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“And He said, “Hear now my words: If there be a prophet among you, I the LORD will make myself known unto him in a vision, and will speak unto him in a dream”

-Numbers 12:6




“Under heaven all can see beauty as beauty, only because there is ugliness. All can know good as good only because there is evil.”




- Tao Te Ching , 2nd Verse




It began with a dream. Gabrielle Parker had been having recurring dreams all her life, though she didn’t bother thinking about them much these days. As a teen, she’d obsessed over the meaning of her dreams, but at age 44, they were something to be shared over coffee, laughed about, and quickly forgotten. 


Real life, she’d found, was not so much about living one’s dreams as it was about making sure the laundry got taken care of. One could talk about the curiosity of a dream, how it synchronized so well with some event or another, and how it clarified deep questions about the purpose of one’s life. But in the morning, you’d still need to put on clean underwear, and the electric bill still needed to be paid. 


But the dreams kept coming, more or less indifferent to Gabrielle’s attempts to ignore them. 


There had been a time in the distant past when dreams were wild things. The hidden astral world influenced man and animal alike according to unknown and sometimes terrible schemes. It was a lost age for humanity after the gods had fought their terrible wars, but before the long, slow climb toward civilization and hard science pushed mysticism into the world’s dark corners. Dreams and the natural world blended, and skilled shamans could make instantaneous connections between realities: talk to the dead, preview the future, or relive the past. Sometimes, they returned from such journeys crazed, more rarely, wise and enlightened. 


Sometimes, they never came back. Their bodies starved, withered, and died, still sitting peacefully in meditation. 


Eventually, the dreamtime faded as man became more confident of his place in the physical world. The time of the gods and the strange, confused period immediately after receded into myths and legends. Still, the power of dreams endured; their ability to fascinate remained strong in man’s imagination. The esoteric knowledge may have been lost, but tales of the nighttime world still kept listeners rapt, making them wonder about the greater reality and awakening in them a deep desire to know the rest of the story, not just the snippet provided during sleep. The creation of great works of literature sometimes had dreams at their heart, the seeds of creativity sown while the eyes were closed and grown into fruition through conscious wondering. 


Like most people, Gabrielle Parker didn’t truly understand the dreaming part of her life. She did not think of her nighttime images as a glimpse into another dimension, a virtual reality with rules very different from those she was accustomed. If Gabrielle Parker had known what manner of creature accessed her mind while she lay dreaming, she never would have closed her eyes again. Suppose she could have seen how her mind opened up like a blooming lotus flower during sleep, melting into the dark Void – the collective unconscious - like a computer connecting to the World Wide Web. In that case, her sanity might have snapped, witnessing all the inorganic life trying to crawl spider-like into the inner recesses of an area she believed was secure. In dreams, Gabrielle unknowingly touched the oneness of all creation, sinking into the vast ocean of a greater whole, and, like most, she rejected it, subconsciously pushing away in a desperate attempt to hold on to her individual self. She sometimes awoke with the distinct impression she’d been drowning, fighting for air as cold waves drug her down.


Her recurring dreams differed from regular nighttime visions in several ways; she was aware she was dreaming for one; psychologists called it Lucid Dreaming. The dreams were sharper, more so than the real world, and far more focused than the usual fuzzy movies that ran through her head when she closed her eyes. And the dreams often had nothing to do with whatever was going on in her life. According to psychologists who spent a great deal of time studying what other psychologists had to say on matters like this, normal dreams were metaphors for daily problems, just flotsam and jetsam from her subconscious mind. 


But the lucid dreams floated through at random, teasing her with brief cut scenes from a far greater mystery… 


***



Gabrielle awoke from this particular dream with a painful jerk. The sharp clarity of the dream intruded on her perceptions for a brief moment before blurry reality reasserted itself, and she was forced to scramble for her glasses. She grimaced as fire shot up her back. She’d fallen asleep while reading in bed again, sitting up, which set the bulging discs in her spine grinding together. The romance novel she’d been devouring had fallen to the hardwood floor, pages splayed and bent. Picking it up caused her aching muscles to protest even more. 


Moving around and performing mundane activities snapped her focus back to reality. Already, the panic of the dream was fleeing from Gabrielle’s mind, replaced by her usual cold pragmatism. Years ago, her calm acceptance in the face of terror had made her a successful operating room nurse and now served her well as a housewife and mother. 


The winter wind battered her window, howling its fury at being denied entry into her bedroom. Gabrielle shivered, although from the dream or the cold, she couldn’t tell. 


Curious, she thought…


***



An icy winter wonderland had replaced her darkened bedroom. In this lucid dream, Gabrielle was about 16 years old—her breasts were firm, her back strong, and her stomach missing her real-world droop from two cesareans. 


Her perspective sometimes split during these dreams; she saw through the eyes of the young girl and also from a point behind her as if watching the scene on television. She couldn’t control the dream, as every book on lucid dreaming stated she should, but for the most part, her thoughts were her own. Sometimes, her thinking grew multi-faceted in the lucid environment; she was Gabrielle, but a part of her was the mystery girl as well. 


Snow crunched under Gabrielle’s leather-booted feet. The wind evilly sliced through her layered tunics and wolf skin coat as if she were naked. Brushing a lock of dark hair out of her eyes, she pushed forward, face grim. She kept her left hand at her belt, on the hilt of her sword, as much to keep it from banging into her leg as for quick defense. The mountain she climbed glowered down at her; she was small, insignificant in its judgmental, godlike presence. 


Three inches of snow covered the trail, coming down in slow, gentle waves. Soon, the path would disappear completely, leaving her to wander for days, never finding her goal or way back. She’d be trapped forever in the mountain’s unforgiving embrace. 


