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TO DAVID HENRY BECK

August 26, 1937–March 10, 2024

Second stepfather and third father, best of men

We loved you well and miss you always.
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The sorceress Oneira retired from the gilded courts of men after the last war. Her last war, that is, as she’d resolved to absent herself from such conflicts for the remainder of her life.

She built herself a house on a spit of land between the mountains and the sea, close enough to both that she could descend the long series of white steps to the pink-pebble beach below or follow the narrow trails left by forest animals through the hills rising behind. Large windows looked out in all directions, commanding views of the wave-tossed horizon, the snow-capped peaks, and the forest canopy between. She raised a tower with a single room at the summit and nothing in it, and topped it with a bubble of crystal she breathed into being like a dream that could never shatter.

Alone in that tower, she watched the sun rise and set, the stars spin into a diamond-splashed array of contained chaos. And she set her wards, meticulously guarding all approaches to her solitary fastness, especially the one road that led there from the world of men.

In this way, she lived at an intersection of the elements of nature. If she could remove that sole unnatural element, she would have. She loathed that pulsating scar through the forest left by the hungry axes of men, one last ugly link that rendered her forever tethered to their world of debts and allegiances and endless plotting. She didn’t care if she never saw another human being. Even in their noisy, greedy midst, she’d been isolated in her power and her soul-ravaging sorrow.

At least now she would have silence.

Though wardmaking wasn’t the strongest of her skills, she didn’t concern herself overmuch. Her weakest ability—whether in drawing runes, mind-reading, divination, healing, and so forth—still exceeded the best most magic-workers could muster. Only someone like Stearanos Stormbreaker could outmatch her there, and only because he was a powerful chartomancer, able to channel his magic through runes of all kinds, particularly wards. And Stearanos, the nemesis she’d never met, had no reason to attack her and every reason not to. Especially now that she’d been freed of the blood geas that had bound her since childhood.

For the rest of the world, magically gifted and otherwise, her reputation was enough to terrify all who’d heard the tales, even the ones that hadn’t been liberally embroidered. Also, she’d been coldly clear as to the consequences of anyone who dared disturb her retirement. No one could or would dare trespass on the privacy of her exile.

So, no one did, for a very long time.

She found a solace of sorts in the silence that wasn’t silent at all, but simply devoid of idle chatter, angry debate, and the shouts and screams of the dying. Away from the crowded world of people, other sounds emerged. Oneira learned to appreciate the subtle harmonies of the crash of surf against the rocks far below, the sifting rustle of the leaves as the winds changed direction, wafting cold alpine air over the forest one moment, salt-drenched ocean warmth next.

Oneira had never been one to talk to herself. She’d learned the lesson early in her education to be very careful of what she put into words. For any sorcerer, but particularly a powerful oneiromancer like her, giving voice to thoughts gave them a tangible reality that could lead to disastrous results. When Oneira spoke, she scrupulously said nothing of import or she deliberately shattered entire realms. It was far easier to say nothing at all, to allow the small sounds of the world to fill her ravaged, empty spaces.

She spent her days doing little. Nothing that affected the fate of anyone, let alone realms and entire populations. At most, she changed the course of fate for the fruits and vegetables in the garden she planted, learning what to do from the books she’d brought with her, working with her hands, using a bit of magic here and there. She’d sworn to never again use her sorcery at the behest of another, no matter who asked it of her, regardless of the reward offered or the threat levied, but that didn’t mean she’d forsaken magic altogether. She might as well attempt to stop breathing.

It might come to that, someday—stopping breathing, stopping being altogether. Although, within the healing silence of her white walls, that eventuality seemed far less likely than on the day she’d raised them, pulling what she needed from the Dream and meticulously shaping it all to fit more or less seamlessly into the waking world. Still, the imminent inevitability of death had weighed so heavily on her mind while she built her house that, when she finished, it occurred to her that she had created for herself a sort of massive tomb, a mausoleum for one occupant: her eventual corpse, no doubt perfectly preserved, given all the magic that had coursed through her mortal form.

The prospect of her death gave her no sense of sorrow, only a kind of warped delight at the image of herself lying on her back, hair streaming in a silver-threaded crimson river to the floor, no virginal princess, but a woman matured and molded by the cruelties of a lifetime, both dealt to her and dealt by her. Some prince might happen along, somehow evade her wards and traps—through the purity of his heart or some such; it was only a dream of a tale, after all—and attempt to awaken her with a kiss.

Whether her mythical would-be lover was motivated by true love or inconstant lust, it didn’t matter. Oneira had long passed any interest in such things. Though she remained awake and alive, her sexuality had fallen into deep slumber, if not killed along with the last remnants of her humanity.

Besides which, no sorcerer capable of laying such a deep enchantment would enable a simple key to unlock it. The prince would flail and curse the fates and go away disappointed. So much for heroic glory. Better for him to learn such things were the stuff of dreams, illusions only.

The image of that fairy-tale scene tickled her enough, however, that she’d giggled aloud. The sound echoed through the forming walls, halls, and archways of polished white stone, absurdly melodious given the deep grating despair of her thoughts. (She’d chosen white for obvious reasons: purity, simplicity, restfulness, atonement, a longing for an innocence forever lost.)

Unable to resist making one aspect of it real, Oneira searched the Dream and found a bier. Enough people dreamed about their own funerals in vivid detail that the pedestal needed little modification to blend into reality. She centered the bier in a large room that formed the heart of the house and created skylights, focusing them to shine upon the pedestal, spotlighting it with a touch of theatrical drama that would have been embarrassing, had there been anyone else to see it.

In the ensuing days, she took to laying fresh flowers upon her bier daily, first wildflowers that she picked on her rambles, later blossoms harvested from her increasingly bountiful garden. She arranged the flowers so they’d frame her corpse, so she could simply lie down, exhale her last breath, and have done. When the snows on the peaks behind the house crept low enough to sprinkle the garden with hints of frost, she dried blossoms and petals, storing enough to decorate the bier for an entire winter. The ritual of it pleased her. Someone would mourn her passing, even if it was only herself.

