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One

The sewer wasn’t the worst place for a nightmare, Josh Weaver admitted to herself as she fumbled with the boxy, rose-gold lighter in her hand. But it was hardly a warm afternoon in the park, either.

She stood knee-deep in very cold water that smelled of rotting fast food and gave off fumes like fresh asphalt. Her jeans were soaked—she’d slipped and fallen twice—and her black shirt was too thin to keep her warm. Around her legs, oily patterns floated on the surface of stagnant, brackish water as it flowed down the cramped concrete sewer tunnel and into the darkness.

Josh moved her lighter in a wide arc, which brought back the sharp pain in her right elbow where she’d slammed it against a ladder climbing down here. The ladder had been behind her a moment before; now it was gone. Like so many things in the Dream, it had vanished without reason.

When the lighter grew hot in her hand, she let the cap close with a click. The darkness was absolute—No cheating, it seemed to say—and while Josh had been in dark places lots of times, there was a bad vibe down here; it drove the adrenaline that made her hands want to grab a weapon and her legs ache to run. The feeling might just have been instinct, but Josh knew better than to ignore it. Instinct had saved her life too many times.

For a moment she hesitated, rubbing her numb fingertips against the warm metal lighter. Then she closed her eyes against the dark and broke Stellanor’s First Rule of dream walking: Never let the dreamer’s fear become your own.

Usually when Josh was inside the Dream universe, she kept the image of stone walls in the back of her mind. The walls—thick and high and impenetrable—protected her from the dreamers’ emotions and made it possible for her to focus and not become paralyzed by terror or anxiety. But now Josh imagined a tiny hole in one wall, a well-worn hole the size of her pinky finger where a cork usually fit, and when she pulled the cork out, a slither of blue smoke came through.

A man in an old-fashioned coat. A gas can. A mask. A little boy wearing the gas mask, his face turning white, then blue, the mask pulling at his skin, sucking, sucking … 

And something else, a hint of primal fear, like a match held to the woman’s anxiety and ready to set it alight: dreamfire.

Josh jammed the cork back in the wall before the dreamfire could overwhelm her. She opened her eyes and flicked the lighter again.

So there’s a bad guy down here somewhere, she thought. Skippy.

A sloshing noise came from one end of the tunnel, and Josh saw the dreamer come running—a woman in her early forties, nice-looking in a middle-class, soccer-mom kind of way.

“They’re coming!” the woman warned Josh, stopping a few feet away. “I got them away from the children, but they’re coming.”

“Who’s coming?” Josh asked.

“The men, with the gas masks. They put a mask on Paul and he turned all blue.”

“You’re dreaming,” Josh calmly told the soccer mom. “You need to wake up.”

Sometimes the best way to deal with dreamers was to point out that they were dreaming. Some would realize the truth of the statement and wake up, while an interesting few would gain conscious control over their own nightmare.

Soccer mom did neither.

“Blue,” the woman repeated, her eyes staring into the darkness. Josh felt the dreamfire flickering against the walls in her mind, like flames burning just outside her field of vision.

All right, she thought, this lady is not hearing me. We need an out.

Unfortunately, there was no immediately apparent way to escape the dream. Josh needed a doorway, a manhole, an iron gate. Any kind of porthole, anything that would move them both to a different place.

“Don’t worry about Paul—” she started to say, and the woman let out an operatic scream that echoed up and down the sewer tunnel in a wicked one-woman chorus.

Josh grimaced as the dreamer took off running, splashing through the water like a duck taking flight.

Before Josh could go after her, a gust of freezing air swept the back of her neck. She spun so fast her feet lost purchase on the greasy tunnel floor and she fell on her butt—again. The hand holding the Zippo slipped underwater.

But before the light went out, she caught a glimpse of the man who had been standing not five feet behind her.

Now she understood why the woman was so upset.

The man stood tall and wide enough to fill the tunnel. He wore a green-black leather trench coat that glistened like the shell of a beetle. Big green buttons ran down the front and a wide belt cinched the waist. On his head sat a matching felt fedora with a black band.

A gas mask covered his face, and two rubber tubes connected it to a huge canister that he wore on his back. The canister was so large that Josh could see it over his shoulder. It was made of something white and slick, like bone. The gas mask hid his face, but the two hands sticking out of the overlong sleeves were massive, and the fingers, thick as quarter rolls, were spread wide apart. Even in the meager half-second glimpse she got of him, Josh saw the muscles in the backs of his hands straining against the flesh as he forced his fingers farther away from each other. His hands must have hurt, spread so wide.

Josh sat in the water, in the dark, and listened to the gritty sound of the lighter flicking futilely. The man in the trench coat didn’t make a sound, but she felt his presence somewhere nearby, like air pressure against her skin. He was close—how close? Which side? She hated not knowing where he was, because she was going to have to make a run for it and she needed to know which direction to run.

Some nightmares could be dealt with, resolved, like the one the week before when a man dreamt that he had started a grease fire in the kitchen while frying a couple of breaded tennis shoes. Josh had just walked in, grabbed a fire extinguisher, and put the fire out. Man relieved, nightmare over.

But this dream was too minimalist to work with; there were no possibilities for improvisation in the tunnel. The source of danger was obvious, but the means of defense were a mystery. What could she use against this canister-carrying menace?

Possibly nothing. Not all nightmares could be resolved, and if that was the case in this nightmare, Josh had only one option left.

According to what was formally known as Tao Sing’s Dictum: If you can’t face a nightmare, run from it as fast as you possibly can.

The man in the trench coat still didn’t make a sound. Finally, the lighter’s wick dried enough that the little flame burst into action, and Josh’s throat shut as if a string had been yanked tight around it.

The face of the man in the trench coat was less than a foot from her own.

All she saw during that glance were his eyes, bulging from above the rubber rim of his gas mask. They were black. The man carrying the canister had black eyes, deep and yet shiny. They had no whites. They had no irises. They had no pupils. It was as if his eyelids opened onto deep space.

He peered at her. A feeling emanated from this man—no, this creature—that made it hard for Josh to focus. Part of the feeling was intense desire, not for her but for violence, and part of it was indifference. The thing living in the trench coat wanted to kill, but it didn’t care what, and this deep, unconscious need to end life was the source of the woman’s dreamfire.

Only the deepest fears could awaken dreamfire, and only the strongest mental walls could stand against it. One moment of weakness would be enough to ignite a hysteria that would render Josh as powerless as the dreamer.

Josh began wondering if she’d have to kill the man.

This would hardly be her first time. But her father had once told her that even when he was in Vietnam, the killing hadn’t seemed as real as Dream death did. Every sense was exaggerated—the sound of ribs cracking exploded in his ears, the blood was as thick as frosting, and it dried bright crimson, when it did finally dry.

And Dream death didn’t always work. Once, Josh had blown a zombie’s head off with a shotgun, watched it roll down a staircase, and felt his hands continue ripping her hair out. She’d had to break his body open like a lobster before he finally stopped coming at her.

The man in the trench coat struck her as the kind of guy who wasn’t going to go down easily.

Then he spoke, the words muffled by the mask. No accent. No cadence. No real interest.

“You’re Jona’s daughter.”

Josh was so startled she forgot to kick him. He knew her mother? Her mother had been dead for five years; Josh didn’t bump into a lot of random people who had known her. And besides that, he was a nightmare, not a person—he shouldn’t have been able to recognize Josh.

But while Josh stared at him with a tilted head, the man in the trench coat reached for a second gas mask dangling from his canister, and she remembered what the soccer mom had said.

They put a mask on Paul and he turned all blue.

That was when Josh remembered to kick him, leaning back on the hand that wasn’t holding her lighter and using the leverage to get her right cross-trainer in under his chin.

His head snapped back. The felt hat flipped off his skull, revealing strands of gray-black hair twisted around a palm-sized bald spot.

Josh lashed out again. This time her heel caught him square in the breastbone and sent him flying into the side of the tunnel. His canister clanged against the wall.

She didn’t waste any time. Before he could so much as finish sliding into the water, she was on her feet and running full-out through the tunnel. The water felt thick; it clung to her jeans as if trying to hold her back.

Move, move, move, she told herself.

The dreamer appeared around a bend in the tunnel, and Josh stumbled to a stop beside her. “I can’t get this door open!” the woman screamed, knocking her fashion-ring-laden hand against a steel access door in the wall.

Finally, Josh thought at the sight of the door.

She listened for a moment, but between her own breath and soccer mom’s gasps and sobs, she couldn’t hear anything. Either the man in the trench coat wasn’t following, or else he could move silently. She thought she could guess which.

Cold air gusted from the direction she had run.

“Don’t panic,” she told the woman, and braced her shoulder against the door. In the real world, she could never have knocked down a steel door, but this was the woman’s dream, and it would respond to the woman’s perceptions. If she thought Josh capable, the Dream would conform.

Josh launched herself at the door. Pain shot through her shoulder, but the hinges creaked.

“Harder,” the woman urged.

Josh managed not to glare at her. She threw herself against the door again, so hard her arm moved in her shoulder socket. This time the door fell outward.

And kept falling. On the other side of the doorway stretched black emptiness. Josh grabbed the tunnel wall with her free hand to keep from tumbling into the void.

“I’m gonna die,” the dreamer whispered.

If she hadn’t felt sorry for the woman, Josh would have been annoyed. Why were people always so quick to assume that they were going to die? Josh had been in much worse situations than this one and made it out unharmed.

She relit her lighter with one hand while she pulled a makeup compact from her back pocket with the other. All of the facial powder had long ago fallen out of the hunter-green case. When she revved up the Zippo and reflected the light off the mirror and into the doorway, a shimmering surface appeared where the empty doorway had been a moment before. This filmy glaze, which dream walkers called the Veil, stretched across the doorframe like a huge soap bubble sparkling in the firelight.

“Through,” Josh said.

“I’m gonna die.”

The air that rushed over Josh’s hair lifted it off her ears and slid icy fingers across her scalp. She turned without thinking.

The man in the green-black trench coat stood an arm’s length away.

Josh raised her right foot, set it against the dreamer’s waist, and kicked her through the doorway. Then she jumped after her.


 

Two

Josh stumbled on her way out of the Dream and ended up on her knees on the archroom’s tile floor. At the same time, somewhere else in the world, the dreamer was probably bolting upright in bed.

Josh’s younger sister, Deloise, rose from a chair that sat near the stone archway through which Josh had fallen. But instead of helping her up, Deloise put her manicured hands on her hips and said, “I’ve been looking everywhere for you! Do you have any idea what time it is?”

“Um…” Josh shook her head, trying to reorient herself. “Around six thirty?”

“Try eight twenty. You’re going to be late to—oh, drat, Josh, you’re wet. And you smell like you’ve been swimming in a septic tank.”

Despite her attempt to appear disapproving, Deloise was smiling. She usually was. When Josh held out her hands, Deloise took them and tugged her sister up.

Deloise was—to her infinite pleasure—a full four inches taller than Josh, and at least four times as pretty. When people said her blond hair had good body, they were talking about the Venus de Milo’s body, and when they said her brown eyes resembled a doe’s, they were talking about Bambi’s mom. And people were always talking, because not only was Deloise beautiful, she was wonderful. She preferred young children’s nightmares, where she could soothe, reassure, and comfort, and she was well suited to the task. In the World, kids were unnaturally drawn to her, as if they knew subconsciously that she fought for them. And she was social, and funny, and enthusiastic, and sensitive, and … a hundred other things Josh was not.

Josh groaned as she got to her feet. A puddle was forming on the clean, white tile and her hand was red from where she had let the Zippo burn too long. Her entire body shimmered with the aftermath of passing through the Veil, scientifically called Veil dust but more commonly known as fairy dust.

Josh wiped her face of fairy dust with a white hand towel. “How late am I going to be, you think?” she asked. Her seventeenth birthday party was set to start at nine.

“You’ll make it if you hurry. I ironed your outfit.”

Deloise was already dressed in a dark blue dress with palm-sized white flowers printed on it. A white shrug covered her bare shoulders—Laurentius Weavaros did not approve of his daughters showing skin—and her left wrist was adorned with a pearl bracelet that matched the accents on her ballet flats. Like most dream walkers, Lauren believed that young women should dress modestly, and he wouldn’t have been the only one frowning if Deloise had showed up in heels.

Deloise shut off the archroom lights while, ahead, Josh scrambled up the spiral stairs in her squishing shoes. “I only saw a minute of that nightmare, but the dreamer looked like she was caught up in some serious dreamfire,” Deloise said, following.

“Yeah. The guy in the trench coat was gassing people to death. Although he was also wearing a gas mask.… And he said the strangest thing—”

Josh pushed open the door at the top of the steps and let herself into the kitchen pantry. Spice racks and soda caddies cleverly disguised the door to the basement. After Deloise closed it behind herself, only Josh’s gritty gray footprints on the floor suggested the room held anything more than nonperishable foodstuffs.

In the kitchen, Josh and Deloise’s stepmother, Kerstel, was preparing a tray of bruschetta and goat cheese. The girls’ mother had died five years before while trying to open a new archway between the World and the Dream, and three years later, their father had married Kerstel. She was twenty years too young for him and better educated than he was, but she was smart and funny and a good cook, and she thought Josh was a responsible young person, so Josh didn’t mind having her around. Deloise positively adored her.

Saidy Avish was assisting Kerstel with the finger foods. Saidy and her husband, Alex, lived on the house’s second floor with their daughter, Winsor, who was—or had once been—Josh’s best friend.

Saidy looked disparagingly at the mess Josh tracked on the floor and ordered her to remove her shoes. Kerstel said, “Josh, I just washed the floor,” but she was laughing.

Barefoot, Josh followed Deloise down the hall and into the stairwell. Deloise floated up the steps, her ballet flats hardly indenting the carpet. “What were you saying?”

“Yeah, the guy in the trench coat. He said…” Josh hesitated, half wondering if she hadn’t misheard the words through his mask. “He said I was Jona’s daughter.”

“What?” Deloise looked sharply at Josh over her shoulder, lost her balance, and had to grab the banister to keep from falling down the stairs. Josh put a hand on her sister’s back until Deloise was moving forward again.

“That’s impossible,” Deloise said. “I mean, how could he know who you are?”

“He couldn’t.” Now that she had a moment to think, Josh found the man’s recognition even more disturbing. He had been a figment of the nightmare, not a conscious being with a mind or a past. He had never met Josh’s mother.

“I must have misheard him.”

“Well, you should talk to Dad about it,” Deloise advised. “Or Grandma. They’ll know. You didn’t break Stellanor’s First Rule, did you?” She turned sharply again, her voice rising with alarm. “He might have been able to read your mind if you let the dreamer’s fear take you over.”

“I didn’t break Stellanor,” Josh said, although that’s exactly what she had done. Yes, letting the dreamer’s fear touch her was dangerous—especially when dreamfire was present—but sometimes it was the only way to get vital information. And she was careful. “I’ll ask Grandma later,” she said, and let the subject drop.

They reached the third floor. The house, originally a Greek-revival mansion, had been renovated and expanded several times, and now contained two three-bedroom apartments on the second floor and a four-bedroom apartment on the third. Because the Dream required monitoring, continuously but especially at night, and because the archway in the basement was the only one for miles around, it made sense for a number of dream walkers to share the house.

The Weavaroses lived on the third floor. The living room, once nothing more than four white walls and a couch, had flourished like a garden under Kerstel’s care. Now the windows were dressed with brown velvet curtains and the taupe walls bore earth-toned textile art created by a local craftswoman. Alpaca throw blankets were piled in a wicker basket at the end of the couch, and the air smelled of Kerstel’s favorite toasted-almond-scented candles.

Josh and Deloise’s bedrooms were connected by a bathroom and sat between the master bedroom and an extra room used for storage and the collection of junk. Two weeks earlier, Kerstel had decided to clean out the junk room, but she had lacked answers when Josh asked about the unexpected change. “Just seemed like a good idea,” she’d said finally.

Deloise said this meant Kerstel was pregnant, but Josh thought she probably just wanted the extra closet space.

Josh’s own room was a wreck of textbooks and martial-arts books and clothing she couldn’t be bothered to put away. Half a dozen blankets, none of which matched one another or the sheets on the bed, were heaped on the mattress and the window seat and the overstuffed recliner in the corner. Most of her possessions looked like they had been won in a street fight; even her hairbrush had a corner chipped off.

Winsor was sitting on the corner of the bed, leafing through a knife catalog. Her dark, layered hair shone in the ruddy light of the bedside table, and she smiled knowingly—and just a bit scornfully—as she looked up at Josh, blue eyes cutting through her overlong bangs.

Though not shy, Winsor’s combination of intensity, obvious intelligence, and reserve often created a barrier between her and other people. She could appear cold without meaning to—at least, Josh thought she didn’t mean to. If her family hadn’t lived on the second floor, Josh considered it unlikely that they would ever have become friends. After a “wardrobe malfunction” at a middle school pool party, Winsor had developed great sympathy for dreamers trapped in shame and embarrassment nightmares. Josh couldn’t count the number of times she’d had to pass up a perfectly terrifying monster chase because Winsor wanted to help some kid dreaming he was naked in his school cafeteria.

“I told Del you would be down there.” Winsor shook her head. “Workaholic.”

“I’m not a workaholic,” Josh told her, although winter break had just ended, and she had worked like a sled dog the entire time. She fought the urge to flop down on the bed—she didn’t want to contaminate her blankets with sewer sludge.

“You’re a workaholic in dire need of a shower,” Winsor replied. Although her voice was light and she continued to smile, Josh detected a fine edge to her tone, like a very long, thin blade hidden beneath her words.

Nothing had been right between them since the summer before, and Josh was beginning to think that the damage to their friendship was irreparable.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Josh said. “I’m moving.”

As Josh closed the door to the bathroom that connected her room to Deloise’s, she heard her sister say, “Look at this place!” Winsor chuckled.

Josh leaned against the door and sighed. She was exhausted. No, she had been exhausted for weeks. She was beyond exhausted and into bone-tired. And now she had her birthday party to deal with.

Her image in the mirror was a mess. Smelly, grayish water dripped out of her short brown hair. Her mouth hung slack with fatigue, and her green eyes, too pale to begin with, were now the color of cheap pottery glaze.

She peeled off her thin black shirt, shivering, and tossed it into the hamper with the rest of her clothes. Her right shoulder was swollen and already turning purple. Only a dreamer’s soul—or spirit or consciousness or whatever one wanted to call it—was present in the Dream, so a dreamer couldn’t be killed or injured no matter what happened to them. But a dream walker entered the Dream body, mind, and spirit, and whatever injuries they sustained in the Dream remained real when they returned to the World.

Josh pulled the compact out of her pocket and tossed it onto the wicker dish on the counter, along with her Zippo. Engraved in the lighter’s rose-gold plating, among the myriad scratches and dents, she could still make out the inscription: To J.D. Love Always, Ian.

Ian had been the only one who ever called her J.D.

For a moment Josh stared at the words, realizing it had been exactly one year since Ian had given her the lighter. Such an odd gift coming from him, so thoughtful. And it was all the more precious because it was one of the only things she had left of Ian.

Finally, she removed a long golden chain from around her neck and set it in the wicker dish. A tiny pendant hung from the chain—a plumeria blossom stamped on a golden disk. The plumeria represented the True Dream Walker, who had been the first person to enter the Dream and end nightmares. Josh wasn’t really sure she believed in his legend—and she certainly didn’t believe the tale that he would someday return—but she had grown up hearing the stories just like every other dream walker before her. Moreover, she believed in the ideals his legend stood for, and she wanted to wear the pendant tonight of all nights, when she accepted the mantle of responsibility he had—according to the stories—passed down to her. But she took it off so she could wear the only other necklace she owned: three jade teardrops, set an inch apart, hanging from a thin golden chain. Her grandmother had given it to her, and Deloise had shopped for Josh’s outfit with it in mind.

Half an hour later, she was dry and dressed in a floor-length light-green skirt with a knit cream top that hung over her hips. Although the outfit didn’t resemble the formal gowns most girls wore to their seventeenth-birthday parties—except one of the Grodonia girls, who had worn a black leather miniskirt, a blue-green corset, and a belly-button piercing so new it still dripped blood—Josh doubted anyone who knew her expected that she would arrive dressed for the prom. This was the only skirt she owned.

“Turn around,” Deloise said after fastening the necklace behind Josh’s neck.

Josh went back into the bathroom to look at herself. Deloise had done a good job; the color of the jade matched the shade of the skirt exactly and made Josh’s eyes appear darker than they were, drawing out the features of her face.

“Oh, it’s perfect,” Deloise cooed, obviously pleased by this feminine touch. Winsor gave an indifferent nod of approval.

It was perfect—even Josh could see that. Which was precisely why she had asked Deloise to select an outfit for her. Deloise knew about things like details and accessories and the hidden implications of clothing.

“We’re going to be late in four minutes,” Winsor announced, standing up and smoothing her dress.

Deloise grinned. “Come on, birthday girl.”

Josh took a deep breath and followed her sister through the bedroom door. She had faced hundreds of other people’s nightmares; tonight she had to face her own.

*   *   *

They held the ceremony out on the lawn. Josh knew what to expect, but the sight of the stone pathway leading to a giant weeping willow tree in the moonlight, marked every yard by a glowing white candle, still made her suck in a breath.

“Oh,” Deloise whispered, “I love this stuff!”

Paper lanterns hung from the branches of the ancient willow tree, casting a yellow glow over the grass. The air was chilly but not cold—unseasonably warm for January—and Josh was glad Deloise had picked a sweater for her to wear.

More than a hundred people had gathered around the tree. Josh had known most of them all her life—they were all part of the local dream-walker clan—but she was self-conscious with the knowledge that tonight everyone was looking at her, talking about her. Expecting something special from her.

She started to ask Deloise to stay with her and found that her sister had already vanished, along with Winsor. The crowd’s chatter died down as everyone turned their attention to Josh, which only increased her desire to go running, but she forced her wooden feet in their dainty cream slippers to keep walking along the candle-marked path. Through the thin soles, she felt the sharp gravel path with each step.

She sat down on a stone chair placed at the bottom of the willow tree’s trunk and forced herself to look up bravely into the crowd. At first the glare of candlelight in her eyes was too strong, but after a few seconds the faces began to make themselves known to her. She felt less anxious as she recognized people and returned their smiles—her martial-arts instructor, her cousins and aunts and uncles, her mother’s best friend. Just as Josh recognized Young Ben Sounclouse, he stepped out of the circle and came toward her.

Young Ben had to be approaching a hundred years old. In his twenties, he had taken over as seer for a really old guy named Ben, and everyone had been calling him Young Ben ever since. His face was dappled with liver spots and he walked slowly, but he had quick eyes and good hearing aids. He was the local seer, one of a small group of dream walkers who kept histories, doled out wisdom, and—most important—wrote prophecies. Under the monarchy that had once ruled Europe, Asia, and North America, seers had garnered great respect, but since the revolution—led by none other than Josh’s own grandfather—the seers had lost all of their political authority, and no one was quite sure how they fit into dream-walker culture anymore.

In the nineteen years since the overthrow, a permanent government had yet to be formed, and the junta that remained in power had thrown out the grand old ceremonies and elaborate rituals that the monarchs had loved. Coming-of-age parties—once a standard rite of passage with a well-known form—lacked their former ostentatious pomp.

Young Ben was wearing a Hawaiian-themed tux that didn’t really fit—his beer belly was slumping over the cummerbund—and he held a heavy rosewood box. Jewels set into the lid caught the candlelight and glittered like colored stars. A lot of communities printed scrolls off computers and handed them out in sealed envelopes these days, but Young Ben still hand-wrote his on parchment and presented them in the same jeweled box he’d always used.

“Good evening,” he said, standing next to Josh’s chair. His ancient voice sounded like a record played with a barbed-wire needle, but it carried clearly between the branches. When he put his plump hand on Josh’s shoulder, his touch was warm and firm with affection. “Welcome to Josh’s birthday,” he added, and easy laughter relaxed the atmosphere. “We’re here tonight to welcome one of my favorite people into adulthood. Laurentius, Kerstel, you’ve done a wonderful job. You’ve given Josh every value a good dream walker needs, and I know Jona would be proud. I doubt there’s one among us who hasn’t been downright astonished by Josh’s skills in the Dream, by her determination not just to end nightmares but to resolve them, or by her commitment to return night after night. I can’t think of a higher compliment than to say that when Josh decides she’s going to help a dreamer wake up, that person can know for certain that they aren’t going to be abandoned to the monsters. And I don’t know of a higher calling, or someone I’d rather see take it up.” He gave the crowd a big smile. “Does anyone have anything they’d like to say?”

Josh—who was already hot-cheeked and sick to her stomach—wondered if that wasn’t a little like saying, “If anyone has any reason why this child should not be allowed into adulthood, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

And this, she realized, was what she was afraid of. Her deepest fear, her personal dreamfire, surrounded her in the form of friends and family. This was her moment of truth, and she was terrified that the truth was exactly what would be said.

For an instant, she thought she saw Ian’s face in the crowd. Seven months ago he had been the one sitting beneath the wings of the willow tree, and she had been the one telling the crowd everything she loved about him.

He wasn’t here tonight to tell her family the whole truth about what had happened to him. The evidence was right in front of them, but they didn’t want to see it because Josh was their darling, their prodigy, proof of their success as a family and a community. They didn’t want to think about Josh’s mistakes.

She killed her boyfriend.

No one said that, or the other things she was afraid to hear. No one even made a joke at her expense. One by one, people rose to talk about her gifts, her abilities in-Dream unaccounted for by her training. They recalled her moments of glory—how at the age of eight she had resolved the first dream she ever walked without a word of instruction from her parents; how at twelve she had jumped out the window of a nine-story building and landed in a Dumpster, not a scratch on her or the old woman she had saved from a nightmare’s burning apartment; how at fifteen she had dragged her own father, unconscious, out of the Dream after he was hit in the head with a hockey stick.

Everyone said nice things. But the longer Josh listened, the more apparent it became that no one was going to mention anything she had done outside the Dream. They spoke as if she existed to them only when she walked, only inside the Dream’s nebulous fantasy world.

What else could they talk about? she wondered. My so-so grades? My complete lack of social graces? Last summer?

Her heart hurt at the thought of last summer. She felt the pain as an injured muscle—sore, battered, aching with every breath and beat. No one was going to bring up last summer, and she couldn’t decide if she wanted them to or not, if it would be better to keep up this charade of her infallibility or to face what she had done. For a moment she even thought of stopping the ceremony and giving her own account of what had happened the night the cabin burned—wasn’t that what a true adult would have done?—but the idea so frightened her that she only gripped the rough arms of the stone chair and swallowed hard.

When people finished talking, Young Ben stepped around to face Josh, and Laurentius and Kerstel fell in on either side of him. “Stand up,” Ben whispered, after several seconds’ pause, and Josh realized he had been waiting for her and scrambled to her feet.

“Joshlyn Dustine Hazel Weavaros,” he announced, “from tonight on you will be an adult among us. I understand you wish to take your journeyer’s vows?”

“I do,” Josh said. This was the only part of the ceremony she had looked forward to.

“Just let her take her master’s vows!” someone in the crowd called out, and laughter filled the yard.

Young Ben made a face like he was giving the idea some thought, then grew serious again. “Hold out your hands and repeat after me.”

Josh held her hands out, palms up, and Ben dipped his finger in a vial of scented oil before tracing a spiral onto each palm. As he did so, he said, “I do this night commit my body, mind, and heart to the protection and care of the Dream for a term of seven years.”

Josh repeated the words. The oil on her palms smelled like cedar and sandalwood. Dream-walker children took a novice vow before they began training, but not many bothered to take a formal journeyer vow when they turned seventeen, and even fewer took a master vow at the age of twenty-five. Even those who dedicated the better parts of their lives to dream walking rarely took vows, but the words meant a great deal to Josh. She felt them sink into her body like warmth.

Ben rested his hands on her shoulders. “May the True Dream Walker himself watch over you, and may you always walk safely.”

“Walk safely,” a hundred voices echoed.

Young Ben took the rosewood box from Kerstel and held it out to Josh. He opened the lid.

Josh couldn’t stop herself from pulling back a few inches, half expecting all the world’s evils to come pouring from the box’s mouth. When they didn’t, she peered at the contents the way she would have looked at the sun—with her eyes fixed up against the inevitable pain.

But all she saw was a wooden box lined in black velvet and edged with gold tassel. A piece of parchment rested innocently inside, rolled tight and fastened with a green wax seal stamped W.

“Go on,” Young Ben said.

Josh stared at the scroll for a long time, making out the depth of the stamp in the wax, the slight imperfections in the surface of the parchment.

“Go on, pick it up,” Ben said. “It won’t bite.”

Chuckles came from those nearby, and even though Josh loved Young Ben, she shot him a hateful look. She rubbed her hands together to disperse the oil on her palms and then, overcoming her reluctance with speed, she snatched the scroll up from where it lay. The paper felt grainy against her fingertips, and she could smell the wax seal. It softened against her hot palm.

Inside the scroll was written the seer’s vision of her life. A vision that would—no matter the actions taken against it—come to pass. Clues, hints, warnings … She wouldn’t know unless she broke the seal.

Only three people knew what the scroll said inside: her parents and Young Ben, who had written it. Whether or not Josh ever learned what it contained was up to her now; it was her decision. She was being issued a challenge, and if she rose to it, then she would be a true adult.

She thought again of Ian, who had been given the same challenge and failed miserably. She had been partially responsible, and the idea that she was being given another chance to ruin a life unsettled her. As far as she was concerned, the scroll was a time bomb that would go off the moment she opened it.

She looked up at Young Ben and forced a smile that was overshadowed by her sense of dread. “Thanks,” she managed to say.

Young Ben shouted, “Happy birthday!” and the crowd broke into hoots and agreements that filled the air like wishes floating up to the stars.

Never, Josh promised herself, deaf to the cheers around her.

I will never open this scroll.


 

Three

Although Josh’s moment of reckoning had come and gone, and her scroll hadn’t exploded in her hand, three hours later she still felt anxious. She sat on a couch between Deloise and Winsor in the long, badly lit basement of the house, surrounded by an assortment of unloved furniture, storage boxes, and training equipment. The basement was the only room big enough to hold a hundred people, so that’s where Kerstel had set up a fabulous reception—Champagne, a two-tier cake, tables of finger food, even a silver samovar of hot chocolate kept warm by a little gas burner. No one had commented on the concrete wall with the bank-vault door at the far end of the room; everyone at the party knew what it protected.

After hours of food, drink, and chitchat, people were beginning to leave; dawn was on the way and the next day was a Friday. Those who weren’t leaving were getting progressively more intoxicated, including Josh’s father and Young Ben.

Josh scanned the crowd for a threat, just as she would have in the Dream. She passed her scroll from one hand to the other. She wasn’t used to drinking, and she was beginning to suspect that a single piece of chocolate cake wasn’t enough to soak up three glasses of Champagne. Her head had grown very hard to hold up, and knowledge that her reflexes were dulled made her even more anxious.

They’d drunk Champagne on Ian’s birthday too, and when he’d kissed her the bubbles had made her lips feel like they were sparkling. He had held her hand all night, and when dawn had broken they had gone up to his room and cracked the seal on his scroll.

And he had never kissed her again.

“You’re really not going to open it?” Deloise asked. She was being sensible and eating a handful of nuts to counteract all the sugar she’d ingested. “Come on, Josh, snap that seal. I want to know what it says.”

“Win, is it just rude to ask someone what their scroll says, or is there actually a rule against it?”

Winsor covered a yawn with one hand and leaned back on the lumpy plaid couch. “Both. It’s so rude there’s a rule against it.”

“What?” Deloise said. “You’re making that up.”

“It’s the dream-walker version of the Ten Commandments,” Winsor said, closing her eyes. She’d looked decidedly bored most of the evening. “First commandment: Don’t ask anybody what their scroll says.”

“What’s the second commandment?”

“There’s only one. It’s that important.” She yawned again. “But there’s no point in nagging Josh to open it. She has a complex.”

Sitting forward, Josh couldn’t see Winsor, who was leaning back beside her. But she could feel the tip of that blade in Winsor’s voice as if it were tracing words across her back.

“A complex?” Deloise repeated.

“She’s afraid she won’t be able to handle what’s written inside. Some people can’t, you know.”

Josh was on her feet and a yard away before she realized she had moved. She caught sight of her grandmother among the lingering guests and called over her shoulder, “I’m going to go say hi to Grandma.”

“That was mean,” she heard Deloise tell Winsor.

Yeah, Josh agreed silently. It was.

But she didn’t stay to defend herself because she believed she had no right to be angry. Not when she was the one who had caused so much damage.

Dustine Borgenicht greeted her granddaughter with a hug, stepping tremulously out from behind her walker, which had been made especially for Dustine from white pine and polished to a high shine for the celebration. Dustine wasn’t a hugger, but then neither was Josh, and the exchange was somewhat awkward.

“Happy birthday, honey.”

“Thanks, Grandma.”

“And you’re wearing my necklace,” Dustine said. “Don’t I feel special. You look beautiful.” She frowned and reached out to adjust the necklace around Josh’s throat. “Now, if I can just get through your sister’s seventeenth, maybe I can die already.”

“Grandma!”

Dustine chuckled at Josh’s upset. “Sorry. No one told the bartender not to give us old folks wine tonight.”

“I don’t think there is a bartender.”

“That explains it, then. Don’t worry, dear, I’m not going anywhere.” Her eyes narrowed. “Well, not permanently, but here comes your grandfather, and dueling at a birthday party would be rude. Cover for me.”

Josh watched her grandmother scuttle off toward the far end of the basement a great deal faster than her walker would imply she could move. Questions about the man in the trench coat would have to wait till morning. When Josh turned around, her grandfather was grinning at her.

She didn’t understand how her grandparents had ever decided to marry each other. They were both dominant and in-charge types, and Peregrine’s know-it-all attitude clashed horribly with Dustine’s need for control. Unfortunately, they were also the type of people who didn’t get divorced; they had just been estranged ever since the overthrow of the monarchy. Dustine hadn’t approved of her husband’s actions during the coup—particularly the part where he burned the palace to the ground with the king and queen and infant princess still inside it—and had hardly spoken to him since.

Peregrine Borgenitch was shorter than his wife and always moved like he’d been drinking too much coffee. He wore a practiced smile beneath his overbright eyes.

“Happy birthday, Joshy!” he cried.

Joshy. Ugh.

“Thanks,” Josh said weakly. He hugged her so hard she tasted the cake she’d eaten in the back of her throat.

“Been working hard?” he asked. “You’re the best, you know, the best of all the little dream walkers around. I tell everybody on the junta the same thing.”

“That’s just … skippy,” Josh mumbled. “Thanks.”

“Anything for my granddaughter. Your mother would be so proud.”

Actually, Josh thought, Mom probably would have been pretty bored. Jona had hated social events.

Peregrine made a show of opening his suit coat and pulling out a checkbook. “That’s real gold leaf on these checks,” he said smugly, and scribbled Josh’s name on one. After scratching the date, he drew a perfect five and a zero in the amount box.

Then he turned to her, grinned conspiratorially, and added another zero.

Josh had to stop herself from sighing. Her father was the CEO of Strike on Box Records, a massive label responsible for the latest boy band and two of the slutty sixteen-year-old singers currently in high demand. Josh was no stranger to money.

“Thanks,” she said again as she accepted the check. She’d tried to refuse one once, and Peregrine had insisted on adding yet another decimal place.

“Spend it on something you really want,” he told her. “Don’t just stick it in a bank account like your mother would have.” He put his hand on her shoulder and leaned close. His breath smelled like old mustard. “Your mother was a wonderful person, Josh, but she wasn’t much fun.”

“Are you talking about me?” asked a female voice.

Great, Josh thought, sliding out from her grandfather’s grasp. Who had put together this guest list?

“No, Davey,” Peregrine replied with a condescending smile, “we all know how much fun you were back in the day.”

Davita Bach was a titian beauty in her midforties. She was the government representative for all the dream walkers in Josh’s hometown of Tanith, and Josh had never been certain whether she and Peregrine actually wanted to do each other harm or just enjoyed ribbing each other.

“Back in the day?” Davita repeated, laughing.

“Yes,” Peregrine agreed, “before you sided with the monarchy and the revolution nearly destroyed your career.”

Davita didn’t seem to mind the disgusting barb—the same way she didn’t mind that her continued allegiance to the few remaining members of the royal family meant she had no hope of ever advancing in dream-walker politics. Josh knew that at the end of the gold chain that vanished under Davita’s blouse hung the Rousellarios’ royal emblem, a star tetrahedron.

“Ah, yes,” Davita said, “but if I hadn’t landed here then I would never have had the chance to meet Josh and find out what a delightful and amazingly talented generation is going to take over when the junta finally steps down. Speaking of which, I got you a birthday present, Josh.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” Josh told her.

“No,” Davita agreed, “but I wanted to.” She handed Josh a plain white envelope with an unsealed flap and nodded for her to open it.

After tucking her scroll under one arm, Josh removed a picture cut from a catalogue that showed a black mesh vest against a camouflage background. The caption read, “Finally, bulletproof protection for smaller people!”

“It’s real Kevlar,” Davita promised. “Deloise gave me your size, and they’re making it special.”

Peregrine lost his smile as he realized that Davita had upstaged him.

“Wow, Davita,” Josh said, folding the picture up. She hugged the older woman quickly, and this time she didn’t feel awkward at all. “This is so great of you!”

Davita smelled like jasmine and facial powder. “It won’t be ready for at least a month, but I thought you wouldn’t mind the wait.”

“Of course not. Thank you.”

Peregrine took the picture from Josh and examined it skeptically. “I would think that a girl as skillful as you wouldn’t need fancy toys like bulletproof vests.”

“Dimka’s Adage: Better to wear too many coats than freeze to death in a bush,” Josh quoted, and took the picture back.

Peregrine rolled his eyes, and Davita looped her arm through his. “Come on, old man, let’s go argue politics with someone who cares. Happy birthday, Josh.”

Josh watched Davita guide her grandfather away and tucked the envelope into the pocket of her skirt. This was the nicest thing that had happened all night.

Her grandmother had vanished, but she managed to find her father, who threw his arms around her. All this hugging was getting to be a nuisance; Josh felt like a psychiatrist’s teddy bear.

“Hi, Dad,” she said as she pulled away. “Hi, Ben.”

Young Ben had discarded his tuxedo jacket and cummerbund. He had a tumbler of scotch in his hand and a giddy expression on his face. “It’s the birthday girl!”

Her father appeared equally intoxicated. “I’m glad to see you guys are enjoying yourselves without the help of chemical stimulants,” Josh said, appraising them both. “It’s important to remember that you can just say no.”

Lauren peered at her with blurry eyes and said, “You should be getting to bed, Josh. It’s late.”

“I have to leave for school in a few hours. If I sleep now, I’ll just be groggy all day.”

“All right,” Lauren agreed, “but you have to sleep sometime if you’re going to stay awake tomorrow night.”

“Why would I stay awake tomorrow night?” Josh was pretty certain she wasn’t on the schedule to dream walk.

“To wait for your apprentice. He’s coming tomorrow, isn’t he?”

Josh stared at her father. His drunkenness was rapidly losing humor in her eyes. “What?”

“Your apprentice. At midnight thirty.”

“Dad, that’s not even a time, and I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Lauren glanced at the floor around his feet as if looking for something, then back at Josh. “Didn’t you open your scroll?”

“What?”

Lauren’s expression turned to one of absolute horror, but after a moment he laughed again, uneasily, as if he were trying to ward off approaching guilt.

“Oh my god,” Josh said. “Where’s Kerstel?”

Lauren pointed deeper into the basement.

Josh made a beeline for her stepmother, whom she found condensing the remaining snacks onto a single table. Josh knew her expression must have been dreadful, because she didn’t even have to speak before Kerstel said, “What’s wrong, hon?”

Josh didn’t often reach out to people, but she found herself holding on to Kerstel’s elbow like a toddler hanging on to a parent’s pant leg.

“Does it say in my scroll that I’m going to have an apprentice who will arrive at twelve thirty tomorrow night?”

Kerstel glanced down at the scroll in Josh’s hand. “Did you read it?”

“I didn’t even open it. I’m never going to open it, but Dad’s four sheets to the wind, and he just blurted it out. Tell me it isn’t true.”

Kerstel took a deep breath, and then she very evenly said, “It’s true.”

The world began to tilt. All the people shifted, and when Josh looked around, instead of defining the room by edges and contrasts, she started to see the planes of color made by suit jackets and white tablecloths. Her stomach rolled. She didn’t realize she was falling over until Kerstel grabbed her shoulders.

“Oh my god,” Josh breathed, sinking against an antique wardrobe. “Oh my god, oh my god.”

“I’m going to get your father.”

“I’m going to throw up, Kerstel. I don’t want to throw up.”

Kerstel pushed Josh’s head down toward her knees. “You aren’t going to throw up. Just don’t think of a blue horse.”

“A blue horse?”

Josh didn’t know what that meant, but she did spend the next several minutes too distracted by trying not to think of a blue horse to throw up.

Across the basement, Kerstel spoke to Laurentius in a low voice accompanied by sharp gestures. The news sank into Josh’s numbed brain like a lead pipe into quicksand. I didn’t ask for this, she thought. I’m not ready for this.

When her father and Kerstel came back, she said without waiting, “What if I never open the scroll at all? What if I decide not to, like Winsor did?”

Lauren looked significantly less drunk than he had two minutes ago. He held out a hand to help her off the floor, but she ignored it.

“Reading the scroll wouldn’t change anything except your knowing about it.”

“But how is this even allowed? Don’t you have to want to teach an apprentice? Don’t you have to sign up for some sort of training—”

“Josh.” He blinked hard, as if trying to clear his eyes of an alcoholic haze. “Some things are meant to be. We can’t control them, no matter what we do.”

“But then what’s the point? I thought the scrolls were meant to help us get by, not give us assignments.”

When he realized she wasn’t going to stand up, Lauren knelt down in front of her. “You’re not listening,” he said with a kindness that bordered on pity. “If I hadn’t told you that this boy was coming here tonight to learn dream walking, he still would have ended up here. You still would have taken him on as your apprentice. Whether you knew ahead of time or not, it would still happen.”

Josh began to feel sick again. “Do the scrolls tell your destiny or control it?”

It was a question she and Ian had struggled with until the hour he died.

Lauren had no answer and could only shake his head. “It’s a paradox,” Kerstel said softly.

Josh stared into her father’s eyes. They were so much like Deloise’s, big and brown and … certain. They trusted. And Josh didn’t. She didn’t trust her scroll, or her destiny, or even her father at that moment.

But most of all, she didn’t trust herself.

“What if I can’t do it?” she asked. She knew she sounded pathetic. “What if I can’t?”

Lauren covered her hands with his own. “Josh, you will figure it out. I’ve never seen you fail at anything.”

She closed her eyes, wanting to contradict him. You mean you’ve never seen me fail at anything in-Dream. But what about Ian? Remember when I failed Ian? Remember when Ian died?

But she didn’t say it because she didn’t want to talk about Ian. She didn’t want to know if her failure to protect him had been in her scroll as well, and if her father had decided not to warn her.

“I thought I would be in control of my life,” she said. “Isn’t that what being an adult is about? Making my own decisions?”

Her father didn’t reply, only reached out to hug her. This time, she didn’t push him away.


 

Four

“Okay,” Josh said as Winsor pulled into the parking lot outside East Tanith High School. “We need a plan.”

The main building of the high school looked exactly like the Army barracks from which it had been converted. In the growing seasons, the grounds crew did a cheering job with flower beds and well-trimmed trees, but today the gray concrete structure looked no warmer than the parking lot.

This might have accounted for the dejected expressions worn by many of the students lingering outside. Josh knew most of them by name if not personally. Elliot Meyers stood by the front doors, smoking a cigarette and grinding the toe of one shoe into the pavement as if he had a personal grudge against it. Will Kansas was arguing with the driver of the bus for the county home. Rose Cloud and Seagull were digging through the trash for aluminum cans to recycle. In stark contrast to their weary classmates, Kara Lisney and Kyle Finner were necking passionately on a bench.

None of them were Josh’s friends. Although she’d gone to school in Tanith her entire life, she’d never been particularly popular, unlike Deloise. Since Ian’s death last summer, Josh had withdrawn more and more, preferring the company of those few people who understood the full story of what had happened. She’d entirely lost touch with her few non–dream walker friends. After all, she couldn’t explain to them about Ian’s scroll, or the archway in the cabin, or the part she had played in the fire; the dream walkers operated in strict secrecy.

“A plan to do what, exactly?” Winsor asked.

Josh realized with dismay that Winsor and Deloise were both opening their doors and exiting the car. She hurried after them, still hoping to wrangle a planning session. “We need to be prepared for tonight.”

“Why?” Winsor asked simply.

“What do you mean, ‘why?’” Josh asked.

“Nice legs, Del,” Elliot Meyers called as they passed him. “Thanks for having ’em.”

“Fall down a well, Elliot,” Deloise replied sweetly.

“The scroll said your apprentice would show up at your house at twelve thirty,” Winsor reminded Josh. “It didn’t say you had to do anything to make that happen. So there’s no need to stress out. Just let fate run its course.” They passed through the front doors of the school, and she turned away from Josh to head down the west-wing hallway, then stopped to look over her shoulder. The thin silver blade was back in her voice when she added, “Trust your scroll, Josh,” before merging with the crowd of students.

Ouch. Josh had said the same thing to Ian more than once, and anger made the blood rush to the palms of her hands. She shut her eyes against the desire to say something cruel to Winsor.

She turned, expecting Deloise to offer comfort, but Deloise must have headed for her homeroom before Winsor’s barb, because Josh realized she was standing alone in the lobby. With a sigh, she turned and headed for class.

*   *   *

Josh fell asleep in history class. The teacher was showing a documentary on the life of Pope Beautiful Wonderful Chastity III, and Josh dozed off. In the snug darkness, even her desktop felt like a feather pillow.

She woke up to a light tap on her arm. “Josh,” someone whispered.

Bolting upright, she blinked and found the lights still off. The video continued to play on an old TV with bad color. None of the other students around appeared to be staring at her: Kara Lisney was passing a note to Camille Gothan; the Korean kid who never talked was drawing in his notebook; Will Kansas was taking a calculator apart. At first Josh thought she had imagined hearing her name, but then the guy at the desk next to hers whispered, “You were snoring.”

“Oh. Thanks,” she whispered back.

Louis Poston smiled.

And Josh knew.

It’s Louis!

All need for sleep left her, and she saw him as clearly as if they had been sitting under stage lights. Louis Poston had been in Josh’s class since they started high school. He was an excellent student but not arrogant, he was a little dorky but not socially inept, and he was an all-around easygoing guy.

Josh knew he would be easy to teach. And most important, she got the feeling he would like dream walking.

Louis caught her gaping at him and lifted his eyebrows. He was on the short side, a little round but not incapacitatingly so, and he had a nice, simple smile.

“Did I miss anything?” Josh asked quickly.

“Yeah, the pope quit the Church and founded Scientology. It was cool.”

And he was funny to boot.

Josh smiled and sat back in her chair.

Crisis averted.

*   *   *

She grabbed Winsor at lunch and the two of them fell into chairs at their usual table in the back corner. The cafeteria was a grungy old room that smelled like years of hot lunches past and had developed a disturbing layer of sticky gray dust on the ceiling. The food was surprisingly edible.

Kids were scattered around tables throughout the room. Brianna Selts was burning a lock of her hair with a lighter, hiding it from the lunch ladies with a notebook, and Will Kansas was trying to stuff a bunch of napkins back into the dispenser after accidentally freeing them all. Roth Purfin was playing footsie with Gretchen Mallory, while Johnny Packard tornado-whipped his potatoes with three taped-together forks. Lunch as usual.

As she dumped her backpack onto a spare chair, Josh realized once again how empty the back corner table felt. A year ago, Ian would have been sitting next to her, Winsor and Haley would have been passing notes, and Deloise and Whim would have been trading side dishes or gossip or playful insults.

Now it was just Josh and Winsor. Deloise was sitting with friends from her grade, as she had every day this year. Ian was dead. Haley was … gone. He had left town right after Ian’s memorial service. Whim had taken off too.

Whim was Winsor’s older brother, and the autumn before, he’d taken the money his grandfather left him and vanished. The only real signs of him were postcards from exotic international locales and frequent posts on his underground, anti-junta blog, Through a Veil Darkly.

It would be nice to have him around, Josh reflected. Whim always knew how to lighten things up.

But Whim was a touchy subject with Winsor these days, so instead of asking if she’d heard from her brother lately, Josh walked over to where Deloise was sitting, at a table of kind, pretty people. They greeted Josh with smiles and homemade brownies. Josh dragged Deloise back to their old corner haunt.

“Okay,” Deloise said as she slipped onto a chair, “that was bad timing. Neil just asked for my number.”

“I’m sure it will be the same number when you get back.”

“Yeah, but now it’s going to seem so … deliberate when I give it to him.”

“Sorry, but I figured out who the apprentice is.”

Unimpressed, Deloise lifted the top slice of bread on Josh’s sandwich to see what was underneath. “Who?”

“Louis Poston.”

Winsor scoffed. “You wish.”

“Who’s Louis Poston?” Deloise asked. She made a face at the sandwich and closed it.

“He delivers pizza for Serena’s Pizzeria—he’s one of their scooter delivery guys. He’s been to the house a couple of times.”

Deloise frowned and ate a French fry. “I don’t remember him.”

“And how exactly do you know it’s Louis?” Winsor asked.

The tone of her voice made Josh feel small and stupid. She said weakly, “I … just know. I have a feeling.”

Winsor rolled her eyes.

“Maybe she does know,” Deloise said. “Maybe a teacher and an apprentice have, like, a psychic link.”

“You just want it to be Louis because he’s smart and he’s not a jerk,” Winsor told Josh.

“No,” Josh protested. “I had a feeling. I really … did. He’ll be there.”

Winsor added, “You hope.”

Through a Veil Darkly

This just in: A friend who works in an ER says that in the last month, three people have been brought to the same hospital after their loved ones were unable to fully wake them. Each case presented with fever, irregular heartbeat, and catatonia, and the patients have remained semicomatose due to frontal-lobe trauma.

What makes this story worthy of TaVD is that each of the patients appears to have become ill while asleep. All were reported to have gone to bed healthy. One woman says that she woke up and heard her husband making a choking sound and saw him scratching at his face, then called 911 when she was unable to wake him. Her story suggests a connection to a fourth case, that of an elderly man whose wife reported a similar scenario. He, however, died of cardiac arrest.

Sitting in her room in front of her laptop, Josh felt vaguely disappointed. Sometimes Whim’s blog included a little vignette from his life or some hint as to where he’d been recently, but not today, and Josh wasn’t convinced that this rumor he’d heard had anything to do with dream walking. Not that this had ever stopped Whim before; he had pages and pages devoted to proving that the thylacine wasn’t really extinct. But there had to be more interesting occurrences in the Dream worth reporting on—

The thought made her recall the man in the trench coat, and moments later she was trudging downstairs to talk to her grandmother. She found Dustine in the living room, watching The Barney Meadows Show with an expression of staunch disapproval.

“That man-child,” she said to Josh, pointing to a man in a white undershirt, “has slept with both of his girlfriend’s sisters. Isn’t that deplorable? His girlfriend did hit him with a chair, though, that was well done.”

“Grandma,” Josh said, taking the remote, “I don’t think this show is for you.”

“Don’t change it. I like it. When Alex gets home, all he’ll want to watch is game shows.”

Winsor’s father did have an inordinate affection for game shows. Josh sat down on the couch next to Dustine and—against a background of screaming and bleeped curses—described her encounter with the man in the trench coat. By the time she was done, Dustine had lost interest in her show and muted it herself.

“Hmm,” Dustine said when Josh finished. She thought, tapping her short-filed nails on the knee of her polyester pants. “I see three possibilities. One is more likely than the others. First, someone who knew Jona and recognizes you is running around in the Dream, somehow causing nightmares.”

“That doesn’t seem very likely,” Josh said. People couldn’t survive for more than a day or two in the Dream—the constant need to fight off nightmares soon exhausted them and they would make a fatal mistake. Also, Josh didn’t think that anyone who had known her mother was likely to run around in the Dream terrorizing dreamers.

“Second, the nature of the nightmare somehow involved mind reading, and the man read Jona’s name out of your mind.”

“Maybe,” Josh said slowly. She wanted to dismiss the possibility outright because—having touched the dreamer’s fear—she knew the nightmare hadn’t involved mind reading. But she couldn’t very well tell her grandmother that she’d broken Stellanor’s First Rule of dream walking, so she told a partial lie instead. “The dreamer kept saying something about the man putting a gas mask on someone, and that person turning blue. It didn’t sound like telepathy. And I don’t remember thinking about Mom.”

“Well, then we have to fall back on the third, most likely, possibility, which is that you misheard him.”

“Oh.” Josh fiddled with the plumeria pendant around her neck. She just didn’t think she had misheard him; the tunnel had been dead quiet. “Well, I’ll probably never see him again and it won’t matter. I was just perplexed. Thanks for thinking it through with me.”

“You were right to come to me with it,” Dustine said, already turning the sound for her program back up. As Josh reached the doorway, she said, “Josh. When logic doesn’t get you anywhere, trust your gut.”

Josh smiled. “Thanks, Grandma.”

*   *   *

“I saw a gate beyond the arch.”

Josh opened her eyes. “What?” she said. Her voice was groggy, and she didn’t know who she was talking to.

“I saw a gate beyond the arch,” Ian said again.

Now she really was awake. The alarm clock was bleating like a lost lamb. Josh managed to knock it off the nightstand and onto the floor, where it continued to beep until she yanked the cord out of the wall.

“Bleh,” she groaned, falling onto the unmade bed. She’d gone upstairs after talking to her grandmother and immediately fallen asleep in the armchair in her bedroom. Now her body felt hesitant to wake up, as if confused by the lack of sunlight. Her clothes had lost all of their stiffness and breathed with her.

Okay, clean clothes before Louis gets here.

But as she dragged herself into a sitting position, she remembered what she had thought she heard as she woke up. I saw a gate beyond the arch. She’d been hearing Ian say it for months, his voice cutting through the instant between sleeping and waking.

She stood up and started to get undressed, but the usual questions ran through her mind. A gate beyond the arch? Beyond the arch that opens into the Dream? What sort of gate?

There would be no sorting it out tonight—not when she had an apprentice to greet. Josh changed quickly into black jeans, a maroon shirt with half-length sleeves, and a black sweater. She grabbed the journal her father had given to her as a birthday gift: a sturdy, inch-thick book bound in black leather, and a golden ballpoint pen to go with it.

Josh debated a moment over the contents of the wicker basket on the bathroom counter. She wasn’t planning to enter the Dream tonight, but better safe than sorry. She put the compact and Zippo in her pocket.

After collecting a blanket and her coat, Josh went out to the front porch. The night was chilly and the stars were still hidden by thin clouds. The porch swing was set at a right angle to the house, giving it a long arc. Josh sat down on the padded seat and chucked her shoes before tucking her feet under herself. Wrought-iron lanterns hung on either side of the front door, shedding just enough light by which to write.

Dear Diary,

I tried, but I can’t write to a book. It feels weird, and more than enough things feel weird right now. I’m going to start over.

My name is Joshlyn Dustine Hazel Weavaros. This is my first journal.

I’ve never kept a journal before. I’ve read all the journals of famous dream walkers, but they’re so formal and smart and everybody sounds like they know what they’re doing. They always start with something like, “Today I turned seventeen years old and assumed the mantle of responsibility that is my birthright. From this day forth I will record all my deeds for future generations.”

But I don’t know what to write.

I don’t feel like an adult.

I’m sitting on the front porch, waiting for my apprentice to arrive. Dad says it makes no difference if I know the apprentice is coming or not, but it does. It does to me. If he just showed up, fell through the ceiling, or saw somebody coming out of the Dream and flying through the archway, and said, “Hey, I’d like to learn that. Would you teach me, Josh?” then I would be like, “Yeah, I could show you a couple of things, if you’re interested.” And it would be … casual, or natural, or something. There wouldn’t be this huge responsibility on me: You must have an apprentice. You must train the apprentice. You must keep the apprentice alive.

I can’t handle that kind of pressure. And the worst part is that Dad and Kerstel keep saying I’ll be great at it, I’ll be fine, it’s not a big deal. I’m not as good as everyone thinks I am. Just because I’m a good dream walker doesn’t mean I’m a good teacher. It doesn’t even mean I’m a good person.

I wish I had a role model or something, somebody who had an apprentice who could tell me how all this works. But I don’t even know any apprentices. It’s not like this happens every day. I think the only way to get an apprentice is to have one written into your scroll, and that’s pretty rare. Not unheard-of, just rare.

Wait a sec. What am I talking about? Wasn’t Grandma an apprentice?

“Am I interrupting?”

Josh glanced up and saw Winsor standing in front of her. Her shining hair caught the light and amplified it. “No,” Josh said. “Sit down.”

Winsor wore cotton pants and a faded T-shirt, and instead of a coat, she had wrapped a thick throw blanket around her shoulders. She looked a little run-down, a little less like her collected, unfathomable self. Faintly more approachable.

“Deloise woke me up,” Winsor said. “She’ll be down in a minute.”

Josh nodded. She wasn’t super-excited to see her friend, whom she assumed had showed up to gloat in the event that Louis didn’t arrive.

Winsor hesitated before sitting down on the swing beside Josh. “I don’t mind if you don’t want me around for this.”

For the first time in months, she didn’t sound mocking or sarcastic. “Why wouldn’t I want you around?” Josh asked.

“Because…” Winsor tilted her head, and then a ripple passed across her face, as if uncertainty lurked beneath her expression, disturbing her calm. “You might think that I’m trying to butt in where I don’t belong. But … I know my place.” She paused again and added, “In this.”

Josh’s gaze was drifting over the flagstones beneath her when she finally understood what Winsor meant. “Are you talking about what happened with Ian?” she asked, looking up.

Winsor’s hands knotted together in a rare display of unease. “I realize that … I should have stayed out of your problems.”

Because you hooked up with him behind my back? You think that might have been a bad idea? Really?

Josh spent so much time feeling guilty about what had happened to Ian that she sometimes forgot she had reasons to be angry. But she avoided confronting her own anger the same way she avoided confronting Winsor’s—by saying nothing—because she was terrified of the damage she might do if she spoke.

When she failed to reply, Winsor said, as if by explanation, “I’m not apologizing.”

Josh looked out over the dark yard so her friend wouldn’t see the pain on her face. “Then don’t apologize, Winsor.”

Another minute passed in silence before Winsor let out a long breath between her teeth. “Josh, we can’t just go on not talking about it forever.”

“Yeah, we can.”

“That’s—”

The sound of tires on gravel jarred them both. “Is that our drive?” Winsor asked as Josh climbed swiftly off the swing and walked over to the porch’s railing.

One headlight grew as it came near, closing in on the house with steady speed. “What time is it?” Josh asked.

“Twelve twenty-nine and forty-nine seconds. This has to be him.”

“But it doesn’t look like a car.…”

The front door opened. “He’s here,” Winsor said, and Deloise squealed with delight as she came to stand by Josh’s side.

“I thought I’d missed it,” she whispered.

They all waited breathlessly while the light turned, and then Winsor said, “It looks like a motorcycle.”

But it wasn’t a motorcycle. It was a motor scooter.

The scooter stopped in front of the porch, a padded green box strapped to the back. The person riding it put down the kickstand and turned off the engine.

Will Kansas took off his helmet.

Josh turned and glared at Deloise.

“You ordered pizza?”


 

Five

“Am I at the wrong house?” Will Kansas asked, seeing the look on Josh’s face.

She barely heard him. She was still staring at Deloise in horrified disbelief.

“What?” Deloise asked. “You said you wanted it to be Louis. So I called Serena’s Pizzeria and arranged for him to deliver a pizza to the house at twelve thirty. Win, what time is it?”

“Twelve thirty-one,” Winsor said. Josh heard her distantly, as if from a great height.

“See? He’s right on time.”

“That,” Josh said, pointing at Will and gritting her teeth to keep from shouting, “is not Louis Poston.”

Deloise glanced toward the scooter. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” Will mentioned.

Josh finally looked at him. He was wearing jeans with the knees missing—torn so badly he was about to lose one pant leg—and had a Serena’s Pizzeria shirt, unbuttoned, thrown over his tattered white tee. His toes poked out of the ends of his shoes and his auburn hair hadn’t been combed.

But he held her gaze with eyes as steady and perceptive as an owl’s.

“It’s him,” Winsor said, finally getting off the swing and walking to the edge of the porch.

“That’s not Louis,” Josh said again.

“No,” Winsor said, lowering her voice. “I mean he’s the apprentice. He showed up at exactly twelve thirty. No one else did.”

“But Deloise ordered a pizza for twelve thirty. Of course he showed up then.” Josh shook her head. “I can’t believe you did this, Del.”

Deloise hovered on the verge of tears as she realized what was happening. “Oh my gosh! Josh, I didn’t mean to, they said they’d send Louis—”

“They did,” Will interrupted, bringing everyone’s attention back to him. “Louis got sick from some bad ravioli and asked me to cover for him. Is that a problem?”

Josh was starting to wonder if she hadn’t eaten some of that ravioli herself. Her stomach was clenched so tight it could have fit inside a chicken egg.

“There’s been a mistake,” she said. “There’s been some kind of mistake. Louis was supposed to—”

“Deliver the pizza, I know,” Will told her. “Like I said, he’s out sick.” He raised the boxes. “But the pizza is fine. The pizza is right here.”

“It’s not a mistake,” Winsor said.

“It has to be,” Josh said in a near whisper.

“You never knew for sure that it was Louis.”

“But…”

Winsor finally shrugged and gestured to Will. “He’s here. Now.”

Will watched each of them in turn, his eyes beginning to narrow. “Do you want this pizza or not?”

Josh turned to Deloise and muttered, “Just pay him already.”

Deloise bit her lower lip. “My purse is upstairs,” she admitted.

After closing her eyes until the urge to shove her sister out of the way passed, Josh stepped around Deloise and walked down the porch steps. She dug thirty dollars out of her back pocket and held it out to Will.

“Here,” he said, sliding two pizza boxes out of the warmer. He handed them to Josh and took her money. “I’ve got change somewhere,” he told her, digging through his own pockets.

Now that she stood closer to him, he appeared less generically scruffy and more distinctly poor. The belt holding his pants on looked like a hand-me-down from better days, and his shoes were falling apart because they were too small.

“Just keep the rest,” she said. “Sorry for the confusion.”

Will nodded. “Okay. Thanks. I’ll tell Louis you were looking for him.”

“No, don’t … it’s…” She sighed and would have thrown up her hands if she hadn’t been holding the pizzas. “Don’t tell Louis anything,” she said. “It’s not important.”

From the way he looked at each of them, as if fixing the scene in his mind, she could tell that he didn’t agree.

“Why don’t you come in?” Winsor suggested.

Josh’s eyes flew to her. “What?” she asked.

“It’s late, and that’s a lot of pizza,” Winsor explained calmly. “Maybe Will could give us a hand eating it? He drove all the way out here, after all.”

Josh sent her a What the hell do you think you’re doing? look, but Winsor ignored it.

“Yeah,” Will said, in a tone that meant, no way. He was watching them like a cop locked in a room with three suspected serial killers. “Nice offer and all, but it sounds like you guys have stuff to talk about.”

“This is all my fault,” Deloise burst out.

“Be quiet,” Josh said.

“Are you trying to get with Louis?” Will asked. “’Cause you could just ask him out. He’d be cool.”

“Oh my god, no.”

Josh couldn’t tell him the truth. She didn’t know how the situation appeared from his perspective, but she was certain it was bizarre. And yet, he kept looking at her with his steadfast eyes and a complicated expression that—while it was suspicious—seemed to suggest he was willing to think the best of her if she’d just confide in him.

Don’t look at me like that, she thought frantically.

“It’s…” She stumbled over her words. If only he would look away. “We’re recruiting. We need to hire someone. My family has a business, and we were hoping to get Louis out here and talk to him about it.”

“You couldn’t just call and ask him?”

“No, because…” At least now he didn’t think she was trying to lure Louis into a date. She was gaining back some credibility. “It’s a hard business to explain. We have a workshop here, and we thought Louis might understand better if we showed him.”

Winsor nodded almost imperceptibly. Josh walked back up the front steps, still carrying the pizzas. Over her shoulder, she blurted out in a rush, “But since you’re here you might as well have the job, so just come inside and I’ll show you what to do.”

She stopped at the door. She couldn’t reach the handle and hold the bulky pizza boxes at the same time, so she stood there on the stoop, banging the boxes against the doorframe over and over as her hand lunged for the knob. She felt Will’s eyes on her back.

“Okay,” Will said finally. His voice was guarded now, as if he’d given up hope of coaxing the truth out of them. “I don’t know what’s really going on here, but I’ll admit you’ve got my attention.” Josh heard his steps brushing the grass as he walked up to the porch. “People at the pizzeria know where I am tonight,” he added.

“Understood,” Josh said. She finally pushed the pizza boxes into Deloise’s arms and opened the front door. “Come inside,” she said, gesturing to Will.

His steps weren’t hesitant, but they were measured. “Nice house,” he said. He thought to wipe his filthy shoes on the mat before stepping onto the living-room carpet.

The entire household—five people—was waiting in the living room. Even Josh’s father had gotten out of bed to meet the apprentice. Except for Dustine—who sat, a queen in a rocking-chair throne—they were all standing and facing the door like badgers waiting outside a snake hole. Will stiffened visibly at the sight.

“You guys having a party?” he asked.

“The Avishes live here,” Josh told him. “The house is a triplex.”

She made quick introductions, aware that the warmth with which everyone greeted Will confused him further. Halfway through, he tilted his head toward Josh and whispered, “What’s your name again?”

Wonderful. “Josh Weaver. This is Winsor, the blonde is Deloise.”

“Deloise I know,” he told her as Winsor’s father clapped a hand around his.

“It’s good to meet you, son,” Alex said brightly. He was unstoppably sociable, which was partly where Winsor’s brother got it. Of course, Whim generally managed to be less tedious and irritating. “It’ll be nice to have some fresh blood around the place, and no one better to learn from than Josh!”

“Yeah,” Will agreed in a voice anyone but Alex would have recognized as completely baffled. Alex began to wring Will’s hand like it was a stiff doorknob.

Josh took a step back to whisper to Deloise, “I have no idea what to do,” while Alex started off on a speech about having a positive work ethic.

“I guess … What would you have done with Louis?” Deloise whispered back.

“Sat him down at the kitchen table and told him I had a surprise. It would have been melodramatic but he would have listened. Will’s likely to bolt at any time.” She ran a hand through her hair. “I say we go for the shock tactic. Once we’re in-Dream, he’ll have to listen to us.”

“What if he panics and runs off? We’ll never find him if the Dream shifts.”

“In which case we can recruit Louis tomorrow,” Josh finished, with much more bravado than she felt. “Look, Will seems like he can keep his head on straight. I’ll just take him downstairs and show him the archway. If we just tell him what’s going on, he’s going to think we’re crazy.”

“I guess.…” Deloise repeated.

“Go grab Winsor and meet us in the archroom.”

“Okay.” Deloise headed for the kitchen, where Winsor had vanished with the pizzas. Josh stepped forward so that she, Alex, and Will formed a triangle. “And in the end, those long hours count,” Alex was saying. “Sure, we might not see it in this lifetime, but they count.”

“I’m still not sure exactly what you do,” Will began, and Josh quickly cut in.

“Which is why I think we should go down to the workroom,” she said. “That way I can show you.”

“The workroom?” Will asked. He eyed Josh skeptically. She had assumed that his auburn hair was dyed, but his eyelashes were the same color. “Downstairs?”

“Excellent idea,” Alex told them.

Will seemed to consider that for a moment, and she wasn’t sure what he was going to do. Then he shrugged. “O-kay,” he said, breaking the syllables. “Let’s go see the workroom.”

Josh led him down the hallway, past the little library full of family histories and the diaries of dream walkers long dead, and down the staircase that led to the basement where, twenty-four hours before, she and a hundred guests had celebrated her birthday and put this whole mess in motion.

The archroom was built into the farthest corner of the basement. It had two entrances, one of which was the secret passage in the upstairs kitchen pantry. That one had been built when the house was designed back in the 1920s, and the bank-vault entrance had been added when the house was renovated, doubling its size, in 1953.

Josh had to type an access code into the panel on the wall before the steel door would open. Will gave her an odd look, but he didn’t say anything as the basement filled with the sounds of internal bolts drawing back. Josh opened the door and beckoned him inside.

