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Chapter 1  
 

Afterwards, Jax insisted that he didn’t know 
the ship would explode. 

 
~~~ 

 
 “Daddy!” The silver bell of her voice chimed over the 

sound of the waves. 
 
I felt as if I were rising from the deep. I stirred from my 

drowse, painfully aware of the thick patina of salt crusting 
my joints and eyelids. As I strained against my shackles, 
great white scales of salt sloughed from my back and flaked 
from my hair in miniature avalanche. I opened my eyes, 
grimacing as sour brine seeped in at the corners. I didn’t 
mind the pain so much – it was at least good to feel 
something. 

 
There she stood, small and tall at the same time, 

standing tippy-toe against the rail, craning her little neck to 
peer over the black wood to the wonders and horrors of the 
Slumbering Sea beyond. Her dark brown hair was tousled 
and set afloat by the wind, and the hem of her dress flapped 
in the breeze like a tiny blue flag. 

 
“Daddy! What that?” she pealed, excited and concerned 

at the same time. 
 
I turned to look where she was looking, wincing at the 

sting of salt. She was gazing out curiously at something 
quite terrible in the distance, an adorably serious expression 
on her face. The confusing immensity of the beast and the 
strangeness of the roiling seascape made it difficult to judge 
perspective, but I was fairly certain it was gobbling up 
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telepathic whales as if they were grapes. 
 
“That’s a sea monster, dear,” I rasped. 
 
We watched – I in disgust and she in contemplative 

interest – as the bizarre monstrosity continued its feast. Its 
screeching corkscrew beak rotated and gnashed, shredding 
its blubbery prey with gut-wrenching ease. Hundreds of 
glowing, mouth-pocked tentacles lashed about in the 
rainbow-colored water, changing it into a churning red 
froth. 

 
“Oh,” she said, frowning as she tried to decide if this 

was a bad thing or a good thing. 
 
I left her to her thoughts, knowing that I couldn’t shield 

her from such sights. Some nagging part of me wondered 
why or how she was here at all. 

 
I heard a jabbering and turned my attention back to the 

crowded deck of the black ship, where the men of Leng 
were bustling about their business, which was the 
afternoon’s sunning and assessment of us, their cargo of 
slaves. The strange little men dressed themselves like 
wealthy traders from far-off lands, decked in layers of 
embroidered silk and gaudy jewelry, but the details of their 
costumes only highlighted their inhuman nature. Lumpy 
turbans squatted on their heads, wrapped around stubby 
horns, and beneath their fancy robes I could hear the clop 
of cloven hooves. They had mouths too big for their faces 
and too many teeth, which gave them hideous, shark-like 
smiles. They smiled frequently as they jabbered on in their 
own inscrutable jargon, prodding the prisoners with hairy 
fingers – debating our value and likely prices, I supposed. 

 
The ratlings were still shackled together in a cramped 
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mass, huddled beneath one of the staircases leading back up 
the quarterdeck, as far from any footpath as they could 
manage. I estimated six present this time, judging by ears 
and tails, but it was hard counting them. They all looked 
alike and wore the same ragged, shapeless clothes. I’d seen 
them in groups of four, or a dozen, but never fewer than 
two. Once, in the unsettling dark of night in the black 
bowels of the ship, there had seemed to be a hundred. I 
considered the possibility that it was really just one ratling 
echoed into a neurotic brotherhood of himself, but such a 
hypothesis was difficult to test. He/they kept to themselves, 
and seemed terrified of everything and everyone. Not that I 
could blame them. 

 
Two of the jabbering slavers stamped past on their 

rounds of the deck when one paused, snatching up the 
nearest ratling by the scruff. The ratling shrieked but then 
froze in fear, whimpering quietly as the slaver raised it up 
and chomped off its tail. Tossing the ratling back into the 
cringing pile of its brothers, the Lengite resumed his stroll 
of the deck, chewing the tail like jerky. They’d been doing 
that for days, but there always seemed to be more ratlings, 
and more tails, so the torturous snacking continued. 

 
Their rounds brought them stepping over a tall jackal-

headed man stretched out across the main deck, chained 
short at the hands and feet. “Mahh lorrr... mahh lorrr...” 
was all he ever said, whispering hoarsely while he roasted in 
the sun. The slavers’ dutiful captive-tender, a weeping salt-
basilisk, squatted over the jackal-headed man, blubbering a 
steady trickle of calcifying tears which began to dry to bind 
