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			For Andy

			Whose imagination is the stuff dreams are made of.
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			Excerpt from the Book of Demoinis: Beginnings 

			(English Translation)

			 

			“In the beginning, when the first nefiri looked out from the edges of Oracle into the unending cloud fog of the Nether, he was afraid. When the second nefiri looked out, she too was afraid, and they agreed to found a city rather than face the unknown expanse of the world around them. Their names are not remembered.

			Even the names of the first wind sailors are lost, for they did not return. Yet through their bravery, our world came into focus. Their continued dedication grew the nefiri people from the lone city of Oracle to an expanse of colonies throughout the Nether. The valiant individuals who sailed on the clouds and pierced into the Nether are forever etched as the first heroes of our people. Without them, Demoinis never would have dared the impossible – to dive beneath the Nether and uncover the everstorm of Inspiration.

			It was he and his promised, Lilith, who discovered the Spirit Wells and brought dream energy to our people. They forged ahead and discovered the hives floating in the lower Nether. It was through their unending courage that the Dream was discovered beneath Inspiration. It was through their diplomacy that first contact with the humans was made. Demoinis and Lilith brought the nefiri to new heights and savage lows. For it was Lilith’s folly, and the foolishness of Romaniuk – who was not yet the Redeemer, which brought the Blight…

			But it was Demoinis who founded the Dreamcatchers.” 

			 

		

	
		
			I

			 

			Three human years before the Incubus Incident

			Thwack!

			Vakarian watched as his arrow sunk into the target dead center, rocking the circle as it continued its passive, automated slide across the floor. Four targets remained, each in the shape of a traditional bullseye — rings of blue encircling a dot of red. He never knew how he felt about this; surely training could get a little more creative.

			Refitting another arrow, he drew back and aimed.

			Thwack! The sound echoed in the near-empty training room. Vakarian loved the intimacy. No audience, no instructors — just himself, his arrows, and the target. With all that had happened in the Hive recently, he craved this personal time.

			Another bullseye. Spinning, Vakarian tried a move he had been perfecting for the past few weeks. In mid-spin, he retrieved another arrow from the quiver slung across his back. As he came around to face the next target, he drew. This would require precision, reflecting exactly where he was in his form. Better to find out now than in the field.

			Thwack!

			Still in the center red but slightly off to the left. His aiming had needed another second. He could improve. Vakarian repeated the procedure, this time pausing to allow himself a brief exhale before release. The arrow found its mark directly in the center. Time to try a new maneuver. Rolling back, he brought up his bow along with his body, hitting a kneel with his weapon fully ready to fire.

			Thwack!

			He allowed himself a smile. This was the best run he had ever done. All the targets were now rocking, some gently and some with more force. Each impact showed that he not only had the accuracy he wanted but the power as well. Vakarian stood and undid the string from his bow, feeling the weapon relax as pressure was relieved from it.

			He slid the bow around in his hand. A small button appeared below his thumb and he pressed it, watching as the weapon withdrew itself into a short cylinder. Research and Development should be proud; these new retractable bows were improving all the time. It made carrying them that much easier. If only the arrow tech matched.

			Clapping shot Vakarian out of his thoughts. He must have been more focused than he realized. His teacher, Silendel the Redeemer, was watching from the entrance, a smirk evident on her face.

			“Four point six seconds.” She chuckled, stepping into the room. The lamps above illuminated more brightly, an additional indicator that the trainee was no longer alone. The light reflected off the golden fabric of his mentor’s cloak and shone lightly off her gray skin. Vakarian relaxed and hooked the bow onto his belt, watching the door slide shut behind her. Of course Silendel would come down here; she probably needed to get away, too. It was far from every day that there was a night terror attack. 

			“Really?” He felt his jaw drop slightly as he watched Silendel’s face. “That would make it — ”

			“Point three seconds faster than my record?” Silendel nodded. “Yes. Congratulations, you have me beat.” She patted her right fist on her left shoulder in respect, her eyebrow raised the whole time. Vakarian met her gray eyes with an awkward smile. He knew Silendel had little time for pride on her team so he fought against the smile tugging at his face.

			“Benefits of your teaching,” he said, returning the salute. Silendel laughed, louder than before. Vakarian blinked.

			“I’m sorry.” She sighed. “That was the right answer. It’s just… Today is a special occasion.” She put a hand to her mouth, stifling any further laughter. This was not expected. Given everything that had happened, given that Zarel now lay unconscious in the infirmary, bandages covering what was left of his face… How could she be laughing today? Was it stress? Vakarian had often wondered how challenging command was, even during normal times. Running a hive had to take its toll. Being a leader during a night terror attack probably added at least several layers of stress. He hoped his mentor was all right. She certainly wasn’t acting like her usual self.

			Vakarian watched, awestruck, as Silendel removed her yellow hood, letting her thick black hair fall into view. Dreamcatchers never removed their hoods in front of each other. Both the hood and the cloak were external symbols of their commitment to the vow they had taken. He felt heat rise in his cheeks and averted his eyes to the neutral metal of the floor.

			“Redeemer…” he whispered. Silendel continued to laugh.

			“Just ‘Silendel’ is sufficient.” She stated, her voice taking its familiar flat tone of authority. “I do not want this to be formal. Eyes up, Vakarian. We shall see each other as equals.”

			Unable to control the blush in his cheeks, Vakarian brought his face back to meet his instructor.

			Silendel’s features somehow appeared simultaneously more and less defined without her hood. Without the yellow borders, the creases in her face showed clearer in the light. They weren’t wrinkles — far from it. Her face was chiseled with the scarring and physique that came with years of service. If anything, the definition added beauty to her already striking features. Vakarian shuffled from one foot to the next. Her hair also brought forth a femininity usually hidden. It was shoulder length and straight, with what looked like a central braid done in the back. This appeared to drop lower, although he couldn’t be sure. He had imagined seeing her like this for years but had never once believed it could happen. With her hood up, she was the Redeemer, the Dreamcatcher of their hive. Without it, she was a nefiri, just like him. He watched as she cocked a wry expression.

			“Am I so beautiful?” she asked, in a tone he had never heard before.

			“I… I — that is to say you — are… I mean...” Vakarian gulped and looked to the side, grasping for a distraction, some other person in the room to help him escape. Most recruits developed at least some attraction to their mentors; this was taught in basic recruitment. The family structure of the dreamcatchers created strong bonds but allowed little time to properly express them. Vakarian had loved Silendel since the moment she promoted him to her team, but he had always understood it as a love sprung from admiration, nothing more than fantasy, and certainly not something either had the time to pursue. He dropped his eyes again before regaining himself.

			When he was finally able to look her in the face again, Vakarian noticed she was giggling. He blinked, the heat burning his cheeks.

			“I haven’t been your teacher in a long time,” she commented. “Any wise mentor knows that, when she receives as many lessons from a student as she has given, then the relationship has changed.”

			She smiled and Vakarian found it to be the loveliest sight he had seen since putting on the uniform.

			“I don’t understand,” he whispered. Silendel’s grin softened.

			“Remove your hood,” she instructed. “I wish to see you as an equal.”

			Vakarian nodded and brought his hands up. He felt as if his brain were switching to autopilot to deal with the strangeness of the situation. He seriously wondered if he was hallucinating. This must be exactly how it felt when humans dreamed. He had always wondered about it, given that nefiri did not dream — or, at the very least, could not remember any dreams they had. “Insanity” would be a good word to describe it.

			He slid back the cool fabric of his green hood. For the first time, he became aware of how cool the overhead lights were. He felt no heat, no warmth from above. He had always assumed the hive’s temperature came from its lights, the way the everstar warmed the Nether around them.

			Silendel nodded, although Vakarian was not sure why.

			“Shaven,” she commented. Vakarian’s pulse jumped as she approached him and laid a hand on the side of his face. He stood frozen while she ran it up and over, her skin almost tickling his scalp. “Why?” she asked, withdrawing the hand.

			Vakarian blinked.

			“Why is your head shaven?” The question became interrogation as Silendel’s formal voice reemerged. Ironically, he felt himself relax in the familiarity of it. At least something was the same.

			“Standard protocol,” he answered automatically. “All squad members are to have their heads shaven upon completion of training.”

			The corners of Silendel’s mouth curved upward.

			“But they don’t have to keep them shaven,” she added. “There is no rule demanding continued conformity. It is simply part of the initiation.” She nodded to herself and took a step back. Vakarian watched as she turned and paced the length of the room, walking back and forth past several dummies used for close-range weapons practice. Her braid extended roughly halfway down her back. He watched it bob as she walked. Occasionally, it disappeared into one of the large tears running up the middle of her cape, a reminder of where a Class III nightmare had slashed at her. Silendel could order a replacement, but no dreamcatcher ever did. Each disfigurement to the fabric was seen as a mark of service.

			“Tell me…” Silendel halted mid-step. “You are dropped into a situation, mid-playout: the child is crying but there is no sign of any immediate nightmare present. What do you do?”

			This whole day was turning into the most inexplicable he had ever experienced. Vakarian opened his mouth but closed it, stumbling through the questions in his mind. Her hair was so tightly woven; streaks of silver caught highlighted against the pale bulbs overhead.

			“Answer me,” Silendel ordered. “Be honest.”

			“I would find out why the child was crying and do what I could to help.”

