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To my parents!
 
I owe you guys so much more than my respect and gratitude. You laid the foundations and started the work for me to become the man I am today, and I would not be here without your unconditional love and support. For my life, and all that you have given me, thank you!
 
I love you!

      

    



  	
        
            
             
 
 
 
"All that we see or seem, is but a dream within a dream."
Edgar Allan Poe
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Author’s Note
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THE DRAWING OF A LONE wolf (or a horse, I can’t remember now) staring at the moon, was the origin of the tale in these pages. It was intended as a gift to someone who was obsessed with the moon and its beauty. I challenged it and offered to do one better, to create a whole story about it, though I never dreamed - pun intended - it would turn into a book, much less be published. 

I’ve never thought of myself as a writer, and once you’ve read the first few pages of “Book of Daniel”, you might be inclined to agree with me. Yet, as this work born of love and dreams grew bigger and took the shape and volume it has now achieved, I decided to put it out there and share it with others who enjoy a bit of fantasy. 

I would not have reached at this point, however, without the help and support of a few people close to me, who have constantly supported and encouraged me to finish this project, believing in me, even when my own lack of faith held me back. Thank you, guys; you know who you are.

I am also immeasurably grateful to my family and closest friends for being a constant source of love and joy in my life. 

Above all, I thank God for inspiring and leading me to develop and complete this story, taking it to the point where it is now ready for you dear reader to enjoy.

Thank you for picking up your copy and joining me on this journey!

Welcome to Endërland.
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The Real World
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SEPTEMBER 15th was only hours away. The dawn of the new day would find Daniel officially eighteen, not that he cared much about it. He was caught in that quiet, peculiar space between youth and adulthood—too old to bounce with birthday glee, yet too young to dread its coming. This wasn’t about turning a year older; after all, he was still too young to worry about anything like that. No. It was something much simpler—he just wasn’t a fan of the “big day” and all its noisy, glittering fanfare.

It wasn’t always like this. Daniel’s memories were filled with standout moments and unforgettable experiences. His tenth birthday came to mind. His Dad, a master of sorts on the matter, had whisked him away to Disneyland that year. It had seemed to Daniel that every character had taken a break from their job to sing “Happy Birthday,” pose for snapshots, and plant gentle kisses on his cheek. 

Daniel had never been fond of pecks on the cheek. This might have had something to do with Uncle Timmy, his Dad’s best friend. A policeman by trade and mischievous by nature, Timmy was like the “uncle” Daniel never quite chose to have. Whenever he visited, he’d lean in with the promise of a peck on the cheek—only to surprise Daniel at the last millisecond with a playful nibble. Always a bit sharp, always just enough to startle. Daniel’s face would flush with frustration, but Timmy—he would laugh, loud and hearty, shaking his belly like a kid. In time, Daniel mastered the art of dodging the nibbling policeman, but Timmy’s presence was persistent. After all, he and his Dad had grown up together, and were tighter than most brothers, hence the honorary “uncle” title. 

The policeman, however, did redeem himself eventually, earning the credit for Daniel’s favourite birthday. For his seventeenth, Timmy treated both father and son with a fully paid week in sun-drenched Corfu, Greece. They dove beneath shimmering waters, explored coral labyrinths, and let the sea’s subtle magic fill their days. With clever whispers to the resort staff and a whole cast of underwater creatures, David staged the most remarkable birthday ever—an aquatic chorus of fish, swaying anemones, and curious dolphins joining in celebration. Daniel, usually so guarded, was genuinely, quietly impressed. Maybe—just maybe—birthdays still held a bit of wonder after all.

It was on that trip that Daniel fell in love with the sea. The ocean’s endless expanse called to him like a siren’s song, and swimming and diving quickly became his sanctuary—his secret joy. They ventured to the shore whenever they could—him and his dad—waves crashing softly beneath the sky. But David, cautious and protective, rarely let Daniel go alone now. Though Daniel was no longer a little boy, David’s guard never wavered. So Daniel learned to find freedom in the confines of swimming pools, their blue rectangles a substitute for the wild, open water he yearned for. And in those pools, he swam as if chasing infinity, the current of his dreams carrying him far.

And yet, beneath all the laughter and splashes, beneath the sun-dappled joy, there lingered a shadow—a quiet sorrow that no birthday cheer could dispel. Daniel loved his Dad fiercely, with a gratitude that ran deep. But every year on this day, an unshakable melancholy settled around them like a thick fog. He had mastered the art of smiling through the ache, hiding his silent wish that they could erase the date, pretend it was just another day swallowed by time. This way, he might perhaps finally silence the echoes of his earliest memory.

He had just turned five the morning his father had walked into his room, sat down on the floor with him and held him tight for a very long time. Daniel could still feel the warmth of those tears, tracing paths down his tiny back, soaking his little t-shirt wet. His Dad’s muffled sobs spoke of absence and loss, but what did a 5-year old know? “Mommy won’t be here for your birthday,” his father had told him, voice cracking under the weight. Where was she? Why had she left? The questions had echoed endlessly in Daniel’s young mind, unanswered and raw. David had still held the party, baked the cake, brought the friends and the presents—but the day had never truly felt whole. His mother’s absence was a silent scar, and his father’s grief, a heavy cloak they both wore.  

That memory haunted Daniel every year. Here he was, about to be eighteen, and he knew there would be presents, cake, and whatever else his Dad had planned for the event, as he always did. Yet, the undercurrent of sorrow remained, a silent acknowledgment of the missing piece, the void that no amount of festivity could fill.  He knew, with a heavy heart, that despite the outward display of joy, his father still carried the weight of his grief. And Daniel, bound to his father by this shared loss, carried it too, a burden he couldn't escape, a poignant reminder of the birthday that had forever changed their lives.

The noises from the laptop sitting on his bed shook Daniel free of his thoughts. He wasn’t even paying attention to the movie that had been playing for almost an hour. He reached over and closed the lid, putting the computer away for the night. He didn’t feel like watching anything anymore. 

As he was about to switch off the light, he heard the familiar knock of his father on the door.

‘Come in, Dad.’

The door opened and David’s dark wavy hair showed up first. They both had the same type of hair, healthy looking, dark, and thick. The only difference were the silver threads that danced amongst the older man's dark mane, a testament to time's passage. David’s smiling face followed, but the rest of his body remained hidden behind the door.

‘Hey, kiddo. You busy?’

‘Dad, what are you up to?’ Daniel could not help but smile. He knew his father all too well. 