the prone captive in a heavy, salty crust. 

 
The basilisk was ungainly, resembling an unflattering 

cross between a gawky pelican and a long-limbed iguana. Its 
only marks of beauty were its enormous glistening eyes, 
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perpetually brimming over with great watery tears which 
gave the false impression that it gave a damn about 
anything. I hated that foul lizard no more and no less than 
one hates a sleet storm, or a crapping pigeon overhead; it 
did its gaoler’s job without malice, but its work was 
agonizing to endure. The basilisk’s salt-tears made us 
drowsy and muddled the mind, working in conjunction with 
the Men of Leng’s damnable rainbow shackles to keep the 
prisoners sedated and bound. 

 
I gazed down at the multi-colored irons clamped tight 

around my wrists and ankles, as if looking at them would 
make them go away. Intertwining bands of iron, copper, 
silver, and other materials wove together to form a thick 
manacle, which encircled a stake of rowan wood that 
pierced my forearm between the bones. It only hurt when I 
moved, or when I sat still for too long. Adding insult to 
injury, the manacle was solid and seamless, with no latch to 
try or lock to fiddle with. Attached by heavy chain to 
matching leg irons and moored solidly to the ship’s deck, 
the bindings hummed with the sound of muffled chanting 
and conveyed a sense of utter hopelessness. I stared at my 
irons a little while longer, feeling my salt-stung eyes growing 
heavy again. 

 
I could hear her singing, making up silly words. 
 
“She’s not really here, you know,” said a voice, in a way 

that made me want to punch the speaker in the face. 
 
The largish figure was hunkered down against the rail 

nearby. Chained and salt-covered like the rest of the 
prisoners, his skin was greyish-blue and covered in scars. 
His long, pointed ears lay drooped back behind his head 
like wilting reeds, and long black hair fell down around his 
muscular shoulders in a chaotic spill. While some of his 
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features seemed regal, even elfin, his heavy brow and thick 
neck gave him the appearance of a brute, albeit one of some 
sly heritage. He was staring at me with shiny black-on-black 
eyes, looking up from his work – making lumpy little 
snowmen out of clumps of salt. 

 
“What?” I said. 
 
The brute looked down, ignoring my question. Unlike 

the rest, he didn’t look sleepy – at most, he seemed bored. 
 
“This one is Herschel, king of the salt-goblins, four-

score-and-eleventy-th of his name,” he said with a lilt of 
false ceremony, sticking two triangular flakes of salt to the 
head of one of his small creations. “Born in tears and 
bondage, he rose up and ruled for an afternoon.” Leaning 
back to admire his handiwork, he paused, then sucked his 
teeth and raised a meaty fist over the tiny figure. “May he 
perish in his prime, and never a despot be.” The fist came 
down with a crunch, smashing the salt-goblin to 
smithereens. 

 
I waited for him to continue, or say something, but he 

just sat there smirking at me in what I took to be his natural 
smug expression, his mischievous black eyes glowing violet 
around the edges. 

 
“So... what... did you mean?” I said after a slow moment, 

still fighting the groggy pull of salt-sleep. 
 
“You know damn well what I meant, berk. Your wee 

little phasm’s about as real as the late Herschel, mayhapsing 
even less so. But not that it matters much: real, unreal, it’s 
seven of one or a half dozen of the other in these waters.” 

 
“Don’t you mean six of one?” 
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The bluish fellow snorted, rolling his eyes. “No wonder 

they’ve got you by the stem.” He looked me over with a 
thoroughness I found unsettling, idly flexing his broad 
hands as he did so. His fingers ended in short black claws 
that looked well-used. “No, I mean your precious little girl. 
Your dancing fancy, that little slip of a happy sprite you’ve 
been pining away over every time you feel the mope coming 
on. I’ve seen you, zoning out with that bittersweet smile on 
your face, stewing in your own masochistic, paternalistic, 
self-sacrificing juices.” He snorted, again, in a way that 
made me want to punch him, again. “Oh, poor lost little...” 

 
“Shut u—!” I hissed, breaking off in a wince as pain 

shot through my forearms. I looked down in surprise, 
realizing that I had half-leapt up from the deck, straining 
against my shackles. A trickle of blood ran from beneath 
my manacles, spattering on the deck amongst broken shards 
of salt-crust. Shaking my head, I could feel my ears pop, as 
if a muffled droning I hadn’t noticed before had suddenly 
stopped. I looked up at my pointy-eared tormentor – his 
eyes sparkled with delight, a wicked smile on his face. He 
