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Carwyn followed a small white hare with golden horns and was nearing the top of the watchtower of Akasya. Sandstone walls trembled from a raging storm as he stepped through a door and began ascending the final steps spiralling around the outside of the tower. Pink light arced through the sky and dendritic branches of light formed slowly, tracing through the sky inch by inch and remaining imprinted on the clouds for some time.
The roof of the tower was five paces long with a parapet encircling the space. A young woman with long pink hair and bright green eyes sat on the stone wall beside a spectral cat as though waiting. There was a sphere of purple light in the centre of the tower roof which the hare jumped into as Carwyn stepped onto the roof. His eyes glowed the colour of plums as he watched the light reform into a small, octahedral fluorite that hung in the air.
Alys, who he met in his dreams most nights, stood opposite where Carwyn emerged. She smiled, reaching out her hand to him.
‘Alys?’ Carwyn asked as he linked his fingers with hers, ‘where did the hare go?’
‘Into the crystal,’ Alys said, her eyes fixed on Carwyn. 
‘I’ve seen this before,’ he muttered, returning his attention to the crystal which was turning in the air, almost black now with carmine light fizzing across its surface. Carwyn rubbed his brow and shook his head. ‘What am I…why do I…back…keep…’ Alys took Carwyn’s hand and pulled him into a twirling waltz, spinning him round several times until he tripped over her foot and began to laugh. ‘What was that about?’
‘Never mind that now, it worked didn’t it? You’re still here,’ Alys said as Carwyn stood back up and dusted himself down, ‘We’re running out of time though.’ She moved behind Carwyn and placed her hands on his shoulders, nudging him closer to the crystal, ‘It’s a focus stone. Take it out of the dream.’
‘How?’ Carwyn tentatively tapped the crystal with his forefinger, then, satisfied nothing bad would happen, he snatched the crystal in his left hand. Alys kissed his cheek, her hands slipping down from his arms and wrapping around his waist, her forehead resting on his shoulder.
‘Same as how you begin astral projection, only now you reverse the process and intentionally wake yourself up. Slowly! Make sure to be aware of the crystal at all times.’ 
More pink lightning crackled through the air and flickered in the sky around them. Carwyn took a deep breath and held the crystal for ten seconds, his eyes closed and he switched the crystal to his right hand. Alys remained close to Carwyn, turning her face into his neck as the lightning completed its slow, strobing path and connected with Carwyn’s hand.
A sudden boom of thunder shook the building Carwyn lived in in Carmarthen as it struck the lightning conductor atop his block of flats and blue light flickered through the dawn air. Carwyn rolled on to his side in his bed, his eyes opening blearily as his gaze fell on to the fluorite crystal clutched in his left hand. Outside his apartment, the blue lightning fizzled out. The storm abated and a small, blue-cream calico cat got up from where it had been resting on the windowsill: Babet, an Akasyan Keeper. She jumped the small gap to the bed and took a moment to stretch out with a yawn before crouching right in front of Carwyn’s face.
[bookmark: _Toc153305519][bookmark: _Toc154778199]Chapter Two – Babet

6:29am. One minute left until the alarm. Pity. The dream was getting good too. Oh well, these things can’t be helped. I jumped onto Carwyn’s bed with ten seconds to spare and watched the predictable routine unfold.
Phone illumination from behind: check.
Watch screen illumination: check.
Human making minimal effort to turn his alarm off? Check.
Focus stone brought back from Akasya? Check. Finally. Two years it took him bring that fluorite crystal back. Two years! And he’s asleep again. Of course he is.
‘And that takes it up to ten lledrith crystals, an eternal supply of the finest catnip and putting in a good word with his nibs about reinstating my status with full privileges,’ I said to a man hovering cross-legged above the foot of Carwyn’s bed. That was Garth. 
He was dressed as eccentrically as ever in a lurid purple smock tucked into brown pantaloons with a canary yellow sash wrapped around his waist and had his thick curls of black hair pushed back from his face with an ornate amethyst tipped comb. Garth had been Carwyn’s spirit guide from birth, whereas I had only been assigned Keeper to Carwyn after his first crossing into Akasya three years ago. Since then, Garth and I had been running a wager with ever increasing odds.