David's dark chocolate eyes sparkled as he swung the door wide, revealing a small cake adorned with flickering candles in one hand and a box wrapped in vibrant ribbons in the other. With a joyful grin, he approached his son and burst into the familiar, yet dreaded, tune of ‘Happy Birthday’. 

Daniel hated that song with a passion and wished someone would come up with a better alternative already, one that would actually stick. Still, he smiled and sat upright on his bed, making room for his father. 

As the torturing notes finally stopped, the candles flickered right under his nose. He took a deep breath and attacked the little flames with all his might. All the candles went out, except one. David blew lightly and it went out too.

‘Will you never get them all at once?’ he laughed.

‘Never,’ Daniel replied, a playful stubbornness in his voice. ‘Umm, Dad. You know it’s still the 14th, right?’

‘I know, kiddo. It’s just, Timmy asked me to cover for him tomorrow, which means I’ll be gone for most of the day. So, I thought we’d start celebrating early and continue tomorrow evening, after I’m back. What do you say?’

This would be the first time his Dad didn’t orchestrate something grand for his birthday. Unless, of course, this was a ruse, and a secret surprise lurked just out of sight. Daniel was hoping for the former, though. It would be such a relief if there wasn’t much fuss over it this year. It didn’t cross his young mind that his Dad might have finally realized how he felt about the whole thing.

‘Sounds great, Dad. Thanks.’

‘Oh, well don’t thank me just yet. You might not even like it,’ replied David, putting the cake down on the bedside chair and passing the present to his son.

‘I see you’ve had the people at the store wrap it for you.’

‘Well, you know me and gifts,’ David chuckled. ‘Good ideas, bad presentation.’ 

Daniel laughed. 

The box felt kind of heavy for its size. He tore off the wrapping with great anticipation. Despite everything, opening presents was always exciting. 

Inside, he found a portable air tank, small enough to provide only about ten minutes of air underwater but light and convenient compared to the bulky ones they used for deep dives. Daniel jumped, feeling like a little kid again.

‘Wow, Dad, you’re amazing. How do you always know what to get me? I love it.’

‘You love it? Really? Oh, I’m so glad; I wasn’t sure...’

‘What? Are you kidding me? When have you ever gone wrong with this stuff?’

‘Oh, lots of times, trust me. Your mom would have such stories to tell if she...’

David’s smile faltered, his voice trailing off. Daniel noticed but quickly changed the subject.

‘I love it, Dad. Thanks. I can’t wait to try it.’

‘Well, how about this weekend? I’m gonna be off since I’m working tomorrow. You don’t have any plans, do you?’

‘Me? No. I just need to ask Laura to cover for me at the library. She owes me one.’

‘It’s settled then; this weekend it is. Now, what about tomorrow night? What do you feel like doing?’

‘Anything, Dad. I don’t mind.’

‘We can go out for dinner if you like. Or I can cook something here, and we can sit down and watch “Finding Nemo” together.’

His smile turned into a big cheeky grin as he said this.

‘Dad, I’m not a kid anymore,’ Daniel complained.

‘I know, I know, I’m just kidding. We can watch anything you like.’ David now stood up. ‘You used to love that movie though.’

Daniel beamed back at him.

‘Still do.’

They both burst into laughter again, the sound almost liberating. For a moment Daniel forgot about everything else. 

David turned to the cake.

‘Shall I cut you a slice?’

‘I’m full, Dad, thanks. I’ll have some tomorrow. You go ahead and have some if you want.’

‘No, I’ll wait for tomorrow as well. I’ll go put it back in the fridge.’

David picked up the cake and gathered the wrapping paper from the floor. Daniel helped. 

‘Ok, Danny. I’ll see you tomorrow, son.’

He leaned in and planted a kiss on Daniel’s cheek. He was the only person allowed to do so, as far as Daniel was concerned.

‘Love you, kiddo. Sleep tight.’

‘Love you too, Dad. Thanks for this.’

David winked at him and made for the door. Daniel watched him leave, a sudden wave of sadness washing over him. It hit him just then, that despite still standing tall and strong, his father appeared tired and older. He wasn’t the same man Daniel knew; age and life had marked their territory all over him, like unchallenged conquerors. Daniel’s eyes burned from the inside, and his throat suddenly grew tighter. He felt his entire face flush uncomfortably. 

As David was about to close the door behind him, he called nervously.

‘Dad?’

‘Yeah?’ came his father’s reply.

Daniel hesitated, words failing him. His father pushed the door back open, waiting.

‘What is it, Danny?’

‘I..., I’m sorry!’ was all Daniel managed to say.

‘For what?’

Daniel struggled to continue. He stood there, trying to get the right words out, but they weren’t making it easy. This was something he had meant to say for a while now, but didn’t quite know when, or how. 

David looked worried.

‘Danny, what’s wrong? What are you sorry for?’

‘I’m sorry that my birthday is on the same day as ...you know...Mom’s...’

He couldn’t say it. But he didn’t have to. David understood all too well. He put the cake and the rubbish on the floor by the door and walked again towards his son. He took Daniel in his embrace and held him tight, tears beginning to flow.

‘That’s not your fault, Danny. You know that. Not your fault.’

‘I know, Dad,’ Daniel managed to say, pulling back from his Dad’s embrace and looking down.

‘I’m just..., sorry. I know you miss them a lot. And I know how hard it’s been for you, trying to appear happy for my sake every year on her anniversary.’

‘Oh, Danny.’ David placed his hands on his son’s face, wiping away the tears with his thumbs. ‘I have missed them, a lot. I still do. But they’re gone, son, forever. And they’re not coming back. We, however, are still here; and we have each other to take care of. Don’t you think they would want us to live full and happy lives instead of mourning them all the time? Besides, I’m not trying to appear happy for your sake, kiddo. I am happy, because you’re still here with me. You give me a reason to get out of bed every morning. I would never choose their memory over you, Danny. You hear me? Never.’

He gave his son another kiss on the forehead and made for the door again.

‘Stop thinking about this and get some sleep, ok?’

‘Yes, Dad...’

David was almost out of the room for the second time, when Daniel called him again. 

‘Dad?’

‘Yes, Danny?’ came the patient reply.

‘Do you still dream about them?’

