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1

My worst fear used to be that I would fall asleep and wake as a Nightmare, my body and mind twisted into something monstrous and unrecognizable, and I’d slaughter everyone I cared about.

Now, sometimes I dream of becoming a monster—at least then I wouldn’t be so afraid of everything.

I crouch behind the bar of the speakeasy I’ve been working at for the past month as gunfire roars above me. There’s a gang war going on because someone looked sideways at someone else, or made a remark about the upcoming mayoral election or some other equally inane nonsense. The patrons of the speakeasy are always getting into fights over something, and then they start shooting.

The bar, of course, is bulletproof, which is why I’m crouched behind it like the coward that I am. My only company are the bottles of various alcohols, which are also stored in the bulletproof bar—because servers can be replaced if they’re shot, but the alcohol brings in the money. Heaven forbid something happened to it.

The waistcoat of my heavily starched uniform digs into my side as I curl into a ball, painfully aware of how incredibly fragile my body is, how easily a bullet could rip through me, shredding my internal organs into a bloody pulp.

But it’s okay. Behind this bar, I’m safe.

Usually, I bring a penny novel to work with me for times like this. These shoot-outs can go on for a while. But I finished the last penny novel I was reading, and I haven’t brought in a new one yet.

Which means my only distraction is my own thoughts.

I can’t think of worse company.

The Friends of the Restful Soul always taught me that peace comes from within, that deep breaths and slow meditation can bring calm in even the most stressful of situations.

But the Friends of the Restful Soul also turned out to be a cult that lured people in by promising to help them and instead kidnapped them. So, I take all their advice with a grain of salt these days.

I try and think of the whole Friends situation in a positive light sometimes. Sure, they planned on kidnapping me too, but I escaped before they did—and I got several years of free food and rent from them before I got out. So really, who was getting conned here?

Me. It was still me.

Though I’d never admit it to anyone, there’s a part of me that desperately wants to go back to the Friends. A part that dreams about my tiny little room there, its rough brick walls. A part that longs for the sense of peace and security as I lay on my bed, eyes closed, knowing nothing in the world could get to me, that for the time I was locked away from the world, I was safe.

I know it was all a lie. I was never really safe. It was just an illusion. I know that. I do.

But at times like this, with gunfire rattling above my head, crouched on the sticky floor of a speakeasy with shitty pay, bad hours, and constant risk of life and limb—well, that illusion starts to look pretty good.

The clatter of gunfire changes pitch, as the guns swing around toward something else. People yell, and the thuds of something heavy hitting gang members, followed by the thump of their bodies crashing to the ground, is a dark staccato amid the bullets.

After a moment, the gunfire ends, the thudding stops, and there’s only silence.

I’m not dumb enough to peek over the top of the bar. Someone will come fetch me when the coast is clear. I’m not risking my neck out of curiosity. I’m perfectly happy to hide behind the bulletproof bar all night long. Or even longer. I could just live in this dark bulletproofed bar case, curled away from the dangers of the world. That sounds nice.

A head pops over the edge of the bar, looking down at me. “Hey, Ness!”

I blink up at my friend Priya. Her smile is cocky and bright, matching the neon bright turquoise ombré in her black hair. She has an athlete’s frame, tall and long legged, and she’s always dressed for a fight. Or a party. Preferably at the same time. Today, that means a variety of very illegal weapons pinned to a sequined belt, leather pants, combat boots, and a formfitting red turtleneck with a black waistcoat.

“You didn’t mention how exciting your work was,” Priya continues brightly as she swings herself onto the counter, legs draping over the edge. “Is it like this every night?”

“Mostly,” I admit, continuing to crouch behind the bar.

“Sounds fun,” Priya says amiably, and I roll my eyes. Priya and I have very different ideas of fun. I’m afraid of almost everything—she’s afraid of almost nothing.

“Is the coast clear?” I ask.

“Oh yeah.” Priya waves absently. “I took out the shooters. They weren’t too much of a challenge.”

Of course they weren’t. Priya lives for the adrenaline rush of hunting down and killing rampaging Nightmares, from ten-story lizards crashing through office buildings to sea serpents eating boats. A few gang members are probably a walk in the park for her.

I wish I were like her. She takes action. She fights the things that go bump in the night, and she does it with a smile on her face.

I hide from them and fantasize about rejoining an evil cult.

How can she be so brave when the world is so insane? And why can’t I be like that?

I rise and dust myself off. My once white button-up shirt is now as gray as my waistcoat from all the crawling around on the floor I did to get behind the bar.

Priya hops onto a barstool, ignoring the pile of unconscious—at least, I hope they’re only unconscious, though I wouldn’t actually care if they were dead—gang members behind her.

“One Newham Twist please,” she orders. “On the rocks.”

