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      I stumble out of the bathroom in Mom’s hospital room and nearly collide with Dr. Xipil.

      “Are you okay?” the gnome doctor asks.

      I’m far from okay, but if I tell him why, he might want to have me talk to a shrink. The injuries I suffered during the fight with Icelus are healed, but mentally and emotionally, I’m a wreck.

      Case in point: I’m seriously considering the existence of Phobetor, the god of nightmares Icelus worship. Worse yet, I’m wondering if said deity made my mom kill my sister.

      What little blood had returned to my face rushes away again.

      I had a sister. A twin.

      It’s as hard to wrap my mind around that fact as it is to fathom my mom killing her.

      Her name was Asha, and I watched her die before I’d even accepted the fact that she’d existed.

      What I wouldn’t give for a chance to have met her, or to at least remember her.

      “Do you want to lie down?” Dr. Xipil asks, sounding more worried. “You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      I give him a forced smile. “I’m fine. Just disappointed I failed to rouse Mom.”

      Dr. Xipil glances at the bed where Mom lies and sighs. “You’ll try again. You’re bound to succeed eventually.”

      Not ready to discuss an evil deity that might be waiting for me in Mom’s dreams, I simply nod.

      Mom looks serene in her comatose state. Calm, even. But that has to be a lie. Her dreams are of killing a daughter—because that’s what she’d done in the waking world.

      In a very real way, I don’t know my own mother. Makes me wonder if you can know anyone, or trust them.

      The doctor clears his throat. “You have loyal friends.”

      Puck. I have to snap out of this, or the good doctor will insist I go back to my hospital bed.

      I head for the door, and as casually as I can, ask, “What makes you say that?”

      “They all recovered much faster than you did, but they wouldn’t leave your side until your husband chased them away.” He opens the door for me.

      “My husband?” I’m too shocked to walk through.

      Dr. Xipil gestures at my room across the hall. “Boyfriend?”

      “Oh, you mean Valerian.” I step out into the hallway. “He’s neither my husband nor my boyfriend.”

      Not yet—but fingers crossed.

      The corners of Dr. Xipil’s eyes crinkle. “Are you sure he knows that? Because he definitely acted like a significant other while you were under. The nursing staff and I had to walk on eggshells.”

      Really? Aww. “Sounds like I should check on him.”

      “Good idea. If he wakes up and you’re not there, he’ll freak.”

      “Oh, come on, that doesn’t sound like him.”

      “You didn’t see what I saw,” the doctor says. “If you need anything else, let me know tomorrow afternoon. My shift is now officially over.”

      I thank him, and he hurries away as I head over to my room.

      Sticking my head in, I see Valerian slumped in a chair, his dark, thick hair disheveled around his beautifully symmetrical face. His intense ocean-blue eyes are closed, his kissable lips slightly parted.

      Quietly, I tiptoe in. He’s in REM sleep, according to my newfound REM-sensing ability and the fact that his eyes are moving behind his eyelids.

      Hmm. Maybe I don’t need to wake him. The fact that he’s dreaming is an opportunity. I could, for example, talk to him in his sleep… or snoop in those black windows he’s got.

      Yep. I’m going for it.

      Resisting the temptation to walk over and touch his chiseled face, I initiate the dreamwalk remotely. Might as well practice the new power.

      Just as I did with Itzel’s grandfather, I imagine standing next to Valerian, close enough to breathe in his clean pine scent. I imagine touching his carved jaw and picture how that hint of stubble would feel under my fingers. I imagine how my heart would beat faster and heat would spread—

      To my disappointment, I don’t need to imagine this further, because with the familiar whiff of ozone and the sensation of falling, I drop into his dream.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As soon as I appear in the surreally colored, manna-scented lobby of my dream palace, Pom shows up—and between the expression on the looft’s furry face and his deep black coloring, I can tell he knows a lot of what I’ve learned in Mom’s black window.