The laying of flowers on her bier also reminded her, in the haze of honeyed autumn, that she’d need food stores for the frozen months. Food from the Dream rarely tasted right and was never properly nutritious, being the stuff of dreams and not reality. She wouldn’t starve—she couldn’t die that easily, not from such a basic bodily need—but hunger distracted and annoyed her. It made her mind too muzzy to read, forcing her to descend from her tower to eat, or left her legs too weak to ascend the many stairs from the beach or the hills beyond where she roamed without purpose.

Knowing she’d feel more alert with a balanced diet, she searched the vast library she’d brought with her, some of the titles from her own lifelong collection, others she’d helped herself to when she left, figuring they owed her far more than that. She found a tome with instructions on agromancy, a field of magic she hadn’t learned. The academy that had purchased her life contract didn’t deal in such low-return employment as farming. Agromancers never earned enough to pay off the debt of their schooling, much less deliver a profit.

Oneira enjoyed learning the simple enchantments of growing food. Living things weren’t like the inanimate; nothing in the Dream was truly alive, not even the monsters extracted from nightmares and set loose in reality. Thus, she couldn’t bring plants from the Dream and expect them to be anything useful in the waking world. But basic agromancy, coaxing existing fruit trees, grains, and vegetables—and flowers for the bier, of course—to sprout and flourish fell easily within her abilities as a sorceress. Sometimes she smiled, thinking of the warlords who’d employed her world-scathing skills seeing her on hands and knees, planting seeds, soaking the soil with magic. She also learned to take pleasure in working with her hands, making porridges from grains, brewing soups from vegetables, and baking bread from flour she ground with her own hands. In learning to feed herself, she discovered a kind of affection for her own body, a basic sensuality she’d lost along the way. She’d never again have a lover—that sort of thing did require another person—but she began to forgive her own failings in that realm, content to allow her libido to slumber on. She found a peace in puttering around in the kitchen she later added on to the house, the need for one never occurring to her when she built the original.

She, of course, could not bring herself to eat meat of any sort, not even the pearlescent oysters that perched amid the pink-rock tidepools along her narrow beach. All life had become precious to her here at the edge of the world, far too late for it to make any kind of difference. Regardless, she refused to kill ever again. She couldn’t undo what she’d done, but she could do that much.

Those simple things formed the bones, breath, and flesh of her days and nights. She nourished the garden, tinkered with recipes in the kitchen, arranged flowers on the bier. As impulse led her, she prowled the pink-pebble beach, or wandered the high hills, depending on how far the snowline crept down. The wildlife who shared her small, private realm—or, perhaps, it was more accurate to say she’d inserted herself into theirs—came to know her and ignored her presence, a restful novelty for her, who had always stood at the center of attention, usually the dangerous kind.

Where once a forest of birdsong had fallen silent at her approach, the feathered creatures now sang away. The sorceress who’d once frightened horses so badly that she couldn’t be near them, either to ride or be pulled in a carriage, now sat quietly with paper and ink, sketching the does and fawns in springtime as they grazed trustingly nearby. Her scintillating, sharp-edged magic had retracted its spines and settled around her into a soft cloak, harmful to none. She liked the feeling, though she didn’t care to examine the implications for herself as the battle sorceress she’d been or whatever kind of creature she’d become. So she encouraged the magic to wrap itself about her, making another layer of stillness and silence.

After some time—she’d lost track of how long in the seamless slide and tumble from season to season, all circling around to the same, yet different points—a visitor arrived. Not the hapless, yet heroic prince looking to awake his sleeping princess. It was too soon for his doomed attempt, Oneira not quite ready to lay herself upon the bier amid her flowers.

It happened on one of her rambles through the mountains, the full summer allowing her to hike higher and deeper, the meadows purple with wildflowers and the sky so close that wisps of clouds formed just above before whisking away again. As the afternoon wore on, those playful strands would weave together with dizzying speed, becoming storms with thunderous rain and lethal lightning akin to the sort she’d once brought out of the Dream and wielded with such unthinking destruction.

Oneira lowered her gaze from silent contemplation of the frisky clouds condensing white against blue and scattering again to find the creature there, without warning of its approach, watching her with keen intent.

It came as a bit of a shock, not being ignored after all that time. She almost looked around, about, behind herself, casting for the true object of its attention. But no, it saw her, standing as if pointing her out to some companion, all lean, alert hunter, canny, deep-blue gaze fixed on her and unmoving. Dangerous. Capable of dealing death, even to one such as herself.

Oneira held still. Not as frozen prey. No amount of solitude and silence could ever make her anything but the apex predator she’d been born as and molded into. She could kill this creature, except that she was done with killing.

Even in self-defense? Part of her ruminated over the philosophical question, one she’d mulled more than once.

Perhaps, perhaps . . . came the eternal answer. She couldn’t simultaneously exist as the woman who valued her own life so little that she decorated her own bier daily and as a sorceress willing to kill to save that life.

She’d also pondered whether she’d kill to save someone else, an innocent or someone she cared about. Or maybe to save many people, their numbers adding weight enough to offset their lack of innocence and her lack of caring about them. All academic, as she cared for no one, and innocents weren’t exactly thick on the ground.

All she truly wanted was to be left alone to ensure that such predicaments didn’t arise.

And now she faced one.

She knew what the creature was. Though she’d never seen its like in life, she’d learned of their ilk way back in the early days of her compulsory education. He—definitely male—stood out in her mind against the softer magic of the landscape, the magic breathed by natural living things. He’d been created, not born, radiating the enchantment that had crafted him and his kind, long before Oneira had been born.

In her mind, though not aloud, never aloud, she named him: scáthcú.

Dread wolf.
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If anyone had asked Oneira what manner of creature she anticipated would be the first to break the solitude of her self-imposed and vigorously enforced isolation, she would not have picked a near-mythical wolf designed by an ancient mage to wage brutal war. Though, given the life she’d led, it really just figured.

