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THE CRYSTAL KEY

Book 2 in the Dream Rider Saga

Sequel to the multi-award-winning The Hollow Boys

“Give me the Crystal Key!”

Will Dreycott is the Dream Rider, the agoraphobic teenage superhero who can walk in our dreams but never in the streets of his city. Case is his girlfriend, a survivor of those streets who hears voices that warn her of danger. Fader is her brother, who is very good at disappearing. Together, they defeated a body swapper and a witch to save the world (The Hollow Boys).

Now, Case battles guilt over living sheltered in Will’s tower home while her street friends still struggle. Blaming his affliction for Case’s sadness, Will searches for a way to live a normal life with the girl he loves—a way to go outside.

But his efforts draw the attention of dark forces. Sinister figures hunt Will in Dream. Intruders scour the vast warehouse of antiquities “acquired” by Will’s missing parents. And a masked swordswoman attacks Will, demanding “the Crystal Key” before disappearing into thin air.

Are they all searching for the same thing? Something from Will’s parents’ shady past? For the swordswoman leaves behind a flowery scent, Will’s only memory from the lost expedition eight years ago that gave him powers in Dream but cost him his parents and his freedom.

A trail of dark secrets leads Will, Case, and Fader to a mysterious world. Trapped between warring cults willing to kill for the Crystal Key, the three friends must master strange new powers that grow stronger and wilder the closer they draw to the truth.

This time it’s not just the fate of the world at stake…but the multiverse.

~~

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 Hollow Boys, book 1 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 first. Then you can come back to The Crystal Key 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.
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Chapter 1: Front Row

LAWRENCE KINLAND WAS afraid. Ridiculous, he told himself. He had no reason for fear. He was exactly where he wanted to be.

Even if he had no idea where he was. Or how he came to be here. Or why he wanted to be here.

He sat alone at a round white-clothed table in the largest banquet hall he’d ever seen. And the strangest.

The room was a huge cavern, carved from a shining black stone, running at least fifty paces by a hundred and rising to a high vaulted ceiling. At scores of tables throughout, men in tuxedos and women in evening gowns talked and laughed, ate and drank. All wore animal-headed masks.

Servers, male and female, dressed only in loin cloths and leopard masks, wove between the tables. Each balanced a tray laden with a steaming roast of an unknown meat on their heads and carried a wine flask in one hand. On the cavern walls, torches burned with scarlet flames, washing the room in a bloody light.

Why was this scene so familiar? Had he been here before? If so, he couldn’t remember. Just as he couldn’t remember how he’d arrived here tonight.

Tonight? Was it night?

An oval dance floor of polished hardwood filled the middle of the cavern, large enough for a hundred couples, but currently empty. Circling that space, every twenty paces or so, flames leaped from bronze pots squatting waist-high on clawed feet, their smoke mixing with the torches and the smell of cooked meat.

Kinland’s table sat at the end of the room on the edge of the dining area. Beside him, the dance floor ended at a semicircular dais a meter high and ten across, sculpted from the black stone. The dais jutted from the cavern wall, tall red curtains hiding whatever lay behind. Two men dressed as Victorian footmen flanked the curtains, each holding draw ropes. They wore bear-head masks and sword scabbards.

Concentric circles lay carved into the platform, with spokes radiating outwards from the innermost circle. On the floor below where each spoke ended, a golden goblet rested, as if waiting to be filled.

Masked guests occupied every seat at every table in the room. Except at his. He sat alone, unmasked. The other diners paid him no notice, yet his isolation and proximity to the dais felt both threatening and ominous. He felt exposed, naked, unwanted.

At the opposite end of the cavern, a broad red-carpeted staircase led up from the dance floor to a tapestry-draped landing. A movement on the staircase caught his eye. A man wearing the formal attire of a Victorian gentleman and a boar’s head mask descended the stairs. Walking the length of the room, the man seated himself across from Kinland and removed the mask. Long white hair. Blue eyes, bright and cold. A hooked nose under snowy eyebrows.

Another jolt of surprise shook Kinland. They’d met before. Here. In this place. His memories rushed back.

The man’s name was…Beroald. He was a powerful man. A man who had offered to share that power with him—if Kinland performed a certain task.

Cold sweat trickled down his back. He remembered more now. Remembered the agreement he had made, the task he had promised to do.

Remembered, too, that he had failed in that task.

“You disappointed us, Lawrence,” Beroald said, as if reading his mind. He spoke with an upper-class English accent, his voice deep and rich with a softness that didn’t hide the threat in his words.

Kinland swallowed, his mouth dry. “Beroald, please, sir, give me another chance. I will try again. I—”

Beroald cut him off with a raised hand. “How, Lawrence? How will you try again? You no longer have access to the White Tower. You, therefore, no longer have access to where the artifact lies hidden. In short, the reasons which prompted us to approach you no longer apply.”

Kinland could think of no reply.

“Worse,” Beroald continued, “you made an enemy of Adrienne Archambeault with your treatment of her ward, the Dreycott boy. And roused her suspicions with your actions. The woman is no fool. Far from it. My people tell me she is making inquiries. Into the front company you used to shield your search. Into the individuals you employed for that search.” Beroald paused, his blue eyes piercing Kinland, pinning him to his chair. “Into you.”

“I…I can make amends. Please…”

Beroald flicked his hand at him as if shooing away a fly. “No, Lawrence. After we tie up a few loose ends, we shall adopt a different approach for our quest. This will be our last conversation, you and I.”

Which meant, Kinland knew, his last time in this strange room. And his last opportunity to share in the power Beroald had offered.

A masked server set a plate heaped with steaming slices of beef before them, then filled both their glasses with a ruby wine.

Beroald lifted his glass. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out, Lawrence. For both our sakes. You would have fit in well here. But enjoy your dinner. A last meal, so to speak. Someone will guide you from here…” He nodded at the red curtains. “…after tonight’s ceremony.” He clapped his hands.

Four musicians in harlequin masks and dressed as Elizabethan minstrels emerged from a tunnel to the left of the dais. Two carried mandolins, one a saxophone, and the last a set of bongos. Each bore a wooden stool. Reaching the dais, they sat on their stools beside the platform and took up their instruments.

Beroald clapped again.

The curtains drew back, revealing a dark opening in the black stone wall, like the mouth of a cave. In that mouth, Kinland sensed more than saw something watching, waiting.

“And finally…” Beroald gestured towards the far end of the room.