			Silendel turned back to him, and Vakarian felt himself nearly falter. Her face was the same fierce countenance he had known for years, but without the hood…

			“You wouldn’t set up a perimeter first… or check for nightmare activity?” She raised an eyebrow at him, and Vakarian felt himself curse silently. He knew first procedure was to secure the area, to make sure he was safe. But there were multiple theories regarding the order of a dreamcatcher’s responsibilities.

			“No, ma’am,” he answered. “The child’s state of mind is most important and takes precedence. There are many reasons for sadness and not all of them have to do with fear. I would not let my guard down, but the child must be tended to first.”

			Silendel nodded, and Vakarian saw that slight smile reappear.

			“That is not the standard,” she responded, although without any negative implication. “Why would you break that rule but keep shaving your head?” She chuckled again, and Vakarian felt a new desire to disappear. She had never mocked him before.

			“My personal appearance is a mark of dedication,” he answered. “As is my desire to insure the human child’s happiness. I am not jumping for myself — that is not the purpose of the dreamcatchers.”

			“And what is our purpose?” Silendel took a deliberate step forward. Vakarian felt a momentary desire to flinch but knocked it down. “Why do you jump, if not for yourself?”

			“Our purpose is to serve human children and keep them safe from harm. I jump so that they, and all of us, may be safe.”

			Silendel stopped a foot away from him. She didn’t blink, and her face showed no sign of reacting to his answer.

			“And what of their energy, our energy?” Her voice remained flat. “The energy drawn up through the Spirit Wells, the very lifeblood of our people?” She stepped back and gestured to the lights on the ceiling. “You wouldn’t be able to see me now if not for what we do. Our pilots would not be able to fly. What of the lessons I have taught you from your very first day in training?”

			Vakarian knew that the answer he was giving was not Silendel’s philosophy. She, along with many in the order, believed themselves to be safeguarding the future of all nefiri. According to the Book of Demoinis, the oldest piece of nefiri literature left in existence, the initial reason for forming the dreamcatcher corps had been the safeguarding of energy naturally exhumed from the human dream.

			“Secondary objectives, while important, are not the reason I jump.” He braced himself for the reprimand, but none came. Instead, Silendel’s expression became thoughtful but pleased. Her smile remained and, as he watched, it grew more and more evident.

			“You would go against everything I taught you and place your life, a nefiri life, second to the life of a human?” She shook her head gently. “There was a time I believed I saw the big picture completely, that I understood our place here as servants to our people. Now I am not so sure.”

			“We are the bringers of light. We are the saviors of below,” Vakarian recited perfectly. It was part of the Code, his favorite part. Every dreamcatcher knew the Code of Demoinis by heart; it had become a mantra for their cause. Reading it, he had often wondered how anyone could think of dreamcatchers as serving nefiri alone.

			“You see the little things, Vakarian,” she whispered, “the things no one else sees. You would check on a human before yourself, put their need truly ahead of your own safety. Not many agents would have given me that answer. Excellent.” Her face broke out into a grin. “I have chosen well.”

			“Chosen?” Vakarian felt the abyss of confusion returning. What he wouldn’t give to be shooting arrows or practicing hand-to-hand combat right now. Anything that resembled normalcy would be such a welcome reprieve.

			“Chosen.” Silendel’s hand dropped low and toyed with the bow notched to Vakarian’s belt. He suddenly found it very hard to concentrate. “I am leaving the dreamcatchers, Vakarian. I have found…a higher calling.”

			Vakarian’s already crumpling world plummeted into pieces as simply as if someone had opened a hole in the floor. He took a step back, causing Silendel’s hand to fall away. The light had not changed in the room, but he felt himself blinking rapidly.

			“Higher calling?” he shouted. “How could there be a higher calling? How can you leave now?” He hadn’t meant to shout.

			For the first time since the conversation had begun, Vakarian noticed a strain on Silendel’s features, as if she were choking back words that desperately wanted to escape. She fidgeted.

			“It can’t be explained,” she said simply. “At least, not at the moment. Know that I wouldn’t leave if I didn’t think it beyond important.” Silendel tried to smile again, but now the grin was empty. “I also wouldn’t leave if I didn’t think I was leaving the future of the hive in capable hands — better hands than my own.”

			Vakarian laughed because he didn’t know what else to do.

			“Better hands?” he repeated. “With respect, Redeemer! You are Silendel the Redeemer — Dreamcatcher of this hive and direct descendent of Romaniuk the Redeemer! Your ancestor built our order side by side with Demoinis himself! If you can’t handle a night terror, what hope do I have? Greater calling! How can you abandon us? How can you abandon Zarel? How can…” Vakarian fought against the words tumbling from his mouth. His face was burning and he turned away to hide the tears that fell.

			He knew what was coming. Silendel never tolerated any kind of insubordination, and he had never seen anyone dare to yell at her. Her judgment was seen as the compass in the clouds. Even Torren, who loved hearing himself speak, fell silent to whatever decision Silendel the Redeemer made.

			The more he thought about it, the more his mind scrambled. It was the lack of hood — that had to be what made him think he could talk like that. He closed his eyes and waited for reprieve. It took him several moments to realize that none was coming.

			When he finally dared look back, he saw something he had never seen before. Silendel wasn’t looking at him. Her face was up towards the light. Through its definition, he could see every line, every muscle pulling into a pained expression. She wasn’t crying — at least he didn’t think she was. But it looked like she wanted to.

			“To stop another Blight…” she whispered at last. “For the good of every nefiri in every hive and every colony…and even for the good of Zarel.” She looked back at him, and her eyes glowed with a fierce determination. “The Redemptions began with my ancestor, and I will finish them. At the very least, I have to try.” She bit her lip for a moment, never breaking eye contact. “I need you to trust me.”

			Vakarian swallowed, unable to keep eye contact with his mentor. The Blight was just a story, an answer written to explain the loss of Oracle, the first nefiri city. Vakarian knew that many held a higher view of the Book of Demoinis than he did, taking its lessons to be fact — but the book was filled with impossible tales. He had never thought the Blight to be more than another one of them. He looked back at Silendel. She evidently believed it. She was prepared to drop everything.

			“Then I will go with you.” Vakarian’s words surprised him, but he felt the conviction surge through his body. “Where you lead, I follow.” Silendel would never abandon them. If she was leaving, there had to be a reason.

			Silendel chuckled a mirthless laugh.

			“And what of your duty here? Would you abandon these nefiri so readily, without even knowing the cause?” She tilted her head in wonder. He found himself blinking in response again.

			“Surely, if you’re leaving… Torren is the senior squad member.”

			“Torren is very capable,” Silendel admitted. “He can quote the Code, Redemptions, any passage of the Book I ask, but he would have told me that dreamcatchers dive only for nefiri and to protect our energy lines, that we were only servants of the colonies. He would have told me exactly what I trained him to say. The dreamcatchers need a leader with personal ideals, someone who sees the big picture.”

			“But then Zarel…” Vakarian couldn’t bring himself to finish. The weight of his friend’s body as he carried it through the halls flooded back to him, forcing his shoulders to sag. He had thought he was carrying a corpse. Silendel bit her lip and cast her eyes down at the floor.

			“He will live,” she confirmed. “But Kessel has confirmed that his days as a field agent are over.”

			Vakarian felt a weight descend upon his chest. He had known from the moment he had seen his friend’s body that Zarel would never jump again. Really, it was a miracle that he had lived. That was the blessing, the truth to be thankful for and focus on.

			“It has to be you.” Silendel brought him out of his thoughts. “We have many dreamcatchers, Vakarian — agents with strengths and weaknesses. The Dreamcatcher needs to be bigger than themselves, able to see more than personal interpretation. It has to be you.”

			Vakarian felt his eyes bulge.

			“Me?”

			He had dreamed of this moment since the first day he had arrived on the hive. Since before that really, since his first hearing of the Code of Demoinis all those years ago on the cobbled roads of Escha. Most nefiri wanted nothing more than a simple life on one of the colonies, either by developing the land on which they were born or by setting out to try to discover a new one, but not him. He had dreamed of a hive from that day onward. Now to be named Dreamcatcher… at the cost of Silendel.

			“I accept,” he whispered, swallowing a sob that he hadn’t known had been hiding in this throat. “And I will stay.” The floor stared back at him. The dull pearl reflected back the light from overhead. When he brought his face back to Silendel, he discovered it in tears.

			“We all have sworn an oath to the greater good of our people.” She reached out and brushed the side of his face, wiping away a tear that had escaped his best efforts. “And unfortunately, that promise doesn’t always leave time for the other we’d like to make.”

			Vakarian reached up and took her hand in his. This was Silendel, his mentor and the woman he had loved and admired since being assigned into her squad. Had she really felt the same way about him all this time?

			“One day,” she breathed, “I will return and tell you everything — everything I have done. And you, you will tell me of all the good you have done — for our people, and for humanity. You will be a far greater leader than I ever was.”

			Vakarian wished more than anything he could have kept Silendel’s hand in his. He knew he wanted more time the moment he felt it slip away. Stepping back, his teacher brushed her face. When her hands fell, she was Silendel again.

			“Now put on your hood, Dreamcatcher. We have work to do.” 