He stared at the white floor and curved white walls with obvious alarm. Josh knew they looked like every secret FBI interrogation room ever shown on television, but what the FBI didn’t have in the middle of their rooms was a seven-foot-high archway made of straw mortar and chunks of stone. The two pillars grew from the foundations of the house straight up through the bleached tile floor. In front of the archway sat a metal folding chair, and beside that, a Bible-sized slab of what appeared to be red glass rested three feet aboveground atop a steel rod.

When the door closed with a hiss of air pressure, Will stepped gingerly across the floor to look more closely at the arch. Josh didn’t want to show him any nightmares until she had Winsor and Deloise to back her up (despite the fact that they hadn’t been too much help up until now) so she waited by the door while he made his examination.

“So this is your … workshop,” Will said.

“Yeah.”

He circled the archway, and the room fell silent. Josh didn’t know what to say. They’d gone to school together since … ninth grade, at least, but they’d never run in the same circles, and obviously he didn’t recognize her or else he wouldn’t have asked her name.

“What kind of work do you do?” he asked without looking at her.

She was trying to come up with a response when she saw his hand moving toward the flat piece of red glass that was mounted near the archway. “No!” she heard herself shout, but Will’s palm had already made full contact.

At first Josh clung to the hope that he wasn’t in tune enough with the Dream for anything to happen. Then she saw him shut his eyes hard.

She had been joking about hurling him into the Dream as a shock tactic. It didn’t seem funny now.

“Will,” Josh said firmly, “don’t move.”

His eyes opened, but he didn’t appear to register her. An image flickered across the soap-bubble Veil—a little boy in pajamas cowering in his bedroom.

How did he do that? Two seconds and he’s already found a nightmare?

Under other circumstances, she would have been impressed.

Meepa the Albino Koala appeared on the Veil. Josh recognized her instantly—a number of children had endured nightmares about the internationally televised Australian puppet. In this dream, Meepa was so large that she filled an entire doorway, her rounded ears brushing the ceiling. Her eyes and nose, normally a dark pink, glowed bright red, and when she opened her mouth, her lips pulled taut over curved fangs.

“Oh god,” Will whispered. “There’s a kid…”

Meepa stalked the dark hallway, rays of red light pulsating from her eyes. In one hand, she carried a Louisville Slugger.

Josh tore her eyes away from the bizarre image just in time to see Will take two steps through the archway. “No!” she shouted again, but when she tried to grab him, she felt herself pulled forward, and they both tumbled into the Dream.

*   *   *

They landed hard in the middle of a living room. Will swore and rolled to his knees, his head hanging down as if he might throw up. Josh was already on her feet. The living room was tidy, lacking details as dreams often did. No pictures on the walls, no knickknacks. A long red couch overlapped an end table. The television loomed over the room, several times larger than was practical. The ceiling was cathedral height and the corners faded into gray oblivion.

Josh had enough experience to know that all of this—the couch and the end table occupying the same space, the disproportionate furniture, the colors that washed away as if they had never been fully thought through—indicated that they were in a child’s dream. These were often the most unstable of dreams, and the Dream was unstable to begin with.

“Get up,” she said to Will. She offered him her hand and he took it, groaning.

“What happened?”

There was no time to break the news gently. “We’re in the middle of a child’s nightmare about being attacked by Meepa the Albino Koala.”

Will turned his head quickly from side to side, looking at everything around them as if to check her theory for himself. Enough light shone for her to see him clearly, but where it came from she couldn’t have said; no lamps were on and pure blackness stretched beyond the window.

“That’s what I saw back there?” Will asked. “Somebody’s nightmare?”

“That archway is an entrance to the Dream world we all share. When you touched it, you were able to see inside. When you walked through the archway, you entered the Dream.”

“But how—” he began, and she cut him off.

“There’s no time. We have to get rid of the koala.”

For a split second she thought he would argue, but he said, “What do you want me to do?”

“Get behind me. Stay out of the way.”

“This doesn’t even look like a real house,” he said as she stepped past him and into the hallway.

“It could change at any moment. Be ready for anything. Keep your eyes out for a weapon.”

“Here,” he said, and pulled a pocketknife out of his jeans. Josh took it and opened the larger of the two blades, glad Will hadn’t tried to keep it for himself. She was betting she had more knife-fighting training than he did.

Ten feet ahead of her Meepa stood in the doorway to a bedroom and looked inside, her red eye lasers sweeping the room. She lifted the baseball bat with one paw, and her free paw dragged three claws down the wall beside the door, shredding the wallpaper. Josh faced her, holding out the knife.

This close, the nightmare swept over her. Physically, Josh felt cold inside and out. But worse was the bone-deep terror emanating from the child she knew was hiding in the bedroom. It wasn’t the fear she felt at a scary movie or when Deloise snuck up behind her; it was closer to dread. She knew what was going to happen if Meepa found her. She knew that there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. The inevitability was terrible.

Behind her, Will swore again as the fear hit him. His voice shook.

Josh blinked and imagined herself surrounded by strong stone walls. Before her father had ever let her enter the Dream, he’d taught her Stellanor’s First Rule of dream walking: Never let the dreamer’s fear become your own.

If Will had given her a chance to explain all this, she would have taught him Stellanor’s First Rule.

As it happened, Will managed to knock Josh down while rushing to the dreamer’s rescue.

“Don’t!” she shouted as she hit the floor on her knees, then her stomach. She had to let go of the knife in order to keep from stabbing herself.

Will took a few fast steps before launching himself into the air with a hysterical war cry. He landed on Meepa’s back with his arms around the koala’s neck.

Meepa growled deep in her round belly. She spun, trying to throw Will off, and instead saw Josh on the floor. Josh rolled onto her back just before the Slugger hit the spot where she had been lying. The hallway carpet vanished so quickly Josh couldn’t even fully register the change before the baseball bat was breaking the wood beneath. The floor wasn’t made up of unfinished floorboards like one would normally find beneath a carpet, but mahogany, like a polished tabletop. It shone in the sourceless light.

A child’s dream. Full of misinformation.

Meepa thrashed from side to side again, and this time she succeeded in flinging Will off. Although his momentum wasn’t so very great, it threw him not just against the wall but all the way through it, creating a large hole.

Oh shit, Josh thought, but then she saw Will’s hand appear out of the hole, so she scrambled to her feet to create a distraction.

“Hey!” she called. “Eucalyptus breath!” The taunt was dreadfully weak, but it was enough to bring Meepa thundering toward her. Josh dug in her pocket for her lighter. Between Meepa’s thick, fuzzy legs, she saw a little boy in pajamas cowering just inside the bedroom doorway.

“Stay there!” Josh called to him, and when Will climbed back into the hallway through the hole in the wall, he stumbled over to stand in front of the dreamer.

That won him a lot of points with Josh.

Meepa’s growl grew louder, like a scream trapped behind her teeth. She’s not nearly as articulate in person, Josh thought as the puppet swung at her.

Crouching to duck the bat, Josh said calmly, “Will, your knife is on the floor.” As she straightened up, she flipped open the lighter and extended a flame between herself and Meepa. Polyester burned, didn’t it?

Meepa halted and, without warning, the dream changed. Josh, Will, Meepa, and the child all kept their relative positions, but now they stood on a football field at the fifty-yard line. The grass was too green, like in Easter candy commercials. Stands surrounded the field, but beyond that the world faded into nothingness. The little boy was wearing a helmet and full football gear in the Packers’ colors.

The kid rushed Meepa from behind. He only came to Meepa’s knees, but when his bare hands made contact with the massive koala, she fell flat on her face as if punched in the back. The baseball bat vanished from her hands. Handcuffs in one chubby fist, the kid climbed on top of Meepa and started cuffing her.

“You have to remain silent and right,” the boy announced.

The air warmed suddenly. Josh let her lighter go out. Will lowered the knife in his hand.

The terror was gone. The nightmare was over. Relief and peace and gratefulness cradled them with hands like clouds.

Josh and Will stared at each other, both breathing hard, as the light above them grew brighter. Will grinned like they’d done something amazing together, and Josh wanted to grin back, but they fell out of the Dream before she had a chance.

*   *   *

The landing wasn’t so hard this time. Josh felt the cool tile through the seat of her jeans and against the fist she had made around her lighter. She’d banged her right elbow when Will knocked her down, the same elbow she’d hit in-Dream the night before, and it hurt anew.

“Are you okay?” Deloise was asking. Her voice was high-pitched, scared. “Josh, talk to me. Open your eyes.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Josh said. The bright track lighting coming from the ceiling was creating an angelic halo of blond hair around Deloise’s face and made Josh realize she was lying on her back on the archroom floor. “I’m all right.”

Deloise helped her sit up. Will was sitting on the other side of the room, leaning against the wall. Winsor was righting a chair that had somehow been knocked over.

“Are you all right?” Josh asked him.

He nodded. Then he shook his head, and then he laughed, and then he said, “I might have a concussion—you look like you’re glowing.”

“It’s not your head; it’s called fairy dust. Del, hand him a towel.”

From a small table against one wall, Deloise retrieved two white hand towels and handed them to Josh and Will. Josh wiped the fairy dust from around her nose and mouth, and watched to make sure Will followed suit. She didn’t think that now was the time to bring it up, but breathing too much Veil dust could actually drive a person insane.

Afterward, she rolled her neck and felt it pop. “What happened?” Winsor asked her.

Deloise gave Josh a hand getting to her feet. “I was trying to think of what to say when he touched the looking stone. A nightmare popped up there instantly, and before I could even figure out how he’d done it, he was already walking into the Dream.”

Deloise and Winsor exchanged impressed glances, which frustrated Josh. They were missing the point. She said to Will, “You nearly got us killed.”

Just like that, she destroyed the camaraderie they’d begun to develop in the Dream. Will bristled at her. “What I did was see a little kid getting attacked by a seven-foot-tall puppet and try to help.” He stood up as if readying himself for a fight.

“What matters is that you got out okay,” Winsor said.

“Out of the dream,” Will told her. “Just so that I’m clear on what’s going on here, we got out of the dream okay.”

Winsor merely nodded. Josh could tell that the blasé fashion with which everyone was handling this frustrated him, and suddenly she was aware that this would be the first of many encounters with him. If she was going to train him, they would be seeing a lot of each other. It might not be a bad idea to extend an olive branch.

“Win’s right,” she said. “All that matters is that we got out in one piece. Two pieces, I mean. I realize you were trying to help the kid, I just wasn’t expecting you to jump in like that or I would have warned you not to touch the looking stone.”

“You mean that piece of glass on the stick?” he asked.

“Yeah. It allowed you to see into the Dream.”

“How did we get out?”

“We ended the nightmare. It dissolved and dumped us back here.”

“You do this frequently?”

“A dozen times a night, sometimes more.”

Will ran a hand over his head, sending shaggy auburn hair rustling around his face. “And you randomly recruit high school pizza-delivery guys to help you out?”

The comparative histories of the dream walkers and the rest of the world stretched out between them, eight miles long. There was so much to tell Will before Josh even got to the scrolls; how much of it would he believe?

“This is going to take a while to explain,” she warned.

“Maybe we should go upstairs,” Deloise suggested. “We still have all that pizza in the kitchen.”

“What time is it?” Will asked, and Winsor held out her watch for him to read. “I have to go,” he said. “I’m already going to be late.”

“You can call your parents,” Deloise offered.

Will’s expression didn’t have the malice that Josh—knowing his situation—expected. “Not really—I live at the county home. They’re kind of strict about curfew.”

“Oh.” Deloise gave him a light smile, apologizing for herself without making a big deal, and Will returned it.

“I’ll walk you out,” Josh told him.

They walked in silence up to the living room, where the initial spectators had been joined by at least ten local dream walkers. Josh gave Alex a slight shake of the head when he started to stand up, and opened the front door.

Despite being on the front lawn, Josh felt like they finally had a little bit of privacy. Will seemed to feel the same way. As soon as he was standing on the grass outside the circles of illumination from the porch lights, he turned to Josh and laughed.

“I don’t know what I saw in there,” he told her, lifting his upturned hand toward the house. “I don’t know what happened. I mean … I felt that kid’s fear. He was terrified, and I felt it.”

It’s the worst feeling in the world, Josh agreed silently, but she only nodded.

“You do that a dozen times a night?” he asked.

“Sometimes more. It isn’t always fighting big monsters. Sometimes it’s talking to somebody, or just disrupting a situation enough that the fear goes away.”

“But you get to feel what I felt just before we … came back to this world. You get to feel that relief a dozen times a night?”

She walked down the porch steps until she was standing with him on the lawn. They were on an even level now, and their shadows stretched across the grass like sunbathers. She uncrossed her arms and stuck her hands in her pockets. “Not always,” she admitted. “Sometimes the best you can do is wake a person up or help them escape, and then you don’t feel it. But when you resolve a nightmare—that’s what we call it—that’s the feeling it gives you.”

Will was looking at her again, focusing on her entirely. “Who is ‘we’?” he asked.

Saying the name was like giving him her heart in three syllables. “Dream walkers.”

He repeated it with respect. “Dream walkers. And you’re offering me a job? As a dream walker?”

“Yeah.”

He pointed out the obvious while climbing onto his scooter. “Josh, you don’t even know me.”

She shrugged. “It’s another thing I don’t have time to explain.” Seeing that he was about to drive off, she added, “You know you can’t tell anyone about this, right? Not even Louis.”

Will grinned like the street kid she thought he had once been. “I had a feeling there would be a confidentiality clause somewhere along the way. Don’t worry, I’ll keep it to myself.”

“Thanks.”

He started the scooter’s engine.

“Wait a sec,” Josh said. “We should set up a time to meet.”

“I’ve got to go,” Will said, already knocking his kickstand into place. “Don’t worry! I’ll find you!”

Josh watched helplessly as he sped off into the night.

“I’ll find you,” she thought. He probably doesn’t even remember my name.

She walked back onto the porch and watched his taillight fade. Her journal, she realized, was still sitting on the flagstones where she’d left it earlier. She picked it up and ran her thumbs over the binding as she walked back into the house. She suddenly had a lot to write about.

The crowd of locals was all waiting for her in the living room. Deloise and Winsor hovered in the kitchen doorway. Kerstel, who had been serving coffee, muted the television.

“Well?” Dustine asked as Josh shut the front door.

Josh thought of how Will had instinctively operated the looking stone, how he’d jumped through the archway without a second thought, how he had responded to the child’s terror with protective compassion.

“The Force is strong with him,” she said, and the room broke into cheers.


 

Six

Will stood at the end of the hallway. Cheap flooring glared in the light of bare bulbs, but shadows grew in every corner. Doors with small windows and narrow slots lined both walls. Above the heavy deadbolt locks were numbers written on duct tape with thick-tipped Sharpies.

Will knew where he was. He’d come here once to see his mother, when he was seven or eight. The doctor kept saying that it wasn’t a good idea, but his mother’s boyfriend didn’t listen. They came anyway, and part of Will never left.

This was Detox.

He tried the first door on his left. It was locked tight, so tight it didn’t even rattle in the doorframe. He peered through the window, through two panes of glass and a layer of crisscrossing wires in between. A hysterical blond girl thrashed inside. She tore at her paper gown, at the mattress already in shreds, at her own skin. Her mouth opened and closed and muscles in her throat clenched, but the soundproof room contained her screams. Will looked away.

His mother was in one of these rooms. She was running out of water. He knew this because she had explained it once. “They take the bad people,” she’d said, “and put them in little rooms, and they don’t give them anything to drink. So the people die of thirst.” Then she had given Will a bottle of vodka to keep under his pillow, just in case. There was always plenty to drink around the house.

He couldn’t see into the second room. Something covered the window, blood or puke. He called for his mother and beat his fists on the door but got no response.

“Your tongue swells up,” his mother had told him, and then stuck out her tongue. It had turned green from all the sweet minty stuff she was drinking, which made Will laugh. His mother shook him. “Are you listening to me? They don’t give you anything to drink in Detox and your tongue swells up until it fills your mouth and you can’t breathe!”

The third room contained a motionless old man. He sat on the edge of his bed wearing striped boxer shorts and stared at the wall. His beard had grown until it touched the floor.

Will thought the fourth room was empty and was about to walk away when he saw a foot sticking out from under the bed. “Mom!” he shouted. He slammed his palm against the metal door, then kicked it. “Mom!”

She was probably lying beneath the bed, staring at the underside of the mattress, listening to her own breathing as it grew slower … slower … until it dissipated like an ice cube dissolving.

“Will,” said a voice behind him.

He shouted and spun so quickly that he lost his balance and fell against the wall. Because he expected to see his mother, it took him a long time to recognize the girl standing at arm’s length, but she waited patiently until he said, “Josh?”

“Hi,” she said.

Will straightened up slowly, glancing around. “What are you doing here?”

“You’re having a nightmare.” She was wearing a wrinkled green sweatshirt that clung to her body as if she had been sleeping in it, a theory supported by the sleep in her eyes, the crumpled jeans, and the flip-flops. “My stepmom woke me when she recognized you.”

Josh Weaver was an odd-looking girl. She was very small, and her light-brown hair had been cut short but was beginning to grow down over her ears, giving her an elfin appearance at odds with her well-muscled limbs. Her expressions were both self-conscious and responsive, as if she thought she was hiding her emotions and didn’t realize how clearly they showed. And Will knew what his mother would have said about her overly pale green eyes—“They ruin her entire face”—but he rather liked them.

He shook himself and said, “I’m dreaming?”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean the danger isn’t real.” She pointed to door number five. “That room is full of cobras, and the door’s unlocked.”

Will approached the door slowly. Through the window, he saw what must have been a dozen cobras, all longer than he was tall, their hoods flared out, their fangs dripping an acid that burned small holes in the floor where it landed.

“Whoa!” Will shouted, and jumped back. He didn’t like snakes. “Where did those come from? There are never snakes in this dream!”

Josh shrugged apologetically. “If your nightmare resolves completely, the Dream will kick me out into the archroom. So I planted the idea of the cobras, and your subconscious made it real.”

Will calmed a little, but not much. “That seems kind of mean,” he said, half joking.

Josh smiled. “Maybe a little. But I thought you might want to talk for a minute, since we didn’t have much time earlier.”

“Do we have a minute now?” He glanced at Room Five again.

“Oh, at least three or four.” She gazed around the hallway. “What is this place?”

“Detox. I was looking for … someone.”

“Did you find them?”

“No.”

I never do.

He didn’t elaborate, even though he wanted to connect with her and earn her trust. If he did, there were things she could tell him. She could show him another world hidden inside the one where he lived.

But she probably didn’t want to hear about his alcoholic mother anyway.

She hesitated before asking, “Can we sit down?” He could tell she was nervous by the way she didn’t wait for an answer before sliding down to the floor and drawing her legs up to her chest, and he couldn’t help thinking it strange that she seemed so self-conscious and uncertain suddenly. The night before, when she’d been fighting that giant koala, she’d seemed as swift and sure as an action hero.

He sat beside her. “So tell me about dream walking.”

“Dream walking.” Suddenly she smiled. Not a practiced smile—it was a little lopsided—but sweet, and truly happy. Only when he saw her smile did he realize how sad she had looked before, how deeply sadness was etched into the set of her eyes and mouth. But for a brief instant, she looked happy.

Dream walking makes her happy. I’ll have to remember that.

“All right,” she began, “stop me when you get bored, or before the snakes get loose. My family has been dream walking for hundreds of generations. I know because they kept diaries, family histories. Supposedly my great-whatever grandmother, Ha’azelle, helped build the first gateway into the Dream, but who knows if it’s true. There are a few other families that go back as far as mine, but not many. Everybody born to a dream-walker family learns to walk as a kid, but some people leave to go to college and get jobs and do whatever. My father doesn’t walk much because he’s always working.”

“So you’re a sort of … culture? Like the Amish?”

“We’re a community,” she said. “We share a secret, and a responsibility.”

“To end nightmares? Why?”

“The Dream is made up of subconscious emotion the same way our universe is made up of energy. Not only that, but the Dream is a fundamentally unstable universe struggling to stay in balance. It’s continuously spilling into our world in small ways—mostly through people dreaming, but also through hallucinations, drug trips, even daydreams. If enough emotional turmoil were to build up in it, the Veil that separates the Dream from our world could tear.” Will squinted to let her know he didn’t understand, and she added, “Imagine nightmares walking into the World, all the rules of physics breaking down, and clouds of Veil dust causing rampant insanity.”

“Wait, back up.” Somehow, even after what he’d seen the night before, Will found this hard to accept. “You’re saying that if dream walkers don’t keep ending nightmares, the World will end?”

“Ultimately, yeah.” Josh said this with disturbing calm, but something about this question made her pause, and her smile faded. She seemed to be considering something—not just the question; he felt her considering him as well. “Are you sure you want to know all this? Because you’re actually under no obligation to become a dream walker.”

He had thought about the situation as he rode from her house to the county home. He thought about how everything had changed when he left his mother to live with the state, and how everything would change again if he accepted this mysterious job offer.

And he thought about the fact that he really had nothing to lose.

“I’m in,” he said. “I might as well help save the World, right?”

“No, Will.” Josh shook her head, clearly frustrated. The lines around her eyes that had vanished returned. “Look, forget about saving the World. People die dream walking, a lot of people. It’s dangerous. It’s scary. The things inside people’s heads are ugly and they’re hard to look at, and sometimes when you come out of that archway you feel dirty. And being a dream walker is—you’d be part of a whole other world, with rules and traditions and politics. Lots of politics. Some of the people in it aren’t very nice.” Her voice softened. “Even the nice ones are still just people.”

Josh ducked her head, her expression becoming self-conscious again, and finished, “I just don’t want you to think that your life will be better than it is now if you become a dream walker.” Her green eyes, pale as seawater trapped in cupped hands, met his as if for emphasis. “Sometimes it’s better not to know how the Universe works.”

He wondered what had happened to make her contemplate such an idea. Despite his dad bailing and his mom drinking anything in liquid form, he’d never stopped being curious or wanting to investigate the world around him. On the contrary, he’d developed an insatiable desire to understand people and how they worked inside.

“Would you be the one teaching me?” he asked, and she nodded.

He was sitting in a dream with her, awake and aware in this phantasmagorical landscape where he had spent so many agonizing nights. She had walked in and with her mere presence ended the terror. He knew there would be danger, that he was putting his life in her hands. He didn’t know what to make of this community she had spoken of, and he didn’t really understand what knowing “how the Universe works” might mean.

But she was the first one to ever offer him an unlocked door in this hallway, in the endless hallway that his life seemed to be. She was the first to give him an out. And he knew that if he didn’t take her offer, the mystery would haunt him for the rest of his life.

“Yes,” he said.

Josh didn’t look happy. He wasn’t even sure he saw surprise in her face. She just nodded and said, “All right then. You’re officially my apprentice.”

They were both quiet for a moment, which was why Will was able to hear the sizzling behind him. He turned his head and saw that the cobra venom had melted the flooring under the door to Room Five, and the snakes were close to escaping. One had gotten far enough that he could see its tongue tasting the hallway air.

He and Josh jumped up at the same moment. “Talk’s over,” Josh said. She pulled a Zippo lighter and a compact out of her pocket. “Can you open that door?” she asked, gesturing to Room Six.

“It’s locked,” Will told her, but tried anyway. The knob turned easily in his hand, revealing an empty patient room.

Josh flipped the compact open, flicked the Zippo, and reflected the flame off the mirror and into the doorway. A shimmering film appeared.

“That’s the Veil,” she said. “Step through and you’ll wake up. This is what we do with people when we can’t resolve a nightmare. We end it.”

Will paused before going through. Some gesture of appreciation was in order, some indication that he was glad to be part of this. Or that he at least thought he might not regret it later. But in the end he knew that the time wasn’t right and that someday, when they could talk more easily to each other, he’d tell her.

So he just said, “You want to meet at school on Monday?”

One of the cobras shot out from under the door. “Don’t worry—I’ll find you,” Josh said, grabbing Will and pulling him through the Veil.

He grinned, and then he fell and fell and landed on his back in bed.


 

Seven

The idea of Will as Josh’s apprentice changed from distant fear to inevitable reality Monday afternoon when he rode home with her from school.

“You’re too nervous,” Deloise whispered to Josh as they climbed out of the car.

“I don’t know what to say.”

Josh had never felt so pressured. Everyone in the dream-walker community knew by now that she had an apprentice—they’d been calling all weekend like she’d just had a baby. Granted, it wasn’t every day that an apprentice joined the dream-walker community, but did Josh’s grandfather really need daily updates on Will’s training?

As awkward as this was for her, it was probably worse for Will, although he was playing it pretty cool so far.

“It’s not a date,” Deloise whispered to her as they entered the house through the back door. “Just show him around. Explain how the Dream works.”

“I’ve spent seventeen years trying to figure that out myself.”

“Then you should have plenty to fill an afternoon with,” Winsor remarked with a snort.

Kerstel was in the kitchen reading from her laptop and listening to Vivaldi. “Hey,” she said as the kids walked in. She leaned over to turn down the music. “Nice to see you again, Will.”

“Thank you,” Will said politely.

Winsor went to the living room to do homework. Deloise immediately got a phone call and wandered up to her room.

Josh and Will stood awkwardly and stared at each other.

“So, um,” Josh said, “I guess I’ll show you around.”

“Okay,” Will said.

She led him through the first floor—the office/guest room, the library, Kerstel’s office, and Dustine’s bedroom, where she knocked lightly on the oak door.

“Come in!”

Dustine was sitting in a plastic deck chair next to the window with the television on. Josh saw her tucking a cardboard folder covered in tinfoil behind the dresser. “Getting your sun, Grandma?”

“Watch it.” Dustine cackled. “I’ve got to keep up my color during the winter somehow.” Her eyes were sharp as she looked Will over. “I take it you’ve agreed to apprentice. You’re very, very lucky to have Josh as a teacher. I’ve lived eighty-seven years and never seen a more talented dream walker. Just the same, you have a long road ahead of you. If you make it.”

Will stiffened and Josh felt the need to say, “Take it easy, Gran. He’ll be fine.”

“He could be the True Dream Walker himself and he wouldn’t be good enough for you.”

“All right, we just wanted to say hi,” Josh said, deciding to let Will and Dustine get to know each other some other time. “We’d better get back to work.”

Dustine nodded. “If you look in the top drawer of my dresser, I dug something out of the attic for you.”

Josh glanced at her, but Dustine didn’t give anything away. Inside the drawer, Josh found a bundle of cloth. “That’s it,” Dustine said. “Lasia used this wall quilt back when I was an apprentice. Give it to Will; he can study it. There’s more there than meets the eye.”

Josh touched the quilt with care. The fabric felt old and fragile, the stitches loosened by time. “Are you sure you want to give this away?”

Dustine shrugged. “I can see every detail in my mind. Go on and take it.”

“Thank you,” Will said as Josh handed him the quilt. “I’ll take good care of it.”

Dustine nodded, her eyes still on him. “You follow that quilt, and you’ll do fine.”

They slipped out before she could change her mind and decide that Will was hopeless. “That went well,” he said as they walked up the stairwell.

“No, you did great. I should have warned you that she’s kind of a grouch.” They passed a landing with two doors. “So this,” Josh said, “is the second floor.” She touched one door. “The Avishes live in this apartment. That’s Winsor and her parents. Winsor has an older brother, but he’s been traveling the world since last summer, so it’s just the three of them now.”

“Is he planning to come back and dream walk again?”

“He didn’t say. But probably. Why?” She glanced back at Will.

“Am I a replacement for him?”

She hadn’t realized that Will didn’t understand the finality of his role. Maybe she should have waited before introducing him to her grandmother. “No,” she said. “Your apprenticeship has nothing to do with Whim.”

He grinned. “Whim?”

“It’s a nickname.”

“For what?”

“Whimarian Travarres Nikolaas Avishara.”

“Whoa,” Will said. “Is that some kind of joke?”

Now it was Josh’s turn to be amused. “No. Kids around here get a first name of their own, a second name after a mother’s relative, a third name after a role model, and their father’s last name.” It took her a moment to figure out what she wanted to explain to him about the custom. “Knowing someone’s full name is a gesture of respect,” she told him. “Not that you’d ever call Whim by all that, but if you have to ask a person what their full name is, you probably don’t know them that well. Out in the world, nearly all dream walkers shorten their names. It’s not that weird—you do the same thing.”

“Actually,” Will said behind her, “Will Kansas is my full name.”

“It’s not William or Wilson or Wilfredo?”

“Nope. Just Will.”

“Well.” There were twenty-seven letters in her name and ten in his. She became very aware again that he was a stranger.

Much to Josh’s relief, Will’s thoughts didn’t appear to have taken the same route as hers. “So if I’m not a replacement for Whim, why did you suddenly decide to get an apprentice?”

“Long story short, each dream-walker kid gets a prophecy written at their birth, and mine said I would have an apprentice who showed up exactly when you did.”

After staring at her with the stunned expression of a dead fish, Will sputtered, “But I was just delivering a pizza. I wasn’t even supposed to be there—Louis was.”

“And Louis wouldn’t have been there if Deloise hadn’t ordered pizza. I thought it was Louis, so she went ahead and arranged for him to show up at the house at the right time…”

“And I showed up instead,” Will finished. “I’m not supposed to be here.”

Josh felt guilty. She’d gotten him into this; she didn’t want him to feel unwelcome. “My father keeps telling me that fate doesn’t make mistakes. Maybe Deloise and the pizza and you delivering for Louis was what was meant to happen all along.”

Will leaned against the wall and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry, this is freaking me out a little.”

“Sorry,” Josh said, wishing she could reassure him, wishing she could reassure herself. Still rubbing his neck, Will looked at her from under his bangs. His blue eyes were wide with anxiety, but he smiled a forced smile. “It’s okay. Did you want to show me your apartment?”

“Oh, yeah.” Josh started up the stairs, but Will stopped her.

“Wait,” he said, gesturing to the second door on the landing. “Where does this lead?”

She had been hoping he wouldn’t ask. “There’s another apartment here. But it’s empty.”

He didn’t push. He doesn’t know there’s anything to find, she reminded herself. She wondered what would happen when he found out about Ian and Haley, and how long she was allowed to not mention them before it was actually keeping a secret.

After touring the Weavers’ third-floor apartment, they went downstairs to the library, put the quilt Dustine had given them on the table, and unrolled it ever so carefully. Every stitch felt as breakable as the threads of a spider’s web.

Josh opened the final fold and sucked in a deep breath. Will came around the table to see the quilt right side up, and they stood next to each other in total silence for more than a minute, staring.

“Someone spent months on this,” Will said.

“More like years. This is … I can’t believe I’ve never seen this.”

The quilt was approximately three by four feet. It depicted three circles overlapping, each connected to the other by an archway. In the empty spaces of the corners, the quilt showed the contents of each world. The World: tiny women having tea; lions prowling between high grasses; a glittering fire built inside the smooth, curving walls of an igloo. The Dream: uniformed rats performing ballet; people running upside down as they fled from a manticore; machete-wielding clowns with painted mouths full of sharp metal teeth. Death: faceless human forms made of luminous golden silk who towered over the ash-colored people filing into their world. Every fabric type imaginable had been used, and each fingernail-sized bit of colored cloth looked like the stroke of a paintbrush.

Josh explained what each circle represented. Will, using a touch suitable for stroking a newborn baby’s face, ran his fingertips reverently over the triangle where all three circles overlapped and said, “What’s this black part?”

“Nothing. The diagram sort of fails here, because there is no place where all three worlds overlap.” In examining the triangle, however, Josh realized that the fabric wasn’t black but the darkest peacock green, and she understood what the quilt maker had been trying to show her. “I take that back—there are myths that a place where all three worlds overlap used to exist, and dream theorists think it could possibly exist, but no one’s proven it.”

She shook her head, amazed that the person who had made the quilt had thought to include a theoretical universe, and amazed by the care and complexity that had gone into the quilt’s creation. Her grandmother had been right; the quilt was a beautiful teaching tool. Why hadn’t Dustine ever showed it to Josh before? As far as Josh knew, none of the other dream walkers who had been trained in this house had seen it either.

And why would Dustine suddenly share it now?

Setting the thought aside, Josh pulled a blank sheet of paper out of her backpack and drew a Venn diagram of the three universes, explaining as she went. “We can cross from one universe to another if we know how. Sometimes the boundaries are broken, sometimes the worlds spill into each other. Some of the boundaries are broken on purpose when we build archways.” Between the World and the Dream, she drew arrows pointing both ways, but arrows only pointed into Death, never out of it. Will asked about them.
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“You can only go into Death. You can’t come back out.”

“So you couldn’t go into Death and bring someone back?”

“You can’t…” She started and had to stop and swallow. Her chest began to ache. “You can’t cross into Death without dying. Nobody comes back.”

He doesn’t know, Josh, she told herself. Let it go—he doesn’t know anything.

Will simply nodded, and Josh knew for certain then that his question had been innocent, but that wound was already open, that Ian wound right in the center of her chest that bled with every heartbeat.

Her fingers walked across the quilt, tracing the passage from the World to Death.

Nobody comes back.

Josh reached for the quilt and began folding it, forcing the memories down. So her chest hurt. So what?

“I asked around about you at school today,” Will said, and Josh’s head shot up.

“You—?”

“Yeah. I’d heard about that house fire out in Charle last summer, with the fireworks, but I didn’t connect you to it until today. Somebody told me that the guy who died was your boyfriend. I just wanted to say that I’m sorry, and I know that you’re probably still dealing with it, and if, you know, you ever want to talk or anything, I’m a pretty good listener.”

His expression was absolutely sincere, even when Josh blurted out, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I’m not trying to pressure you to,” Will assured her. “Just, in the future, if you ever need to—”

“No,” Josh said, panicking. “No. I thought you said you were a good listener.”

Will raised his hands up like he was being held at gunpoint. “Okay. I’m sorry.”

Josh couldn’t think clearly. She knew she had just been bitchy but she didn’t know how to backtrack without weakening what she felt was a desperately important message: I don’t want to talk about Ian—not today, not tomorrow, not ever.

“It’s all right,” she said. She lifted her palms from the quilt and then allowed her fingertips to rest there again. “I think that’s enough for today. Kerstel will give you a ride home.”

She turned and headed for the basement before she had to watch Will’s face fall.

Through a Veil Darkly

More weird news. Not only are people going into comas for no reason at all while they sleep, now people are worried about a new pair of villains roaming the Dream. One’s really tall and sort of thin and the other’s wider and shorter, but they both wear giant dark green trench coats and carry silver canisters on their backs. Some people say they’re wearing gas masks, but others say they use the masks to suffocate dreamers. (“Just like the facehugger in Alien!” one girl said.)

If you’ve seen them, send me an e-mail about it with the subject “TCM.” (That’s Trench-Coat Men, in case you haven’t had your coffee yet today.) Maybe we can figure out what book or movie our new friends are from.


 

Eight

The first afternoon Will spent at Josh’s house, he figured the chances that he’d still be working with her a month later were around 2 percent.

Four days later, he’d increased the chances to 25 percent.

Josh didn’t like the emotional stuff. She didn’t want to talk about her feelings or her family or her past—definitely not her past. She didn’t want to know why Will lived with the county (Mom drank, Dad just didn’t care) or if he was single (he’d broken up with his last girlfriend because she was obsessed with cross-country) or what he was into (he lived and breathed self-help books).

What Josh did like was dream walking and anything to do with it. When she talked about her work, she spoke easily. She explained concepts clearly. She was patient. She even gave examples from her own experience, which were as close to sharing personal stories as she ever came.

And she was good. From the moment she began instructing him, Will didn’t doubt that she knew what she was talking about. Not just the ass-kicking stuff—although he was pretty sure she could name every bone and muscle in the body and apparently she was a black belt in three different forms of martial arts—but how to make decisions while in the Dream. She knew why she did what she did.

“There are only three ways to deal with a nightmare,” she told him, the day after she showed him the quilt. “One: Resolve it. Two: Convince the dreamer that they’re dreaming. Three: Bail.”

“Bail?” Will had repeated. He was sitting on a trunk in the basement where the training equipment was stored. Josh was pacing in front of a dry-erase board that he and Josh had purchased and hung on the wall right after school.

“If the odds are stacked against you, get out of there. A certain amount of risk is inevitable, but don’t take stupid chances and don’t stick around if you can’t resolve things. Remember Burkov’s Tenet: A dream walker’s life is worth as many resolved dreams as seven to the seventh power.”

“What does that actually mean?” Will asked.

“It means don’t get killed.”

She knew a seemingly inexhaustible store of sayings, all attributed to famous dream walkers of the glorious past. Will had been relieved to learn that Deloise and Winsor found this as irritating as he did.

“We work in quantity,” Josh added.

“Back up,” Will said. “Quantity?”

“Right, sorry, I jumped ahead there.” She ran a hand through her hair. She had very little ego about the work she did or how she did it, which fascinated Will. “Where’s my trimidion?”

She went to a wicker basket that held an assortment of odds and ends, and returned with a small pyramid made of bars like golden toothpicks in one hand, and a little round base with another, longer gold toothpick coming out of it in the other. After setting these on the trunk next to Will, she pulled the diagram of the three universes out of the piles of notes they were generating.

She started to speak and then paused, and the pause turned into a stilted question. “Are you religious?”

Since Josh didn’t like to get personal, the question surprised Will. He did his best to answer it honestly. “I was raised Catholic, but I haven’t been to church since I was like eight.”

“But you probably believe in souls, right?”

He shrugged. “I guess I do believe people are more than just flesh and blood.”

“All right. So when people fall asleep in the World, some part of them travels from the World to the Dream. You can think of it as a soul or a spirit or consciousness or whatever you want, just realize that it’s people leaving the World and entering the Dream.”

She pointed to the arrow on the diagram that showed this. Will felt himself frown without meaning to. He hadn’t realized he’d still been thinking of dreams as something that took place inside people’s heads; that was what all those psychology books he’d read told him, after all. That was what science told him.

“So at any given time, there are about half a billion people on the planet dreaming,” Josh said. “The trimidion is basically a scale with three sides instead of two. Each corner represents one of the universes. They measure emotional turmoil, and we need to keep them roughly in balance. Now, the World is much more stable than the Dream. It destabilizes over decades, not hours like the Dream. Death always remains in perfect balance.”

“So wouldn’t the Dream throw everything completely out of whack, since it’s full of nightmares?”

“Absolutely. Nobody’s been able to measure how many dreams are actually nightmares, but some psychologists think it might be as many as three-quarters. Dream theorists think it’s much lower, closer to one-quarter. Regardless, that’s a lot of emotional turmoil to mess with the balance.”

Her whole job, Will reflected, as Josh continued talking, is about keeping emotions from spilling over. That’s got to mess her up.

It explained a lot.

“Is that why you only try to resolve nightmares? Because they’re the only ones that mess up the balance?”

“Um, yeah. Basically. Happy dreams can have the opposite effect and stabilize the Dream. Happy dreams do our job for us. But there’s a lot of controversy over what sorts of dreams we should interfere with, if we should just try to end out-and-out nightmares or if we should get involved in any old unhappy dream. You should talk to Winsor if you’re interested in that. She likes to resolve humiliation dreams. You know—you show up for class late, without your homework or your pants?”

Will nodded. That told him a lot about Winsor.

“But the long and the short of it is that we just don’t have the manpower to deal with all the nightmares in the world, let alone go after embarrassment dreams and forgotten-homework dreams and running-late dreams.”

“Why not recruit more people?”

“We can, but at some point we’re going to have trouble maintaining secrecy.”

This was something Will had been curious about. “Yeah, why the secrecy? Why not just come out and tell the World what you’re doing? I mean, you’re helping people. I know it would be crazy for a while, but in the long run everybody would probably be better off.”

Josh thought for a minute. She ran her hand through her short hair, which was something Will had noticed she did when she was thinking. “This is complicated,” she said. “We can’t come out to the World because we have to protect the Dream from people who would want to manipulate it and use it for their own ends.”

Whoa, Will thought.

“But that’s a different conversation,” Josh said before picking up where she’d left off. “Nightmares cause emotional turmoil in the Dream, which throws it out of balance with the World and Death. We monitor the balance between universes with this little thingy, which we call the trimidion.”

She assembled the golden thingy. The pyramid balanced on a stand that stuck straight out of a flat base. Looking closely, Will made out tiny markings on the corners: an empty circle, a solid circle, and a spiral.

“What are those?” he asked.

“Labels, basically. The empty circle is the World. The solid circle is Death. The spiral is the Dream. When one of the universes is out of balance, that corner of the pyramid will hang closer to the stand.”

The pyramid was, in fact, tilted so that the Dream’s corner hung lower than the other two. “That’s wild,” Will said. “This thing definitively doesn’t work on gravity.”

“Um, no, it doesn’t. Each dream walker has one. It tells us how close we are to keeping the Dream in balance on a local level. If it’s hanging way too far, we all work extra shifts. If it’s about level, we can take a few nights off.”

Will straightened up from examining the trimidion. “But why is Death always in perfect balance?”

He realized too late that he probably shouldn’t have brought up death, that it was one of the topics Josh didn’t like to discuss, so he was surprised when she smiled enigmatically. “Nobody knows,” Josh said. “It’s a dream-theory mystery.”

“Do you like mysteries?” he couldn’t resist asking, suspecting she didn’t.

“No,” she said. “But I do like solving them.”

*   *   *

After more than a week of learning dream theory and basic hand-to-hand combat techniques, Will went into his second nightmare with Josh.

Will watched as Josh touched the looking stone in the archroom. Instantly, a vaporous image of a man with a bomb strapped to his chest appeared in the empty archway. Josh frowned at it, and another image took its place. She jumped from one dream to another as quickly as if she were changing TV stations with a remote.

“When can I learn how to use the looking stone?” Will asked, and she glanced at him.

“You didn’t need any lessons last week.”

“You just put your hand on the stone? There isn’t any more to it?”

“There is for most people. But you must have some sort of knack for it. Believe me, if I’d known, I never would have let you near it.” She frowned, then lifted her hand from the looking stone. “There is one thing we should discuss before we go in, one of those mysteries of dream theory: Chyman’s Dilemma.”

“Chyman’s Dilemma,” Will repeated, trying to commit the name to memory. “Okay. What’s that?”

“When we go through the archway into the Dream, the archway sort of … keeps track of us. It’s called ligamus. If we were in-Dream and Deloise walked into the archroom, she’d be able to see us in the Veil, and she’d be able to jump in and help. When we resolve a nightmare, we always come out the same archway we went into because of ligamus. But sometimes we don’t manage to resolve a nightmare, and it ends on its own because the dreamer wakes up or starts having a different dream or whatever. In that case, the Dream shifts and dumps us in some other nightmare.”

“You can’t just open an exit before the Dream shifts?” Will asked. He didn’t like the idea of being randomly dumped into a nightmare.

“There’s almost never enough warning. If the Dream shifts with you in it, ligamus no longer applies. The Veil vanishes and the archway can’t track you any longer.”

“Why not?”

“Nobody knows. It’s another dream-theory mystery, and it happens pretty frequently. Chyman’s Dilemma is sort of the common cold of dream theory.” She put her hand back on the looking stone, and after an instant, a nightmare popped up. “If we trigger Chyman’s Dilemma, resolving a nightmare will no longer cue the Dream to release us. We have to open an exit in order to leave. That’s why you never, ever go into the Dream without your lighter and compact. Once you trigger Chyman’s Dilemma, they’re your only way out.”

“What happens if you forget them and trigger Chyman’s Dilemma?” Will asked.

From the guilty look on her face, Will understood that Josh had been hoping he wouldn’t ask that question. “Then the only way to get out of the Dream is to find another dream walker who can open an exit for you. But the Dream is vast. The chances of finding another dream walker are very small.”

“So if you get lost in the Dream … you die?”

Josh nodded and glanced away. “You die in a nightmare you’re too tired to fight.”

That is not good news, Will thought. He decided that remembering to take keys into the Dream was now the single most important thing in his life.

“Anyway,” Josh said, obviously eager to change the subject, “if you do trigger Chyman’s Dilemma and then open an exit, there’s a small chance that the exit will lead to an archway other than this one, because ligamus no longer applies. But that pretty much only happens in cases of multiple shifts, and there’s sort of an unspoken rule of hospitality regarding lost dream walkers who come out of the wrong archway.”

Will could just imagine the look on the face of a Pakistani dream walker if Will and Josh suddenly walked out of his archway. But he supposed it had happened before.

Josh was staring through the archway at a nightmare in which an old man tried to crawl from his burning home. “By the way,” she said, her voice strained, “what are you afraid of?”

Will blinked and wondered if he’d heard her right. “What?”

She fiddled with the pendant she wore, clearly uncomfortable discussing something so personal. “I was talking to my grandma last night, and she pointed out that it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to go rushing into any nightmares full of things you fear. We should stick to things that don’t freak you out too much, at least to start. So I thought I’d ask what you’re afraid of.”

Will compiled a list in his head: Loneliness. Guilt. Being where I’m not wanted.

Aloud, he said, “Drowning. You?”

“Birds,” she replied immediately.

They didn’t look at each other.

After a long silence, Josh asked, “How do you feel about mobs?”

“Fine. Great. I love mobs.”

“Let’s try this one, then.”

Through the archway, Will saw a middle-aged woman running through a house. In each room, faces were pressed up against her windows; people were beating on the glass and screaming. The woman raced from one window to the next pulling curtains and blinds, but each opened up again as soon as she left the room.

Lots of doors, Will thought, trying to remember what Josh had taught him. Plenty of easy exits.

“Here’s the plan,” Josh said, speaking quickly. With one hand she touched her pocket to make sure she had her lighter and compact; Will doubted she was aware that she did it. “The dreamer’s afraid of the mob getting into the house. We can’t fight a whole mob, so we have to convince her that those people aren’t a threat. I’m going to reassure her that the house is sturdy and will protect her, and if she believes me, the nightmare should resolve. Got it?”

“Got it. What do I do?”

“Observe. And try not to get killed.”

Nice to feel needed, Will thought, but in truth he was relieved.

They jumped through the archway. Josh had explained that they could step through, but they’d just end up falling. If they jumped, they were more likely to land on their feet.

Josh pulled it off. Will landed on a coffee table, stumbled, and fell onto an overstuffed red couch. The dreamer, who was struggling with a Venetian blind, stopped muttering to herself and stared at them both.

“We’re here to help,” Josh said.

Will scrambled up from the couch. He looked around the living room, at all the faces pressed against the windows, and wondered how much pressure the glass could withstand before it would shatter. In his mind, he saw the glass bursting and the faces streaked with blood, and there wouldn’t even be anyone who could help him.… 

“The house is very strong,” Josh continued. “There’s no way those people can get inside. The doors have lots of locks and the windows are made of bulletproof glass. You’re safe inside the house. They can’t come in.”

Suddenly, Will realized what was happening. He’d let the dreamer’s fear take him over, just like he had in the Meepa nightmare.

You’re safe in your egg, he told himself, practicing what Josh had taught him. You are surrounded by the strong walls of your egg, and nothing can hurt you.

He imagined the egg around him, not made of eggshell but of an iridescent energy force field that would incinerate anything that tried to pass through it. The fear passed.

The dreamer listened to Josh’s reassurances, stared at her for a moment, and then gave a hopeless cry and ran into the next room.

Josh and Will looked at each other. “Well,” she said. “That didn’t work at all.”

“What now?”

“Follow her. Improvise. But if that mob gets in, we need to abort immediately.”

They found the woman in the kitchen, where the bright sunlight outside was obscured by dozens of faces pressed up against the window above the sink and the sliding-glass door. The sight of the door disturbed Will; faces were pressed against it even at floor level, as if people were lying on top of each other outside with only their heads touching the glass. The woman was muttering again: “Listening, like they can’t hear anything…”

Josh quickly dragged a curtain over the door, darkening the room. “We’re here to help,” she said again.

The dreamer gave her a look that implied Josh was being ridiculous and then ran to the next room. As they followed her, Will glanced over his shoulder and saw the kitchen growing light again as the curtain over the sliding-glass door drew itself back.

They ran into a bedroom. “We can push this against the window,” Josh said, pointing to a wardrobe. “It will work much better than the curtains.”

“What’s wrong with you?” the woman cried. To herself, she whispered, “Here I’m doing everything I can—they’re all walking around like it’s St. Patrick’s Day—the bloody curtains won’t stay shut—”

She ran back into the hallway. The bedroom curtains swished open as if by magic. Faces were pressed so hard against the glass that they were flattened and misshapen.

“This isn’t working either,” Josh said.

“I noticed,” Will said. “What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know. I need to think.…”

The woman ran past the bedroom door and they followed her into a parlor full of cream-colored furniture and dried roses in porcelain vases. All the available surfaces were decorated with tiny glass animals and seashells.

Josh sat down on the sofa and thought. Will didn’t know how she could ignore the woman, or the flattened, slobbering faces crammed against the windows—they were starting to creep him out—or how she could be so calm just knowing that she was inside a nightmare. She might have been sitting on the couch in her own living room.

Will felt useless. If Josh didn’t know what to do, he certainly didn’t.

“If he tells me to calm down one more time—so help me God—all I’m asking is that he listen for ten minutes—look at that curtain rod, it will never hold—”

The woman was trying to move all the little glass unicorns and baby deer off the windowsill so she could pull the curtains without sending all her tchotchkes to the floor. Josh tried to help and the woman chucked a glass sea lion at her.

It hit Josh in the face. “Ouch!”

Will knew he couldn’t help. He couldn’t convince the woman that she was safe.

But he could listen.

Will was a good listener. He’d been reading self-help books since he was twelve years old—they had a lot to say about listening. He knew how to be patient and quiet and mirror what someone said to him.

He listened to the dreamer.

“So help me God—I’ve told them all a hundred times—”

“You’ve told them all a hundred times,” he repeated.

The dreamer stopped moving glass animals to stare at him.

“All you’re asking is that he listen for ten minutes,” Will said. “That curtain rod is never going to hold. They’re all walking around like it’s bloody St. Patrick’s Day.”

“They keep telling me to calm down,” she said.

“You shouldn’t calm down,” he said, and he saw that this was working, that she was focused on him instead of the mob. “This is no time to be calm!”

“Exactly!” she cried. “There is good reason to be upset!”

“Plenty of reasons!”

She waved her arms around, accidentally tossing glass animals in all directions. Josh ducked. “I have every right to be hysterical!”

“Damn right you do!”

“So help me God—”

And suddenly, in a cloud of warm relief and gratitude and a sense of having been heard, Josh and Will rolled out of the Dream and back into the archroom. Josh landed sitting down, Will on all fours.

Wait a second, Will thought. I was just getting going.

Josh was grinning at him, and she looked a little amazed as well. Her smile, covered in glittering fairy dust, appeared almost magical.

“That was…” she said. “I don’t know how you did that. I don’t even know what you did.”

He tried not to be smug. “It’s called active listening.”

“Active listening,” she repeated.

He nodded. “Yeah. We thought the nightmare was that she was afraid the mob would get into the house, but what she was afraid of was that no one would acknowledge that she had a good reason to be upset.”

“That’s a weird nightmare.” Josh stood up. She was still smiling, and Will knew he’d earned a point in her mind. Maybe a couple of points. “That was good, Will.”

She offered him a hand up. He accepted.

“It would have taken me at least two more minutes to figure that out,” she added.


 

Nine

“So, listen, about this adoption thing…” Will said as he and Josh made their way down a poorly marked path through the woods.

Josh felt herself tense up at his words. “It’s traditional for apprentices to join dream-walker families. Lots of apprentices don’t have families, actually, so adoption is pretty common.”

The tradition of apprenticeship among dream walkers had originated in a legend about the True Dream Walker. Supposedly he had once taken in a band of orphans called the Wussuri and turned them into ultimate nightmare-fighting champs. Josh knew she should have anticipated that her father and Kerstel would formally adopt Will, but somehow it had taken her as much by surprise as it had him.

“Yeah…” Will said. “I just don’t want to be a burden.”

Josh glanced over her shoulder at him. “It’s not a burden; it’s tradition.” She felt like she should say something else, but all she could think to ask was, “Would you rather stay in the county home?”

“No, of course not. But I … If it’s cool with you, then that’s great.”

She didn’t look back this time. “It’s cool with me,” she said, which was a complete lie. It actually made her stomach knot up like a friendship bracelet. “We can increase your training schedule.”

Above, the tree branches that twisted together like anxious fingers began to thin as they approached a clearing.

“Ah, is that what I think it is?” Will asked.

Ahead of them stood a cathedral made of gingerbread, complete with stained-glass windows of intricately cut hard candies, spice-drop bricks laid with frosting mortar, and candy-cane flying buttresses.

“If you think it’s a church for the worshipers of Little Debbie, then you’re probably right,” Josh said. The graham-cracker pavement that led to the church door crunched beneath their steps.

She pushed open one of the massive licorice doors and her hand came away sticky.

Inside, she found chocolate-bar pews, a pulpit of cookies, and floral displays made from Twizzlers and Laffy Taffy. Even the air was sweet, and every step she took released another odor, because the floor was a beautiful mosaic made from jelly beans.

“I think I’m gonna throw up,” she told Will.

“Really? ’Cause it seems like you eat a lot of sugar.” She gave him an indignant look. “No offense. But you ate a king-sized Snickers right before we entered this nightmare, and you drank that giant root beer on the way home.”

Josh knew this was an argument she would lose, but the idea that Will had observed her eating habits so closely freaked her out. “This place is still too much,” she said.

She spotted the dreamer: a goth teenager kneeling on a root-beer barrel at the front of the church. As they walked toward her, Will broke a peanut-brittle armrest off a pew and started eating it. Josh glared at him and he offered her a piece.

The dreamer was mumbling prayers as they approached. Josh tried to make a lot of noise as she walked up—she smashed a lot of jelly beans—but the girl’s eyes remained fervently closed.

“Hi,” Josh said, kneeling beside her. No response. She touched the girl’s shoulder.

“Ahhh!”

The dreamer, who was wearing a black skirt and low-cut top, threw herself away from Josh while sending out a stupendous wave of fear. Josh had been so distracted by the candy that she had been forgetting to shield, and now she had to throw all her energy into protecting herself.

I’m safe behind my wall. No one can get to me here. There is no fear behind the wall.

Just as her nerves were settling, the girl screamed again, and Josh opened her eyes to see her pointing at Will. “You’ve eaten from the sacred house! Blasphemy, blasphemy! She will kill us all!”

“Oh,” Will said. He carefully put down the armrest he’d been eating. “Whoops.”

Josh gave Will a look.

“Who’s going to kill us?” Josh asked the dreamer.

“The witch!”

“Oh, right, there’s a witch in the story with the candy house. But she needs an oven to cook us in, right? So let’s go destroy her oven before she gets here.”

The girl shook her head. “She isn’t going to cook us. She’s going to turn us into candy!”

Then she pointed, and Josh noticed something she hadn’t noticed before, or perhaps saw something that hadn’t been there before. That strange sculpture at the front of the church—didn’t it look a lot like someone trying to escape being sucked into a bubblegum bog? And the huge gummy bear in the corner—wasn’t his face strangely human? And the two chocolate soldiers wrapped in tinfoil who stood guard at the door—why did they look like they were screaming in terror?

“Crap,” Josh said.

“We have to hide,” the dreamer said. She ran out a side door, flinging it open so hard that some of the SweeTARTS decorations were knocked loose, and Josh and Will followed her into a small graveyard with white chocolate headstones. Between two rows, a casket made of chocolate peppermint bark and lined with marshmallows lay open.

“Get in!” the girl cried.

Will looked at Josh. “Is this a good idea?”

I do not want to get in that coffin with Will, Josh thought. “Look, you get in the coffin,” she told the girl. “We’re going to go hide somewhere else.”

“No, you have to protect me! Please!”

Josh gritted her teeth. This was obviously the direction the nightmare wanted to go, and she knew there was no use in fighting. Reluctantly, she said, “All right, fine.”

“You first,” the girl told Will. He climbed in, then the girl instructed Josh to squeeze in on her side next to him. The only way this worked at all comfortably was if he put his arm around her and she rested her head on his chest.

Josh thought she was going to pull a muscle she was so tense. She was starting to get used to touching Will when she needed to correct his aim or show him how to move, but she wasn’t ready to snuggle with him.

Then the girl climbed in, facedown, on top of him, and pulled the coffin shut.

Josh felt terribly self-conscious, aware of her thighs pressed against Will’s, her breasts smashed against the side of his torso, his heartbeat beneath her ear. She kept finding excuses to lift her head up from his chest, and each time she did she felt awkward setting it down again.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

“I thought I heard something,” she lied.

She hadn’t lain like this with anyone since Ian died, and the guilt was mixed with a confusing sense of contentment. She had to force her head down to Will’s chest. But as the minutes passed, she began to relax, at least enough to close her eyes. The marshmallows beneath her were soft, softer than her own bed, and the rise and fall of Will’s chest as he breathed created a soothing rhythm.

Will turned his face toward her, and she felt him inhale just a bit more deeply than he had before, his chest expanding a centimeter farther. Did he just smell my hair? she wondered, but before she could ponder the thought, she heard his heartbeat quicken directly beneath her ear.

This can’t happen, she thought.

“I have to get out of here,” she said, at the same time Will said, “Ah, miss?”

His tone of voice had gone from drowsy to alarmed. “I realize you’re very anxious right now, and that we’re in a very tight space, but in spite of that, I need you to observe certain personal boundaries.”

What the hell does that mean? Josh thought, forgetting her own discomfort.

“My name is Sorsha, and personal space is just so…”

“Oh god!” Will cried.

“Personal,” Sorsha said.

“She just licked my neck, Josh. She’s licking my neck, she’s got her hands inside my shirt—OW! No biting!”

Josh had heard enough. She gave the coffin lid a hard kick.

It did not open.

“Well, that’s just skippy,” she muttered. She reached into the darkness and found Sorsha’s gel-slicked ponytail. Then she jerked it, hard, until Sorsha’s head snapped back and the girl squealed.

“Let go of my hair!” Sorsha whined.

“Let go of my nipples!” Will snapped.

Josh shoved her hand between their bodies, her own palm sweeping a large swath of Will’s chest, and yanked Sorsha’s hand out. Then she took charge of the ponytail again and tugged Sorsha far enough to one side that Will could grab the other roaming hand.

Now restrained, Sorsha settled for telling Will repeatedly that he was no fun.

“You sexually assaulted me in a chocolate coffin!” Will shot back.

“She’d probably never do that sort of thing if she were awake,” Josh pointed out.

“I hope not,” Will said.

“Wait, you mean I’m asleep?” Sorsha demanded.

At which point the peppermint bark broke into pieces, the marshmallows fell away, and they plunged into space.

Since they hadn’t resolved the nightmare, Josh felt no sense of relief, no warm gratitude. All she felt was a jarring sensation, and then she was crashing to the floor of a minimart and bullets were flying and bags of potato chips were exploding and she was hissing, “Down! Stay down!”

“What happened?” Will cried, flat on the floor, hands over the back of his neck.

“Sorsha woke up.”

“So why didn’t the archway dump us out?”

“It only does that if we resolve the nightmare or—” She broke off while one of the glass doors to the freezer compartment behind them shattered, then finished. “—if we make an exit. Chyman’s Dilemma, remember? Right now, we’ve just slid into some other part of the Dream.”

Someone at the other end of the store yelled, “Twenties, idiot! The twenties!”

“What do we do?” Will asked.

Josh generally avoided nightmares involving guns. Chekhov’s Principle, One must not put a loaded rifle on the stage if no one is thinking of firing it, had been intended for writers, but it worked just as well for dream walkers. If someone bothered to dream of a gun, they almost always bothered to dream of firing it.

Now Josh and Will were stuck in the middle of what appeared to be a very violent minimart robbery, and as the firing stopped briefly, they peeked up over the rack of snacks to survey the store. There was a front door to the shop, and that was it. Josh cursed. “We need an exit!”

“I don’t see one,” Will whispered.

“Wait a sec!” Josh hissed. “We can use the cooler doors.”

“What? But they aren’t real doors.”

“No, we can use them. Didn’t you read that article I gave you, ‘Nontraditional Dream-Exit Strategies’?”

“Yeah, but these doors don’t lead anywhere!”

“We can make them lead somewhere,” Josh said, and sprang to her feet.

She opened one of the unbroken doors to the freezer compartment and began yanking out cases of beer. By the time anyone at the front of the store realized what she was doing, she had cleared enough space to step inside.

The cold air swept past Josh, eager to enter the warm store. She stood inside the compartment long enough to open and close the door, and then jumped back out. “See? Now it leads somewhere.”

“Yeah, you’re awesome,” Will said, but he already had his lighter and compact out and was concentrating on opening the Veil. It shimmered into view, and Josh jumped through just as the gunfire started up again. Will followed.

But instead of landing in the archroom, they slammed into a pile of wooden beams on a concrete floor. Josh landed hard against Will and they both made sounds of protest.

They weren’t in the Weaver-Avish house’s basement. They were … somewhere half-burned, a sunken concrete basement surrounded by charred timber. The ceiling above them had burned away completely, and most of the walls had gone with it. Josh knew the building had burned some time ago, because the smell of smoke had departed.

“Are we still in-Dream?” Will asked.

“I don’t think so … but maybe.” Josh stood up and held out a hand to him, and he took it. “Help me up. I need to get a better view.”

She gestured to a partially destroyed staircase. It was concrete, so it hadn’t burned, but rubble covered the first four steps. Will got down on one knee, and Josh used his other knee to springboard herself onto the fifth step.

“I can see the ocean,” she said, facing in the direction away from the trees. “I—oh my god.” She looked around at the basement again and caught sight of broken mirrors beneath the wreckage. When her heart skipped a beat, it left her bloodless for a moment, and her chest filled with a feeling like suction. “We’re in the cabin in Charle,” she managed to say.

“The one that burned down last summer?” Will asked, and Josh felt another piercing, sick shock at the idea that he knew.

“Yeah,” she mumbled.

Josh hadn’t been here since Ian died. Was this Ian’s way of punishing her for what she’d felt in the coffin a few minutes ago? The pain in her chest that woke up at his name felt like a muscle clenched so tight her chest would cave in around it.

He’s dead, she reminded herself. He’s dead, and even if he weren’t, he left me before he died. He doesn’t care what I do.

No matter how many times she repeated the thoughts, she couldn’t bring herself to believe them.

Finally, she jumped down to a spot clear of rubble and explained to Will as much as she felt she had to explain.

“This was my mother’s cabin.” She kept her voice tight, neutral, but couldn’t help rushing her words together. “Mom died here while trying to build a new archway. We assumed she died before finishing, but I guess we were wrong, because we seem to have just come out through it.”

Josh busied herself peering at the air as if she could identify where the archway might hang.

“How old were you?” Will asked.

Why does he want to know that? Josh wondered, cringing.

“Twelve. But…”

She wanted to say, It’s all right, I’m over it. Kerstel is great. Except it wasn’t all right, not really, and she’d never be over it, even if it didn’t haunt her the way Ian’s death did. Sure, Kerstel was great, but she’d never be Jona Weaver. She’d never be Josh’s mom.

“I was twelve when I went to live with the state,” Will said, bringing Josh back to the burned-out basement. “I haven’t heard from my mom since.”

Josh understood that he was trying to connect with her, but their situations looked so different to her.

“That sucks,” she said finally.

“Yeah.” Will held her gaze, and she felt him trying to hang on to that connection, trying to make it important, but she turned away again.

“If the archway works,” she said, “we can go back through it into the Dream, but we’ll have to trigger Chyman’s Dilemma again.”

“What? You lost me.”

“If we leave through this archway, ligamus will make sure we come back through this archway, so if we want to leave through a different one, we have to trigger Chyman’s Dilemma to break ligamus.”

“If we trigger Chyman’s Dilemma and aren’t connected to any archway, how can we be sure we’ll come out through the one in your basement?”

“We can’t be. But there’s a rough geographic correspondence between the Dream and the World, and the house is only a hundred miles from here. Our chances are good.”

They used a lighter and compact to open the archway, the edges of which had never been marked in stone and so hung jagged in the air. They had no looking stone, either, but they got lucky in that the first dream to appear was a teenage boy’s SAT nightmare. Josh and Will took seats in the back of the classroom and watched as the poor guy ran into every possible test-taking misfortune: His pencils snapped, his erasers tore off, his calculator melted into a smoldering mess.

In order to trigger Chyman’s Dilemma, they had to sit through a nightmare until it ended on its own. Josh wasn’t fond of test taking herself, and watching the kid grow increasingly panicked was brutal. She’d had just about all she could take when the dreamer accidentally set his completed answer sheet on fire and wailed himself awake.

Josh and Will slid straight into a nightmare about evil Martian ghosts. After much firing of laser guns and the complete destruction of a space station, they earned their way out of the Dream … 

And onto the archroom floor.

Josh found her father waiting for her, holding a stapled handful of papers in his hand. He had his eyebrows raised, and his unexpected presence made Josh anxious at a time when she was already emotionally drained.

“It’s after seven,” Laurentius said, sounding more concerned than angry. “How late do you two train at night?”

“Um,” Josh said. His question startled her. “Usually not past dinner.”

She caught Will mouthing Eight thirty! to Lauren.

“Good grief,” Lauren said. He lifted the papers in his hand. Josh got just enough of a glimpse to realize it was her history test and that there was a lot of red pen on the first page. “I was thinking that we might need to have a talk about this, but now I realize how much time you’re putting in, between training Will and keeping up your own skills. Just make a little more time to study before the next exam, all right?”

Josh nodded. “I will. I promise. We were just about to knock off for the night and go study anyway.”

Lauren kissed her forehead and headed up the stairs to the pantry.

“So, when your dad finishes adopting me,” Will said to Josh when they were alone, “can I blow off schoolwork to dream walk?”

“Oh, shut up,” Josh said, amused and embarrassed at the same time. Then she grew more serious and said, “But I do expect you to reread that article on nontraditional dream-exit strategies.”

“Yes, ma’am. Right after I do my reading for history.”

“All right,” Josh agreed. “After.”


 

Ten

“So, where are we going?” Will asked as he and Josh drove out of Tanith.

“We’re going to Braxton, where the headquarters of the junta are. The junta controls all the dream walkers on the North American continent. Their office keeps calling and demanding I bring you in to get registered as a dream walker.”

“Isn’t a junta a group that holds power after a revolution?” Will asked, adding mentally, And aren’t they usually part of a really scary, horrible military dictatorship?

“We used to have a monarchy,” Josh explained. “The Rousellarios. They didn’t rule all the dream walkers in the world, but they ruled over most of Europe and Asia, and all of North America, and I think a good part of Africa.”

“What happened to them?” Will asked.

“The short explanation is, my grandfather brought them down.”

“Ah, that might be too short.”

“All right. Let’s see. For as long as anyone can remember, there’s always been controversy about whether or not dream walkers are doing enough for humanity. The last few centuries, the theories about exactly what more we could be doing center around one idea called staging, which is going into the Dream and influencing dreamers’ subconscious minds to make them happier and more peaceful.”

“How does that work?” Will asked.

“There are a lot of possibilities. The simplest is called influential staging, and dream walkers do it all the time. It’s where we put an idea in a dreamer’s mind—you know, This door is unlocked, or when I tried to tell the woman in the mob dream that she would be safe. That can be a little risky for dream walkers, but it’s not a big deal for dreamers. But what most people refer to as staging is where people go into the Dream in groups and actually act out scenes of happiness to change nightmares into joyful dreams.”

“That sounds okay,” Will said.

“It’s not,” Josh told him, a little too sharply. “Sorry. Yeah, it sounds okay—until you start thinking about ways you could abuse it. That’s why the Rousellarios, the royal family, kept forbidding anyone to try it. Like, for centuries. Then twenty years ago, my grandfather, who is a despicable person, led a movement to get staging approved. His group was called the Lodestone Party, and they didn’t just ask permission from the royal family, they prepared a whole proposal. They had shrinks and lawyers and social workers all involved. They wanted to stage dreams for the people of this country, Khuzegistan. Ever heard of it?”

“Ah, I know it’s some tiny war-torn country in Asia.”

“That’s pretty much all you need to know. It’s tiny, it’s war-torn, it’s in Asia. That was all true back then, too. The Khuzegi dream walkers begged the royal family to let the Lodestone Party try staging in their country. They even sent a choir of blind schoolchildren to sing at the palace. But the king and queen kept saying no.

“So Peregrine just went ahead and launched the project without their permission. The Khuzegi people worship some god nobody here has ever heard of, and the Lodestone Party went into nightmares dressed like the god and gave everybody messages of peace and love. The next morning the president declared military rule over, the war over, and the army disbanded. People were dancing in the streets and dismantling weapons to use as flowerpots.”

“Wait,” Will said. “I heard about this in school. Didn’t this end really badly?”

“Yeah. A few days later, a foreign warlord got wind that Khuzegistan was completely defenseless, so he marched in with his guys and took the whole place over. Then he put everybody in camps and made them work in smelting factories, and years later NATO had to go in to clean up the mess. But before all that, the day after the staging, the dream-walker king declared Peregrine guilty of treason and put out a warrant for his arrest.”