I start mixing her drink while the other staff members drag the bodies in the middle of the room outside. Some of them leave bloody trails that another staff member mops up. The gang shootings are always so messy. At least with a customer at the bar, I have an excuse not to scrub brain matter off the walls this time.

The only bad part about not dragging the bodies into the alley behind the speakeasy is that I don’t get the chance to pick their pockets. Whoever tosses the bodies gets to pick them clean. That’s at least half the income from this job.

I’m careful when I pour her drink to lean the tumbler against the glass. The extra support helps hide the faint shaking in my hands, the only remaining sign that five minutes ago, death was rattling through the building.

I pass Priya her drink, and she downs it in one go, then slams it back on the bar. “Another.”

I raise an eyebrow. “You know those are pretty alcoholic.”

“That’s the point.”

I shrug, and make her another.

She downs that too.

My eyes narrow. “You okay?”

“What, you think I can’t take my alcohol?” she asks, as though this is a personal offense.

“No,” I say slowly, trying to figure out how to phrase this. “But you don’t usually drink so fast. Did something happen today?”

Priya deflates.

“Not really,” she admits. “It was the same as every other day since I’ve started working for Nightmare Defense. We train in the morning, then sit around waiting for calls about Nightmare attacks that never come, and then we train in the afternoon, and then we go home. Rinse and repeat.”

She swirls her empty glass. “It’s just . . . not what I imagined.” Her expression turns bitter. “I joined to fight dangerous Nightmares, to blow up dinosaurs ravaging apartment buildings and behead flying zombies.”

“Well,” I say carefully, “maybe it’s just because you’re new. All the missions are going to the experienced members.”

She shakes her head. “You killed all the experienced members, remember?”

I wince. “I didn’t kill them.”

She rolls her eyes. “I’m sorry, I forgot, you got someone else to kill them for you. How silly of me to miss the nuance there.”

A month ago, Nightmare Defense, the one place that I’d always thought wasn’t evil in Newham, had kidnapped me and my friend Cy. We’d accidentally survived a mass assassination they’d arranged, and then riled them up by exposing it. In an effort to, you know, not die, I’d released the monster living in people’s dreams. The one that turned people into Nightmares. The one that, with a single touch, had turned every single member of Nightmare Defense into cockroaches and butterflies, then crushed them beneath his smooth black shoe.

I didn’t regret releasing the Nightmare Phantom. Yes, I’d released a monster from dreams and he’d wiped out the city’s defense force. But I’m alive. And Cy’s alive. That’s what matters.

I’m too much a Newham girl to regret staying alive, whatever the cost.

“Sorry,” Priya says. “That was uncalled for.” She rubs her temples. “It’s just, the people who got into Nightmare Defense a week before me got to crawl into a dragon’s eye socket and pour acid on its brain. Like, how cool is that?”

We have very different definitions of what “cool” is.

“Uh. That’s nice.” I lean in. “But you also did some cool things. Remember that sentient flesh-eating blob that you dissolved last week? And the week before, you had it out with a twelve-foot-long crocodile.”

“That last one wasn’t actually a Nightmare,” Priya points out. “It was just a pet someone flushed down the toilet that became very large in the sewers.”

“It was sure nightmare material, though.” I smile encouragingly. “That’s gotta count for something, right?”

“I suppose it was a good fight,” Priya grudgingly admits. Then she sighs. “But ever since you released the Nightmare Phantom, the number of Nightmares has plummeted.”

“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” I say.

Priya looks away. “Yeah, of course.”

It doesn’t sound like she believes it though.

Every year, thousands of people forget to take pills to prevent dreams, or break prohibition laws—like we’re doing right now—to drink alcohol, effectively neutralizing the Helomine in the tap water that stops people from dreaming. Because if you can’t dream, you can’t have a nightmare, and wake up having become it.

But now, the monster that turned people into Nightmares isn’t in their dreams anymore.

Because I brought him into reality.

“What do you think the Nightmare Phantom is doing?” Priya asks, thoughts mirroring mine. “I figured now that he’s out, he’d be, I don’t know, turning people into Nightmares on the streets and causing chaos everywhere.”

“Me too,” I admit. “It’s too quiet. It’s unsettling.”

“Like the calm before the storm,” Priya agrees, tapping her finger in a nervous rhythm on the polished bar counter.

I thought, when I freed him, I’d be unleashing chaos on the world. But it’s actually been less chaotic. It unsettles me, this quiet. I can’t help wondering if he’s planning something much worse.

The band has come back onstage now that all the blood is mopped up, and a rollicking jazz ditty starts up.

New customers trickle in, drawn by the music, returning now that the fight’s over. A woman walks arm in arm with her boyfriend, the two of them giggling together. She’s wearing a flapper dress that glitters with beads.

She’s also a three-headed wolf with goat hooves.

