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Prologue:
The Phantom Queen
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Her eyes were as dark as a raven’s and she stared deep into mine as if she was searching for something within my soul.

“Death is too easy a punishment for what you did to my mate! How could you kill your own brother?” Morrigan screamed in rage as she twisted the spear deeper into my chest.

“Sister, listen to me! I beg you... I did not kill my brother! It was a trick to get you on their side, and you fell for it!” I wailed in pain as the spear dug deeper into my body.

“Aoife, do you take me for a fool?! I saw you through his eyes as he laid there, dying.”

“It was a shifter in my form, surely as the Phantom Queen of The Realm of Nightmares, you know them to be capable of such things!” I coughed, blood splattering across my lips. Today I will die but not alone, not without taking Morrigan with me.

Morrigan stumbled, confused as she pondered over the reality my words brought forth in her mind. Then, as if she made up her mind, she stood up straight returning to her façade as the Phantom Queen, ruler of the Boogeymen. My sweet sister was gone, just like my brother. I had no choice but to protect my people now.

Morrigan bent down staring into my eyes again, “No, Sister. Your words are but lies. There is no escape from your fate.”

“Forgive me, Morrigan, for what I must do.” Grasping her wrist, I pulled my knife from the sheath, plunging the blade deep into her heart. Morrigan released a howl that burst through my ear drums as I held onto her wrist, twisting the sharp blade to end the pain both of us have endured since Cuchulainn’s death.

I watched as she stumbled backwards, falling onto her back. Black tears fell from her eyes as death took her fast. Her body dissipated into the gold dust it once was a long time ago. She was free as she floated up to the stars to be with her mate once again. 

My vision blurred as Quinn reached my side, taking my hand, “You fool! Help is on the way! You’re not leaving this world yet!”

I weakly squeezed my best friend’s hand and chuckled, “Silly, you and I both know it’s my time.”

“But....” she sobbed.

I cut off her protest before she could even begin, “It’s okay, Quinn. I’m ready.” I coughed as I tried to fight the blood filling my throat slowly. “I had a vision, Quinn. The war will end when true mates, one of light and one of dark, bear the markings of the first true mates. Don’t forget this, pass it down. Only they can save us all.”

“Just hold on, Aoife, please for me... You can tell the Elders yourself. Someone help me!!” She squeezed my hand encouragingly in hers.

I saw the Spirits all around me, smiling and reaching for me. I felt an inner peace and wanted to go with them.

“Do you see them, Quinny? They’re everywhere, calling me to them. I don’t feel the pain anymore. I love you, Quinny, you’re the best friend I have ever had. Don’t worry, Heifer. I’ll watch over you.” I tried laughing, but only more blood answered for me.

Quinn was saying something, but I couldn’t hear her anymore. Cuchulainn bent down taking my hand, helping me up. Morrigan smiled next to him, as I floated up to Paradise among the stars with the Spirits.
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Chapter 1:
Chaos
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I’d never given much thought to love and all that nonsense. I enjoyed my voyeuristic life through human dreams. While other Sandmen enjoy finding their soulmates during their down time from dream duty, I simply enjoy my own private quiet time. Whether it be training for any battles or wars with the Boogeymen or just reading. Life was much simpler as a loner with no stress or worries about anyone else but yourself.

I loved my life, and my purpose. I was one of many Sandmen that floated around and sprinkled golden Dream Dust onto the eyes of humans. My favorite ones were children, so full of innocence and wonder. The adults were another story; their dreams were full of all sorts of things from romance with a mysterious stranger to paradise on a beach in the Bahamas.

The Realm of The Sandman is a paradise in itself, the good dreams from the humans fuel our world, as the nightmares give power to the Boogeyman's world, The Realm of Nightmares. Only our ancestors have been to that realm, it became forbidden after some Sandmen went to the dark side as the humans would say. Surprisingly, the Boogeymen are like us only evil, like Heaven and Hell or good versus evil.

There are always battles being fought against the Boogeymen in the human realm, that’s where all the different types of storms come from to cover our tracks there. The Boogeymen have never been able to penetrate our borders, whereas we could theirs if we wanted. The elders forbid it way before my time. They said it can turn even the most loyal Sandman into one of them. We have been trained since we were children to fight this never-ending war.

Love was a weakness but that didn’t mean I didn’t care for my fellow Sandmen. I mourned each and every loss after a battle, but I’ve also seen many die trying to save their loved ones in the midst of a battle. It wasn’t worth the heartache they endured afterwards, in my opinion. 

The Realm of the Sandman is beyond comprehension in its beauty, it’s always bright and sunny. A maze of hundreds of thousands of homes everywhere. If you flew above it, you could see the neverending Golden River, flowing with Sandman’s Dust which made up the river, twisted into the Trinity Knot symbol. Then there’s me, Sabal the loner, who lives further out, away from the others in my personal version of Heaven, out in the countryside by the river, in a little cottage of my own making.

Nothing from the human world is allowed to enter here unless it is purified at the borders, so as not to contaminate it like many humans so fondly do. Think of our world as a subdivision given to us by God, a gift, like the garden of Eden was to Adam and Eve. The purity of our world is above all importance to anything else. Like Adam and Eve, some of us squandered our precious gift bestowed upon us by God, thus the Realm of Nightmares was made. With Boogeymen, the evil version of a Sandman living within it, it didn’t take long before the first of many wars broke out. As good fought against evil to protect the dreams we were created to gift humans with in their sleep.

I sat on a rock by the edge of the Golden River, thinking about nothing in particular when I heard Jenny behind me. Chessie, my pet jackalope, was laying across my lap with her little rack of antlers pressed against my belly. She lightly snored in her little slumber, I couldn’t resist stroking her soft sandy fur across her back.

“Are you ready to go?” she said shyly, fidgeting nervously as she approached my back. She reached around and bent over to pet Chessie. She awoke with a start and sat up, her little nose twitching, as she smelled Jenny’s offered hand. Jenny ruffled her fur between her antlers and Chessie’s foot thumped excitedly in appreciation. We both giggled at her as I sat her down on the ground.

“Are you? Judging by the way you are fidgeting, I can tell you aren’t ready,” I said knowingly.