      Taking the scenic route to the tower of sleepers, I fill in any details Pom doesn’t know and reassure him that I don’t magically have the answers to his million questions—and that I’d like to know the why and how of Phobetor and my twin as much as he does.

      “Ah,” Pom says sagely when he spots Valerian sleeping on his bed. “You’re here looking for a distraction.”

      I brush my fingers over Valerian’s dimpled chin without willing myself to go in yet. “I guess you could say that.”

      Pom’s triangular ears take on a light orange hue. “And how are things going between the two of you?”

      “What?”

      The pupils in his lavender eyes morph into red hearts. “Are you in love?”

      I jerk my hand away from Valerian’s face. “Are you crazy? I don’t even know what that would feel like. We barely know each other. Plus—”

      “You might be overthinking it.” Pom perches on my shoulder. “Is it because you’ve never had a boyfriend?”

      I shoo him off. “I’m thinking just the right amount. You should give that a try someday.”

      He lands on the edge of Valerian’s bed. “Just don’t go looking for reasons not to love him. We both know you want to.”

      It’s official. I’m getting love-life advice from a looft, a creature that reproduces by asexual budding.

      Shaking my head, I dive into Valerian’s dream.
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      Valerian is sitting on the floor in a dingy room with paint peeling off the walls. There are folding chairs and a strong aroma of stale coffee. One of the windows is black, but I don’t go for it yet. This dream is a memory, and I’m curious to learn about Valerian’s past.

      Making myself invisible, I let the dream progress.

      All the chairs except one are occupied by teenagers, and everyone is unaware of Valerian, which means he’s making himself invisible with his illusionist powers. The only adult in the room is a person I’ve met—Princess Peach, Felix and Ariel’s roommate.

      Speaking of Felix, his girlfriend, Maya, is here too, sitting next to Princess Peach.

      Then another familiar person shows up, someone I never wanted to see again.

      Hekima, the illusionist murderer who nearly cost me my life, walks in.

      He doesn’t notice Valerian either, so an illusionist can fool another illusionist. Good to know.

      “Today we continue the subject of the Otherlands,” Hekima says as a way of introduction. “Let’s begin with a quick review of last week.”

      He then goes over what everyone should already know—that there’s such a thing as Otherlands and that they are what Earth humans would call “universes.” He explains that these worlds have different stars and galaxies, and even the flow of time can vary among them. There’s an infinite number of them as far as anyone knows, but the gates Cognizant use lead to only an insignificant subset.

      This must be Orientation, a kind of school where Earth Cognizant teens learn about secret Cognizant stuff. On Gomorrah, we just call that school, but I can see why they’d need a special class on Earth, what with the Mandate and all.

      “I alluded to the dangers of the Otherlands the last time we met,” Hekima says when he’s finished with the basics. “Today I really want to drive home that point.”

      He raises his arms, and pulsing red energy streams from his fingers into everyone’s heads—including Valerian’s.

      The room goes away, replaced with what looks like a radioactive wasteland.

      Everyone except me starts gasping for nonexistent air. Hekima snaps his fingers once again, causing the world to change to that of a lush forest.

      “There are Otherlands where the environment itself will kill you,” he says. “But even seemingly friendly ones like this world can have creatures so dangerous no Cognizant would dare to live or even travel within it.”

      A cute deer-like creature runs out of the forest, followed by one of the worst monsters in existence.

      “That’s a drekavac,” Hekima explains, but what he says next is lost on everyone because the drekavac catches up with the deer and touches it with one of its pustule-infested limbs.

      The deer screams and collapses to the ground.

      The drekavac looms over its victim, but Hekima snaps his fingers again, and the classroom comes back.

      Why show these children such horror? And why is Valerian here?

      “Getting killed by a drekavac is the worst fate that can befall anyone,” Hekima says. “Their mere touch brings about such debilitating pain that weaker victims die from it.” He looks over the horrified faces. “The environment, the flora, and the fauna are just a few of the many ways you can perish in the Otherlands. Some gates are one way only—so no one knows what happens there—and other gates lead to worlds that we, the Cognizant, turned into deathtraps.”

