

[image: Cover]



THE LOST EXPEDITION

Book 3 in the Dream Rider Saga

The thrilling conclusion to the multi-award-winning trilogy

Will is the Dream Rider, the superhero who can walk in our dreams but never in the streets of his own city. Case is his girlfriend, a survivor of those streets who hears voices that warn her of danger. Fader, her brother, is very good at disappearing. 

In The Hollow Boys, they defeated a body swapper and a witch to save the world. In The Crystal Key, they battled warring cults to protect an ancient artifact tied to Will’s affliction.

The Chakana. The Crystal Key. But the key to what? To finding answers, they hope, to the questions that rule their lives.

What gave them their strange astral powers? What caused Will’s crippling agoraphobia? Can he be cured? What were their parents searching for in the jungles of Peru eight years ago? Are they still alive?  

At the center of every question is the Chakana. What is the mysterious relic? Why will people kill to possess it? What hold does it have on Will?

As creatures from Inca myths hunt the three friends, another attack on the Chakana threatens Will’s life. To save him and solve the mystery of the lost expedition, only one option remains. 

Return to Peru. With the Chakana.

There, they will find friends and foes, both old and new. And behind it all, an unseen enemy moving them like pieces on a chessboard. 

To win this deadly game, the three friends must master new powers to defeat the most dangerous adversary they’ve ever faced. A god.

At stake this time? Every life, every world, every universe. Everything.
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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)!!”

There are two types of series: those meant to be read in order, and those where the reader can dip into the books anywhere along the line. 

The Dream Rider Saga is the first type. It is one large mystery, one single story, told over the course of three books (The Hollow Boys, The Crystal Key, and The Lost Expedition), with each book building on what went before.

Reading The Dream Rider Saga out of order will leave you confused and disappointed, two things I take great pains to avoid for my readers. It also may result in a Mara hunting you down in Dream. And if you didn’t get the Mara reference, then you haven’t read the first books in the series, and just made my case for including this foreword.

So if this is the first Dream Rider title you plan to read...STOP!

Seriously, please stop. 

Put this book aside and go read The Hollow Boys and then The Crystal Key. Then you can come back to The Lost Expedition fully informed and prepared to enjoy this story as I intended.

Thanks for listening and for your interest in my writing.

— 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.


ACT 1: LOOKING FOR A PLACE TO HAPPEN
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Chapter 1: All the Way Home

WHEN HER PLANE landed on the Isle of Man, or Mann as the locals called it, the red-haired woman rose from her seat in the otherwise empty first-class cabin. Empty, because she had arranged it so.

A male flight attendant hurried up to her. She lifted her long tresses to allow him to fasten her hunter-green cloak around her neck. She wore tight black slacks and green low-heeled pumps. A white buttoned shirt with French cuffs completed her look, with enough buttons undone to expose impressive cleavage. Better than a spell for most men, she always said.

At the baggage claim, she stabbed a manicured finger on her left hand at the first person she saw, an overweight, balding man in a plaid suit. A bird-shaped shimmer passed in the air between them, then vanished.

She pointed to her suitcase on the carousel. “Get that. And follow me.”

The man opened his mouth as if to protest, then stiffened. Retrieving her bag, he scurried in her wake as she strode through the crowded terminal of the small airport, her cloak and hair billowing behind her.

At the taxi stand outside, she ignored the line of waiting passengers and got into the first car. The driver glared back at her. “Lady, there’s a queue. You—” His words died as he stared at her face, wide-eyed. Stared, she knew, at the golden runes that now lay there.

She felt them flowing across her face and down her left arm, arranging themselves into the script she desired. She flicked her left hand at him. He stiffened and stopped talking.

“Vel Gaelg ayd?” she asked.

He blinked at her.

She sighed. “You don’t speak Manx?”

“Few do anymore, Mistress.”

“Augh. Put my bag in the trunk.”

Getting out, he took her suitcase from the man in the plaid suit, who gazed around as if lost, then wandered back toward the arrival doors. The driver got into the cab. “Where to, Mistress?”

“Cashtal Rusien.”

He blinked again.

“Castle Rushen, you idiot.”

“Ah, Castletown. Yes, Mistress.”

She settled back as he pulled into traffic, letting the scenery scroll past her tired eyes. So much had changed, but one thing matched her fading memories. The grass still glowed in the summer sun, a blazing lime green that almost hurt the eyes. “There’s no green like that in the world,” she whispered.

“Are you from here, Mistress?”

“Many years ago,” she said, lost in the past. Catching herself, she scowled at him. “Shut up and drive.”

In Castletown, the harbor was familiar, although a sweeping curve of cement had replaced the old stone jetty, and the small lighthouse at its tip was new and freshly painted red and white. The turns in the roads matched her memories, but the low stone houses of old were now three-storied brick buildings, steep-roofed and shoulder-to-shoulder along each narrow street. She shivered at how little she recognized.

Until the driver turned a corner, and the castle rose before her, looming above the modern structures of the small town.

The gray stone of its thick walls and squat towers was streaked with white, randomly from bird droppings, deliberately from new mortar. A carpet of green moss covered the slanting stones topping the sea-facing walls. She smiled. Castle Rushen stood as it had for centuries, a physical memory of a past none here had lived.

Except her.

“By the Goddess,” she said. “It still looks the same.”

“Best preserved medieval castle in Europe, they say,” the driver said, pride in his voice.

It better be. Or at least one particular room. She got out of the taxi. “Wait for me.”

An arched entrance led to a narrow zig-zag route between stone walls rising three stories above her. Passing under a small portcullis bearing the unnecessary sign ‘The Ancient Portcullis,’ she glared at the words, resenting the reminder of her own age.

Inside the gate, she stopped before a declaration emblazoned on the stone wall in gold letters:

The Fortress of the Kings and Lords of Mann

Kings and Lords? No mention of the women who had lived here. No mention of Charlotte, wife of James Stanley, Lord of Mann. Charlotte, who ruled after her husband’s execution. Ruled and held the castle, the last person in the three kingdoms to surrender to the Roundheads.

And no mention of the coven of witches who helped Charlotte defend this fortress. The witches who had lived here.

And died here. All save one.