Squatting down, Chessie stood up on her hind legs while resting her front paws on my knee. I looked into her eyes, connecting my mind with hers, “I have to go for a while, so be good till I get back and watch over our cottage, will ya? Ohh, and try not to eat all the carrots out of the garden at once.” 

An answering sneeze with a shake of her head was all I received from my little friend as she hopped off towards the garden beside my cottage. I chuckled and shook my head in amusement.

“Sabal, what if the Boogeymen attack us tonight? The attacks have been happening more and more lately. Surely I could just keep working around here, maybe help out with the children some?”

I love her innocence, I hate that it will eventually be ruined by this damn never-ending war with the Boogeys.

“Jenny, we have been over this, you have to get your training in; we are already becoming more shorthanded by the loss of Sandmen. Plus, you’ll be with me. I’ll protect you if the Boogeys show up,” I said encouragingly to reassure her.

Jenny dug her toe of her converse shoe into the dirt nervously, “I know, Sabal. You’re like a sister to me, and you’ve trained me well for this crazy world...”

“If I had a world of my own, everything would be nonsense. Nothing would be what it is because everything would be what it isn't. And contrary wise, what is, it wouldn't be. And what it wouldn't be, it would. You see?” 

Jenny shook her head giggling, “You and your Wonderland Alice quotes...”

“Alice in Wonderland...” I corrected her as she burst out laughing even more.

Jenny has only been out in the field a handful of times. Her last trainer was killed when a couple of Boogeymen ambushed them. She hasn’t been the same since, her pale skin had lost its glow. She and I were about the same height barely reaching five foot, give or take a few inches. After taking over as her trainer, we became friends. She was the only true friend I’ve had for many centuries. In fact, she has become more than a friend, more like a little sister to me. She didn’t care that I was a loner, but she was constantly around trying her hardest to make me more social. I think she felt it was more like a challenge she enjoyed trying to beat.

I was patient as I took her hand, pulling her to flight as we soared through the sky, passing through the clouds to the human realm. We flew under the clouds in the darkness of the night.

“Where are we tonight?” Jenny asked showing some excitement as she saw the mountains below.

“Tennessee, the Smoky Mountains, the star show over here is amazing! I figured it would help you relax some before we get started working,” I smiled at her as I felt her grip loosen.

I touched us down on the edge of a cliff, sitting in silence and admiring the twinkling stars.

“Do you think that’s really all the Sandmen we have lost, watching over us up there?” Jenny said smiling sadly, never taking her eyes off the sky above us.

“That’s the rumor. The elders say when a Sandman dies, their body’s essence flies up past the clouds to the stars to join all the Sandmen who have passed before us, where they take their place as a star to watch over us down here. They live in peace and happiness for all eternity.” I said lightly, trying to lighten up her mood some more.

“I’m ready to go, Sabal. I can do this.” Her skin glowed and her silver markings shimmered in the dark.

I loved her markings. They resembled doves holding an olive branch on her right cheek with swirls going up to her temples and following her jaw line down. I believe her markings are because of her sweet personality. She is an amazing peacekeeper between people when an argument breaks out.

“Okay, lead the way, I have a trick I wanna show you!” I said excitedly.

She leaped into flight as I followed her lead to a big log cabin with smoke still coming out of the chimney. We stopped outside the window of a child’s room.

The room was pitch black as I heard Jenny say, “Something’s wrong.” The color drained from her face as we realized the problem.

“Yeah, I feel it too. The room is too dark to see in and we should be able to see something between the moonlight and our night-vision,” I said, as concern took over my mind.

We heard the whimpers of a little girl and the malicious chuckles of a man. “Sam, are you going to finally join me for once or do I have to keep covering for you?! Come on, this human is young enough that we could probably scare her to death!” His laugh sent chills down my back as I felt the hair on my arms rise.

Everything happened at once, as I glanced over at Jenny who went from pale to furious within seconds.

“Jenny! Wait!” But she was already gone through the wall. As I quickly followed her, I gasped as she tackled the tall man against the wall.

I didn’t recognize the warrior before my eyes. I guess the Boogey had struck a  nerve that finally broke her. Jenny stood up, throwing her hand out as a whip materialized.

“I’m so sick of you nightmare scum hurting innocent lives!” She yelled as she threw the whip and it wrapped around the Boogey’s neck. He was tall, I would guess every bit of six-foot plus. His gray hands grabbed at the whip as Jenny yanked him to his knees. The other Boogey came at Jenny as I threw out a materialized sword and held it out to his throat.

“Another step and I slit your throat.” He was handsome, for a Boogey. What a shame, I thought, staring at his face. I saw relief in his eyes as he tried to decide what to do, and a confusion filled me wondering about his internal debate.

Jenny screamed behind me, I whirled around to her holding her stomach and seeing the shock in her eyes.

The tall man stood up, wiping the slick gold blood from his knife onto Jenny’s shoulders as the other Boogeyman took advantage of the distraction putting me in a headlock. I struggled for breath and to break free as I watched Jenny fall onto her knees. My eyesight felt hazy but still I fought.

The exceptionally tall Boogeyman smiled evilly at her, “I’m going to enjoy this,” he said as he quickly slit Jenny’s throat. I watched helplessly in horror as she gasped grabbing her throat and turned to me. A big smile spread across her face as a single tear fell from her eye.

“Jenny! NO!” I screamed. 

Time felt so slow as the play-by-play rolled on. In that single space of time, she gracefully spun around to the laughing distracted Boogeyman. A long sharp katana materialized and caught his neck perfectly, decapitating him as his head fell with a swift thud. With my last bit of vision, I watched as Jenny dropped her hand, holding her arms out. Her body dematerialized into nothing but a silvery gold mixture of Sandman’s dust, floating through the wall up to the stars.

Rage took over me as I slammed the back of my head against the Boogey holding me hostage. But he held fast as the blackness took over with me going limp in his arms and then nothingness surrounded me.
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Sam

I never knew that a Sandman could be so beautiful –I couldn’t kill her. I felt like I knew her, like some ancestral connection was drawing me to her. Regret ate at me like a worm eating an apple from the inside out because of what had happened to the other Sandman. I had to take her somewhere safe; where no one would find us until I could calm her down. I didn’t want her to be killed when the other Boogeymen come, looking for Dex and I. My brother Dex, the arrogant moron! I felt no pity for Dex’s life but an admiration for this Jenny who had fought so bravely till the end. 

