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Dreams may be a window to our innermost thoughts, but they also hold the key to our future, revealing glimpses of what is yet to come
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A young woman in a simple dark blue dress stepped barefoot across the dirt. Above, the sky blanketed the scene; dark, cold, jet-black, and not a star to be found. She paused to cast her gaze over her surroundings. 

Her fingers tightly gripped the fabric of her skirt. It flared as she turned around. Her gaze taking in where she stood: the centre of the village square. All around her, half-timbered buildings with steeply pitched roofs rose up. The paint on the buildings, faded and peeled away in places, revealed the rough-hewn beams that were once hidden away. 

Beneath her feet, the smooth cobblestone streets were free of weeds and grass. A few fallen leaves play in the breeze nearby, drawing her attention for a moment.

Despite the lack of people, the lamps that hung outside of the shops and houses continued to burn as if at any moment the square would be full of chatter again. A feeling of emptiness overwhelmed her as the lit lamps cast their glow over the shadows. 

“Hello?” her voice trembled as she spoke. 

She took a small step forward. Her legs shook and threatened to collapse under her weight. 

“Mother?” Her head whipped to the left, only to be met with emptiness. “Father?” 

A breeze played with the girl’s shoulder length black hair. She waited for any response: a bird chirping, a branch falling, soft footsteps from another...but the silence continued. Her feet shuffled as she turned again, before she wrapped her arms around herself in a hug. 

A noise to the left. Her body shook as she focused in that direction. Unusual noises echoed from the narrow lane that separated two of the buildings. Something moved in the shadows. Her breathing quickened.

“He...Hello?” her voice wavered. “It’s just the shadows. The shadows and the light from the lamps playing tricks.”

Her feet took small steps towards the fountain nearby. The stone stood tall with its surface carved with intricate designs of wolves in various poses. Each wolf depicted in great detail, so they appeared to be guarding the water, their piercing eyes gazing out from the stone. No water flowed from the top of the fountain to the carved basin below. The water sat still, with a handful of black feathers resting on the surface. 

The girl turned and fled from the town. Her feet pounded the dirt road as she hurried towards distant lights. She ran and ran. Ran until another village stood before her. Her gaze barely took in the name of the village on the wooden sign next to the road. 

Cobblestones replaced the dirt beneath her feet. The houses on either side were adorned with colourful banners, streamers, and flowers. She focused on the village square ahead, the air filled with the sound of music, laughter, and chatter. 

Snowflakes began to fall. She continued to run, but when she reached the square, the flames in the lamps went out. The air turned icy. The sky went dark. People around her stood still.

Loud cawing echoed through the air. The girl looked skyward as the sleek black bodies, with wings outstretched, glided towards the people. Their sharp beaks were slightly open. Intelligent eyes assessed the scene as they circled once, twice, three times.

Then the crows descended. As their flight pattern became chaotic and frenzied, the birds swooped and dove in all directions before their movements once again became synchronised.

A scream pierced the scene. People ran in all directions. The girl turned to find safety, but the crows crashed through windows, flew under wagons. They did whatever was needed to find the humans. She looked down as a crow pecked at the hem of her skirt. 

“Shoo, get away!” she yelled.

The words didn’t deter the bird. Soon, a dozen birds pulled on the fabric and the girl fell to the ground under a flurry of black feathers. The crows continued to caw and chatter amongst themselves, their voices rose in a raucous chorus.
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Chapter 1

[image: ]


My eyelids opened, no doubt revealing bloodshot eyes. Bleak darkness faded, replaced by the familiar walls of my room. I rubbed at the grit, hoping to erase the dream. Dreams. So many people dreamt at night, some even had nightmares, but theirs were products of their imaginations. For me, a vivid dream was never just a dream.

The day called. I tossed the blankets away, my feet hitting the warm floorboards. Despite the gloomy skies outside, the room kept the heat from the fire that had burned through the night. I pushed myself off the bed and walked toward the window, snagging my hairbrush on the way. As I worked the brush through my long, wavy auburn hair, I contemplated the dream.

“Was there snow?” I mumbled. “We haven’t had snow here yet, but they have nearer the city; the newspaper reported it last week.”

News from the big city always arrived late. We only received one newspaper a month, and the events reported were already weeks old. Still, if snow had fallen there, it wouldn’t be long before the little villages around Snowrush Forest would be cut off. Until then, I wanted to enjoy walking without the thick boots and coats required during deep winter.

Free of knots, I grabbed a ribbon and plaited my hair, knowing it wouldn’t last long. Strands always seemed to work their way free. In seventeen years, I still found managing my hair a challenge, but I didn’t dare cut it. My mother loved seeing it long, telling me each year on my birthday how much it reminded her of my father, who passed away before I turned eight.