“Wait, he could just declare someone guilty of treason?” Will asked.

“I guess. I don’t know much about the monarchy. Anyway, it gave Peregrine an excuse to stage a full-blown rebellion. He and a bunch of other Lodestones went to the palace, and somehow it got set on fire. It burned down with the king and queen and their baby daughter inside.”

“That seems extreme.”

“I think Peregrine was waiting for an excuse to revolt. He saw his chance and he took it.”

“Yeah, but a baby? That’s awful.”

“Some people think the baby survived. Maybe that’s just what they want to believe, but there are a lot of rumors that she’s hidden away somewhere. The Rousellarios have a weird cult following now—Deloise has a bunch of books about them.

“So, the staging in Khuzegistan ended badly for everyone. There was one other incident of staging, back in the ’60s, in this little town in Iowa called Maplefax. One guy was trying to stage dreams all by himself, and he accidentally ripped the Veil and the whole town went crazy from fairy dust. And those are just the instances where people were trying to do good. Part of the danger of staging is that not everyone will use it to create peace. People could use it to influence what dreamers buy, how they vote, decisions they have to make. Today you’ll have to take Melrio’s Oath, which says you promise to try not to influence dreamers beyond the scope of the Dream. But every few years you hear about somebody breaking the oath. One guy last year was going into women’s dreams and convincing them he was their soul mate so they would sleep with him when they woke up.”

Will shook his head. “That is really pathetic.”

“Agreed.”

“So you guys got the junta after the royal family burned up?”

“Yeah, but only in North America. It was supposed to be temporary and only hold power until a permanent government could be formed, but that was almost twenty years ago, and they’re just now getting ready to hold elections. The junta has seven members, and Peregrine is one of them. He still leads the Lodestone Party, and they’re still pushing for staging, but after what happened with Khuzegistan, the other members of the junta were worried enough that they always put off legalizing staging. The other big party is the Troth Party, which I guess I’m old enough to join now that I’m seventeen, and they say the way we’ve been doing things for hundreds of years is working just fine. The Dream is stable. The World hasn’t ended yet. We’re doing as much as we can without risking too much.”

“So the reason you don’t like staging is that you feel like it’s dangerous and unnecessary?”

Josh thought for a long time before answering. “I don’t think we have the moral right to manipulate people that way. I mean, keeping the Dream stable is necessary. If we didn’t, the World would dissolve into chaos. And it’s a kindness to people, a service, at the same time. But to say that we know what’s best for other people and then force that vision into their subconscious minds … I don’t think we have that right. My grandfather only wants staging because he loves having power over other people, not out of any desire for world peace.”

“You decide what’s best for me,” Will pointed out, half joking.

Josh laughed. “I try. That’s about all I can claim.”

The car fell silent as they both reflected. Will agreed with Josh’s concerns, and he could see dozens of ways staging could be abused that she hadn’t even mentioned. But … 

If he had been given the chance to go back in time and stage a dream that would make his mother stop drinking, no argument in the world would have stopped him.

Josh, as if hearing his thoughts, said, “I won’t be mad at you if you decide to be a Lodestone. Whim agrees with them more than he does with me, and we’re still friends.”

“That’s good to know.”

After thinking a bit longer, Josh added, “But I will be mad if you decide you like and admire my grandfather.”

Will laughed. “I’m sure I’ll loathe him on sight.”

*   *   *

At the junta’s headquarters in downtown Braxton—a skyscraper made of gray granite and steel-framed windows—they were ushered to the registration office.

“Hello!” squealed a woman with brunette curls cropped short against her scalp. “Oh, this is so exciting! I was hoping I’d be here when you came in!”

“Sorry,” Josh said, awkwardly drawing her shoulders up to ear level and cramming her hands into her pants pockets. “I—have we met?”

“Oh, no, honey. I’ve just heard so much about you over the years. And when I heard you were going to have an apprentice, well, we were all thrilled that you might pass some of that talent on.” She looked at Will. “Do you know how lucky you are to be working with her?”

Will smiled because he didn’t know what else to do. This was a decidedly weird reception. This woman had heard of Josh? He’d known Josh was a good dream walker, but he hadn’t realized that people had heard of her.

In the woman’s office, Josh produced affidavits from Davita, Young Ben, Dustine, and Josh herself, all attesting that they approved Will’s entry into dream-walker society. He felt unexpectedly touched that Dustine had written a letter of support for him.

Then the whole process nearly fell apart when they discovered that Josh had forgotten to bring a copy of Will’s birth certificate. However, after several uncomfortable moments, the woman said, “Well, let’s just pretend you brought it, all right? I think the junta can trust that Josh Weaver’s apprentice is who she says he is.”

Although this raised more questions in Will’s mind, he tried to concentrate as she speed-read him two pages of tiny type explaining exactly what he was and wasn’t allowed to do in the Dream according to Melrio’s Oath—which, more than anything else, gave him all sorts of ideas for devious things he could do in-Dream—after which he took a two-sentence oath.

She issued him a user ID and password for the dream walker’s online database, then said, “This is completely optional, but if you like, we are offering to store ear prints, bone scans, and DNA for all dream walkers. I want to assure you that this information remains private and secure and will only be used in the event that your remains need to be identified. The junta has agreed that it cannot be accessed even by subpoena, and you have the right to destroy it at any time.”

Will couldn’t help feeling alarmed. “Is there a big need to identify remains?”

“No,” Josh told him before the woman could answer. “It’s mostly just an excuse for the junta to charge people a fifty-dollar storage fee every year. But Dad wrote the check for the registration fee for an extra fifty in case you want to do it.”

“Did you do it?” he asked her.

She nodded. “Better safe than sorry, right?”

“Yeah, I guess. Okay then.”

The bone scan only took ten minutes, the ear prints were just high-tech photographs, and the DNA sample only required a cheek swab. Finally, the woman opened a desk drawer, and said, “Just one more thing. Will Kansas, as a welcome gift from the dream-walker community, I hereby present you with this trimidion.”

She held out a pyramid made of six silver sticks and a stand with a circular base and one long pole to balance the pyramid on. “May the True Dream Walker watch over you, that you always walk safely.”

Will never would have anticipated how much the gift meant to him. Everything thus far had felt very official, like registering for school, but here was this little welcome gift being given to him by someone who, unlike Josh, was so excited that he was part of their world now.

“Thank you,” he said. The trimidion was light in his hands.

“That’s it.” The woman stood up to shake their hands. “Please just let me say again how delighted I am to have gotten to meet you both.”

Afterward, riding upstairs, Will caught Josh’s eye in one of the elevator’s mirrored walls and said, “So, here’s a weird question: Are you famous?”

“What?” she said. “No.” But she tried to sink under her shoulders again.

“Is it because your grandfather’s on the junta?”

“No! Bleh. I only see him when I have to. I don’t even tell people I’m related to him.” She cringed as she continued, lowering her voice as if afraid their reflected images might hear her. “I’m not famous, exactly. Just … a few people know who I am from this study.”

“What kind of study?”

“Some dream theorists were studying whether or not variables like age, race, gender, and all that had any influence on a dream walker’s resolution rate. Peregrine heard about it and volunteered me, and … I sort of messed up their data.”

“How?” Will asked when Josh trailed off.

Reluctantly, Josh admitted, “Everybody else was able to resolve a nightmare an average of sixty-four percent of the time. My resolution rate was eighty-eight percent.”

A 24 percent difference? Either the scientists who had conducted this study were incompetent, or else Josh was an outright prodigy.

But when Will thought back on their trips to the Dream together, he realized that 88 percent sounded right to him. Some afternoons they walked four or five nightmares and resolved every single one.

“This totally explains why I’ve been getting congratulation cards from people I don’t know,” he said as the elevator doors opened.

“You have?” Josh cringed. “How many?”

“Like, nearly a dozen. One lady sent a poem.”

They stepped out onto the top floor, where Josh’s equilibrium was restored by the news that her grandfather was at a press conference and would have to leave immediately afterward to catch a flight, negating the possibility of their visiting with him today.

“Please make sure to tell him we stopped by,” Josh said firmly.

She was positively giddy on the ride back downstairs. She really hates this guy, Will thought.

“Let’s stop in the press room and wave,” she said. “He won’t be able to do anything.”

Will had never been to a press conference, or a press room, and was surprised by the large, voluptuous room filled with velvet curtains and upholstered chairs. At the front of the room, behind a podium on a stage, stood a man with a large bald head. His face was too big for his skull, with thick, wet lips that could have touched his chin and eyes that might have slid right down his cheeks for their weight. Small and very thin, he was not at all frail but overly animated, crossing and uncrossing his arms, putting his hands on his hips, tapping one foot, shifting his weight, pulling out a pocket watch on a chain to check the time, even as he answered questions from the dozen or so journalists gathered before him.

Josh slipped inside the doors and leaned against the back wall. Will followed.

“Mr. Hyde,” Peregrine was saying, “Dracula, Hannibal Lecter—” Peregrine stumbled over his words as he caught sight of Josh’s wave. He gave her a little nod before continuing. “Plus Darth Vader, terminators, the guy from Harry Potter who didn’t have a nose, the Jaws shark—a few years ago I ran into Grendel’s mother, for God’s sake! And those are just the famous ones. Remember ’97, when it took almost six months to figure out that a single copy of some Portuguese horror story had made its way into a middle school library in Savannah? Every kid in the seventh grade had read that book, they were passing it around like the flu, and everybody freaked out just like now with these trench-coat people. We will identify them, but it’s going to take time, people.”

He paused to take a question Will couldn’t hear.

“That’s a ludicrous suggestion,” Peregrine replied. His voice dripped condescension. “This isn’t a matter for the Gendarmerie, it’s a matter for the Department of Media and Cultural Influences, and I assure you that every member of that department is working his ass off as we speak. People who are demanding an investigation are just pathetic conspiracy-mongers who are looking for a way to discredit me because they’re afraid that one day, I might ask them to give back to a government that has done nothing but give to them. So they sit with their laptops and their fancy cappuccinos and they bitch and whine all over the Internet, and now you’re at an official press conference asking if a rumor about a rumor on a blog is real. You’re wasting time, people—”

The doors closed behind Josh and Will as they left the press room.

“So,” Will said, “good news: I absolutely loathe your grandfather.”

Josh held her hand up for a high five.

*   *   *

The only real light in the coffee shop came from a single spotlight aimed at the low stage. Beyond it, the tips of cigarettes burned red like the eyes of nocturnal animals. Just enough illumination passed beyond the stage to highlight the rims of whiskey glasses and reveal that many in the audience were smoking hookahs.

The woman in the spotlight was African American, fortyish, her hair in perfect curls, wearing black-rimmed cat-eye glasses, jeans, and a shimmery red top that seemed to have been woven around her body. Her guitar was stained auburn and had a pattern of sunbeams emanating from the sound hole.

Josh headed toward the smoky, dim seating area, and Will cautiously mounted the two steps to the stage. She’d agreed to let him handle this one alone—a simple stage-fright dream—and only get involved if needed.

As Will approached the woman on the stage, moving very slowly, she noticed him. Her fingers fumbled on the guitar’s fretboard, and the chord she meant to play emerged warped and cringing. She gave a tiny shake of her head. No. No.

“I’m here to help,” Will said, but he didn’t think she could hear him above her own music.

He went to stand beside her and put his arm around her shoulder. He didn’t know what her song was about exactly—despite the clarity of her singing, he couldn’t make sense of the lyrics—but it sounded beautiful to him. With his free hand, he patted a rhythm out on his thigh. He’d always thought he would make a good drummer, and he thought the beat he was putting to this song was really bringing the music up a notch.

Then he stopped looking at the woman to glance out at the audience, and he felt frightened. The smoke from the hookahs seemed to make a solid golden wall in the circle of light cast around him, and beyond it glowed the crimson eyes of the animals watching him. He could hear an awful dragging sound accompanied by footsteps—step, step, drag. Step, step, drag.

Something terrible was happening. The woman didn’t have stage fright; why had he made that assumption when he was using the looking stone? Why couldn’t he stop tapping on his leg now that he’d started? Each touch reverberated through his entire body, weakening him. The wall of stage light could not protect him from the feral animals on the other side.

He looked down and saw that the woman had become ever so slightly transparent. When she sang, a swath of burgundy marked with stars flowed out of her mouth and was sucked into the darkness beyond the spotlight.

Frantically, Will looked down at his own hand, still tapping, tapping away, and yes, it was happening to him, too, a brushstroke of midnight blue shot through with green that stretched longer and longer as he lost more of himself to the creatures.

This was why the woman had been terrified. Because when she played a concert for people, she gave them a part of her soul.

But when she played for the devil, she had to give him all of it.

The smoke in the room began to clear, and there he was in the audience, Satan himself. Will had forgotten that Lucifer had been an angel once, but he saw now the decrepit remains of what once must have been beauty: two skeletal wings, their feathers mostly gone, one badly bent; refined features half eaten away by worms; long fingers reduced to claws with swollen knuckles. He bared his teeth—whittled down to pencil points—at Will and hissed, and blood sprayed the table before him. Then he opened his mouth and used his foot-long serpent’s tongue to clasp the souls in the air and draw them into his mouth.

Will had never felt such intense fear. It raced along his nerves like flames tracing a line of gasoline, and when the lines met at the center of his chest, an explosion of terror filled him. He began to shriek, to scream utterly without reserve, every breath more fuel to the fire that rose out of his chest and ruined the air.

Suddenly Josh was standing in front of him, and though it took him an instant to recognize her, he felt a glimmer of hope. His soul changed its path to flow past her.

“Will,” she said. “Stop screaming.”

He hadn’t realized he was still screaming. Stopping required too great an effort, though, so it wasn’t until Josh pushed his jaw shut and sealed her palm over his mouth that the cycle of shrieking burned itself out.

“Good,” Josh said, cautiously removing her hands. “Now, listen to me: You have gotten sucked into the dreamer’s fear. None of this is real. You need to imagine your protective egg.”

He had no idea what she was talking about. Luckily, Josh seemed to sense that, and after thinking hard for several seconds, she changed tactics.

“You remember that the Dream exists, right?”

“Yes,” he whispered on his stripped-dry throat. “It must. There’s a looking stone.”

“Good! Yeah, there’s a looking stone. And anything can happen in the Dream, right?”

He nodded.

“Do you remember earlier today, when we decided to go into a nightmare together? You used the looking stone. Which nightmare did you pick?”

He thought back, letting the memories present themselves to him like a movie, one frame at a time. “I picked one with a woman singing in a coffee sh—”

Josh waited.

“Oh,” Will said. He glanced around, somehow impressed by how realistic everything appeared, and then looked back at Josh. “None of this is real.”

His hand quit tapping. He looked down and saw that his flesh had become opaque again.

The woman next to him vanished completely. Her guitar fell to the stage.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Josh said.

*   *   *

Will expected her to be angry at him, but she just looked freaked out. Without saying anything, she took him upstairs to her apartment and made them both hot chocolate in a microwave. For a while, they just sat together on the couch, mugs in hand.

“Ah, I’m sorry,” Will said finally.

“It’s all right,” Josh said tightly.

“I know I screwed up back there. I broke Stellanor, I let the dreamer’s fear get to me.”

“It’s all right, I mean it.” She ran a hand through her hair. He wondered if this was the end of his apprenticeship. “There was an unusual kind of fear in that nightmare, something called dreamfire. I should have realized it was there sooner and gotten you out right away.”

“Dreamfire?”

“When a nightmare triggers one of a dreamer’s deepest fears, we call the fear dreamfire. It has a different feel to it, and if someone gets caught in it, they almost never manage to pull themselves out again.” Josh poked at the mini marshmallows in her hot chocolate, submerging each in turn. “I don’t know what the dreamer was so afraid of tonight, though.”

Will remembered the sensation of loss he’d felt as the blue light slipped out of his body, and the fear that had burst into hysteria. “She was afraid of losing her sense of self,” he said.

“Maybe so. Look, every dream walker makes the mistake of getting caught up in the dreamer’s fear. Every single one. It was bad luck that you got caught up in dreamfire on top of the usual fear. I’m just glad you survived it.”

“Me too.” Will thought a moment and then realized that her last comment might not have been hypothetical. “Wait, are you saying that you think that if you’d ended the nightmare, I would have died?”

Josh nodded her head grimly. “You were half-transparent by the time I got to you. I think that you were so in tune with the dreamer that whatever was happening to her began happening to you. If I’d ended the nightmare, I doubt you would have made it.”

The magnitude of the danger he had faced hit him full-force then, and he had to push the hot chocolate away because he was overcome by nausea. “Take it easy,” Josh said, and she dragged a small wicker trash can up next to the couch. “Everybody’s all right.”

“Yeah,” Will said, mostly to remind himself. He swallowed against the lump in his throat. “You did a pretty amazing job of talking me down.”

She waved the compliment away. “There was no psychological insight, I just used reasoning.”

“Whatever it was, it saved my life, so give yourself a little credit.”

She softened. “All right.” Then she reached out, awkwardly, and put her arm around him. “You want to knock off for the rest of the day? Watch TV and eat cheese puffs or something?”

She’d never offered to let him skip training before. He nodded yes, but he didn’t feel any better, and he said, “Josh, I don’t know if I can go back in there.”

This time, the anger he’d expected her to display never came at all. She just smiled, squeezed his shoulder, and said, “You’ll be able to.”

“I don’t know—”

“I do. You care about people too much not to go back in.”

Mystified, Will said, “What does that have to do with anything?”

“It has everything to with why we walk nightmares in the first place. You’ll see another kid getting attacked by another Meepa, and you’ll think about how scared he is, and you won’t be able to stop yourself from running in to help, just like the first time.”

Will stared at her, hardly able to believe what she’d said. Despite all the times it had seemed like she was barely aware of his presence, she had known something about him that he hadn’t known about himself. Something good, even.

A little thrill ran through him at the knowledge that she thought about him.

“Maybe you’re right,” he said.


 

Eleven

Dear Diary (I’m trying to give that opening another try),

I keep thinking of how scared I was when Will was fading away. My voice was shaking so bad I’m surprised he could hear what I was saying. Then afterward, I could barely keep it together. I just wanted to hug him and tell him how glad I was that he’d made it out.

This is exactly what I was afraid would happen—I’d start caring about him and thinking of him as a friend, and then I’d get him killed. Why didn’t I think to warn him about dreamfire? Would that even have helped? Once someone gets caught in it, they don’t usually get out.

And he trusts me! He proved it today. That can only put him in worse danger. If he trusts me and I care about him enough that I can’t think straight when he’s in trouble, it’s just a matter of time until something terrible happens.

Maybe I could explain all of this to him somehow. Maybe he’d understand that knowing he’s my responsibility freaks me out so much that I can’t keep him safe. He gets the psychological stuff so much better than I do. He’s read all these books, and he throws around terms like “passive-aggressive” and “defense mechanism” like everyone knows them. But I’d have to tell him about Ian then, and I just can’t do that. It’s stupid. I know he shouldn’t trust me, that I should warn him away from putting his faith in me.

But some part of me really likes that he does.

*   *   *

“Relax your shoulder,” Josh said.

Will lowered his gun and used one hand to lift a pair of protective earmuffs from his ear. “What?” he asked.

“I said to relax your shoulder. Think of the gun as an extension of your arm, not as a deadly weapon you use to kill people.”

“That’s a big help.”

Josh shrugged and leaned against the wall of their stall in the shooting range. She smiled to see him struggling with the handgun. He was in good shape—he could run forever—but he got nervous around guns.

He fired three rounds and then stopped to examine the paper figure in the distance. “That third shot grazed the left arm,” Josh told him.

“Yeah, I’m sure a flesh wound will stop the Creature from the Black Lagoon from tearing me to pieces.”

“If he’s a lefty, it might.”

Will smiled, but Josh could see him getting frustrated. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go find Deloise and call it a day.”

Three stalls over, Deloise had just blown the letter D into the cardboard target’s chest.

“Hey,” she said, gathering up her shells. “Am I good, or am I good?”

Will gazed wistfully at her mangled target. “We’re lucky you aren’t an assassin.”

Deloise winked. “No one suspects us blondes.”

Will was still living in the county home and would have to stay there until Lauren and Kerstel were approved as temporary guardians. That was supposed to happen very soon, but Josh was still reluctant to drop Will off at the county home. Over the last few weeks, making conversation with him had gotten easier every day: less tense, less terse, more familiar. Josh had been surprised to realize that she actually liked Will, and often after training she found herself thinking, We didn’t get any time to just hang out.

Well, she was meant to be his teacher, not his friend. And it was just as well that they didn’t become too close.… 

“Don’t worry about the shooting,” she told Will as she put the car in park just outside the county home’s front doors. “It’s not an essential skill.”

He shrugged. He was a guy; he didn’t like thinking he was a naturally lousy shot. “Maybe I can learn how to throw a tomahawk instead,” he suggested as he opened the door.

Josh watched him walk into the hospital-like building as Deloise climbed from the backseat to the front. “You think he’s all right in there?” Josh asked. “I don’t even know what happened to his parents, why he’s living there.”

“You could ask him,” Deloise suggested practically.

“If I ask him questions, then he gets to ask me questions.”

“You still haven’t told him about Ian?” Deloise asked with a sigh.

“I don’t know what to tell him. What would I say? That the house fire was my fault? That someone is dead because of me?”

By the time she stopped speaking, Josh’s chest hurt. Ian’s memory muscle seized up.

“You did what you could for Ian,” Deloise told her.

“And it wasn’t good enough. What does that say about the girl teaching Will?”

“Nobody blames you for what happened.”

Josh didn’t argue, just rubbed the cramp in her chest with one hand; but inside she thought, Pretending doesn’t change the past.

“Winsor blames me.”

“Winsor’s dealing in her own way. Plus, these postcards from Whim are driving her nuts. He’s always saying he’s coming home and then not showing, and she was so close to him.…”

Josh turned onto the highway and said thoughtfully, “Closer to him than you are?”

“Of course. They’re siblings. Whim and I are just friends.”

And Josh could have said something about that, but she didn’t.

They arrived home to the usual predinner bustle. Kerstel called Josh over to the stove, where a wok full of peppers sizzled. “How’s my soon-to-be son? I missed seeing him today. Oh, and there’s mail for you.”

“He’s fine. Can’t shoot the broad side of a barn, but otherwise fine.”

“The lawyer called,” Kerstel said. “Unofficial word is that Lauren and I are approved. We’ll probably hear for sure tomorrow, which means we can move Will in on Saturday.”

“Oh,” Josh said, startled. “That happened fast.”

“Your grandfather pulled some strings.”

“In the real government? I thought he could only pull strings in the dream-walker government.”

“Apparently he knows someone in Family Services.”

Does he have his finger in every pie in town? Josh wondered as she retrieved her card from the mail basket on the counter. Frowning, she ripped open the envelope and pulled the card free. The front cover showed a baby chicken saying, “I know I missed your birthday, but I made you a cake anyway.…” Inside, it read, “One for each day late,” and showed the chick lying on its back, surrounded by dozens of half-eaten cakes.

“Who’s it from?” Kerstel asked.

Someone had taken a red pen and drawn guts exploding from the chick’s torso, as if its stomach had ruptured violently. “This could only have come from Whim. It says, ‘Dear Josh, Hey! I hope you and Del and Winny are doing well. I’m sorry I couldn’t make it back for your birthday, but I’m sure you had a great time and your scroll gave you winning lottery numbers.’”

Josh choked on the next word and fell silent.

Haley and I are heading back in your direction. I know I’ve written to Winsor a couple different times that I’m on my way home, but this time I mean it. Not sure about the date, so expect us any time. Happy birthday!

Love and peanut brittle,

Whim

“That sounds like Whim,” Kerstel agreed, unaware that she hadn’t heard the entire message.

“Yeah.” What is he doing with Haley? “He just wrote to say happy birthday.”

Josh looked again at the exploding chick and felt a strange kinship. The discomfort she had lived with ever since Will came into her life closely resembled having eaten too much cake. She closed the card and put it back in the envelope, and moments later, she was in the Avishes’ apartment, knocking on Winsor’s bedroom door.

“Come in!” Winsor called.

Josh entered and found Winsor in her connected bathroom, removing a squishy pair of shoes. “Kiddie-pool nightmare,” she explained.

“You have carrot shavings in your hair,” Josh pointed out as she shut the bedroom door.

“Oh.” Winsor peered at herself in the mirror. “There was also a Dumpster involved.”

Josh sat down on the padded bench at the foot of the bed. The room was crowded with a bedroom set from the early 1900s, complete with a four-poster bed, a rolltop desk, and a wardrobe large enough to fit two grown men inside. Heavy red drapes had been pulled back around the bed and window.

“I got a card from Whim today.”

Winsor glanced at the floor near Josh’s feet, momentarily caught off guard. “Really,” she said, and turned back to the wardrobe.

“Yeah. Did you know that he and Haley are traveling together?”

“He might have mentioned it at some point.”

Josh waited while Winsor kicked off her garbage-soaked pants and stepped into a pair of white cotton shorts. As usual, she looked effortlessly sophisticated.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Josh asked. She didn’t mean it to come out as an accusation, but it did.

“Why would I?” Winsor said, her tone growing sharp and narrow.

“Because they’re my friends.”

“Which is exactly why it’s your job to keep up with them.” Winsor gathered up her dirty clothes and chucked them into the bottom of the wardrobe.

“But you’re the only one they write to.”

Winsor shrugged.

Frustrated, Josh said, “I don’t understand why you’re being so…”

Winsor leaned both hands atop the dresser. Looking at Josh in the mirror, she said, “So what, Josh?”

Josh felt the knife in Winsor’s voice as if the tip were just poking into the skin above her breastbone. “Nothing,” she said, but she was angry and she knew her voice revealed it. “I just don’t know when you’re going to be finished punishing me.”

Winsor shifted her eyes to her own reflection and began putting on a pair of gold earrings.

“I know you’re still mad at me about Ian—” Josh said, trying one more time.

“Still mad about Ian?” Winsor demanded. Her eyes flew back to Josh. “Is Ian still dead, Josh?”

Josh shrank back on the bench, her anger turned to devastating shame. “I didn’t mean it like that.” She couldn’t look at her friend. No matter what Winsor had done to Josh, she wasn’t responsible for a death, and Josh was.

“Whatever you say,” Winsor snapped. She picked up a brush and began whipping it through her hair.

Winsor’s knife had torn into that sore spot in her chest where Ian’s memory resided. Josh felt a droplet of something wet run between her breasts and assumed it was blood before realizing she was sweating.

“Sorry,” she said in a half whisper. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Probably not,” Winsor agreed.

Josh got up from the bed and walked out of the room, trying to make her footsteps soundless, closing the door as softly as she could. But she couldn’t help pressing one hand over the wound in her chest as she walked away.

Through a Veil Darkly

More bad news. The total number of people who have gone into comas while they’re sleeping is up to seven. Some of them have heart arrhythmias, too. Now the Centers for Disease Control is investigating. A source says that the CDC can’t decide whether or not what’s happening is a communicable disease, because it’s regional, but the victims don’t know each other and have nothing in common.

Basically, everybody is at risk.


 

Twelve

Josh picked Will up from the county home for the last time that Saturday. After a leisurely lunch at the Grape & Leaf, Josh, Will, and Deloise went to an upscale department store and embarked on a shopping trip of such magnitude that Josh began to wonder exactly how many bedrooms Deloise thought Will planned to occupy.

“Don’t look, don’t look,” she whispered to Will as they stood at the checkout. The cash register kept beeping, and the numbers on its screen kept growing larger. When Will’s eyes got so big Josh was afraid his vision would suffer permanent damage, she grabbed his arm and forced him to turn away. “If Del doesn’t buy it all, Kerstel will just send us back.”

At the house, they unloaded the new furniture and spent the next two hours hauling and arranging and putting everything away. Josh sat on the walnut desk chair with its new cushion and watched Will hover while Deloise made the new bed. She’d chosen maroon and navy blue as the motif, right down to the contact paper she used to line each dresser drawer.

Afterward, the room looked as if it had come straight out of a catalogue. A deceptively idyllic photograph of Will’s family—his parents and an older brother, taken when Will was around four years old—sat in a black frame next to the alarm clock on the nightstand. Will’s books, which were all psychology or self-help, were propped between blue geode bookends on top of the dresser. The top desk drawer held a pack of lighters and two compacts with the powder knocked out. (Deloise kept the powder in a plastic box; it was, after all, her shade.)

“Well?” Deloise asked. “What do you think?”

Josh held her breath. She could tell that Will was overwhelmed from his shallow breathing, but she could also tell that it was important to Deloise that he liked the space she’d created for him.

“It’s … great,” Will managed, making Josh wince. But then he reached out and put a hand on Deloise’s shoulder. “I’m just feeling a bit like Alice in Wonderland right now.”

Deloise smiled forgivingly at him. “I know it’s a change. I’m sure you’re used to a more … minimalist decor style. But most of this stuff you really did need—like sheets and blankets and a trash can—and there’s nothing wrong with having it all match if you’re going to buy it anyway.”

Will nodded, still gazing around like he was afraid to touch anything. Then he gave Deloise a smile. “It’s really, really nice, Del. You did an amazing job. I don’t know how to thank you. If the guys at the home saw this, they’d probably be so jealous they’d beat me up.”

Deloise laughed. “I wish we could do this for everybody there. But since we can’t, I’m glad you like it. Oh—wait, there’s one more thing.” She opened the closet and dragged out a very thin, four-by-five-foot package.

“Go ahead,” she said, propping the wrapped gift against the bed and stepping back.

“Is it a billboard?” Will guessed.

“Open it.”

Carefully, he found the taped corner on the back and pried it up. He managed to get the paper off in one piece—Josh would have ended up with just shreds in her hands—to reveal the quilt Dustine had given him, expertly pinned against a red background in a solid wood frame.

“Bet you were wondering what that nail in the wall was for, weren’t you?” Deloise asked, but Josh and Will were both speechless. “Help me lift it up.”

After a few minutes of maneuvering, they got the frame to hang on the appointed nail.

“It looks perfect,” Deloise said, gathering up the wrapping paper.

And it did. Suddenly, the room had an identity—a focal point.

The phone in the other room rang and Deloise theatrically clapped a hand to her forehead. “That’s what I forgot to buy,” she cried. “A phone for in here.” She darted into her own bedroom.

The overwhelmed expression began to return to Will’s face; a vertical line appeared between his eyebrows. Josh stood next to him and they stared at the quilt on the wall until she finally said, “So, Del went a little overboard, but this will work, right?”

Will shook his head instead of nodding, saying, “This is … I hate accepting charity, but—”

“This isn’t charity,” Josh said, turning to him.

“But thank you.”

They looked at each other. “Thank you for all of this,” Will said, glancing around the room and swallowing.

“You’re welcome,” Josh told him.

She didn’t realize what her arms were doing until she was already hugging him. He hesitated, stiffening before allowing himself to step closer to her. He smelled like cheap detergent and some deodorant, original scent, not unpleasant or too strong.

Without thinking, she tilted her head back. She didn’t even understand why she did so until she saw the surprise on Will’s face: Ian would have kissed her then. But Will didn’t know what to do, and Josh pulled away before he gave her what she’d instinctively asked for.

She put a few feet between them and jammed her hands in her pockets. Will was looking at her again, trying to make sense of that moment, and then Deloise blew in the door and the moment was gone.

“Hey,” she said. “Winsor and I are going to walk a nightmare before dinner. You two want to come?”

“Yes,” Josh and Will said at the same time.

*   *   *

“How do we know who the dreamer is when there are this many people around?” Will asked as they reached the top of the wooden waterslide tower. He tried not to look down; he, Josh, Deloise, and Winsor were nearly a hundred feet off the ground.

“It’s not always easy,” Josh replied. “That’s why I usually take you into less crowded dreams.”

They were standing a few feet from the launchpad for a waterslide that began eight stories off the ground. The air whipping around them reeked of chlorine. Below, an amusement park stretched for miles in every direction, punctuated by more giant waterslide towers. Some of them soared twenty, thirty stories high.

The platform was peopled by families and couples in bathing suits, a few children. As was common in the Dream, some of the people were faceless, indistinct figures made when the dreamer’s mind ran out of ideas.

They creeped Will out.

“What’s the dreamer afraid of?” Josh asked. “It’s an amusement park. Everybody’s having a good time.”

“So we should look for something upsetting,” Will said. “Maybe a haunted house.”

“Mirror mansion,” Deloise put in.

“Guess-Your-Weight,” Winsor suggested.

“If the dreamer is afraid of heights,” Deloise added, “we should get down now.”

“And why is Deloise suggesting that?” Josh asked Will, but it was an easy test.

“Because the worst always happens in people’s nightmares,” he recited. “If the dreamer comes up here and is terrified that he’ll fall, he probably will.”

“Or the tower might collapse, taking all of us with it,” Josh concluded.

“Are you in line?” a girl around fourteen asked Deloise. She wore a bright pink-and-yellow bikini, but tears streaked her sunburned face.

“No,” Deloise said, at the same time Josh said, “That’s her.”

Will blinked. How could Josh know that?

“So it’s my turn,” the girl said miserably, and sat down in the shallow pool of water at the top of the slide.

Suddenly three men in Army fatigues charged up the staircase carrying preposterously oversized guns in their arms. Each soldier stood more than seven feet tall.

“Don’t shoot me!” the girl screamed.

“Josh?” Will asked, fighting the urge to drop to his belly on the platform.

“Please don’t make me go down,” the girl begged. One of the men fired and the bullet sank into the wood next to her head with a sharp thud.

That cemented it—she was definitely the dreamer. However Josh had known, she had been exactly right, just as she always was. Will opened his mouth to ask what to do, but Josh shouted, “Meet me at the bottom!” and threw herself on top of the girl.

They vanished down the slide.

Will looked at Deloise and Winsor. He’d never been in-Dream with anyone besides Josh, and he felt her absence like a sort of nakedness. “Who’s next?” he asked.

“We should go after the military guys,” Winsor said.

“Wait, what?” Will asked. “Why?”

The military guys were, at that moment, starting to rappel down the side of the tower.

“They’re the villains. We just need a knife and we can cut their lines,” Winsor said.

“But we don’t have a knife,” Deloise pointed out.

“Wait!” Will cried, accidentally raising his voice. He couldn’t believe how much time they were wasting; no wonder Josh’s resolution rate was 24 percent higher than anyone else’s. “You’re forgetting Distay’s Brocard: A letter unopened is a message unsent.”

He couldn’t quite believe he had just repeated one of Josh’s stupid mantras, especially when Deloise said, “I have no idea what that means!”

“It means that if you somehow find a knife and cut the military guys down, and they splat on the concrete but the dreamer doesn’t see it because she’s in the slide tunnel, she might not acknowledge that it happened and will just re-dream them.”

Winsor laughed, but with scorn in her voice. “Oh my god—Josh really is teaching you to think like her.” Still chuckling, she sat down on the launchpad and pushed herself into the blue tube.

Deloise followed her. “I love slides!” she cried.

That was nice for her, but Will had never been down a waterslide, and he hadn’t been lying the day he’d told Josh he was afraid of drowning. He wasn’t a terrific swimmer.

“A whole day of firsts,” he muttered.

As he stepped onto the slide’s launchpad, awkward in his tennis shoes, a flash of silver-white on the ground below caught his eye and he hesitated.

He squinted through the sunlight. Is somebody down there wearing a gas tank? he wondered. That’s weird.

But weird was the norm in the Dream, so he ignored the uneasy feeling the figure gave him. As he turned away from the sight, his tennis shoes slipped in the water, and before he had time to get nervous, he was whirling down the slide.

*   *   *

Josh’s left side was soaking wet, and her Zippo dug into her hip. She and the dreamer slipped and slid, flying up against the walls on the corkscrew turns and then soaring through the straight passages.

The girl cried and clawed Josh’s arms. “We’re going to be fine,” Josh told her, although she suspected just the opposite. She was worried that the slide might end in a drop-off.

“Look!” she shouted, although there was really little sound besides the rushing of the water and the air whipping past. “When the slide ends, let go of me. Keep your body straight—”

The girl screamed, “The slide’s gonna end?”

Josh swore mentally. Yet another example of the dangers of staging, she thought, and now my only option is to keep staging. If she could influence what the dreamer was thinking, the dreamer might unconsciously influence the Dream. “The water at the bottom of the slide is very deep!” Josh hollered. “At least thirty-five feet. If you just keep your body straight and hold your breath, you’ll be fine.”

“But what about the man in the trench coat?” the girl sobbed.

Josh looked at her, stunned, and the slide dropped them into the air.

They only fell about ten feet. Josh didn’t even have time to wrestle free of the dreamer before she hit the water on her back. Shock ran through her rib cage and shook her heart and lungs roughly. Her mouth, nose, and throat filled with foul chemical water.

The girl thrashed as she tried to reach the surface. One thing had gone right: The water was at least thirty-five feet deep. Josh saw it in the moment before the sun went out.

Black water surrounded them. The dreamer kicked Josh in the stomach, causing her to exhale all the water she’d just sucked in. Josh fought the panic, fought her need to breathe. Patience, she reminded herself. Patience will keep you from drowning.

Siglau’s Postulate: Panic can only decrease one’s chances of survival.

But when Josh kicked toward where she thought the surface should be, her shoulder cracked against the bottom of the pool, and it became very hard not to panic. Blackness above, blackness below, blackness all around. She saw a vision of the last two minutes of her life: thrashing in the water, looking for some indication of light, of air, always hitting a wall or a floor, never finding an exit, and slowly suffocating in the silence underwater.

It could happen. In the Dream, there could be a pool without a surface.

But the dreamer isn’t afraid of drowning; she’s afraid of the soldiers. There has to be a way out.

Using every ounce of self-control she had, Josh stilled herself and let gravity show her which way was up. The meager breath of air in her lungs was enough to draw her toward the surface, feet first.

I’m upside down.

The blood rushed down from her head as she flipped over, planted one foot on the floor of the pool, and shot upward. Her head broke the surface and her ears filled with the sounds of splashing and people shouting to one another.

The pool became suddenly shallow, only three feet deep, and the depth changed so fast that Josh managed to kick the cement. She coughed violently, spraying water from her nose and mouth. If she’d thought her chest hurt when she couldn’t breathe, she had no concept of pain. She felt as if the air were full of splinters. She had definitely taken in a lot of water.

The dreamer stood a few feet away, waist-deep in water and crying. The sky had turned to nighttime darkness but the park glowed with blue and red carnival lights, and the Ferris wheel turned slowly in a ragged circle of yellow bulbs.

Behind her, a splash rose up, followed by the sound of swearing. Josh turned to see Will shaking the water from his hair. He grinned at her.

“That was awesome!” he said. Deloise swam up next to him, and they high-fived. Nearby, Winsor stood with her long shirt billowing around her.

“Everybody in one piece?” Josh asked.

Winsor nodded.

The dreamer screamed, and Josh looked toward the sound. A diving board extended off the side of the pool opposite the deposit from the slide. It was completely out of place, since anyone who jumped off it would break their neck in three feet of water.

Looming over them at the end of the diving board stood the man in the green-black trench coat. The purple lights of a game booth reflected off the giant canister on his back.

Josh had seen the same man in the sewer dream on her birthday.

And not just the same man, but exactly the same man.

Thanks to popular culture and mass media, lots of people had nightmares about the same things, but no two people ever remembered characters exactly as they had appeared on television or in a movie. Everyone forgot a detail here or there, and their subconscious minds filled in the blanks, producing a multitude of variations on a theme.

The man in the trench coat was not a variation. Josh remembered those needy, grasping hands that he extended over the water, the wide belt that fit around him like the straps of a straitjacket, and the strange gas tank on his back that was neither white nor silver. Even those empty, glistening eyes. The details were too perfect.

Without even thinking, Josh broke Stellanor’s First Rule. She might have ignored this extraordinary coincidence, made excuses, come up with some rationale—if the dreamer’s terror hadn’t set off all the alarm bells inside her at once. Her instinct didn’t just speak up; it exploded like a land mine.

Run, run, run!

He will kill you.

The dreamer had already swum to the diving board, sobbing but apparently unable to control her own motions. The man pulled her out of the water by her hair, causing her to scream, and then he dropped her on the end of the diving board, which bounced beneath her weight. With quick, coordinated gestures, he unhooked a second mask from the tank and jammed it against the dreamer’s face. He twisted a knob on the mask and the girl began to twitch.

Josh suddenly recalled what the woman in the sewer dream had said: They put a mask on Paul and he turned all blue.

She could feel that the man was going to do something awful to the girl, something that had nothing to do with gas. Fear doused her as if from a flamethrower, but as a scream rose in her throat, she realized she had nearly lost herself in the dreamer’s fear and pulled back.

This nightmare is full of dreamfire, she thought, and even after she had imagined jamming the cork back into her safety walls, pounding it into place with a mallet, frissons of anxiety ran up her spine like sparks on a wire. Her skin felt strangely warm.

No, wait, her skin wasn’t warming, the pool water was hardening around her. For a moment it flashed opaque, and she felt concrete surrounding her legs. Then it slipped into water again, but around her matter itself began to flicker and melt.

This dream was coming undone.

Run, run, run! Josh’s instinct wailed.

Josh’s Rule: Trust your gut.

“Abort!” she shouted.

“Wait—what?” Will asked. Unlike Josh, he had never run into the man in the trench coat before. “What about the dreamer?”

“Forget her!”

Winsor and Deloise swam toward the pool’s edge. They might not have followed Josh’s reasoning, but they knew her well enough not to question when she called time.

Will questioned. “Why?”

Above them, the Ferris wheel came to a creaky halt. Its yellow lights flickered.

“I said abort!” Josh shouted, but Will continued to argue.

“He doesn’t even have a weapon.”

Winsor climbed out of the pool and ran toward the fun house nearby.

“I can save her!” Will said, and he swam away from Josh, closer to the diving board, where the dreamer continued to twitch, her skin white. The man in the trench coat crushed the gas mask to her face.

The spokes of the Ferris wheel began to wilt until the whole structure listed to one side. Beside it, the slide tower swayed. The wailing siren in Josh’s head grew louder.

This was no time for Will to be a hero.

“Will!” Josh yelled. “Stop! Right now! Stop!”

She wanted to threaten him, to say she’d ground him or slap him or kick him out of her house. She was desperate enough that all those things sounded reasonable.

He must have heard the panic in her voice, because he stopped swimming and turned around. Before he could speak, Josh pointed to the fun house and shouted as if she were making an imperial decree: “GO!”

Looking like a whipped puppy, he went. Josh followed.

For a moment, she thought they would be okay. She and Will were swimming away from the man in the trench coat. Deloise was climbing out of the pool. At the fun house, Winsor had her lighter out and was readying her compact to open a porthole back to the World.

Then a second trench-coated figure stormed through the fun house door and knocked Winsor to the ground.

“Winsor!” Josh shouted. Deloise ran toward the fun house.

Will cursed and stopped swimming long enough for Josh to catch up with him. She shoved him hard between the shoulder blades and they took off together.

Run, Josh’s gut said. You don’t know what you’re fighting.

The trench-coated figure wrestling with Winsor saw Deloise coming and turned his head sharply in her direction. A cotton candy machine exploded as Deloise passed it, and she hit the ground.

Did he just control the Dream?

Josh scrambled out of the pool, barely able to believe what she’d seen.

Winsor took advantage of the distraction to kick her assailant’s legs out from under him. Lighter tucked in her fist, she punched him in the gut.

Deloise was already back on her feet. “Open the archway!” she called to Josh. “I’ll help Winsor.”

Josh nodded, although she didn’t see a doorway besides the one Winsor and the man were wrestling in. As she turned her head to look around, she caught sight of Will.

He had retrieved the mallet from the strong-man booth. Holding it over his shoulder, he inched his way down the diving board behind the man in the trench coat. Josh wanted to shout at him again, but she was afraid of ruining his surprise. The dreamer, who had turned as gray as cigarette smoke, lay faceup on the edge of the diving board. Josh ran toward them even though she knew she would be too late to do anything.

“Look at the tower!” Deloise screamed.

The slide tower was bending at the waist and then straightening, bending then straightening. Never mind that no wooden structure should be so flexible—the whole thing was about to topple.

Will brought down the hammer. The wooden end, edges flared from so many poundings, caught the man’s green felt hat at an angle and flung his head to his shoulder. He crashed into the water. The dreamer, still tethered to him by her gas mask, followed.

Something crashed. People screamed, and a static crackle filled the air. The dreamer surfaced without her mask, eyes wide open, mouth full of water. The creaking of the waterslide structure became a terrible groan. Josh didn’t have time to look up, but she knew what was happening—the tower was finally giving way.

And then … something fell on her. Sound crashed around her, so much sound that it lost all distinction and became only a deafening rush. Something else landed on her, something heavier, and behind her eyelids she saw a flash of red.

Then there was quiet, and with the quiet came the pain. She didn’t try to move, not even when she felt her left leg twisted back under her hip and the agony it sent through her knee. Cold water soaked her clothes, and her neck was wrenched to one side.

She thought time had passed, but she wasn’t sure how much. At some point she must have passed out. She opened and closed one hand. All her fingers worked. She tried to call for help and choked.

People screamed and more water splashed against her legs. Didn’t anyone manage to wake that dreamer up? Josh wondered. She could still smell the cotton candy and roasted peanuts.

“Josh, don’t move!” someone called. She knew his voice, but she couldn’t place it. Why couldn’t she remember who he was? “We’re going to get you out of there.”

Suddenly something heavy was lifted off her head. “Don’t move her,” another voice ordered, and this one she at least recognized. “Wait until we have the back board.”

“Del?” Josh asked, her voice hardly more than a croak.

“I see her,” said the guy she couldn’t place. His boot flew past her face, knocking away planks and sheets of curved plastic. When there was space, he crouched down in front of her. She finally saw his face, his pretty green-hazel eyes and curly black hair. “I’ve got you.”

Her heartbeat fluttered in her ears.

“Ian?” she whispered.


 

Thirteen

Josh stared at the stain on the hospital room ceiling through the mess of wires, slings, and metal bars holding up her leg. The pillows under her head were flat and made her neck cramp. She was surprised she could still feel pain of any sort, what with all the drugs the doctor had pumped into her. She could feel her heart, too, the beats slowed to the pace of a funeral dirge from the meds as she lay in bed and rubbed her thumb over her plumeria pendant.

Deloise, Lauren, and Kerstel had finally gone home. Josh didn’t know what time it was, but she felt certain that the witching hour had come and gone. Whim Avish—who had apparently arrived home just as the amusement-park nightmare was heating up—was going to stay the night at the hospital and make sure that Will, who had a concussion, didn’t lapse into a coma before sunrise. Winsor had endured having her broken wrist set before leaving with her mother.

Josh didn’t know where Haley McKarr had landed in all of the chaos.

How could I have thought he was Ian?

It had been easy, really. Ian and Haley were—no, had been—identical twins, and she hadn’t seen either one of them for seven months. She hadn’t expected Haley—or Whim, for that matter—to show up in a nightmare gone horribly wrong. And she hadn’t expected Haley to have his hair cut like Ian’s, or to be wearing one of Ian’s shirts.

During the confusion of her rescue, Josh managed to call Haley “Ian” four more times.

In the ER, the cover story was that Josh had been standing next to an aboveground pool when a second-story deck collapsed on it. Will had been standing on the pool’s ladder and hit his head when the structure fell apart. Winsor had broken her wrist trying to dig them out. Since they were all soaked in chlorine water, the story went over well.

Josh winced when she heard the hospital room door open. If that nurse was back to check her vitals again … 

But it wasn’t the nurse. Will stood in the doorway, his billowing hospital gown a black silhouette against the hall lights.

“Will?” she asked.

He didn’t move. Josh couldn’t see his face, but the way he stood reminded her of numerous dreamers: panicked, frozen. He looked like she had felt for the last six hours.

“Are you all right?” she asked finally.

“I’m sorry,” he all but whispered.

“Come in.”

He hesitated before stepping inside, closing the door, and walking to the bed. One hand trailed the wall to balance his wobbly steps. He half fell into the chair beside the bed.

“Do I look that bad?” Josh asked.

“What?”

In the light from the window’s view of Tanith, she saw his face in hues of silver and gray, like she imagined aliens would look. Only without the overgrown auburn hair and the white bandage around his head.

“You nearly went running when you saw me,” she told him.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” He smiled with a wince and shook his head, which caused him to wince again. “It wasn’t you. Just … for a second, you looked like my mother.”

He and Josh had never talked about his parents, or why he had been a ward of the state. She hadn’t wanted to pry, and she hadn’t wanted to risk a session of quid pro quo, but tonight she asked anyway. Maybe the meds were messing with her judgment.

“Did your mother die in a hospital?”

He managed to catch himself before shaking his head again. “She didn’t die. But she was in hospitals or rehab centers a lot, because of her drinking. One night she got confused about which bottle the rum was in and accidentally swallowed some cleaning fluid. Her kidneys were really messed up after that.”

His hands shook while he poured a glass of water from the plastic pitcher on the tray table.

“Where is she now?”

“I don’t know. Five years ago she left me with the state and took off. West, she said. Maybe California, although I sincerely doubt it.”

He said the last with venom. Then his expression weakened, and he looked down.

“That’s not fair,” he said. “I shouldn’t say it like that. I told her to leave me. I was the one who called the police.”

Oh god, Josh thought. Part of her was screaming, Don’t ask, you don’t want to know! and the rest was snared by the raw pain in Will’s voice.

“Did your father go with her?”

“Dad left when I was six. He lives in New York, with two more ex-wives and like a dozen kids.”

Couldn’t you have gone to him? She didn’t let the words pass her lips; she didn’t want to know this; she didn’t want to hurt for him.

Will finished drinking the water and poured a second glass, then glanced at it and set it down. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I know you don’t want to hear that kind of shit.”

Josh felt as if he’d slapped her. Was that the message her silence had given him, that his past was just a load of shit not worth her time?

“I’m sorry,” he said again, before she could figure out a response. “I have a concussion—I’m not thinking straight.”

Neither am I. Between her own exhaustion and the cool IV drugs slipping through her system, her heart felt too close to the surface tonight, her emotions too near. She was afraid that if she spoke, she wouldn’t be able to control what she said and apologies and reassurances and secrets would pour from her mouth.

Maybe she wanted all that.

“How’s your leg?” Will asked.

“Badly bruised cartilage and pulled muscles,” she said, nearly whispering. The words felt useless, phony. She tried again. “Sorry about your mom. And your dad.”

He looked away from his glass of water and back at her. “Thank you.”

His eyes in the dim room were piercing, bright as if with fever. She knew that his reserve at that moment was as fragile as her own. What could she say that was comforting? The words never came to her, and she wondered if it would be easier to convey what she meant by touching him, if a hug would say what she couldn’t. But she remembered earlier that day, when he had almost kissed her, and she feared going too far again.

“I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you,” Will said, oblivious to her thoughts, “when you told us to bail. I’m sorry I ignored you. Or, I guess it was actually more like I mutinied. I just … I had this bad feeling, this terrible feeling about that guy in the trench coat. It didn’t even feel like dreamfire, more like … dread.”

“It’s all right,” Josh said, relieved to be back in safe territory. She knew the feeling he meant; she’d had it too, when her gut was screaming like a tornado siren. The difference was that she’d run away from the danger and Will had run toward it.

He’d made a bad choice, but he’d done it for the right reasons.

“It’s not all right,” he said. “You’re in the hospital because of me.”

“I’m in the hospital because a slide fell on top of me. Even if you hadn’t gone after the man in the trench coat, the slide still would have fallen.”

“Next time I’ll listen.”

“I know.”

Will put one elbow on the mattress and laid his chin in his hand. “Don’t fall asleep,” Josh reminded him, dangerously close to sleep herself.

He smiled weakly. “I won’t. And I’ll get out of here so that you can rest, but before I go … I’m sorry. I just want to tell you that again.”

His voice was full of defeat. She used her leaden hand to tug his out from under his chin and then wrapped her fingers around his, willing to take the risk of touching him if it meant bringing him some comfort. “I know. Stop worrying.”

His hand was cold and dry, hospitalized, but his grip was reassuring. We almost died together tonight, she thought.

“You hear me?” Josh asked.

“Yes.”

“Good.” As she closed her eyes she heard him stand up. His fingers whispered across the grainy wallpaper as he shuffled to the door.

“Josh?” he asked.

“Yeah?”

With no small awareness of the irony, he said, “Sweet dreams.”

She smiled at the stained ceiling. “You too.”
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Will was released from the hospital just before lunch, and Laurentius picked him up in a Mercedes that made the candy stripers swoon. The ride to the house was the first time Will had been alone with his adoptive father. He and Lauren didn’t have much to talk about besides Josh, and ended up discussing every parent’s favorite subject—college—which was okay until Will realized that Lauren was happy to pay for Will to go to any school he got into, which freaked him out and made him clam up.

At the house, Will wasn’t sure what to do with himself. Josh was still in the hospital, and he felt like he needed her silent, unspoken permission to be here. He didn’t live here; he had yet to spend one night in the bedroom Kerstel and Dustine had so carefully prepared for him.

He wandered down the hallway until he heard laughter coming from the office. Through the open door, he saw Winsor sitting in front of the computer and Deloise on the futon beside Whim, who was sprawled out like a lazy giraffe.

“Will,” Whim said. “You’re an eyewitness! Come in here and give us your two cents!”

Whimarian Travarres Nikolaas Avishara was very tall and very thin, with his sister’s blue eyes and his father’s sociability. He had little in the way of either muscle or fat, but he was both coordinated and nimble, and he smiled easily. In the eighteen hours Will had known him, he’d discovered that Whim also talked easily, and quickly, and constantly.

“My two cents on what?” Will asked, joining them.

“Deloise says that one of the trench-coat men in the amusement park controlled the Dream,” Winsor explained. “She says he made a cotton-candy machine explode just by looking at it.”

Whim proceeded to act this out, playing the parts of both the trench-coat man and the cotton-candy machine.

“I was trying to get to Winsor to help her,” Deloise explained, ignoring Whim, “and when the guy saw me, he looked at the cotton-candy machine, like, really hard. Like he was mad at it. And then it just exploded and completely blocked my way.”

“I thought nobody could alter the Dream except dreamers,” Will said.

“Absolutely true,” Winsor said.

“Not absolutely true!” Whim cried. “How quickly thou hast forgotten the learnings of thine childhood.” He held up a single finger in point. “The True Dream Walker could have altered the Dream.”

Winsor groaned. “All right: discounting the presence of imaginary people, no one can alter the Dream. Besides which, the park was already starting to fall apart by then, so the machine could have exploded on its own.”

“However, we are anxious to hear your testimony before deciding the case,” Whim added.

Will rubbed the back of his neck to stall for time. Everyone was talking so quickly, the way people who had known each other for a long time often did. He was having a hard time keeping up. “Ah, who’s the True Dream Walker?”

“Your teacher, who wears his symbol around her neck at all times, hasn’t told you about the TDW?” Whim asked with a laugh.

“The True Dream Walker opened the first archway to the Dream,” Deloise explained to Will. Winsor’s eyes narrowed, and Deloise quickly continued. “According to legend. And supposedly someday he’ll return to bring permanent balance to the three universes.”

“And Josh believes in him? That’s what the flower charm is about?”

“Well,” Deloise said, “I don’t know if she really believes in him.”

“He’s more like her idol,” Whim put in. “He’s her guiding light.”

The picture felt somehow incomplete to Will. He wondered if he would ever get the opportunity to talk to Josh about it; personal beliefs weren’t at the top of the list of things she liked to discuss with him.

“So, about the cotton-candy machine,” Deloise said.

Will shrugged. “I didn’t see it happen, so I can’t really vouch one way or the other.”

Whim lifted Winsor’s right hand—which was in a cast—into the air. “Sister, I declare you the winner of this debate. Would you like to make a victory speech?”

“No, I would not.” Winsor carefully tugged her hand away. “Where is this drawing you were going to show me?”

Whim produced a very thin, very sleek laptop. “One of my many faithful readers says she saw the trench-coat men in a nightmare, and she did these drawings of them.”

The first image showed a sinister man in a green-black trench coat. His shoulders were massive, hulking, and he reached out with hands that looked like rakes made of flesh. Black boots leaked green sewage water. The whole picture was overblown, a sort of caricature drawn with colored pencils. But the green hat with its black band and the overall feel were right.

The second image showed the man’s rubber gas mask and the canister peeking over his shoulder. The artist hadn’t gotten the tank’s color quite right—it was too silver—but she’d included both gas masks.

“That’s them!” Deloise cried. “Look at the eyes!”

The eyes were the clincher. No white, no irises, no pupils. Just a shining black expanse.

“It’s the same guys,” Winsor agreed.

“What does this mean?” Will asked.

Whim stabbed the trench-coat man’s face decisively with one finger, causing the laptop’s screen to blur. “I think they’re connected to the sick people.”

“Don’t start with that again,” Winsor snapped. “It’s absurd.”

“Not if you connect the dates—”

Ignoring them, Deloise said, “So, the trench-coat guys must be getting publicity from somewhere. Maybe comic books.” She tilted the laptop’s screen to get a better look at the images. “He looks like a comic-book character.”

“What happens when we find out who he is?” Will asked.

“Then we know how to fight him,” Winsor said. “He has to have a weak spot.”

“So, you don’t think there’s any chance he’s…” Will hesitated and then decided to admit what he’d been thinking. “That he’s a real guy walking around in there?”

Deloise’s eyes moved quickly from Will to Winsor, as if she, too, had wondered. Winsor didn’t laugh, but she didn’t seem to take the idea very seriously, either. “Highly unlikely.”

“But definitely possible,” Whim said. When Winsor shot him a look, he added, “According to modern dream theory.”

“Don’t be condescending,” Winsor said tartly.

Whim sighed. “I’m not.”

“You are! That’s your Ha-Ha-Winsor-Can’t-Take-a-Joke voice.”

Whim sighed again, letting his head fall back on the futon’s arm and his eyes roll at the same time. “Okay, Winsor, I’m sorry.”

He’s not sorry at all, Will thought, just as Winsor spun the desk chair to face Whim. Her nostrils flared, and she said, “You know what, Whim? My tolerance for taking crap from you is zero right now, because I’ve been taking crap from you for the last six straight months, so don’t you—”

“Is that what this is about?” Whim asked, not bothering to sit up. “I sent letters—”

“You sent postcards. And now you show up with Haley?”

Will must have missed something. What did Haley have to do with this?

“Oh, I get it,” Whim said with a morose smile. “You wanted me to drop him on the side of the highway before I came home.”

“You could have called to say he was coming here. You know things are weird between us.”

Whim chuckled. “Winsor, look, it’s not my fault you cheated on him with Ian, okay?”

Will felt like he’d just walked onto the set of a soap opera. Winsor had dated Haley? And cheated on him with Ian?

“Golly,” Deloise said, shoving Whim’s legs off her lap and rising from the futon. “I don’t think Will and I need to stick around for this. We probably have homework to do, or spaceships to build, or…”

“Baby seals to club,” Will put in, although he was tempted to stay and see how much more he could find out.

“You’re a jackass,” Winsor told her brother, who laughed. Neither of them was paying Will or Deloise any attention as they escaped into the hallway.

Deloise yanked the office door shut behind them and blew out an exaggerated breath of relief. “I think I need my aura cleansed.” She shook her head. “Before you came in, Whim admitted that he and Haley had been traveling around since last summer. Whim graduated last year, but Haley’s missed more than half his junior year! I don’t even think his mom knows—she probably thought he was living here and going to school with us.”

Living here? Will wondered, and then remembered the empty second-floor apartment. “His apartment’s still empty, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. He slept in Josh’s room last night.” Deloise made a face that suggested she knew how Josh would feel about that. “Don’t tell her, okay? ’Cause it would just upset her, and he’s already acting, like … strange.”

Will hadn’t met Haley yet, so he couldn’t help asking, “Strange how?”

Deloise glanced up and down the hall as if making sure no one would overhear them, then dragged Will into Kerstel’s office. A desk with a towering hutch, an overburdened bookcase, and two filing cabinets were crammed into the tiny space.

Deloise pulled her cell phone out of her pocket, and a moment later she was showing Will a series of photographs. “Look at these,” she said, holding the phone out to Will.

The similarities—and differences—between the twins were astonishing. They both had curly black hair and hazel eyes; they shared the same tall, slim frames. But Ian’s hair was trimmed into a cap close around his skull, there were smile lines at the corners of his eyes, he carried a decent amount of muscle, and he was dressed in slightly preppy clothes that Will was sure Deloise appreciated. Ian jumped off the page, making Haley look like a pale afterimage left in his brother’s wake. Aside from his greasy hair, Haley seemed to be wearing a black or navy-blue T-shirt and stained jeans in every picture, and he slouched so badly that he was more than an inch shorter than Ian. It was obvious from his uncertain and panicky expression that the camera made him nervous.

“You can see how different they looked, right? They always looked like that. I mean, nobody ever had trouble telling who was Haley and who was Ian.” She stuck the phone back in her pocket. In a half whisper, she continued, “But when Haley showed up yesterday, he had his hair cut just like Ian’s used to be, and he was wearing Ian’s clothes. He was even standing like Ian. And Josh kept calling him Ian in the hospital, because she hit her head when the slide fell on her, and she called him Ian, like, ten times, and he didn’t correct her once. One time he even answered her. Like, what is that? You’re into psychology, right? That’s not normal, is it?”

Hell, no! Will thought. Aloud, he said, “Well, grieving is its own thing, and twins have their own kind of bond, and maybe this is just how Haley is grieving. Everybody does it differently.” Feeling that his answer was somehow insufficient, he added, “But no, frankly, it doesn’t sound normal to me. Answering to Ian’s name doesn’t sound at all normal.”

Deloise let out a long, theatrical sigh. “I’m so glad you said that. I was feeling kind of guilty for being so creeped out by it. Thanks for letting me vent.”

She hugged him, and Will couldn’t help smiling. She was such a sweetheart.

“Hey,” she said, releasing him, “let’s go do something fun.”

“You got a plan?”

“Let’s make brownies and take them to Josh in the hospital.”

Will grinned. “She’ll probably eat them for breakfast tomorrow.”

Deloise’s jaw dropped and she smacked his arm. “She will! How did you know that?”

He opened the door to the hallway and then followed Deloise out. “Oh, I’ve learned a thing or two about her.”

Through a Veil Darkly

I’ve been getting a ton of e-mails about the mystery illness that strikes sleeping victims. I ignored the first half dozen that suggested the illness had something to do with the trench-coat men, but then I noticed something interesting. The date of the first reported sighting of the TCM is only four days before the first victim fell ill of CSAD (that’s what the CDC is calling it—catatonic sinoatrial dysfunction).

Then a source—someone I trust fully—got in touch with me to say that he had actually witnessed the eleventh victim, Simon Parish, being attacked by the TCM in-Dream. My source only recognized Parish after seeing him on the local news and learning he was the latest victim of CSAD. My source pointed out that the pink markings around Simon Parish’s mouth and nose align perfectly with the placement of the gas mask the trench-coat man had fitted him with in-Dream.

I’m starting to think people are on to something.
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I saw a gate beyond the arch.

Josh blinked. Ian stood next to the window, his arms crossed and his eyes cloaked by sunglasses. She saw the dawn reflected in the lenses and heard waves splashing outside the cabin.

She was so glad to see him.

She untangled her pendant’s chain from around her neck. “I don’t remember letting go of your hand,” she said as she reached for his arm.

Then she opened her eyes again.

“Josh?” Ian asked.

He was still standing next to the window, wearing ironed brown slacks and a sweater, but his sunglasses were gone and the room around them had changed. Wait, Josh thought. We aren’t at the cabin. We’re in the office. She remembered the night before, stumbling home from the hospital on crutches that chewed at her armpits and finding that Kerstel had made up the futon in the office so that Josh wouldn’t have to climb all those stairs to her bedroom.

“Are you awake?” Ian asked.

She nodded and then shook her head. It wasn’t Ian—it was Haley standing next to the window, Haley wearing Ian’s green argyle sweater.

The happiness she had felt dropped down through her body like a weight, leaving behind a terrible sense of loss.

“Breakfast is ready in the kitchen,” Haley told her. Then he paused before putting one bent knee on the foot of the futon and leaning his weight on it. If he hadn’t hesitated before assuming his brother’s stance, Josh wouldn’t have been sure he was Haley at all.

“I’ll be there in a couple of minutes,” she said. She wanted him gone, needed a few moments to remind herself who was here—she couldn’t use the word “alive”—and who wasn’t.

“Do you need a hand getting dressed?” he asked.

Josh stared at him. Did she need a hand getting dressed?

“No, that’s all right,” she told him when she could speak again. “I’ll be fine by myself.”

He shrugged sheepishly. The gesture was reassuring, pure Haley, and she saw a notepad and pen tucked into his left pocket as he turned away.

“God bless obsessive-compulsive disorders,” she muttered when he was gone, throwing back the covers, but inside she still felt torn up.

Truthfully, she could have used some help getting dressed. “You can be walking again in a couple of weeks if you just don’t stress the joint,” the doctor had told her, and to prove the point he had encased her leg in a huge metal and Velcro brace that ran from halfway up her thigh down to her ankle. It was a pain, but she already felt better than she had the morning before.

Of course, the morning before her father had told her that she wasn’t allowed to dream walk until her knee was not only out of its brace but fully rehabbed.

“How am I going to train Will if we can’t go into the Dream?” Josh had demanded.

“There are plenty of things to study here in the World,” Lauren had replied. “There’s dream theory, weapons skills, first aid—”

“But none of that can take the place of real experience, and it could be months before I finish physical therapy.”

“Oh, I’m sure it won’t be months,” Lauren said. “A month, maybe.”

That had not reassured Josh.

The kitchen was a noisy place. Must mean Whim’s home, Josh thought, and smiled. Sure enough, he was flipping pancakes while Kerstel cut strawberries. He hadn’t undergone a dramatic change since he’d been away, which comforted Josh, and his smile when he saw her was warm. He gave her a hug with his long, wiry arms.

Meanwhile, Deloise was reading the pancake mix’s nutritional information, and Laurentius was on his way out the door. Josh had just sat down at the table with a cup of hot chocolate when Will suddenly appeared, out of breath, in the kitchen doorway. “Am I too late?” he asked.

“No,” Josh told him, mystified, “we’re still here.” She felt startled to see him at this time of day, and also startled that everyone else was already used to his presence.

“I meant for breakfast.”

Whim handed him a plate. “I’m afraid so. This will have to be lunch.”

“Thank you,” Will said, plopping down at the table. “Good morning, everybody.” He looked down at the plate in front of him. “Who came up with the brilliant idea of putting strawberries in pancakes?”

Kerstel laughed and smoothed his hair down before going upstairs to shower.

Whim joined Will and the Weaver girls at the table and wolfed down three glasses of milk, a mug of coffee, and half a cup of butter with his seven pancakes. He had the metabolism of a puppy and an appetite to match; Josh had always suspected he had an extra thyroid hidden somewhere on his thin frame.

Winsor came down a few minutes before they needed to leave for school, dressed in designer jeans, a button-down poplin shirt, and a men’s wool suit jacket. “You guys ready to go?” she asked, hoisting her leather messenger bag over her shoulder with her good arm.

Haley stepped uncertainly into the kitchen and held out a slip of paper to Josh. She couldn’t quite look at it, but she pretended to and nodded. Then she jammed it into her pocket.

“By the way,” he said, with perfect and utter confidence, “you look beautiful this morning.”

Will talked through the silence that descended on the rest of the room and then caught himself. Haley smiled at Josh, then blushed and retreated from the room with stubby little steps.

Winsor set her cup of coffee down on the counter and said, “Okay, Whim, tell me.”

Whim lifted his eyebrows. “Tell you what?”

“What is up with Haley?”

“Seriously,” Deloise added.

Whim shrugged and opened a Tupperware container of trail mix, largely composed of M&M’s and honey-roasted peanuts. “In ten years, have you ever seen Haley without a piece of paper and a pen? I’ve still got notes from back when he wrote with a crayon.”

“Not the notes,” Winsor said, “the clothes. The amber-scented cologne. The haircut.”

“Ian’s ring,” Deloise added. “Ian’s car.”

“The way he’s hit on me twice this morning,” Josh put in.

Will was wearing the expression that meant he was paying very careful attention to what was going on around him, and Josh was aware that she didn’t really want to talk about this in front of him. But the situation resolved itself when Whim said simply, “Nothing’s going on. Ian left all his stuff to Haley and he’s using it.”

“You don’t think that’s just a little strange?” Winsor asked, at the same time Will said quietly, “He didn’t inherit Josh.”

Whim put the trail mix back in the cupboard and rummaged around for something else. “I just got used to it. He’s still Haley.”

“We have to get going,” Josh pointed out. “We’re going to be late for homeroom.”