No one had ever brought Dex to his knees in battle before, but a small woman had managed to with just one crack of her whip. Now my soul had brought me down to my knees by the look of just one beauty I never wanted to take my eyes away from. I hated everything about the Boogeymen ways even more now. I didn’t understand the change happening inside of me, but this warrior of a creature was the key to everything. I could feel, deep within me, the truth of my thoughts.

I paced back and forth in my secret underground basement. No one knew about it, but this was my personal getaway from everyone and everything in my hell of a life. I stopped pacing and sat in the oversized chair, watching her chest steadily rise and fall. I couldn’t help but keep examining her body with my eyes.

She was toned and strong; she had the body of a warrior with a little extra curve to it. Her dark red hair accented her skin tone, and her olive complexion shimmered gold under the light. I wanted to run my hands through her hair. I loved how there were golden threads of her hair hidden like jewels within her fiery red locks. The black and gold markings intertwined like vines down her neck to her arms was, as far as I could see, on what skin was visible.

How do I convince her that I’m not a threat? I stared at my gray hands, the hands of a Boogeyman, and cursed to myself. Just my appearance alone will frighten her and remind her I’m supposed to be the enemy that had killed her friend. But I’m nothing like other Boogeymen, they kill and feed off of the fear they instill in humans. I love the color and the sun. Fear does nothing to sustain me. I have no need or want to scare humans, be it adults or children. I don’t want to be the thing they fear in the shadows of the night.

I stood up, walked into the bathroom and looked into the mirror at my reflection, repulsed; I despised the same image that has looked back at me throughout the centuries. My skin was grey, like a dead corpse, with raven black hair to top it off! My eyes were the only thing colorful about me, bright crystal-blue like the water in the Arctic, unlike most Boogeymen whose eyes are black or grey of some sort. Why am I so different? Maybe she can help me try to become a Sandman. That is if I can get her to trust me.
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Chapter 2:
Trouble
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Sabal

I awoke to a warm rag being wiped across my face. But slowly, as the blurriness became clear, I could see the handsome Boogeyman from before I blacked out. I screamed as I jumped back out of his reach. 

“You sick evil pieces of crap! You killed Jenny! She was just a child!” Lunging forward, I locked my hands around his head, bringing my knee up and into his stomach, knocking the breath from him.

He stumbled backwards in shock as I fell onto the floor.

“I’m not going to hurt you! Stop! Wait! I didn’t kill her, and I’m not like the others!” he pleaded with his hands raised in surrender, but I didn’t drop my hands. I was ready to fight.

“Where am I?” I said as I looked around the room, feeling dizzy and shaking my head to try to clear the haze while never letting my guard down.

“My name is Sam. You’re in my secret basement, no one knows about this place except me. Like a panic room but underground. So, you’re safe for now.”

“Safe?! You have to be joking,” I huffed in disbelief.

“I know it’s hard to believe right now, but you’re not a prisoner here. Had I left you back there, you surely would have been killed once they went looking for Dex and I, seeing as how we never made it back. In fact, I would not be surprised if someone comes by my place to see if I’m here.”

Almost as if on cue, I heard loud footsteps above us as we both looked up. I opened my mouth to yell for help, but Sam put his finger to his lips, shaking his head ‘no’ as a warning. I snapped my mouth shut still not trusting him; it could all be a trap, a way to get me to trust him. 

I watched him walk up the stairs with grace in each precise step, yet there was no doubt in his masculinity as an alpha. He stopped and listened for the footsteps to pass before he went through the wall.

I walked to the bottom of the stairs, stopping to listen to them. I could hear some mumbling, possibly yelling as the noise became louder at times, but couldn’t make out anything they were saying to each other. My guess is the walls were made of something thick to reinforce this cage of Hell. I could just pass through the wall, but I had no idea what lay on the other side. I need to know exactly where I am. 

A loud crash above me broke my concentration as my head snapped up. The door above slammed and the sound of heavy footsteps faded away, which I assumed was the visitor but I didn’t hear Sam moving anymore. I stood silent staring at the top of the stairs. After a few minutes, Sam poked his head through holding a towel to his nose.

Shocked, I gasped, “What happened to you?!” Was I feeling compassion for this man? Why should I care if someone whooped his ass? I reached out for the towel to assess the damage when Sam pulled away from me.

“My father was not pleased to learn that my brother, Dex, was killed and that I failed to report it as soon as I got back.” He wiped his nose to make sure it was done bleeding. He hid the towel away from me as if I were squeamish.

“Blood doesn’t bother me, I’ve seen plenty in my days, not to mention I’ve killed my fair share of Boogeymen as well.” There was an evident tone of arrogance to my voice.

Sam just nodded, seeming unfazed by my words. Geez, what was this guy’s deal? Was he a robot?

“I told you, I’m not like other Boogeymen. My brother, Dex, took me tonight to try and make me spread Boogey Sand, but that girl looked so young...” He shook his head and a look of horror and shame crossed his features, leaving me even more confused by him. “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t hurt your friend or the human child like Dex and the others can. She was so brave to take Dex on like that. I am sorry that she didn’t survive,” he said, regret thick in his voice.

Ignoring his weak apology, I turned away from him as I said, “So are you going to tell me where I am, or am I going to have to go find out for myself?”

“You’re in the Realm of Nightmares, and I’m the only way you’re going to be able to get out of here, unless you can pass through the shadow portals without being seen. Now are you going to tell me your name or am I going to have to make one up for you?” He had a handsome smile with teeth as white as snow.

Rolling my eyes, I said, “Sabal, my name is Sabal. Why would your father hurt you? Why do you have a secret room from everyone?”

“See! We can be civilized with each other. You see, I’m rather the disappointment to my people. Like I said before, I don't want to be a Boogeyman but rather a Sandman like you. I hate this dreary life and I hate even more what my people takes so much pleasure in doing to humans. As for the hidden room, isn't it obvious on that reasoning?” He pointed to his nose which was now slightly crooked in the middle.

I stared at him, not sure what to think, “How do you survive? Boogeymen thrive off the fear of human nightmares like Sandmen do off the happiness of dreams that our dust provides.”

“Maybe once you truly trust me, I will reveal my deepest secrets, but I can't have you trying to kill me in the meantime now, can I?” He chuckled at my frustrated expression. “My, my, are we not used to not getting our way?”