There was a pause before David answered again. He had not expected this conversation today. He thought about lying, about not telling his son how he dreamt of his wife and eldest son every single night. How he woke up covered in cold sweat and tears in the dark hours, gushing from the pain of losing them and missing them terribly. But somehow, he knew he shouldn’t. Daniel wasn’t a kid anymore and he wouldn’t be able to protect him forever from certain things. So, he decided to be truthful.

‘All the time, kiddo.’

‘What’s it like?’ came the next merciless question.

David's brow furrowed in contemplation, as if wrestling with unspoken thoughts. His pensive expression deepened the creases on his face, aging him beyond his years.

‘It’s like, being with them again, I guess; reliving the very best and happiest moments I’ve had with them, only, a thousand times stronger.’

He saw the longing in his son’s eyes and knew what this was all about.

‘We’ve talked about this before, Danny. There are plenty of people out there who never dream, or never remember their dreams. Nobody knows why that is. But I want you to count this as a blessing. Dreams aren’t always kind, son; they can also be cruel. You don’t know how many times I’ve lost them in my dreams, over and over again. And it always hurts just like the first time. Maybe this is for the best.’

Daniel sank into his bed, a wave of exhaustion washing over him, as if he had just raced through endless laps in the swimming pool.

‘Maybe you’re right. I just..., I just don’t remember them anymore, Dad. Damien I could barely remember already, but now, even Mom’s face is fading.’

Now it was David’s turn to well up. Funny thing about being a parent; life teaches you to stand a lot of pain, to take it as it comes and become stronger, tougher. But it never teaches you how to accept the pain of the ones you love, especially your children. One more time David gulped his own emotions and remained strong in front of his son. Children should never see their parents weak.

‘I tell you what; I know what we can do tomorrow. We can go through our old family photos and videos; we can make this one their year. What do you say?’

His eyes suddenly ablaze, Daniel shook his head affirmatively. This might just be his best birthday yet. For once he wasn’t going to be the centre of attention. And they could talk more about his mom and brother. He’d always refrained from asking his Dad about them, knowing the pain those memories always caused him. But there was so much he wanted to know. 

‘Agreed,’ he said eagerly.

‘Okay then,’ David replied, surprised at how much his son seemed to want this. He almost broke down right then and there. ‘It’s settled; that is what we’ll do. Now, get some sleep, will you? It’s getting late. Good night, kiddo!’

‘Good night, Dad!’

The door finally closed, and Daniel was alone once again. For a fleeting moment, he let the stillness wrap around him like a warm blanket, his thoughts drifting in an aimless sea. Midnight crept closer, a quiet reminder that he was supposed to work early the next day. He tucked his Dad’s present under the bed, undid the covers, and plunged the room into darkness. 

A vague image of his mother’s sweet face flickered in his mind, causing him to smile. He heard what his father said about dreams, but he would still give anything to see her once again, to be with her; just like it was when he was little, and she was alive and healthy. Maybe tonight would be that night?

He had never understood why he lacked the ability to dream. He’d often listen to his friends recount their nightly adventures, always with a mix of fascination and envy. But he kept that little fact to himself. Instead of confessing his dreamless nights, Daniel crafted fantastical yarns, half-heartedly spinning stories to blend in with laughter and camaraderie, hoping to mask the strangeness that accompanied his existence.

In truth, he was not like most boys his age in ways that ran deeper than just dreams. It seemed to him they were all about girls, cars, sports, and other things of the sort. He liked all that stuff well enough, and yet, for some reason, it all held little allure for him. Perhaps, in some ineffable way, he wasn’t ready to stride boldly into adulthood, cherishing the sanctuary of childhood just a little too fiercely.

So, instead, he found refuge in the serene waters of the local swimming pool, devoured books that transported him to worlds far beyond the humdrum of reality, and savoured the weekends spent side by side with his father. Even his job at the public library stirred only snickers among his peers—an outdated place for an adventurous spirit—but Daniel relished it. The library was a portal, a sanctuary teeming with lifetimes of stories, a canvas splashed with the colours of countless lives, all waiting to be explored. For every place he could not visit in dreams, he embarked on journeys through pages inked with words that thrummed with life. 

Through those pages, he unearthed a universe of fantasy and thrill—a world where the improbable danced freely alongside the mundane. With every turn of the page, gods, kings, treasures, and dragons leaped forth, casting spells that drew him into spectacular realms. Elves and dwarves weaved in and out of his imagination, and each narrative became a second life unto itself—a carefully crafted sanctuary where he could seek out any adventure, all while cocooned in the ultimate safety of his home. And the more he read, the more restless he grew, yearning for the enchantment that only stories could offer.

But books and the sea were not all he was interested in. He was equally fascinated by the night sky. On those rare London nights when clouds unveiled a canvas of twinkling stars, he would lose himself amidst the darkness, eyes fixed on the heavens above. He knew all the constellations by heart and all the stories that came with their names. He followed the news regarding new discoveries almost fanatically, nursing a passion within him that was impossible to extinguish. 

Yet, it was the moon that truly enraptured his heart. Its glow felt like a silvery embrace that always beckoned him closer—a call that he could never refuse. As a child, he had pledged to one day waltz upon its glowing surface, like Armstrong taking that fabled first step. But until then, he was happy to admire it from his bedroom window, being lost in its soft glow, and dream about it with his eyes wide open. 

And so it was that tonight—like every other night—he descended into the realm of sleep, his thoughts meandering until they slowly dissolved into a dreamless ocean. Outside, the darkly hours habitually ebbed away, yet this night felt distinct. Any other night he would have slept like that until early morning, without interruption or anything remarkable happening. Tonight, however, was different. He stood at the threshold of a big change, one that would permanently alter the course of his life. Nothing would ever be the same again.
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DRAGGING HER FEET DOWN the worn marble steps, Sam walked frustrated out of the Chicago police recruitment centre. Her heart pounded with barely contained anger. She’d been waiting there several hours, only to be told that she could not join the academy because of her age and health-related problems. Fury boiled within her. What problems? What I have is a blessing, a bonus, not a problem. How many police officers do they have on the force that can stay awake and be available for work 24/7?

‘It would seem like an advantage, but it’s not’, the recruitment agent had answered as kindly as he could manage. ‘Putting your young age aside for a moment, we are not looking for robots to be on duty 24 hours a day, Miss Edison. We are looking for normal people, with normal lives and on good health. Being awake all the time does not really add to that; on the contrary, it takes from it. We appreciate your interest in joining the force, and I admit that I am quite impressed by some of your qualities that would have otherwise contributed to you being a fine police officer. However, the medical report is very clear, I’m afraid, and until your situation changes, we will not be able to consider you for a place in the academy.’

