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The Dream Rider Saga: The Complete Trilogy

Series Description

 

At seventeen, Will Dreycott is a superhero…in his dreams. And in yours.

Eight years ago, Will’s parents, shady dealers in ancient artifacts, disappeared on a jungle expedition. Will, the sole survivor, returned home with no memory of what happened, bringing a gift…and a curse.

The gift? Will can walk in our dreams. At night in Dream, Will hunts for criminals—and his parents. During the day, his Dream Rider comic, about a superhero no one knows is real, has made Will rich.

The curse? Severe agoraphobia. Will can’t go outside. So he makes his home a skyscraper with everything he needs in life—everything but the freedom to walk the streets of his city.

Case, an orphan Will’s age, survives on those streets with her young brother, Fader. Survives because she too has a gift. She hears voices warning her of danger. And Fader? Well, he fades.

The Hollow Boys throws Will and Case together, as well as into danger and an unlikely romance, as they join forces to defeat a centuries-old body swapper preying on street kids.

In The Crystal Key, a trail of dark secrets leads Will, Case, and Fader to a mysterious world, trapping them between warring cults willing to kill for a dangerous and powerful artifact from Will’s past.

In The Lost Expedition, Will’s search for his lost parents propels the three friends deep into the jungles of Peru, where they battle an ancient evil to save all of reality.
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Indiana Jones meets Teen Titans in The Dream Rider Saga, a fast-paced urban fantasy trilogy from “one of Canada’s most original writers of speculative fiction” (Library Journal).


Praise

Praise for The Hollow Boys (The Dream Rider Saga, #1)

Winner of the Aurora Award for Best Young Adult Novel

Winner of the Juried IAP Award for Best Young Adult Novel 

“This arresting series kickoff grips from the start as it introduces its inventive milieu, its flawed but fantastically powered hero, its playful worldbuilding, and a host of tantalizing mysteries. … [A] vigorously imaginative scenario. ... Takeaway: Thrilling YA fantasy” —BookLife (Editor’s Pick)

“An assured, confident novel... A must-read story for YA fantasy fans.” —Blueink Review (Starred review)

“Inventive, engaging, and boundless fun.” —The Ottawa Review of Books

“A fun supernatural tale with well-developed characters and a touch of romance.” —Kirkus Reviews

“Mystery and action ... with a balanced dose of romance stylishly rounding off this lovely work of genius.” —Reader’s Favorite Book Reviews (5-star review)

Praise for The Crystal Key (The Dream Rider Saga, #2)

Finalist for the Aurora Award for Best Young Adult Novel

“The richly inventive Dream Rider adventure continues in this second appealing entry…of Smith’s epic YA series. … An exciting plot…always enlivened by the Smith hallmarks of crack dialogue, fun sleuthing and puzzle-solving, a strong through-line of emotion, a swift pace…and a principled refusal to settle for the familiar. … This thrilling superpowered urban fantasy series continues to grip.” —BookLife (Editor’s Pick)

“Smith continues to demonstrate an ability to expertly weave multiple complex fantasy elements into a cohesive whole. … This fast-paced story delivers in a big way—and Smith has all his ducks lined up for an explosive conclusion that readers won’t want to miss.” —Blueink Review (Starred review)

“Smith’s take on superheroes and serials is both modern and original, but it recreates the same energy, the same yearning for superpowers, the same subconscious fear of dark places and boogeymen as the best stories of our own remembered youth. High adventure leavened with romance and mystery. … The Crystal Key has everything that made The Hollow Boys work and turns it up a few notches. I can’t wait for the conclusion in The Lost Expedition.” —Ottawa Review of Books

“A fun and engrossing superhero sequel.” —Kirkus Reviews

Praise for The Lost Expedition (The Dream Rider Saga, #3)

Finalist for the Aurora Award for Best Young Adult Novel

"Smith powers to an explosive conclusion in the finale of his Dream Rider series, a lavishly concocted ride brimming with magic, mystery, and mayhem. ... a novel for lovers of inventive fantasy-adventures to wallow in. [With] epic battles with rune-casting witches, supernatural beings that inhabit others’ bodies, and much more—Smith continually conjures surprises. ... dark magic, beastly protectors, and a slew of extraordinary fantasy characters—including a sinister presence whose roots can be traced back to Incan rule. Smith skillfully probes deeper messages behind all the fun, as the main players face the consequences of humankind’s disregard for the Earth—and each other. The series is best enjoyed when read in order. Takeaway: Explosive conclusion to this spectacular fantasy joyride." — BookLife (Editor's Pick)

"When thinking about Douglas Smith’s Dream Rider Saga and The Lost Expedition in particular, the word epic kept bouncing around in my mind. The scope of the entire story, especially the last book, is huge and best enjoyed from the beginning. … I loved The Lost Expedition. … As the conclusion to the Dream Rider Saga, it exceeded every expectation. I enjoyed every minute I spent with these characters, and I will miss them now that their story is done." — Kelly Jensen, SF Crowsnest Reviews

"The Lost Expedition put me in mind of A Wrinkle in Time. Both books … have the same sweeping scope that engages one’s sense of wonder. … Looking back as an adult, though, I far prefer Smith’s world building and politics to Madeleine L’Engle’s. Smith has written a series that is far more inclusive and far less elitist than L’Engle’s. Smith’s characters represent different social classes, ethnicities, abilities and weaknesses. The Dream Rider series is targeted to today’s modern YA audience and so better suited to current sensibilities. Whoever reads this book will find at least one POV character with whom they can identify. … The Lost Expedition is a solid ending to a great series. The various mysteries are finally revealed in all their intricate complexity; there are several twists I totally did not see coming; and there is a sweeping majesty to the world building we have not seen since—well, since A Wrinkle in Time. … If you haven’t done so already, you should package up all three volumes to gift to any young adults in your life—or any adult in your circle nostalgic for the Golden Age of science fiction fantasy." — Robert Runté, The Ottawa Review of Books

"Smith’s world-building and scene-setting are excellent; his characters are all well-drawn and believable; the dialogue is sharp, and there are plenty of twists and turns to the storyline.  … Readers will surely enjoy Smith’s imagination and creativity." — Blueink Review

Praise for Douglas Smith

“One of Canada’s most original writers of speculative fiction.” —Library Journal

“The man is Sturgeon good. Zelazny good. I don’t give those up easy.” —Spider Robinson, Hugo & Nebula Awards winner

“A great storyteller with a gifted and individual voice.” —Charles de Lint, World Fantasy Award winner

“His stories are a treasure trove of riches that touch your heart while making you think.” —Robert J. Sawyer, Hugo & Nebula Awards winner

“Stories you can’t forget, even years later.” —Julie Czerneda, multi-award-winning author and editor


How to Read This Series

The short answer to the above question is, “In order (please)!”

One of the main reasons I wanted to publish this box set of the trilogy was to make it easy for readers to enjoy these books as I intended, by reading them in order.

The Dream Rider Saga is one large mystery, one single story, told over the course of three books, with each book building on what went before. Reading The Dream Rider Saga out of order will lead to confusion and disappointment, two things I take great pains to avoid for my readers.

So please, start with The Hollow Boys, then move on to The Crystal Key, and finish with the exciting conclusion to the series, The Lost Expedition.

And thank you for picking up this box set. Enjoy!

— Douglas Smith
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To my family.

Because, at their heart, that’s what these books are about—family.

The family we’re born into. The family we find.

The family we make. The family we choose.

And the family we stitch together from all those pieces.
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THE HOLLOW BOYS

Book 1 in The Dream Rider Saga

Winner of the 2023 Aurora Award for Best Young Adult Novel

Winner of the 2023 Juried IAP Award for Best Young Adult Novel

Vanishing street kids. An ancient evil. The end of the world.

Our only hope? A hero who can’t leave home.

At seventeen, Will Dreycott is a superhero…in his dreams. And in yours.

Eight years ago, Will’s parents, shady dealers in ancient artifacts, disappeared on a jungle expedition. Will, the sole survivor, returned home with no memory of what happened, bringing a gift…and a curse.

The gift? Will can walk in our dreams. At night in Dream, Will hunts for criminals—and his parents. During the day, his Dream Rider comic, about a superhero no one knows is real, has made Will rich.

The curse? Severe agoraphobia. Will can’t go outside. So he makes his home a skyscraper with everything he needs in life—everything but the freedom to walk the streets of his city.

Case, an orphan Will’s age, survives on those streets with her younger brother, Fader. Survives because she too has a gift. She hears voices warning her of danger. And Fader? Well, he fades.

When street kids start vanishing, the Dream Rider joins the hunt. Will’s search becomes personal when Case breaks into his tower to escape her own abduction. Fader isn’t so lucky.

As Will and Case search for Fader and the missing kids, an unlikely romance grows between the boy with everything and the girl with nothing except the freedom Will longs for.

But as they push deeper into the mystery, they confront an ancient power feeding on these forgotten kids to restore itself. And once restored, no one in the world will be safe.

To defeat this creature, Will must do the impossible.

Go outside.

~~

Indiana Jones meets Teen Titans in The Hollow Boys, book 1 in The Dream Rider Saga, a fast-paced urban fantasy trilogy from “one of Canada’s most original writers of speculative fiction” (Library Journal).


ACT 1: CITY WITH NO CHILDREN
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Chapter 1: When I Live My Dream

AT SEVENTEEN, WILL Dreycott was a superhero.

In his dreams.

Happily for Will, right now, he was dreaming.

To start his night as the Dream Rider, he “awoke” as usual on the Bed of Awakening in the House of Four Doors. Will knew he wasn’t really waking. He was asleep. But entering Dream always felt as if he had finally woken up. As if his time spent in the “real” world was time spent asleep, waiting to return here.

To return to Dream. To be the Dream Rider.

Brian, his favorite Doogle, waited for him. The creature sat beside the bed, its head on the covers, staring at Will.

Doogles were dog-shaped—sort of. Kind of like a Dalmatian, white with black splotches, or the other way around. But with a snout like an anteater, ears like a koala, and eyes like an owl.

Big nose, big ears, and big eyes. The better to smell, hear, and see you with, little girl. Or old man. Or middle-aged woman. Or whoever or whatever Will set his Doogles to search for in Dream.

Okay, so they weren’t much like dogs at all. But they were his creations, his logical constructs in Dream, and he thought of them as his dogs.

Dogs that searched.

Doogles.

Will stood and looked around. The House changed each night. Tonight, it was a round, domed chamber of white marble with dark wooden doors of varying shapes—rectangular, round, oval, and square. The four doors were carved with writings in Latin. Or Greek. Or something. Languages weren’t his strongest school subject.

He scratched Brian behind his ears. “Evening, Bry. I missed you, buddy.” In reply, Brian curled his long, whip-like tail into a spiral, a Doogle display of happiness.

Will tugged at the costume hugging his slim frame, again regretting the form-fitting spandex. But by now, hundreds of millions of people recognized the Rider—and that recognition gave him power in Dream. Too late to change his appearance.

Besides, the costume looked cool. It was black as the night sky, its surface speckled with blazing red comets with silver tails. Gray clouds drifted over his chest, obscuring then revealing the moon behind them. The moon, which changed phases like the real one, was full and bright tonight.

A black cloak, its hood currently thrown back, completed the look. A jeweled clasp in the shape of a twelve-pointed crystal star fastened the cloak at his neck.

Yeah. Cool.

He considered the four doors the House presented tonight. Which to choose?

“Nyx!” he called.

A cloud of gray mist the size of a beach ball formed before him. Inside the cloud, a woman’s face appeared—blue skin, violet eyes, and long, purple hair floating around her head. She was striking, but too sharp-featured to call beautiful.

Seeing Will, Nyx rolled her eyes. “Really? You again?”

“Uh, since you’re my subconscious, who did you expect?”

She pursed dark blue lips. “Someone better looking? I mean, a girl can dream, can’t she?”

“You are dreaming.”

“Have you ever wondered why your subconscious appears to you as female?”

“I’m in touch with my feminine side. Just give me the data file I prepared on the missing little girl, please.”

“Lisa Carter? Well, at least you bothered me for a good reason. Here.”

He held out his hand. A crystal sphere the size of a baseball appeared with a “pop,” dropping into his palm. Inside the sphere, words, numbers, and images scrolled and tumbled, appearing and disappearing.

“May I go now, oh Great Master?”

“Please. And lose the sarcasm,” he said. Nyx made a rude sound and disappeared.

He offered the data ball to Brian. “Here you go, boy. It’s everything I know about Lisa.”

The Doogle bent his snout up to sniff at the sphere. A long black tongue shot out, wrapping around the ball and sucking it into his mouth.

Brian swallowed the ball. Sparks of light danced in his black eyes. He began a circuit of the House. After sniffing at each door, he returned to the oval one, cocking his round ears forward. His tail sprang straight up, then bent into an arrow shape pointed at that door.

Will walked up to him. “You sure?”

Brian’s tail whipped out, smacking Will on the leg before forming the arrow again.

“Okay, okay. Don’t get grouchy.” He patted Brian’s head. “We have to be sure, pal. Tonight may be our only chance to find her before…” He didn’t finish. Before it was too late. Before Lisa Carter was dead.

He pulled up the hood of his costume. Now anyone meeting him in Dream would see only blackness where his face should be. A blackness no light could penetrate.

He grabbed his skateboard from beside the bed. Across its black surface, constellations spun behind a thin veil of cloud. He touched the door. It swung open, and he stepped into Dream, Brian at his heels.
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THEY EMERGED INTO rambling green parkland glowing under a mid-day sun. And a full moon. And a crescent moon, too. Dreamers liked moons, even in daytime scenes. A paved path cut through the park. In the distance, a cityscape of tilted towers loomed. Will turned. Behind him, the white dome of the House of Four Doors vanished with an audible pop.

Brian’s tail curled into a question mark as Will scanned the Dreamscape. “Well, she disappeared from a park, so this is promising.” He touched Brian’s head.

A glowing silver cord appeared, running from Brian’s collar to Will’s wrist. Brian quivered in anticipation, his tail now pointing straight up.

Dropping his board onto the path, Will put one foot on it. “Go!”

Brian sniffed the air, then set off in a determined trot, his silver leash playing out behind him. Will kicked off, following the Doogle. The path wove through the park and the trees, all lit in bright sunlight.

Bright sunlight that in the next eyeblink died to murky twilight. From behind them, faint and far away, came a squeal like fingernails on chalkboard.

Crap. Nightfall and that sound meant only one thing. “Look sharp, Bry. They’re coming.”

Brian’s tail shot straight up, an exclamation point of understanding. Will had given his early Doogles the ability to bark and howl like real dogs. Which they’d loved to do. A lot. And loudly. Hard to track things in Dream when your trackers kept waking up the dreamers.

The squealing came again, much closer this time. Will tugged on the leash, stopping Brian, then stepped off his board to face the coming danger.

“They’ll be on us soon. We won’t make it in time.”

Brian’s tail curled into another question mark.

“You keep going. Find Lisa. Dream led us here, so she must be close.” He touched the leash, and it disappeared.

Snapping his tail straight up, Brian sped off along the trail he’d been following.

The squealing grew louder, and a tingle like electricity prickled Will’s skin. “Nyx!” he called. No response.

Over a distant hill in the park, a dark swirling mass appeared. As it grew closer, the individual creatures comprising the mass became clearer. Each was a black rotating jumble of spikes and points and knife-edges, the size of a basketball. Electricity sparked and leaped over their surfaces.

Dream was built from the dreams of sleepers around the world, dreams that carried the feelings of their dreamers. When those feelings were strong enough, they created a life form existing only in Dream, creatures born from the emotions of dreamers. Emotional djinn. Or, as he called them…

Emojis.

Emojis changed depending on the emotion creating them. The ones bearing down on Will were the most dangerous. Fear emojis.

Gritting his teeth against their noise, he called again. “Nyx!”

Nyx’s face appeared, hovering in a cloud of mist beside him. “Seriously? Again?”

He nodded toward the approaching black mass. She sighed. “Is that all? It’s not as if they’ll kill you. If they touch you, you’ll just wake up.”

“And lose what might be our last chance to find a little girl before she’s killed.”

“Hmm. All right, I forgive you. The usual?”

“Please.” He held out both his hands.

A glowing crystal ball dropped into each of his palms. The ball in his left flattened, expanding into a round crystal shield attached to his arm. In his right hand, the other ball flowed into the hilt of a sword from which a crystal blade grew. Both sword and shield glowed silver in the darkness. Across their surfaces, equations, mathematical theorems, and numerical series flowed in a never-ending cycle.

He dropped into a fighting crouch, shield raised, sword ready to strike.

Just in time. The cloud of emojis swooped down on him like a tornado on a Kansas farmhouse.

And crashed into his shield, exploding in a cacophony of snaps, crackles, and pops. Those that hadn’t struck the shield pulled back. Ten steps away, they clumped into a smaller swirling mass, bobbing and screeching at him.

If they split up and attacked him from all sides, he’d have no chance. But fear emojis were cowards, only attacking in mobs.

The mass of creatures shot forward again. This time, they feinted a strike against the shield, then swirled behind him. But he was ready for that. Pivoting to face them, he spun and swung his sword, cleaving the dark cloud.

With a shriek like rending metal, the survivors scattered, forming into an even smaller clump at a much greater distance. He waited, muscles tensed, shield up. The remaining emojis gave one last squeal, then sped off into the darkening twilight to haunt someone else’s dream.

He tossed the sword and shield into the air where they disappeared with a popping sound. He touched his wrist, and the silver cord reappeared.

Back on his board, he followed the glowing leash along the park path. On the top of the next hill, Brian sat waiting. When the Doogle saw him, it flipped its tail into an arrow, pointing down the hill. Grinning, Will stopped beside Brian.

Below, a playground of crystal slides, swings, and jungle gyms rose shimmering from silver sand. He patted the Doogle’s head. “Good dog.” Brian’s tail curled into a happy spiral. “Okay, your work here is done, Bry, but I have one more job for you.” Brian’s tail formed a question mark as he waited. “Nyx,” Will called, “I need that second data ball.”

Nyx didn’t appear, but he heard her sigh. A second crystal sphere materialized and dropped into his open palm. Across its surface scrolled names of companies and corporations, some well-known, some not. He held it out to Brian.

The Doogle sniffed it, then sucked the morsel into his mouth. White lights danced again in his eyes, and his tail shot up. He tilted his head at Will.

“See what you can find on those. Meet me back at the House.”

Turning, Brian sped off into the trees of the Dreamscape on his new search.

Carrying his board, Will walked down the hill toward the playground. As he approached, children appeared. Some sprouted up from the sand. Others emerged from behind posts and poles too slender to have hidden them. Still more popped into existence from thin air. The children ran and played together, yelling, laughing.

All except one.

One little girl with long, straw-colored hair huddled alone under the slide. She was maybe eight years old. He recognized her from the news reports. Dirt smeared her blue overalls and her white and pink striped t-shirt, the outfit she’d been wearing when she disappeared. He breathed a sigh of relief. She was dreaming—so she was still alive.

Tears streaked her face. She sat hugging her knees to her chest, rocking back and forth. Staying invisible, he wove his way unseen through the playing children toward her. The girl was humming, the tune soft and sad. He stepped forward.

Into her dream.

As his shadow fell over her, she stopped humming and looked up.

“Hi, Lisa,” he said.

Her eyes ran over his costume, and a huge smile broke across her face. She jumped up. “I knew you’d come. I knew it!” Her smile ran away, fear replacing it. “Are you going to save me?”

“Yes, I am.” I hope. If I’m in time. “Can you show me where you are?”

She pointed towards the city in the distance…

And the scene rushed towards them.

Gone was the playground, the park, the children. The tilted towers of the strange cityscape now surrounded them on an empty street lined with low-rise apartment buildings. He read the signpost.

Lanville Street.

One by one, the streetlights winked out until only one remained. A light at the far end of the street. A light shining on a red-bricked building with “1021” over its doorway.

A building they now stood before.

Inside of.

On the third floor.

Before a door with the number “327.”

Lisa looked up at the Dream Rider with big, sad eyes. “Save me.” Turning from him, she walked toward the wall…and through it into the apartment.

“Nyx,” he called. “I found her. Record.”

“Ready to record,” Nyx’s disembodied voice replied, all business this time.

“1021 Lanville Street, apartment 327. Tag that with ‘Lisa Carter’.”

“Recorded.”

Outside on the street again, he tapped his wrist, and Brian’s silver leash reappeared. He gave it a tug. “Nyx, bring the House.”

The House of Four Doors appeared with a “pop.” From the outside, it showed only one door—the oval one by which he’d entered Dream. He opened it. Inside, Brian sat waiting. Lowering his long snout to the marble floor, the Doogle spat out a data ball.

Will picked it up, wiping off Doogle spit on his arm. “I seriously need a better metaphor for communicating with you guys.”

He tapped the code ball with a finger. It collapsed into the names of two companies from the original list, hovering above his palm, a pulsating red arrow, pointing down, beside each.

Memorizing the names, he patted Brian. “See you tomorrow night, Bry.”

He closed his eyes. He touched the jeweled clasp at his neck.
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HE OPENED HIS eyes.

And sat up in bed. His large, round, real bed in his penthouse suite in the real world. He now wore a pair of boxers. Dream Rider boxers, mind you.

“Hallie,” he called out in the dark.

“Yes, Mr. Dreycott?” a computerized female voice replied from the room speakers.

“Call Adi.”

“Calling Adrienne Archambeault.”

Ring. Once. Twice. Three times. Click.

“Oh, god, William,” came Adi’s sleepy voice over the speaker. “What time is it?”

“Found her, Adi. She’s still alive.”

A rustle of bed sheets. When Adi spoke again, she sounded wide-awake. “Give me the details.”

He repeated the address. “Call Harry Lyle at the Standard. Have him give the cops the tip right away.”

“I’m on it.”

“One more thing.”

“Yes?”

“Sell everything we have in these stocks tomorrow.” He spelled the two company names. “Don’t know why, but their shares are about to tank.”

“I’ll place the sell order after I contact Mr. Lyle. And William?”

“Don’t call me that, but yeah?”

“Good work.”

He grinned in the dark. “Hey, it’s what superheroes do. See you in the morning.”

He lay back in bed. Yeah, good work. Rolling over, he fell back to sleep. Normal, dreamless sleep.


Chapter 2: In the Streets of the Jungle Toronto

YES, AT SEVENTEEN, Will Dreycott was a superhero.

In his dreams.

Unfortunately, right now, Will was not dreaming. Right now, it was the next morning, and he was trying to do the hardest thing in the world. Well, the hardest thing for him.

He was trying to go outside.

Just go outside. Just step out of a car and meet a friend for coffee.

He sat rigid in the back of his limousine. Across from him on the opposite seat sat Adrienne Archambeault, business-like as usual in a navy pantsuit and crisp white shirt, short-cropped, blonde hair framing a round face. Adi—his confidante, legal guardian, and surrogate mother. And CEO of his company. She watched him, wearing an expression that managed to be both worried frown and sympathetic smile.

He gripped the car’s door handle as if it might detach itself and leap for his throat. Beyond the car’s tinted windows lay a typical street scene for a June lunch hour in downtown Toronto. That is, he assumed it was typical. He didn’t get out much.

As in, not at all.

A broad sidewalk spread before him, a concrete canyon beneath looming office towers. People filled the sidewalk—office workers with morning coffees, tourists with cameras, food vendors with carts, couriers with bikes, students with backpacks, street people with their hands out. Some scurried, some strolled. Some stood, some lounged on benches. Some looked happy, some angry. Or bored. Or lost. Or whatever. But none of them looked the way Will did in his reflection in the tinted window.

None of them looked terrified.

Sweat glistened on his lean pale face, plastering his long dark hair to his forehead. His mouth was a thin tight line. He trembled. His heart pounded. He was breathing so fast he wondered if he’d hyperventilate.

He tore his eyes from his own image. That brought his attention back to the hordes of people separating him from his goal. Ten steps away, in a row of street level retail shops, a Starbucks beckoned. Ten steps that might as well have been ten light years. Ten steps outside. Through all those people. All those people, all those—

“William…”

He turned, his fingers still locked on the door handle.

“You don’t need to do this,” Adi said quietly.

“Wrong. I do, but…” He slumped back against the black leather seats, releasing his death grip on the handle. “But I can’t.” He couldn’t get out of the car. He couldn’t cross a sidewalk into a coffee shop to meet a friend. Nothing wrong with his legs. Nothing wrong with his body at all.

Adi pulled out her phone. “I’ll call Mr. Lyle.”

His pulse and breathing had slowed again. He wiped his sweating forehead on the sleeve of his David Bowie t-shirt. “It’s okay. Here he comes.”

The barrel-shaped figure of Harry Lyle emerged from the shop. Short legs pumping, he headed straight for the limo.

“And wearing that awful plaid jacket again,” Adi said, shifting over to make room.

Harry opened the door. A blast of hot, humid air laced with car fumes and street vendor hot dogs hit Will in the face. The air normal people breathe, he thought.

Harry sat beside Adi, opposite Will, his battered leather briefcase on his lap. Will dropped his eyes, embarrassed.

Adi tapped the glass separating them from the driver. The partition lowered. “Take us back to Mr. Dreycott’s tower, please, Jimmy.”

Jimmy nodded. The partition rose again, and the car pulled into traffic.

Once they were heading home, Will’s tension began to fade. His tower was only three blocks away.

“At least you keep swinging, kid,” Harry said.

“And striking out. Oh-fer this season.” Past eight seasons, Will thought. “Well, I’m trying to kick my coffee habit, anyway.”

Harry grinned. “They’re way over-priced.”

“Far too crowded and noisy,” Adi offered.

“And you’d make Adi here—” Harry began.

“Ms. Archambeault to you,” she said.

“—Adi here mix with the common hordes. That’d never do.”

Will laughed despite himself. “Yeah, I couldn’t handle a common Adi.”

“A problem you will never face,” she said. “We will continue, Mr. Lyle, to rely on your daily scribblings for our regular dose of common.”

Harry laughed. “Ouch. Well, I am the champion of the people.”

People, Will thought, glancing outside again. Too many people. He shivered.

Harry nodded to where several copies of The Dream Rider #94 lay in plastic slip covers beside Will. “Hey, is that your new issue?”

Will picked up a copy. The costumed figure of the Rider battled a swarm of giant beetle creatures. Behind him, a nightmare version of Toronto City Hall loomed against a red-tinged night sky.

Killer cover. Great issue, too. Still the one thing he could do right in the waking world. He handed the comic to Harry. “Yep. Here, take one for Dylan. Final issue in the Infestation series. Big reveal of who the Cockroach King is.”

Harry held up a hand. “Don’t tell me. No spoilers.”

Will raised an eyebrow. “You read them, too?”

“Uh, yeah. I get Dylan on weekends, so this gives us something to talk about. You know, something we share.”