“Not usually. But all this keeping me in the dark is getting on my nerves. I've had a crappy day, and I've about run out of patience with you.”

My hand felt twitchy as I thought about attacking him again. Then a thought occurred to me, “Why did you really save me? You don't know me. It should have been no big deal to leave me for the others to finish off.”

“Don't you get it? A Boogeyman with a conscience doesn't make me the most popular person among the others.” 

It still felt as though he was dodging my question.

But then understanding dawned on me, and I felt lost in the moment, watching him struggle with his vulnerability. He was a loner, much like me, a kindred spirit, an outsider who others didn’t understand but I did.

“How long are you going to keep me here?” I asked, pacing around the room annoyed at my brief inner softness. I hate him and all his kind. I would not feel any pity towards him.

“Like I said before, you’re free to go anytime you want, Sabal, but I won’t be able to save you if you leave now. The border security will be tighter with Dex’s death, but if you can wait till things calm down, I can sneak you across the border without being seen.”

“Okay... So, we’re supposed to sit here and twiddle our thumbs, staring at each other ‘till things calm down?” Huffing out a deep breath, I plopped down on the soft king-sized bed with my arms crossed.

“No, well you can if you want to. I was hoping you would teach me the ways of the Sandmen. I’ll show you some tricks of the Boogeymen. I’m not that bad of a guy, Sabal. If you’d give me a chance, you could trust me in time.”

His voice was gentle and alluring. Part of me wanted to let myself get wrapped up in everything that came out of his mouth. Instead, I stubbornly laid down, rolled over away from Sam, and let the exhaustion of the day take over my body as I drifted off to sleep.

Never had I experienced a single nightmare till now. Jenny’s death played over and over again like the repeat button was stuck. I woke up reaching and yelling for Jenny but I was still in Sam’s basement.

My heart raced from the nightmare of Jenny’s death – I had to get away from here and fast. I stood up looking around for Sam but I didn’t see him. I paused to listen for him above me but still there was nothing but silence. I ran up the stairs as fast as possible. Easing my way through the wall, I entered what appeared to be a small living room. The walls were made of barn wood with shutters on the windows. Looking around, it appeared that I was inside a type of log cabin. The whole place was like something out of a black-and-white movie; there was no color anywhere, but it was nicer than I expected a Boogeyman’s home to be.

There was a bachelor feel to the home and a neatness I did not expect to see. Just the bare necessities were around me – an oversized recliner with books on a table beside it. A bookshelf, that lined the entire wall, was full of books of all kinds of genres. I was tempted to explore more as I walked past the bookshelf, rounded the corner, and stopped at the bottom of a set of stairs that led to more of the unexplored home, but I forced myself to bypass it to find the backdoor as I entered the kitchen.

I found it funny that he had a kitchen when neither of our kind eat regular human food. We survive on human dreams. He was a strange one indeed. Then I returned my focus to the task at hand; I had to find a way out of this world.

I reached for the door, cracking it a pinch and saw that led to the back porch, freedom was just a few steps away. Without looking, I threw the door open and ran smack into someone. It felt like I had hit a wall at warp speed, which caused me to fall backwards on my butt.

I looked up into the face of another Boogeyman or rather woman. What was with all these Boogeymen being so tall?! This woman was built like an Amazon woman. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun and she had a pointed nose that reminded me of someone from the humans’ Nazi era.

“Well, well... What do we have here? I think you're lost, little Sandman.” Her nasal voice was like nails on a chalkboard.

With a sarcastic tone, I said, “Yeah, I must've taken a wrong turn at Albuquerque.”

I ducked as she swung a right hook at my head, then I tackled her against the ground like a football player. I locked my hands behind her head for control as I head butted her. Feeling slightly dizzy, I stood up and sprinted towards what appeared to be the woods. Everything around me was dead and smelled of sulfur.

As I ran, looking around me to find the path to freedom, I noticed Spanish moss hanging from the dead tree limbs and it reminded me of the bayous of Louisiana. I had no idea where I was going when I felt something puncture me through my left shoulder. Shock made me stumble and grab my shoulder as I looked down at an arrow sticking out of me. I coughed as blood spluttered from my mouth.

Falling onto my hands and knees, I heard the woman's nasal laugh behind me. “Thought you were getting away, did you? Now I couldn’t allow that. You will be dead soon, and I will probably get a nice reward for your pretty head as well, but I’m going to have a little fun with you first.” Her malicious laugh made me sick to my stomach, but I kept my chin up defiantly.

Today was not my day I thought, and I felt defeat seep through me. A chuckle, which made me sound like I had gone insane, left my lips. I had no idea where to run or where Sam was now. Maybe I should have listened and stayed put in his basement.

The Nazi lady rolled me over onto my back as she knelt beside me. Taking a blade from her hip, she slowly ran the tip down my cheek, cutting lines that resembled an animal's claw marks. 

“I'm going to ruin that pretty little face, and I'm going to torture you, cut-by-cut, till you take your last breath. Something called death by a thousand cuts,” she taunted me.

I dared not scream, so I bit my lip ‘till it bled. Her frustration grew more and more with each cut and my remaining silence. When she couldn’t get a rise out of me, she dug her finger into the wound the arrow was sticking out of.

A slight whimper escaped my lips as she raised her knife above my chest. The plunge would kill me quickly and I was ready. Closing my eyes, I waited for the final blow but it never came and then I heard a loud, audible snap. My eyes popped open to see Sam standing above the woman and then tossing her aside.

He dragged her by her ankles to the bubbling waterside and pushed her into it. I watched till my vision became too blurry. 

Sam ran over to me, scooping me up in his arms. “Sabal! Sabal! Can you hear me?!” 

Why was there such panic to his voice? Who was I to him? I'd been nothing but a pain in his ass. I felt my eyes roll into the back of my head and everything once again went black.
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Chapter 3:
Unknown Panic
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Sam

“Stay with me, Sabal!” I said, gripped with panic as I felt her heartbeat fading fast.

Foolish woman! I cursed and shouted at her in my head as I quickly ran back to my cabin with Sabal in my arms. I didn't bother to open doors, I took us straight through the wall into the basement. I laid her down on the bed and quickly began working on the wound. I broke off the back side of the arrow that was sticking out of her back and pulled it out through the front.