Not that she expected such a mention. Women and witches? No man would immortalize either in those days.

Or in these days, for that matter.

Beside the golden words hung a pennant bearing a scarlet triskelion—three legs inscribed within a circle, equally spaced and radiating from the center—the symbol of Mann. Her hand moved from long habit to her neck, where for years she’d worn her triskelion medallion. She hadn’t been concerned when, only weeks earlier, she destroyed the medallion in her defense of the boy, Fader. The trinket had contained many spells but was a mere repository. She could always buy a new bauble and fill it with her magicks.

The real loss that day had been the Weave. Countless spells lost forever when that cursed girl burned the rug. Spells whose rune scripts her coven had stitched into the Weave over centuries.

Her coven. Her sisters. Along with the Weave, all now gone.

But not, she hoped, without a trace.

Inside, Castle Rushen was busy, jammed with visitors led by guides in period costumes droning on about the castle’s history, most of which was wrong. She made her way by memory to stone steps near the south wall. Climbing them, she reached her destination.

The banquet hall, a mere six paces by fifteen, was less impressive in both size and decoration than its name implied. Faded tapestries of faded battles hung against bare stone walls. A long, rough-hewn wooden table flanked by wooden benches sat before an open, high-arched fireplace.

She waited for a tour group to pass through, then cast a repulsion spell on both entrances to the room. Its effect would induce fear in anyone approaching either doorway, making them select another route through the castle. She frowned. Was there another route back after passing through this room? She shrugged, smiling at the thought of idiot tourists wandering her ancient home, unable to escape. Sadly, the spell was short-lived.

Assured now of privacy, she approached the tapestry that faced the fireplace. Pushing the fabric aside, she counted from the floor up to the fifth stone. She felt along its surface until she found the opening she expected—a thin vertical slit half a finger long. A casual observer would see only a small crack. But it was much more than that.

A keyhole.

And it was there. Her memories hadn’t played her false. But she lacked the key. A key now long lost to time. Lost in the fall of this castle and the murder of her coven. Her sisters. Her mother.

At first, she’d planned to reforge the key magically from memory. She had held it that fateful day. Held it—and used it. But the slightest error in its design would bring this chamber down on her. And her memories of the key were as faded as the tapestries covering these walls.

Memories. If only all her memories of that day would fade…

She slapped those thoughts aside, focusing again on why she was here. Without the key, her only choice was an opening spell. The Weave had contained many within its threads. But the Weave was gone forever, and now all she could do was assemble the few she remembered and try them one by one.

Having sorted through possible spells on the flight over, she called up the strongest. Her flesh tingled as the runes appeared on her skin. Rearranging themselves into the desired script, the golden characters flowed down her left arm where they settled, ready to cast.

She flung her arm out, and the spell flew from her fingers in the shape of a glowing golden hawk, its wings outspread. The bird struck the wall precisely at the secret keyhole. 

The stone wall trembled. A rumble sounded through the castle, and dust rained from the ceiling. But when the rumble died, the wall remained before her.

She shook the dust from her hair, then slipped off her cloak, trying to brush it clean with a hand. “Keck roddan!” she swore. “My favorite cloak.”

“Still as vain as ever, I see,” came a woman’s voice from behind her.

The red-haired woman screamed and dropped her cloak, spinning around.

Flames now blazed in the stone fireplace. Magical flames, judging by their green edges. In the fire stood an older woman, tall and straight, with long white hair and longer white robes. She shook her head. “With you, child, it was always the clothes.”

For the first time in centuries, Morrigan the Bright took a knee before another. Trembling, she lowered her eyes and head.

“Mother,” she whispered.
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Morrigan peeked up from where she knelt to face Aalin, High Priestess of the White Coven of Ellan Vannin. “Are you…? I mean, is this…but a spell?”

Aalin raised one snowy eyebrow where she hovered in the flames. “But a spell? It is quite the spell, to hold my spirit on this plane, in this place. To keep me sane through over three and a half centuries of waiting.”

“Your spirit? Then you are…?” Morrigan’s words ran away.

“I am dead, Daughter. But you see my true spirit, not a spell.” Aalin flipped a hand at her. “Rise, before you soil your precious garments further.”

Morrigan rose, hoping she did so with more grace than she felt. She faced her mother, afraid to ask the question. “For what have you been waiting?”

Aalin’s face was unreadable. “You pray my answer will be your name, don’t you? To tell you I have stayed, abiding all these years with a mother’s love, solely for the return of her firstborn, her only daughter.”

Morrigan fought but failed to keep a sob from escaping her lips.

Her mother continued. “Because that would say I forgive you for what you did that day. For what you stole from us. For abandoning your sisters.” Her mother’s black eyes pierced her. “Abandoning me.”

Morrigan straightened, old anger fueling her courage. “As you abandoned my brother? Your only son?”

“You know that is not true, child. We searched the passages below. We…” Aalin broke off. Her shoulders drooped, and she seemed suddenly a small creature. Morrigan had never thought of her mother as small before. “We tried,” Aalin finished, shaking her head.

“Not hard enough. Not long enough.”

“We had no more time. The siege had begun. We had to defend the castle.” Her eyes found Morrigan again. “And what lies beneath.”

Morrigan’s head snapped up. “Lies beneath? Still?”

“The passages remain, as does the way through for those who can find it. But as you see…” Aalin nodded at the stone wall behind Morrigan. “…though our defense of the castle failed, we did not fail in our true purpose. We refused to open the way for our enemies to that cursed place.”

The implication of her mother’s words settled on her like a yoke of iron. “They tortured you,” she whispered.

“Time has dulled my memories of that pain. And of the burning.” Aalin shrugged. “They would have burned us even if we had opened the way.” Aalin fell silent, her eyes on Morrigan.

Morrigan broke down then, centuries of guilt overpowering her faded fury of that long ago day. She bowed her head, hands clasped, fingernails digging into her palms. “Mother, forgive me. If I had stayed, if you had the Weave…” Her words ran down. She raised her head, her cheeks cool with her tears. “You would have lived. My sisters would have lived.”

A softness showed in Aalin’s face for the first time. And a smile. A smile Morrigan remembered from happier times. “No,” Aalin said. “The forces the Chamber of the Red Door commanded were great. We would have fallen in time.”