Kinland turned to look. Two figures appeared at the top of the carpeted staircase. One was a broad-chested giant, dressed like the two men flanking the red curtains—Victorian footman garb, bear mask, and sword. In his hands, he held a heavy chain of gray metal. The chain ran to a collar around the neck of a woman who stood beside him, her eyes downcast.

The woman was young and, even from this distance, the most beautiful Kinland had ever seen, with hair so white and skin so pale she seemed to glow. She wore only a diaphanous gown that changed color and shape when he tried to focus on it, sometimes concealing, sometimes revealing, sometimes seeming to disappear. The body it revealed was slim and lithe, with long arms and legs.

Her masked guard unfastened the collar from her neck. Freed, she raised her head to gaze around the room, transforming that simple movement into an act of defiance. The guard gestured to the stairs with an arm. Turning from him with a sneer, her chin held high, she glided down the staircase.

As she reached the bottom, the torches on the walls died, and Kinland realized the woman was glowing with some inner light. As if to match her light, the flames in the burners surrounding the dance floor sprang higher. Shadows writhed over the masked diners who now watched only this woman as she stepped onto the floor. She rose on her toes, her arms above her in a delicate arc, fingertips touching. Then she sprang forward.

And began to dance.

She leaped, she spun, she whirled down the floor, ever moving, ever graceful, but as one apart, as if she were the only person in the vast room. The band did not play. She seemed to dance to music only she heard. Kinland couldn’t take his eyes from her.

She moved past where he sat with Beroald. At the end of the dance floor, she stopped. No longer moving, no longer dancing, her earlier glow faded.

With downcast gaze, the Dancer (for that is what he now called this woman) crossed the stone semicircle with a slow precise gait. She halted two paces in front of the dais that lay before the darkened opening in the wall. She raised her hands above her head. The minstrel band began to play.

Kinland sucked in his breath, shivering with a thrill of surprise. He knew this tune. It was a song he’d heard before.

No. Not a song.

The Song.

As the Song played, the cave opening quivered like a black membrane, vomiting a thick fog onto the dais. Inside that murk, a misshapen, many-legged form loomed.

The Dancer began to dance again. And glow again. Her glow grew with each spin she made, each leap she took, until it lit the room and, finally, penetrated the thick mist.

And Kinland saw the thing that had emerged from the opening, drawn here, he knew, by the Song.

The creature resembled a monstrous elongated beetle crossed with a scorpion. It skittered forward on six multi-jointed legs set below a black and shiny carapace. Dark scales protected a short neck and a bulbous head. Long pincers extended from each side of a slit-like mouth writhing in a horrible parody of human lips. The beast measured at least three meters from its head to the end of a jointed, barbed tail.

Four red multifaceted eyes took in the diners. It scrambled forward on the dais.

Wanting to flee but fearing any movement would attract the creature’s attention, Kinland remained frozen in his seat. The Dancer spun closer to the dais. The creature scuttled towards her, its many feet clicking and clacking on the stone. It stopped. The music played, and the Dancer danced. As she moved, the thing stood transfixed, swaying, red eyes locked on her, as if hypnotized by the spell she wove with her body.

The two curtain attendants slid long blades from their scabbards. They crept toward the beast. The nearest drew his arm back and, with a sudden but sure motion, slipped his blade between the scales surrounding the beast’s neck. The creature spasmed once, then slumped to the floor.

Blood spewed from the wound, thick and black, flowing along the channels carved in the stone into the waiting goblets. As the goblets filled, table attendants collected them and set more in place. The attendants then circulated amongst the tables with the filled goblets.

Her head lowered, the Dancer now knelt before the dais. Her masked guard refastened the metal collar with its chain around her neck. He then led the Dancer, her head down and a prisoner once more, the length of the room to the staircase. Climbing the stairs, the man and the Dancer disappeared through a side archway.

Kinland sat trembling, again fighting an urge to run. A leopard-headed woman arrived to pour blood from the goblet she carried into Beroald’s glass. She inclined her masked head toward Kinland, but Beroald waved a hand. The woman bowed and left.

Beroald raised his glass. “Excuse me, Lawrence, but the efficacy of the blood lasts but a short while.” He took a deep drink.

The sweet smell of the black liquid reached Kinland. And he remembered being here before. Remembered drinking the black blood. Remembered, too, what happened to him after.

Sweetness. Heat. Then…

A dam bursting inside him…a hidden lake released…his being flooded with rivers of vitality…freed from every bodily pain.

Over the following days, he’d experienced astounding energy, a vigor he hadn’t known for decades. A host of minor ailments that had plagued him for years disappeared. He’d felt wonderful. He’d felt strong. He’d felt powerful. It had been as if…

As if he had become young again.

Staring at Beroald and the man’s now empty glass, he licked his lips. He would never feel that way again, he realized. He’d had his chance. And lost it. Forever.

Beroald smiled sadly at him. The man now shone with a youthful vitality that belied his white hair. “Ah, you remember, don’t you? What we offered you. The taste you had of it.”

Kinland swallowed, still staring at Beroald’s glass, where a single dark drop clung to its lip.

Beroald rose. “Again, my regrets our arrangement did not work out. Now I must pay my respects to my other guests. Someone will lead you from here to…” He paused, then shrugged. “…to where you need to go.” Turning his back on Kinland, Beroald joined a nearby table where he began talking with a thin woman wearing a bare-shouldered gown and a gazelle-head mask.

Kinland fought back his resentment at this abrupt dismissal. Not even a handshake. He had become something to cast off, forgotten. A hand fell on his shoulder, and he jumped.

A footman in a bear mask towered over him. The man was a head taller than Kinland, broad and muscular. “Sir,” the man rumbled in a bass voice, “please follow me.”

Kinland rose on shaking legs, numbed still by the growing realization of what he had lost. “Yes, yes. You will lead me from this place.”

From behind the mask, the man stared at Kinland for a breath, then strode towards the tunnel opening from which the musicians had emerged. With one last look at Beroald’s empty glass, Kinland followed, avoiding even a glance at the dead creature on the dais.

The torch-lit tunnel twisted and snaked, branching again and again. The giant footman never hesitated, selecting their route at each branch without a pause. Still brooding over his failure, Kinland followed unthinking, just wanting to be away from here and home again.