A gale blew through her hair as if trying to push her away. The snow swirled, coming down faster. The elements picked up speed, and colors drained away as the world slowly turned white. Gabrielle frowned. She preferred the bright colors of spring and summer, the vivid green leaves and crackled brown bark of the trees. She loved the trilling birdsong and the gentle scent of pine in the air. But winter, with its white monotone pallet and dry, dead, gray branches, depressed her. 


Small wonder the ancients had equated this time of year with death. It was easy to believe the world was dying as the tiny snowflakes tumbled down one by one, giving each other plenty of room to pass; soon, they’d crowd together as rush hour hit, smothering the life-giving heat from the earth. 


After what seemed an eternity of spindly trees and snow, she arrived at her goal. A small, rough Celtic cross of gray stone jutted up out of the snow, listing slightly to the left. Gabrielle kneeled and gently righted the little marker. She wiped the snow away, revealing a small, discolored patch of earth. She stared at the little spot, chest heavy. Someone very precious to the mystery girl was buried here - an infant son or daughter, surely. She reached into her tunic, pulled out a small bundle of flowers she’d picked in the lowlands, and laid it softly in front of the cross. 


A low whistle sounded through the trees, giving her a start. The falling snow tripled its efforts as if on cue, coming down in a blinding sheet. She’d have to hurry. She knew she shouldn’t be out here. The mystery girl’s thoughts flickered back to a small cabin in the valley below. Gabrielle quickly tried to follow that line of thinking, but it was gone as quickly as it had come, like a rabbit disappearing into the brush. 


Still kneeling, she clasped her hands together, closed her eyes, and whispered a short prayer under her breath. The wind picked up her voice and carried it out. 


This was usually the point when the dream faded, leaving Gabrielle frustrated at being given a puzzle piece with nothing to connect it to. 


Gabrielle’s heart sped up as she realized the dream was continuing this time. 


“Don’t waste your prayers on the dead, child.”


Gabrielle gave a small scream and spun on her knee, shaking cold white powder out of her hair. Four ugly men in leather armor stood in a semi-circle across the path, crossbows aimed at her, solid black, insectile eyes boring into her. Gabrielle’s heart pounded, her body shaking almost uncontrollably.


Between the soldiers stood a man dressed in black robes like a monk, face hidden in the folds of a deep hood. A white curtain of crystalline ice falling from the sky obscured his form. The high sun glared down, casting the world in a cold, obnoxious glow. 


“She is beyond help. Save your prayers for yourself.”


The girl stayed silent. 


“You know what I want; yes, you do,” the Black Monk said, sounding as if he were cheerily chatting up a serving wench at an inn. “But I don’t expect you to give it to me for free, heavens no. I’ll pay a fair price.”


Gabrielle, looking through the eyes of the mystery girl, squinted hard to see who this person under his hood was. His voice sounded… familiar…


“What do you desire, lassie? To be a fair queen with a court full of attendants to see to your every need? A mother to a prince and maybe a princess, wife to a king who adores you? Or perhaps you fancy yourself a patron of the healing arts? I know you’re interested in medicine. Maybe an institution or a university to bring the latest scientific advances to your poor, backward people. Wouldn’t that be grand?”


“Go to hell,” The mystery girl said.


“Been there, done that,” the Black Monk laughed. “Actually, I’m lying. There is no hell, did you know that? No heaven either, for that matter. The galaxy is much larger than your simple mind can comprehend,” he snapped his fingers theatrically, “Maybe that’s what you want: to travel among the stars where there are people with two arms and two legs, but the head of a nice kitty cat. I’ll bet you’d like to see something like that, yes, you would. Be the first person from Earth in thousands of years to see the Realms of Light or that hidden star in the Sirius system. Wouldn’t that be a grand old time?”


The girl stood. Anger, hot and righteous, burned her fear away. She was going to die - no doubt about that - but she’d be damned if he’d receive the pleasure of her begging for mercy. She pulled her sword - a small, light, double-edged, and brightly polished blade crafted in the style of a Highland Claymore - and set her legs in the fighting stance of her ancestors. She pointed it at the Black Monk in a two-handed grip. A freezing wind nearly toppled her, but she kept focused despite being almost blind through the increasing snow and glare. 


Nature chose that moment to cut loose completely, as if the scene were taking place in a snow globe being violently shaken by a sadistic child. 


The Black Monk laughed at her defiance, low, guttural, and humorless, the coughing chortle of a killer enjoying the futility of his victim’s struggle. The soldier on the far left adjusted his crossbow, preparing an arrow for flight. In the soft, whistling storm, the sharp, wooden cock sounded like a gunshot.


The girl released the sword handle with her right hand, inhaled sharply with her stomach, and aimed her quivering palm at the soldier closest to her. 


The soldiers exchanged uneasy glances. Dimly, somewhere in the recesses of the mystery girl’s mind, Gabrielle heard her say that these were yellow men, greatly feared by the common folk. The title was curious, as the soldiers’ skins were very pale, almost the color of freshly fallen snow. There was nothing yellow in either their appearance or composure. Another mystery…


The girl suddenly exhaled with force, and the man burst into flame, momentarily blasting away the numbing whiteness with a shocking display of red, orange, and yellow. He dropped his weapon and flailed about; screams cut mercifully short as the fire rapidly enveloped him. The rest of the soldiers reared back, shouting in unintelligible, ape-like grunts, almost vanishing in the fast-falling sheets of snow. They backed away, their mouths opening and closing rapidly like fish on dry land. 