Morrigan blinked away tears. “But I left you.”

“My daughter, I forgave you the day you left. I never dared hope I might see you again. The Goddess has blessed me with your return.”

Morrigan struggled to understand her mother’s words. To understand…and believe. “You forgive me?”

“Long ago. I only wish you could forgive yourself.”

Morrigan did not trust herself to speak.

“I love you, child,” Aalin said, then sighed. “But I don’t know if I can trust you. And that presents a problem.”

“What problem?”

“I could have stayed hidden for many more years, but when you arrived here, when I saw you again…” Aalin shrugged. “I chose to appear to you, and so used the last of my strength. I can remain on this plane no longer. My spirit must travel to the Realms of the Dead.” Her eyes caught and held Morrigan. “But before I go, I must decide.”

Understanding came to Morrigan. She forced back the smile trying to steal across her face. “You still hold the golden key.”

“The key to that wall. And what lies behind. That is why you came, is it not, Daughter?”

Morrigan found she could not lie. But then, she never could lie to her mother. Steal from, yes. Abandon. Hate, even, for what had happened to her brother. But never lie. “Yes.”

Aalin sighed. “Still you thirst for power. You haven’t changed.”

Morrigan drew herself up, bristling. “I have changed. More than you know.”

“But not in what matters. My question remains: can I trust you with the greatest secret of our coven?”

Morrigan snorted. “Stop pretending. You made that decision when you chose to appear.”

“No, child. I did not. I only knew I missed my daughter. That I must talk to her once more before I leave. To say what I have said—that I forgive you and love you. I need not surrender the Tapestry. I can carry its secret to my death.”

Morrigan felt herself redden, ashamed. For centuries, she had prayed for the forgiveness her mother had just granted her. But even in this moment, her thoughts ran to gaining magical power. As they had on that fateful day, so many years ago.

“But,” Aalin continued, “you are the last of us, and the Tapestry is the sole legacy of our coven. If not you, then who?” With that, she raised both hands. Her fingers performed an intricate dance, tracing figures in the air. Runes appeared, golden and hovering. Swirling, they arranged themselves into scripts. The runes stopped moving, hanging in the air with a sudden solidity as if suspended by invisible strings from her ghostly fingers.

Aalin pushed out with both palms, and the scripts flew from her to shatter against an invisible barrier above the wooden table beside Morrigan. The runes tumbled from the air to land tinkling into a pile on the table. Aalin spoke a word, one both familiar and surprising to Morrigan. As that word hung in the silence of the room, the shattered runes trembled and disappeared from the table.

And in their place—long, slender, and real—lay a golden key.

“Goodbye, child,” Aalin said, pulling Morrigan’s eyes from the key. Aalin’s image was fading, but the old witch’s stare still burned into Morrigan.

As did her final words.

“There is good in you, Daughter. You need only look for it.” And with that, Aalin, High Priestess of the White Coven of Ellan Vannin, was no more.

There is good in you. You need only look for it.

The boy Fader had said almost identical words to her before he had left. Why did others see in her what she could not?

But what brought tears again to her eyes was the word her mother had spoken to reveal the key. The word her mother had chosen centuries ago to hide the coven’s most precious secret.

Moirragh.

Her old name. The name her mother had given her. Wiping away her tears on the back of her hand, she walked to the table and picked up the key. The same key she remembered holding that fateful day in 1651.

It was bronze (not iron—their coven could never abide iron) and stretched on her palm from her wrist to the tip of her middle finger. A triskelion of skeletal legs running widdershins inside a circle—the symbol of their coven—formed its handle. The shaft bore runes and ended in two fanged prongs of unequal length.

With a last look at where her mother had been, she returned to the wall. Finding the crack again, she eased the key into the tiny opening, using both hands when she shook too much to guide it with one. Sensing a slight resistance, she stopped. To push farther would bring the stones above crashing down on her, as would the smallest wrong action from this point on.

Gently, so gently, she turned the key. 

Turned it widdershins. Counter-clockwise. Never clockwise. Not for the White Coven. A quarter turn, then she stopped. After a breath that seemed to last a lifetime, a musical note sounded from the stone wall before her.

The wall—two tons of stone—disappeared.

Key still in hand, she stood unmoving on the threshold of the hidden room, as stunned by the magicks she just witnessed as she had been years ago. She had touched the stone. The wall had been real. Even after all her years of study, nothing in her vast knowledge could have created a similar spell. In awe and more frightened than she wished to admit, she stepped inside, pocketing the key.

Lit by a single high window, the room was five paces square. And empty—save for one thing. Her fear vanished like the stone had when she saw what hung on the wall to her left.

The Unicorn Tapestry.

She approached it, her excitement growing with each step. It was as she remembered from its rare use in coven ceremonies. And from that black day of memory.

A forest of plants with long, twisted leaves wove through the Tapestry against a background of dark blue. The plants were various shades of green with white edges. Some sprouted flowers—roses the red of dried blood, drooping tulips the yellow of aged teeth, poppies as gray as the ashes of the dead.

And in each corner of the Tapestry, a creature…hid. 

Yes, that was the right word. Hid. For she had to stare before they emerged, before their presence became clear. In the upper left, a gray bat flew, fanged mouth open. Across from it, in the top right, a brown rat crouched in a burrow, teeth bared. Below the rat, in the lower right, a yellow, winged serpent with a tongue of flame sat coiled, ready to strike. And in the bottom left, a white eel with dead eyes poked its head from a dark stream.

All four creatures had their gazes fixed on the center of the Tapestry, where knelt the animal that gave the artifact its name.

The unicorn was dirty white, bearded, and grizzled, emaciated even. It glared at the viewer with one amber eye. The weaver had posed it so each cloven hoof was visible and prominent. White leaves sprouted from a thin tail that rose twisting above its rump, as if the appendage were more vine than tail. Its gray horn was longer than its legs, making the beast seem unbalanced and grotesque.

Beside the unicorn, a pale-faced, golden-haired maiden sat on a moss-covered stump. She wore a full-length dress of dusky blue that hid her feet. On her head sat a crown of faded daisies. She wore blue gloves, her left hand caressing the unicorn’s head, her right resting on the tip of its horn.