      He snaps his fingers again. The classroom morphs into a deserted landscape, where two scary-looking men are chasing someone.

      “This is what’s left of the world where Tartarus last ruled,” Hekima says just as the two men catch their prey.

      Tartarus? Now there’s a figure you bring up if you want to give people nightmares.

      “The humans on this world know about the Cognizant and rightfully blame us for the desolation,” Hekima continues, pointing at the endless dunes. “They wait by the gates to catch one of our kind, and if they succeed, they do horrific things to them.”

      Right on cue, the two men start to cannibalize their catch.

      That’s just great. The nightmares are guaranteed now. At school, we also learned to be careful traveling in the Otherlands, but it didn’t require such theatrics.

      Hekima keeps on talking about the doom and gloom of the Otherlands as I walk over to where Valerian is sitting.

      “The point I’m trying to make is really simple,” Hekima is saying when I pay attention to him again. “Be very careful when traveling to the Otherlands, and do not enter any gates unless you’re absolutely sure where they lead.” The horrific scenes repeat in quick succession. “Even if you think you know the gate is safe, I strongly advise you think twice before entering, and definitely wait until—”

      I ignore the rest.

      There’s a folder next to Valerian I hadn’t noticed before.

      Icelus Suspects, the label says.

      When Valerian opens the folder, a picture of Hekima is on top of the papers inside. Looking between the picture and the real man, Valerian writes on the paper below, “Eighty percent sure.”

      Wow. Hekima was Icelus? It would explain why he made this lesson so scary—and is consistent with his murdering personality.

      “We’re almost out of time.” Hekima looks at his watch. “Does anyone have any questions?”

      Valerian leaps to his feet.

      Princess Peach raises her hand, nearly jumping out of her seat in excitement. Hekima calls on her.

      Someone whispers something like “teacher’s pet,” but she ignores them as she rattles out, “Who made the gates? Who discovered the Otherlands? When? How? Could—”

      In reply, Hekima goes into the same theory we learned on Gomorrah—that the gates were made by legendary, powerful teleporters dubbed the gate makers. He then suggests the obvious—that there are probably worlds without the Cognizant, left as sanctuaries, or worlds where Cognizant exist but don’t have gates that allow them to leave.

      Finally, he gets up and walks to the door without waiting for any follow-up questions. Princess Peach raises her hand again but puts it down when Hekima leaves the class, with Valerian following.

      Outside the classroom, Valerian stalks Hekima to his destination, a small apartment.

      Checking his watch again, Hekima plops into his bed.

      Wait, what? Why was he in such a rush to take a nap?

      Valerian shakes his head, takes out his folder, and changes the probability to ninety percent.

      I almost reveal myself so I can ask Valerian why sleeping on a tight schedule might make someone more likely to be a part of Icelus, but I resist.

      And it’s a good thing I do.

      The Orientation dream stops, but another one begins, again a memory.
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      A nearly naked Valerian is sitting on a wooden slab in a large windowless room, with sweat beading on his hard-muscled body.

      Yum. I like where this is going. Not that I have many options but to keep observing what happens next—the black window is missing. Then again, it might be around, but I can’t see it. It’s so steamy in the room—in the literal sense—that it’s barely possible to see a foot away. This is clearly a sauna, a nightmare invention for those of us who care about proper hygiene.

      “Illusionist,” says the vapor around the room in a melodious, Russian-accented masculine voice.

      “Seer,” Valerian replies, looking around. “You might want to show yourself.”

      With a whoosh, the vapor gathers in a single spot a few yards away from Valerian.

      Valerian wipes a stream of sweat from his eyes, and by the time he completes the gesture, the vapor is gone, replaced by a man covered only by a small towel.

      Tangled blond hair and wild beard aside, this man is almost as impressive as Valerian himself. If I hadn’t heard him be referred to as a seer, I’d guess him to be an uber.