			 

		

	
		
			II

			 

			One human year before the Incubus Incident

			Davide Rodriggi was tired. No, that wasn’t the right word. Well, it worked, but it was lazy language, not the sort of thing he wanted Tony to grow up resorting to. Staying up an hour late made you tired. He was exhausted. And he was driving. Not the smartest combination; another poor example for his youngest.

			Davide removed a hand from the steering wheel and wiped it across his face. He wasn’t sure if the rain was helping or hindering his mood. On the one hand, the dark gray sky didn’t make him want to jump around and celebrate energy. Yet the slick roads were keeping his attention more focused and, if he was honest with himself, he welcomed any color now that wasn’t purple.

			He fought a shudder as images from the past few weeks threatened to surge back. What was worse was that he couldn’t talk about it. These weren’t even real memories playing on him; they were dreams, and he was an adult man — a father with a family of his own. People would roll their eyes if he tried to tell them or they would think he was losing his mind. If this had never happened before, he would have agreed with them. Davide remembered dealing with pretty intense nightmares as a kid, but they had gone away on their own. Good thing, too, since even back then he hadn’t been a fan of tranquilizers that knocked him out. He liked being in charge of his own brain.

			Watching a blinking light, Davide slowed his car. He had left work early today, and the roads were largely more deserted than he was used to. As much as he hated to duck out sick, especially when he only needed sleep, it was hard to argue the benefits of missing rush hour. Of course, if he just agreed to telecommute, he could avoid cars altogether. However, it would also mean the loss of his office and social life. Not something he wanted to give up.

			Shaking his head to clear it, he turned his car toward home. Tony would still be at school, but Louise was home. He hoped she wouldn’t worry too much. She seemed to have a bad habit of being more and more nervous lately. Likely it had to do with Dante’s new deployment. Davide had to admit that he was still dealing with that one. His firstborn’s last trip home was supposed to be the final trip. He had served all mandatory tours of duty. But that was the wonderful thing about the Air Force: they were in the position to make demands.

			Davide’s foot hit the brakes as a branch thudded onto his hood. Cursing, he fought his impulse to swerve. Zoned out. He was too zoned out. Normally, that wouldn’t be the worst problem, but add fatigue and poor weather conditions and this was exactly how crap like this happened. Cursing again, he watched the branch slide off. Luckily, it hadn’t been massive. There was no sign of a dent. That would have been all he needed.

			Blinking, he fought a yawn. Despite everything — the storm, the clearly strengthening wind — his eyelids struggled to stay open. He needed to get home and plop into bed. The soft cool fabric of his bedsheets sounded like the closest thing to heaven. Once he was rested, there would be time to put the family right. He could comfort his wife and take Tony to King’s Super Play Land. That, or maybe to the new dinosaur exhibit at the natural history museum.

			He shook his head again and watched as the Pocomoke came into view. The massive river usually wound its way lazily across the border of town. It was only on rainy days when the water moved with any real purpose. Davide could see the waves swelling up in white tips as the water tore onward. White after white after white after purple…

			Davide felt his blood run cold. That was impossible. It had to be a trick of the light. Probably just reflecting the color from something on the shoreline. Except there was nothing shiny near the river, especially nothing that could be mistaken as purple. He hated when his mind was right in bad situations.

			Slamming on the brakes, he pulled over to the side of the road. Blinking and slapping his face, Davide watched the river. The violet was gone. Whenever the rushing water surged enough to break, it did so in the usual frothy white. He must have dozed off for a moment, but he was safe now.

			For weeks, he had been seeing it in his dreams — that color. Davide could never remember having a fear of purple, or caring about that color in general. It wasn’t his favorite or his least favorite. Purple just existed. Now, he always saw it when he slept and something beyond horrible always followed.

			Davide glanced in his rearview mirror and sighed. How lucky had he been that there was no one driving behind him? This wasn’t a major road by any means but, still, to see one or two other cars was not unusual. He took a deep breath and found it difficult. The seat belt must have been acting up again. He considered getting out of the car to stretch. A particularly strong gust of wind blew enough rain onto his windshield for him to reconsider. His first plan was still his best one: get home and get to bed. Perhaps a sleeping pill wouldn’t be a terrible idea, either. Anything to stop the nightmares.

			He flipped on his blinker and pulled back out onto the street. His car was now almost parallel with the river. Looking to the right, he watched as more and more of the bank disappeared under the water. Thunder boomed somewhere off in the distance. This storm was going to get worse before it got better. Maybe he was better off pulling to the side again and catching a nap in his car. They were supposed to be the safest place in a lightning storm, at least according to Tony.

			Man, this seat belt was really uncomfortable.

			“Your children are dead, picked at by rats.”

			Davide slammed the brakes again, shuddering as the car slid a good couple feet before coming to a complete stop. That was close; he nearly had gone off the road. The riverbank in this area was steep enough for that to be a terribly serious mistake. Spinning in his chair, he looked for the source of the voice. No one. He was alone. Davide turned back and eyed his dashboard. The radio wasn’t turned on, so that couldn’t be it. Had he dozed off again?

			He shivered,. While the radio wasn’t on, the heat sure as heck was. Why was he so cold? Davide stared out of the windshield and felt suddenly trapped. He needed to step out of his car and get some air, storm be damned. He reached down to unbuckle his seatbelt.

			“Going somewhere?” the voice hissed again. Davide felt the air sucked from his lungs as the seatbelt tightened around him. Looking down, he saw that the black band had turned a deep shade of lilac. The buckle that should be near his waist was nowhere to be found. He clawed at it, trying to wrench himself free. This couldn’t be happening.

			“Help!” Davide found himself calling to no one in particular. The street was deserted. Looking up through the window, he watched as the sky lit up with a streak of purple lightning. None of this was possible. He had to be dreaming. Davide blinked; but that couldn’t be. He was sure he had been awake at work, and when he started driving home. He always knew when he was dreaming. That would mean —

			Water began spilling in through the windows. It gushed along the lines of the glass and along the tops of his car doors. No! Davide scrambled harder against the seatbelt, choking for air as it continued to squeeze into him. He had to wake up. He had to get out. He needed to get home to Louise and Tony, to see Dante return home.

			The outside world dimmed in his windshield until he stared out at nothing but blackness. Davide’s eyes bulged at it. He needed to get out. He needed to escape. He needed to wake up! Water had filled most of the car by now, and he could no longer breathe with the seat belt crushing air from his lungs. Tony flashed into his mind. He had to get home to his family!

			Two massive purple slits opened in the dark vacuum that was the world beyond his windshield.

			“Sorry, Daddy, but no family — or anyone — is coming to save you. Don’t worry though, I’ll make sure you and that little rat of yours aren’t separated for long!”

			Water reached Davide’s lips and he felt a certainty settle over him. There would be no help coming, no waking up. He had fallen asleep for the last time.

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			 

			The first jump. Every dreamcatcher had a first jump. In the three years since he became the Dreamcatcher, Vakarian had overseen the annual recruitment training classes. In all that time, however, he had never trained one who would join his squad. He had never taken a direct pupil, until Fidel. Now it was her turn to see Inspiration, her turn to leave the safety of the Hive and journey below, her turn to dive into dreams. Even knowing she was ready, he felt uneasy.

			The Nether was security. Every nefiri was born there, on one colony or another. While the endless swirls of clouds made it difficult to communicate, and harder still to navigate, the Nether was a relatively safe place, provided one did not fall. In all their years of exploration, they had yet to discover any additional species of real significance. The only thing the fog revealed was more fog, punctuated by the occasional floating land mass large enough to serve as a colony, or the smaller ones fit only for hives. Serene — that was a way to describe it, but only on the surface.

			Falling through the clouds revealed a world most nefiri never saw. Inspiration was the realm of the dreamcatchers, and of those nefiri brave enough to draw power from the Spirit Wells. From his seat in the passenger bay of the damsel pod, Lapitus, Vakarian looked ahead through the cockpit. He felt his muscles reflexively tighten as gray clouds fell away and the ship entered the everstorm.

			Inspiration was not the Nether. Beneath the eternal soft gray of the Nether’s clouds and calm winds raged a tempest unlike anything encountered before, or since, its discovery. Turbulent squalls, splashing rain, and flashes capable of frying anything they touched. Vakarian had learned of “lightning,” a human hazard present in the physical world, long ago in his training classes — every agent had. In his opinion, the flashes were worse. Lightning supposedly came down from the sky and struck the tallest object. Flashes erupted from below and struck at random. Higher energy output meant a stronger chance of being struck, but no energy did not equal security. When it came to entering the Inspiration, safety disappeared with the Nether.

			And the flashes were only one of the lethal dangers. Packs of Omen flew through the endless uproar and attacked anything smaller than them, which thankfully, did not include damsel pods. They were enormous creatures — scaled skin with long serpentine necks and thick leathery wings. No one knew where the Omen had come from. They were a ghost story made real. Vakarian had encountered Omen swarms only a few times before in his career and felt fortunate for it. As unnerving as Inspiration could be, it was made all the worse when pierced with the frenzied cry of one of those creatures. The dragons of Inspiration were to be avoided whenever possible.

			Between the flashes, the Omen, the wind, and the rain, Inspiration could easily be a deathtrap for civilians and the untrained. Luckily, the damsel pods weren’t used by either. Every damsel pod was identical: long, white, cylinders with narrow cockpits and solid fins that stuck out from the sides at an upward angle. They weren’t built for comfort. There was enough room for three people to sit comfortably and four to be squished. These weren’t the luxury transports or the wind sailors used up in the Nether. These were dreamcatcher vehicles, used only by field agents and top pilots.

