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      The walkie crackled.

      Standing in the shadows, a young man leaned against a dark wall on the building’s roof and touched his earpiece to seat it more firmly.

      A female voice said, “You dream you’re in an elevator.”

      “How much longer?” the young man asked her.

      “Fifteen seconds. Twenty seconds.”

      He dropped his cigarette, then ground it out with his toe. The action felt performative: something a character would do in a movie. It was a filthy habit. He’d only chosen smoking because it was so cool — so showy. He should have picked up drinking instead, like Dad. Pills like Mom. Smoking was barely a vice. It took decades to kill you. He should have chosen a more self-destructive habit. At this rate, he might live to see thirty, and obviously that was no good.

      He peeked around the corner.

      The structure he’d leaned against housed an elevator to the roof. That was good; it made the building’s architecture a bit surreal. Rooftop elevators were rarely seen in real life. Same for the floor indicator mounted above the elevator door: a sweeping brass hand instead of a digital readout.

      Everything up here felt like a cliché. Like something made-up. Reality itself, in this place, felt almost fake. Which, of course, was the whole idea.

      To ram the unreality home, the young man’s fellow Tailors at the Bespokery had added surreal touches to make this seem less like a real building and more like a parody of one. They’d changed the signage to look like something from the 1950s. They’d enlarged the doorway, then skewed it into a shape you’d see in a funhouse. They’d even decorated the lobby for Easter before the subject arrived, despite Easter being months away. A massive animal — more hare than bunny rabbit — loomed as the centerpiece. He’d seen it on his way up. It truly was the stuff of nightmares.

      No wonder the Bespokery had chosen this place for tonight’s job. It was a mindfuck — and their subject, thanks to prior intrusions, had a mind that was already half fucked.

      The young man hugged his jacket tighter, but it was a motion born of habit, not cold. In truth, the air up here was practically nonexistent. Tonight’s was the kind of non-weather a person never really noticed. Seventy-two degrees Fahrenheit. Forty percent humidity. No wind and dead calm. It was nighttime, with only streetlights and stars to see by. But bland was good.

      Unremarkable weather vanished into the background, making the strange building stand out more. Besides, on too warm a night the subject might notice heat. Too cold and he’d shiver. Too dry and he’d feel parched; too humid and he’d sweat. The Bespokery needed for the subject to feel none of those things. No bodily sensations — or anything to remind him that he had a body.

      Too much reality would spoil all the fun.

      The young man could feel the elevator’s motor humming through the wall. Waiting, his eyes went to the mirror — the strangest object on the rooftop. He reminded himself not to look at it for long. Like the Arc of the Covenant, staring directly at that goddamn thing could drive a person mad.

      “You dream you reach the top floor,” said the woman’s voice in his ear.

      Under his breath, the young man muttered the next bit of tonight’s script: “And a calliope plays.”

      “Repeat?”

      But he didn’t need to respond. A second later, the elevator’s car reached the roof. No ding to announce its arrival, instead the Bespokery had installed a calliope sound that added to the surreality.

      Hearing it, the young man felt almost as unreal as they wanted the subject to feel. His eyes went to the moon, momentarily convinced he could float up to it if he wanted to.

      Careful, he reminded himself.

      “You dream you exit at the rooftop,” he told the earpiece as the doors opened — as he caught sight of the subject.

      “Don’t interfere,” the woman reminded him for the tenth time.

      The young man frowned. He’d obey, but in truth he wasn’t sure non-interference was smart. The subject might need nudging, even if that complicated things for the Bespokery. The woman on the walkie — nominally the young man’s mentor but in reality something else, and worse — acted like she could see the future. Obviously she couldn’t … and oftentimes people, like the subject, weren’t so predictable.

      “I’ll only approach him if I have to,” the young man replied.

      “Don’t interfere. We’ve talked about this.”

      He hugged his coat again, wishing he hadn’t already ground out his cigarette. Although nobody would see him do it, flicking a cigarette aside could be his Cool Hand Luke way of flipping her the bird.

      The subject moved away from the elevator. Despite his orders, the young man thought about tackling him — taking the subject out instead of doing this the complicated (and, in his mind, far-from-certain) way. A simple tackle-and-concuss would be so easy. Dazed as the guy was, he’d never see it coming.

      Well, not dazed. Deluded would be a better word. Misdirected would be another. Right now, the subject thought he could turn invisible. He thought he could beat King Kong in a fistfight. In truth, he couldn’t beat anyone. Three surprise smashes and there’d be brain and blood everywhere, then this problem would be solved without the need for so much Houdini.

      He supposed the Bespokery had its reasons for doing things their way, but there was so much to be said for the simple ways. The old-fashioned ways, as it were.

      “Did you hear me, O’Brien?” the walkie asked.

      He should say Yes, ma’am. Or was it Yes, sir? He couldn’t remember whether Baynes bristled more at being addressed differently than the men or at the patriarchy implied by “sir.”

      O’Brien glared at the subject, then gave his superior a response that wasn’t exactly by the books. “You dream that nobody’s about to kill you.”

      “Don’t. That’s an order.”

      Now he wanted to disobey just for spite. “This isn’t the military anymore. I don’t take orders.”

      “Then let me ask you a question.”

      O’Brien regretted his smart mouth immediately. Her voice had turned icy, tolerating zero bullshit. It was the same tone she’d used when she’d killed before, turning family against itself.

      “Can you fly?”

      He didn’t answer, finding himself somewhere between obedient and cowed. But he would obey, and he supposed that was all she cared about.

      He moved away from the wall, watching the subject as he left the elevator. The subject had splayed his fingers, looking down at his hands. He studied them for a while. Too long, really, as if he found them strange to look at. Which he would. One of the Tailors had spiked his nightstand water with a drop of hallucinogen. Instead of five-fingered and normal, he’d be seeing those hands as rainbow-colored, with too many fingers.

      “You dream you’re—” O’Brien began to report.

      “I asked you a question,” Baynes interrupted.

      “I’m sorry. I won’t interfere. I hear your order.”

      She paused just enough to scare him. “Then continue.”

      He drew a deep breath, trying to reset. She’d crawled all the way up under his skin. It was that sorcerer’s trick of hers, melting his resolve into simpering fear.

      He swallowed, then went on. “You dream you’re doing a reality check.”

      “Is he using the clock?”

      O’Brien shook his head. There was a digital clock mounted on one of the air handlers — a strange place for a clock, to be sure. The Tailor controlling it was watching the subject’s head, changing the clock’s display every time he turned away and looked back at it again. Sometimes, the clock’s time shifted. Other times, it displayed odd, foreign symbols.