      Wait a sec. A seer. There are a couple of different varieties of them, but all are among the rarest Cognizant types—up there with dragons and healers.

      The seer tugs on his beard. “You’re wise to heed my summons. I have to repay the favor I owe you today.”

      Valerian wipes a rivulet of sweat from his brow. “You do?”

      “After this conversation, you and I will never meet again,” the seer says solemnly.

      “Right.” Valerian shakes his head. “And I take it you already know what I’m going to ask?”

      “I know all the things you considered asking.” The seer grabs a nearby ladle, dips it into a water bucket, and pours water into a stove-like contraption nearby. With a hiss, more vapor fills the room. “You want to know how to get rid of Hekima, the newest Icelus agent you’ve found,” the seer continues. “And you want to do it in such a way that it can never be linked back to you—which is difficult due to your obvious ambition to take Hekima’s place on the New York Council.”

      “I can see why your kind has the reputation it does.” Valerian pushes back his sweat-soaked hair. “You know my questions. Do you have an answer?”

      “Send an anonymous email to Kain, the new head of the New York Enforcers,” the seer says. “Tell him you know of the murder investigation Kain is leading, and that you have a perfect candidate for him.”

      Despite the room’s heat, I feel cold.

      It can’t be.

      He wouldn’t.

      He didn’t.

      Valerian frowns. “Who?”

      “The dreamwalker who’s done a few jobs for you,” the seer says. “Suggest her, and you’ll get what you want.”

      “You’ve got to be pucking kidding me,” I mutter.

      Valerian looks right at me.

      Puck. I didn’t mean to say that out loud.

      Valerian’s frown deepens, and he must assert the reality of his dream the way Hekima once did, because I become visible against my will.

      He squints at me. “Bailey? How are you here?”

      My disbelief transforms into fury. “You threw me under the bus, didn’t you?” I advance on him. “Kain and his vampires kidnapped me and forced me to work for the Council because you suggested it. How could you do that to me?”

      He blanches. “I’m sorry.” He stands up, sweat dripping everywhere. “I didn’t know you when I spoke to Yaroslav. We’d only emailed each other.”

      “And you think you know me now? Because I certainly don’t know you.”

      And before I do something I’ll later regret, I jolt myself out of his dream.
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      I emerge from the sleepwalking trance in utter fury. It’s a good thing I did my dreamwalking from a distance. I don’t want to be touching him right now.

      Valerian’s eyes pop open.

      I narrow mine.

      He jackknifes to his feet.

      I turn and sprint to the door.

      There’s a sound of footsteps behind me, so I slam the door in his face and run down the corridor.

      “I have as much right to be angry with you as you do with me,” he shouts from behind me.

      Reaching the elevator, I stab the button and glance back.

      He’s twenty feet away but gaining on me quickly.

      “Why were you in my dreams?” he yells. “Were you hoping to find something about Soma? You know how I feel about that!”

      The elevator doors open, and I leap inside, smashing the button for the ground floor. “Your whole ‘I didn’t know you’ excuse is weak,” I yell back as the doors slide closed. “The first time we met face to face was in that castle.”

      He lunges at the doors, hand extended, but doesn’t make it.

      Whew.

      The last thing I want is to continue that conversation—or look at his gorgeous, traitorous face.

      He’s mad at me? Our crimes can’t even compare. True, he was cagey when I asked him about Soma—the place where his and my kind seem to live—but I didn’t even know his black windows and Soma had anything to do with each other. He, on the other hand, was directly responsible for that whole mess with the New York Council.

      The elevator doors open, and I dart out and grab a car, directing it to take me home. Settling comfortably into the seat, I touch Pom’s furry body on my wrist.

      The dream world is where I have the best chance of calming myself.
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      Pom greets me, his fur black and his expression worried. “What’s wrong?”

      Pacing between the impossible shapes populating the lobby of my palace, I fill him in on Valerian’s betrayal.

      As I speak, Pom’s fur lightens to a mixture of blue and light orange. “Well,” he says when I’m done, “it is true. He didn’t know you yet.”