			Vakarian rocked forward as a gust buffeted the pod. Up in the cockpit, Zarel adjusted, guiding the craft with the storm instead of trying to fight it. Another jolt, this one less strong; evidently, Zarel had moved correctly. Vakarian allowed himself to settle and exhaled gently into the seat. He had done this too many times before to let the occasional bump upset him. Sitting directly in front of him on the opposite side of the cargo section of the pod, Fidel was having a tougher time. She looked disoriented, clutching at her side with one hand and trying to steady herself with the other.

			“You’re a tough one. Nightmares aren’t enough for you? Going to take on the everstorm, too?” Silendel’s voice echoed in his head. Vakarian fought a grin as he remembered how frantically he had grabbed at the beam running along the center ceiling. Back then, every nudge had been the most violent shake he had ever felt. A first jump — everyone had a first jump.

			“You’re fighting it wrong.” He nodded his head towards Fidel’s hand, the one bracing against the wall. “The wind out there is strong enough to throw one of our hives around like a beach ball. Lapitus is built as strong as any pod but she can’t beat forces like that. Better to let go and trust the instincts of your pilot.”

			“Who does an excellent job, considering!” Zarel called back from the pilot’s seat. Fidel gave the cockpit a withering look before turning her disgruntled gray eyes on Vakarian. He could tell she was thinking, trying to gauge if he was telling the truth or not. He had been known to crack jokes during training sessions. He felt that well-timed humor helped keep trainees on their toes. Fidel’s tongue appeared briefly at the corner of her mouth as she figured out if letting go would help make the pain in her gut more bearable. Her hand fell away from the wall.

			“What’s a beach ball?” she croaked. Vakarian fought back a scowl.

			“You have to know that by now, the cultural object courses get into far more bizarre territory than that.” He leaned forward, feeling the Lapitus drop slightly underneath his feet. He didn’t want to know why the damsel pod was descending; he trusted Zarel.

			“Is that the ball that’s filled with water? The one children like to explode off each other?” Fidel’s face was becoming less contorted as she spoke. Already she was adjusting to the jostles of Inspiration. Vakarian wasn’t about to acknowledge how impressed he was, especially with that error.

			“You’re confusing beach balls with water balloons. Two objects that are not uncommon in the dream of a human child. Two objects you might very well find in the Dream you’re about to enter.”

			“But most children aren’t frightened by toys!” Fidel retorted. Vakarian made his scowl more pronounced. Immediately her expression changed. “Sorry,” she muttered. “Are beach balls the inflatable ones they play with by water?”

			“Water balloons are not always a toy.” Again, Vakarian focused on the criticism. It was vital that her mind be sharp on her first drop. Praise, as his old mentor had often reminded him, could be fatal in overdose. “They are a projectile that holds water. Some children are fine with this, some are not. To a select few, the experience is a horrific one, associated with trauma. Traumas create fear, fear gives birth to Nightmares. You need to be able to identify that emotion as soon as possible. Such an objective is impossible if you cannot even correctly label the object in question!”

			Fidel nodded. “Maybe I’m not ready…” Her voice trailed off as her head drooped. Vakarian made a mental curse at himself. Pushed too hard, he had pushed her too hard. Silendel had always been careful with dealing out approval and scorn. She never played favorites and Vakarian still couldn’t remember a time when she had ever made him feel ashamed or uncertain. He needed to be firm but promote confidence. Fidel would be dead without it.

			Putting more weight gingerly on his legs, he sat up from his bench and positioned himself in a squat in front of Fidel. Please, he prayed, please don’t let me get knocked over right now.

			“Fidel, listen to me. You’re ready. I know it and you know it. In the three years I’ve trained new dreamcatchers, you’re the first one I’ve placed on my squad. Do you want to know the only thing I’m doubting right now?”

			She raised her face to meet his and gave it a small shake.

			“I’m doubting your calm.” Vakarian smiled as he put a hand on her shoulder. “We are agents of serenity. The human children look to us to vanquish fear. Hard to accomplish when you’re so stressed.”

			Fidel shrugged her shoulders.

			“Everyone has a first jump,” Vakarian continued, “and to date, every agent has returned from it. The world of the Dream is dangerous, but that’s why we train. If you weren’t ready, you wouldn’t be here. End of story.” Vakarian quickly shifted back into his seat. Fidel smiled briefly.

			“Yeah,” she whispered. “I guess you’re right.”

			“I wouldn’t say anything you don’t need to hear.” He smirked, noting the stifled snicker that came from the cockpit. Evidently, Zarel had found the exchange amusing. Vakarian wondered if Fidel heard it, too. He made a mental note to speak to his pilot after the jump. Zarel had a nasty habit of forgoing formality. Most days Vakarian wouldn’t mind, but today was not most days.

			“She’s not afraid of water balloons.” Fidel responded after a brief silence. She reached into a compartment on her sash and withdrew a data screen. Every agent had one; R&D nicknamed them “hourglasses.” Silendel had called it “the best friend any agent would ever have.” They did practically everything: from giving a readout of every case belonging to the agent, providing a tracking signal for the hive to monitor, to recording audio logs for the hive’s archives. Vakarian’s hourglass was cracked and stored more than several hundred different case files. Fidel’s hourglass was new and contained only one.

			“Tell me about her,” Vakarian instructed, “without the hourglass.”

			Fidel nodded. She tucked the device away before letting her gaze drift to the ceiling. Her eyes squinted and her tongue jutted out of her mouth slightly.

			Vakarian could tell she was trying to recall everything. “Start from the basics. It’s easier. Name of client, name of probable offender.” He allowed his back to settle against the wall, Zarel was doing a pretty smooth job of flying, so he was no longer worried about looking foolish. His first new squad member — he wanted to be sure her jump was perfect.

			“Client: Allison Jabber. Greatest fears: spiders and the dentist. Likely offender: nightmare Class I, the spider-mouth.” Fidel’s gaze had sharpened and her face looked more poised.

			Vakarian nodded. “A spider-mouth? Sounds pleasant.”

			Fidel shrugged her shoulders. “She is also afraid of snakes, large dogs with matted fur, and the space below her bed. Distrust of the dark is normal for her age range, which is…nine!” Fidel blurted the last word, her eyes going momentarily wide with what he guessed to be fear. Vakarian simply gave another nod.

			“Home life?” he asked, allowing his vision to shift from Fidel’s face to her yellow tunic. Yellow was standard issue color for female recruits. Research had shown the color to communicate comfort and power to young human girls. Vakarian’s own tunic was green, standard issue for male dreamcatchers. On a personal level, he found the whole color coding system silly. That said, he couldn’t argue with how effective it was or how easy it made to distinguish agents. The designers back in the colonies must know something he didn’t.

			Fidel’s yellow was untarnished. No splotches, no rips. Every time an agent went out into the field, the others made a bet as to how long the tunic would remain pure. Vakarian had wagered his favorite bow that Fidel would keep hers clean until after her first dozen jumps. Strong vote of confidence considering he had ripped his on his second time out.

			His gaze caught one of the frayed edges of his cloak lying against his leg. The material was faded and splotched. Parts of the fabric were thin, allowing him to make out the sharp black of the metal floor. Sighing, he remembered that this was the good side.

			“Allison is an only child.” Fidel’s voice brought Vakarian back into focus.

			Don’t zone out, he scolded himself. What kind of message would that send? Luckily, Fidel appeared not to have noticed.

			“She lives with both of her parents in a large apartment in Baltimore, Maryland. She likes school, where she passes her subjects, but is not considered too smart. Relationship with both parents is strong, although there is slight favoring of the father. No bullying problems or other external oppressor on file. Not to say that she doesn’t have one — we just don’t have it on file.”

			Vakarian smiled. Fidel had just repeated one of the lessons he had personally taught her. The probing division was in charge of building information on the clients. While oversight was strong, mistakes were still occasionally made. Unfortunately, each one of them almost always proved to be a significant slipup, especially when newer agents were involved. Fresh cloaks depended on correct data to do their job. Thinking on your feet, or at least the ability to do it competently, only ever came with experience. Vakarian thought of making that point, but decided against it. Making her recall it now would only increase her stress. He instead opted to continue questioning. “What is her comfort zone?”

			“She likes taking a bath. Not the getting clean part — she enjoys playing with her toy boats and the rubber duck that her parents gave her. Her mother usually gives her a bath, although she prefers when her dad does it. She loves being in the water, whether it’s the tub, the pool, or the beach. So, she would not be afraid of water balloons!”

			The confidence Vakarian had been looking for shone through as Fidel finished. Her expression had brightened noticeably and she delivered her final verdict with impact. He smiled and nodded again towards her.

			“No, I suppose she wouldn’t,” he admitted. Fidel exhaled triumphantly, her face practically shining under her yellow hood. Vakarian resisted a smile. She was so young, yet so focused. He had chosen well. Silendel would be proud — at least, he hoped so.

			“What if I get a stupid child name?” Fidel’s face abruptly furrowed and she looked upset, although Vakarian could tell that this was only for conversation.

			“No such thing.” he replied coolly.

			“But you got the best one!”