Unlike the Weave, the Tapestry was woven silk, not wool. Also unlike the Weave, the rune scripts in the Tapestry were there to see, if one knew what to look for.

And ask for.

The Weave had been a mere repository for spells, their scripts stitched into each strand of wool by her sisters in the coven. As a child, she herself had added some simple spells to the carpet, under her mother’s stern direction.

But the Tapestry did more than store spells. It was a spell itself, one that could create new magicks from the scripts it contained, similar to how she used her tattooed runes to create her own magicks. But much, much more powerful.

The Weave was lost, but the Tapestry was hers. And she couldn’t wait to use it.

“And such lovely shades of green and blue,” she murmured, a finger on her chin, considering the Tapestry’s dimensions. “What a wonderful cloak you would make.” Reaching out, she fingered a corner of the silk.

Energy shot up her arm like electricity. She snapped back her hand. With trembling fingers, she touched the silk again, this time letting the energy flow into her, balancing it with her own until the tingling in her arm died. Such power, such magicks. Oh, yes, she wanted this.

The Tapestry didn’t hang from a rod. Peering behind it, she could see nothing affixing it to the wall, yet a hand’s breadth of space separated it from the stone.

“Now, how am I to get you down?” she wondered aloud. 

Not a breath of air stirred in the small room, but the Tapestry rippled as if a breeze passed over it—and detached itself from the wall. Floating to her, it settled over her shoulders, two corners fastening themselves below her neck, like the cloak she had imagined.

She swallowed, afraid of the Tapestry even as she stroked its silk now covering her. That fear suddenly gave way to another. She still faced the wall where the Tapestry had hung, but now sensed something behind her. Something that hadn’t been visible when she’d entered this room.

Even as she turned, she knew what she would see. What had been there all those years ago, when she had last stood in this place.

An arched doorway framing stairs leading down into darkness.

She stepped back from the opening before realizing she’d done so. The passageway had been there all along, of course. But the Tapestry had hidden it as it was meant to—from her eyes and from her memories, too. Memories she wished had stayed hidden.

Something else had changed. The room now echoed with musical notes, notes that formed themselves into a song. A song she had never heard and yet as familiar as any her mother had sung to her as a child.

A song rising from the darkness into which the steps descended, as if calling her to follow. A song, she knew with sick certainty, her brother had heard that day.

She wanted to run from that room, from that castle, from those memories. She had what she’d come for, all this ancient pile of stones held for her. I should go now, leave this place forever. I should go. I should…

She walked to the stairs, the song softly tugging at her mind.


Chapter 2: Poster of a Girl

IN THE DREAM Rider Tower, Case snuggled against Will where they lay under the covers of his bed, happy and contented.

Will rolled over to face her. “That was amazing, but—”

“But? So not the word to tack onto that sentence. Not if you want the amazing again. Ever.” She knew where he was going with this and didn’t want to go there.

“—but we still have to talk about it,” he continued, ignoring her attempt to deflect.

“It?”

“What we were talking about before you changed the subject to heavy breathing.”

“Are you saying I used that as a distraction?”

“We were talking about telling Adi what we learned about your mom’s disappearance.”

“You were. Not me.”

“Right. You were trying to distract me—”

“Trying to? I claim success. Hot and sweaty success.”

“—with all the kissing and touching.”

“And nibbling. I definitely remember nibbling.”

He grinned. “Me, too.” Pulling her to him, he kissed her forehead, her nose, and then lingered on her mouth. She kissed him back hard. Breaking it off, he leaned back from her. “But we can’t put it off any longer. It’s been two days. We have to tell Adi what we discovered.”

Sighing, she got up and grabbed her t-shirt and panties from where they lay on the rug. Slipping them on, she sat back on the bed beside where Will lay under the comforter.

In the distance, south of downtown, the early morning sun sparkled on Lake Ontario. Will’s tower was the highest in the city core, so no other buildings blocked the penthouse view of the water. She still wasn’t used to looking down on the city streets where she’d lived for so long. Just as she couldn’t get used to—or comfortable with—Will’s wealth.

A problem for another day. She could only handle one difficult discussion at a time. “What if it’s a coincidence?”

He propped himself up on an elbow. “Your mom disappeared when my parents left for Peru. And my Dream Rider abilities developed the same time you and Fader got your own powers. That can’t all be coincidence.”

Their powers. Her Voice that warned her of immediate danger. Fader’s ability to fade from notice or disappear into the strange place he called the In Between. “We got them about the same time. And your powers came from whatever happened to you in Peru. Fader and I weren’t in Peru.”

“But your mom sent you and your brother your powers. Somehow.”

“I think she did. And that’s a big somehow.”

“You heard her voice, right? You believe it was your mom, don’t you?”

She picked at a loose thread on the comforter, remembering that night. Eight years old, lying in bed in their grandparents’ house, Fader snoring in the other bed. Waking from a dream of their mother. Then, her mother’s voice in her head, telling her to be brave, to take care of her brother. Saying she’d always be there for Case.

Except she wasn’t. Case pushed away those memories. “Yeah, it was Mom. So?”

“I think she was in Peru, too. With my parents.”

“Why would your parents need an astrophysicist on a jungle expedition? Mom studied black holes. Your parents sure weren’t looking for one of those in Peru.”

“I’ve no idea what they were looking for. No one does. Until we do, we can’t know why they needed her.”

“If they needed her.”

“Then there’s the Chakana.”

She fought the shiver of fear the strange artifact known as the Crystal Key now prompted in her. “What about it?”

“It came from Peru. And it amped up all our powers after it broke out of its box. Our powers must be connected, too—to each other, to the Chakana, to Peru. Our powers, our parents’ disappearances, Peru. It can’t all be coincidence.”

She didn’t answer. Because she didn’t like the answer that came. Will was right. It couldn’t all be coincidence—and that was bothering her.

He sat up beside her and slipped an arm around her waist. “We have to tell Adi.”

She leaned against him. “Oh, right. Because she needs another reason to hate me. Now I can be the girl whose mother lured your parents and you to their doom.” She stopped as he stiffened. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that.”

“It’s okay. I still believe my parents are alive. Your mom, too.”