“Sure. You’re just being a good dad.”

“Exactly.”

Will grinned. “Just let Dylan read it first.”

The limo slowed in front of a brilliant white skyscraper, the tallest in the city. Jimmy lowered the partition. “We’re home, sir.”

“Do you want to continue with Mr. Lyle inside?” Adi asked. “I’ll get us a conference room.”

He shook his head. Close to home again, he felt much better. “I’m fine in the car. At least this way I can pretend I’m outside. Jimmy, just keep circling our block, please?”

Jimmy nodded and raised the partition again.

Adi turned to Harry. “I assume you have a reason for meeting William beyond scoring a free comic.”

“Thanks for this, Will.” Harry tucked the comic into his briefcase. “Yeah, sure I had a reason. Two reasons. First, to thank you for the Lisa Carter tip. Police found the creep this morning at the address you gave. The kid’s safe and back with her parents.” He eyed Will.

“We heard. And you’re welcome,” Will said, ignoring Harry’s unspoken question. “And your second reason?”

Harry considered him, then shrugged. “I’m working on a new series. On street kids. What their lives are like. How they survive. Why they’re there. Find new ideas to get them a chance for a better life.”

“Sounds like a great series. Are you hitting me up for a ‘Give Street Kids a Chance’ fund?”

“Actually, I’m hoping you’ll help in my investigation.”

“Because of my deep and intimate knowledge of the streets? In case you didn’t notice—we’re not exactly best buds.” Will glanced at the crowded sidewalks.

“No,” Harry said. “I need you to do…” He shrugged “…whatever you do.”

Adi gave the slightest shake of her head. Say nothing. Like he needed to be told.

“C’mon, kid,” Harry said. “How many times have you tipped me off? Given me a lead, a name, a place, something that cracked a case that’d stumped the cops for months? Or…” The reporter leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “…even told me about a crime before it happened.”

“You’ve done rather well, Mr. Lyle, from those tips,” Adi said. “How many journalism awards is it now?”

Harry held up his hands. “Hey, I’m not complaining. Neither are the cops. They’ve even stopped grilling me about my mysterious source—who remains mysterious, I’ll add. At the paper, I refer to you as ‘Galahad’.”

Even Adi smiled at that. “The virtuous knight of Camelot.”

Harry turned to Will. “You like it?”

“I’d have gone with Merlin, personally.”

“Anyway,” Harry said to Adi, “you know damn well I’ve never mentioned Will.”

“Which is why William still contacts you. The first hint of his involvement is the last time you will hear from us.”

“I get it. Golden goose and all that. I’m not asking how you know this stuff. I figure you can afford a cracker-jack private investigation team.” Harry eyed Will again.

Will nodded, happy to let the reporter believe that. “You’re right. I have my own PI team. When you’re famous, somebody always wants to sue you or use your stuff without permission or just cause trouble.” Which was true. But he also used his team to find information on cases the Rider investigated, giving him more to use in his Dream searches.

“Sure. You’re playing the good guy.” Harry nodded at the pile of comics again. “Like the Dream Rider.”

Will forced a smile. “Yep, that’s me. Just your everyday superhero—who can’t go outside.”

Harry laughed. “Hell, you’ll lick that someday, kid. Anyway, I don’t care how you play cop better than the cops…”

Yeah, right.

“…but I need that kind of help.”

“What’s up?”

Harry waved a hand at the street scenes passing by outside. “I’ve met with lots of these kids. Took a while before they’d talk to me, but now some of them even sort of—well, I wouldn’t say, trust me. More like tolerate.”

“I can relate,” Adi said.

“Hey, you love me, and you know it. Anyway, recently I noticed a few weren’t around anymore. When I asked about them, most of the kids stonewalled me. But then two of them—a brother and sister act—told me kids were disappearing.”

“Disappearing? As in…?” Will asked.

“As in disappearing. Poof. Gone overnight. No trace. It’s a tight community. Even if kids aren’t friends, they know each other, keep track of who’s where. Each has their own turf. Corner for panhandling. Place to crash. Very territorial. If a kid disappears, it’s noticed.” Harry hesitated. “I think someone’s taking them.”

“Why would they?”

Adi and Harry exchanged a ‘Should we talk about this in front of the children?’ look. Harry shrugged. “Well, it’s tough to say—”

“Human trafficking. Drug mules. Pornography. Prostitution. Thrill killings,” Adi said, her face set in hard lines.

“—or maybe not that tough,” Harry finished.

“Alien abductions,” Will said. They both stared at him. “Oh, c’mon. You can’t leave that out.”

“William, be serious,” Adi said.

“Hey, just trying to lighten the mood after you low-balled the human condition.”

Harry sighed. “Unfortunately, the real reason is probably on Adi’s list.”

“Okay. Sorry. You think Lisa Carter’s abduction was related?”

“Nah. She’s no street kid, and she’s happy at home. Plus, all the missing kids are boys. Not one girl so far, from what I’ve found.”

“You told the police?”

Harry snorted. “Yeah, but they’ve been no help. In their defense, it’s hard to prove these kids are missing. None of them has any fixed address. Most don’t have parents—or don’t want the ones they have. A lot are on the streets because of problems at home. If they have parents, those parents never see or hear from them. And most don’t care if they do.”

At Harry’s mention of “parents,” Adi gave Will a worried look, which he ignored. Harry caught it though. “Sorry, kid. Didn’t mean to stir up bad memories.”

Will shrugged. “They’ve been gone eight years. Long time ago. I’m over it.” Yeah, right. Totally over it.

An embarrassed silence fell. He stared out the window, hoping the topic of his parents would end. From a poster on a bus shelter, the hooded figure of the Dream Rider stared back at him while wrestling a giant winged snake on the top of a skyscraper. Last month’s issue. Better make sure Marketing changes those to the latest cover.

Harry nodded at the poster. “You’re everywhere.”

You have no idea. “The Rider’s everywhere. My range is a little smaller.”

“Dylan has Rider pajamas, sheets, comforter, even underwear,” Harry said. “You ever figure it’d get this big?”

Will shook his head. No, he’d never expected it would. He’d never expected his little comic creation would become—as Time had called it—the “most recognizable popular culture creation in history.” He’d never expected to be a billionaire at seventeen.

But then, he’d never expected to be an orphan at nine, either.

“So…” Harry said, pulling him back to the moment.

Most of these kids don’t have parents, Harry had said. “I’ll help. At least, I’ll try. Give me what you have. But no promises.”

Harry grinned. “Thanks, Will.” He pulled out his phone and tapped a few times. “Just sent Adi my notes. Pretty well organized if I do say so. Call me with any questions.”

“May we drop you at the Standard, Mr. Lyle?” Adi asked.

“Nah. I can use the walk.” Harry rapped on the partition, motioning Jimmy to pull over. The limo stopped. Shoving his battered briefcase under his arm, the reporter considered Will for a moment. “I know I shouldn’t check out mouths on gift horses…”

“You’re mixing your metaphors. I’m a goose, remember?”

“I’ve always wondered. Why me? Why’d you pick me for your tips?”

Will thought back to when he first realized his powers in Dream. He’d wanted to use those powers to help people. He shrugged. “I liked your articles. You’re smart. You’re honest. And you care about people.” Plus, he and Adi had figured Harry would ask fewer questions than the cops. Questions about how Will knew the things he knew. But he didn’t tell Harry that.

Harry smiled. “Thanks, kid. I like you, too. And I’m not saying that just because you could buy our paper with your spare change.” He squeezed Will’s arm. “You’re good people.”

The reporter got out, then leaned back in. “You could ask the Rider, you know.”

Adi shot Will a look he ignored. He swallowed. “Sorry?”

Harry grinned. “About these missing kids. If we were in your comics, you could just ask the Rider to find them in Dream. The Carter girl said that’s who found her.”

Will forced a smile. “Hey, great idea. Yeah, I’ll get DR on the case.”

Harry laughed and slammed the car door. Will watched him walk away. “Well, we wondered when he’d start asking questions.”

“William—”

“Will.”

“Be careful. Harry Lyle is smart.”

“You don’t think we should help him?”

“No. We should. These poor kids…” She shook her head. “But he’s been an investigative reporter longer than you’ve been alive. Don’t let that buffoon image he cultivates fool you. He knows a lie or a cover-up when he hears one. It’s his job. He knows we’re hiding something. Something bigger than any story we’ve given him so far.”

“I know he does. But I trust him. And I like him.”

“That’s why I’m warning you.”

“Adi, if I listened to all your warnings, I’d never leave home. Oh, wait…”

“Very droll.”

“Send me Harry’s notes. Looks like I have homework before Dream tonight.” He tapped on the glass. Jimmy lowered the partition. “Jimmy, take me home, please.”


Chapter 3: My City of Ruins

CASE WANDERED PAST the food stalls inside the St. Lawrence market carrying an empty plastic bag. Fader, her younger brother, trailed behind her. They weren’t shopping. Shopping required money, and panhandling had not gone well today. Case was saving what little cash they had for when they were desperate.

No reason to pay for dinner when they could get it for free.

The merchants behind the booths eyed her as she passed. Not surprising. She knew how she looked. Black teenager with a torn t-shirt two sizes too big. Dirty, baggy jeans with more holes than denim. Running shoes that didn’t match. And a mass of tight curls that badly needed a cut. She might as well wear a “Street kid / No money” sign.

Fader was the shorter, younger, boy version of herself. He wore a sleeveless hoodie and dirtier jeans. At least his sneakers matched. But merchants didn’t look at Fader. Nobody noticed Fader. That was why this worked.

Because Fader was Fader. And because Case heard voices. Well, one voice.

Her Voice.

The sights and smells of fresh produce made her hunger almost unbearable. Their only meal that day had been half of a bran muffin scooped from a garbage can outside a Starbucks.

“What do you feel like?” she asked Fader.

“Cheeseburger.”

“Nice try. Fruit and veggie-wise, I meant.”

“Cheeseburger with lettuce.”

She stopped, glaring down at him. Fader was twelve to her sixteen and a head shorter. He grinned back, then shrugged and scanned the stalls. “Apples. Pears. Tomatoes. And burgers.”

“Funny. Pick two. I don’t want to push our luck. And one better not be burgers.”

He sighed. “Fine. Forget the tomatoes.”

“I’ll forget the pears. Tomatoes are better for you. We’ll get some bread, too.”

He made a face but fell in beside her as she approached a fruit stall. Stopping at one end, she pretended to inspect the merchandise. Fader stood at the opposite end beside a crate of apples. The man behind the booth kept his eyes on Case, paying no attention to Fader. Crossing her arms, she flashed a finger signal for Fader to get ready.

She waited. And watched.

Guy in the stall opposite glancing at her. Shoppers passing by looking this way. Lady with a flowered bag walking up to the stall.

She continued to wait. For her Voice. For her Voice to say when the right moment—

Now, it whispered.

She dropped her arms—the signal to Fader.

The next second, the guy in the opposite stall turned to a customer. The people passing by glanced away. And the woman with the flowered bag asked the fruit merchant a question.

In that same second, Fader’s hands flashed out. Grabbing two apples, he stuffed them into the pockets of his hoodie, unnoticed by anyone.

Case sauntered away from the booth. Fader caught up and dropped the apples into her bag. “Cheeseburgers next?”

“Tomatoes, smart ass.”
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CASE AND HER brother strolled from the market into the heat and humidity of the street. They’d repeated their act at a vegetable booth then a bakery stand. She glanced back as they walked west along Wellington toward the downtown core.

No angry merchants in hot pursuit. They’d pulled it off again. Relaxing, she started to turn away when two men in the crowd exiting the market caught her attention.

One man was over six feet tall, the other shorter than her. Both had long white hair and wore identical all-black outfits. Black suits with black shirts. Black bowler hats and leather gloves.

Pretty freaking hot for the Goth look, she thought.

Both were rail-thin with sharp features and faces so pale they almost glowed in the sunlight. Each wore black goggles that hid their eyes.

The men stopped on the sidewalk. Tall Boy stared east, Shorty west. Shorty’s gaze fell on her and Fader, hesitated for a heartbeat, then kept scanning the street. His lips moved, and Tall Boy spun around, looking in their direction. His gaze also seemed to pause when it passed over her and Fader. Then Tall Boy turned to Shorty. They stood talking, not looking Case’s way again.

She shivered despite the heat and humidity. Something…

Fader looked back. “S’up? Somebody see us?”

I’m getting paranoid. “Nah. Nothing. Let’s rock.”

They continued weaving along congested sidewalks as the office towers spewed out end-of-day commuters. Crossing Yonge Street, she glanced behind again. Half a block back, Tall Boy’s black-hatted head bobbed above the crowd. Shorty might have been there, too, but she couldn’t tell. She shivered again.

Left, her Voice said.

The lights changed. “This way,” she said, turning left, crossing Wellington and heading south down Yonge.

Fader shrugged, used to the erratic routes she often followed. They walked past the stores of the retail plaza beneath the office towers of BCE Place. At a bookstore window, Fader grabbed her arm. “Look! It’s the new issue!”

Case glanced behind them. No sign of creepy guys in black. She was getting paranoid. She turned back to Fader, knowing without looking what had seized his attention. He had his nose pressed against the window. Behind the glass, copies of a Dream Rider comic she hadn’t seen before lay beneath a poster with the Rider’s famous tagline: He only comes out at night.

“Bugs?” she said. “He’s still battling bugs?”

“This is where he finally faces the Cockroach King!” Fader turned pleading eyes up to her. “Can we?”

“No.”

“Please, Casey!”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Please, Case!”

“No. We’re not blowing nearly five bucks on a comic. You can wait till the library gets it.”

He started to protest but stopped. His shoulders slumped. He gave the display a last look. “Yeah. Okay.”

She swallowed. Good kid. The best. And she couldn’t even get him a freaking comic. She put her arm around him. “Sorry, bro.”

He shrugged. “Can we go home now?”

Home. Perhaps the saddest thing in their lives was her brother thinking of their current crash spot as home. A church on King Street closed to the public. Part of the ceiling had fallen, injuring three of the congregation. Not the message from on high they’d been expecting, she bet.

Hearing about it, she’d checked out the building. Locked up, but she’d found a basement window just big enough to fit through after breaking the glass. An advantage to being underfed.

A construction crew worked there during the day but never came downstairs. At night, the entire church was empty. The basement was dry—and cool, too, a rare treat on these hot summer nights. But best of all, they were alone. On the streets, alone was safer.

Especially this summer. Too many of their kind going missing. Rumors of kids being snatched. Thinking of those disappearances, she checked behind them again.

Tall Boy and Shorty stood at the intersection she and Fader had just left, turning their goggled heads in all directions. She sucked in a breath. Paranoid? Maybe not.

“Yeah, sure. Home. But let’s hit the can first.” Grabbing Fader by the arm, she pulled him through the sliding doors and into the retail mall of the office complex.

“Okay, okay, jeez, you can let go now,” he said, pulling his arm free when they were inside.

“Sorry.”

He glanced back to the street through the glass doors. “Something wrong?”

“Nah. Just being careful. Go to the can. And wash your face, too. I’ll meet you back here.”

Fader headed for the men’s room. She watched as his tiny figure disappeared into the throng of adult workers and shoppers. Disappeared. Shivering at the thought, she checked the entrance from the street again. No sign of Tall Boy and Shorty. If the creeps had been following, she’d lost them.

A fountain sat encircled by the stores at this end of the mall. She walked over to it. Probably only small change as usual, but sometimes a dumbass would toss—

There. A toonie. And another. And there. A loonie. Five bucks. Worth the trip.

Sitting on the edge of the fountain, she slipped off her shoes and rolled up her jeans. She scanned the area. No mall security. Lots of people, but she doubted anyone would kick up a fuss. They had enough money to shop and still throw away more in a fountain. When the fewest people were looking, she swung her legs into the water. Wading over, she grabbed the coins, scooping up three quarters as well.

She waded back, ignoring the stares of passersby. Sitting again, she struggled her wet feet into her mismatched runners. Her score bumped their kitty up to twenty-two dollars and fifty cents, if she’d done the math right. Not much of an emergency fund, but better than zilch.

She reached for the makeshift cash pouch she wore under her t-shirt. Then stopped. Jiggling the wet coins in her hand, she considered the bookstore. Fader still wasn’t back. Good kid, she thought again. The best.

Hard Case. That’s what they called her on the street.

Getting up, she walked to the bookstore.

She shook her head. Hard Case. Yeah, right.
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SHE WAS SITTING by the fountain when Fader returned. “Sorry,” he said. “Had to take a dump.”

“TMI, bro.” She reached into a plastic bag and handed him the Dream Rider comic, still in its slipcover.

His eyes went wide. His mouth opened, but no words came out.

“So you want it, or do I take it back?”

Grabbing it from her, he gaped at the cover. Then he pressed it to his chest and looked around. “You steal it?” he whispered.

“Bought it.” She jerked a thumb at the fountain. “Somebody made a wish for you.”

A huge smile lit his face, and his eyes devoured the cover again. Case had to swallow away a lump in her throat.

“You’re the best, Case.”

“So true.”

He jumped up. “Can we go home now? I want to read it.”

Outside, she held Fader back before they stepped onto the sidewalk again. Peering around the corner, she checked up and down the street. No sign of their two creepy followers.

“C’mon, what’s wrong?” Fader asked. “You’re acting weird. Even for you. Your Voice?”

She let herself relax. “Told you. Just being careful. Let’s roll.”

They followed a winding route back, finally turning west again on King. As they headed for the church, they passed the brilliant white tower with the image of the Dream Rider on top.

Fader waved his comic at the building. “He lives there.”

“He? Who he?”

“The Dream Rider guy.”

“He’s made up, dude. You know that, right?”

“Duh. I mean the guy who writes the comics. They say he lives there.”

“In an office building?”

“That whole place. It’s, like, his house.”

Case stared at the white tower, trying to imagine such a life. How could anybody be that rich? “Sounds like an asshole.”

Fader glared at her. “He’s not an asshole.”

She shrugged. “Well, I doubt he’ll invite us to visit, so we will never know, little bro.”


Chapter 4: Welcome to the Jungle

THE LIMO EASED down the ramp to Will’s private underground garage beneath the Dream Rider building. As Jimmy placed his hand on the palm reader to raise the heavy security door, Will’s gaze ran to the giant artwork atop the white tower. There, the hooded head of the Rider watched over the city. Harry had been right. The Rider was everywhere.

Will was certain no other person on the planet would define “home” as he did. A seventy-five-floor skyscraper covering an entire city block might appear a tad excessive on the available living space spectrum. But when going out wasn’t an option, then staying in better be as good as it gets.

In the garage, Jimmy drove past the cars of staff and building visitors. He stopped at the elevators. Adi and Will got out. “Won’t need you any more today, Jimmy,” Will said. “You can take off.”

Jimmy touched his chauffeur’s hat and grinned. “Thanks, Mr. Dreycott.” He drove away.

“Why does no one call me Will?”

Adi pressed the up button on the elevator. “You are aware we pay him full-time?”

Will shrugged. “Am I running out of money?”

“Hardly. Between your parents’ fortune, the Dream Rider franchise, and your stock tips from Dream, you have nothing to fear…” She stopped.

Nothing to fear. Except going outside.

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean…”

He shook his head. “It’s okay. Glad I still have money.”

“I should say you are running out. Perhaps then you’d take more interest in the business. It is yours.”

“Not till I’m eighteen. That’s why I have you. And that Board thingy with all those old guys.”

Sighing, Adi shook her head. “How do you know I’m not robbing you blind? Your parents would want you more involved.”

Putting an arm around her, he gave her a hug. “Look, my parents trusted you…” He swallowed. His parents were in too many conversations this morning. “…and so do I. If you’re robbing me blind, well, I’m just going to let you. At least until I need glasses. Much like my current romantic life.”

She gave a small smile. “I thought you were seeing that young lady you met at our New Year’s staff party. The daughter of our controller?”

He grimaced. “Siobhan? She got tired of staying in for date night after we ran out of new floors to visit.” He didn’t tell Adi the real reason—that Siobhan was more interested in his money than in him. Another problem not likely to disappear anytime soon. “Speaking of romance, how are things with you and Laura?” he asked, wanting to change the subject.

“On-again, off-again. Currently on.” She bit her lip. “I think.”

“Good. I like Laura.”

An elevator arrived. Its doors opened on dark wood paneling, and they got on. Each floor button displayed words instead of numbers. Musée d’Orsay. The Louvre. Tibet. AGO. Egypt. Restaurants. Concert Hall. And many more. Each button glowed red.

Will placed his palm on the glass plate of a hand scanner beside the array of floor buttons. Every floor light switched to green. His finger hovered over the button marked Egypt. “Are the latest sculptures in yet?”

Adi tapped her phone screen. “Due tonight. But they installed a new van Gogh yesterday.”

“Paris it is, then.” He pressed the button labeled Musée d’Orsay. The elevator accelerated upwards. Seconds later, they stepped out into the Musée d’Orsay in Paris. Or at least, what his art curator assured Will was a faithful recreation of the famous museum.

The ceiling above had been removed, allowing the replica Musée to better simulate the two-story original. He walked through the central sculpture hall, Adi at his side, towards the van Gogh gallery at the far end. “Do I own this one?”

“On loan. Although, you could afford to buy it.” She nodded at the array of painting and sculpture reproductions. “You could replace several of these with originals.”

“Kind of surprised you told me that.”

“Fine art is a smart investment—unlike your manga collection.”

“Manga is art.”

They entered a smaller room. On its walls hung reproductions of paintings by Vincent van Gogh. Adi checked her phone again. “The new one is—”

“The Church at Auvers,” he said softly, walking to that painting.

In it, a small stone church seemed a thing alive. Its stone walls writhed upwards to a blue sky so dark, it was almost black. Its windows framed that same deep blue, as if the church, too, contained the darkness haunting the sky.

Darkness inside. A darkness that haunted.

Adi came to stand beside him. “Why is Vincent your favorite?”

Because he was as lonely as I am. Lonely and haunted. But he just shrugged. “Because his paintings are beautiful. And he was my dad’s—” He caught himself. “He is my dad’s favorite.”

He felt her eyes on him, but she stayed silent. They stood staring at the picture.

“William…”

“What?”

“There’s a new bloom in the greenhouse.”

A surge of hope. And fear. Speaking of haunted. “Is it segregated?”

“Yes.”

“Where’d they find it? Bolivia again?”

She hesitated. “Peru. Arequipa.”

His heart jumped. “Arequipa? That’s the closest in over two years. I thought we’d found all the species in Peru.”

She didn’t look at him. “Apparently not.”

“This is great. I gotta check it out.” He turned to leave.

“Aren’t you going to read Mr. Lyle’s notes? To get ready for tonight?”

“I have time. This won’t take long.”

“Don’t you think…?” Her voice trailed off. She still didn’t look at him.

He knew where this was going. “I won’t stop looking, Adi. I won’t give up.”

“It’s been eight years,” she said quietly. “You’ve found no trace of them. Not even in Dream.”

“They’re my parents. I have one clue, one link to what happened to them and…” He stopped. And to me. He shook his head. “I won’t give up.”

She pursed her lips but didn’t reply. They walked to the elevators in silence. Adi pushed down while he pushed up, symbolic of their respective attitudes on his pet project.

“I miss them, too,” she said. She stared straight ahead, but her eyes glistened.

He swallowed. “I know.”

“Your parents were my best friends. They…” She hesitated. “They did a lot for me. More than you know. Much more.”

“And look what that got you. Stuck with raising their screwed-up little kid.”

She hugged him, an uncharacteristic show of affection. “Well, that kid has exceeded my expectations.” A down elevator arrived. She got in.

“Are you saying you’re proud of me?”

She smiled. “Or maybe my expectations were low.” The doors closed.

“Hey, no fair,” he called. “No chance for a comeback.” His elevator came. Inside, he scanned his hand and punched the top button: “Roof / Jungle.”

As the car accelerated upwards, he leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. Maybe this would be the one. Maybe he could finally stop searching.
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WILL STEPPED FROM the elevator into a green sunlit world.

The roof was both his most and least favorite floor in his high-rise home. Here, under a retractable glass dome, he could stroll through a grassy park or lie in a wild meadow. He could wander a small forest or tour tended gardens of plants from around the world. Here he could see clouds swimming across the sky. Hear birds singing and squirrels chattering. Feel the heat of the sun, the breath of the wind, the cool sting of rain.

Here, he could go outside. Or, rather, pretend he could.

But the roof also held the Jungle. And the Jungle held both his greatest hope and darkest fear. He wondered which it would feed today.

He took a yellow-bricked path through a park of trimmed lawns. His target was a sprawling greenhouse in the northwest corner of the park.

The Jungle.

Reaching the greenhouse, he hesitated at the double doors. Maybe Adi was right. Maybe it was time to let go. To admit his parents were dead. Admit he’d never find them, never learn what had happened to them.

Or to him.

A corkboard hung to the left of the doors, protected by glass. A collage of yellowed newspaper clippings covered its surface.

It had been years since he’d even glanced at those clippings. He’d first put them there to remind his younger self why he kept coming here whenever a new flower arrived.

He walked over to the corkboard display. Time to quit? Or time to remind himself again?

In the center of the display, a headline blared from the largest clipping:

Controversial Art “Collectors” Vanish in Peruvian Jungle

Below, his parents’ faces smiled at him, cropped from publicity photos for their last lecture tour. He could never figure out which one he resembled.

His dad, Jonathan “Jon” Dreycott. Handsome, angular features. Neat van Dyke beard. Blond hair combed straight back from a high forehead. His mom, Dr Theresa “Terri” Yurikami. She’d been a medical doctor. Will never knew why she gave it up. The dark to his dad’s light, with her black eyes and long black hair and mischievous smile. They looked more like movie stars than the affluent dealers in rare antiquities and art that they were.

Or the thieves that they were, depending on what stories you believed. Smugglers who’d built a financial empire on cultural grave robbing.

He preferred art dealers to thieves and smugglers. The hardest part of his search for answers had been discovering, at nine years old, the rumors about his parents.

He scanned the articles on the board, hoping for a puzzle piece to at last jump out at him. Something he’d missed. Something the Peruvian police—and Adi’s team of investigators—had missed as well.

Nothing. No “aha!” moment. No bolt of mental lightning. The mystery remained a mystery.

Eight years ago, his parents had mounted an expedition into the Peruvian high jungle in the Andes. Normally, Adi had said, such trips had clear goals. Retrieve a specific artifact. Investigate legends of a lost city. Confirm rumored ruins.

But this time, wherever they were going for whatever purpose, they’d shared it with no one. Not their regular outfitter. Not the Peruvian authorities. Not even Adi, their closest advisor and friend.

And certainly not their nine-year-old son.

Or maybe they had, and he couldn’t remember. Just as he couldn’t remember anything of the expedition. Not one memory from before he’d left home to when the Peruvian army had found him alone, dazed, and half-dead in the jungle.