Sam clenched her fists as she stormed down the corridor. She’d had such high hopes about this, and now it had all turned to ash. So much for using her curse to help others. What else could she do? She had tried almost everything. She’d done the waitress, the maid, the receptionist, the librarian, and all sorts of other jobs she could find, but nothing had worked. She had been let go or quit from all of them at some point, and all because of her bad temper. And now, she found herself clueless as to what next. 

Waiting to get into the bus as it stopped in front of her, her phone began to ring. She took it out and saw her mom’s face on the display. She ignored the phone, putting it back in her pocket, and proceeded to pay the bus fare. Grabbing a seat towards the end of the bus, she threw her gaze outside the window, while her phone continued to ring loudly. Her mom was nothing if not persistent.

‘Are you gonna get that?’ an elderly woman sitting in front of her turned around and asked, eyes narrowed in annoyance.

‘Back off, lady,’ Sam snapped, her glare as cold as winter steel. She pressed a button on her phone to silence it anyway. The woman made a disgusted face and turned away, muttering under her breath.

When the phone finally stilled, Sam pulled it out again and checked her voicemail. Her mom had apparently given up and left a message.

‘Samantha, honey, it’s mommy calling to wish you a Happy Birthday. I was hoping you would come over and we could celebrate properly this year. Daddy misses you a lot. Where are you? Please call us. Love you!’

Sam switched off the phone, her heart heavy. She had not seen her parents for almost a year. She’d left home for a while now, and would only visit them a couple of times every year. But every time she did, she would go through the same ordeal. They would beg her to stay and let them help her with her insomnia, but she wouldn’t. They’d had their chance. She had been taken to more doctors and specialists than she could remember ever since she was five, and not one of them could do anything for her. They could not explain why she had lost the ability to sleep. She had tried countless therapies and treatments during the course of the years, but they would only make her feel worse. 

By the time she turned sixteen, Sam had decided no one could help her, and she was done seeking answers. She would live life on her terms. Her parents, however, had never accepted this. Their arguments grew more intense until Sam couldn’t bear it anymore. For their sake as much as her own, she had left, choosing solitude over their endless bickering.

Being awake almost 24/7 proved of course to be a bigger problem than a blessing, despite what she kept telling herself. She tried to finish High School, but even though her grades were good, the restlessness within drove her to drop out near the end of Junior Year. What followed was a series of low paid jobs that never lasted longer than a couple of months. Sam was always jumpy and easily irritated. In most cases, a row with a co-worker or a customer was the cause for her getting fired. Either that, or she would simply walk out, lacking the patience to deal with anything or anyone. 

Realizing she had an attitude problem, she tried to do something about it. She tried meditation, yoga, and similar techniques. Nothing worked. At some point, someone suggested to her that she had a lot of anger inside and needed to let it out. It was then that she took up martial arts and learned to fight, finding some peace in the physical exertion. Soon, she became proficient, her skills growing as she trained in different disciplines.

Money had thankfully never been an issue. Besides whatever she managed to make from working, she had access to a modest amount of money she had inherited from her late grandmother. She’d been very close to her Nan, and losing her when she was only fourteen had been really tough. 

Nan had always assured her that everything happened for a reason, including her insomnia. She had really believed that one day Sam would discover the purpose behind it, without having to sacrifice her childhood to find it.

Of course, her parents could not understand, nor accept this. They had kept the fight going. Nan had tried to comfort Sam any way she could when she was alive. She would even stay awake at nights to be with her, and sleep during the day instead. Sam had loved her for that.

The last flicker of memory Sam held onto was a promise whispered by her Nan—a vow of eternal care, even from beyond the veil of life. Though Sam dismissed the notion of an afterlife, the promise lingered in her heart, like a cherished melody. She recalled the warmth of lying with her head on her Nan's lap, her fingers tracing the delicate patterns of her favourite ring, a tangible connection to a love now lost.

‘Please, don’t talk like that, Nan. You’re going to be around for ages!’

‘Oh, my sweet child, perhaps. Still, I want you to know—just because you can’t see me doesn’t mean I’m truly gone. I’ll always be watching over you. And to remind you of my presence, this ring will one day be yours when I no longer need it. Hold it close and never lose it, for it carries all of my love for you.’

Sam had rejoiced at the thought of owning that ring, an exquisite silver band set with an octagonal emerald stone. It would look so perfect on her middle finger. It had been her Nan’s engagement ring, though her Nan had never actually been married. 

Sam didn’t know much about her grandfather. Every time she would ask her Nan, she’d grow quiet and sad, with a longing and expectant look on her face. And then she would say:

‘One day, child. One day you will know everything. But not just yet.’

Alas, it seemed Nan had let her promise drift away, leaving Sam with neither the cherished story nor the precious ring. Her father insisted he knew nothing of the vow, and with Nan gone, so too was the hope of ever reclaiming it. That day marked the deepest sorrow for Sam; she had lost her beloved Nan and endured the heartache of an unkept promise. The weight of her grief made her question the very fabric of existence, casting away any belief that someone might be watching over her from the great beyond.

The bus finally stopped in front of the church where she always got off. She loved walking past that old building; it reminded her of the church her Nan used to attend. The next stop was closer to her place, but she didn’t mind walking the rest of the way. This area was generally quiet, with mostly houses left and right the streets, and a convenience store every few blocks. Not much happened here during the day, just people going about their business. The nights, however, were a different matter. Gangs of teenage boys roamed about, and even though most of the time they were just a nuisance, somehow the streets felt less safe. 

Sam had only been living here for a couple of weeks now. The rent was cheap, and she was left alone, which suited her fine. She didn’t fear the streets. With her skills, she was more than capable of defending herself, but that wasn’t all. She was growing weary of life, reckless, and didn’t much care what happened to her anymore. 

It was this apathy that drove her to make the next decision that would change her life.

Just outside the three-storey building where she now lived, two young boys in hoodies were bothering an old beggar just for the fun of it. They kept pushing the poor guy towards each other as if he were a dodge ball, laughing hysterically, while the old man tried in vain to run away. This was common enough in her area, and, were this any other day, Sam would have just walked by and done nothing, without giving it a second thought. Today, however, she was already on edge and needed to let off some steam. 

Yet, there was something more to it, something Sam would understand only later. For one split second, the strangely lively eyes of the old man met hers, and she felt something she could not explain. It was not a plea for help, no, more like a weird sensation of familiarity. It was almost like they knew each other from a time long ago.