The scáthcú sat on his haunches, eyeing her with riveted attention. Dirty ice matted his coat, turning him brown instead of his native white. Filth coated his belly, encased his great paws, and hung off the feathery underside of his long tail, which now curved around in front of him, the tip lifted in question. The unnatural magic that created his ilk shimmered about him, radiating a shade of purple not found in nature, an implicit warning to anyone with the wit to see it.

He must have come down from the forever-frozen peaks looming above. The ancient tales spoke of the packs of scáthcú who’d gone feral following the demise of their creator, roaming the cave-riddled wilderness of those altitudes too extreme for ordinary lungs to draw breath. Oneira had heard rumors from time to time of some ambitious young mage, burdened by oppressive debt and made brave by the desperation to rid themselves of it, attempting to ascend to the thin air and desolation of those peaks. They thought to obtain a scáthcú and make their fortune.

They died. Or disappeared. Or returned crushed in body and spirit, realizing their own insignificant skills could never allow them to survive the extremes a created being so thoroughly permeated with magic could.

If those mages had bothered to read the books Oneira had, those hubris-laden and impetuous fools would have known that even if they could manage to ascend to such heights, they would return unrewarded. Scáthcú chose their own sorcerers. The fabricated dread wolves had been embedded with a craving for magic. The more powerful the sorcerer, the more attractive to them. If they befriended a mage, their loyalty was unbreakable, and they formed a symbiotic relationship with their sorcerer of choice. As an enemy, however, the scáthcú fed their hunger another way, devouring the sorcerer they found wanting.

Oneira knew herself to be wanting in many ways—but were they the ones that mattered to a scáthcú? She waited with distant curiosity to discover the outcome of the test. Perhaps death had finally sought her out, impatient with her dithering. Truly, it would be a relief to have the decision taken out of her hands.

The scáthcú’s massive jaws opened, revealing ivory fangs. A black, forked tongue flicked out to taste the air between them. Jaws widening beyond what would be physically possible for a natural wolf, he revealed his pink maw and his native magic coiled out like that black tongue, visible only to her sorcerous senses. Braced, she held her magic in a still, folded cloak, allowing him to taste it . . . and he settled into a canine grin, giving her a yip of greeting.

Oneira sighed. There would be no getting rid of him now.

“There’s no meat in my house,” she told him, her voice an odd, rusty sound after such long disuse. “You feed yourself.”

She turned and walked away. Whatever would she do with such a creature? Undaunted by her lack of welcome, the scáthcú followed at her side, establishing a pattern that would endure.

“Don’t make me sorry,” she added, and laid a hand in the ruff of coarser hair around his neck and shoulders. Such was his height that her hand rested there easily, her elbow at a relaxed and comfortable bend. As if they’d been sized for each other. “Perhaps you can address the rabbits savaging my garden,” she suggested.

He emitted a growl of pure delight. It didn’t count, Oneira decided, if her scáthcú committed bunny murder. After all, the rabbits were far from innocent, determinedly avoiding her nonlethal deterrents with arcane cleverness. She’d spent an undue amount of time—not to mention magic, though she had plenty to spare these days—on devising wards that wouldn’t injure the fuzzy pests, but her humane solutions left loopholes for them to get in and savage her greens.

Many of her former cohort in the world of the ruthless employment of magic would construe a lesson from that, along the lines of kill or be killed. She willfully refused that premise. Or, rather, she’d done enough of the former that she’d resigned herself to the latter. Eventually, anyway. In the meanwhile, it could be frustrating that the immensely powerful magic she possessed all lay in the realm of the Dream. And that she excelled in destruction above all else.

Well, now she apparently had a pet scáthcú to kill for her. How scandalized her former handlers would be to know she planned to use such a lethal weapon for gardening.
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Oneira decided to call the scáthcú “Bunny,” in honor of his labors on behalf of her greens. She’d gotten him to bathe himself in the deep, freshwater pond she’d added to the walled garden. It was easy enough to coax him into it as Bunny gleefully took to water. She then spent several nights by the fire—she lit a fire every evening, regardless of the weather, for its quiet comfort—meticulously combing the snarls from his matted coat. His fur turned out to be as soft as a rabbit’s and as pristine white as their winter coats.

She ended up with a pile of extracted fur that she regarded with considerable bemusement, recalling excursions to various outlying fiefdoms where the women—it was almost always the women—would gather to spin piles of fluff like it into threads or yarns or some such. Oneira had always regarded their chattering circles, busy hands, and clacking instruments with a similar sense of befuddlement. Their lives had so little resemblance to her own that they seemed like a foreign tribe, a people who existed in spaces that weren’t battlefields or council chambers crowded with greedy or frightened men. It didn’t matter which emotion motivated the men, as they behaved in the exact same ways.

The women, though, they’d appeared content enough from a distance, as unmoved by the scheming of their men as the sheep in the meadows. It had seemed an enviable sort of peaceful ignorance and a kind of magic Oneira lacked, one made of nimble fingers and keen attention. As if by focusing on the simple tasks, they elevated the importance of small creations, putting the epic sweep of wars and kingdoms into the far distance, a tumult of landscape irrelevant to them.

So, remembering their ability to retire violence to the background of their lives, and confronted with a pile of white fur, Oneira attempted spinning.

She located a book in her library with instructions on the techniques, and which included several illustrations of the necessary tools. Selecting the spindle as something that looked as easy to use as a child’s toy, she entered the Dream to find one.

Oneira was powerful and skilled enough to travel physically through the Dream that connected all living beings and emerge in a location where she could purchase—or steal, depending on the provenance of the item—anything she needed. But to create something as simple as a spindle, she needed only to reach mentally into the dream, which was much easier, though by no means easy. Stilling herself, allowing her folded cloak of magic to unfurl just a small amount, she walked her thoughts along the familiar pathway into the Dream.