A different jungle. Hundreds of kilometers and a journey of several weeks on foot from where they’d supposedly started.

Yeah, they’d taken him along.

He always came back to that. He’d had a fairly normal childhood until then. Public school, friends, and loving parents. Parents with the typical look-both-ways-before-crossing-the-street-and-don’t-talk-to-strangers care and concern for him. Sure, he’d gone on expeditions before, starting when he was seven. But he also remembered disappointments of being left behind with Adi whenever his parents decided a trip was “too dangerous for the boy.”

Which meant, he reasoned, they hadn’t expected the Peru trip to be dangerous.

So what had happened?

No clue had ever been found of them. Or any guides or bearers they might have used. Nothing. The entire expedition vanished without a trace.

Except for him. And he’d returned with only two things, apart from a sudden inability to go outside.

One was a ragged scar on his chest below the hollow of his throat. A scar in the shape of the twelve-pointed star known in South America as the Incan Cross. A scar that became his inspiration for the Rider’s jewel.

His other souvenir was a memory. His only memory from that trip. And one he would not give up. Just as he would not stop using it to search for answers.

His resolve renewed, he turned away from the yellowed clippings and pushed open the doors to the greenhouse, humming “Welcome to the Jungle.” Heat, humidity, and the thick, cloying scent of flowers hit him as he entered. The greenhouse’s climate control simulated high-altitude Peruvian jungles. He hadn’t gone ten steps before his t-shirt and jeans clung to him, wet and clammy.

He passed rows of wooden tables covered in explosions of plants in soil-filled trays. Plants from the jungles where his parents may have disappeared and from where he was found. And growing in their native soil.

Flowering plants. Different colors, different species. But all plants with flowers.

All with a scent.

But—for eight years—not the right scent.

He stopped outside a smaller, self-contained, glass room, a greenhouse within the larger greenhouse. A sign labeled “Isolation” hung over the door.

Lately, the plants had been coming from points farther and farther away from where he’d been found. But Adi said this newest bloom came from near Arequipa, where the expedition had supposedly started.

Maybe this time.

Opening the door, he stepped into the sealed entrance to the isolation room. The air here was cooler and dry, devoid of any scent. The door behind him closed with a click. A soft hiss sounded as the compressors started. Jets lining the airlock blew warm air at him from all sides, drying his damp clothes and removing scents of flowers from the greenhouse.

The jets died. A click sounded, and the inner door swung open. Taking a deep breath and holding it, he stepped inside.

The isolation room was empty except for a wooden table with a ceramic flowerpot. In the pot, under the overhead bulbs that simulated sunlight, a plant grew with broad, thick, dark green leaves. From its leafy center rose a single white orchid, brilliant in the light, its petals tinged with yellow.

Walking to the table, he let out the breath he’d been holding. He leaned over the flower and breathed in through his nose. Slow and deep.

He straightened. He stared at the orchid, fighting an impulse to fling the plant and its pot against the wall. Slumping to the floor, he hugged his knees to his chest.

No. Not the one. Again.

Eight years ago, after being found in the jungle, he awoke with one clear memory. And only one.

A smell.

A sickly sweet scent that could only be a flower.

When he returned home, he’d begun his search. A search that grew as his resources grew. Those resources included this facility and a team of botanists who scoured the Amazon jungles for new flowers to send to him.

Flowers like this one. Flowers that were never the right one.

Would he ever find the right one?

And if he did, would it lead him to his parents? Adi wasn’t wrong. He’d never found a trace of them in Dream in eight years. Did they never dream? Had he just not found them yet?

Were they dead?

He wouldn’t think about that today. He had work to do, reading Harry Lyle’s notes on the missing street kids before tonight’s Dream Ride.

As he left the Jungle, his eyes fell on the faded newspaper clippings again.

Missing street kids. Missing parents.

Sometimes, the world just sucked.


Chapter 5: Man at the Top

LEAVING THE JUNGLE, Will descended a stairway from the roof to the floor below, the floor called “Will’s Room.” Several rooms, actually, covering the entire top level, two stories high. This was his living space, so it contained everything he included in a daily routine. To him, this was home.

When his parents had disappeared, they were leasing these two floors. One level had been their home apartments, plus their business offices. The second level had contained a restoration lab and a gallery for selling “recovered” artifacts to top-end buyers. An offsite warehouse had held any finds not on display or awaiting restoration.

As Will’s Dream Rider empire grew, so had his holdings in this tower. Eventually, he’d bought the entire building and converted floors as he wished. He’d started with this level, then moved the warehouse onsite, using those artifacts to build out his themed floors.

A wooden track, complete with skateboarding ramps and obstacles, circled this level beside floor-to-ceiling windows. He walked along the track, passing his dojo where he practiced kendo, Japanese sword fighting, a skill useful as the Rider.

A traditional Japanese theme ran throughout, a nod to both his mom and his love of manga. Wood hallways divided the floor into quadrants. Each room had sliding walls of wood and paper, letting him reconfigure spaces as needed. Doors of thinner paper let light in, and rooms beside the track were open to the windows to maximize natural light. His tower was the tallest in the city, so nosey neighbors weren’t a problem.

He reached his main living area on the south-west corner of the floor. The lower level here included his design studio where he worked on the Dream Rider comic. This room also served as his crash space. Big black leather couch, comfy chairs, low tables, floor pillows. And a big screen TV and access to every video game ever made.

The studio walls rose halfway up the two-story height. Bookshelves lined those walls, filled with graphic novels. Warm and bright, this was his favorite place to be. An open staircase led up to his bedroom from his studio.

A large computerized graphics design table with a slanted top dominated the middle of the studio. Sliding into its tall chair, he tapped the screen. The last panel he’d done for the next Dream Rider issue appeared, magnified. He stared at his costumed creation.

It had all started with a dream. A dream he’d had after returning from Peru. A dream of the Rider.

As he’d slowly discovered his powers as the Rider in Dream, he started drawing the comics. He posted them on social media, just for fun. Short comics became graphic novels. A cult following grew. And grew. Cult became phenomenon. Phenomenon became unprecedented.

Unprecedented became the Dream Rider.

As more people came to know the comic Rider, the more power the real Rider gained in Dream. The more the Rider appeared in people’s dreams, the more they thought of him. The more they thought of him, the more popular the Rider became in real life.

Each Rider, the comic version and the real one, made the other stronger.

Rereading the script for the new issue, he started the next panel. He sketched issues in black and white, marking areas where he wanted a specific color. Using his draft, his team would finish the final version for his review.

He threw himself into the art and the story. His disappointment with today’s flower still lingered, and he couldn’t have those thoughts follow him into Dream. Working on the comic—the one thing he was good at in the real world—helped calm his mind for his journey that night.

He worked into the late evening, breaking only to make himself a sandwich in the small kitchen attached to his studio.

Finally, he saved his work on the issue. “Hallie, you there?”

“At your service, Mr. Dreycott,” came the immediate computerized reply.

He sighed. Even his computer wouldn’t call him Will. “Email from Adi, forwarded from Harry Lyle. Received today. Display attachments, please.”

Harry’s research files on the missing street kids appeared on the table’s screen. He scanned the material, then went through it again more slowly. Finishing, he leaned back in his chair, considering what he’d found.

Not much.

No legal names for the missing boys, only their street names, plus where they usually panhandled or slept. And two fuzzy pictures, which he guessed Harry sneaked during interviews. Not much to work with. Only four kids had enough information to support a search for them in Dream.

Fine. Four searches at one time was his limit, anyway. He went through Harry’s research again, tagging anything on those four boys into a separate file. He memorized the information for each boy as four search sets for his Doogles.

Doogles plural. To run four searches at once, he’d need four trackers. He couldn’t waste any time. If Harry and Adi were right, something terrible was happening to these kids. If any of the four dreamed tonight, he’d find them. And hopefully, in time.

Ready for Dream, he climbed the open staircase to his bedroom. Enclosed by a waist-high railing, the room overlooked his studio and extended over the running track to the windows. It was large but sparsely furnished. Just a round bed with a low semi-circular headboard that functioned as a bookcase and side table. The walls, carpet, comforter all featured the comet-filled night sky and clouds of the Rider’s costume.

Walking to the windows, he gazed down at the scurrying patterns of late-night pedestrians and traffic in the streets below his tower home. People going places he could never go. People living where he could never live.

He turned away. Enough. He couldn’t live in the real world like normal people, but he had his own world. He had Dream. And in Dream, he ruled.

“Time to be a kick-ass superhero,” he muttered.

He undressed except for his boxers and jumped onto the bed. Settling into a lotus position, he closed his eyes. And began his meditation. He slowed his breathing. He relaxed his muscles. He emptied his mind of any thoughts, focusing on his breath.

Once the calmness came, he continued his meditation, switching his focus from his breath to the search data he’d memorized for the four missing boys.

When he’d first entered Dream eight years ago, he could only walk around and observe. But night by night, he’d learned to grow his powers and to interact with Dream and dreamers. He found if he could imagine an item, no matter how fantastic, he could bring it into Dream.

First, he had to visualize it while awake. He used his artistic skills to create 3D designs of anything he needed. Doogles, his skateboard, his sword and shield. Whatever. He then memorized that design down to the last detail and gave it a name. In Dream, he could then retrieve any item by calling it from his subconscious. By calling Nyx. Tonight, he’d do that with the search sets for the four boys.

Finally prepared, he stretched out on his back on the quilted comforter. Before Peru, he loved sleeping under heavy blankets with even his head covered. Now, that guaranteed he’d wake screaming from a nightmare of drowning in a raging river. Just one more mystery from that trip.

Closing his eyes, he whispered his mantra, his subconscious cue to fall asleep—and into Dream.

“He only comes out at night. He only comes out at night. He only…”
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“…COMES OUT AT night,” he said. And awoke. As the Dream Rider.

He sat up on the Bed of Awakening. This time, the House of Four Doors resembled a child’s nursery. Blue and pink teddy bear wallpaper, with each of the doors a different bright color. He’d given up wondering what the House’s decoration each night meant, if it meant anything at all.

At the foot of the Bed, Brian waited with three other Doogles, all staring at Will. “Evening, Brian, and, uh…” Will said, trying to remember their names. He was never sure how he could tell them apart, but he could. “And evening, Lassie, Toto, and Snoopy.” Each Doogle’s tail curled into a spiral of pleasure. Getting up, he walked to them.

“Nyx. The search sets for tonight, please,” he said, cupping his hands before him. Four crystal data balls dropped into his hands, one for each missing boy he was targeting.

He held the balls out. Each Doogle shot out a black tongue, sucking in a separate data ball. Lights sparkled in their eyes, then all four trotted to the closest door. In unison, four tails snapped into arrow shapes pointing at that door.

Interesting. Each Doogle had sensed either their target kid dreaming or someone else dreaming of the kid. And each Doogle had sensed them in the same neighborhood of Dream. Hence, the same door.

If the Doogles were sensing the missing kids, then the boys were still alive. Which was good. But if they were in the same place, it also supported the kidnapping theory.

Only one way to find out. Pulling up the hood on his costume, he grabbed his skateboard and tapped the door. It opened, and the Dream Rider stepped into Dream, the four Doogles at his heels.


Chapter 6: Chasing Something in the Night

CASE GUESSED THEIR crash space in the church basement was a storage room. Folding tables and chairs sat stacked along one wall. Hymnbooks and flyers about summer choir practices (now canceled, she assumed) lined another. The books and flyers had once been in cardboard boxes. She’d emptied and collapsed the boxes to give her and Fader something softer than the floor for sleeping.

Brooms and mops stood waiting beside one of the room’s two doors. The extra door was why she’d picked this room. She liked having two escape routes, and the room’s sole window was too small and high for a quick exit. Both doors locked from the inside, and she kept them locked when they were in the room.

They ate their meager dinner of apples, tomatoes, and bread, washed down with tap water from the basement washroom. Fader read and reread the Dream Rider comic until the light through the window grew too dim. Case wouldn’t use the overhead light for fear of attracting unwanted attention. They both washed up in the washroom, then settled down on their cardboard beds for the night.

“Night,” Fader called in the darkness from beside her.

“Night.”

“And thanks, Case.”

“For the comic? You’re welcome. Glad you liked it.”

“No, I mean…for taking care of me.”

She swallowed, guilty again for the life she’d pulled him into. But this place still beat foster homes. And at least they were together.

“Shit, dude, go to sleep,” she managed to mumble before her throat constricted.

Pause. “Love you, Case.”

She had to swallow again. “God, you’re a pain. Go to sleep.”

A few moments later, Fader was softly snoring.

She lay awake, guilt still gnawing at her. In many ways, her brother was old beyond his years, handling their daily struggles without complaint. The street did that.

But in others, he was still a kid. Younger in many ways than she’d been at his age. Too trusting, blind to risks she saw right away—sketchy people to avoid, bad places to crash, cops and security.

Did she protect him too much? In a fair world, they’d have parents, friends, and schoolmates to learn from. Instead, all they had was each other. The only role model Fader had was her. If he wasn’t growing up right, she was to blame.

She clenched her jaw. No, she wasn’t. Their mom was.

Enough. Pushing thoughts of their mom away, she closed her eyes. I love you, too, little brother, she thought just before sleep took her.
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SOMETHING WAS WRONG.

Case fought to wake up. How did she know something was wrong?

Her Voice. Her Voice was screaming. Screaming at her.

WAKE UP! it screamed.

Her eyes opened. Darkness. Where was she? Right, church basement. What was happening?

WAKE UP!

Fully awake now, she listened.

The soft shuffling of feet sounded outside the farthest door. Fear seized her. She held her breath. Someone tried the doorknob.

Oh, shit.

As silently as she could, she sat up. A throbbing golden light glowed through the crack at the bottom of the door. That wasn’t the hall light, and it didn’t look like a flashlight.

Who cared what type of light it was? They had to get out of there.

She reached over in the dark until she found Fader’s sleeping form. She shook him, gently at first, then harder when he didn’t respond. What was the matter with him? He was a lighter sleeper than she was. Crawling closer, she put her mouth right beside his ear. “Fader,” she rasped as loudly as she dared. “Wake up.”

Still no response. Near panic, she grabbed him with both hands and shook him so hard she was afraid she’d hurt him. He still didn’t wake. She drew her hand back, preparing to slap him.

The door flew across the room.

Later, she would remember no sound of an explosion, just a sharp scream of splintering wood as the door burst from its frame then slammed into the far wall with a deafening concussion.

At that moment, she was dazed and terrified. She knelt frozen beside Fader, ears ringing, eyes locked on the open doorway. The doorway through which the strange golden light now poured into the room.

A figure appeared in the doorway, a short thin silhouette against the light. A second silhouette appeared behind the first, taller but just as thin. They stepped inside, and the radiance from the hall fell on the sickly white and goggled faces of Shorty and Tall Boy. They saw her, and something like surprise flickered over those faces.

Seeing her pursuers from that afternoon let her shove her panic aside. This was just another street rumble. Fight or flight.

Flight worked.

The other door. If Fader would wake up, they could escape. But even the door’s destruction hadn’t stirred him. Shit, what was wrong with him? What was happening?

RUN! cried her Voice.

Not without Fader! she shouted back. If she could pick Fader up, maybe she could carry him. Jumping up, she grabbed him under the armpits and heaved. She could barely lift his shoulders off the floor. Asleep and limp, he was dead weight. She’d never be able to carry him.

RUN!

Ignoring her Voice, she lowered Fader, putting herself between the two men and her brother. Pulling her knife from her back pocket, she flicked the blade open in one smooth unconscious motion. She dropped into a crouch, knife hand back.

Flight was out, so fight it was.

Tall Boy and Shorty both looked at her knife, their heads moving in unison. Their looks of surprise vanished. They smiled, revealing rows of pointed yellow teeth. To Case, those smiles were more frightening than anything so far tonight. Those smiles said her little knife was amusing. Those smiles said they would enjoy this.

But they didn’t try to close on her. Still smiling, still moving in unison, they looked back towards the hallway.

A woman stepped into the open doorway. Unlike the men, the woman did not appear as a black silhouette, framed by the strange golden light from the hall.

She was the light.

Despite her terror, Case lowered her knife. Straightening, she stared in awe at the most beautiful creature she’d ever seen.

The woman was nearly as tall as Tall Boy, with long legs, narrow waist, and full breasts. The clothes she wore only emphasized her figure. Stiletto heels, narrow slacks, and a tight, low-cut, sleeveless top. A gold medallion on a chain lay below her throat. A cape hung from her shoulders. Her clothes were differing shades of dark green, the perfect complement to her hair.

Her hair. Red. Flaming red. Red so red it seemed on fire, flowing in rivers of wavy lava to her waist, framing her face like a burning halo. Her face. Full lips, high cheekbones, wide eyes, delicate nose and chin. It was, Case thought, the most perfect face in the world. Until she looked into the woman’s green eyes, and only coldness stared back.

Case shivered. Those eyes broke the spell the woman’s beauty had cast on her. Those eyes brought her back, not just to the danger she and Fader faced, but to the strangeness, too.

The woman glowed. Glowed with a golden light that now filled the basement room. The glow seemed to come from inside her, shining outward through her skin.

Case stepped back, suddenly wanting more distance between her and this woman.

Shorty spoke. “Mistress, the boy sleeps. But the girl—” His voice gurgled, as if liquid filled his throat.

“I have eyes, fool,” the woman said, her voice rich and husky. She raised her left arm, pointing it at Case.

Case jumped back, expecting a gun. But the woman’s hand was empty, her fingers open. Staring at Case through lidded eyes, the woman began muttering unintelligible words—low, guttural noises. Case thought they must be commands to the two men, but then her words took on a singsong, rhythmic quality.

As the woman chanted, her skin changed.

Strange symbols appeared on her face. Vague outlines at first, then golden shapes shining brighter than her inner glow. The symbols shifted across her features, rearranging themselves. They stopped moving for a heartbeat, then swam down her neck, filling her bare left arm from shoulder to wrist. Once the last was in place, the shapes seemed to settle into her skin, like golden tattoos.

The woman straightened her arm as if flinging something away. The symbols flew from her, straight at Case.

Nothing happened. Aside from Case almost peeing herself.

The woman stepped back, her eyes wide, her lips parted. She repeated the action. Still nothing.

Tall Boy and Shorty exchanged glances. “Mistress?” Tall Boy asked. His voice gurgled, too.

Ignoring them, the woman frowned. Lowering her arm, she stood with hands on hips, considering Case with those cold green eyes. Then she shrugged and turned to Tall Boy and Shorty. As she did, the symbols faded from her skin as her inner light died. The room fell into darkness again, lit only by dim outside light from the single high window. “Take the boy to the Master.”

“And the girl?” Shorty asked.

In the darkness, Case felt more than saw the woman’s eyes on her again.

The woman’s voice was low and chill. “Kill her.”

Run! screamed the voice in Case’s head.

“Fader!” Case sobbed.

Stay and die. Run and live. You’re his only hope.

Still Case didn’t move. Tall Boy’s arms dropped to his sides. Something long and shiny appeared in each hand, glinting in the faint light. He glided forward, still smiling. Behind him, Shorty pulled something from his coat pocket.

Run!

Sobbing, Case broke for the other door.

Duck!

She ducked. Something whistled past her as she dropped and rolled. On her feet again, she wrenched the door open and dashed into the hall.

Right!

She dodged right. Something flew by her head, nicking her left ear. Reaching the stairs leading up to the ground floor, she took them three at a time, not looking back.

Left!

She jumped sideways. Something whistled by her again, thunking hard into the top step. She reached the door at the top of the stairs. Shoving it open, she dashed along the church’s back halls. Footsteps sounded behind her as she flung open the door to the main part of the church. She tore down the outside aisle, pews to her right. To her left, stained glass windows glowed with electric light from the street.

At the end of the pews, she turned hard towards the center doors. She chanced a glance back.

Shorty stood at the door she’d just come through. He stood sideways, his left arm raised and extended towards her. His right hand was back as if he aimed an invisible bow and arrow. Then she noticed his left hand was holding something. What…?

His right hand opened.

Stop! cried her Voice.

She pulled up, stumbling, almost falling. Something flew past her head, cracking into the stone wall. A round metal ball fell to the floor and rolled across the tiles. Regaining her balance, she slammed into the doors, shouldering them open.

A slingshot? The freak was hunting her with a slingshot?

She crossed the church foyer in two bounds, shoving down the bar to open the door, praying for no more locks. The door opened, and she was outside and leaping down the broad stone steps.

She stopped, heart pounding, gasping for breath on the sidewalk. Which way?

Right.

She started east along an empty King Street, snatching a look over her shoulder. She expected to see Shorty with his slingshot or Tall Boy with his knives.

At the top of the church steps, the flame-haired woman smiled down at her.

Case stopped.

Run! her Voice screamed in her head.

Case didn’t run. Trembling with adrenaline and fear, she stared at the woman, again under the spell her presence seemed to cast.

The woman raised her left arm. The strange golden symbols danced again on her skin, dimmer now under the streetlights. Her arm straightened, and her hand opened, again as if she threw something at Case.

Case’s skin tingled. Run! her Voice screamed again.

She ran, this time not looking back. At University Avenue, she ducked down the stairs into the subway. It was past two in the morning. The trains weren’t running, but she wanted to hide her route from her pursuers. Dashing through the empty station, she pushed open the doors on the opposite side. She sprinted into the PATH system, the underground maze of corridors connecting the retail malls below street level in the downtown core.

Which way? she asked in her mind.

No answer. Her Voice was silent.

She kept running, taking turns at random. Running, running. Winding past closed retail shops and food courts. Passing beneath one office tower after another. Running, running. Just wanting to put more space between her and the red-haired woman and Tall Boy and Shorty and…

She stopped running.

And Fader.

She sank down to the gleaming floor of the mall. There, alone and frightened, surrounded by stores where rich people shopped, the reality of what she’d done sank in.

She’d left her brother. She’d run away and left him. Left him with those…people. If they were people.

You’d be dead by now.

She couldn’t tell if that was her Voice or her own thoughts. “So what?” she whispered. She buried her face in her hands. So what? What could she do? How could she find Fader now?

Click…click…click…

Her head snapped up from where she sat on the floor. Footsteps. Nearing the corner she’d just come around. Her silent prayer for a night security guard vanished when a black-clad goggled figure appeared. Tall Boy’s gaze fell on her, and even from twenty steps away, she could see him smile. Where was Shorty? Tall Boy straightened his arms, and the long knife blades appeared once more in each hand.

She was running again before he’d taken his first step towards her, hoping Shorty wasn’t waiting for her around the next corner.

To the street! cried her Voice.

Almost shouting with joy at the return of her strange protector, she bounded up a stationary escalator to street level. These street doors opened from inside even at night. She sprinted to a door and shoved it open.

Outside, she scanned King Street, six lanes wide with broad sidewalks, praying for a cop for the first time in her life. Or for anyone who might help her. King, the heart of the financial district, was jammed by day. But at this time of night, not a car or person was in sight. Following her Voice, she ran east, turning left at Bay Street, whose four lanes and sidewalks were just as empty.

She was halfway up the block when someone appeared around the far corner ahead of her. Case skidded to a stop. The red-haired woman stood with arms folded, smiling at her down the length of the wide street. Case spun around. Tall Boy waited on the corner she’d just left, also smiling.

This block held no entrance to the underground PATH system and no side streets. She was trapped.


Chapter 7: Blinded by the Dark

“WELL, THIS IS cheery,” Will said, looking around the Dreamscape. Beside him, Brian’s tail drooped in agreement. The other three Doogles regarded him, their heads tilted.

They stood in a dark twisting alley. Overturned garbage cans and empty cardboard boxes littered the space. A filthy sleeping bag and discarded fast-food cartons lay in one corner. The stench of rotting food and unwashed humans almost made him gag.

Above, impossibly tall parodies of office towers loomed, reducing the night sky to a clouded ribbon. The buildings grew larger as they rose, leaning inwards as if they might come crashing down any second to crush him.

This is how it feels to be one of these kids. This is their life. What did they think when they looked up at his office tower? His tower where, at that moment, he slept in his penthouse, safe and secure. He tried imagining the lives of these kids—and failed.

He shook his head. Enough. Time to get moving.

The alley dead-ended to his right and slanted down to his left. He headed down, the Doogles falling in behind him. Steam rose from sewer grates along their route, together with scratching, scrabbling sounds. Passing one grate, he glimpsed something bloated, white, and hairless slithering past beneath it. He kept moving.

The route twisted and turned, finally reaching a point where it branched into three even darker, dingier alleys. Two rose, one descended. He glanced back. Even though this route had sloped down, it now appeared they’d just climbed a steep rise. Dream was like that.

Now faced with a choice, he stopped. “Okay, boys and girls. Time to do your Doogle thing.”

He touched each dog’s head. Four glowing silver leashes appeared, running from around their necks back to his wrist. The search dogs waited, tails pointing straight up, muscles quivering, anticipating his command.

“Go!” he said.

All four tore off down the left alley, running as a pack, their leashes playing out behind them.

Same direction again. Maybe the kids he searched for tonight were together. Or maybe the Doogles followed the same dream, the dream of someone who knew all four kids. Or something more sinister—someone who knew where these kids were and why they’d disappeared.

Expecting the Doogles to pick separate alleys, he’d planned to wait here for the first one to report in. But now, he dropped his board and set off after them. He wouldn’t catch them. Doogles traveled faster than he could, but he’d follow until they split up.

Every time he reached a side passage, he expected a leash to split off. Expected a Doogle to send him a signal along its leash. But the silver cords stayed together, playing out ahead of him. Together—and silent.

So he followed and waited for a signal.

And waited.

Theoretically, things occurred at the speed of thought in dreams. But for someone in Dream, it didn’t work that way. A delay with a Doogle represented not so much time passing as the complexity of the search. A search might take a Doogle through multiple dreams of multiple people, even looping back to the same dream.

Maybe this was a dead end. Maybe no one knew where the kids were. Maybe—

He cried out as pain seared his wrist where the leashes hung. Electricity shot up that arm into his chest. He tumbled sideways off his board, slamming into a wall and dropping to the ground. Another jolt hit him. He tried to rise, tried to force air into his lungs. A third jolt struck him, and he collapsed again. Inside his chest, an invisible fiery hand squeezed his heart.

He fought to move his arm, reaching for the jewel at his neck. His search forgotten, all he wanted was to escape from Dream. The pain stopped. Gasping, he collapsed back to the dirty pavement.

What had happened? His wrist throbbed. He inspected it, expecting it to be bleeding. No blood, but what he saw sent a chill down his spine.

Only one silver leash now hung there, trailing down the alley.

Struggling to his feet, he reached for his Doogles with his mind, calling to them. He reached. He called. He waited.

Nothing.

Wait. There. A tingle came from the remaining leash. A tingle that, if he described it as a sound, he would’ve called a whimper. He recognized the Doogle who’d made it—Brian.