      “No. He’s checking using his hands. I don’t think he’s noticed the clock.” O’Brien kept watching. Waiting. Something was wrong. Despite staring for a long time at what must look like psychedelic hands, the subject still hadn’t moved more than ten feet from the elevator.

      O’Brien said, “He knows.”

      “He doesn’t know,” Baynes replied.

      “I’m telling you, he knows. What if he holds his nose and tries to breathe? What if he tries to relocate?”

      “He didn’t try to relocate when they were chasing him. Remember, he thinks he’s new to this.”

      O’Brien stayed hidden, still watching.

      For a while it seemed the subject would count his fingers, decide that there were ten of them, then realize the truth.

      If that happened, he’d run back to the stairs and there’d be a fight — a real one, not one for show.

      Seconds passed.

      The subject kept staring. Kept watching his hands, trying to decide. Or maybe he wasn’t trying to decide; maybe they’d overdone the LSD and he was simply high. Either way Baynes was right; the subject didn’t know. If he’d known, he wouldn’t look so peaceful. Armed men and women had chased him here. If he thought that’d actually happened, he’d be afraid. He’d be rushing right now, or trying to hide.

      But he was doing nothing of the sort.

      Instead he stared. Finally looked up, then noticed the mirror.

      He walked over and looked closely at what should have been his reflection, but O’Brien could see from here that it definitely wasn’t.

      “You dream you find a Magic Mirror,” O’Brien told Baynes. Staring into the mirror was definitive. It meant the subject hadn’t realized the scam. He believed all this surreality was actually happening. “It’s a go. Send them up.”

      “Copy,” said Baynes.

      Seconds later, footfalls thundered up the stairwell. The Tailors had been just a half flight down, waiting for Baynes to give the signal.

      O’Brien barely heard them coming. He’d kept watching the Magic Mirror despite warning himself not to. Its screen was showing the subject a bad trip instead of his reflection: shadowy whorls and sprites cavorting like demons. The display kept changing, shifting from one nightmare to the next. At the end it reflected the subject back to himself, as a gnarled slenderman: long and black, elongated into something terrible.

      The stairwell door burst open, a group of Tailors arriving with guns drawn.

      The subject turned from the Magic Mirror to face the newcomers. He wasn’t afraid; his face looked downright pacific. This was no big deal to him anymore. He’d checked his hands. He’d looked into a mirror and found his reflection strange. Maybe he’d even seen the clock, the display different with every glance. Why would he care, after all those checks, that people were running toward him with pistols?

      “Pop,” said the young man to himself. “Pop, pop, pop.”

      The Tailors fired their fake rounds, muzzles flashing. Then the subject, neither shot nor bleeding, looked up at them and smiled.

      “I know what this is,” he told them. “I know what you are.”

      The gunners advanced.

      The subject stepped backward without hurry, hands not even raised, stopping when his heels struck the short wall at the roof’s edge.

      He stepped backward onto the ledge, exactly the way the Bespokery’s advance work had trained him to do.

      A wind finally stirred. His hair lifted. His shirt flapped like a cape behind him.

      “Can you fly?” asked the lead gunman.

      The subject smiled.

      Then he tipped on his heels and fell backward into the night air.

      Goddamn. Baynes had been right. O’Brien was shocked despite all his preparations. He hadn’t believed a man could be so easily trained.

      Wanting to see, he sprinted to the building’s edge, grabbed the concrete, and looked down. He had plenty of time. They were twenty-six stories up — according to Baynes that meant seven or eight seconds of free-fall.

      There was no way to see the subject’s face from this far up, but O’Brien swore he could see it anyway. Full of fear. Betrayal. Disappointment. Confusion most of all.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this, the falling man would be thinking right now. I did my checks and made sure. I wasn’t supposed to fall. It’s not supposed to be real. I was absolutely certain I’d be able to fly.

      And yet the subject hurtled toward the unforgiving concrete, surprised to realize his life was about to end.

      The body fell.

      And fell.

      And—
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      Ash jolted upright in bed, propelled as if by a massive spring. He suddenly wasn’t tired at all — as if he hadn’t just been sleeping, or maybe had never been.

      At first there was vertigo: that odd sense of being somewhere new and unusual. He’d fainted once, after being left unattended in the Afghanistan field hospital and trying his legs much too soon. The feeling now was like waking from that.

      He remembered looking up at the canvas ceiling and wondering if he’d gone to the circus. Not that he’d been in his best mind that day … or, really, ever since.

      Now, there was no tent. Today he saw walls, end tables, and morning sun through draperies instead of plastic windows flapping open to sand.

      Whose room was this? Was it his? For long seconds he had no idea. Ash knew only that he was an officer of some sort, though he was still too sleep-fogged to be sure which branch, which agency.

      But then that certainty, too, faded and he remembered that he wasn’t an officer anymore. Hadn’t been for years.

      It was all coming back with a less glamorous reality.

      He had a job at Workman Precision Fabrication, drilling holes in steel plates. His name was Ash Sanders. He was thirty-six years old, honorably discharged so he could commit his dishonor in a civilian way that was so much worse.

      The bulk of his confusion passed. The room was no longer unusual, but instead where he belonged. He was at home — though still breathing hard with his heart pounding, brain spiked with epinephrine and cortisol. Despite the sounds of children lining up for school buses in the street outside, Ash still felt pursued.

      Watched. Surveilled. Chased, maybe. In danger, probably.

      He told himself: Relax.

      But he could only settle his mind so far. It lingered on a dream that refused to dissolve the way dreams were supposed to and usually did.

      He hated dreams, and had as few as he could manage these days. Ash had a simple solution to keep them at bay. Booze slaughtered his dreams for the first half of the night, and the weed kicked in to help him forget whatever came later. A single Nyperal tablet kept him immobile while he had those unremembered dreams, so he barely ever sleepwalked like he used to. Or sleep-did anything else. Anything worse.

      You weren’t supposed to drink while on Nyperal. On any benzodiazepine, according to Dr. Irving. You might stop breathing, then never wake up again. Still Ash faithfully drank his nightcap, wondering if the doctor was right.

      He woke up every morning anyway. Every goddamn morning, without fail.

      A woman’s voice said from Ash’s right: You’re okay. You’re safe, Ash. Remember? Sunshine makes everything better.

      It was a stupid thing for her to say, and yet he always felt instantly better. That idiotic little koan somehow soothed his jangled nerves every time.

      A smile tweaked the corners of his mouth. He turned to the bed’s other side.

      “You always⁠—”

      But then Ash stopped, looking at the vacant pillow and undisturbed sheets as the smile fell from his lips. The remaining fog departed and then he remembered everything.

      The dream, he thought. I fell. I died.

      If only he’d been that lucky.

