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  CHAPTER ONE


  First Step Into the Dark


  My name is Fang, and I’m a nightmare. I like to think I’m pretty good at it, but as you can tell from the name, I’m not exactly subtle. Those are the great nightmares. Jeffery can drag a dream straight into the Dark by showing his teeth and what he’s eating. I don’t know why he wants me as his best friend, but he keeps telling me I don’t know how good I could be.


  We were about to find out.


  We lurked at the edge, the borderline between the Dark and the Light. Tonight, it looked like a wide stretch of road edged by grass on either side. On our side, of course, it was brown and dead, and on the other side there were budding flowers. The border wasn’t always so obviously symbolic, but I was happy because it meant the barrier was wide tonight. It would be easy to get across. I waited, crouched low like a dog, which was a pretty good description of me. Jeffery sat on a ragged tree stump, lazy and calm and thoughtful. For a nightmare, he could look so much like a human boy you’d think he was the dreamer. That was part of it. We had a plan.


  Dreams drift like soap bubbles, and the dreamers rarely have any say in where they go. I wasn’t going to wait for one to wander over the line into the Dark tonight. I was going hunting.


  I saw one that would fit perfectly, gathered myself, and raced across the highway into somewhere too bright, somewhere that felt wrong, where I wasn’t welcome. If I didn’t have a clear goal in sight I’d have gotten turned around and ended up heading right back into the Dark where I started, but there it was, a soapy window into a little house where everything was perfect and pretty and orderly. I could spot the dreamer clearly. She was the only thing truly active, a short- haired woman in a modest flowery dress pushing a vacuum cleaner. A soothing little dream about a simple life I suspected didn’t exist. Perfect for what I intended to do.


  First, I had to circle around and leap through into the dream from the back. I landed in a kitchen, but since the dreamer wasn’t in it, the room was only sterile and shiny surfaces. She’d know that I was here, but she wouldn’t know she knew. It gave me time to hide. She had a dog, an absurd little poodle, harmless and pretty to match the rest of the dream. I grabbed it in my teeth, pulled it open with my claws, swallowed my pride and dove into its skin.


  Even knowing the payoff, this was more than a little humiliating, especially with Jeffery watching. I trotted out into the living room where the dreamer performed her meaningless domestic chores, and as I came into her view I actually turned pink. It was that kind of dream. So I wagged my stumpy little tail, yipped a couple of times, and trotted off again into what might be a bedroom.


  The plan was working. She was watching me with that vague stare I see a lot from dreamers. She knew something was wrong, and the dream would be floating closer to the edge, to the Dark. I couldn’t just let this slide if I wanted to do it right. There was a crib, my real target all along. I trotted up to it in my stupidly harmless pink body and lifted myself up onto my hind legs to peer into it.


  I gave her a few seconds. Timing was important, to let the dread start to flicker without letting her quite realize it. What I saw in the cradle meant this was going to work very, very well. The dreamer must have really had a baby, because this one was so well defined, every hair and curve of pudge and faint stain on its pajamas perfect.


  I let out a growl, loud and abrupt, hunger and pleasure, and the poodle started to tear off of me as I lunged my teeth down and bit into the dream baby. I shook and shook, and behind me the dreamer screamed. I felt the lurch, saw the lights dim around us, blackening the edges of the dream. This dream had plunged hard into the Dark, and now there was blood spraying everywhere as I ground my teeth into the thing in the crib.


  And all of a sudden, the dream broke. I had terrified the dreamer into waking up in only a few seconds. I was surprised at how far from the border we were, too, and as the dream dissolved around me black fog swirled, visceral traces of the woman’s fear. They began to tighten around me, clinging, and I shook them off. If you did something like this, there was always that temptation to become what you’d been pretending to be. That wasn’t me.


  Which is why, as Jeffery wandered over, grinning with a mouthful of little bitty teeth sharper than mine, I felt both exhilarated and triumphant, but not satisfied.


  “That was beautiful!” he crowed, slapping me on the flank. He reveled in this kind of thing, and why not? He was a top nightmare, an artist of bad dreams. “No, more than that. It was delicious. You’re always telling me you’re too simple to be one of the great monsters. I told you, that’s your strength. You can do anything with it, and in the back of their heads they’re all afraid of the teeth in the dark.”


  That didn’t make me feel any less conflicted, honestly. I could feel the thrill of that dream. I wasn’t sure I’d ever done such a powerful job, scared a victim so hard, so fast. It was something you could make a reputation with, and part of me felt good. The problem was the other part.


  “It wasn’t me, Jeff,” I told him exasperatedly.


  “You performed it,” he argued back, as smug as if he were arguing that it was his victory after all, “It was nothing you don’t know how to do. You picked your target, you adapted everything, you had the timing and the voice. That wasn’t me out there, it was completely you.”