The footman stopped. Ahead, this tunnel branch ended at a dark wooden door, reinforced with horizontal metal bands and barred with a heavy beam. A black iron handle sat above a large keyhole. With obvious effort, the footman lifted the beam from its slots and set it against the wall. Removing a ring of keys from his belt, the man selected one, inserted it and twisted, unlocking the door with a loud click that echoed in the tunnel.

Unlocking, too, something in Kinland’s memories. He now recalled coming to the strange banquet hall, both tonight and on his prior visit, via the red-carpeted staircase.

So why was he leaving by this route tonight?

He was about to ask that when his silent guide yanked the door open. In the dim shadows beyond, Kinland glimpsed figures turning toward him.

“Wait, why are we—?”

He never finished the question. Seizing him by the front of his shirt with one huge hand, the footman flung him into the chamber. Kinland screamed in pure terror, a scream cut off by his impact with the stone floor. The door slammed shut again.

Panicked, he scrambled to his feet. Throwing himself at the door, he pounded on it with both fists. “Wait! Let me out! Don’t leave me here. I want to go home.”

On the other side of the door, a key turned in the lock and something heavy thudded. The beam being reset in place, he realized. Footsteps receded into the distance.

“Mr. Kinland?” came a woman’s voice from behind him. “Is that you?”

He spun around, his eyes adjusting to the dimmer light. A single torch burnt in a sconce beside the door. He stood in a round domed chamber, rough-hewn from the black rock, about ten paces across.

And filled with at least two dozen people. Surprise jolted him as he scanned their frightened faces. He knew them.

He’d hired these men and women to search the warehouse floors in the Dream Rider tower. They crowded toward him, all talking at once, firing confused and fearful questions at him.

A rusty metallic clanking silenced them all. Kinland turned toward the sound as did his new companions. It came, he realized, from a tunnel opening he could now see at the opposite end of the chamber. A barred metal gate blocked the opening—a gate now slowly rising.

The gate stopped. The tunnel stood unblocked.

Kinland relaxed, gasping out an audible sigh of relief. His terror had been unfounded. Now he could leave. Go home and…

Another sound cut off his thought. A sound he’d heard before, earlier this evening.

The sound of something large with many legs skittering over a stone floor. Skittering closer.

After we tie up a few loose ends…

Beroald’s words.

A shape moved in the tunnel mouth. As screams rose around him, Lawrence Kinland realized he wasn’t going home.
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IN THE GREAT banquet hall, Beroald sat again at his table nearest the ceremonial dais. The diners had departed, each now on their return journey to their respective homes around the world. Throughout the room, masked servants scurried, resetting tables. Tables that would sit empty and waiting until the next feast.

A feast that would be a repeat of tonight’s. As tonight’s had been a repeat of the one before, and the one before that. As each feast had been for centuries.

And would be for centuries to come, he supposed, as he considered the dark film coating his now empty glass. So long as there were those who could hear the Song and follow it here. So long as the Escarabajos de la Sangre Negra—the Scarabs of the Black Blood—answered the call of the Song. And so long as the Dancer danced.

Sighing, he rose. He could delay no longer. Time to report to the Chambelán.

He left the banquet hall by the same torch-lit tunnel Lawrence Kinland had taken earlier. But at the first junction, he took a different turn, one sloping upward. After several minutes and a maze of tunnels, he reached the foot of an unlit stone stairway spiraling still higher. Taking a burning torch from a wall sconce, he began to climb.

His reluctance for these nightly meetings stemmed from two emotions. One was pride. The other fear.

Pride because, until recently, he had been the Chambelán.

Fear because of the new Chambelán. Of the strange power his successor wielded. A power that, coupled with the black blood, made it unlikely that La Cámara de la Puerta Roja—The Chamber of the Red Door—would see a new Chambelán for many, many years.

The stairway ahead showed a growing brightness, and moments later he reached the first window in the tower, circular and carved through the black stone. Winded from his climb despite his recent beverage, he paused and gazed out.

Pale moonlight lit gently rolling farmland and countryside, much like the England of his youth. An England that, like his youth, lay in a dim and distant past.

“No land so far away as yesterday,” he whispered.

A sudden homesickness seized him. Even with his ingestion of the blood tonight, he felt old, older than his many years. He felt tired, used up. He caught himself. Stop it. You can’t show weakness. Not here. There is no path but the one before you.

He resumed his climb. He passed another window, through which he glimpsed a barren and snow-covered plain. The next showed a spired cityscape, neon-bright and smog-choked. He kept climbing.

More windows. A dark jungle. A rocky valley cradling a twisting river. A rolling, storm-tossed sea.

The windows ended. His torch once again provided his only light. Another minute of climbing brought him to a wooden door set into the surrounding stone of the tower. Reaching for its black iron handle, he stopped. He sighed. Old habits die hard.

He chewed on his resentment then swallowed it. The door held a knocker, also of black iron and shaped like a scarab. He lifted it, surprised as always by how warm it was. He let it drop. The sound echoed in the stairway. But no answer came.

You heard me, damn you, he thought. You’re making me wait. Reminding me of my new place in La Cámara. As if he could ever forget. He knocked again.

This time, a reply followed. “Enter, Beroald.”

Pushing open the door, he stepped into the room that sat atop the Black Tower. The tower room was a rough oval, thirty paces by twenty, divided into two sections. At this end lay the living quarters of the Chambelán—quarters that had once been his. A four-poster bed. Comfortable high-backed chairs. A mahogany desk. An eclectic library of leather-bound books filling rich oak bookcases along the walls. Thick, hand-woven rugs on the stone floor.

The only illumination came from oil lamps on tables and torches lining the walls. For all our power, he thought, we still huddle around fires in caves. During his long term as Chambelán, he had tried to introduce technology here. It never worked. Different laws governed this place.

A circular pool dominated the far half of the tower room, sitting off to the left. The liquid in the pool was a black that reflected no light and, when disturbed, moved in sluggish waves as if thicker than mere water. The pool sat in a recession in the stone less than a meter deep. Yet much taller objects, such as an upright human body struggling against its bonds, would disappear entirely beneath its dull surface when immersed in it.

Around the dark pool knelt the seven Watchers. Motionless and silent as always.

Each was female, each with identical garb. The green scaled skin of some huge serpent, sewn into leggings, covered them from the hips down. Jackets, golden yellow, made from the furred pelt of a great cat, concealed their torsos and arms. Their hands sat unseen inside clawed paws. They wore masks resembling the head of a vulture-like bird, with black feathered wings sweeping back from the temples. The masks hid every feature of their faces.