Garth sipped tea from his favourite celadon cup before he spoke: ‘Not yet. He has to fully cross the threshold with his sanity intact and reach the zenith,’ Garth replied. He placed the cup down in front of him and it vanished back into the ether. ‘I’ll raise you. Twenty lledrith plus one Seal of Heaven if he is able to reach physical union with Alys.’
I had only managed to cache one Seal of Heaven so far, and that was because it had fallen out of an angel’s pocket and rolled into my path. I hadn’t the prismatic star-like crystal was of any great importance as I pawed it around Akasya. Then the poor angel had been reassigned to the mundane plane of humans before I could return it…so I quietly stowed it with the rest of my floor treasures in my personal little pocket of ether. I had everything from a misplaced jar of valerian to a magical gyroscope – but that required opposable thumbs to function so I wasn’t sure what that actually did. There were also a few “misplaced” books from the record – including Carwyn’s file. I hadn’t seen another Seal of Heaven in the thousand years since. Having a second one was tempting.
Carwyn was drooling slightly in his sleep and snuffling with a cold. In his present state, he didn’t look like a master of astral travel. Not even an adept at astral projection for that matter… His second alarm of the morning went off and this time he barely moved at all to turn it off: he pressed his nose to the screen before withdrawing deeper into his quilt. Honestly, why has he ever bothered with the alarms? 
While it had taken Carwyn two years to bring the focus stone out of the dreamworld, he was one of only a handful of people in the existence of humanity to have managed such a feat. According to his file, he spent a lot of time with Alys playing in the dreamworld as a child. While those memories were lost to him now, his heart never forgot Alys. It yearned to return back to the time before his childhood connection with Alys had been irretrievably lost to time. Hiraeth.
Carwyn’s heart pushed and pulled him at every chance to find a way back to her. The ecstasy of succumbing to trance and getting lost to the flow of music brought him closer to reconnecting with Alys in the waking world. One time, Carwyn had managed to connect with Garth while dancing, and Garth had yelled “astral travel” while he could, and Carwyn remembered those two words when he exited his trance.
‘You’re on,’ I said, referring back to our wager as I prepared my next strike on Carwyn.
Two paws to the spot just above his stomach: check.
Full weight settling over his bladder: check.
Carwyn wriggled beneath the quilt trying to shift me off, his eyes opening blearily as he looked straight up into my gaze. Truth be told, his sleepiness and the forlorn look in his eyes coupled with his sniffling was endearing. Normally I would consent to a cwtch in the half-hour between this alarm and the next…but he and I had work to do.

*

As a Keeper, I am bound to secrecy. I can only observe and record – never intervene. There’s no rule saying I can’t accidentally knock items around. I may have accidentally-on-purpose played pawball with Carwyn’s new crystal until it went under the sofa. The result? He finally pulled the sofa out and hoovered the space properly. As well as his crystal, he also found his old dream journal and I got my favourite spring toy back. 
After flicking through the journal, Carwyn placed it on his coffee table while he finished tidying up his apartment. Unbeknownst to him, there was also a small ebony table that Garth had conjured into existence. This table was in a different dimension to Carwyn’s and was laden with a large pot of tea, a jug of cream, sugar, several rounds of toast and pots of jams and marmalade. So long as I was securely on the conjured table, I would be in the same dimension as Garth and Carwyn wouldn’t notice me. It meant that Garth and I could discuss Carwyn’s development without being overhead and breaking any rules. 
‘Do you really think he’s capable of reaching the zenith?’ Garth asked me. We watched Carwyn as he reorganized his bookcases which had become a chaotic shamble after a year of intense research on altered states of consciousness and theories of entanglement.
Before I could speculate, a honeyed, disembodied voice spoke within my mind: ‘The two souls would locate each other much more expediently if you kept to traditional methods.’ 
‘Aneurin’s here?’ Garth mouthed at me. He froze mid-action whilst pouring a fresh cup of tea with a grimace.
Aneurin, who morphed into view at the table, was an ophanim: a spherical entity about two foot wide. It was composed of three golden interlocking rings, each of which was studded with countless eyes along the entire circumference of each ring. The rings surrounded a golden core of light around which they spun perpetually at variable speeds. When Aneurin spoke to, it was as a voice within the minds of all the entity addressed. For me, it felt like my brain had its own localized earthquake as words were dredged from my subconscious and wrangled into sentences in my conscious mind whether I wanted the ophanim rummaging around my mind or not.