The burning soldier fell to the ground, ruined body sizzling in the snow. Within moments, the fire was gone, and Mother Nature worked to cover the evidence of the attack with a thick white blanket, erasing any notion a disturbance in the natural scheme had ever taken place.


“You really shouldn’t have done that,” the Black Monk said conversationally. “Do you know how hard it is to make one of those?”


A dark movement in the brightness. The Black Monk raised his hand, and Gabrielle’s sword was torn from her grip, almost taking off her fingers. It flew end over end and disappeared to her left like a stagehand rushing out of the spotlight after a hasty prop change. Another burst of power swept her legs out from under her, and she hit the ground hard face-first, busting her lip open, breath flying from her lungs in a white mushroom cloud. Red blood trickled from the corners of her mouth, dotting the white snow. 


She pushed herself back up, staggered drunkenly, and gathered her power for another burst.


Another wave from the Black Monk slammed her flat on her back; breath shoved out of her lungs in a ragged gasp, vision swimming in and out in a yin and yang of dark and light. She couldn’t get up this time; a harsh pressure on her chest held her down, numb and heavy. The girl’s pain washed over Gabrielle, making her wish she could end this dream now. She no longer wanted to see what came next. 


The girl became aware of the Black Monk peering down at her, a featureless shadow surrounded by angelic brightness. The wind blew the cowl back, and Gabrielle caught a brief glimpse of angry red eyes, almond-shaped with a serpent’s slit, cast in a pale, scaly, alien face. She shuddered and was glad when the cowl fell back and once more obscured his features.


“Where is it?” he asked. 


The girl remained silent, lips trembling. This was it, the moment she’d dreaded. No matter what he did to her, she would not talk. The Black Monk’s tortures were legendary, but her life was nothing compared to the secret she kept. 


Gabrielle shuddered, willing the girl to die quickly.


“I’m only going to ask politely once, little one,” the Black Monk said. “After that, it’s off to the rack.”


Her teeth started to chatter, but she kept her mouth closed. The Black Monk backed away.


Harsh fingers dug into her armpits as two of the remaining soldiers hauled her up. They threw her face down over the back of a horse like a sack of potatoes. Thin leather straps bit into her wrists, binding them together, but she could not resist. A rough hand slid up her breeches, indelicately probing her womanhood for a few seconds before her legs were brought together and tied at the ankles. 


“You could have had it all,” she heard the Black Monk say, his voice getting smaller as the horse walked. “Wealth, position, a family. All you’ve ever wanted.” He actually sounded regretful, the bastard. “Too late now, child, oh yes, oh yes. Too late now.”


“Such a pity.”


***



The dream was old to Gabrielle; she’d been having a variant of it all her life. It wasn’t set in modern times, but precisely where in the past it took place was a mystery. The meaning was also beyond her powers of deduction. She’d pored over dozens of dream interpretation books and found them all lacking. There was an important sequence of events: the climbing of the mountain, the laying of flowers on the small grave, the whispered prayer in an unknown language, and finally, the abrupt end. 


This was the first time the dream had continued past the whispered prayer. She’d always wondered what came next, but now that she knew, she wasn’t sure the answer was to her liking. Why now? What had changed in her life to make her subconscious decide now was the time to cough up another piece of this mysterious puzzle? There were times when she’d been obsessed with finding out the rest of the story, but nothing had come to her, no matter how hard she’d willed the dream to continue.


This wasn’t Gabrielle’s only recurring dream but the most troubling. She wasn’t sure what the whole thing signified. She had two healthy kids - and she’d been having this dream since she was a child herself, which discounted the possibility it was a warning concerning infant death. Equally incorrect was the notion this was a repressed memory from Gabrielle’s teenage years. Gabrielle had lived her entire life in various parts of Kansas and had seen mountains only on family vacations.


Still, she knew this particular dream symbolized something important, a drama that held deep meaning for her if she could only figure it out. It was as if her life ran on two threads: one real, one secret. She wondered if anyone else thought the same way. Was she the only one who believed a secret personality was lying in her subconscious? Certainly, none of her friends indicated they were leading a double life, but then she supposed they’d say the same about her. People tended to take each other at face value, but who knew what went on inside another’s head? 


This…Black Monk seemed familiar to her, like an old adversary long gone but still alive in her head. She thought about writing the dream down but decided against it. The man who slept in an upstairs bedroom - the one a court document stated was her husband - had been going through her drawers again. He never quite put things back the way he’d found them. Either he was an extremely lazy spy or wanted her to know he was monitoring her. 


No, she would keep the dream locked safely in her head. 


Her bedroom seemed hazy; the nightstand lamp provided the only illumination in an otherwise darkened room, a lonely lighthouse on a foggy night. 


She swung her left leg off the side of the bed, straddled the floor and mattress for a moment before getting her right leg down, and used the nightstand to steady herself. Her disabilities made her move like a woman two decades older than she was. These dreams always gave her a deep and terrible nostalgia for the days when she could walk without pain and stand without making sure there was something to brace herself with. She felt for her cane and used it to stabilize herself as she slowly unfurled to a standing position. She wobbled a bit. She’d held off on using a cane for the longest time; stubborn pride had almost caused her to fall on her face on several occasions. She’d finally settled on a wooden hand-carved number with a ball handle. It was still embarrassing, but less so than the hook-handle ones old people clung to. 


Gabrielle pulled a stick of sandalwood incense from her nightstand drawer, inserted it into a holder with a Celtic cross engraved on it, and lit up. The gentle, wooden scent never failed to relax her. Brown smoke lazily permeated the room. 