Hid their eyes, too, for which Beroald was grateful.

The women knelt at seven of the eight points of the compass. One position remained vacant. Still missing the last.

Beyond the black pool and silent Watchers squatted the Obsidian Throne, carved from the very stone of the Black Tower. It was a simple design—high and straight-backed with rounded arms and rounded crown. And, he remembered, damned uncomfortable.

In it, sat the Chambelán. The new leader of La Cámara de la Puerta Roja sat upright, concealed in a red robe—full-armed, ankle-length, and hooded. Behind the throne, deep shadows hid the far reaches of the room.

Beroald walked past the pool to stand before the robed figure. He dropped to one knee. “I live only to serve La Cámara,” he said as per custom.

“You honor La Cámara with your service,” came the formal reply. The Chambelán’s voice rang, as always, with musical tones of the Song, as if a hidden celestial choir echoed each word. “Report, Beroald.”

Rising, Beroald let out the breath he’d been holding. Considering recent events, he had feared the Chambelán might refuse his continued service—the equivalent of a death sentence.

He hesitated, trying not to glance at the pool. “We have disposed of Lawrence Kinland and his people. He represents no further danger.”

“Beyond the danger to which he and your little plan already exposed us, you mean?”

Pride brought a retort to his lips, but he bit it back. “As you say, Chambelán. I can, if you wish, recruit another contact within the White Tower.”

“No. You’ve done enough damage. I will send my own agent.”

Here was a development. What agents did the Chambelán have access to?

“However,” the hooded figure continued, “a task remains for you tonight.”

“I live only to serve,” Beroald repeated, an unease tickling between his shoulder blades.

Turning, the Chambelán called to the murky shadows behind the throne. “Come!”

Two figures appeared. The first was a uniformed footman carrying a waist-high brazier filled with glowing coals. Two short pokers with grips shaped like scarabs sat thrust into the embers.

Behind the footman strode a woman dressed the same as the seven who knelt by the pool. Beroald raised one bushy white eyebrow to the Chambelán.

The hooded head nodded. “Yes, the circle of Watchers is now complete. Or will be once you perform your task.”

The footman set the brazier down before him. Beroald considered it. “Two pokers?”

The Chambelán shrugged. “No need to wait as it reheats. An improvement I’d hoped you’d appreciate.”

Beroald bowed his head. “Your thoughtfulness knows no bounds.”

The woman knelt facing him. Raising her cat-pawed hands, she removed her mask and tilted her head up, eyes open but unfocused. Olive-brown skin. Long shining black hair.

And a face so young, he thought. Barely more than a child.

“You hesitate, old man?”

“No, my Chambelán,” Beroald replied. Grasping the handle of the nearest poker, he pulled it from the coals. Its tip glowed white hot. The woman remained kneeling motionless before him, her eyes unblinking.

Holding the poker before the woman’s face, he lowered its glowing tip toward her right eye. He always started with the right.

Later that night, as he lay in bed, the woman’s screams still ringing in his head, he clung to the small pride that his hand had never trembled.


Chapter 2: Trouble in Paradise

IN THE LIVING room of a small and sparsely furnished apartment, Will Dreycott watched as Case and Fader ran to hug their mother, Ellie Cootes.

Their long-lost mother.

A tiny evergreen tree sat in one corner, clothed in flaking ornaments and flickering lights. Torn wrapping paper from opened presents littered the thread-bare carpet. A typical Christmas morning.

Except it wasn’t Christmas. Not in the real world. There, it was late June.

This was Dream.

Will wore the costume of the Dream Rider, his hood pulled back. At his side, Case and Fader watched with him. Watched themselves—younger versions of themselves.

Will stared at the younger Case in the scene before them. A smiling and happy Case with none of the hardness that so often defined her expressions now. Eight years old, she’d said, when she’d first shown him this in Dream, a memory of hers from just before their mother had disappeared.

The mother that Case claimed she now hated. The mother who’d left her children and never returned. For no reason.

At least, no reason she’d shared with those children. Or, it seemed, with anyone else.

Beside him, Case was hugging herself. “Why are you showing us this?”

He heard the accusation in her voice. He knew this was hard on her. “Because I promised we’d search for your mom—”

“This isn’t our mom. It’s just a memory of her.”

“I don’t remember this,” Fader said.

“You were only four,” Case said, her fists clenching and unclenching, her eyes locked on their mother.

“It’s Case’s memory,” Will said. Before them, the scene flickered, then began playing again from the start.

“Why?” she snapped, turning her back on the display. “Why are we looking at my memory? Why not her dreams?”

He hesitated. He’d been searching for Ellie Cootes in Dream for the past four nights, but he didn’t want to tell them that. “I thought this might help you remember something else.”

“You can’t find her, can you?”

“Well, I’ve just started—”

“Have you found anyone dreaming about her? Have you found any of her dreams?”

Will swallowed. “No.”

Fader’s eyes widened. “But if Mom’s not dreaming, doesn’t that mean she’s—?”

“No, it doesn’t,” Will said. He hadn’t wanted the conversation to take this turn. “Stone’s team is searching in the real world, too.” Winstone ‘Stone’ Zhang headed Will’s security and investigation group.

“And?” Case said, her arms folded.

Will sighed. “So far all their leads…” He hesitated.

“Have been dead ends, too,” she finished. “Emphasis on dead.”

“Don’t say that,” Fader said, his voice breaking.

“Case, we don’t know that.”

“You haven’t found her in Dream. Stone hasn’t found her in real life. What else can it mean?”

“It means we haven’t found her yet. We don’t have much to go on.”

That was an understatement. What Stone’s team had discovered about Ellie Cootes was barely a sketch. Her name, home address, schools she’d attended, a list of classmates, her tenure as a professor at U of T, her faculty co-workers, students she taught. That was it, beyond Stone’s contacts in border security reporting no use of her passport in the year she’d disappeared or since.

Her parents—Case and Fader’s grandparents—were dead. Neither Case nor Fader knew the name of their father, who’d left just before Fader was born. And he hadn’t put his name on Case’s birth certificate—something Will would never share with her. Ellie Cootes had no brothers, sisters, or close cousins. And no known friends outside her faculty.

“Stone and I both need to know more about your mom,” Will said.

Case was already shaking her head.

“Case,” he said, as gently as he could, “you’re our best hope. Fader can barely remember her. You have to tell me more about her.”