smiled like an arsonist. 

 
“There we go, my boy,” he said eagerly. “That’s the 

spirit! Good and angry – and awake! Quick now, perhaps 
we can have an actual conversation before the lull settles on 
you again.” 

 
“What do you want?” I slumped back down, confused 

and still in pain. Glancing about, I verified that the men of 
Leng hadn’t noticed my commotion. Some part of me 
realized that I couldn’t see Illyana anymore, and I wasn’t 
sure if that was important or not. 

 
He leaned back and started cracking his knuckles, one 
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by one, and loudly. “Want? I want my freedom. I want off 
this damnable boat. I want bombs and wild dogs and the 
special drink that daddy keeps for himself. I want to set fire 
to the entire blasted Plateau of Leng and watch these 
gibbering slave-trappers burn inside their measly upside-
down houses.” The cracking continued – he had several 
more knuckles than I expected. “But for right now, berk, 
I’d like to talk to a man who wants to live, about something 
that isn’t a lie.” 

 
“What lie?” 
 
He snarled, showing that he had little fangs included 

amongst his white, white teeth. “Pah! Another question! 
Always another question! Did somebody somewhere tell 
you that’s how you sound smart? Or are you just so dumb 
that all you can do is suck information out of the universe, 
never to return it? The only damn thing you’ve ever said 
was trying to get me to shut up!” 

 
“So you’re not going to shut up?” I said, trying to look 

vapid. 
 
The blue brute flared his nostrils and looked fit to lunge 

at me, which in that instant I decided would’ve been a very 
bad thing, but my face must’ve revealed the mischievous 
smirk I was feeling. He stopped short in a surprised pause, 
sniffed, and his snarl melted into a knowing smile. He 
slouched back against the railing and wagged a finger at me, 
chuckling as he shook his head. I let my own chuckle join 
his, and for a few moments we sat regarding each other. 

 
I extended a hand as far as my manacles allowed, 

offering a small clank of salutation as I shook a grasp of air. 
“Nice to meet you.” I almost told him my name, but didn’t. 
“Rube.” 

Sa
m

pl
e 

fil
e



Matt Banach 

8 

 
He squinted, then inclined his head and raised an arm to 

mirror my gesture, albeit grasping the air gingerly with 
clawed finger and thumb, as if taking the hand of a lady 
with delicate sensibilities. “Tis a bright and beamish 
pleasure, fine sir, to make your unwashed acquaintance. I 
could tell you my fullwise and proper name if you desire, 
but in my experience a complete pronunciation of my 
native appellation causes piercing headaches and intestinal 
distress in middle-order mammals such as yourself. Your 
status as a fellow victim of bondage and inherent 
amusement value gives me incentive to spare you that 
discomfort.” He looked insufferably smug, and clearly 
loved hearing himself talk. “Hence, call me Jax.” 

 
“Do you always talk this much?” 
 
“Only when my hands aren’t busy.” He raised his hands 

palms out and fingers splayed, clanking his manacles 
disdainfully. I noticed that his hands were heavily scarred, 
with a dense crosshatch of white lines, pockmarks, and 
messily-healed rents that ran down both arms, joining 
similar markings all over the rest of his body. “I like to keep 
my hands busy.” 

 
Two garishly-clad men of Leng came clopping down the 

deck, gesticulating wildly with their hairy fingers as they 
jabbered to each other. I slouched back down against the 
railing and bowed my head, pretending to drowse. Peeking 
up once, I saw that Jax was snoring, by all appearances dead 
asleep. 

 
The Lengites strolled between us, clacking their teeth in 

harsh conversation. I would’ve been content to let them 
pass, but a hoof came crunching down on the chunky 
remains of one of Jax’s salt-goblins. It made a coarse 
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popping sound, and the Lengite paused. I held my breath. I 
could feel his shadow hovering over me. Rough hands 
grabbed at my manacles, giving them a jangle, and a hard 
cloven hoof kicked me in my bad knee. My eyes popped 
open, angry, and I just couldn’t bring myself to hide the 
venom in my glare. 

 
“You’re going to burn for this,” I said, in the dripping tone I 

used for very bad things. 
 
The Lengite gnashed his over-wide maw of teeth and 

pulled back with an angry bark. Hooting in outrage, the 
slaver and his companion closed in and kicked me a few 
more times, avoiding my face – I presumed out of some 
twisted respect for the merchandise. I fumed and tried to 
glare their heads off, but when that didn’t work I curled up 
to let the moment pass. Satisfied, my captors resumed their 
jabbering and turned away, leaving me where I lay but 