Her head throbbed. It was customary for her to wake up with a headache after a lucid experience. Still, on this occasion, the pain was accompanied by a strange buzzing sound, as if a neighbor several houses down were running a lawnmower. 


Curiously, the buzzing was only on one side of her head. She turned her head slowly and was surprised to discover the buzzing moved around like a compass needle; only it pointed east instead of north. It faded away after a few moments, leaving her with a strange sensation, like she’d just been running a vacuum cleaner, and her body was still vibrating slightly.


She shrugged the sensation off and stripped out of her clothes, tossing them expertly into an open white hamper. Then, she pulled a purple silk nightgown out of a chest of drawers that sported only female clothing. 


Two Valium tablets ensured she could sleep without the searing pain keeping her up. Gabrielle clicked off the lamp, heart thumping at the sudden blackness, and climbed back into her queen-sized bed, snuggling under the covers like a human burrito. The electric blanket toasted her bare feet and melted some of the cold creeping into her bones. The opposite side of the bed cover was tucked in immaculately. Nothing would disturb it until Gabrielle changed the sheets again. 


Her eyes fluttered as she began to drift off again.


***



Growing up in the relatively small town of West Barton, Kansas, Gabrielle would have cast herself as a lifelong romantic, a girl looking for the man who inhabited one of her other recurring dreams. 


When she closed her eyes she saw him, had been seeing him all her life—blond hair, blue eyes, broad shoulders. Unseen assailants chased them through majestic forests and snow-covered mountains, much like the mountain she’d just dreamed of. She’d never figured out if this dream man was a product of her imagination or a childhood fantasy that had so gripped her that it also invaded her nighttime visions. Her dreams of this fantasy man were even briefer than the ones of the mystery girl, snippets taken out of context. 


She wondered if the two dreams—fantasy man and mystery girl—intersected at some point. The stage set-up was similar, and it seemed as if the mystery girl in both was the same…


Oh, this was just silly, Gabrielle thought. Dreams were just dreams, however persistent. They meant nothing. Oh sure, Freud and Jung had obsessed over their meanings and the possible messages they had for us, but no one took them seriously anymore, did they? Old Freud filtered everything through the genitals, and Jung went off the deep end, babbling on about UFOs and how everything is connected at a deeper level.


But the fact remained that Gabrielle wasn’t the only one in the house being tortured at night. Charles, her son, had been having night terrors for several months now. Her son’s psychologist, Dr. D’Annunzio, had spent a long rainy day session discussing at length how nightmares were just the product of an overactive imagination, nothing to worry about, nothing to get anxious over during the day. Dr. D’Annunzio called it a random chance. He was more into behavior modification rather than traditional therapy. 


They were having Charles sleep with a nightlight, which seemed to work. Charles no longer woke up screaming, but he insisted mysterious figures watched him when he slept. 


Maybe Charles’s nighttime visitor and Gabrielle’s black monk were the same person…


Gabrielle shook those thoughts out of her head. Honestly… 


She snuggled deeper into her sheets. She was a grown woman in the real world and had no time for flights of fancy. She didn’t believe in UFOs, and her genitals hadn’t had a workout since Charles had been conceived. She wished all this silliness would go away. She had work in the morning, two kids to take care of –three if you counted her husband – and a long list of chores and shopping to get done. She needed sleep, not puzzle pieces. 


She did sometimes worry that her repeating dreams were the result of some rare brain disease that Charles had inherited. There was no medical basis for that worry, but that’s how mothering operated. 


An odd memory swam up from her subconscious. Around age ten, she remembered telling all her friends she could move objects just by thinking about them. She was smart enough not to share this information with the nuns who ran Trinity Catholic School, but someone must have mentioned her claims in confession. One overcast Monday morning, she was pulled from class, marched to Principal Jeffery Gromm’s office, and questioned intensely before being administered several swats from the paddle board Gromm kept in his top desk drawer. Worse, Gromm called her mother, who had additional punishment waiting for her when Gabrielle got home. 


Gabrielle came away from that dreadful day with two things: an extremely sore ass (she’d had to sleep on her stomach for several days after. Sitting in class was sheer torture) and a lifelong aversion to anything even remotely connected to psychic powers. She supposed that had been the point. What had possessed her to make up that lie in the first place? Gabrielle was what her friends called ‘an annoyingly honest person’; she couldn’t remember what would have caused her to walk around claiming psychokinetic powers. She didn’t remember moving anything with her mind alone, so what had she hoped to gain? Getting a stern lecture on the dangers of witchcraft hadn’t been foremost on her list of ways to spend quality time with her mother. 


Those thoughts drifted away. That was long ago, and her days of being mocked as “Gabi the Witch” on the school playground were long over. Darkness finally overtook Gabrielle; this time, no sad dreams of the past assaulted her. 


***



“Mom! Sarah kicked me!” 


“I did not kick you, brat! My foot brushed yours!”


Gabrielle, dressed in a gray sweatshirt that read ALCATRAZ PSYCHO WARD, gave an over-exasperated sigh as she limped into the kitchen, a small smile playing at the edges of her lips. 


Her children sat at the table in the far corner, Charles slurping through a bowl of orange-colored cereal. Sarah, eyes barely open, nursed coffee from a steaming, black ceramic cup. As usual, Sarah had closed the blinds and turned on the overhead light, having some strange teenage aversion to natural sunlight. 


Gabrielle peeked out the window over the kitchen sink, and her heart sank as she drank in a winter wonderland straight out of a Hallmark card: five inches of fallen February snow, fresh and clean as a hospital bed sheet. It looked beautiful, but in reality, it meant stalled cars, slick roads, and wrecks galore. 