Already pumped up, she walked towards the boys with confidence.

‘Hey! Leave him alone.’

The young men glanced back, and seeing who it was, smirked. They knew her. They lived just above her in the same building.

‘Get lost, blondie,’ one of them sneered.

Ignoring him, Sam stepped closer, her voice low and dangerous. ‘I said, let him go.’

She was now standing within arm’s reach of the taller one. He turned abruptly and struck her across the face with a heavy hand, sending her sprawling onto the cobblestones. The other, a smaller, wiry lad, pushed the beggar down and moved to stand beside his friend.

‘Bruh, what’s wrong with you?’ he yelled down at her, trying to sound older than he was. ‘I told you to get lost.’

Sam put her hand on her cheek—now burning hot from the blow—and looked at them with such fire in her clear blue eyes. A few people started gathering around them, curious eyes watching from windows and balconies.

Slowly, she rose to her feet, her eyes blazing with restrained fury.

‘I suggest you take off now, if you don’t wanna make a name for yourselves for getting your asses kicked by a girl.’

The bullies broke into mocking laughter, their bravado masking uncertainty.

‘What?’

‘Oh, you think you can kick our asses, do you?’

Sam said nothing, nor did she move a muscle. In the back of her mind, she began to recall all the instructions from her lessons and tried to calm herself down so as to have a clear head. Fighting angry would lead to her making mistakes that could cost either side dearly. But it wasn’t that easy. The boys were now advancing towards her with a bullish attitude, and her anger was already getting the best of her.

She tightened her hands into fists as the tall one got one step closer. In her head, she quickly studied her position and the surroundings, already forming a strategy.

‘Go on, blondie. Kick my ass.’

Sam did not wait for him to finish. She struck, her fist driving into the taller boy’s stomach with enough force to make him double over in pain. She quickly followed with a sharp blow to his jaw, using the flat of her palm. He crumpled to the ground, gasping. The smaller boy charged at her, but she was ready. A swift kick to his groin dropped him to his knees, and she finished him off with an elbow to the face. He went down hard, his hand clutching his nose.

The onlookers cheered softly, some clapping in approval.

Sam already regretted giving in to her anger, but it was done now.

‘Damn you,’ she scoffed at them, rubbing her elbow.

She then turned around and fixed herself, starting with her curly blonde hair. Without looking back at her victims, she walked towards the old beggar and knelt down next to him. The man looked bad enough to make you think he would stink like sewage, but for some reason Sam didn’t smell anything. He had a dirty face, old and covered in long dark greasy hair. His eyes, however, looked perfectly young and shiny, and there was such pride and warmth in their gaze. Looking directly into them, she could not shake the feeling that she had seen them before.

‘Are you alright? Did they hurt you?’ She helped him up.

‘No, they didn’t,’ the old man said, looking down at the two boys on the pavement. ‘But looks like you hurt them. Where did you learn to fight like that?’

‘Yeah, well... You can learn all sorts of things these days, I guess,’ she said with a shrug. ‘Some of them even useful.’

She glanced at the boys, now disappearing around a corner, and felt a pang of guilt. She started to call after them but stopped herself. They were gone. The spectators around them also went back to their business, though some of them still watched with smiles of approval on their faces. Nobody likes a bully.

‘Do you need anything?’ she asked, turning back to the old man. ‘Is there anything I can do for you?’

‘Do for me?’ The old man chuckled. ‘My dear girl, I think it is I who owe you a favour.’

Sam frowned, unsure of what to make of this strange beggar who didn’t act or sound like one. Of course, she’d never had actual conversations with them. Usually, those interactions were limited to a one-sided “Can you spare some change please, God bless”. 

‘I’m good, thanks. And you don’t owe me anything, really.’

‘But of course, I do; one good deed deserves another. It’s the way of the world. Always has been.’

Sam looked down, guilt finally catching up with her.

‘I’m not so sure this was such a good deed,’ she mumbled, then raised her volume. ‘Anyway, I don’t want anything, and what I do need, you cannot give me. So, thanks. But if you’re not hurt and are okay to go on, I will go home now.’

The man reached out and grabbed her hand gently.

‘Wait. Don’t be in such a hurry, please. Give me your hand and two more minutes of your time, and I will make it worth your while.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘I’m a seer, child, a fortune-teller. Just one look at your right hand, and I can tell you exactly what you need to know. I have never been wrong in my entire life.’

Sam hesitated, scepticism creeping in. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t believe in that stuff.’

‘That’s alright,’ the man said softly. ‘You don’t have to believe. I have enough faith for both of us. I’ve seen many things in my life, though I rarely share them with others. But you, I think, are special. Please, let me read your hand. I promise you will not regret it.’

He extended one hand towards Sam, waiting. She considered walking away and leaving him where he stood, but something stopped her. Something in his voice, in his eyes felt sincere, pure, amicable. She felt this was real, that he was real.

She could not believe what she was about to do.

‘This had better be good,’ she said, resting her right hand unto his, palm up. 

The old man smiled, then shut his bright blue eyes and placed his other hand on hers, sliding his fingers slowly throughout her palm, feeling every line and crease on it as if reading a map. He did that for about a minute, without speaking, then opened his eyes and spoke in a low, compassionate tone.

‘I see. I see you’ve struggled with a great burden for as long as you can remember. It touches every part of your life. I see you’ve searched for answers, but have given up, feeling lost, without direction or purpose.’

Sam blinked, surprised by the accuracy of his words. She had expected something more along the lines of “There’s a dark shadow in your life, but some good news ahead, etc...,” you know, the usual mumbo-jumbo. But this was more real, more personal than she thought it would be. This guy was good.

The old man continued, his voice soft yet firm.

‘There’s more. A broken promise has left your heart in pieces. Someone close to you, someone you loved, failed you. But don’t despair, child. Change is coming.’

He now looked straight into her glistening eyes, his gaze intense and unwavering.

‘Would you like me to tell you how?’

Sam was still baffled and didn’t know what to think or say. Was he actually talking about her Nan? Was this guy the real deal?

‘There is an answer for all of your questions, child, but it won’t just come to you. You have to actually go and find it. You will need to go on a journey; no, not a spiritual one, a real one. And your first stop will be London.’

‘London?’ Sam recoiled, pulling her hand away. ‘As in England, London? Why would I wanna go there? If you know the answer, why don’t you just tell me?’