But minutes later, sitting in the backseat of Winsor’s car with her leg propped up across Will’s lap—he insisted he didn’t mind—Josh dug Haley’s note out of her pocket. The page, torn from a steno pad, began to shake in her hand as she read.

January 25th
To: J. D. Weaver
From: H. McKarr

   1. Accident—You

a. An aboveground swimming pool collapsed on top of you on Sat.

b. You were treated for bruised cartilage in your right knee, internal bruises, and a lightly twisted neck Sat. night at St. Dymphna’s Hospital.

c. You were released Mon. night.

   2. Accident—Others

a. W. Kansas—concussion (released Sun.)

b. Wi. Avish—broken wrist (treated and released Sat.)

c. D. Weaver, H. McKarr, and Wh. Avish—unharmed

   3. Continued Treatment

a. Your knee brace can be removed Fri.

b. For pain, take Advil as prescribed.

   4. Schoolwork

a. Make-up work for Mon. will be due on Thurs.

   5. Love

a. I still love you.
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“Deloise.”

“Deloise Marigold Laurene Weavaros.”

“Kerstel. And you have to spell it.”

Will stared across the library table at Josh. “Spell it? Kersteleinaly Yseult Hyacinth Weavaros?”

Josh grinned. “Just because we can’t dream walk right now doesn’t mean I’m going to take it easy on you.”

To avoid actually trying to spell Kerstel’s name, he said, “I suppose your name is just as complicated.”

Josh shrugged. “My name is a piece of cake compared to Kerstel’s. Although not as easy as yours, obviously.”

“Obviously,” he agreed, but what he noticed was that she didn’t actually give him her name.

“You should also know the full names of my father, Whim’s parents, and my grandmother, because you live with them and it’s respectful to learn.”

Will sighed. “I think I liked training better when my life was in danger.”

Josh frowned as if she didn’t agree, but she said, “You could do some more of that Romanian circuit training.”

He was still sore from the first time through the circuit. “Never mind, spelling is great.”

Josh considered, then said, “There is one thing we could do. Come with me.”

They headed for the basement.

“Can you make it?” he asked as they reached the top of the stairs.

“Hold my crutches. I am so sick of this brace!”

The Velcro straps on her knee brace protested as she peeled them back. She tugged the brace off and limped down the stairs. Will expected that at any moment her knee would buckle and she’d go tumbling, and he wondered if he should have tried to carry her. She probably wouldn’t have appreciated the offer.

Safely on the basement floor, she took back her crutches and said, “You know, you should think about adding to your name. People might think you’re holding out on them if you just say, ‘Will Kansas.’ They’d be offended.”

“What would I add?” he asked, moving slowly to match her pace as they began the long trek across the basement.

“You’re missing a member of your mother’s family and a role model.”

He thought of his mother’s family and winced. Would he rather call himself after his shoplifting uncle Mitch or his disgruntled moonshiner grandpa Hank? “A family member’s going to be tough.”

“What about the role model?”

A name popped into his head. “Sigmund.”

“Sigmund?”

“After Freud. Don’t laugh. He might be outdated, but I would have ended up an alcoholic dropout if I hadn’t discovered psychology and self-help books.”

Josh smiled, but not in a mocking way. “Where did you get all those books?”

“Somebody gave my mother How to Take Back Your Life when she was in rehab one time, and she left it lying around the house. I wouldn’t have read it except that Mom didn’t pay the electric bill and we lost power for three weeks, and I didn’t have anything else to do. Then I found a bunch more at this social worker’s yard sale for a quarter each, and after that I was pretty hooked, so I started getting them at Goodwill.”

“You want to be a psychiatrist?” Josh asked.

“Well, I hadn’t planned on it because I didn’t think I could afford to go to college, but…”

“Dad told you how much money he makes?”

“Yes. And basically that if I want to spend ten years in college and medical school, he thinks that’s great.” Will got nervous just thinking about the idea, which he knew from his reading was a result of his insecurities about admitting he wanted something because subconsciously he thought it would be taken away. Somehow, the knowledge didn’t reassure him; he just wasn’t sure he deserved any of this.

“What about you?” he asked.

Josh tucked her crutches and knee brace under one arm while she typed in the code for the vault door to the archroom. “There’s a three-year college for dream walkers in Scotland called Kasari Academy. I thought maybe I’d send in my application and see what happens.”

“You’re worried you won’t get in?”

“Sort of. They’re pretty selective, and heavy on dream theory. My great-aunt Lasia went there. But even if I don’t get in, I’ll still dream walk full-time.”

That she had never wanted to do anything besides dream walk was one of the few things Will knew about her. “You’ll get in,” he told her confidently as the archroom door swung open.

Inside the round room with its stone arch and metal chair, they came across Haley. He was sitting on the floor with his chin on his knees like a four-year-old, staring at the archway. One hand held a small steno pad and the other gripped a pen, but he hadn’t written anything.

Josh stopped short in the doorway, and Will bumped into her from behind. “I’m sorry,” he muttered at the same time she said, “Oh!”

Haley lifted his head. The pen slipped from his hand and rolled across the floor.

“We didn’t mean to intrude,” Josh said.

“S’okay,” Haley told her. His voice trembled. “I was just sitting here. S’okay.”

Once again, Will wondered exactly what was wrong with Haley. Why was he sitting on the floor—with a chair no more than two feet away—staring into an empty archway? Why was he holding a pen and paper as if he expected to take dictation from the Dream? Why did he write notes in the first place? He seemed like a nice enough guy, but when he wasn’t imitating his dead twin, he was barely functional.

“We were only going to use the looking stone,” Josh said.

Haley picked his pen up. “I’ll go.”

“No,” Josh said quickly, “wait a sec. If we’re not bothering you, it’s no problem.”

Haley’s face was unreadable as he slid across the floor to lean against the wall.

They spent the next hour refining Will’s searching skills. The exercise was physically easy but emotionally exhausting. After a long session, Will needed a while to remember who and where he was, as though he had touched so many minds that he had lost his own.

They moved quickly from one nightmare to the next, and Josh always asked three questions: Who is the dreamer? What is the danger? Do we go in?

Will answered as quickly as he could while Josh stood behind him, looking into the Veil. With his hand on the looking stone, he had some connection to the dreamer’s fear, but that didn’t mean he could always accurately sense what was happening in a nightmare. The number of times Josh corrected him, just by watching over his shoulder, amazed him.

“Who’s the dreamer?” Josh asked again, a half hour or so into their session.

“A man, late middle age. He’s dreaming he’s in … China, I think. He’s carrying something and running. He has to get it somewhere.”

“No, try again.”

Will closed his eyes, but all he could see was the man straining to run faster.

“He’s not trying to get somewhere,” Josh said. “He’s being chased. Where’s the danger?”

Will tried to aim his perception, and instead of focusing on the dreamer, he looked at what was behind him. “Oh no.”

Josh’s hand clamped around his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s him. The man in the trench coat.”

*   *   *

Through the archway, Josh watched a man in a green-black coat lumber down a narrow alley with painted walls on either side. It is him, she thought, taking in the heavy boots, the black-banded hat, the large, hunched shoulders. He’s right there.

She wasn’t aware that she was digging her fingernails into Will’s shoulder until he shrugged to loosen her grip. “Sorry,” she said. “Hold on to this dream, okay?”

“I’ve got it.”

The man moved quickly toward the mouth of the alley, away from them. Josh had been forbidden to enter the Dream, but here was her chance to confront the man in the trench coat, to determine whether he was a figment of someone’s imagination or a real person walking around in there, a person who recognized her. She didn’t know when she’d get another chance like this.

I don’t know what to do, she thought, and she felt a sick paralysis. The feeling was familiar, although it hadn’t struck her in years. When she was younger—much younger—she used to feel like this—helpless and uncertain, like a rabbit darting back and forth between lines of traffic in the middle of a highway, every direction leading to danger, every choice the wrong one.

Unconsciously, Josh let her weight shift onto her injured leg. Pain shot out from her knee into her thigh and shin, and she shifted back with a cry. In the next instant, Haley was standing beside her, just the way Ian always had, and he looped Josh’s arm around his neck to support her weight. His slouch was gone, his eyes wide open and focused. A hard line marked his jaw.

Ian, Josh thought, and felt a different sort of pain.

Because she wanted Ian in moments like this, needed Ian to tell her what to do when she turned into that rabbit on the highway, when she couldn’t decide what was most important, when she couldn’t live up to everyone’s expectations. Will was waiting for her instructions, and she had no idea what to say.

She tightened her arm around Haley’s neck. “What should I…”

Will turned toward them, his hand still on the looking stone. He frowned at the sight of them standing so close to the archway, and perhaps at the sight of Josh clinging to Haley—Josh didn’t know which. She didn’t have time to think about that.

Haley said, “J.D., look at me.”

She did, and he looked back at her with perfect steadiness. In a voice as strong and clear as bulletproof glass, he said, “You’re wasting time. You know what to do, so get on with it already.”

Will said, “Josh, you can’t go in there,” but Josh barely heard him. All she heard was Ian’s voice—confident, certain—cutting through her fears. He was short with her; even that was reassuring, because he wouldn’t have dismissed her so quickly if he hadn’t believed that she was overreacting.

“Josh,” Will said urgently, but she and Haley were already moving.

“Whatever happens, stay here,” Josh said to Will, as she and Haley stepped through the Veil, causing it to shiver.

Her ears filled with clanging bells and shouting in Chinese. The hot, spicy scents of seasoned meat wafted in the air, and grimy water ran down the center of the alley into a rusted grate. Ahead of her, the man in the trench coat had reached the street and was looking back and forth, searching for the dreamer.

Josh didn’t hesitate before breaking Stellanor’s First Rule of dream walking this time. In her mind, she yanked the cork from the stone wall of her mental defenses and let the dreamer’s fear rush through, just long enough to get a sense of the situation.

A man, with a precious microchip in his pocket. Running, running. Already a block away.

Strangely, she felt the scorching anxiety of dreamfire. Predicting what fears would reach deep enough into a dreamer’s subconscious to summon dreamfire was more or less impossible, but Josh wouldn’t have expected that level of terror in a nightmare about a microchip. Yet she’d encountered dreamfire in each of the three nightmares where she’d seen the man in the trench coat.

She had no time then to ponder the connection. As she severed her link with the dreamer’s fear, she saw the man in the trench coat turn left at the mouth of the alley.

“Hey!” she shouted.

The man turned, his eyes shadowed by the brim of his fedora, his face hidden behind the glossy gas mask. With slow, even steps, he began walking toward Josh and Haley. His heavy-soled boots sank into the water running down the alley.

Good, she thought, even as her gut began to scream, Danger! Danger!

Watching him come closer, Josh wondered if she had made a mistake. The man approached her without any indication that he feared the situation, and Josh supposed that a teenage girl being half held up by a teenage boy didn’t look so imposing, but still … the man had recognized her before. Since he’d identified her as Jona’s daughter, he had to know that she was a dream walker and that—whether he was a real person or a figment of someone’s subconscious—she was going to want answers from him.

Haley held her tighter. Distantly, she smelled Ian’s warm, rich amber cologne on his neck, and the scent reassured her.

“Who are you?” Josh demanded.

The man said nothing, but he began running toward them. Water splashed from his boots.

“Dammit,” muttered Haley, who never cursed.

“Stop!” Josh shouted, but the man’s speed increased. He was ten feet from them, seven feet, five … 

“Clothesline!” Haley hissed, and shoved Josh away even as he found her hands.

Clothesline. A stupid old trick Josh and Ian had pulled together a hundred times, more because it amused them than anything else. They grabbed each other’s hands, their arms forming a long line, and the man in the trench coat ran right into it. His boots slid on the wet cobblestones and he crashed onto his back, his gas tank clanging like a bell against the ground. Before the man had time to recover, Josh threw herself onto his chest and Haley clobbered his legs.

Then the man’s hat fell back, and Josh found herself staring into those terribly empty black eyes.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

No reaction. She hadn’t realized before how pale his skin was.

Finally, he said, “You’re Jona’s daughter.”

Josh swallowed. He spoke from behind his gas mask, but this close, his words were clear. Josh knew she had heard him correctly.

“Did you know my mother?” she asked.

“Yes, before…”

His black eyes moved. Their coloration made them difficult to follow, but Josh thought they flicked from side to side, as if checking to make sure he was not overheard.

“Before Feodor…” the man whispered.

“Feodor? Who’s—”

From behind her, Josh heard a shout. “Josh! Watch out!”

When she turned to look in the direction from which the shout had come, she saw Will standing at the far end of the alley, and the panic she’d felt before entering the Dream came back to her, worse, at the sight of him. He couldn’t be here—not where even she wasn’t supposed to be. She had to get him out immediately.

She was so caught up in her panic that she didn’t see what Will had been warning her about. Something crashed into her from behind.

Another man, another trench coat. This man was thinner, wiry, but no less strong, and he knocked her onto her side. She fell, cracking her head against an aluminum garbage can that rang like a gong in her ears.

The man who had attacked her put one hand on her face and held her head to the ground—he wore black leather gloves, she noticed, unlike his partner—and with the other hand he dug into her hip. She thought at first that he was going for the fly of her jeans, and she reached up to poke his eyes out with her thumbs, but his arms were longer than hers, and besides, he wasn’t unzipping her pants, just digging into her pocket.

Josh was fuzzy enough from the knock on the head that this seemed like a relief to her for a moment. In the precious second it took her to realize what he was actually doing, the man with the gloves jerked both her lighter and her compact out of her pocket.

Without her keys, she could be stranded in the Dream forever. She always carried them, even if she wasn’t planning to enter the Dream, and she hoped to God that either Will or Haley was doing the same. Otherwise, they would become intimately familiar with Aivasian’s Apothegm: To be lost in the Dream is to be outlived by bubbles.

I have to get out of here somehow, Josh thought, and that’s when her mind cleared. Gloves sat back on his heels, and she rose up and punched him hard in the forehead above his gas mask. A clumsy blow—her fist form was so bad that her knuckles popped—but it was enough to knock him backward and onto her legs.

Josh scrambled out from beneath him, the pain in her knee continuous now, and when she tried to stand, her leg wouldn’t hold her. She crawled forward on her hands and her good knee and hit Gloves in the face again. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the larger man—the one she had clotheslined earlier—bring the garbage can down on Haley’s head. Haley fell to the cobblestones, and Will rushed forward.

“No!” Josh shouted, but the aluminum can was already coming up again. It caught Will square in the chest and knocked him back against the wall.

Then Josh had to forget about Will and Haley, because she was blocking punches from Gloves, grabbing at his hands as they passed because he had her compact in one and her lighter in the other. She managed to catch the hand with the lighter and slam it against the ground. With the hard tip of her thumb, she dug into the pressure point on his outer wrist to make his fingers uncurl, and while she tried to pull the lighter from his grasp, he smashed her in the cheek with the compact so hard the plastic casing shattered and cut her skin.

Josh shouted wordlessly and hit Gloves in the face again, this time bringing the heel of her palm up into his mask, but he let his head roll back so that her blow rolled off.

He’s had martial-arts training, Josh half thought, her other hand scrambling to find the compact on the ground beside her.

Then she stopped worrying about the lighter or the compact, because she realized that the man who had first attacked them had withdrawn a mask and rubber hose from the contraption on his back and was attempting to force the mask onto Haley’s face, while Haley, half-conscious, feebly tried to fend him off. Will walked toward them with a section of broken two-by-four board.

“Will!” Josh screamed. “Open an exit! Do it now!”

Josh ducked a punch so powerful it crushed the concrete wall behind her.

She was fighting on her knees, and the already injured one landed on her compact as she moved. Shards of glass and plastic sliced through her jeans and into her skin, and a whole new kind of pain tore through the joint.

“But Haley—” Will said.

Josh bent over, trying to get off her knee, which now seemed more important than not getting hit. “Abort!” she shouted at Will, and then Gloves hit her in the back—a kidney shot, which was low of him, made worse by his phenomenal strength—and she doubled up from the nausea.

GET UP GET UP GET UP! her mind screamed.

She got up. Never mind her knee or her bleeding cheek, never mind the rising bile in her gullet, never mind the big man in the trench coat who was tightening the gas-mask straps over Haley’s head. Josh straightened up with her weight on her good knee and, by moving slowly, deliberately gave Gloves an opening to swing at her again.

She was too small and he was too strong. She couldn’t outmuscle him. Fine—that’s why she’d been studying with Sensei Daiki since she was six years old.

Gloves jabbed. Josh ducked then swung, but without much force and without extending herself enough to give him any access to her body. As expected, he took her weak shot as a sign that he was gaining and threw a roundhouse. Josh ducked it and used the opportunity to roll him over her hip and slam him to the ground.

One of his legs landed bent, his foot close to his other knee. The position was ideal for a favorite jiujitsu move of Josh’s—the Indian Death Lock. She grabbed both his ankles and arranged them as if he were sitting cross-legged. By hanging on to one of his legs, she immobilized both of them. Then she extended her own left leg until she could plant her foot under his chin and press down on his throat.

He scratched at her ankle, but his gloves saved her skin from gouging. Josh pushed down harder on his throat, and the fall must have knocked the wind out of him, because he passed out in less than thirty seconds. She remained in position at least that long again—even though her knee was screaming at her—just to make sure he was out, then stood up, breathing hard. She hadn’t actually thrown someone twice her size in a while.

Turning, she saw Will holding an exit open in a doorway that led to the building next door. Finally, she thought.

The man pressing the mask to Haley’s face saw what Will was doing at the same time as Josh did. He looked at the door and narrowed his fathomless eyes.

And the entire door vanished.

Just—gone. No doorway, no door, no doorknob. The red wall now extended, unblemished, deep into the alley.

Will’s eyes locked with Josh’s, and she knew they were thinking the same thing: That’s not possible.

It wasn’t possible for a figment of nightmare to alter the Dream.

Josh’s mind was so completely unable to process the idea that it quit thinking entirely. Years of training took over, and she went into survival mode.

She looked at the trash around them and found a small microwave with a blackened interior. It smelled of melted plastic, and it weighed more than she expected as she lifted it and hopped over on one leg to the man in the trench coat. He had turned from the vanished doorway and was kneeling over Haley, who had revived enough to claw at the rubber mask on his face. When Haley saw Josh approaching, he intensified his struggle, and the man in the trench coat was entirely preoccupied when Josh dropped the microwave on him.

She tried to drop it on his head, but it was heavy and she was too tired to lift it that high. So she settled for dropping it on his stooped back, which sent him sprawling but failed to rupture the canister as she had hoped it would.

Josh might have held him down and gotten more information out of him, but Gloves was stirring, and she was afraid she and Haley wouldn’t survive another encounter. So she just held her hand out to Haley.

Will had already run farther down the alley and opened a new exit. Josh hadn’t had to tell him to do so; he’d just done it. Gratefully, she and Haley stumbled and limped through the exit Will held open.

When they were all standing in the archroom, dripping water onto the tile floor, she turned back and caught a glimpse of Gloves reaching for something small and golden on the ground.

My lighter, Josh thought. And then the archway closed.


 

Seventeen

They looked like they had been in a car accident. No, Will thought, worse than a car accident. A train derailment. A plane crash. A subway collapse. Not just an accident but some terrible shock.

Of the three of them, Will had come out the least injured. Josh’s jeans were ripped over her knee, which dripped blood and glittered with reflective shards of mirror. Whatever that flower on her pendant was, it looked like a crimson rose now. Her cheek, already turning purple, had been scratched as if by an angry bear. She stood half bent over, one hand pressed to her back where she’d taken the kidney shot, and when she looked at Will, her eyes didn’t quite focus.

Haley looked worse. For a moment before he and Josh had jumped into the Dream, Haley’s face had been flushed with health, but now the circles and the paper-white cheeks had returned. Blood matted the black curls on his head and ran in thick streams down his temples. He had a pink outline around his nose and mouth—like a little kid who’d been drinking red juice—where the gas mask had been, and the mask must have been tight as hell, because the straps had left pink lines across his cheeks. Will didn’t know what was in the canister, but Haley’s breathing made a raspy, crackling sound as he sank to the floor and swallowed convulsively.

Josh looked at Will from beneath her lowered brows. “I told you to stay here.”

Will just stared at her.

“I told you not to follow,” she said through gritted teeth. “Whatever happens—those were my exact words. Why didn’t you listen to me?”

Will couldn’t believe she was actually going to chew him out. She had needed his help. Without it, she would never have been able to open an exit while fending off both men.

“If you hadn’t gone in,” she continued, “if I hadn’t been looking at you, thinking about you, worrying about you—”

“You would have gotten clobbered,” Will said, finally finding his voice. “You didn’t even realize there was a second guy in there.”

“I can handle getting hit!” she shouted. He’d never heard her raise her voice in anger before. “What I can’t handle is trying to protect myself and you when you’re somewhere you shouldn’t be!”

Something about the way she kept spitting the word “you” made him feel like she hated him.

“How many times do we have to go over this? When I tell you to do something, do it! When I tell you not to do something, don’t do it!” Now her voice was cracking, breaking down, and she was falling back against the wall, then wincing and trying to push herself away from it. “Do you hear me? Do you get it? This is the lesson, Will: Don’t ever disobey me! Because if you do and you get killed, I’ll—”

But she just shook her head, tears she wasn’t conscious of dripping from her cheeks, and Will realized she wasn’t angry at him. She was terrified.

He didn’t know why she was so scared. He sensed that it had less to do with him—despite her constant use of the word “you”—than it did with the situation. Something in the Dream had triggered a memory or a deep-seated fear, Josh’s own dreamfire, and she didn’t know what to do with the fear besides shout at him.

The realization made it easier for him not to shout back. I will not get into a screaming match with her, Will told himself. I will not turn into my father.

“You’re right,” he said. “I’m sorry. I need to start doing what you tell me to do.”

She didn’t seem to know what to do with that, either. She looked at him strangely, wet her lips, and turned to Haley. “Are you all right?”

Haley didn’t answer, though his breathing had begun to return to normal. He stretched out one arm to reach for his pad and pen where he’d left them on the floor, but when he’d collected them he didn’t write anything, just held them to his chest like a teddy bear.

Will shut his eyes. This is so screwed up.

He wanted to comfort Josh. He wanted her to tell him whatever it was that had frightened her like this, if only so he could avoid triggering it again. Then he wanted to get a warm, wet washcloth and gently wash the blood off her face. He wanted to tell her how scared for her he had been.

But he knew her well enough to know that she wouldn’t let him do any of that. They stood there in silence until she finally said, “Dad will freak if he finds out I went into the Dream, so here’s what we’re going to do. Will, wipe up the floor. Haley and I are going to go break the mirror in that big ugly armoire, and then we’re going to tell everyone that we were showing you how to disarm somebody and we crashed into it. That’s our story.”

They were going to lie. Great. Will was going to lie to the nice people who were adopting him because Josh had a complex and had gone into the Dream when she shouldn’t have. Wonderful.

He must have been giving her a look, because she barked, “What? Go!”

And Will, who had just promised to obey her, got up and went.

*   *   *

After cleaning the floor and helping to break the armoire—which turned out to be no easy task—and lying to Kerstel and watching Deloise pick the glass from Josh’s knee, Will sat in the library alone. He didn’t know what else to do with himself, so he just sat there drumming his fingers on the tabletop and replaying his last conversation with Josh in his head.

She had gone beyond not wanting him to get involved in her problems. Now she didn’t even want him to care.

How he was supposed to not care, he didn’t know.

“Will?”

He started, but it was only Dustine standing in the doorway. Her wooden walker shone in the library’s yellow lights.

“Hi,” he said.

Dustine smiled unexpectedly, as if she knew everything that had just happened to him and saw the folly of youth in it.

“Bumps in the road?” she asked. She maneuvered her walker between the table and the walls of books and took a seat across from him.

“Nope,” he lied. Dustine hadn’t been terribly warm to him during the last month—not the way Kerstel and Deloise had—but she hadn’t been cold, either. He knew she had been watching him. “You heard about the armoire?”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Could have heard that thing fall two miles down the road. Heard a lot of shouting, too.”

Shouting before the armoire fell, she meant. Will decided his best bet was just to say nothing, so that’s what he did.

“You know,” Dustine said, settling into the chair, “I wasn’t born a dream walker.”

“I think you mentioned it.”

She nodded ruefully. “I was fifteen when I became an apprentice to Lasia Borgenicht, Josh and Deloise’s great-aunt. Honestly, for a long time I thought I had entered my own personal nightmare and never woken up.”

Leaning her elbows on the table, she looked at him squarely. “I’m not going to tell you my life story, Will. If you want to know it you can read my diaries when I’m dead, or you can call up Peregrine and hear his side of the story. What I want to tell you now is this: You will always be an outsider.”

Will didn’t know if the house around them was truly as still as it seemed then, or if he was simply unable to focus on anything but the old woman’s face. Her eyes were a beautiful green—resembling Josh’s but darker, as if the color had faded through the generations—and she didn’t dodge his gaze the way Josh would have.

He wanted to say, “How did you know that?” He wanted to cry.

“It doesn’t matter what you do, what you give them, or how hard you work. There will always be family stories you don’t know and no one will ever trust your instincts and they will still leave you out of important conversations. They don’t mean to do it; it’s just automatic. Deloise won’t be as thoughtless, because she’s more sensitive than the others, and Kerstel comes from Savannah and knows a bit about what it’s like to be an outsider, but Josh was born a dream walker through and through. All her loyalties are intact. You’re going to be the new kid until the day you die.”

Will turned his face away, breathing quickly through his mouth, hoping she wouldn’t see the tears in his eyes.

“Josh doesn’t know what she has in you,” Dustine said, more softly than before. “And trust doesn’t come easy to her to begin with. I don’t want you to think that you’ll never be happy here, because you will. But there will always be a line between you and them, and you’re going to have to walk it.”

Will didn’t move. When he failed to reply, Dustine reached out and ran the back of her cool, waxy fingers over his cheek. Then she stood up and took a few pained steps deeper into the library.

He wiped his eyes while she still had her back to him. Was his desperation to fit in so obvious that even Dustine had noticed?

She slid a book across the table to him, and Will looked up, startled. Dustine smiled more impishly, showing a little of the young woman she once had been. “I think you’ve been looking for this,” she told him.

The edition was bound in gray cloth and had been labeled along the spine with a black Sharpie. He had no idea what it was, and he didn’t know what to say. “Ah, thank you,” he muttered.

Dustine only smiled again, as if his confusion were just one more step in the complicated joke she was playing. He waited until she had left the library before he picked up the book.

Most of the pages lay flush together; only the first few were rumpled. He tilted the spine to the light and made out the block letters:

HIANSELIAN AMBROSE DONOVAN MICHARAINOSA

Will tried to reform the name into something he might have heard in casual conversation. What do you call a kid named Hianselian?

Hianselian. Hansel. Hans. Hian.

Ian?

Will put the book down. He couldn’t quite bear to touch it now, knowing who had written it.

He should have thought of it before—all the family diaries were here in the library. Some were so ancient they had to be kept in amber plastic bags and carried stickers reading DO NOT HANDLE WITHOUT GLOVES. The books and pages were as varied as their authors: ink in every color, lines forming Roman and Greek and Cyrillic alphabets, and brushstrokes arranged into beautiful, wispy characters. Sometimes a long life was chronicled in the pages of a slim pamphlet, or a few years written in such detail that they produced a dozen or more volumes.

Dustine hadn’t been telling him to back off; she had been letting him know that Josh wasn’t the only source of information available to him.

“Oh, man,” he said. He didn’t know if he felt better or worse now. He started to turn back the cover and heard the sound of Josh’s crutches hitting the floor in the kitchen. Without thinking, he stood up, tucked the book under his shirt, and went into the hallway. He hit the stairs two at a time.

Will couldn’t remember being this concerned about a pile of pages since he saw his first girlie magazine years before. He entered the Weavers’ apartment without hesitation and gave Kerstel a quick, casual wave as he passed through the living room. For the first time, the bedroom he had been given didn’t feel so large and empty; he realized the doorknob had no lock. He pulled down the shades for no logical reason and opened his math textbook on the bed for a cover.

For an instant, he wondered if he really wanted to read Ian’s diary. Would beginning on a path of small deceptions be worth knowing what happened last summer?

But he knew Josh would never tell him. And he would keep on walking into traps the way he had today; he would keep on triggering her fears until the day came when the stress was too much for both of them and she told him to get out.

He pulled back the book’s cover.

Glued to the inside cover was a column cut from a parchment scroll. Someone had blacked out two lines with a Sharpie:

Hianselian Ambrose Donovan Micharainosa

Two boys born—alike as mirrors

flame and fount in eye of Seer.

This one burns his wick to ashes

and keeps burning, never still,

brewing anger out of passion,

for a void he’ll never fill.
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One day of majority

gives these words all authority.

His own heart he will forsake

while grasping at the reins of life.

Is love made or what we make?

He will not take true love to wife.

Wrongly he thinks his pain greater

than the injury he pays her.

Another’s love he will abuse,

“free and hardened heart” he proves.

On the wrong door he goes knocking

and is met by Queen’s outcast.

A door evil is quick in locking—

there to be torn fore and aft,

and seek not of kith but kin

for a sound sanctum therein.

Death has her own tales to tell,

but those I do not know so well.

On the first page, a piece of notebook paper.

Dear Ian,

I know you don’t want to talk to me or see me or whatever, so I’m going to write this down because it’s important. Haley just gave me a note saying you convinced your mom to move out. I know you’re mad at me, but it’s not fair to punish your family. Haley couldn’t say it, but he doesn’t want to go. I don’t know what moving would do to him.

I don’t know what else to say. If you have to leave me, I wish you wouldn’t do it like this. You’re taking the coward’s way. You’re better than this, I know you are.

Josh

On the second page, a note torn from a steno pad:

June 25th
To: I. McKarr
From: H. McKarr

   1. Ring

a. I returned the ring to the store.

b. They gave me a full refund.

c. The salesclerk sends her condolences.

   2. Moving

a. G. Carane has agreed to let us live with her.

b. G. Carane lives in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.

c. Baton Rouge is over six hundred and seventy (670) miles away.

The scroll and notes were glued into the journal. A small plastic baggie was stapled to the fourth page. It was full of ash, but the burning had been hurried enough that Will could sift through and find bits of photo paper.

There was one more letter.

Dear Ian,

If I could think of a way to make this easier for you, I would. I’m aware of how pathetic that must sound, but it’s true and I mean it.

My whole bed is covered in these notes now. Writing takes longer than talking but I don’t mind. Some things are hard to say out loud. I know because I’ve been trying to say them for months now.

You know what I want to write next but I’m not going to. I don’t want to put you under any obligations and I don’t want to add to your burdens. I know what trying to get over someone is like, for reasons that should be obvious to you, of all people. I know how you feel. Don’t listen to Whim, he doesn’t have a clue. His scroll says something about Deloise, and he’s still working up the guts to tell her what it is.

As for Josh, all I can tell you for certain is that if you can’t be with her because of your scroll, then you’d only be hurting you both by staying with her. She should be able to understand that.

I’m going to tuck this under your door and then go to bed, but if you decide to write back, there’s one thing I have to ask: Do you think I’m a horrible person because of how I’ve treated Haley?

Okay, good night. Maybe we can continue this tomorrow night at the cabin.

Yours,
Winsor

The rest of the journal was empty.
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She had almost gotten him killed. She had almost gotten them all killed.

Josh sat in history class the next day, stewing. She sat next to Louis Poston, and Will sat across the room, staring out the window at a day that had never really dawned. The sky was still dark, the fluorescent lights overhead helpless against the gloom. In the hush that filled the classroom, Camille Gothan had torn a nail while clipping it, and that Korean kid who never talked, Man-Shik, had unexpectedly produced a silk hankie to stop the bleeding. Brianna Selts had managed to take her bra off without removing her shirt, but then made the bad decision to hand it to Jay Appleton, who passed it around the classroom to be autographed.

Josh didn’t know why she had decided to sit beside Louis. Maybe she was a glutton for punishment, sitting next to him and wishing that he had just done his damn job and delivered the pizza to her house five weeks before.

The grass is always greener, she reminded herself. If Louis had arrived instead of Will, the problems would have been the same. Or maybe worse. After all, Louis had parents who would have found it odd when he started spending so much time at Josh’s house, doing things he couldn’t talk about.

His parents would have been terribly upset if Josh had gotten Louis killed.

She already had one death on her hands. She couldn’t handle another.

That morning, she had woken up with Ian’s voice in her ears: I saw a gate beyond the arch. She had rolled right off the office futon, saying as she fell, “I don’t remember letting go of your hand.”

And she didn’t, but she must have, because he had slipped out of her grasp and into the Dream, into that terrible, dark nightmare with the broken windows and the sound of distant explosions.

Then she had arrived at school to find all the hallways and classrooms decorated for Valentine’s Day, which had been her and Ian’s honorary anniversary because they’d been together for so long that neither of them could remember when they’d first started dating.

Sixth grade, Josh thought, when he punched Eddie for calling me puny. Fourth grade, when he gave me his dessert every day at lunch. Kindergarten, when he asked me to hold some flowers he was picking for his girlfriend and then ran away.

Ian had died because of her stupid, arrogant foolhardiness. She couldn’t let the same thing happen to Will. She didn’t even want to talk to him, look at him, think about him, do anything that might lead to caring about his well-being, because she was beginning to believe that she couldn’t protect him.

She knew she had been so upset the day before because she already cared about him too much. Far, far too much.

She forced herself to glance at him, sitting two rows over and a seat ahead of her. Resting his chin on a propped palm, he stared out the gray-washed windows at the cloudy, drizzling day beyond.

At she watched, he lifted his head and turned to catch her staring at him. She winced, wondering if her gaze held some weight he could sense. His look for her was so earnest, an apologetic almost-smile on his lips, but too sad for a real smile. Then he glanced at Louis, sitting beside her, right between them, and whatever vestige of a smile he had worn slipped away. Josh opened her mouth to say, “No, wait, I didn’t sit here because—”

But, of course, she had.

The bell rang. “See you, Josh,” Louis said, and Josh mumbled some appropriate reply while shoving her book into her backpack. She fumbled with her crutches, hoping she could catch Will before he left the classroom. But Jay Appleton pushed past her, and she saw Will reach the front of the row. Before he could get away, she let her crutches clatter to the floor, dumped her backpack on the nearest desk, and hopped forward so that she could grab Will’s arm too hard, her fingers digging into his sleeve.

“Sorry,” she told him. “Sorry I yelled at you.”

Then she hugged him.

Her apology was inelegant, she knew. She probably sounded like a third-grader being forced to make up after a playground mishap, but maybe Will didn’t care, or maybe he knew that however plain her words, she meant them, because he didn’t hesitate at all before hugging her back. He hugged her completely, his arms wrapped all the way around her back, and she was so relieved by his response that she pressed her face to his shoulder so he wouldn’t see her expression.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Forget it.”

“No, I was terrible to you.”

“You were scared.”

Oh god, did he see through her so easily?

“I was scared,” she admitted, and for an instant, just a fleeting half thought, she considered telling him about all her fears and all her failures. But no—no, no, no—he would lose whatever faith he had left in her.

Reluctantly, she let go of Will and stepped back, one hand on a desk to steady herself. “I’ll listen next time,” he said, and he laughed ruefully. “I swear, one of these days I’m going to learn to listen to you.”

Josh laughed with him. Despite her relief, though, she felt mystified by how easily their conflict had been resolved. Why did he always make things so easy for her? And how?

He swung her backpack onto his right shoulder, his own bag hanging from his left. He was smiling at her again, a real smile. He said, as if she had asked, “It’s going to be fine, Josh.”

She felt herself smile back. She wasn’t sure she believed him, but she wanted to.

*   *   *

Josh had an idea during sixth period, but she had to wait until she and Will were alone at home in the library to bring it up.

“I was thinking,” she said, “about the man in the trench coat.”

“Which one of them?”

“The first guy we saw, that taller one, without gloves. Let’s call him something.”

“How about Snitch, since he’s willing to talk? At least, relative to the other guy.”

“Good. Snitch. I’ve been thinking of the other guy as Gloves. Anyway,” she hesitated an instant before going on, “I don’t think there’s any doubt now that the two of them can alter the Dream.”

She felt relieved when Will immediately said, “I think you’re right. Which shouldn’t be possible unless they’re dreamers.” Then he hesitated, just as she had. “Or, according to Whim, the True Dream Walker.”

“The True Dream Walker is a legend. Did Whim get to that part?”

“Winsor made it pretty clear.” Will rubbed the back of his neck; Josh had thought for a while that he had a disc problem before realizing it was a nervous gesture. “Whim also said that the True Dream Walker is your guiding light and that’s why you wear his symbol.”

Josh laughed. “He’s not my guiding light. He’s a legend. I wear his symbol because I believe in what his legend stands for, and I like to be reminded every time I go into the Dream.”

She held the pendant out for Will to examine. “Supposedly, the True Dream Walker built the first archway to the Dream, and when he did, he gave the original dream walkers five charges: compassion, commitment, courage, modesty, and might. The plumeria has one petal for each charge, and because the petals form a spiral, it’s also a symbol for the Dream.”

Will peered at the pendant, then smiled. “That’s nice.”

Josh tucked the necklace back under her shirt. “Supposedly, someday the True Dream Walker will return and fix whatever causes the universes to slide out of balance. I don’t know quite how he’ll do that, but a lot of people think that our job will basically end when he returns.”

“So, if Gloves is the True Dream Walker, he was trying to kill us because the World doesn’t need us anymore?”

Josh heard surprising fervor in her own voice when she said, “That thing was not the True Dream Walker. I don’t know what he was, but he wasn’t the Dream Walker.”

Will backed off. “You’d know better than I would.”

“I don’t know who those people were,” she said. “I don’t know why they can do what they do. But I don’t think their ability is natural. Snitch mentioned a name: Feodor.”

“You recognize it?” Will asked.

“I’ve never heard it before. I’m not even sure how to spell it. But there’s a dream-walker database we could run the name Feodor through, at least to see if anything pops up.”

Will nodded. “Let’s do it.”

They met up in the office after Will made a trip back to the kitchen for Oreos. “This place is starting to look like your bedroom,” Will noted, sitting down on the messy, unmade futon.

“Kerstel brought down a bunch of my clothes. But I might have to send her up for some more, since I’m about to run out.”

And since my knee is back to being nearly broken after yesterday, Josh added in her head. I don’t think I’ll be moving back upstairs for quite a while.

“I can get you some stuff,” Will said.

Right, like she was going to ask him to fetch her clean panties and a bra. Josh made a noncommittal sound and logged onto the website for Dashiel Winters Consulting.

The website was a front for another very exclusive, very encrypted website for dream walkers. Josh typed her username and password, and then submitted a retinal scan.

The database searched official historical documents, declassified monarchy documents, the diaries of dead dream walkers that had been typed up (a project only recently begun), and a number of academic databases. After consulting the Internet on how to spell Feodor, twenty-six entries—and fourteen different spellings of six variations—popped up. Next to the title of each entry was a brief description, and Josh scrolled through them, removing the obvious misses from her list.

“Here’s one,” she said. She pointed to an entry labeled Feodorik Jambulira Bronisławorin Kajażkołskiocsi.

A grainy photograph of a small, intense man appeared beneath the biography. Will squinted at the photo as if he thought he was missing something. Josh felt the same way.

“What do the other files say about him?”

Josh read off the titles. “Awarded the Shotts Fellowship in 1949. Won the Hume Award for Dream Theory in 1952. Received the Star of Ha’azelle in 1955. These are like, the biggest awards a dream theorist can get. These are a huge deal. The Star of Ha’azelle was a medal that the queen gave out for special service to the Crown. Here’s a list of stuff he published.”

“That’s a long list,” Will noted.

“No kidding—oh my god! I’ve read War and Rumors of War: A Compendium of Medieval Prophesies! Well, I read part of it. It’s, like, five hundred pages long, and it’s really boring. But I didn’t realize this guy wrote it.” She read down the list of publications again, more carefully this time, wondering what other titles she might recognize if she were better read in dream theory. Although she couldn’t say, what she did notice was that there wasn’t an area of dream work to which Feodor hadn’t contributed. From Implications of Planck’s Law on Archway Creation to The Dream and Modern Theories of Evolution to Translations of Etruscan Dream Walking Records, he appeared to have worked in every academic field.

But he returned to one topic over and over. “He wrote a lot about dream-walker ethics,” Josh said.

Will pointed to an article title, “Why Staging Will Destroy Us.” “Sounds like he agreed with the monarchy on staging.”

“Look, there’s no death date. It just says he was ‘exiled by order of the monarchy.’ I don’t even know what that means. Outside of the monarchy’s lands? There are dream walkers all over the world. So where did they exile him to, the moon?”

“Why would Snitch have mentioned him?”

Dustine walked down the hall, past the office door. “Grandma!” Josh called, and the old woman stopped.

“Yes, my dear, demanding child?”

“Do you know anything about a Polish dream walker named Feodor, uh, ka-jazz-kol-skee?”

“Kajażkołski,” Dustine corrected. She pronounced it ka-yazh-kow-skee. “What about him?”

“His database bio says he was exiled. What does that mean?”

Dustine turned her walker, entered the office, and closed the door behind her. Will jumped up to offer her his seat, but she ignored it. “What do you want to know about him for, Joshlyn?”

Josh was not a good liar. She knew this, and she also knew that, even had she been an excellent liar, Dustine would have been the last person she could have fooled.

“I think he’s related to the men in the trench coats. One of them said his name.”

Dustine sucked in such a deep, sharp breath, arching her back as she did so, that Josh was afraid she was having a heart attack.

“Grandma!” Josh cried, springing to the old woman’s side, but Dustine ignored her concern.

With flushed cheeks and hands clenched around her pine walker, she said, “Tell me what you know.”

“Are you all right?” Josh demanded.

“Tell me!” Dustine insisted. “Right now!”

Josh glanced at Will, who looked petrified.

With some reluctance and lingering concern for her grandmother’s well-being, Josh related what had happened the day before. She expected Dustine to be angry, but she didn’t expect Dustine to say, “Go put on your shoes,” and then pick up the library phone extension and dial from memory.

Josh and Will looked at each other again. “Wait a sec—what?” Josh asked.

“We’re going to see Ben,” Dustine said. Then, into the phone, she said, “It’s me. I’m bringing Josh and Will over. It’s about Feodor.”
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An hour later, Josh and Will were seated on a cat-hair-coated couch in a snug, extremely cluttered living room. They were each drinking chocolate milk, which Young Ben seemed to think was all the rage among young people. Ben was sitting in a recliner that retained a perfect imprint of his body when he got out of it. Dustine sat in another chair drinking rooibos tea from a mug that read PLUTO IS TOO A PLANET!

The ride to Young Ben’s house had been nearly silent. Will had known from the way Josh pursed her lips the whole time that her grandmother’s behavior was making her nervous. They had obviously stumbled upon something big. Either that, or they were both about to learn firsthand how someone got exiled from dream walking.

The doorbell rang, and Young Ben got up to answer it. A gray Persian climbed into Will’s lap and looked at him expectantly. He gave in and petted her. Will had met Young Ben once before; the seer had come over to the house to welcome Will to the dream-walker community. After being somewhat intimidated by both Dustine and Davita, Will had been relieved to meet the easygoing old man.

Young Ben returned with Davita Bach, who wore a black suit with white piping. Her red hair was twisted off her neck with a long, pearl-ended stick. She kissed Dustine’s cheek and said hello to Will and Josh, and then she looked meaningfully at the couch with its layer of cat hair, and Young Ben said, “I’ll get a towel.”

When Davita was seated on a large, clean towel, she said lightly, “So, Josh, I hear you and Will ran into something strange in-Dream yesterday.”

She failed to point out that they weren’t supposed to have been in-Dream, which made Will anxious. Adults only ignored what you had done wrong if something else was even worse.

He noticed, also, that she addressed herself exclusively to Josh.

Josh told Davita what had happened the day before, leaving out most of the fighting and that fact that Will had gone in after her against orders. The elders and Davita exchanged covert glances as Josh spoke. Will felt the tension in the room rise with a pressure like humidity.

“All right then,” Davita said, as if coming to some decision. “We’re going to tell you about Feodor, because if we don’t I assume you’ll keep digging, and there’s a lot of wrong information about him floating around out there. Especially on the Internet.” Davita gave Josh a hard stare that left Will assuming she was referring to Whim’s blog.

“If you want to understand Feodor, you have to understand the atrocities Feodor’d lived through,” Young Ben began. “He was born in Poland, and he was thirteen when World War II began. The Germans considered the Poles untermensch, subhuman, and planned to use them as slave labor until they died out. They killed Feodor’s entire family, his entire community, and most of Poland’s dream walkers.”

“AB-Aktion,” Dustine said in a grim tone.

“That’s right, that’s what they called it. Hitler wanted to destroy Poland’s identity, so he killed politicians, teachers, professors, doctors, clergy, even athletes. Most of the dream walkers were well educated and had good jobs, so a lot of them ended up in camps, or they got worked to death on the railroads. Feodor managed to survive, even fought for the resistance in the Battle of Warsaw. After the war, Poland fell to the Communists, and Feodor immigrated to England and then to the US under the royal family’s protection. He was a brilliant young man. He became a dream theorist and historian, and his interpretation of medieval prophecy is still the best around. But as time passed, I guess the memories started to get to him.”

“His theories grew more and more bizarre,” Davita explained. “He became fixated on the prophecies concerning the return of the True Dream Walker.”

The True Dream Walker again, Will thought. For a legend, people are really obsessed with this guy.

“Finally, Feodor published a theory that if people used staging to deliberately destabilize the Dream to the point that it collapsed into the World on a large scale, then the True Dream Walker would be forced to appear and save us.”

“Ah…” Josh said.

“Something about this theory seems off,” Will suggested.

“Even people who were pro-staging,” Dustine told Josh, “thought Feodor’s idea was insane. But it played into a rumor people had been whispering for years that before Feodor’s mother died, she had told him that his scroll said he would Temper the True Dream Walker.”

Will didn’t know what it meant to “Temper” someone, but the conversation was moving along without him.

“No one knows if the rumor was true,” Dustine added. “The scroll was destroyed in the war, and Feodor’s mother was killed.”

“But when he wrote that article, about deliberately destabilizing the Dream,” Ben said, “that was more or less the last straw. His employer fired him. The monarchy cut ties with him. His woman left him.”

“What did he do?” Will asked.

“He disappeared,” Davita said. “Nobody heard from him for years. Then, a little town in Iowa called Maplefax experienced a collapse of the Dream into the World.”

“Wait a sec—Maplefax?” Josh asked. “The Maplefax?”

“Yes, that Maplefax. Feodor went there and started staging terrible dreams for the entire town. He may have murdered people in-Dream; we don’t know. Maplefax was a very small, isolated town—actually an ideal prospect for staging. Except that when the Dream destabilized and collapsed into the World, the True Dream Walker didn’t show up to save everyone.”

Will vaguely remembered Josh mentioning Maplefax to him while they drove to the dream-walker headquarters a few weeks before. “You mean the Veil between the World and the Dream ripped?” he asked, jumping in before the conversation moved on.

“Precisely,” Dustine said. “And the nightmares came marching out, two by two. At least forty people wandered into the Dream and were never seen again. Another two dozen were killed on this side, either by nightmares or by each other. Some others went mad from Veil dust. The FBI quarantined the entire town, which made it all the harder for us to get in there and repair the rip. The government saw some things we’d have preferred they’d not seen, but it wasn’t the first time.”

The room fell to silence. Will realized that the Persian in his lap was drinking the chocolate milk from his glass, and he gently nudged the cat off the couch. He set the milk on the coffee table.

“But why exile Feodor?” Josh asked. “Why not put him in jail?”

“He breathed too much Veil dust,” Davita said, and Will thought she answered just an instant too quickly. “He was insane before, but after Maplefax he went stark raving mad. And he was dangerous—even when he slept.”

Josh and Will glanced at each other.

“Ah,” Will said, “how does that work?”

“He started lucid dreaming,” Young Ben explained. “He’d realize he was dreaming and try to stage more nightmares. It was amazing how much havoc one man could wreak in the course of a few hours. That was when the monarchy realized they had to keep him out of the Dream entirely.”

“But he had to sleep sometime,” Josh said.

“Exactly. So the monarchy came up with a plan to cut off a part of the Dream—a corner, so to speak—and seal Feodor up in it. A pocket universe, they called it. He’d be stuck there, both when awake and asleep. No one else could enter or exit.”

“But…” Josh said, her voice dazed, “that’s…”

“Cruel,” Will finished.

“Some thought so,” Davita admitted. “Some thought we should have killed him outright. But the monarchy didn’t believe in capital punishment.”

“How long has he been there?”

“Since 1962.”

Half a century alone, Will thought. Without another person to talk to.

“But Feodor’s pocket universe was created from part of the Dream,” Davita said. “The builders theorized that because it retained the properties of the Dream, Feodor would be able to shape it into whatever he wanted when he lucid dreamed. He could have made it heaven, if he liked.”

Will wondered what a madman would have chosen to create, given godlike power over a whole universe. “Could he have collapsed his own universe?” Will asked. “Escaped?”

“No,” Davita said. “The Dream itself is too vast for any sort of stability, but the small size of Feodor’s universe made its boundaries incredibly strong. It was built with the intention of holding forever.”

“He’d have to be awfully old by now,” Josh said. “If he’s even still alive.”

Davita nodded and thought for a moment before saying, “We’ll have to tell your grandfather about what happened to you yesterday.”

“Great,” Josh muttered, but her voice sounded more numb than angry.

“However,” Dustine added, “I think we can forego telling your father, at least for the time being.” She gave Josh a little wink.

“What should Josh and I do?” Will asked.

“Stay out of the Dream,” Davita said firmly. “No exceptions, Josh. No excuse can justify going in there again—not until we know who those people are and what they’re capable of, and not while you’re still injured. You got away with it once, but there’s no reason good enough to risk your life like that again.”

“Or Will’s life,” Dustine said. The Persian jumped into her lap and she shoved the cat back onto the floor without taking her eyes off Josh’s face. “You’re responsible for his safety.”

Josh turned her head away sharply, then nodded. She looked at Will as if frightened of him and the responsibility he represented, and he wanted to apologize. Why did he always want to apologize around her?

Maybe because she always seemed to be in pain. She wrapped her arms around herself, and Will saw something he’d never seen before on her face: shame.

She wore it the whole way home.
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I’m responsible for his safety. That’s what she said.

But how could I have known, when I went into the Dream, how big the danger was? I knew I was going against Dad’s rules. I knew I would get chewed out if I got caught. I even knew that the men in the trench coats weren’t a normal part of the Dream. But how could I have possibly known that Snitch and Gloves were connected to some Polish mad scientist? I knew I was getting into danger, but not that kind of danger. And I TOLD Will NOT to come in after me.

But maybe none of that matters and I’m just making excuses. Grandma is right. Thanks to fate and Deloise, Will is my responsibility. If he gets hurt, it’s nobody’s fault but my own.

That scares the hell out of me. I have to do something to make the Dream safe again, I have to help figure out who these guys are and how they’re connected to Feodor, but what can I do that won’t put Will in even worse danger? I just don’t know how to protect him.

If there really is a True Dream Walker, I hope he’ll help me now.

*   *   *

Her leg took longer than expected to heal. Josh got the impression from the throbbing pain that engulfed it for two days that her trek through the Dream sans crutches might have been detrimental to her recovery. She removed the brace for good on Friday, but it wasn’t until Sunday that she was able to bend her knee all the way.

By the Wednesday after, she was walking without crutches. “I’m going to move back into my room,” she announced that morning, but apparently no one was listening. Breakfast was in full swing; Kerstel had gone all out and made complicated fruit shakes with yogurt, and now she and Dustine were trying to leave the house. Haley hovered next to the pantry and Whim rinsed dishes.

Josh stirred her shake—a combination of bananas, honey, and coconut—a couple of times before silently handing it to Whim and putting water on the stove for hot chocolate.

“Sounds great, hon,” Kerstel said, digging through a basket hanging next to the door. “Has anybody seen my keys?”

“We’re going to be late,” Dustine warned. She shrugged on a rabbit fur coat that Deloise had once threatened to dye bloodred.

“Here,” Haley said softly. As usual, a fine tremble made his words sound uncertain. “You can take my car.” He held an unadorned key ring out to Kerstel.

“Oh, thank you, sweetheart. I’m sorry, but we have got to be on time. We’ll be home before school lets out.”

Josh watched her plant a kiss on Haley’s cheek and rush Dustine out the back door. “Where are they going?”

“There was a call at three this morning,” Whim said, sitting down beside her with the remains of her smoothie in his hand. “Apparently the junta is having an emergency meeting.”

Will walked in through the hallway door, dressed in a gray flannel shirt and jeans that appeared rust-stained. He gave Josh a nod as he went to the fridge.

“Why?” Josh asked.

“I don’t know. Despite the fact that you and I are, as you pointed out, technically adults, we weren’t invited. Although my sources say it has to do with the trench-coat men. Both my parents went, and your father is meeting them in Braxton.”

Josh stood up and went to the stove, where the kettle was near boiling. She and Will had agreed not to tell anyone else about what had happened the last time they went into the Dream, and unless Haley had told someone—a doubtful proposition—Deloise, Whim, and Winsor were in the dark. But Josh had a fairly good idea what the meeting in Braxton was about.

She caught Will’s eye as they both pulled chairs out from the table and sat down. She inclined her head toward Whim and lifted her eyebrows. Should we tell him?

Will bit into an apple and gave her a look that said, How should I know? He’s your friend.

Josh sipped her hot chocolate and then said, “Haley, come sit with us.”

Haley, who looked surprised if not frightened, sank into a seat at the table like he was taking his place in the electric chair.

“All right, Whim,” Josh said, “I have gossip. But this is not to end up on your blog.”

“I can’t promise that,” Whim said immediately.

“Well, then I can’t tell you,” she bluffed. She started to stand up, and he raised a long-fingered hand.

“Hold your horses. Does this gossip have anything to do with the meeting in Braxton?”

“Let me put it this way: Will and Haley and I are the reason there is a meeting in Braxton.”

“Hmm.” Whim thought, stroking an imaginary goatee with a thumb and forefinger. “I’ll make you a deal: I won’t put it up on Through a Veil Darkly until I’ve gotten third-party sources to confirm enough of what you’ve said to make your info look like reasonable projection. We’ll call it inevitable discovery.”

That would have to do. It was actually a pretty good deal, coming from Whim. Josh sat down again.

She told Whim everything, beginning with the alleyway nightmare and ending with the meeting with the elders the day before. “So,” she said afterward, “since I’ve just given you a big scoop, I need a favor.”

“There’s always a catch.”

“I just need to know everything you can find out about Feodor. Anything that might not be in the official record.”

“You underestimate me, my friend. Through a Veil Darkly already has a whole page devoted to Feodor. Maplefax is a legend, and one the junta has tried very hard to hide.”

“Why?” Will asked.

“Because it’s an example of just how badly staging can go wrong,” Whim told him. “Peregrine doesn’t want people thinking about that. He wants staging to become standard practice for dream walkers. But it’s pretty hard to hide the self-destruction of an entire town.”

“So what are the rumors?” Josh asked.

“Well, for starters, everybody agrees that Feodor went insane long before he breathed all that Veil dust. In fact, one of the guards who attended Feodor’s hearing before the monarchy claims he didn’t breathe any dust and was completely lucid, he just had no morals.”

“He was a sociopath,” Will clarified.

“Precisely. Then there’s the pocket universe he got sent to: ironically, most people think Feodor was the one who invented the technology for that, back when he was working for Willis-Audretch.”

“What?” Josh nearly shouted. “Davita didn’t tell us that!”

“Who’s Willis-Audretch?” Will asked.

Whim grinned. Haley looked at him with disapproval.

“They’re dangerous,” Haley said.

“They’re the evil corporation you see in every movie about an evil corporation,” Josh said.

“We don’t know that they’re evil,” Whim said. “We just know that they’re shady. And mysterious. And secretive. Willis-Audretch is the World’s only dream-walker think tank. Their research institute has produced some brilliant minds, and some brilliant patents, and they’re pretty serious about protecting both. Feodor was only, like, twenty-five when they hired him. The rumor is that he was inventing things for the royal family.”

“What kind of things?” Josh asked suspiciously.

“Inter-archway highways. A system for mapping the Dream. A laser that would destroy nightmares. A Veil dust–filtering mask. Some sort of noncombustible jetpack that would let people fly in-Dream. Yeah, I don’t believe that one either. There’s also a rumor—and mind you, this one isn’t super credible—that people go visit him in that pocket universe where he lives.”

“They visit him? Why?”

“Probably to buy things he’s building now. If he’s still alive, that is. The grapevine is divided on that.”

Josh thought while Will asked, “How do people find him? Aren’t there any protections on his universe?”

Whim shrugged. “How would you lock the Dream, if you needed to? I think the pocket universe’s best protection is that nobody knows how to get to it. Everywhere you open an archway automatically leads to the Dream.”

So there’s a chance he’s still in touch with the World, Josh thought. Still … infecting people with his madness. She wasn’t just horrified by the deaths at Maplefax but by the idea that someone had betrayed everything for which dream walking stood, every ideal in which she believed and that the True Dream Walker represented. Particularly someone so talented and intelligent. How had Feodor lost his faith in their work?

“What does your rumor mill say about the story that Feodor’s mother told him his scroll predicted he would Temper the True Dream Walker’s return?” Josh asked.

Whim put off answering until he had upended the smoothie glass over his mouth and drained the last drops out. “Not much,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Supposedly she said the True Dream Walker would have to undergo the same Tempering ritual as monarchs, and that Feodor would help administer it.”

“What’s a Tempering ritual?” Will asked.

Distractedly, Josh explained. “Before a dream walker could become a monarch, he or she had to spend twenty-four hours in the Dream walking through nightmares without doing anything to resolve a single one. Just feeling the terror and suffering. It was supposed to teach compassion and make sure they understood why our work is so important.”

“That’s kind of intense.”

Something began beeping, and Josh looked around to see what it was. Whim got up, opened the oven, and pulled out a picture-perfect pie-sized pastry of indeterminate type.

“What is that?” Will asked. “It smells amazing.”

“That,” Whim replied, setting the confection carefully on a trivet, “is German apple kuchen.”

Josh checked the clock. “What time did you get up this morning?”

Will went to stand next to him and stared at the steaming apple cake. His eyes were large. “Can we eat it?” he asked in a hushed, reverent voice.

Whim looked at him scornfully. “Of course we can eat it. Go get some forks.”

Josh had a feeling that all productive conversation was finished for the morning, which was just as well. “We need to leave for school. I’m going upstairs to grab Winsor and Deloise.”

“Josh,” Haley said.

She stopped getting up and looked at him instead.

“Be careful,” he said. “With Feodor.”

Haley looked like he wanted to say something more, but he didn’t.

“All right,” Josh replied. “I’ll be careful.”

But as she walked away, she got the feeling that whatever he hadn’t said, she had needed to hear it.

Josh trekked up the stairs to the second floor—I can too handle stairs, she thought, although she sloshed some hot chocolate onto the carpet—and knocked on Winsor’s door.

“Hey,” she said after Winsor called her in. “We’re leaving in about five minutes.”

Winsor was lying on her bed, though she’d already made it and gotten dressed. She had an arm flung over her eyes. “I don’t know if I’m coming.”

Josh walked across the dark room toward her. “Migraine?”

“Yeah. It’s not awful yet, but the lights at school will make it worse.”

“Want me to take you to the hospital?”

Winsor sighed and dragged herself into a sitting position. “No, that’s okay. Thanks.”

Some of the hostility that had been in her voice lately was gone. Josh ventured to sit down beside her on the bed.

“You should stay home and rest. Whim can take you to the ER if you need to go later.”

“I know, I just…” Another sigh. “I don’t want to spend all day at home with Haley. He’s been acting like such a freak lately.”

“Yeah,” Josh echoed. “He’s … have you noticed that he’s started walking like Ian?”

“What, with that swagger?” Winsor actually smiled. “Yeah, and his posture, too. I swear he’s two inches taller when he’s standing up straight.”

An easy moment passed between them, and Josh almost reached out to hug Winsor. Suddenly there were a thousand things Josh wanted to tell her, things she’d been thinking the last month and been unable to say, little fears and complicated emotions that couldn’t be understood by one person alone.

“Do you ever…” Josh asked, “I don’t know…” She was terrified of admitting how she felt, but at the same time, she wanted desperately to reconnect with Winsor. “Do you ever … almost wish he were Ian?”

Winsor stopped smiling. “No. No, Josh. Nobody can replace Ian.”

Suddenly Josh remembered pushing a tree branch out of the way and seeing Ian and Winsor lying on a gray plaid blanket at the bottom of the valley below, their bodies clothed only by the gloaming’s deepening shadows. She remembered how she had stood there, as dumb as a deer staring patiently into the headlights of approaching death, until Haley took her hand and led her away. Now she felt a rage as fierce as her shock had been then.

Nobody can replace Ian, she heard Winsor say again.

Josh stood up from Winsor’s bed. “You’d know, wouldn’t you?” she said, and walked quickly out of the bedroom.

She ran up the stairs to her apartment, unexpected tears threatening. Too many emotions crowded her heart; she couldn’t sort them out.

She heard Will’s voice coming from Deloise’s bedroom and followed it, feeling a sense of relief. Will was a safe place. She didn’t have to think about any of this if she was with Will.

“Because your father wouldn’t even let you wear that tank top the other day,” he was saying. “There’s no way he’s going to let you go out in those bra straps.”

“Spaghetti straps, Will. They’re called spaghetti straps, and it’s a dance, not a school day.”

“What’s a dance?” Josh asked, reaching the doorway. The apartment was dark and chilly, but Deloise had two lamps and a space heater on in her room.

At Josh’s appearance, Deloise looked guilty. “Friday,” she said. “There’s a dance.”

“Oh,” Josh said. She’d forgotten all about the Valentine’s Day dance. Suddenly her hot chocolate tasted too thick and too sweet. She set it on Deloise’s dresser.

“What do you think?” Deloise asked, holding a dress up against her jeans and sweater.

“I think Will’s right—Dad will never let you wear that.”

“Then I guess we’ll have to make sure he doesn’t see it,” Deloise replied, tucking the dress into the back of her closet. “Will thinks I look hot.”

Josh shot him a glare that might have come from a manual on how to be an overprotective older sister. He lifted his hands. “I did not say that,” he swore.

“No, but your pupils dilated,” Deloise pointed out. “That’s what pupils do when they see something they like.”

“For crying out loud,” Josh said while watching Will make protesting hand gestures.

“Like yours are doing now,” Deloise told her.

Josh turned the glare on her sister. “Are you ready to go?” she asked.

Deloise shut the closet door while giving Josh a most innocent smile. “Ready.”

Winsor was already in the kitchen, wearing sunglasses and chugging down a cup of coffee at a speed that even Whim couldn’t match. Haley held out Josh’s coat and, without speaking, lifted it for her to step into. His hands fell weightily on her shoulders for a moment before she jerked away.

“Don’t push yourself too hard today,” he told her as she grabbed her book bag off the floor.

She grimaced, knowing Winsor was watching. “Whatever,” she told Haley.

“I’m going back to bed,” Whim announced. “You each have a generous slice of apple kuchen in your backpack, so my work here is done.”

“What, you just get up in the morning to hang out with us at breakfast and then go back to sleep?” Deloise asked. She fit a knit cap with the designer’s name stitched on it over her carefully blow-dried hair, and Whim reached out to tweak her nose while both her hands were occupied.

“Not all of you,” he told her, and grinned as he headed out of the kitchen.

Deloise blushed when she realized that her sister, Winsor, Will, and Haley were all watching.

“Your pupils are dilated,” Josh told her.

Deloise covered her cheeks with both hands and ducked out the back door. “Shut up!”

Through a Veil Darkly

I got a LOT of responses to my last post about the possibility of the trench-coat men being responsible for mystery disease CSAD. I got, like, an avalanche. I received e-mails calling me a nut, a lunatic, an idiot, and a dumbass, and more than a few threats. But I got ten times as many e-mails telling me to keep digging. The junta might not want to admit it, but there are a lot of dream walkers worried about the trench-coat men, and a lot of people scared of CSAD, and a lot of coincidences between the two. I get reports of new sightings of the TCM every day, and there are now twelve confirmed cases of CSAD in the Scott County area. Nine of those victims have been moved to long-term-care wards, and one is still in the ICU.

The other two victims are dead.

The junta is denying more vigorously than ever that the TCM are more than nightmares. The same with the idea that they might be related somehow to CSAD. But their denials are basically meaningless, because if they admit now that they know more than they’ve let on, and the information they held back could have saved victims, they’re going to have a lot to answer for.

I never post information that I don’t have some sort of evidence to back up, and as of an e-mail twenty minutes ago, I feel confident in reporting that several dream walkers have evidence of Feodor Kajażkołski’s involvement with the TCM. That’s right, the Madman of Maplefax is likely mixed up in all this somehow. My source for this information had already made their local government representative aware of this evidence, which had been fairly well received, and was stunned yesterday when they realized that the purpose of the meeting in Braxton was to solidify the junta’s position of denial and to attempt to quell rumors.

This just smacks of a cover-up.

What Through a Veil Darkly is demanding is that the Gendarmerie conduct their own investigation. As many of your have likely forgotten (or just never learned) the Gendarmerie was established in the 1400s under the Rousellario monarchy as a constabulary force. It was inherited by the junta and is considered by many to be the closest thing we have to a junta oversight. The Gendarmerie is our best chance for a real investigation into who the TCM are, their connection to Feodor Kajażkołski, and how to stop CSAD.


 

Twenty-one

That afternoon, Josh gave Will a pile of reading to do and then prowled the library like an overcaffeinated librarian. And probably one who was used to a much bigger library. Will tried to focus on the reading—something about faking abilities to reassure dreamers—but he was distracted by Josh’s grumbling and half-voiced mutterings.

She tossed a dozen volumes onto the table and sat down, flipped through the pages, stuck a marker in one volume, and then went back to the shelves. More books, more markers. Will watched her read and make comparisons and curse and then find more books. When she had pulled down half the library, he finally asked, “Josh, what are you doing?”

She gave him a guilty look over one shoulder. Then she slowly turned and sat down in the chair across from him. “I can’t sit and do nothing,” she began. “It’s…”

“Not in your nature?” Will suggested, trying not to smile.

“Right. And I got to thinking, what if we could check on Feodor? See what he’s up to in that universe of his?”

Will did not like where this was going.

“Just take a peek at him, you know? Whim said people visit him there. And then I thought, well, we use the looking stone to spy on the Dream before we enter it. What if we could look at Feodor’s universe the same way?”

“You want to build an archway to his universe?” Will burst out, clapping shut the book in his own hands.

“Not an archway,” Josh said. “Not exactly. It would be like a one-way mirror—we’d be able to see him, but he wouldn’t even know we were there. Only, I’m not sure if that’s possible.”

Will considered. He wanted to please Josh—he always wanted to please her, to ease that pained look on her face—and she had grown more and more restless the past several days. But an archway went both ways, and he wasn’t going to take any chance of letting Feodor into the World.

“You need … a window,” he said. “Instead of an archway.”

She nodded.

“A very strong window.” He thought some more. “How do you build an archway?”

“You have to cut through the Veil with a blade of light.”

“A what?”

“It’s just a very narrow beam of light. You can use candles inside boxes with a hole in them, so they shoot out a single beam, or a lantern with a special kind of hood. You have to reflect the lights off a lot of mirrors, and when you have this whole reflective pattern set up just right, you use another laser to trace the pattern of the reflected beams of light, and that does it.”

“So it’s scientific. Huh.” He leaned back in his chair. “I thought it was some sort of magic.”

“Grandma always says there’s more magic to it than people realize, but I couldn’t tell you for sure how it works. This is as much as I understand.”

She pushed an open book across the table. The pages showed a wildly complex arrangement of mirrors with beams of light bouncing between them. Will skimmed the surrounding text and then turned the page and continued reading. A few minutes later, just when he was starting to think the book offered no hints to their dilemma, he found something.

“Can you explain this to me?”

[image: image]

Josh studied the diagram he pointed to, then said, “Each layer of the Veil requires light of a different frequency to cut through it. Frequency corresponds to color.”

“What are the layers of the Veil made of?”

“I don’t know. Although one layer falls right out when you open an archway, and then you can use pieces of it as looking stones.”

Will had wondered how looking stones were created. He supposed this explanation made as much sense as any, given that they were discussing something that might or might not be magic.

“I don’t know what the other layers are made of,” Josh admitted. “They turn into fairy dust as soon as you cut through them.”

She slid the book back across the table to Will, and he sat and stared at it. He felt like some important idea hovered within his reach, and he could catch it if only he could see that it was there. He read another page, and then another, and finally the idea began to reveal itself in his mind.

