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Dreamtide


“Just look at it out here, Brian,” Rochelle said to her cameraman. “Take out the tape recorder. I don’t want to drive one-handed on these crazy mountain roads.”

The languid shine of the afternoon sun was bleeding through the mountain mist with effortless impunity. Brian snapped the glove compartment open as their SUV wobbled down a winding gravel path. He stretched the recorder toward Rochelle. “Keep your eyes on the road, still!”

Rochelle went on in her best media voice, “The mesmerizing dance of the sun and rain seem to displace central Vermont from time itself… a pristine natural beauty that Julian can, tragically, no longer witness.”

“Not bad for improvisation,” Brian said, pressing stop on the recorder. “We could save money if we just had you do the narration yourself. You’ve got that velvet in your voice.”

Rochelle smirked slightly and turned left up the hill, gunning toward the big gray-blue house. “How could anyone live out here? It’s so far away from civilization.”

“Well, yes,” Brian said. “That’s exactly how. Look at all their real estate. They own all up and down this hill to the main road. Just because it’s not Chicago, that doesn’t mean it’s nowhere.”

“What’s with your mischievous smile?”

“I was just wondering if the kid could sled. Otherwise this would be kind of a waste. Hills would pose quite an obstacle for a blind person with no hands— or would they? You can still tell which way is up.”

Rochelle shook her head and parked in front of the garage. Her movements climbing out of the car were slowed, stupefied as she was once again by the psychedelic sky catching her attention.

“My God, Brian. The sky is just so much bigger than back home. This is, like, one of America’s best-kept secrets. It’s so trippy. Get some good footage of this. It creates, um… contrast. It sets the right tone.”

Brian began an elaborate prance in front of the house so his camera could take in great druggy gulp of the Green Mountains’ countryside. After a minute of this, he followed Rochelle onto the far-stretching porch of the big house.

“Is this an intercom?” Rochelle said, pointing to the interface fused into the wall next to the front door.

“Looks like it,” Brian said. “Haven’t seen one that looks like that before. Must be custom-made for the house. Just push the button.”

Rochelle did so, and flinched at the response’s speed and… darkness. The voice was deep and boomy enough that it sounded black in color, even though it belonged to a very young man.

“It’s unlocked.” The intercom’s speakers crackled and seized like they needed a fine-tuning. “Come on in and lock it behind you. No one’s home. Mom’s at work and won’t be home for a little while. My room is the last on the right.”

“All right, thank you,” Rochelle said, letting go of the button. “He didn’t even ask who we were!” she whispered.

“I’m pretty sure he started talking before you even pressed the button,” Brian said. “That’s bizarre. How does he know we’re here? He must have heard us pull up. I’ve heard that losing one sense sharpens the others.”

They stepped into the spacious house and strode with stately journalistic intent toward the back, passing elegant marble counters, plasma televisions, and leather couches with fervent ignorance. Julian’s open door beckoned them into his blue-walled bedroom. Brian would have panned the camera around to notice the obvious, sterile absence of any picture or poster on the walls but was too distracted by Julian himself, standing in the center of the room with his back turned and a cane in his hand. Perfectly straight, he stood at five-ten, two inches taller than Rochelle and six shorter than Brian.

He double-clacked his metal claws together and swung around in a slow, dramatic arc. Rochelle stared at the claws and the boy’s bright red polo and his white cane and his hooded mask that looked like a cross between a Roman emperor and a stone Olmec head and had to step away instinctively; a winged slug fluttered in her stomach.

“Julian!” she said.

“Good afternoon, Rochelle,” Julian said in his reptilian, partially synthesized voice. “I would shake your hand, but you wouldn’t want me to. It’s really nice to meet you, though.”

“Likewise,” Rochelle said. “And my cameraman Brian is here, too.”

“How do you do?” Brian said. “It’s a great honor to meet you in person.”

“Please, have a seat,” Julian said, waving a claw over where the chairs he had unevenly set out probably were. Rochelle pulled one under her and focused on the flat carpet, watching the shapes she saw in it change and never come back.

“Thanks for taking the time to talk with us,” Rochelle said.

“Sure. I don’t have anything better to do,” Julian said. He lowered himself into his green-cushioned papasan chair and clasped his claws together around his cane. “Rochelle, you are black, yes?”

“Uh, that’s right,” Rochelle said. “You could tell by my voice?”

“Wha-hut?” Brian said, stifling a giggle. “I’m white, if it matters.”

“No, that’s good,” Julian said. “I grew up in Georgia. You get what I’m trying to say. I’ve seen now that stuff like that doesn’t matter. We all have something important to offer this world.”

Brian shot Rochelle a funny look and Rochelle sent the conversation in a more basic direction.

“You said on the phone that you wanted to just get the hard part out of the way up front. Would you like to recap for us the day at the zoo?”

A static mess that sounded like an interdimensional scream issued from Julian’s head. By the time the reporters realized it was a sigh, he was already talking. “It’s no different from what you read nine months ago. The zoo gets their first chimpanzees. They’re on drugs during the trip so they don’t get anxious. I’m at the exhibit with my buddies on the first day. The chimps are still tripping. The enclosure isn’t built properly; they didn’t understand how strong chimps are. I don’t know how that would be the case since they are not exactly obscure animals. Anyway, we’re waving at them, and one of them, Romeo, gets ripshit pissed for reasons known only to himself. Maybe he got the wrong cocktail of drugs, or he just didn’t like my face. Heh. He climbs up the wall and pounces on me from over the railing. Now I’m here.”