“Me, too,” she whispered, wishing she believed that more than she did.

“Anyway, Adi won’t think that about you—”

She snorted. “Yeah. Right.”

“—but we have to tell her. She’s checking the location of the Flower.”

She knew he meant the strange flower that had arrived so mysteriously from Peru two days ago. The one whose scent was his only memory from the expedition that had given him both his agoraphobia and his Dream powers. And cost him his parents.

“If it looks promising,” he continued, “you know, a place my parents had an interest in, then it’s another reason for us to go to Peru.”

“That’s another thing. Who sent you that flower? And why now? And why all the mystery? Why not identify themselves?”

“I don’t know. But I’ve been searching for that flower and where it came from for eight years. And now I have the answer. I’m not going to worry about who gave me that answer or why.”

But maybe you should, she thought.

“I figured you’d be thrilled about all this,” he said. “We finally have a lead on what happened to your mom, plus a place to start looking for her.”

He was right. Peru now held the answers to not only his parents’ disappearance, but her mother’s, too. She should be happy. Except she wasn’t.

“This isn’t just about who sent the Flower or not wanting to tell Adi, is it?” he said.

She shook her head, still not knowing how to explain what was bothering her. “No.”

He squeezed her hand where it lay on the comforter. “What’s wrong?”

Sighing, she shifted around to face him. She had to try. “It’s about…us.”

His face fell. “Us? You mean, my money?”

“No. Well, yes, but that’s not what’s bothering me about this.” She took a big breath and let it out. “If all these things aren’t a coincidence, if they are connected, then is that why I’m here?”

“I don’t follow.”

“That night when Morrigan snatched Fader, when I ran to your tower, when we met. My Voice told me to run.”

“Which was a good thing. It saved you.”

“Will, it told me to run to your building. It helped me sneak inside. It led me here. It led me to you.”

His eyes widened. “Oh.”

“That is what’s bothering me. Am I getting moved around in some game I don’t understand? Are you and I…I mean, are we just…? Was all this arranged by some higher power? Were we arranged?”

They sat silent again until Will shrugged, grinning that grin she loved. “I don’t know if something’s pulling our strings, but if that something sent you to me, well, good for it. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.” He leaned over and kissed her. “I love you.”

She had to swallow before she could talk. “I love you, too.” She buried her face in his neck as they held each other.

After a few moments, he said, “You’re nibbling again.”

“Want me to stop?”

For an answer, he slipped his hand under her shirt. She slid back under the covers with him.

“Okay, but after,” he said between kisses, “we go talk to Adi.”

“Shut up.”

He shut up.
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After they’d showered and dressed, Case followed Will down the open stairs from his bedroom to his studio. In the kitchen alcove, she poured cereal into two bowls and cut some strawberries on top while Will made coffee.

As they sat eating, Will called out. “Hallie.”

“Yes, Mr. Dreycott,” Hallie replied from an overhead speaker, her voice pleasant and professional, and yet not human in a way Case could never quite place.

“Please see if Adi can meet with Case, Fader, and me this morning.”

“I will check, Mr. Dreycott. May I ask the nature of the meeting?”

Will glanced at Case. She shook her head. “Just say we need to see her,” Will said.

“Yes, sir,” Hallie replied.

They went back to their breakfasts. About a minute later, Hallie returned. “Ms. Archambeault can see you at ten in her office. I’ve added it to your calendars.”

“Thanks, Hallie.”

“You’re welcome, Mr. Dreycott.” Hallie’s voice cut out, but Case knew she was still there, listening, waiting to be called. Will said Hallie’s programming only allowed her to record exchanges in which the artificial personality was involved. Which was good, considering some of the ‘exchanges’ Hallie might overhear on this floor, like the ones in Will’s bedroom this morning. One more thing about living here that made Case uncomfortable.

Will sipped his coffee. “And when we meet with Adi, we’ll ask what she’s learned about that Peru location that came with the Flower.”

She hesitated, uncertain whether to ask the question that always hung over any talk of Peru. “Will, even if the location looks promising, even if Adi agrees, I mean, how would you…?” Her words trailed off.

He gave her a rueful grin. “How will I go to Peru when I still can’t go outside? Oh, wait. I can go outside—if I wear the Chakana. But if I do that, a Sword Lady shows up—emphasis on sword—and tries to take it from me, possibly along with some body parts. So yeah, small problem.” He sighed. “Eight years, I’ve searched for my mystery Flower. Now, I finally find it and where it comes from in Peru, but I can’t go there because I’m trapped here.”

She didn’t reply. What could she say?

“Not that Adi will let me near the Chakana again,” he continued, “now that we’ve handed it back to her.”

“I’m glad she locked it up again,” she said, remembering the strange effects the artifact had triggered in her, Fader, and Will.

“Anything from your Voice since then?”

“Voices. Plural. Not a peep. Everything’s been quiet. No videos in my head, either.”

“Fader?”

“No uncontrolled vanishing. He can still fade from other people, but I always notice him.”

“Can he fade into the In Between?” 

“He says he can. He said the wall with all the doors to other universes was there, but the other wall didn’t show the Black Island, anymore. It was just blank. Like when we came back from the Crystal Island in Dream.”

“You mean he’s lost his Zoomer power?”

That was what Fader called his ability to physically move, while in the In Between, to anything visible on the larger wall of that strange place. “I guess. What about you?”

“No forced astral journeys. I’ve tried astral projecting while I’m awake, but haven’t managed it, yet.” He shrugged. “I guess I need the Chakana for that.”

“I still don’t trust that thing.” Or the hold it seemed to have on Will. But she didn’t say that.

He sat back, holding his coffee, his cereal half-finished. “I’m a little afraid of it, too. I can’t forget that dark stain inside it, that emptiness that felt like the Nothing.”

“No shame in being afraid of something that powerful. It changed us. You, me, Fader.”

“Yeah, but…”

“But?”

“I don’t think we’ll find out what happened in Peru—or to our parents—without the Chakana. It’s called the Key for a reason.”

“But the key to what?” she asked.

“To the Crossing.”

“Which is?”

“Yeah. The questions just keep on coming. Well, we won’t find answers until we go to Peru—and with the Chakana.”

“Except we can’t. So, back to where we started.”