“Listen to this,” he said. “‘Although candlelight has traditionally been used, automatically employing the entire spectrum of visible light, it has recently been discovered that application of specific, narrow-frequency light will fail to fully penetrate the Veil, as evidenced by looking stones, which can be cut using a light in the 432 to 458 THz range.’” He looked up at Josh. “Does that mean what I think it means?”

Her brows were drawn tight. “Do you think it means that full-spectrum light will cut through the Veil, but red light will cut through only one of the layers?”

“Yes! What if we did everything you normally do when you create an archway, but we used a light frequency that only partially penetrates the Veil? We’d pick a light color closer to the red end of the spectrum and just cut through the first few layers of the Veil, maybe up to the second or third. Wouldn’t that create an archway we could see through but not walk through?”

Will wasn’t sure if he was outlining a plan or just babbling like an idiot. His mouth had been running faster than his mind could follow, chasing that new idea even as it revealed itself.

“Did that make any sense at all?” he asked.

“I think,” Josh said slowly, “that if we pull this off, we’ll win the Nicastro Prize in Dream Theory for young dream walkers. It comes with a college scholarship.”

“We’re really doing something that groundbreaking?”

“No, we’re doing something that clever.”

She had never given him that look before, a look of admiration and excitement. The look clung between them like static electricity, and he wondered how big the spark would be if he touched her.

“But I see a major problem,” she said, bringing him down from his high. “Like Whim said, we don’t know how to find Feodor’s universe. If we just build an archway, it will automatically open to the Dream. How do we get the archway to open to Feodor’s universe instead?” 

“Oh,” Will said. “It could take a while to solve that.”

It took them four days.

*   *   *

They waited until everyone had gone to bed. They’d taken the night shift so that they could be assured six hours alone in the archroom. First they built a second frame around the empty doorframe from the armoire they’d broken before. Then Josh and Will meticulously hot-glued the mirrors into the empty doorframes, tilting each one to the correct angle.

“Are we sure this is safe?” Will asked, squeezing hot glue onto the back of a two-by-two-inch mirror.

He was having a case of buyer’s regret. Maybe because he and Josh had been up until two that morning figuring out how to arrange the mirrors; or maybe because they’d found the information in an article originally written in Swedish and he wasn’t entirely confident of the Internet’s translation; or maybe because he had just realized that pleasing Josh might not be a good enough reason to risk opening a porthole between universes. But he suspected he would gladly do stupid things to get her to look at him again the way she had the afternoon they’d come up with this plan.

“We can’t be sure,” Josh admitted. She was using an X-Acto knife to slice wine corks into wedges the exact right angle to prop up the mirrors. “But the book said that the further you get from the violet end of the spectrum, the fewer layers you cut through. We won’t cut deeper than yellow, and that’s pretty far from violet.”

“What if other parts of the spectrum pierce other universes? What if red pierces hell?”

She stopped cutting to look up at him. “Do you even believe in hell?”

“Actually, no. But that’s not the point. What if something comes out?”

“Then we’ll shoot it.” 

Hoping for some sort of reassurance, he asked, “Have you ever done anything like this before?”

He expected Josh to say no and give him another excuse. Instead, she turned as white as full-spectrum light and dropped the cork in her hand. She might as well have fainted, the change in her demeanor was so sudden.

“Am I being arrogant?” she asked, her voice dazed. “Am I doing this for the wrong reasons?”

“What?” Will said, startled. “No. Of course not.”

“You’d tell me if I were, wouldn’t you?”

He didn’t understand how questioning their process had led to Josh’s questioning her motives and judgment. “Hey, I’m the apprentice, remember? I don’t know anything. My whole job is to freak out when we do the scary stuff.”

“You were right to tell me not to go in the Dream last time,” she said in a numbed voice. “And you were right to come in after me. Sorry I shouted at you.”

“It’s okay.” Will moved a pile of mirrors to one side so he could scoot across the floor and put his arm around her. She was always in so much pain, and he was always helpless to do anything about it. “I forgave you for all that a week ago, remember?”

She sat and stared at him, lips parted, breathing shallowly, and he felt her weighing something, arguing with herself. Finally, she said, in a confessional whisper, “I was arrogant once, and someone got hurt.”

Ian. She means Ian.

He wondered what she had done. Had she knocked over a candle and started the fire that killed him? Had she asked him to run back inside the burning cabin and save something for her? Had she twisted an ankle and needed saving?

It never crossed his mind that she was truly responsible for Ian’s death.

But looking at the tears in her pale, pale eyes, he knew that she believed she had killed Ian.

How terrible to believe such a thing, he thought, to carry that knowledge around. No wonder she always looks sad.

Will wished he knew better how to comfort her. He wanted to kiss her forehead, but her boundaries were so tall and so impassable; he was afraid the gesture would go awry. “Everybody makes mistakes, Josh.” He gave her a squeeze instead of the kiss and added, “I’m sorry I’m giving you such a hard time. I’m just nervous. I get kind of cranky when I’m nervous.”

Josh seized on the opportunity to lighten the conversation. “It’s a defense mechanism?” she asked, and then she smiled, because they both knew she’d learned the term from him.

“It’s a defense mechanism,” he agreed. “Look, forget about worst-case scenarios and maybes. Just tell me this: do you believe, deep down, that we can do this?”

She was quiet for a long time, her eyes lingering on the doorframe in front of them. Then she looked back at Will, and there was a new certainty in her face. She nodded.

“Then we’ll do it,” he said.

When they had finished with the mirrors, they propped the doorframe up against the wall. They’d purchased four miniature lanterns and fitted each with a metal hood. By punching holes in the hoods and covering the holes with gel filters, they created lanterns that put out single beams of colored light. The gel filters had been hard to come by in the exact shades necessary, and they’d had to turn to Deloise, who talked to one of her drama-geek friends, who pointed them toward a theater-supply company.

Finally, they attached one of the lanterns to the top of the exterior doorframe, lit it, and sent a beam of red light shooting between the mirrors.

By that time, Will didn’t really expect anything to happen. The mirrors, the corks, the gel filters, all that hot glue—what kind of magic was performed with hot glue? The longer they had worked and the more their creation resembled something from the set of a grade-school play, the less anxious he felt. All of this would turn out to be for nothing. He was sure of it.

Still, when it came time to open the window, he waited until Josh had gotten a 9mm SIG Sauer from the gun locker and loaded it before he actually opened the archway. Will had fired that gun exactly once before going back to Deloise’s .22; the 9mm kicked all the way up his shoulder.

They dragged their doorframe and extra lanterns into the archroom, and Josh said, “All right, key check.”

Will pulled his lighter and compact out of his pocket and watched Josh do the same. She frowned at the blue plastic lighter. “I wish I hadn’t lost my Zippo.”

“It was nice,” Will agreed.

She glanced at him. “It was a gift,” she said shortly, and Will knew he had bumped one of her sore spots again. But she shook it off and said, “You set?”

“Set.”

“Then let’s do it.”

This was the most tenuous part of the plan, and if it didn’t work, the whole endeavor was kaput: Will was supposed to direct the looking stone to show them the part of the Dream Feodor’s universe had been cut from. After a good fifteen different plans—most of them complicated and requiring much travel—they had come up with this simple idea. They were hoping that when Feodor’s universe was cut from the Dream, it had left a scar, like an amputated limb, and that if they opened an archway within the Dream right on top of the scar, it would lead to Feodor’s universe instead of the World.

“What’s wrong?” Josh asked when Will just stood and stared at the looking stone.

Will shrugged. “I don’t know how to begin.”

“Just do what you’d normally do.”

Beginning turned out to be the easy part—he pressed his palm to the looking stone and closed his eyes, and suddenly the Dream was all around him. He felt the wind whipping by him as he stood on the crest of a mountain, heard car tires peel water off the surface of a highway, smelled the sunsetlike odor of fresh-baked bread. Then, almost as soon as he identified each sense, the input narrowed to a single dream in which a young girl gathered flowers in a field.

She had no idea what was slithering about in the high grass.

“We have to go in,” Will said, opening his eyes as he spoke.

Josh grabbed his shoulders. “We can’t go in, remember?”

Through the archway, Will watched the girl whip her head around at the sound of something moving through the grass. She wanted to believe it was just the breeze.… 

“Will,” Josh said. She grabbed his chin and forced him to face her. “Find Feodor.”

Feodor. For a moment Will rebelled, certain that nothing could be more important than saving that little girl, but as hissing began on one side of the field, then the other, he knew that even if he hadn’t had other priorities, he wouldn’t have gone through. He had no defense against a plague of flesh-eating snake-worms.

The little girl shrieked once, then vanished beneath the high grass.

“Feodor,” Josh said again, and Will closed his eyes.

The Dream bombarded him again: the crackle of burning wood, moldy garbage, bank deposit slips. Will tried to sort through the dreams, to pull back from them until he reached the edges of the Dream, but there were no edges, only a gentle curve that made him think he traveled over the inner surface of a sphere. It felt as slick as ice, and he spun across it, not sure what he was doing or if he was getting anywhere, if he covered miles or inches, if hours or minutes had passed.

Wait—what was that?

He’d passed over something, a place where two dreams fit together incorrectly. Will struggled to slow his sliding and turn around, and then it took a while of blind searching to find that spot again, the one that felt like a record needle jumping from one track to the next. “Here, I think,” he told Josh.

“You found it?” She sounded surprised.

“Maybe. I found something.”

Opening his eyes, he saw a dream parking lot located behind a strip mall, where several Dumpsters were piled high with trash. A few feet from the Dumpsters, a line ran through the scene from the sky to the ground, and on the other side of it, an angry nun in an elaborate wimple was walking up and down the aisles of a classroom, smacking her ruler against her palm and watching the children scribble on handheld blackboards. The two scenes looked like photographs cut down the middle and laid side by side.

“That’s so weird,” Josh said.

Will stood up, keeping his hand on the looking stone. Josh snapped her 9mm into a hip holster, then grabbed the mirror-laden armoire door and carried it through the archway into the parking lot. When the Dream allowed her easy entrance, Will followed with the extra lanterns.

On the strip-mall side, the sun was shining. Actually, several suns were shining. The labels on the Dumpsters were in what was clearly meant to be an alien script, and Will noticed that the trash bags appeared to be breathing.

“Ah, this nightmare might be picking up speed,” Will said. “We should do this fast.”

Josh grew still and thoughtful the way she often did before she had an insight about a nightmare. Will was beginning to develop a theory about what she was actually doing during these moments, and it wasn’t thinking, but now wasn’t the time to bring it up.

“Agreed,” she said after a few seconds. “Where should I put this thing?”

They propped the armoire door against the rear wall of Bebe’s Exotic Reptiles, then scooted it to the right until one half overlapped with the nun’s classroom. By scooting it, they were also able to avoid detection from the cranky nun.

They’d agreed that Will would perform the actual opening so that Josh could aim the gun. Not that—if their plan worked—anything would come out of the archway, but they’d agreed to err far on the side of caution, and Josh was still a much better shot than Will. So he relit the lantern affixed to the top of the doorframe and watched as the ruby light bounced between the mirrors. Using a second lantern and starting at the top of the doorway, he traced the lattice of ruby-colored beams all the way around. He hadn’t understood most of what he’d read, but what he had gotten was that the actual opening occurred because of how the lights intersected, and if the beam he directed lost contact with the network inside the doorway, even by a millimeter, the whole thing would fail.

Will worked very, very slowly.

By the time he reached the top of the doorway again, his arms were shaking and he had to grip the lantern with both hands. Just before he completed the pattern, Josh said, “Careful,” and he stepped to the side of the door. As soon as he retraced the beginning of the pattern, the first layer of the Veil fell out of the doorframe.

Will only saw the first layer as a disturbance like heat in the air until it hit the blacktop, where the entire pane turned into red glass and shattered.

“Nice work,” Josh said afterward.

Will rested his arms for a minute, then switched the red lanterns for the orange ones and repeated the entire process. The second layer felt like a piece of cloth made of light and warmth, and it broke over Will and turned to fairy dust that coated his arms and the red glass at his feet.

Josh walked up to the armoire door, stepping carefully through the glass shards, and reached out and tried to put her hand through the doorframe—a surface stopped her. She rapped her knuckles against it, but it made no sound.

“It worked,” Josh said, her voice breathy. “I’ll be damned.”

“Where’s Feodor’s universe?” Will asked. At the moment all he could see through the doorframe was a misty gray haze. “Should I do the third layer?”

Josh frowned. They’d hoped that the second layer would look into Feodor’s universe, but unless he’d imagined himself living in a very foggy place, they’d run into something else entirely. Neither Josh nor Will had wanted to risk cutting through the third layer. “Try a piece of looking stone.”

The chunks of looking stone scattered across the concrete were an inch and a half thick. Will lifted one a little larger than his palm, being careful of the sharp edges; someone must have shaped the looking stone in the archroom. The surface wasn’t as smooth as glass or as rough as stone but had a powdered texture like an unpolished gem. The deep-red color made Will think of rubies.

He held the piece between his hands and tried to do the same thing with it that he’d done with the looking stone at home. At first he thought nothing was happening—then a small black speck appeared out of the mist and grew larger at increasing speed. Finally it seemed to fling itself at the window, and Will knew they’d made it.

Feodor’s universe was a city, a dark, rain-filled city—or rather, what was left of a city. The remaining brick buildings sat amid piles of smoke-stained rubble that had once been their neighbors. Water splashed along the black cobblestone and formed rivers that ran down the cracked and crowded streets. There were no signs of life—no people, no animals—just row after row of debris and the wreckage of a war.

Will laughed aloud. “It’s perfect,” he said, and he heard Josh release a long-held breath. She lowered the gun.

But it wasn’t perfect.

Even as they exchanged grins, astonished by themselves and each other and their Nicastro Prize–worthy creation, their view through the doorframe changed. They had been looking out over the city before, but now they seemed to zoom forward and down, into the street, across a rooftop, through a mess of shingles and wallboard, and then the image stabilized in a single room.

Josh raised the 9mm.

Although it had been bombed, enough of the room remained to identify it as a parlor or sitting room. Two walls and part of the ceiling were missing, but the rest of the room had escaped largely untouched. The surviving walls bore an ashes-of-roses paper print, and two upholstered chairs sat on opposite sides of a cracked marble-top coffee table.

A man sat in one of the chairs. A sketchpad rested in his lap, and he ran a pencil over it in long, smooth strokes. Will recognized Feodor from the photo in his computer file. He had a small, focused face with crisp lips and wide gray eyes. His hair was cut close to his skull, and he wore an old-fashioned pair of black trousers, suspenders, and a gray shirt. But this man couldn’t possibly have been Feodor, because he looked no older than thirty.

The man stopped sketching midstroke. He stared directly at the window.

The smile he gave them was both coy and cold.

We didn’t figure out how to close this thing, Will realized suddenly.

That was bad. That was very bad, because the man was looking back through the doorway at them—and from the way he turned his gaze slowly from Will to Josh, Will knew he saw them.

“Hello, children. Are you looking for someone?” He spoke with a Polish accent that softened what otherwise might have been clipped words.

“He’s too young,” Will told Josh, turning away from the window for a moment.

She nodded, but Feodor had heard Will speak.

“What a kind compliment,” Feodor replied. “Admittedly, my body is not as young as I would wish. But I enjoy keeping up appearances.” He placed the sketchpad on the coffee table—Will could just make out a drawing of the city’s ruined skyline—and stood to face them. Although not a tall man, he filled the window. “You are very young yourselves, children. What is it you’ve come here for?”

“We just wanted to check on you,” Josh said.

Feodor tilted his head skeptically. “Check on me? That is not why people come here.”

Will glanced behind himself at Josh. “Why do people come here?” he asked.

“You might ask the one who sent you,” Feodor suggested.

“No one sent us,” Josh said.

“No?” Feodor tilted his head and a smile played across his lips. “Then perhaps you have outsmarted someone.”

What does that mean? Will wondered, but he had no time to hold on to the thought, because Feodor lifted his hand and pressed it against the window.

“Stay back!” Josh barked, pointing her 9mm at him. Will backed away from the doorframe, but Feodor removed his hand with a dismissive wave, as if to say, It is nothing.

“Apologies,” he said. “Apologies. I meant no alarm. Please forgive my curiosity.”

Will swallowed. They needed to get this interview done quickly and then figure out a way to close this window. “Are you involved with the men in trench coats?”

“Trench coats? They sound like Nazis.”

“They aren’t—Hitler has been dead for seventy years,” Will said, exasperated.

“Has it been so long?” Feodor brightened again. “In that case, my appearance is most impressive. Would you like to see how I maintain it?”

“That’s not why we—” Will began, but the image beyond the window was moving, like a movie camera that started with a slow pan, then picked up speed until it was flying down streets so quickly that all Will could see were black, gray, and white lines. When it slowed again, it framed a dim room, perhaps a basement, where Feodor stood beside a metal table with a naked corpse lying on it.

“This is my real body,” he said. The excitement of explanation animated his face. “Do you see this sheath that covers it?”

The “sheath” was a silver plastic shroud that had been wound around the body’s limbs and torso, even its head. It looked to Will like Feodor had mummified himself with shrink-wrap. At the ends of the individually wrapped fingers and toes, nails had ripped through the shroud and grown so long they curled, and Feodor’s face was obscured by white hair that—with no place to go—had grown down over his eyes and mouth.

“The sheath provides for all my needs—oxygen, nutrition, elimination—while maintaining my brain in a perpetual state of hibernation, which allows my dreaming mind to project an image of me that’s much younger than I really am. But I’m not limited to my own image. I can project myself as anyone I want. Observe.”

Instantly, Feodor was gone, and Hitler was standing in his place. Josh swore.

Hitler lifted his arm in a Nazi salute, goose-stepped in place a few times, and then laughed wildly.

“I can even be you,” Hitler said in a thick German accent, and turned into Will.

To say that Will felt like he was looking in a mirror was an understatement. Rather, he was so convinced by the image before him that he felt suddenly afraid that he had left his own body and was looking at it from the outside.

“Or I can be a machine,” the other Will said.

Huh? Will thought, but he thought too slowly, because a great silver funnel appeared, its tip pressed against the window. The funnel began to spin with a groan of gears, and then released a dazzling burst of white light, causing the window to shudder.

Josh fired.

The bullet hit not the window but the doorframe itself, which broke and splintered. The instant the pattern of lights went out, the window disappeared, the image of the funnel and Feodor’s shrink-wrapped mummy vanishing as the entire doorway fell over. All the little mirrors broke and the lantern broke, and Will spun away, shielding his face with his arms as shards of glass and drops of burning kerosene flew through the air.

Afterward, the packing area behind the pet shop seemed quiet, despite the nun who was now using her ruler to slap the hands of a little girl wearing a dunce hat. Or maybe the gunshot had temporarily deafened Will’s ears. Either way, he felt a strange calm as he looked around and saw nothing but him and Josh and a parking lot full of broken mirrors.

A garbage truck pulled up next to the Dumpster, and tentacles began slithering out from the trash. Will carefully beat out a few drops of kerosene burning on the ground near his feet.

Josh clicked the safety on the gun. She was breathing a little fast—they both were—but otherwise she looked as steady as Will had ever seen her.

“You all right?” she asked.

“Yes. Nice shooting.”

“Thanks.”

They stood there for a minute and looked at the bits of broken mirror and red glass on the concrete, while one of the garbage collectors got dragged into the Dumpster with a scream. “We probably should have figured out how to shut the window before we opened it,” Will said.

“I thought I did a rather good job of shutting it,” Josh said.

He couldn’t argue with her there.


 

Twenty-two

“I say we write it up,” Josh told Will the next day, sitting in the safe tranquility of the library again.

“If we write it up, everybody will know we did it.”

Josh knew she was still a little giddy from their success the night before. They’d actually managed to do something no one else had ever attempted, and they’d done it without another trip to the hospital. Granted, Josh could have waited to see if the window would have survived Feodor’s assault instead of just blowing the whole experiment to pieces, but she didn’t regret doing so. For once, she’d taken the cautious route.

Besides, she was proud of what they’d done. Proud that they’d thought of it, figured it out, and made it work. Proud that they’d done it together. She was even proud that Will had stuck exactly to the plan. For the first time, his presence had felt like having a partner by her side instead of a student, and she’d liked having him for a partner.

“Besides which,” Will said, “how are we going to explain how Feodor was able to see through the window? Dreamers never notice us looking through the archway.”

This oddity had caught Josh’s attention as well.

“I think he sensed we were there,” Will said, not waiting for her opinion. “I think he’s been in that universe for so long that he’s tied into the fabric of it.”

“Yeah, but if he has such great control over that universe, why did it look like a war zone?”

“Young Ben said he never got over World War II. People re-create the circumstances of their youth all the time. He might just have been more literal than most.”

Josh made a face. She didn’t get people most of the time; no way was she going to be able to understand Feodor. “I’ve been thinking about what he said, that someone sent us.”

“Any idea what that means?”

“None. Who would have sent us? And why?”

Josh was about to mention Feodor’s strange compliment—Then perhaps you have outsmarted someone—when Deloise popped into the library. “Hey,” she said. “Davita just called. She wanted me to let you know that somebody found the origins of the trench-coat men—some British student film.” Deloise smiled, obviously thinking that she was delivering good news. “They’re just mass-media bogeymen after all.”

“What?” Josh asked. She jumped out of her chair so fast Deloise backed up a step. “That’s not possible.”

Josh had told Davita how the men had changed the Dream. Davita, of all people, should know it wasn’t possible for them to be imaginary.

Deloise continued retreating into the hallway as Josh advanced on her, looking confused and like she half expected Josh to kill the messenger. “Well … gosh, that’s what she said.”

Josh brushed past her sister and headed for the kitchen as fast as her knee would allow, a sense of panic driving her. She dug through her family’s cluttered, ancient address book until she found Davita’s phone number. While she dialed, Will watched her from the kitchen doorway.

“It’s Josh,” she said as soon as Davita answered. “What’s going on?”

Davita got straight to the point. “Someone found a four-minute British student film featuring the two men. It got picked up by an American late-night comedy show, and since then it’s been all over the Internet.”

“So what? That just means more people have seen them in their nightmares. Did you tell my grandfather what Will and I saw?”

“I told him.”

“And?”

“He said you were foolish and disobedient and you couldn’t possibly have seen one of those men change the Dream and you must have misheard the name Feodor.”

“I didn’t mishear anything!” Josh felt her palms flush. She knew better than to take her grandfather’s judgments personally, but his words stung all the same. 

“Calm down,” Davita said, infuriatingly calm herself. “Peregrine doesn’t want to start a panic, and he’s right that we don’t have any hard evidence that these men are more than nightmares. We’re suspicious, but we don’t know with any certainty.”

I know for certain, Josh’s gut whispered. I know, I know, I know.… 

“So now we all just go back into the Dream with no idea what we’re up against,” she said aloud. “Great.”

“Josh, I’m working on it.”

Josh looked at Will, who had come close enough to hear Davita’s voice. For a moment she considered telling Davita what she and Will had done the night before; about Feodor’s war-ravaged universe, his strange youth, that comment he’d made that they couldn’t explain—Then perhaps you have outsmarted someone.

But what good would it do? She hadn’t learned anything for certain that connected him to Gloves and Snitch. Davita was right: she needed hard evidence.

“Fine,” she said to Davita, and then she turned to bang her forehead against a cupboard.

*   *   *

To celebrate the solved mystery of the trench-coat men, Kerstel made an enormous dinner that included game hens, corn bread, four vegetables, and pecan pie. It also included dry red wine, which got passed around the table like a pitcher of iced tea, and Josh drank far more of it than she should have.

Because she was really, really angry, and because she was supposedly an adult now and drinking was the only adult thing anyone would let her do, but all that she managed to accomplish was to get tipsy and trip while getting out of her chair. Haley caught her and the whole room cracked up.

Josh had never felt less like an adult in her life.

Despite her announcement the day before that she was going to move back into her bedroom, she barely made it to the office. Haley actually carried her part of the way, and when he kissed her cheek before he left, she would have thrown a punch if she could have figured out which one of him to hit.

She flopped onto the futon without bothering to open it. While she waited for the alcohol to wear off, she made a semilegible—but likely incomprehensible—entry in her diary. She was still ranting about the hypocrisy of the adults in her life when Will knocked on the open door.

“What?” she snapped, and he held up one hand to ward her off.

“Just thought you might want some water.”

“Oh.” She did, actually, want some water, and Will was holding a large glass of it with the hand that wasn’t preparing to fend off blows. “Sorry. Come in.”

He gave her the water, full of clinking ice cubes, and then sat down in the chair at the desk, after which he thought to ask, “May I sit?”

“Yeah, yeah. Sorry, I seem to be a cranky drunk.”

“You do. Drink the water, it will help. My mom used to say, ‘A gallon of water the night before will cure any hangover.’”

Suddenly Josh felt like a complete ass. She’d gotten drunk in front of a guy whose mother was an alcoholic. And she was supposed to be his teacher.

“Sorry,” she said for the third time. “I forgot. About your mom. Sorry.”

Will shrugged. “People get drunk, Josh. It happens.” His expression was far away, and even though Josh felt like a jerk, she didn’t see any judgment in his look. “I got drunk a few times, just to see what was so great about it.”

“What happened?”

“It was fun at first. I usually hung out with some guys, playing poker, just goofing off. And then one night somebody offered me another beer, and I said, ‘All aboard what’s going aboard!’ And I realized I was quoting my mother.” He laughed, and although his voice hadn’t been bitter, his laughter was. “After that, I don’t know, the whole thing lost its charm.” He shrugged again. “Doesn’t matter. Just drink your water.”

“I didn’t mean to…”

“I know. You’re pissed off at your grandfather because he doesn’t believe us. Frankly, I’m kind of pissed off at him too. He’s your flesh and blood. He should believe you. I believe you.”

“You were there.”

“Yeah. But I’d probably believe you even if I hadn’t been.”

The room was still spinning. Josh tried to drink the water, but her stomach hurt. “You shouldn’t trust me so much, Will,” she said, rubbing her face.

“Why not?”

Because the last guy who trusted me died.

She kept a hand over her eyes, to shield them from the lights in the hallway, to shield herself from Will. The more time she spent around Will, the more she wanted to confide in him, and the more she dreaded doing so.

He wouldn’t trust her afterward. He wouldn’t respect her. He probably wouldn’t even like her, and that partnership they’d formed the night before would vanish.

“Josh,” he said, and she felt him sit down beside her on the futon. He pried her hand away from her face. “Whatever you’re saying to yourself, it’s the booze talking, not you.”

Not true, not true, she told herself. The voice in her head sounded like Ian’s.

But at that moment she wanted to believe Will—believe in his kindness—so she did, and she put her head on his shoulder so she wouldn’t have to look him in the eye.

At least, that’s why she told herself she put her head on his shoulder, and then sighed and turned to press her forehead against his neck, and let him wrap his arm around her.

But then, that might have been the booze talking too.


 

Twenty-three

The next evening found Josh and Will tackling the Romanian training circuit again. By the third time through, Josh’s knee was throbbing and Will had lost all his coloring.

“I can’t do that again,” he panted, bending over.

“Me neither. Let’s go get some water.”

They would have been late for dinner by a half hour if Kerstel had been home, but since she had dragged Lauren off to a post-humanist art exhibit, the only meal was the one Winsor and Whim were debating in the kitchen.

“We have eaten enough pizza from Roggey-Warren in the last year to fill a truck,” Winsor was saying as Josh followed Will out of the pantry. Winsor glanced at Josh as she emerged, then very deliberately turned her eyes away.

Josh didn’t care. She was limping again, badly. Her knee was engulfed in flames.

“What about Serena’s Pizzeria?” Whim suggested.

“I don’t think so.” Josh sat down hard in a chair, trying not to wince. “Last time we ordered from there…”

“They delivered me instead,” Will finished, going to open the fridge.

Whim lifted his thin eyebrows. “Obviously they have new coupons.”

“That’s when Will got designated as Josh’s apprentice,” Winsor explained. That nasty little note in her voice was back, the sliver-thin knife in her words. She must not have forgotten Josh’s barb the other day. “Because Deloise ordered pizza. If she hadn’t, Josh would have ended up teaching Schaffer Sounclouse.”

Suddenly the pain in Josh’s knee was of no consequence. “What?” she asked at the same moment Will spun around to look at Winsor.

Winsor’s eyes moved playfully between the two of them. “Don’t you remember? Less than a minute after you two went down to the archroom that night, Schaffer Sounclouse showed up at the front door. You probably saw him when you came upstairs again.”

There had been so many people there that night that it was impossible for Josh to recall everyone in particular.

“Who’s Schaffer Sounclouse?” Will asked.

“He’s Young Ben’s great-grandson,” Winsor replied. “Didn’t you realize he was here, Josh?”

“No, I…” Her voice was choked, tinny. “I didn’t think anything of it.”

“He came over to meet the apprentice,” Winsor said. “He left pretty quickly, but I figured that if Will hadn’t showed up…”

“If Deloise hadn’t ordered pizza,” Whim added, seeming to enjoy the unfolding puzzle.

“He would have been the apprentice,” Will finished. “You would be training Schaffer.”

“He’s not terrible,” Winsor put in, “but everybody says he needs a decent teacher.”

Josh couldn’t think clearly, couldn’t decide what this new information meant. It had been one thing to believe that someone else might have arrived in Will’s place, but to hear that the intended apprentice had actually arrived at the house … 

Josh realized her mouth was hanging open. She closed it and looked at Will, who was standing with his back to the open refrigerator, staring at her.

He looked terrified.

Whim, who was either oblivious to what was happening or else creating a reason to leave the room, picked up the phone and carried it into the hallway, and Josh heard him place a carryout order for Thai food.

“Are you two okay?” Winsor asked. She added innocently, “You didn’t have another training accident, did you?”

Something in Will’s expression was pleading for Josh to speak, but she didn’t know what to say. How could she reassure him when they now had proof positive that fate had intended someone else to be her apprentice?

Tell him that it doesn’t matter how it happened. Tell him it doesn’t matter if we screwed up fate—he’s here now. Tell him that you don’t wish he was someone else.

“I, um, we—” She coughed while trying to get the lie out. “We’re fine. That’s weird, with Schaffer. I didn’t realize he’d come by.” She stared at the floor for a while longer. She couldn’t keep looking at Will; his desperation burned her like acid. “But, um, like Dad says, fate doesn’t make mistakes.”

“Deloise does,” Winsor quipped, and Josh wanted to punch her. It was one thing to try to hurt Josh, but it was quite another to be cruel to Will.

“Stop it,” Josh said, but all she could think to do was repeat herself. “If fate doesn’t make mistakes, then Deloise calling for pizza is what was supposed to happen.”

Winsor snorted. “Tell that to Schaffer Sounclouse.”

Josh got up from her chair and, despite the pain in her knee, staged a pointed and dramatic walkout.

She was halfway down the hall before she realized that Will hadn’t followed her. He probably thought she had walked out on him, too.

I should have said, “Then God bless Deloise for ordering pizza,” she thought, letting herself into the office. Or, “It’s a good thing Will showed up first.” Or just, “Schaffer Sounclouse sucks.”

The words had come to her too late. But it didn’t matter—she had already lied.

She was fairly certain fate could make mistakes.

*   *   *

She didn’t come out for dinner. Will felt sick to his stomach and didn’t think Thai spice would help, but Deloise insisted he eat and the food did calm him. Distantly, he recalled Kerstel asking him to make sure Josh ate something.

He had known almost from the start that his arrival at the Weavers’ home had been unexpected. But it was different now, knowing that not only should he not have been there but another dream walker should have had his place. Maybe working with Schaffer would have been less stressful for Josh, since he knew what it was she was struggling with. Maybe she would have taken his raw talent and molded him into someone skilled, instead of having to start from scratch with an outsider.

When Will had believed he had accidentally taken Louis’s place in the scheme of things, it had bothered him. But comparing himself to Louis was far kinder to his self-esteem than comparing himself to the naturally inclined apprentice Josh could have had.

He felt guilty for taking that opportunity away from her—and hell, from Schaffer, too—and he knew she must be disappointed. Still, it stung how she had just walked away.

After dinner he found himself cleaning up the kitchen with Whim. Winsor and Deloise had gone downstairs to walk, and Haley was in the living room, watching television and writing endless notes. Earlier he’d given Will an itemized list of their delivery order.

“So you and Josh didn’t realize Schaffer had come by like two minutes after you, huh?” Whim asked, bundling up the trash.

Will glanced at him from the sink as he scrubbed dishes. “No,” he said. He hadn’t meant to say it so quietly, but he barely heard himself.

“And since Josh bolted like a bank robber when she found out, you’re thinking horrible things?” Whim grinned at him, not unkindly. “The thing with Josh is,” he went on, opening the back door and pitching a bag of garbage in the general direction of the bins, “you can’t ever assume she’s saying what she’s thinking.”

“I’ve realized that.”

“It’s not that she’d rather have Schaffer as her apprentice—it’s that she’d rather not have known she was going to have an apprentice at all.”

Will considered that, shutting off the water in the sink. “Go on,” he said.

“Josh doesn’t want to know what her scroll says,” Whim explained. Now that he had finished cleaning up dinner, he began making himself a snack. “It’s because of Ian and all that. I think that after what happened to him, she’d just as soon let fate run its course in her life without her awareness. I don’t blame her—and I say that as a guy who opened his scroll.”

Will was sick of being polite. “What exactly happened to Ian?” he asked.

Whim stared at him incredulously, a cracker halfway to his mouth. “No one’s told you?” he asked.

“Everyone seems reluctant to talk about it.”

Whim rolled his eyes and let the cracker drop to the table. “That’s why I hate this family,” he said, bristling. “Too many things they don’t want to talk about, or pretend not to notice, or act like never happened.”

Will closed the dishwasher and turned it on. Kerstel had spent half an hour with him one evening, showing him how to use all the appliances that had always been broken during his childhood.

“So,” he said, sitting down in a chair across the table from Whim’s, “what happened?”

Whim considered, growing calm again. “Did Josh flat-out refuse to tell you?”

“No, but I never actually asked Josh. She avoids the subject.”

“Yeah, that’s not surprising.” Whim tapped the cracker on the table as he thought. “She probably doesn’t want me to tell you.”

Frustrated but determined not to be a jerk, Will said, “I don’t want to pressure you to break confidences.”

“Hell, Ian was my best friend; I have every right to tell you how he died. The question is how much about Ian and Josh I should tell you, and how much of what happened before he died. How much do you know?”

“I know they were together for a very long time, but they broke up shortly before Ian died. I know he died in a fire at a cabin up in Charle.”

Whim nodded slowly. “All correct. What else?”

Will hesitated before saying, “I know that Winsor was in love with Ian.”

Whim broke into a slow smile. “You’re sharp. That’s half the story right there. But I may as well tell you the rest. So, keeping in mind that all truth is subjective, here’s my version of what happened:

“I thought Ian and Josh would be together forever. I thought they were one of those couples who would have a seventy-fifth anniversary. It was weird, because they weren’t exactly perfect people, and I didn’t think they had the healthiest relationship. But it was the kind of relationship that usually lasts, you know?”

Will nodded, even though he didn’t know. He couldn’t imagine Josh with anyone.

“Ian’s dad abandoned him and Haley when they were six. That’s when Haley started to get weird, and Ian always had to stick up for him. It made Ian … prickly. He was a good guy—funny and full of ideas, sort of gallant in a way—but he had this temper that could get completely out of control. He acted real overconfident, but I always thought he was pretty insecure underneath.”

“A lot of guys are like that,” Will agreed.

“Yeah, well, Josh, on the other hand, had no confidence. No disrespect, but her mom was crazy hard on her. Jona was crazy about dream walking to begin with, and then when she found out that one of her kids was a dream-walking prodigy, she just drove Josh like a workhorse. And Josh is Josh, right? She’s awkward. She never knows what to say. She doesn’t really believe she’s good at anything.”

Will was glad he wasn’t the only person who had experienced this side of Josh.

“When Jona pushed her, she didn’t know how to push back. If Jona criticized her—even for something small—all Josh heard was, ‘You’re a failure.’ And I think that’s why Josh needed Ian. She’d get so upset by how much her mom was asking, and Ian would just say, ‘Stop freaking out. You’re fine. Get over it.’ He didn’t really make her believe in herself so much as tell her that she was stupid for not believing in herself.” Whim paused. “I think that difference is important.”

So do I, Will thought.

“Josh talked to him the same way. If Ian started to get into something with somebody at school, Josh would tell him, ‘You’re being an ass. Knock it off.’ Sometimes, honestly, I didn’t like the way they talked to each other. But like I said, there was also something really solid about them. They liked their relationship. They were happy with it.

“Ian and Haley’s seventeenth birthday was last May. Seventeen is a big deal around here. Young Ben gave them their scrolls. I don’t know what happened to Haley’s, but Ian opened his. Opening your scroll is a toss-up—it might be full of great things, it might be full of terrible things, it’s written in verse so you can’t figure half of it out anyway, but if you don’t open it you’ll never know. I opened mine, and there were shocks. There were things I hadn’t anticipated and things that upset me, but I didn’t—and I don’t know anyone who did—freak out the way Ian did.

“His scroll said he would fall in love with Josh. No big deal, right? It had already happened. But his interpretation of the scroll’s prediction was that what he felt for Josh wasn’t real. That somehow he only loved her because the scroll said he would. You know those movies about witches who cast love spells and then don’t know whether the men love them because they love them or because of the spell? That’s what Ian was afraid of, and from there he spiraled into this whole identity-crisis thing.

“He broke up with Josh. Just called it quits after … I don’t even know how long. Even before they were old enough for it to be a romantic thing, they were together. They needed each other. And he just broke up with her.

“Josh went into total shock. It’s one thing if a guy dumps you because he doesn’t love you—it’s another if he dumps you because he loves you. For about three weeks she walked around like she didn’t know right from left. And then she just started working again. She worked twelve, sometimes fifteen-hour shifts, even if she had to miss school.

“But Ian was the one who really lost it. He got into some sort of shouting match with a teacher and ended up suspended for three days because he threw a staple remover at her. I started hearing things about him at school—that he was going to wild parties, hooking up with strange girls, drinking like a fish. I know for a fact that he beat the crap out of Elliot Meyers. When I pointed out that he was doing all the stupid things Josh used to stop him from doing, he told me he was making up for lost time.

“And then…” Whim winced. “This is where it gets weird. I don’t want to present this the wrong way. Winsor is my little sister, and I love her. But she did some pretty sick stuff, and I don’t want to present that the wrong way either. About a year before Ian died, Winsor started dating Haley.

“You’re into psychology. Am I wrong that it was totally weird of her to date the identical twin of the guy she was in love with?”

“It’s totally, completely, utterly weird,” Will agreed.

“Thank you. I thought it was weird. I never understood why they were together. But it’s not like Winsor could have pretended she was with Ian when she was with Haley. They were so different they were practically fraternal. And I don’t know exactly when Winsor fell in love with Ian, because she kept that to herself. I don’t think she wanted to hurt Josh. So maybe she fell in love with him and then gave up on ever being with him and then got interested in Haley, all on his own merits.” Whim grimaced. “I doubt it, but I like to think that way.

“But then Ian dumped Josh, and Winsor got her chance.”

He hung his head. Will had never seen sorrow or regret on Whim’s face, but he saw it then. The emotions aged Whim and destroyed his easy manner.

“I wasn’t as aware of what was going on as I should have been,” Whim said. “I should have realized that Josh was completely obsessed with escaping into the Dream and Ian was a wreck without her. But when I tried to talk to him—all of his fears seemed so irrational to me that I didn’t even know how to listen to him. He acted like he thought the scroll had seen through him, figured him out or something, and he was trying to prove it wrong. I don’t know. It was all I could do not to say, ‘What the hell is wrong with you, man?’ and hearing that just would have pissed him off. But even so, I was his friend, and I should have stopped him from self-destructing.

“We went to Josh’s mother’s cabin in Charle for the Fourth of July, like we did every year. Lauren had to work, so it was just all us kids and Kerstel. I thought things were going well. Ian and Josh were at least being cordial. He wasn’t bolting every time he saw her.

“Then Winsor and Ian disappeared on Saturday afternoon, and when it started to get dark, Josh and Haley went to look for them. And guess what state they found them in?”

Will winced.

“Exactly. Josh looked utterly shocked when she got back to the cabin. I think that, until then, she’d been hanging on to some hope that Ian would come to his senses. But not after that. Ian and Winsor got back after dark, and I still remember how Winsor blushed when she realized we all knew exactly what they’d been doing. She had all these leaves in her hair. It wasn’t really my business, but I was pissed off at her anyway. She didn’t need to get involved in Josh and Ian’s mess.

“Del was like, ‘Anybody want to play Monopoly?’ and Kerstel and I pretty much just fled upstairs with her. None of us wanted to watch them duke it out. But I should have stayed. I realize that now. They were way too upset to be reasonable—they needed a chaperone. I mean, they were shouting so loud we could hear every word from upstairs with the door closed.

“Maybe three hours later—I wasn’t really watching the clock—the smoke detector in the living room went off. Like, nine times out of ten a smoke detector goes off because it needs a battery or somebody overcooked a chicken, but for some reason, that night, Deloise and I just knew it was the real deal. We didn’t even say it out loud, we just looked at each other and then started running. She ran to get Kerstel, ’cause she’d gone to bed, and I ran to call 911.

“There was nobody in the living room. I thought maybe they’d all left until I saw the basement door open. Smoke was pouring out of it. When I ran down there, the whole room was on fire, the walls, the ceiling, the furnace, and the air was so thick with smoke that everyone was choking, but Winsor and Haley and Josh were still down there. Winsor was screaming at Josh, ‘What did you do?!’ I’d never heard her scream like that before, and Josh just kept repeating, ‘I didn’t let go of his hand; I didn’t let go of his hand.’

“Even after I pulled Winsor to the floor and Haley dragged Josh down, she and Winsor kept arguing. Finally, I grabbed Winsor by the shoulders and shook her, like in a movie, and I said, ‘You’re gonna die down here!’ She sort of snapped out of it, but Josh just looked at me and fainted dead away. The three of us dragged her up the stairs and out the back door. Deloise and Kerstel were already outside, but nobody knew where Ian was—then, out of nowhere, Winsor said that Ian was dead. That was the first time anybody said anything about Ian being dead, but Win couldn’t tell me how, or where his body was, and Deloise started demanding that if he wasn’t in the house, where was he? And nobody could say.

“The firefighters arrived, but the cabin was a lost cause. It burned right to the ground. We all went to the hospital to get treated for smoke inhalation, and because Josh had turned blue from shock, and while we were there Kerstel called Davita and made Winsor tell her what had happened.

“Apparently the fight in the living room was pretty epic, and Josh got upset and went down to the basement. I asked, but I never could get out of Winsor how they went from fighting to deciding that they were going to open a new archway into the Dream.

“I suspect it was Josh’s idea. She’s the only one who would have gotten upset and tried to run to the Dream. Opening a new archway is dangerous, which is why it’s only done by groups of older dream walkers. Josh’s mother died doing it in that same basement, and the dream walker she was working with was lost in the Dream. I don’t know why Josh thought she could do it, but maybe she thought she had something to prove. None of them know exactly what happened next, partly because they all took in a lot of Veil dust. All Josh could say was that something had gone wrong. Winsor thought the archway opened straight into Death, even though that isn’t possible. Somehow Ian fell in, or Ian couldn’t get out, or he’d been attacked. Nobody was sure of anything except that Ian was dead. Davita went over that point again and again with Josh until she was crying with frustration, because there was a possibility that if Ian hadn’t died, then he might still be caught in the Dream. But Josh and Winsor and Haley were all absolutely certain that Ian was dead.

“Davita called the junta and they sent search parties into the Dream anyway. It’s almost impossible to find anyone there, since it’s constantly shifting, but they had to look. After a week, when it became clear that they weren’t going to find Ian, they didn’t have any choice but to give up. We never even had a memorial for him.”

*   *   *

The kitchen was very quiet. The dishwasher had finished its cycle, and the only sound from the living room was the soft burble of the laugh track on television. Whim was hunched over the table with his forehead in one hand, his cracker smeared with peanut butter still uneaten.

Will swallowed very slowly and waited, hoping Whim would continue. There had to be something else to this story, some end, some clue as to what had happened in that basement. But when he couldn’t wait any longer and started to speak, Whim shook his head.

“That’s it,” he said, holding out empty hands. “That’s all I know. Maybe Josh could tell you more, if you could ever get her to talk. But I didn’t open the archway with them, so I don’t really know what happened. The Gendarmerie, which is like the dream-walker police, did a full inquiry, and even they couldn’t figure out what happened.”

Will sighed. Were the specifics so important? He’d wanted to know how Ian died, and now he knew as much as he was ever likely to. “Thank you for telling me all of this.”

Whim nodded. “You’re Josh’s apprentice, you have a right to know what happened that night. Or at least as much as I can tell you. Josh seems like she’s doing pretty well, all things considered. There’s a lot of guilt left, I think, and sometimes she looks … I don’t know. Trapped. But she’s better than I thought she’d be.” Whim finally ate his cracker while Will got up from the table and opened the dishwasher. “Part of why I insisted that we come back now is that I wanted to be here for Valentine’s Day.”

Valentine’s Day was less than a week away. Will glanced over at Whim as he began drying the dishes. “Why Valentine’s Day?”

“It was Josh and Ian’s anniversary. Not their real anniversary, but they’d been together so long they didn’t know their real anniversary. I just wanted to be here for Josh.”

Will decided that Whim was a good guy, even if he did torment his sister at times. “What about Haley?” Will asked. “Everyone seems to think he’s changed since Ian died.”

Whim’s voice was soft. “Haley’s sick,” he replied, but he said it so delicately that Will recognized his frustration.

“Haley hasn’t gotten over it?”

“Not even close.” Whim sighed. Maybe it was just the light, but Will thought he saw deep shadows form under Whim’s eyes. “I’m not sure Haley’s ever going to get over it.”

The back door opened and Kerstel and Lauren walked into the kitchen. Whim’s manner changed instantly; the shadows beneath his eyes vanished, he stretched out his long legs and crossed his ankles, and he clasped his hands behind his head. Suddenly he was smiling and casual, and Will realized for the first time how much of Whim’s easygoing demeanor was a front.

After an impromptu feast of cookies and milk with his adoptive parents and Whim, Will headed upstairs. The office door was open when he passed, and he paused in the hallway outside it. He could see Josh lying on the futon, her shoes and watch still on as if she hadn’t meant to fall asleep. She’d probably gone down to the archroom after she walked out on him earlier.

He wondered how many more nightmares she had forced herself to enter before she’d finally collapsed. She looked so tired, so drained, that Will’s lingering anger for how she had treated him vanished. She’s doing the best she can, he thought, stepping into the office and reaching down to gently brush a lock of hair away from her eyes. She always does the best she can. I should know that by now.

He covered her with an afghan and went upstairs to bed.


 

Twenty-four

Josh forgot all about the Valentine’s Day dance until she saw Deloise’s tickets on Friday night. She stood in the kitchen and stared at them until Deloise asked, “Do you want to come after all?”

Deloise looked stunning. Her light-filled brown eyes stood out even more than usual thanks to a fawn-colored suede dress that fell just below her knees. A cloth headband and low wedge sandals made it not just clothing but an outfit, and for once even Josh admired her style.

“No.” Josh had never been a fan of dances, but she especially didn’t want to go to one that would only remind her of Ian. “You look great, though.”

“Thanks. Let’s hope I can get out of here before Dad sees me and makes me wear something else.” Deloise finished transferring her stuff from one purse to another and called into the living room, “Haley? You ready to go?”

Josh lifted her eyebrows. “You’re going with Haley?”

“No, he’s just driving me and Will.”

Josh nearly choked on the soda she was drinking. “You’re going with Will?”

Deloise chuckled. “Don’t look so jealous, Josh. No, I’m not going with Will. I’m meeting Neil there and the photographer is paying Will to be his assistant.”

“Will can’t drive you?”

“Will can’t drive. As he put it, ‘No parents, no car, no drive.’”

Suddenly feeling guilty, Josh realized that this was something she should have known. The information would have come out in conversation if she’d ever actually spent any time talking to Will about something other than dream walking.

I’m such an awful teacher, she thought, sighing aloud. She hadn’t thought the evening could get any more depressing.

Haley appeared in the doorway, and Josh dropped her soda can.

Haley had never looked more like Ian. He was wearing Ian’s Brooks Brothers suit, black on black on black, with Ian’s Roman-coin cuff links and tie tack. His black curls had been trimmed and soothed with a minimal amount of soft gel. He smiled the confident smile Ian always wore. Even from six feet away, Josh could smell Ian’s amber-scented cologne. She stepped backward, and her heel crushed the aluminum can she had dropped. Soda pooled on the floor.

“Evening, J.D.,” Haley said. He caught her eye and flashed a bold smile.

The hurt muscle in Josh’s chest began tearing itself apart.

He’s here, she thought. Three steps and I’ll be in his arms.

But she knew that wasn’t true.

“You look nice,” Deloise told him slowly, and Josh could tell that it was taking every ounce of her good manners to overcome how creeped out she was.

“Thanks. I thought I’d go in with you for a little while, maybe say hi to some of the guys from last year.”

But you don’t have any “guys,” Haley, Josh thought. You didn’t have any friends except us, remember?

“Del,” Haley said suddenly, “heads up.” He grabbed Ian’s leather jacket off the back of a chair and tossed it to her. Deloise barely had time to pull it on and cover her bare shoulders before her father entered the kitchen with Will.

The sight of Will was somehow a relief to Josh. As casual as the other two were formal, he had on navy-blue slacks and a thin black T-shirt. He was wearing Whim’s sports coat, and it was too big and very rumpled, but at least he wasn’t in costume. At least he was recognizable. “You’ll be home by eleven?” Lauren asked Deloise.

“Absolutely,” Haley said, and Lauren glanced at him, then did a double take.

“Um…” he started before trailing off, too startled to speak.

“We’ll be home on time,” Deloise promised. She grabbed the tickets off the kitchen table and opened the back door. Alex called from the living room that the news was starting. Before Lauren went to join him, he glanced at Josh and noted, “You’ve spilled your soda.”

Alone together in the kitchen, Will helped Josh mop up the mess on the floor. “Are you sure you don’t want to come?” he asked her.

“I’m sure,” she said. She stopped him before he knelt down in the puddle. “Are those Whim’s pants?”

“Not this time. Deloise ordered them out of a catalog. She says they’re helping me define my ambitions and climb my inner mountain.” He shrugged. “They’re machine washable; I like that.”

Josh felt like smiling for the first time that evening, so she did. “They look good.”

“Thank you.” They both stood up, and she carried the paper towels to the trash can. “Are you going to walk tonight?”

“Probably.” When he didn’t reply and didn’t leave, she asked, “What?”

“You should come to the dance,” he said. “You should get out in the real world.”

She thought it was a strange thing for him to say, and she was a little afraid he was asking her to the dance. “Why?”

“Because…” He sighed, then shook his head. “Try to do something fun tonight,” he said. “Try not to … let the season get you down.”

The season? Josh wondered, and then she understood: Someone had told him that Valentine’s Day was her and Ian’s anniversary. She heard that he was worried about her, but his concern didn’t take away her feeling of having been spied upon, gossiped about, maybe even judged.

No, almost certainly judged.

“I’ll be fine,” she told Will tartly.

“Oh,” he replied with another sigh, “I know. Believe me, I know.”

“You coming?” Haley asked, ducking his head through the doorway.

“Yes,” Will told him quickly. He brushed his fingers against the back of Josh’s hand as he passed her on his way out the door, and for a long moment afterward she stared at the place where he’d touched her, uncertain what to make of his action. She’d thought he was angry at her—or maybe she was angry at him—or maybe they were both just tired of the distance she was trying to keep between them. The more she tried to push him away, the more she wanted to be close to him.

Maybe she should tell him everything. Maybe his alienation would be easier to bear than this tension.

She wandered into the living room and sat down on the couch next to her father. He put his arm around her and she leaned her head against his shoulder.

“Are you doing okay?” Lauren asked her.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, which was a complete lie, but she didn’t know what good telling the truth would do.

Winsor’s dad, Alex, sitting in the armchair, said, “You know we’re all here for you, Josh. I know Valentine’s Day was your anniversary, but I don’t want you to think you’re going through this alone. We’re all missing Ian, every one of us who knew him. Especially Haley, I think. Valentine’s Day isn’t just about romantic love, it’s about…”

Josh tuned him out. The trick with Alex’s soliloquies was to only listen to the first sentence: We’re all here for you, Josh. And Josh did truly appreciate that.

She watched the news with her father—more about the people in the strange comas that Whim’s blog had been going on about, but no new information—and then decided that it really was time she moved out of the office and back into her bedroom. The last few days, she’d just been too tired to get around to it, and she had so much stuff scattered around the office now that gathering it all up would be a major undertaking.

After piling all her clothes into a laundry basket, she began the trek upstairs. She reached the second floor landing just as Winsor was attempting to embark it, and Winsor stepped back, crossed her arms, and waited for Josh to pass without bothering to hide her irritation.

Josh initially felt guilty, but all that anger she had been trying to swallow for months had grown beyond her ability to choke down. Before she’d made it up two more steps, she spun around, hurled the laundry basket onto the landing, and shouted, “Dammit, Winsor!”

Winsor jumped against the wall when the laundry basket hit the floor, and she stared up at Josh with astonishment and something close to either fear or derision. Maybe both.

“I can’t do this anymore!” Josh told her. “All right? I just can’t do it. If you want to fight, then let’s fight, because I am sick to death of you walking around tossing your hair and rolling your eyes and acting like you’re too good to be in the room with me. So just say whatever you need to say and let’s get it out there already.”

Winsor’s blue eyes were wide, but a pitiless half smile played on her lips. “Okay,” she agreed, walking back up the steps to the landing. “Let’s have it out then. You go first.”

Josh wasn’t ready to go first. She looked at the laundry strewn all over the floor and ran her hand through her hair, and finally she managed to say, “You should have told me how you felt about Ian.”

“You shouldn’t have acted needy just to keep him.”

The words felt much like the kidney shot she’d taken a few weeks before. Josh had had no idea that Winsor thought she “acted needy” so Ian would stay with her. “I didn’t! And I know you made him even more paranoid about his scroll. You encouraged him to break up with me!”

“I told Ian to do what he wanted to do. You should have let him go when he broke up with you.”

How could Winsor have possibly expected her to let go of Ian, then or ever? To this day, Josh didn’t know who she was without his memory. “You shouldn’t have dated the identical twin brother of the guy you were secretly in love with,” Josh shot back. “You used Haley! How sick is that?”

“You shouldn’t have opened an archway when you had no idea what you were doing! You think you’re so special, that there’s nothing you can’t do!”

“Special?” Josh cried. “I’m the opposite of special! The only thing in my life that made me special was that Ian loved me, and you made sure to take that away, didn’t you?”

“He broke up with you!”

“Yeah, and it was less than a month before you were seducing him in the forest! He just needed time to get his head on straight. He would have come back to me if you hadn’t thrown yourself at him!”

“Yeah?” The smile was gone from Winsor’s face. Instead, a dark flush spread across her chest and up her throat. “Well, he’ll never come back to you now, because you got him killed!”

There. The words had finally been said. Josh and Winsor stared at each other across the landing, and the statement hung between them like the reverberations of a chime that had been struck very hard. Josh felt her chin begin to tremble, and then hot tears poured into her eyes, and she sat down on the stairs and sobbed.

All the guilt and anger and terrible sadness she had been trying to hold off for months finally overwhelmed her. She had lost Ian—for all of them.

“Josh,” Winsor said, and then Josh heard her sigh. Her tone had changed from furious to defeated. “Josh. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“It’s true,” Josh told her between sobs. “You know it, I know it, everybody knows it! Just no one’s saying it!”

“Nobody’s thinking it but you,” Winsor insisted. “And—me, and I—I’m only thinking it because—I’m so angry that he’s dead.” Josh looked up in time to see Winsor break into her own tears, and she flung herself down on the step next to Josh. “How dare he go and die and leave us with all this emotional crap we can’t resolve. How dare he die and just not be here anymore! He’s dead, so he’s not here today and he won’t be here tomorrow or the day after, and it’s like he just dropped out, like he just quit the play and we’re all still here trying to put the show on without him! I want to scream at him every moment of every day, and he’s not here to yell at, so yeah, I get angry at you, because it was your idea to open the archway. But we both know nobody ever forced Ian to do a damn thing, and he could have walked away anytime if he hadn’t been such a conceited, hardheaded prick, and if he hadn’t been so hopelessly in love with you that he had to prove he didn’t care about you by impressing you!”

Winsor put her face in her palms, and her tears ran in rivers between her fingers. She had described how Josh felt about Ian’s loss more perfectly than Josh herself ever could, and Josh wished they had known months earlier that they were experiencing the same things. Still weeping, Josh put her arms around her friend, and they cried together for the first time.

The door to the Avisharas’ apartment opened and Whim stepped out. He surveyed the two girls, sitting on the stairs, holding each other and bawling, and shook his head. “The dam finally broke, huh?”

“Shut up, Whim!” Josh and Winsor told him in unison.

“Women,” Whim muttered, and went back into the apartment.

When they were alone again, Josh said, “I’m sorry.”

“I know that!” Winsor snapped, sounding just as angry as she had before. She used splayed fingers to push dark, wet strands of hair out of her face. “Don’t you think I know that, Josh? You are the most miserably sorry thing I’ve ever seen. You’re punishing yourself like you shot him in the face, and that’s driving me as crazy as anything, this martyr-for-your-sins bit, and how you’re dream walking like you have a death wish, and poor Will tiptoeing around trying not to ask for anything from you.”

Josh winced. She knew Winsor was right about how she had acted, and she hated it.

“Let me tell you, Josh, if I really wanted to punish you, I could have just seduced Will. The boy’s so lonely here he’s begging for it.” She glanced at Josh and added, “Oh, don’t look so shocked. You’re the one who thinks I’m a whore.”

“I never said that,” Josh protested, trying to shake off the shock she felt.

“Yeah, but you thought it. Everybody’s thinking it. I’m the girl who slept with identical twin brothers. For a while people at school were calling me Mrs. McKarr, can you believe that?”

Despite everything else between them, Josh felt bad for Winsor. “How did it even get out at school?”

“Oh, it was Whim, I know it was. He loves gossip more than he loves any of us.”

Josh wanted to say she was sorry again, but she didn’t know how Winsor would react. She put an arm around her friend’s shoulders instead. “I wish you’d come and talked to me.”

Winsor laughed grimly. “When?”

“Whenever. Through all of it. I know I’m not good at talking, but I could have at least listened.”

Winsor’s jaw relaxed a little. “Well, I’m talking to you now.”

“Do you…” Josh began, and then started over. “Do you want to keep talking, and maybe eat a bunch of ice cream?”

“You and your sweets,” Winsor said, but a ghost of a smile had crept onto her face. “Take your laundry upstairs. I’ll go get the ice cream and meet you in your room.”

“All right.” Josh hesitated an instant, then hugged Winsor quickly before rising. “I’ll see you upstairs.”

Josh both smiled and sniffled as she carried the clothes basket up to the third floor. She knew that this was still going to be a hard night, that she and Winsor had a lot of difficult things to say to each other, but at least they were talking again.

As she crossed the empty apartment, she paused outside the open door to Will’s bedroom. Is Winsor right? she wondered, peering into the dark room. Is he lonely here? Have I let him be lonely?

She set down the laundry hamper and turned on the overhead light. Will’s room was unnaturally tidy for a teenage guy’s. He’d made his bed perfectly. The clothing in the hamper had been loosely folded. Stepping inside, Josh realized that he’d put all his self-help books back in the cardboard box with his name on the side that he’d brought from the county home.

He still thinks I’m going to send him back, she thought, and a fresh wave of regret washed over her. Absently, she ran her finger down the spines of the books. I am the worst tea—

Her body hardened as though iron had cooled in her veins.

On the spine of one book, written with a felt-tip permanent marker, was the name Hianselian Ambrose Donovan Micharainosa.

Josh yanked the book out of the box. She snapped the journal open and saw the note taped inside; for a moment, she didn’t recognize her own handwriting.

How dare you, Will?

Journal in her arms, she flew out of his room and into her own, determined to drive to the high school right then and confront him. This was beyond a betrayal of trust; it was an insult; it was—

She flipped on the overhead light in her bedroom and stopped short on the threshold, faced with such a sight that she stopped thinking entirely.

The bedroom was strewn with clothes. They appeared to have exploded out of a duffel bag in the corner like lava from a volcano. Her dresser drawers were open, and her things had been taken out, rearranged, dug through. School papers that had been rotting in her desk for years were scattered across the floor.

From behind her, Winsor said, “I see Haley didn’t inherit Ian’s organizational skills.”

Josh turned to see Winsor holding two pints of ice cream, two spoons, and a squeeze bottle of chocolate sauce. Her throat was dry, making it hard to speak. “What the hell happened in here?”

“Well, between your messiness and Haley’s, your room is”—Winsor shrugged—“a mess.”

“Why has Haley even been in my room?” Josh demanded, stepping over an open shoebox of loose photographs.

Winsor frowned. “Didn’t Del tell you? He’s been staying in here.”

Josh was shaking so hard her voice trembled. “You let Haley stay in my room?”

“It wasn’t my idea,” Winsor told her. She set the ice cream on the dresser like a peace offering and then stepped back. “But there’s no furniture in his apartment and you were staying downstairs.”

“I don’t care! Look at this, Winsor. He didn’t just stay here—he tore the place apart like he had a search warrant. He even moved the furniture!”

Winsor looked around thoughtfully. “No, he moved it back to where it was before Ian died.”

Josh gawked at the room. She reached out to steady herself against the dresser and then noted that it had been moved two feet farther from the window—to where it had sat a year before—and she wrenched her hand back. “God, Winsor—why is he acting like this?”

“He’s gone mad.” Winsor picked up a glass bottle from the desktop. “Here’s what’s left of Ian’s cologne.”

Reluctantly, Josh followed Winsor’s lead and began putting the room back in order. Her belongings appeared to have been rearranged at random, as if Haley had tried to put them away but had forgotten where they went. She found a blouse in her nightstand and a deck of playing cards under her pillows.

“There’s something really wrong with Haley,” she said, wondering how her friend had become so out of touch with reality.

“Yeah,” Winsor agreed. “He was always weird, but at least he was consistently weird. This is just crazy.”

A few minutes later, Josh found the journal she’d discovered in Will’s room. She’d forgotten all about it when she saw her bedroom and must have set it on the bedside table unconsciously. Now she picked it up again and rubbed her thumbs against the cover. The fabric felt like sandpaper against her skin.

“What’s that?” Winsor asked.

Josh swallowed as she held it out. “I think it’s Ian journal. I mean, it must be his. It has his name on it.”

Winsor took the book hesitantly. She turned it over but didn’t open the cover. “You read this?” she asked.

“No. I found it in Will’s room a minute ago.”

For a moment Winsor looked like she was going to smile again. “That boy’s got guts,” she said instead.

“Well, he’s going to regret that once I get a hold of him.” Josh glanced around again, debating whether she still wanted to go to the high school to find Will. In the end, she decided that she did. Haley would have to be dealt with, but she wanted to talk to him when she wasn’t furious. He was a fragile guy, and she knew that if she started yelling, he would just shut down.

“I’m going to the dance,” she said, taking the journal back from Winsor.

“To yell at Will? Tonight?”

“Yeah. Want to come?”

Winsor shook her head. Josh shrugged and started stepping back across the wreckage toward the door. Halfway there, her knees buckled, and she sat down hard on a sweatshirt and a latch-hook rug.

“Josh?” Winsor asked. “Is your knee okay?”

Josh’s hand trembled as she reached out to push away another piece of clothing. Distantly, she noticed that it was the skirt she’d worn on her seventeenth birthday. Beneath was a piece of parchment weighted down at either end with a textbook to battle seventeen years of being rolled up.

“Josh?” Winsor asked again, leaning down next to her. When she saw the scroll, she immediately looked away. “Oh!”

“Win,” Josh whispered, “I didn’t open this.”

“What?” Winsor’s surprise overrode her manners, and she slid down next to Josh.

Josh couldn’t stop her eyes from reading the words.

Joshlyn Dustine Hazel Weavaros

Eldest of her family’s five,

she’ll only live to see one die.

One mother lost to the Dream,

One lover lost in between.

Avishara and Weavaros:

two families’ flags that still fly close

until sundered by betrayal

of each other and the Veil.

Half-past her birthday, seventeen,

an apprentice to spoon-feed.

Blessed with talent majuscule,

she’ll earn a scholarship to school.

Among the dream-walking elite,

a love to gladden her heartbeat.

Home and children, girl and boy,

a family that brings her joy.

A happy life, a good career,

only her grandfather to fear.

The falcon is e’er a threat,

but within her epithet

she’ll read her fate desired:

“’Twas in the Dream that she expired.”

“Josh,” Winsor said, “did Haley open this?”

Josh shook her head, then nodded, then shrugged. “He must have. I didn’t.” Her mouth tasted like chalk dust. She ran her finger along one edge of the parchment. Anger was beginning to seep through the numbness again. “I have to go,” she said, and stood up.

“Don’t you want to … I don’t know, absorb this for a minute?”

Josh stopped in the doorway to look back at her. “What’s to absorb? I mean, I’m going to get into Kasari Academy; that’s great.”

“But he … Haley read it. He broke the seal on your birthright.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m so angry at him I can’t even feel it.”

“He’s sick,” Winsor said. “He’s really, really sick. Be angry, but don’t be angry at him.”

Josh swallowed. One rage at a time—she had Will to hate just then. “All right.” She heard how numb her voice sounded.

Winsor reread the scroll as she rolled it up. “The wording in this is so odd. And the rhymes seem so … simplistic. I know each scroll is different, but this doesn’t sound like Young Ben. Maybe someone else wrote it.”

Josh barely heard her. What did she care who had written the scroll, or if the rhymes were lousy? Good or bad, she had never wanted to see them at all.

Winsor reverently held out the scroll. “Here.”

Josh didn’t want to touch it. She didn’t even feel like it was hers anymore. “Just put it in the desk or something,” she said as she left the room, and she pulled the door shut hard behind herself.


 

Twenty-five

Another night, the gym might have looked nice to Josh, but tonight, she found the streamers and stage lights cheesy and somehow deceptive. She didn’t see either Haley or Deloise around. Louis noticed her and called her name, but she ignored him as she headed for the drink table, where Brianna Selts was slipping something acrid into the punch.

“Bri,” she said, “is the guy taking pictures still here?”

Brianna pointed to the far corner, where an arbor decorated with fake flowers had been erected for couples to stand beneath while being photographed. “I think he’s packing up.” She examined Josh’s jeans and gray sweater with a critical eye. “Interesting fashion statement,” she said, her voice laced with derision, but Josh was already cutting through the crowd.

She passed Jay Appleton, who was nursing a bump on the back of his head with a bag of ice, and Alece Vernon, who was breaking up with Evan Lovett right there on the dance floor. Somebody had spilled a drink, and the janitor was trying to rope off the mopped area. The latest boy-band release—coincidentally, from Josh’s father’s label—blared.

The photographer was just locking the case for his flashbulbs when Josh reached him. Will was rolling up a backdrop, but he stopped when he saw Josh.

For a moment words failed her. She almost punched him, but the photographer happened to walk in between them. Besides, it would have been irresponsible; she knew how to break his nose and drive it backward into his brain, killing him instantly.

“What’s wrong?” Will asked.

She still had the journal. It had rested on her lap throughout the drive like a live coal. She held it up for Will to see in the colored carnival lights.

He swallowed, then set the backdrop on the floor. “Alan, I’ve got to go. Can you give me a call tomorrow?”

“Sure,” the photographer said. “Good work tonight, Will.”

“Thank you,” he replied, already walking away.

He tried to take Josh’s elbow and she shook him off, but she held him with her gaze as if with a clenched fist. Without a word, she followed his lead out the double doors to the lobby. He glanced nervously at her several times as they exited the gym, but even when he was looking away she stared at the back of his head. She wouldn’t have been surprised to see little red sniper-rifle dots appear in his hair.

The doors swung shut behind them. The noise in the lobby was muted; only the music’s bass line could still be heard. There were no streamers here, no harlequin masks or sweet scents of punch and soda. A few security night-lights splashed into the lobby, but mostly it was dark.

Josh took advantage of the lobby’s emptiness by putting at least a dozen steps between herself and Will. She clenched Ian’s journal in one hand.

Will exhaled slowly, waiting for her to speak. She said nothing, just let him stew while she ground her gaze into his eyes. When he took a step forward, she stepped back. He got the message.

“I know that—” he began, and before he could finish, Josh hurled the journal at him.

It hit him in the forehead, hard, and then fell to the floor in a rustling of pages. Will stumbled back, his expression shocked. Josh closed the space between them and darted down to pick the journal back up.