      

      “Tell me,” the doctor said.

      “I didn’t bring it up to talk about the dream,” Ash replied. “I was making a point about the fact that I’m dreaming at all. I shouldn’t be dreaming, should I? I thought the meds were supposed to solve that.”

      Dr. Irving nodded. Her legs were crossed at the knee, a pad and pen at home in her lap. She barely broke eye contact. The woman was a chameleon, which was probably why she was so highly regarded outside of her pro bono work with the VA.

      Ash had seen the way Dr. Irving adapted to whatever personality happened to be on the other side of her conversations. Back when she’d been helping him with more mundane sleep issues, when Emily was still around, Ash had even complimented her on it. She’d told him that adaptation was a handy skill for a psychiatrist. Every patient was defensive, despite their best intentions. It was her job to adapt and navigate around those defenses. Every person was two people, she’d told him: social armor first, then the human being hiding within it.

      You needed to learn a person’s unique weaknesses … so you could slip a blade through the gaps.

      Slipping a blade through the armor struck Ash as a terrible metaphor, considering her profession was meant to help people through hard times. Still, Mina Irving never flinched. Awful or not, the metaphor was spot on. If she’d tried to reason with Ash whenever he became defensive (like he was now, though not on purpose), she’d never have cut through to the core of his issues.

      The best way to confront him was to say nothing, then stare like an expectant parent. Instead of pointing out the obvious, she needed only to fall silent and let him realize on his own that filibustering solved nothing.

      I want better meds, not to tell you what’s inside my head, he’d come here to say.

      She understood, but was having none of it.

      “It was nothing,” he told her. “Just some dumb dream.”

      “Ash. When you first came to me, you were in crisis.”

      “I’m still in crisis.”

      “The antidepressants you’re on repress dreaming. Nyperal reinforces your otherwise-lacking REM-state atonia. You⁠—”

      “So many big words.”

      Mina stopped speaking and stared at him again.

      Ash kept forgetting how smart she was — how very much the chameleon. In real ways, she knew Ash better than he knew himself. He’d mocked her treatments at first because he’d found her explanations condescending. He’d insisted she explain the medicine and science behind his treatment, not the dumbed-down version — everything from the field’s background all the way up to present-day sleep studies conducted in her lab. He’d insisted she speak to him like a scientist, not an idiot. He wanted to know the psychological research behind it all, without having to simply swallow whatever she gave him like a good boy.

      Acknowledging his dislike for simple talk, Mina had spoken to Ash more like a colleague than a patient from the start. But now, his little jab seemed to imply that he wanted things both ways — or, more accurately, neither way.

      So did he want big words or small ones? More relevantly, did he want help or not? Some days Ash honestly didn’t know.

      Mina resumed after making her point. “But despite any pharmaceutical treatment I give you, it’s important to keep in mind that your subconscious mind is sort of a jerk.”

      “Just mine?”

      “Everyone’s. Sometimes the subconscious mulls your past and frets about your future, but other times it has definite opinions and insists on telling you all about them. You can try to drown it out with denial and repression, but the mind is persistent. It finds ways around your repression. It’s like trying to hold water behind a leaky dam. Water won’t be confined, and neither will the things your subconscious refuses to bury. You’re not stupid, Ash. Don’t pretend you don’t see the point in discussing a dream strong enough to shove its way past everything we’ve done to keep them from coming.”

      “It’s my understanding that with enough antidepressants, dreaming stops entirely.”

      “It’s my understanding that I’m the doctor, and you agreed to stop diagnosing yourself online.”

      Caught, Ash played with a small empty vase on the end table. “Everyone does that.”

      “Maybe everyone checks WebMD. Not everyone has their whole psychological make-up worked out, certain they know everything about how their brain works. We’ve talked about this. Over and over. And yet you keep telling me that you feel like someone’s watching you and won’t listen when I say it’s trauma-mediated paranoia. You have what are clearly panic attacks, then insist they’re no big deal. So let me ask you a question: How is Emily? Have you visited her? Have you spoken with her?”

      Ash was looking down. He took out his wallet and begun looking through it when he realized a lecture was coming. He’d forgotten he had a library card. And a punchcard from Baskin Robbins. There was even a handwritten note tossed into the middle that meant nothing to him: Mariana Jordan. No phone number, though. If he’d met “Mariana” at a bar and hit on her, he’d done it poorly.

      “Ash.”

      He looked up, wallet spread.

      “Please pay attention.”

      “I am paying attention,” he said.

      She didn’t bother to contradict him. “You’re self-destructive.”

      “Self,” Ash repeated.

      “Yes. Self. But because you won’t look it in the eye, that self-destructiveness manifests with a real possibility that you might end up harming others as well. Even setting aside the obvious, you’ve nearly caused three minor accidents at work, and⁠—”

      “Nearly.” He had the verbal retaliation of a parrot.

      “You know how this works: We talk and they let you keep your job as long as I keep saying you’re making progress. Don’t threaten to find a new doctor again. We both know the VA is your only choice.”

      Ash closed his mouth.

      “So. Yes. After we talk, if I think it’s warranted, we can increase your medication. If. But right now you’re on a not-insignificant dosage and dreams are still leaking through. Whatever your subconscious keeps trying to show you must be pretty important, and we’re still not looking it in the eye. We can’t just put a bandage over it. Things will only get worse if you keep pushing it away.”

      “That’s what beer is for.”

      “Physically worse, too. Am I right to assume you’re still having migraines?”

      Defeated, Ash looked at the floor.

      “I’m guessing a bunch of psychosomatic stuff as well. Back pain. Nerve pain. More panic attacks complete with tachycardia. I assume you know the term ‘tachycardia’?”

      “Rapid heart rate,” Ash recited. “But⁠—”

      “Given your family history, it’s never a good idea for you to be tachycardic. Are you looking for a heart attack?”

      Yes. Yes, he was.

      “You have talk to me if you want it to stop,” she told him. “You know you do.”

      Ash shook his head, resolute as a kid refusing to eat his vegetables. “We’ve discussed everything that matters. This is supposed to be aftercare.”

      “We’ve discussed what the court insisted we discuss,” Mina corrected. “In excruciating detail. What you’ve never talked about — even before the trouble, when you were still coming to me voluntarily — is all the stuff that kickstarted your sleep disorder in the first place. Your plea deal didn’t require us to discuss your trauma overseas, which I think we both know is the real problem and always has been. If you want to feel better, we have to stop talking so much about what happened and spend some time talking about why it happened. You didn’t so much as sleepwalk before Afghanistan, did you?”

      Ash said nothing, so Mina persisted.

      “We need to talk about things like your incident with the IED. What was it like, when the bomb went off?”