He’d sent out four Doogles. Three times the pain had hit him. Three leashes gone. Only one reply.

He knew now what his pain had meant—but he couldn’t understand how it was possible.

Three Doogles had just died.

Not died as things die in the real world, but they were alive as anything could be in Dream. His Doogles were his creations. He made them. And something had just destroyed three of them.

But Brian was still alive. Reaching again, he called to him. “Come to me, boy. Come home, Brian.”

A faint tingle came in reply, but even weaker than before. Brian was dying.

Hopping onto his board, he kicked off, following the last silver leash. He took turn after turn in the nightmare maze of alleys, calling to Brian, telling him to hold on, that he was coming. But around each corner lay only another alley. He’d almost lost hope when he finally emerged into a tilted parking lot, its broken asphalt choked with gray weeds.

The scattered corpses of derelict cars flanked him on either side. At the far end, a black building towered, stretching to touch the night sky. Boarded windows, scattered at odd angles, scarred its face. A sign hung askew on the roof. He could make out only the first letter. An “H.”

Another faint tingle on his wrist pulled his attention back. The glowing leash disappeared into a darkened doorway in the building. From it, a limping black and white four-legged figure emerged.

Brian.

Seeing Will, the Doogle limped faster. Will ran forward, catching the dog just as it fell into his arms in the middle of the lot. Laying Brian gently on the dream pavement, he examined him.

He shuddered. Brian’s right front leg was broken. His tail, now half its normal length, lay lifeless on the ground. One ear was torn off. Fur and skin were ripped away in patches. Masses of ones and zeros swirled in each wound as underlying algorithms worked to repair the damage.

What had done this to him? Fear emojis often attacked his Doogles, sometimes burning them, but never causing injuries like these. So what had the Doogles run into?

Coding a healing program in his mind, Will fashioned it into a quilted comforter. He wrapped Brian in it. Dim lights sparkled again in the dog’s eyes. Brian whined and licked Will’s face.

“Hang in there, Bry-guy. We’ll go back to the House, then—”

“Is that your dog?”

Will’s head snapped up. A figure stood in the doorway where Brian had appeared. A male figure with a face caught between child and adult. A face strangely expressionless.

And gray.

The boy was all gray. Gray clothes, gray hair, gray skin.

No. Not all gray. Not the eyes.

The eyes were black. All black with no whites. But not black as in the absence of light—black as in the absence of anything. If he gazed too long into those eyes, he would fall into an abyss. A bottomless pit where he’d fall and fall and fall and…

With an effort, he wrenched his gaze from those empty eyes. Rising, he put himself between the gray figure and Brian. “Who are you?”

“Is that your dog?” the boy repeated in a voice as dead and lifeless as his eyes. Something moved behind him. Three more gray figures emerged from the doorway. All were boys. All appeared to be in their late teens. And gray except for the same terrible blackness of their eyes.

The three new figures each carried something. Something black and white hanging limp in their gray arms. Three dead Doogles.

“Are these your dogs?” the new boys intoned together in the same flat, empty voices.

“Is that your dog?” the first boy repeated.

As one, the four gray figures took a step toward him.

He realized something else, something he’d overlooked, shaken by the fate of his Doogles. These boys could see him. No one he met in Dream knew of his presence until he stepped forward and let them see him. But these boys, if they were boys, were aware of him.

He moved back, still keeping himself between the gray boys and Brian. “Stay where you are,” he commanded.

The four strange boys took another step.

“Is that your dog?” the first boy asked again.

“Are these your dogs?” repeated the others.

Step.

“Not much on conversation, are you?” Will replied. “Nyx!”

Nyx’s ghostly face appeared, hovering in a cloud of mist beside him. “Really? I was having such a nice dream— Ooh!” she said, noticing the boys. “Now they’re different.”

“They can see me.”

“Curiouser and curiouser…”

“And they killed three of my Doogles.”

Her features creased into a hard frown directed at the gray boys. “Naughty! Rider will punish.”

“Wall shield, please,” Will said.

“Catch!”

A ball popped into his hand, rough and heavy, like a round brick. Which it was. He threw it.

It struck the ground in front of the boys, exploding with a loud crack. A clear crystal wall sprang up, rising a story in the air. Spanning the parking lot, it separated him and Brian from the strange boys.

The boys stopped. The three holding the dead Doogles dropped the dogs with sickening thuds. All four stared at him through his crystal barrier.

Breathing a sigh of relief, he knelt beside Brian. “Okay, boy. Let’s get you back—”

“Uh, DR?” Nyx said.

He looked up as the four boys stepped through his shield wall as if it wasn’t there.

“Is that your dog?” they asked together.

“Nyx! Bring the House!” he called.

“Run, run, run in fright,” Nyx crooned. “Live to fight another night.”

“Just bring it!”

A loud “pop” sounded behind him. The House of Four Doors appeared, ten steps away in the parking lot. He turned to pick up Brian so they could escape.

And looked at the approaching gray boys.

They were five paces away now, shuffling closer. This close, their dead black eyes stood out clear and stark against their gray faces. And behind those eyes, the unfathomable depths. The abyss into which, if he gazed too long, he would fall.

And if he fell, he would fall forever. Forever and ever and ever…

The gray boys drew closer, but still he didn’t move. Some part of him knew he should look away, knew that he was in danger. That he mustn’t let these strange creatures touch him.

But another part of him didn’t care. That part wanted to keep falling.

And as he fell, he saw a dark thread connecting these boys, like the silver leashes between his Doogles and himself. But this thread was black and ran from each boy to plunge down the dark abyss into which he fell.

Down to the thing that lived there.

The gray boys stepped closer, reaching for him.


Chapter 8: Over the Wall We Go

TRAPPED ON THE street between Tall Boy and the red-haired woman with no place to hide, Case agonized over which way to run. Both were bigger than her. She guessed Tall Boy was very good with those knives, but when she thought of running towards the woman, something in her recoiled. Tall Boy then. She took a step in his direction, hoping Shorty and his slingshot didn’t suddenly join him.

Wait! her Voice called.

What the freak for? But she waited.

A rumbling grew from the end of the street where the red-haired woman stood. A moment later, a tractor-trailer turned the corner past the woman, heading towards Case. She crouched behind a recycling bin.

The truck stopped, then backed into a ramped driveway beside her, halting before a huge metal door. Lowering the window, the driver punched buttons on a keypad on a post beside the ramp. The door rolled up with a loud clanking. The truck backed inside.

She checked her pursuers. The woman and Tall Boy were running toward her, no longer smiling.

Hurry! Careful!

“How do I hurry carefully?” she muttered as she ran to the door. She peeked inside. The truck had backed up to an elevated receiving dock. Four men in white coveralls wheeled wooden crates from the truck to a freight elevator. The elevator was at the rear of the dock but on her side. Maybe these men would protect her. She started forward.

Wait!

I can’t wait! she shouted back in her head. But she did. Besides Fader, her Voice was the only thing she trusted in this world.

Elevator! Now!

She sprinted to the dock, not even surprised that all four workers had their backs to her. Rolling onto the raised platform, she ran quietly to the elevator and slipped inside.

The car was half-full with the wooden crates, most taller than her. Now what? She saw nowhere to hide. Voices from the dockworkers came closer.

Hide! In the back.

She scrambled over the front crates labeled “Do Not Stack.” Sure enough, the crates behind were shorter. She dropped to lie hidden just as someone wheeled another crate into the elevator. She lay still and waited.

The men continued to fill the car, until someone called, “That’s it. We’ll take it up.”

“Need help unloading?”

“Nah. We can handle it.”

They exchanged more words she didn’t catch. She heard the doors close, and the elevator shuddered into motion.

She’d never ridden an elevator in a skyscraper. The acceleration caught her by surprise, as if an invisible hand had grabbed her guts and pulled down hard. She doubled up, stifling a groan. A few seconds later, her stomach caught up with the rest of her, and she lay panting quietly.

I’m safe. Then she realized which building she was in.

The tall shining white one. The one with the picture of the Dream Rider on the top.

And that made her think of Fader again.
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THE RED-HAIRED WOMAN, known for the past two centuries as Morrigan the Bright, last of the white coven of Ellan Vannin, stood under a street light outside the white tower. Beside her, the tall figure of Mr. Stayne waited, using the tip of a gleaming knife blade to clean his fingernails with the delicacy of a surgeon.

Morrigan was not happy. No, not one bit. The evening had not gone well. This girl had seen their faces. This girl had escaped. This girl was a problem.

And a mystery.

First, the slumber spell had failed on her. They should have found her asleep, the same as her brother. But she had been awake. Awake and ready to fight.

Then Morrigan had cast another spell, one that should have exploded the waif’s heart inside her. That spell failed too. And then this urchin had evaded the slingshot of the usually reliable Mr. Stryke. She’d never known the little man to miss, not even once, let alone several times.

At least the tracking spell she’d thrown from the church steps had worked, allowing her to trap the girl on this street. But then Fate interfered again (Was it Fate? She didn’t believe in Fate. She hated even the concept), and the street rat had escaped where no escape was possible.

And now, another problem. The tracking spell had stopped working after the brat slipped into the white tower. A hiss escaped between her teeth. Beside her, Mr. Stayne shifted nervously.

Morrigan closed her eyes. Forget that spell. She had others. The girl was in this building and could not hide from her.

Muttering, she composed a search script. As the runes crawled down her arm, she thrust up her hand. The golden shapes poured from her fingertips, coalescing into a glowing phoenix above her. She flicked her hand, and the bird shot toward the white tower.

Now I will find you, girl. I will search this tower, floor by floor, until…

She frowned, sensing something. The girl? No. Something different. Something unusual. Something…

The phoenix touched the outer wall of the tower. And exploded.

She gasped, taking a reflexive step back. Mr. Stayne stared at her in wide-eyed surprise. Composing herself, she shot him her most withering glare. He dropped his eyes to his feet. She turned back to the tower.

She knew what she’d sensed. An astral force. One that had repulsed her, slapping her away like a fly. She hadn’t found the girl. She’d found something much better.

A power lived here. An astral power that approached the Master’s.

Was this the one they had sought for so long? They knew he was in this city. He was why they were here. Was their search finally over?

She smiled. Perhaps this night was a success after all. They had another boy of the right age. And now, possibly, much, much more.

Their prey. At last, their prey.

She frowned, realizing the extraordinary coincidence. A random street stray flees to a random building in one of the largest cities on this continent. A building that shelters their long-sought prey? Improbable to the point of disbelief. Unless…

She smiled again. Of course. The power hiding here was behind the strange happenings tonight. He had touched the girl’s mind as they’d hunted her and her brother. He had awakened her, guided her escape from the church to here.

Yes, that was it. He was playing the hero. Again.

She considered her options. They needed the girl. The heavy door to the loading dock had closed. She did not know the magic numbers to the door’s spell box, and such modern technology always resisted her spells.

She called up a rune script for contacting Mr. Stryke. When the letters arranged themselves on her arm, she touched the script. The contact with the little man was immediate. From the sensory picture she pulled from his head, she knew he was back at the hospital. Is the new boy safe? she asked.

Yes, Mistress.

And how is the Master?

A hesitation. He sleeps.

She bit her lip. Marell. Her lover, her mentor. The man to whom she’d tied her life and hopes. The reason for this quest. Marell slept more and more in past days. They must do the next transfer soon, before it was too late.

Come to this place. She sent a mental map to her location, then broke the contact, not waiting for a reply.

“I’ve sent for Mr. Stryke,” she said, not bothering to look at Mr. Stayne. “You two will watch this building. If the girl leaves, my tracking spell will activate again, and I will contact you. You will then follow her.”

“And kill her?” Mr. Stayne asked, a grin twitching a corner of his mouth.

“I want her alive.”

Stayne’s face fell.

“You will follow and capture her. Discreetly. Bring her to me.” She nodded at the white tower. “This building hides a power, perhaps the one we seek. I have questions to ask this girl. You can help with that.”

Mr. Stayne’s smile returned, as she knew it would. Mr. Stayne liked asking questions, especially to women. He ran a white fingertip along the edge of his blade.

With that, she turned and walked up the street. Chanting under her breath, she raised her left arm. Her skin glowed. Golden runes swam down her arm, arranged from shoulder to wrist in the rune script she desired. Opening her hand, she flung the spell ahead of her. The glow and the runes disappeared from her skin.

A few seconds later, a taxi appeared at the corner and stopped. Getting in, she threw a control spell to ensure the driver didn’t call his dispatcher. She wanted no record of any trips to their location. She gave the man an address in the east end.

“You’re lucky gettin’ a cab this time of night, lady. I was headin’ home,” he said, eyeing her in the mirror.

“Luck,” Morrigan replied, “had nothing to do with it.”

Weary, she laid her head back, her thoughts still on the white tower. Even if their prey was not inside, this building held a power. For centuries, she had sought such powers, to make them her own, to ensure no one could ever hurt her as they’d once hurt her mother, her coven…

She swallowed. Her brother.

Enough. One spell remained before she could sleep. The most difficult—and important—spell she would cast today. A spell that must wait no longer.

The spell to keep Marell alive.

And then, she and Marell would turn their attention to this tower and what hid within.
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THE FREIGHT ELEVATOR slowed, and Case’s stomach did another flip. She heard the doors open, followed by the sound of crates being wheeled off. Creeping to the front of the car, she peeked out.

A wide hallway with a floor of rough stone stretched to her left and right. Towering carved blocks of smoother stone covered with drawings formed the walls. The drawings showed people with animal heads in strange stiff poses. She’d had enough schooling in her pre-street-kid years to recognize Egyptian hieroglyphics. Giant vases and statues lined the hallway in both directions.

Where the freak was she? In a museum?

To her left, the two workers wheeled crates toward the end of the hall. She slipped out to her right, looking for a place to hide. Ten steps along, she squeezed between two statues of elongated cats as tall as her and crouched behind them to wait.

The men continued to unload the crates. She needed to pee. Just as she decided to sneak out to search for a washroom, their voices approached again. Moments later, the elevator doors slid shut.

Silence settled onto the strange floor, and with it, fear and despair settled onto her. Freaky people had kidnapped her brother and were trying to kill her. She was alone with no idea of what to do. She wanted to cry, but after one heaving sob, she got control of herself again.

Screw it. Hard Case didn’t cry. Crying wouldn’t help Fader. Besides, she still had to pee.

Pee. Get out of here. Find Fader.

Emerging from her hiding place, she began exploring.


Chapter 9: Lady Midnight

IN DREAM, THE gray boys stepped closer to Will. They were two paces away now, their arms raised, reaching for him. Another step, and they would have him.

Still he didn’t care. He fell and fell into the dark depths of their eyes.

A sharp pain stabbed his leg. Gasping, he stumbled back, landing hard on the ground. Lying beside him, Brian had his jaws locked on Will’s left ankle. Will looked back at the gray boys, their hands grasping for him. If the Doogle hadn’t done that…

He scooped Brian up in his arms, kicking his skateboard at the nearest boy who lunged for him. Avoiding their eyes, he backed away from the strange figures until he reached the House of Four Doors. From the outside, it was the House of One Door, the door through which they’d entered Dream.

“Nyx! Open the door! I’ve got my hands full.”

Nyx’s disembodied, mist-shrouded head appeared, floating beside the House. “Now why should I pay attention to you when you’ve been ignoring me? I’ve been screaming and screaming at you to stop the Creepy Boy Stare Fest.”

“Sorry! Got a little distracted.”

“Humph.”

The gray boys drew closer.

“Nyx!”

“Oh, fine.”

The door swung open. Jumping through, he kicked it closed behind him. Inside, he gently laid Brian on the Bed of Awakening. He lifted the healing quilt enough to check on the progress of the Doogle’s wounds. Satisfied Brian would recover, he stroked the dog’s head and commanded him to sleep.

Nyx’s face materialized over the Bed. “Will he be okay?” She sounded worried.

“Yeah, but make sure he stays asleep until my next Ride.” He looked back at the door, half expecting the strange boys to walk through the walls. “What’s happening outside?”

“They’re standing like statues, staring at the House. What are those things?”

“No idea. Did I create them? Without knowing it?”

“Even you aren’t that weird.”

“Humor me. Run a search on my subconscious, will you?”

“Meaning I should search myself. And if I don’t find them snuggled between your id and super-ego?”

Will bit his lip. “Then someone else created them. Someone with powers like mine in Dream.”

“Even greater powers.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say—”

“They kicked your butt, right? They won, you lost. Then you ran away, like a Doogle with its tail between—”

“Yeah, okay. Point taken. I was there, remember? Just run the search, please. Tell me the results tomorrow night.”

“Touchy, aren’t we?” Nyx’s face disappeared with a “pop.”

Even greater powers. He didn’t need his subconscious to tell him that. He’d figured it out himself.

Touching the jewel at his neck, he woke up.
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WILL GOT OUT of bed, shaken and confused by his Dream encounter with the Gray Boys, as he now dubbed them. An encounter that had cost three of his Doogles their unreal lives.

It was three AM, but he felt too wound up to sleep. Throwing on his sweats and grabbing his phone, he walked barefoot along the running track to his kendo dojo.

He selected a shinai, a bamboo practice sword, from the wall rack. In the middle of the room, he moved through several katas, formal series of strikes and blocks, letting his muscle memory perform the movements. It felt good to attack something and win, even against imaginary opponents. Because Nyx was right. He’d had his butt kicked. His subconscious knew the truths he didn’t want to accept.

But what could do that to his dream constructs? Both to his Doogles and the shield wall? And how could the Gray Boys see him in Dream before he stepped forward? That implied they could enter the dreams of others—as he did.

And why had they interfered with his search for the missing street kids?

He stopped, letting the sword drop to his side.

Duh.

He’d sent four Doogles to track four missing kids. Those Doogles had met four Gray Boys.

Four.

A shiver ran down his spine. The Doogles had done their jobs. Too well. Those four boys were the Dream spirits of the missing kids he’d been looking for.

What had happened to them? And who’d done it to them? He was now convinced Harry Lyle was right. These disappearances were all connected somehow.

Connected…

The black thread. The black thread he’d seen running from each Gray Boy. Running from them into that abyss. Connecting all four boys to something—the same something.

Something or someone? The someone behind the disappearances?

The good news? Those kids were dreaming, which meant they still lived.

The bad news? Something was horribly wrong with them.

So now what? He’d planned to find the missing kids in Dream, hoping they’d know where they were in the real world. That plan had assumed they’d want to cooperate with him—not destroy him.

He had nothing. Normally, his Doogles would report on what happened during their searches. But three were destroyed, and Brian was so damaged Will doubted he’d recover much from him.

Wait. He remembered a sign on the building from where Brian and the Gray Boys had emerged. He’d only seen the first letter, the letter “H,” but he could still have Adi run a search for companies starting with “H.”

Yeah, right. How many could there be in a city of over six million people and the business heart of the country? But what else did he have to go on?

Now wide-awake, he had no thoughts of sleep. Adi had said the latest Egyptian sculptures were due tonight. Maybe the workers had uncrated them. He walked to the elevators. He was about to press the button when his phone buzzed.

It was his security app. The building locked down after hours, and elevators required proper authorization to access any floor. But since he enjoyed wandering his tower at night, Adi had insisted on this system. The app alerted him if anyone was above the office floors after midnight. It used motion detectors. Or infrared sensors. Or something. He hadn’t paid attention.

He tapped the alert. The floor name popped up on the screen: Egypt.

Excellent. Probably the dockworkers setting up the new sculptures. He pressed the down button.
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ON THE EGYPT floor, Will checked the labels on the still unopened crates. Yep, these were the expected sculptures. The workmen must have left them to open tomorrow.

Then who’s on this floor? he thought with a sudden chill.

He smiled. They were probably taking a break. That Dream encounter had made him paranoid. He continued to explore. Turning a corner, he stopped.

About twenty steps away, a figure moved along the hall, examining the statues and hieroglyphic-covered tablets. A woman. Or a girl. He couldn’t tell from this far away. She had her back to him but had an obvious (and attractive) female shape. She had tight-curled black hair, a dirty white t-shirt, dirtier jeans, and mismatched running shoes. And from the cross-legged way she walked, she was searching for a washroom.

His dockworkers wore matching uniforms. An intruder? If she was, he wasn’t worried. She appeared more anxious than dangerous. Besides, meeting someone new was a rare treat for him.

Moving quietly, he approached her, wondering if this night could get any weirder.


Chapter 10: Crush on You

AFTER ALMOST A full circuit of the strange floor, Case began worrying it didn’t even have a washroom. She’d need to try another level, hoping the elevators weren’t alarmed or set on service. And that another floor would have a freaking washroom.

She stopped. Or she could improvise.

An alcove to her right held a vase with hieroglyphics on its sides. Slightly wider at its top, the vase sat at a convenient height, a little below her waist. The vase’s lid, topped by the head of a bird, lay beside it.

With a shrug, she stepped into the alcove. Life on the streets taught practicality over modesty at an early age. Besides, it served them right. Who designed a building without washrooms?

For that matter, who designed a building with a floor like this? It was like a museum. Fader claimed the creator of his beloved Dream Rider comic books lived here. This was his home—an entire skyscraper.

Shaking her head, she unzipped her jeans and pulled them down over her hips. “What kind of weirdo lives in a place like this?” she muttered aloud. She hooked her thumbs into the top of her panties, ready to pull them down too.

“Actually, a weirdo like me.”

“Holy freaking goddam shit!” she screamed, yanking up her jeans and spinning to face the source of the voice.

In the hallway, a guy stood watching her, his arms casually folded. He looked her age, a little taller, with long, unruly, straight, black hair falling over one eye. He was barefoot and wore gray sweats—and an amused smile.

Snatching her knife from her back pocket, she flicked it open. She thrust it at him while she tried to zip her jeans with her other hand.

The guy seemed unfazed by her weapon. “Hi.”

She kept jabbing her blade in his direction, still tugging at her unresponsive zipper.

He continued to ignore her knife. “Were you going to pee in my canopic jar?”

“What? Your what?” she said, still waving the blade while battling her zipper.

He pointed at the vase. “That’s a canopic jar. A funerary jar. The ancient Egyptians used them when they mummified their dead. To store the internal organs for the afterlife. Late eighteenth dynasty—you can tell by the image of Horus on the lid.” He frowned. “I always wondered what they expected the mummy to do with the organs in the afterlife. I mean, were you supposed to unwrap your bandages and, you know, stuff your organs back inside? Not sure they really thought it through.” He smiled at her.

A part of her brain she tried to ignore said he had a nice smile.

“I won’t hurt you, so if you want to use both hands to, uh, zip…” He nodded at the knife.

She thrust the knife at him again, shooting him what she hoped was a menacing glare. A grin still played at the corners of his mouth. Screw it. He seemed more weird than dangerous. Giving him another glare, she flicked the knife closed, returning it to her back pocket. She zipped and stepped out of the alcove, keeping two steps between herself and her surprise visitor.

“Will,” he said.

“Will I what?”

“Uh, no. Will. That’s my name.”

She didn’t reply, suddenly remembering her urgent problem.

“And now is where you tell me your—”

“I need to pee!”

His grin widened. “Hah! Knew it. Just around the corner to the right. You were almost there.”

She started in that direction, then stopped to look back at him. “You going to call the cops?” she asked, jiggling where she stood.

“Would you like me to?”

“No!”

He shrugged. “Then I won’t.”

The guy’s weird. Half walking, half running, she turned the corner. Finding the washroom, she dashed into a stall to finally answer nature’s call. As that urgency faded, one dark thought returned.

Fader.

The night’s horror gripped her again. She had to get back to the streets and search for her brother. But where could she look? Lots of street kids had vanished lately. She figured the creeps who’d taken Fader were behind those disappearances, too. She swallowed. And none of those kids had been found.

Because no one was looking for them. The cops didn’t give a shit. Nobody did. Except her. Fader had that one thing going for him. Her. She wouldn’t quit until she found him.

Safe, she added in her thoughts. Until she found him safe.

But she’d need help. And she’d just figured out where she might get it. She washed up in the sink, splashing cold water on her face. She’d need to sleep soon, but not yet.

The guy Will was sitting cross-legged on the floor where she’d left him. He jumped up when he saw her. “Better?” he asked with that same infectious grin.

She pointed at the urn where he’d found (and embarrassed) her. “You said that vase thingy was yours?”

“Do you ever, you know, answer a question? Yes, it’s mine. And it’s a canopic jar, not a ‘vase thingy’.”

“Whatever. What do you mean by ‘yours’?”

“Um, as in mine. I own it.”

“What else do you own?”

He shrugged. “A bunch of stuff. And that’s kind of personal, considering you broke into my building, and I don’t even know your name.”

“Your building.” She’d been right. “You’re the Dream Rider comic guy.”

Will brightened. “Graphic novels. But, yeah, I am. Do you read it?”

“No.”

His face fell.

“But my brother does.” She swallowed. “His name is Fader. He’s twelve. And he’s been taken. Kidnapped. Grabbed.” She shook her head. “I don’t know.” She sank to the floor, trying not to shake.

Will sat again, across from her, his grin now gone. “What happened?”

She studied him. The streets had taught her how to read people. She wasn’t always right, but she was never badly wrong. This Will guy seemed okay. He seemed kind, even concerned. Weird, but not scary weird—just different weird. And sort of cute. Stop it. Focus on Fader. And he hadn’t called security or the cops, at least as far as she knew.

She needed help. If he was telling the truth, then he had money, maybe even people who could help look for Fader.

She decided. “Case.”

“In case of what?”

“No. My name. It’s Case.”

“Oh. Will.” He held out his hand.

She smiled despite herself, shaking his hand. “Yeah. You told me.”

“Right. Yes. I did.”

“Um…”

“What?”

“My hand.” Will still held her hand, which another part of her brain told her felt nice.

“Ah, sorry.” He released her hand and blushed.

Yes, definitely cute.

His smile disappeared. “Tell me about your brother.”

Fighting to keep the fear from her voice, she told Will about that night.
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WILL STOOD AT his design table in his studio. He held a creased and faded photograph Case had provided. In it, a Case with shorter hair stared back at him, alongside a younger, smaller, boy version of Case. Fader, her brother.

Case wandered the studio, looking at art from Dream Rider issues hanging on the walls.

What was he doing? And why? This girl had broken in—well, snuck in—in the middle of the night. And with the craziest story. A glowing woman with weird tattoos and her creepy helpers, one with knives and the other with…a slingshot?

But, he admitted, not as crazy as the story he could tell her. Besides, if she wanted to lie, why make up such a wild one? And kids were disappearing from the streets. Her brother might be the latest.

“So this is where you do your comic thingy?” she asked as she wandered.

“Serialized graphic novels,” he replied. She raised an eyebrow. He shrugged. “Yeah, comics.”

She paused on her tour, eying his long leather couch.