      My hair turns fiery without my willing it to. “If you like him so much, why don’t you attach yourself to his wrist. Or ass. Or—”

      Pom disappears in his signature Cheshire cat style. When only his mouth is left, he says, “You might want to visit your memory gallery to calm down.”

      “Coward,” I mumble when he’s gone.

      I contemplate creating a version of Valerian I could scream at, but I decide against it. Going to the memory gallery might actually be a good idea, since it’s a bit like opening a photo album but on steroids. It’s bound to distract me from my crazy thoughts, but I know Pom is still watching and I feel like being contrary, so I teleport to the tower of sleepers.

      Aha. I’m in luck.

      Ariel, Kit, Itzel, and Felix are all dreaming at the same time.

      I pull them all into one dream, take us to my cloud office, and fill them in on everything, from my discovery about my twin sister and the encounter with Phobetor to Valerian throwing me under the bus with the New York Council.

      “Wow,” Felix says, his unibrow bunching on his forehead. “You’ve been busy.”

      I sigh. “Understatement.”

      Kit shakes her head. “I can’t believe Valerian was after Hekima’s Council seat. When we offered it to him, he seemed so genuine when he pretended not to want it.”

      “The Council offered him a seat?” I exclaim. “Already?”

      Kit bites her lip. “He was the natural choice. Hekima showed us how useful an illusionist can be and—” She stops. “Never mind that. I can’t believe you had a twin. Must be hard learning that you lost her, and in such a way.” As she speaks, she morphs into a copy of me.

      Ariel gives me a worried glance. “How about we talk about something else?”

      “It’s okay. I didn’t really know her.” As I look at my face on Kit, all I feel is a peculiar type of numbness. “Hard to grieve someone you didn’t know existed.”

      What I am mourning is my perception of my mom as someone who’d be unable to kill her daughter, even under the potential influence of an evil deity.

      Seeming to understand, Ariel squeezes my shoulder.

      Itzel looks uncomfortable with all this. Adjusting her breathing mask, she asks, “What did that world look like? The one you saw in your mom’s memories?”

      Glad to have something to do, I recreate the clearing where I saw my sister killed. I place the tall forest around us just like it was in Mom’s memory, with the blue-green trees shaped alternately like baobabs and coral reefs, and I even add in the odd skies that imply the planet is an odd pretzel shape instead of a sphere.

      Everyone looks around, mouths agape.

      “That sky…” Felix exhales in awe. “So cool.”

      Ariel turns to Itzel. “Is this a ring world? Built by your kind, maybe?”

      Itzel shakes her head. “It could be gnome built, but the structure isn’t a ring. It must be two counter-rotating cylinders. Reminds me of a spaceship design I’ve read about on Earth—O’Neill colony.”

      She clears the grass at our feet and draws a rough sketch of the design in the dirt.

      Everyone stares at it blankly.

      Itzel huffs in frustration and gives Felix a defeated look. “You need an Earth pop-culture reference, don’t you?”

      “No,” Felix says.

      “Yes,” Ariel says at the same time.

      “Interstellar,” Itzel says. “Cooper Station, at the very end.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Felix says, looking up with even greater wonder. “So you think this is a spaceship?”

      “That’s a philosophical question,” Itzel says. “Any planet can be said to be a spaceship, especially if the planet was artificially created the way this one must’ve been.”

      Kit loudly yawns. “I’m dreaming, yet you’re about to put me to sleep.”

      “Guys.” I snap my fingers to get their attention. “There’s one thing we haven’t touched on yet—the most worrisome aspect of what I’ve learned.” I look at each of them in turn. “Do any of you know how a god of nightmares could be a real thing?”

      “Maybe he isn’t a god, per se,” Felix says. “Not in the way humans think of them. Maybe he’s just a powerful dreamwalker or something similar who was worshipped. With enough mojo from human faith, many of us can become like gods.”