      “I don’t want to talk about that.”

      “Exactly. You don’t want to talk about it. But what do you think: it just goes away? There’s a famous expression in psychology: ‘What you resist persists.’”

      “I’m not resisting it,” Ash insisted.

      “Was that what last night’s dream was about? About Afghanistan?”

      Discussing the dream seemed suddenly appealing, now that Ash could use it to prove her wrong. “Not in the least. I was in the US. In some American city.”

      “This city?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. There were tall buildings.”

      Mina made a note.

      “This isn’t about my fear of heights.”

      “With all due respect, Ash, you don’t have the slightest idea ‘what it’s about.’” Before he could rebut, she said, “What happened?”

      “I was on a roof. This guy came up through an elevator.”

      “Anyone you know?”

      “I’m not sure. He might have been Russian.”

      “What makes you think that? Did he speak Russian? Was he waving a Russian flag?”

      “He just was.”

      She made another note on her pad. Ash resisted the urge to comment. Sometimes in dreams, you just knew shit. Everyone knew that.

      “Then what?” she asked.

      “These people appeared. They were walking toward him like zombies. They …”

      He couldn’t remember all of it. He remembered the others with their arms forward, but not why or if those hands had been holding anything. They could have been reaching out to strangle the Russian man, playing pat-a-cake, holding guns— even making profane hand gestures for all he knew.

      “They were chasing him?” Mina asked.

      “Just kind of plodding forward. Like they were after him, but couldn’t move fast, or didn’t want to.”

      Mina made another note.

      “A woman was there. Not with the zombie-people. She was just observing or something. Watching him walk to the edge.”

      “He went to the edge?”

      Ash nodded. “And stood on it.”

      “Then what?”

      “The woman told him not to do it. She said …” Ash was groping for details.

      But it was another black hole. He didn’t remember why the dream had frightened him — only that it had.

      He focused, if only so they could move past this. And as he did, details returned that had eluded him upon waking.

      “She said that the Russian guy didn’t need to do it,” he told Mina.

      “To jump?”

      “I assume. She said ‘You don’t need to do it, because …’” He thought harder. “Because you have the real one.’”

      “‘The real one’?”

      “I don’t know what it means!” Ash snapped.

      But there was something else — something he was just now realizing that he couldn’t repeat even for his therapist.

      The woman in the dream hadn’t been anonymous. Ash had recognized her. She’d said something else in a whisper after the “real one” comment, too. She’d told the man on the roof, Wait for dawn. Because sunshine makes everything better.

      “And then?” Mina asked, breaking his reverie.

      Ash blinked up at her. He didn’t like these new revelations. Not one little bit. He chose to ignore them, pretending it wasn’t repression.

      “Then he jumped,” he said. “That’s all there was to it.”

      “Nobody pushed him?”

      Ash shook his head.

      “So it was a suicide.”

      “No. After he jumped, he felt free.”

      “But he jumped from a building,” Mina pointed out.

      “While feeling free and happy,” Ash added.

      “Was he happy?” Mina asked. “Or were you happy, watching him do it?”

      Ash didn’t answer right away. He’d just remembered his thoughts from moments after waking, when he’d looked back on the dream:

      I fell. I died.

      At some point the jumper had stopped being an anonymous Russian and become Ash himself.

      With the realization came one last bit of dream recall: a dizzy sensation of flapping through the air, hurtling toward a rendezvous with concrete.

      Ash answered her obliquely: “I think I sort of became the guy at the end.”

      “You became the jumper?”

      Ash sighed, not feeling outmaneuvered so much as tripped-up. He nodded. “Then I died.”

      “You actually hit the ground.”

      Another nod.

      “Did you feel it?”

      “It was just a dream.”

      “Sensory ‘feelings’ are just nerve impulses. Accomplished dreamers sometimes report feeling all sorts of things.”

      “I didn’t think you could die in dreams.”

      “You can,” Mina told him. “It’s just not common. Most people are so afraid of dying that fright wakes them up before it happens. The fact that you actually died in your dream makes me wonder if you’re afraid at all.”

      Ash shrugged. “Isn’t that a good thing, to not be afraid of dying? We all have to do it eventually, right? Might as well be prepared.”

      But Mina didn’t look convinced. “‘Good’ is contextual. If you had terminal cancer, I’d agree it was ‘good.’”

      They both knew what Mina had left unspoken.

      Ash became the jumper. Ash jumped. Then he died, and was perfectly fine with it.

      “I’ll increase your meds,” she told him.
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      The boy is happy.

      He’s found a trophy: a bit of detritus left behind by the Americans that can either be kept or sold.

      He takes it to his mother.

      Ash does not speak their language, but she seems to say, “That is not yours. It is theirs. Give it back to them.”

      The mother will not be a war profiteer any more than she will be a freedom fighter. This is the forgotten demographic. In an occupied land, not everyone in opposition actively fights. Most are quiet, wishing only to live their lives.

      Disappointed but dutiful, the boy runs toward the tank with the Americans standing all around it while holding his prize, yelling what could only be, “WAIT! WAIT!”

      But the soldiers see only a local running right at them with an explosive device.

      And …

      

      Ash pinched the bridge of his nose, setting askew the black-frame glasses he used for close-up work. He closed his eyes and sat that way for a while before opening them again with a yawn.

      Fatigue was heavy tonight, but sleep evaded him. The world outside the window was dark and silent, barely even there.

      Live long enough with insomnia and nothing feels real anymore.

      And then Ash thought: Well? Is it real?

      Being awake this late messed with a person’s head unless they were used to it, and Ash never got used to anything anymore. He honestly didn’t know.

      Obeying a ritual whose origin he’d forgotten, he held his hands in front of himself. He pushed the fingers of one hand against the palm of the other, half-expecting them to go right through.

      Then looked at the small digital clock beside the keyboard. It was 2:28 a.m.

      He looked away, then back again. Still 2:28.

      Wondering just what the hell he was doing, Ash let his gaze drift toward the reading chair across the room. A worn copy of Pride and Prejudice sat on the small wooden table to one side, a bookmark like a tongue between its pages. A teacup and a desiccated teabag on a spoon were beside the book. There’d be a dried-out lemon wedge still in the cup if Ash walked over and peeked inside to see it, sitting atop a dark brown stain of evaporated tea.

      But he definitely didn’t want to see that. Not now. Maybe not ever again.

      “Am I awake,” he asked the reading chair, “or am I dreaming?”

      He thought again of his dream from the night before. He wasn’t supposed to be dreaming at all, and yet recently it was happening more and more.

      He dreamed most often about Emily. Or about killing himself — though of course his mind buried suicide inside metaphors that weren’t subtle at all.