Aneurin was followed out of the ether by Elis, a pwca – and humanoid hare with soft black fur and mauve eyes dressed in tweed tunic and trousers. He was the worst nightmare of an interdimensional being to have to work with, though Garth summoned a chair for Elis all the same.
‘Why are two of Nibs’ darlings here?’ I asked the newcomers. Garth reached into the ether, his arm vanishing momentarily before returning into view with a refill of toast and an extra butterdish, then after reaching in again, a fresh pot of tea and two more cups.
‘Only to-to-toast and jam?’ Elis sniffed ignoring my question. Trust Elis to complain even though he could feast in Akasya every day. I shifted my position to face Elis so that I was conveniently close to the unguarded butterdish. I sniffed at the pwca’s tunic. He smelt like a field full of flowers and nothing else. There was no hint of paper or books on him. The audacity he had showing up like this without having recovered a valuable book that he had lost! The least he could have done was bring some fresh catnip as a peace-offering. Instead the pwca looked full of contempt as he stirred some cream into his tea. I would ensure he had the heftiest late return fee. I take my Keeping duties seriously.
‘Why do I never get anything from the kitchen?’ I asked. Nobody replied. I turned my attention to Aneurin instead and wondered how the ophanim would drink its tea and continued talking, ‘anyway, the reason we can’t adhere to “traditional methods” is due to some idiot in the Department of Reincarnation not consulting the Keepers about where to distribute souls. Carwyn and Alys started out half a world away from each other.’ It happened too often. Officials in Akasya never coordinated with the different departments when a soul incarnated new life. It meant that whatever task they had set out to do was impeded from inception, and spirit guides had to work overtime to try and help their wards catch up.
‘If they can learn how to find Akasya in their dreams, then they have a chance of communicating with each other outside of mortal parameters,’ Garth added as he liberally spread jam on his toast, ‘believe it or not, what we’re teaching Carwyn to do is the quickest way.’ 
Carwyn who had been mesmerised by his new crystal instead of cleaning looked up and sniffed the air. He was still clueless to the tea party for interdimensional beings happening a few yards away from him – but he noticed the smell of toast and looked around perplexedly for the source of the smell.
Garth poured tea into the two empty cups for Elis and Aneurin. Two sugar cubes floated up from the sugar bowl and back down into the cup in front of Aneurin. Then the cup lifted into the air and drifted towards the core of light within Aneurin’s rings. It vanished, then returned a few moments later completely empty. I felt all the eyes on the front half of the ophanim staring at me and my fur bristled.
‘That’s why we’re here today,’ Aneurin said vaguely. Garth was wincing and massaged his forehead with his free hand. 
‘What do you mean?’ I asked suspiciously. It wasn’t like Aneurin to get involved with humanity. I placed my front paws on Aneurin’s central ring, preventing it from spinning so I could focus on a single eye.
‘You, you ca-’ Elis coughed and spurted his tea out, and after clearing his throat continued: ‘-can’t touch an Aneurin! I mean ophanim you can’t – no, no, that’s not, I mean it, an ophanim! You can’t touch an opha-ophanim.’ Elis chastised, not that the pwca’s incessant ramblings fazed me.
Aneurin evanesced out of sight with the eye I had focused on faded out last. My paws, no longer supported by Aneurin’s frame, fell down. Unsupported by the table, I tumbled on to floor in a shamble. I hissed at Elis for interrupting me. Before I could resume my seat, Carwyn scooped me up, fussing over me as he cradled me in his arms and cooed at me. I gave him a light smack and wriggled free, re-joining the others back at the table while Carwyn recovered from the hit and looked around the lounge in confusion. 
‘Was th-the-ther-ere any need f-f-for that? It’s not, um, it’s not his fault you er fell ba-bacca-backachoo! -back into the third dimension,’ Elis mumbled, looking at Carwyn sympathetically who was still looking to see where I had vanished too.
‘Oh really?’ The butter dish was also covered over now. Not only was I a disgrace to the feline race, now my plans for the butter were ruined too.