‘It’s not that kind of answer, I’m afraid. And neither it is mine to give. You must find it on your own.’

Sam felt a resurge of frustration.

‘Well, that’s convenient. First there’s a problem I have, and then a broken promise and a broken heart. Now, a journey? Couldn’t you have come up with something a bit more original and specific maybe? I think I’ve heard enough. Thank you very much for the séance, but I’m gonna go home now. Bye.’

She turned away, heading for the door, but the old man’s voice stopped her in her tracks.

‘Something specific, huh? How about this, then? In two weeks, you need to be at the Sleep Studies Centre in London. There you will meet someone named Daniel. Stick with him and you will find the answers that you seek. Happy Birthday, Sam!’

Sam stopped halfway to the entrance of the building and froze. That was specific alright.

‘How did you...?’

She turned around to face the beggar again, but he was no longer there. Where did he go? He was just here; he couldn’t have just disappeared. She looked around in all four directions, but the man was nowhere to be found. 

Her frustration now reached a new high. Who was he and how did he know all that personal stuff about her? Was she really going to have to go to London? If so, what answers was she going to get?

Wait a minute, she thought to herself. He mentioned a Sleep Centre. Maybe he meant that they might have a cure for me there. Maybe this Daniel is a doctor, and he can treat me.

Her thoughts whirled as she hurried upstairs to her small, sparsely furnished room. She dropped onto her bed, pulling her laptop from its case and frantically searching for the Sleep Studies Centre in London. She found their website easily enough, but there was no mention of anyone named Daniel. Still, the thought nagged at her. Could this be the answer she had been waiting for? A place that might finally have a cure?

Over the next few days Sam thought about everything and considered all her options. She considered that she might have hallucinated; that the two boys had beaten her up instead and she had dreamed the whole thing. She considered that the guy was maybe hired by her parents to help convince her to try some new experimental therapy. However, nothing could convince her that what she experienced hadn’t really happened. 

In the end, she decided she had nothing to lose, so she booked an open-ended ticket for London, departing on the 27th of September. As she packed her bags, a strange sense of excitement welled up within her—a feeling she hadn’t experienced in years. For the first time in a long while, she felt like she was on the brink of something new, something that could change everything. And she was ready for it.
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I Have a Dream
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UNDERNEATH HIS CLOSED eyelids, Daniel sensed the strong light of day nagging him to wake. Somehow it felt too early to be morning. Groggy and still half asleep, he opened his eyes. Nothing could have prepared him for what followed. 

As his almond shaped emerald eyes kissed the first rays of sunshine, he got the shock of his life. Instead of his bedroom ceiling, a clear blue sky stretched above him. The sun, half-hidden, crowned a series of tall mountains to the northeast. Morning had come, but where was he? And why did he feel cold and wet? 

Before he could process what was happening, he realized he was floating on the sea. He lost balance and plunged under, swallowing the briny liquid. His body flailed, unaccustomed to the sudden shift. Everything was happening too fast. He sank deeper, unsure of what to do.

Lucky for him, his instincts kicked in. His legs pushed against the water, propelling him to the surface. As his head broke free, he gasped, filling his lungs like it was his first breath. And in a sense, it was.

Fully awake now and struggling to stay afloat, he scanned the area around for land. Sure enough, the shore wasn’t far. Struggling against the water, he swam, his limbs sluggish but determined. It didn’t take long to reach the beach. Panting, he collapsed onto the sand, staring in disbelief at the calm, majestic sea before him. It was as if the ocean didn’t notice him at all, as if he’d always been there. 

But where was he? What was going on? How could he fall asleep in his bed and wake up in the middle of a foreign sea? Fear began to overcome all of his other senses. Was this bad? Would he ever be able to go back home, see his Dad?

Dad!

Right then it hit him. This must be a dream, it had to. There was no other explanation for it. The last thing he remembered thinking before falling asleep, was diving with his new air tank. No wonder he found himself in the water. But the clarity of it all unnerved him. Was this what dreams were like—so vivid and rich in detail?

He took a long look at the scenery before him and could not believe his eyes. This place took him back to his time in Corfu with his Dad; sun, sand, and sea to your heart’s content, but without the people. Somehow, though, he was glad to have this place all to himself.

Feeling slightly more at ease now, he figured he was in no immediate danger, and thus slowly but surely the excitement started to kick in. 

Let’s see, what did he know about dreams? They usually don’t make much sense, that’s a given. You cannot die in a dream; he’d heard that one too. And of course, you’re bound to see and do some strange things in a dream, things that usually do not happen in real life. But what kind of a dream was this going to be?

As the sun warmed his wet clothes, Daniel smiled to himself. He was still in his pyjamas. There was no one in sight, so he decided to strip them off and let them dry somewhere. He wouldn’t want to catch a cold. Or could he? Could one get sick in a dream?

Behind him, a pine tree forest grew green and quiet, with trees stretching towards the never-reaching sky. Daniel walked towards the closest ones, first taking his top off, when he noticed something odd. The tree next to the one he was heading towards, had something or someone hanging on it. No, not hanging, tied was more accurate. 

He moved closer. Tied fast on the body of the old pine tree, hung what seemed to Daniel as a half human-half fish creature. Human because of its head, arms, and torso; fish because of the big scaly tail that replaced the lower body and legs. Underneath both armpits, where the skin began to turn into scales, he could see five pairs of gill slits that were frantically moving up and down as if gasping for air. 

This was a dream alright, and here was the proof; he was seeing with his own eyes a real mermaid. 

Daniel got even closer, until he was standing just beneath the poor thing. There was a faint smell that made him hold his nose with his hand at first. This couldn’t be good. He couldn’t see its face because its head was hanging down on its chest and wasn’t moving. He rose on the tips of his toes, and with a trembling hand reached for the dark red hair that covered the eyes. From the bare top, short hair and now his face, Daniel realized this was a boy. He tilted the head gently towards him and called.

‘Hey. Are you alright?’

The boy opened his eyes just a little and couldn’t even move them to look at Daniel. His skin was completely discoloured and cracked all over, and he looked dangerously white. With all the strength he could manage, he moved his lips to form one single word.

‘Water.’

Daniel needed no time to decide what it was the boy meant; it was all too obvious. He was a sea creature, and someone had tied him up here, away from the water, to die. What he needed was to get back into the sea, of course. He first looked around again to see if whoever did this might be coming back. There was no one in sight. He then studied the rope that was holding the boy to the tree. His arms were pulled back on either side of the huge trunk, and a lot of rope was used to make sure he couldn’t move an inch. There were visible bruises all-over, and his tail and fin looked badly damaged, both by the rope and the harsh bark of the tree. Thick sap ran down his back, adding to the merboy’s misery. 

