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​Prologue
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It always starts the same. 

I’m being chased, but I never know by whom.

My lungs burn. My legs are lead. 

Biting, cold air whooshes around me as I stop short in a secluded clearing before a frozen lake.  

A silvery haze drifts across the lake’s surface, swirling in the dim light. It veils the ice in a shroud, as if guarding ancient secrets beneath its layers of frost.

As if it had done so for thousands of years.

When I look up, she’s there, standing by the top of the tallest tree.

Silhouetted by the glow of dusk.

Her long, wild pink hair nearly blends into the sky. 

Intoxicating jasmine and cypress tickle my nose as I gasp in air.

But my heart still pounds in my ears. I can barely hear my own heavy breathing.

She’s in danger.

I need to take her away from here.

I need to save her.

She reaches her hand out, as if she’s calling for me, as if she knows me...

I can almost get a clear glimpse of her face as a dense white mist blows in, and the world spins in a dizzying panorama.

Suddenly, I’m back in the city, walking home from work.

Except there’s something wrong with my usual shortcut through the alley. The graffiti on the walls looks as if they are in motion. The narrow walkway squeezes me in. Shadows lean in and fold, whispering a touch, but then recede.

Before I could even blink at the hint of sparkles of light a few feet away, a brilliant, not-quite-liquid silvery sphere bursts to life with a crackle right before my already widened eyes.

An ominous chill crawls up my skin, but as my mouth drops open in awe, a bright pink figure shoots out of the sphere and crashes into me.

Then the thick fog blows in once more, obscuring everything.

And the dream leaves me.
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​Chapter One - A Dream
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Josh

With a slow breath, I roused from the lingering depths of sleep.

Right outside my window, metal tracks groaned and clanked under the weight of the BMT rail transit line train as it loudly rumbled past.

I’d already grown accustomed to the noise since moving here some years back, to the smallest one-bedroom apartment ever in Brooklyn.

Having not bothered to open my eyes, I lay still in bed.

The few framed photos I had on the windowsill rattled ever so slightly, along with what few pieces of furniture I owned. The vibrations rolling through the building faded into the distance, leaving the handful of urgent shouts, clacking of hurried footfalls, and chattering filtering up from the streets below my second-floor apartment as the city stirred to life with its usual Thursday morning routine.

But despite the bright light seeping in through my eyelids, I wasn’t at all eager to check in with reality just yet.

I was still bathed in that scent from my dreams—fragrant cypress and jasmine.

I’d always thought that dream fragments were supposed to fade away once you woke up. Most people weren’t even able to remember their dreams at all. But for some reason, my dreams from the past few months had remained as vivid to me while I was awake as they were when I was asleep. 

Always of the same forest, the same girl. That last part, in the city, was new though.

I’d already seen a shrink.

She reckoned it could just be residual trauma from that ‘episode’ I’d had when I was seventeen. When it seemed as though I’d lost an entire week’s worth of memories. But I was much younger then, much more confused.

My mom called what had happened to me a ‘nervous breakdown’, attributing it to the stress I’d been under at the time, struggling with multiple odd jobs to help keep the family afloat through our unfortunate circumstances.

Except something in my gut told me it was more than that.

It had to be.

I just couldn’t remember.

I rubbed my face with one hand, groaning when the slight movement sent a stinging strain up my arm. My muscles ached as if I’d spent all of yesterday carrying sacks of cement, like when I’d volunteered to build houses for charity two years ago, or when I thought I would train for that city-wide marathon, but ended up nearly injured instead.

What the hell did I do last night? Had I gone drinking with the guys after work? My sister’s birthday party wasn’t until tonight. I was sure it wasn’t some kind of hangover— 

Wait a minute.

There was something on my leg. I couldn’t move it. I couldn’t move my other arm either, and when I tried to move again, there was a soft moan.

I froze.

What the—?

Already dreading opening my eyes, I peeked out of one, and almost stopped breathing.

The top of a head of long, silky pink hair was on my pillow.

There was someone else in my bed.

Heck—there was a girl in my bed.

I caught my breath again as the events of last night finally slammed right back into my brain.