“No,” she said, turning away from him and Fader, from the family celebration still playing out behind them. “I really don’t.” She vanished.

Fader looked around. “Where’d she go?”

Will snapped his fingers. In the Christmas scene, the younger versions of Case, Fader, and their mother froze, mid-group hug. He dropped onto the sagging couch across from the motionless tableau. Running his hand through his shaggy black hair, he sighed. “She woke up. Or left this dream.”

Fader plopped down beside him. “She doesn’t like to talk about mom.”

“You think?”

“She says it’s because she hates Mom for leaving. But I think it hurts too much. I think Case still loves her but…” Fader shrugged.

“But can’t understand why she left. So she hates her, too.” He could relate. He still loved his parents, or at least the fuzzy memories he had of them. But he also blamed them for whatever had happened to him on that doomed expedition in Peru. For whatever had left him with crippling agoraphobia, left him a prisoner in his own home.

“I’ll talk to her. She’ll do it for me,” Fader said, his eyes on his mother in the Dream sequence before them. “She’s my mom, too.”

“Thanks, dude. And don’t give up. We’ll find her.”

Something caught Will’s eye. On a round wooden table in the middle of the living room, a single sheet of folded paper lay beside a torn envelope, both face up.

“That’s new,” Will said, standing and walking to the table past the hugging family. “I’ve studied this scene for four nights, and that’s never been there.”

“The table?” Fader said, joining him.

“The letter. Case’s subconscious must’ve added it tonight when she saw this memory.”

“You think it’s important?”

“Table’s in the middle of the room. Letter’s in the middle of the table. Nothing else on the table. So, yeah, important. At least to Case. To this memory of hers.” He picked up the envelope. It was addressed to Elenora Cootes. “Elenora? Your family is seriously name-challenged.”

Dropping the envelope, he picked up the letter, then shook his head. “It’s just gibberish. Which means Case never knew what was in it. So her dream memories can’t tell us what it said.”

“But she remembers Mom getting a letter.”

“A letter she connects to your mom leaving.” In his hand, the letter burst into flames. He dropped it. Paper ashes fluttered like wounded birds in the air then disappeared. “And a letter she burnt after receiving.” He frowned. “Who mails letters? Even nine years ago? I mean, a physical letter. Not a video call or text or email? Or even a phone call?”

“Old people?”

“Or someone who didn’t trust electronic communications. Someone who didn’t want anyone else ever to read that letter.”

He stared at the scene, at the reconstruction of Case’s last memory of a happy normal life. Normal? What did he know about normal? With a pair of international dealers in art and antiquities (or thieves and smugglers, if he believed the press) for parents, normal for him had never been normal.

And he’d had as much success over the years locating his own missing parents, in Dream or the real world, as he’d had in finding Ellie Cootes. He pushed away the fear that always accompanied that thought. The fear he had never found his parents in Dream because they no longer dreamed.

Because they no longer lived.

Which might be true. True for Ellie Cootes, too. He clenched his fists. No. His parents weren’t dead. Ellie Cootes wasn’t dead. He would keep searching. He would find them. He would—

The back of his neck prickled. He spun to confront what was behind him.

Nothing.

Beside him, Fader was looking around the cramped apartment in all directions.

“You feel it, too?” Will asked.

“Yeah.”

“Like someone’s watching us?”

“Or something.”

“Something? Gee, thanks for cranking the creepy.”

Fader brightened. “Hey, maybe it’s Mom. Maybe she is dreaming somewhere, and we got her attention.”

Will’s gaze still darted around the apartment. “Yeah, maybe,” he said, not voicing his real thought. This felt anything but motherly. A hint of threat, of malevolence, accompanied the sense of an unseen observer.

The sensation of being watched died away.

Fader must have felt it leave, too. His face fell.

“Probably not your mom, dude. Just some Dream weirdness.”

Fader shrugged.

“Look,” Will said, “I’ve got things to do, places to go tonight in Dream before I wake up. You want to come?”

Fader stared at the frozen scene where his mother still hugged her children. “Can I stay here? I know it’s just Case’s memory, but it’s still my mom. And I miss her.” He looked at Will. “I guess that seems silly.”

Will thought of his own parent memories that grew fainter with each passing year. He squeezed Fader’s shoulder. “No, dude. Not silly at all.” He snapped his fingers, and the Christmas morning began again. “Stay as long as you want.”

Fader smiled. “Thanks, Will.”

Will hesitated. “If you feel you’re being watched again—”

Fader shrugged. “I’ll wake up.”

“So, tomorrow? We keep looking for the Mysterious Shield Thingy?”

His eyes on his mom, Fader just nodded.

Mysterious Shield Thingy. Their name for the unknown source of the astral barrier the monk Yeshe had detected around Will’s tower. Yeshe had thought some object in the building was producing the shield. Will believed it must be something his relic-hunting parents had brought back from their many expeditions.

So he and Fader had begun searching the “Warehouse,” ten floors in the tower containing over a hundred thousand expedition artifacts. Their search was going as well as the one for Ellie Cootes.

Sighing, Will pulled up the hood of his costume, picked up his Dream Rider skateboard, and stepped out of the Dream memory.
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WILL NOW STOOD as the Rider on a dreamscape of a stylized Yonge Street strip in downtown Toronto. A Yonge Street that mostly resembled its real-world counterpart.

Mostly.

The buildings, soaring higher than reality into a too-blue daylight sky, were often topped with castle turrets and spires. Neon store signs shone brighter, their colors more carnival than urban street scene. Sidewalks sparkled as if with hidden gems, and stores featured far more comic book shops than did the real strip.

The steady procession of cars moving along the boulevard included two rainbow-striped unicorns. And several cartoon characters mixed with the stream of tourists, office workers, and shoppers.

Dropping his skateboard to the ground, Will kicked off, weaving through the crowd, heading south to where his destination shimmered in the distance. In this dreamscape, Yonge Street ran down to the River of Souls instead of the shores of Lake Ontario.

This past week, he’d been trying to solve several problems, both here in Dream and in the real world.

Well, no. He was trying to solve one specific problem, by taking several approaches. Or guesses, if he was honest. The problem? Simple.

Case wasn’t happy.

He knew something was bothering her. He just didn’t know what. Things had been great after they’d taken down Marell and Morrigan and freed the Hollow Boys, thus saving the world. Even if that world would never know or give them props.

And Case was safe now. Fader, too. Off the streets with no worries about shelter or food or security. Plus, she was working on her own project, Crash Space, the new hostel floor in his tower that would give other street kids a safe place to stay.