  “No, it wasn’t,” I retorted firmly, “Maybe you’re right, maybe I could have thought of all of that myself. But I never would, and do you know why? It’s not me, Jeff. That was beautiful, all right? It was. But it was the kind of thing you do, not the kind of thing I do, and I don’t feel like me when I do it.”


  “It can be,” he insisted, “That’s the point. You could be that monster, every night.”


  “I don’t want to be,” I groused back. “That wasn’t a chase. I’m the teeth snapping one step behind you, and you know it. This kind of thing doesn’t make me feel good.”


  He left it for a moment. We had this kind of argument a lot, although not usually this vehemently. He felt like he’d proved his point and so did I, and he didn’t see it. He didn’t want to push, either. He wanted me to be as good as he was, and I wanted it too, but I wasn’t going to become him to do it.


  The whole thing made me feel wrong. Just wrong, like the dream was still clinging to me, telling me to be something that pounces on weaknesses instead of the thrill and violence of the chase. “It didn’t work, okay, Jeffery? I’m sorry. I’m not the nightmare you think I am. And after that dream, I’m starting to forget who I am. So, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to visit my Muse.”


  “You mean your girlfriend?” he asked, flashing those teeth. He liked to save them, but I was his friend and he was teasing me. The argument was on hold until another day.


  ”I wish,” I snapped back, thankful I couldn’t blush. Okay, she was my girlfriend. She was also my Muse, and I needed inspiration to see who I was again. I turned my back on Jeffery and went loping off into the Dark.
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  I always had to wander a little to find my Muse. I knew where she was because she never left, but where that place was could be a bit of a question. All the professional Muses, the nightmares and other things who were devoted to making themselves into art, into something that would inspire the rest of us, they stayed near the Gate. I think Jeffery had one. I’d seen her, if ‘her’ can be used to describe something that was a mass of geometry. My girl was just herself, and that was why I needed her right now.


  This time, I found her home near the border, all alone, looking over its lawn at the highway and across to brood on brighter days that would never come here. That’s the feel I got. It wasn’t quite the stereotypical haunted house, but it was big and tall and abandoned, with bay windows and a turret and a big porch and a cellar door. It was obviously abandoned, the paint drab and peeling and many of the windows broken and boarded up, but it wasn’t falling apart and there weren’t bats or spider webs or anything obvious. Just derelict. I loved the loneliness of it.


  Inside, it had the same abandoned house feel, with only a little furniture, some of which was knocked down, and a lot of dust. As I walked down a hallway that was longer than the house itself, I passed a statue bulging from the wall, a greyish shape of a human man with arms thrown up in fear. The statue didn’t move, but sometimes an eye would open on the wall and stare at me as I passed, an eye that could be any size and any color.


  That set me on alert. The house was more active than usual, and I doubted it was because of me. It was because … of the dreamer that appeared, walking down the hall in front of me. There was that feel, my hackles slightly raised like I was being watched. We were in a dream now. I couldn’t have asked for a better opportunity, because I was about to see my nightmare girl in action.


  There was hardly any for a while. The dreamer was blurry and I thought it was male, but some people don’t know what they look like. He wandered slowly down the hall, reaching up to touch a chandelier and watch it sway, edging away from another statue jutting from a wall, this one a child. There were eyes staring at him, but always behind him.


  The hall didn’t end, so he turned a corner and wandered through a library where all the books were blank and most of them had fallen off their shelves. That led into another hall, and now he walked a little faster. This one wouldn’t end either, so he ducked into a nursery playroom blackened by old fire. He edged around a teddy bear that was half ashes and wrestled with a stuck door for a moment before forcing himself impatiently into a pantry. The food was all ancient rot, fungus and cobwebs too old to even smell. After that a little hallway with no wallpaper, only bare wooden walls. He was no longer trying to follow it, ducking from room to room instead as he tried to find the way out. I followed, keeping to the edges of rooms, lurking in the darkness. Maybe he knew I was there, or maybe felt the eyes watching him. He looked sharply behind him a couple of times, but I would hide and the eyes would close and there’d be nothing to see.


  Finally, a door let him into a large parlor. Here was the most furnished room so far, although there were dust covers on most of the chairs and couches, and the huge windows looked out on nothing at all. Four of those statues stuck out of the walls, but the dreamer was staring at my girlfriend.


  She was, I had to admit, beautiful. She looked so human, pale and nearly bone-thin with long hair that was dark but not black. Her dress was lace and moth-eaten holes, black and wine and stained with dust, and she sobbed quietly with tears leaking past the gloved hands covering her face.