“Why don’t you lie down? You look beat.”

She shook her head. “Can’t. Gotta find Fader first.”

“You need to sleep sometime.”

Shooting him a glare, she turned her back on the couch and walked over to him. “You gonna help me or what?”

Not exactly Ms. Congeniality. “Is this the best picture you have of Fader?”

“Yeah, cuz it’s the only one. Not too many Kodak moments on the streets.”

“Oh. Yeah. Right. So where’d you take this?”

“Photo booth in a mall. I wanted a shot of each other in case we ever—” She swallowed. “—got separated.” She turned away.

Tough on the outside, he thought, but she loves her brother.

He placed the photograph facedown on the drafting surface. Summoning a command screen with a finger swipe, he tapped on the scan symbol. The photo popped up, magnified, on the table display.

Case stared at the enlarged image of her and Fader. She rubbed her face with both hands. “Oh god, oh god, oh god.”

“We’ll find him,” he said, trying to sound more confident than he felt.

“How?”

“I have private investigators who work for me.” Tapping the screen, he enhanced the picture.

“You have your own detectives?”

“Uh, yeah,” he said, giving her the explanation he’d provided Harry about the downsides of being famous.

She brightened. “So they’ll look for Fader?”

“Yep. I’m sending this picture to a reporter friend, too. Harry Lyle. He’s investigating street kid disappearances.”

“The guy from the Standard?”

“You know him?” he said, surprised.

“We call him ‘Bad Plaid’ cuz of his jacket. He’s been talking to kids out there. Most don’t trust him, but some talked to him. Me and Fader did. He seemed okay. He gave us his card. Couldn’t tell him much.” Her face went hard. “At least not then.”

“Harry has a network of sources who feed him tips. He might turn up something, too.”

She hugged herself. “Might. Great.”

“We should also report this—”

“No!” Case interrupted, shaking her head.

“—to the police.”

“No freaking way.”

“They’re your best chance of finding Fader.”

She snorted. “They won’t give a shit. Kids have gone missing for months now. The cops have done nothing. They wouldn’t listen to me, even if I went to them.”

“They’d listen to me.”

She stared at him. “Because you’re rich. And white. Because you’re somebody.”

He felt himself flushing. “They’d know my name, anyway. And I’ll say Fader is a friend, not just—” He stopped.

“Not just some street kid?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Yeah, it was.” She shrugged. “And it’s true.”

An uneasy silence fell between them.

“So…can I call the cops?”

She bit her lip. “There’s something else.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“I kind of busted Fader out of the foster home they’d stuck him in.”

“Kind of?”

“They separated us after I got sent to juvie the last time. When I got out, I found him and snuck him out of the house one night. We’ve been on the streets since.”

He understood. “You’re afraid if the cops find him, he’ll go back to a home. Without you.”

Her expression was unreadable, but she nodded.

“Case,” he said, as gently as he could, “we have to find Fader first. The cops are your best bet. I’ll help you with the foster home stuff later.”

Her face went hard again. “Why are you helping me?”

“Um…you asked me to?”

“You know what I mean.”

He felt himself reddening again. “No, I don’t. You’re in trouble. And you seem…nice.”

“Oh, right. Nice. Yeah, I get that a lot. Uh huh. And you like my butt.”

“What?”

“And my tits.”

“What? No!”

“You don’t like them?”

“No. I mean, yes. I mean…”

“Cuz you keep checking them out. Is that the deal? Is that how I’ll pay you for being nice to me?”

His face burning, he fought to keep his voice calm. “Look. You broke into my home. You are the one in trouble, not me. I could’ve called the cops on you. Instead, I’m doing everything I can to help you. And no, I’m not expecting you’ll…do anything for me in return.”

She crossed her arms, her face impassive, studying him.

Stepping back, he lifted and dropped his arms in frustration. “Case, I don’t want anything from you.” Yeah, that’s it. Start by lying to her. “I only want to help find your brother. If you don’t want my help, just tell me.”

She continued to stare at him. Finally, she shrugged. “Sorry.”

“Sorry, you don’t want my help?”

She shook her head. “Sorry for what I thought. You seem like a nice guy.” She rubbed her face again, and he remembered how exhausted she must be. At least he’d grabbed some sleep during his failed Dream search.

“Yeah, I want your help,” she said. “I’m just not used to people offering it. People on the street… Everybody’s working an angle. Everybody expects something in return.” She waved her hand around the room. “I’ve never met anyone like you. You’re just so…different.”

You have no idea. “Then you’re okay if I contact my people and Harry?”

“Yeah.”

“Cops, too?”

She grimaced, but nodded.

He sat back down at his table. “Then let’s do this.” He addressed an email to his head investigator, attaching Fader’s photo. “How old is Fader?”

“Twelve.”

“And you?” he asked, as casually as he could.

“Why?”

“Just wondering.”

She hesitated. “Seventeen.”

He just nodded, fighting a smile. She was his age.

Turning away, she walked to the leather couch, then half sat, half collapsed on it. “Gotta get back on the streets. Look for Fader.” Stretching out, she yawned. “Tell me when you’re done. Then I gotta…” Her voice trailed off.

He looked over.

She was fast asleep, her head cradled in an arm. Asleep, her face lost its hard lines, and a softness touched her mouth and the long curve of her neck.

Sighing, he turned back to his screen. Nope, he didn’t want anything from her.

Yeah. Right.


Chapter 11: Darkness on the Edge of Town

THE CAB PULLED onto the hospital grounds as the sun tinted the eastern sky. As she got out, Morrigan touched the driver’s shoulder. The man grinned at her, believing he’d received payment plus a handsome tip. He drove away, also convinced he’d dropped his fare in a completely different location.

She scanned the abandoned psychiatric facility and its grounds. Boards covered the windows, a precaution she and Marell had taken after moving in. A private road cut through the forty-acre property. An expanse of lawn, overgrown with weeds, stretched from the building to a thin forest edging the entire property. The hospital grounds perched atop high bluffs overlooking the lake on which this city sat. Beyond the trees, the land fell off sharply to the water below.

She searched the area, sensing for any human presence but expecting none. The hospital, abandoned for five years, sat isolated from its suburban neighbors. A simple repulsion spell helped it remain so, inducing people to avoid the place. No one must see her, or any of their group, entering or leaving. The street people who’d once squatted here had served as Marell’s early and unwilling hosts in this city.

Satisfied, she climbed crumbling steps flanked by two weatherworn stone lions. At the entrance doors, she prepared to throw a spell to open the lock but stopped. Better to save her dwindling energy for what lay ahead. She retrieved a ring of keys from an inside pocket of her cape. Selecting one, she unlocked the door and entered the darkened foyer within. She locked the door behind her, looking around as her eyes adjusted to the dimness.

An abandoned reception desk occupied the center of the foyer. Behind that, a hallway ran left and right for the length of the building. Beside the desk, a figure stood still and silent, arms at his sides as if guarding the empty gift shop behind him. In one hand, he held an unlit taper. He showed no reaction to her entrance.

She approached him. Which one was this? His hoodie and baggy jeans didn’t differentiate him. Perhaps eighteen. Taller and older than most of them, so one of the first Marell had used when they came here. Started with an “L.” Lance? Lloyd? No.

Link.

Brushing his unkempt brown hair back from his face, she tucked it behind his ears. She stroked his cheek with the back of a long-nailed hand. “Hello, Link. How are you?”

Link did not answer. He did not move nor give any sign he was aware of her.

She smiled. Her boys. Her Hollow Boys. So many now. Well, even if they could no longer serve Marell as they once did, at least they were still of use.

“Candle, please.” She was always polite to her boys. Adults must set a proper example.

Link held out the taper. Runes danced down her arm. A simple spell, not too draining. She touched the wick. A flame leaped up. The city had cut the hospital’s power when it closed. No matter. Electric lighting would be visible from outside at night, even through the boarded windows. Besides, she preferred candlelight.

“Lead me to the new boys, Link.”

She followed Link through the foyer then up two flights of stairs to the third floor. Another Hollow Boy stood guard at the stairwell. She smiled. Tumble. One of her favorites. She pinched his cheek. “Come with us, please, Tumble.”

The hallways on this floor formed a rectangular figure eight. Two long halls on the north and south sides. Three shorter halls, on the ends and in the middle, connecting the two long halls. This stairwell sat at the north end of the middle hall.

Link headed toward the southeast corner, Tumble at his side. Behind the two silent boys, humming a tune from a century ago, Morrigan followed in the candle’s flickering light.
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FADER’S FIRST THOUGHT when he awoke was a memory of Case calling to him. A dream? Or a nightmare? Case had sounded scared. Rubbing his eyes, he sat up and looked over to where she slept.

She wasn’t there.

He blinked. He was no longer in the church basement. Confusion morphed to fear, a fear that threatened to become panic.

He didn’t recognize this place. He didn’t know where he was. Worse, he didn’t remember getting here. He lay on a mattress on a bare linoleum-tiled floor in a corner of a small room, maybe five paces by ten. It had one door. And a single window with boards on the outside and bars inside. The air was musty and stuffy. He caught a faint chemical smell, too. It reminded him of when Case took him to Emergency once. They’d been crashing at a landfill site, and he’d sliced his leg on some rebar.

Part of him wanted to call for Case. But another part was afraid to break the strange silence. He didn’t hear the normal street sounds of the city. He didn’t hear anything.

No. He did hear something.

Breathing.

He wasn’t alone. His eyes had adjusted enough to see two figures lying in the far corners on their own mattresses. They lay on their backs, legs straight, arms folded on their chests as if someone had posed them that way. And neither figure was Case. From what he could see of their features, both were boys, bigger and older than him.

How did he get here? How did they? Were they prisoners? Was he? If he was a prisoner, were they his captors?

He realized he was trembling. He wanted to cry. He wanted Case.

Case. That was it. That’s how he had to think. What would Case do?

Well, she wouldn’t cry or call for help. No way. Not Hard Case.

So what would she do?

Get out. She’d get the freak out. With an image of Case in his head, he pushed his fear into a corner and rose as quietly as he could. He tiptoed toward the door, gritting his teeth at each squeak of the floor. But the two sleeping boys remained sleeping. As he passed them, he got another shock.

He knew these boys. Rattle and Slip. Rattle was an asshole. Slip was okay, though. He guessed they were in the same spot he was, but he wouldn’t risk trusting them. Case wouldn’t. Case didn’t trust anyone.

He tried the doorknob. Locked from the outside. Great. At least he had one answer. He was a prisoner. But now what? Maybe he could force the lock. Or unscrew the hinge plates. He felt for his pocketknife. Gone.

A sound came from beyond the door. A rhythmic clicking. Footsteps. Footsteps that grew louder until they stopped outside. When he heard the jingling of what he guessed were keys, he decided.

Work with what you’ve got, Case always said. Well, all he had right now were his wits and what Case called his “superpower.”

The reason she called him Fader.

As the key slid into the lock, he moved. Not to his mattress, but into the darkest corner. Pushing back into the shadows, he concentrated on not being there, on becoming unimportant.

On fading.

The door swung open.
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“THANK YOU, LINK,” Morrigan said, as the Hollow Boy stopped outside a room in the southeast corner, Tumble beside him. Unlocking the door, she entered the room, followed by the two silent boys.

She took the candle from Link in her right hand to keep her rune hand free. Moving to the boys, still asleep under her spell, she bent to examine them. She straightened.

Two? Why only two? “Where’s the new one? The little one from tonight?”

Link and Tumble stood like statues in the flickering candlelight. Neither responded.

She sighed. She kept doing that—thinking of her Hollow Boys as real boys. Any activity still occurring in their heads was restricted to obeying simple commands.

So where was the new boy? The young brother (she assumed) of that bothersome girl who escaped? Had Mr. Stryke misunderstood her instructions? Had he assumed she’d use the boy tonight? She had told him to “take the boy to the Master.” If so, the child was in the Weave Room where Marell rested.

She sighed again. Stryke and Stayne had their uses, mostly killing and hurting when required. Their intellects, however, were as limited as their interests.

No, she wouldn’t use the new boy tonight. She’d save him. She clenched her rune hand, unable to ignore the enormity of the danger to Marell.

His ability to remain within a host became shorter with each new body. But worse still was the recent need that each host be younger than the one before. Otherwise, Marell could not perform his transfer at all, even with her magicks to assist.

She would save the new boy until later since he was the youngest of the three. Assuming she judged their ages correctly. She frowned. If only they came with “best before” dates. The boys always provided their ages, under a compulsion spell. But sometimes, these strays weren’t even sure themselves. That had proved near disastrous recently. Marell had transferred into a boy older than his current host. She’d barely been able to get him back out and into a younger boy before…

Before she would have lost Marell, her lover, her mentor, forever. Before his astral spirit scattered into nothingness. And with it, their plans.

How much longer could he continue this way? How long before he became pre-pubescent, making her sex life the next victim in their long quest? Far worse, how long before she’d be holding a diapered newborn?

Hot wax dripped onto her hand, and she snapped back to the moment. She pointed to the sleeping boys. “Link, pick that one up. Tumble, the other. Gently.”

Link and Tumble complied, with an ease belying their underfed frames. The Hollow Boys all displayed unnatural physical strength.

She started toward the door when something drew her attention. Something in that corner. The darkest corner. Someone hiding?

The runes for a stun spell danced along her left arm. Holding the candle before her, left arm raised, she stepped forward to see what hid in the darkness.

Nothing.

She drew herself up. The runes faded from her arm. She rubbed her eyes. Tired. So tired.

“Come,” she said, leaving the room. She walked down the hall, the candlelight performing a flickering dance with each of her steps. Behind, the silent Hollow Boys followed with their unconscious burdens.
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WHEN THE RED-HAIRED woman entered the room, Fader continued to focus on fading. He didn’t know how his odd power worked, but he knew it did. People overlooked him. Maybe it came with being a street kid. The way you became invisible to people. The way they walked right past you as if you weren’t there.

As the woman bent over the sleeping boys, he edged along the wall to the open door. The woman was beautiful and had a cool cape. He recognized the two boys with the woman. Link and Tumble. Both stood strangely silent and still behind her, but far enough from the doorway to let him slip by.

Outside the room, he found himself in a long door-lined hallway, lit by early morning light sneaking past boards covering the windows. The woman spoke in the room behind him. He padded to the nearest door, praying for it to be unlocked. The handle turned. He slipped inside, closing the door until only a crack remained.

A moment later, the click-click of the woman’s shoes sounded on the tiled floor. He peeked out. The woman swept past, disappearing down the hall, candle in hand, cape and red hair billowing behind her. Deciding not to delay in case she returned, he stepped from his hiding place into the hallway.

And into the path of Link and Tumble, each carrying one of the sleeping boys.

Fader leaped aside, and his heart leaped with him. He waited for the boys to call out to the woman, ending his short-lived escape.

But they passed by where he stood pressed against the wall, their eyes straight ahead. They gave no sign they’d seen him. They did not call out. He slipped back into the room, his heart pounding, still expecting shouts that never came.

That made no sense. He’d been right in front of them, barely a step away. Even the dim light and his fade power couldn’t explain that.

Something was wrong with these silent boys. He swallowed, thinking of Rattle and Slip, the boys being carried. That could have been him, being carried to…

To what? What would happen to them? He thought of the kids who’d disappeared from the streets since spring. Was this where they’d ended up? And what had happened to Link and Tumble?

More importantly, where was Case? Was she here, too? A prisoner like him? She must be. She would never leave him.

He decided. He’d planned to get away from this awful place as quickly as possible. But not anymore. He had to find if Case was here, trusting in his fade ability to avoid being caught. If she was, they’d escape together. Case would know how to do that. And maybe while he searched for her, he’d find out what was going on here.

This is what Case would do, he told himself. Slipping out of hiding again, he crept down the hall after the silent boys.


Chapter 12: Psychedelic Ramblings of Rich Kids

“AND THAT’S ALL I know,” Will said, leaning back in his chair. It was eight o’clock in the morning. He sat on the long side of the huge cherry-wood table that dominated his second-floor boardroom. Floor-to-ceiling windows formed the wall behind him and to his left. A display screen covered the wall at the far end of the room to his right.

Two cops, both plain-clothed detectives, sat across the large table from him. One was young and female, with a round face and short-cropped brown hair. She was taking notes. The other cop was male and heavier, with a gray buzz cut. He’d remained silent throughout, studying Will through lidded eyes. He made Will nervous.

The younger cop closed her pad. “I think that’s it, Mr. Dreycott.” She tucked the photo of Fader that Will had provided into her notebook.

The male cop finally spoke. “It’d help, son, if we could talk to the boy’s sister.”

“She’s out looking for him,” Will lied. “But I’ll have her call you.”

The cop pursed his lips. “Have her drop by the station instead.”

“Sure,” Will said. Right. That will happen.

The boardroom door opened. Adi entered. When she saw the cops, she hesitated, her eyebrows shooting up. Walking to Will, she bent and whispered in his ear. “William, security caught an intruder attempting to leave the building. A teenage girl. A street kid, by the looks of her. We don’t know how she got in, but…”

Oh shit. “Thank you, Adi,” he interrupted. “Let’s discuss that after the officers leave. I’ve taken up too much of their time.”

“Or,” Adi whispered again, “we could hand her over while they’re here.”

The older cop leaned forward, trying to catch their conversation. Will stood, facing Adi with his back to the cops. “No, that doesn’t fit with where I want to take the next issue. We’ll discuss this later,” he said, making his best not-in-front-of-cops face.

Her eyebrows shot up again. He tried to remember seeing Adi surprised twice in two minutes. But she nodded. “Understood…sir.”

Will turned to the two officers. “Well, thanks for coming so quickly. Please keep me informed of any progress. Ms. Archambeault will show you out.”

Adi glared at him but led the cops from the room. A few minutes later, she returned. “William, would you mind telling me what is going on? And please be brief.”

“Her name’s Case. Street kid. Brother’s been snatched. Helping her find him.”

“Perhaps not that brief.”

“More later. Where is she?”

“Mr. Bevington is holding her in a conference room down the hall.”

Bevington was one of his uniformed security guards. “I need to see her,” Will said.

Leaving the boardroom, they walked along the wood-paneled hallway, its black carpet dotted with the comets and clouds of the Dream Rider’s costume.

“Why’d Bev grab her?” he asked.

“He was on duty in reception. When she couldn’t open the reception door to exit into the building lobby, he explained she needed to scan her hand. When that didn’t work, she…assaulted him and ran back to the elevators.”

“Which wouldn’t take her anywhere except the lobby without a hand scan. Assaulted him? Bev’s about six-foot-twenty and built like a rhino.”

“She kicked him. In a sensitive area.”

He grinned. That sounded like Case.

Adi wasn’t smiling. “I’m glad you find having your staff attacked amusing.”

“I am so never letting him forget this. She’s half his size.”

Adi indicated a conference room on his left. Pushing open the door, Will entered, Adi following.

Bevington stood near the door, to prevent any exit by Case, no doubt. Eight leather swivel chairs surrounded a black lacquered table. Case sat by the window, arms crossed, chair tilted back, feet up on the table. A denim jacket hung over the chair beside her. She regarded Will then turned to stare out the window.

“Sir,” Bevington said, “I told her to take her feet off the table—”

“No worries, Bev.” He grinned at the guard. “So, I hear you two met earlier?”

Bevington reddened. “She took me by surprise, sir.”

Will pretended to frown. “Don’t you have, like, a kajillion black belts? Oh, but then I guess you normally get hit above those belts.”

The guard looked pained to find a response. Will slapped him on the arm. “Just messing with you, big guy. Look, I know you’re doing your job, but this lady is a friend. I forgot to tell her how to get out of here, because…” He turned to Case. “…I didn’t expect her to be leaving so soon.”

Case swung her legs down and jumped up, pushing the chair back so it crashed into the wall behind her. “Yeah? Well, just what the freak did you expect me to do?”

Bevington’s jaw tightened, and he started towards her. Will held up a hand. He walked over to Case, who stood with arms crossed, glaring at him.

“I gotta find Fader,” she said. “Remember him? And where the freak were you? You said you’d help me.”

Will took a breath, biting back a retort. He had a feeling he’d be doing that a lot around this girl. He held up a finger. “One, I called my investigation team, and they’re working on it.” He held up another finger. “Two, I called Harry Lyle, and he’ll check his sources on the street about Fader. And, three…” A third finger. “I called the cops. I just gave a statement to two detectives, and they’re opening a file. You were still sleeping when I left…”

Adi’s eyebrows shot up again.

“…uh, on my couch. In my studio. Alone,” he added, for Adi’s benefit. “That is what I was doing. With no sleep. For someone I just met. Someone who broke into my building.”

“Then she did break in,” Adi said, looking hard at Case. Bevington straightened.

Will shook his head. “No. Not really. Yes. Sort of. Look, never mind. I’ll explain later.” He turned to the guard. “Sorry about this, Bev. You did your job, so thanks. But we’re done here.”

Bevington glanced at Adi, who gave a slight nod. The guard left the room.

“He knows he works for me, right?” Will said.

“We are most certainly not done here, William,” Adi said.

Case snorted. “William? Who’s this? Your mother?”

“You will keep a civil tongue in your head, young lady.”

Case shrugged. “Sorry, old lady. My mistake. Now that I get a better look, I’m guessing grandmother.”

“That does it,” Adi snapped. “I’m bringing the police back.” She started toward the door.

Will stepped in front of her. “Adi. Please?”

Adi stopped. Something must have shown in his face, for her own look softened. She sighed. “All right, William. I only hope you know what you’re doing.” Her eyes ran over Case’s figure. “And why you’re doing it.” With a final glare at Case, she left the room.

Will turned to Case. “You’re not really a people person, are you?”

She dropped her eyes, kicking the carpet with the toe of a mismatched running shoe. She held up three fingers.

“I’m guessing you’re using two too many fingers?”

“Your three things. That you did for me. For Fader.” She looked at him, and there, for a second, came that softness that had touched her face while she slept.

His heart did a little skip. Oh shit. He knew that feeling.

“Thanks,” she said.

“You have an odd way of communicating.”

She smiled. Just for an eyeblink. Then it was gone. But that little smile had transformed her. “I usually don’t. Communicate.”

“I shall consider myself lucky, then.”

“You should.”

A silence fell.

“So…you’re going?” he asked.

She nodded. “Gotta find Fader. It’s great, what you’re doing, but I still gotta look for him myself. Kind of the fourth finger.” She grabbed the denim jacket from the back of the chair.

“Is that my jacket?”

She considered the jacket. “Yeah. It sort of is.”

“Sort of?”

“Sort of found it. In your closet.”

“You were in my closet? Upstairs? Beside my bedroom?”

“Glad you know where your closet is.”

“Not quite my point.”

She shrugged. “I woke up. You were gone. I looked around. For you. Found the closet.”

“Oh.”

“And it’s raining.”

He glanced out the window. “So it is.” He turned back. She was holding the jacket out to him. “No. Keep it. I…I don’t get out much.”

He expected her to refuse. Instead, she flung the jacket over a shoulder, making even her acceptance of his gift a defiant gesture.

They stared at each other for a breath, then he turned to the door. “C’mon. I’ll walk you out.”

“So I don’t kick someone else in the balls?”

“Yeah. Pretty much.”

They rode the elevator in silence. At street level, he led her down a short hall to his building’s reception area. Security doors and walls of clear, bulletproof acrylic separated the reception from the main public lobby for the tower, another nod to Adi’s paranoia about his safety.

The receptionist smiled at him. She sat behind a glass desk with a slanted top that was a display and control console for the building. Opposite her, white leather couches and a low glass table formed the waiting area, empty this morning. Recent issues of the Dream Rider lay scattered on the table.

Bevington stood by the doors leading from reception to the public lobby. The guard eyed Case, but at a nod from Will, he pressed his hand against a palm reader. One door swung open. Case stepped through, ignoring Bevington’s scowl. Will followed her.

Case headed across the lobby for the exit to the street.

“Hey!” he said.

She turned back. “You coming?”

He swallowed. Was he coming? He watched the traffic and people streaming by in the summer rain outside his tower home. Outside. He shivered. His guts clenched. Sweat beaded on his brow. He stuffed his hands into his jean pockets to hide their trembling. “No. I have…stuff to do. You know, the three fingers.”

She considered him for a moment, then shrugged and started toward the street again. She reached the revolving doors. In a second, she’d be outside—and maybe out of his life forever.

“Will I see you again?” he called. Really? That’s how you had to phrase it?

She stopped, her back to him. Turning, she considered him from across the lobby. “You’re a nice guy.”

“Uh, okay.”

“You have lots of stuff.”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t. You have money. I don’t. You have a big home. I don’t. All I have—all I have—is my brother. And I’m going to find him.” With that, she pushed through the doors and stepped outside.

Outside. Where he could never go, could never follow. She disappeared into the rain and the crowds, heading west. He stood there, staring at where she’d vanished from his view, staring at passersby scurrying along. Living their lives, lives he could never have.

Outside.

Turning away, he walked back to the elevator.
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ADI WAS WAITING for him in his studio beside his design table, one foot tapping a silent rhythm on the carpet. Shit, she is pissed. “How’d you know I’d come here?” he said.

“I know you, William. I know your habits. And—”

“Don’t start.”

“And I know you are buying yourself a mountain of trouble.”

“I have money. I can afford to buy stuff. And I’ve always wanted a mountain.”

“I saw how you looked at that girl—”

“Her name is Case.”

“—and she’ll cost you much more than money.”

“You haven’t even heard her story.”

“Because you didn’t tell me.”

He sighed. “Fair enough. I’ll tell you now. If you’ll listen.”

She looked hurt. “Of course, I’ll listen.”

“Okay, let’s sit.” He collapsed onto the couch. God, he was tired. He’d had only a few hours of sleep on his aborted Dream search. And the rest of the night and morning had not exactly been relaxing. He laid his head back on the cool leather. A faint but now familiar musky scent rose from it.

Case. She’d slept here.

“William, you’re exhausted,” Adi said, concern on her face. “Get some sleep. We’ll do this later.”

He rubbed his eyes. “Nah. Let’s do it now, while it’s still fresh. Even if I’m not.”

He related Case’s story and the events that followed right up to where Adi had joined his meeting with the cops.

When he finished, she was silent for a while. “Do you believe her?”

“Yes.”

She raised an eyebrow. “A woman who glows in the dark with tattoos that move and disappear? A ghoulish man chasing her with a slingshot? Another with knives? And yet, she somehow escaped all three and broke into this supposedly secure building?”

“Why would she make a lie that weird? Plus, she was scared—for herself and for her brother. And she strikes me as someone who doesn’t scare easily. Adi, kids are disappearing. I think her brother’s the latest.”

“Perhaps. What did Mr. Lyle say when you called him?”

“An impressive string of four-letter words for waking him at four AM. But he remembered Case and Fader when I texted him their photo. He’ll ask his street contacts, but he doubts he’ll get much. He pointed out he came to me for exactly the help I’m asking for.”