A place as fantastic and unreal as the dreams that made up its fabric, the Dream was wildly confusing to magic-workers not experienced in that ever-changing, undulating landscape. Even naturally talented oneiromancers could become lost in bubbles of dreams that popped or spontaneously sealed themselves off. For Oneira, who’d traveled this mutable land intuitively since she was a small child, then with more skill as she learned from the best, skipping through dreaming minds to find a spindle took only moments.

She located one that looked like a simple version, similar to the book’s illustration, from the dream of a woman surrounded by endless piles of wool and spindles that ever eluded her grasp. Extracting it from the Dream, Oneira pulled herself back to the waking world, the spindle in her hand. As always happened with items from the Dream, it wasn’t exactly right. Though it looked like wood, the substance of the thing was flimsy, too soft for real-world work. There came in the true craft and skill of this sort of oneiromancy.

Using her magic with finely honed precision, Oneira recast the substance into something much more like the wood it was supposed to be. It would never be exactly like the real-world version, but it would more than suffice for her purposes. Especially with no one but herself to see and hold it. Other people tended to be unsettled by the vaguely foreign aspects of items built from the Dream, something of no concern in her exile. Another bonus.

Amused at herself that her self-imposed rules allowed her to obtain a spindle from the Dream, but not cheat any more than that, Oneira bent herself to the new task.

Within an hour, she wished she’d simply thrown the whole pile of fur on the fire. This was why she’d become a sorceress and not a weaver or spinner or maker of things.

Well, this and that she’d never had a choice. As a child of power, the recipient of magic that flew to her like birds to seed in winter, Oneira had begun to study sorcery so young that she had barely understood that people led any other kind of life. It had never once occurred to her to stop and chat with those women she’d observed, to ask to be shown how the tools they used worked to transform one thing into another.

Faced with a mountain of fluff, sore fingers that bumbled every movement, and a scáthcú who watched her as if he suspected she’d lost her mind, Oneira regretted that she hadn’t ever taken the time to linger by those chattering groups, to observe, or possibly even ask. The book could only give her words; she lacked the translation that would make her hands do the thing.

Still, giving up had never been in her nature. She possessed an innate stubbornness that had frustrated her teachers and handlers alike, but her obdurate nature had also seen her through knottier problems than fur that flew up her nose and made her sneeze or fingers that reddened and ached in every tiny bone. Out of pride, and honestly a lack of much else to do, she persevered, working the strands of soft fur into, if not actual thread or yarn, then at least a lumpy tube with aspirations.

Hours later, the windows open to the warm summer evening and the languid chorus of crickets singing in counterpoint to the bass beats of the surf below, Oneira dubiously confronted the coil of dirty white ropelike stuff. Nothing remained of the prodigious pile of fur but for a few wisps tumbling idly over the stone floor, dancing with the night breezes. Beside her, Bunny gave her creation much the same look that she did. In retrospect, she should have spent time removing the various inclusions, all the thorns, bits of rubble, and other unidentifiable detritus Bunny had collected in his fur like an avaricious minor lord wearing his wealth on his costume.

At that point, she very nearly did pitch the ugly product of her work into the fire. Probably she should have—it served no useful purpose—but she couldn’t quite bring herself to do so. She’d made it, however useless and unlovely, and that meant something. Probably not much, but something. Even if she didn’t know what that was. For someone who’d never created anything without a purpose, that she’d made this useless, artless thing felt like a step toward an unknown destination.

So, she coiled it carefully, though the uneven lumps and occasional extrusions meant it would never look neat—neatness counts, her teacher Zoltan had endlessly exhorted—and she set it on the mantel, which had been otherwise bare. She couldn’t have said why she had one to begin with, except that mantels went with fireplaces in the visions of most dreamers, and so it had emerged from the Dream that way. She hadn’t cared enough either way to pare it off.

She paused, studying the soiled, brownish, and lopsided column precisely centered on the pristine white shelf, surrounded by equally pristine white walls, then went to bed. Bunny followed along, so he could lay himself in his accustomed spot across the threshold, where he’d remain until she awoke. As was her habit, she rested a hand between his shoulders as they walked, the newly combed fur soft as down. That was an accomplishment: not the making of the object she turned her back on, but the creation of the absence of filth.

As the sorceress and wolf walked away, the coiled rope remained on the mantel, a dubious occupant of the lone place of honor in an otherwise empty house.
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The next creature to find Oneira arrived like a literal bolt from the blue. She was out in the garden picking the last of the tomatoes, the as-yet unripe green ones, as the cold wind blasting off the ocean shouted of a hard frost to come that night. She’d learned to listen for those sounds, too: the land, water, and sky speaking of their immediate plans, of the weather traveling from far beyond her fastness, bringing with it the imagined scents of exotic lands she’d once visited, occupied, or overthrown. The lash of the wind against her bare neck—for she’d braided her long, crimson hair and coiled it around the back of her head, so it wouldn’t snarl—felt like a well-deserved punishment from those faraway places.

You abandoned me.

You laid waste to me.

You made me bow to your might and left me broken.

You made me into a nightmare landscape of nothing, nothing, nothing . . .

Pressing her lips together, she didn’t reply, even in her mind. She didn’t have anything to say back to them. The voices on the wind told her nothing she didn’t already know, nothing she didn’t already regret to the depths of her pitiless soul, nothing she hadn’t already considered how to redress, except that nothing could.

Nothing, nothing, nothing.

So she accepted their castigation as her due, plucking each hard, round, brightly green fruit with care—neatness counts—as if each tomato saved from the frost might compensate for some small portion of the land she’d destroyed. The sound hit her barely before her aerial wards blazed the warning through her mind, then shredded in the wake of the creature that plummeted from above, shrieking a bloodcurdling cry as it fell. Oneira leapt to her feet, dirt-encrusted hands stretched to the sky in a gesture that had nothing to do with defense, and everything to do with strike-first violence. Without thinking about it, she’d opened a portal to the Dream, iridescence tracing the outline of a doorway, the Dream seething beyond, the night terrors summoned by her instinctive fear throbbing with the need to be released. Struggling against her darker instincts, she caged the restless, potent magic, restraining the terrors, prepared to call something else from the Dream instead. Something less lethally nightmarish.