      “He might be right,” Ariel says. “There was a Phobetor in Greek mythology, and he had the same job. If more worlds have the same myth about a specific Cognizant, his powers would’ve grown beyond anything we can imagine.”

      I look around furtively. “How about we call him Collywobbles going forward? Especially when in the dream world?”

      Valerian was insistent that we shouldn’t say Phobetor’s real name, and now that I’ve encountered him, I can no longer dismiss his concern as paranoia.

      Kit nods. “No problem. Can you show him to us? Collywobbles?”

      “I don’t think I want to do that here either,” I say. “I have this bad feeling. Like if I bring him about, he’ll actually come to life.”

      “Hmm.” Felix picks up a fallen leaf from one of the trees. Weirdly, it’s shaped like a hexagon. “Could that be why he appeared to you in the first place?” he asks. “If your mom was taken over by him, as you theorized, that means she must’ve—”

      “We agreed not to talk about that,” Ariel snaps at him, casting a cautious look in my direction.

      “I’m okay.” I square my shoulders, ignoring the painful tension in my neck that somehow persists even in the dream. “If he’s right, how about we don’t talk about Collywobbles at all? At least not here.”

      Everyone falls silent.

      “Maybe we should all sleep on this,” I say. “If anyone has good ideas in the morning, get in touch.”

      They agree, so I let them go on sleeping and return to my cab.

      When I get to my apartment a few minutes later, I collapse into my own bed. But I can’t sleep, my mind replaying everything in a nauseating loop.

      Finally, after what feels like hours, I drift off.
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      I’m walking through Times Square, doing my best not to touch the thousands of tourists and natives, which is harder than it should be. Above us loom skyscrapers adorned with screens playing flashy videos, most of them advertisements. All seems ordinary—until a vaguely familiar music begins playing.

      It’s “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy,” the melody from a famous ballet here on Earth. In New York, they play it a lot around Christmas.

      The screen nearest me stops showing the soda commercial, and a creepy-looking wooden soldier glares at me with a gaping mouth full of black teeth.

      No, not a soldier. The Nutcracker—which is the name of the ballet where that music is from.

      Unlike the usual depictions of this character, this one has real brown eyes inside a wooden head. Further adding to his creepiness is the way the face is painted, with a blood-colored grin framed by a tentacle-like mustache.

      I stare at it, unable to look away.

      The screen shimmers, and the Nutcracker is no longer inside it.

      He’s three-dimensional now.

      Real.

      My instinct for self-preservation kicks in, and I back away.

      He leaps down, landing on a bent wooden knee, like some superhero.

      I gape at the crater he’s created in the spot where I stood a moment ago.

      Suddenly, Pom shows up between me and the Nutcracker. His fur is black, his eyes wild. “Did you still want me to tell you when you’re having a nightmare?”

      A nightmare? As in, a dream?

      I look at my empty wrist.

      Of course. Pom is walking and talking—he can’t be on my wrist.

      “Thanks,” I say to Pom, and will the music and the Nutcracker to disappear.

      The music stops, but the Nutcracker stays where he is, the evil grin spreading wider. “It would’ve been easier to kill you if you didn’t know you were dreaming,” he says in a creepily melodic voice that reminds me of the music I just stopped. “Still, one has to make do.”

      What the hell? How is my own nightmare creature refusing to go away? Unless—

      Extending his wooden, fingerless hand, the Nutcracker charges at me.
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      Instinctively, I duck.

      The wooden ball of his hand smashes into a tourist, ripping through him and punching out his heart from his back.

      “I’m sorry. This is too scary,” Pom says and disappears.

      Hey, that’s a good idea.

      I try to jolt myself awake—but feel a tug of power in the opposite direction. It’s a bit like when I tried to wake up Mom, only I’m the one I can’t rouse.

      This supports a theory I’ve already started forming. “You’re a dreamwalker.”

      The Nutcracker aims another punch at me.

      I dodge it and two following swings, then smash a fist into his right eye.

      He cries out but heals the damage I made instantly. With renewed fury, he lashes out, and his fist smashes into my shoulder, dislocating it.