“How dare you,” she hissed, poking one corner of the journal’s cover into his chest like a finger. “This was not your business, and it was not your place to go into my family’s private history and take it.”

“It was my business,” Will told her, and she didn’t know whether to be surprised or infuriated that he had the guts to speak back to her.

“You wouldn’t tell me,” he went on, “what happened to Ian.”

“And you wanted to hear the gossip,” she snapped.

“No, Josh, I didn’t. That’s not what this is about.”

“No,” she agreed, “it’s not. This is about respect.”

“Respect?” he asked incredulously. “I have nothing but respect for you.”

“Then why didn’t you respect me when I made it perfectly clear that I didn’t want to talk about Ian?”

“Did I bring it up with you? Did I push when you kept changing the subject? No. Never. I never asked for more than you wanted to give me. But I did wonder, and I did read Ian’s diary.”

“Why?!” She was shouting by then, her voice echoing off the walls. “Why did you think you had the right to do that?”

His face darkened with an anger Josh had not foreseen. “Because—like it or not—I am in this as deep as you are.”

“In what? In Ian’s death? You barely even knew him!”

“No, this has nothing to do with Ian, Josh. This is about you and me. I wanted to know what happened to Ian because it happened to you. It didn’t have anything to do with gossip or disrespect. I wanted to know why you’re afraid to talk about him and why you don’t want to open your scroll and what had happened between you and Winsor that wrecked your friendship. And most of all, I wanted to know why you’re so terrified of getting close to me.”

“You don’t have a right to know why! That’s my business, not yours—”

“How can it not be mine?” he shouted back. “We work together for hours every day. When I go into a nightmare, all I have to defend myself with are the tricks you’ve taught me. I eat food your stepmother cooks, and I wear clothes your sister picks out, and I sleep in a room full of furniture your father paid for.”

“And that’s not enough?”

“Not enough?” he repeated in disbelief. “Do you have any understanding of what my life was like before this? Do you know how bad things have to get before a twelve-year-old kid will tell his mother that he’d rather be a ward of the state than live with her? I threw my family away, Josh. I didn’t expect to be handed another one—especially not one as happy and perfect as yours. I know I don’t have a right to any of it.”

Will’s words cut Josh. They were fighting about her privacy—she wanted to fight about her privacy—but she wasn’t ready to talk about Will’s place in her life, and she was nowhere near being ready to assure him of his own worth.

Will deflated, shaking his head. “I didn’t ask Lauren and Kerstel to adopt me. I didn’t ask Deloise to be so sweet and innocent that I start feeling protective every time I see a guy making eyes at her. I didn’t ask for daily updates on my life from Haley, or for Dustine to look out for me, or for Whim to be my friend. I didn’t ask for any of this, but I would be a fool to throw it away.”

Josh turned her back on him, trembling, aware for the first time of how impossibly enmeshed his life was with hers, how close he was to her heritage, her family’s secrets, her own secrets. They were all a hairsbreadth from being revealed to an outsider.

And he was right. He was right about all of it. That was the worst part.

Will spoke again, and she heard tears choking his voice.

Don’t cry, Will. I don’t know how to comfort you.

“I know it was a mistake that I ended up in your life,” he told her. “I know I’m the last person you want near you, and that you resent me. But I see these things eating you up inside and I … I would do anything to help you, if you’d only tell me what to do.”

She didn’t move for fear that the world would shatter around her like cheap crystal, that one of those glass shards would split her down the middle and the half of her that wanted to turn and put her arms around Will would do so while the rest of her collapsed, broken and unwilling to let him in.

“Josh.” He touched her arm and she couldn’t control the shudder that ran through her body. She didn’t want to look over her shoulder and let him see the damp lines running down her face.

She heard his steps retreat. “I’m going now,” he told her hoarsely. The door to the gym opened and a slow song poured into the lobby. Below it, Josh could just hear Will’s departing words, spoken almost to himself.

“I don’t even know your full name.”

Then the door closed, and she was alone again.

*   *   *

What did you just do, Josh?

She fled through the school’s main doors and into the night.

Why did you let him go?

She splashed through a puddle, and the frigid water soaked her shoes and socks.

You’ve lost him.

By the time Josh reached the car, her lungs were rattling with the effort not to cry. She put Ian’s diary on the hood—although she was loath to unfurl her hands and let go of it—and reached into her pockets.

They were empty. All four of them. She peered inside the car and saw her key ring hanging from the ignition. She tugged on the car door, but it was locked.

“Oh, shit, shit.”

I can’t go back in and face him, she thought, and the helplessness of her situation ruined her last bit of self-control. She pressed her forehead against the car’s hood, her skin contracting against the touch of the icy metal, and cried.

“J.D.?”

She looked up and saw Ian—no, it was Haley, goddammit—striding toward her. He stood straight and tall and took her hands between his without the slightest hesitation.

“What are you doing out here?” he asked. “You’re shivering.”

Words failed her. She shook her head.

“Are you crying?” he asked, leaning down to peer into her face. “What happened?”

“I just…” Her shoulders twitched uncontrollably. “I had a fight with Will,” she managed to tell him. “And now I’ve locked my keys in the car.”

“You and Will fought? Over what?”

She wanted to blurt it all out, how she had rushed to school ready to behead him and, in trying to push him further away, had opened the door for him to say everything she didn’t want to hear.

Oh, yes, she wanted to tell Ian all about it.

“It doesn’t matter,” he assured her. “So you fought. It happens. But your scroll says he’s destined to be your apprentice—it’ll work out.”

“Oh my god, Haley,” she murmured, suddenly remembering who was standing in front of her—that he was insane, that he’d read her scroll.

“No, it’s okay,” he told her. “The scrolls don’t make mistakes.”

“Forget the scroll!” she shouted at him, shocking herself.

He stepped back, all traces of laughter vanishing from his face.

“Forget the scroll,” she told him again. “It doesn’t make anything all right; it doesn’t fix things. Just because the scroll predicted that I’d have an apprentice doesn’t mean I’m a good teacher. It doesn’t mean I know how to let anybody in. It doesn’t mean that Will being here is the best thing for either one of us.”

Her voice broke, and then she was crying again, sinking down the side of the car into a heap on the asphalt. She pressed her hands against her eyes, and the warm tears stung as they dripped between her frozen fingers.

Fix it for me, Ian. Just fix it all. Tell me what to do.

“Oh, J.D.,” Haley said. No one else had dared to use that nickname since Ian died, but when she heard it, the last eight months might never have happened—Ian was there, with her, and whatever had fallen apart he would put back together. She felt him blocking the wind as he sat down next to her, and she didn’t protest when he pulled her into his arms. “It’s okay, love.”

“Oh my god,” she whispered again. She knew he wasn’t Ian. She knew. But if he wanted to make believe, how could she stop him? She couldn’t stand his touch but neither could she push him away. She needed Ian so much. She had tried to live without him, but she didn’t know how.

“Stop crying,” he told her. “We can fix this.”

His words only made her cry harder, because they were exactly what she wanted to hear, and because it was so painful to hear Ian’s voice and know he wasn’t really with her. But Josh didn’t move away from him. He was warm all around her, his inherited Brooks Brothers suit was soft against her cheek, and she smelled the amber cologne beneath his shirt.

“I still love you,” he said, pressing his lips to her temple.

She hid her face in his shoulders, kept her eyes shut against his jacket. “Do you even know,” she asked him, trying not to moan, “which one of you came out of the archway that night?”

He rocked her. “Not really,” he admitted.

She didn’t know either. Sitting in the freezing parking lot, lying against Haley’s chest while he wrapped his jacket around her shoulders, she realized she didn’t care. She needed his strength, needed him to distract her from thinking about Will and the pain of their argument, needed him to be decisive when she was so torn she didn’t even know which decisions to make.

Forgive me, Ian, for missing you so much I’ll settle for your ghost.

She nestled deeper into the comfort of his arms, finding peace in the scent of amber that clung to him. One of her hands crept up to touch his chest and feel the heart beating beneath his skin, and she smiled. Then her fingers crept, like the little legs of a spider, up his chest to trace his collarbone, as she had so many times, and she slipped her hand up to cup his neck, finding his pulse again.

His arms tightened around her. She looked up at him and his face was so close, the parking-lot lights reflected in his hazel eyes, and she could feel his shallow breaths move across her lips. He lowered his head at the same moment she tugged on his neck, and they leaned close to kiss.

Haley could have mimicked Ian’s walk, cut his hair, worn Ian’s clothes; but there was no way he could have guessed how Ian kissed—lips enclosing hers, his top teeth a hard line against her mouth, holding her so close that she couldn’t see past him.

I’m home, Josh’s heart said, and for one moment she felt true relief from the pain in her chest that had dogged her all these months. Ian was there in front of her, around her, touching her, so familiar, and her body lit up like a Christmas tree. For that moment, she didn’t care that it was Haley’s hand buried in her hair, Haley’s strong mouth molding hers, Haley’s arm pulling her tight against him. The relief that coursed through her was almost as intense as the desire that drove all vestiges of cold from her body.

That was when Whim arrived.

His car tore into the parking lot, rolled over the curb, and stalled. Josh and Haley pulled away from each other at the same moment to turn and watch as it rolled over a pair of shrubs. The sight of Whim’s hideous baby-blue Lincoln Town Car shocked Josh back to reality.

What did I just do?

“Wait here,” Haley ordered as he released Josh and stood up. She unconsciously tucked her arms into his jacket as she followed him. “Whim!”

The car had stopped moving after destroying several rosebushes and tilting the flagpole. Whim climbed out, startled, and then ran to Josh and Haley. Raindrops like scattered light fell from the sky as the three of them dodged between parked cars to converge beneath a streetlight.

“Where’s Del?” Whim asked.

“Inside,” Haley told him. “What’s wrong?”

Whim shook his head, looked away. He hardly appeared to be breathing. He moved constantly, turning away and then back, pushing at his hair, wetting his lips, as if he couldn’t decide what to say.

Josh had never seen Whim at a loss for words.

“Whim, what happened?” she whispered.

He met her gaze with his blue eyes and shook his head. “The trench-coat men,” he told her. “They came out of the Dream, right into the house.”

No, no, that’s not possible.… 

“Did they…?” she asked, and couldn’t bring herself to finish.

“They attacked. Kerstel and Winsor are on the way to the hospital.” He grabbed hold of Josh’s hand. She could feel the shocked pulse in his palm. “Josh,” he said, “they killed your grandmother.”

Josh remembered her lighter—the one Ian had given her—and how Gloves had been reaching for it when she escaped from the Dream.

He used it to open an exit, she realized. All of this is my fault.

The light bathing them from the parking lamp flickered with black spots, and Josh knew she was about to pass out. She felt Haley catch her before she hit the pavement, but she passed through his arms and then through the pavement and down into a void of silent guilt that closed and trapped her inside.


 

Twenty-six

Will had been down this hall before. Light fell evenly from the ceiling fixtures, but unaccountable shadows clung to every corner and doorway. Slits, like sniper sights, were built into the doors.

“Mom?” he called.

He went to the first door. The bottle of vodka in his pocket banged against his hip as he walked, ready to quench his mother’s thirst. Through the narrow window, he saw a woman lying on a rumpled cot. Her strawberry-blond hair was spread over the pillow, but she was curled up on her side and he couldn’t see her face. Blood stained the sheets beneath her.

“Mom!” he called. The woman flinched, but she lifted her head.

Will was almost afraid to believe he’d finally found her. It took so long, he thought, watching her rise slowly off the cot. Her arms unwound from around a white teddy bear with a pale-green bow tie, which she placed gently on the bed before climbing unsteadily to her feet. Matted hair fell around her face as she walked to the door, hunched over with pain.

“Will?” she asked.

Something was wrong, he realized. Something wasn’t right.

“I’ve been here before,” he said aloud. His hand closed around the bottle of vodka in his pocket. “Mom isn’t here. She’s never here.”

He turned back to the window. The woman on the other side wasn’t his mother. It was Kerstel.

She opened the door and leaned wearily against the frame. Her bottom lip was split open in two places and had turned a plum color that lipstick could never match. “Hon, what’s wrong?” she asked.

Will looked down and saw the blood pooling at her feet. “You’re hurt.”

She nodded. “They came out of the Dream.”

“My mother…” He tried to fit the pieces together, to understand how Kerstel had taken his mother’s place. “I think they might have my mother.”

Kerstel considered for a moment and then shook her head. “Your mother isn’t here, Will. Not anywhere.”

“But if I find her…”

Kerstel took the bottle of vodka from him, her hands smearing blood across the glass. She showed him the label: Pure Spring Water.

“You’d give her this? It’s just water, Will. She doesn’t want water.”

“Do you need it?” Suddenly his mother was of no concern. That responsibility was no longer his. He took the bottle back, twisted off the cap, and held the bottle to Kerstel’s lips. She didn’t push his hand away until she had drunk half the water.

“Thank you,” she said. The color came back into her cheeks, but it made her look fevered instead of strong. “I wanted to be stable for you,” she said, her voice breaking. “I wanted you to feel safe in our house, I wanted…”

She cried weakly, leaning against the doorjamb for support. Will could barely handle seeing her so injured and fragile; seeing tears roll from her eyes—and for him, no less—brought him to the edge of panic. He reached through the doorway and wiped the blood from her cheek.

“You were,” he told her. “And I do.”

“Just remember that I tried,” she said. “And that we loved you—”

She cut her words off as she shut the door.

Will watched her through the window until she curled up on the bed again. She took the white teddy bear in her arms and held the bottle of spring water—now a baby bottle—to its lips. The teddy bear began to feed hungrily.

Someone should be there with them, Will thought, but when he tried the door it was locked.

Reluctantly, he stepped away from Kerstel’s room and checked the others. They were all empty except the last, where Ian, wearing a black suit, was using a Sharpie to write the same phrase across the wall, over and over.

I SAW A GATE BEYOND THE ARCH I SAW A GATE BEYOND THE ARCH I SAW A GATE BEYOND THE ARCH

He turned suddenly, his green-hazel eyes drilling into Will’s.

Then he opened his mouth, and a horrible, reverberating eagle scream shattered the glass window in the door and filled the hallway.

“TELL JOSH!”

Will covered his ears with his hands but felt his palms sprayed with blood by his bursting eardrums. He fell to the floor as the scream continued, then—

He woke up on a hospital waiting-room couch.

*   *   *

Josh had given up trying to sleep. The waiting room was no place to rest, between the ringing phones and the television that never shut up. Whim couldn’t stop moving; Deloise couldn’t stop crying. The Avishes were in Winsor’s hospital room, and Laurentius was pacing the hallway outside surgery. Only Will had fallen asleep, scrunched up on a waiting-room couch far too short for him, Whim’s borrowed sports coat rolled up under his head.

Josh watched everyone with the detached feeling of sitting in the audience at a play. She had been to St. Dymphna’s Hospital a dozen times, but tonight the whole building seemed like a movie set; everything looked just too much like a hospital. The furniture was all covered in pastel-colored polyester, and landscapes in the same color scheme hung on every wall. The nurses wore scrubs with cartoons or flowers or Valentine’s Day hearts on them. The biohazards were all safely locked away in brightly marked containers.

Josh sat on a couch across from Will. Haley sat beside her; now fully himself again, he wrote one note after another on his stenographer’s pad, and Josh knew he was upset because he wasn’t writing on the lines. Whim went upstairs to be with his parents and Winsor, and Deloise wiped her eyes and blew her nose and headed for the bathrooms.

Josh understood now why Gloves had wanted her lighter. He had been looking for a way out of the Dream, and he must have gotten a hold of a mirror somewhere, because he’d succeeded in opening an exit. He and Snitch had burst in on Winsor in the archroom, then attacked Dustine on their way down the hall, and taken on Kerstel, Alex, and Lauren in the living room. Kerstel had already been in surgery when Josh arrived at the hospital, but Josh had briefly seen Winsor, who was catatonic. When EMS had arrived at the house, Winsor’s heart hadn’t been beating, and it had stopped twice more in the hours since. She’d suffered a brief seizure in the ambulance. The pink outline of a gas mask marked her face.

Josh had been too late to see her grandmother; Dustine had died in the hallway. In her mind, Josh pictured the quilt Dustine had given Will, the dark circle of Death with people walking into it—but not out. Never out.

The image destroyed what was left of Josh’s numbness. The sudden, stunning realization that her grandmother was dead—really and truly inaccessible, lost to her—fell over her like a shadow from which she could never emerge. She had left the play, just as Winsor had accused Ian of doing, leaving the rest of them to carry on the show without her.

Grandma Dustine is dead because of me, because I was brash and went into the Dream when everyone, even Will, said not to. Kerstel and Winsor are in the hospital because of me. I might as well have hurt them with my own hands.

Josh wished then that she believed in something, in a trustworthy guiding source like God or a saint or divine intelligence. But dream walkers came in all faiths, and saying “God bless so-and-so” was about as much religion as Josh had ever had. She didn’t even really believe in the True Dream Walker; at that moment, she was rubbing his plumeria pendant between her thumb and forefinger but finding no comfort in it.

She wanted Ian.

“Haley,” she said, her voice weakened to a whisper. Haley looked at her with wide eyes and damp lips. “I need you to help me,” she told him. Her own eyes felt hot and raw. “Can you help me? Like … like you did in the parking lot?”

He shuddered. “Oh god.” He knew what she meant.

“Please?” She felt like everything was sinking downward, toward the ground two stories below. “Please, Haley, just for a couple of minutes.”

She held her hand out, begging him. He ignored her offer and took her in his arms instead. When she began to cry, he held her head against his chest as if to keep her from falling to pieces.

“Stop crying,” he said, his voice strong. “Stop it, J.D. It won’t help.”

He said exactly what she needed to hear, but she only felt worse.

“My grandmother…” She tried to justify her tears by telling him how desperately she hurt, but her emotions were too vast to partition into words. “Kerstel … my father can’t lose Kerstel, it will wreck him.”

“She’ll make it.”

“If I hadn’t let Gloves get my lighter, he could never have come out of the Dream.”

“Stop blaming yourself for what they did.”

He was saying all the right things, and yet, there was something wrong with his tone. She got the impression, as she tried to find comfort in arms as warm and yielding as tree branches, that he was patiently waiting for her to finish needing him.

Josh pulled away. Haley’s gauntness was vibrantly apparent to her—the pale color of his lips, his shaking hands. He wasn’t Ian—she knew that. And they were both under so much stress that neither one of them could pretend he was, even though they both needed Ian at that moment.

“Josh,” Whim said from the waiting-room doorway. She didn’t know how long he had been standing there, but she noticed at the same moment that Will was awake, sitting up on the couch across from her.

When she saw her own weakness through their eyes she realized how pathetic she was. Crimson with shame, she forced herself to completely release Haley. Without a word, he rose and left the room, ducking past Whim with hunched shoulders.

Whim sat down on the couch next to her. “Josh,” he said. “He’s sick.”

She swallowed. “I know.”

“No, you don’t. We went to New York and Boston, we went to Switzerland, we went to China. We have seen doctors on three continents, and no one seems to be able to help.”

Startled, she met his eyes. “What?”

“He’s sick,” Whim repeated. “Even medication only helps a little.”

“Wait. You went away to…”

“I left home because Haley mailed me a note saying he thought he was losing his mind. Do you think I wanted to just walk away after Ian died? But when I got to Haley’s house, and I saw him … I can’t even explain. Sometimes he really does believe he’s Ian for days at a time. Sometimes I almost believe he’s Ian. He’s confident and friendly and willing to take chances. While I tried to find better doctors, he partied in Europe. He went to dance clubs, Josh. He wasn’t anything like Haley.”

Josh shook her head. “No,” she said, “he’s just—it’s a defense mechanism. Pretending he’s Ian is just a defense mechanism for when he can’t handle things.”

Whim nodded. “Precisely. He can’t handle the fact that Ian died, so he pretends to be Ian. The problem is, he can’t stop. And he’s never going to stop if you keep encouraging him. As hard as this is—as much as you need Ian right now—Haley has to learn to face things if he’s going to get better.”

Josh would have been angry at Whim for speaking to her like he would a child if she hadn’t understood why it was so important for her to hear him clearly. Having Haley around, seeing him act like Ian, was a temptation she could barely resist. She had given in to it, but she wouldn’t let that happen again. Haley had always been—albeit in his own strange way—her friend. She wasn’t going to contribute to keeping him sick.

“I get it,” she told Whim. But the truth was that she felt like she’d lost her last comfort. “Thank you for taking care of him,” she added. And she meant it.

“Yeah, well … sometimes I wish I could have been home instead, taking care of you guys.” Whim put his hand over hers.

“We managed,” she said, but there must have been a bitter note in her voice, because Whim turned his face to the floor.

“I think you should go home,” he said. He glanced at Will, who had sat in silence during Whim and Josh’s conversation. “All of you. Get some sleep, eat.”

“Is Winsor any better?” Josh asked.

“No. Worse. They’re—” He grimaced. “They’re talking about pacemakers and brain damage from oxygen deprivation. She still hasn’t said a word.”

No, please, not Winsor, too.

“Josh,” Will said. “Go home.”

Josh hadn’t looked him in the face since she turned away from him at the dance, but now their eyes met briefly. She didn’t expect to see so much pain in his face. Discomfort—yes. Disgust for how she had used Haley—probably. But not the unmasked sorrow that greeted her now. Not the compassion or the longing. She remembered what he’d told her in the school lobby.

I see these things eating you up inside and I … I would do anything to help you, if you’d only tell me what to do.

She’d fought so hard for the distance between them—but he was here, now, in the hospital with her family, waiting to see if the woman who had just adopted him would die in surgery or not. He was right—he was in this just as deep as she was, and he probably needed a hug just as much as she did.

But after pushing him away for so long, she didn’t know how to stop, so she just said, “Would you go get Haley and Del?”

And he just nodded and left the room.


 

Twenty-seven

Will didn’t know where Haley had gone. He tried the surgery waiting room first and then headed for Winsor’s room.

The hospital was quiet so late at night. Many departments were closed, lights dimmed, and even the nurses spoke in whispers and moved softly in their sneakers. The serenity of it unnerved Will; people were, after all, still dying here.

He passed Winsor’s parents asleep in another waiting room, Saidy’s head resting on Alex’s shoulder. Asleep, they hardly looked upset. They might have been here for their daughter’s tonsillectomy, for all the fear on their faces, except that Alex had a blackening eye from his fight with the trench-coat men.

Will found Haley in Winsor’s room. Winsor was awake, in a distant, trancelike sort of way. She wore a loose hospital gown that slid down to reveal one pale shoulder. The blankets drawn over her waist were smooth, as if she hadn’t moved since the nurse had tucked her in. At least a dozen wires reached out from the neck of her gown, all attached to a silent computer screen in the wall above the bed. Not a foot from her pillows, a defibrillator waited in case her heart stopped again.

She blinked often, but her eyes never focused. She seemed to be looking at Haley’s arm more than anything else. But the thing that upset Will the most was the pink outline of a gas mask around her mouth and nose.

Will stepped up to the side of the bed. “Hey, Winsor.”

Her gaze drifted toward him. It stopped before reaching his face.

“Can you hear me?” he asked.

Winsor exhaled as if she had meant to speak and failed. Her eyes drifted.

Will pulled a chair to the side of the bed and sat down. Haley sat across from him, his arms wrapped around his shins. Josh had asked Will to bring Haley back to the waiting room, but he decided she could wait a few minutes. He wasn’t quite ready to deal with her glares and silent accusations yet.

He felt like he’d ruined everything between them. If Whim hadn’t arrived at the dance, he had no doubt he would have spent the night back in the county home instead of the hospital. Regardless, he was certain Josh hated him.

“How’s Winsor doing?” Will asked Haley.

Haley’s eyes darted toward him suspiciously. He shrugged. Will recognized Haley’s notepad and pen on the bedside table, so he picked them up and tossed them across the bed. Startled, Haley flipped his chair in an attempt to scramble backward.

“Oh, damn,” Will muttered. He got up and walked to where Haley was sprawled on the floor, disoriented. When he held out his hand, Haley flinched.

“Let me help you up,” Will said.

Their fingers met, and Haley winced again, but he allowed Will to pull him back onto his feet. This time, Will set the notepad carefully on the edge of the mattress in front of Haley. “Want to talk?” he asked.

Haley extended a hand toward the pad, then drew back his trembling fingers. He said breathlessly, “Don’t do that.”

Will wasn’t sure he’d heard him correctly. “Don’t do what?”

“Encourage me,” Haley told him, and then looked away, back at Winsor. “Don’t lie.”

“I’m sorry,” Will said, stunned by the mettle in Haley’s voice, “did I lie about something?”

“Whim told you about me, about the doctors and the hospitals.”

Had Haley heard them talking downstairs?

“I’m not crazy,” Haley said. “Whim wants to think that. The truth scares him.”

“The truth?”

“That I … see things. That I know things.”

“What things?” Will asked uneasily.

“I would do anything to help you, if you’d only tell me what to do,” Haley quoted.

Will had said that to Josh in the school lobby the night before, and he knew Josh would never have related his words to Haley. She was pathologically incapable of gossiping.

Haley must have overheard us, Will thought. He must have been eavesdropping.

Oblivious to Will’s shock, Haley asked, “Did you mean that?”

It took Will a moment to realize that Haley was asking about what Will had said to Josh, what—in his own mind—he had considered a promise. “I meant it,” he admitted.

“That’s good. Josh needs someone to…” He shrugged. “Be nice to her. She’s not very nice to herself. She won’t admit it, but she’s been thinking about you saying that.”

“Haley—” Will said, his throat tight.

“Do you want more proof? I can tell you all sorts of things. I know that Dustine found you in the library and gave you Ian’s journal. I know she told you that you’d be an outsider till the day you die. I know your mom liked vodka best, but if she was broke she’d drink mouthwash or hand sanitizer or vanilla extract. I know you accidentally drank cherry schnapps once, because you thought it was cherry syrup and you put it in a Coke.”

Will felt sick and stunned. He had never, ever told anyone that he’d drunk cherry schnapps—not even the social workers. His twelve-year-old self had been afraid he’d get sent to Detox.

Whatever excitement Haley had found in proving himself faded, and his voice softened. “I know these things,” he explained. “I saw them when I touched your hand. Ian used to tell me, ‘Be careful when you talk, Haley. Don’t let them know.’ Now he says, ‘Save them. Save Josh.’”

Will’s brain continued to insist that Haley was delusional, but his body shivered. He didn’t believe in psychic powers, and yet he couldn’t disbelieve Haley. Something about the way Haley’s face changed when he spoke—not with the eerie power of Ian’s presence, but as if he felt more and more free—unsettled Will. “What do you see when you touch Winsor’s hand?”

Haley’s expression darkened. “I see the man with the canister putting the gas mask on her. And then … nothing. She’s gone. I don’t know where she is—I can’t find her.” He put his hand on Winsor’s as if to see if she had returned. “I keep calling for her, but I think maybe she can’t come back.”

“Haley,” Will said again. “How do you know these things?”

“Ian said no one would believe me, back when we were kids, right after Dad left. He said, ‘If your own father won’t believe you, no one else will.’ But Ian always believed me. ‘Can’t tell Mom,’ he said. ‘Someday we’ll tell Josh.’” Haley shook his head. “But she won’t believe me now. It would hurt too much. She’s the one who keeps calling him back.” His tone was faintly resentful, but then he looked ashamed of himself and added, “Maybe I do too.”

Either Haley was in the middle of a breakdown, Will decided, or else … had he spent his life writing notes because he was afraid of what he would reveal when he opened his mouth?

“I know all these things,” Haley said again. “I used to tell Ian, but now there’s no one. It scares Whim. It would hurt Josh. Winsor won’t even speak to me.”

Will watched Haley run his thumb over Winsor’s knuckles, not with Ian’s boldness but with the tenderness of a former lover. Whim had said he never understood Haley and Winsor’s relationship—maybe it had been so simple as to confuse people. Maybe Haley had just loved her.

Haley sighed and set Winsor’s hand gently on the bed. He looked at Will, and though he didn’t ask aloud, his question was obvious.

“You can tell me,” Will said, coming to a decision. “You need to tell me. You can’t carry all that by yourself.”

“Will…” Haley began, and then stopped, and Will wasn’t sure if he was asking a question or speaking Will’s name. Finally, he asked, “Will you believe me?”

Suspecting that Haley would know if he lied, Will thought the question through before he answered. He saw Haley looking him in the eye, speaking in complete sentences, expressing emotion, free of his notepad and pen … Haley had never appeared more sane.

Delusions make people act less sane, not more.

“I’ll believe you,” Will promised.

Haley smiled, and then, suddenly shy again, turned away. He leaned down to kiss Winsor’s dark hair. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go home.”

*   *   *

Josh wasn’t prepared for the scene. The clock had just struck four in the morning when they finally arrived home, but there was a Forward Cleaning Service van parked in the driveway. Two thick tubes ran from the van through the back door.

The kitchen lights were on, and coffee percolated on the counter. From the living room came the sounds of motion, traffic, industrial equipment. Josh stopped dead in the doorway.

She hadn’t slept all night, but she hadn’t felt it fully until then, when the world threatened to slip away. Two guys were cleaning the carpet, and her stomach turned at the sight of red froth bubbling out of the rug. A woman stripped bloodied drapes off the windows, and the furniture had been piled haphazardly on one side of the room.

Josh turned as Haley wandered past her into the pantry and, presumably, the archroom. “Whim,” Josh said. “Take Del upstairs. Go through the hallway.”

Neither one asked any questions. Whim just put his arm around Del’s shoulders, and she leaned gratefully against him, and they left the kitchen through the doorway that led directly to the hall, bypassing the living room. Whim nodded to Davita Bach, who was hurrying toward Josh. Despite the odd hour, Davita was dressed in a royal-blue suit that set off her red hair and the rubies in her ears. She frowned as if displeased with herself when she saw Josh and Will.

“I’m sorry,” she said, having to raise her voice above the clamor in the living room. “I thought you wouldn’t be home until tomorrow and all of this would be finished.”

Josh felt the blood rush to her hands when she saw Davita. She probably would have been angry at Davita regardless, but the fact that the woman looked so put together, so untouched, sent Josh into a fury.

“I warned you!” Josh said. “Grandma warned you—she believed me!”

“I know,” Davita said, raising her hands in surrender. “I did what I could—”

“You did nothing!”

In that moment, Josh could have been moved to violence. She could have kicked in doors and thrown her fists through walls and shattered windows. But even as she lifted a hand to slap Davita’s beautiful face, tears rushed her eyes, and she just stumbled down the hallway instead.

Davita called after her, but Josh didn’t turn back. Will followed her, his footsteps a soft echo of hers on the stairs.

She was vividly aware of the emptiness in the third-floor apartment. From far below came the muted sounds of the cleaners. Only the end-table lamp warmed the room.

Will came in after her. He didn’t speak, but she felt him behind her, and when she turned to face him, instead of the accusation she expected to find, she saw the same look she’d seen during their fight at the dance, the same longing to be let in, so she threw herself down on the couch and blurted out, “All of this is my fault.”

Will considered a moment before stepping closer and sitting down on the coffee table in front of her. Very calmly, he asked, “How’s that work?”

“They used my lighter to leave the Dream. Then they got a mirror somewhere and they came here and hurt everyone.”

Will put his head in his hands as he said, “Josh, you need to go to bed.”

“No, you’re not listening to me—”

“No, Josh, I am. And now is not the time to talk about this.”

“But it’s my fault, don’t you see—”

She stood up and brushed past him so that she could pace around the living room. Her need to move was closely tied to her desire to escape her own skin.

“It doesn’t matter,” Will told her, rising. “It was an accident; you had no way of knowing what would happen.”

“No, I knew they weren’t just nightmares.”

“And you told your grandmother and Young Ben and Davita. You warned them—they didn’t listen, and that’s on them, not you.”

“Grandma listened! She listened and she died!”

The pattern of shadows Josh cast on the floor as she moved was making her dizzy. Will climbed over the coffee table to cut her off as she made another circuit. He grabbed her arm, stopping her pacing. When he spoke, his voice was laden with frustration. “You did what you could. You warned the right people. They didn’t believe you, and there was an accident. That doesn’t make it your fault. You are exhausted and you need to sleep.”

She tried to shake him off and had to settle for shaking her head vigorously. “What are you doing, Will?” she nearly shouted. “Why are you defending me when this is obviously my fault?”

“Because,” he replied, raising his voice for the first time, “because—because—”

And then he kissed her.

Josh was so surprised she barely had time to respond before Will pulled away.

“Because,” he said, and only the lowering of his voice suggested anything had occurred between them, “you’re hurting terribly and you want someone to blame, and since you can’t get your hands on Snitch and Gloves, you’re going to blame yourself.”

Josh stared at him. Will just kissed me, she thought.

Then she was kissing him, and he had his hands in her hair and her fists were full of his T-shirt and her body was alive with an exhilaration strangely close to dreamfire. She felt like either one of them might fly apart at any moment, and she clutched him as a way to hold him together, hold herself together—

“Stop, wait,” he said, pulling away. “We can’t do this. This is crazy.”

Josh forced herself to let go of him, but her hands ached with the emptiness.

“I can’t handle this tonight,” he said.

He looked as drained and weary as Josh felt. His black T-shirt had come untucked from his slacks and his auburn hair was tangled from moments of captured sleep on the hospital couch. His blue eyes were almost as bloodshot as Deloise’s, as Josh knew her own must be, and he was shaking. She could tell him that he wasn’t part of her life, her family, her problems, but he was going to hurt alongside her anyway.

And apparently he was going to kiss her too.

“Sorry,” she said.

He shook his head. “There’s nothing—”

“No, I mean, for last night. For attacking you like that.”

He shrugged slowly, as if even that gesture were exhausting. “Maybe I deserved it. Right now I’m too tired to remember.”

She wanted to reach out to him, pull him close for a minute, long enough to sort out what those kisses had meant. Had he kissed her to shut her up, or had he kissed her because he was too exhausted and broken-down to stop himself?

She didn’t want to scare him. She had spent so long pushing him away that now the desire to be close to him terrified her. So instead of kissing him again, she only laid her palm against his cheek. Will turned his face into her touch and closed his eyes, resting there, and Josh let her fingertips stroke his skin. Why had she been so afraid of letting him in when he had never been anything except kind?

Will rolled his face against her hand and placed a very slow kiss on the inside of her wrist.

Oh, Josh thought, and she shivered.

When he opened his eyes, they had already found hers, as if he had seen her through his eyelids. He said, “Please go to bed, Josh.”

She took a step back and stumbled on her bad knee. He wrapped an arm around her waist and she didn’t fight him. “Come on,” he said, leading her into her bedroom.

He didn’t turn the light on, but slid her onto the bed. While he tugged off her shoes, she found her voice again and said, “Will?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to want to talk soon.”

He dragged a comforter off the floor and covered her with it.

“You know where to find me,” he told her. When he went back into the living room, he left her door open, just a crack.


 

Twenty-eight

The next morning, Josh woke Will to tell him that they had been summoned to testify before the junta. He had a bad feeling about it, but he started getting dressed.

He had just pulled on his pants when he remembered that he’d kissed Josh the night before.

“Oh, man,” he muttered, rubbing his head. “What was I thinking?”

He’d been thinking that he was so tired, and so sad, and so sick of listening to Josh beat herself up, and that kissing her was as close as he could get to saying, “Shut up, I don’t care what you’ve done, I think you’re amazing.” Then as soon as he started kissing her he panicked because maybe he’d gone too far, and he’d finished by babbling some sort of argument for why she was too hard on herself.

“Not smooth, Will,” he told himself in the bathroom mirror. “Not smooth at all.”

He supposed some sort of explanation was in order, but Josh didn’t ask for one as they ate a quick breakfast. Whole-grain toast and eggs for Will, hot chocolate and cherry Pop Tarts for Josh. She didn’t say anything except that Kerstel had made it through surgery.

The limo was chilly within, and rain threatened without. As they rolled down the long driveway, Davita flipped open a laptop. She looked just as put together as she had the night before, but her fingers were sluggish on the keys. “What’s your full name, Will?” she asked.

He looked at Josh. She shrugged. “I’m not sure yet,” he said.

“Well, we have eighty minutes to figure it out. Name some of the men from your mother’s side of the family.”

“Paul, John, Ralph, Luke, Neal, Mark—”

“Isn’t there anyone in your family with a name that isn’t one syllable?” Davita interrupted.

Will had to think. “I have a distant cousin named Toly, which I think is short for Anatoly.”

Davita nodded her approval. “It’s close to Anatolijus, which is an old dream-walker name. Do you have a historical figure yet?”

“Sigmund.”

She glanced up. “What the hell is Sigmund?”

Will explained and her brows furrowed in exasperation. “Fine, you’re William Anatolijus Sigismondo Kansas. No, Kansisuvth.”

He gave up. The atrocity she had just made of his name was one he should have expected. Glancing out the window, he reminded himself, You aren’t really one of them.

“Josh,” Davita said. “Does Will know what people will expect of him?”

Have you taught him any manners? Will translated.

A lock of light-brown hair fell onto Josh’s forehead as she turned to look at the older woman. “He’ll be fine.” She had hardly spoken to Davita since they got in the limo.

Davita tilted her head skeptically. “Does he know how to greet elders? Does he know how the amphitheater will be set up and where to sit when he enters? Does he know whom he’ll be meeting and what subjects can and cannot be discussed?”

“No,” Will said. “He does not.”

Josh sighed. “Let’s go over some things.”

Over the next hour, she attempted to explain how the junta worked and the protocol for speaking before it, but she obviously had little interest in politics and social niceties. Davita made frequent interjections. While Will felt uncomfortable at having been singled out, he was also relieved that someone had thought to tell him these things. Josh was an amazing teacher of how to be a dream walker in-Dream—less so out of it.

“And, naturally, my grandfather will be there,” Josh added as they exited the highway and plunged into downtown Braxton. “Probably waving sparklers and drinking Champagne.”

“Josh,” Davita said, her voice full of disapproval.

“You know he hated Grandma. I’m telling you, if he makes one smart remark about—” Josh’s voice caught in her throat and she had to clear it before she went on. “I’m gonna kick him, just like I did when I was six.”

“You kicked him?” Will asked.

“Yeah.” Josh broke into her lopsided smile. “He made Deloise cry, so I side-kicked him, right in the chest. Knocked him over, too.” Her pleasure at the memory faded. “Every time I see him I want to do it again.”

“There will be no kicking today,” Davita said sternly. “This is a serious matter, Josh.”

An hour later, they arrived at the junta’s headquarters. Maybe it was just the rain, but the gray skyscraper seemed more sinister than Will remembered from his first visit.

On the ride up to the nineteenth floor, Will examined himself critically in the elevator’s mirrored walls. Whim had loaned him a gray robe to wear, and Deloise had pinned it so that Will didn’t trail a foot of fabric behind himself, but somehow he still looked like a little kid dressed as a priest for Halloween. The only thing he liked about the outfit was the pin he wore over his heart with the Weavaros family emblem—an arched foot wrought in silver, set against a field of peridot gems.

“We were having one made up for you, but…” Josh had said as she pinned it to Will’s robe that morning.

She was almost finished before he realized what she meant. “This was Dustine’s?”

Josh gave him a sad smile. “She’d want you to have it. She liked you, you know.”

Will touched the pin and felt the cool stones and silver beneath his fingertips. “I was beginning to think that maybe she did. We had a lot in common.”

Josh gave him a curious look, but he didn’t explain. To her, Dustine had never been an outsider, and he decided not to change that.

The elevator opened onto a carpeted lobby where several dozen dream walkers made small talk and drank coffee. Josh led Will through it to the amphitheater.

The room was a circular ocean of seating with rows of chairs climbing the walls. But despite the hardwood stage, the golden velvet upholstery, and the chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, there was no mistaking the courtroom for a theater; armed guards hovered on either side of the door and heavy-duty steel rings for manacles protruded from the polished floor.

A row of regal, high-backed chairs cut through the first two rows of seating and dominated the room. “That’s where the junta sits,” Josh said. She gestured to several ottomans, covered in studded leather and standing on legs carved of black marble, set on the stage floor before the junta’s thrones. “Those are for witnesses.”

Josh and Will took seats in the second row near an aisle, and Davita sat in a reserved area to the side of the junta. “I wonder where Young Ben is,” Josh murmured, scanning the room.

The members of the junta were elegant and smiling figures, wholly unremarkable in a way that unsettled Will. None of them looked particularly wise or enlightened or significantly different from anyone else in the crowd.

Except, of course, for Peregrine, who was moving from one cluster of people to the next, greeting everyone. His robe was the same as Will’s except that it was red shot through with black and gold thread, and it shimmered when he walked.

“Your grandpa looks like a Vegas act,” Will whispered to Josh, and he got her to laugh.

Once the junta was seated, the room quieted around them, finally falling completely silent. Will’s nervousness turned to impatience as the junta spent the next hour dealing with unrelated matters. Finally, Josh and Will were called, and he followed her up to the row of ottomans arranged onstage and tried not to look like an idiot in a borrowed dress.

“Journeyer Weavaros.” A female member of the junta rose, and Will was sitting close enough to the junta’s thrones to read the large brass nameplates set on the table before them. Anivay la Grue was elderly, of Native American descent, and she had thick black hair cut short around her chin. She smiled with her greeting and then added, “I believe we have not yet met your apprentice.”

Josh said, “Your Eminences, fellow dream walkers, may I present Will Anatoly Sigmund Kansas?”

For a moment, Will completely forgot that anyone else was in the room, although he could hear Minister la Grue saying, “Welcome to the fold, Apprentice Kansas. May you always walk safely.”

He looked at Josh, and she gave him a tiny, private smile.

He could have kissed her right then.

“Thank you,” Will said, speaking as much to Josh as to the junta minister.

They sat down, and the interrogation began.

“We have asked you here today,” Minister la Grue said, “to discuss those known only as ‘the men in trench coats,’ whom many in this room have witnessed. Would you please describe your encounters with them?”

Will let Josh do the talking; she might hate social situations and feel uncomfortable in her own skin at times, but she knew dreams. She told the junta and the witnesses of her three encounters, beginning with a description of the nightmare she was in at the time. She relayed in detail each of the trench-coat men’s actions, their gas masks, their canisters, Gloves’s gloves. She even told them about the bitter smell of chemicals that clung to them.

When Josh finished, Peregrine Borgenitch rose from his seat. What might have been intended to be a stately motion looked more like a first-grader jumping at the recess bell. Will was sitting close enough to Josh to feel her tense as her grandfather walked around the table to Minister la Grue.

“Minister la Grue,” he said, “if I may…”

She looked displeased, but she acquiesced and returned to her chair.

“Josh,” Peregrine said, and then added, “my dear,” in a strange, smarmy voice. “You were in-Dream when you saw this man—this man you call Snitch—apparently alter the Dream.”

“There was no ‘apparently’ about it,” Josh said. “He looked right at the exit Will had opened, and the doorway vanished.”

“He didn’t, I don’t know, wave a wand at it?”

“No,” Josh said through gritted teeth. “He didn’t have a wand.”

“Did he make any signs with his hands, any gestures?”

“No.”

“So all he actually did was glance at the doorway?”

“He…” Josh struggled with her words. “He looked at it, intensely. His eyes narrowed.”

“And did lightning bolts shoot out of them?”

“No, I told you—he didn’t have to do anything. He just looked at the doorway and it vanished.”

Will restrained himself from putting a hand on Josh’s back. Her whole body was vibrating with anger. What is this guy trying to prove? Will wondered. Aren’t we here because Snitch and Gloves turned out to be real people? Why keep trying to disprove their abilities?

“How far away from him were you at this point?” Peregrine asked Josh.

“Four feet.”

“And after he glanced at the doorway, he went back to trying to put a gas mask on Haley Micharainosa?”

“Yes.”

“And why was he doing that?”

“I have no idea.”

“Because, as I recall, you said this man, Snitch, was wearing a gas mask. Was there gas in the nightmare?”

“Not that I noticed.”

“Hmm.” Peregrine paced a few idle steps, his hands clasped behind his back, before turning sharply—and somewhat melodramatically—back to Josh and Will and asking, “And he identified you?”

Josh nodded. “He said, ‘You’re Jona’s daughter.’”

“Did he recognize Haley?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t speak to Haley.”

Peregrine didn’t ask about Will. Will hadn’t expected him to.

“But he recognized you. Just you, Josh.”

“Yes.” Although Will doubted that Josh had any more idea than he did what Peregrine was trying to prove, she was upset enough to say, “So what? Lots of people know who I am.”

Peregrine made an embarrassed expression, like Josh had just said something arrogant. “Well, they certainly do now.”

One of Josh’s hands clenched, and Will thought for a moment that he was going to have to stop her from jumping off her ottoman and attacking Peregrine. Luckily, her grandfather suddenly sat down.

Minister la Grue stood up again. “Thank you, Journeyer Weavaros, I think we’ve heard enough. Unless you have something else to add?”

Josh’s voice sighed with relief. “No.”

“Good day, then. May you walk safely.”

Will stood up with her and was stepping down from the platform when Minister la Grue added, “Apprentice Kansas, please stay a moment.”

“Wait—what?” Josh asked. One of her feet was already on the ground and the other was still on the platform, giving her a half-frozen appearance.

“The junta would like to speak to Apprentice Kansas alone for a moment.”

Josh and Will looked at each other, equally surprised. “Is that necessary?” Josh asked.

Peregrine smiled. “Yes.”

“As his teacher, I request permission to stay.”

“Denied.” Peregrine smiled wider.

Will saw the fury in Josh’s eyes when she looked at her grandfather, but she forced it down as she turned back to Will. “I’ll be right outside,” she promised in a whisper.

The room was perfectly still except for Josh as she left. When the doors closed behind her, Will felt cold and hyperaware of everything—the patterns of light on the polished floor, the aftertaste of coffee in his mouth, the way the legs of his ottoman weren’t quite even, causing it to rock when he shifted. The junta must have been fifteen feet away, but he could see their faces as if they were at arm’s length.

“Apprentice Kansas,” Peregrine said, and Will started. A few soft chuckles came from the crowd, and Peregrine grinned big. He liked catching Will off-guard.

“Apprentice Kansas, did you ever see the men in trench coats when Journeyer Weavaros wasn’t with you?”

“No, but I’ve never dream walked without her.”

Peregrine nodded. “Do you consider her a good teacher?”

“Excellent.”

“What makes her an excellent teacher?”

“Her patience, her clarity, and her understanding of what she teaches.”

“Would you elaborate on her understanding?”

Will didn’t know exactly what the man was asking for. “She has a lot of experience dream walking. She’s well trained, and she knows what to expect.”

“She knows what to expect? How does she know?”

“Experience.” He struggled to not sound … spooky. “Instinct,” he told them.

“Instinct?” Peregrine looked delighted with Will’s answer. “How exactly would you define ‘instinct,’ Apprentice Kansas?”

Will got the distinct impression that he was being danced into a corner, so he gave a textbook answer. “As the subconscious interpretation of subtle cues that the conscious mind misses.”

“That must be fun to watch,” Peregrine commented. There was a vicious glint in his eyes. “Sometimes you must think she’s practically psychic.”

“I’ve never thought that,” Will told him honestly, thinking of Haley.

Peregrine abruptly changed tack. “How many dreams have you walked with Journeyer Weavaros?”

“I don’t know.”

“Estimate, if you would.”

He considered for a moment. “Maybe seventy.”

“How many nightmares would you say were successfully resolved?”

“Many.”

“Many? Does that mean most of them?”

“Most of them,” Will agreed.

“Three out of five? Four?”

“Nine out of ten.” He remembered the study that had pegged Josh’s resolution rate at 88 percent.

“So what you’re telling us,” Peregrine said, summarizing to suit his purposes, “is that not only does Journeyer Weavaros have an uncanny ability to anticipate what might occur in-Dream, she’s also able to fully resolve almost every nightmare?”

I want to say no just to watch his face fall, Will thought. Reluctantly, he answered, “Yes.”

“Apprentice Kansas.” Another dramatic spin-turn. “When Journeyer Weavaros takes action within a nightmare, how quickly does the dreamer usually respond?”

“Very quickly.”

“Faster than when you take action?”

“Yes, but my actions aren’t as well chosen—”

“When Journeyer Weavaros takes action, would you say the dreamer responds quickly, or instantly?”

Instantly—at least, it often felt instant. Some days, it was as if the dreamer followed Josh’s train of thought and didn’t even need her to act. Other days, things moved slower, but often—

Will suddenly understood what Peregrine was trying to make him say, so he said the opposite. “Quickly.”

But everyone had seen him hesitate. Peregrine pounced.

“When the man you call Snitch glanced at the exit you were holding open, did Journeyer Weavaros follow his gaze?”

“Of course she did—she was trying to see what he was looking at. So was I.”

“So, at the moment that the doorway vanished, Snitch wasn’t the only one looking at it.”

Any other answer would have been ridiculous. “No, he wasn’t.”

The room was too quiet. Will couldn’t quite believe Peregrine was going to ask what Will thought he was going to ask until the words were spoken.

“Have you ever seen Journeyer Weavaros, in any way, alter the Dream?”

Will was only distantly aware of the room’s reaction: not just murmurs and whispers, but fully voiced expressions of disbelief. Will himself felt only cold fury.

He gave Peregrine a hard look. “No.”

Peregrine appeared undeterred by Will’s answer. “After the doorway vanished, you opened a second exit, correct?”

“Yes.”

“What was Journeyer Weavaros doing?”

“Beating Snitch with a microwave.”

“But she didn’t kill him. And she apparently didn’t kill the man she called Gloves, either, did she?” He considered. “Why do you suppose she didn’t kill them?”

It was a stupid question—these were all stupid, leading, preposterous questions. But when Will opened his mouth to declare that Josh wasn’t a bloodthirsty killer, Peregrine held up his hand.

“You have been a great help, Apprentice Kansas. Thank you. You’re free to leave.”

But Will couldn’t leave, not when Josh had been so inaccurately portrayed. Knowing he might be making an awful mistake, Will said desperately, “I believe that Josh’s ability to act so effectively within the Dream comes from her habitual breaking of Stellanor’s First Rule of dream walking.”

The crowd murmured; someone actually laughed; someone else said, “What’s Stellanor’s Rule?”

Peregrine just appeared perplexed.

“Stellanor’s First Rule of dream walking is never to let the dreamer’s fear take you over,” Will said.

“Yes, I think most of us here—”

“I believe that each time Josh goes into a nightmare, the first thing she does is consciously break Stellanor’s First Rule in order to give herself a more complete picture of the situation and a better chance of anticipating what might occur.”

Peregrine clearly hadn’t appreciated being cut off. “And she’s told you that she does this?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know she’s doing it?”

“I’ve … It’s just something I’ve deduced by observation.”

“Yes, well,” Peregrine said dryly. “Thank you for your uneducated opinion. You may go.”

Will stood up, but he made no move toward the door. He couldn’t go, not with so much unsaid, not after he’d thrown Josh under the bus for nothing. Peregrine, halfway back to his chair, paused to look at his granddaughter’s apprentice when he realized Will wasn’t walking away.

“Now what?” he demanded.

“She warned you,” Will said. “She warned you about those men, and you did nothing. Dustine—” He heard his voice crack as he recalled the day she had sought him out in the library. Instead of the argument he meant to make, he heard himself say, “She was kind to me.”

Peregrine’s face changed. The little smirk of pleasure he had worn throughout the interrogation faded and revealed something closer to despair. A tremor ran through his jaw.

Whatever else Will had been about to say, he forgot it then.

“Yes,” Peregrine said softly, “I imagine she was.”

Will turned away from the junta and strode toward the door so fast he almost slid on the marble floor in his ridiculous slippers.

Davita rushed toward him. “This is a sham,” Will hissed before she even had time to speak. “You walked us right into a trap—and you knew, didn’t you? You knew what he had planned!”

“Will, wait a minute—”

“How dare you drag us down here to perform in your kangaroo court!”

Davita grabbed his arm, but he shook her off. “Don’t go out there and say that to Josh,” Davita begged. “You’re only going to make this worse.”

“I don’t think it can get any worse,” he snapped, and flung the doors open.

Josh met Will in the anteroom. “What happened?”

“Will, don’t,” Davita said again.

Will glanced at her—at the makeup she used to conceal herself, at the flawless, unquestionable face she put on. He looked back at Josh. “Your grandfather is trying to pin you as an accomplice.”

Josh stepped back, growing smaller, as though Will’s words had weakened every part of her. She shook her head.

“Dammit, Will, stop!” Davita said.

“He wanted me to make it look like you’re working with them. He wanted me to say that you can control the Dream, that you have their powers. Josh.” Will leaned forward, trying to push through the stunned glaze over her eyes. “We have to leave now. We have to get out of here before they take this any further.”

“You can’t leave,” Peregrine announced, appearing behind Will. A huge, gloating smile now dominated his face. “We need you to stick around for a while, Joshy.”

“Let’s just go,” Will told her.

“I have a warrant,” Peregrine pointed out. “You could join Ben Sounclouse in the jail.”

“Young Ben—” Josh began, before repeating, “A warrant?”

“By order of the junta, if you try to leave the building, I am authorized to use whatever force is necessary to keep you here.”

“On what grounds?” Will demanded.

“That you conspired to commit Dream crimes, including murder, intended murder, and anarchistic use of inter-universal gateways.” He looked more pleased with himself than ever. “Same charges as Ben, the crafty old fool.”

When Josh proved speechless, Will burst out, “You’re a scapegoat, Josh. These ineffectual idiots can’t catch Snitch and Gloves, so they’re trying to pin everything on you.”

“Peregrine,” Davita broke in, “go back into the amphitheater for a minute. Let me talk to Josh.”

Peregrine folded his hands across his bloated belly. “I don’t think so, Davey. I don’t know what you’ve been trying to hide from me—you and Ben Sounclouse—but I’m not going to politely leave the room while you conspire against me.”

“Josh lives in my district,” Davita shot back, “so until I sign your damn warrant, it’s worthless.”

“I don’t trust these people,” Will told Josh desperately, but she barely seemed to hear him.

“I think this young brat is the one you shouldn’t trust,” Peregrine snapped. “He just made you both look like fools in front of the entire community. And as for you, Davita—you’ve forgotten your place, and who put you there. You would have burned to the ground with the royal palace if I hadn’t stood up for you.” He drew himself up. “However, I’m a reasonable man, and I’m willing to be reasonable now. I’ll make you a deal, Josh. I’ll give you this warrant, and you can shred it or burn it or wipe your ass with it, but in return, I want your scroll.”

The words were so unexpected that they took Will several seconds to process. He guessed that Josh had the same issue by the hollow way she repeated, “My scroll…?” Even Davita stood mute, her open mouth revealing the lipstick on her front teeth.

“That’s right,” Peregrine said. “This warrant, for your scroll. Hell, I’ll even release Young Ben.”

“Why?” Josh asked.

“I’ve got my reasons.”

Will didn’t know what decision Josh would make. Apparently neither did Josh, because she just stood there, frozen, until Davita said, “This is ridiculous, Peregrine. She’s not going to give you her scroll.” Turning to Josh and Will, she said, “The limo is outside. Go back to the house and stay there, I’ll call. This isn’t what it looks like, Josh, believe me.”

“I don’t know what to believe,” Josh said, finally finding her voice again. Her eyes had lost their glaze, and she looked sharply at Davita. “We warned you—we told you about Feodor and the men and that they weren’t just a nightmare. We told you and Grandma that!”

“You told us,” Davita agreed. “And we told your grandfather.”

“No, you didn’t,” Peregrine said with a look so innocent it was almost a parody. Then he smiled at his own joke.

“Are you happy?” Josh shouted at him, her temper finally exploding. “You hated Grandma for all those years and now she’s dead and you’re happy?”

Josh lunged at him, and Will and Davita both threw themselves in front of her. Davita grabbed Josh’s chin and made her look away from her grandfather’s cruel smile. “Josh, I am trying to protect you. Will, take care of her.”

He nodded as Peregrine said, “Yes, have the outsider look after her. That will work.”

“Shut up,” Josh said. Then she called her grandfather a name that made Davita wince. Will hadn’t heard that kind of language since he’d left the county home.

Peregrine laughed. Will was more than a little desperate to leave, but as he took Josh’s right hand, Peregrine wrapped his spindly fingers around her left arm. Will felt a surge of incredible anger that this twisted little man would grab Josh so tightly.

“You’re not going anywhere,” Peregrine told her, deadly serious.

Davita only groaned. “Pere—”

“Let go of me,” Josh told her grandfather in a flat, cold voice. “That’s the only warning I’m going to give you.”

His other hand snaked toward the shoulder of her robe, and Josh twisted within his grasp. From under the folds of her wool and silk robe, her slippered foot shot out like a thrust sword and connected soundly with Peregrine’s breastbone.

He went down without a sound, flat on his back. Josh and Will stumbled away while Davita swore and dropped to the floor beside him. Peregrine’s eyes fluttered shut, then opened again. He tried to speak but his mouth moved as silently as a fish’s.

Josh looked at Will. “I knew I’d end up kicking him,” she said.

Will honestly couldn’t decide whether he wanted to laugh or cry.

“Go!” Davita told them. “Just go!”

They turned and bolted for the elevator.


 

Twenty-nine

When they reached the sidewalk, Josh could still feel her grandfather’s hand on her arm. He might still have been digging his fingernails into her flesh, the sensation was so strong.

Outside, rain fell so hard it blurred the lines of the buildings. Josh and Will ran toward the limo, parked a block south. The first puddle soaked Josh’s slippers all the way through. Will ran beside her with his eyes wide and his auburn hair plastered to his neck, cringing when lightning struck less than half a mile away.

“In!” Will told her, throwing open the limo door. She tumbled into the vehicle, a chilly but safe harbor from the wind and rain. Will followed, slammed the door, and started hitting buttons randomly. “Where’s the intercom?” he muttered as the dome lights flashed on and off. For a moment the moonroof opened, prompting both of them to swear as water poured inside.

“Here,” Josh said, flicking a switch.

“Yes?” a voice prompted.

“Tanith, immediately.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

A moment later the limo rolled forward. Josh and Will both pulled off their soaked robes, and Will found two chenille blankets in a drawer beneath the seats. Josh didn’t realize she was shivering in her yoga pants and T-shirt until he wrapped a blanket around her shoulders.

The thunder came again—three, four times, not so far in the distance. Between the tinted windows and the inky black clouds, the cabin of the limousine was as dim as a cave.

“Does any of this make sense to you?” Will asked. Josh could just make out the line of his head and shoulders sitting across from her.

“What, you mean why my grandfather is blackmailing me to get to my scroll? I have no idea!” She’d thought she felt angry, but the underlying note in her voice was hurt. He’s supposed to be family.… 

“He messed up when he didn’t listen to us, and now he’s trying to cover his ass,” Will theorized.

“Do you know what ‘anarchistic use of an inter-universal gateway’ is? It’s what happened when I let Gloves keep my lighter.”

“Josh, that was an accident.”

“Maybe,” she agreed, “but it was still a crime. Maybe I should let Peregrine arrest me.”

“If Snitch and Gloves hadn’t gotten the lighter from you,” Will told her, his voice hardening, “they would have gotten one from somebody else.”

“But they didn’t get it from someone else,” she said. “They got it from me.”

Exasperated, Will asked, “Why are you so determined to be at fault for this?”

Strangely, his anger made her laugh. “Because they always let me off.”

Then, with a recklessness close to hysteria, she blurted out, “‘Go ahead and fall in love even though you’re too young, Josh, ’cause your mom died. Your grades are crap, but we won’t worry about that because you’re sharp in a nightmare. And never mind how you broke every rule in the book and opened an archway without permission and someone died. He was your ex, so you’ve probably suffered enough. We’ll let that slide, too.’”

She felt Will listening, felt his presence in the dark. “I screwed up, I did. Just this once I want them to see me and see exactly what I’ve done, not some censored version. Kerstel nearly died, and it was my fault. Grandma did die, and that’s my fault too. I wasn’t supposed to dream walk, and I went in anyway. You even told me not to, but I did. If that makes me an accomplice, they should arrest me.”

Then she was crying. Will could tell her that it hadn’t been her fault, but that wasn’t going to take the bloodstains out of the carpet or erase the sound of Kerstel’s labored breath as it struggled down the phone lines.

Josh covered her eyes with her palms and the thunder clapped so hard her heart shook in her chest. She felt Will put his hands on her knees.

“Josh,” Will said. He no longer sounded angry.

“Sorry.”

“No, don’t be sorry. Keep this in perspective. You chose to break a rule, you’re guilty of that, but you had no idea that you might be putting others at risk. If you had thought for a moment that someone else might get hurt, I know you wouldn’t have gone in. Everybody knows that.”

“But my grandmother is still dead,” she whispered.

He sighed. “I know,” was all he said.

Her chest was tight, but she couldn’t keep crying. The tears balked inside her as if they knew their own uselessness. All she wanted was a chance to say I never meant to put you in danger.

She wanted to say the same thing to Ian.

Lightning cracked like the dome of the sky was being shattered into pieces. Light flooded the limo and, for a moment, Josh found Will’s eyes. She could see him across from her, touching her knees as if determined to hold on to what little she would give him and biting his tongue to keep from asking for things he knew she didn’t want to share.

She was so tired of hiding from him.

“I know I’ve been pushing you away since you got here,” she said tentatively. “Part of it is, ‘Wait, wait, he’s an outsider, don’t show him that.’ Part of it’s just me. But everything you said outside the gym was true: you’re in this as deep as the rest of us. When Snitch and Gloves came out of the Dream, it might just as easily have been you in the archroom as Winsor. I have to accept that.”

She held her breath when she was done. The rain still pounded, as angry as she’d ever heard it, but a pocket of quiet filled the limo. Under the storm she heard her heartbeat and Will’s breathing and the water peeling off the wheels.

Say something, Will.

“I appreciate that,” he told her finally, but it didn’t sound like a good thing. The tone of resignation in his voice set her immediately on edge. He leaned back in his seat, moving away from her. The warm places on her knees where his hands had rested turned cold.

“Will?” she asked. The darkness between them was deep. “Will?”

“I don’t want to be an obligation,” he told her. His voice was grim. “I don’t want to be one of the burdens you’re carrying around.”

“You’re not—” she began weakly.

“I am, that’s what you just said. I know it looks like I got the good side of this deal—suddenly being adopted and offered things I only dreamed of—but it’s hard for me, Josh, hard to know that I’m always going to be the outsider. I’m the guy who showed up instead of Schaffer. I’m the mistake Deloise made. I know that.”

Oh god. She didn’t want to hurt him. He was always so good to her.

“What do you want from me?” Josh asked, feeling stretched as thin as rice paper.

The terrible resignation came back to his voice. “So much more than you want to give me.”

She heard what Will didn’t say. She had heard it in the gym and not known how to reply, she had felt it in his kiss and tried to ignore it, but she recognized it now—recognized the question she still didn’t know how to answer: Are you going to let him love you?

He deserved to know the truth; he was too good a guy for her to keep lying to him. Sooner or later he would find out what she’d done. Better to destroy his illusions now.

“You wouldn’t want to be here if you knew what happened to Ian,” she said.

Will’s voice rose bitterly out of the dark. “Forget Ian, Josh. I don’t want to wrestle your secrets out of you.”

It’s not fair that you feel this way when you don’t know what you’re getting into, Josh thought, or what happened to the last guy.

“I have to tell you,” she said finally.

“Don’t use him as currency.”

Feeling cut, she said, “Will, that’s not it. I just … I have to tell you.”

A gust of wind rocked the limo. “I know more than you think I know,” Will said.

“What do you mean?”

“Whim told me about you and Ian, and how he read his scroll and broke up with you. He told me about Winsor and Haley, and”—Will’s voice dropped slightly—“Winsor and Ian. And how the cabin burned down when you tried to open an archway.”

Stupefied, Josh said, “Whim told you all of that?”

“Yeah. He thought I should know.”

Winsor’s right—Whim is a huge gossip. Josh expected to feel invaded, but a sense of relief surprised her instead, the way her sadness at the mess with the junta had surprised her. “Did he tell you it was my idea to open the archway?”

“He guessed that it was. Does it matter?”

Will was giving her an out, she knew. All she had to say was no, and he’d let it drop. He’d let her off the hook, the way he always had, the way everyone else did.

Josh was done being let off the hook—too many people had gotten hurt. But she took a moment to breathe, to ready herself, to steady her ax before she brought it crashing through this wall.

“We had this fight, me and Ian and Winsor. After they got back from the—” She was already choked up, and she had hardly begun.

“The woods,” Will said. “Whim mentioned that.”

Josh felt relieved again, for a different reason. She went on. “Yeah, after that. Winsor started the fight, I guess. She wanted to talk about everything that had happened. She wanted Ian to talk too, and he couldn’t talk without getting angry, so he got angry at me. Like it was my fault he broke up with me and then got naked with Winsor in the woods.

“Ian and I hadn’t spoken in a month. We both blew up. We said awful things to each other. I called Ian words I’d never spoken out loud before. He called me worse. We’d been together so long, we knew exactly how to hurt each other.

“We went on for a couple of hours like that, just trying to destroy each other. I was crying, Winsor was crying. I think even Haley was crying. Finally, Ian went outside for a cigarette. He started smoking after he opened his scroll. I decided to be gone before he came back.

“There are only three bedrooms in the cabin, and Kerstel was in one. That left one for me and Del and Winsor, and one for the guys. So I could either share a room with Ian or Winsor. I went into the basement instead.

“I hadn’t been down there since my mother died. Everything was exactly the way it had been when she died. There were mirrors glued to a frame where the new archway was supposed to be and a crate full of stones to build it with. I remember there was a bucket of cement for the arch, too, and it had hardened. I sat on it and looked around at the lanterns and the mirrors and the instruction books, and just being in that house felt like a huge double blow. It was where I’d lost Mom, and it was where I really lost Ian, too, because I guess part of me had always thought he was going through a phase and would get over it and come back to me. But if there was any chance, we killed it that night.

“This guy named Geoff helped my mother open the archway, but he got lost in the Dream and never came out. I imagined what that would be like. All I wanted was to get out of the house, and the Dream seemed like the perfect place to forget everything. I decided to open an archway myself and just get the hell away from everyone. I was setting up the mirrors before I even thought about what might happen.

“One of the mirrors slipped because my hands were shaking, and Winsor came downstairs when she heard it break. She could see what I was up to. When she couldn’t talk me out of it, she got Ian, who yelled at me. And I was so stupid—first I called him a coward. Then I said he was talentless and that he’d made himself look good by walking with me all those years. Next thing I knew, he was grabbing the lantern out of my hands and saying he’d do it himself.

“Winsor said that if the two of us were going to open an archway, she was going to help. She knew it was dangerous. We all knew. Haley came down and hovered at the foot of the stairs just as we were really getting going. He kept shaking his head, like he had a bad feeling.

“The process for opening an archway is nearly the same as what we did for the window. The opening on this side went fine—we just turned on the lasers and traced the lights and, suddenly, there was a … a space.

“Ian went in first, then I followed. This is the dangerous part of opening a new archway. You have to climb into whatever part of the Dream you’ve opened and build a corresponding archway on that side while fending off nightmares at the same time, and you have to connect the two archways to seal off the edges of the Veil or else fairy dust will just keep pouring out and poison you.

“We were holding hands, because once we went into the Dream, there was no way back into the World until we finished the archway on the Dream side—unless we kept physical contact with someone in the World. So Ian held one of my hands and Winsor held the other, and I stood sort of right within the archway.

“I thought we’d gotten lucky. The archway from the World to the Dream opened into a dark room. Just a dark room. I saw a window, a high window—like a dormer, round, and a night sky beyond it. But the room was empty, as far as we could tell.

“Ian set up the archway on the Dream side and lit the lantern, and at first I thought we’d done it. I felt all the layers of the Veil fall out of the archway. But then … I don’t know exactly what happened. Something landed on Ian. He hit the floor, and I had to get on my knees to keep hold of his hand. I couldn’t see what was pinning him down. I could hardly even see Ian except that he was covered in Veil dust. Haley started shouting through the archway, ‘Get out! Get out!’

“And then the dreamfire took us all over. I couldn’t block it out. Everything was so dark, and Haley was yelling, and something made a horrible sound, like a chuckle, and Ian shouted my name.

“For a second, nothing that had happened the last month meant anything, not even the things we’d said to each other that night. When we got down to that kind of danger, nothing mattered but holding on to each other.

“Winsor was holding my hand with both of hers, and Haley grabbed my elbow, and they pulled me out. I was still holding one of Ian’s hands, so I dragged him into the basement with me. Haley knocked over the wooden frame with the mirrors on that side, and it hit the lantern and knocked it into a pile of insulation.