      That’s what last night’s dream had to be about. Ash was half Russian on his mother’s side. The slowly-encroaching crowd on the rooftop represented everyone who’d silently (and not so silently) judged Ash for what he’d done. There was no shortage of those people around here.

      Kill Ash Sanders! String him up! Slit him open and let his guts fall out! the people in his dreams seemed to scream at him. He knew where they were coming from.

      He dreamed despite the antidepressants. Despite the booze and the slow-release edibles. On the nights between dreams, Ash couldn’t sleep at all. Either because of his resolve not to dream, or his fear of what might happen in the real world as he slumbered.

      Even asleep, Ash could destroy a life. That much, he knew better than anyone.

      He’d barely rolled over at night since the verdict, let alone acted out his dreams. Despite that — despite the drugs that now kept him immobile at the times a sleeping man should be immobile — Ash felt sure he’d wake up in a neighbor’s house someday, beating a stranger in his sleep. His hands had done worse, and not always for God and Country — not even always awake.

      Everyone must secretly be afraid of him now. Except for Daisy Zhao, the one friend who’d never flinched.

      Technically she had been Emily’s friend. But then she’d become Ash’s a while back — and somehow, impossibly, stayed that way.

      When he didn’t dream of suicide or his own death, Ash dreamed of Emily. But rarely the good times; instead he dreamed of them at their worst or Emily at her worst: alternative miseries like rotten little presents from his mind.

      Ash saw versions of reality that might exonerate him if they were true, but he didn’t believe them. And even if he did — even if he was able to forgive himself — done remained done. Misery was misery, regardless of who was to blame.

      But more and more, Ash found himself dreaming of Afghanistan. Of the boy with the IED that nobody (not even the boy) had realized was an IED until it was too late. In the end it didn’t matter that the soldiers shot him. Everyone had ended up dead except for Ash and Chuck, who’d been fifty feet away smoking a cigarette when the bomb exploded in the child’s hands.

      The dreams played a hundred ways. Sometimes Ash saw things from the boy’s perspective, and others from the mom’s: first surviving the blast and then collapsing with grief. Sometimes Ash was himself in the dreams, and other times he witnessed the horror show from some outside perspective.

      Dr. Irving liked that last one least of all. Third-party views of horrific events were the brain’s way of disassociating from them — of trying to believe none of it had happened … or at least not to him.

      In today’s session, Ash had told Mina about a double-whammy: a dream that was both suicidal and disassociated. She’d seemed to think that starting the dream as an outsider was even worse than if he’d been the jumper the entire time.

      The boy is happy. He runs to his mother, who sends him back to the soldiers.

      “Return it,” she says, and he runs toward the tank with the Americans standing all around it.

      Toward the truck with the Americans standing all around it.

      Toward the van with the Americans standing all around it.

      Ash, pinching his nose in combined fatigue and exasperation, felt his brow furrow. Was it a tank that day, or was it a truck? He’d lost the truth of what inspired his dream. He saw now that he’d started to think of the vehicle as a van, and yet that felt most incorrect of all.

      A troop truck, fine. A Jeep, fine. An eighteen-wheeler? That seemed a stretch in the narrow streets, but again: fine. Same for a tank. But a van — like a band on tour — tooling through a war zone? Never in this lifetime.

      So why did he keep picturing it that way?

      Because you aren’t thinking straight. You haven’t really slept in days. Even though you technically slept last night, that wasn’t really sleep. That was Hell with your eyes closed. It’s all Hell. You’re dead, man. Dead and gone.

      Ash let his eyelids drop. Like holding his hand over a flame for self-punishment, he now invited the visions, hoping their savagery would make him sick with all the fear and guilt he deserved.

      Again he saw the boy. The mother. The soldiers. And the van.

      Large.

      White.

      No windows, not even on the rear.

      A logo on the side that looked like a crescent moon carved into long and sharply curving slivers. A lone word below it: ArkTek.

      That was strange, Ash thought as he opened his eyes and returned to the reality of his quiet nighttime office. His visualization skills were usually poor, and yet his mental image of the van was clear enough to print out and place in his hand.

      It felt like he could walk forward in his imagination and read the VIN from any of the inside door panels. He saw it as a civilian fleet vehicle: the kind of thing an exterminator or cable company sent out on jobs.

      But that couldn’t be right … it had been a canvas-topped troop carrier.

      It almost had to be.

      But the van, he could almost see it even with his eyes closed, seemed to disagree.

      Ash opened his laptop. It took him a while to close the many windows and tabs from his last late-night session two days ago. He had a way of falling into a fugue when diving down internet rabbit holes, working punch-drunk and on autopilot. Half of what he clicked out of now, he didn’t remember opening in the first place.

      He gave each page a glance anyway before hitting Command-W to close them, fascinated by the idea that some other part of himself — an Ash doppelgänger — had explored these things while his higher mind was somewhere else.

      Strange, how little sense he could make of them now. He’d have to invest some serious research just to grasp the questions that must have led him to open these tabs. The headlines were foreign, like dispatches from another land:

      Mathematician Candace Wurtzman Honored: “This Changes Everything.”

      From Cloud Formation to Earthquake Prediction: Twenty Chaotic Systems the Wurtzman Conjecture Now Allows Scientists to Predict.

      Privacy Concerns Raised — Why Hackers are Calling a Recent Math Discovery “Second Christmas.”

      On one tab, Ash found a YouTube video called Be Afraid. At the risk of falling back down the rabbit hole, he scanned the image and skimmed the description.

      A middle-aged man wearing glasses sat behind a well-ordered desk in a bright and sterile-looking room that was nothing like the mess Ash had made of his. It struck him as a doctor’s consultation space — maybe the den of a well-heeled lawyer. The man seemed professional, but more informed and educated than someone with a formal degree. A guy who knew things — a man the average Joe and Jane could trust.

      Ash had apparently stopped the video about a third of the way through. He hit Play and the man resumed speaking in a calm, academic manner.

      “—Congress. But did it even make it to the floor? Of course not. You have to understand a lot of mathematics that almost nobody understands to even begin to comprehend the … the shall we say ‘diverse and potentially problematic’ spectrum of what’s now possible. That’s not your average congressperson or senator. So after the right people felt enough lip service had been paid to Jensen’s concerns, the inquiry was quietly dropped from the docket. See, the Wurtzman Conjecture is like a set of Russian Dolls. Even Wurtzman herself doesn’t know how deep it goes. I’d bet there aren’t a dozen people in the field who could actually tell you how it all works, but do you know what?”