She waves as she passes us, three grinning mouthfuls of jagged teeth, and I force my hand to unclench from my tumbler, wipe my shaking sweaty hands on my trousers, and smile politely back.

I’m better than I was—I haven’t set anything on fire trying to escape from a terrifying-looking Nightmare in almost a month—but I still have problems with really obvious Nightmares. Logically, I know it’s not their fault they were turned into their worst nightmare while they slept, and that they’re still people under that monstrous skin.

But logic has never had anything to do with my fears.

Priya looks mournfully at the Nightmare girl, as though hoping she’ll go on a murderous rampage at any moment. The girl doesn’t oblige, continuing to giggle as she leans against her partner, a dapper Black man wearing a top hat, enticing him to dance.

Priya downs her freshly refilled drink and slams the glass on the bar. “Another.”

I eye her. “I think you’ve had enough.”

“Are you cutting me off?” she says, clearly offended. “Just because you can’t hold your liquor doesn’t mean I can’t hold mine.”

“Oh, I’m sure you can hold your liquor,” I tell her. “But bar policy has a cutoff limit, and you hit it. I can’t serve you for another hour.”

This is complete horseshit. The bar has no such policy. If anything, the policy is “milk the customer for as much cash as possible, then when they’ve fallen unconscious from drink, rob them.”

I’d rather not see Priya unconscious and robbed.

Priya mutters under her breath, and then reels out onto the dance floor, grabbing a random person and pulling them into a polka.

I sigh. I’m worried about Priya. She spent her whole life dreaming about getting into Nightmare Defense, and now that she’s there, nothing is at all like she imagined. Every time I see her, she’s more miserable.

I just wish I knew how to help.

Bang.

I drop instantly, pressing myself to the ground behind the safety of the bulletproof bar.

Did the gangs come back? Are we going to have a second shoot-out tonight?

Priya was on the dance floor—was she shot?

For that matter, was I?

I paw myself, checking for wounds, in case the adrenaline and terror have kept me from feeling them, but I’m uninjured as far as I can tell. It’s okay. I’m okay. Everything’s okay.

“Ness?”

I look up to see Estelle leaning over the counter looking down at me. She’s white, freckled, with a halo of bright red curls. She’s the one who got me this job a month ago, mostly because I think she felt sorry for me.

“Ness, what are you doing?” Estelle asks.

I stare up at her. “What are you doing? That was a gunshot.”

Estelle lets out a long-suffering sigh. “No, it wasn’t. Someone dropped their beer mug. It broke.”

Oh.

Well, now I feel stupid.

I stand slowly, dusting myself off, trying to play it off like nothing happened.

Her eyes crease in concern. “You okay?”

“Fine, fine, fine,” I insist, my voice high and chipper. “Never better.”

I mean, for someone living in Newham, I’m doing as well as can be expected. I’m alive, and still have all my limbs. No one has tried to eat me yet today. That’s honestly better than most days.

Estelle considers me. “And how are things going living with Cy? He hasn’t . . .”

I flush, turning away. “I told you, he’s a friend. He’s just letting me stay at his place until I get enough savings to rent my own place. I’m not a blood worker.”

Estelle purses her lips, seeming to not quite believe me. She’s been worried about me from the start, and I understand her concern. After all, vampires can be incredibly dangerous. And it’s easy to end up dead from blood loss. But I’m not feeding Cy.

Well. I did once. But that was a one-time thing.

And anyway, Estelle has to know that I’m not feeding Cy—after all, she is.

“Seriously, Estelle,” I insist. “I’m doing fine.” I note her hollow cheeks and shadowed under-eyes. “Are you okay?”

“Fine, fine.” Estelle waves me off and looks me over. “You seem a little jumpy, though. Why don’t you swap with me. Take the rest of the trash out and start mopping down the kitchen.”

My shoulders loosen a little, and I’m grateful, though I won’t admit it. Cleaning the kitchen is safe, far away from the drama of the speakeasy itself.

“Sure.” I smile. “Sounds good.”

I waste no time grabbing the trash bag under the bar and heading to the back alley. Maybe I’ll get lucky and someone forgot to pick the pockets of the dead gang members tossed out there earlier.

The air outside is crisp and a little chill, a reminder that we’re going into autumn. Tucked in the alleyways and hidden nooks of the city, the homeless population is already preparing—not for the cold, though that always kills a few people every year, but for the scams that rise up every winter. The shelters that aren’t actually shelters but covers for some mad scientist to experiment on a population that won’t be missed. The monsters seeking human flesh to eat or wear or sell that roam the streets, luring people in with promises of warm food and beds.

I shiver, and not from the cold. That could have been me in the streets.

If I’m not careful, it still could.

I shudder at the thought. No. I have a job now. I’m saving money. Soon, I’ll be able to afford to rent my own place, my own little cubbyhole of safety. I’ll be independent and stand on my own two feet without any help.