			“I didn’t in the beginning. I had to earn it.” Vakarian leaned forward and gestured at the cockpit. “Besides, you couldn’t get a worse one than Zarel did.”

			“And what’s wrong with Midnight Phantom?” came an indignant voice from the front. Vakarian knew Zarel well enough to always know when his friend was joking but he wondered if Fidel would pick up on it. Either way, this was good. Hopefully, it would lighten the mood and allow his new recruit to relax.

			“Well, for one thing, it’s a little long,” Vakarian began, raising his voice to make sure Fidel was in on the jibe as well.

			“It’s scary!” she boldly declared to the turned back of their pilot.

			“Humph, I hope your kid calls you Pipe Cleaner or something like that. See how many nightmares tremble.” Zarel kept his face forward, locked on the cockpit. With some pilots, Vakarian wouldn’t address them at all. Flying through Inspiration was hard enough without distraction. Yet if Zarel was engaging, it meant he could handle it.

			“The hope is to be christened with a name that is both intimidating to our enemies and comforting to the children.” Vakarian chimed. “The ideal balance is rare but it does happen.”

			“My kids always told me they thought I was a superhero, like from their comics.” Zarel objected.

			“Mine tell me that, too,” Vakarian boasted.

			“Shut up, Dreamcatcher.”

			Vakarian no longer used his given child name. In the Redemptions, Romaniuk the Redeemer had written that every hive was to be led by a Dreamcatcher, an agent who exemplified the duties and responsibilities of the order. This honor could only be given by the previous Dreamcatcher. Every rookie who jumped, every agent in the field, dreamed of making that much of an impact on children’s minds. Vakarian wasn’t just one of the more senior agents in the field; he was regarded as one of, if not the best. And he believed he had earned it. His time, his dedication, his commitment to the dreamcatcher order… Was there nothing he had not already sacrificed?

			“Do you think I’ll get a good one?” Fidel was redirecting the conversation. “I really hope Allison likes me enough.”

			“I’m sure she will. Don’t think too much on your name. It will come. And they always fit.” Vakarian shifted on his bench and looked to the wall readout on his right. Inspiration’s massive energy fields distorted the readings but they got through well enough to tell him that they were approaching the jump point. Loka SC 67932, ETA: three minutes.

			“Ready?” Vakarian asked. Fidel swallowed but nodded.

			“Remember, fall like an arrow through Inspiration. Zarel will get the Lapitus as low as he can, but you’ll still have a bit of a drop before you’re clear. Keep your arms and legs tight by your sides until you’re sure you’re in the Dream.”

			“I’ll still have plenty of time to pull up before I hit the ground?” Fidel spoke as if she knew the answer to the question she was asking. Vakarian nodded anyway. There was no harm in being cautious.

			“You’ll have more than enough time,” he confirmed, keeping his voice gentle. “Remember the objective of a first jump: make contact with your child. The offender might not even show itself tonight. Keep Allison calm.”

			Fidel nodded and shifted along her bench. She moved down to the end that was closest to the cockpit, separated only by a small equipment locker. Vakarian watched as she swung around and popped the locker open. She selected the small crossbow and attached it to her wrist. Nearly every agent on his squad took this weapon. In Vakarian’s eyes, time and trial had long ago proven it effective.

			Fidel stood as much as the pod would allow. Her head stooped slightly and her yellow cloak fell around her. Lurching, she grabbed the ceiling rail for support.

			“Being beamed back,” she began, “doesn’t hurt?”

			“Just like waking up from a dream.” Vakarian commented, allowing himself one bad joke during this ordeal. He looked at the map screen again and then to the cockpit.

			“Starting descent,” Zarel confirmed. Vakarian watched as the pilot keyed several small switches and pushed the main wheel down. “Prepare to open pod doors.” Here was where the ride truly turned bumpy. The storm of the Inspiration grew stronger the closer one drew to the Dream. For as long as he had been doing this, Vakarian still did not understand why. He believed no one did.

			Standing, Vakarian grabbed the rail next to Fidel. A blue light had come on, signaling that anyone who didn’t want to get sucked out of the Lapitus had better be secure. Fidel’s face wasn’t far from Vakarian’s now. He put his hand back on her shoulder.

			“You’ll be great.” he said — and meant it. She smiled at him.

			“I hope so,” she replied. It almost looked like she wanted to say more. The pod doors slid open behind her. Wind erupted into the space and Vakarian fought to keep his feet. He could see Fidel struggling as well. Her eyes widened briefly before focusing again. She was facing the fear, preparing to let go.

			“When you’re ready,” Vakarian began. He expected hesitation; there wasn’t any. Fidel let go. He watched as her body fell back. Yellow cloth drenched by sudden rain. She snapped her arms down by her sides, latched her feet together, and fell. Seconds — that’s how long it took for her to vanish completely from view. A perfect jump.

			The doors slid shut and Vakarian relaxed back onto his bench, letting out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

			“She made you proud,” Zarel commented.

			“She’s been an excellent student,” he remarked. Vakarian felt himself slide forward on the bench and tilt his head back.

			“Agreed; she reminds me of someone.” Zarel adjusted his wheel. The Lapitus started to rise. “I don’t need to look to know you’re beaming. She’s all you’ve been able to talk about the past couple of weeks.”

			“I am…pleased that her first jump went so well.” Vakarian allowed himself to admit. He shut his eyes. Riding back to the Hive in a pod was a new experience for him, despite his years of service.

			“Uh huh,” Zarel was probably rolling his eyes. “‘Pleased’ is a word to describe a successful mission or learning that Torren has decided to take a vow of silence.”

			“What are you implying?” Vakarian asked, his eyes staring at the spot where Fidel had been sitting. The back of the damsel pod felt much larger and emptier without her.

			“Come on, Vakarian. You can fool the others into thinking you’re some kind of programmed leader machine, but not me. You and Fidel have been spending a lot of time together recently. I know that there must still be some emotion under that thick skin of yours.”

			Vakarian scoffed. Rolling his eyes, he turned to the cockpit. “Afraid you’re seeing things that don’t exist,” he called up. “The dreamcatchers are a promise.” He paused, finding himself suddenly feeling that much more tired. “And it doesn’t leave any time for the other we’d like to make.”

			“Those don’t sound like your words.”

			“Doesn’t make them not true,” Vakarian shot back. He expected an immediate retort; Zarel was not one to shy away from an argument. Instead, an uneasy silence greeted him. A new flashing light was illuminating the front of the ship. From behind him, a siren blared on.

			The noise sent Vakarian scrambling forward from his bench. Only two things in Inspiration prompted that siren and neither were good. He felt the damsel pod lurch under him as the ignition keyed on. They were moving, fast. “What is it? Omen swarm?”

			Zarel sat rigid in his chair, hands pushing forward on the wheel. Vakarian watched as his friend slammed forth on the ship’s accelerator, knocking them both back. The Lapitus was surging. When he was able to stand, Vakarian pulled himself back to the cockpit.

			“MP, what’s wrong?” he breathed.

			“Night terror sign,” his friend whispered. Vakarian felt the breath catch in his throat. Restraining from pressing his face against the glass, his eyes searched the storm. He could see no ominous black shape. What he did see was a small dot descending rapidly. It was a human boy.

			“We’ve got a faller!” Zarel screamed. “Get ready to jump!”

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			 

			Tony was falling to his death. He had to be; there was no other way it could end. Water whipped past his face, stinging like tiny pebbles. Lightning flashed around him, illuminating his impending demise with startling clarity. How he had gotten thousands of feet in the air during a hurricane? Tony couldn’t remember. Did it even matter anymore? He was falling, that was certain. There was a storm, also certain. At the end of this drop would be cold, hard, earth. Dead certain.

			He opened his mouth to cry out, but the wind stole the air from his lungs. His body convulsed as it fought for air. Finally, through every bit of energy he had, Tony was able to claw breath back into his body. That, or he had been able to save the little he had left. He knew it was raining, but the water on his face was hot. He felt beyond helpless.

			His teeth chattered and another wave of convulsion racked his body. The world, or what he could see of it, continued to whip by. His older brother, Dante, jumped from planes all the time — with people shooting at him. Of course, the Air Force gave their jumpers parachutes. Tony felt around frantically. No parachute, only his dinosaur-covered pajamas. Great. Everyone in class would probably laugh when they scraped his mangled corpse off the ground. More lightning, this time so close that he was temporarily blinded.

			He clenched his body, balling his hands into fists and smashing his teeth together. Dante would not be waving around in the air like a limp noodle. The thought gave anger to his resolve. Bullies like Jeremy always called him that — nothing but a wussy coward. He’d show them. If he hit the ground, it was going to be like a man. Like how he hoped his father had died.

			Lightning blinded his vision, causing him to throw an arm over his face. Maybe he didn’t need to see this. Dying was enough. He only wished he could remember how he got here.

			Wind blasted in Tony’s ears. Removing his arm, he squinted against the rush and water battering his face. Still falling. Below him, a whirl of gray clouds twirled and bubbled, as if anticipating his arrival. A strong gust smashed against his lungs, choking forth the last gasp of air in his body. He couldn’t breathe. Maybe he wouldn’t live long enough for the ground to kill him.