Her golden blood rushed out and I quickly went to work to stop the bleeding. After bandaging up her cuts, I went into the small bathroom and pulled out my doctor’s emergency bag from inside the counter under the sink. I quickly set up the IV bag and then an IV from me to her. Swirls of gold and black blood flowed through the tube from me to her as I rested my head back in the oversized chair next to the bed, I released the breath I didn’t realize I was holding.

The fear that had transfixed me when I saw Olga over her body flooded my mind. I don’t know why I’m drawn to this beautiful woman, but I can’t stop thinking about her, and I don’t ever want her to leave my life. Which is silly because we barely know each other and she doesn’t trust me. She probably still thinks I’m a monster. Taking another deep breath, I tried to relax as I closed my eyes, drifting off into a different world.
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I looked around, not recognizing my surroundings. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful and heavenly in my entire existence. Everything was bright and colorful and had a certain glow to it I couldn’t explain. Walking along the golden river that flowed by me, I saw Sabal sitting on a rock with her bare feet dangling in the water. She was sitting back on her hands soaking the sun in and mumbling to herself.

“I give myself very good advice, but I very seldom follow it...” She tilted her head as if she was having a conversation with another “...I could tell you about my adventures—beginning from this morning,” said Sabal a little timidly; “but it’s no use going back to yesterday because I was a different person then.” 

A gasp escaped me as I was stunned even more by her beauty. Her markings went from her face along down her neck and were even more vibrant, almost as if they were alive and moving, blooming black roses with gold lacing the edges of the petals. Her red hair looked like fire, wild and free in the wind. My gasp must have startled Sabal because her head quickly snapped in my direction, as her eyes bulged and her mouth dropped open. “Sam! Wha... How are you here?! Boogeymen can’t enter here.”

I rubbed my eyes as they tried to adjust to the brightness. I was in awe of the beauty that surrounded me. “I... Umm, I don’t know... Where are we exactly?”

“The Realm of the Sandman! Quick! We have to hide you!” She rushed to me, yanking my hand in the direction of what appeared to be a small cottage.

“Wait, why? There’s no one around.” I stood steadfast refusing to move, I didn’t want to leave the warmth from the light covering me from head to toe.

Sabal paused looking around us, she tilted her head listening to our surroundings. “Huh, well ain’t that something...”

“What?” I said confused.

“We’ve somehow astro-projected to my realm, meaning we’re not really here, like an out-of-body experience, as the humans call it. Although this has never happened before with a Boogeyman. Let’s go to my cottage before someone sees us.” This time when she took my hand, I followed willingly.

She guided us up a winding rock path to a small mushroom shaped cottage with a smoke stack sticking out of the roof. I raised a questioning eyebrow at her as she rolled her eyes at me. “Don’t judge me, I’m a huge fan of all things Alice in Wonderland.”

I chuckled raising my hands in surrender before miming like I was zipping my lips shut. “No judgement here, my lips are sealed.” 

I thought I caught a glimpse of a smile as she turned away from me, maybe I am making progress with her.

We came to a stop at the wooden front door that appeared misshapen, the top right corner stuck out further than the other corner as if stretched like someone pulling on clay. There was a knocker that looked like a face of a grumpy old man with a big round knob for a nose with a silver ring going through it. Sabal knocked three times as it came alive wrinkling his nose and, as I suspected, a grumpy voice of an old man spoke.

“Yes, yes... I’m awake, hold your horses.” He cleared his throat. “What’s the password?” He smacked his lips as if he was having trouble trying to stay awake.

Sabal looked to me, giving me a stern expression. Again, I mimed zipping my lips shut.

“Down the rabbit hole I go.” A snicker escaped my lips as Sabal snapped her head around, and I looked away whistling in innocence.

“You may pass.” the grumpy voice said, yawning as the door opened by itself. 

As we entered the cottage, I glanced once more at the odd knocker who was already snoring, fast asleep again.

The simple interior of the cottage surprised me. There were hardwood floors, and a loveseat and coffee table to the left side of the room. Straight back through was a small arch that led to a half-opened door into a bathroom. Then, to the right, was a set of spiral stairs leading up to a second floor, which I assume was her bedroom. The whole place seemed personal, efficient, and even held a slight sense of loneliness. Come to think of it, both of our homes were similar. My home, well my secret basement, was my hideaway much like her home out here, hidden from the others. Seems both of us are outsiders in our worlds and solitude is our only comfort.

“This is a nice place,” I said, breaking the silence and her concentration. She quickly dropped my hand, and I realized she must have forgotten she was holding it. “Is that what you were mumbling about sitting on that rock? Alice in Wonderland stuff?” I couldn’t help asking, my curiosity of this woman got the better of me.

“Sit down,” she demanded, ignoring me but pointing at the loveseat in front of me.

I lifted an eyebrow in surprise when she let out a deep breath saying, “Please.”

“See that wasn’t so hard, was it?” As I sat down, I found that the sofa was extremely comfortable. I imagined Sabal lounging here, reading a book in her downtime.

“Yes, actually it is really hard. What happened after I passed out?” She asked, sternly.

A little rabbit with antlers growing out of its head hopped onto my lap, sending me flying backwards in my seat in surprise. “What is that?!”

Its beady little black eyes stared at me then dropped its head sniffing my hands and chest all the way up to my face. Then, in approval, rubbed its head against me in a loving manner as if it was cuddling with me.

Sabal chuckled at the scene and said, “That’s weird... Chessie usually doesn’t like men. That’s Chessie, she’s a jackalope. I picked her up somewhere in Texas. She’s one of the last of her kind. Some hunters were chasing her as we ran into each other and I instantly connected with her so I brought her home. We’ve been practically inseparable ever since, except whenever I leave to go to the human realm. She stays here where she’s safe from harm.”

“Hi there, Chessie. Sorry I have kept your owner from you.” Chessie sneezed in my face causing its little head to shake from left to right a few times as Sabal burst out in laughter.

“That’s her way of saying you’re forgiven; come here Chessie darling...” She called to her little horned rabbit.

Chessie hopped from my lap to Sabal’s open arms as Sabal let Chessie snuggle into the crook of her neck. I could tell the animal was very loyal to her owner.