Fun, fun. 


For just a second, she tried to see the snow through the eyes of a child, a playground of snowball fights and hills to sled down. But the vision wouldn’t come. She’d been a worried mother longer than a carefree child. 


There was a single glass in the sink – her husband’s, no doubt – with milk splashed in the bottom. Gabrielle frowned, heat dotting her cheeks. She rinsed the glass briskly and thrust it into the empty dishwasher, the glass clinking. All over the house, she’d find similar Corey-related disturbances to her austere living environment: a single dirty Argyll sock on the stairs, perhaps a used towel thrown to the bathroom floor instead of into the hamper. 


Corey Parker loved to play his immature little games. She was a captive audience, and he knew she had to put up with his crap. She’d quit work as a Registered Nurse years before to raise her kids. Now, she only worked part-time at Asmodeus Books, primarily for the discount. Corey was the breadwinner here, which he reminded her of at every opportunity. Divorce might give him full custody of the kids, something Gabrielle couldn’t bear, even if it were temporary. At the same time, she struggled to find a full-time job, a challenging path given her increasing disabilities. 


So, she suffered his attitude and his abuse like a good little inmate. Her life with him felt forced in some strange manner, as if she were constantly climbing a steep mountain she could quite never reach the top of. The pain in her spine and legs added to the mental discomfort of a life lived in near-constant battle, a war that usually stayed cold but, on occasion, erupted in a hot, furious exchange of yelling, screaming, and cursing. 


So far, Corey had never dared hit her, although she’d seen violence in his eyes on several occasions. Corey still relied on her for meals, and while Gabrielle would never actually poison his food, as long as he believed she might, he kept his hands to himself. 


This wasn’t the life she’d envisioned for herself as a young girl. Sometimes, she looked in the mirror and saw a stranger, a woman beaten down by the constant nagging of a control freak who wanted to dictate every aspect of her being. Corey once lectured her for an hour on the correct way to shower. Gabrielle washed from the top down; Corey believed one should work from the bottom. She’d spent the majority of that argument repeating, who gives a fuck? Corey Parker gave a fuck, that’s who, and he’d even demanded she leave her bathroom door open from that point forward so he could check up on her and make sure she wasn’t wasting water improperly washing herself. That was a bill he slaved at work to pay; he’d reminded her. Gabrielle had told him to go to hell at first, but he’d persisted, wearing her down like rainfall on a rock, and she finally gave in; the bathroom door remained open. As far as she knew, he’d never peeked in but smugly dropped the argument. 


Gabrielle pushed Corey out of her mind, focusing on the real reason she had to keep on living: her children, who, even when arguing, were the single greatest joy she’d ever had. She took a moment to drink in the scene. Days like this were numbered, and she tried to enjoy them as much as possible. Sarah was less than a year away from moving out and starting her adult life; she would turn eighteen in October, a month Gabrielle never wanted to come around. 


The happiest days of Gabrielle’s life were the ones with her kids. Being a mother was her raison d’etre, and she loved the little terrorists even when they were yelling at each other. Charles took after his father, blond hair that would turn golden brown as he aged. Sarah was a clone of her mother, right down to the smart mouth, dark hair, and clear, blue eyes.


Despite her best efforts, the dream from the night before kept returning, her inner vision swimming between the natural world and the cold terror of another reality. She could still feel the girl’s sadness at losing her child; grief cut short by the terrifying arrival of the Black Monk. Gabrielle could relate well to the need for children; she hadn’t felt complete until after the birth of her first daughter and later her son. Of course, a control freak asshole of a husband completed her happy little nuclear family, but that was to be expected—only doe-eyed thirteen-year-old girls believed in true romance. 


In reality, you did what you had to to survive, at least in this world. Gabrielle had her kids, and she took any grief from Corey and chalked it up to the price a woman had to pay. 


In the real world, things were different. Gabrielle was a lapsed Catholic, but deep down in her heart, she still believed that heaven did exist somewhere: a place of soft, warm light where everything was love, safety, and peacefulness. But for now, she was trapped in a world of pain, darkness, and desperation. Her current situation wasn’t how she wanted to live, but what other choice did she have? She’d wanted to be a mother more than anything, and he’d been the most stable man she’d ever dated, a college graduate on his way up in the business world.


Life had changed after the birth of their daughter. Corey had become increasingly obsessed with getting ahead, frequently changing jobs to make more money. They’d decided that Gabrielle would stay home to care for Sarah and a future child, the now-teenaged Charles Parker. The dynamic between the two of them had changed once Corey became the sole moneymaker. No longer equals, he saw himself as the dominant partner, and her job was to do things according to his instructions. He became paranoid about their appearing to be the perfect happy couple; getting ahead meant his bosses had to see him as a man in charge at work and home. 


If Gabrielle were honest about it, Corey would have possessed all those undesirable traits the day she met him: the need to control others and the petty jealousies. She had just chosen to overlook them. Once their relationship began to head south, there had been no basis of understanding for reconciliation. When you have a relationship founded on a lack of desire to communicate, it is easy to see where things could go wrong, at least in hindsight. 


Seventeen years - and a score of mistresses later - Corey Parker, now slept in an upstairs bedroom while Gabrielle occupied the master bedroom. The two lived in different worlds that only occasionally bumped into one another. 


Well, there was nothing she could do about her past mistakes, especially with a man she had no desire to reconcile with. There was too much bad blood between them now, too many extramarital affairs, for her to ever feel comfortable around him again. 


But he’d given her two beautiful kids, and that was all she’d ever needed, or so she told herself. She and Corey stayed together for the family’s sake; he had his ‘‘business meetings’, and she had her children. 