She would not kill rather than die.

At least, not until she knew what hurled itself toward her.

Acutely cognizant of that irony—that all her noble aspirations fell apart depending on context, and her emotions of the moment, marking her indelibly as a monster, forever and always—she sent a seeking eye upward. Aiming her far-vision at the rent in her wards, she was rather astonished to discover the culprit: a tiny kestrel, brilliantly colored in ruby rust and sapphire gray, diving straight for her. She turned her raised hands in time for the creature to land on her forearm, small, black-tipped talons easily piercing her sleeve to dig into her skin, drawing blood.

Oneira winced, but held steady, regarding the bird—no taller than her hand was long—with considerable bemusement. This small raptor had been able to slice through her wards as if they were nothing. Was that the fault of her less-than-sterling ward-making or its own ability? Would it be able to similarly shatter the wards of a powerful wardmaking sorcerer like Stearanos Stormbreaker? It would be interesting to try, though she’d never meet her nemesis in battle now that she’d retired. Not that they’d ever been likely to collide, always positioned against the other as a threat between the warring nations that held their leashes, a promise of mutually assured destruction.

Apparently uninterested in her musings, the kestrel stared her down, glistening obsidian eyes knowing, hooked beak sharp for killing prey. Another meat eater. She considered asking why it had sought her out, knowing there would be no more answer than to whether she could have defeated Stearanos in battle—she was certain she could have—or to the endlessly cycling, far more pertinent question of how to atone for her past.

She could, however, answer the question of the tiny raptor’s identity. Stilling herself, she queried the Dream, seeking similar images. The vivid coloring, the metallic gold sparkle of the ring around its eyes, its ability to penetrate her wards. The answer bubbled up from countless numinous dreams.

This was Adsila, hunting companion to She Who Eats Bears, goddess of old.

Oneira had not asked for Adsila, nor did she want the attention of She Who Eats Bears. Attracting the notice of a deity always led to trouble, and Oneira’s entire plan at the moment hinged on being so thoroughly forgotten that she’d be left alone. “You should go,” she whispered to Adsila, who cocked her head, an obdurate glint in her bright eyes, a mirror to Oneira’s own stubborn nature. The wind tugged at the knot of Oneira’s hair, pulling it free of the coil and sending it whipping about them, stinging her face bloodless from the cold.

Bunny nipped a green tomato from the basket and ate it, grinning at her.
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Full winter enclosed the white halls of Oneira’s fastness, layers of drifted snow washing against the high-walled garden like the foaming surf lashing the cliffs below, the blizzarding clouds swirling over the forever-frozen peaks above.

Winter days flowed quietly, with fewer sojourns into the world outside her walls. The heavy snows piled in waves against the gates, sealing them closed, and she didn’t care to free them. Sometimes rows of days passed when she didn’t venture outside, instead reading her books by the fire or in her dome surrounded by snowfall, getting up only to make soup, or turn the bread dough. Bunny and Adsila went in and out, but she’d quickly tired of playing servant to them. She might be embracing humility of circumstance, but she hated to be disturbed while reading. Or disturbed at all. Old habits die hard.

So, she spent a morning creating egress and ingress for her self-invited living companions. For Adsila, she added an aerie to the top of the house, not high enough to interfere with the view from her tower, but enough to satisfy the bird’s desire for a lofty roost. She made it cozy enough for security, then added glass for viewing the landscape. It was simple enough to set a ward on the glass, as the goddess’s bird could come and go freely, as if it didn’t exist.

The solution to Bunny’s independence took a bit more doing. In the summer, it had been simple enough to leave the glass doors open to the warm air, but the winter winds blew less kindly. Though Oneira’s fire burned without wood, and she could warm the house by pulling from dreams of hot summer lands, she discovered she disliked cold drafts nearly as much as being interrupted. And Bunny, accustomed to roaming the high peaks, liked to get out and frolic in the snow until he’d resemble a creature crafted from ice rather than pure magic. Then he’d roar in again, like an ice-ridden alpine wind, scattering snow—and snowmelt—on his hurtling path to the fire, where he’d roll belly-up until he reached roasting temperatures. Then he’d repeat the process.

The nth time Oneira stepped barefoot into a shockingly cold puddle of melt on her warm stone floors, she shrieked, pulled from deep thoughts, and seriously considered at least singeing an unrepentant Bunny. Instead she made a tunnel. It burrowed beneath the house wall and emerged some distance away in the garden. She would not make a ground-level access to her home from outside the walls, wards or no. That was a nonstarter. Bunny could stay in the garden for the winter before she’d risk that. Oneira trusted her skills in wardmaking only so far.

The tunnel functioned to cut the drafts and to absorb the water shed by Bunny as he raced through it. By the time he emerged into the house proper, he had dry fur again. Pleased with herself, Oneira considered the tasks well-accomplished and she turned back to her studies.

But magic liked to be used and her spell-working had tickled awake old habits and inclinations. Restlessness filled her, her agile mind no longer satisfied with making soup and baking bread. She sometimes walked with Bunny in the garden, donning her fur cloak she’d made from a dream of arctic climes, treading the weaving paths he’d tamped down in his circling. The snow rose on either side of her at hip height, the trees draping heavily laden branches nearly to the ground so it seemed at times that she moved through a tunnel of black, leafless skeletons fleshed in snow dropped again in sifts and clods, the landscape as bizarre and unreal as any she might tread within the Dream.

If she allowed her fancy to take her there, the soft plopping and the visual comparison to flesh melting from bone could remind her of the nightmare aftermath of battlefields. Or of lands destroyed without the opportunity to raise even a word of objection, like at Govirinda, the job that had tempted her with a startling revelation, the alluring possibility of ending the years of growing, restless dread. The one that had paid her enough to allow her to retire, to exile herself and leave it all behind. That guaranteed she’d never again open the Dream to bring in nightmare monsters to reduce a population of hundreds of thousands to sludge dripping from bones.