			Had he fallen out of a plane? No, he hated heights. There wasn’t enough money in the world for Tony to board a plane. Still, how did he get so high up? Above the clouds in a kind of super storm that he usually only ever saw on the National Geographic channel? Another blast of air spun him around, forcing his head down against his chest. For seconds, a blue tyrannosaur occupied his vision before he was able to pull his shirt away.

			At least he would see his dad when this was over.

			Tony choked against the air, trying to inhale. He must be too high for breathable oxygen. Dante had told him that, if people got too far up and moved too fast, no one could breathe at all. That’s why pilots wore masks. He wished he could slow down right now.

			His eyes bulged. Someone was following him. The lightning illuminated a figure in a green cloak dropping straight down. He was falling fast, too, faster than Tony was. He barely registered the appearance before the stranger was on top of him. He wanted to scream, wanted to tear away from this new monster, but the storm made it impossible. Still, Anthony Rodroggi was not about to go down without a fight. Even if his fighting was akin to squealing and thrashing.

			Tony thrust a hand out. The stranger’s chest was hard under the green. Shaking his fingers, he prepared to try again. He couldn’t die with everyone thinking he was a wimp.

			This time, the figure caught his arm and pulled itself closer. Tony could see its face more clearly now. It looked like a man, but its skin was gray. Its eyes also appeared slightly larger than normal. There was no sign of hair, although it was hard to see anything above the intruder’s eyes; the green hood it was wearing blocked most of its features from view.

			“Hang on to me!” it barked in Tony’s face. Tony tried to struggle back in alarm, but the gusts made it impossible.

			“I know you’re scared,” the figure continued, “but you need to trust me. Grab on and let your body become a line, like a pencil. Okay? I promise, I won’t let you die. We need to get you somewhere where you can breathe.”

			If any other stranger at any other time had told Tony to do anything, he would have taken off running. But what did he have to lose? If he pushed this green and gray thing away, he would die. They were nearly at the cloud layer now. Soon it would be ground rushing up to greet him. That was if the pain in his chest didn’t get him first. His lungs felt desperate at this point. Strangers weren’t all bad; his mom had always said so. In this case, Tony was ready to accept that he had found one of the only-semi-bad ones. This time it was okay. He would only have seconds to regret the decision anyway.

			Tony grasped the green clothing and pulled himself closer. It felt soaked against his hands and chilled his fingers, like grabbing an ice cube out of the freezer.

			“Close your eyes,” the stranger instructed, “and try to think of somewhere peaceful. A place where you feel safe.”

			Tony tried to comprehend the request. What good would that do? Peaceful? How could he be peaceful right now? He was about to die! This intruder had said he would help, but how? They were just falling together now. While Tony appreciated the company, he hardly felt—

			“You’re panicking, try to stay calm.” The stranger’s voice was steady but commanding. “I know it doesn’t make sense. Just try to think. Where is your favorite spot in the world to be?”

			If Tony’s eyes hadn’t been shut, he would have rolled them. He had heard this kind of talk on TV shows. Whenever one of the characters was dying, someone would always say to think of something happy — a loved one or a special place from childhood. All Tony had was childhood.

			The playground at school.

			That could be a happy place. Sure, half of it had used to be the school parking lot, but now they had four square and hopscotch and all those things. Course, Tony never played foursquare on the parking lot; only the cool kids did that. He always missed the ball or whacked it out of bounds. Tony and the other losers had to go on the field behind the lot that made up the rest of the playground.

			There were swings, a jungle gym, and a slide there. Actually, there used to be more than one slide, but the other had broken last winter during an ice storm. Sure, no one had school for a week after, but Tony missed having two slides. Now the line was always long and everyone pushed. Maybe everyone just pushed him.

			He wasn’t falling anymore.

			No splat, not dead, just… nothing. Tony opened his eyes, aware for the first time how tightly he had been closing them. Not possible! He was in the middle of the four-square court on the playground. Everything was dry and when he looked up, he could see the sun shining in through the clouds. A light breeze blew around him, causing the swings at the back of the playground to creak. He was alone; well, save for the stranger to whom he was still clinging. Relief flooded through his entire body as he choked in a large mouthful of air.

			Tony felt himself being lifted, and then his feet touched the ground lightly, as if his mother were tucking him into bed. The gray-green man stepped back and looked around, giving Tony his first real chance to really study him.

			His skin was indeed gray, although most of his body was covered in dark green. He wore green boots, pants, gloves, and a cloak with the cowl covering the top of his face. There appeared to be padding on several of the joints, like the kind he saw sports athletes wearing on TV. The only fabric that contrasted was a brown belt, a sash covered in compartments strung around one shoulder, and something that looked like a mini-crossbow hooked to his wrist.

			The figure’s shirt didn’t have sleeves, and Tony could see muscle bulging under the gray skin on its arms. Whoever this was wasn’t ripped enough to be a super hero, but he was close. As he watched, the figure opened a small pouch from his sash and produced a phone. At least, it looked like a phone. The stranger clicked it once. A small but bright light appeared before the device vanished back into the sash.

			The figure looked down at him. Tony took a step back. The intruder’s eyes were black with gray pupils, and definitely larger than normal. He could also make out ears that were distinctly pointed from under the folds in the hood. There was no sign of any hair. Other than that, and the obvious skin color, the face could have been human. Could have been — but wasn’t.

			“Good job,” the stranger commented, surveying the area once more. Then the eyes returned to Tony. “Take a moment and catch your breath. What’s your name?”

			Despite the alarming eyes, bizarre ears, and the off-color skin, the face was a friendly one. Somehow, this newcomer had helped, saving them both from what would have been a sharp and painful death. Tony felt he could trust this person, at least a little. He still needed to get home to his mom.

			“Anthony,” he answered, his voice faltering a little more than he would have liked. “Anthony Rodriggi.”

			“I bet your friends call you Tony,” the stranger guessed, smiling. There were teeth behind that grin, not fangs.

			“My mom does,” Tony began, “and my brother. I guess Tanya does, too… Most people just call me — ”

			“Hey, Macaroni!” A menacing jeer broke the silence of the playground. Tony spun around. Jeremy Fitz: the meanest bully at Westing Elementary, was stalking in their direction, a yellow four-square ball grasped in his claw-like fingers.

			Jeremy wasn’t the average bully; at least, he didn’t look like any of the ones in cartoons. He wasn’t huge or built like a truck. He wasn’t stupid, either.  If Tony had to put a word to Jeremy Fitz, he was a snake. Tall, thin and, sly — a natural predator. Fitz loved to get Tony all alone at recess and shove him down into the dirt, disappearing magically to the other side of the playground once Tony had finally found a teacher. They never seemed to be watching, or maybe Fitz just knew when they weren’t.

			“Macaroni, Macaroni! Look at the little limp noodle!” Jeremy cried out in mock sing-song. “Want to try and catch the ball again, Macaroni? Or is your nose still bleeding?” Tony started to back up. The wind was blowing faster now, causing the swings to rock back and forth. The ground cracked beneath his feet and Tony went down.

			The school was on a flat plot of land. There wasn’t even a hill nearby. Yet now, Tony was barely clinging on to the edge of a cliff. He didn’t dare look beneath him, certain that something would be crawling up from below. No sooner had he thought this than ragged breaths reached his ears, followed by the crunch of something gripping into the cliff face. It didn’t sound human.

			He was going to die. He was going to be dragged down and die or Jeremy would simply smash his fingers, causing him to fall — then die. Sweat appeared on his forehead as Tony struggled to pull himself up. If he had to challenge one, he would challenge Jeremy. Fitz may be a jerk, but the noises underneath him were getting closer.

			“Help!” Tony knew it was useless. He took one hand off the ledge and waved it frantically in the air. Maybe Jeremy wouldn’t let him die. Who would he pick on afterwards? The asphalt started to crumble. So much for landing safely. The joke felt sick in his mind. Death had merely been delayed, not averted. He was about to be torn to pieces. Something sticky grasped his ankle —

			“You let me die!” A hiss that sounded way too similar to his father’s voice reached Tony’s ears. “Now it’s your turn!”

			Then he was being lifted. The stranger! Tony had forgotten entirely about the stranger. A shriek followed from the hole as Tony was once again set down gently on the playground.

			“It’s all right,” the figure cooed. “You’re safe. Look! That boy is gone.” He nudged Tony around as he spoke. They were alone again on the playground. Tony chanced a glance behind him. There was no sign of the chasm, either, or whatever had spoken to him. Everything looked normal. The winds had died down. The sun had even come out a little more from behind the clouds. Peaceful…That was the wrong word to describe it.

			“Looks like you have a bully,” the stranger commented. “How about we get you home before he comes back?”

			Tony took a couple cautious steps away from the figure and into the middle of the playground. He turned to the right. The school looked empty, like a giant, hollowed-out brick of brown. To his left, the only noise coming from the woods behind the swings was the calm rustling of the tree branches. Fitz had pulled miraculous disappearances before, but this was a record. Tony and the stranger were completely alone here. Alone with a stranger.

			“You didn’t hear anything from — ” Tony looked back at where the pit had been, where something, or someone, had nearly pulled him down. What was going on? The world didn’t make sense, but things never were this crazy. There was no such thing as gray people. The stranger was shaking his head, and had a certain look on his face. Was it concern?

			Tony enlarged the distance between him and the newcomer.