  The dreamer stared. All she did was cry without acknowledging either of us, curled forward in a rickety wooden chair much too big for her. Eventually her hands fell from her face, shaking as one reached out to take a brush off a side table and start pulling it awkwardly through her hair. Her face was perfect, her features delicate but wasted. A hint of grey made her skin look unhealthy and she had no eyes, just black and empty sockets from which tears steadily ran. She still sobbed even as she wrestled with her hair, until the brush fell from her hand onto the floor.


  The sound of it broke the dreamer. He ran past me, back the way he came, down that wooden hallway. No matter how far he ran, it wouldn’t end, and he ducked into the laundry only to stagger back out of a demolished kitchen. The eyes watched him from in front and behind, no longer hiding, and I sort of lost control. He was running. He was lost in my Muse, and I had to be a part of it. I growled, the ragged sound of a dog about to attack, and I started to run after him.


  Room to room to room, he ran. Every room was darker than the last. He didn’t have to climb any stairs to pass through a slimy, dirt-floored cellar or an attic layered with dust and things broken and forgotten. I was always a room behind him, slamming a door open as he ducked through the next one. He burst into a bathroom with no other exit and a trapdoor opened up beneath him, dumping him down a long chute into the coal cellar again. Just as he ran up the stairs and threw open a door, I came crashing through a grimy window, landing on all fours in the cellar behind him. He ducked through into the next room with a deliciously satisfying urgency.


  We were back in the sitting room again, and my girlfriend was still there, crying softly. Nothing had changed at all. Maybe he realized he only had one way to get out, because the walls around me smeared and twisted, the house jerked a couple of times, and the dream broke as he woke himself up.


  Which left me alone with my Muse. She didn’t react to me, of course. She hadn’t reacted to the dreamer. I had no reason to believe she knew either of us was here, because she never spoke, never did anything but sit there and cry.


  That was what made her beautiful, and I prowled over to her chair, stood up, and drew a fingertip over her hair. She didn’t have to work or plan to be a nightmare, she only had to be. Sometimes I wondered if she was even a person at all, or just a concept. I liked to think there was someone inside there and she wasn’t merely a prop for the house.


  “I’m back,” I told her. “I hope you didn’t mind my taking part, but I love watching what you do to a dream.”


  All I got were quiet noises of sadness. I drew my thumb over a tear and raised it to my tongue to taste the salt. She couldn’t just be a piece of furniture. She was too exact, always the same, and she had a feel and sounds and taste. I was sure the house was part of her. It couldn’t be the other way around.


  “What’s your name?” I asked her for the fiftieth time. I took her wrists and gently pulled them away from her face, but it just made her lean her head back and close those empty eyes, whimpering slightly as the tears continued to come.


  She didn’t know I was here. She’d never known I was here, but this time it sucked the satisfaction out of seeing her. I didn’t want her to change. I wanted to touch her, somehow, even the slightest bit. I leaned in close, my face an inch from hers. Nothing. I wrapped my arms tightly around her, and in a moment of desperation I bit down on her neck.


  I bit hard, letting my teeth sink in, and my claws dragged down her back. I didn’t have time to do anything worse or to feel good or bad about it. I tasted her blood instead and it was awful, so bitter and nasty it made me jerk away convulsively. When I looked back there weren’t any marks, just slight stains of blood. I’d ripped her dress, but the fabric raveled back up before my eyes. Now I felt worse. I’d forced my love on a girl who wasn’t even aware of me, and she hadn’t noticed.


  I had to give up. Maybe I’d be able to face her again later. I fell back onto all fours, heading for the door, but there was another dreamer in front of me.


  This one was a little girl in a white nightgown, with short brown hair and big blue eyes, and she watched me in still silence. I was pretty big and black and hairy at the moment. I loomed over her, but she just stared solemnly, and nothing changed around me. There was no sense of being in a dream.


  Of course, she might not be a dreamer. Hardly anyone in the dark looked so harmless and human though, and you did get dreamers who just wandered into the Dark without bringing a dream with them.


  “You shouldn’t give up,” she told me. That was even more odd. Dreamers rarely speak. Most of them can’t get words right while asleep. “I know there’s more to her. You just have to get through the sadness.”


  I stopped and sat down on the floor. My Muse wouldn’t talk to me, and apparently this little girl would. It felt a bit weird, because I didn’t get lonely much or seek out other people, much. Some part of me was the lone wolf, and that’s not a metaphor. “I don’t even know she’s sad,” I told her frankly, “It could be an act, crocodile tears, a recording. Sometimes I think there’s nobody in there at all.”


  The little girl walked into the room, and as she passed, she ran her hand over the top of my head, petting me like I was an actual dog. “No, I think it’s the other way,” she argued, although she did it calmly and delicately. “I think she’s like me, not like you. I think she’s a person who got lost.”