A quiet whuff from Bunny told her she’d stopped and was staring darkly at a pile of limbs half-buried in snow. They looked nothing like the mortal corpses of the dream that had invaded her mind, dredged up from memories that refused to be purged, and yet . . . She’d stood there long enough for her feet to grow cold and numb, and for the normally ebullient wolf to tug at the hem of her cloak with gentle teeth. Absently patting him on the head, she resumed walking, resting her hand on Bunny’s shoulders as he paced beside her. He steered them back toward the house, showing a concern that she wasn’t entirely sure how to wrestle.

As they approached the house, white on white against the gray sky, a something shifted. Oneira halted, not quite alarmed, Bunny mirroring her stillness, lifting his muzzle to sniff the snowflake-dense air. Adsila burst out of her aerie above, a streak of rust-andblue smoke, cutting through the mist in skipping bursts. Oneira’s mind did likewise, leaping along the smooth surface of her wards. No breaks, no intrusions or testing.

And yet, a something was somehow inside her wards and walls, arriving without a ripple of the many alerts that should’ve kept it out. “Who are you?” she asked on a whisper, threading it with a command to reveal itself truly. Under Oneira’s hand, Bunny quivered, but didn’t move.

A shape undulated out of the lacy curtain of falling snow, white going to gray and darkening to black as deep as shadowy corners on a moonless night. Graceful as smoke, liquid and dancing on great, soft paws, the cat flowed toward her, emerald eyes penetrating the mist with a sharpness at odds with all of its otherwise fluidity.

Ah. The knowledge came to Oneira on the wings of a dream. “Lady Moriah,” she murmured. The cat’s whiskers twitched up in a half smile, eyes glittering. The antimage, the witch’s familiar, the feline in form but not function, repository of all the spells in the world. Before this moment, Oneira would have called Moriah a myth, a simple metaphor for the techniques ancient witches used to cast enchantments. But then, she’d also have called She Who Eats Bears a construct of human longing for a protective deity and the scáthcú nothing more than a tale told to ambitious young wizards hoping to shortcut indentured servitude.

Third time’s a charm. Why these semimythical creatures had converged upon her aloneness, Oneira had no idea. She was no apantomancer, to work magic through chance encounters with animals. If these truly were chance encounters. She rather thought otherwise, but she also could no more refuse this guest than she had the others. She sighed and swept a hand at the house.

The three of them went in through the door to the kitchen, the side that faced the ocean and thus was regularly swept bare by the offshore winds. Adsila arrowed in over their heads, making one loop before exiting to her aerie. Moriah gave the bird a thoughtful, watchful glance. “Only if you care to anger a goddess,” Oneira advised, figuring Adsila was on her own in this battle. Oneira had retired, after all, and was done with assisting anyone in their wars.

Moriah gave the feline equivalent of a shrug and ambled her way through the kitchen and into the rest of the house, looking it over thoroughly before finding Oneira’s bier and leaping onto it. She swiped away a few of the dried garlands, then stretched herself out on the white stone, tail draping lavishly over one side nearly to the floor.

Oneira considered objecting, but she’d already said more words in a row than she had in weeks, possibly months, and found herself wearied. It had been an unusual day, what with Moriah’s arrival and the uncanny visitation of that nightmare of her ultimate crime at Govirinda, and she apparently had lost all resilience for accommodating even the smallest variations in her days. She’d sought the numbing sameness of isolation and the gentle abyss of the blank slate. That had meant forgetting and thinking of nothing at all. Even the words of the books she read had slid into and out of her mind without leaving a trace.

With the advent of Moriah, Lady of Night and holder of all the spells of the world, things changed. Not to discount the disturbances created by Bunny and Adsila, but Moriah had tipped the balance, permanently disturbing the frozen sea of Oneira’s mind. Thoughts trickled in through the cracks, small green shoots thrusting through the desolate frozen soil of her being.

She still submerged her waking hours in reading, sleeping, making soup, and baking bread, but the words she read ran around in her thoughts as they hadn’t before. They marched in columns and reassembled themselves into new formations. When she slept, she dreamed of words. These dreams didn’t come real, of course, as she’d long since mastered disconnecting her sorcery from her dreaming mind. Still, she dreamed vividly of lines of text, running backward and forward, upside down and sideways, the glyphs breaking up and rearranging.

For the first time since the moment she’d dumped out the chest of coin at Queen Zarja’s feet, Oneira considered what she was doing. She’d rained a pile of bloodstained gold to drip down the stairs of the dais and told the queen and that roomful of astonished men to consider her debt paid and beyond, that she was done with them and their wars, to release her from the blood geas, that she was leaving and to disturb her at their peril.

“But what of Stearanos Stormbreaker?” Queen Zarja had demanded, barely suppressing the quaver in her voice. “Without you here, there’s nothing to stop the Northern Lands from wielding him against us. We’ll be conquered.”

“Don’t tell them I’m gone,” Oneira replied. Stearanos and what he might or might not do was no longer her problem. “I’ll go in secrecy and stay in secret, but I am going.”

She went, and she’d gone on to find the place, build the house, ward against intruders, learn to sustain her life until she made the final decision to be done with it, to embrace the death she’d earned as surely as she’d earned those gold coins.

All of it had consumed her. But it had all occupied her as dreams devour a sleeper.

The time had passed in a mist of snowfall and summer leaves and ocean spray. Now, like a dreamer awakening, she wondered what she’d been looking for in all those books she’d read. At first she’d immersed herself in books because she finally had the long stretches of time to read everything she wanted to. All her life, she’d collected books, depositing them in the house she’d never truly lived in, in the suites of rooms in castles, palaces, and citadels that had been hers and not.