turning to bark at the bleary-eyed salt-basilisk as they 
moved down the deck. The gangly lizard looked up from its 
blubbering and gave a massive blink. The slavers grunted 
briefly, hooking a thumb in my direction, then continued 
their stroll. The basilisk shook its odd limbs and began a 
languid lope toward me. 

 
I cursed under my breath. 
 
“Seems the weepy newt is come for you again.” Jax 

muttered, still looking dead asleep. 
 
“Seems so,” I said, gritting my teeth. I wasn’t looking 

forward to the bleary, foggy salt-sleep. It tinted my already 
bad dreams with further nightmares, and left me grasping 
for moments of clarity like a drowned man gasping for air. 

 
“Well, enjoy your pickled slumber, my boy,” Jax said. 
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“By the time you wake, we may be in sight of Dingue. 
You’ll want to be up for that, trust me.” 

 
“Why should I care about Dingue?” I knew of Dingue. 

It wasn’t where I wanted to go. That wasn’t where she’d be. 
 
“Because, my boy...” Jax said, letting his voice fall 

dramatically low, “I’ve seen the clouds on the horizon, and 
they tell me near Dingue my dreams come true.” 

 
I didn’t ask more, as a lanky shadow drooped over me 

and I felt the dribble of oversized tears spattering on my 
shoulders. I shivered despite their warmth, and turned my 
thoughts to my little girl as the awful numbness seeped into 
my bones. In time, the black ship swallowed us up again, 
and we went to sleep in its belly. 

 
~ ~ ~ 

 
I woke in the dark. It was the creaking, bile-scented, 

claustrophobic dark of below-decks. I’d been in the holds 
of ships before, in a lifetime that seemed so far away, yet no 
ships heaved like the black ships of Leng. I rolled away, 
disgusted by the rhythmic swelling and easing of the 
bulkheads – it was as if the ink-black monstrosity were 
breathing. Outside the ship, I could hear the sloshing chaos 
of the vast ocean of Dream smashing its frustrations out 
against the bloated sides of the vessel. I felt swallowed. 

 
I looked around the cave-like hold, wary as my eyes 

drew in what little lantern-light leaked down from the 
cracks in the beams above. A half-dozen of the ratlings 
huddled snuffling in a corner, all twitching shoulders and 
cringing ears. Some hideous cat-faced thing covered in 
shimmering golden needles crawled amongst the rafters, 
dragging its chains as it crossed the ceiling in a clanking 
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slither. The rest of captivity appeared asleep, mummified in 
their salty tombs. 

 
“Care to see something wicked?” Jax said, brushing 

aside the silence like a lamp off a table. I startled and looked 
over – he was perched beside a porthole that gave a 
gallingly direct view of the churning waves outside. I 
squinted, my brain expecting to see some glass or pane 
keeping the water at bay, but the porthole stood alarmingly 
open, splashing water inside and sloshing it over Jax’s chest 
and arms. Jax picked a spiny, wriggling sea creature off his 
shoulder, popping it into his mouth and chewing noisily. He 
seemed to be enjoying himself. 

 
“No,” I replied. “I want to go back to stewing in my 

masochistic, paternalistic juices. Perhaps a little flagellation 
and then cry myself to sleep.” 

 
Jax looked amused, then wounded, then smirked again 

anyway. “Oh, now look who’s clever.” He snorted, then 
glanced up and out the porthole at something above the 
churning waves, squinting intently. “Alright, my keen 
psycho-oceanographic ken reckons you’ve got fiveish 
minutes, so let’s have it.” 

 
“Have what?” 
 
“Why, your story, of course, you grumpish ape.” 
 
“And why would I choose to spill that to you now?” 
 
“Because in about precisely fiveish minutes – less now, 

you wretched obstructionist – you’re going to be either free 
or dead, and you have a face that smacks of ballad-worthy 
misfortunes.” His eyes twinkled with violet sparks. 
“Entertain me.” 

Sa
m

pl
e 

fil
e



Matt Banach 

12 

 
“I don’t think so.” 
 
“And whyforever not?” he asked, flashing another hint 

of fang. 
 
“Because you look like trouble,” I replied. “I just want 

to get where we’re going and be done with this floating 
hole, so whatever you’re planning, leave me out of it.” I 
leaned my head back, resting it against the wall. 

 
He growled. “Oh, you have me dead to rights, friend. I 

am trouble. As bold and brilliant a trouble as you shall ever 
find yourself in the frabjous fortune to behold.” He puffed 
his chest. “I am the boy who tells you naughty things on the 
way to school. I am the sharp thing left out. I am the fire 
untended. I am...” 

 
“-all talk.” I interjected. 
 
Jax clamped his mouth shut, glaring at the interruption. 

In hindsight, I really shouldn’t have dared him. 
 