      The onscreen pundit plucked an iPhone from his desk blotter and held it up. “I don’t know how this works, either, but I can still make calls, use apps, and everything else. I could probably even figure out how to jailbreak it and install software to read the ID of any NFC antenna nearby — and use my phone to snoop on your phone. I could sniff out vulnerabilities in public wi-fi like you’d find at your local Starbucks, then use that weakness to steal enough personal data from the people around me to hack accounts and apply for fraudulent credit cards.” He shook the phone in demonstration. “All without any real technical expertise at all.”

      He lowered the phone and kept talking.

      “And now, thanks to Wurtzman, we’ve got this new wrinkle. Now, instead of using a plain old jailbroken iPhone to steal a few bits from iffy wi-fi, I might be able to decrypt secure wi-fi on the fly. Those NFC antennas people use for tap-to-pay purchases? What if now, instead of just reading the ID of the device itself, I can use Wurtzman-enabled software to steal credit card numbers? It’s only been three months since Wurtzman published her conjecture, and we’re already seeing malware that uses it being passed around on Telegram and through the dark web. You can stop worrying about the future, folks. The stuff you need to worry about is already here.”

      He shook his head.

      “Hackers don’t care how the Conjecture does its decryption — which experts are now starting to admit makes child’s play of even 128-bit security. They don’t care how it can make predictions from massive and messy datasets, or why it’s able to find order in what scientists were calling ‘chaos’ just months ago. Does the Contingency have the potential for great discovery? Absolutely. It might flat-out solve black hole physics. It might revolutionize supply chains in a way that more or less ends world hunger. We might even have the tools now to address climate change in a meaningful way. But with all that good comes a lot of bad … and right now no one is discussing the dangers of the Wurtzman discovery. No one.”

      Ash stopped the video. That last bit was no longer true. The video had been published three months ago, and anyone who didn’t live in a cave knew there’d been plenty of worry since.

      Congress still hadn’t gotten out of its Barcalounger to investigate much, but the private sector was abuzz. Relatives kept contacting Ash to insist he upgrade his phone software. Insisting he upgrade his smart doorbell and security systems. The last two months had seen a boom in the home wi-fi business as well, as every ISP sent out crew after crew to security-patch its customers’ routers.

      Ash closed the video and looked at the one just beneath it: Before Letting Your ISP Touch Your Router, Do This.

      He smirked, remembering a bit of this video. It recommended everyone check any repair tech’s IDs twice (and ideally call the company to verify they actually worked for Verizon or AT&T or whoever) before letting them near your equipment. Conspiracies begat conspiracies. You couldn’t allay your fears about internet vulnerability because the criminals were in the “repair” business too — not fixing your router so much as hacking it further.

      Ash himself was split on the issue. Privacy had never been at bigger risk, sure. Personal information — in electronic form, at least — had never been more vulnerable, sure. Still, Ash wasn’t ready to go into full-freak mode over any of it. The idea that fake technicians were going door-to-door masquerading as the real things in order to build backdoors into routers wasn’t far from the wackos who thought vaccines were a cover to implant microchips.

      There was a fine line between being cautious and going tinfoil.

      He closed the rest of the tabs. He really, really needed to start staying away from the internet when suffering from insomnia.

      Once the screen was clean and fresh, Ash opened a new search and entered the word his mind kept seeing on the day of the IED, stenciled onto the side of a van: ArkTek.

      No relevant results returned, at least on the first three pages. The closest in matches were Biblical: either Noah’s Ark or the Ark of the Covenant.

      So he entered ArkTek Afghanistan and got even fewer results.

      That made sense, because he was imagining things. When he’d seen that kid gunned down and the bomb had exploded, it’d happened beside a truck or a Jeep or maybe a tank — definitely not a windowless white van with a moon and some weird word on the side.

      Ash’s memory had probably overlapped two separate memories, was all. In stressful situations, people jumbled their memories. You were just as likely to remember seeing your boss rob the liquor store as you were to recall the real bandit’s face.

      Still Ash sat back, unsettled.

      If he could just figure out why that word (ArkTek) and that logo (a sliced-up crescent moon) were so familiar — where he’d seen them, if not overseas — he’d at least have the seeds of his closure.

      But for now, the issue hung open like a screaming throat.

      More exhausted than truly tired, Ash removed his glasses and rubbed his face with both hands. “Go to sleep, asshole. You’re out of your mind.”

      More and more, the second thing felt true.

      But the first, until morning, eluded him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOUR

          

          
            Sanderz

          

        

      

    

    
      Ash felt the drill press wheel push back against his palm as metal chewed through metal on the platform before him.

      His eyes found the simple act of watching it happen difficult. Everything in his field of view was slightly fuzzy, as if seen through dirty contacts. The shop’s background drifted in slow motion. Voices nearby were deeper than they should be whenever he had his hearing protection off, or so he’d noticed when clocking in.

      His drive to work had felt like a slow slalom, as if the car was on benevolent ice that rocked it instead of turning it sideways.

      This must be how it felt to operate machinery on NyQuil. He’d read the warnings, but you could probably get to the same place by never closing your eyes.

      And so his mind wandered to inebriated places.

      The shop’s work was strange once he thought about it: metal yielding to metal. And yet somewhere in the building, specialists worked with lasers. Light cutting through metal was even stranger. Thinking about it now, Ash started to wonder if this whole crazy world was in his head.

      Maybe he wasn’t even awake right now. Maybe that’s why nothing felt real.

      It would explain a lot — like the notion that he and everyone else lived on a big rock revolving around an even bigger fireball in an infinite void.

      Existence was trippy. Ash’s new theory was that maybe it just seemed trippy because everything was actually in his head. After all, how could he know? It was an oddly heartening thought. It implied that maybe, at some delightful point in the future, he’d snap out of the nightmare he’d been living and awaken somewhere better. Somewhere more logical, where light always lost when it encountered metal.

      “ASH!” boomed a voice above the cacophony.

      The drill bit punched the last of its way through the plate, dropping his wheel arm like falling through a trap door. Ash turned toward the short but somewhat round man with a reddish-brown beard who’d come up beside him, safety glasses and ear protection on.

      Not exactly smart, sneaking up on someone working a deadly machine who can’t hear or see you coming.

      “YOU OKAY MAN?”

      Ash nodded. He hadn’t entirely heard, but this was something Chuck asked him often nowadays. It was getting a bit irritating, but still better than the death stares he got in his neighborhood.

      “WHEN IS MRKBRK?”

      “WHAT?” He hadn’t gotten the last word from context.

      Louder: “WHEN … IS … YOUR … BREAK!”

      Ash’s head turned. DeShawn was watching the two of them. He seemed to make sure both men were looking at him, then pointed somewhat angrily where a watch would be if he wore one. He mouthed, Take five!