  It does happen. They say Lucy is like that, a human who woke up in the Dark and realized that it’s the dreamer who can kill the nightmare, not the other way around. “She doesn’t act human. Even when they’re dreaming, they have, you know—they have depth.”


  “That’s why I think she’s a person,” the little girl replied. “It’s the things around her.” She walked up to one of the statue things stuck in the walls, the man, and touched it carefully. “Have you really looked at these? They’re all the same. The same man, woman, and two little boys. Everywhere in the house. Look at their faces. I think they’re memories.”


  She was right. They were scenery, but they were always there somewhere, and when they were in this room, they always faced my girlfriend. Every fold of cloth and wrinkle in the faces showed. I glanced back at the beautiful, crying figure in the chair and tried to think of it like the little girl was suggesting. That was her face. The house was the person underneath.


  The little girl patted my flank, treating me like a dog again, and I tried not to wag my tail.


  “You’re in love, aren’t you?” she asked, and she was smiling now.


  Everybody had to rub it in. “Yeah, I guess. She’s just so perfect, okay? But whether she’s a human or a nightmare or any kind of person at all, I can’t get her to feel the same way about me.”


  The little girl giggled, and I certainly didn’t hear that much from dreamers. “Maybe you’re going about it the wrong way?” she pointed out, “Human girls don’t much like being bitten. I always wanted a boy to bring me flowers.”


  Flowers? That was the craziest thing I’d ever heard, but only something unexpected was going to work here. At least this girl had made me feel like I really could get through to my Muse somehow.


  As I pushed myself back up and turned to the door something nagged at me. “What’s your name, anyway?” I asked her.


  “I’m Anna. I’ll probably see you again some time.” She told me.


  “I’m Fang,” I told her in return. She started giggling again at my name, and I suddenly felt embarrassed. Seriously, had I ever had a conversation this personal with anyone? So I ducked the issue and bolted out the door. Where in the Dark was I going to find flowers for a girl?
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  There was one obvious place. You could get most anything at the Gate, or at least in the city around it. If no nightmare could bend the Dark enough to make flowers out of it, a demon would have stolen them from the waking world, or they’d have been constructed, string by thought by atom by line of paint, by one of the things from outside. Little girls who show up when you least expect it and give you relationship advice aren’t the weirdest things in the Dark by any measure.


  I wasn’t going to take that option. I didn’t like the crowds, didn’t like dealing with strangers, and wasn’t a scary enough nightmare that I could expect good service. I’d have put up with all of those things if it meant getting my nightmare girl’s attention, but flowers made by someone else weren’t going to do it. Winning her heart with someone else’s creativity? I was too proud to do that even if I thought it would work.


  You see a certain number of flowers in dreams, at least if you’re brave enough to go get them from the Light, and Anna was right. There are flowers around a lot when dreamers are cooing over each other. As soon as I remembered that, what I needed to do was obvious.


  I went back and found that the border had become a fence, high and cross-slatted, and our side was rocks and sand while the other side sprawled lushly green and drenched in sunlight. Not what I wanted to see, and the occasional little daisy or whatever in the grass didn’t comfort me. There were only a few, and they were plain and hardly there. I needed the kind of beauty only a human imagination could make and the kind they stopped making when their dreams drifted this close to the Dark.


  Gritting my teeth, I went for it. I jumped the fence, hit the real divide the fence only symbolized, and went rolling into the grass in the Light. The sun baked me, burned me. Tonight, the Light wasn’t accepting any intrusion. Things like me weren’t allowed and it was trying to force me out or boil me away if I wouldn’t go. I had to think about my Muse, and how she made me feel. Not just the way I wanted her to notice me, but the way she reminded me of who I was. I was teeth, the thing that chases, a wolf and a hound and a tiger and things that don’t have names. If it sounds like I was dizzy, I was. The Light had never hated me as much as I felt that night, and I had to hold onto myself, make myself steady so it couldn’t burn me down.


  Instead, I went charging into the Light. Like the Dark, it had … places. Bits of landscape, drifting in the endless glow. Sometimes I ran across grassland, or along a beach, or everything became blank and white. I didn’t have the attention to spare to think about them. I was keeping my back to the fence, running in deep, with the glare blinding me and leaving paw prints that were smudges of ash.


  I needed a good dream, a beautiful dream. I hardly realized when I found it. I was running through a park, and slowly I realized it wasn’t random. It had a purpose, and I could see a rainbow sheen around the its edges. A dream had closed around me and I’d been too dizzy to notice. The trees were covered in tiny blossoms I couldn’t quite use, the bushes were verdant with leaves, and a young woman, a dreamer, stood on a little bridge in a nightgown. Out of nowhere a horse trotted up with a young man on it. His face was very clear, so he must be someone the dreamer knew, and as he reached down to her flowers sprouted everywhere.