‘We are here to assist Carwyn and Alys,’ Aneurin said, finally telling is why they had arrived. The ophanim returned to view at the opposite side of the table. For once, he spoke out loud. An unseen hand smoothed my fur as I watched the lid of the butter dish float up in front of me.
‘Not all of it!’ Garth said, snatching the butter dish from beneath my tongue. He scraped a decent amount out for me, placing it on his empty plate. ‘Here you go madam,’ he added softly. 
‘How will you help Carwyn?’ Garth asked as I lapped up the butter which was always much creamier than earthly stuff. 
Carwyn had been padding around the flat, picking up my abandoned toys. With his arms full of cat balls and different types of rattan mice with feather tails, he headed towards my scratching post, walking straight through Aneurin and our table before dumping the toys in the basket of my scratching post. Carwyn looked at where Elis was sitting rocking back on his chair and for a moment, I thought he had seen us. Then Carwyn shook his head and returned to his sofa. 
‘Well to um, to help Carwyn, we have to-to-tonight-to help him, you know, to-
‘We will help Carwyn re-connect with Alys in the astral realm.’ Aneurin interjected and my whiskers throbbed.
[bookmark: _Toc154778200]Chapter Three – Aneurin

Carwyn had returned home from his barista job at his local Starbucks café in town where he was a manager. While most people would be getting ready for the 2024 New Year’s celebrations, Carwyn had spent an hour finishing up his chores from earlier that day instead. Being among huge crowds of people that were getting steadily more inebriated wasn’t something he enjoyed. But trying to reach Alys? That had become his nightly ritual over the last two months since he had retrieved the focus stone from the dreamworld.
On his coffee table, there was his old dream journal that he had, with Babet’s interference, recovered from under his sofa several months before. Besides that, there was an old shoe box full of assorted crystals, candles and incense which he now rummaged through. He pulled out a bag of dragon’s blood resin and, after shooing Babet off the table, he placed the small bag of resin safely inside a bronze censer.
Babet twitched her tail and smirked. As Carwyn turned towards his bookcase, Babet reached a paw up to the table and snagged the silver foil packet of charcoal disks and proceeded to roll around the floor with the packet clutched in her front paws, her back legs kicking at the foil until Carwyn wrangled the packet away from her.
‘What’s with you today?’ Carwyn asked. Babet responded by twitching the tip of her tail again before stalking over to her climbing post in the corner of the room. He watched her jump straight up to the top tier where she curled up in a ball, peeking over her tail with one eye open and fixed on him. ‘Please leave the box alone while I take a shower,’ he groaned, running his hands through his long brown hair.
He took the packet of charcoal and the censer with him out of the lounge, depositing them in the kitchen before going back across the hallway to his bathroom. As the boiler clicked on and let out a drone that was muffled by the rushing water of the shower, Babet slithered back down from her perch. She jumped back on to the table and pawed through Carwyn’s journal, turning the pages back to an entry from 2021 that detailed the first lucid dream he’d ever recorded – the first time he'd met Alys again since childhood and marked the start of his journey into studying out-of-body experiences and astral travel.
Next, Babet carefully worked a Herkimer diamond out of the box and pushed it on to the journal entry. Before Carwyn had fetched the fluorite focus stone from Akasya while dreaming, he had often worked with the Herkimer diamond when meditating without realising the crystal’s true purpose as one of telepathy and dreaming. Babet, satisfied with her meddling, returned to her position back at the top of her climbing post as Carwyn turned off the shower.
After he had retrieved the censer from the kitchen, Carwyn returned to the lounge dressed in faded grey sweatpants and a fluffy blue and white jumper. The censer now had a glowing hot charcoal disk placed inside with the incense burning steadily and pluming into the room with a sweet, spicy aroma. 
He settled himself cross-legged on the floor in front of the coffee table and checked the time: 22:33. As he went to pull the shoebox closer, he noticed the journal which lay open with the Herkimer diamond on top. He picked the crystal up and looked around his lounge, then at Babet who was pretending to be asleep. While studying astral projection and spending time in meditation, he had come to know there were spirits working around him which were cause for the strange goings-on in his apartment – like a crystal randomly turning up in a place where there hadn’t been one before. He never thought to be alarmed by it though. The house his parents lived in had been haunted, as had most of the shops, cafes and pubs of the town. Living with ghosts and spirits around his was normal and he had grown up fascinated by the preternatural world.