Holy...

I scrambled to jump out of bed, dragging the muddy bedsheets with me.

Except, she was also tangled in the sheets, so when I got up, she rolled right off the bed with a yelp and a loud thump.

Okay...she sounds pretty non-imaginary.

I winced. “Oh, shoot—s-sorry!” Swallowing hard, I warily watched the top of that fiery pink-haired head rising up from behind the mattress. “A-are you okay?”

When that piercing violet gaze met mine, it didn’t let go even as she stood upright.

But I couldn’t stop staring.

Her long tunic sleeveless dress was rumpled. I could tell it used to be multi-colored but it was generously splattered with mud. The daylight streaming in through the windows silhouetted her form, with her pale skin and bright hair making it look as if she was glowing. She was clearly livid—eyebrows furrowed, lips pursed thin, but somehow the fierce expression on her face only made her more enigmatic and mysterious.

She was as incredibly beautiful as I remembered.

Except she was here, for real, standing in front of me.

The girl from my dreams.

Or—check that...no longer a girl, but a young woman. 

My heart pounded in my chest as what had started as excitement turned into dread.

Damn. So yesterday was real.

Discreetly glancing down, I was relieved I was still completely dressed—which meant that, at least, I hadn’t done anything last night which I would no doubt very quickly regret.

Only, my generic consultant work clothes were just as mud-splattered as hers. 

I blinked at the recollection.

Because there happened to be a mud puddle in the alley yesterday.

In front of the honest-to-god swirling portal she had tumbled out of—before sprawling onto me and knocking us both to the ground.

A small part of me wanted to turn on the skepticism and disbelief on full blast.

Portals weren’t real. Magic wasn’t real. Santa Claus sure as shooting wasn’t real.

But I’d seen that brilliant blue tear in the world with my own eyes.

And somehow, I knew, deep inside—I already knew what she was.

I took another long breath. “Are you...from another world?”

She cocked her head to one side ever so slightly, still regarding me with that sharp look. For a moment, I wondered if she didn’t understand English, but then she finally responded. “Yes.”

Her soft, steady voice shot an unexpected thrill up my spine.

In the dreams, I’d never heard her speak. But hearing her voice for the first time somehow fulfilled a strange longing I’d never even realized was there. It was almost as if...as if I missed her. 

Except for obviously, I’d never met her before.

She shifted her eyes from mine to assess the room—the single bed with the sheets in total disarray, the plain blue curtains, the small corner desk, the framed photos. Her cautious gaze stopped curiously at the ‘Hang in there’ cat poster behind me taped to the wall for a long moment, before wandering some more.

She took a slow step sideways to walk around the bed, moving as if toward me. “Is this...the fourth realm?”

My eyebrows shot up. “Um...” I scratched my head. “I guess that could be what your people call this world.”

The scents of the sweet forest swirled in the air again as she approached. Mesmerized by her beauty, her mere presence, I was frozen where I stood. I didn’t want to move in case this was all a dream and she would disappear if I did. But this had to be a dream. And if it was, this would be the most vivid of all of my dreams of her so far.

Before I knew what was going on, she launched herself at me, tackling me back down onto the bed.

“What the—?” My eyes widened in surprise, even wider when she began to hurriedly unbutton my shirt. “Whoa, hey wait—!”

The girl whom I’d been dreaming of for months was on top of me in my own bed and taking my clothes off. My mind whirled even as I tried to push her hands away.

But her eyebrows were furrowed in determination—and for some reason, she was bloody strong!

After a few buttons, she tugged my shirt open, her eyes darting up and down over my bare chest. Stopping short altogether, her frown deepened.

She let out a forceful breath, before mumbling, as if to herself. “It’s not here.”

Completely disoriented, I glanced down at myself. “What?”

Breathless, her suspicious violet gaze met mine again. “Who are you? Why don’t you have the mark?”

Struggling to sit up, I tempered my aggravated yell to an exasperated hiss. “For god’s sake, was that absolutely necessary?”

There was a loud knocking at the door and my gaze snapped up.

“Josh!” the screechy yell was muffled. 