Her life had been an itinerant one, moving at the behest of the queen, or those requiring her services enough to pay her exorbitant prices. The time she’d spent in her ostensible home had been limited to visits to a place that felt more unfamiliar than the fortresses, forts, and castles she’d returned to again and again. One thing had become abundantly clear over the course of her career: the same places formed the nexus of the most trouble.

The abodes of those warlords had become more familiar to her than her own titular home. In some cases, they’d maintained a suite of rooms for her, kept solely for her use, furnished grandly and lavishly, always a reflection of what they thought she should like. Never had anyone asked her what she actually liked. To be fair, if they had, she wouldn’t have had an answer for them. The house that had belonged to her hadn’t held anything she particularly liked either. People gave her things. Gifts as payment, as tribute, as hints, to curry favor. Spoils of war that smelled eternally of the blood spilled to take them and echoed with silent screams of agony and injustice. She’d deposited them all in that house.

And when it came time to leave, she’d taken only the books. All those books she never read, all the more valuable because she couldn’t pull them from the Dream. For some reason, people didn’t dream in printed characters. Books from the Dream looked real enough on the surface, but the pages of the books they dreamed came glued together or were always out of focus, the words formed of nonsense shapes.

It had taken time with some of the books she’d collected to purge them of their violent pasts. When she could, during rare breaks in her schedule, she tended to her newest acquisitions, assuming responsibility for their rehabilitation.

With some tomes, the simplest and fastest way to cleanse them had been to pry the jewels from their covers. Usually with men, it was the jewels they wanted, not the books themselves. Or the information inside that would lead them to wealth or power, or both, as the two often went together, or one led to the other. She threw the jewels into the ocean, with apologies to the abyssal deities, and after cleansing the gems to the best of her ability. Sometimes she stripped off the binding, too, if the gold leaf had been too deeply embedded for her to remove it.

With the truly damaged books, she’d had to go to greater lengths, glad of the time in her exile to take on the extended process. To purify them, she returned to the ancient practices, the foundational magics, alternating bathing the books in the light of the full moon and burying them in trunks filled with the tiny, round, pink pebbles from the beach below. With some of the bloodiest books, the process took months or years. But she was patient, considering the labor one of love. It wasn’t the books’ fault that people had used them to commit horrors.

She put each one through the purifying and purging cycle, digging it out of the shining pink grave and carefully assessing the pages with her sorcery, continuing until nothing remained but the characters committed to substrate—and perhaps the intent of the long-ago author, though such things couldn’t be relied upon. What the author intended and what the reader took away could be as distant from each other as the icy mountain peaks from the wave-lashed beach. She recommitted the contaminated pink pebbles to the sea, who was ever infinite in her forgiveness, replacing them with fresh sand deposited there by the everlasting surf, pinking with Oneira’s magic. Why she’d made her beach pink, she couldn’t say, except that it pleased her. She’d seen it once in a dream and never forgot.

One book she couldn’t redeem. It had been written on human skin flayed from a victim of torture. The unfortunate person’s identity had been forever lost, but not the pain they’d suffered, nor their even more acute longing for the loved ones who would miss them and never see them again. If Oneira’s heart hadn’t withered to dust long before, she would have wept over that tome. There were others similarly made, written on the skin of humans, or animals, or—in one salient case—a creature she couldn’t identify, not even in the Dream. Those she was able to purge of their suffering, with patient attention and what passed for love. She’d learned early in her schooling that scrupulous, careful attention to a thing could be substituted for the love many spells of creation or redemption required. Neatness counts.

Of course, for the destructive sorcery almost universally requested of her, none of those kinder feelings had been required.

She began with meticulous care and eventually learned to love her books, even the ones written or published in pain. Except for the one. Concerned that fire would only concentrate its malevolence into indestructible ash, she debated for some time what to do with it. Even the sea, in her vastness and eternity, wouldn’t forgive the introduction of such an evil thing.

Finally, Oneira carried the cursed book to the tops of the mountains. It took a long time, but one cannot travel via the Dream to a place where there are no dreamers, and she needed a place where nothing could live. Not even the scáthcú. She hiked three days and two nights to the remote glaciers that never melted in the thin air of the blue-black sky.

Pulling precise flame from the Dream, she carved a hole in the deepest glacier, displacing the upper layers of dirt and exposing the ice-blue heart, sending the benighted tome to rest deep inside. She didn’t know what knowledge it had contained, as she hadn’t dared touch it, much less crack its pages, and so she was at a loss as to how to memorialize the moment she sent it to its icy grave. Still, it felt wrong to say nothing. She stood there a while, idly smoothing over the wound she’d made in the glacier, swirling the lighter snow and soil together in small whirlwinds, like stirring honey into her tea in the mornings. In the distance, far below, the scáthcú howled, white ghosts racing the alpine winds.

In the end, she offered a song of benediction, a nonsense lullaby she was surprised to recall from her long-forgotten childhood. Nonsense words were always best, lest one manifest something into reality unintentionally.

She’d left it there, sealed in ice until time itself ended. Or until the mountains melted.

Whichever came first.
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In time it became evident that Oneira had read every book she’d brought with her at least once. Many, possibly most of them, she’d read multiple times. And in this feeling of waking from a long sleep, all those words she’d consumed she’d also digested. Combined with the new sense of restlessness, the words spilled atop each other and recombined to form a nebulous inkling that prodded at her. Somewhere in mulling this odd sensation, she realized she’d been seeking an answer.

An answer to what, she didn’t know, which presented a problem. How could she know the answer if she’d not yet identified the question? That must be why all those words hadn’t yet formed a pattern. She had no architecture to offer them, no scaffolding upon which they could hang themselves and be assembled to form an image.

Or an idea.

She looked up from the slightly withered carrots she’d been chopping, meeting the inscrutable gaze of Moriah, who had draped herself over the counter beneath the windows, where she could keep an eye on the birds harvesting the remnants of the winter garden as the early morning sun melted the frost from the thawing soil.

“I need more books,” Oneira said aloud.