And I definitely won’t end up on the street.

My fingers tighten on the trash bag handles, and wish I believed my own words.

I toss the bag into the alley, then look at the pile of bodies, wondering if I should go through them for anything of value the other servers missed. We call the money we find “tips” because the patrons sure don’t tip when they’re alive.

I take a step forward, but stop when I see her.

Her uniform waistcoat has been stripped off, showcasing the bloody hole in her white button-up shirt. The glow from the streetlight bounces off her pale face and dark hair, and her eyes are mercifully closed.

I don’t remember her name. Lesley? Lisa? Linda? She was new. Just started this week. She was supposed to be on door duty tonight, letting people into the hidden speakeasy. Which meant that when the shooting started, she was out in the open with nowhere to hide.

She hadn’t been part of the fight. She’d been a regular girl, like me.

Now she’s dead.

Thrown out in the back alley with the rest of the trash.

I stare at her, unable to take my eyes off her. Not because I care she’s dead, people die all the time. Not because I liked her and am grieving, I didn’t even know her well enough to remember her name.

But because it could have been me.

I’ve done door duty. I’ve even had fights break out when I was on door duty. It’s only been luck that’s kept a stray bullet from hitting me.

How long before I’m not lucky?

The shaking hands are back, but this time the shaking rises up, and I have to crouch, to ball myself up and wrap my arms around myself, hold myself before I shake my bones right out of my skin.

On the ground is a ratty newspaper with a large photo on the front page. The Director of the Friends of the Restful Soul smiles up at me, his lizard face familiar and welcoming. I can almost hear his voice, so soothing, telling me to come home, that my wonderful little room is waiting, my safe haven.

But it’s not.

My room is gone, and even if I could get it back, the illusion has been broken. I know it’s not safe anymore.

But I want it back. I want that feeling, that knowledge that I was safe. I want the life I had there, even if I didn’t fit. I had to play at religion and pretend to care, but it was a small price to pay for the free room and board. And the jobs they had me do were so much safer than working in a speakeasy. I delivered mail, I dropped off flyers.

And yes, the last time I dropped off flyers a woman turned into a Nightmare and tried to murder me. And true, the last time I did a mail run the boat exploded.

I know these things. It wasn’t really safe, even without the whole kidnapping scheme. But it doesn’t stop me from wanting that life back, the overwhelming sense of security and stability that living there gave me.

I want it so bad it hurts, and if I thought that I could beg the Director for everything to go back to the way it was, then I’d do it. No matter what the cost was.

But I can’t.

Because it doesn’t exist. The safety was a lie, and I still don’t know how or where to find the reality. All I want is to be safe. To not be afraid.

But how can I be safe in a place where wild gunfights are a normal part of the evening?

I can’t.

That’s the truth. This job isn’t safe, this city isn’t safe. And it’s only a matter of time before my luck runs out and I end up dead in an alley somewhere too.
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Whenever I tell people I live in a closet, they either think I’m exaggerating—I’m not—or make a joke about Newham’s rental shortage.

None of them ever imagine that I chose to live in a closet.

My closet is small and cramped, but it’s contained. I like contained spaces. I picked it because it reminded me of my perfect little room with the Friends, but the truth is that it’s a poor substitute. The doors are slatted, which means light and noise from the main room slip through easily, disturbing the peace of it, reminding me every time I’m there that it’s nothing more than a sham imitation of a broken illusion.

But that doesn’t mean I’m leaving my closet. For one thing, then I’d have to sleep on the couch in the living room, and that’s just too exposed. I already feel guilty that Cy is letting me stay in his apartment rent free while I get back on my feet. I don’t want to take up more of his space than I have to.

All the way home I try to focus on how nice it will be to relax in my little closet, and not on the image of my coworker’s dead body, thrown away like so much trash.

It doesn’t work.

Cy’s apartment building is in the nice part of town, all whitewashed buildings across from green, well-tended parks. The lobby is full of polished fake marble and crystal chandeliers, the kind of thing I’d only ever seen in films before I met Cy. The door guard, a burly ginger man over seven feet tall with arms as wide as tree trunks, looks up from his book when I enter.

“Evening, Ness,” he says. His speech is always slow and ponderous, and I suspect it’s part of the change his body went through when he became a Nightmare.

“Evening, Ronald,” I reply.

I’ve never asked Ronald what kind of nightmare he had to end up so monstrously large, with exaggerated features and slow movements, but I suspect it was about a person. When kids are scared of someone, a bully, a parent, a teacher, they often have nightmares about that person where all the scary features are overexaggerated.

And then they wake up looking like that overexaggeration.

When I first met Ronald, I was scared of him, like I was scared of every Nightmare.

Now, I smile as I walk past him to the elevator bank.