So why wasn’t she happy? He could only guess at two reasons.

One was her missing mom, so he was doing all he could to find Ellie Cootes (yeah, that was going so well).

But he was sure his other guess was the real reason. Them. Him and Case. Or rather, him.

He’d had several relationships before Case, all of which had ended because he couldn’t offer a girlfriend a normal life. One where he could go outside with her. Together.

Whatever had happened in Peru had caused his agoraphobia. It had broken him. And now, he believed, it was also breaking the first true love he’d ever found.

He’d spent almost eight years trying to fix himself. Eight years trying to solve the mystery of Peru by chasing his only memory from the lost expedition—the sickly sweet flowery scent. And what had his search for a South American flower with that scent accomplished?

In answer, a parade of person-sized flowers with cartoon faces marched along the street on twisted root legs. Each flower grinned and winked at him as they passed.

“Thanks,” he muttered out loud. “Very in-my-face. An eight-year parade of failures.”

A cluster of tiny gray clouds appeared above the heads of passing dreamers. Sadness emojis, picking up on his mood. The clouds drifted down the street, releasing rain on random pedestrians.

He hadn’t fixed himself in nearly eight years, so he didn’t expect a solution from the flower direction anytime soon.

That meant he needed another solution. Another way to go outside—and with Case.

Which is why he’d been practising astral projection these past nights. Practising the way Yeshe had taught him in Dream. Follow his silver cord up the River of Souls and across the Gray Lands to the door where he’d entered Dream. When he passed through that door, he astral projected into the physical world.

A cloud of mist appeared with a “pop” to hover at his shoulder. Inside the cloud, a woman’s sharp-featured face floated—blue skin, violet eyes, and long, purple hair that swam and swirled in the mist. “Sounds tedious,” Nyx said.

He glared at her. “Yeah, well, it’s all I’ve got. Yeshe never had the chance to teach me how to project the way he did before he, you know…”

“Died. He’s dead.”

“Shouldn’t my subconscious be more sentimental? Anyway, it’s helping me learn to project. One day, I’ll be able to project while awake, like Yeshe.”

“And how will that help your relationship with Case?”

“Yeshe could make himself visible in his astral form. If I can do that…” His words trailed off.

“You don’t have to say it for me to hear it. I’m inside your head.”

“Then get out of it.”

“Kind of hard to do. I live here. You didn’t finish that thought because you know how dumb it sounds when you say it out loud.”

“Shut up,” he growled as he continued to weave his way through the crowd towards the River.

“Seriously, that’s your plan? Learn to astral project—and be visible—so you and Case can go strolling around town, hand in hand? Or hand in not-actually-physically-there-and-therefore-not-touchable hand?”

“Shut. Up.”

“Won’t a glowy, see-through Will Dreycott stand out somewhat?” She glanced around them. “Even on Yonge Street?”

“Yeshe could choose who saw him. Just like I can choose who sees the Rider in Dream.”

“Sure. Add that to your list. Astral project for real. Make your astral self visible. But visible only to your girlfriend. Is that it? And that only took Yeshe, what, a century to master?”

He didn’t reply. Nyx was right. When you said it out loud…

“Sometimes I hate you,” he said.

“Meaning sometimes you hate yourself, which is your real problem.” She floated to face him. “You’re too hard on yourself, Will Dreycott,” she said, a rare softness in her voice. She frowned. “Or should that be ourselves? More to the point, you’re blaming yourself—your agoraphobia—for what’s bothering Case, but you don’t know that.”

“She calls me Home Boy.”

“With affection, idiot.”

“Well, something’s bothering her. She has everything she could want now, but she’s not happy.”

“So, in your twisted logic, it must be you.”

“Unless you can offer a better reason, yes.”

“Perhaps a better approach? You might, you know, ask her what’s wrong.”

“If it’s me, if it’s my can’t-leave-the-tower problem, she won’t tell me.”

“Oh, right. Because Case has so much trouble being direct. Why don’t—” Nyx stopped, her face slowly turning in her mist.

Pedestrians still flowed past them, oblivious to their presence, and traffic continued to move up and down the street. But something had changed in this dreamscape. Nyx, the embodiment of his subconscious, had sensed it first.

The feeling of an unseen watcher had returned. In the distance, a high-pitched screech arose, like metal scraping on metal. Fear emojis. But what was creating them? Stepping off his skateboard, he scanned the crowds surrounding them. “Do you see anything?”

No answer.

“Nyx?” he called, turning to where she floated in her cloud of mist. Her head was tilted back as she gazed upwards. He looked up.

The blue of the daytime sky was gone, replaced by blackness. Not the black of a night sky. The black of emptiness. The black of an absence of color, of substance, of anything.

And in that emptiness, they floated.

He didn’t know what they were, but he knew he’d found his previously unseen watchers.

Eight of them hovered above the street scene, spaced in a circle like points of a compass. The center of that circle lay above him. The blackness in which they floated had no depth, stealing all perspective and making it impossible to judge size or distance. These creatures might be no larger than dolls—or they could be planet-sized giants.

They seemed human or, at least, human-shaped. Female human. Each wore identical… What? Costumes? Uniforms? Scaled green leggings like reptile skin. Tawny furred jackets like the pelt of a lioness, complete with clawed paws for gloves. Masks covered their heads, in the shape of a hook-beaked bird with black feathers sweeping back wing-like from the temples.

They faced the center of the circle, their arms raised before them as if sleepwalking. But their masked faces tilted down, focused on where he stood below.

Their gazes carried the same sense of malevolent interest he’d sensed in the scene with Case’s mom. An interest in him—and him alone—among all the dreamers rushing past. But no dreamer could ever see the Rider, or any of his constructs like Nyx, unless he stepped forward into their dream.

“Perhaps they aren’t staring at you?” Nyx offered. “Maybe it’s someone near us. Or they’re interested in me—because, well, me.”

“You are still me. But let’s test both theories. You disappear. I’ll keep moving.”

Nyx vanished with a ‘pop.’ Forcing his gaze away from the watchers above, he continued walking toward the River, crossing to the opposite side of the street. After three blocks, he checked above him again.

The circle of masked figures still hovered overhead, still centered on him.

“Nyx!”

Nyx reappeared. She looked up. “Okay. It’s you.”

Spreading his hands apart, he called to the floating figures. “S’up? Something I can do for you ladies? You incredibly creepy ladies.”