“An accurate observation. Perhaps Mr. Zhang and his team will have more success.”

Winstone Zhang was a former captain in the Hong Kong police force. He led Will’s private investigation and security unit. “Hope so. I don’t expect much from the cops.” He rubbed his face. “There’s something else.” He related his encounter with the Gray Boys in Dream.

“I’ll admit it stretches coincidence,” Adi said. “You search for four missing boys and find four strange ones. But you don’t know for certain. And you don’t know what’s happened to them. Perhaps they were having nightmares—understandable if they’ve been kidnapped. You may have seen how their fears manifested in Dream.”

“All four having the same dream? All four looking identical, even down to the creepy eyes and monochromatic fashion sense? And talking and moving in perfect unison?” He shook his head. “No. They were the four I searched for. And whatever’s happened to them, it wasn’t on our list.”

Adi got up, smoothing her skirt and straightening her jacket. “You need to sleep. I’ll also have Mr. Zhang search for buildings with signage starting with an ‘H’. And follow up with the police and Mr. Lyle throughout the day.”

His three fingers. While he worried about the fourth one—Case, out on the streets alone. In the meantime, he planned to add a fifth finger tonight. Or was that a thumb?

He stretched out on the couch. “Works for me. But wake me by noon. I need to sleep tonight to go into Dream. No use trying in the day. Not enough sleepers.”

“You’re going into Dream again? After what happened to you last night?”

“I can handle myself there. It’s my world.”

“What are you doing tonight?”

He hesitated. “Looking for Fader.” Partly true.

“Fader? Or his sister?”

He felt himself redden. “Both. Either. If I can’t find Fader myself, then Case could help. She’ll have memories of her brother. The Rider can access those in Dream, use them to track him. Besides, she’s in danger out there. I want her to know she can stay here if she gets in trouble.”

“That girl is trouble.”

“Stop it, Adi. I know what I’m doing.”

“I don’t like it.”

“You mean you don’t like her.”

“No, I don’t. But I’m more concerned she’s met you in real life. What if she recognizes you through your Rider costume?”

“The Rider’s hood hides his face. Anyway, she’d think it’s her dream—that she’s making it up from her subconscious. She meets the guy who writes the Rider comics during the day, so she dreams about him that night. Plus, my Rider persona acts different from me.” At least, he thought it did.

Adi was silent for a moment “Have you ever wondered why that is?”

Because he’s not broken. He closed his eyes. “Adi, kinda tired. Just cuz I’m on a couch doesn’t mean you can play shrink.”

He heard her sigh as she left the studio. The click of her heels on the running track faded into the distance. Turning onto his side, he breathed in Case’s smell from the couch and let sleep take him.


Chapter 13: Monster Hospital

FADER FOLLOWED THE two silent boys, Link and Tumble, along the dark hall, keeping well back. Ahead of them, the red-haired woman seemed to float in a dancing globe of candlelight. Reaching the end of the hall, she turned a corner to her right. The boys followed her. Catching up, Fader peeked around the corner.

At the end of a shorter hall, the woman stopped beside an open door to the corner room. A brightness flickered within. The silent boys carried their still sleeping burdens of Slip and Rattle into the room. The woman followed them inside, pushing the door almost closed behind her. A sliver of light still showed along its edge.

Creeping to the door, Fader listened at the open crack. Two voices—one female, one male. Cautiously, he pushed the door open far enough to peer inside.

The room was large. The tiny room he’d escaped would fit inside many times. Ten steps away stood the red-haired woman, her back to him, Link and Tumble to her left. Link still held Slip in his arms. The other sleeping boy, Rattle, lay on a hospital bed to the woman’s right.

Dark curtains covered the windows but torches flamed on the walls, sending shadows slinking around the room. Two high-backed chairs sat in the far corner to the left. In front of the chairs lay a round red-and-black rug. The rug bore a strange design—three bent skeleton legs arranged like clock hands inside a circle, as if they were chasing each other.

On the wall behind the chairs, a painting hung. In it, a thin man with cruel sharp features and long black hair sat on a chair like those in this room. The man’s clothes reminded Fader of pictures in history books in the library. Beside the man stood a tall red-haired woman in a blue gown. Around her neck hung a pendant with the same symbol as on the carpet. She looked a lot like this woman.

The male voice spoke again, pulling Fader’s attention from the painting. “You’re certain of this one’s age?”

Just past the woman, Fader saw the end of another hospital bed. The woman faced the bed. Fader realized the man speaking lay there, hidden from view by the woman. The man sounded old and weak but menacing despite that. Fader tried to imagine the face behind that voice, and images rose in his head of street people Case had taught him to avoid.

“Quite certain, my love,” the woman replied. Fader found her voice beautiful, too. “Trust in me. Have I ever failed you?”

“The last boy struck close enough to failure, Morrigan. I lack the strength to survive another mistake.”

Morrigan. Even her name was beautiful. The woman called Morrigan stiffened. “That boy lied or did not know his age. Marell, all I do is for you and our quest.”

“Yes, yes. But how can you be any more certain of this one?” He waved at where Rattle lay on the other bed.

“This time, we will have a second prepared.” She indicated Slip. “In case you require another vessel.” She glanced around the room. “Where is the new boy?”

“What new boy?” the man replied.

“Did Mr. Stryke not bring a boy to you tonight? A younger one?”

“I have not seen Stryke, nor did he bring me anything. What are you on about?”

Morrigan nodded slowly. “No matter. I believe I understand.” Her voice now carried the same hint of menace as the man’s. She raised her hands, and her cape fell back to reveal the smooth whiteness of her arms. She chanted in a singsong rhythm, using words Fader didn’t understand.

Strange gold markings appeared on her left arm, from her bare shoulder to her fingertips. The marks reminded him of symbols he’d seen on posters for a Hong Kong movie festival, but they weren’t quite the same.

The marks began to move, dancing in time to her chanting, sliding into new positions along her arm. She fell silent. The marks stopped moving, sinking into her skin as if they were tats.

Morrigan thrust up her arm. The symbols flowed over her skin, streaming from her fingertips like a writhing sunbeam. Above her, the symbols formed into a glowing bird, with wings wider than Fader was tall. Hovering near the ceiling, the bird flapped once, twice, and then shot forward.

Straight for him.

He ducked back. The bird passed through the closed door, paused in mid-air, and then flew down the corridor to his right. As it disappeared into the darkness, he breathed a silent sigh of relief.

He looked back through the door. Morrigan now stood beside the bed, still hiding its occupant except for his lower legs. The man wore black shoes that shone in the flickering light, black socks, and black pants. He was very short. Given how close Morrigan was to him, the man’s head and shoulders should have been visible.

Gripping the raised side of the hospital bed, Morrigan wheeled the bed around. And Fader saw the man who lay on it.

He shivered. Not a man. A boy. No. Not a boy either. He didn’t know what this person was. The man-boy looked like a skeleton. The skin on his face was gray and so thin it showed his skull underneath. His hollowed chest was a crater beneath his black jacket and white shirt. His hands twitched like gray spiders crawling from his sleeves. He was a bit taller than Case.

Morrigan pushed the bed alongside where Rattle lay.

“Hurry,” rasped the thing on the bed, “I have stayed too long in this one. I am dying.”

“Marell, I will not lose you. You will continue,” Morrigan said, “but first I must prepare him.”

Turning to the sleeping Rattle, she pulled up the sleeve of his torn t-shirt. She raised her left hand, forefinger extended. The finger glowed, brighter and brighter until Fader could no longer look at it. She moved her finger over his skin as if writing, beginning at his shoulder and ending at his hand. Golden symbols like those he’d seen on Morrigan herself flamed into visibility on the boy’s arm. As she moved to trace the next, each symbol disappeared.

When she finished, she took Rattle’s hand, the one on which she’d just written. She laid it on the withered hand of the thing she called Marell. Covering their hands with her own, she chanted. Again, the weird symbols danced along her arms. She faced where Fader peeked through the door. The symbols, glowing golden, now covered her face, long neck, and the top of her breasts where they showed above her low-cut top.

She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Her chanting continued, her voice rising and falling, rising and falling, rising and falling…

Strong hands closed on both his shoulders like twin clamps. He screamed. Wrenching free, he spun around.

A crowd of silent boys surrounded him, staring at him with those awful dead eyes. He recognized more faces but didn’t have time to think. The nearest boy reached for him. Fader let out another yell and leaped backwards, crashing into the door. The door swung open, slamming against the wall. He fell into the room. He looked up.

Morrigan stood where she had been, her hands on her hips and her eyes on him. The glowing symbols were gone from her skin. To her left, Rattle sat with his legs over the side of the bed, staring hard at Fader. That look made Fader turn to Morrigan instead.

She smiled down warmly at him. “There you are, little one. I knew you were around somewhere. That’s why I sent my Hollow Boys to find you. Thoughtful of them to wait until I finished here.” She flicked a finger, and the nearest boy pulled Fader to his feet.

Behind him, the silent boys blocked the doorway. No escape that way. Hollow Boys, she called them. What did that mean?

Morrigan helped Rattle ease himself onto the floor. The boy stood on shaking legs, gripping the table for support, while Morrigan held him on the other side.

“Marell, my love, my life,” Morrigan said.

Marell? Morrigan had called the man-boy on the bed that name. Now she called Rattle that. What was going on?

She stroked Rattle’s hair with her free hand. “It worked. Again.”

Rattle brushed her hand away. He considered the man-boy lying motionless on the bed. “None too soon, it appears.”

A jolt of fear hit Fader. Rattle now sounded like the thing on the bed. Stronger, but that same rasping voice, that same hint of menace. Fader didn’t know how, but he knew this boy wasn’t Rattle anymore.

Morrigan laid a finger on the man-boy’s neck. Her shoulders slumped, and the joy on her face faded. “Dead,” she said, her voice soft. She turned toward Fader. “He will not join you after all, my children.” Fader realized she was talking to the Hollow Boys.

Rattle-Marell’s eyes fell on Fader again. “Is this the one you lost?”

Morrigan flinched. “Misplaced.”

The boy now called Marell regarded Fader. Marell’s eyes seemed to slice layers from him, exposing what lay inside. Fader tried to look away but couldn’t. “He’s young,” Marell said.

“The youngest yet,” she replied. “What’s your name, child?”

Fader swallowed. “They call me Fader,” he whispered.

“Fader,” Morrigan repeated slowly, as if tasting it. “Odd.”

“Let’s hope I won’t need him, whatever his name,” Marell said. Shaking himself free of her arm, he straightened and then let go of the table. He raised his hands before him, opening and closing them into fists several times. “This one is strong. Stronger than the last.”

“The strongest I could find.”

Marell considered her, as if seeing her for the first time. A look of hunger filled his eyes. Reaching up, he buried his fingers in the red billows of her hair and pulled her mouth down into a long savage kiss. He released her with a laugh. Morrigan laughed too.

“The strongest you could find? Well, then,” Marell said, pushing her onto the now empty bed, “let’s see just how strong.” He waved at where Fader watched, the Hollow Boys arrayed behind him. “Send them away.”

Morrigan raised her arm. The symbols appeared and did their dance. A golden bird materialized, then shot toward Fader, striking him in the chest. His eyes grew heavy, his limbs weak. He collapsed into the arms of a Hollow Boy. The last thing he remembered was Morrigan’s beautiful face smiling at him as Marell ripped off her cape.
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NAKED, MORRIGAN SLID quietly off the bed. Behind her, Marell slept in his latest body, exhausted after their lovemaking. She smiled. His new host was strong indeed and (thank the Goddess) still carried Marell’s knowledge of what she liked in bed.

She retrieved her clothes from the floor and dressed. Time to check on her Hollow Boys. Fastening her cape around her shoulders, she left the room and her sleeping lover.

The light of a gray morning lit the corridors, creeping through cracks in the boarded windows. Dust motes swirled in the dim light as she walked. She cast a rune script from her arm to have her Hollow Boys mop again.

Her Hollow Boys. Hers. Once, each had hosted Marell. But one by one, he had been forced to abandon them. And then…

Then they belonged to her.

She checked on the newly captured boys in the barred room. They slept again under her spell. Only two now. She’d need to find another. Marell was consuming them faster and faster. She wanted at least three in reserve.

She knelt beside the youngest, the one called Fader. Brushing his curly black hair back from his face, she stroked his cheek. Such a beautiful child. This one, more than any other they’d taken, she wished to keep unbroken. For herself.

Perhaps she could—if their long-sought prey was in this city. She remembered the astral force she’d detected in the white tower where that troublesome girl had fled. Who else could hold such power? It must be him. If so, Marell would finally be restored.

She hadn’t told Marell yet. Transferring him to his new body had been her priority, and then her own body had become his priority. She’d tell him when he awoke, and together they would decide how to proceed.

In the meantime, she had her boys.

Locking the barred room, she left Link and Tumble on guard. She descended to the second floor. This floor housed the hospital’s wards, each much larger than the private and semi-private rooms on the third.

Walking to the southeast corner, she entered the largest ward. Twenty beds, arranged in two long rows, stretched the length of the room. On each, a Hollow Boy (or in some cases, a Hollow Man) lay immobile, eyes closed, arms folded on their chest.

Morrigan arranged them by age, for no reason other than she liked order. The row to her left held the oldest ones, ranging from twenty-eight years of age down to twenty-one.

The more recent additions lay in the row to her right, ranging from twenty down to seventeen. She moved along that row, brushing her fingers over the feet of seven boys—her favorites of those lying here. At her touch, each boy rose silently and fell into step behind her.

She led them to a smaller ward, empty of beds. In the center of the room, eight metal chairs surrounded a rectangular wooden table. Glass-doored cupboards, some still containing medical supplies, lined one wall. Beside a sink in a far corner, a small refrigerator stood, its contents kept cold by a simple spell.

Seating herself at the head of the table, she smiled at the boys. And nodded.

At once, the boys moved to the cupboards and the refrigerator. Retrieving their assigned items, they carried them back. A minute later, the table was set.

Atop a white and blue tablecloth, eight Wedgwood china teacups sat in eight saucers, each with a tiny silver spoon. Beside each cup lay a matching plate bearing a blueberry scone and silver butter knife.

In front of Morrigan sat a white china teapot with a blue tea cozy. She touched the pot, and steam rose from its spout. Beside the pot sat a jar of strawberry jam and a bowl with clotted cream. When the boys were seated, she smiled at their blank faces. “Who would like tea?”

As one, the seven Hollow Boys nodded. Once. Twice. One by one, each boy passed her his teacup, which she filled and passed back. One boy started the cream around the table, another the jam.

When each had their tea and scones, they turned again in unison toward her. She smiled again. “Shall we begin?”

Again came the synchronized nods—one, two. Lifting her cup to her lips, she took a sip. Each boy did the same. She broke her scone in half. Each boy did likewise. The boys mirrored her every motion.

As she sipped her tea, she wondered again how it would feel to have a child of her own, a family of her own. Long ago, she had hoped she and Marell…

She left the thought unfinished. The past was dead, and that hope had died with it many years ago.

She looked around the table. This was her family, the only one she would ever have. A growing family, at least. Since each addition to her Hollow Boys was younger than the one before, that boy became her new “baby.”

Which was why the boy’s death tonight had hit her so hard. She should have expected it. Marell’s bodies were decaying faster each time, and he had stayed too long in that one. But it had still been like losing a son in childbirth. Losing him as he was born—born into the life of a Hollow Boy.

However, given the speed at which Marell was using up hosts, she would soon have another child to care for. She sighed. It would be wonderful to have a real boy, not one of these broken things.

That made her think again of the boy called Fader.

A rune script tickled her arm, pulling her from her musings. She smiled as she recognized the tracking spell from last night. That irksome girl had just left the strange protection of the white tower.

“Now I have you, my dear,” she whispered.


Chapter 14: I Know You’re Out There Somewhere

OUTSIDE THE WHITE tower, Mr. Stryke sat on a bench in the light drizzle, killing pigeons. The slingshot the little man used was almost invisible. Two flesh-colored thimbles slipped over the index and middle finger of his left hand. A clear rubber band, with a clear cup that could hold ball bearings of various sizes, connected the thimbles.

By resting his left arm on his knee, hand palm down, he could pick off the birds with no witnesses. He killed without looking at his prey. His peripheral vision was excellent.

After a moment, he’d stroll over to the dead bird, shaking his head as if in sympathy. Like a good citizen, he would carry the pigeon to a garbage can, enjoying the bird’s fading warmth in his hand. He’d then move on to another bench.

For four hours, he’d watched the white tower as Morrigan had ordered. In that time, he’d killed twenty-two birds, circling the block three times. And not once had the distracted office workers scurrying by given him more than a passing glance.

Somewhere on the opposite side of this tower, Mr. Stayne kept his own watch, amusing himself in his own way. Looking at girls passing by, probably. Stayne liked to look at girls.

Stryke gasped, crying out from a sudden burning pain on the back of his left hand. The rune characters Morrigan had drawn on his skin now glowed with a faint golden light.

He touched the symbols. “Mistress?” he whispered.

Morrigan’s voice sounded in his head, as if calling to him down a long metal corridor. Jumping to his feet, he wove his way west along King Street as she completed her instructions. She broke contact just as Stayne met him at the corner. He had, no doubt, received a similar message.

“Can you see the guttersnipe?” Stryke asked his taller companion.

Stayne peered west along the street, then nodded. They headed in that direction, following the girl who’d escaped them last night, but keeping a discreet distance.

“You received the same instructions?” Stayne asked.

Stryke did not point out he’d no way of knowing what instructions his partner had received. “Follow. Grab her, discreetly. Bring her to the hospital. For questioning.”

Stayne smiled. “For questioning,” he repeated, as if savoring the word. “Something in this white tower has captured the witch’s interest.”

“Perhaps our prey?”

“Perhaps. Did she say anything else?”

Stryke’s fists clenched. “Not to lose her this time.”

Stayne didn’t reply, making Stryke think this last instruction had been for him. “Weren’t just us what lost her,” Stryke muttered. “Her Ladyship’s spells failed on the little bitch, too.”

Stayne remained silent. Stryke didn’t like his failure discussed. And he was quite aware he’d failed. Even now, he couldn’t believe it. He never missed (well, that once in Budapest, but his target had stumbled). And never four successive times. Four!

Slipping his left hand into the pocket of his long black coat, he fingered the carved maple curves of his Betsy. His pride and joy. His master slingshot. Through a brief gap in the crowd, he caught sight of the girl ahead. Well, dearie, I won’t miss again.
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MORRIGAN WALKED THE hospital grounds, arm in arm with Marell in his latest body. A late evening wind blew off the lake cool and crisp, washed clean of city smells by the day’s rain.

Marell once again wore his black suit, black shoes, and white shirt, all now a tad large. She wore a pale-green silk blouse with tight black slacks and open-toed white sandals with a low heel. Under her arm, she carried a newspaper.

She had just told Marell of what she had sensed in the white tower last night. The force that had pushed her away.

“Magicks?” he asked, looking up at her.

She shook her head, still not used to his new face and even shorter stature. “I detected no spell. No, it was an astral power. And strong, like none I’ve ever encountered—save for the one we seek.”

Marell stopped walking. He gazed out over the lake below where sails and whitecaps dotted the green-blue surface. “We know he is in this metropolis,” he said, excitement in his voice. “Who else could it be? Has our quest finally ended?”

She did not reply. Marell had tracked their prey to this city. But he had grown too weak to project his astral spirit to continue their search. He now required all his strength just to stay alive in a series of quickly discarded hosts. Morrigan had feared that their prey might escape while she worked to find Marell a new host.

“Once I have adjusted to this new body,” Marell said, “I will travel to this tower. I will know if it is our prey.” A smile crept onto his face. “Oh, yes, I will know him. But for now, I am still too weak, even with your magicks.”

She waited for a word of thanks or sign of gratitude but none came. They resumed walking. “There is something else,” she said. “A newspaper reporter has begun a series on missing street urchins.” She handed Marell the paper she carried, open to the front page.

He read the article. “He lists names.”

“Yes. Of ones we’ve taken.”

He twisted the paper in his fist. “We take them because they are unwanted. Invisible. This meddler makes them visible.” He read the byline. “Harry Lyle.”

“There’s more.” She handed him a business card.

He scowled at it. “Mr. Lyle again. Where did you get this?”

“From the pocket of our most recent acquisition. The boy who intruded on us last night.”

“This Lyle is too close. We must remove him.”

“Stryke and Stayne?”

“No. It must appear to be natural causes. Can you set a tracking spell for him? Something to mark him?”

“I have his name. And something he once held—this card. That is sufficient.”

“Excellent. Have it in place before nightfall. Before he sleeps.”

“Certainly. But mark him for what?”

Marell smiled. “I will send a Mara to him.”

Morrigan shuddered. A terrible death. At least Stryke or Stayne would be quick.

“What a beautiful evening!” Marell exclaimed as they continued to stroll. “A wonderful day to be alive.”
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WILL SAT IN lotus position on his circular bed. He gazed out of his windows, south past the lower downtown to where the dying sunset silvered the lake. The dance of light on the water helped focus his meditation as he prepared for Dream.

He rarely started a ride this early, but he’d promised Case he’d find her brother. And his other three fingers were pointing to nothing. Harry Lyle, Winstone Zhang, and the police had discovered zilch on Fader’s disappearance.

He had to rely on the Rider to find Fader tonight. And he wanted to give his alter ego as much time as possible in Dream.

Slowly, his meditation banished his anxiety. The calmness and clarity he needed for Dream settled on him like a familiar set of clothes. Calling into his mind the search construct he used for Doogles, he modified their design.

His last Ride had resulted in three dead Doogles. He’d decided to include logic not only for how Doogles searched but also what to avoid. Now, any Doogle encountering a Gray Boy would send Will a message along its leash. The Doogle would follow the boys if possible, but if pursued, it would break off and return to Will.

Next, he created and memorized three new sets of search data. The first was for Harry Lyle. Harry had met Fader. The Rider might pull additional information on Fader from Harry’s subconscious. Something Harry hadn’t included in his research files.

The other two data sets were for Fader and Case. Fader’s included his photograph plus what Case had told him about her brother. His likes, his dislikes, his fascination with the Dream Rider.

For Case, he focused on his memories of their short time together. How she looked, her facial expressions, her mercurial moods. The sound of her voice, how she walked, how she smelled. The way she tilted her head, the curve of her neck…

He stopped. Oh, crap. I’ve got it bad.

Shaking his head, he returned to his meditation. He memorized the three new data structures until he was certain Nyx could pull them quickly from his subconscious.

Finally ready, he lay back on his bed and closed his eyes.

“He only comes out at night,” he whispered in the dark. “He only comes out at night. He only…”

The doors to sleep swung open, and he stepped into Dream.
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THAT EVENING, CASE sat on a bench outside the change house at Cherry Beach. She was eating a hot dog, a gift from the vendor stationed here through the summer. The rain had stopped earlier, and now the dying sunset sparkled the waves of the lake. On most days, this place, one of her favorites in the city, would have lightened even her darkest mood.

But not this time.

She’d spent the day searching their regular haunts, looking for anyone who’d seen Fader. Or knew something about the disappearances. She checked with everyone on the street she could find. She’d even asked shop owners and vendors friendly to her and her brother.

No one knew anything, though several mentioned other kids they hadn’t seen lately. A few recognized Tall Boy and Shorty from her description. No one had seen the red-haired woman.

Finishing her hot dog, she washed up in the change house. So tired. If she didn’t sleep soon, she’d collapse. Time to find Rattle’s crash site. And hope nobody was using it.

She walked east along the bike path that cut through the small park above the beach. Grass and sand gave way to trees as the path wound through thick groves of black willows, aspen, and birch.

Rattle was a street kid, older than her. He’d found a tiny hidden clearing along this shoreline. He’d let Case and Fader sleep there last summer. That setup seemed sweet until she woke up one night with Rattle on top of her. She’d fought him hard, but he was bigger and stronger. He would’ve got what he wanted if Fader, awakened by her screams, hadn’t bashed him with a piece of driftwood. Case added three kicks to the groin. They’d left Rattle lying on the sand moaning. She hadn’t planned to return.

But she wasn’t going back to the church basement. The street was saying Rattle had disappeared. She didn’t wish that even on Rattle. But if it was true, then his secret crash site should be available—if she could find it again.

The light was dying when she spotted the concealed opening in the woods, almost invisible from the bike path. She squeezed her way through a maze of trees and dense undergrowth, emerging into the hidden clearing. Trees ran down to the water to her left and right, enclosing a tiny patch of beach and grass.

Rattle’s dirty green sleeping bag lay on the grass beside a makeshift fire pit. A layer of sand and leaves covered the bag. Pop cans, beer bottles, and empty fast-food containers lay scattered. Nothing seemed recent.

Deeming the place safe, she shook off the sleeping bag and lay on it. With the sun down, the breeze off the waves brought a chill. She pulled her jacket over her for a blanket.

Not her jacket. Will’s jacket. She smelled him on it.

Stop it, she told herself yet again. All day, although sick with worry about Fader, her thoughts had returned over and over to the strange guy in the strange tower. And now she was doing it again. She needed to sleep, not think about some weird rich guy. Weird, rich, cute guy…

Stop it!

But Will seemed nice. And funny. With genuine concern for Fader and helping her find him.

And he seemed to like her…

Stop it!

God, what would a guy with his money ever want with her? A street kid. A girl with nothing. All she had was Fader, and she’d let those creeps take him. She was useless. They would’ve taken her, too, if her Voice hadn’t helped.

Which reminded her—her Voice had fallen silent. She hadn’t heard it since it had helped her sneak into Will’s tower last night.

Her Voice didn’t always speak to her. It wasn’t as if they held daily “S’up?” chats. But if she needed it, the Voice answered her call. And if she was in danger, the Voice warned her, as it had last night.

So where was it? She couldn’t think of a greater need than she had right now. Please, speak to me. Help me find Fader.

Silence was her only reply.

Overhead, stars winked into life, pushing through the glare of the city. She closed her eyes, seeking sleep amidst the whirl of faces and fears in her head.

Fader. Will. Her Voice. The red-haired woman. Tall Boy and Shorty. Around and around they spun until sleep finally took her.
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MR. STAYNE CREPT silently along the bike path winding through the woods. Night had fallen. A single crescent moon hung low over the lake, its points turned skywards as if waiting to catch a falling star. The sliver of a moon gave little light, even less so amongst the trees, but Stayne didn’t need light. He listened. And sniffed.

“We’ve lost her,” Mr. Stryke hissed from behind him.

“Quiet,” Stayne snapped in a hoarse rasp over his shoulder.

They’d followed the girl from a distance all day, waiting for her to be alone and unobserved. They’d watched hidden behind a car in the beach’s parking lot as she ate her hot dog. When she set out along this path after sunset, they’d followed again.