“Right,” Rochelle said, twitching. “Could you describe the moment of the attack?”

“Romeo was almost five-six and one hundred fifty pounds. I was bigger; most any man is. But they’re impossibly strong. Five times stronger than a man or something like that. Doesn’t seem fair, does it? They’re solid muscle. I had absolutely no chance, especially since I just couldn’t comprehend that this animal wanted to hurt me. They go right for your face, your genitals, and hands. I thought my hands were being put through a paper shredder. I just had stumps with limp tassels of flesh by the end. The last thing I ever saw were his teeth. They were gigantic. They cut right through my face, above the chin and below the nose. He ate my mouth.”

Rochelle noticed Julian beginning to stutter and slow down, but he had no hand to hold and no eyes to read fear in, so she just sat there with her guts under pressure. “Mmhmm…”

“I don’t know when I passed out, of course. He took my eyes with his fingers and tore my throat out.” He spun his cane between his steel talons. “The hospital stuff is a blur. A lot of beeping and white walls, though of course I was dreaming them rather than seeing them. I remember my mom being there and arguing with hospital staff because she’s a nurse, of course. I asked her when the doctors would work on helping me see again. I had no idea my eyes were gone.”

Brian fumbled the camera but managed to not drop it.

“I overheard,” Julian continued, “that the staff who worked on me were offered counseling. I realized that I looked like a monster. Thus, the masks. I have a bunch of different ones. It’s always Halloween for me. I have a Darth Vader mask. It’s pointless because I can barely tell them apart, but this one is my favorite.”

“Why is it your favorite?” Rochelle said, gaping in puzzlement at the cold silver thing. She cringed when it rotated toward her, its fake eyes somehow lining up exactly with hers, gazing sightlessly.

“I look like a leper king. Baldwin of Jerusalem.” He stood up and thumped the tip of his cane against the carpet. “And the blind-stick can be my royal scepter.”

“Ah, yes. Very nice royal vestures!” said Brian. Suddenly he pulled away from the camera with bugged-out eyes, expecting an icy claw to be stuck in his neck.

“All my clothes are polos and jeans,” Julian said. “The collars and buttons help me figure out which way to put them on. But it took me a lot of practice to be able to zip up.” He double-clacked his claws again for emphasis. “But I have all the time in the world up here.”

“That’s impressive,” Rochelle said, looking out the window into the woods behind the house. Forgive me… may I use your bathroom?

Julian nodded, his bleak head like a heavy tree branch pitching in the breeze. “I’m ashamed you thought you would even need to ask. It’s a couple doors down. You can’t miss it. Door should be open.”

Rochelle scuttled out.

“Is she going to vomit?” Julian asked. “It’s okay, you can tell me. But I haven’t even removed my mask yet.”

“Nah, she’s just got to go,” Brian said. “You’re doing a great job. I’d like to know more about your voice synthesizer.”

Julian bent his head back, exposing his neck. Swollen patches of angry scar tissue and a black plastic device took up most of that space. “I turned up the bass. My human meat voice was much higher. I actually kind of got made fun of.”

“Interesting,” Brian said, zooming in on the device. “Also, uh, I’ve kind of always wanted to know this. What do blind people see?”

Julian’s head came forward to non-stare at Brian. “Nothing!”

“Yeah, I know, but you know what I mean. Is it like… blackness?”

“No. I see something more like a kaleidoscope.”

“What?” Brian said, smiling and then stopping himself.

“Kaleidoscope. After talking to other formerly sighted people, I think that is generally what we all see. But… mine is better.”

“And how is one person’s complete blindness better than another’s?”

“Because… I can see. Shimmering flakes of color that mean things. It wasn’t Rochelle’s accent that let me know her background. It was a guess based on more. I could somehow notice her lips, her body, the texture of the hair… it was just not quite right. Well, you know what I mean! In Vermont! I was just testing myself.”

“So you claim you can see. How would that be possible?”

“The Dreamtide,” Julian said, and it was the clearest his synthesized voice had ever come through.

“Did you guys say creampie?” Rochelle said, walking back to her chair as the toilet flush echoed through the house. “The delicious kind, I hope?”

“Dreamtide,” Julian said.

“Julian just said that he is able to see in some way or another,” Brian said. “So let’s kick the next stage of the interview into high gear.”

“Like, see-see?” Rochelle said.

“Romeo tore out more than just my eyes,” Julian said. “The shock of the attack tore the seams that separated my soul from the Dreamtide. When I finally entered that formerly forbidden realm, I was able to improve my standing in this one.”

Rochelle and Brian exchanged wide glances, feeling like they could get away with it— but also not quite feeling that.

“You haven’t heard of it?” Julian said. “I watched a documentary on it.”

“Not any we would have made. Heh…” Brian said, making sure the camera was still rolling.

“Our world and its time is a straight stream.” Julian held his cane parallel to the floor and ran his steel fingers along it. “The Dreamtide is a spiral stream, an existence wrapped tightly around the objective world. If you imagine it as a cord wrapped around another, the spiraled cord is packed densely. The Dreamtide touches reality at many points, and its surface area, so to speak, makes it more real than reality itself.”

“This kind of sounds like the widening gyres in The Second Coming,” Rochelle said, leaning forward into what turned out to be a ten-second pause. “…Yeats?”

“I haven’t heard of that,” Julian said.

“So your claim is that you accessed
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