  I got the vague sense that this dream was repulsively stupid, but I was still burning hot and the Light was grinding at me. Anyway, I’d gotten what I wanted. Huge, luridly colored flowers of every shape, multiple blossoms to a stem, sprang from the grass on all sides. I yanked a few up in my teeth, and instead of disturbing the dream, it was me that twisted. Something tried to lurch out of me, to go trotting up to the lovers with this bouquet. That meant I was way, way too far into the Light, and I couldn’t stand up to it much longer. I knew who I was, though. Fangs, long and sharp and white, gripped those flowers. I growled, growing as big and black as I could, and turned and ran for the edge. Now it was the dream that shuddered. The boy grabbed the girl’s bodice harshly … and the whole thing broke up. We were too far into the Light for me to drag that dream back with me, and I didn’t want to. As it burst, I was leaping out of the skin of it, holding my prize in my teeth.


  I ran. It didn’t matter in which direction because I would be pushed toward the border. I could feel that sun, pure and golden, beating down on me. I had chosen the wrong night to cross into the Light, but that just meant it pushed me out faster, and when I saw the fence I leaped, holding tight onto the flowers as I crashed through the division between Light and Dark, spinning and falling, and came to rest in sweet, cool shadows.


  The flowers were still in my teeth. Ripped raw from a strong dream, they remained bright and lovely and uncorrupted. I felt shaky for a moment, but soon I was racing off into the Dark. My Muse’s lonely, rotting house wasn’t far. I trotted in through a front door hanging open off the hinge. She had lured in no dreamers tonight, and the hallways were dark. I passed only one statue, the grown woman, and caught no eyes spying on me. Nothing moved at all until I reached the sitting room, and then it was only her, hands over her face, weeping softly as she had been since we first met. She was one thing barely alive in an empty and lifeless building on an empty and lifeless estate, and my heart was pounding at how lovely she was.


  Probably I’d spent too long in the Light, but I always felt a little like that when I saw her. I actually felt nervous as I crept up to her and laid the flowers in her lap. They were by far the brightest thing in the house, the only thing that seemed alive except for her.


  But nothing happened. She sobbed softly into her hands, on and on. Tears fell, became spots on her dress that slowly disappeared, replaced by new spots from new tears. Every once in a while, she would fumble with a button on her dress or the laces at her wrists and her black, empty eye sockets would be revealed, but they never turned toward me or my gift. So, I sat there. I sat there until the color leeched out of the blooms and they became grey and faded away into dust as fragments of dreams that didn’t belong.


  It had always been a silly idea. I had listened to a dreamer, and it had turned out the way I should have expected. Maybe Anna was right and this girl I wished was my girlfriend, who I claimed was my Muse, had been human once. A mouthful of flowers was not going to get her attention though, not if she’d ignored me for this long.


  I padded gloomily out of the building. My Muse had failed me. She didn’t care and didn’t want to inspire me. I felt empty, so my path immediately turned toward the Gate and my guiltiest pleasure.


  The city around the Gate is a confusing place. Like everywhere in the Dark, places aren’t fixed. A building or a forest or a beach might always exist, but they moved around each other without warning. The shops and tenements and clubs and offices and all of that surrounding the Gate moved too, but they stayed near the Gate itself. The streets might rearrange themselves, but there was always a knot of buildings tethered around the Gate by the desire of the owners to be easily found.


  I avoided the place when I could. I was a nobody and no one would want to serve me, and there was nothing I wanted anyway. Every nightmare in the city knew who Jeffery was, and he could sit down in any bar and everyone, even ghosts and the damned, fallen angels and alien things would want to talk to him. Fortunately, I wasn’t all that social to begin with. There was nothing for me here.


  Well, there was one thing for me here, a weakness I gave in to when I had no pride or strength to resist anymore. I found her salon the same way I find everything, by knowing where I want to go and walking until I can see or hear or smell it. In this case it was a glowing red sign over a nearly hidden doorway. On the sign was the blade of a safety razor—which everyone knows isn’t safe at all.


  I padded down the steps and into the parlor, and the emptiness inside me became a leaden weight. Not surprisingly, she had customers. I was hardly the only person who wanted her, and ‘person’ didn’t only mean nightmares. There was a silhouette moving in one of the walls, stretching its surface sometimes as it leaned out. Something that seemed to be all legs that ended in needles might have been a nightmare, or a thing from outside the Dark. Neither of them mattered. By the door into the back rooms, smoking a cigarette and leaning on a cane, was a man dressed all in fine black with deep red skin and eyes that glowed like coals. A demon. A smart demon, one of the ones with style, maybe even one of the ones that claimed they were really angels.


