, she loosened her hold on Yurt but did not release him entirely. The two of them quit the closet to find the rest of the children watching anxiously from above. Though their gazes did little to help her in her current predicament, Collie found herself immensely grateful to find them there. She hadn’t been left behind. 

“You have to get the table! Before he comes back!” Jacob urged her in a loud whisper.

“What table? I don’t see a table!” Collie whispered back.

“I will get it!” Yurt offered and bound away.

Collie voiced a sound of protest to the little bear leaving her side, but his special bear eyes were needed here. Familiar with the hall, Yurt knew just what table Jacob meant. It was just past the closet door. 

Yurt stopped at said table and turned to wave at Collie, “It’s here! Come help me push!” 

“It’s a good thing you’re glowing or I would have lost you!” Collie grumbled as she followed after.

“Lose me? There is only one direction to go!” Yurt replied. 

“You know what I mean,” Collie glared.

Said table was crude, made from planks of white wood. It was made with practicality in mind.  It was simple but heavy. Jacob told Yurt once that a phone used to sit on top of it. 

Collie grunted as she pulled one of the legs as hard as she could. It didn’t move far, but it was quite loud. 

Collie and Yurt froze in response to the painfully loud grating and Yurt stole a glance from over his shoulder. The dog creature was far ahead, but it appeared to have stopped moving. Whether this was due to fatigue or if he heard them, Yurt couldn’t tell. 

“Quietly!” he scolded Collie in a whisper. 

“It’s too heavy!” Collie complained. 

She tried to pull the leg more carefully, but it took too much effort to move it. The noise could not be helped. Yurt stole another glance behind them. 

“Just hurry then!” Yurt whined.

“Pushing the table against the wall will be way quicker than pushing it where everyone else is. Go tell them to come to us,” Collie reasoned.

“Oh! So it would be! Excellent thinking, Collie!” Yurt exclaimed. 

He bounded back down to the hall and beckoned the children follow. Whatever world rested above them, he knew it to be spacious. The ground beneath their feet was made of cold rusted metal tiles, though only Yurt’s special bear eyes could appreciate them for what they were. 

Cautiously, they moved to where Collie was waiting.

“You better be ready to grab us!” Yurt charged them, “All this noise will be sure to alert the furry menace down the hall.” 

“Can you still see him?” Jacob asked lowly.

Yurt nodded and Jacob’s heart sank. The assignment was understood. Collie and Yurt shot each other a look and with grim nods, began pushing the table with all of their might. The grating sound was awful. To Collie’s surprise, Yurt was more help than she would have assumed a stuff animal could be. This was thanks to his special bear strength that Samantha told him about. 

Once the table was shoved against the wall, Collie scrambled to try to climb it. It was too high for her to pull herself up onto it easily. Yurt stole a glance down the hall. The imminent threat was obvious. The dull gray of the hall was replaced with dark red in the blink of an eye. Collie did not need Yurt to tell her they were in trouble. 

Yurt moved to Collie’s foot in an attempt to help heave her up. She cried out, again taken aback by just how strong the little guy was. Once she managed to pull herself onto the table, he bounced up onto it himself and then onto her back.

“Hurry! On your feet! He’s coming this way!” Yurt urged.

In the scarlet shadows, he could make a troubling sight. The dog had indeed turned, but the manner in which he carried himself had changed. Though he dragged himself heavily still, he moved in lurches now, with measured
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