Jax snorted and looked down, holding up his rainbow-

alloyed manacles demonstrably. “D’you know what these 
are?” he asked matter-of-factly. I raised an eyebrow. He 
went on. “These are the most devilishly clever bindings this 
side of your mother’s skirts, and by far the peak of clap-
chain technology in all of Dream.” He turned his wrists 
over, letting the multi-hued bands of the metal bracelets 
take in the dim light. “Gold, silver, cold iron, all the trusty 
banes what keep your miscreated monstrosities at bay. 
Sacred sea salt, a rinse of holy water, and a stake of rowan 
through the sweet meat of the arm, just for certain-sakes. 
All this and a dozen more conjurations... but most of it, just 
window-dressing.” He grinned appreciatively. 
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I didn’t share his enthusiasm, but made a gesture of 

interest anyway. 
 
“Attend the true mischief: dreamsteel.” Jax jabbed a claw 

at a manacle, pointing out a line of pearlescent, milk-white 
metal criss-crossing through the other bands of color. I 
looked down at my own cuffs and saw the same, the lines 
branching off like a network of white veins through 
manacle and chain. 

 
Jax went on. “Dreamsteel conducts and amplifies dreams 

and hopes and touchy-feels, like a warped mirror. But this 
is, assuredly, no funhouse. The scurrilous henchmen of 
Leng craft and warp it just so, so that your dreams steer you 
in circles. And the way things work around here, what’s in 
your head ends up on the outside, too. The whole thing 
loops and feeds itself, and your reality – such as it is – goes 
ingrown. Diabolical, the jerks.” 

 
I stared down at the manacles. That sinking feeling 

returned. Jax grunted and turned his attentions back to the 
churning waters beyond the porthole. We left each other 
for a moment. 

 
“I dreamed of you, daddy,” came the little voice from 

beside me, sudden but not startling. She wore a little red 
coat, trimmed in white fur, and tiny black shoes that 
punched me in the gut in the sweetest way. Her small hand 
reached over to rest upon my knee. “I don’t like him. Make 
him go away.” I looked into her serious eyes, which gave 
me pause. 

 
Jax grumble-coughed something obscene. 
 
“What?!” I hissed, teeth clenched. 
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“Your chains are squeaking, berk. This is what I’m 

talking about: your precious little moppet, the ratlings and 
their codependent brotherhood, the jackal-head 
communing with his absentee god. All of you, chitty-
chatting on with ghosts you made up yourselves, chasing 
your tails. Keeps you occupied, keeps you focused on 
something other than...” 

 
“Other than what?” 
 
“Other than escaping!” he barked, snapping his arms 

apart suddenly so that his chains made an audible crack. 
“Reckon this, fellow: the men of Leng long ago twisted 
dreamsteel to their unsavory whims, all in the name of better 
bondage. The mystic metals bind hands and feet and form, 
surely so, and the arcane rigmarole ensorcels, but when 
your very own dreams wangle to occupy your mind...” 

 
I looked. She wasn’t there. 
 
“I know.” 
 
He looked incredulous, raising an eyebrow in a way that 

made me want to punch him. Again. “I’m sorry, you’ll have 
to babble into my good ear. What do you mean, ‘you 
know’? Don’t sit there and play clever-pants with me, berk. 
You don’t know scribbles.” 

 
“No. I knew. I know. She’s real. And I do dream about 

her. But this isn’t her. Not really.” I swallowed, pained that 
I had to say it aloud. The illusion had been far more 
comforting than the desolate truth. 

 
Jax snorted, glancing back out the porthole at the 

churning, too-close waters. 

Sa
m

pl
e 

fil
e



Lost In Dream 

15 

 
“So what do you dream about?” I asked, after a 

moment. 
 
Jax got a look in his eye. I was sorry I asked. 
 
“Like I said... care to see something wicked?” he said, 

glancing out the porthole, which had shifted to show a view 
above the waterline instead of below. The sea outside still 
churned, white-capped waves breaking with the sound of 
crinkling glass and soft sobbing. But there was something 
new – a faint pink mist rolling in, coming toward the ship in 
shapeless gusts. 

 
“What in the Hell is that?” I asked. 
 
“It’s not from Hell; those clouds are way worse. That is a 

phenomenon delightfully unique to Dream. That, bosom 
buddy, is an id cloud,” Jax replied. “Want to see?” 

 
I didn’t want to see. I was starting to get that queasy 

feeling in my gut, like I was standing on a plank about to 
give way. Jax stretched his hand out the porthole, into the 
blue-green spray of water churning up from the waves just 
below, and with a thick clawed finger beckoned in the 
direction of the pink mist. With disturbingly deliberate 
speed, a spiraling tendril of rosy fog appeared at the 