The figures continued to hover, staring down at him.

“Whatcha want?” he called. “Autograph? Personalized photo? Product endorsement? Suck the soul out of my body?”

No answer. No change in their intense focus.

“And the hover-fest continues,” he sighed.

“So what’s the downside? I mean, they aren’t doing anything threatening.”

“You don’t call this threatening? My subconscious is way less paranoid than I’d like. One, nobody can notice the Rider unless I let them. Two, they should not be able to follow me across dreams. And three, they creep me out.”

“Follow you across dreams?” Nyx said. “So these things are somebody’s far less cute version of your Doogles?”

He hadn’t thought of that. If that was true, then whoever created these things had Dream powers like his own. “Time to find out who is so interested in me.” He focused his full attention on the hovering figures, looking for the silver cord, the connection between these watchers and the dreamer creating them.

There. A glowing silver ribbon grew from the floating figure on the far right. As he focused on it, the cord became more distinct, winding off across the black sky towards the River of Souls.

Grinning, he turned to Nyx. “Got it. Now I’ll follow that cord up the River to find the dreamer whose creating these ladies.”

Nyx still stared upward. “Cord? Singular?”

He followed her gaze. A chill ran through him. Silver cords now sprouted from each of the eight hovering figures, all running towards the River. He traced them as far as he could see, but each cord remained separate and distinct from the others.

Eight cords. Eight dreamers.

“That’s not possible,” he whispered. “Eight separate minds? All sharing the same dream?”

“Sharing your dream,” Nyx added.

“Okay, change of plan. Bring the House.”

“You’re waking up? No practicing astral projection tonight?”

“Not with an audience. Not without knowing who these watchers are. And why they’re watching me.”

“So follow their cords.”

“I can’t follow eight different cords up the River and through the Gray Lands.”

“Then follow just one.”

He considered the watchers, their attention burning down on him like a noon-day sun. “No. As I follow them, they’ll be following me. They’ll be—” He broke off his thought, afraid to say it before the watchers. They’ll be learning about me, about my powers in Dream. Suddenly, he wanted the minds behind his eight observers to know as little about him as possible.

Nyx nodded, hearing his unspoken fear. A loud “pop” sounded behind him. The House of Four Doors appeared, tonight as a squat dome carved from some shiny black stone. As always, despite its name, the House showed only one door on the outside, the one through which he’d entered Dream tonight, heavy and wooden with an iron handle.

He stepped through the door, closing it behind him. Tonight, the House inside was a cavern of the same dark stone. The four doors showed as shadowy tunnel entrances lit on either side by flaming torches set into holders on the walls. The Bed of Awakening sat in the middle of the cavern.

He glanced up, half expecting to see the hovering watchers, but found only the domed cavern ceiling above.

Nyx materialized beside him. “What are you going to do about them?”

He held out an outstretched palm. A crystal sphere the size of a baseball appeared there. Inside, images of the hooded figures floated.

“A data ball?” Nyx said. “Do you really think you’ll forget them?”

He placed the ball at the foot of the Bed. “Not taking any chances. If they have astral powers, they might be able to wipe a memory. Tomorrow night, I’ll feed this to a Doogle to track them down.”

“Or just wait till they find you. Again.” Nyx frowned. “What if they can follow you while you’re awake, too? By astral projecting.”

“Gee, thanks for that thought.”

“Well, you wanted me more paranoid.”

“Mission accomplished. No, if the Mysterious Shield Thingy is still working like Yeshe said, then I’m safe in the tower. It’s just Dream I need to worry about.”

“Well, maybe they won’t show up again in Dream.”

He remembered the hovering watchers and their unwavering gazes. “Somehow, I don’t think I’ll be that lucky.” He touched the jewel at his neck.

And woke up.
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IN HIS DARKENED bedroom on his penthouse floor, Will sat cross-legged on his big round bed. The clock on the curved headboard showed 4:32 AM. Beside him, Case slept curled on her side.

He was still shaken from tonight’s discovery. Persons unknown were spying on him in Dream. That meant his astral projection training was on hold until he dealt with his weird watchers.

Who were they? What did they want? Why this interest in him?

And why now?

Maybe that was the key question. He’d been the Dream Rider for almost eight years and never encountered anything like this. What had happened recently to attract the attention of people with astral powers?

Quite a lot, as he thought about it. Yeshe’s arrival. The astral battle with Marell. The Mysterious Shield Thingy, somewhere in this tower. And…

Oops.

His new nightly experiments with astral projection. Without realizing, he’d been sending up an astral beacon to anyone with the ability to notice. And someone had noticed. Multiple someones, with powers in Dream as great as his own.

Or greater.

Add that problem to my list, he thought. Can’t find Ellie Cootes. Can’t find my parents. Still no idea what happened to me in Peru—or how to fix it.

He considered Case’s sleeping form. And something’s bothering my girlfriend that she won’t talk about.

He lay back down, spooning against Case. She stirred and rolled over to face him.

“Hi,” she mumbled. Her hand touched, by habit now, the scar that sat white and ragged on his chest. The scar in the shape of the Rider’s twelve-pointed jewel.

He pulled her closer. “Hi.”

“Sorry,” she whispered. “About being a bitch in Dream.”

“S’okay,” he said. He started to ask her then. Ask her what was bothering her.

But then her mouth found his. Her hand left the scar, running slowly down his chest, to his stomach, then lower still.

And for the next while, he escaped—escaped both his waking problems and those he now had in Dream—wrapped in her arms and legs and early morning passion.


Chapter 3: Talk to Me

CASE LAY AWAKE on Will’s round bed in his penthouse bedroom, considering the world she now lived in. Will lay beside her, still asleep after their lovemaking hours before. Through the south windows, past the downtown office towers, morning sunlight sparkled on Lake Ontario.

She considered the view. She considered the room around her. This scene was the perfect representation of her new life.

Beautiful. Comfortable. Safe. As high above her old life on the streets—both physically and figuratively—as she could ever have dreamed. That life—the one she’d led with Fader for the past five years—had been ugly and hard and dangerous.

But she’d escaped it. More than escaped. She, Will, and Fader had defeated the baddies. Saved the world and rescued a small army of street kids who now idolized her as a hero.

Now she had a wonderful guy who loved her and a beautiful, comfortable, safe life for her and Fader.

So, naturally, she was miserable.