  I dragged myself around, tail hanging, and tried to keep my head from hanging too as I wandered back out onto the street. There was no way she would choose to take me as a customer tonight, and the others were probably fooling themselves too. She would see the demon first and they’d be busy for a long, long time. I couldn’t compete with something like that.


  I didn’t know Jeffery was there until he grabbed me by my shoulders and exclaimed, “Fang, you dog! So, this is what it takes to lure you into town?”


  If I’d known he was there I’d have tried to sneak away. Now I wasn’t sure if I cared how humiliating it was to have him look up at the sign and comment, “Masochism, huh? You’re one of her clients? What does your girlfriend have to say about that? Don’t give me that look. I’m honestly relieved. I thought mooning over a ghost was the only thing you ever did besides chase dreamers. You like to tell me I’m going to get Lucy on my trail, but I’ve been more worried you’d fade away.”


  The idea of doing that, of becoming a set of fangs with no thoughts or feelings, chasing dreamers mindlessly through the dark—it was entirely too soothing and attractive. I didn’t want to be the kind of nightmare Jeffery was, my Muse was never going to know I was there, and I was too much a nobody, another unimaginative nightmare from the edge of the Dark, to enjoy the one pleasure I had left. “I’m not one of her clients, Jeff,” I told him flatly, “Yes, you caught me here, but she won’t see me. You know the kind of guys who come to her. I don’t rate.”


  “You rate if I say you rate,” he corrected me, and grabbed me by the collar and dragged me back inside.


  His intention was obvious. Jeffery has a reputation. He commands respect. He can get anything in this town, and usually be served first. There aren’t a lot of people or things that are higher on the food chain than him around here, but a demon is one of them. I was about to point that out, but when he saw the man with the red skin he didn’t even hesitate. Jeffery dragged me right up and dropped me in front of the curtain.


  “Excuse me,” he told the demon, and his tone wasn’t polite at all, “My friend here has the first appointment.”


  The demon might have been even more stunned than I was. Not that he showed it, but he took a long puff on his cigarette before answering flatly, “No.”


  Now they were eyeing each other and not saying anything. There wasn’t anything left to say. Either one of them would back down, or—was Jeffery seriously picking a fight with a demon? He could choke a dream with terror until the dreamer couldn’t get free and that had made him strong, and he was fiendishly smart. The problem was that ‘fiendishly smart’ were words invented to describe the black-suited figure watching him now. I had no idea who’d win, but they were too proud to surrender, and the loser would be hurt, maybe beyond healing.


  Instead, a weak, high-pitched voice interrupted. “Fang?”


  I knew the voice, or at least I knew the way she talks. Jeffery called her Masochism because everybody does, but she’s the Demiurge of Self-Loathing. She probably had a name, but no one knew what it was or what she’d been before she obtained the title. I knew she was starting to fade, to become a concept rather than a person, but she hung on because it hurt more. Demiurges are important. They have power, and they can’t be killed, but she spent her nights in this little salon, giving herself to one customer at a time as we came out of the Dark.


  I didn’t try to see her very often, and usually I turned away because of how popular she was. I was shocked that she even remembered my name.


  So was everyone else, although Jeffery looked distinctly smug as Self-Loathing stepped out past the curtain and addressed the demon, “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to wait. This is a very special, personal customer, and he goes first.”


  He was probably furious, but it didn’t show and there was nothing he could do. She picked who she would see and when, like every Muse and decorator and fortune teller and vendor in the Dark. But she was popular, and I could see why. Right now, she looked a lot like Anna, like a little human girl. She was thinner, fragile and shaking and bruised. All I could be sure she was wearing was a white sheet wrapped around her. One arm was holding it closed, but the other was hidden and I knew she didn’t want us to see what had happened to it.


  I followed her beckoning hand through the curtain into a dim little hallway, and whispered to her, “Did you call me because Jeffery wanted you to?”


  “Is that why he was here? He’s never come to me before,” she answered. Our voices were low. Who knew how good a demon’s hearing was?


  “Then … you picked me over him and a demon? Why?”


  She smiled, and I could feel the bandage on one of her fingers as her hand stroked down my neck. But instead she asked me, “When you talk to your friends about me, what do you call me?”


  I didn’t talk to my friend about her, but I understood the question if not what it meant. “Self-Loathing,” I answered disbelievingly, “You picked me because I don’t call you Masochism?”


  “I’ll always pick you, Fang,” she told me, “I pick you because you care, but you hurt me anyway.” She laid a finger to my lips and added, “Give me a moment to slip into something more comfortable, and you can come in.”