      Hot nausea sears through me, but before it can disable me, I leap out of my body and heal myself. I also consider doubling myself but decide against it for now—it’s good to have an ace in my back pocket.

      Returning to my body, I punch the Nutcracker’s midsection. It hurts me more than him—his body doesn’t just look like wood, it feels like it too. Note to self: Figure out how to make myself a dream body from something sturdier than flesh. It would be a lot like the fiery hair project, only bigger. For now, I make a blowtorch appear in my hands and aim it at my opponent’s wooden chest.

      A ten-foot cockroach materializes in the path of the flame, giving up its dream life to save my foe.

      A yellow cab careens toward me.

      I take flight—which is when the nearest skyscrapers grow taller, then fold sideways, creating a square box in the sky.

      He thinks that will stop me?

      I crash through the glass, steel, and concrete, and look down.

      The Nutcracker is flying after me.

      Stealing his own strategy, I make the One Times Square building lengthen and spear him with the spire from which the iconic New Year’s Eve ball drops.

      An elephant takes the strike.

      Not wanting to be outdone, I make a great white shark appear, its jaws closing on the Nutcracker’s head.

      It doesn’t get a chance to bite. In a blink, it explodes into a cloud of butterflies that flutter away.

      I change our surroundings to that of another NYC tourist spot—the South Street Seaport.

      Great. He hasn’t stopped me yet—though I still don’t know if he’s fine with the change of scenery, or if he can’t stop me.

      Regardless, he takes advantage of it swiftly. A ship rises from the waters and nosedives at my head.

      I try to make the ship disappear. His power annuls my attempt. I will the ship to morph into a ball of cotton candy. Nope.

      Fine. I teleport behind the Nutcracker and make a baseball bat appear in my hands. As the ship crashes into the pavement where I stood, my bat breaks over the Nutcracker’s head.

      “You bitch!” he cries out.

      I make the cobblestones levitate out of the walkway and fly at his head, one after another. As he dodges, I try jolting myself awake once more.

      This time, it works.
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      Sitting up in my bed, I order the lights on and frantically scan the room.

      Nobody is here.

      Leaping to my feet, I examine the whole apartment, just in case.

      Empty.

      I can’t believe I now have yet another thing to worry about. I pace the living room for a few minutes before I decide that I must talk to someone about this. Maybe one of my friends is still dreaming? If they’re on Gomorrah, it’s still nighttime here and will be for a while.

      The question is, do I dare go back into the dream world? What if the Nutcracker is waiting for me there?

      It feels unlikely. It seems that part of his strategy was to catch me while I was still unaware of my dreaming, and for that to happen, I’d need to be dreaming naturally. Besides, if I give up dreamwalking completely, I’ll be powerless.

      And there’s an extra precaution I can take—if Pom is willing.

      Touching my looft’s fur, I dive back into the dream world.
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      Beet-colored Pom appears at my feet as soon as I pop into my dream palace.

      “I’m sorry for being such a coward,” he says, his ears droopy.

      “Don’t say that.” I muss the fur on top of his head. “That thing could’ve killed you. Then where would I be?”

      Pom’s fur darkens. “Killed?”

      “Well, yeah. And I have no clue what that means for you. If he’d killed me, I’d have gone homicidally insane.” I frown at him. “Can you go insane?”

      He turns full black. “No idea.”

      “Then let’s not find out. If the attack happens again, run away, exactly like you did.”

      “Okay.” His fur lightens a bit. “But I will keep warning you about nightmares—else that thing could get a jump on you.”

      “Perfect. And there’s something else I need you to do. If the Nutcracker shows up while I’m dreamwalking inside your dreams, you have the power to wake me up, so I’ll need you to do that after you disappear.”

      “You got it.” Pom turns teal and gives me a crisp army salute.

      “Let’s test it now.”

      With a nod, he disappears, and I find myself back in my apartment.

      I touch Pom again, and once I greet him in the palace, I teleport us to the tower of sleepers and check the surrounding rooms.