Most days, I see this as progress. My fear of Nightmares, which once paralyzed me, often ending in full-blown panic attacks, is becoming less crushing. It’s not gone—a decade of fear can’t be changed in an instant—but it’s much more manageable. I’m getting a little bit better every day.

Unfortunately, as today has reminded me, none of this seems to have affected any of my other fears.

Seeing my progress with my fear of Nightmares should be reassuring. It’s proof that I’m capable of change, that I have power over my mind, that I can conquer my fear. And most days, I even believe that.

But today, it just seems overwhelming. When I had one huge, overpowering fear, it overshadowed all the other things I was afraid of. Now all those fears are on an equal playing field, and it’s overpowering in a completely different way. There are so many things in the world I’m afraid of, so many different ways I skirt death every day.

How can I possibly conquer all these fears?

The unpleasant truth is: I can’t. I just have to live with them.

I just wish I could fix it somehow.

I get off the elevator and head down the hall to Cy’s apartment.

It’s huge by Newham standards. The front door opens into a spacious living room with a plush couch, polished wood coffee table, and broad window that offers a spectacular view of the nightscape of Newham. A door leads to Cy’s bedroom, which is just as big as the living room and even more richly appointed, and a bathroom with a state-of-the-art shower and a deep, claw-footed bathtub.

I pick up the papers by the door as I walk in, checking the news.

ANDREA GROVIN, MAYORAL CANDIDATE, ASSASSINATED reads the headline, along with a campaign poster of a woman with sleek black hair, head at a three-quarters angle as she looks majestically at something to the side. The Newham Cathedral towers in the background.

I don’t bother reading the article to find out who killed her. Probably another candidate. Good riddance. We all knew she’d been kidnapping children and literally bathing in their blood to keep her skin dewy and young.

I flip through the paper, checking the other stories.

KOVAL HEIR DISAPPEARS, STEPMOTHER MARISSA KOVAL SAYS SHE’S “HAPPY TO LOOK AFTER THE BILLION-DOLLAR INHERITANCE” UNTIL HEIR REAPPEARS.

Yeah, that heir isn’t ever reappearing, except perhaps as a skeleton at the bottom of the river.

JUDGE WHO SENTENCED MAYOR TO JAIL TIME REVERSES DECISION AFTER TRAGIC DEATH OF SON.

Wow. Who could have seen that coming? Certainly not every single person in this city.

“You’re home early tonight.”

I startle, turning around. I hadn’t realized Cy was home.

You can tell Cy’s mother was a movie star. He has flawless skin and vibrant green eyes that he outlines with black eyeliner, making them pop even more. His thick dark hair is lush and often slicked and styled, though it’s not tonight. He’s wearing a black waistcoat and trousers, and a deep green shirt that brings out the green of his eyes even more.

I resist the urge to look away awkwardly—he’s so attractive it’s almost intimidating.

“Yeah, had a bit of a night,” I tell him.

“Tell me about it.” He mutters, walking around to slump on the couch. He stares up at the ceiling, head dipping back over the couch arm like a maiden in a vampire movie, waiting for the monster to bite her.

It’s especially funny, because if this were a film, he’d be the monster.

“I’ve had a wretched night,” he proclaims, arm draped over forehead, making him look even more like a swooning maiden.

“Oh?” I meander over. “Worse than when we were kidnapped and held in cages by Nightmare Defense?”

“Not that bad,” he admits, turning his head to face me and grinning.

I smile back, and feel some of the tension of the evening ease out of my shoulders.

I’m more relaxed with him than anyone in the world other than Priya. It’s hard to believe when I met him, I was completely convinced that he was going to drink all my blood and leave me in a ditch somewhere.

Obviously, that didn’t happen.

Nearly being assassinated in a boat explosion, swimming to shore together, and hiking several days back to civilization really shows you the core of a person. Somewhere between then and being kidnapped and nearly murdered by Nightmare Defense, I realized I actually really like him.

More importantly, I feel safe with Cy.

“So what happened?” I ask. “To make it the worst night ever, but not quite.”

“My father.”

I envy Cy a lot of things. He has an incredible surplus of money, which means he’ll always have the safety that affords him. He’ll never worry about paying rent, or if he can buy food. He’ll never walk around in holey shoes or pinch pennies to afford a new fridge. On top of that, because he’s a vampire, he’s got incredible healing. He can heal bullet wounds, his flesh will knit right back up without a scar even if it’s been sloughed off to the bone.

The one thing I do not envy, is his father.

“Your father?” I ask, nervous. “Does he know where you live?”

Is he coming to kill us all?

“Not yet,” Cy says, and I let out a silent breath of relief.

“So what’s going on then?” I ask, taking a seat on the plush chair adjacent to Cy.

“He’s got a new film coming out.” Cy grimaces. “The world premiere is happening next week at the Royal Theatre.”

“Here?” I ask. “In Newham?”