“Then Winsor started screaming, ‘What did you do, Josh, what did you do?’ and I realized I hadn’t brought Ian with me, but I didn’t understand because I couldn’t remember letting go of his hand. I kept looking at my palm, expecting his fingers to be there, and I looked back into the archway, but all I saw was darkness.

“And then … Ian screamed. Not like in the movies—it was a real scream. I couldn’t see what was happening to him, but when he screamed I knew that whatever was in that dream was killing him. And then the screaming stopped. The nightmare killed him.

“Haley started screaming. I tried to go back through the archway, but Winsor grabbed me. I fought her, even after I realized that the lantern had caught the insulation on fire. I kept trying to get back through the archway until the smoke overwhelmed me.

“Whim came downstairs and dragged us all to the floor. But when he started crawling toward the stairs, I realized we were leaving the basement. We were giving up on Ian, and tomorrow Ian would be dead, and the day after, and the day after … I just passed out.

“Whim got us out. Winsor and Haley probably would have made it outside, but not me. He saved my life.

“The week after that is a blur. I was in the hospital for a while and then I was at home, but I don’t remember much except listening to Winsor cry in the room below mine. And some Gendarmerie detectives asking me questions. The first time things came into focus, I was standing in the archroom downstairs with my hand on the looking stone. Nightmares were flying past so quickly I couldn’t even register one before I lost it to the next. I’ve never been able to do it again, but I knew that I was looking for Ian, running some kind of search for him. Three hours later, I was sure he wasn’t in the Dream. I gave up hoping right then and there. I knew Ian was gone.

“The next morning when I woke up, I thought I heard him say, ‘I saw a gate beyond the arch.’ And I’ve been hearing those words ever since, even though I can’t imagine what they mean.”

*   *   *

The rain had fallen off to a patter. Thunder growled sullenly in the distance, and the cabin of the limousine began to fill with light in an afternoon dawn.

Josh wiped at her cheeks with the edge of the chenille blanket. She had been crying freely as she spoke, amazed at how quickly the words came, how easy sharing all of this with Will was.

“And, see,” she went on, when he didn’t speak, “the horrible thing is how I’ve picked myself up again. When I realized I couldn’t find Ian in the Dream, I jumped in, resolved six nightmares, and then went to bed. I miss him, every day, but I came out stronger. Do you see that? You didn’t know me before—you saw me at school but you never knew how unsure I was. Ian showed me how strong I am. When we broke up, that was why I didn’t freak out.

“I used Ian. I used him for years, and then when I didn’t need him anymore…”

Will—who had perhaps seen before she had that she wasn’t finished speaking and now saw that she was—said, “When you realized you didn’t need him anymore, you let go of his hand. Is that what you think, Josh?”

There was enough light in the limo by then that she could see his face. His hair had dried in loose waves around his cheeks, and his jeans and gray shirt were damp. His expression was carefully neutral, but she saw a deep sadness in his eyes.

When she didn’t answer, he went on, “When people rebound after a relationship ends, a lot of them do it like Ian did. He wanted to prove that he didn’t need you, so he turned to Winsor. But other people might rebound differently. They might, say, delve into work and fill the holes in their lives very quickly. It’s a different way of rebounding, but it doesn’t make you a murderer.”

His words surprised her into speechlessness. “I get the feeling,” Will said, “that Ian gave you a lot. But Whim made it clear that you gave Ian a lot in return. His death was an accident, no two ways about it. I know you well enough to know that you wouldn’t have let go of him by choice, no matter how much he had hurt you.”

“You don’t think I’m…” She struggled for the right word. “Cold?”

He gave her a small smile. “I think you’re afraid of being vulnerable again. And also afraid of your own strength. Maybe you want to believe that you still need Ian because it helps you reassure yourself that you didn’t kill him.”

More tears filled her eyes. “You’re going to be a great therapist,” she told Will, laughing a little and wiping her face with the back of her hand. She should have realized weeks ago that he would respond to her story with calm psychological insight rather than judgment.

Josh hoped she wasn’t too late to right things between them. “So where does that put … you and me?”

Will shook his head. “Don’t ask me. This is why shrinks have shrinks.”

Somehow, she knew he was holding back. “Don’t deflect,” she said, using another term she’d learned from him.

He scoffed at her, but with a smile. Then he grew sober again. “I completely understand why you didn’t feel comfortable telling me, but if I had known this when I got here, I would have given you more room. I think it would have been better for you. Now that I know … it seems more obvious than ever that I’m in the wrong place.”

“That’s not—”

“Does Schaffer know?” Will interrupted. “About Ian? Would he have understood why you can’t trust anyone right now? Would you have felt so completely responsible for his safety?”

Josh’s back straightened, and her voice lost its gravelly crying sound. “Will, forget Schaffer Sounclouse. You want to look at all this from a psychological standpoint? Here you go: Schaffer represents all your insecurities now. You’ve never even asked me if I would have rather had him for an apprentice!”

The calmness left Will’s face, revealing a desperate fear held beneath it. He leaned so far forward that his elbows touched his knees. “Would you?”

“No!” It wasn’t even a question in her mind. “Schaffer’s untrainable! He can’t keep focused for more than thirty seconds, he misses obvious clues, and he still doesn’t know right from left. Whereas you are so sharp, and so interested, and you remember everything I tell you. You never complain, and I’ve never met anyone with as much looking-stone talent as you. I couldn’t have asked for a better apprentice.”

He gave her that small smile again, the one full of fondness but lacking any hope. “What about in your life?” he asked in a calmer voice. “Because the way this works, I’m not just a pupil—I’m the guy living in the room next to yours who you have to see at every meal.”

“Who kisses me in the middle of a sentence for no apparent reason?” Josh couldn’t resist adding.

Will looked down, but he was laughing a little. “Yeah. I guess I might want to be that guy too.”

Josh didn’t know what to say next. She dug her fingernails into the knees of her jeans.

Don’t hurt him, Josh. Don’t you dare hurt him.

She wetted her lips. “Maybe it’s just been bad timing. You’re a … great. It’s not your fault I’m in a messed-up place. But I don’t know that I can—I don’t know if I can even be a decent friend to you right now.”

Will reached across the limo and touched her clenched hand. This time his smile was genuine, as worn-out as her own but affectionate. “Let’s just give this a rest for a while, okay?” he asked. “We’ll figure out later whether or not we can keep working together.”

She hadn’t realized that the stakes were so high, and she knew as soon as the words were out of his mouth that she didn’t want him to leave, that he meant more to her than she had admitted to either one of them. But until she could offer him something more, what could she say?

“All right,” she agreed.
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Davita had ordered them to go straight home, but Josh told the limo driver to take them to the hospital first. If she was going to get arrested, she wanted to see Winsor and Kerstel first.

They visited Winsor, but her friend’s silence and sightless eyes unnerved Josh. Kerstel was hooked up to machines and covered in bruises, but at least her face changed when she saw her stepdaughter enter her room. At least her fingers squeezed when Josh took her hand. Winsor’s hand had lain as limp as a dead kitten.

To Josh’s surprise, Will brushed the wires and tubes aside so he could kiss Kerstel’s cheek.

“I had a dream about you,” Kerstel told him.

“I know,” Will said.

Josh wasn’t sure what he meant, only that he and Kerstel were smiling at each other in a way that made her faintly jealous. Kerstel and Lauren had only taken Will in because he was Josh’s apprentice, but now Josh saw that Will had won his own place in Kerstel’s affection.

She wondered if Louis Poston would have managed that.

When she and Will got home from the hospital, he collapsed on the apartment couch in front of a soccer game. The house below them was unusually quiet, Josh thought, lingering in the apartment doorway. It felt empty—she sensed Dustine’s absence from the first floor, Winsor’s from the second, Kerstel’s from the third.

“You okay?” Will asked her.

“Yeah. I just need a nap.”

Will, stretched over the length of the couch, closed his eyes. “I might do the same.”

Josh went to her bedroom, opened the door, and hit the switch on the wall, which caused the overhead light to come on, which caused Haley—who had been sleeping soundly in Josh’s bed—to fly upright as if he were rising from a tank of ice-cold water. Anyone else would have shouted, but Haley just gaped at her with an expression of astonished betrayal, as if she’d woken him by kicking him in the gut.

She had forgotten that Haley had taken over her bedroom recently. “You can’t—” she began, and then she saw her scroll spread out on the floor just as it had been two days before, a textbook at each end to keep the parchment from rolling. If Winsor had put it away, Haley had gotten it out again.

“What are you doing with this?” Josh hissed, and shut the door behind her to keep from waking Will.

She darted toward the scroll, but Haley was closer and faster and ended up holding it over his head like a trophy. He climbed onto her bed, feet mired in her comforter.

“Give me that,” Josh said, the anger from her initial discovery returning. “You never should have opened it!”

Haley changed his grip on the scroll, holding the top edge in both fists. He bit his lip as if thinking, and then his mouth hardened resolutely.

He tore the scroll in half.

“What are you doing?!” Josh asked again, and she struggled to keep from shouting. She grabbed at his hands but only came away with a corner of parchment. Haley began ripping the rest into strips. “Haley! Stop it!”

He tore the strips in half and then, much to Josh’s astonishment, threw them at her like confetti. As bits floated down around her, he said, “It’s a fake.”

Josh stopped trying to catch the flakes of parchment and stared at him. “What?”

He sank back against the wall behind her bed. Josh looked at the pieces in her hand and then at him, and finally she just shook her head.

“It’s a fake,” Haley repeated.

“How do you know?”

“I … know.”

“How?”

He shrugged helplessly. “I touched it. And I just … knew. I … know lots of things.”

That had probably been the longest statement Josh had heard Haley make—when he wasn’t acting like Ian—since he’d returned to town. That fact alone made her uncertain.

“Young Ben wrote it to protect you,” Haley continued. “He’s trying to protect you. We…” And here his voice faltered and faded. “We all are.”

Maybe. Something in his expression looked genuine. Josh had a hard time disbelieving him. And although she couldn’t make the pieces fit together—literally or figuratively—somehow the idea of a fake scroll seemed in keeping with her grandfather’s strange desire to possess it. Winsor had said that the writing style seemed off, too.

Except that the idea of a fake scroll was so preposterous that Josh couldn’t even conceive of it. The whole idea of a scroll was to tell truths. It served no other purpose.

“Protect me from what?”

Haley considered the bits of scroll scattered on the ground. Finally, he said, “From yourself.”

He spoke as though the words hurt him. Josh didn’t know why, or even what his answer meant, but she saw a clarity in Haley that was rare.

None of that, of course, meant that he wasn’t crazy.

“All right,” she said, shrugging. She began collecting the shreds of parchment. “Whatever. Can you please find somewhere else to sleep?”

His face sharpened with anger, and for a moment he looked so much like Ian that Josh’s breath caught. Then he darted past her, slamming the door on his way out.

A moment later, the door burst open again, and this time Haley was dragging Will—who was blinking rapidly at the sudden onslaught of light—by the wrist. “Tell her!” Haley demanded.

Josh had just gotten an envelope and was putting the torn-up pieces of scroll in it. She paused to watch Will say, “Tell her what?”

Haley had gone from looking like Ian to looking like a very angry Haley, which was an expression Josh had never seen before. It involved pursed lips and drawn brows and, after Will’s question, an actual foot stomp. Then he whispered in Will’s ear.

Will ran a hand through his curls, which were even more unruly than usual from his brief nap on the couch. “Oh, yeah. He did ask me to tell you that he’s psychic.”

Josh didn’t know which was more ridiculous. “He’s psychic? And you, the guy who wants to be a psychiatrist, believe him?”

“Haley, maybe you could give Josh some sort of demonstration.”

Haley looked uncomfortable, like a little kid being teased by adults, but he took Josh’s hand. Josh was still too stunned to protest.

“You told Will about the fight at the cabin on the drive home from Braxton,” Haley said. “But you didn’t tell him how Ian threw the mug at the wall and it broke, or how Winsor slapped you, or how when you went into the basement you threw up behind the radiator.”

Josh pulled her hand out of Haley’s grasp. Not because she didn’t believe him—because in one brutal, revelatory instant she did—but because she was afraid of what else he would see. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked, more stunned by his silence than the news. “I’ve known you my whole life.”

“Ian said we could, someday. But then he died.…”

Ian had been intensely protective of Haley. When he and Josh had dreamed about the future, getting married, having their own home, Ian had always insisted on a little guesthouse for Haley to live in. She didn’t doubt that his protectiveness had gone far enough to exclude her from information that might put Haley in danger.

If he’s really psychic, then my scroll’s really fake, Josh thought. Which is good, because it means no one’s opened the real one. Anything could be written in it.… 

Suddenly, she felt panicked, like a restless child who had been sick for days and could endure it no longer. It must have shown on her face, because Will said, “Josh?”

“Can I talk to Haley alone?” she asked.

“Ah, I guess. I mean, yes, of course. I’ll be in my room.”

Josh waited until he had left, closing the door behind himself, to sink onto her bed.

“Is Will in my real scroll?” she asked, her voice hardly above a whisper. “Is there an apprentice in the real scroll?”

Haley’s face softened. He shook his head.

“Oh my god,” she whispered with each breath. “Oh my god. Shit. Oh my god.”

“Young Ben made the apprentice up,” Haley whispered back. “Then he sent Schaffer over here that night. Only Schaffer was late, ’cause he got lost.”

“Why? Why would Ben do that?”

Haley shrugged. “Schaffer’s not a very good dream walker. Ben thought you could help.”

“That’s crazy. That’s ridiculous. Ben can’t just make things up! And now Will is my apprentice because Schaffer doesn’t know right from left?”

Haley tilted his head and asked, “Do you mind?”

It was such a bizarre question that Josh almost laughed. She had been a stressed-out mess for the last six weeks—of course she minded!

And yet … she kept thinking of the talk she’d had with Will in the limo. It had never felt so good to pour her heart out to anyone. And she couldn’t deny that they’d had fun opening the window together, or that she might have gone on kissing him all night if he hadn’t stopped her. And God bless Deloise for ordering pizza, because Schaffer would have been an infuriating student, but Will was amazing, and she actually felt really proud of how far he’d come.

She imagined what would happen if she got up, marched into the bedroom next door, and told Will the truth. His belief that he didn’t belong in her life, that he wasn’t wanted in the dream-walker world—it would only get worse. Josh knew he’d insist on going back to the county home. Her father would continue to send him money—which Will would refuse. All the trust he and Josh had worked for and fought for and built together would be destroyed. Every time they’d bump into each other at school, the combination of tension, guilt, and resentment on both sides would be unbearable. Josh would go into the Dream and he wouldn’t be around to give her brilliant psychological insights and nervous backup. She would be lonely. She hadn’t realized how lonely she had been until Will arrived.

All her thoughts fell silent in the face of a single, overwhelming truth:

I don’t want him to leave.

She finally had a reason to send him away. It was a perfect, irrefutable reason—the sort that she had longed for six weeks ago—and she wasn’t going to use it. Whether or not fate had planned their relationship, she was grateful for it.

Josh nodded resolutely. This was one secret she would gladly keep from him forever.

“I don’t mind at all,” she said, and laughed. “But what about everything else in the scroll?”

“Do you really want to know?”

Part of her did. Part of her felt that, now that she’d read the fake one, she might as well at least know how much of it was true. But in the end, that would be the same as opening the real scroll, even if she only read part of it. So she just shook her head.

“That’s what I thought,” Haley said.

He was talking more, she noticed. He must know so many secrets, she thought. It must be hard not to blurt them all out. No wonder he stays so quiet.

“You could have told me about being psychic,” she said. “I would have helped, if I could.”

“I know.”

Haley didn’t give her a reason why he hadn’t told her, but Josh already knew. Ian had once told her that—no matter how much he loved her—he would always be loyal to Haley first, because Haley needed Ian more than Josh did. Ian hadn’t hidden Haley’s secret because he didn’t trust Josh; he’d done it because, when it came to his brother, he didn’t take chances.

“Ian loved you a lot,” Josh told Haley.

Haley smiled sadly, but he looked far away. “He thought I was weak.”

Josh tried not to let Haley see her wince; Ian had thought Haley was weak. “He thought I was weak too. He was always trying to toughen me up.”

“You’re tough now,” Haley offered.

“Am I?”

He nodded. “You’re brave. You’re strong. You’re a good teacher.” He smiled again, less sadly. “You’re a good friend.”

“I want to be.” She couldn’t remember the last time she had sat and just talked with Haley. The last time they had been alone together, they’d found Ian and Winsor in the woods, their clothing hanging from tree branches. Josh had frozen, unable to look away, unable to inhale, until Haley had taken her hand and drawn her away.

Josh shook the image from her mind. “If you ever need to talk, about the psychic stuff,” she told Haley, “I’m here.”

Haley reached out and hugged Josh, astonishing her. She couldn’t recall Haley ever spontaneously hugging her. “He loved you a lot too,” Haley said. “Even at the end.”

Josh was still trying to make sense of his words when Haley stood up and walked toward the door. If he understood that Ian was dead, if he could reflect on it, why … 

“Wait a sec,” Josh said.

Haley hesitated before turning back, as if he knew what she would ask.

“Why do you pretend to be Ian?”

His expression was unreadable; too many emotions like too many beams of colored light shining on a single spot. “I don’t,” he said finally. He voice had dropped to a soft, broken halt. “It’s just that—sometimes—Ian gets confused—he thinks this is his body.”


 

Thirty-one

The next day, Snitch got caught.

News of the arrest shot through the house, and within moments everyone was crammed into the first-floor living room watching the world’s most exclusive cable channel, DWTV.

Even with her eyes fixed on the television, Josh was aware that the room looked strange—the carpet had been replaced that morning, but it was not quite the same shade as it had been before, and an old living-room set from the basement had been dragged upstairs. The drapes on the windows were missing, which reminded her that Kerstel and her father—who had spent a good six months trying to pick out those curtains due to Lauren’s complete indifference—probably didn’t know about Snitch’s arrest.

Laurentius had come home for a few hours of sleep and then returned to the hospital, where Kerstel continued to improve. During that time, he had thoroughly berated his elder daughter for kicking her elderly grandfather in the chest. But Josh had told her side of the story convincingly enough that she got the initial punishment—a month’s grounding—knocked down to being made responsible for making sure everyone ate breakfast while Kerstel was in the hospital.

“No way!” Will said when she told him. “They really do let you off for everything.”

“Seriously,” muttered Deloise, who’d lost a week’s allowance after Lauren saw the outfit she’d worn to the dance.

Winsor’s parents were taking turns staying with her; when news of Snitch’s capture reached the house, Saidy was at the hospital and Alex was home, leaning forward out of the big armchair to get a better look at the TV.

The hospital televisions certainly didn’t get DWTV. It only aired on televisions that had been carefully modified to pick up what even SETI would think was pure static, and it was run entirely by dream walkers. Josh had always been disappointed that the programming resembled C-SPAN more than the Discovery Channel, but for news from the dream-walker world, it was the only place to go.

After all, what other station would have reported the arrest of a tall man in a green-black trench coat on charges of anarchistic use of an inter-universal gateway?

The TV screen showed Snitch in steel shackles being dragged down a hallway by two men in Gendarmerie uniforms who strained to force him forward. His gas mask had been removed—curiously, it had been replaced by a white cloth face mask—but he still wore his trench coat, and it looked slick, as if he had just come in from the rain. His glassy black eyes stared vacantly into the camera.

“Is he contagious or something?” Will asked. He was sitting on the couch with Whim and Haley, and Josh was sitting on the floor in front of him, sandwiched between his ankles. She let her hands rest lightly on his shoes, and every so often he gave her shoulders a little squeeze with his knees.

“What’s wrong with his eyes?” Alex asked, still watching the TV.

“I don’t know,” Whim told his father, “but they creep me the hell out.”

“Whim,” Alex said with a tired sigh that suggested he didn’t expect to be heeded, “try to watch the language.”

Josh tried to focus on the reporter’s words as he began the story from the top. “For those of you just joining us, one of the elusive criminals known only as the trench-coat men has been caught. He was apprehended at seven thirty-five this evening by Rhianwen Girstelul in Victoria Town.”

“That’s right near Charle,” Josh said.

“Near your mom’s cabin?” Will asked.

“Yeah,” Josh said, startled by the reminder that Will knew the whole story.

The reporter continued. “Requests for a statement from the man have been denied by the junta until after he’s been questioned by the Gendarmerie. When asked why the man’s gas mask has been replaced with a sterile mask, junta spokesman Elio Havieratyoti declined to comment.”

“Remind me what the Gendarmerie is?” Will asked, pronouncing the word uncertainly.

“Dream-walker police,” Josh said.

“And our only hope if we ever need to revolt against the junta,” Whim added.

“Whim,” Alex said with another sigh, “try to watch the treason talk.”

“We do know,” the reporter said, “that Ms. Girstelul apprehended the man while he was trying to gas her mother in the backyard of their home.”

The camera zoomed in on a canister with carrying straps sitting on a metal table. Josh heard Haley inhale sharply, and he slid down from the couch to sit next to her on the floor. “Josh,” he whispered. “Josh, look.”

“Yeah,” she agreed, distracted by one of Will’s hands weighing on her shoulder. They had been finding little reasons to touch each other all afternoon while pretending that wasn’t what they were doing.

Haley tugged the sleeve of her shirt. “No, look.”

The camera had panned back to Snitch. “What?” Josh asked, tearing her eyes away to look at Haley.

His breathing was fast and shallow. “That’s … that’s…” he began. Then his chest heaved as if he might throw up, and he fumbled for his pad and pen.

A second later Josh had the note in her hand. The lack of date and address alone would have told her how important Haley considered the content.

Winsor is in the canister.

She looked at him, speechless. Haley, of course, couldn’t bring himself to say anything. He dashed off another note.

GET HER!

Josh climbed to her feet, the notes still in her hand. “Will, you want to help me and Haley make some sandwiches?”

“Sandwiches?” Will asked, but when he looked at her, she widened her eyes at him and he added, “Yeah, let’s make everybody sandwiches.”

When the three of them were alone in the kitchen, Josh put the slips of paper into Will’s hand. “Read these,” she said, keeping her voice low.

Will’s face grew pale as he read the notes. Haley’s eyes were wild. His chest throbbed on the verge of hyperventilation. He stood in the kitchen doorway until Will gestured him closer.

“Okay,” Will said to Haley, “it’s good that you told us this. Can you breathe a little slower? Josh, would you get him something to drink?”

Josh was willing to accept that Haley had psychic powers, but she didn’t feel like she had any idea how to help him deal with them. That was Will’s department. She just went to the fridge and poured a cup of the cran-raspberry juice Haley liked.

The glass rattled against Haley’s teeth while he gulped. “You’re going to help her, right?” he asked. “She’s trapped in there. In the canister. It’s like a cage.”

“Yes,” Will told him. “Josh and I are going to help.”

Haley nodded. His eyes never left Will’s face, and Josh was startled to realize that Haley trusted Will. Something had changed dramatically between them.

“So you’re saying that the man in the trench coat, Snitch, put Winsor in the canister?”

“Her soul. Her soul’s in the canister.”

Josh frowned, alarmed by the idea—incredible as it was—of someone messing with Winsor’s soul. “Why did they put her soul in the canister?” Will asked.

Haley struggled, more with understanding than with words, it seemed. “She’s … fuel? Or … power? I don’t know.”

Josh met Will’s eyes. “Having her soul in a canister might explain Winsor’s coma.”

“It might explain all the CSAD patients’ comas,” Will agreed. To Haley, he said, “What do we need to do to help?”

“Get them out,” Haley said without hesitation.

“Out of the canister. Good. By just opening it?”

“I … don’t know.” Haley’s voice rose with panic. “I’m not sure!”

“That’s okay,” Will said soothingly. “We can figure that out once we get a hold of the canister. Do you think you can put the souls back in their bodies?”

Haley shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know if it works like that.”

Will squeezed Haley’s upper arms in one of those guy not-hugs. “It’s gonna be okay. Josh and I are going to help you, right Josh?”

“Definitely,” Josh said. “I’ll call Davita and see if we can get a hold of this canister.” She opened the family address book and shuffled through the mess of business cards, looking for Davita’s.

“Thank you,” Haley said, and he heaved a great sigh. “I need to get a—get ready.” He turned and fled the room.

“Well,” Will said. “That was unexpected.”

“Yeah.”

Josh set down the address book without finding Davita’s card. She turned to face Will. “I need to say something.”

Will’s eyes widened with alarm.

Rather than reassuring him, Josh launched in. “Thank you. For whatever you did that made Haley feel like he can trust you, and he could tell you about the”—she glanced at the kitchen door to make sure they weren’t overheard—“psychic thing, and made him realize he can talk instead of writing notes: thank you.”

Will’s lips were parted and speechless.

“You’re a good friend,” Josh said. “To both of us.”

She hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and hugged him. His flannel shirt was soft against her cheek.

He tightened his arms around her. “I try to be.”

And he was good—not just to Haley but to her. Since she’d found out that his apprenticeship wasn’t predicted in her scroll, she had begun to realize how much she had held that prediction against him. Her fear had blinded her to the fact that, however he had come into her life, they were learning to be a good team. The way he always saw the best in her made her feel like she didn’t have to be strong and hard and perfect. Maybe, despite her mistakes, she was good enough as she was.

She tilted her head back to smile at him, and he smiled in return, but neither of them made any move to let go of each other. Josh remembered the time she had impulsively hugged him after they’d finished fixing up his bedroom. He hadn’t been sure how to respond then, but this time it was different. This time he knew her secrets and her faults, and when she let her head fall back the way she had before, this time he kissed her.

A good friend indeed.

He kissed her with careful tenderness at first, cupping her face between his palms like she was a sweet, wild bird he was afraid to spook. Josh felt the fine trembling in the muscles in his hands and knew he was restraining himself the way he had for weeks now.

Well, she’d had enough of that. They both had. Josh pushed his hands away from her face so that she could wrap her arms around his neck, holding him close and deepening the kiss. That was all the permission Will needed; he scooped her up and set her on the counter next to the stove so that they were the same height. Josh locked her ankles behind his knees and he slid one hand under the hem of her sweater and splayed his palm out against the small of her back. Josh shivered, a flush breaking out all over her body, and Will paused just long enough to smile at her reaction. Then they were kissing again, in a thrilling panic, and he—

“Oh—heavens to Betsy!” Deloise cried, and Will jumped back three feet, managing to break out of the circle of Josh’s legs.

“Hey!” Whim protested from the doorway. “You aren’t making us sandwiches!”

“We’re sorry,” Deloise said, regaining her composure. She started backing herself and Whim—both of them grinning—into the living room.

“It’s all right,” Josh told her, although she felt her flush becoming an outright blush.

“Yeah, we’ll go now,” Deloise said, but before she left she couldn’t resist adding, “Looks like you guys are doing some heavy training.” Whim cackled with laughter.

Alone, neither Josh nor Will said anything, but he walked back to the counter, where she sat with her head down. She couldn’t bring herself to look at him. He grazed her hot cheek with the backs of his fingers, then ran the tip of his thumb over her lips, and when she smiled he let his forehead fall against hers.

“Was that out of line?” he asked in a voice just above a whisper.

“No.” She put her hands on his shoulders, then slid them onto his neck, feeling the warmth of his skin. She didn’t know how she could feel so shy and so bold at the same time.

“Good. But maybe I should go, because if I don’t…”

“I won’t get around to calling Davita?” Josh asked, daring to look up at him. He smiled at her, and the happiness in his expression caught her off guard. Had she made him that happy?

“Yeah. So maybe I’ll go wait for you.”

“I’ll find you,” she promised, remembering what he’d said the night they met, and they both laughed a little unsteadily. She couldn’t resist laying a kiss on the corner of his mouth.

Still wearing that look of happiness—and what else? Contentment?—Will left her to go wait in the living room. Josh pressed her palms to her burning cheeks.

I hope I’m ready for this, she thought.

Oh, but she’d felt ready in the moment. She’d had no doubts when they were holding each other. Only now did she begin to second-guess herself.

Her heart was still beating quickly when she looked up and saw Haley standing in the other doorway, trying to scramble back into the hallway before Josh noticed him.

His expression was crushed.

“Haley—” she said. Josh dashed after him, but he made it to the stairwell before she caught up.

“Wait a sec.” She grabbed his sleeve, and he shook her off. “Haley, wait.”

She jumped up two stairs and managed to trap him by putting her hands against the wall on either side of his shoulders.

He wouldn’t even look at her. He tried to duck under one of her arms, and she twisted to block him. “Haley, please.”

Still refusing to meet her eyes, he said, “Ian saw you in the kitchen with Will.”

Oh my god.

Her heart couldn’t beat fast enough to keep pace with her panic.

But Haley didn’t go on, and she had to say something. “That wasn’t how it looked.”

Although, of course, it had been.

A transformation ran over Haley. He tilted his head forward and looked at her from beneath his brows. A sardonic smile twisted his mouth. “I suppose you were using him, too?” he asked in a low, dangerous voice.

“No, that’s not…”

Sometimes—Ian gets confused—he thinks this is his body.

Josh had tried to block out Haley’s revelation from the night before. The idea frightened her too much to contemplate it for more than an instant. But now she had to accept that if Haley wasn’t delusional—if he was truly psychic—then these moments when he acted like Ian weren’t the result of a defense mechanism. He really was … 

Josh couldn’t deal with the thought. She pushed it away.

“Ian’s dead,” she said. “He died last summer.”

The green flecks in his hazel eyes lit up like mica in firelight. “Is that what you tell yourself when you play the slut?” he hissed.

Josh was too stunned to reply, but when he tried to kiss her, she instinctively ducked. He lost his footing and stumbled down the stairs to the landing; she could almost feel the life rushing out of him as he passed her.

Haley hunched over, breathing hard. A combination of panic, pain, and helplessness made up his expression. Josh was almost afraid to approach him, but she made herself walk down the steps and place her hand on his shoulder.

He was refusing to look at her again. “Sorry.”

Josh wanted to cry. “Can you stop him from doing that?” she asked.

Haley shook his head. “He doesn’t mean to,” he whispered. “He gets confused.”

She stopped doubting Haley right then and there, because however painful losing Ian had been, having him here—like this—was worse. Haley would never have faked, or even subconsciously chosen, such a cruel tease.

“How did this happen?” Josh wondered aloud, and she was surprised when he answered.

“You,” he said.

“Me?”

“You held on to him; you brought him back to the World. But he stays with me because we’re twins. He thinks this is his body.” Haley pressed his lips together and then added, “Sometimes I do too.”

Josh, afraid of what—or whom—a hug might wake up in him, squeezed his shoulder.

“Josh?” Whim called from the kitchen.

After giving Haley one more squeeze, Josh ran down the steps to meet Whim. “I’m here.”

Whim’s cell phone was in his hand. “I just got a call from somebody inside the Gendarmerie who claims he knows Snitch’s real identity.”

Josh struggled to switch from Haley’s paranormal phenomenon to Whim’s conspiracy theories. “Do you believe him?”

“No way to know yet. But I want you to come with me to meet him.”

Josh’s brow furrowed. “Me? Why?”

“Because if he’s telling the truth, you’re going to want to hear what he has to say.”


 

Thirty-two

Rain shook the sheet-glass windows of the all-night doughnut shop, and the temperature dropped ten degrees near the windows, but Whim had insisted that they sit in the darkest corner.

“He’s going to be freaked out enough that I brought people with me,” Whim had said, referring to his informant.

Will sat next to Josh with his hands wrapped around a giant cup of coffee, which was surprisingly good considering that the doughnut shop was located off a highway exit that also hosted a gas station, an abandoned diner, and exactly nothing else. The doughnuts were so good that they’d torn through six of them and then ordered a dozen more.

Josh was sitting next to Will and drinking a glass of milk so big it had come in a souvenir cup. She was in sugar heaven.

Something big had changed between them, as though once Josh’s defenses had started to crack, they had crumbled completely. She sat close enough to Will that their arms brushed, and every so often she’d given him a private little smile. She was giving him one now as she asked if he wanted to split a Long John.

“Sure,” Will said, even though he was fairly close to throwing up. He smiled back at her. He couldn’t stop smiling at her.

“You two disgust me,” Whim said. “Why don’t you each start eating one end of the thing, and you can meet in the middle like in that movie with the dogs?”

Will looked at Josh and said, “Okay,” and she gave an acquiescing shrug and stuck one end of the Long John in her mouth.

As Will leaned forward to capture the other end, Whim burst out, “Stop it! What the hell is wrong with you two tonight? If this guy comes in here and sees two people choking to death on the same doughnut, he’s gonna bolt!”

Josh bit off her end of the Long John and, still chewing, said, “You need to chill out, Whim.”

The end of her sentence was punctuated by jangling of the harness of bells attached to the door. “I think that’s him,” Whim hissed.

They waited while the young man who entered bought a cup of coffee and a bagel. “Who comes to Doughnut Heaven and buys a bagel?” Josh whispered. Will ignored the temptation to suck the frosting off her lower lip. Whim used a compact he usually carried into the Dream to covertly watch the man select a table and sit down.

“Okay,” Whim said, snapping the compact shut. “I’m going in.”

While he was at the man’s table, Josh said, “He’s so wound up. He thinks he’s going to break some huge story. I’m sure this guy doesn’t actually know anything.”

Several minutes passed before Whim and the stranger came over to the table in the corner. “Josh, Will,” Whim said, “this is, ah, Serpico.”

Serpico was a short goth kid who couldn’t have been more than twenty. He wore a long black duster, weighty black boots with soles three inches thick, and eyeliner that might actually have been Sharpie. He had a lot of piercings. A lot. Will figured that if somebody had run thread through all the holes in that guy’s face, they probably could have made a dream catcher.

“Hi, Serpico,” Josh said, with no trace of mockery; Will thought that maybe she didn’t get the reference. “Want a bear claw?”

“Hell yes,” he said, sitting down across from her. “This bagel blows.”

“So,” Whim said, “you said you work for the Gendarmerie. What rank do you hold?”

Serpico shook his head. “I don’t have a rank, man. I’m an assistant janitor.”

Josh looked like she was about to bust out laughing.

“So where is your information coming from?” Whim asked. “Are you reading official documents out of the trash?”

“Naw, naw, man, they shred all that stuff. But one of the other guys heard two bigwigs talking about it. He said the guy in the trench coat’s real name was Geoffardus Simbarticolsi.”

The name meant nothing to Will. He only realized it was significant because Whim looked at Josh for a reaction, and when Will did the same, he saw that the huge glass of milk was about to slide out of her hand. He caught it just in time.

“Geoff?” Josh repeated weakly. “You’re certain they said it was Geoff?”

“Yeah. They went back and forth on telling his old lady, Mary.”

“Marni,” Josh corrected in an empty voice. “Her name’s Marni.”

When the table fell silent, Will asked, “Who’s Geoff?”

“Everyone thought he was dead,” Josh said. “He opened the archway at the cabin with my mother. But only Mom’s body was found, so we thought Geoff was lost in the Dream.”

“Yeah,” said Serpico, “I heard some stuff about a cabin. The Gendarme cap wants to storm it, but some old guy on the junta’s blocking her.”

The light came back into Josh’s eyes, but it was fueled by anger. “There’s more than one old guy on the junta,” Whim warned.

“More than one who would stop the captain of the guard from storming the cabin?” Josh asked. “Don’t you see what happened? Somehow Mom and Geoff cut two archways, one to the Dream and one to Feodor’s universe. Geoff got trapped inside Feodor’s universe, and Feodor did something to Geoff to turn him into … whatever he is now.”

“Then why didn’t Feodor just come walking out?” Whim asked.

“They might not have finished that archway. It might only open in one direction.”

“But Geoff made it into the Dream,” Will pointed out.

“That’s true,” Josh admitted, thinking. “But not for years. Not until—”

“Oh, damn,” Whim said. Will had never heard his voice full of dread before.

“That night at the cabin,” Josh said, her voice growing increasingly monotone, “what if we opened the archway to Feodor’s universe instead of the Dream? And then, when Ian went inside, we thought he was marking the other side of the archway, but he could have been opening an archway to the Dream.…”

And then, breathlessly: “They never found Ian’s body.”

This can’t be happening, Will thought. Everything she’s gone through … there can’t be another blow waiting for her. I have to stop this.

He watched helplessly as Josh’s face changed, as all the guilt and self-blame she’d released in the limo came back into her expression.

Whim coughed, then gagged, then got himself under control. “No, no way,” he said.

He looked almost as freaked out as Josh, and Will remembered that Whim had been Ian’s best friend. “The guy we call Gloves,” Will said, “is he Ian’s height?”

Josh nodded.

“What about eyes—we haven’t see his eyes. Or his face. What about how he walks?”

“He fights like Ian,” Josh said. “Like he’s had training.” She stared at the tabletop and the plate of doughnuts. “I have to get out of here,” she said, and then she ran out of Doughnut Heaven.

*   *   *

In the car, Josh shot back down the highway at breakneck speed and with a ferocious attitude. Will tried to look at her and not at the road; it was harder to block out the honks of outraged drivers.

“Josh,” he said, “you can’t go after Feodor.”

She didn’t reply.

“I’m dead serious. This is when we call Davita and tell her to send in the troops.”

“Will’s right,” Whim said from the backseat.

“No.” Josh swung the car around with such speed that Will’s stomach didn’t know which way to lurch. “What has Davita managed so far? She couldn’t even get Peregrine to listen to us. I can’t trust her.”

I can’t trust her. Not we can’t trust her.

“Are you listening to yourself?” Whim cried. “You’re a seventeen-year-old kid who just got off crutches, and your grandma just died, and you’ll probably totally freak out when you see Ian. You can’t do this.”

The highway lights caught her pale eyes, giving them a yellow, wolfish glow. “I can. I have to—”

“No,” Will said, and he said it in a tone he remembered his father using before his parents divorced.

Josh turned to stare at him, and he shouted, “Look at the road!”

She looked back at the road just in time to avoid rear-ending a truck full of horses, but the line of her mouth remained hard and stubborn.

“You don’t have to, Josh,” Will said, sounding like his father again. “I don’t care if you opened that archway knowing exactly where it led and shoved Ian inside—you’re not the person to fix this. You’re exhausted, and you’ve had one shock after another today, and you’re going home to bed. Ian is dead. Gloves isn’t the Ian you knew; he’s a zombie.”

The volume of his voice made the car’s interior feel all the more silent when he stopped. Will felt ashamed of himself as soon as he finished. He was her apprentice, not her father.

But if Lauren had been there, he probably would have been cheering Will on.

“That’s just terrific,” Josh said finally. Her tone burned like acid. “Thanks for your loyalty, Will. I suppose you’ll physically restrain me?”

He didn’t want to hurt her. But he wanted even less to see Gloves and Feodor hurt her.

Josh must have taken his silence for the answer it was, because she said, spitting venom, “Never mind. An outsider wouldn’t understand.”

Will gritted his teeth to keep from arguing with her.

“Whim, what about you?”

Whim’s voice was firm. “You know I love you like my own little sister, Josh, but this is freaking suicide and I’m not letting you do it, even if I have to tie you to a chair.”

“God, you were his best friend, Whim. Who lets their best friend live as a zombie puppet?”

“It’s not Ian!” Whim shouted. “That thing isn’t Ian anymore!”

Josh and Whim fought the rest of the ride home, but Will sat in silence. He thought of a dozen more good reasons why Josh shouldn’t go into Feodor’s universe and didn’t voice any of them, because he knew his reasoning was logical and that Josh wasn’t acting according to logic just then. She was a hurt animal—a tiger willing to destroy the jungle to get a thorn out of its paw.

And he knew she would destroy him, too, if he got in her way.

*   *   *

At the house, Josh vanished into her bedroom. No slammed door, no shouting. Whim found Deloise and Haley, and he and Will told them what they’d learned. Deloise cried. Haley just closed his eyes. The four of them sat vigil in the living room between Josh’s bedroom and the apartment door.

“I still don’t understand how all of this works,” Deloise said. “There are three archways at the cabin?”

“No, there are only two,” Whim said. “But there’s a third between Feodor’s universe and the Dream.”

“Hang on,” Will said. “I have something that might help.”

He retrieved the diagram of the three universes that Josh had drawn for him during their first lesson and laid it out on the coffee table.

With a pencil, he added another circle. “So, Jona and Geoff built an archway between the cabin and the Dream. That one goes both ways, but they also accidentally built an archway to Feodor’s universe, which is this fourth circle. That archway only opens one way, so you can only enter Feodor’s universe through it. You can’t come back into the World using it.”
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“But Josh said that Ian cut an archway on that side,” Deloise pointed out. “When he was in Feodor’s universe.”

“Right,” Will said. He added an arrow to the diagram. “He cut a one-way archway between Feodor’s universe and the Dream.”

“So the only way into Feodor’s universe is through the cabin,” Whim said, “and the only way out is through the Dream.”

“Also right.”

“And Ian’s … some sort of zombie?” Deloise asked miserably, wiping her eyes again.

“Ian stays with me,” Haley said quietly. “Feodor only got his body.”

Ian’s scroll makes perfect sense now, Will thought. He was contemplating the last two lines—Death has her own tales to tell / but those I do not know so well—when Josh’s bedroom door opened.

She’d been crying; tears still glistened along her jawline. “I’m going downstairs to walk,” she said. “You can follow me down there if you want, but please leave me alone while I’m dream walking.”

They all trooped down the stairs after her. At the archroom door, she said, “All right, that’s far enough.”

Whim and Deloise looked at each other and shrugged.

Josh shut the vault door.

“Something’s wrong,” Haley said.

Will had the same feeling. He glanced at the archroom door, wondering what he’d missed. “Maybe she really is just going to walk a couple of nightmares. I mean, that’s how she usually works off stress.”

“I can’t imagine her giving up that easily,” Whim said.

“Impossible,” Deloise added.

They stood together in silence for almost a minute. Will kept thinking about the nightmare in which she’d turned a beer cooler into an exit. She’d taken the cases of beer out, then climbed inside.… But what did that have to do with their current situation?

Once she’d made the beer cooler door lead somewhere, she and Will had been able to use it to create an exit from the Dream. But they’d already triggered Chyman’s Dilemma, so they didn’t come out of the Dream in the basement.… 

“She’s going to the cabin,” Will said with sudden conviction. “Josh is going to trigger Chyman’s Dilemma and try to exit through the archway in the cabin.”

“What?” Whim said. “That’s not possible.”

What could Will do but shrug? “She’s Josh. And we did it once before by accident. She could do it again.”

Haley turned and tapped his code into the keypad on the door. But when they entered the white room, the archway was empty. Josh had already gone into a nightmare and triggered Chyman’s Dilemma, breaking the archway’s ligamus hold on her. She had allowed the Dream to swallow her up.

“No!” Deloise cried. She checked her watch. “The cabin is an hour’s drive away.”

Will had a better idea. “I can use the looking stone to find her in the Dream.”

“No way,” Whim said. “That’s insanely hard.”

“I’m Josh’s apprentice,” Will said shortly. “I can do this. Do you have a lighter and mirror?”

Haley touched his pants pockets. “Yes. I’m coming with you.”

“So am I,” Whim said.

“We can’t all go,” Will pointed out. “Somebody has to stay here and get in touch with Davita. We need her to send the Gendarmerie into Feodor’s universe as backup.”

“I’ll stay,” Deloise said, though she looked ashamed of herself. “I want to come, but … I don’t think I can handle seeing Ian like that.”

“It’s okay,” Whim said, putting his arm around her shoulders. “You’ll make an excellent ground person.”

Deloise hugged each of them and said, “You guys bring her back, okay?”

Haley nodded. Whim promised. Will just hugged Deloise again and whispered, “You know I’m not ready to lose her yet.”

“I know,” she whispered back. “And I always knew I’d have a brother someday.”

Will blinked back the tears in his eyes.

Minutes later, standing in front of the archway, he pressed his hand to the looking stone and felt it warm to his touch. The milky red glass grew soft and melted into another palm pressing back against his.

The Dream shimmered into view, and Will had to close his eyes to avoid seasickness. He ignored the images it was sending him—the terrors and the fears and the darkness. He blocked out everything it was trying to say. Instead, he sent himself into the stone with a message:

Find Josh.

He gathered around himself his sense of her, his memories. Her voice, her focus, her nervous tics. Her unflinching protection of those she loved. The scent of hot chocolate in the morning. Her pale, gossamer-green eyes. The feel of her forehead buried in his shoulder. Her unexpected—and unexpectedly sweet—kiss.

I’ll find you, Josh.

He sent his heart into the void, searching for hers.


 

Thirty-three

Josh hit the Dream hard and fast. She barely knew where she was going before she jumped in, which proved to be a mistake.

A bedroom decorated for a child. A grown woman cowered in the corner, her tearstained face lit by the lights of a rotating star map. Pink block letters on the open door spelled out the name Tanessa.

The woman took no notice of Josh. Downstairs, a plate shattered. People shouted.

Josh didn’t want to be there. She’d chosen this particular nightmare because she sensed it was nearing its end, and she needed to sit through the end of a nightmare to trigger Chyman’s Dilemma and break ligamus. For the first time in her life, she walked into a nightmare and completely ignored the dreamer’s fear. She was here on a mission other than resolution.

Will didn’t understand. She had opened the archway to Feodor’s universe, she had let Ian go in first, and if Ian’s body was trapped doing Feodor’s business, it was her fault. If his spirit was haunting Haley, it might still be possible to reunite him with his body, but even if not, she couldn’t leave Ian like this—hurting, roaming, soulless. He wouldn’t have wanted to be a puppet.

Sobbing, the woman Tanessa crawled under the bed. Josh fought the urge to hurry her. Will might be a coldhearted traitor, but he wasn’t stupid. He was going to figure out what she was doing quickly enough.

From the floor below, a shot rang out. Instinctively, Josh dropped to the floor. Tanessa screamed, her voice muffled by the bed skirt.

Footsteps pounded up the stairs.

Josh realized she had made a serious mistake. She hadn’t thought this dream had a villain—she’d thought the woman was dreaming of her parents fighting. But apparently the situation was much worse. Josh could only hope that whoever was coming upstairs didn’t enter the bedroom.

Dozens of dolls and stuffed animals filled the shelves on the walls. As the footsteps approached the bedroom door, a baby doll in a sparkly dress called out in a whisper, “She’s here!”

The other toys echoed—and within seconds, a chorus of “She’s under the bed! Here she is!” sang through the room.

Oh, shit! Josh’s eyes searched the room for a hiding place. The closet—too far away. The desk—not big enough to hide beneath. The door—

Not a good option either, but her only one. She ducked behind the bedroom door and pulled it in front of herself just in time to hear a revolver being cocked. Through the crack between the door and wall, she saw a fleeting dark shadow as a man entered the room.

Josh shut her eyes, but she couldn’t block out the fear flooding the Dream. It made her heartsick.

Save her! Josh’s instinct screamed, as loud as she’d ever heard it. Save her! Save her!

The fear swelled up around her, filling the room to the ceiling like a red haze. Josh clenched her hands around her plumeria pendant to keep from flinging the door away.

This was actually quite close to how the dream-walker royals had proven their worthiness to rule: by sitting through nightmare after nightmare, doing nothing, for one day and one night. Supposedly, enduring the pain and fear of so many dreamers would make them compassionate.

Josh didn’t buy that any monarch had ever passed that test. No one could stand this agony for very long. It was unbearable.

You were meant to save her, Josh’s instinct whispered. You must save her.

The man lifted one corner of the footboard and threw the whole bed across the room.

“Daddy!” Tanessa wailed.

The revolver went off. The wailing stopped, replaced by a gurgling sound.

Something sick and sharp cut through Josh, and she accidentally let her forehead fall against the back of the bedroom door, sending the door swinging.

Tanessa’s father spun around, aiming the gun at Josh’s chest. Behind him, she saw Tanessa lying on the floor, blood pouring from her mouth.

Wake up, Josh thought. Wakeupwakeupwakeup!

But Tanessa didn’t wake up, and her father shot Josh in the chest.

She felt her breastbone crushed against her heart and lungs, making it impossible to inhale. Her knees buckled and she sank toward the floor.

Then the nightmare ended, and Josh went tumbling, legs scooped out from under her.

She landed on her back on the ground, a sharp stick poking into her back. Above her, tree branches encroached on a dreamy blue-and-white sky. The Dream had shifted, and she’d landed in a forest. Her chest hurt worse than ever, but she managed to lift her hand and find the bullet, still hot … caught in the center of the Kevlar vest Davita had given her for her birthday.

Best birthday present ever, Josh decided. The vest wasn’t more than a quarter of an inch thick and felt like nothing more than several dozen sheets of thin plastic tarp stuck together; Josh couldn’t imagine how it had stopped a bullet. But she was grateful that it had. Very, very grateful.

If she hadn’t been lying on the ground just then, she might not have heard the hoofbeats soon enough. As it happened, she rolled out of the way just in time for a cavalry unit in Confederate uniforms to trample the grass where she’d been lying. The dreamer, a shirtless young man riding a slow-trotting donkey, followed behind them. He was trying to pull on his uniform while keeping hold of his rifle and forcing the donkey to run faster.

Josh, safely crouched in the bushes, touched the Dream’s fear just enough to test it—a simple old “running late” dream.

Winsor would have stopped to resolve this one, she thought, recalling her friend’s odd compassion for humiliation nightmares. Dejected, she got to her feet and began trudging after the cavalry.

“Josh!” a familiar voice shouted behind her.

Impossible, she thought. There was no way Will could have reached her once she’d broken ligamus.

But she turned to look, and he had. Not only that, but he had brought Haley and Whim along. They were trekking through the woods toward her.

“What the hell are you doing?” she demanded, more frustrated than angry. But a small part of her was glad to see them, especially Will. She’d gotten used to having him around in-Dream.

But she was still planning to knock him unconscious at the first opportunity.

“I found you!” Will said, looking pleased with himself.

“How?” Josh asked.

He held up his left hand.

It took Josh a moment to understand. “You used the looking stone?” she asked. “That’s not even possible.”

“That’s what I said,” Whim replied.

They met in a small clearing. Josh crossed her arms.

“You’re not going to stop me,” she told them all. Whim and Will exchanged glances.

“Here’s the thing,” Whim said. “Haley and I have spent the last seven months drinking piña coladas on the beach, gorging on French pastries, and avoiding physical exercise; and Will’s still in training—”

“We aren’t sure we can take you,” Will summarized. “And we don’t want to tire you out before you face Feodor. So we agreed that the best chance of keeping you alive is to back you up.”

Josh softened. She had already begun to feel ashamed of how she had spoken to her friends in the car, and now she felt like a royal jerk. She couldn’t deny that some of Will’s concerns had merit, but she still felt honor bound to save Ian.

“Do you understand why I have to do this?” she asked.

“Because every second Ian’s body is walking around doing Feodor’s work is an insult to the person he once was?” Will suggested lightly.

She blinked, astonished to realize that Will did, in fact, understand.

“I get it, Josh,” he told her. “But I still think it’s a bad idea.”

“That’s why you’re the apprentice,” she said, and started walking deeper into the woods.


 

Thirty-four

They worked their way across the Dream, waiting for a nightmare to resolve and drop them into another, creating a porthole there to see if it opened to the cabin in Charle, finding that it did not, and waiting out another nightmare. After an hour, Josh finally poked her head through the Veil and saw the fire-gutted basement of the cabin.

“Go,” she ordered, and they all went.

Josh climbed through and landed on a concrete floor. Around her stood the half-demolished remains of her mother’s burned cabin—everything black and smelling faintly of woodsmoke even now, the stairs to the second floor impassable, the ceiling burned away to reveal a half-moon.

“Do you have a plan?” Whim asked. “Because truthfully, I was sort of hoping the Gendarmerie would get here before we did.”

“Find Feodor. If he’ll give himself up to the Gendarmerie, we take him to the house and call Peregrine.” She wasn’t thrilled by the idea of involving her grandfather, but she doubted Feodor would give himself up anyway. “If he won’t give up, we kill him.”

“Do you think you’re capable of killing a real person?” Will asked.

“If I have to,” she said, although she wasn’t certain. She’d killed nightmares before; she hoped that would serve as enough experience to give her the nerve to kill a real person.

“What about Ian?” Whim asked.

“You mean Ian’s body,” Will corrected.

Josh thought hard, avoiding Will’s gaze. “Haley?” she asked. “Can we save him?”

In a small voice, Haley said, “I don’t know.”

“We’ll deal with Ian when we find him,” Josh said with forced nonchalance. “The first thing we have to do is make sure that Feodor can’t keep creating … whatever he’s creating.”

“Zombies,” Will said pointedly.

Josh’s palms flushed and she gritted her teeth to keep from telling Will that she would be fine; that whatever Feodor threw at her, she could handle; that she knew the difference between Ian’s body and his soul. But she couldn’t say that for certain. Whim had been right in the car when he said that she didn’t really know what she would do when she saw Ian.

But she wanted to find out.

She pulled out her lighter and compact and sent a beam of light toward the air she had stepped through moments before. The archways here had no stone frames, no edge markings, but she knew approximately where they should be.

The Dream opened back onto the nightmare they’d come out of. “Haley, try your keys while I keep this archway open,” Josh said. Haley shone another light in the same direction, and a second archway appeared.

Twin images floated side by side—one for each eye, a soundtrack for each ear. Josh saw the Dream through one Veil, and through the other, she saw Feodor’s universe and the same dark room she had walked into eight months before, where one high dormer window let in a few rays of light.

“Last time, Feodor attacked as soon as we entered,” she said. “So stay close to—”

She broke off as the scene through the archway changed. The view slid, like a camera zooming and panning, then stopped high above a narrow, rubble-filled street with crumbling concrete buildings on either side and chimneys shooting into the smoky sky. Burning wreckage reflected orange light off the dark clouds and the glittering, diamondlike raindrops falling on the city.

Close to them, only a few feet below the archway, Feodor stood on a rooftop. He wore a white shirt with brown pinstripe slacks and a matching vest, all drenched with water, and he held a golden watch attached by a chain to his pocket.

“Every nine seconds,” he declared, his eyes on the city below. A squadron of planes flew overhead. Josh couldn’t see them against the utterly black sky, but she heard them. Feodor raised his voice. “That is how often a bomb hits Warsaw during these air raids. Every nine seconds.”

Though he must have already been aware of them, he slid his watch back into his pocket and looked up at the archway as if surprised.

“Hello again, children. Ah, you’ve brought friends—oh!” Feodor smiled, suddenly near laughter. “How much one of your friends looks like a friend of mine!”

His amusement stole some of Josh’s confidence. She’d expected to fight with him, but she’d hoped to do it with her fists. Feodor’s joke reminded her that he was mad in addition to being dangerous. In fact, his insanity almost certainly made him more dangerous. Josh met Will’s eyes, and he gave a little shake of his head. We don’t have to go in, he seemed to say.

“Are you going to come and visit this time?” Feodor asked. “Or just stare through my window like vagrants again?”

He backed up a few feet to give them room to climb onto the roof, bowing his head graciously as he moved. Josh placed herself in front of the ragged archway and then gave a little jump the way she usually did at home, and her cross-trainers landed solidly on the rooftop.

Once inside, she heard far-off sounds that had previously been masked by the rain: bombs exploding, buildings crumbling, an air-raid siren. The rain stank of stomach bile and each drop bit her skin where it landed, like a mosquito. Josh drew her arms close to her body and ducked her head down.

Feodor smiled, his gray eyes large and round, his eyelashes sparkling with rainwater. He made her a little bow. “Welcome to Warsaw,” he said. “Of course, your friend is welcome also, since we are already acquaintances. And your other friend, he must come as well, to meet his doppelgänger. But who is this stranger you have brought with you?”

“His name is Whim,” Josh said flatly as Will and then Haley joined her on the rooftop. “You sucked his sister’s soul out.”

Feodor took the accusation in stride, merely giving an admissive nod. “Even so, I think that perhaps our party is large enough.” He called toward the archway, “It was a pleasure to meet you! Please give my regards to your sister!”

“Wha—?” Whim cried, but the archway closed and cut him off.

That’s not good, Josh thought. Feodor could control who entered his universe, which meant he could probably also control who left it. Before she could figure out what to do about that, Feodor turned and called, “Kapuścisko!”

Josh didn’t know what that meant—he might have been calling out “Abracadabra!” in Polish for all she knew.

But then she saw the man she had called Gloves. He walked across the roof to Feodor, who threw an arm jocularly around Gloves’s shoulder. Rainwater shone on his green-black trench coat, and mud he hadn’t bothered to scrape off clung to his boots.

Now that Josh knew who he was, she could see Ian in him—the right height, the right build, even a black curl sneaking out from under the brim of his black-banded fedora.

“I call him Kapuścisko,” Feodor said, “since he never told me his name. It means ‘little cabbage.’ The French use it as a term of endearment.”

Josh didn’t care what the French did. She knew from Feodor’s smile exactly why he’d chosen the name.

Because cabbage was all Feodor had left of Ian.

Ian was a vegetable.

Josh walked straight over to Gloves. He didn’t move; she wasn’t even certain he was looking at her. She stood helplessly before him, trying to reconcile Ian’s hazel eyes with the black ones she saw now—endless void eyes, literally soulless. His eyes held nothing when he looked at Josh.

“Take off your mask,” Josh said.

“And your gloves,” Feodor added.

Gloves obeyed. He loosened the mask and let it swing from a strap around his neck, then pulled off his gloves and put them in his pocket.

Ian’s face—so like Haley’s, and yet so different—no longer resembled either one of them. The features were slack, disinterested, and so pale that Josh wondered if the sun ever rose in Warsaw. A rough pink outline of the gas mask ran from under his chin to the bridge of his nose and back again.

Feodor reached out and lifted Gloves’s left hand—Josh still could not think of him as Ian—to show her his palm. An oval-shaped scar, like a burn, marked his skin.

“Are you the one who pulled him back?” Feodor asked Josh in a low, intimate tone. “An astonishing act, to hold so tightly to another that you tear him from his skin. Your passion quite inspired me.”

Josh wanted to touch Ian’s hand, but her own hands refused to move. She recognized his fingers; the shape of his thumb; his nails, though they had grown strangely long; the tiny scar on his inner wrist where his watch buckle had cut him.

Earlier, she’d thought that there was no way to predict how she would react when she saw Ian. If asked, she might have listed any number of possibilities.

Disappointment would not have been among them.

She’d come here to save Ian, but Ian wasn’t here. The trench-coat-clad boy wore Ian’s face beneath strands of Ian’s curling black hair and held out Ian’s hand to her, but he wasn’t Ian. He might have recognized her intellectually, but he didn’t look at her with love.

Feodor had done this to Ian. Anger flooded Josh like a torrent of black fire running through her body.

“What did you do to him?” she asked Feodor.

Feodor shrugged. “Very little. You were the one who tore out his soul. Such things are possible, in the moment one moves between universes. But you left me his body, which has been most obedient and helpful. I hope that seeing him this way doesn’t make you sad.” He circled her, his steps even and graceful.

Haley hesitantly approached Gloves, looking at his twin brother as if afraid of what he would see. Gloves’s eyes flicked toward Haley.

Feodor spoke to Gloves. “Kapuścisko, meet Kapuścisko.” Then to Haley: “Kapuś—”

Haley exploded.

“Don’t call him that!” he shouted at Feodor. “Don’t you ever call him that! His name is Hianselian Micharainosa! He is not your little cabbage!”

Will and Josh both grabbed Haley’s arms to keep him from a full-on assault.

Feodor laughed and leaned his head on Gloves’s shoulder, which only made Josh and Will’s job harder. Then he slowly straightened, examining Haley with the first sign of seriousness Josh had seen in him.

“Or was it you who held on to little Hianselian’s soul?” Feodor asked. “For I see his duch, his spirit, all around you.”

Haley inched behind Will, as if he could hide Ian’s spirit from Feodor’s sight.

“But he has changed, I think,” Feodor continued. “I think he is your anioł stróż now, your…”

“My guardian angel,” Haley whispered, and Feodor smiled, delighted.

“Just so. Who says American children are stupid?” He gave Gloves a slap on the back and said, “Come, smart American children, let me show you my work.”

“We aren’t here to see your work,” Josh snapped. “We’re here to bring Ian home, and arrest you and take you back to the World to stand trial.”

“You cannot remove me from this universe without causing its collapse,” Feodor told her. He smiled with just one corner of his mouth. “And I suspect there are things here that you would like to see preserved.”

With that, he took off across the rooftop, skirting piles of soot-stained rubble and collapsed chimneys. Gloves followed.

Josh watched them with frustration for a moment. She’d had some idea that she could beat the location of the gate to the Dream out of Feodor, but now she realized how ridiculous that plan had been. Feodor would gladly die without telling her what she needed to know for the sake of his own amusement. Right now, they had no choice but to play his game.

“Are you all right?” Josh asked Haley, concerned by his outburst. But Haley didn’t even look at her, just took off after his brother.

“Okay, new plan?” Will asked as they followed.

“We’ll have to take them both at once. But not yet. We need to find out where the gate to the Dream is first.”

“It could be anywhere,” Will pointed out. “Warsaw is a big city.”

Josh let her gaze drift across the blocks of rubble, where the fires of burning buildings illuminated columns of smoke, wrecked structures, overturned cars, and objects so thoroughly ruined that Josh couldn’t even identify them. Yes, it could take a very long time to find a single gate in all of that.

Feodor led them across the rooftop to a rickety iron fire escape that, against all odds, had survived the every-nine-second bombings. Despite her misgivings, Josh climbed down the wet, rusty stairs, holding the railing at all times. Finally, they reached the street level of the stone-fronted building, and Feodor held open the door while ushering them inside.

“Kapu—I’m sorry, Hianselian, the lights, if you please. Welcome to my laboratory, children.”

Feodor’s laboratory looked like a cross between Josh’s high school chem lab and a Victorian parlor. The ashes-of-roses wallpaper clashed with the metal tables, and the Tiffany lamps shed colored light on glass beakers and broken mirrors. In one corner, Josh recognized the shrouded form of Feodor’s physical body resting on a table.

The far wall of the laboratory was made of clear glass and looked into a room that reminded Josh of the archroom at home—white floors and walls. But it was empty inside.

“Apologies for the mess,” Feodor said, ever the pleasant host. “When my experiments fail, I can’t bring myself to bother cleaning them up. It’s so … unjust.” He waved a hand. “Please, look around. It’s so rare I have the opportunity to share my work.”

Despite the numerous experiments laid out, Josh felt drawn toward the room with the glass wall. Beside the glass wall stood a doorframe fitted with a giant funnel, as though a person could step through the doorway and be squeezed out the funnel’s tip. Josh recognized the material the funnel was made of—it was the same silver-white of the canisters Snitch and Gloves wore.

On the wall behind the doorway, canisters were mounted from floor to ceiling, like trophies or deer heads. Tubes running from the valves at the top of each canister connected them directly to the surface of the funnel.

“What is this?” Josh asked.

“A way out,” Feodor said. “I’m going to free myself from this universe. The gateway to the Dream will not admit me—I must burn through the boundaries of this world.”

Josh wasn’t surprised by his goal. He had tried to use the machine to break through the window she and Will had built. “What does the funnel do?”

“It is not a funnel,” Feodor replied. “It is a drill. Watch.”

He flipped a switch on the wall. A mechanical whir filled the room, although nothing appeared to be moving. Then, gradually, each canister lit up with a different-colored light: some bright and strong, others weak and pale. Josh saw dark oranges and bright purples and soft blues; the longer she looked, the more colors she saw. She felt drawn to the wall of canisters, and as she walked toward it, the soul lights grew larger and brighter. She heard sparkly sounds—music or laughter—but just as she reached out to touch a particularly beautiful peacock-green light, Feodor put his arm around her.

“I know,” he said, guiding her away, “they’re quite hypnotic, aren’t they? But they’ll only bore you with stories of their lives, and you mustn’t encourage them. Besides, this is the truly interesting part.”

He placed her so that she could see through the freestanding doorway and into the funnel, which shuddered as if immense power were running through it. A fog filled the funnel and then coalesced into images—a house, grass, a woman running after a child, a restaurant, the ocean, a nest full of robins’ eggs. In short, the World.

Feodor threw the switch back the other way, and in seconds, the fog and the images dispersed. Josh glanced back at the canisters just as their lights faded completely.

“As you can see,” he said, “the machine is incomplete. I have almost pierced the universal barrier into the World, but not quite. I need a few more souls for that.”

Josh remembered what Haley had said when she’d asked why Feodor wanted souls: Fuel?

He’d been exactly right.

“You made a machine powered by souls,” Will said, coming to stand next to Josh.

“Yes. Nothing here in Warsaw can power an escape—the architects saw to that. Souls were the only things I could acquire that weren’t made from the fabric of this universe.”

Josh guessed the wall held close to sixty canisters. “But how do you get the souls into the canisters?” she asked, hoping he would tell her something that would help Winsor.

Feodor responded with a condescending smile, as if he doubted her ability to understand his explanation. “Magnets,” he said simply. “Manipulations of the body’s subtle electromagnetic energy field which render the flesh inhospitable to the spirit. Or, if that’s too sophisticated for you, think of it this way: the gas tank is a vacuum, the mask is a hose, and the spirit gets sucked out of the lungs like biscuit crumbs from a carpet.” He chuckled. “I think of it as a modern interpretation of the Egyptian ‘opening of the mouth’ ceremony.”

Josh didn’t know what that meant, and she didn’t care. “What does it do to the bodies?”

“The effect is similar to that of being struck by lightning. Without a soul to generate spiritual energy and the will to live, the body is directionless and will eventually wilt.”

“Can the souls be returned to the bodies?”

Feodor made a funny face, as if she were entertainingly queer. “It is possible, should one desire such a thing. The empty bodies are quite useful, however, quite … malleable.”

“What does that mean?” Will asked.

“It means he did something to the bodies he got his hands on,” Josh said, glancing at Gloves. “Something that allows him to control them and allows them to alter the Dream.” She looked back at Feodor; he was smiling at her, pleased by her assessment. “More magnets?” she asked.

“Magnets,” he said, as if making her a promise, “are only the beginning.”

Sickened, Josh turned away from him. Looking back at the wall of canisters, she felt glad that Winsor’s soul was not trapped among them.

She hadn’t noticed before because she had been so absorbed by the lights, but each canister had a label attached to it near the bottom. Some labels held numbers, others names.

“Do all of those canisters have souls in them?” Will asked. His voice sounded as stricken as Josh felt.

“All but one.”

Feodor reached out and tapped a canister. Josh and Will both leaned close to read the label.

Joshlyn Weavaros.

Josh released a shocked little cry. “What the hell is that?” Will demanded.

“I would have made one for you,” Feodor promised him, “but I didn’t know you were coming. Or Hianselian the Second.” He gestured to Haley, who stood by the window to the white room.

Josh went to stand with Haley, wanting to get as far as possible from the canister that bore her name. “How did you know I was coming?” she asked Feodor.

Feodor smirked. “Your grandfather told me that you would.”

Too stunned to reply, Josh watched Feodor fiddle with the tubing where it connected to the funnel. “That is why people come here, of course. They bring me their sons, their husbands, their boyfriends, a child once or twice. Some even bring themselves, the arrogant snots.” He glanced back at Josh. “But Peregrine was the first to bring me a granddaughter.”

“Peregrine doesn’t even know I’m here,” Josh said. “He didn’t send me.”

“No? You came after your Hianselian. I imagine you rushed to action as soon as you learned he was here. How did you come by that information? An anonymous letter? A carelessly spoken word? A document you should not have seen left out by accident?”

Josh’s eyes whipped to meet Will’s. “Serpico?”

He shook his head, but a line had appeared between his eyebrows. “I don’t know. Even if Peregrine did put him up to telling you about Geoff, how could he have known that you would figure out Ian was here?”

“It wasn’t that big a leap. It hardly took two minutes.”

Josh felt blood rush to her palms with the desire to grab a weapon.

“Okay, but why set you up to come here?” Will asked.

“Oh,” Feodor said, and laughed again. “He didn’t tell you, did he? Sometimes they don’t tell them, especially the young ones. After all, you might not have come if you’d known.”

Satisfied that his funnel’s valves were sealed, he brushed his hands on a nearby rag and then said matter-of-factly, “Your grandfather believes that you, little Joshlyn, are the True Dream Walker. And he believes a very old rumor that I will initiate the True Dream Walker.”

It was Josh’s turn to laugh.

Maybe Will was right and she’d had too many shocks in one day, but she simply could not believe Feodor. Her grandfather didn’t think she was a creature of legend. He didn’t even like her; he just wanted to control her because she was … talented.

Haley slipped his hand into hers. Josh stopped laughing, startled that he had touched her.

“He’s right,” Haley said in a hushed voice. “You are the True Dream Walker.”

Dumbfounded, she gaped at him.

It was Will who burst out, “What?”

Haley shrugged, and then he laughed as if relieved. He had a sort of half-hysterical glee on his face. “I’ve been waiting so long to tell you that. You can’t imagine.”

You’re right, Haley: I can’t imagine.