He hesitated. “Well…”

“What?”

“I can’t go.”

“Uh, yeah. Just settled that.”

“Doesn’t mean you can’t.”

“What?”

“You and Fader.”

“Are you nuts?”

“You’re both part of this now, as we also just settled. You have as much reason as me to go to Peru. Don’t you want to find your mom?”

She hesitated. “Fader does.”

“You don’t?”

She sighed, her hopes and fears about her mom jumbling together, as they always did. “Yeah, I do. If only to ask her why she left us.”

“Then you do think she’s alive?”

“Don’t ask me that. Fader does. I don’t know what I think. I’m afraid, I guess, to start hoping after all this time.”

“Only one way to find out.”

“I’m not going to Peru without you. Besides, Adi would never agree. I mean, can you imagine me traveling with her?”

He frowned, staring into the distance, then grinned. “I can. It’s very entertaining.”

“Jerk.”

“Won’t know unless you ask her.”

“The only reason she’d take me to Peru is for all the places she could hide a body in the jungle. Especially after she learns about my mom.”

He laughed, then his face became serious. “I mean it, girlfriend. I’ll never know what happened to me and my parents unless someone goes to Peru. I can’t go, so…” He shrugged.

“I’m not going without you. Period.” She stood. “I have to check on Crash Space. The construction’s almost done. Wanna come with?”

“You’re changing the subject. And I like the way you did it this morning much better.”

She smiled. “Me, too. You coming?”

“Thanks, but I’m going to the Jungle.”

That meant he was visiting the strange new flower in his rooftop greenhouse again. “Any more memories from it?”

Will hesitated. “No.”

“Check on Flopsy and Mopsy when you’re up there, okay?” Those were the female bunnies Will had given her for her birthday a few days ago. “I’ve been so busy with Crash Space, I haven’t visited them lately.”

“They’re hard to find, with the run of the entire park. But I’ll look. And don’t forget…Adi’s office at ten o’clock. If you’re late, she might start not liking you.”

“So funny.”

Leaving the kitchen, she entered Will’s studio. Fader sat in the tall chair at Will’s computerized graphics design desk, drawing on its slanted touch-screen surface. As she came closer, she recognized a scene with Morrigan in the abandoned hospital where they’d been held prisoner.

She fought a shiver. Fader’s recreation of the witch brought back those memories far too clearly. “Morning, bro. Didn’t see you come in. You have breakfast?”

He kept sketching. “Chocolate chip muffin at the coffee shop.”

“For breakfast?”

He shrugged, focused on his drawing. “You used to get me them all the time before.”

Before. When they were on the street. Fader felt none of the conflict she did in living off Will’s money. But then, her brother had an actual job, working on the Dream Rider comic. “You’re late today. Will’s going to dock your pay.”

He kept sketching. “I was here earlier, but you and Will were…being noisy. So I left.”

She felt herself flushing. “Oh. Um, didn’t know you were here.”

He shrugged. “It’s okay. I mean, I get it. And I’m glad you and Will are…you know, together. But you’re still my sister.”

She gave him a hug. “And proud of it. Oh, we’re meeting Adi later.”

“Yeah, it just popped up.” He pointed to the top corner of the design screen where ‘Fader—Today’ displayed a list of times. At ten o’clock, it showed ‘Mtg w Adi, her office,’ then the rest of his day filled in to five o’clock with ‘Finish sketches, Will’s studio.’ When did her twelve-year-old brother become an office worker? But he loved drawing, and helping create his favorite comic was a dream come true for him. Plus, he was getting paid.

“We’re going to tell Adi about Mom, aren’t we?” he asked, pulling her attention back.

“Yeah,” she said, not mentioning Will’s idea about them going to Peru without him.

He began drawing again. “Good. She’ll know what to do. She’ll help us find Mom.”

“Yeah. Sure, she will.” Leaving him, she headed to the elevators along the window-lined skateboard and running track that circled Will’s private floor, thoughts and fears tumbling in her head.

The strange and dangerous Chakana. The disappearances of their mother and Will’s parents somehow connected. Mysterious flowers sent by unknown people. The feeling of being a piece being moved in a game. Reaching the elevators, she pressed the button, wondering whether she was the only one who saw trouble coming.


Chapter 3: I’ll Follow You

“EXCELLENT WORK, DUDE.”

At the design desk, Fader jumped at the sound of Will’s voice. Engrossed in his drawing, he hadn’t noticed Will coming up behind him.

Will grinned at him. “Surprise you?”

“Didn’t see you there.”

“Maybe I’m picking up your powers—fading without wanting to.”

“Not funny.”

“No, it wasn’t. Sorry.” Will swiped on the table, paging through Fader’s sketches. “Seriously awesome. How far are you?”

Fader sighed. “Only twelve panels. I’m slow.”

“Dude, you’re new to this. Don’t worry. The issue will go out when it goes out. Just have fun.” He stopped on a panel showing Morrigan with Stayne and Stryke in the background. “Okay. Couple of suggestions on this one…”

He listened as Will showed how to improve several panels, amazed as always at how easily it came to him.

Will grinned. “I’ve been doing this for half my life. You’re on your second week. And, I say again, making with the awesome.”

“Thanks,” he said, embarrassed but enjoying the praise.

Will straightened from the table. “See you at Adi’s?”

Fader nodded, hunching over the design screen again. He was already working on the first of Will’s suggestions as Will’s footsteps faded on the running track.

He’d finished revising three panels when he first noticed it. A flicker on the screen, to the left, at the edge of his vision. His eyes flitted there.

That part of the screen showed a photo of a deep valley splitting steep mountains. A scene from Peru Will used as a screen saver when he didn’t need that half of the design table. Fader stared at the photo, but nothing moved.

He shrugged to himself. The screen saver had probably switched to a new image. Although… He frowned at the picture. He was sure it had been there when he’d started. He returned to working on the current panel.

Flicker. The sense of movement from the left of the screen came again.

He looked over. And froze. The photo of the mountain valley had disappeared. Against a black background, a huge snake now sat coiled, its mouth open, exposing fangs and a red forked tongue. The snake stared right at him, its eyes sparkling like diamonds. Something about its green-scaled skin felt familiar.

