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The Dream Rider Saga: The Complete Trilogy

Series Description

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Praise

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

Winner of the Aurora Award for Best Young Adult Novel

Winner of the Juried IAP Award for Best Young Adult Novel 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Finalist for the Aurora Award for Best Young Adult Novel

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

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

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

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

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

Finalist for the Aurora Award for Best Young Adult Novel

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

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

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

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

Praise for Douglas Smith

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

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

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

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

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


How to Read This Series

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

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

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

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

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

— Douglas Smith
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To my family.

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

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

The family we make. The family we choose.

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

Book 1 in The Dream Rider Saga

Winner of the 2023 Aurora Award for Best Young Adult Novel

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

To defeat this creature, Will must do the impossible.

Go outside.

~~

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


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

AT SEVENTEEN, WILL Dreycott was a superhero.

In his dreams.

Happily for Will, right now, he was dreaming.

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

To return to Dream. To be the Dream Rider.

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

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

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

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

Dogs that searched.

Doogles.

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

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

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

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

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

Yeah. Cool.

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

“Nyx!” he called.

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

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

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

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

“You are dreaming.”

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

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

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

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

“May I go now, oh Great Master?”

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

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

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

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

Will walked up to him. “You sure?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Brian’s tail curled into another question mark.

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

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

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

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

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

Emojis.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Please.” He held out both his hands.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

All except one.

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

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

Into her dream.

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

“Hi, Lisa,” he said.

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

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

She pointed towards the city in the distance…

And the scene rushed towards them.

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

Lanville Street.

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

A building they now stood before.

Inside of.

On the third floor.

Before a door with the number “327.”

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

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

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

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

“Recorded.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hallie,” he called out in the dark.

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

“Call Adi.”

“Calling Adrienne Archambeault.”

Ring. Once. Twice. Three times. Click.

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

“Found her, Adi. She’s still alive.”

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

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

“I’m on it.”

“One more thing.”

“Yes?”

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

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

“Don’t call me that, but yeah?”

“Good work.”

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

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


Chapter 2: In the Streets of the Jungle Toronto

YES, AT SEVENTEEN, Will Dreycott was a superhero.

In his dreams.

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

He was trying to go outside.

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

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

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

As in, not at all.

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

None of them looked terrified.

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

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

“William…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Far too crowded and noisy,” Adi offered.

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

“Ms. Archambeault to you,” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sure. You’re just being a good dad.”

“Exactly.”

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

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

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

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

Jimmy nodded and raised the partition again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Harry turned to Will. “You like it?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Yeah, right.

“…but I need that kind of help.”

“What’s up?”

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

“I can relate,” Adi said.

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

“Disappearing? As in…?” Will asked.

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

“Why would they?”

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

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

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

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

“William, be serious,” Adi said.

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

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

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

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

“You told the police?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“William—”

“Will.”

“Be careful. Harry Lyle is smart.”

“You don’t think we should help him?”

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

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

“That’s why I’m warning you.”

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

“Very droll.”

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


Chapter 3: My City of Ruins

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

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

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

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

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

Her Voice.

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

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

“Cheeseburger.”

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

“Cheeseburger with lettuce.”

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

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

He sighed. “Fine. Forget the tomatoes.”

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

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

She waited. And watched.

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

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

Now, it whispered.

She dropped her arms—the signal to Fader.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Pretty freaking hot for the Goth look, she thought.

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

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

She shivered despite the heat and humidity. Something…

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

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

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

Left, her Voice said.

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

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

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

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

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

“No.”

“Please, Casey!”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Please, Case!”

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

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

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

He shrugged. “Can we go home now?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sorry.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Getting up, she walked to the bookstore.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re the best, Case.”

“So true.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He? Who he?”

“The Dream Rider guy.”

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

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

“In an office building?”

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

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

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

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


Chapter 4: Welcome to the Jungle

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

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

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

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

“Why does no one call me Will?”

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

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

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

Nothing to fear. Except going outside.

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Good. I like Laura.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Kind of surprised you told me that.”

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

“Manga is art.”

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

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

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

Darkness inside. A darkness that haunted.

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

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

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

“William…”

“What?”

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

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

“Yes.”

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

She hesitated. “Peru. Arequipa.”

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

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

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

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

“I have time. This won’t take long.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

He swallowed. “I know.”

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

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

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

“Are you saying you’re proud of me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Jungle.

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

Or to him.

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

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

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

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

Controversial Art “Collectors” Vanish in Peruvian Jungle

Below, his parents’ faces smiled at him, cropped from publicity photos for their last lecture tour. He could
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