“You want answers. I have a few, but not many,” I said patiently.

“No riddles please,” she said as she put one hand on her hip and the other pinching her nose in frustration.

I chuckled at her expressions, she was adorable when she was frustrated. “I patched you up after Olga almost killed you. I told you to stay put, by the way.”

“Olga? She reminded me of a Nazi when I saw her. What did you do with her body?”

“That’s because she was the human Hitler’s muse in his twisted dreams. I dumped her body in the Bayou water, the gators will have eaten her body by now,” I said, nonchalantly.

“And me? How did you save me? Because I’m obviously not dead, but I was close. Also, another question... how are you here?” She was full of curiosity. 

“I bandaged your wounds up, I’m kind of a doctor, without the certification, but I’ve studied tons of books and had hundreds of years of practice on fellow Boogeymen from battles with the Sandmen.” 

I was taken aback by the girlish giggles that escaped her lips. It turned into hysterical laughter. “Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yes, Dr. Sam.” As another round of giggles came out, she said, “Sorry, I had this bizarre image of a Doctor Seuss rhyme. Never mind.” She giggled again, shaking her head when she saw my confusion.

“I love your smile and the way you laugh. You should do it more often.” Where in the world did that come from?! Boy, was that bold of me to say. Wait... Is she blushing? 

She turned away from me. She has done that a lot to hide her emotions from me.

“Thank you for saving me, Sam. Why, though? That’s twice now.” She said with confliction on her face as she sat down on the loveseat beside me.

“I told you, I’m not a bad guy and I don’t wanna be a Boogeyman.” A half lie, but it will do for now. 

She sat Chessie down and looked at the animal in the eyes, a connection of unspoken words passed between them for a brief moment. She ruffled the fur between the jackalope’s antlers, sending its back paws thumping rapidly. Not too convinced, Sabal nodded and said, “I’ll see you soon, girl. Ready to go Sam?” 

“How do we get out of here and back to our bodies?” I said confused.

“We lean our heads back and relax like we’re going to sleep and our astro-selves will go right back to our bodies. Like this.” She snuggled back on the soft sofa.

Realizing I still was giving her a transfusion, I panicked trying to stop her. She would kill me and put my head on a silver platter. “Sabal, wait!” But she was already gone.
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Sabal

Once again, I awoke in the soft king-sized bed in Sam’s basement. To my surprise I felt good, considering I had an arrow in my shoulder and a ton of cuts that would have drained my blood slowly. Turning my head, I saw Sam beside me still gone. Probably trying to come back, he was smart and could figure it out and should be here any minute. 

I tried to sit up but gasped in pain, grasping my shoulder. I laid back and stared at him for a moment, his kindness touched my heart. I felt my heartbeat kick up a notch and shook my head at myself. I couldn’t afford to feel anything in the slightest, even friendship, towards this man. He’s the enemy, and this was all just some elaborate trick... Or was it?

I wasn’t sure anymore, he killed that woman, and he saved my life. Again... So twice he has saved me instead of killing me, but why? I smiled to myself and just let myself revel in the moment of two strangers being kind to one another. My arm suddenly ached as a couple of tubes connected to one of my arms felt uncomfortable.

Wait, what was this tube dangling from my arm? I picked it up and inspected it while following it to Sam’s arm watching his gold and black blood flowing through it to me. What in the world...

I yanked the tube from my arm and then Sam’s.  Sam jumped up, grabbing his arm to stop the bleeding. 

“What did you do that for, Sabal?”

“What were you thinking, giving me Boogey blood!”

“I don’t know if you noticed, but my blood is the same as yours, only tinged with Boogey blood!” He shouted in frustration at me.

The realization hit me as he bandaged his arm then started on mine. I stood still trying to push through the confusion that overtook my head.

“How do you have Sandman blood?” I said, horrified at the possibilities.

“Not the way you’re thinking. Take a deep breath, Sabal. I’m not the enemy here,” Sam said with exasperation.

“Then how, Sam? Explain it to me because I’m not a fool.” The anger poured out of me thinking the worst. Boogeymen were the polar opposites – they were evil. 

“I’ve always been this way, my entire life. I don’t know why but I do know I’m not supposed to be here in the Realm of Nightmares. This isn’t how my life should be! I should be in the Realm of the Sandman, like you! Let me explain my life to you, hear me out? Please?” he pleaded with me.

“What do I have to lose? I can’t go anywhere in my condition anyway.” I moaned at the pain that was radiating all over my body. Sam quickly came over and helped me sit up, propping pillows under my back.

“Since I was a child, I knew I was different from the others of my kind. Nor did I fit into this world around us now. I trained with the other kids, learning the history of the Boogeymen and how to maneuver the black sand. It was easy, but my heart wasn’t in it. I felt guilt as thick as glue whenever I used it on humans, so I stopped and skipped out on my job delivering nightmares as I became older and we were sent out into the human world.

My brother, Dex, he was the golden child of the family. My father, Gregory, doted on him but was so angry with me. He was ashamed. As an elder on the high council, he had one rising star son and the other, weak. He became abusive, I guess to try and toughen me up, but it only made me more rebellious against him. He kicked me out, which is why I live here away from our society, but Dex was actually a good brother.

He tried to reason with me and had been trying to turn me to the dark side but basically had given up on me. So I kept away from the others, studying medicine, and have been left alone for many years now, except to bandage up others after a battle.

A few days ago, Dex wanted me to try one last time with him. Our father had kept him away from me since Dex was supposed to eventually take over his position on the high council whenever my father decides to step down.

Now there’s no heir to my father’s legacy except me, and that’s not sitting well with him. He will eventually come to me and demand that I step up and take over in Dex’s absence, but I will not do what he wants. I need your help, Sabal, to escape here... this life... my father... everything.”

I sat there in shock at the truth he just told me. I watched him as his chest rose up and down in short breaths. I patted the empty space next to me.

“I have questions, and you may not like them.” 

He chuckled at me while scratching the back of his head, “I’m starting to learn that you always have questions, probably more than anyone I’ve ever met.”

“Ha-ha... You’re so funny. Seriously, scoot your chair closer to the bed.”

He rolled his eyes but did it anyways.

“Okay, here I am. Now what?” He asked curiously.

“Hand me my leather pouch on the nightstand.” 