He kept watching, but the image didn’t move. Okay. Nothing to freak over. The screen saver just changed.

Giving the snake another furtive glance, he finished his changes and swiped to get to the next panel. He worked for several minutes, focused on his drawing and trying to ignore the snake.

Flicker.

His head snapped to the snake. It had moved from its original position. And it was still moving. The snake now swayed back and forth, tongue flicking in and out, eyes still fixed on him. 

Okay, okay, okay. Will probably did that, drew Marell in his snake form. This issue would have Marell, for sure. Maybe Will wanted some animation in the electronic edition. Maybe a GIF on the cover.

He let out the breath he realized he’d been holding. Yeah. Sure. That’s it. Just Will—

The snake disappeared. So did his panels. The entire screen blanked.

Crap! What had he done? Had he lost all his work? Had he broken Will’s design table? What would Will—?

A green dot appeared on the screen, centered in front of him. It grew to the size of a thumbprint. Frowning, he leaned closer, trying to make it out.

The snake leaped from the screen straight for him, mouth wide, fangs bared.

Screaming, he threw himself backward. The tall chair tottered and fell. He landed hard on his side, but the studio’s thick carpet absorbed most of the impact. He lay there, trembling, heart pounding, his eyes locked on the edge of the design table above him, waiting.

Waiting for what?

He swallowed. For the snake. For it to come slithering out of the screen, over the desk, and down to the floor. For it to come for him.

Seconds ticked by. No snake. He rose on shaking legs, keeping two steps back from the table. From there, he could still see the screen. It now showed the last panel he’d been working on, and to its left, the mountain valley.

But no snake.

Reaching out a trembling hand, he tapped the icon to power down the table, ready to snatch his hand back if the snake reappeared. Then he left the studio, heading along the running track. By the time he was halfway to the elevators, his fear had changed to anger.

Will had played a trick on him. That must be it. Will had programmed that snake to appear on the screen. Fine. Two could play that game. He would fade and sneak up on Will and then— 

Flicker.

He stopped. A flash of movement had come from his right, from the floor-to-ceiling windows lining the track. Okay, don’t freak. Probably just a bird. Or a glint of light off a nearby tower.

He turned back. Then screamed. 

He ran. Ran for the elevators. Ran from the reflection he’d seen in the window. A reflection of himself…and of a huge snake coiled and reared behind him.
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In the elevator, the first thing Case noticed was the floor button she pressed for Crash Space. Until today, it had been a handwritten label, taped in place. Now, the name showed in machine-printed lettering behind the clear button cover, just like all the other floors.

Despite her ambivalence toward Will’s wealth, including the money for Crash Space, she felt a glimmer of pride. She was doing good here. The hostel would provide street kids a safe place to stay. And more. Full medical care, counseling, a lawyer if needed. Kids could sign up to finish high school, enroll in training for different trades, or even go after a college or university degree with paid tuition.

She stepped from the elevator into the hostel’s central common room, a shared lounge providing secure access to the segregated dorm areas. Doors on the left and right led to the male and female rooms, respectively. Facing the elevators, a third door led to a smaller gender-neutral dorm—an addition to the original design, but one Adi had quickly authorized after Case found the courage to request it.

Many street kids were trans or non-binary and didn’t identify as their birth gender. Many were on the street because of that, escaping parents who didn’t accept them as they saw themselves.

Kids could pick the male or female sides based on how they self-identified. The gender-neutral dorm provided an option for anyone who felt more comfortable in that setting.

Once someone was approved for Crash Space, their handprint let them access the elevator, this shared area, and their part of the floor and private bedroom.

‘Approved’ meant Case and her street team agreed you weren’t dangerous or a trouble-maker. Well, not too much of a trouble-maker. Let’s face it—we’re all trouble-makers.

Her street team consisted of the H-Boys she trusted the most. H-Boys. Hollow Boys. The name the survivors of the body-swapper Marell and the witch Morrigan had given themselves.

One of those boys sat slouched in a bean-bag chair, his brow creased, eyes squinting as he read. Link didn’t look up as she approached. Reaching down, she lifted the book he held to read its cover.

His head snapped up. “Hey! What the—?” His look of wide-eyed surprise became a sheepish smile. “Oh. Hi. Thought I was alone up here.”

She plopped into another chair. “Richard the Third? Not my choice for light reading.”

He groaned. “Me, neither. But I need Grade 12 English and Math.” He kicked at another book at his feet. “My other choice was Calculus.”

“Getting your diploma?”

He looked embarrassed. “Maybe.”

“Good for you, dude. Then what?”

He shrugged. “One step at a time. Though from this…” He waved the Shakespeare. “…it’s more a giant leap than a step.”

“You’ll get there. This place has tutors, you know.”

“Got one. She gave me the books. And homework. And a headache.”

“She? Cute?”

“Old, gray, wrinkled.”

“Cute?”

He laughed, then his face went serious. “Thanks, Case.”

“Dude, we’ve done this dance. You and I are good. Again.”

“Still…thanks.”

“Just don’t try to tie me up, anymore. Only Will gets to do that.”

“I’ll remember that, late tonight.”

“Perv. What’s it like staying here?”

“At first, way too quiet. Couldn’t sleep. But since Rattle moved in down the hall, I’m good. He gets nightmares. Screams a lot in his sleep.”

She nodded, remembering. Being on the streets. The sounds of the city at night. Being lulled to sleep by those sounds even as she searched them for danger. “Everything working?”

“Pretty much. If something isn’t, I leave a note for Chuck, that foreman guy. He gets on it right away.”

She checked out the common room. A kitchen with a stove, microwave, and a stocked fridge and freezer sat in one corner, surrounding a big dining table. Scattered chairs and couches filled the rest of the space, most facing a wall with a big screen TV that also provided internet access. Empty bookcases flanked the screen.

Gotta get some books in, she thought. Turning back to Link, she hesitated over her question. But she needed to know. “Ask you something?”

His eyes narrowed. “Sure.”

“You try finding it, again?”

Something flickered across his face before disappearing. “The subway stop? To that…place? Yeah,” he said, not meeting her eyes.

“And?”