porthole, pulsing softly with a heartbeat rhythm. Jax started 
clucking at it, as if soothing a babe in arms. “Yes, yes, I 
know, my sweetness. So hungry, I know.” 

 
He addressed me again without looking away from the 

moving vapor, now coaxing it to encircle his manacled arms 
like a pet boa. “Tis a manifestation within the roiling 
atmosphere of Dream... of the rampant desires of the 
various multitudes who slumber out there, lusting and 
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wanting. Tis the hot smoke of grasping need... Tis hunger 
condensate...” 

 
More pink mist began wafting in through the porthole, 

prowling around Jax and then drifting outward toward the 
rest of us. Soon, I was surrounded myself by grasping 
clouds that tickled my nose with intoxicating smells and 
licked at my ears with half-real tongues. 

 
“Neat, huh?” Jax said. 
 
I stared, not wanting to ask any more questions. My 

queasy feeling became a stab, and I’m sure my face went 
pale. I swatted something inexplicably lewd away from my 
ear. Off behind me I heard a stirring from the pile of 
ratlings, and several squeals of alarm. The thrumming of the 
smoke was getting louder and faster, as the hold pulsed with 
a strobe of neon pink. 

 
Jax kept his attention rapt upon the mist-thing entwined 

about his arms, his eyes sparking with violet light and a 
wicked grin spreading across his face. He stroked the thing 
with his clawed fingers, and soon the swirling mist seemed 
to tighten around his arms, cohering into smaller branching 
tentacles that spiderwebbed over his thick multi-hued 
manacles. “Yes, sweetness, yes. What do you want?” He 
made a show of craning his head to listen. “What was that? 
You want...? So hungry, so hungry. You want...? Oh, well 
you may yet have it, let us see if we have any around.” 

 
I tried to give him a withering look, the charlatan, but he 

was having too much fun. 
 
He finally turned to look at me. “Remember, I said that 

these sinister shackles warp and amplify dreams. You dream 
of your daughter. The ratlings dream of safety in numbers. 
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Others of kind gods or some far-off paradise. Me... I dream 
about breaking things, about the sweet liberation of ruin. 
And the purest id – it dreams too. It wants. It craves. It 
hungers.” 

 
He paused, grinning with a smile that was all fang. “So 

how’s about we stick something where it doesn’t belong.” 
 
I started to protest, in a feeble grunt the very definition 

of futility. 
 
Jax held up his manacled wrists, jangling his chains as 

the mist laced up his forearms and around the metal 
circlets. He brought up a hand and pressed down on the 
flesh of one arm, creating the smallest gap between the 
meat of his inner arm and the hard surface of the manacle. 
A tendril of rose-colored vapor snaked in to fill the void, 
wriggling its way along Jax’s wrist and inside the ambit of 
the metal cuff. Once through, the mist throbbed brightly 
with pink-red light and the veins of dreamsteel in the manacle 
began to pulse white-hot. The thrumming got louder, and 
things got fuzzy. 

 
“Daddy, ‘m scared,” she whispered, clutching at my 

sleeve. I wanted to comfort her, even though I knew she 
wasn’t real. 

 
The pulsing pink glow became a chaotic, blinding 

strobe, and the grasping arms of smoke became a million 
grasping hands and biting mouths. The air in the hold 
disappeared as the id cloud tried to suck in everything 
around it from every angle, creating a sudden vortex. I felt 
things gnawing at my flesh. A dozen ratlings screeched in 
terror and became a hundred ratlings, scrabbling with mad 
claws for anything stable. For every three ratlings the 
cloud’s fury consumed one or two, and every survivor 
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spawned one or two equally terrified siblings in a chain 
reaction of existence and non-existence that ran through a 
thousand generations in the blink of an eye. Some masked 
thing’s torso melted, its head and limbs vibrating apart in a 
shower of gore. Other things in the hold opened their 
mouths, perhaps to scream, though I couldn’t hear them. 

 
The ship exploded. The hull blew outward as the cloud 

tore the vessel apart, and the sky and sea were filled with a 
rain of black planks and torn bodies. Jewels, teeth, and 
metal bits fell like starry hailstones, and I saw the salt 
basilisk’s bloody head floating by, mounted on a wall of 
nothing. White-hot pain raced across my skin, though I felt 
a single cool little hand resting in mine. 

 
She told me it was going to be okay, and I tried to 

believe her. 
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Chapter 2 
 

“It’s not the getting-chewed-up that I mind; 
it’s the getting-shat-out that’s the worst.” - Jax 