The rope was passed over the frail body many times in a very messy way, and since Daniel had no knife or other tool to cut it with, he would have to try and undo the knot. He dropped his pyjama top on the ground and started working. He struggled a bit with it at first, and his fingers got all sticky and dirty by the tree sap, but it proved easier than he thought. When he finally released the rope, the boy fell face down on the ground and did not move.

Daniel turned him around face up, and then slid his hands underneath his armpits. Walking backwards, barefoot as he was, he dragged the boy towards the water and did not stop until wading in neck deep. The merboy was now completely submerged. 

For a while nothing happened. Daniel was still holding on to the boy, not knowing what else to do. Then, suddenly, the merboy’s body convulsed, and immediately after that he felt hands pushing away from him. In the space of a few seconds the boy snaked quickly deep into the sea and out of his sight. Daniel turned where he was, but the creature was completely gone.

He stood there a few moments, waiting and wondering, but nothing else happened. Minutes passed and eventually he guessed he would never see the boy again, so he began to head back to the shore. He was happy that he’d been able to help the little guy, but did he have to leave like that? It’s not like he had a chance to talk to mermaids every day, after all. 

He kept looking back as he dragged his feet towards the shore, and that’s when he saw it. Just in front of him, about 10-12 feet into the sea, he saw what looked like a vision of his bedroom shimmering on the surface of the water. The image was barely visible, almost transparent, blending perfectly with the invisible air around it. He figured this was just about where he first was when he woke up. Heading back towards it this time, he saw that the vision grew stronger and clearer the closer he got to it. He was now just about to reach the spot, when the vision was disturbed by the dark red head of the merboy popping out and swimming in his direction.

Daniel stopped where he was, his attention now fully focused on the creature. The boy, who would be about 15 or 16 years old—were he human—had almost completely regained his normal colouring and was smiling. In just a few powerful strokes he reached Daniel and swam once very quickly around him. When he came full circle, he stopped in front of Daniel. His dark black eyes made such a beautiful contrast with his red hair and pale white tone of skin. Unlike a moment earlier, there was now such life in those eyes.

‘Hi. I’m Nemo.’

His voice was light and melodic, but that wasn’t what made Daniel chuckle.

‘I’m sorry. Did..., did you say, Nemo?’ he asked, forgetting his manners for a moment. 

The boy appeared embarrassed by his reaction.

‘Yes, I did. Why is that funny? I’ve had this name all my life, but nobody ever laughed at it. Mother herself named me when I was born.’ He now drew back looking a bit hurt. Daniel hurried to correct his mistake.

‘No, no, I’m sorry. It’s not funny at all. I apologize if I offended you. It’s just that, I know someone else who goes by that name, and... Well, you’re a lot different, that’s all. I’m Daniel.’ He extended his hand above the water and Nemo shook it. He immediately changed into his happy self again as if nothing had ever happened.

‘Very glad to meet you, Daniel. I mean that. If it weren’t for you, I would have dried dead out there. You saved my life. Thank you!’

Moving arms and legs to help himself stay afloat, Daniel replied.

‘I’m just happy I happened to be there. Umm, do you mind if we move a bit closer to the shore? I’m getting a bit tired here.’

Nemo grinned and grabbed Daniel’s hand, pulling him effortlessly to shallower water with one powerful stroke of his tail. Once they were knee-deep, Daniel sat, while Nemo splashed beside him. The water felt so nice and unusually warm for this time of day.

‘Thanks,’ Daniel said, shaking the water off his longish black hair.

‘Anytime,’ Nemo replied. ‘I’m sure I can do much more than that. After all, you did just save my life’.

‘I’m sure you would have done the same for me, Nemo. But, if I may ask, who put you up there?’

Nemo lowered his head as if ashamed.

‘My sisters.’

‘Your sisters? But why would they do that?’

‘They hate me; they always have. To them I’m nothing but a joke, a freak. You see, there’s never been a male mermaid in our entire history. There have only been them, the females. But when my mother, the queen mermaid, laid her last egg, me, I turned out to be different from all the others. They’re afraid of what this might mean, and they hate me for it. But not my mother; she loves me and protects me. She says I have a great future ahead. I don’t know what she means though.’

‘But if your mother is the queen, how could they touch you? Aren’t they afraid?’

‘They cannot, not directly. It wasn’t them who tied me up that tree. But I think they set the whole thing up. They lured me to the surface with the pretence of a dare, and that’s when the sky-people kidnapped me.’

‘The sky-people?’ Daniel asked intrigued. What kind of a dream had he ended up in?

‘Yes, you know, the sky-people,’ Nemo said as if Daniel should know perfectly what he was talking about. ‘The Wingmen? The people who fly?’

Daniel kept staring blank.

‘Don’t you know who the sky-people are? Where have you been living until now, in a cave?’

‘Umm, not here,’ Daniel answered. ‘I come from a different place, a real place. In fact, I’m quite sure that right now I’m in my bed sleeping and dreaming all of this.’

This made Nemo jump out of the water as high as he could with excitement, just the way Daniel had seen dolphins do once.

‘Oh wow, you’re a Visitor? Really? I can’t believe this. I mean, I knew there was something different about you, but we haven’t seen Visitors in a very, very long time. I didn’t even think they existed anymore. Wow.’

‘What’s a visitor?’ Daniel asked, wiping salty water from his face. Nemo realized that he had just soaked him wet from his splash.

"Sorry," he uttered, his expression adorably pleading and remorseful. ‘Visitors are people that come from another place—your place, I guess. Some of them visit Endërland very often and...’

‘Endërland?’ Daniel interrupted.

‘Yes. That’s what this place is called. Anyway,’ he continued, ‘at some point they either decide to stay here forever, or they leave and never come back again. But it’s been a very long time since one has been seen here. Oh, man, I have to tell mother. The whole kingdom will wanna know about this.’

Nemo was clearly very excited, but Daniel had no idea what this all meant.

“Uh, I’m not so sure about this whole Visitor thing, Nemo. And, honestly, it feels kinda strange knowing everyone will be talking about me. I think this is all just a dream, anyway—I’ll wake up soon, and we’ll likely never see each other again.” 