Carwyn rolled the crystal through his fingers while reading the entry which detailed him going through a red door and into an art studio where he met Alys. That time, he and Alys had made eye contact, the intensity of the connection he felt to her caused him to wake within the dream – but also startled him so much he woke up moments later clutching his chest and crying though he hadn’t been sure why. For a year after that, he’d dreamed of her every night and eventually found his way into Akasya with her and explored the city that formed the hub of all realities and dimension.
He pulled his focus stone out of his pocket and held it in his palm alongside the Herkimer diamond. If not for somehow bringing this fluorite back, I’d think I was crazy…but this is real, he thought as he placed the crystals back on the table and began rummaging through the box. He pulled out eight black pillar candles and a bag of clear quartz tumble stones which he organized around him in a circle and, after checking Babet was still on her cat tree, he opted to put a shungite merkaba crystal in place of the black candle behind him with an artificial candle on top of the crystal.
The aroma of dragon’s blood incense mellowed into a musky floral scent as Carwyn unlocked his phone and selected his favourite Hemi-Synch guided meditation. Babet remained watchful on her cat tree as Carwyn put his earbuds in and turned the music on. He lit the candles in a clockwise direction before picking the fluorite and Herkimer diamond back up and holding them in his left hand. The candles burned brightly and embraced Carwyn with warmth as he began the process of taking himself into trance.

It was time.
I could help him now.
[bookmark: _Toc154778201]Chapter Four – Carwyn

Music washed over me as I settled into my body with the fluorite focus stone and the Herkimer diamond held in my left hand. The music, a blend of zen-like flute, chimes and humming bee breath resonated through my mind, from my left ear bud to my right, then back again. I synchronized my breath to it, humming with my own exhalation. 
With my mind’s eye, I began to visualise myself as I was sat cross-legged on the floor with the candles surrounding me. Seven balls of flickering light around my etheric body as well as my physical form. I imagined the balls of light lifting up and expanding with each slow, deep breath I took until the light re-formed into a ball around me. Then, from where the light touched my feet, I began drawing it within my body as I inhaled. Light into my feet, rising up my legs to my hips, to my base chakra. Then up through my sacral chakra and into my abdomen, to my solar plexus; up to my heart, to my throat, into my third eye at the brow of my forehead and up – out through my crown chakra at my skull and above me.
Exhale.
The light that had coursed through my body trickled down in a ball outside of my body, back to the ground, and I repeated the process again. Quicker. Light flowing up through my body and back out. With each inhalation of cool air, my breath stretched longer until I was taking one breath per minute. My mind was spinning and, although most of my body was numb, my hands felt like they were lifting up. 
Inhale.
Now I could see my etheric body as clearly as if my eyes were open looking at my physical form. My forehead tingled as I scanned my body and scrutinized myself with as much intensity as I could. I could see and wriggle all of my fingers though they were blurry around the edges. I pulled a gold brush pen out of my pocket and sketched an arrow on to my left palm before returning the pen to my pocket.
Exhale.
Taking a deep breath in, I envisioned a lush green meadow beneath a pale merlot sky with a folly ten yards ahead of me. It was a simple, a one storey high grey stone building without a door. The hare that often guided me through the astral realm was waiting for at the entrance to the folly and I walked towards it, summoning more radiant light all around me. 
At the entrance to the folly, I opened my left hand and with the gold brush pen, I added a second ^ to the arrow mark. Second level. I entered the tower which had no other light source beside the doorway in and made my way over to a flight of stairs and down them for ten steps where I came to another doorway that opened up to another lush green meadow and another folly ten yards ahead again, and my white hare waiting once more.
Pulling my pen back out I added a third ^ to the arrow on my palm and set off for the next folly and repeated the process of entering the tower and going down ten steps to the next level down. I went through this process ten more times. By now, it was taking all of my concentration to keep moving forwards. The method of descent ensured my etheric body was never more than five yards out of vertical alignment to my physical body. It was a safety precaution in case I fell into sleep while journeying outside of my body. I’d read horror stories of people getting lost while stepping deeply into trance and I – 
Focus. This wasn’t the time for distraction.