His mouth dropped open in shock, but I waited patiently as he did so. “How did you know?”

“I could feel it nearby.” I shrugged at him. “Sandman magic. Okay, now open your hand, palm up, for me.”

Sam did as I asked, he watched as I sprinkled Sandman dust into his palm - the skin around it turning a shade of bronze. His eyes became bigger as his mouth formed an O-shape with surprise.

“What’s happening?”

“Hold your questions. Try doing something with it, use your mind and imagine what you want to do.”

Sam sat up straighter, concentrating as he took his other hand, placing it over the top of the hand full of dust. He closed his eyes as his hands parted, showing a small horse standing there alive and moving in circles.

My eyes widened in amazement as I leaned forward drawn by what he had done. “Sam, open your eyes.” 

The horse whinnied and tapped his hoof on Sam’s palm, bowing its head at me. I couldn’t resist petting it with two of my fingers, feeling its soft black mane under them as she shook her head in appreciation. I watched her in wonder, admiring her black and white spotted coat.

“It worked! Wait, I thought Boogeymen couldn’t wield Sandman dust...?” 

“They can’t, but a Sandman can. I don’t think you’re a Boogeyman. I think you’re actually like me.”

“Are you making jokes now?”

“No Sam, look at your hand under the horse! Your skin color changed where the Sandman dust touched! I don’t think your parents are your real parents.” He tilted his head like a confused pup. “Sam, all I’m saying is, are you sure? Who's your mother?’”

“As far as I know they are, but my mother died during a battle with the Sandmen when I was a baby.”

“Maybe she didn’t but rather you were stolen. It has happened, but not in the last few centuries. A few Sandmen went to the dark side, seduced by the power the black sand held. There are old legends saying there are Sandmen that could wield both kinds of sands but once a Sandman handles the Boogey Sand, they are lost. There has never been one who has come back from it. They turned into Boogeymen, never able to come home again. 

Some of the spouses weren’t able to deal with losing their soulmates and went over to the dark side with them. Maybe that’s what happened with your mother? Or maybe Gregory stole you from her. I don’t know, but I think if a handful of dust transforms the palm of your hand, then maybe if you take a dip in the Golden River in my realm, you could be transformed back into a Sandman. All we have to do is sneak us both out of here and into my world.”

Sam nodded his head, “First off you have to recover, and you’ll need therapy on that shoulder as well.”

I leaned back resting against the soft feathered pillows chuckling, “You know, I never expected luxury in this realm.”

“Yeah, I had to sneak it here on my trips back from the human realm. Are you comfortable?”

“Besides the giant hole in my shoulder, I feel like I’m laying on a soft cloud of fluff.” My eyes felt heavy as I tried to keep them open.

“You need to rest. You will heal faster if you do. I’ll be right here in this big chair if you need anything. I have painkillers to help with the pain. I scrambled up some extra clothes for you to wear. If you put some clean clothes on, it will help you relax more, being comfortable.” He pulled a simple pair of clothes off the dresser, black shirt and sweat bottoms. He got up to turn away from me so I could put them on, but I struggled with the pain. I couldn’t do it by myself, I coughed to get Sam’s attention.

“Can you help me? I’m having trouble, it hurts too bad to move,” I said, feeling embarrassed and weak for the first time in my life.

“Umm... Are you sure about that? Do you trust me?” He said questioningly, looking at me.

“Well, you’ve already seen plenty of me. Might as well, or I’ll be stuck here dirty and half-naked.”

My heart thumped so hard in my chest, I was sure he could hear it. While butterflies danced inside my stomach wildly as he stood in front of me, he helped me sit up on the edge of the bed. His touch was gentle as he slowly slid my left arm with my hurt shoulder into the shirt sleeve first, then over my head as he stretched the hole bigger so as to not touch my cuts across my face. I put my other arm through by myself as he slowly pulled the shirt down my stomach.

Such a gentleman, I didn’t expect that. He’s still a man, but his respectfulness touched me. “Are you doing okay? We’re almost done,” he asked, sympathy lacing his voice. 

I nodded, not trusting my own voice. Why was I nervous by his mere presence now? 

He knelt down and looked me in the eyes while slipping on the sweatpants. Never taking his eyes away from mine, his breathing became slightly heavier as the silence drew on. It was as if we were trying to look into each other’s souls. The tension in the air was so thick it was becoming palpable.  

“Well, try and get some rest. I’ll be right here if you need anything.” He said as he laid back, getting comfortable in the big chair that looked like it could fit two people, minimum, in it.

“You don’t have to sleep in that chair. We’re both adults, and this bed is big enough to hold both of us,” I said patting the open side of the bed next to me.

“Aren’t you scared I might try and take advantage of you?” He said teasingly.

“Should I be afraid? Are you the lumberjack or big bad wolf in the story?” I asked breathily.

“I don’t know, maybe a little of both. To be on the safe side, how about a pillow fence, for your safety.” He suggested as he kicked off his shoes and laid down by me while stuffing pillows between us as if building a wall.

“Why Sam, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you didn’t trust me,” I said sarcastically, letting a giggle escape me.

“Hey, I have to protect myself from you somehow. How do I know you’re not the wolf of the story instead of me?” He chuckled as I rolled my eyes at him.

Sam rolled onto his side, propping his head up on his hand, my breath felt shaky having him so close to me. I finally turned my head and looked at him. Putting my stubbornness aside, I was in awe of this man. His crystal-blue eyes stood out against his short wavy black hair, it reminded me of the color of raven feathers. Whereas the color of his eyes was the complete opposite, like the crystal-clear blue of the ocean in the Bahamas, bright and shiny.

He was extremely handsome with a strong jawline, high cheek bones and muscular all over with broad shoulders. I saw black markings sticking out from under his black t-shirt he was wearing. The fabric clung to his chest so you could see each individually defined muscle line.

“What are you thinking about so intently over there?” He asked curiously, making me snap my eyes back up, embarrassed that I had been caught staring at him.

“What do your markings look like? I can see them sticking out from under your sleeves and collar.” Curiosity was trying to overtake my exhaustion, but sleep was about to win the race. My eyelids were drooping and getting heavier.

Sam chuckled at me, I liked the sound of it. “Maybe another time. For now, quit fighting the sleep. Let go and rest. You’re safe.”