Nemo's expression shifted to unexpected maturity.

‘It may well be a dream to you, but I assure you, Daniel, this place is real. We are real. And if I’m right, you will be back here again.’

‘Still,’ Daniel insisted, ‘I would prefer that you didn’t tell anyone about me just yet. I would like to get to know this place a bit better first.’

‘If that’s what you want, I give you my word. I will not speak of you. But you have to meet mother. She will want to reward you for saving my life.’

Daniel wasn’t sure. His timid nature usually got in the way of him meeting new people and trying new things. He tended to stick to people and places he knew well.

‘Me? Meet the queen of the mermaids?’

‘Her official title is Queen of the Seas,’ Nemo corrected, ‘mermaids are just its rulers. But don’t worry, it won’t happen today. If you come back tomorrow, with your permission, I would like to tell her about you. She is very wise and very generous; I’m sure you will enjoy meeting her.’

Certain that by morning all of this would be nothing but a vague memory, Daniel agreed. This appeared to please Nemo a great deal. He lay back again and continued to tell Daniel more about Endërland.

He shared tales of the mystical underwater city, his voice dancing like sunlight on the waves. He painted vivid pictures of his mother’s grand castle, a realm where royal events and solemn ceremonies unfolded beneath the shimmering surface. With a hint of melancholy, he revealed that she would soon relinquish her throne, passing the crown to a successor yet to be chosen. Tradition dictated that hopeful candidates would engage in worthy contests, and the victor would ascend as their next queen.

He shared more about the wingmen, or the sky-people—as the mermaids called them. Towering and slender, they possessed magnificent wings that unfurled like sailcloth against the horizon. Their fingers and toes ended in sharp claws, a striking contrast to the delicate world around them. Fascinatingly, their favourite delicacy was fish—food they skilfully caught, thanks to the permission bestowed by the Sea-Queen.

Yet, camaraderie had faded. Once friendly, relations between the two kingdoms had soured, for the sky-people had grown increasingly greedy and careless, which stirred unrest among the mermaids. They were not pleased; the ocean was their sanctuary, and such disturbances were intolerable.

Daniel soon discovered another group thriving in this enchanting kingdom: the humans. Predominantly found in the bustling city of Endër, just a few days away, they embraced a simple yet vibrant life. Festivals filled with laughter and love marked their calendar as they celebrated their joys and traditions.

Unlike the tumult with the sky-people, the mermaids viewed humans with kindness. They respected the sea, their hearts echoing with gratitude, and their queen often visited, a gentle bridge connecting their worlds as she sought wisdom from his mother beneath the waves. 

They spoke a lot, and they moved a lot. Daniel wanted to see more of this place, so he got up and walked along the beach, while Nemo followed him, swimming only feet away. 

Daniel still could not believe his senses. How could a dream be so alive and so beautiful? Was this really a dream or something entirely different was happening here? And how could he find out?

He kept walking and talking to Nemo, seeing more of the beach and hearing more about this place. Nemo liked to talk a lot, and he never seemed to get tired.

As the day raced towards evening and the bright sun towards the western horizon, Daniel began to grow concerned again. He thought about the vision on the surface of the water. What was that about? Would he see it again if he went back to the same spot? Was he supposed to go back there if he wanted to get home again? 

‘Nemo?’ he asked his new friend. ‘These Visitors you spoke of, how did they travel back and forth?’

‘You mean from your world?’ said the merboy. ‘I don’t know. Nobody ever knew much about them. Why do you ask?’

‘Well, thing is... I’m not sure how I’m supposed to get back. I’ve never done this before.’

Daniel looked like a kid on his first day of school just now; shy, afraid, and ready to be told what to do and where to go.

‘I guess there are people who could probably give you some answers,’ Nemo suggested. ‘But only mother might know who they are—you know, Visitors who have settled here. But that means I would have to tell her about you.’

Daniel thought about it. They were hours away from the place where he found Nemo, and the sun was now already sinking behind the deep blue sea. He thought of the night that was fast approaching. What would it be like, and where would he spend it? 

‘If you go to see her now, how long will you be gone for?’ he asked Nemo. The boy sensed some anxiety in him.

‘Not long,’ he answered. ‘But you’ll be perfectly fine here. As soon as mother has told me what you need to know, I’ll come find you and then we’ll go see some friends of ours. They live farther down the beach. They’re humans. They will take good care of you and take you anywhere you’ll want to go tomorrow. Ok?’

Daniel was more assured by Nemo’s tone of voice, than his words. He urged him to come back soon and waved goodbye as the boy disappeared underneath the liquid glass. The sun was now almost gone, painting the sky with a vivid orange hue.

He was alone once again in a foreign place, with no one around and nothing to do but think. He sat on the sand by the water and watched the last ray of the sun sparkle far away in the west, where the ocean met the sky. Everything looked so peaceful and beautiful. He wouldn’t mind living here forever—a nice, small house on the beach would be fantastic. 

His dad had once told him it was his mother’s dream to live by the sea. If only she could see this. His thoughts drifted back to her, and this time he found her memory felt sharper. He saw her long black hair, her beautiful green eyes, felt her soft white skin, and smelled the unique scent he’d always associated with her. The clarity of her image astounded him. He remembered her just as she’d been—strong, beautiful, with a huge smile on her sweet face. He was sure it was this place. He felt it.

Night fell swiftly after the sun set, but it wasn’t as dark as Daniel expected. The sky above him glowed with an unimaginable brightness, full of stars. He watched the moon rise over the mountains to the north, captivated by its beauty. He had never seen a moon so big, so round, so bright. It instantly dominated the night sky, demanding his attention. It was the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen, and he felt so enchanted that everything else faded away. For a moment, he forgot about Nemo, the sea, and even his mother. The moon felt so close, he could almost reach out and touch it.

Daniel smiled, silently thanking whoever had brought him to this wonderful place that seemed to hold everything he loved. He spent the rest of the evening gazing at the bright celestial sphere above him, his wrists tucked under his head as a pillow, his bare feet just an inch from the still warm water. Eventually, his eyes closed, and sleep took him. A cool breeze blew in from the sea, but he felt no chill, even half-naked. Nor did the forest sounds disturb him. He slept peacefully, as if he were in his own bed.

***
[image: ]


WHEN DANIEL OPENED his eyes again, he half expected to see stars overhead. Instead, he was greeted by the dull white ceiling of his bedroom. It was morning—just around the time he woke up every day. He blinked a few times, shaking
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