“Yeah.”

I shudder. Cy’s father is an entertainment mogul and film producer. After he had Cy, he found a vampire to pay to turn him into one too, so that he could live forever, young and handsome and rich, as his empire grew. Unlike Cy, he doesn’t pay people for blood. He seduces young women and then bleeds them dry and says it was “an accident” and he “couldn’t control himself.” He drugs women and bites them, and says it’s a kindness because they’ll wake up with no memory of the attack.

And he uses his films to convince people that all these awful things he’s doing are romantic. That he’s a tortured, tragic figure who should be romanticized instead of reviled.

“I don’t know why I’m so upset,” Cy admits. “I mean, I do, but it’s not like this is the first time he’s released an awful movie that romanticizes awful things. But it’s the first time since I ran away and I just feel like I should do something.”

“Like what?” I ask.

“I don’t know. Burn down the building.”

I raise an eyebrow.

He snorts. “Yeah, I wouldn’t do that. I don’t want to hurt anyone.” His shoulders slump. “And it wouldn’t help anyway. The film reel is probably at half the cinemas in the country by now.”

“Probably,” I agree.

He looks down at his hands. “I just feel so useless.”

“You’re not useless.” I put my hand on his shoulder, and lean forward, pulling his body against mine in a hug.

Cy’s father is a rich, powerful man. What can people like us do against someone who runs an entire movie empire?

Nothing.

Just like I can do nothing to the Friends of the Restful Soul, who have been kidnapping people for decades, who planned to kidnap me too for unknown purposes. It doesn’t matter what people like them do—this is Newham. Laws don’t apply to the rich. Or the gangs. Or the Mayor. Or the police.

Or really, most people.

It doesn’t seem fair that Cy’s father can go on with murdering people and then making movies about how romantic it is, that the Friends of the Restful Soul can just continue on with their human trafficking scam. But that’s the way the world is, and I have no idea how it could be changed.

Cy pulls away from my hug, fixing his hair, avoiding my eyes. He takes a breath and asks, “So what happened with you?”

I shrug. “Oh, you know.”

“Hmm.” He watches me with narrowed eyes. “Come on, Ness.”

“What?”

“Spill it.”

I groan.

“I can see the wheels turning behind your eyes. You’re also home early.” His eyes are kind. “Did you get fired?”

“No!”

Not yet, anyway.

He looks at me expectantly.

I look down, at my hands, no longer shaking. Of course not. I’m home, Cy is with me. I’m safe. I wish I could feel like this all the time.

But that would mean never leaving the apartment. And all that would do would be turn the one place I feel happy into a cage. I’d ruin what little peace I have.

Finally, I admit, “I’m thinking of getting a new job.”

“A new job?”

“One that’s a little less dangerous,” I tell him. “Hopefully with better pay.”

“And you decided this in the middle of your shift?”

I clear my throat awkwardly. “Yes.”

He gives me a sympathetic look. “Did something happen?”

“Not really,” I admit. “I mean, nothing more than usual. There was a fight, guns were fired. One of the other servers got caught in the crossfire though, and I . . .” 

“Couldn’t help wondering if next time it would be you?” he finishes.

I nod, silent.

After a long moment, he says simply, “Well, I guess we should start perusing the job ads, hmm?”

A small smile cracks my face. “You’re not mad?”

“Why would I be mad?” he asks, brow furrowing in genuine confusion.

“Because I’m living rent free in your apartment, and this will probably delay me moving out on my own,” I admit.

He waves it off. “Don’t worry about it. Seriously.”

But it’s hard not to worry about it. I worry about everything. It’s sort of my thing.

The phone rings, interrupting us. Cy rises and picks up the receiver. Unlike everything else in the apartment, which is new, the phone is an older wooden model with a brass receiver. It looks very distinguished, but it is a bit bulky.

“Hello?” He pauses, ear pressed against the polished brass. “Oh, yes, Estelle, hi.”

I lean back into my seat, making myself small, as if to hide from Estelle even though I know she can’t see me.

“Yes, she’s here.” Cy glances at me a moment, then says, “Her injury?”

Cy raises an eyebrow at me.

“Lie,” I mouth, then point to my arm.

“Yes, we’re taking care of the injury now.” He goes along with my lie easily. “It’s not nice at all. The adrenaline from the gunfight must have dulled the pain quite a lot.”

Cy is lying for me. I don’t know if I should be flattered or embarrassed.

“Of course, yes, I’ll tell her.” He tenses at something she says. After a moment, he relaxes. “Oh, of course, I understand. That sounds good.”

He hangs up the phone and turns to me.

“There are easier ways to get time off to go job hunting, you know,” he says dryly.

“Eh, but this one was the least likely to get me fired.”

And I don’t want to lose the job I have before finding a new one. Job hunting is a full-time job in itself, and my nerves are too messy to go back to the speakeasy tomorrow so I’d just . . . told a little fib that would get me some time off to sort things out.

