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The Spell of Somnus (Somnus Rising, #2)


The Somnus Center clung to the California cliffs like a sleek, modern barnacle, all bleached wood and glass reflecting the relentless Pacific. Roberta Cruz shifted her overnight bag, the leather strap digging into her shoulder. Beside her, Elaine Montgomery adjusted her oversized sunglasses, a shield against the glare and the scrutiny. 

"Remember, let’s keep it vague. I’m not a PI, just a ‘security specialist’," Roberta muttered under her breath.

Elaine nudged her. "Relax, this isn’t the first time I’ve fudged my identity to get access for a story. I’m just ‘writer seeking inspiration.’ Simple."

A slender woman with olive skin emerged from the main building’s shadowed archway as they approached. Her stride was effortless, purposeful. Fine black hair, cut sharply at her jawline, framed a face dominated by soft hazel eyes beneath precisely straight bangs. Her smile was warm, practiced. 

"Welcome," she called, her voice smooth as sea-polished stone. "Roberta and Elaine? We’ve been expecting you." She clasped their hands briefly. Her grip was firm, her smile warm. She wore pale green high rise trousers that accented her long, athletic legs and attractive hips and a white top with a small brass pin with the logo of the Somnus Center: a Venus symbol with a spiral inside the upper circle.

"I'm Cleo. Welcome to the Somnus Center!” she said. “Let me give you a quick tour on our way to your room.” 

She gestured to the building behind her and led them into the building. A large, curved reception desk marked the center point of the vast entryway. To their left, a pair of glass doors led to a corridor that clearly housed the Somnus Center’s business offices. The space on the right widened into a vast open lounge area replete with overstuffed chairs, game tables, wide open carpeted areas, and a small amphitheater of plush couches facing a massive wall-mounted screen.

“This is the welcome center, of course,” Cleo continued. “And just through there,” she gestured to the far side, “is the dining area. There are group meal times for those who want a social dining experience, but our kitchen and wait staff are available at all hours for those who prefer to eat on their own schedule.” She led them through a large sliding glass door at the back to reveal an enormous deck at the edge of the bluff overlooking the Pacific Ocean. The view was breathtaking as the early afternoon sun glinted off the blue rolling waves as far as the eye could see.

“I like to have my morning coffee out here on the terrace,” Cleo confided with a smile that rivaled the brightness of the sparkling sea before them.

As Cleo led them down a winding path towards the other buildings, Roberta’s experienced eyes assessed their guide: athletic, self-assured, professional, and poised. If this place was a cult, it certainly wasn’t the sloppy hippy kind. Roberta had no doubt that this woman would be pulling down a seven figure salary in a corporate environment, easily. If Somnus was dirty, she concluded, they were dirty big.

Elaine, meanwhile, was doing what reporters do: asking questions. She was good, though–Roberta noted how well Elaine kept it conversational and natural, hiding the probing behind a facade of chattiness and curiosity.

"So, Somnus," Elaine began, gesturing vaguely at the pin on Cleo's crisp white top as they strolled along a wide, sun-dappled path towards the guest villas. "Latin for sleep, right? I love that. But honestly, Cleo, this feels way more substantial than just a spa getaway. What’s the real magic here?"

Cleo’s smile deepened, her hazel eyes catching the light. "Perceptive, Elaine. You’re absolutely right. While relaxation is a wonderful byproduct, Somnus is fundamentally a therapeutic facility. We specialize in treating sleep disorders – insomnia, narcolepsy, circadian rhythm disruptions – with cutting-edge technology." She paused, her gaze sweeping over the manicured grounds. "Our core philosophy is simple: quality sleep isn't a luxury; it's the bedrock of physical health, mental clarity, and emotional resilience. Everyone, truly everyone, can benefit from optimizing it."

"Everyone?" Elaine responded with convincing innocence. "But I thought it was just going to be women here." Roberta noted the Oscar-worthy naivety graced with a hint of anxiety in Elaine's voice and, not for the first time, considered how much being an investigative journalist meant being a good actor.

"Here at the Somnus Center we only allow women, it's true," Cleo replied. "Somnus does offer personal sleep coaches and therapy on an outpatient basis and in smaller, more clinical settings for both men and women," she added. "But for the sake of propriety, as well as other concerns, this place is exclusive of males."

Roberta kept her expression neutral, but her internal radar pinged. Therapeutic facility. That was a step beyond the vague 'wellness retreat' language she'd expected.

Cleo continued, her tone smooth and confident. "We’re pioneers, actually. We’ve partnered exclusively with Polybius Corporation – you might know them for their neuro-tech innovations? Their latest generation of biofeedback and neural entrainment systems is integrated throughout our suites. It allows for incredibly personalized sleep architecture modulation." The jargon flowed easily, a sign of deep familiarity. "Think of it as... retraining the brain’s pathways for optimal rest and recovery."

"It all sounds so impressive!" gushed Elaine. "Is it true that Schneider Schnell came here to rest after her last world tour?"

Cleo's smooth smile betrayed nothing as she responded. "We value our clients’ privacy, so of course I couldn't comment." Her hazel gaze lingered on Elaine for a moment. "You do seem to have done your homework, though," she added with a wink. "And the rumor is, of course, flattering. I think it demonstrates just how transformative our methods are."

They reached a low, modern building nestled among fragrant eucalyptus trees. Cleo stopped before a door labeled ‘Pacific Suite’. "This will be yours," she said, "You'll find a full schedule of activities next to the phone; you're welcome to join in as many or as few as you'd like. And of course, our one-on-one meditation sessions can be scheduled at your convenience. They are by far our most popular and most effective offering!"

With that, she handed them sleek keycards. "Rest well, ladies. The suite is fully equipped. Explore the Somnus experience at your leisure." With a final, warm smile, Cleo turned and walked back towards the main complex, her movements as fluid and purposeful as when she’d greeted them.

Roberta watched her go, a prickle of unease cutting through the California sunshine. Polybius? Neural entrainment? This wasn't just expensive fluff. This was something else entirely.

The Pacific Suite was cool and serene, minimalist luxury in shades of sand and driftwood. Roberta dumped her bag unceremoniously onto the plush bed, the leather strap leaving a faint indent on the pristine duvet. Elaine drifted towards the panoramic window, mesmerized by the soothing roll of the ocean below. "She's sharp," Elaine murmured, not turning around. "Smooth as hell, but sharp."

"Yeah," Roberta grunted, her gaze sweeping the room – tasteful art, discreet tech panels, no obvious cameras. She picked up the thick, cream-colored cardstock schedule resting prominently on the nightstand. Elegant script listed offerings: sunrise yoga, guided dream journaling, somatic breathwork, and a dizzying array of "neuromodulation sessions." Her eyes scanned down. "Group Mindfulness & Neural Harmony," she read aloud, her tone flat. "Sounds... relaxing."

She handed the schedule to Elaine, who scanned it quickly, her reporter's mind already categorizing. "Massage this afternoon," she declared, tapping a slot. "Perfect cover to chat up a therapist. See what whispers float around the massage table." She glanced at Roberta. "You hitting the group hug?"

Roberta snorted softly. "Harmony session. Need to see what kind of 'harmony' they're peddling." She moved to the sleek desk, opening drawers – empty except for branded stationery. "Terrace at dinner? Six-thirty?"

"Deal," Elaine agreed, already heading towards the en-suite bathroom. "First dibs on the shower. Try not to dismantle the neuro-entrainment system while I'm gone." The door clicked shut.

Alone, Roberta stood still for a moment, the quiet hum of the climate control the only sound. Her fingers traced the edge of the schedule. 
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