 
~~~ 

 
There was falling, then floating, then sinking. There was 

pain, chased by numbness. I tasted blood and knew it to be 
my own, and tasted tears and knew them to be another’s. 
Weightless and weighted down, confusion took hold of me 
and slapped me around for a while. 

 
Something got darker, or deeper, or I died a little bit 

more, and then there was the room. 
 
I entered through a door I wasn’t supposed to. The 

shape of it was a perfect cube, all crisp right angles, holding 
an ideal form in space by pushing the dark water, twinkling 
fishes, and drifting debris of the ruined ship out beyond it. 
It was dry and filled with air, or some hazy semblance 
thereof. On the far side of the room was a door I 
remembered, hung with a wreath of apple blossoms. In the 
center of the room was a little table standing improbably on 
one leg, and upon the table a small iron wheel was spinning 
like a top. 

 
Next to the table were two chairs that didn’t match. In 

one of the chairs sat a figure draped in the tatters of a black 
robe, all folds and shadows layered upon some wizened 
frame beneath. It presented no face, only a void beneath a 
deep black hood. It didn’t look up at first, but I could feel it 
smiling at me. 

 
“No.” 

Sa
m

pl
e 

fil
e


	Front Cover
	Lost in Dream CreateSpace Formatted Template - 5.06 x 7.81
	Back Cover