“You’re insane,” Josh told him. His face froze and then fell, but Josh didn’t feel even a glimmer of sympathy. They were in a madman’s re-creation of WWII Poland trying to dismantle a machine powered by souls, and she didn’t have time to listen to nonsense. “I’m not the True Dream Walker, Haley. That’s absurd. Every mention of the True Dream Walker in scrolls over the years has talked about him and his return, and how he’ll be able to alter the Dream at will. None of that stuff applies to me.”

“No,” Will said. “Everybody’s a him in old documents.”

“It’s ridiculous.”

Haley looked at Feodor, as if he expected the man to yield backup. When Feodor only yawned indifferently, Haley’s next try was Will, who joined them near the window-wall. Josh watched them communicate silently, remembering the strange bond they had formed, and she wanted to protest, to stop this absurd discussion, to keep them from ganging up on her.

“Listen,” Will said to her. “Maybe when your grandfather kept asking me if I had ever seen you alter the Dream, he wasn’t implying that you were working with the trench-coat men. Maybe what he wanted to know was whether or not it was possible that you’re the True Dream Walker.”

Josh just shook her head. She couldn’t believe they were having this conversation, and now of all times. Feodor wanted to put her soul in a canister on his wall, and she was arguing about mythology.

Haley looked at her hopefully again. “I don’t believe it,” she told him.

“You have to believe it.”

“I don’t.”

Will threw his hands up in the air and laughed. “Why the hell not? This explains why your grandfather was so weird, why you’re so good at dream walking, why you have such great instincts. I just thought you were breaking Stellanor’s First Rule all the time—”

“I do break Stellanor’s First Rule all the time!” Josh shouted.

They stared at each other. “You do?” Will asked.

“Pretty much every time I walk into a nightmare I break Stellanor. And how the hell did you figure that out?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because I watch every single thing you do in-Dream, and every time we go in, you stand there with your eyes shut for a second, and afterward you know all this stuff I don’t know. Which is something no one else seems to be capable of, by the way, and only makes me more certain that you’re the True Dream Walker. Maybe that’s why your grandfather tried to blackmail you for your scroll, because it’s written in there.”

“It’s not in my scroll,” Josh told him.

“It’s in your real scroll,” Haley said.

Oh, no.

“The real one?” Will asked, in a voice higher and tighter than before. “What about the one you have?”

His eyes flashed to hers, and she felt whatever ground had been recaptured between them in the last hour roll out from under her feet. “It doesn’t matter,” she told him. “Just forget about the scroll. It doesn’t matter what it says.”

But her words were too little too late, because Will stared at her as if she had knifed him in the belly. “Tell me, Josh.”

But what could she say? If she lied, he would know, and she couldn’t bring herself to speak the truth.

Will stared at her, a deep line between his eyebrows. He kept waiting for her to speak, and when she didn’t—couldn’t—he slowly lifted his hands and turned the palms up helplessly. She’d seen that look on his face once before, in a nightmare where the dreamfire had swallowed him, and she realized for the first time that this rejection from her and her world wasn’t just a fear for him, but a fear so deep it threatened his sense of self.

You finally did it, Josh. You broke his heart.

“Now that we’ve established that you have believers,” Feodor said impatiently, “let’s move on to the testing, shall we?”

No, Josh thought. She kept grabbing at Will’s eyes with her own, but he’d lowered his face to the floor. But Feodor continued his lecture, indifferent to his guests’ drama.

“Do you know what a Tempering is? It is how the monarchy used to prove the worth of kings and queens to rule. Someone told me not long ago that the monarchy had been overthrown. I certainly hope that’s not true.”

He looked at Josh as if she might inform him further, but she said nothing. She didn’t care about Feodor’s desire for news, and she didn’t give a rat’s ass about the monarchy. After the damage she had just done to Will, she didn’t care about much except revenge.

Anger was replacing the pain she felt, and that was good.

“But yes, you’re right, no time for history lessons. Back to the Tempering. I will put you in that room”—Feodor gestured to the other side of the glass wall—“and then, using this little device”—he pointed with one finger to a piece of quartz crystal wrapped in silver wire that stuck out of the wall—“I will bombard you with every awful memory I possess and every negative emotion I’ve ever felt. And believe me, there are quite a few. Eventually—perhaps in minutes, perhaps in an hour or two—your soul will flee from your body and from that room through a pipe in the ceiling, coming out here”—he ran his hand along a rubber tube that connected to the canister with Josh’s name on it—“and providing the final burst of energy necessary for my drill to dig out of this prison of mine.”

“That’s never going to work,” Josh said. The evening was only becoming more surreal.

“If you’re the True Dream Walker,” Feodor agreed with a condescending smile, “I suppose it won’t. But you aren’t the True Dream Walker, are you? And you should keep in mind that it has worked on dozens of other people, so it won’t do for you to doubt my methods.”

He had a point there.

Josh tightened her grip on Haley’s hand. “And then what about my soul?” she asked, mocking Feodor with her tone. “I’ll sit in a canister for the rest of eternity? That sounds like fun.”

“Oh, I don’t think it’s so unpleasant,” Feodor said, his voice softening. He looked at her with gray eyes that, under other circumstances, she might have found beautiful. “I imagine it’s much like being held. We all want to be held, no? Held up, held together, held close.” He walked toward her with slow steps. “How would you like to be held, Joshlyn? And by whom?”

He lifted his eyebrows as he spoke the last word, which made Josh’s stomach clench.

“Not you,” she said.

“Ah, too bad. Of course, once your soul flees, your body—now freed from the limitations of a mind imbued with consciousness—will be able to alter the Dream at will, and at that time I will go about making the arrangements we discussed earlier, involving magnets, that will allow me to give you commands. So I suppose that, in a sense, I will be able to hold both your soul and your body, and we will set forth into the World at large, I the master, and you and Hianselian the servants.” He smiled again, pleased with himself. “Rather incredible, the things I discovered in this laboratory, no? A pity so few people have ever heard of them. But they will, after I leave this place. Someday the entire world will know my name.”

Will, who had been standing bent at the waist, his hands on his knees, straightened slowly. Josh thought that maybe he was angry too, because he asked Feodor coldly, “Is the rumor true?”

Feodor glanced at him. “Which one?”

“The one Peregrine believes, that you’ll initiate the True Dream Walker.”

Feodor considered. He’d lost his smile, and Josh wondered if anyone had ever asked him that question before.

“I don’t know. I can only tell you what my mother told me: that my scroll said I would Temper the True Dream Walker. But she said that just before she died of blood loss. In my arms, as you Americans would say. Seeing as both of her legs had just been blown off, she may not have been thinking clearly.”

His humor was gone, replaced by a chill bitterness. He still looked at Will, but his eyes were unfocused by memory.

Will took a few steps toward him. “Someone told me that you tried to summon the True Dream Walker, that you destabilized the Dream to do it.”

“Yes, yes,” Feodor murmured, “I did that.”

“You must have wanted the True Dream Walker back very, very badly to do such a thing.”

Feodor’s gaze sharpened. “If you had seen Europe crumble like a dry cracker, you might have done the same.” Then he clapped his hands together, creating a sound like a gunshot. “Enough reminiscing. On to the test.”

He lifted a hand, and Josh’s body rose off the ground. She looked down at her feet, scrabbling to find the floor again, but Feodor flung his arm, and she spun through the air. Haley tried to keep hold of her hand, rushing after her like a child chasing a balloon, but Josh was moving too fast.

She flew through the doorway to the white room beyond the glass wall, where Feodor let her fall to the floor. She felt a strange jerk and saw her lighter and compact float out of her pants pocket and back into the laboratory. Then the door slammed shut.

She had known that Feodor might be able to alter his universe, and she had seen him change his projection of himself, but Josh hadn’t expected him to be able to hurl people about like badminton birdies.

We should never have come here, she realized.

White tile covered the walls and floor, even the ceiling, and now that she was inside the room, Josh realized that silver wire ran in a grid between the tiles. Tiny crystals hung from the wire. They looked like Christmas lights, but Josh knew they served a more sinister purpose. Somehow, they allowed Feodor to channel his emotion into the room.

In several places around the room, Josh saw flaking brown smears of blood and puddles of what might once have been vomit. She looked up, into the pipe through which Feodor had promised her soul would flee. Right now, it offered no escape, being far too small to climb through.

Josh knew she needed to use these precious moments to come up with a plan, but she was so terrified that her mind darted from one idea to another, never staying with one long enough to develop it. She tried the obvious things: yanking on the locked doorknob, throwing herself at the window. Catching the bottom of the pipe, she used it to swing herself up high enough to kick the ceiling, but the tile there felt just as sturdy as the walls and floor.

She watched through the window as two chairs slid across the floor to face her through the window. She couldn’t hear them, but she knew they must have made an awful racket. Feodor deposited Will and Haley in them, and with a dance of his fingers, made ropes bind their wrists to the chairs’ armrests. Will thrashed like a tiger; Haley just grew pale. Invisible hands gathered the compacts and lighters from their pockets and dropped them on a far-off table.

For a moment, her eyes met Will’s. I’m sorry, she mouthed, and he shook his head. Josh didn’t know what that meant, and she didn’t have time to find out because Feodor went to stand by the window-wall. Meeting Josh’s eyes, he smiled and gave her a mock salute. Then he put his hand on the crystal protruding from the wall.

She’d thought he would need to warm up or gather his memories, but the pain hit her instantly, like a ten-foot ocean wave knocking her across the room and onto her back. When she reached out to push it away, her hands met nothing, and the pain turned into a sound, a high-pitched wail that made her wrap her arms around her head.

Then she smelled the pain. At first she thought she’d found a moment of relief, because she smelled woodsmoke and thought of a campfire, but the woodsmoke carried odors of less pleasant things with it. The scent of burning gasoline clawed at her throat; cooking flesh made her gag; and then the smoke turned chemical, its own weapon of war, and Josh lay on the floor coughing until the scents turned to tastes and she rolled onto her side to add her vomit to the collection on the white tile.

Then Feodor hit her everywhere at once, all her senses, and she was blind and deaf, caught in her own head where her mind tried to make sense of the feelings of agony and anguish by imagining terrible events: the deaths of everyone she loved, eternity spent alone, the end of all life; but the emotions themselves were what suffocated her. Despair, helplessness, hatred.

I have to hang on, she thought—but what was there to hang on to? Her memories of her life slipped away, forced out of her head by Feodor’s own, and she saw Warsaw as he remembered it, everything on fire, constant shouting, panic without end. She heard his sister, Bryga, so small, screaming until her throat bled. She saw his mother die just as he had described, and felt Feodor’s raging misery as, one by one, he lost every single person who mattered to him. She saw the world transformed until he could recognize nothing good in it, and she saw him walk for days and only find more of the same.

You have to believe, Haley had said, but what was there to believe in now? That she was the True Dream Walker? Such a pretty fiction. She wished she believed it, but she didn’t.

Despair crushed her, as endless as the universe itself. There was nothing else, and it grew deeper and heavier and louder. Josh squirmed inside it, trying to find some relief, but the bonds of suffering only tightened. Finally, she gave in to the despair, not once but again and again; she stopped trying to prove that she was not helpless, weak, or faulted—even to herself. She surrendered over and over.

And over and over, the pain only grew worse.


 

Thirty-five

Feodor was going to kill Josh. That much was clear to Will.

He sat in a chair with his wrists tied to the armrests and watched as Feodor sank every ounce of his misery and insanity into the white room. Josh thrashed on the floor, but Will doubted she was conscious of her body because no one who could feel pain would crack her head against the wall and beat her arms and legs on the floor so hard that Will feared her bones would break. Or maybe the physical pain was just all the relief she could find from Feodor’s poison.

Feodor stood with his eyes half-closed, wearing that dreamy look he’d worn earlier when he spoke of the True Dream Walker’s return. He murmured to himself, running his tongue over his lips every so often. “Yes, yes, there. Remember my sister? Everyone said she was the bright one. Here is where she met her end. Oh, yes.”

Josh’s mouth opened in a scream Will couldn’t hear. He felt like crying.

He wasn’t meant to be here. He knew that now, knew that his place in Josh’s life was unequivocally illegitimate. When Haley had revealed that Josh’s scroll was a fake, Will had felt so devastated that he’d promised himself he would leave the Weavers’ house and never come back.

None of that mattered anymore. When Feodor’s memories had hurled Josh to the ground, Will had struggled so hard against his bonds that he’d thought he would tear out of his own body in order to help her.

Beside him, Haley watched Josh with an expression of mixed hope and horror. Will had believed him when Haley said that Josh was the True Dream Walker, but he began to doubt it now as he watched her suffer so helplessly. If she had been able to stop that pain, she would have. Anyone would have.

“She has to believe,” Haley repeated.

“Go into the forest,” Feodor told Josh. “You see what they did to my teacher, what they did to all the teachers? Look at that crater where his face used to be.”

Josh threw up again.

“Hey!” Haley said, but he said it in a sharp, demanding voice, and when Will turned to look, he found a stranger sitting beside him.

Ian tossed his head to get Haley’s hair out of his eyes and said, “She’s not gonna make it.”

Will, already shaken, was too shocked to reply.

“This isn’t a Tempering ritual,” Ian went on. “It’s just torture. He’ll kill her once he has her soul.”

“Ah,” Will got out, “I don’t know what to do.”

Ian’s tone was blistering. “Well, figure it out. You’re supposed to be a smart guy.”

Then he was gone, leaving Haley deathly pale and doused with sweat.

As bizarre as Ian’s sudden appearance had been, he was right. Will was the only one who could stop this now. But with his hands tied, none of the things Josh had taught him were any use.

What would I have done before I met Josh? he wondered. And then he knew.

“Feodor,” he said. The man’s half-closed eyes flickered toward him. “You’ve got to push her harder.”

Feodor nodded. “Yes, yes, past her limitations.”

“When were you at your lowest? Show her that.”

“My lowest. Hmm.” He frowned as if faced with too many choices.

“Show her the moment when you wanted the True Dream Walker to return the most, when you needed the True Dream Walker to come and save you.”

“Ah!” Feodor smiled. “That night, I remember.”

In the white room, Josh began convulsing.

“You thought of the True Dream Walker then, didn’t you?” Will asked quickly. He tried to keep his voice from shaking, but he was terrified that he had just pushed Josh past her breaking point. If he had killed her … 

“You imagined the True Dream Walker coming to save you.”

“Yes,” Feodor agreed.

“What would the True Dream Walker do? How would he save you?”

“Fire! He would incinerate the Nazis, and the Italians, and the damned Russian turncoats! And he will! He will burn them like stick dolls!”

This wasn’t going in the right direction. Josh rolled on the floor and slapped her skin as if she were on fire. “But after that,” Will rushed on, “would the True Dream Walker free Poland? Would he bring the dead back to life?”

“Yes!” Feodor’s face lit with a crazed light. “Yes! He’ll give my mother back her legs!”

In the white room, Josh stopped thrashing. For a terrible instant, Will thought she had died, but then he saw her chest sink in a long sigh.

He couldn’t believe he had been angry at her a few hours ago.

“Who else will he heal?” Will asked Feodor, before whispering to Haley, “I have to talk to Ian.”

Haley bit his lip.

“Now!” Will hissed, and Haley swallowed and shut his eyes.

“He’ll give my teacher back his face!” Feodor cried. “The dead will walk out of Palmiry Forest together, singing ‘Poland Has Not Yet Perished’!”

“Not bad,” Ian commented, appraising Feodor’s state.

“You see that guy behind us, in the trench coat?” Will asked, knowing he had no time for niceties. Ian glanced over his shoulder and grimaced at the sight of Gloves, who stood guard over them as unmoving and lifeless as a mausoleum angel. “That’s your body, Ian. It’s yours, and Feodor stole it from you. Can you get back into it?”

Ian inclined his head toward Gloves, and Haley’s features went slack for a brief moment, during which Gloves stumbled and coughed. Then Gloves resumed his statue act, and Ian again animated Haley’s face.

“Almost, but I can’t get in. There’s something blocking me—he did something to keep me out. I can feel it, though. I’m so close.”

Will thought. Feodor burst into song, waving his free hand and singing robustly in Polish. He stomped a beat with one foot.

“Could you give it a command?” Will asked Ian. “A single command?”

Ian considered, then nodded. “I can try. What’s the order?”

“Tell him to kill Feodor’s body. His real body, back in the corner, in the shroud.”

Ian cocked a little smile and rushed out of Haley.

All things aside, Will was beginning to like Ian.

“And you?” Will asked Feodor, raising his voice. “Will they give you medals?”

“So many that I will walk stooped like an old man!”

On the floor in the white room, Josh smiled, her eyes still closed.

“We will enslave the Axis, and our enemies will fall to their knees when I pass by. I will take not one wife but one from every country we defeat, and they will cower and never meet my eyes for fear I will cause them to burst into flame!”

Feodor was too lost in his fantasy to notice Gloves approaching his mummified body. He began singing again: “Jeszcze Polska nie umarła, kiedy my żyjemy!”

Will watched, hardly breathing, as Gloves climbed on top of Feodor and wrapped his hands around the man’s neck.

Feodor’s projected image never noticed. He continued to sing, even as his image began to fade. Gloves bent over his body, crushing his master’s throat.

Feodor lifted his arms, but not to fight for his life. He waved his hands gracefully through the air, dipping them rhythmically as he conducted an imaginary orchestra. His gray eyes, though they had begun to bulge, glistened with the joy of a faraway paradise, then slowly grew dull, and his hands floated down to rest on his chest as he lost consciousness. His singing voice grew distant before trailing off. He flickered out and then back one more time, but in the last instant before he faded forever, his face was full of joy. He died smiling.

It was not, Will thought, a fitting death for such an evil man.

But it would do.

*   *   *

Gloves sat on the floor next to his master’s body. His face registered no expression, but he sat like a loyal dog, waiting for instructions.

The lights in the laboratory flickered off, but only for a moment. When they came on again, Will saw Josh sit up on the other side of the window. She examined her arms and hands, which she had beaten red from thrashing, and then she rose uncertainly to her feet and tried the doorknob. It remained locked.

“Damn,” Will muttered. Still tied to his chair, he walked hunched over to the door and opened it with his teeth.

Josh didn’t come out, just stood in the white room and stared at him. Her arms were covered in rising bruises, and Will saw more all over her face. He didn’t doubt she had a concussion.

“What happened?” she asked. Her voice drifted with soft confusion. “Am I dead?”

“No, you’re going to be fine. Untie me.”

She frowned but reached out to work on the ropes that bound his wrists. “I had the most wonderful dream,” she said, sounding more like Feodor than Will liked. “I dreamt the True Dream Walker returned and saved the world.”

She freed one of Will’s arms. “Go untie Haley,” he said. “I can get the other one.”

She wandered unsteadily toward Haley, then turned back to Will. Her dreamy peacefulness faded, replaced by confusion and weakness. “I failed, didn’t I? I failed the test.”

Her vulnerability in that moment made Will want to hold her. “Of course not.”

“I did, though,” she said, and she turned away with sadness. “I’m sure I did.”

The lights flickered again.

Everyone looked at the ceiling, even Gloves. In the distance, the sound of constant bombs exploding and air-raid sirens stopped, only to be replaced by a rushing sound, like white noise growing louder and louder.

“It’s collapsing,” Haley whispered. “It can’t exist without Feodor.”

This seemed to wake Josh from her trance. “Oh, shit,” she said.

Will yanked at the rope on his wrist and loosened it enough to pull his hand through. He ran over to Haley and freed one of his arms while Josh got the other.

Gloves suddenly rose and headed for the door to the street. Something about the action reminded Will of a dog who—hearing a signal for danger too high-pitched for humans to register—gets up and runs away.

“Follow him,” Haley said, leaping out of the chair. He grabbed both his and Will’s lighters and compacts off the table and handed one set to Will. “He knows where the gate is!”

Haley ran toward the door, but Josh gazed around the room as if trying to place it. “We have to go,” Will told her.

She shook her head. “I know I failed. Hundreds of times. Thousands.”

“We have to go now,” Will repeated, and he grabbed her hand and dragged her toward the door. After a few zombielike steps, she began to run with him.

By the time they reached the street, the whole world was shaking. Half-collapsed buildings collapsed the rest of the way, creating avalanchelike slides of rubble. Will struggled to follow Haley in the fading light, but he held tight to Josh’s hand. When she tripped on a charred wooden beam, he pulled so hard on her arm that he lifted her back onto her feet.

Gloves darted through the streets like he was running a familiar obstacle course. Haley managed to match his pace, but Josh’s steps were slower than usual, her reflexes hesitant. Keeping a firm grip on her hand, Will kicked pieces of wreckage out of their way as he ran, clearing the path for her as much as possible.

The shaking grew worse until the street was rising and falling beneath their feet. He felt like he was trying to run on a trampoline. Gloves and Haley safely crossed a street ahead, but as soon as Josh and Will started to follow, a four-story building beside them began to collapse.

“Run!” Will shouted, but he didn’t wait for Josh to speed up before breaking into a sprint. He clenched her hand—he’d get her across that street safely or else he’d get there with her torn-off arm.

In his haste, he didn’t look down in time to avoid a fallen street sign. As he fell forward, the ground dropped out from under him, and he rolled into empty air. Josh’s hand slid from his grasp, and when the ground rose up again to slam him, he landed as hard as if he’d fallen ten feet. Joints all over his body cracked.

The building on the corner failed neatly from the top floor down, like boxes falling into each other, and only the air blowing out and shattering the windows let Will know that the building protested its demise. For a moment he watched it, unable to get up from the jolting street. He thought he might have hit his head. The building they’d been running toward came down—not neatly but in a meteor shower of detritus, pelting Will with debris.

Something landed between his shoulder blades and flattened him to the pavement. Something big.

Will had always been analytical about pain. He’d thought that if he could choose not to fight it—to accept it as a product of nerve conduction and ignore the alarm it caused—he could free himself of physical pain forever. It had worked well enough for small cuts and dentist visits, but this pain was something else entirely. There was no ignoring it, no allowing it. He made a choking sound and wondered if his airways were blocked, but no, it was just that inhaling made the pain follow the arch of his ribs from his back into his sides.

“Will,” Josh said, her voice so drowned out by the cacophony of collapse that his name sounded like a whisper. She knelt beside him, and he knew it was bad—even worse than it felt—by the way she began saying, “Shit, shit,” over and over, like a benediction against panic.

Her words almost made Will smile. In spite of the pain, he felt fond and tender toward her. If this was the end, he was glad she was with him.

Then again, maybe all he felt was the euphoria of the dying.

“Haley!” Josh shouted. She must be waking up again, Will thought as he recognized the look on her face. She’d worn the same tough, unflinching expression when they entered Feodor’s universe, and Will was relieved to see it again. “Help me!”

The pain changed as Josh and Haley dragged the heavy thing off of Will’s back. The pressure moved from his spine to his left shoulder, and then he saw a giant hunk of concrete hit the street beside him with a crack. The size of it shocked him—no wonder Josh had cursed. After a moment of relief, the pain returned, not as loud but still too loud. But at least he could breathe.

Will managed to climb to his knees. Moving made him want to throw up, and he was afraid that if he made one wrong turn, his spinal cord would snap—but if they stayed much longer, it wouldn’t matter if he could move below the waist or not. Behind them, Warsaw was on its last legs. Block by block, the streetlights and building fires blinked out, and a sound like a ferocious waterfall grew nearer and louder, white noise turning black.

“Where’s Gloves?” Josh shouted. Their guide was nowhere in sight.

Haley pointed to a corner. “He turned left there.”

“Shit!” Josh shouted again. “Get Will’s other side!”

Taking Will by the arms, they lifted him to his feet. The pain shifted and resettled like a jostled pile of bone fragments; Will hoped that wasn’t really what he was feeling.

Before he could adjust to the pain, they were running again, and Will stumbled along, aware that he couldn’t feel the fingers on his right hand. That had to be a bad sign.

Then they turned where Gloves had, and they saw the gate.

At the end of a wide boulevard, the world ended with a two-story iron gate painted dark green. Beyond it, the city simply stopped, as though a black canvas had been erected behind the bars. Gloves was trying to drag the enormous gate open, but it weighed too much for even his strength.

Will slumped against the bars a few feet away from Gloves and watched Josh and Haley throw their weight behind his. If Gloves was surprised by their help, he didn’t show it.

We came all the way here for this guy, Will thought, trying to rub feeling into his hand again. All this, and he’s not even a person anymore.

The three of them managed to create an eighteen-inch opening. Strangely, no light or mirror was required for the space to fill with glittering Veil. Gloves vanished through it, then Haley, but when Josh turned to help Will, her eyes lingered in the direction from which they had come.

In the distance, blackness swallowed Warsaw. Even the fires couldn’t stand up to the rising tide of nothingness.

“Feodor would have loved to see this,” Josh said.

The nostalgia in her voice freaked Will out.

But then she looped one of Will’s arms around her neck and helped him stand, and they followed Haley through the gate and into the Dream, leaving Warsaw to meet its final destruction alone.

Through a Veil Darkly

Emergency! Help Needed NOW!

At this very moment, three dream walkers have entered the pocket universe where Feodor Kajażkołski has been housed since 1962 and are facing off with the madman over the issues of the TCM and CSAD. Just before they entered his universe, they told me that they’d found evidence that the TCM are not nightmares, but are actually two dream walkers: Geoff Simbarticolsi and Ian Micharainosa. Both were believed to have been lost in the Dream, when in fact, they had been taken hostage in Feodor’s dimension and either brainwashed or otherwise compelled to do his will. He has been sending them into the Dream in order to attack dreamers, and it is these attacks that have resulted in CSAD.

The junta knows all of this, but so far nothing has been done. The three dream walkers who are confronting Kajażkołski are only teenagers, and if no one steps up to help them, they could easily wind up in trench coats themselves.

Please, call your local representative or a member of the junta (phone numbers below) and demand that action be taken to save our young people! Time is short! Spread the word!


 

Thirty-six

They stepped out of Feodor’s universe and into a quiet hallway in the Dream. The change disoriented Josh. No more soot in the air, no more bombs lighting the sky, no more rumbling streets. Just silence and pile carpeting. The hallway looked familiar to Josh, but maybe everything would look familiar after the foreignness of Feodor’s Warsaw.

Josh turned to Will and said, “Let me see how bad it is.” All three of them were banged up. Josh wasn’t sure why, but bruises rose all over her arms and her entire body hurt terribly. Blood dripped from a cut on the side of Haley’s neck, but Will was the one she was worried about.

He stood hunched over, leaning on his left shoulder against the wall, but he twisted a bit to show her his back. His white-and-blue flannel shirt bore a red wash of blood down the back. Josh used her fingertips to carefully pull the torn fabric away.

She cursed again. No wonder he couldn’t stand up straight—his whole back was turning purple. A ragged wound ran between his shoulder blades; not an incision but a wound the size of two palms where so much flesh had been rubbed away that she could see muscle and bone.

From the time since she’d woken up in the white room until she saw the boulder land on Will, she hadn’t felt afraid. She’d known Warsaw was collapsing, but she’d known it through a numb haze. She hadn’t needed to feel afraid to know that she had to run.

But seeing that chunk of concrete fall out of the sky and slam Will to the ground, and now—seeing him hurt so badly—scared her. There was a real chance that Will wouldn’t be all right.

“Josh,” Haley said.

This was her fault. She should never have let them follow her. She should never have gone herself—Will and Whim had been right.

“Josh,” Haley repeated.

“What?” she snapped, and Haley shrank back. “Sorry.”

“We’re at the cabin,” he said.

Before she could ask what he meant, she understood. That flowery wallpaper—she did recognize it.

Thanks to Feodor’s experiments, Gloves had the power to alter the Dream at will, and for reasons Josh couldn’t fathom, he’d chosen to re-create her mother’s cabin. The last time she’d seen this wallpaper and this hallway had been the night Ian died and the cabin burned.

“Why are we here?” Haley whispered, as if afraid the walls would overhear.

Cautiously, Josh broke Stellanor’s First Rule and felt … nothing. “There’s no dreamer here.”

“I thought that wasn’t possible,” Will said.

“It shouldn’t be possible. Gloves must be manipulating the Dream somehow.” Josh shook herself. “It doesn’t matter. We have to get you out of here.” She dug in her pockets before remembering that Feodor had taken her compact and lighter. “Who else has keys?”

Haley produced his compact but had lost his lighter. Will’s pocket produced nothing but greasy shards of mirror and plastic. “I must have fallen on it.”

“So we have no lighter,” Josh said. Now a new, different sort of fear filled her.

She cursed again. She had no idea how many times she had cursed that day. It was beginning to feel like a normal addendum to any sentence.

“Gloves might have a lighter,” Will said. “He and Snitch opened an exit. One of them must have been carrying.”

Josh’s hope flared and then died out completely as she realized that there was no way to get Will on his way to a hospital before she faced Gloves. And she knew she wouldn’t be fighting her best if she was worrying about Will at the same time.

They had only one option. So she took it.

“Here’s the plan,” she said. “We go after Gloves. We get his keys. Will, you hang on to Haley’s compact in case you get a lighter first. Haley, help Will open an exit and get him out. It doesn’t matter if the archway opens to China, just get him out. Toss me the keys before you go. I’m going to stay and…”

She didn’t know how to finish the sentence. Was there still any hope of reuniting Ian’s soul with his body, or had that possibility died with Feodor?

“Maybe I can knock him out…” she began, and then that statement, too, fizzled. Whatever Feodor had done to Ian’s body, Gloves had a fierce survival instinct.

“I’ll help,” Haley offered. He took her hand the way he had in Feodor’s laboratory. “I’m with you,” he said, and she realized he was looking at her with an expression of purest trust. “We can bring him home.”

“I hope so,” she said.

“Gloves is afraid of you. He knows who you are.”

Why did Haley feel the need to bring up this delusion about her being the True Dream Walker again? “Haley, no—”

“You know who you are.”

She remembered the hours and hours of training she had gone through, days filled with combat lessons and mud runs, nights filled with every terror imaginable. She thought of the sore muscles and the broken bones and the chipped teeth. She had sweated and burned and cried and bled through the last seventeen years. She was no magical creature—just a girl who had made a thousand mistakes and kept going.

“I’m not,” she told Haley. “The True Dream Walker wouldn’t have screwed things up the way I have.”

Haley gave her a kind half smile and stepped closer to her. “It’s okay if you can’t believe it yet. But you know I’m not crazy. I’m not mean. I wouldn’t lie to you about this. So, if you can’t believe it yet, believe me, okay? Believe me when I say that you are the True Dream Walker.”

Josh didn’t even recognize him in that moment. He wasn’t a bizarre impersonation of Ian and he wasn’t the shy, trembling boy she had grown up with. The fragility in him had hardened.

“I failed Feodor’s test,” she said, making one more weak protest.

“Maybe not,” Will said.

His face was pale and wet, and he was leaning wearily against the wall again. If Josh had never seen Haley so confident, she had never seen Will so defeated.

Seeing him in so much pain, she wished she could just take him and go. She wanted to peel that shredded shirt away and bandage his wounds, do something to help repair the damage she’d caused. She wanted to kiss his hands and beg his forgiveness.

“It wasn’t a true Tempering,” Will went on, his voice somehow both weak and gruff. “It was just an excuse for Feodor to torture you. You might succeed in a real Tempering.”

She remembered having similar thoughts during the woman’s nightmare just a few hours before. “No, I’d fail that, too. I know I would.”

Why did Will believe in her? Hadn’t he watched her fail, not just in the white room but again and again over the last six weeks? She had been cold and careless and rash. Why did Will have this irrational faith in her? It was the only irrational thing about him.

“We need to move,” she said, tired of fighting. “Remember, our first priority is to get Will out of the Dream.”

The hallway extended in two directions. One led to the living room, the other to the basement stairwell. Josh didn’t question where Gloves had intended for them to go.

Everything in the basement was just as she remembered it from eight months before. At one end of the unfinished room stood the stairs, and at the other were the furnace and fuse box. Between them, a bucket of hardened cement rested next to a pile of smooth stones for outlining the Veil and holding it open. Mirrors sent arcs of light shooting all over the room like colorless rainbows.

Gloves stood at the far end of the basement with his eyes closed. He had taken off his trench coat and gloves, and underneath he wore the same outfit he’d had on the last time Josh had seen him: black jeans and a forest-green polo shirt. He didn’t look the least bit bedraggled. His clothing was tidy. His hair was dry and combed off his face.

Perhaps he had altered his appearance to confuse her, or maybe it was another facet of this bizarre reenactment. Josh stopped at the bottom of the steps and waited for Haley and Will to fall into place behind her.

Ian opened his eyes.

They were hazel and arranged into white, iris, and pupil.

Josh gasped.

Ian said, “Evening, J.D.”

His voice had inflection. It was casual and fond and a little bit nervous but determined not to let it show. His face was animated, his mouth curved in a knowing smile.

He was Ian again.

“Haley?” Josh said uncertainly.

“I don’t know,” Haley whispered, a frantic edge to his voice. “I can’t feel anything.”

“It could be a trick,” Will put in. Josh had the same fear—that Gloves still possessed Ian’s memories and was putting on a grand performance.

Ian lifted his eyebrows. “I’m not trying to trick anybody,” he announced. “I…” He shook his head as if overwhelmed. “This is as much a surprise to me as it is to you.”

He shrugged, and the force of déjà vu caused the ache in Josh’s chest—that wound she had carried for eight months—to open up again. He was Ian, and she needed him tonight. She had never stopped needing him.

“What happened?” she asked, already walking toward him.

“I don’t know.” He took a step in her direction. “Somehow Feodor kept me—my spirit or whatever—from being able to get back into my body. But when he died, it was like my body opened up again, only I … I couldn’t find my way back for a couple of minutes.” He shrugged. “I don’t know how to say it.”

She almost smiled. How many times had he told her that he didn’t know how to say it?

“I knew you’d find me,” he said. “I always knew.” He grinned and turned to Haley. “Hey, little brother.”

Josh realized that Haley was standing next to her. She looked over her shoulder and saw Will leaning against the wall, one arm wrapped tightly around his torso. Blood dripped from the hem of his shirt.

Ian and Haley stared at each other. “Little brother” had been a joke between them, because despite having been born first, Haley had always seemed younger.

Josh touched Haley’s hand, and he dragged his gaze back to her. “What do you think?” she asked.

He shrugged nervously. “I … just don’t know.”

“Look,” Ian said. “I don’t know what’s going on here any more than you do. All of my memories are mixed up with these dreams I had, that I was back in the World.…”

“You were,” Haley told him. His voice grew halting again, as if whatever confidence he had gained was lost in his twin’s presence, and he reverted to being the Haley he had been when Ian was alive. “You stayed with me there, sometimes you…”

“Used you,” Ian finished, and he ground his teeth. “God, I did, didn’t I?”

He sounded so disgusted with himself, so honestly affected that Josh marveled. Every tiny detail, imperfection, trademark, was right there. And yet she was afraid to believe.

“Josh,” Will said from behind her. “Sorry to interrupt, but I really do need a doctor.”

He sounded irritated, and Josh felt bad for forgetting him, even for a moment. His face was so pale she could see freckles she hadn’t known he had, and blood dripped steadily from his shirt hem.

“Yeah,” Ian agreed, walking toward him. “You definitely do.” He paused a few feet from Will. “I know you. You’re Will—you’re Josh’s apprentice.”

He glanced over his shoulder at Josh. His eyes were slightly tilted, questioning and accusing at the same time.

And Josh knew he was back.

Only Ian could produce that particular jealous and yet conspiratorial look. Only Ian would think he had the right. Josh felt as if a light had come on inside her; something warm and bright was filling her up with joy.

She smiled at him, and he lifted his eyebrows again.

“I never let go of your hand,” she said.

He took her hand then and held it tightly. “I know. Now, let’s get out of here. I have…” He dug in his pockets. “I have Josh’s lighter. Why do I have your lighter?”

He held out the rose-gold lighter he had given her years before. Josh hadn’t seen it since she dropped it in the Dream.

“I’ll explain later,” she said. “Will has a compact.”

Will didn’t move. He was studying Ian with the same intensity he had often turned on Josh.

“Will?” she asked.

Slowly, he shook his head. “No.” He took a step back, straightening up with a wince. Keeping his eyes squarely on Ian, he said, “This is why he didn’t kill us flat-out, Josh. He has a lighter but no mirror, so he can’t leave the Dream without our compact.”

Josh felt her heartbeat quicken like a car engine revving up. Will was right—Ian couldn’t use the mirrors in the basement because they were all part of the Dream. He needed a World mirror.

Ian swore and then said, “This is ridiculous.”

So quick to anger, so Ian-like.

“You don’t trust me?” he asked. “Fine. You open the archway—I won’t even touch anything. I’ll just follow you through. Here.” He handed Josh the lighter.

“No,” Will said again. “I’m not letting you out.”

Ian’s lips parted in outrage. “Josh?”

She put the lighter in her pocket, as if having it out of sight would calm the argument it had started. “Will’s just being careful.”

“He’s being paranoid.”

Ian walked back to where she stood and took both of her hands. Josh jumped when she felt his fingers against her palms and his thumbs on her knuckles. She had forgotten how firm his touch was.

“J.D.,” he said, lowering his voice, “look, this is nuts. I know you’re probably pissed off about the whole thing with Winsor, but now is a lousy time to get into it. Somebody beat you to a pulp, and Haley looks like he’s going to pass out, and this guy”—he pointed to Will—“is standing there bleeding to death.”

Over his shoulder, she could see Haley and Will. They were both moving slowly toward the stairs and exchanging silent glances.

What do you see that I don’t? she wondered. What’s got you so scared? It’s just Ian being Ian.

She didn’t understand why there were tears in her eyes. Ian was still speaking, still trying to convince her that he was who she wanted so badly for him to be, and she barely heard him until he said, “Josh, look at me.”

She did. His hazel-green eyes were filled with concern.

“I just don’t want us all to die in here. I don’t want to die in here. I want to go home, and take a hot shower, and get my life back. And I want to be with you, Josh, okay? All this time floating around without a body, I got a lot of thinking done, and the thing I thought most was, Wow, I can’t believe I blew it with Josh. But this is our second chance, J.D., I see it so clearly now.”

She nodded, even though a numbness had begun creeping over her. She really hadn’t thought the night could get any worse.

“Let’s go home,” he said, and hugged her.

His arms lifted her right off the floor. She let her chin fall onto his shoulder and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. Will, watching them, shook his head.

Ian’s hand touched her hip. His fingers moved gently, searching.

“Haley?” she asked, still holding on.

She wasn’t the only one crying. Haley, already near the top of the stairs, sniffled helplessly.

“He just doesn’t feel right,” Haley said.

Ian’s fingers found Josh’s lighter and began drawing it out of her pocket.

She closed her eyes long enough to clear them of tears, letting go of one more beautiful, brief-lived dream. Then she steeled herself.

One hand grabbed his, the other grabbed his hair and jerked his head back.

No tense shock ran through his body. No surprise registered on his face.

He took a quick step forward and threw her up against the cement wall.

His eyes were a glossy black wasteland, his face vacant.

The charade was over.


 

Thirty-seven

“Run!” Josh shouted. Gloves smacked her against the wall again, but she kept hold of his hair as she fell, ripping out a fistful on her way down.

He lost his balance and crashed backward into the arrangement of mirrors and candles in the center of the room. Glass shattered into long, triangular slivers that spun across the floor as if across ice. Blood streamed from a patch of his scalp.

Josh scrambled to her feet just in time to block a punch aimed at her face, but he countered it with a kick to her stomach. The impact knocked her into the wall again. While she was gasping from the pain in her gut, Gloves turned to look at the stairs where Will and Haley still stood.

“Go … go!” Josh told them, unable to say it louder than a hiss. But she was too late.

Gloves inclined his head and narrowed his eyes. The stairs and door vanished, replaced by another cement wall. There was no way to escape from the Dream version of the basement now.

Will jumped off the stairs before they vanished, but Haley was standing on the top step when it dissolved. The sudden, ten-foot fall caught him off guard, and he cracked the back of his head on the wall, then fell in a heap on the floor, unconscious.

At least, Josh hoped he was just unconscious.

But before she could even fear for him, Will hit Gloves from behind—an unschooled, openhanded, girly slap that did as much as blowing on him would have. Will knew Gloves was out of his league and jumped away as soon as the slap was delivered.

“He has to concentrate to change anything,” Will told her, ducking to avoid being crushed by Gloves’s fist. “Keep him distracted.”

Josh struggled to get back on her feet. The pain in her stomach was retreating to a dull ache, but she felt how weak Feodor’s torture had left her. Her remaining strength wouldn’t last long.

Gloves came at her and they wrestled. A hundred memories of training with Ian came back to Josh. She used everything she had against him, but this wasn’t the Ian she had grown up with. Gloves barely registered pain and never gave her an instant to breathe, not even a split second to rest between attacks. He fought entirely without reserve. Josh would have expected that losing his soul would diminish his motivation to live, but it seemed just the opposite—that only an animal desire to survive remained.

When Josh began to flag, Will jumped in to distract Gloves. But he swayed on his feet, and Gloves didn’t waste any time in hand-to-hand combat. Head down, he rushed Will, not to hit him but to drive him into the wall and crush his wounded back against the concrete. Josh, on her knees a few yards away, saw Will’s eyes roll back in his head and heard him make a sound—possibly a scream—muffled by a gurgle. He collapsed.

Not a good sign.

Gloves leaned down and pulled the compact from Will’s pocket.

The sight of Will crumpled on the floor enraged Josh, and she sprang to her feet with newfound energy, but her rage only made her sloppy. When she sent a roundhouse kick toward Gloves’s head, he caught her foot and twisted it so that she sprawled facedown with her hands on the floor. Then Gloves kicked her in the gut again, forced her onto her back, and climbed on top of her.

When she tried to hit him, his fingers caught her arm with inhuman speed. He brought her elbow down on the floor, and then again, and again, until the joint shattered.

Josh felt her fingers relax almost before she felt the pain. Not just a physical pain, but a deep sense of brokenness, a crack in her foundation. Gloves’s hands closed around her throat, and she would have gasped at the fire that shot from her fingers to her shoulder, but he had cut off her airway.

Time slowed while he choked her. With her left hand she cut deep scratches in his arms, the blood growing sticky under her nails, but he didn’t respond. He was sitting on her thighs, immobilizing her legs, and because his arms were longer than hers, she couldn’t reach far enough to gouge out his eyes.

So this is how it’s going to end, Josh thought. The fact that it really was going to end shocked her, despite all the evening’s close calls. She stared into Ian’s face, Ian’s lovely face with the barren black eyes and no expression, too stunned to truly hate him.

No triumph showed on Gloves’s face.

She could hardly believe what she saw behind him: Will was climbing to his feet. After that second injury to his back, she’d been sure he wasn’t getting up, but here he was, gaining one foot and then the other. The maniacal smile on his face was one she’d never seen before, though, and it scared her. He didn’t look like himself.

He staggered as he came up behind Gloves, his chest heaving as he struggled to lift one arm above his head. In his hand, he held an icicle-shaped shard of mirror. But with a burst of strength, he reached Gloves in two long, smooth steps and brought the mirror down into Gloves’s back, the jagged, broken end cutting into his own skin as he forced the mirror between Gloves’s ribs.

“Hands off the girl, asshole!” Will shouted and, like the smile, his voice wasn’t his.

Ian? Josh thought.

Gloves grew still with shock. Then his hands actually tightened further around Josh’s neck, and he lifted her head, then slammed her down so hard that when her skull hit the floor she heard a sound like an eggshell breaking.

For a moment her mind shut down. She couldn’t hear, or see, or feel her throbbing arm or the air rushing back into her lungs as Gloves released her. For just that moment, she knew perfect inner silence, and then a thunderstorm erupted at the back of her head, and she opened her eyes.

“Oh god, J.D., I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, oh god—”

Will’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he passed out on the floor next to Josh.

Gloves was on his knees a few feet away. He twitched, twisting and arching his torso as if he were trying to force the mirror out. The way he jerked and the lack of expression on his face made Josh think of an android. When twisting didn’t work, he searched blindly with his left hand and finally pulled the mirror out, slicing his hand and fingers. Josh couldn’t see the wound, but through his legs she saw blood begin running onto the floor in a steady stream.

Gasping like a fish on the floor, she watched him toss the mirror away and inhale deeply. If he had been capable of emotion, she would have said that he was frightened, but maybe she only thought that because his whole body was trembling violently. He crawled to one wall, sat painfully back on his heels, and stared at the wall for a long, long time while blood ran down his back and pooled around his knees. Finally, he lifted the compact and lighter, and a blue door appeared in the middle of the wall, the sort of door one might find on the front of a home.

He’s going to leave us, Josh thought, and the Dream will shift, and whatever nightmare we fall into, we won’t be able to fight it.

But Gloves didn’t leave. He started to rise, and then he swayed like a charmed snake and collapsed sideways, making no movement to soften his landing against the concrete floor. So much blood had collected around him on the floor that it splashed when he fell into it; Josh felt the spray on the side of her face.

Oh my god, she thought. I think he’s dead.

Ian had killed himself. He’d had to borrow Will’s body to do it, but he’d managed.

He saved my life. Her heart sang with a strange, astonished joy. Ian saved my life.

If that wasn’t forgiveness, she didn’t know what was.

Then she thought, I have to get us out of here.

But try as she might, she couldn’t rise. She couldn’t even roll over. Each time she moved her head more than an inch, the vertigo was so intense that her stomach rose in her throat, and she knew that if she vomited now, she would choke to death.

“Josh,” Will whispered. She turned her head that one inch to look at him, and the pain shifted toward her temples, easing a little near the back of her neck. His cornflower-blue eyes were dark, and the skin around one was swelling.

My apprentice. Look what I let happen to you. I tried to tell them I wasn’t ready, that I’d be a terrible teacher, but no one listened, and now look what I’ve done.

“You can change this,” he told her. His voice was weak, but she felt comforted to hear it, even if his words were absurd.

He had never gotten what he deserved from life: not from his parents, not from the county, and certainly not from her. She hated herself for not having been strong enough to be the teacher and friend he needed. She hated herself for hurting him again and again.

“You have the power, Josh,” he said. “Please, please believe it.”

She didn’t have any power. She had fallen for Feodor’s tricks, and for Gloves’s, too.

Around them, the walls and ceiling began to slowly fade, becoming pale and misty.

“Josh,” Will whispered. He was pleading now, tears in his eyes. “Just this once, don’t be afraid of your power.”

She felt his hand close around hers and realized how cold her skin was. The ceiling above her looked like a cloud, and she imagined that behind it she’d find a beautiful spring sky, not another nightmare.

“In the limo, you said that no one ever sees you, that they let you get away with everything because you’re special. You said they would let you off the hook no matter what you did. Well, I see you, Josh. I don’t know all your secrets and I haven’t been around all your life, but I saw you when you were mad at me in the school lobby, and when you were scared and falling into Haley’s arms, and when you were kissing me in the kitchen. I know you, and I know what kind of power you have because I’ve seen you in the Dream, too. And I am the one person who is not going to let you off the hook.”

He stopped speaking for a moment to catch his breath, which rasped each time he inhaled. Then he said, “I don’t want to die tonight. Neither do you, but you’ll give up this fight because you’re too afraid to trust yourself. You’d rather believe you’re a screwup who always gets let off the hook than admit how amazing you are and take responsibility for being so strong. If we die tonight, I’ll know the truth—that we died because you were afraid of being special. That’s your dreamfire, Josh, admitting how strong and smart and great you are. It’s easier for you to stay small. But I know you, Josh, and I don’t think you’re small, not a bit, so don’t you dare just lay there while the Dream shifts and drops us into God knows what nightmare to die.”

His hand tightened around hers, and she realized she was crying again. Her eyes were so sore, she thought she must have been crying for days now. Behind Will, the blurry white walls looked like feathered wings extending from his busted back.

“Go on,” Will whispered. “The Dream is shifting, but you can stop it. Hurry.”

Haley believed. Young Ben believed.

But if Will believed … 

“How do I…?” she asked, the words half-formed.

“You know how,” Will whispered, so fervently that in that instant she did know.

Her eyes closed, and she let the Dream come to her, this Dream that had been her second home, her escape, her playground. She broke Stellanor’s First Rule like she’d never broken it before, allowing not just the fear within the Dream to come to her, but the joy, the sweetness, the sorrows and delights and memories and wicked fun. She opened herself to secrets and dark corners and swore to set the twisted roads straight and turn the sky right-side up again. She reached out to the edges of this universe, this reflection of the World rippling on the surface of a pond, and gave herself up to the voices of the dreaming.

Her father had always told her not to give in to the dreamer’s fear, but tonight the dreamfire was her own and greater than that in any nightmare, greater than the terror Feodor had forced into her. This fear swirled around her like dark, icy water, and she knew that the Dream felt it. Tonight the Dream quit speaking and listened to her, to what she needed to tell it.

My name is Joshlyn Dustine Hazel Weavaros. I have walked your lands all my life and calmed as many storms as I was able. I have risked my life and the lives of those I love to heal you. Now I am seventeen years old, I am claiming my own, and it’s time to return the favor.

A ripple moved through the Dream, as if it had been waiting generations to hear her voice and was amused by her unnecessary forcefulness. Josh’s hands filled with sand and cloud and someone, maybe Will, said, “Go on, then. You know what to do.”

She was the floor, she was the walls, she was the shards of broken mirror. Her arms stretched across the ceiling and beyond into other dreams. Her heartbeats were the seconds of time; her breath was change.

She held out her hands, and the Dream stilled. She, Will, and Haley were suspended in a melting white room, but she made the walls and floors hard again, put everything back in place.

“Josh,” Will whispered, but he used a different voice this time, a voice that was awe and pleading combined.

She opened an archway to the familiar archroom in her basement at home, but no one was there, so she opened another archway—a new one, which took only a thought—to the living room, where Deloise was sitting on the couch with a cup of tea in her hands, her beautiful face aged by worry.

When the archway opened three feet in front of her, she jumped up so fast she forgot about her teacup and let it roll off her thigh, spilling tea down the leg of her lavender jeans. For three seconds she stared through the archway, her mouth agape, and then she shouted, “Saidy! Whim! Get in here! Hurry!”

Josh’s mind drifted, only half-conscious of what was happening, until she felt the night air on her skin. Out in the World, rain was falling, and the stretcher Josh rode bounced up and down as Saidy rushed her toward an ambulance. Cold water splashed her face, reminding her of the rain in Warsaw—but this was only World rain, only the ocean running in circles. Josh saw her bloodied arms sparkling with fairy dust.

The metal bars of the stretcher clanged as they loaded her into the ambulance. The doors closed and the vehicle tore onto the road with its siren wailing. The pain in Josh’s head and her elbow came back, along with the overwhelming sense of weakness, but she opened her eyes and saw Will looking at her from the stretcher beside hers.

She reached out with her good hand and found his under the white sheet that had been thrown over him. His gaze was detached and serene, and Josh hid nothing from him when she gazed back. She felt his pulse slowing under the skin of his palm and squeezed tighter.

“Stay,” she whispered. Her throat burned, but she said it again. “Stay.”

A sort of smile came onto Will’s face and his fingers closed around hers, but his heart skipped one beat, then another. Josh remembered holding on to Ian’s hand when they went through the archway into Feodor’s universe for the first time, remembered how hard she had held on, so hard she had dragged his spirit back into the World.

She thought she would hold on to Will twice as hard.

Through a Veil Darkly

Feodor Kajażkołski Is Dead (No Thanks to the Junta)

By now many of you have heard the news—news that even the junta couldn’t cover up. Three teenagers—Josh Weavaros, Haley Micharainosa, and Will Kansas—faced off with legendary madman Feodor Kajażkołski in the pocket universe to which he was exiled in 1962.

And they won.

At the time of this writing, Josh Weavaros is currently in a medically induced coma after suffering a depressed fracture to her skull and exhibiting unusual brain-wave patterns. She is so covered in bruises that she’s unrecognizable. Will Kansas required a skin graft to cover a massive wound on his back. Only Haley Micharainosa, who suffered a concussion and minor contusions, has been released from the hospital.

And where, you might ask, where were our leaders when these three teenagers were in such dire need? Nowhere to be found. Josh’s own grandfather, Peregrine Borgenitch, dismissed an eyewitness who had WATCHED the three enter Kajażkołski’s universe, and continued to insist that doing so was impossible. He was holding a press conference and was in the middle of a sentence expressing just that sentiment when Anivay la Grue received word that Josh, Haley, and Will had returned. Even if the eyewitness had been wrong, the possibility of him being right should have warranted an immediate response from the Gendarmerie.

Less than six months from now, the Accordance Conclave will be held and proposals accepted for what form the permanent North America dream-walker government should take. A lot of people have said they’d just as soon keep the current arrangement. I hope that the gravity of this incident causes them to reconsider.


 

Thirty-eight

Josh regained consciousness several times before truly waking up. Once to the sound of kind women’s voices telling her, “Open your eyes, honey,” and a whiny mechanical beep; a second time when she was moved from one bed to another; a third time just long enough to hear her father say, “She’s falling asleep again. Is that safe?”

In between, she returned to jagged nightmares where Feodor led her through ruined cities, through forests burned to cinders beneath smoking gray skies, to the black shores of oceans of blood where red waves rose to douse her in stinking pink froth.

When she finally roused herself from the chemical bog of sedatives and pain medications, Haley was sitting at her bedside. Everything around her—the sea-foam-green walls, waffle-knit white blankets, and rock-hard pillows—confirmed her suspicion that she was at St. Dymphna’s Hospital. Home away from home, she thought. After the chaos of her dreams, the sound of nurses’ chatter in the hallway and the hum of televisions in other rooms reassured her that she was safe and sound.

She groaned, and Haley looked up from the notebook in which he was writing. He smiled at her, a sweet little Haley smile. For the first time since he’d come back to town, he wasn’t wearing a single article of Ian’s clothing; now he’d dressed himself in very grubby jeans and a yellow turtleneck with a red-and-green Christmas sweatshirt over it.

“Hi,” Josh said, half choking on the word. Her throat felt like it had been scratched by a cat. She tried to move, but her body had turned to stone and a frumpy cast encased her arm all the way up to her shoulder. Light from a large window drilled into her eyes. “What day is it?”

“Thursday.”

Thursday? “What day did I get here?”

Haley smiled again. Aside from the purplish remainder of a bruise on his temple and a bandaged wound on his neck, he looked fine. Better than fine, in fact. Peaceful.

“Sunday.”

She had never managed to knock herself unconscious for four days before.

“Is Will all right?” she asked, trying to sit up. She noticed that purple and green bruises covered her arm that wasn’t in a cast. “What happened to me?”

Haley rose and found the controls on the side of the bed. Sitting was much easier with mechanical assistance. “Will’s okay, and the bruises are from thrashing around on the floor while Feodor tortured you. You have a lot of them.”

Josh winced. She never wanted to relive those memories.

“How okay is Will?” she asked.

“He went home yesterday. But he needed surgery and lots of stitches and a skin graft.”

Either all the blood was rushing from her head or else she was passing out from relief. She closed her eyes and relaxed the muscles that she had tensed upon waking.

“Your dad is mad at you, though, for going into Feodor’s universe. Will says he’s really just relieved that you’re not dead, and he’s using anger to avoid the fear he felt.”

Josh smiled, opening her eyes again. “And you’re talking.”

He blushed. “Kinda.”

“No, it’s very cool.”

Haley hesitated and then said, “When we got to the hospital, I was the first to wake up, so I had to make up a story for the doctors.”

He was so adorably pleased with himself. “Really?” Josh asked.

“I told them we were abducted by aliens. They made me talk to a psychiatrist.”

Josh laughed. “You’ll have to fill me in on all the details so I can back you up.”

Haley smiled at his feet.

“Oh,” she asked, “have you seen Winsor? How’s she doing?”

Haley lifted his head, no longer smiling. “She’s the same.”

“You couldn’t get the canister?”

“Davita brought it. But … I couldn’t…” His face twisted with frustration, his lips pursing the way they did when he was angry. “It’s like a puzzle box.”

Josh nodded, disappointed but unsurprised.

“I think the canisters are meant to be long-term cages,” she told Haley. “We might need, I don’t know, a physicist or somebody to take it apart before we can get her out. Maybe someone at Willis-Audretch would know how.” Haley looked relieved at the idea of bringing in expert help.

“What about all the other souls, the ones hooked up to Feodor’s machine?”

The relief in Haley’s face vanished. “I don’t know. I think … they’re probably lost in the Dream. Even if they could find their bodies, I don’t know if they could get back in.”

Josh blew out a long breath. This is bad, she thought. I don’t know how to fix this.

She wondered if her newfound abilities as the True Dream Walker would help, and hoped so.

Haley touched her cheek, and she looked at him. He opened the fingers of her left hand and pressed something cool and heavy into her palm. “Ian asked me to give you this.”

Josh lifted her hand and saw her lighter, the one Gloves had tried to kill her for. The words To J.D. Love Always, Ian were still engraved in the rose-gold plating, but now there was a new dent—a dent that underscored “Always.” Josh ran her thumbnail along the groove.

“Thanks.” She turned the lighter over in her hand, feeling the metal warm from her touch. “Is he still hanging around?”

“He died,” Haley said without sadness. “He’s gone.”

That ache in her chest—oh, she would have thought it would be gone now, but it throbbed the same as ever. Maybe it always would.

“You get to just be you now, huh?” she said.

“Yeah.” Haley smiled, but he put his hand over hers as if he knew how much she was hurting.

Her eyes were wet. She’d come so close to getting Ian back. For a moment, she’d looked into his eyes and—just like before—hadn’t realized it was her last chance to say good-bye. Voice breaking, she asked, “Will he be all right?”

Haley tilted his head as if the answer were obvious. “Of course.”

*   *   *

Josh went home two days later, woozy with pain meds and anti-seizure meds and anti-inflammatories. Deloise made her hot chocolate, and they sat around the kitchen table with Haley and Whim; Will—who was probably on a similar drug regimen—was taking a nap. In response to the multiple tragedies that the Weaver-Avish family had experienced, dream-walker communities around the world had sent flowers and, more locally, food. The kitchen reeked of pollen and casserole.

“You are never allowed to scare me like that again,” Deloise informed Josh. “I was nearly out of my mind.”

“She was,” Whim agreed. “I had to make out with her for half an hour to calm her down.”

“Whim!” Deloise cried, and she turned and smacked him with a kitchen towel. “That never happened,” she told Josh, but she had flushed bright pink.

It totally happened, Whim mouthed to Josh.

If it did, Josh mouthed back, I’m going to kick your ass.

It never happened, Whim agreed.

Deloise wasn’t the only one upset with her. Haley had somewhat understated the situation when he’d said Josh’s father was mad at her.

“I am sick to death of visiting people in hospitals!” he’d told her. “Especially you! Do you know how serious a depressed skull fracture is? It’s a miracle you can still walk and talk!”

He’d put her on maximum-security grounding for two months, and this time she thought he might stick with it for at least a couple of weeks.

She didn’t mind. Now that the adrenaline and panic were gone, she could see just how foolish and shortsighted she had been. Besides, she was having surgery on her elbow in a week and was expecting to log a lot of hours on the couch.

“Is Young Ben out of jail?” she asked her sister.

“Yeah. Peregrine dropped the charges after he heard Feodor was dead. It’s not like anybody in their right mind would believe Young Ben had anything to do with him. Ben sent the tulips.”

“I thought Ben sent the poppies.”

“No,” Deloise said slowly, “the poppies are from … well, you’d better read the card.”

She carried over to the table a stunning arrangement of several dozen red poppies in a white porcelain vase. “Bet this cost a pretty penny,” she said.

“I thought it was illegal to send people poppies,” Whim remarked, “because you can extract opium from them.”

“I don’t think they came from a flower shop,” Deloise said as Josh opened the card.

Dear Miss Weavaros, Mr. Micharainosa, and Mr. Kansas:

You are hereby formally invited to a banquet celebrating the life and accomplishments of the recently departed Feodorik Kajażkołskiocsi. As honored guests, you will be seated at the head table and invited to share your recollections of this brilliant, visionary man.

Yours sincerely,

The Grey Circle

The invitation was embossed in gold leaf on heavy card stock—very expensive.

“What the hell is the Grey Circle,” Josh asked, “and why are they celebrating Feodor’s life?”

“And why did they invite us?” Haley added.

“The Grey Circle is a group of people who basically worship Feodor,” Whim explained. “They think he’s a genius, and they meet to talk about his ideas and try to take them to the next level. They probably want to pick your brain about what his universe was like and what sorts of things he was building.”

“But we more or less killed him,” Josh said.

Whim shrugged. “They’re nuts. They’ll twist whatever you say to make it sound like he had a glorious death.”

Josh thought about that. Feodor hadn’t had a glorious death, but he had died believing he was living a glorious life. As much as she hated Feodor and as relieved as she was that he was dead, she couldn’t help feeling a little glad that, in a way, he’d gotten what he always wanted. She’d been in his head, she knew what torment he’d lived in, and she couldn’t bring herself to begrudge him his victory. She couldn’t even resent his idyllic death, because he’d had a supremely miserable life. Josh probably knew that better than anyone.

But she doubted the Grey Circle would understand.

“Who sent that?” she asked, pointing to a potted plant she couldn’t name. “It’s beautiful.”

“Davita, and it’s an orchid.” Deloise stood up and plucked a card from between the flower stems. “It’s addressed to you.”

“I had to stop her from opening it,” Whim added.

Josh tore the envelope open.

Dear Josh,

I’m terribly busy, but I’ll be by to see you soon. In the meantime, know that I’m furious with you, very proud, quite amazed, and in deep trouble with your grandfather. Say hello to Will for me,

Davita

 

PS: The royal family sends their regards.

“Wow,” Deloise said. She sighed happily. “Let’s dismantle the junta and restore the monarchy.”

Josh thought that royalty would probably just be another group trying to control her, but she didn’t say anything. Let Deloise have her dreams the way everyone did.

“Royal family,” Whim scoffed. “There’s no one left but a few distant cousins.” He took the card from Josh and put it back in its envelope. “What did you end up telling the Gendarmerie?”

“More or less the truth,” Josh said. “Minus the whole True Dream Walker part.”

She’d admitted her new secret identity to her sister and Whim. It just felt easier.

“Was Peregrine suspicious?” Whim asked.

“Oh yeah. I don’t know how he knows, but he does. I’m going to have to watch out for him.”

Haley reached out and put his hand over hers. “We’re going to have to watch out.”

And he smiled at her.

It seems like it’s been a lot longer than a week since the last time I wrote. It will probably be a lot longer than a week before I write again, too, because it’s killing my elbow, but I want to record this.

It’s past midnight now, and I’m still awake. I guess I should be resting, but I’ve been flat on my back for days and tonight I just can’t sleep. Too much on my mind.

I am really, really going to miss Grandma. I wish so much that I could say good-bye. Good-bye, and that I’m sorry. My disobedience did contribute to her death, and there’s no use in pretending. It contributed to Kerstel’s injuries and Winsor’s coma. As usual, my family thinks I’m a hero and not guilty of anything, but the truth is I’m seventeen, I’m an adult in the world of dream walkers, and I’ve done what I’ve done. All I can say is that I think I’ve atoned. I’ve lost, too.

This whole stepping-up-to-adulthood thing includes being honest about my abilities, too. I am the True Dream Walker, I have that power, and I have an obligation to the Dream to keep it balanced. No more being afraid of responsibility. No more being small. No more telling myself that

“God, you look terrible,” Will said.

Josh stopped writing and looked up. Her pen bit into the diary’s page and made a large black blot.

She was sitting in the living room in her family’s apartment, curled up on the couch under a down comforter. The television was on, but she’d turned the sound down. Except for the bluish light of the screen, the room was dark.

But not dark enough that she couldn’t see Will standing at the end of the couch. He wore a pair of his old sweatpants and a loose black T-shirt. Stitches crossed his left eyebrow, a magenta bruise ran down half his face, his right hand was bandaged, and lumps of medical gauze and bandages under his shirt made him look like a hunchback. Josh knew she looked just as bad, but the sight of him all battered upset her.

“Is there an inch of you that isn’t black and blue?” he asked.

“I haven’t found one yet.” She had no idea what else to say. “I just got home. You’d already gone to bed.”

“Yeah, these meds knock me out. I’ve been sleeping weird hours since I got back.”

Since you got home. She wanted to correct him, but didn’t.

They were both quiet, and the television emitted a dim laugh track. “Do you mind if I sit down?” Will asked.

“No,” she said quickly.

He sat down sideways, facing her and with one leg folded in front of him. “I can’t lean my back against the couch,” he explained, pressing his side against the cushions instead, “or I might mess up the skin graft.”

“How bad is it?”

“The meds help with the pain, but nothing seems to stop the itching. I heard you fractured your skull.”

Josh shrugged. “My elbow hurts more.”

“Lauren says it’s going to need surgery. That’s no fun.”

“Yeah.”

They ran out of conversation. Josh finally capped her pen and closed her journal, then set them on the coffee table, which she discovered was worse because she no longer had anything to do with her hands.

“So,” Will said, with forced casualness.

“So,” she agreed.

He glanced at the television, glanced away.

“Look,” Josh said, unable to deal with the tension any longer, “I don’t care whether you’re in my scroll or not. You’re here and … you’re my apprentice and I’m keeping you.”

Will lifted his eyebrows and almost smiled. “You’re keeping me?”

She laughed at herself. “I guess I’m asking you to stay.”

The seriousness crept back into his face. “I don’t want you to ask me out of pity. Or a misplaced sense of obligation. Or because you’ll feel like a jerk if you don’t.”

“I’m asking because I want you to stay,” she told him. “Because I like having you in-Dream with me, and because I need someone like you around, someone who won’t cut me any slack.”

The light of the television made his auburn hair seem more brown than usual. Josh had a nice view of it when he lowered his head.

She heard the same resigned, sad tone in his voice that she’d heard in the limo just after they’d seen the junta. “You’re asking because you need me.”

Don’t, Josh. This time, don’t screw it up.

Just say it.

“And because I’m in love with you,” she blurted out, and Will’s head snapped up.

They stared at each other for a moment, and then Josh felt herself go pink and tried to cover her face with her good hand. “I can’t believe I just said that.”

“No, it’s—”

“Completely inappropriate—”

“It’s not—”

“Because you’re my apprentice, and I think you might legally be my brother now and—”

“Josh, stop,” he finally said, and dragged her hand away from her face.

She was afraid to look at him. She didn’t want to look. She squinted at him so hard she could only see part of his face. But the part she could see showed that he was smiling at her, and all the defeat and fear and exhaustion had vanished from his expression.

“After all we’ve been through,” he said gently, “I think that was the bravest thing I’ve seen you do yet.”

He kept hold of her wrist to stop her from covering her face again and, careful of her bruises, leaned forward and kissed her. One perfect, lingering kiss, after which he asked in a whisper, “Do you think I don’t feel exactly the same way about you? Because I swear I do.”

Josh released a small laugh, but she was crying a little too, and all she could think of to say was, “Come here,” whereupon she tried to climb into his lap before realizing how painful that would be for both of them. They spent a moment figuring out how to get closer without further injuring one another, and then Will pulled the comforter around them while dropping kisses onto Josh’s forehead.

She used the remote to turn off the television. In the silence afterward she heard his heart beating under her palm and remembered the moment in the ambulance when his pulse had slowed and she’d feared it would stop. Now she was shaky with relief that he was still here, that she had said the right thing to tell him how she felt, that he wanted as much from her as she wanted from him.

“So,” he said, “I guess this means I get to stay your apprentice.”

Josh smiled to herself, closing her eyes. “Actually, I was thinking maybe you could become my partner.”

“Really? That would be cool.” He kissed the top edge of her bruised ear, so lightly, and she remembered one other thing she had to tell him.

“Will?”

“Yeah?”

“My full name is Joshlyn Dustine Hazel Weavaros.”

He kissed her forehead again, and she lifted her face for more.


 

Epilogue

They fell asleep on the couch that night, and despite the shelter of Will’s arms, Josh dreamt of Warsaw.

She dreamt that she stood on the rooftop of a building staring out over the glory of the city before the war. Only the arms wrapped around her were not Will’s but Feodor’s, and he stood behind her and whispered of the destruction to come. As he spoke, bombs began to fall, buildings caught fire like oil-headed torches, screams from far below drifted up to them on the wafting smoke.

“We can’t be here,” Josh said, coughing. “We destroyed this place.”

“So you did,” Feodor whispered in her ear, his breath flicking her skin like the tongue of a snake. “But you remember it.”

A bomb landed in a busy intersection, flinging nearby people through the air in every direction. The planes few so close overhead that Josh could see the empty, black eyes of the pilots.

“And you know what they say,” Feodor said. “No one is ever really dead—as long as someone remembers them.”

His arms tightened around her as the sirens rose to a desperate scream.
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