      His body language said he wasn’t granting a break to be kind, but instead for safety reasons.

      Ash stepped back, then looked from DeShawn to Chuck, then back to DeShawn. The foreman was standing with his beefy arms crossed, staring at them like light boring through metal.

      Seeing his eyes, Ash got the impression this wasn’t really a break so much as a five-minute taste of his imminent firing.

      

      “Forget him,” Chuck said once they were settled in the break room.

      Knowing Chuck, this would be a fifteen-minute break instead of five. DeShawn wouldn’t care because the less time Ash spent fucking things up, the better.

      “I’m so fired,” Ash replied.

      Chuck sort of shrugged. Everyone knew Ash was a dead man walking around here, but the risk of a PR nightmare had thus far stayed the company’s hand. Most of the shop’s news-watchers had long ago decided that Ash was a monster, but a surprisingly large number of them seemed to have his back: those who believed he’d done nothing wrong — although security footage, if Ash had any, would have strongly disagreed.

      “You look like shit,” Chuck said.

      “I feel like shit.”

      “Yeah, well, you look it.” Chuck sipped coffee from a mug that read, DRILLERS DO IT DEEP. “Nightmares?”

      “I was just awake all night.”

      “Better than nightmares.”

      “They take turns. One night I sleep in Hell and the next night I don’t sleep at all. I can’t decide which I love more.”

      Ash got up and walked to his locker. He pulled a flask his father had given him for Christmas from the interior pocket of his jacket and raised it in silent offer.

      “Yeah, that seems like a good idea right now,” said Chuck.

      Ash drank anyway. Then, as he returned the flask, a piece of paper he didn’t remember sticking to the side wall of the locker caught his eye. Someone had secured both top and bottom of the paper with tape, so it ripped as he pulled it away.

      It was a printed web article. A more sensational one than anything reported by the likes of CNN or the Associated Press.

      SANDERS GETS AWAY WITH MURDER, the headline read.

      It was hardly the first jab Ash had received, even at work. He looked down at the paper, nodding. “It’s nice to have something to read.”

      Chuck snatched the article, then crumpled it into a ball. He tossed it into a wastebasket beside the grease-covered coffee machine.

      “I’m sure it’s about some other Sanders,” he said.

      “Like Winnie the Pooh.”

      “What?”

      “Winnie the Pooh. He’s got Mr. Sanders written over his door.”

      “Who knows that?” Chuck asked.

      “You do.”

      Of course Chuck did. The man had a memory like the Library of Congress. “Yeah, but I have an excuse for knowing shit like that. I have a kid. What I don’t get is why you know it.”

      Ash didn’t reply. Emily, always one for advance preparation, had started reading parenting and kids’ stuff the second they’d started trying to get pregnant. Not that they’d made it far.

      “Pooh fucked up the E, though,” said Ash. “I think it was upside-down or something.”

      “Like a schwa?”

      “A ‘schwa’?”

      “An upside-down E. Schwa. Didn’t you take grammar in school?”

      Ash laughed a little. Chuck was awful at making Ash feel better on purpose, but excellent at getting the job done on accident. He was strange — not at all like the other machinists. Chuck had always been odd, even when they’d been grunts together overseas. He knew all sorts of useless trivia, like schwas and what Pooh had above his door. Like his blue collar would have been better off with its owner in the library.

      “But it wasn’t the upside-down E that made the sign wrong,” Chuck went on. “There wasn’t a schwa. The S was backwards at the end. It looked like a Z. ‘Sanderzzz.’”

      Ash wasn’t sure. “I remember it being the E.”

      “No E.” Chuck shook his head. “It was backwards S, backwards N.”

      “I’m pretty sure, Chuck. Emily put posters in the den for ‘inspiration.’ As if it might encourage my sperm and her eggs, all who’d look at that poster and see what they were missing.” What was supposed to be levity left him like acid.

      “I could look it up if you want,” Chuck told him.

      Ash glanced through the window into the shop and saw DeShawn staring at them. It had been at least five minutes. Ash should have been fired a long time ago, Chuck too for that matter, but because everyone liked him so much, seemed immune to downsizing. Almost like he and DeShawn had struck a deal.

      No, Ash didn’t want Chuck to look it up. Not only was it a stupid thing to spend time on, but thoughts of Pooh were too close to thoughts of Emily and the kid that would never be born. That path was paved with memories Ash tried to avoid and the almost-memories his brain had invented to color the blanks he still had in the worst night of his life.

      For now, he could still take solace in the dream version of events. Ash had been strangling a serial killer to save Emily’s life in his dream. In reality, her neck had been in his hands.

      “Look, man,” said Chuck as if reading his mind. His eyes ticked to the wastebasket, where the crumpled-up news story still sat like an accusation on top. “Guys fuck around. Guys blow off steam. You know nobody here thinks you did it on purpose.”

      Ash laughed: just one sarcastic bleat.

      “Okay, so some do. But look who we’re talking about here. Sonny beats his wife and it’s not like he’s doing it in his sleep. Ray, Jerome, Hitch, Junior … their families all hate them, and they’re not fucking up marital bliss in their sleep, either. Only angel around here is Charity Goddard.”

      “It’s not a question of whether I did it.”

      “Yeah. I know. It’s a question of whether you meant to do it. Whether you were in your right mind when you did it. Whether you have a diagnosed condition … which, on the official record, Selina made clear you do.”

      “Right.” Ash almost laughed. “Selina was a great help.”

      “You say that, but she was. Listen. You got a raw deal, but you couldn’t help it. It wasn’t great when you pulled your old girlfriend’s hair out by the roots, sure, but at least what you did to Mindy got you to a sleep clinic. It cost you one breakup, but at least you got a diagnosis. One that Selina and the rest of HR have had in your file forever, by the way. Thanks to Mindy, you were already on-record. Officially, legally and medically, everyone knew you were a sleepwalker long before … you know.”

      “Technically, I have ‘sleep violence.’ It’s a REM behavior disorder, not⁠—”

      Chuck barely heard. “That shit with Mindy happened — what? — like a full year before you even met Emily. People understand sleepwalking, so they’re able to understand what you have if they’ve got half a brain. Emily knew you had it. Selina confirmed it for the world with her testimony. I vote you owe her a thank-you card.”

      Ash was less than mollified, but he liked Chuck’s attempts at soothing a lot better than pity or blame. In a weird way, Chuck discussing Ash’s killing of his wife in such casual terms felt refreshing. Most people were afraid to talk about it — and when someone finally did, they couldn’t keep the horror out of their eyes. Chuck and Ash had seen a lot of terrible shit together. In a twisted way, they were used to it.