As usual, he’d already left for work and set the temperature in the high seventies, making the house stuffy, uncomfortable, and suffocating. Gabrielle marched over to the thermostat and pushed it to a more humane sixty-eight. 


“Watch where you’re spilling that crap!” Sarah said, pulling her coffee away from her brother dramatically. “Why can’t you eat like a normal person?”


“I can’t help it!” Charles said through a mouthful of cereal, spraying more food in Sarah’s general direction. 


It dawned on Gabrielle that the morning argument was a half hour earlier than usual. She peered down at her daughter. The two new purple streaks in the girl’s dyed black hair indicated a potential mess for Gabrielle in the upstairs bathroom. 


“You’re up early.”


“I haven’t slept,” Sarah’s voice dripped acid. “This little monster kept me up all night.”


“I’m not a monster!” Charlie howled at her. He flicked a hand to emphasize his point, unfortunately using the one holding his spoon. Small pieces of crunchy orange oats, trailing milk like little comets, flew overhead and stuck to the refrigerator. 


“Be careful, Charles,” Gabrielle said, getting a paper towel. “And you need to be more patient with your brother,” Gabrielle turned her attention back to her daughter, who looked indignant as only a seventeen-year-old girl could. “His nightlight burned out, and he woke up in the dark.”


“That’s just like a little kid to be scared of the dark.” Sarah sneered.


“I can’t help it!”


“He can’t help it. Dr. D’Annunzio said he’d grow out of it; we must be patient. That means all of us, not just me.”


“Fine,” Sarah said. Under her breath, she muttered, “I’m not scared of the dark.”


“That’s cuz you’re a vampire.”


“Charles!” Gabrielle said.


“If I were a vampire, you’d be dead.”


“Sarah Diane!”


“Sorr-ee!” Sarah sing-songed, displaying no remorse whatsoever. “Besides, what’s to be scared of? It’s the same room with or without the lights on. And it’s so bright outside with the snow it’s not dark anyway.”


“There’s someone there when it’s dark. Watching me,” Charles whispered, hunched down in his chair, his eyes fearful. 


“That’s Santa Claus. And he’s very disappointed.”


“Sarah,” Gabrielle sounded weary.


A loud honk from outside interrupted them. 


Sarah jumped up. “That’s Jess. Gotta go.”


Gabrielle rolled her eyes at her daughter’s attire. “Sarah, it’s ten degrees outside; you cannot wear a skirt.”


“Cold doesn’t bother me, only annoying brothers,” She shrugged on a leather motorcycle jacket covered in silver studs and tromped towards the door, her knee-high lace-up leather boots making loud clomping sounds as she walked. 


“Did you eat?” Gabrielle called after her.


“I’ll get McDonald’s on the way!” Sarah said, slamming the door behind her. 


Charles went back to his cereal. “I hate her.”


“Don’t say you hate her. She’s your sister.”


“But she’s always picking on me.” 


Gabrielle reached out and stroked his blondish-brown hair. “ Unfortunately, that’s what sisters do. According to Oprah, it builds character.”


“It’s not fair.”


“I know. Things will get better when she goes off to college next year. If not better, then at least quieter.”


“I can’t wait.”


Gabrielle got back up and poured herself a cup of coffee—knowing that if Sarah had made it, it would be strong enough to keep her awake for a week—smeared some low-fat butter on a bagel and then sat down at the table next to her son. 


Charles Lloyd Parker was thirteen but still acted like a much younger kid in many ways. Dr. D’Annunzio didn’t think it was anything to worry about. Some kids developed faster than others, that was all. Officially, they were seeing Dr. D’’Annunzio for Attention Deficit Disorder. Charles had spent the last year fighting and arguing with classmates, teachers, and anyone else that came into range. When the school principal, Mr. Cook - a dour, balding man who wore a white button-up shirt with short sleeves every day regardless of the weather - had suggested Ritalin, Gabrielle pulled Charles out and began home-schooling him. Her kids were not going to be drugged. 


Charles responded well to homeschooling, but in the last year, he’d developed strange phobias, fear of the dark being one of the more benign. Sometimes, he saw a figure in his bedroom, a ghostly presence cloaked in shadows. Dr. D’Annunzio theorized that sometimes people felt or hallucinated presences when in the throes of sleep paralysis, a condition that Charles suffered on occasion. 


Gabrielle’s dream from last night flashed back onto her mental screen, and Charles’s fears suddenly seemed less irrational. Was it just a coincidence that he claimed to see a dark figure and Gabrielle was dreaming of the same? It was possible, she supposed that Charles’s phobia had invaded her nighttime world, influencing her dreams. 


That was the rational explanation, anyway. 


…Still, the dream had felt so damned real. 


“He was watching me again,” Charles said, interrupting her thoughts. 


“Maybe he just wanted to see what a handsome young man looks like.”


“It’s not funny,” Charles said, looking hurt. He was very sensitive about his problems. 


“I’m sorry.”


“He’s going to get us.”


“Not likely.”


Charles put down his spoon, and Gabrielle found herself staring into worried and fearful little eyes. “He’s going to do something. Soon.” 


Gabrielle looked at her son with curiosity. He hadn’t sounded like a child just then; his voice had become older, deeper. Gabrielle shivered. It was as if she were getting a preview of the haunted man Charles would someday become. 


“He talks to you?”


Charles shrugged. “He doesn’t speak. It’s like I get pictures in my head. But he takes me and Sarah somewhere dark,” Charles’s thin body shuddered, “And not like when the night light goes out, and it’s dark, but you can still see stuff with the streetlights and the moon and stuff. This place has never seen light. ”


“Why would he kidnap you?”