  So she stepped through another curtain into one of her special rooms, and I gave her a moment. It was hard. So close to a session with her, I was getting a thrill, but I was also getting nervous. How could I perform better than Jeffery or a demon? What could I do but disappoint her?


  There was a noise, something faint and high-pitched, and my feet sort of walked me into the room. I couldn’t describe the room. I didn’t see it. All I saw, sitting in a wicker basket on a ragged old pillow, was a kitten maybe a day old, laboring to open pale blue eyes for the first time and look up at me. Feebly she mewed, and I lost control.


  I chase. It’s what I do, who I am. But if you chase, some part of you wants to catch. I grabbed that tiny, flimsy body in my teeth, and I stopped even trying to restrain myself. I shook and I chewed and I remember at one point hitting her against the wall a few times, and that’s more than I should have said about that already.


  Which left me, a long time later, lying on the torn pillow among the scattered bits of the broken basket with my head lying on something that had once been a kitten. The room was a mess and there was a lot of her smeared all over it, but those bits were still moving. A Demiurge can’t be killed, not in any way I know of, but they can feel pain. Most of her face was left at least, and as I lay there panting, she lifted it, and I felt her tiny, raspy tongue dragging up the side of my muzzle. In the far corner I could see most of her tail, twitching contentedly.


  I guess I’d given her what she wanted the same way she’d given me what I wanted. I wasn’t sure what either of those things were. I was exhausted, panting, but every part of me felt good again. I felt like I was worth noticing. But if I was worth noticing, my Muse was worth trying for. I would stuff her house with every flower in the Light and the Dark if that was what it took to let her know how I felt. It didn’t matter if she thought they were romantic or not. She’d know that I was willing to do anything to get through to her.


  There was a faint bubbling noise and a tiny head pressed against my jaw, and I realized Self-Loathing was trying to purr.
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  I found a field in the Light, a place that didn’t depend on dreamers to remain. I knew I wouldn’t be able to find it again, so I raced back and forth across it to each patch of flowers, yanking them out with my hands and then stuffing them into my teeth so I could dash off looking for the next one. It was perfect, every flower sweet and subtle, petals soft and with delicate aromas. Dreamers forget smells most of the time. Only the Light scouring me raw eventually forced me to take what I had and bolt for home.


  This was a mild night in the Light, which is why when I got back to the border and wriggled my way through a crack in the crumbling wall, I had a huge pile of flowers waiting for me. I’d been able to go back and forth pretty freely, and I was determined to do this right. Still, the flowers on the bottom were starting to lose their color and I’d been baked until my fur was starting to get crispy and fall out in places. It was time to make another delivery.


  This would be the biggest yet. I grabbed as many stems as I could in my jaws and got fistfuls of more, since it’s not like I can’t walk on my back legs if I want to. There was a heavy pile left, but I couldn’t carry it all at once. I’d be back for it. Off I ran, heading for an estate of dead trees and brown grass, and I’d been there so often tonight it was easy to find. I felt good, very good as I trotted up the stairs onto the porch. Eyes in the hallway watched me, but there was only one hall. I felt like the house was leading me right to her, and I when I reached the sitting room the girl in the chair seemed more delicate and lovely than ever.


  There were a lot of flowers. The prettiest, the most vibrant and colorful that stood out like a flame in this grey room, I piled up in her lap. Then I arranged a few over the little tables on either side of her, among sewing supplies and heaped atop her brush and her empty bottle of perfume. There were a lot of roses. Dreamers go nuts for roses. They were falling apart, but I tore off the petals and scattered them in a circle around her feet, then sat back to watch my Muse.


  Yes, I’d been hoping something would happen. Something other than the quiet, endless whimpering and sniffing, so that maybe by covering up her brush she would have to accidentally pick up a flower. Instead she forgot about the brush entirely, and her face remained hidden in her hands and the room was still.


  It was painfully disappointing, but she hadn’t responded to the last load of flowers and I had more waiting. I would keep trying. Something would get through. I watched as a spider dropped down from the ceiling on a thread until it landed in her brown-black hair. There was a gloss to that hair, every strand unique, and a few here and there were a colorless grey that made the others richer. I would keep trying. My Muse was beautiful beyond belief and she didn’t have to try at all to be like that.


  Still, my heart felt heavier as I ran back to the border to get more flowers. I’d collected a lot tonight. I’d see if I could cover every inch of her room in them, and if that would get her attention. Then when it didn’t, I’d try some more. It might only be through sheer persistence, but I was going to get through to her, wake her up somehow.


  I was disappointed when I reached the pile I’d left, because a lot of them had gone grey and crumbled already. I’d taken them from dreams that weren’t vivid enough, most likely. I couldn’t focus on that, because I wasn’t alone. A woman stood over my flowers holding up one of the richest, a pink star threaded with purple, and running a fingertip over its arching, pointed petals. Not just a woman, an angel. A fallen angel.