My heart jumped to my throat. Oh, shoot. I looked over at the pink-haired girl again, and then down at my lap where she was straddling me, then at my shirt gaping wide open.

Uh-oh.
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​Chapter Two - Stranger
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Alarm clear in my voice, I scrambled to straighten up. “That’s my sister, Erin.” I tried to push the girl off, but she tightened her arms around my neck.

Her head quirking to one side again, she studied my reaction, likely registering my panic.

I shot her a weird look. “What are you doing? Get off. You need to hide!”

‘Mystery girl’ pursed her lips. “Only if you vow to help me.” 

What? My jaw nearly dropped.

“Josh, come on!” The knocking at the door got more insistent.

Her steely violet gaze settled on me again. “Swear an oath to me and I will comply.”

I cringed in frustration. I really couldn’t let my sister walk in on me with a girl on my lap like this, but what the hell was she talking about—an oath?

“Josh, open up or I’m using the spare keys Mom gave me—” Loud jingling filtered through the door. I guessed Erin had completely decided to ignore the ‘privacy’ rule we’d agreed on, and totally forgot what ‘for emergency purposes’ meant.

“Erin, for the love of—just wait!” I hollered back before meeting the girl’s expectant gaze again. Her grip around my shoulders was tightening again. Closing my eyes for a moment, I blew out a breath. “What oath? What do you need me to do?”

“It’s just a small errand,” she assured with not even a hitch in her tone. “There is someone in this realm I need to find. I am told they should be very close to this location, and I have—”

“Fine!” I stood up with a soft grunt, carrying her aloft with me, before striding toward the closet across the room to shake her off. “I swear I will do everything I can to help you find whoever you want to find, now just get down, get in the closet, and shush!” 

I had shut the door to the closet with a whoosh just as my nosy sister Erin sauntered through the doorway, twirling the keys around her fingers.

Pausing there, Erin made a face at the state of my seemingly ransacked bedroom. “Jeez, and here I thought I was the messy one.”

Jumping in alert, I went to pull the muddy sheets off the bed altogether before going around to tidy up. Still a bit breathless, I ran my fingers through my hair to counter, “Nobody asked for your opinion, Erin. Also, why are you in my apartment?” 

She gave me a critical look up and down. “What on earth happened to you? Don’t you have work today? You’re all muddy.”

Already annoyed, I rebuttoned my shirt. “None of your business.” Stuffing the dirty sheets in the laundry basket, I glanced over my shoulder at her. “I think I want my emergency key back. This isn’t high school anymore, Erin. You can’t just barge into my room and steal my stuff whenever you want.”

Headed straight for my bureau, she stuck her tongue out at me. “Oh, whatever. I’m just here to rummage for decorations for my birthday party. I’m doing a 90s theme. Hey—” She pointed an old Walkman at me. “You better make sure you come tonight.” Her eyes glinted in mischief. “I think Mom’s setting you up with some girl again.”

Groaning, I rubbed my face with my hand. “I told her she needs to stop doing this. It’s like she doesn’t even hear me when I explain. I don’t need help finding a girlfriend. Never have, never will. Or—” I cringed. “Just because I haven’t had a relationship in years doesn’t make it a crisis that needs to be fixed.”

Erin waved her had to dismiss it. “If you say so. Or else you’d have to call in to your own office’s ‘Crisis Management’ department, and you’d have to answer the call.”

“We’ll see if work isn’t busy today.” I gave a half-hearted shrug.

She wrinkled her nose. “Didn’t you get fired yet? I thought you hated that job anyway?”

I shot her a mock offended look. “I don’t hate it. I just...can’t stand my boss, and my colleagues, and...the work.” 

Not bothering to look at me, her shoulders shook with mirth. “Josh, you are twenty-five years old. You seriously need to figure out what you want to do with your life. Unless your dream really is to answer customer complaint calls all day long.” Sighing, she dropped more of my stuff into a tote bag. “Sometimes I feel like I’m the older one here. It’s just like Mom keeps saying. You are so talented in so many things, but you have absolutely no direction. And it’s only gotten worse since...” she trailed off.