      Out of everyone, only Felix is here, so I connect with him.

      He’s dreaming of working with Itzel on a new robot suit. It’s a memory, actually.

      Banishing Dream Itzel, I explain to Felix that he’s asleep and take him to my cloud office, where he paces the cloud as I tell him about the fight, finishing with, “When I woke up, there was no one there, which means this dreamwalker—if that’s what that was—didn’t touch me to get in. He or she either had a connection with me already, or set up one remotely, from outside my apartment.”

      Pom, perched on my shoulder, turns pitch black.

      Felix stops pacing the cloud. He might already know what I’ll ask, but I say it anyway. “If it’s the latter, there’s bound to be security footage of him—or her—creeping by my door.”

      His unibrow does a little dance. “I’ll check on this as soon as I wake up. But are you sure this was a dreamwalker and not Pho—I mean, Collywobbles?”

      “Well, the latter is extremely powerful and would’ve ended me quickly… Unless the idea was to just toy with me.”

      “And you don’t know any other dreamwalkers, right?” Felix asks.

      “If I did, I’d ask them to teach me how to wage a battle in the dream world. I got lucky this time.”

      Felix looks around, eyes bulging. “Can he show up here?”

      “Should that happen, I have a plan.” I pat Pom’s furry feet, and he proudly puffs up. “Besides, I think the Nutcracker needs me dreaming naturally, to catch me unaware.”

      “How about doing something proactive in case he does show up again?” Felix asks. “I can help.”

      Good idea. I could, for starters, make my body more solid.

      Gathering my power, I attempt to turn my flesh into metal.

      Only my pinky solidifies—and I can’t feel it at all.

      With another effort, I force the metal pinky to bend. It does, and some feelings go back into it. It’s a start. I bend the pinky some more, until it eventually feels like a regular one, only slathered in Novocain.

      My index finger is next, then the whole arm, then finally my torso.

      “What do you think?” I try to ask. The question doesn’t come out. I guess the metal exterior is messing with the function of my throat.

      It takes me a few minutes to fix that problem. When I finally master my newly metallic body, I ask, “Can you attack me?”

      Felix walks over and gingerly pokes my midsection.

      “You’ve got to do better than that.” I create boxing gloves around his hands. “Punch me.”

      He does.

      I feel the punch, but the impact is definitely dampened.

      “The problem is that this takes up a lot of concentration.” I create a baseball bat to replace Felix’s gloves. “Hit me with that.”

      He smashes the bat into my midsection.

      I barely feel it.

      Felix smacks me again. “This is cool,” he says when I don’t flinch. “What’s next?”

      “Your call. What do you need?”

      He grins. “Guns. Lots of guns.”

      I take us to a blank room with rows upon rows of weapons inspired by his movie reference.

      Grin widening, he picks up a Beretta, loads it, and points it at my chest. “Are you sure?”

      I inhale a big breath. “Shoot.”

      Bang.

      My chest hurts as if I were punched, but the bullet just falls at my feet.

      This is a workable strategy.

      Arming Felix with other weapons, I experiment with different ways of fighting a dreamwalker—melting a katana instead of letting it slice me, increasing gravity to prevent a cannonball from smashing into my metal chest, messing with the chemistry of gunpowder to prevent an Uzi from firing, and so on.

      “Those video game design courses have clearly given you an advantage,” Felix says after we both tire of the exercise. “Practice like this some more, and I’m sure you’ll defeat that Nutcracker—assuming he or she dares attack you again.”

      If only I were that optimistic.

      “Thanks for the help. I’ll let you sleep normally now,” I say and leave Felix’s dream.

      Too wired to go back to sleep, I brew myself a soothing herbal tea and sip it leisurely for a while.

      When I catch myself yawning, I get back into bed. It takes a while, but eventually, I go under, and this time, my slumber is dreamless.
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      In the morning, a message from Felix is waiting for me in VR:

      Nothing in the security footage
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