Moriah flicked an ear, though the cat’s feigned disinterest didn’t fool Oneira in the least. The cat possessed the knowledge of all things and could send Oneira to the book that held the question she sought. Well, she could if Oneira could articulate the question that would lead to it—and how did one form a question to solicit a question? The mirror loop was endless. She could only hope she’d know it when she saw it.

“Any advice?” she asked Moriah. In the old tales, the cat could speak, though she’d never given any indication to Oneira that she possessed the ability. Like all cats, Moriah did exactly as she pleased and would no doubt speak only when it suited her purposes. Which it did not in this case. Moriah lowered her chin to her great, fluffy paws, giving Oneira a gleaming, knowing look, and flicked the tip of her tail. “I don’t know why you even came here,” Oneira grumbled. “You’re not at all useful.”

Bunny ambled into the kitchen, wagging tail high and ears perked. “You either,” Oneira said, pointing her finger. “Uninvited guests who never leave are the bane of a peaceful mind.”

Wagging his tail harder, Bunny grinned, tongue lolling to the side. Outside, Adsila called, a circling silhouette against a bluing sky. Shaking her head at herself and this menagerie that had foisted itself upon her, Oneira set the soup to simmer over a low flame and ascended to her tower.

Up in her crystal bubble, she felt like part of the sky. Did Adsila feel this way, soaring with spread and steady wings through the variations in blue and mist? It seemed so clean and restful, just the self and the air, nothing between. Oneira had never tried to fly in the waking world, only in the Dream, though it was theoretically possible for her to do so. The ability hadn’t been anything useful to her clients in winning their wars and required extensive time and study—not something the magic academy that had acquired her had wanted to invest resources in.

She had the time now to learn, but still no need to fly, beyond the idle temptation to join Adsila, who zoomed past in a blur of russet and indigo, circling the dome playfully. Besides, she could travel more swiftly to anywhere she wished via the Dream.

She settled herself in the center of the floor. In this room alone, she’d layered carpets and color over the bare stone. Thick, handwoven rugs, soft as Moriah’s fur and brilliantly colored, depicted exotic flowers, birds, and insects from a distant arid and sunny land. She’d plucked them from the rooms maintained for her at one of the fortresses she’d used to frequent, after discovering that meditating for hours on a stone floor left her too stiff and creaky for comfort. The rugs were priceless in the world of men, but valuable in their own way to her. She supplemented them with pillows she extracted from the Dream, jewel toned and swirling with fantastical images from dreamers.

Crossing her legs, setting her hands palms up on her thighs, closing her eyes, Oneira cleared her mind and prepared to physically enter the Dream.

The Dream is different from dreaming and yet the same. Every oneiromancer first learns to differentiate their own dreams from the dreams of those around them. Later, they learn about the Dream itself, a conglomeration of millennia of dreams that has taken on a life and landscape of its own.

Oneira’s sorcery first manifested when she walked through the dreams of her family, bending them according to her toddler whims. She’d quickly discovered she could pull what she found in those dreams into the waking world, doing so with the gleeful abandon of a child discovering a new box of toys. She barely remembered a few snippets of people crying, shouting, and, as a result of their chaos, feeling afraid for the first time in her young life. Most of her “memory” was a construct of what others, mostly her teachers, had explained to her about it later. Nevertheless, the sequence of the ensuing events came easily to mind, though mostly through the lens of other eyes.

The maestro from the Hendricks Academy for Sorcerous Pursuits had arrived, a brilliant smear of fur-trimmed teal, green, and golden robes, standing out amid even her noble family like a peacock amongst drab sparrows. In the ruin of her family home, littered with twisted creatures never meant to escape the Dream, he’d kindly explained that their young daughter, still unsteady on her physical legs, was a powerful oneiromancer. That she had danced through their dreams without barrier and was capable of laying open their psyches and plucking what she wished from them. In that moment, she’d stopped being their beloved child and became a terrifying predator.

One image Oneira could clearly recall was the revulsion on her mother’s face as she held her daughter out at the full length of her shaking arms, handing her weeping, begging child over to the maestro, scrubbing her hands against her skirts as soon as she let go. Her father hadn’t looked, averting his eyes, his jaw tight and flexing, as he accepted the coin for Oneira’s purchase.

The price that the Hendricks Academy for Sorcerous Pursuits paid for Oneira had been plenty to rebuild the castle with sufficient left over to add significant improvements. She remembered that, too, though her young mind shouldn’t have been able to grasp that discussion, or perhaps she’d filled that in later, with her mature understanding of debt and finance. Somehow, though, she recalled one part of her standing aside and thinking, so this is to be my life, even as she sobbed, wailing without words and reaching for her mother from the prison of the stony arms of an academy nurse.

They’d taken her away to the private academy—the very best of all the academies of magic, public and private, though she wouldn’t understand that either until much later—and surrounded her with trained oneiromancers with the skill to keep her out of their dreams. At least, until she outpaced them in ability. They renamed her Oneira, in honor of her nascent talent, so rare in its sheer potency, and in anticipation of the force of magic she’d become.

She didn’t remember what name her parents had called her.

That massive initial price paid to her family was the first debt on Oneira’s ledger and only the beginning of the eventual enormous amount of money she owed the academy by the time she graduated. That debt included over two decades of room, board, and—especially expensive—private tuition. All magic-workers were identified as children, bound by blood geas first to the academies who bought them, then to their eventual clients. They all spent the first few decades of their careers working off the price of their education, and Oneira had started out with more than most, thanks to paying for what she’d done to the ancestral family home.

In her favor, she was also the best of her generation and quickly developed a reputation as the most fearsome sorcerer in existence, except perhaps for Stearanos Stormbreaker. He possessed an enviable flexibility in his talents, but she exceeded him in power in her sole competency. The fees she was able to command helped to gnaw away at what she owed—then to Queen Zarja, who bought her contract to have her own anti-Stearanos to guard the Southern Lands—but the system was
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