I already knew what she was going to say.

Back when I’d had my ‘episode’, everyone figured it was triggered by the fact that my dad had also recently died.

My mom and Erin had been pretty distraught at the time too. Though I was sure what I’d felt was a bit of a relief. Perhaps my underlying devastation must have simply had a worse impact on me than I’d wanted to believe.

Frank Richards had not been a shining example of fatherhood. He was always busy, mostly out of the house, as though we, his family, were nothing but an inconvenience for him. I’d never understood why my mom couldn’t find it in herself to leave him.

Nowadays, my mom was settled into a good job at the bank and seeing a new guy who had already proven himself a reliable and stand-up sort of fellow. Erin was a year out of college and doing well. I hadn’t been to my shrink in months. 

Still, we had all successfully put everything behind us and I was grateful that my family had made it through those rough times.

It was history.

“Alright, alright.” With another dismissive wave, I moved to shove her out the door, even as she tried to shuffle back against me in vain. “Thanks for the pep talk and you’d better give back all of my stuff after the party.”

Erin merely stuck her tongue out at me again, yelling out, “Make sure you’re there tonight. You know you don’t want to disappoint Mom!” before whirling around to leave voluntarily.

Once the door slammed shut, I blew out a huge breath and collapsed onto the bed.

Jeez. I rubbed my face with my hand. That was close.

It was true that my mom had been on my case, setting me up with potential girlfriends—mostly daughters of her friends from Pilates. Most of them were nice enough, but I’d always maintained that I wasn’t looking for a relationship because I was much too busy with work.

The last thing I needed was for Erin to report that I was already secretly cavorting with one in my apartment.

I shot the closed closet door a dirty look.

Swear an oath to me and I will comply.

What a manipulative little shrew. I should have known this woman was going to cause me nothing but trouble.

Standing up again, I walked to the closet. Bracing my hand on the knob, I stopped with a momentary notion.

Maybe she wouldn’t be there. Maybe I had only imagined that whole thing. Maybe I was just overwhelmed with work again and having traumatic flashbacks from that episode years ago that I had simply hallucinated the girl from my dreams.

Peeking inside, I opened the door, but that familiar fragrance wafting out was already an easy giveaway.

This girl was real.

She was awkwardly hunched against the rack since I had sort of unceremoniously dropped her in there. She was a burst of color in my closet—her wild, pink hair in full contrast against my mostly black pants and white shirts on hangers.

Those incensed violet eyes lifted to meet mine again. “Was that absolutely necessary?” The timbre of her voice had darkened, and somehow, an invisible wind was beginning to whirl around in my room. A smoky hazy glow emanated from her form, from her eyes.

It took an effort for my jaw not to drop. I wanted to blink profusely to make sure I wasn’t seeing things, but my eyes were permanently stunned wide.

Talk about ‘out of the frying pan and into the fire.’

I swallowed my nerves. “Um, sorry about that,” I dismissed with a wave, offering her my hand, before she exploded altogether or something. “You can come out now.”

She gave me an up-and-down assessing look—for who knew what reason, since obviously she was the more dangerous one between the two of us. But she seemed to reach the same conclusion. The glow surrounding her dissipated, the inexplicable wind died down.

Though still wary, the girl took my hand to straighten up and took a step forward. 

Right then, I was struck again with that overwhelmingly familiar sensation.

Why did I already feel closer to her than any other girl I’d previously met? Something about her being here set me immediately at ease. Maybe it was because I’d been dreaming about her for months, sure, but it was as if...there was something else, something more... What was it?

Without thinking, I gently stroked her hand with my thumb. A tingling ran up the length of my arm. “Have we met before?” 

She held my gaze for a moment. I was almost certain she was having the same strange sense of familiarity, even as she seemed to also strain to remember.

I almost held my breath, waiting for her response.

But when she blinked to avert her gaze, the moment broke. She pulled her hand away to step well back from me.

Straightening up, I cleared my throat.

Her gaze flicked to my face then down to my muddy clothes. She looked down at herself. “I must get cleaned up.”
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