But the path twisted its way through thick groves of trees, and the girl soon disappeared ahead of them. When they had emerged from the woods onto a long stretch of road, the girl was gone.

They’d turned back then, searching the trees lining the path. They were now on their third circuit of the route.

“We should call the witch,” Stryke said. “She can use her tracking spell.”

Stayne stopped, so suddenly his partner bumped into him in the dim light. Stayne stared down at his smaller companion. “Call the witch? Tell her the girl escaped us? Again? Do you think that wise, old friend?”

Stryke’s hands balled into fists. “No,” he growled.

“We’ll find her. She left the path before the road,” Stayne said, for the third time. “She hides in these woods.”

“You don’t know that,” Stryke replied, for the third time.

A breeze wafted past them through the trees. Stayne sniffed. He smiled. There.

Girl smell.

“Oh, but I do,” he whispered. He touched his nose. Stryke smiled. Stayne resumed walking, sniffing the air, Stryke following. As Stayne walked, his knives slid into his hands. Soon, sweet meat. Soon.


Chapter 15: Street Fighting Woman

CASE WAS DREAMING. Or, at least, she thought she was.

She stood on a city street lined with gleaming office towers. Some leaned at crazy angles. Some rose so tall they vanished into clouds sliding across a too blue sky. Instead of streetlights, statues of cats with flaming eyes lined sidewalks of green crystal. Beside them, Egyptian vases (correction, “canopic jars”) took the place of garbage cans.

Between the crystal sidewalks ran an ebony road. No—not a road. She blinked. Red-sailed boats and gray swans now floated down a sluggish black river.

Part of her knew she lay asleep in the hidden grove at Cherry Beach, so this must be a dream. And yet, every sight shone clear and bright. Each smell wafted thick and rich. Every noise rang sharp and crisp. This dream felt more real than any she remembered, more real even than waking life.

A movement caught her eye. She stiffened as a creature loped around a corner of the nearest building, a tall white tower. She stepped back, then relaxed. It was a dog.

She blinked. Or not.

The creature was dog-shaped with white and black splotches like a Dalmatian. But the rest of its features were very non-doggish. Its eyes and ears were huge and round. It had large nostrils at the end of a flexible snout that twisted back and forth as it snuffled along the ground.

Its head snapped up, eyes locking on her. It sniffed again. A thin tail shot straight up—a tail so long it had to be twice the creature’s length. The thing trotted towards her.

It looked so comical and enough like a weird friendly dog that she felt no danger. Besides, I’m just dreaming. Right?

Reaching her, the creature sniffed her leg. Its tail coiled into a spiral. Around its neck, a silver collar appeared. From it, a silver cord grew, suspended in the air like a leash held by an invisible dog-walker.

The cord disappeared around the corner of the white tower where the dog creature had appeared. Sitting down, the animal gazed up at her with an expression that, on a human, she’d call a satisfied grin.

Case considered the floating silver strand. She frowned at the strange beast. “Am I supposed to follow that?” she asked, feeling ridiculous talking to the thing.

To her surprise, it shook its head.

“O—kay. Should I wait here?”

A nod.

She considered the cord again. “Is that your leash? Are we waiting for your master?”

Two nods.

“Is your master nice?”

The creature nodded so fast, its big ears flopped back and forth with a slapping sound.

She laughed. “Okay, okay. I’ll wait for your wonderful master.”

The grin on the thing’s face grew bigger. Its strange tail curled into an even tighter spiral.

“What’s your name?” she said, not expecting a reply.

A silver tag popped into existence, dangling from the creature’s collar. It had writing on it. She bent down closer.

“Hello,” she read. “My name is—”

“Brian,” came a voice.

“Shit,” she cried, jumping back, startled.

A guy stood three paces away, one foot on a skateboard. He held the end of the silver leash in his hand. A guy in a hooded costume. A very familiar costume.

“Holy crap. You’re that comic book guy!”

“Graphic novels.”

“The Dream Rider. You’re the Dream Rider.”

The Rider gave a deep bow. “At your service.” His voice was deep and husky.

She saw nothing but blackness inside his hood. “Why are you in my dream?”

“Will sent me.”

“Will?”

“Will Dreycott.” He sounded disappointed. “You met him today. Up there.” He jabbed a thumb towards the white tower looming above them.

“Yeah, I know. I’m just surprised I’m dreaming about him. I mean, what does that say? Sure, he seems nice and kinda cute—”

The Rider stepped closer. “You think he’s cute?”

“What? No!” She appraised her dream visitor, running her eyes over his slim, muscled frame. And his skin-tight costume that was…well, tight. Everywhere.

“I’d like to dream about you walking away from me,” she muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing. What do you mean he sent you?”

“To find you. Will’s…a friend of mine.”

“This is the weirdest dream. Why find me?”

“To help you find Fader.”

Case swallowed, suddenly guilty. Here she was fantasizing about muscle-ly guys, while her little brother was still missing. “You can’t help me. I’m dreaming you. I’m making you up. I met Will, who does your comics—”

“Graphic novels.”

“—and Fader loves your comics—”

“He has excellent taste.”

“—and all I’ve been thinking of is finding Fader. That’s why I’m dreaming about you helping me find him. Dreams are how we process what happens to us each day, right?”

“That’s one theory.”

“So that’s why you’re here. I’m just dreaming you.”

“No, I found you. In Dream.”

“Dream?”

“Where we are now.” He waved his arms. “An entire land created from all the dreams being dreamed everywhere in the world. Dream is where you go when you, well, dream. Where you can meet and interact with other dreamers if you know how. If you read my stories, you’d know that.”

“Yeah. Right.”

“Didn’t expect you to believe me. So, pretend I’m your subconscious, and you’re having an incredibly detailed and coherent dream—”

“There. You see? I was just thinking that.”

“Proving you’re predictable.”

“Now my subconscious is insulting me. What’s that say about me? Okay. Whatever. It’s just a dream. So, subconscious-me, how will you help me find Fader?”

“Actually, you will help me. Well, me and Brian.”

She looked down at the dog creature, which was rubbing its head against her leg. “So what is Brian?”

“He’s a Doogle.”

“Doogle?”

“He’s a dog who searches Dream for things I’m looking for.”

“A dog…that searches.” She smiled despite herself. “Cute. My mind is even weirder than I thought.” She scratched Brian behind his ears. Brian responded by curling and uncurling his tail several times. “What’s with the tail curling?”

“He’s happy.”

“He can’t wag?”

“With those tails, wagging is whipping. Very painful.”

“Weirder and weirder. Okay, I’ve conjured a fictional comic book dude from my subconscious to help me find my brother.” She shrugged. “Why not? Maybe my subconscious can remember something I can’t.”

“Thank you. I love being humored.”

“So how does this work?”

The Rider held out a crystal ball on his outstretched palm. Leaning closer, she saw a swirling cloud of numbers, letters, and pictures. She caught a flash of the photograph of her and Fader she’d given to Will.

“This data ball,” the Rider said, “has everything you told Will about Fader.” He held it out to Brian.

Brian sniffed at the ball, then shot out a long black tongue to suck it into his mouth. Silver lights flashed and danced in his huge black eyes.

“I gave that same data to three other Doogles and sent them to look for Fader.” He raised his hand. Three more silver cords appeared around his wrist, stretching down the street. He ran his fingers across the cords. “But so far, none of them have found anything. I’m hoping you can give Brian more to work with. Concentrate on Fader—and on last night, when that woman and those two men attacked you.”

She preferred to forget rather than remember last night. Still, maybe her subconscious was right. She might discover a clue to finding Fader. “Okay, I’ll give it a shot.”

Closing her eyes, she focused on that night in the church basement. Her Voice waking her. The golden light in the hall. Tall Boy and Shorty. The beautiful but frightening red-haired woman with the strange inner glow and stranger moving tattoos. Her nightmare escape from the church. Trapped on the street between Tall Boy and the woman. Trapped, trapped, trapped…

“Case!”

Someone was shaking her. She opened her eyes. The Rider gripped her arms, his hooded face before her.

The scene had changed. Night had fallen. Flickering flames from the cat statues now lit the street. The tall white towers were gone. In their place, black churches with crumbling domes loomed like a canopy of shadows. Triangular fins cut the surface of the black river, long shapes undulating beneath them.

“Get back,” the Rider yelled. He jumped forward, his eyes on something behind her.

She turned to look. Down the darkened street, a black ball twice her height careened toward them, bouncing off church fronts and cat statues. As it neared, she saw it wasn’t a single object, but a seething mass of smaller ones, each a spinning jumble of spikes crackling with electricity. A high-pitched screech like metal scraping on metal tore at her ears.

“Nyx!” the Rider shouted over the squealing. “Shield and sword! Now!”

A crystal sphere popped into each of his hands. One ball morphed into a round shield, the other a sword. Both glowed silver in the darkness. Standing in front of her, the Rider raised the shield. The spinning mass gave one final bounce and hurtled down at them.

Desperate for a weapon of her own, she spun around, searching the ground. There. The Rider’s skateboard. Grabbing it by one end with both hands, she stepped up beside him.

“No! Stay behind me,” he yelled.

Screw that. As the black cloud descended, she swung the skateboard with all her strength.

The shock of the impact shivered down the board into her arms. The cloud exploded in a shower of sparks, scattering the creatures in all directions. Ozone stung her nostrils. Several of the things, each the size of a basketball, lay stunned and twitching on the sidewalk. She stomped on them. They disappeared with a squeal and puff of smoke.

The rest reformed into smaller clumps, bobbing back and forth several paces away. Raising the board again, she advanced on them. “What? Still want a piece of me? Well, c’mon! Hit me with your best shot.”

The things retreated before her. When she continued to advance, each clump broke apart into individual spiny black balls. The closest ones quivered for a second, then vanished with a loud crack and more smoke. The rest of the things followed, filling the night air with a cacophony of screeches and squeals. Lowering the skateboard, she turned around.

The Rider stood leaning on his crystal sword. “Can I have my skateboard back now?”

Dropping the board, she kicked it to him. “Sorry, did I mess up your hero moment?”

He tossed the sword and shield into the air. They vanished with a pop. “Yeah, kinda.”

She shrugged. “Well, I’m used to guys trying to impress me with their big swords. I usually end up having to do it myself, if you know what I mean.”

“An image I will save for later. Anyway, nice work.”

“What the freak were those things?”

“Emojis.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“My term. Short for emotional djinn. Or genies, if you prefer. Think of them as a life form that exists only in Dream, feeding off the emotions of dreamers. These were fear emojis.”

She thought about that. “I brought them, didn’t I? When I remembered last night.”

The Rider smiled. “Will said you were smart. Yeah. And you sent them away. You defeated your fears by facing them. Literally. Plus swatting and stomping on them.”

“Ooh, subconscious, are you going all metaphor on me? So, are there other kinds of emojis?”

“Sure. Love—soft, warm, golden. They take different shapes for each dreamer. Depression—black holes that suck you inside them. Grief—gray, cold, clouds that envelope you. And, uh, lust—you get them a lot—pink, spongy, throbby, and wet. They come in two shapes.”

“I can guess. What, no hate?”

“Weaker versions of fear emojis. Hate comes from fear. Fear’s the emotion you have to look out for in Dream. Fear rules here if you let it.”

“My mind is so weird. Hey, what’s happening?”

The sky brightened. The churches faded. Above them, the office towers shimmered back into existence. Sails and swans floated again on the black river.

“You’ve controlled your fears, so we’re back to normal.”

“You call this normal?”

“For this dream, anyway.” He snapped his fingers, and Brian trotted to his side. “Now, let’s find your brother. Hold out your hand.”

“Why?” she asked but extended her hand. Brian gave her palm a wet lick. She wiped her hand on her jeans. “Yuck.”

“I asked you to remember the night Fader was taken. Brian just picked up those memories from you. Now let’s hope Fader is dreaming. And that your memories are enough to find him.” He kicked his skateboard into the air. When it landed, the board was twice its previous size. The Rider put one foot on it. “Get on behind me.”

“What?”

“Two ways to do this. I send Brian out. If he finds Fader, he shoots me a message along his leash. But then we have to follow his leash through Dream, during which you or Fader might wake up. The faster way is a Dream Ride.”

“What’s a Dream Ride?”

He grinned. “Hop on and find out.”

She sighed. “Fine. Sure. Why not? It’s only a dream.” She stepped onto the board behind him.

“Put your arms around me.”

“You wish.”

He shrugged. “Or fall on your ass. We won’t be going slow.”

Glaring at the back of his head, she wrapped her arms around his waist, clasping her hands in front of him. She tried not to notice how firm his stomach was or how his bum rubbed against her. “Weirdest. Dream. Ever,” she muttered.

Brian stood quivering as if ready to explode. “Okay, Bry-guy,” the Rider said. “Find Fader.”

The Doogle leaped down the street, pulling the leash taut. The skateboard shot forward, propelling the Rider and Case with it.


Chapter 16: Dreams So Real

DREAM SCENES FLASHED by faster and faster. Despite her best intentions, Case tightened her grip around the Rider to keep from falling off. It let her move with him as he rode the board, too, although she didn’t mind an excuse to hold him tighter.

If I’m having a dream like this, I need to get laid soon.

The white towers gave way to suburban streets lined with tiny, too perfect houses. Moments later, they rode a twisting path through rolling parkland where stunted trees walked on gnarled root legs. Next, they sped along an undulating boardwalk beside a beach of silver sand. Far out on a purple lake, water shot into the air like eruptions from a volcano.

“Why does it keep changing?” she shouted into the Rider’s ear.

“We’re riding through other people’s dreams. People living nearby. Those are always the strongest.”

“I’m in other people’s dreams?”

“Because you’re with me. That’s my power. To walk in their dreams, and to control those dreams. Sort of.”

She started to ask another question, then stopped. This wasn’t real. She was dreaming. This was all her subconscious—her apparently very screwed-up subconscious.

The boardwalk became pavement that dipped into a tunnel under a street. When they emerged, day had become night. They hurtled now through dark alleys snaking between crumbling tenements. Feral red eyes peered at them from broken windows.

The buildings loomed over the alleys, blocking out sickly moonlight from above. Soon the only light came from Brian’s glowing leash. A leash that fell slack as she leaned with the Rider into another corner.

They emerged into an explosion of color and sound. The Rider dragged a foot, stopping the board. They stepped off.

Ahead, Brian sat in a carnival midway. On either side, game booths stretched into the misty distance. Crowds of people filled the space between. Some played games, some strolled. Others danced with each other, oblivious to who they jostled. Some wore formal eveningwear, others pajamas, others nothing at all. Still others resembled refugees from an animal-themed Halloween party, until she realized those weren’t costumes.

Behind the booths, a Ferris wheel rose into the darkness. It had no cars. Its passengers clung to metal bars as it rose higher and higher. As she watched, a woman fell screaming to an unseen fate below.

Beside it, a packed rollercoaster roared down an impossibly steep incline then up another. It disappeared into a red cloud at the top. When the cars emerged, the seats were empty. Shivering, she switched her attention to the game booths.

And wished she hadn’t. At the nearest game, people threw puppies at giant spider webs. Every time a puppy stuck, a dark shape scuttled from the shadows toward it. She quickly turned away. “Where the freak are we?”

“In someone’s dream. Or nightmare,” the Rider replied.

“Whose?”

“I’m guessing his.” He pointed.

The midway was suddenly empty. Almost. Ten paces away, Brian sat curling and uncurling his long tail, a satisfied grin on his face. Beside the Doogle stood a boy.

“Fader!” Case cried. They ran to each other, and Case pulled him into a hug.

“I knew you’d find me,” Fader whispered. “I knew it.”

I’m just dreaming this. She pushed the thought away. She didn’t care. Right then, in that moment, she only wanted to hold her brother and believe it was truly him.

Fader let go of her and stepped back. “You got away! You’re safe.”

She nodded, unable to speak, guilty again over leaving him behind.

Fader’s smile faded. “I’m dreaming you, aren’t I? You haven’t really found me, have you?”

“I…I don’t know. Ask this guy.”

Fader frowned. “What guy?”

She glanced behind her. The Rider stood holding his board, watching their reunion and smiling. “What do you mean ‘what guy?’ That guy. Your fave superhero.”

“He can’t see me, Case,” the Rider said. “Dreamers can’t see me unless I let them.”

“So let him!”

Fader frowned at her. “Case, who are you—?” He stopped, staring over her shoulder, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. “No way! Where did you come from?”

The Rider walked up to him. “Hi, Fader. I hear you’re a fan.”

“Omigod omigod omigod,” Fader said. He did a fist bump with the Rider, then jumped as a now visible Brian licked his hand. “Oh wow! A Doogle, too?” Fader beamed a huge grin at Case that almost broke her heart. “This is the coolest dream ever.”

But that’s all it is, she thought. Just a dream. My dream.

“Did you save Case?” Fader asked the Rider.

The Rider shook his cowled head. “Nah. She saved herself.”

But I didn’t save my brother. “Fader, I’m sorry. I couldn’t wake you up. In the church. I couldn’t carry you…” Her words ran down, choked off by guilt.

Fader hugged her. “That’s okay. I’m just glad you got away.”

Best kid ever, she thought, hugging him back.

“How’d you meet the Rider?” Fader asked.

“After I…escaped…” Left you behind. “…I ended up in the Dream Rider tower. Met that Will Dreycott guy—”

“You met him, too? You’re staying with him? Oh, man. You’re having all the fun!”

“Well, no. I’m not staying—”

“Fader,” the Rider interrupted, “I need to ask you some questions before you wake up.”

Fader grinned. “I know how this works. I’ve read every issue. You’re trying to find me.”

The Rider smiled. “That’s the plan. So you are a prisoner. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I guess. Just scared.”

“I’d be scared, too. Do you know where you are?”

Fader shook his head. “They keep me and another kid locked in a room. The windows are boarded. I can’t see outside.” He looked at Case. “The other kid. It’s Slip.”

Case swore. Slip was one of their friends on the street. “Anyone else we know?”

Fader rhymed off names. “And I snuck out once.”

He started to explain, but the Rider stopped him then waved his hand. A white rectangle appeared, floating in the air, Case’s height and twice again in width. The Dream Rider symbol appeared followed by the words “A Dream Rider Production.”

“Huh?” Fader said.

“We’re going to watch a movie,” the Rider said. “Complete with smells. Just look at the screen and concentrate on what happened.”

Fader grinned. “Awesome!”

As Fader described his brief escape, images danced across the magical screen. Case shivered when the red-haired woman appeared in his room. She held her breath as her brother followed the woman and the strangely silent Link and Tumble to the room with the skeletal man-boy. But her fear turned to horror at the man-boy’s apparent transfer into the body of Rattle.

The man-boy and the woman called each other by their names—Marell and Morrigan. Marell seemed in charge, but Morrigan remained the one Case feared most. A glowing golden bird flew from Morrigan, striking Fader. The screen faded to black.

“Did that really happen?” she asked Fader.

Fader nodded, looking frightened himself. She glanced around the deserted midway, half expecting another mob of fear emojis to appear. Nothing. Her brother controlled his fears better than she did.

Stop it! she thought. This was a dream. Her dream, not Fader’s. He wasn’t here. He was out there, in the real world. Kidnapped by creeps and waiting for her to rescue him. And she was sleeping. She should be awake and trying to find him. Except…

She remembered sneaking into the Ex—the Canadian National Exhibition, Toronto’s annual fair—when Fader was eight. They’d had a great day. Free food samples, free shows, even played some games. But then she’d lost him in the crowded midway. Only for a minute, but he said he still had nightmares about it.

Was this that nightmare? His nightmare? Was he really here? He seemed so solid, so real, so…

Transparent?

Fader looked…fuzzy. Color was draining from his face, his clothes. She saw through him now to the strange carnival scene behind.

Fader was fading.

“Fader!” she cried.

“Case!” he called. “Find me!” Then he was gone.

She spun to face the Rider. “What happened to him?”

The Rider sighed. “Wherever he is, he just woke up. We can’t talk to him anymore until he sleeps again. But that memory he shared told us a lot.”

“Like what?”

“That place looked like an abandoned hospital. Last night, I tracked four of the missing kids in Dream to a building with a sign starting with an ‘H.’ I didn’t make the connection until now. This is great. Will’s people can search for hospitals—”

Fighting back tears, she shoved him hard. “Stop it! This doesn’t tell us anything! This is just a dream. My dream, not Fader’s. He wasn’t here. You’re not here. None of this is real.”

“Case—”

“Shut up! I shouldn’t be sleeping. I should be awake. Awake and looking for my brother.” She let the anger come, let it push her tears and fears away.

Case!

“I said shut up,” she snapped at the Rider.

“Uh, that wasn’t me.”

Case! The word was so loud the carnival shapes around them trembled.

“Who is that?” the Rider asked, turning around, searching for the source of the voice.

Suddenly, she understood. “That’s my Voice.”

“Your lips weren’t moving.”

“No, I mean it’s a voice I hear. Sometimes.”

The Rider spun to face her. “Sometimes? When?”

She swallowed. “When I’m in—”

Danger! her Voice called.

“Case, you have to wake up,” the Rider said. “Now! Wake yourself up.”

As she willed herself awake, the dream scene began to fade, and with it, the Rider. Despite her belief he wasn’t real, she wanted him to be. She needed him to be. She needed to know she wasn’t alone in this. “What should I do?” she cried.

He was only a murky shadow now. “Get safe,” he called, his voice faint. “Go back to Will. You can trust him, Case. He…we…can help you find Fader.”

The scene vanished.
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CASE OPENED HER eyes, fighting to orient herself.

Stars overhead. The sound of waves slapping sand.

Right. Rattle’s crash site on the beach. Probably why Rattle had been in her weird dream…

Get up!

She remembered. Her Voice had returned. It always did when she was in—

Oh, shit. When she was in danger.

She leaped up, awake and aware. Aware she wasn’t alone. For above the noise of the waves came another sound. The sound of something moving through the trees toward her.

Run! her Voice screamed.

But she didn’t. She stood frozen in fear as Tall Boy and Shorty emerged from the cover of the woods.

Run!

Where? Trees and water surrounded her.

No answer came. With growing terror, she realized her mysterious voice wouldn’t save her this time. She couldn’t get past the men, and they’d catch her before she reached the trees. Even if she did, the undergrowth was dense and high. She wouldn’t make it three strides in before Shorty dropped her with a slingshot or Tall Boy with a knife. She was trapped.

Unless…

She slipped off her sneakers.

The two men drew closer, their lips squirming into smiles like writhing maggots. Moonlight glinted off the blades Tall Boy held in each hand, but he made no move to throw them. He grinned at his companion. Beside him, Shorty raised his slingshot.

Case dove to her left as something sang past her right ear. Rolling, she came up running and headed straight for the trees, counting off seconds in her head as she ran.

One, two…

She stopped hard, an eyeblink before another shot from Shorty thunked into a tree in front of her. Turning in one motion, she sprinted again. But not for the trees.

For the water.

One, two…

She rolled, still moving forward. Another shot plunked into the water ahead of her. When she regained her feet, she noticed a silver blade protruding from the sand.

The lake got deep close to shore in most places along here. She hoped this was one of those places.

One, two…

She dove and rolled again, but to her right this time. Something whizzed by her again, but she didn’t care. With a final burst of speed, she reached the water. Before she hit the first incoming wave, she took a deep breath and dove.

Cold. So cold. She’d forgotten how cold this lake was, even this far into summer. Something stung her left shoulder. Fighting an urge to open her mouth to cry out, she pulled herself deeper and deeper, ignoring the cold, ignoring the pain. Darkness surrounded her.

She touched bottom. Wriggling out of her baggy jeans, she kept swimming. She crawled along the bottom, farther and farther, until her lungs burned. Clawing to the surface, she gasped in air as quietly as she could. Treading water, she looked around trying to get her bearings.

There.

The hidden clearing shone in the moonlight, its white sand bright against dark trees behind and darker water in front. Two black shadows stood on the sand, one short, one tall. Their heads moved in unison from side to side, scanning the water.

Scanning for her. Which meant they hadn’t seen her.

She’d surfaced forty meters from shore and twenty meters east. Turning east, she took another deep breath and dove again.


Chapter 17: Rat Men

HARRY LYLE WAS dreaming. A gut-churning sweat-drenched horror of a dream. A nightmare, one from which he desperately tried to wake.

Something was hunting him. He didn’t know what it was. He didn’t want to know. He did know, however, with the certainty that dreams bring, that it hunted him.

Hunted him through the dark. Hunted him through narrow alleys and twisting backstreets of a city that was a sick parody of his own. The streets curled back on themselves. No matter which turn he chose, he’d emerge once again into the same bizarre square where he now stood.

The square was thirty paces a side. Windowless, gray-bricked walls enclosed it, towering to a night sky above. And in the middle sat a perfect recreation of his bedroom, including his bed.

And on that bed lay…himself.

Dead or dying, he wasn’t sure. Once, he thought he saw his body twitch, but he never got near enough to be sure. Not after his first encounter, when he’d approached close enough to recognize himself.

And to see the look on his own face.

Harry never wanted to see that look again. More than that, he never wanted to meet the reason for that look. And the more Harry ran, the more he was certain the reason was gaining on him. Behind him in the alley he’d just escaped, something shuffled closer.

He broke into a run again.

Keeping as far as possible from the bed and its too familiar occupant, he started around the square. He’d take the next exit out of the square. He’d keep running. Keep ahead of the thing behind him.

He stopped, his terror rising. The square had changed.

There was no next exit.

He spun around, searching all four walls enclosing this space. In each visit to this square before, each wall had held an entrance to a dark alley. Now the only opening was the domed arch of the narrow lane he’d just left.

In that archway, the outline of something huge and black appeared, its features hidden in the gloom. Terror seized Harry. Without waiting to see what emerged, he ran to the bed and its prone figure. Maybe if he shook himself, there on the bed. Maybe if he woke himself there, he’d wake for real. Wake and escape this nightmare.

He ran, the shuffling sound close behind.
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WHEN CASE LEFT Dream, Will reached for the jewel at his neck to wake himself. If Case was in danger, he needed to help her. He wasn’t sure how. He didn’t even know where she was. But the first step was to wake up.

But before he could touch the jewel, Brian nipped his leg. He looked down to see a data ball at his feet, still dripping with Doogle spit. Will recognized it as his data construct for Harry Lyle. The Doogle must have picked up news of Harry from Dream.

“What’s this, boy?” Picking up the ball, he tapped it with a finger. Harry’s face appeared, but twisted into such a look of horror that Will almost flung the ball away.

Harry was in trouble. In Dream. But Case was in danger in the real world. What should he do?

Brian nipped him again, clear on what choice to make. The Doogle was right. He didn’t know where Case was or how to help her in the real world. The world where he could never go.

But Harry needed his help here. In Dream. Here, I rule.