She checked the clock. Time to roll. Getting out of bed, she retrieved her clothes from the floor. No. Not her clothes. His clothes. Will had bought these for her.

There. That. The reason she couldn’t enjoy her new life.

Because it wasn’t hers. She hadn’t earned it. Yeah, she’d been a kick-ass superhero helping defeat Marell and Morrigan. But she’d done that to save Fader and Will and the Hollow Boys. And the world.

Now…

Now what? She didn’t have the answer, just the question. And a growing feeling of unhappiness.

Dressed, she leaned over the bed and kissed Will on his chest scar. He stirred and squinted up at her through half-closed eyes. “S’up?”

“Tour guide time for Crash Space. Wanna come?”

He rubbed his face. “Nah. The H-Boys don’t know me, and they trust you.” He grinned at her. “Besides, it’s your project. You should show it off.”

My project…but your money. She turned to go.

“Uh, Fader and I are searching the Warehouse again today.”

“For the Mysterious Shield Thingy, yeah.”

“So…” His words trailed off, but he raised an eyebrow.

She sighed, knowing where this was leading. “Yeah, sure. I’ll help. I’ve just been so busy with Crash Space.” And avoiding talking to you about my mom.

He grinned. “Great. We’ll be on the first Warehouse floor.”

“Still? You started days ago.”

“Yeah, well, big place. And only two of us, so…”

“Okay, okay. I’ll be there.”

“And I was hoping, while we’re looking, we could talk about—”

“Yeah. Sure,” she said, interrupting.

He pursed his lips. “Look, I understand it’s hard for you. But if you want me to find your mom—”

“You need to know more about her. Yeah, I get it.” She walked to the door.

“And about your powers. Your Voice. Fader’s fading. How you got them. I mean, maybe it’s all connected.”

She swallowed. There it was.

Maybe it’s all connected.

That was it. Both her greatest hope—and greatest fear. The real reason she didn’t want to talk about her mom or her Voice with Will. Or anybody. “Right. Gotta go. I’m late.”

“Okay. But don’t forget—or no birthday present.”

She groaned as she took the open staircase down to Will’s design studio. Birthday present? More stuff from him? Why had she told him her birthday was this week?

“Good luck!” he called after her.

And why did he have to be so nice all the time? She couldn’t even pick a fight with him to avoid the conversation about her mom.
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, on a lower floor in Will’s Dream Rider tower, Case led a dozen teenage boys around what she’d dubbed “Crash Space.” What Will called her pet project—an entire floor being converted into a hostel and shared living space for street kids. Well, that was her plan—if (big if) she could convince anyone to stay here.

All the boys in her tour were street kids—but special ones. Each was a survivor of the battle with the body swapper, Marell, and the powerful witch, Morrigan.

These were the Hollow Boys.

Or the H-Boys, as they now proudly called themselves. Not all the H-Boys were here. The twelve she’d chosen were the ones she’d known best from when she’d been on the streets.

She caught herself. When she’d been on the streets? Past tense? Was that life behind her? Did she want it to be? She shook her head. Focus, girl.

She thought of the H-Boys as her potential street team. If she convinced them Crash Space was safe and cool, they’d spread the word. And Crash Space would catch on. She hoped.

Because no one on the street had more cred right now than the H-Boys. Well, that wasn’t true. One person did.

Her.

And she was counting on every bit of that cred to get these boys onside.

The construction crew was still working on the floor. But at her request, they’d completed a dozen of the dorm rooms on this corner. She pushed open the door to one as she did her spiel. “Everyone gets their own room. Bed, desk, chair, storage space. Go ahead—check ‘em out.” She waved at the other finished rooms along the hall.

“There’s no can,” Tumble said, after poking his head inside one room. Tumble was the youngest and smallest of the group, somewhere between her and Fader’s age.

“Shared washrooms. Down the hall. Plus, showers.”

“Co-ed?” Link asked with a grin. The other boys hooted.

“This is the guys’ half of the floor,” Case replied. “Female dorms will be on the other.”

She knew that setup was far from perfect. Many street kids were trans or non-binary and didn’t identify as their birth gender. Hell, a lot were on the street because of that, because of parents who didn’t accept them as they saw themselves. 

She planned to let kids pick a side of the floor by how they self-identified. She hoped to eventually build a gender-neutral dorm with its own entrance. For now, this was all she could do with the budget Adi had approved.  

“Your handprint gets you into this side only,” she continued. “And into your room. But there’ll be a shared common room in the center. Lots of couches and comfy chairs. Big screen TV and video games. And a dining room with three squares a day.”

Lots of murmurs and head bobbing to that—but also crossed arms and pursed lips. They were all thinking the same thing.

Link was the one who asked. She figured he would. Kids always deferred to him on the streets, and his role helping her against Stayne and Stryke had only increased his cred. “What’s the catch, Hard Case?”

“No drugs, weapons, or fighting. And everyone takes a turn at cleaning up. This isn’t a hotel. No maid service.”

“That’s it?” Link asked.

“Anyone can stay for one month. But then your ID gets wiped from the system. Unless…”

“Here comes the catch,” Tumble muttered.

“Unless you go back to school,” she said. Lots of groans and head shaking to that. “Or sign up for skills training in a trade—electrical, plumbing, carpentry, locksmithing. Lots of programming and computer options, too. Even university or college courses for the older ones. Or just get a job.”

Link shook his head. “I don’t get it. Why would this Dreycott guy spring for all this?”

“Dude, you’re looking at the reason,” Tumble said. Lots of snickers to that.

Case felt herself flush. Was that what everyone thought? That all this, her dream of giving street kids a safe home, was only happening because she was sleeping with Will?

Worse, were they right?

“Shut up, Tumble,” Link growled, shutting down the snickering with a glare.

She flashed him a thank you smile. “Will wants to help. Just like me. Help us get off the streets.” Us? Was she still a street kid? Could she still include herself in their world?

“What if we like it on the streets?” Riddle said. Riddle was older, about her age.

She shrugged. “Then stay there. You want to live on the streets? Die on the streets? Be my guest. Most of us want a better life.” She eyed them all. Link nodded. Others, too. “And I’m hoping you guys will help me. Help me spread the word. Talk this up out there. Get kids to come here. They don’t have to commit to school or training or anything. Just try it for a month.”

“What’s in it for us?” Tumble asked.

“Shit, dude—” Link began.

Case held up a hand. “No, it’s okay. Fair ask. For every kid you convince to come here for a month, even
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