“I don’t… know. He’s not a bad guy. He’s sad. He’s being forced to do what he does.” The wind outside howled, causing both of them to jump.


His chest was heaving rapidly, an early warning sign of an impending panic attack. Gabrielle knew she had to act fast to distract him; otherwise, she’d have to feed him a Valium to calm him down. 


“I know how to stop him,” Gabrielle intoned solemnly.


“How?” Charles pleaded.


“He’s scared of Math. Go get your book.”


“Aww,” Charles got up and stomped towards the stairs, strange shadow figures forgotten in the face of impending polynomials. 


“Don’t be such a grump. I have to be at work at nine, so you only get tortured for an hour, and then you have the rest of the morning off to help the elves slay the dragon king or whatever,” Charles was making reference to some video game he had become obsessed with. But I’ll be home sometime after one, so have your science book ready.”


Gabrielle watched him go, wondering why she felt like her life had just turned a strange corner. 


***



Gabrielle inserted her key into the frozen lock on the front door of Asmodeus Books & More and twisted. The key didn’t want to turn. She grimaced a little from the muscular effort but won out in the end, and the door creaked open. She made a mental note to get the WD-40 after it, the same promise she’d made every morning for the last four months. She always intended to oil the door but somehow got busy and didn’t remember it until she was home. 


Icicles fell from the roof behind her, shattering against the concrete sidewalk like breaking glass. Gabrielle yelped and darted into the store. 


The drive over had been smoother than expected. The streets weren’t as treacherous as she’d feared, and outside of that damned buzzing in her head, she’d had a pleasant morning. She considered calling her doctor about the noise, but she knew where that path led; he’d want an MRI of her head. Gabrielle suffered from a touch of claustrophobia, so the idea of sticking her head in an enclosed machine for half an hour gave her the creeps. She couldn’t find anything in her medical books listing a strange, moving buzzing sound as a symptom, so for now, she’d ride it out and see if it got worse. 


For almost a decade, a bookstore had squatted on the corner of 23rd and Quivera in Shawnee Mission, Kansas. It had none of the bells and whistles of the Casey’s Books superstore up on 95th street or the new B&C store in Leawood, but at least here you could be sure the books were in alphabetical order by author on the shelf, and no one had spilled coffee on them. They also carried books by smaller publishers that the big chains wouldn’t touch, and the current owner, Daemon Kincaide, made sure every local author in town was featured in a prominent location. The bookstore was a little larger than a nice restaurant and had six-foot-tall racks along the walls and a dozen five-foot-tall, stand-alone shelves. The front desk was octagonal and sat near the middle of the store. Cash registers faced north, south, and east, with the west side holding a computer for inventory lookup. The walls were painted a deep maroon, which, combined with the dark brown carpet, gave the place a warm, cozy feel that Gabrielle loved. Compared to the drizzly, white, freezing streets, the darker atmosphere wrapped Gabrielle in a blanket of safety and peace. 


Gabrielle had shopped at Asmodeus since the day it opened (back then, it had gone by the name Maiden-on-the-Rocks, specializing primarily in romance) and had taken a part-time job at the previous manager’s request. She’d never worked retail before but took to it like a born merchant. 


She found being surrounded by books comforting in a way a hospital could never be. As mentally rewarding as her old job had been, books calmed her soul. Hospitals were cold and sterile, but this place was warm and inviting. Gabrielle was an avid reader of anything that caught her attention. She had over a hundred books checked out from the library and could deliver a book report on each one if asked. Just the thought of sinking into her favorite chair, the comforting weight of a book in her hands, made her long to do just that. Words were more than just black ink lines on a white page; they allowed her to go inside and explore her inner world, tickling her imagination in ways television never could. You knew where you stood with a book. You could frame the story any way you wanted, cast anyone you chose in the roles, and add as little or as much detail to the scene as necessary. 


Sometimes, she dreamed of coming in here, pulling a book off the shelf, and learning the deepest secrets of all creation. In those visions, she opened a book, and a warm, powerful light blazed off the pages, bathing her in illumination and making her look like a painting of an Old Testament angel. 


Was that an actual dream or just a lifelong fantasy? Didn’t anyone who picked up a book believe, even unconsciously, that this might be the tome containing the answers they’d sought all their life? The search for the secrets to life itself in a book was a time-honored tradition; it was why religious scriptures sold better than any other type of book. 


The job did not, however, sit well with her husband. Taking it had provoked a long fight where such cute phrases as ‘ignoring your family responsibilities’ and ‘putting us in a higher tax bracket’ had been thrown at her. Independent moves were not popular with Corey Parker. In the end, she’d had to agree to give up half her paycheck to Corey to cover taxes, or so he claimed. She suspected it was just another game designed to let her know who was in control. She doubted her $100-a-week paychecks threw their taxes off that much. 


She walked quickly to the battered white door leading to the backroom and hit it with her shoulder. The door tended to stick, so she liked to build up a head of steam rather than stand still and push on it like an idiot. It made a sickly dinging sound as it opened. 


The back room was L-shaped, with many metal shelves, an office to one side, and a religiously clean bathroom. Old promotional materials were scattered to and fro. Someone was always rescuing posters and advertisements from the trash bin, but no one seemed inclined to take any of them home. So they piled up like some museum only those in the marketing field would find interesting. 


Inside the door, there was an old, scratched-up desk that acted as a kitchen table, hosting all manner of chips, cookies, and nuts. An antique coffee maker squatted near the edge of the desk. She set her purse down on the desk, shucked off her coat, and flicked the coffee maker on. She’d closed the night before, so she knew the machine was full and ready to go with a fresh filter and medium roast beans. 