Honestly, on a scale of all the lies I’ve told, this is one of the most harmless, so I don’t see why I should feel guilty.

“Thanks for covering for me,” I tell him. “Even though you disagree with my methods.”

He waves it away. “It’s fine.”

I run a hand through my hair, still surprised by how short it is even after a month. At least these days my hairstyle looks deliberate and not the result of a Faustian bargain with a dream demon.

“It sounded like something else happened too?” I say.

“Oh yeah.” He shrugs. “Something came up and Estelle can’t feed me tonight.”

I stiffen.

Cy buys blood from Estelle. It doesn’t bother me, because they have a mutually beneficial business relationship. He needs to eat. She needs money. They treat each other with respect, and honestly, it’s probably the least predatory, most practical way I’ve heard of for a vampire to get blood. In Newham, people usually take what they want and don’t care who suffers.

And, well—Cy needs to eat.

“Oh.” I turn away, trying to look nonchalant again.

I’m not afraid, even though my body is tight. It’s not fear, per se. Cy won’t hurt me. I know that. He’s not going to be like “you’re dinner now” or anything.

But the thing is, I’ve fed him before. I offered, once, and it was fine. I was fine.

And now part of me is scared that he’ll take that as invitation to ask again.

The thing is—I don’t think, normally, I’d be bothered if he asked. I might say no. I might say yes. I don’t know. I didn’t mind the experience.

But things changed when I became homeless and moved in here. Now I’m afraid he’ll ask, because I’m afraid of how to answer. Can I reasonably say no, when he’s letting me live here for free? Should I just say yes to pay him back in blood, even if I don’t want to?

And if I did say yes, then would I actually be saying yes because I was okay with it, or because my subconscious wanted to placate the person who has the power to make me homeless?

“We’re going to reschedule to tomorrow, first thing in the evening,” Cy says, interrupting my thoughts.

My muscles loosen. He didn’t ask me. I don’t have to face the awkward choice.

This time.

“You’ll be all right until then?” I ask, just to be sure.

“Of course.”

“Good, good,” I repeat. “I’m exhausted, I think I’m going to go to bed. It’s been a long day. Lots of near death and all that.”

I walk to my closet quickly, trying to mask the weird feelings that have bubbled up.

Cy watches me go, his expression a little sad, and I know I’m not successful. “You’re safe here, Ness. You know that, right?”

“I know,” I tell him gently.

And I do know. Cy will never hurt me.

But the problem is that he can. He has so much power over my life, and if anything, anything at all, goes wrong—I’m screwed. If we get in a fight, I’ll be homeless. If he wants to hurt me, I have no hope of defending myself.

All I wish is that I could be on an equal playing field with him, so that these thoughts would leave. If we were on the same level, then maybe I could trust my feelings more. Maybe I could feel better about acting on them.

As I crawl into my closet bed, I wonder what the world would be like if I were as rich as the Friends, healed as quickly as Cy, or was as brave as Priya.

If I were anyone except myself, small, weak, and powerless in a city filled with monsters.
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The next week is a series of job interviews, most of which go about as well as I expect.

I show up to the first one to find a disaster well underway. A dragon trapped in a basement is roasting anyone who comes near, and most of the building above it has already succumbed to the flames. Nightmare Defense is trying to shoot it from above, but they’re held at bay by the roaring torrents of fire from both the basement dragon and the building it set on fire.

I double-check the address in my notes, and then pick my way through the rubble of what used to be the building next door, which looks like it was knocked down by the dragon’s swinging tail.

The street numbers are still painted on the sidewalk though, and yep, this was where my interview was.

I cross it off my list.

As I walk past a police auto, a balding, middle-aged man in a charred tuxedo looks out from the bars of the back of the truck, blubbering as he watches the fight.

“I was just trying to feed Gramma,” he pleads. “Newham is overpopulated anyway!”

No one listens to him.

I suspect this was my interviewer.

Like for any job in Newham, I’d done my research before going to the interview. I’d made sure the company did exist—there was a number you could call for that, though it was susceptible to bribes. I’d also checked the paperboy’s weekly scam listings, but they can’t catch everything. There’s just so many of them.

My next interview is at a butcher shop, and when the door opens, a giant tentacled monster with eight mouths and a baby’s face greets me, holding a bloody meat cleaver.

Screaming, I turn and run away.

Obviously, I don’t get the job.

The following interview is much more promising, at a small café in the financial district, and I think my interviewer is about to hire me when he gets shot.

Shot. Right in front of me.

On the street outside the shop, the Mayor rides her pet pterodactyl a couple of stories above the street. The pterodactyl’s iridescent scales reflect the neon lights of the buildings around it, and its long mouth is open wide in a threatening screech. The Mayor carries a machine gun in each hand, her long black hair blowing behind her in a ribbon, a wild grin stretching across her face.