A faint smile was the only answer I gave him as my mind drifted away. I did feel safe despite the fact I technically shouldn’t. I shouldn’t trust him right now or ever, but I did. I should have been dead on more than one account but I’m not, I shouldn’t have feelings for him but I do.
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Chapter 4:
The Blessing of The Stars
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Sam

I watched Sabal while she slept, thinking to myself as I reveled in the crazy wildness she held within her. Her quirkiness brightens my day every time I open my eyes. Laying beside her, I watched Sabal’s chest steadily rise and fall beneath my chest. She seemed so at rest and fit so well in my arms, I never wanted these moments to end. It had been a few days since Sabal’s injuries, and every night we slept side-by-side. The pillow wall had been removed since the first night I awoke to find her in my arms. The fever made her delirious but I didn’t care. I actually found myself fond of taking care of such a beautiful creature.

I thought back to sneaking out and secretly reading Lewis Carroll’s ‘Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland’ and ‘Through the Looking Glass’ again. I remembered staying up late a few times to read the story as Sabal slept soundly by me. I reached between the mattresses and pulled out the hardback, admiring it. Reading was a favorite pastime of mine when I had been alone without Sabal in my life. I chuckled quietly thinking about how my life had been turned into beautiful chaos since she’d arrived. I wouldn’t have it any other way.

Flipping through the pages to a spot I marked, a particular part stuck out to me, where Alice walked up on the talking flowers. “Do you suppose she's a wildflower?”

That’s what Sabal was to me, my Wildflower, and forever will be for all eternity.

[image: https://lh4.googleusercontent.com/YKoqPCEZ_bnoonj1nu6PHtmV7A4AdVv2kFZs3aWWQ7v_BRx3Y_UK_5JsGaGkoJyQ_NbOrr1YmQ2dKr7FWUgOftaQEEdsJS5HnfGxyS8Ur5YX0VddKAAudqZqwAYu6RdV-DmF8qXCdBs_0gYO6g]

I dreamt of nothing but awoke to so much more. Vague and fading images flashing through my mind, as I had rolled over and was snuggled up to Sam. My shoulder had closed up but was still very sore. I froze realizing how close I was to him, his arm was securely wrapped around me tight and protectively. I watched his steady breath going in and out. There was innocence on his face while he slept, but I wondered about the horrors he had faced since childhood here in the Realm of Nightmares.

I had no sense of time in this place, I wondered how long we had slept and how long I had been here. Minus the almost dying part, I was enjoying Sam’s company more and more. He’s like no one I had ever met in my entire existence. He was knocking a wall down that I had put up a very long time ago. He fascinates me, and I admire his strength to be true to himself no matter the consequences.

I didn’t want to move, I didn’t want him to wake up and ruin this moment. Would he be mad that I’m lying so close to him? Does he feel any of this confusion like I do? What is going on in my head?! I feel like I’m going crazy on the inside. He, or whatever this is, will eventually drive me utterly insane if I don’t get some space. My brain feels so jumbled around him, I can’t think straight to save my life.

“You’re so adorable when you’re thinking too hard.” My head snapped back up in surprise at his voice, still groggy from sleep.

“How long have you been awake?” 

“Long enough to watch your little inner debate going on. How are you feeling?” He asked sincerely.

“I’m sore, but I think I can move my arm better than before. How long have I been asleep this time?” 

“A few days...”

“A few days!!” I jumped, but Sam held onto me trying to ease my worries. I gasped at the soreness, chastising myself.

“You developed a fever late the other night after passing out. I realized too late that Olga’s arrow must have been poisoned, so I gave you another transfusion from my blood,” he said nonchalantly rubbing my arm.

Embarrassed by the closeness between us, I sat up too fast forgetting my wounds. I grabbed my shoulder, moaning at the pain. “Ouch! Man, that hurts like hell!”

“Are you okay? Don’t move too fast, you need to take it easy, still. Here let me look at it.” His voice was like velvet in my ears, caressing me like a blanket of clouds.

Sam's hands were warm and soft as he lifted my shirt pulling my arm out of it. I couldn’t help but grit my teeth as he peeled the bandages off the wound. 

“It should be closed by now, but it’s still sensitive to touch,” I said, letting out a breath I didn’t realize I was even holding.

“Your cuts are already scarring. I wish there was something I could do about that. I hate that your beautiful face was marred by her, but it is still beautiful, nonetheless.” His hand gently ran down my cheek, leaving a trail of fire where he touched. 

“I... Umm...” I pushed his hand away from my face, guilt gripping me from the look of disappointment on his face. “I will be fine, scars are a part of battles and war.” A nervous feeling made me jump up. Was it shame or guilt? I wasn’t sure. “I can’t do this.”

All I knew was that I needed some space to think and I need it now. I stood up too fast, my legs giving out from under me but Sam was already there, catching me before I could fall.

“Are you okay? Do I make you nervous, Sabal?” He said as he helped me up, my legs still felt shaky as he helped me stand there. I was trying to decide if it were my legs that were weak or was Sam’s closeness the cause of it.

“No, of course not,” I said, pushing him away, trying to play it off. But my voice was giving me away.

“Did you know you talk in your sleep? Or it could have been the fever, but I liked what you said.” His mischievous smile spread across his face making him more handsome.

“What? I don’t talk in my sleep!” I said dignified yet horrified at the idea of it.

“What were you dreaming about, Sabal?” He pushed, his eyes looking intently into mine.

“Nothing! I remember nothing but a black hole of darkness!” When I awoke, that’s all I thought had happened, nothing, no dreams, just a black vast of emptiness... Or was it? I felt my face flush red, as images flickered across my mind of Sam and I together. Intimate touches and sweet caresses between us.

Sam walked forward and I was forced back against the bed. I defiantly stood there refusing to budge another inch.

“You called out for me, you woke up with the fever and begged me to stay. Told me you didn’t want to be alone.” His smile turned smug, he was happy about this.

“The fever obviously made me hallucinate, because I don’t need you or anybody,” I lied.

The words rushed out, but they weren’t true. I wanted him, but the inner conflict continued to roar back and forth as I fought between whether I should or shouldn’t act on my feelings. A pain crossed his face at my words, guilt stung deeper within me. Were my growing feelings for him greater than the loyalty to my people?

“You
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