			“Who are you?” he asked. This person, or whatever he was, had twice already saved him, but Tony still knew better than to trust strangers. His mother had been very clear on that rule. The stranger smiled again.

			“Ah, a very intelligent question,” he commented. Tony liked this person. “I am called Dreamcatcher and, I promise, I mean you no harm, Anthony Rodriggi. I have actually come here to protect you.” Dreamcatcher bowed as he finished introducing himself. Tony cocked his head to one side.

			“Protect me? From what? What’s going on?” He followed Dreamcatcher’s worried eyes up to the ever-darkening sky. Tony had never before seen it that shade of purple.

			“I promise I will explain everything once we get you home.” He closed the distance between them quickly. Tony thought about retreating, but decided not to. Dreamcatcher had earned some trust. Some.

			“I need you to walk with me,” Dreamcatcher instructed. “Show me how to get to your house. I bet you live close by.”

			Tony nodded. It was true; the walk home from school barely took him ten minutes. Granted he was usually being chased —

			“Macaroni!” Jeremy’s voice was unmistakable behind him and it sounded mad. “I’m going to crush you into spaghetti when I get my hands on you!”

			“Don’t turn around.” Dreamcatcher’s voice was in his ears before he had time to react. “Just hurry now. Let’s go to your house. I bet your parents are home.”

			“Parent. It’s just my — ” Tony stopped himself mid-sentence. It had become a habit to correct people when they used the plural “parents,” but this time felt different. He remembered his dad and the earth trembled beneath his feet. Tony took quick steps to get away, but no hole opened up.

			Fighting every urge he felt, Tony kept his eyes straight ahead as they headed towards the portion of the parking lot still used for cars. The breeze pushed back against him sharply, but he fought through it. The sky was practically violet at this point. Thunder rumbled from somewhere close by.  Tony hated the idea of being caught outside in a thunderstorm.

			“I don’t have a dad anymore,” he continued, keeping his eyes fixed ahead. Tony felt small next to his new companion. Kids always made fun of him for being short; at least this person didn’t.

			“He died in a car accident.” As if on cue, the blaring of a car horn joined the thunder. Rain began to fall. He thought of that day, of his mother getting the call. Ring! Tony flinched and put his hands over his ears.

			“Macaroni!” Jeremy’s voice echoed behind them. “Come back. I ain’t done with you yet!” There came a sudden flurry of steps and Tony couldn’t help it. He turned, wishing immediately that he hadn’t.

			An enormous lamprey slithered over the ground, heading straight for them. Its skin was a nauseous green. Two pearl eyes stared vacantly at him as the bulbous head writhed over the asphalt.  No way, there was no way a lamprey could move like that on land. They were a type of fish, related to the eel. Tony remembered reading that. He also remembered reading that they never grew larger than a few feet. Clearly, the book had made a serious mistake.

			As Tony watched, the head reared up, displaying a jawless mouth lined by rows of jagged fangs. He remembered looking through his dad’s old science books after they had returned from the aquarium. Dante had showed him a real lamprey there. It wasn’t found in any of his dad’s usual library, instead it was in the one called “Nightmare Creatures.” The lamprey had terrified him more than any other animal. Just the thought of one latching onto him in a river —

			Splash! Falling forward, Tony was saved again by Dreamcatcher. His companion grabbed his shoulders just before his head disappeared below the waves. Tony spluttered and tried to regain his footing, but it was no use; the river was too deep. Not a stream or a puddle or a pond — a rapid river! Where on Earth had this come from? The closest thing near Westing Elementary was a small brook that ran alongside the road leading into the parking lot, and even that only existed for drainage.

			“Can you swim?” Dreamcatcher’s voice rang in his ears.

			“Yes!” Tony responded. Water filled his mouth and he spat it out, watching as it turned purple in midair. The current was strong here. Stronger than any river he had ever been in.

			“Listen to me. I want you to swim as fast as you can with the current. Do you understand me? Just stay with the current, don’t try to reach the shore. Think of your home as you swim. Think only of your home!”

			“I’m scared!” Tony called back. His legs kicked furiously against the rushing water. A river this rapid had to have sharp boulders just waiting under the surface.

			“I know you’re scared, just try to stay calm. Trust me, there is nothing here that can harm you. You are the master.” Dreamcatcher was trying to reassure him as they both kicked their way further out into the river. The purple of the sky was reflected in the waves.

			Master? Tony felt about the furthest thing away from being a master. He was helpless! Powerless! Any moment now, the lamprey would surge from the depths and devour him into a shapeless void of gnashing teeth. Splash!

			Tony looked behind them and, for the second time, wished he hadn’t. The lamprey’s tail vanished into the current. Only seconds could remain now.

			“Go!” Dreamcatcher suddenly put an arm into Tony’s back, pushing him with the current. Before he could respond, Tony felt himself swept away. He barely had time to see Dreamcatcher vanish under the water before a wave spluttered in his face.

			Kicking and thrashing, Tony allowed the current to carry him. He could think of nothing, nothing but where he was. Nothing but the power of the water gripping him, pushing him forward at an unstoppable pace. Dreamcatcher was wrong; he had to get out of the water now! Putting all his strength into his legs, Tony kicked out. Sure, it was foolish to go against the current but if he rode it properly, he would see the shoreline in no time. No river went on forever.

			Tony scissored his legs and pushed his arms forward, trying his best to mimic a breast stroke. Swimming had never been an area he excelled at. There had to be a shore. There had to be a shore! He repeated the mantra in his head, using it to compel him forward. The river swelled around him. No matter how hard he fought, the current rose to overpower him. Tony felt himself getting tired. His legs grew heavy; it seemed like with every kick they did less and less.

			Then he was sinking, being pulled to the dark violet depths of the river. Tony opened his mouth to scream, and the water rushed in. This time, Dreamcatcher did not save him.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			 

			Vakarian’s world erupted in blinding light. Pain seared through his left leg as the lamprey dissolved, the water fell away, and everything vanished into the haze of nothingness. The boy had woken up, most likely after dying in the Dream. Vakarian fought back tears from the pain and disappointment as his body fell to the ground with a plop. Under normal circumstances, it would have hurt more, but the brains at R&D had thankfully developed an absorbent surface for the floor of the retrieving chambers. An agent didn’t so much hit the material as get cradled in it. Humans could keep their leather couches. Vakarian would take collapsing onto this any day.

			There was a soft hiss as the door in front of him slid open. Just as he had done after coming back from so many previous missions, Vakarian took a step forward. He hoped to bring a strong entrance into Processing. The non-field agent members of his team were there, no doubt briefed by Zarel on the Night Terror. As Dreamcatcher, the emotion of the whole hive could be dictated by him. Taking charge would help suppress a panic.

			He placed his weight down on his leg. Pain erupted and Vakarian gasped as it spat out through his mouth. He staggered, trying to catch himself. He hit the ground hard, falling out of the door as if he had jumped from a pod.

			The air hissed out of him as he lay on the cool surface. He had walked this ground hundreds of times but never put his bare skin to it. The stone felt like ice against his cheek. Vakarian coughed, willing the air back to his lungs. His eyes snapped open.

			Processing was a large circular room. In the center, the data terminal rose from the ground like a platform. That was where all dreamcatchers deposited their hourglasses after a mission. It beamed the data straight to Central, dividing it to ensure that it stuck into the agent’s file for easy retrieving. Field agents had long ago nicknamed Processing “the bounce-back center.” The bounce-back center looked like a smaller version of the hive. As the hangar was the center of the hive, surrounded by processing centers, each processing center was surrounded by eleven retrieval chambers, divided into three floors each. There were other places in the hive as well, like the mess hall, the armory, and archives, but they were all tucked either above or below the main trafficked areas. Personal quarters were even more out of the way.

			Vakarian didn’t like how the raised room’s center elevated the support staff. He always felt it gave returning field agents a position of inferiority. His being on the floor only magnified this feeling.

			Vakarian shifted his gaze up. Three agents stood peering down at him. He saw open mouths and wide eyes. It was his support team, clad in the blue of specialist agents. Normally, only Somar stood. She liked to pace as she dictated to Bourkessel and Charra, as well as the pilots and other members of the hive, with whom she was in near-constant contact.

			“Vakarian! What in Lilith’s Folly happened out there?” Bourkessel was big, taller than most support officers that worked the hive. Despite this, Vakarian had always thought of him as the most child-like. He could count on one hand the number of times he had seen Bourkessel lose his temper, or even appear annoyed. It made him exceptionally well-suited to his task. Specialists ran the finer work, monitoring Inspiration and Dream activity while keeping audio contact with every pilot out on assignment. They also ran internal communications, coordinating with other teams within the hive.

			“Night terror.” Vakarian grasped his leg as he tried to stand. The wound from the lamprey cut into him like an icy knife. He needed to head to the infirmary eventually, but that could wait. His team needed to be reassured, and he needed information. Vakarian placed his arms under him and pushed up, inhaling sharply.

			Bourkessel stopped in mid-step, fixing him with a hard look.

			“It did that to your leg?” From her terminal on the central platform, Charra blinked. No surprise this caught her attention. The young nefiri had studied nightmares at the colonies, with a specialization in night terror theory. Opening his mouth to speak, Vakarian instead felt himself being lifted as Bourkessel helped him to his feet.