      Chuck flapped his hands in a what-do-you-want-from-me sort of way. “You’re a vet, man! A fucking hero! We did shit for this country that nobody should have to do. And what thanks did we get? I got PTSD and you got what you got. People want to blame you for what you couldn’t control — what war did to you while they were back home watching football — then fuck ‘em!”

      Ash tried to look grateful. What Chuck said was technically true, but that didn’t make it easier when people Ash didn’t even know shouted at him on the street. Or when he considered eating his service pistol, or when he’d had to drive into work with MURDERER painted on his car because there’d been no time to cover or remove it. The first R and D had been written backwards, the way Danny wrote REDRUM in The Shining. It’d either been some weird homage or a mistake, like Pooh with Mr. Sanders.

      Oh. Right. Speaking of Winnie the Pooh, something had occurred to Ash. Despite his reservations a moment ago, he pulled out his phone, did a quick image search, and immediately found what he’d been looking for. He turned the screen to show Chuck.

      “How did you know?” Ash asked. It did indeed read Mr. Sanders: backwards N and backwards final S, but not a schwa in sight.

      “So we’re really going to keep talking about a cartoon named after taking a shit?”

      “I was as sure about it as you were, but I was wrong and you’re never wrong. Last week you were right about the date of that party I thought was on the fifteenth, not the twenty-second like you said. That party was over a year ago. I can’t remember you ever forgetting anything … Do you have a photographic memory or something?”

      For a moment Chuck looked like Ash had found all his porn. But then the expression vanished and he shrugged. “I’ve just always had a knack.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “I think you’re going to ask no matter what I say.”

      “Do you remember that day in Kandahar?”

      Chuck took a long sigh: You really like to torture yourself, don’t you?

      “I do if we’re talking about the only ‘day in Kandahar’ you’d ever bring up out of the blue.”

      “How well do you remember it?”

      Chuck’s half-smile finally broke. “Better than I’d like.”

      “Were we traveling in a truck? Or was it a Jeep?”

      “It was a troop carrier. Not that anyone went home in one.”

      “An APC?”

      “No, it wasn’t armored. Why?”

      “So it wasn’t an eighteen-wheeler?”

      “Why would it be an eighteen-wheeler?”

      The break room door opened. The cacophony of the shop floor filled the previously quiet room like an assault, and DeShawn’s angry face appeared in the crack.

      “You girls finished doing your makeup? I said ‘take five’!”

      Chuck stood and put his protection back on, but Ash still needed a moment. His thoughts were suddenly and unexpectedly spinning, foggy and troublesome.

      He hadn’t asked if the vehicle was a white van with logos on the side because that was even more ridiculous than it being a semi. But that wasn’t what had him most confused right now.

      Right now (though it was surely because he was so sleep-deprived), Ash was starting to wonder why he’d asked Chuck about Kandahar in the first place … because a burst of near-photographic memory of his own had just insisted that even vault-memory Chuck wouldn’t know the answer about Kandahar.

      How could he? Out of the blue — and contrary to all memory and evidence — Ash was suddenly sure that Chuck hadn’t even been with him in Kandahar that day.
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      “You’re not sleeping,” Mina told him.

      “I already said that. It’s literally why we’re here.”

      “No,” she said, waving a dismissive hand. “I’m not trying to tell you something you don’t already know. I’m saying that’s the answer. You’re not sleeping enough, and that’s why you’re paranoid.”

      “I’m not paranoid.”

      Mina resettled the pad on her lap and looked at him seriously. “Ash. You just told me that you’ve started to wonder if your best friend — the person you rely on most for support because you went through your traumas together — might not have been in Kandahar with you.”

      “Might.” Ash felt himself backpedaling. “And he could still have been in Kandahar. Still in my unit, even. Just maybe not in the same place as I was on that same day. Maybe.”

      “The day of the IED.” Her face became half stern. “The day that boy was shot and your friends were killed.”

      “Right.”

      “The day you constantly think about. The day that haunts you. The day that’s somewhat of an obsession.”

      A little annoyed now: “Yeah. That day.”

      “The day you refuse to let yourself think too much about.”

      “There are a few days I’d rather not think about.”

      “The day that arguably started everything. The day that’s probably the reason you developed sleep violence in the first place.”

      Ash sat back, feeling cornered. “You know it runs in my family. My dad⁠—”

      “And you know that REM Behavior Disorder — the reason you act out your dreams — is often triggered by traumatic events. In our first session you used a very specific word, and it wasn’t ‘walking.’ You referred to your state as ‘sleep-patrolling.’ You woke up in your kitchen holding a baguette like a rifle. It took Emily five minutes to convince you that nobody was crouched just out of sight and waiting to attack.”

      “I know what I told you. Because I was the one who told you.”

      “You’re regressing, Ash.”

      “This is very kind and compassionate of you. Thanks so much.”

      “Do you know why I do this work?” she asked with a hard stare.

      Ash knew the core of it, and had enough respect to not be a smartass.

      Mina continued. “My mom had nightmares so bad, eventually she committed suicide. I was eight years old. That’s not something you hear about often — nightmares ending in suicide. My dad wouldn’t talk about it for the longest time. Eventually, he told me that she didn’t do it because of the nightmares themselves. It was because she didn’t think anyone or anything could help her stop them, and she couldn’t face the thought of dealing with them every night for the rest of her life, which was how she felt. Real was irrelevant.”

      Mina took a beat to make sure she still had Ash’s full attention, then continued.

      “Real or not, they scared her enough that she could barely function. We think she might have had undiagnosed schizophrenia — some sort of underlying condition, dissociative at the very least. She started taking over-the-counter stimulants to try and stay awake. She’d go days without sleeping, but that only made it worse when she finally slept. The mind needs to dream. And when it can’t, all those accumulated dreams eventually come in a flood. My mother was so sleep-deprived by the time she had her inevitable ‘nightmare avalanches’ that she’d basically lose the ability to tell reality from what was inside her head. It meant her ‘nightmares’ felt constant. She thought some horrible vision might show up while she was watching TV or shopping. She tried to handle everything by herself and made things worse. The right piece of advice from a therapist could have helped her navigate the worst of it, but she never had the chance. Eventually she found a different way to escape. I went into sleep work for people like her, Ash. People like you.”

      “This is volunteer work for you,” he replied lamely.

      “Yeah. Volunteer. I’m not doing it for the pay. Don’t you think that makes it more — not less — likely that I actually give a shit? My brothers are both veterans. What you did for the rest of us? What you had to go through? I don’t underestimate it. Those constant offers for you to come to my sleep lab at the university, outside of the VA program, for free? I mean them. But you know the expression. You can only lead a horse to water. And you are one stubborn goddamn horse, Ash Sanders.”
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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