People scream and duck out of the way as she soars down the street, machine gun rat-tat-tatting as she chases a man on a motorcycle. He’s got distinctive face tattoos and a mustache, his face familiar from his mayoral campaign posters all over town.

“Run, run as fast as you can,” croons the Mayor, laughing wildly as she fires at the motorcycle. Her pterodactyl screeches in rage as she tugs the chain around its neck, forcing it to turn and follow the motorcycle down the street and around the corner, out of sight.

She leaves a trail of devastation and people hit by her wild machine gun fire in her wake, and as my interviewer crumples lifelessly to the ground, so do my job prospects at his café.

Covered in blood that could just as easily have been mine if the bullet had been a few inches to the left, I leave the café.

Maybe I should wait until after the mayoral election is over, I think numbly as I walk.

Mayoral elections only come around once every five years. The last time there was an election—my first ever election in Newham—I hadn’t been prepared for the sheer scope of violence in the streets. I’d still been living with my aunt at the time, and she’d insisted I hide inside for the duration of the campaign.

Unfortunately, she hadn’t taken her own advice. She’d still gone to work every day, and ended up trapped in her factory when it collapsed—a strategic financial strike on a candidate to take him out of the running. She’d survived the initial collapse, but inhaling all the toxic shit while trapped in the debris gave her chronic Howling Cough that killed her a year later.

I should take the advice she gave me then. I should hide until it’s over.

Except . . . well, after the election for Mayor, the gangs usually have a big fight. A lot of people die in the elections, and then there’s often power vacuums that need to be filled. So that might take a few weeks.

By the time that’s all cleared up it might be New Year’s, which is of course when annual corporate reviews happen, and companies start taking out rivals so that they look good for their board reviews.

I sigh. I can’t just wait for a safer time to job hunt, because there’s no such thing as a safe time to be in Newham.

I haven’t been paying attention to where I’ve been walking, and I’m surprised when I look up.

I’m at the Friends of the Restful Soul building.

I haven’t been back here since I fled, and the feelings that rise up at the sight of the smooth brick exterior and classic arches are a painful mix of nostalgia and hurt and peace. I spent so much of my life here. I was as happy as I’ve ever been here.

Even if it was evil.

I still remember the first time I came here, like it was just yesterday.

I was eleven, and my aunt held my hand the whole walk there. I’d been living with her for less than two months, two strangers forced together by the brutal death of my father by my sister’s hands—legs? Fangs? I don’t know what they’re called on giant spiders.

My fears had been uncontrollable. My terror of Nightmares was debilitating, my terror of spiders was worse. I wasn’t sleeping, because I was afraid I’d turn into a monster like Ruby and kill my aunt. When I did sleep, it was fitful and panicky, all flailing limbs and screaming sobs. I might not have been able to dream—the drugs saw to that—but even without bad dreams, my sleep was anything but restful.

My aunt didn’t exactly live in the nicest part of Newham, and her apartment was tidied as best she could, but the spiders still got in. I’d flee the apartment, screaming at the sight of a tiny little bug, my mind snapping back to the sound of crunching bones and the image of that massive long hairy leg coming down the hall.

Reason left the building, and so did I.

Literally—I jumped out the window multiple times. I was lucky there was a fire escape outside it and not just empty air.

I, in short, was a mess. My aunt simply wasn’t prepared to cope with a deeply traumatized child.

So she dragged me to the Friends. Their free Nightmare therapy programs were her last resort.

“I’m going to be right there with you,” she told me, her lips pursed, hand tight on mine. “Nothing will happen.”

I’d nodded, numb, not really understanding. Looking back, it’s clear to me that my aunt was skeptical of the Friends and their motives, but she was at the end of her rope. She couldn’t afford a real therapist for me, and something had to be done.

So together, we walked up the steps into the Friends’ building.

I remember thinking it was the most beautiful building in the world.

The classic brick facade and the smooth stone floor gave it a feel of antiquity, of age and wisdom. It was the nicest place I’d seen at that point in my life, and I was in awe. Soft, tranquil music was playing in the background, and a gentle woman with a friendly smile had greeted us at the door. She smiled at my aunt, gave me a candy, and said the magic words.

“You’re safe,” she’d whispered, her expression gentle. “It’s okay. Nothing bad will happen while you’re in here.”

And I’d believed her. I’d believed all of them. I’d believed so much in my safety there that after my aunt died, I’d up and moved in there, joining them as a disciple. Not because I believed in their saints, or any of their doctrine—but because they were the only place I’d ever felt safe since my family died.

What a crock of shit that turned out to be.

But even now, even after learning that everything was a lie, that they were kidnapping people, were planning on doing who knows what to me, when I look at the building, I
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