  The look was so obviously perfect and deliberate I wondered if she was faking it. Her hair was red like blood and she had a halo that was nothing but rust, a dull and unlit hoop, and she didn’t have grand, white wings but rather the mutilated remnants of them on her back. Her clothing wasn’t clothing, merely a white cloth that swirled and floated around her, hiding everything without deigning to pretend to be what humans wear.


  Her posture was still and graceful, and she had a peacefully sad look on her face as she admired the flower I’d picked. It convinced me she wasn’t a nightmare. Anyway, you’d be a fool to try and imitate a fallen angel long. The demons tended to fight among each other for trying it, so she had to be either powerful or dumb.


  “A nightmare picking flowers?” she asked me as I trotted forward, “You went in very deep for some of these. I’m impressed.” The flower she held had a bouquet, and as she lifted it up and smelled it. I could tell she appreciated that.


  It was just smart to be polite to a demon, but what should I say? “Yeah. They’re for a girl,” I told her. Might as well come out and say it, I guess.


  “If I were her, I’d be flattered,” she told me warmly, “I never thought of nightmares doing something this sweet, but I guess we all can fall in love, can’t we?” She stroked the petals of the flower she’d chosen again, and now she was gazing across the border. It had become a railroad track with nothing obvious on either side, a twilight nothing here and a pale, hopeful dawn over there. “I didn’t know nightmares could spend so much time over there.”


  Her voice was drifting, but dark eyes stared fixedly at the paler nothing across the tracks. “It gets to you,” I conceded, “I probably have to stop for the night once I deliver these. Can’t you go get flowers yourself? You look like you want to, really bad.” I stopped myself. Demons were prickly. I corrected as best I could, “You’re not really trying to hide it.”


  She smirked, but she also hesitated before she pulled her gaze away from the Light to look down at me. “I’m not allowed over there. Well, I could go back any time I wanted, but I’d have to renounce everything that makes me who I am.” I understood that perfectly, and why there was so much emotion in her voice when she said it.


  I didn’t have time to figure out what to say. She pointed back across the border and told me, “You know we have a Gate here in the Dark, and you’ve heard stories about what’s on the other side. Well, there’s a Gate over there too, which you’ll never get to see, and I’ll never see again. I like to come here and remember it sometimes.”


  In a few nights I’d gone from avoiding everyone but Jeffery to having personal conversations with people I would have sworn would never want to talk to something like me at all. The whole idea made me feel uncomfortable at first, but then I gave up.


  “It’s an act, right?” I asked her frankly. “You’re putting on a show. I don’t talk to a lot of demons, but you don’t look or act like this.”


  Rather than be offended she reached out a wing, heedless of the occasional drop of blood it left on the flowers, and brushed the pile into an arc. “Is this an act?” she countered with an impish smile, “Are these your feelings?”


  “Sort of?” I hedged. She’d made her point.


  She held out her hand, smiling, and introduced, “I’m Lily.”


  I laid my paw in it. I can shake. “Fang.”


  We both ended up snickering. Half the demonesses in the Dark are named something like Lilith, and half the nightmares are Fang or Claw or something. Names so generic they had to be real.


  She had never put down the flower, and now she was touching it again. I had to listen to a demon actually try to sound gentle as she asked, “The girl these are for—she’s another nightmare, I take it? Are these really what she wants?”


  She’d gone straight to the question I’d been trying to avoid. Of course. “I don’t know what she wants,” I had to admit, “But probably not. Someone suggested flowers and the best I can do is give her so many it has to get her attention.”


  “I know I’d be impressed by the effort,” she admitted, “But I’d trade a house full of regular flowers for just one, if it was picked because it was perfect for me. Think about that.”


  I thought about it. It was an idea. My strategy certainly wasn’t working.
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  It also would have been easier without an actual angel hanging around behind the border watching, but Lily seemed to be interested, and how do you tell someone like her she makes you nervous? Thanks to Jeffery’s never-ending attempts to teach me to be more subtle, I thought I knew what to do. It wasn’t hard to find the right dream. All this hunting for dreams with flowers in them had made me sensitive, and the hard part was waiting for one to drift close to the border. I wanted one on the edge.


  When I broke into the one I’d picked, I saw flowers, but only a few. The dream was a sort of a forest, or a garden, or something in-between. I couldn’t even tell if the dreamer was male or female. They were just a vague shape drifting peacefully through a lush arbor.


  This wasn’t about the chase. It was about setting a mood. I hid myself inside a tree until the dreamer floated past. As it did, I shoved
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