The hare stamped its foot in frustration and darted into the folly. I followed it in and once again, there was very little illumination within the tower. Instead of stairs, brass railings forming the top section of a ladder emitted a soft glow as it dipped into a hole in the ground and vanished into darkness.  
I have a lifelong hatred of ladders. Ever since I had to climb one to help pick plumbs and the cursed thing wobbled treacherously beneath me I have avoided them at all costs. But there was nothing I could do about this one. If I wanted to continue on…I wanted to reach Alys…
I cautiously lowered myself on to the ladder. The metal was cool beneath my fingers and I tried to steady myself with my feet on the rungs below as I clambered down. Etheric body or physical body, my legs still trembled with each step down into pitch darkness until I was in the process of reaching down to the eleventh step, my foot met no resistance and swung through the air. 
‘Shit!’ I cursed. My hands clung to the ladder rungs and my knuckles turned white as I pressed myself against the metal slats. I forced myself to take a steadying breathing before I woke myself up. I had to fall. That was the final step to full projection and I hated the process each time I tried. Whether it was at the first, fourth or thirteenth level of trance, I had to fall so my brain would shift into Theta level. Into dream state. That was when the magic of astral travel would begin according to my research – though I was yet to make it that far. I had either fallen into an incredibly deep sleep or woken straight up shaking in a cold sweat with previous attempts.
I let out a long breath as I climbed down until I was only holding on with my hands. I tried not to think of my feet dangling below. At the end of my outward breath, I counted for thirty seconds. From here, it wouldn’t be so bad. Like abseiling. Once you’ve let go and rocked backwards from the precipice, it’s not so bad at all.
I inhaled sharply and let go as I exhaled. My head spun furiously and my chest tingled and fluttered as I fell through darkness with currents of cold air whooshing around me.
A shimmering, warm zephyr emerged from the cold air. It circled around me like a protective dragon made of wind until I felt warm again and like I might be standing upright. It grew in force around me as a portal of white light emerged from the darkness. It grew in brightness like the rising sun until it was large enough for the zephyr to carry me though.


As the light receded, I could see that the zephyr had deposited me upon a clockface that was attached to a single, stationary ring of what looked like a giant, spherical astrolabe encasing me. Interlocking metallic rings whooshed around the outside of the clockface and the stationary ring which seemed to be structural to the clock mechanics. Time hands whirred and tocked below me, slowing down until there was only a faint mechanical hum. From the centre of the clock, a brass pin that held the time hands rose up and reformed into a brass door frame.
One of the metallic rings whooshed overhead and I flinched as the cold shadow rushed over me. When I looked back at the doorframe, there was a familiar red door ajar within the frame. The same door I had gone through several years ago when I first met Alys.
I stepped up to the door and pushed it open. There was the same windowless art studio lit by a series of uplighters around the room as I recalled from the dream. My skin tingled and it felt like someone was pressing hands to my shoulders and pushing me forwards. I crossed the threshold from giant astrolabe into the studio. There were paintings of otherworldly cities and surreal landscapes lining the whitewashed walls. In the centre of the room were two large, solid work counters. The first had several canvases laid flat with works in progress on them, and the second counter was laden with boxes of different mediums of paints, packets of unopened canvases and jars of brushes. Between the two counters was an easel that was horizontal to me as though someone had turned it adjacent to the counters to work on it.
I checked that the golden arrow was still on my left palm with thirteen tines pointing towards my fingers and walked a couple of paces until I could see the painting on the easel: an intricate detailed painting of Akasya at night. The centre of the painting was splattered with black paint which bled steadily from the night sky to the bottom of the canvas, to the dust sheet out of sight below.
Something about the landscape dripping black paint drew me in and made my way around the first counter, pausing to check the canvases hung on the walls along the way. They were all of scenes I had seen in my dreams: the tower in the centre of Akasya with the amethyst light at the top like a pale beacon; the eternal staircase; then there was an odd-looking mass of spherical rings covered in eyes with a golden core sat at a chessboard opposite a peculiar humanoid hare dressed in tweed. I squinted at name scrawled in the bottom right corner of each piece. Alys. Alys. They were all by Alys.
This was her studio…
I arrived at the junction between the two counters and, even far from my physical body, I felt my heart shudder to a stop. Alys was sat hugging her knees on the floor in front of the easel where a half-empty tin of paint was abandoned on its side in a puddle of congealing inky darkness by her feet. 