Gabrielle yanked the back room door open again and wandered back to the cash wrap. 


She squatted down – hissing a bit as a jab of pain stabbed her lower back – to get the cash out of the safe under the center island. A quick tap under the counter started the music system; gentle Celtic strains filled the air, mingling with the scent of coffee and teasing her memory. The combination: cold outside, warm inside, coffee, Scotland; it was as if she were reliving a pleasant scene from childhood, but she’d grown up in rural Kansas. By all rights, she should be nostalgic over sunflowers, wheat fields, and cow patties. 


She was busy reconciling the previous night’s bank deposits when she heard a gentle tap on the door. Daemon Kincaide was there, smiling at her through the glass with an expression that read I know I own the place, but I forgot my keys, so you’ll have to let me in. Daemon never showed teeth when he smiled, preferring a mischievous half-smirk. Getting anything resembling a genuine smile out of him had taken months. 


Aloof and taciturn, Daemon Kincaide had an emotional wall that was nearly impenetrable. A gentle barrage of innocent questions had given her a peek at the man who lay beyond the barriers. And the more she’d learned, the more she wanted to know. That was dangerous thinking, but Gabrielle was pragmatic; someday, Daemon would fall for one of the multitudes of girls who vied for his attention on a daily basis, and her time with him would be cut short. She cherished the moments she had with him, even though she was old enough to be his mother, unhappily married, and in possession of a butt that was perpetually attempting to grow out of her jeans. She had to accept that a brief friendship with Daemon was fate’s chosen path. She could never be anything more than a mother hen to him. 


Hell, even if she hadn’t been married, she’d spent two of her most recent decades despising men and hating sex. 


(Frigid. That’s what you are, a damned ice queen). 


Gabrielle gritted her teeth as her husband’s voice drilled into her skull. 


(Frigid bitch.) 


Gabrielle returned Daemon’s welcome, attempting to hide the strange thoughts going through her head, all the while also trying not to notice the way his sandy blonde hair floated past his shoulders, looking so damn touchable. She just wanted to run her fingers through it and… stop it, for God’s sake. He’s twenty years younger than you are. 


He was also the only person in the world who referred to her as Gabrielle. Her husband, parents, and friends called her Gabi because of her tendency to prattle on. Daemon spoke to her like they were equals, which was a refreshing change. Corey talked to her like she was a naughty child who needed constant correction. 


She tried not to blush as she let him in. “Morning.”


“Good morning,” Daemon said in the silky baritone of his voice that Gabrielle loved. “Pleasant dreams?”


Gabrielle started to stammer before she realized that Daemon was heading towards the backroom, black trench coat flapping, and had just said the comment as an aside. He was good at that, making casual remarks that hit uncomfortably close to home. It was pure coincidence, of course, but it still unnerved her. Her dream of the mountain from the night before drifted through her mind, quick cuts like seeing a teaser movie trailer. She shook them away and re-focused on Daemon. 


(He’ll think you’re frigid, too.) 


Shut up, shut up, shut up!


Daemon was a complete mystery. She’d learned he’d left home at nineteen and spent several years wandering the Orient. He was tight-lipped about that part of his life, stating only that he’d been training in the martial arts. After six years, he’d returned to Kansas City and purchased the failing bookstore from Margaret Dooley, who’d retired to Florida to soak up the sun and complain full-time about her son’s poor life choices. Where Daemon had gotten the money was also unknown. He seemed to have no specific schooling or previous work experience. 


He’d changed the store’s name to Asmodeus Books and widened their selection. The store had gone from near bankruptcy to turning a profit, so even the most cynical of the part-timers had to admit his tactics were working. Some other employees assumed he came from wealth, but Gabrielle knew that wasn’t true. His family had lived on the North side of Tulsa, Oklahoma, in a neighborhood besieged by gangs, crime, and poverty. 


But Daemon didn’t look like an Okie redneck: he moved like a cat, soft and quiet, and wore black clothing that made him blend in with the shadows. He was notorious for making customers almost wet themselves by appearing next to them, as if out of thin air. Gabrielle sometimes thought of him as a lion; he was quiet but radiated an animalistic magnetic power that made women fidget in his presence and forced angry customers to calm themselves, fearful of the claws they believed he was hiding. No one had ever heard him so much as raise his voice, but the old biddies who’d worked there since the store had opened were just sure Daemon had a violent streak. The quiet ones always had a body or two stashed in the basement, went the conventional wisdom. 


He made Gabrielle nervous, but not from fear. And today, she was still unnerved by last night’s dream. On the drive over, she realized that a greater piece of the puzzle had clicked into place last night than she’d first realized. She’d dreamed of walking up the mountain and, on other occasions, had nightmares of being a prisoner in a torture chamber. Now she thought she knew what lay in the middle. She’d been captured, taken to an unknown dungeon, and tortured to death. That dream had been rare, thank goodness, but oddly, a man had tried to rescue her during the final stages of the dungeon dream. He’d been too late, but now that Gabrielle thought of it, he looked like… 


Gabrielle jumped as Daemon came out of the back room. He carried a can of WD-40. Gabrielle stared as he proceeded to oil the front door’s hinges. 


“What made you decide to do that?”


Daemon shrugged, “Just felt








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































  Raum exited his meditation just as a warning sensor went off, alerting him that someone had entered his private quarters. He was far underground, somewhere in the state the humans above referred to as Nevada, in a facility built upon the ruins of an ancient underground city. 
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