He touched Brian’s collar, and the silver leash reappeared. “Okay, take me to Harry.”
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HARRY LYLE OPENED his eyes. He was awake! He’d escaped the thing in his nightmare. He was safe at home, lying in his own bed.

His sigh of relief became an unintended sob. He’d never been so terrified in his life, either dreaming or awake.

Enough. It had just been a bad dream. He should get up, have a scotch to calm his nerves, and go back to bed. He’d laugh about this in the morning. Yeah, he should get up.

He should get up. Get up. GET UP!

He couldn’t move.

He couldn’t move at all. He knew he was awake. He recognized his room, recognized the sensation of being awake, really awake. But he couldn’t move a muscle, except for his eyes.

He fought down a rising panic. Get a grip. You know what this is.

Doctors called it sleep paralysis. He’d researched it for an article once. A person partially wakes up but can’t move.

Okay, this is weird, but that’s all it is. Could happen to anyone.

Most doctors, he remembered, believed disrupted REM sleep caused the paralysis. Well, he’d certainly disrupted his REM sleep, forcing himself to wake from that nightmare.

It could last from a few seconds to a few minutes. Already been more than a few seconds, he thought, fighting the panic again.

Stay calm, dammit! What else could he remember? Doctors described it as being caught between sleeping and waking. Was that it? Was he still in his nightmare?

He remembered something else from his research. Dreamers experiencing terrifying visions, feeling a presence in the room.

Was that a sound? Something beside the bed? Dammit, get up! Move!

He focused again on making his muscles obey him. Move. Move. MOVE!

He moved. A wave of relief washed over him—then died, replaced by horror. He hadn’t moved.

The bed had.

Something brushed his arm. Something pressed on his chest—light at first, a mere touch. But the pressure grew until he fought to draw a breath. His vision blurred. He couldn’t see across the room.

No. It wasn’t his vision. An image took shape before him. Above the pressure. On top of him.

Something was sitting on his chest.
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IN DREAM, BRIAN the Doogle ran. And Will followed, holding tight to the silver leash, riding his board, and fighting to not wipe out. He’d never seen a Doogle run like this. Brian took every corner at full speed. On straight stretches, the creature seemed to find fresh reserves and ran even faster.

The Dreamscape had changed from the strange carnival where he and Case had found Fader. Now he rode through dark twisting alleys that curved back on themselves but somehow never crossed another. They reminded him of the route he’d followed last night ending in his encounter with the Gray Boys.

A brightness grew ahead. Seeing it, Brian put on a final spurt. A second later, they shot through an archway into a cobblestoned square. Looming, blank-faced, gray-bricked walls enclosed the space on every side.

Brian stopped, head down, long tail pointing at the scene before them. Will stepped off his board.

In the middle of the square sat a bedroom. Bed, lamps on side tables, a dresser, an armchair. A window hanging in mid-air, as if attached to an invisible wall. Through the window, a suburban backyard shone in bright sunshine.

A man lay on the bed, too far away to see his face, but Will guessed his identity.

“Harry?” he said, looking at Brian.

The Doogle straightened its tail in confirmation.

Will nodded. “Now, we just have to get by them.”

Surrounding the bed, facing outwards, stood a circle of Gray Boys. Or Hollow Boys, as that red-haired woman, Morrigan, called them according to Fader. Whatever their name, they stood between him and Harry. If his hunch was right, each represented a kid snatched off the street. He counted twenty boys. How many kids had Morrigan and Marell taken?

“Stay here, boy,” Will told Brian. The design changes he’d made to the Doogles should prevent Brian from attacking these things, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

As he strolled towards the Hollow Boys, he searched Dream for what he needed. “So, guys, how ya doin’?”

As one, the entire ring of boys turned to him, their eyes locking on his. “Stay away. Stay back,” they intoned together, in flat, dead voices.

“Now, is that friendly? Aren’t we best buds now? You know, after you killed my Doogles, tried to kill me. Major bonding experience, I thought.” He drew closer, still rummaging around in the dreams of nearby sleepers.

There. Yes. He could use that.

“Stay away. Stay back,” the boys said in one voice again.

“Yeah, your villainous banter? Needs work,” he said, focusing on the sleeper he’d found. Selecting elements from that person’s dream, he tied silver cords to each in his mind.

Attached to Doogles, the cords served as leashes. But he could attach them to anything in Dream. He’d find what he needed in the dream of some sleeper. Then he’d mentally attach a cord to that thing and pull it into his current Dreamscape.

“Stay away. Do not approach,” the Hollow Boys repeated, a hint of menace coloring their words for the first time.

Will ignored them. Behind the Boys, on the bed, the air above Harry shimmered. A shape formed.

“Holy shit,” Will whispered, staring at the thing on Harry’s chest.

It was a rat. A giant black rat. As large as a man, with red eyes and yellow incisors. But with human arms and hands. Hands that now gripped Harry’s throat.

The thing tightened its grip. Harry spasmed, his entire body shuddering. A puff of white vapor escaped his mouth. The rat-thing brought its snout to Harry’s lips, sucking in that vapor.

Will broke into a run. The Hollow Boys moved to form a wall of gray-clothed, gray-skinned bodies in front of Harry. Reaching into Dream, Will tugged on the silver cord, pulling what he’d found into this scene.

A white marble staircase with a red carpet appeared before him, rising above and past the Hollow Boys. Men and women descended the steps, dressed for a royal ball. The prince’s ball from Cinderella, he guessed. The staircase came from the dream of a little girl whose mother had read that to her at bedtime.

Nice imagination, kid. Good solid construction. He rushed up the stairs past startled party guests and over the Hollow Boys. “Nyx! Sword. Now!”

He reached the top. The staircase ended. He leaped, just as his sword appeared in his hand.

At the sound of his voice, the rat-thing’s head snapped up. Will struck the creature feet first, kicking hard. The thing screeched, a sound like being stabbed in both eardrums with ice picks. The beast toppled sideways off Harry and onto the cobblestones of the square.

Will hit those stones and rolled. He bounced to his feet, his blade raised before him—a defensive move that saved his dream life. The rat lunged at him as soon as he landed. Huge incisors glanced off Will’s blade, just missing his throat but catching his cloak, pulling him off balance. Ripping off his cloak, he flung it at the beast.

The rat’s momentum took it past Will. It spun to face him. But that spin whipped his cloak over the beast’s face, blinding it for a breath.

A breath was all Will needed.

He closed on the thing as it dislodged the cloak with a vicious shake of its huge head. As it poised to leap at him, he plunged his blade into its throat.

Black ichor spurted in gouts from the wound. Drops hit his sword hand, burning him. The rat-thing quivered. With a sighing exhalation of rancid breath, it fell to the stones, dead.

Will ran to where Harry lay on the bed, expecting to find himself and Harry in the middle of a tightening circle of Hollow Boys. He had more cords prepared to pull Harry and himself away from this Dream location and the Boys.

To his surprise, the Boys were backing away. And for once, an emotion played over their normally blank faces. He couldn’t place it until an approaching squeal cut the night.

Fear emojis.

The Hollow Boys were afraid.

But of what? He’d killed the rat-thing. And the Boys obviously weren’t afraid of him. Then what—?

A hiss made him turn.

Behind him, the rat-thing melted, dissolving into a steaming pile of rodent parts. Above the dead beast, wisps of steam rose. The wisps darkened, solidifying into a writhing black tendril, a tendril that became a red-eyed fanged snake.

Time to go, Will thought, suddenly afraid. But why? He’d fought worse things than snakes before. But his fear grew as this snake grew. The thing rose taller and taller, until it swayed three stories above him.

Yep, definitely time to go. Take Harry and run. He tried to move his feet. He tried to move anything.

Frozen to the spot, he could only stare as the snake’s head lowered to hover an arm’s length from his face. A forked tongue flicked from its slit of a mouth.

A voice, male and cruel, rasped in his head. You have grown powerful. To kill a Mara.

Will glanced at the puddle that had been the rat-thing. A Mara?

Brave, but foolish. To face me here. But thank you, fool. After all my searching, I have finally found you.

Will swallowed. Now for a clever quip—followed by an equally clever escape. But he remained powerless to move, let alone escape. He tried to call Nyx, but no sound would pass his lips.

The snake drew closer. Its mouth opened to reveal long white fangs.

One bite. One taste, said the voice, the words slithering through Will’s head and down his spine. One bite, one taste—and you’re mine.

Nyx! Will screamed in his head. He shouldn’t have to voice her name. The thought should bring her. Shouldn’t it? Nyx! Get me out of here! Wake me up!

Something touched his mind. No, not something. Someone. The touch of another mind. A touch like a warm hand grasping his own and gently tugging.

The snake shot towards him.

Time slowed.

As the snake closed on him, it grew hazy. So did the scene in the square. The Hollow Boys were now gray smudges in the background.

Time sped up again. The snake’s jaws snapped shut.

On nothing.

He screamed. And woke up.
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GASPING, WILL SAT straight up in bed. His bed. His huge round bed in his office tower. He was home. He was safe. Safe from Hollow Boys and giant rat-Mara-things. And snakes. He ran his hands over his body just to be sure. Nope. Didn’t get eaten.

He flopped back onto the covers. What had just happened? And what was happening in Dream? For the second night in a row, something in Dream had kicked his butt.

Then he remembered. Case was in danger. Harry Lyle, too.

“Your female friend is quite safe,” a voice said from nearby.

“Aaagghhh!” Will cried out. He tried to leap into a defensive crouch but got tangled in the covers and fell back. He peered up from where he lay.

At the end of the bed, clad in a long maroon robe, stood the figure of an old Asian man. Or maybe not that old. The figure exuded an aura of youth and vitality that belied his wrinkled face and long white hair and beard.

The man smiled. “My name is Yeshe. And I say again, the young lady is safe. She waits with me downstairs.” The man’s figure had a translucent quality to it, edged by a shimmering silver aura.

“Waits with you? But you’re here.”

Yeshe smiled again. And disappeared.

“Or…not,” Will said. He looked around his bedroom, but he was alone.

Hallie’s computerized voice sounded from the room speaker. “Call for Mr. Dreycott from Ms. Archambeault.”

“Answer.”

Adi’s voice replaced Hallie’s. “William, you need to come down to reception.” She sounded strained. “You have…visitors.”

“Case and an old guy in a dark red robe?”

Pause. “Yes,” she said, “although the gentleman is wearing jeans and a Grateful Dead t-shirt. How did you know?”

“Long story. Long weird story—again. Take them to the main boardroom, please. I’ll be right down. Oh, and Adi?”

“Yes?”

“Call Harry Lyle. Make sure he’s okay.”

“In the middle of the night? Again? What’s wrong?”

He rubbed his face and sighed. “Let’s just say I had a bad dream. See you in a minute.”

Grabbing his jeans from the floor, he pulled them on. The belt brushed against his right hand, and pain shot up his arm. He cried out.

“Lights on,” he called.

As the lights in his room came up, he stared at three red blotches on the back of his hand. They resembled burn blisters he’d had once when he’d been scalded. But what could burn him while sleeping?

Then he remembered. Stabbing the rat-thing. Hot black blood splashing his sword hand.

He stared at his hand. A burn. From Dream.

Something was very wrong—in both of his worlds.


ACT 2: YOU’VE HAUNTED ME ALL MY LIFE
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Chapter 18: Glass Ceiling

WHEN WILL ENTERED the main boardroom on the second floor, few lights showed in the neighboring towers. Not surprising at four AM. Inside, two security guards flanked the door. Adi sat at the head of the long maple table that dominated the room. Arms folded, face stern, she nodded at him, then turned back to their two visitors.

At the opposite end, as far from Adi as possible, Case slumped in a chair, head back, eyes closed. She looked exhausted. Her hair was wet, and she wore different clothes. Different but familiar—a July Talk t-shirt and baggy jeans.

When he entered, her head came up. Their eyes locked. Something twitched at the corner of her mouth. A smile? Whatever it was, it died as her head dropped back against the chair.

Halfway between Case and Adi, his back to the windows, facing Will from across the table, stood the old man who had…

Had what?

Had appeared to Will? In a vision? In his dream? Whatever had happened, this was the same person. Torn jeans and a faded Grateful Dead t-shirt replaced maroon robes, but he was unmistakable. Long, wispy, white hair and beard. Sun-browned face, lined like crumpled paper. And bright eyes twinkling with a light belying his apparent age. He smiled and bowed to Will, hands clasped before him.

Will nodded back, then walked to where Case sat. She stood, running a hand through wet hair. Hooking her thumbs in the top of her jeans, she stared at him, as if searching his face for something.

“Uh, hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

“Are those my clothes?” Right! That’s the first thing you say to her. Idiot.

Looking down at what she wore, Case shrugged. “She got them.” She glared down the table at Adi.

“Well, that was nice of Adi—”

“No. She didn’t want me dripping on your precious leather.”

“She was soaking wet,” Adi snapped. “And half-naked.”

“Why?” he asked Case, storing an image of a wet half-naked Case for consideration later.

“Went for a swim.”

“In your clothes.”

She folded her arms. “I crashed on Cherry Beach. Tall Boy and Shorty showed. I left.”

“By jumping in the lake.”

“Gee, you’re quick.”

He bit back his own retort. “Well, I’m glad you’re safe.” Leaning closer, he dropped his voice to a whisper. “And I’m glad you took the Rider’s advice and came back here.”

Case’s eyes widened as if trying to match the O-shape of her mouth. “How did you know that?”

He shook his head, nodding toward the guards. “Later.” At least he’d have her attention the next time they talked. He walked over to the old man. “You are Mr. Yeshe?”

The man smiled. “Yeshe will do, young master.”

Will held out his hand. “I’m Will Dreycott.”

Ignoring Will’s hand, Yeshe bowed again. “I know. And I am honored. However, before further conversation…” He looked around, taking in Case, Adi, and the guards. “…it would be best if our audience was smaller.”

Will turned to the guards. “Thanks, guys. You can leave us now.”

Both guards looked at Adi.

“Seriously?” Will said.

Adi sighed and nodded. The men left the room, shooting both Yeshe and Case hard stares.

“They realize I’m the guy who pays them, right?” Will said.

Yeshe raised an eyebrow, his eyes running from Case to Adi.

“No,” Will said. “They stay. Adi’s my closest advisor, and Case is in the middle of this. Whatever this is.”

Yeshe smiled. And are they both aware you are the legendary Dream Rider?

Will jumped, startled. Yeshe hadn’t spoken, yet the man’s words sounded in his mind. He wasn’t sure which was more shocking—that Yeshe was telepathic or that he knew Will’s greatest secret. So how do I answer you? Can you hear me?

Yes. I cannot read your mind, but I can hear any thoughts you direct to me.

Could this night get any weirder? Sure. Why not? Okay, so Adi knows. Case doesn’t—and I’d like to keep it that way. But she needs to hear what you have to say if it involves her brother.

It does. Then I will guard your secret from your girlfriend.

She’s not my girlfriend. She’s just…oh, crap, I have no idea what she is…what we are…oh, forget it.

Yeshe smiled again.

“William, what is going on?” Adi said. “You appear to be having a staring contest.”

Yeshe spoke before Will could reply. “My humblest apologies, Ms. Archambeault. I am here to answer what questions I can concerning recent events. However…”

A loud snoring interrupted him. Will turned. Case lay slumped forward in her chair, her head on the table, arm for a pillow, her mouth open and slack.

“Oh, that’s attractive,” Adi muttered.

She still looks cute to me, he thought. Oh yeah, I have it bad.

“However,” Yeshe continued, smiling at the sleeping Case, “perhaps we should delay my story. The young lady is exhausted from her adventures these past two nights…”

Will and Adi exchanged glances. How much did Yeshe know?

“…and I myself am of the habit of sleeping during daylight hours,” Yeshe finished.

“Vampire?” Will offered.

The smile flickered on Yeshe’s face. “A routine arising from my quest.”

“Quest?”

“A quest that has brought me to your city. And to you, young master.”

Will rubbed his face with both hands. “Okay, we’ll do this later. Case needs the sleep, and I could use some Zs myself.”

“William…” Adi began.

“No,” he said. “We do this my way. Please have our two guests escorted to the hotel floor.”

I do not require a room, young master. Yeshe’s voice sounded again in Will’s head.

“Please stop calling me that,” Will said, turning back to Yeshe. “And I thought you wanted to sleep… Oh.”

Yeshe now sat cross-legged on the floor, his eyes closed. He sat in lotus position—hands palm up on his knees, thumbs touching forefingers, other fingers extended.

“Yeshe?” No response came. Will sighed. “Let’s leave him here and get Case a room.”

Adi appeared ready to argue again, but then shook her head and stood. “Very well. But I’m leaving a guard on this room. And on hers, too. Wake your girlfriend.”

“She’s not my—oh, forget it.” Walking to Case, he nudged her shoulder. She woke with a start, her hand flashing out, catching his wrist and twisting.

“Ow! Okay, ow!”

She released his wrist. “Sorry.” Rubbing her eyes, she looked around, glared at Adi, considered the sleeping Yeshe, then shrugged. She peered at Will. “S’up?”

“C’mon, I’m taking you to bed.”

She stood, yawning. “In your dreams.”

“No, I mean…oh, never mind. Just follow me.” He started toward where Adi waited grim-faced by the doors.

Case grabbed his arm. “Hey! Wait a minute.”

“What?”

Shooting Adi a look, she turned her back to the older woman. “When you came in,” she whispered, “you told me—”

“Yes, I did,” he whispered back, cutting her off before she said something he didn’t want Adi hearing. “And I’ll explain in the morning.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, but didn’t say anything more. They walked past Adi into the hall and toward the elevators.

Adi followed. “Explain what?”

“Nothing,” they both replied.

Adi sighed and punched the up button. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“I do.” Not really, he thought. Inside the elevator, he scanned his hand and pressed the button for the guest floor. The doors closed.

“I called Mr. Lyle, as you asked,” Adi said. “No answer.”

“Maybe he shut off his phone after I woke him last night.” But he remembered his dream—Harry lying on the bed, that rat-thing on his chest. “Keep trying. If you don’t get an answer, send someone over.”

Adi frowned, but nodded. They both fell silent.

He stole a look at Case, now slumped against a wall, eyes closed. Adi was right. What did he know about her? But then her face took on that softness he’d seen as she’d slept on his couch.

And he knew. No warnings from Adi or his own doubts would make any difference. He felt a connection to this girl, and he needed to know if she felt it too.
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CASE AWOKE, RESTED and recharged. Stretching out on the bed, she thrilled at the soft coolness of the sheets on her naked skin.

Wait a minute.

She sat up. Where the freak was she? She looked around.

It appeared to be a hotel room, based on movies she’d seen as a kid. The bed was huge. She could stretch out in any direction, arms over her head, and not hang over at either end. She ran her hand over the sheets. Smooth, shiny. Silk?

Whatever. How did she get here? A clock on the bedside table showed 1:05 PM in red digits. In the afternoon? She’d never slept that late. Still groggy from sleep, she slid to the side of the huge bed. She swung her feet over the edge. They didn’t even reach the floor. Hopping down, she grinned as she wriggled her toes in the thick brown carpet. She began a tour.

In an adjoining room, a couch and two armchairs flanked a low glass table scattered with Dream Rider comics. A giant TV screen hung on the wall, between posters of the Rider. A small kitchen sat to the right, complete with stove, fridge, and sink.

To the left, sunlight peeked from behind thick drapes. She pulled them open.

And jumped back.

Behind the drapes, the windows ran from floor to ceiling. A cityscape fell away beneath her feet. She shivered. At first sight, her stomach had tumbled as if she were falling, falling all the way to the street below.

Her fascination battled her fear. She’d never seen the city streets that were her home from up high. Fascination won. She pressed her forehead against the glass and looked straight down. It took a moment, but she recognized the stretch of King Street in front of the Dream Rider tower where Will lived.

Will. She remembered then. Will showing her to this room last night. Undressing. Falling into that huge bed. She must’ve been asleep as soon as she’d hit those sheets.

She looked around the room. This was Will’s building. This was his home.

She shook her head. Home. Not a dirty sleeping bag on a sidewalk. Or the floor of a church basement.

Or a beach. She shivered, remembering more of last night. Her narrow escape from Tall Boy and Shorty. And before that—meeting the Dream Rider, searching for Fader…

And finding him. Finding her brother. Holding him again.

No! That had been a dream. Just a dream.

But it had seemed so real.

She remembered something else. The room with the big table and the old man with the long white beard and the lady who hated her. Something Will had said to her there…

I’m glad you took the Rider’s advice…

She sat on the couch. How could he have known she met the Rider? Met him in a dream? Her dream? Did that mean…? Was the Rider…?

Was the Dream Rider real?

If so, then everything in her dream had been real. Which meant…

She swallowed. Which meant Fader was alive. A prisoner of some creeps, yeah—but alive. Her brother was still alive.

She had to talk to Will. Finding the bathroom, she peed then checked out the huge walk-in shower. She told herself she needed to wake up, to get clean. But really, she couldn’t resist trying it.

She washed, relishing the smell of perfumed soap and apple-scented shampoo. She let the hot water pulse over her long after she’d rinsed, trying to wash away the horror of these past days.

Getting out finally, she slipped into a thick terry-towel robe hanging on the wall, letting it dry her. So this was how the rich lived. She could get used to it. And Will seemed genuinely nice. She didn’t think nice guys existed. And he seemed to like her. It could happen, she thought with a grin.

Still grinning, she found her clothes—correction, Will’s clothes—where she’d tossed them last night. Dressed, she headed for the door.

And stopped.

Walking to the window, she gazed down at the streets again. The streets where she was Hard Case. Where she lived by stealing and hustling, running and hiding.

She took in the room again. The thick carpets. Big TV. Big bed. One room in an entire building. A building that was Will’s home.

This was his world.

She stared at the streets below. And that was hers.

Turning from the window, she walked to the door. It could happen? Yeah, right. Who was she kidding? What would someone like Will ever want with someone like her?


Chapter 19: Escape Is at Hand

THEIR SCREAMS WERE helping. Morrigan’s early morning anger was abating. She sat in the room where two nights before she’d assisted Marell in his transfer. Her lover sat beside her in his new and younger body. They occupied the twin high-backed chairs. Behind them hung the ancient portrait of the man and woman who bore a striking resemblance to them both. Well, not to Marell anymore. But his eyes were still the same. Dark—and dangerous.

Before them lay the Weave. The red-and-black woven rug bearing the triskelion design—three skeletal legs running widdershins around a circle. The same design that inscribed the medallion around her neck. This morning, she wore a dark olive blouse with tight beige slacks and stiletto heels. Marell again wore a black suit and a white shirt.

The drapes were drawn over the boarded windows, but torches burned in wall sconces, sending shadows writhing around the room. Writhing just as the two figures on the carpet writhed.

Mr. Stryke and Mr. Stayne.

They twisted and rolled. They screamed. They tore at their clothes, exposing their pale skin. On that skin, rune characters glowed as if on fire. From the perspective of her two blundering lackeys, she knew, their skin was on fire.

She lifted a hand. A rune script danced along her arm and shot at the two men on the floor. The symbols on their skin brightened again, and their screams grew shriller.

“Mercy, Mistress!” Stayne screamed.

“Mercy?” she snapped. “You let a mere street urchin make fools of you. Twice!” And of me.

“Morrigan, enough,” Marell said, impatience in his voice. “We have much to discuss. And this exercise will increase neither the intelligence nor competence of these idiots.”

Sighing, she flicked her hand. The glowing symbols on the two men dulled then disappeared. Stayne and Stryke collapsed sobbing onto the carpet.

“Now go,” she said. “Fail me again, and I will not show such kindness.”

“Yes, mistress,” Stayne gasped. “Your mercy is boundless.”

“Your beauty knows no—” Stryke whispered.

“Leave!” Morrigan cried. The two men began to stand. She glared at them. “Did I give you permission to rise?”

Stayne and Stryke exchanged glances. Dropping to their hands and knees again, they crawled from the room.

Marell chuckled. “Feeling better?”

She sniffed. “A little.”

“And this girl? What became of her after she evaded those dolts?”

“My tracking spell—which those fools should have used—was fading last night. But I managed to trace her. She returned to that white tower.”

To her surprise, Marell smiled. “Good.”

“How so?”

“Last night, I sent a Mara after that reporter you marked for me.”

Morrigan shuddered. Hunted by a Mara. “But how does this tie to the white tower and our search?”

Marell stared at the triskelion design on the Weave. “Someone killed the Mara.”

Killed a Mara? She sat back in the chair, her eyes also running to the Weave. She fingered her medallion. “Our prey?”

“Who else?”

“How can you be sure?”

“I faced him. The Mara’s death drew me to him.”

“And?”

He hesitated. “He eluded me.”

She drew in a breath. “He’s grown more powerful.”

Marell glared at her.

“To kill a Mara,” she added, not voicing her true thought. Their prey had escaped Marell’s astral spirit in Dream? How could that happen?

“More powerful, yes,” Marell said. “I believed our work would end when we found him. But this may prove more difficult than we envisaged.”

“You’ve found him?” she said, as the meaning of his words sank in.

“Your suspicion of the other night proved true. The mind that killed my Mara dwells in your white tower. I tracked its spirit there before my contact broke.”

“But, my love, that is wonderful. Our search is over.”

“There remains the problem of his capture. Something in that tower blocked my astral spirit from entering. I believe our prey has erected an astral shield.”

Another surprise. His powers have indeed grown. But she kept that thought to herself, too. “Then we cannot compel him to leave the white tower’s protection.”

“No. We must remove him. Physically.”

“That will be difficult. According to Stayne and Stryke, the building entrances are secured. And guarded around the clock.”

“We have the mercenaries,” Marell mused.

“A forced entry will trigger an alarm and attract the authorities.”

“To be so close…” Marell’s hands clenched into fists.

Morrigan rose and paced the room. The hospital beds from two nights ago had disappeared. What remained were the few items she insisted they carry on their pursuit—the portrait, the two chairs, the wall sconces.

And, of course, the Weave.

Completing her circuit of the room, she stood on the rug, drawing some of its power into her. “If we cannot compel him to leave, perhaps we could lure him out.”

Marell’s eyes narrowed. “How?”

“That reporter. He was investigating the children we’ve taken. He even talked to the young boy we took last night and his elusive sister. The boy had his card, remember? From your encounter in Dream, our prey must also know the reporter. And that girl has fled twice to the white tower where he hides.”

“And from this you infer…?”

“Like the reporter, our prey is interested in the fate of these children.”

Marell snorted. “Why?”

She shrugged. “Playing the hero again? Does it matter? Regardless of his reasons, these children could be bait, to lure him.”

Marell stroked his chin with one finger. An old habit that jarred her seeing it in this new body. “Your logic holds. But lure him where? To the children? To here?” He shook his head. “No. He could send the police.”

“My protections on this place would hold.”

“Still too dangerous. But you’ve given me an idea.”
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