“Nothing. I guess you need to hear that Song to find it.” He grinned, Link once again. “And I don’t hear it anymore.” He eyed her. “You?”

“Fader and I went back the next day. Rode the line north and south past where it’d been. He didn’t get any tingles. Nothing.”

“Good,” he said quietly. “What’re you here for?”

Changing the subject. He’s scared. Well, she couldn’t blame him. The Black Island. The Black Tower. The Chambelán. The scarabs. It had all been something out of a nightmare.

“Checking out how the girls’ side is coming along. Which I better do before I’m late for my meeting.” Standing, she walked to the door leading to the female side of the floor and scanned her handprint. The light on the scanner glowed green.

“Me doing homework. Hard Case doing meetings,” Link called. “End of the world’s coming.”

“We stopped that, remember?”

“Twice.”

She pushed open the door, but a flicker of movement at the corner of her eye made her turn back.

“What?” Link asked.

“I thought…” The movement had come from the direction of the big screen TV. She pointed at it. “Is that on?”

Link shook his head. “I have enough trouble focusing on this shit.” He waved his book. “What’s the matter?”

She frowned. She’d been sure… “Nothing. See you.” Pushing the door open, she stepped through.
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Twenty minutes later, she’d almost finished her tour of the girls’ side, pleased with what she’d found. Everything was finished except for carpeting, some light fixtures, and the furniture in the bedrooms.

As she reached the last corridor, which faced the floor-to-ceiling windows of the south wall, her phone chimed a reminder of their meeting with Adi. She quickened her pace, heading back toward the common room.

Behind her, soft footsteps on the bare floor made her jump. The floor had been empty, so who…?

She turned, her heart suddenly racing.

The only thing behind her was empty hallway.

She swallowed. Had it been footsteps? The sound of hammering somewhere on the floor reached her. Outside, on the streets below, a car horn blared.

That’s all it was. An echo of some other sound. Turning, she started back along the window-lined hall. And again heard soft footfalls behind her.

She spun around, dropping into a crouch, pulling her flick knife from her back pocket in one smooth motion.

Nothing. No one. Again.

Wait. There. A flash of movement from the windows. A bird flying by? She turned her head slowly to the glass. The movement came again. And she saw what it was.

A reflection. Of something behind her in the corridor.

Screaming, she spun again, stumbling backward, waving her knife wildly in front of her. But again, nothing was there.

Surrendering to panic, wanting suddenly to be anywhere but there, she ran. Ran for the common room and elevator. And as she ran, she tried telling herself she didn’t hear thick paws on the floor behind her, getting closer with every stride.

Thick paws with long claws.

For she knew what she’d seen reflected in the window. The thing she still sensed behind her.

A huge tawny cat. Like a mountain lion. A mountain lion with eyes of flames.


Chapter 4: Flashes

WILL WALKED WINDING paths through his rooftop park toward the greenhouse he’d long ago dubbed the Jungle. The roof’s clear dome was open overhead, the morning sun already hot. But the late June air was fresh, with no humidity and none of the exhaust fumes of the streets below.

The roof had always been both his most and least favorite place. He loved the park with its gardens and meadows, flowers and trees, birds and squirrels…and now Case’s bunnies, which were nowhere in sight. Here, he could actually be outside. Pretend he was normal.

But the roof also held the Jungle, home to an unbroken parade of disappointments. For eight years, his search teams in South America had sent flower after flower to this greenhouse. And every one the wrong flower.

A flower. Not the Flower.

Then, three days ago, it arrived. The Flower. The one with the right scent—the smell that was his only memory from the doomed Peru expedition. Complete with a mysterious, unsigned note showing the latitude and longitude of where the Flower originated. Mysterious, because his search team hadn’t sent the plant or the note—and had no idea who had.

Every day since, he’d made this visit. To try to remember.

Reaching the greenhouse, he walked to the isolation room at the back and passed through the cleansing airlock into the room which held the bloom. He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the newly installed black lights. The Flower only opened in darkness. The lights simulated nighttime but allowed him to see.

Before him, in an orange clay pot on a small table, the orchid waited, its strange bloom open—black petals streaked with threads of glowing white and speckled with red. The colors of his Dream Rider costume.

Those colors were just the latest in a series of bizarre connections. The Chakana, the powerful artifact at the heart of the Peru mystery, was the same jewel he’d included in the Rider’s costume and matched the scar on his chest he’d returned with from Peru. The black of the Flower’s petals hinted of the pool in the tower of the Chambelán. The giant scarabs that protected that tower bore an eerie resemblance to creatures the Rider had battled in the comic books he’d written.

And the words that had come with the Flower’s location: He only comes out at night. The motto he’d chosen for the Dream Rider.

Hint after hint after hint. But still no answers to the only questions he cared about. What had happened eight years ago in Peru? To his parents? To him? Could he find them? Could he…?

He swallowed. Could he fix himself?

He still believed the Flower held those answers, so every day he came here, hoping the plant would trigger more memories.

And it had.

He remembered nothing from the first time he’d smelled the bloom beyond that long-sought scent. But every visit since—this was his fourth—had brought a different memory, each vivid yet incomplete, hinting at hidden things. And each tied to a different sense.

Smell, first. The flowery scent, of course. But then…

His second visit had brought a sound memory. A thundering, rumbling, rushing roar, like a great waterfall or river.

On his third visit, the memory had been a vision. A quipu, the knotted strings used by the ancient Incas for sending messages.

And today?

“Well, Flower,” he muttered, “you still have taste and touch to work with.” Leaning over the bloom, he bent close. And breathed in.

Smell. The Flower, yes, but also the scent of wet earth and damp chill air.

Sight. The quipu again, but this time suspended in the air against a rock wall with carvings that disappeared before the image resolved.

More sounds. A slithering. A deep growl. The beat of wings. And again, dimmer as if more distant this time, that rumbling roar of rushing water.

And then…

It began as a pressure on his chest. The feeling of a great weight pushing down on him. In on him. Surrounding him, squeezing him from all sides. Building, building, building. Trying to crush him, to compress him into a tiny ball.

A ball that suddenly hung before him. A black ball, black as in the absence of light, hanging in the void that was the Nothing. A black ball impossibly small yet impossibly massive, as if an infinitely tiny
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