She was hugging her knees with her head pressed into her forearm and unkempt pink hair scrunched into a loose bun. There was paint splashed over her blue denim dungarees and over herself too. The paint trickled in thick trails down from her white vest top, down her arms and dripped from her wrists. Alys. The shock of seeing her was threatening to trip me back into my physical body. My visions faltered to black, then back to the studio as I took another deep, steadying breath.
How had I not been able to sense her if she was here? Normally I felt when she was close to me as though we were each one half of a pair of magnets. I shivered at how wrong it felt not being able to sense her even now, though I was looking right at her.
‘Alys?’ I stepped forwards a couple of paces and crouched down in front of her. She seemed oblivious to my presence altogether – like she was here, but not here. Or was I really here? If I was out of body then…
I shook my head and reached out and stroked her head lightly.
She flinched and looked up. The sudden movement made her smart watch light up. 22:22. The year of 2022. How were we in a moment within 2022 while I was existing on the threshold of 2024?
That makes no sense. Surely it’s almost 2024 for her too?
Alys. My eyes found hers. She was unmoving, staring as intensely at me as she had the first time I had seen her in a dream three years ago.
Her green eyes glistening with tears and her mouth opened several times as though trying to speak until she finally whispered, ‘Cariad?’
I cupped her face with my hand, my lips attempting to form words as my tongue sat heavy in my mouth. Nothing. I couldn’t think of anything but her dishevelled appearance and expression that looked closed to delirium as she pressed her cheek into my palm. As words continued to fail me, I pulled the gold brush pen from my pocket once more and drew two interlocking love hearts on her cheek before leaning forewords and resting my forehead against hers. Her skin was warm to the touch and the scent of blackberry and vanilla enveloped me as I nestled closer to her. Her shoulders softened as she sighed and leaned into me, pressing her nose to mine as she peered shyly at me as her breath caressed my lips.
‘What happened?’ I asked, finally getting some words out. ‘Why did you throw paint at your work?’ I slipped my hands around her lower back and pulled her on to my lap, her legs slipping either side of mine as I pulled her against my chest, though she wriggled back slightly and fixed me with a mildly accusative glare.
‘I…hated it suddenly. I couldn’t see it clearly in my mind. Akasya. I couldn’t see it anymore. Not for over a year and,’ Alys said quietly, her voice husky as she continued, ‘and you’d gone away too.’
‘What do you mean I’d gone away? We’ve met in dreams most nights for three years.’
‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘No, not for a year. You were gone…for over a year.’ Her voice wavered on her last words and she slumped against me, burying her face in my shoulder. Her body was clenched and shuddering against me and her hands resting on top of my thighs were balled into fists.
‘I don’t understand,’ I said softly, slipping her hair loose from a scrunchie and combing my fingers through it. At least…I thought we’d been meeting each other in a shared dream experience. ‘What about all those times we’ve been exploring Akasya all year?’
Or…
…was this really nothing more than a dream?
Alys looked up again and pressed the heel of her palm to her forehead as she replied, ‘is this a dream… right now? Are we dreaming?’
‘I…’ I faltered. Was it a dream?
My vision was fading out again. Darkness was edging in from the corners of Alys’ studio and my heart, back in my body, felt like it was tearing itself to shreds.

No.
No it must be real.
I have the focus stone. I have a crystal that I brought out of dream.
Somehow…
Anyhow…
This is real.

Alys’ studio steadied in my mind’s eye and the darkness that had crept into my vision receded. 
‘I don’t know. I’m awake right now.’
‘Me too. I think. How can we prove if it’s real?’
I looked at the two love hearts I had drawn on her cheek. Maybe they would remain after I had gone?
‘I have an idea. Promise me you’ll finish this painting if it works?’
‘Okay. But if what works?’
‘Just promise me!’ I said and pulled a small note pad out of the breast pocket of her dungarees and flicked through the pages until I found one that was a blank. With the gold pen back in my hand, I hastily scrawled a note to her saying: “It’s real. I’ll find you.” I looked at my handwriting wishing it was neater before returning it to her pocket and took hold of her wrists before her hands fetched it back out. I could feel my consciousness slipping away from Alys and her studio – being drawn back towards my physical body – or sleep. ‘Look later.’ 