I grabbed my blue dress from a hanger near the window and slipped it on. I’d read how city society expected four layers of fabric on young ladies at all times, but in the villages, nobody commented if a girl decided to forgo them. It was more practical, after all.

Dressed and awake, I left the comfort of my bedroom and stepped onto the landing. The scent of cedar wood surrounded me as I trailed my hand on the railing while descending the stairs.

As usual, I could hear my mother humming in the kitchen. I peeked around the door frame. She had just plated toast with a fried egg on top. There was no slipping out unnoticed. After a deep breath, I plastered a smile on my face and entered.

My mother looked up and smiled. As I sat, she picked up the plates and brought them to the table. Food in front of me, I wasted no time eating. It was an effective way to avoid answering questions.

“Any dreams last night?” my mother asked.

“Not really,” I mumbled around a mouthful of toast.

I wiped my mouth on the back of my sleeve. Beneath the table, my hand tapped nervously against my leg. My gaze moved from the empty plate to the door and back again.

“What does that mean?”

“I mean, I slept, but didn’t dream of anything you need to know about.”

I looked up to see her face set. An awkward laugh escaped my lips, and her stare intensified.

“Larissa, honey, is something wrong?”

“No, nothing’s wrong. I just...” I searched for a believable excuse. “Woke up on the wrong side of the bed.”

Her eyebrows rose. I stared at my empty plate.

“Alright, as long as you are–”

The chair scraped on the wooden floor as I stood.

“I promised to meet someone this morning. See you after I pick up your things,” I said, grabbing the list she had written the night before from the table next to the front door. She stood, but I was already out the door before she could finish her sentence.

Down the road, I slowed to a walk. I’d glanced behind several times, but my mother wasn’t following. At ease, my pace slackened.

“Good morning, Larissa!”

I raised my gaze to see my elderly neighbour in her garden, rounding up some cats darting around her legs. I waved but continued towards the village square.

“What if it was a future dream?” I whispered.

This was what I disliked most. If it was a present dream, I knew I’d be too late to stop whatever I saw, but if it was a future dream, I felt the need to warn the village. But first, I needed to work out the name of the first village in my dream.

“Larissa, could you come over here? There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.” The familiar voice was unmistakable.

Abandoning my thoughts, I walked toward Barkley as he organised the rolls of bread at the front of his shop. The warm aroma of freshly baked goods beckoned me closer. My gaze moved from the rolls to the shelves behind him, where an array of pastries and cakes were arranged neatly on the wooden shelves.

Barkley’s round face lit up as I stopped before him. I’d known him since I was little. Back then, he’d been an apprentice baker, but now he owned the shop.

“Did you hear the news? You couldn’t have been more spot on. I proposed just the way you said it would happen... and Sally said yes! Thank you, Larissa.”

“You didn’t need my help. I’m sure she would have said yes, however you proposed,” I replied. I firmly believed that to be true.

“Maybe, maybe. Sally has been busy preparing for a spring wedding. If you get any dreams about it—let me know. I want the perfect day for her.”

I nodded, even though I had no control over my dreams. I turned to continue toward the tea shop when Mrs. Carew bustled over. If anyone had a secret in town, it was her.

“Did you hear about the village two over?” She directed it to Barkley. “Word came this morning from one of the wagon sellers. The entire place is empty. Not a soul to be found, and no clues where they disappeared to.”

“How strange,” Barkley replied.

Mrs. Carew turned to me and narrowed her gaze. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

I hesitated. “I don’t...I don’t think so,” I replied.

“Think? Hmm, maybe one of your dreams showed something amiss?”

I squirmed under her unrelenting gaze.

“I saw it empty, nothing else.” The words tumbled out before I could stop them. I’d kept it from my mother, but now...

Mrs. Carew turned to Barkley. “If you ask me, those dreams of hers are rubbish or the work of evil.”

With a curt nod to Barkley, completely ignoring me, she walked away.

“Don’t mind what she says. We both know your dreams are something special,” Barkley reassured me.

A voice from inside the shop called him away.

Alone again, I continued toward the tea shop. It wouldn’t be open just yet, but I knew my friend Katie would be out back, preparing. Two small tables, each with two chairs, sat at the front. The sign on the door still hung with ‘closed.’

I followed the edge of the building down the narrow lane between the tea shop and the dressmaker. My finger flicked the metal clasp on the closed wooden gate, and it swung open without a creak.

I spotted Katie through the open back door. We’d known each
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