She was blushing. I realized I’d never held her so closely. Her legs were trembling next to my thighs as she slipped her hands free of mine and pressed them against my arms instead, her fingers scrunching into my jumper as the scent of blackberry washed over me again. Sweet and tempting.
She hadn’t pulled away from me all this time...
I gazed into her eyes again for a long moment then sighed, pressing my lips against hers. They were soft, tasting faintly of mint chocolate lip balm. She didn’t resist and I felt the warmth of her tongue against mine as she returned the kiss, her limbs softening against mine 
My heart was fluttering like butterflies in my chest and I pulled back slightly, rubbing my nose against hers. The drip-drip-drip of paint from the canvas grew louder and quicker.
‘I’ll find you; I promise. I’ll find you.’ I said, trying to smile reassuringly at her. The dripping was pounding in my ears and I let my eyes close.


When I opened my eyes again, I was back in my living room. Fireworks were going off in the distance around my flat. I glanced at my watch: 00:11, 2024. The golden arrow glyph on my palm that signalled I was out of body were gone and the two crystals had been holding all along had become hot in my hand. Babet was sat on the coffee table watching me patiently. She reached out a paw to my face, tapping my cheek which was wet from tears I couldn’t recall crying.
Why didn’t I ask for some sort of proof?
How was I meant to find Alys? 
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Akasya; an interdimensional city within the astral realm.
Astral projection; this is when the etheric body lifts out of the physical body.
Astral travel; the process of travel an etheric body can take allowing for travel far from the location of the physical body and also for interdimensional travel.
Censer; a receptacle (normally metal such as brass) in which loose incense such as resin is burnt on a charcoal disk.
Ecstatic dance; a method of dance in which the dancer abandons themselves to the rhythm and moves freely as the music takes them, leading to sensations of ecstasy and trance.
Focus stone; a stone, usually of crystal and tuned to a specific purpose, which enables the wielder to enhance their state of meditation and focus, allowing for greater success of intention, e.g., Carwyn’s focus stone is tuned with the intention of helping him successfully astral project and guide him through the astral realms.
Hemi-Synch; short for hemispheric synchronization or coherence in which multi-layered patterns of sound frequencies is played through headphones or speakers and the brain produces a third sound (binaural beat) that encourages the desired brain wave activity.
Herkimer diamond; a rare form of quartz that are double-terminated and have extreme clarity (which is why they’re referred to as diamond). Herkimer diamonds are often referred to as attunement crystals. When working with these crystals in mediation, they help with attuning to the astral realm, assist in increasing clairvoyance – particularly clairaudience – and raising telepathic abilities. 
Humming bee breath; a unique breathing technique of yoga that uses sound (humming) with the exhalation of breath.
Keepers; part of a mysterious, unnamed department within Akasya, Keepers are mostly known for their ability to acquire and hoard knowledge and keep the library of Akasya in order. They are often belligerent in tracking down overdue items from the library, though if assigned to someone, they are not permitted to interfere with the natural order of events.
Lledrith crystals; an incredibly rare and high-grade Herkimer diamond found within the astral realm which is primarily used as currency – though for those adept at magic, lledrith crystals supercharge spell casting.
Merkaba; a star shaped crystal with eight points representative of a chariot, for which the word originates from in Hebrew. It is a tool for unifying light, body and spirit. 
(his) Nibs; a term of endearment often bestowed upon a male dog; also a mock title used to refer to self-important man, especially one in authority. His Nibs is how Babet refers to the authoritative power of Akasya.
Ophanim; a class of celestial beings in Judeo-Christian mythology. They are sometimes referred to as Wheels, Whirlwinds, Many-Eyed-Ones or Chariots (Merkaba).
Pwca; a shapeshifter creature of Celtic mythology with a mischievous nature. Said to bring either good or bad fortune, they are typically cats, dogs and hares of white or dark fur. When appearing as human, various aspects of their animal form remains present e.g. ears or tail.
Seal of Heaven; a prismatic token shaped like a star and bestowed to chosen ones by the authoritative power of Akasya.
Shungite; a rare and unique carbon rich mineral primarily from Russia that can clear negative energy, balance emotions and reduce EMF frequencies.
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