			Somar had gone still, the skin on her face turning an ashy white. “We were at our stations,” she stated. “None of the pilots reported an active night terror near your location.” Her voice was calm, but her eyes were alive with emotion. Vakarian felt a pang of guilt. The last time Somar had seen a night terror attack had been Zarel. Zarel was Vakarian’s closest friend, but he was more than that to Somar. The two of them had been close, on the verge of making a promise to each other. Since Zarel’s night terror encounter, everything appeared to have fallen apart. Vakarian could only imagine what being involved in another night terror encounter was doing to Somar.

			“No, they didn’t.” Vakarian agreed. He reached into his sash and produced his hourglass. The data needed to be analyzed.

			“Night terror…” Charra repeated, as if she had spent that whole time processing his words.

			Vakarian noticed Somar’s continued distress. Her gray skin had gone from ashy to a sickly pale. He looked down at his injury. Black blood trickled down his pants, soaking into the green cloth of his uniform. If he could have put more weight on his leg, he would have.

			“Right,” Somar began. “Bourkessel, get him to the infirmary. I will put a call to all pilots still out on duty to make sure they know what’s happened. Charra, can you process Vakarian’s hourglass for him? Central is going to want as much data on this as can be retrieved.”

			“Sure thing.” Charra practically leapt from her station, landing about a foot away from Vakarian and Bourkessel. She extended a blue-gloved hand. “What was it like? How can you be sure it was a night terror and not a Class III? Did it show advanced psychological fear tactics? Did it transform while you were looking at it? Was the child a lucid? He would have to be. Oh, it couldn’t have been a night terror — someone would have seen it. I — ” Her expression faltered. Vakarian was doing his best to give a withering stare, although he felt like it was taking more work than usual.

			“I’m glad you’re safe,” she added, her eyes darting away and color appearing on her cheeks. Charra had always been fascinated with night terror theory, so called because of how little information was actually certain. The only concrete fact was that night terrors targeted human lucids — something that boy did not appear to be. Managing his data would be like a dream come true for her. Too bad he was in no mood to allow it.

			Vakarian heaved himself off Bourkessel, shuddering as his leg took on added weight.

			“I’ll do it,” he asserted. Three mouths opened to form protests. “I’ll do it!” Vakarian turned the statement into a command. “I’m going to need this back right away. Somar, you make that call to the pilots. If there’s anything out there flying besides Omen or a damsel pod, I want to know about it. Charra, I’ll need you to get in touch with Probing. I want everything on the child in Loka SC 67958. I’m going to need that data uploaded to my hourglass ASAP. Bourkessel, send word to Archives that I’m on my way and I’ll need what they have on all active night terrors. Whatever attacked that boy knew what it was doing. Was any of that unclear?”

			Hesitation greeted his orders. Vakarian knew the standard operating procedure and, more importantly, he was aware that the other three knew it, too. Under normal circumstances, whenever a field operative came back injured, they were to be taken to infirmary and listed as “inactive” until medical clearance. He could not be grounded, not until he knew what was going on. Vakarian knew the medical staff of the hive well. Kessel would have him back on his feet in days at the longest. But even that was too long with a seemingly random night terror attack. He was Dreamcatcher now and he would not abandon his team after a night terror attack. Not like Silendel had done.

			“Vakarian, that leg looks bad. I need to get you the infirmary.” Bourkessel was inching closer as he spoke. Vakarian noted the tone of voice. Patronizing, as if he wasn’t aware of his injury, but also concerned. That he could appreciate, and normally he would completely agree with Bourkessel’s appraisal.

			“I’m aware I need medical attention.” He needed them to understand the situation. “However, the wound is not fatal, nor does it have any chance of becoming life threatening. That means I have time. Time to regroup, time to heal. That boy out there, the one who just died in his dream. I don’t know how long he has. Did he wake up to dawn or in the middle of the night? He has hours, hours before his parents make him sleep again. And when he closes his eyes, that night terror will be waiting. It already tried to drop him from the Inspiration. Right now, I have what that boy does not: time. I intend to use it to help him.” Vakarian hobbled over to the step leading to the central terminal. Bourkessel made no effort to help him.

			The big nefiri stepped back and exchanged a look with Somar. Vakarian knew this was the key point. She would either decide to help him or force the infirmary trip. He sincerely hoped she would decide on the former.

			“You made contact with the child?” Somar asked, her voice piqued with interest. She still didn’t seem to be able to look at him.

			“Yes, his name is Tony. Couldn’t have been more than nine years old.” Vakarian grabbed at the railing bordering the station. It wasn’t much, a simple handrail that encompassed the circle, closing it off from the rest of the room save for two openings. Still, with the gash in his leg stinging so much every time he even attempted adding weight, Vakarian was happy to take what he could get.

			“And you told him your name?” Somar continued. Vakarian suddenly understood what she was getting at. Policy existed for situations like this, when contact had to be made before Probing could match the proper field agent. The standard rule was that whoever made first contact, usually defined as the exchange of names and other basic information, became automatically assigned to that particular case. Vakarian had a good feeling about the way Somar was phrasing her questions; he suspected she was looking for an appropriate reason for supporting him.

			“Yes,” he answered, the pain threatening to seize his voice. Vakarian knew now that he was definitely going to need the infirmary before returning to the field. He just had to make sure the proper network was in place before he was drugged on some kind of painkiller. Night terror situations had protocol. Every agent on his squad would be authorized to help.

			The three exchanged another look and nodded to each other.

			“All right,” Somar conceded, “but Bourkessel will escort you to Archives. The less you have to use that leg, the better.” The large agent nodded at her order and offered a helpful grin.

			Vakarian made a shrug before keying several buttons on the terminal. He had reached the most important piece of equipment in processing. The main terminal itself was essentially a large computer processor. It specialized in data management of the hourglasses. The three smaller stations that sprouted off were used more for damsel pod and field agent trafficking into the retrieving chambers. In his opinion, everything looked a little too imposing. The computer didn’t just occupy processing, it dominated the room. Most other parts of the hive had personality. Processing had too much of a cold business atmosphere, due in large part to this machine.

			Five small slots were open for hourglasses to be inserted. Vakarian placed his in the closest available port. The device hummed with a new pulse as it was connected to the central database. A light above it flickered green. Once the light stopped flickering, it meant the upload was complete and the data fully transferred into the system. Around him, Somar, Charra, and Bourkessel picked up their earpieces and addressed the agencies he’d requested. Vakarian was very grateful for the help, even if he wasn’t about to admit it out loud. He didn’t trust his voice right now.

			“Archives is pulling what they have,” Bourkessel informed him, keying off his earpiece before he spoke. “Emur sounded really surprised at the news.”

			“As did our pilots,” Somar admitted. “I’m not sure they would have believed it if it hadn’t been you reporting in.”

			“No one likes hearing that they missed something.” Vakarian plucked his hourglass back from the terminal. The light had become steady again. “I’m just glad I won’t have to prove it in front of a tribunal.”

			“Not yet, anyway,” Bourkessel joked. “Give it another few years and they’ll be looking for the first chance to call you senile.”

			Vakarian smiled. He knew that certain investigations were already being launched regarding his extended service record. The field was dangerous, and most agents looked forward to the day that they were allowed to retire and be given new assignments. Personally, he was sure that the hive would drive him insane inside a week without the ability to get out. Probably why Zarel had insisted on becoming a pilot. The hive was huge and there were plenty more like it, not to mention the colonies beyond… But the Nether was too quiet, too at peace for his tastes.

			He would jump until they tore the green off him.

			“You’re positive it was a night terror? I mean really sure?” Charra had sat down but practically bounced in her chair.

			“It dropped the child from Inspiration.” Vakarian repeated. “Meaning that it came from Inspiration — or somewhere else.” Charra’s jaw dropped. The belief was that night terrors did not originate from the everstorm but rather some unknown location. “Nightmares don’t exist above the Dream line. We know for a fact that they are a creature grown within the Dream. Doesn’t leave a whole lot of options now, does it?”

			“I can’t believe you got to fight another one up close!” Charra continued. “There’s only a couple other agents who’ve ever even fought one. Now you’ve seen, what, three?”

			No one had been really talking, but now the room felt quiet. Vakarian bit back anger that had surged through him. Charra was new, he reminded himself. She wasn’t here when Silendel had still been in charge. She wasn’t here. He glanced at Somar. Her face looked as if it was reliving a horror better left dead.

			“Two.” Vakarian corrected. “But I wasn’t the agent assigned to the first one.”

			“Lucky you weren’t. I can only imagine what it would have done to you.” Zarel had entered through the double-sliding doors, the only entrance to the room not linked to a retrieving chamber. At his entry, Charra quickly looked away. Somar looked like she had seen a ghost.

			Vakarian was shocked. His friend never came into processing anymore. It had been years, but many in the Hive still couldn’t look Zarel in the eye. He had encountered the Hive’s last night terror. The creature had burned his face to the point of blindness, or so everyone had initially thought. Kessel had performed a miracle in surgery and Zarel had kept his sight, although only with the aid of optic enhancers, which caused his eyes to glow with a fierce golden hue. The pilot kept his hood even lower than most, causing his face to always be mostly hidden. He also almost always wore a scarf to cover his mouth and help disguise the etched scars. It gave Zarel an incredible air of intimidation but made him useless on the field. No child would ever look at that face and feel comforted again. And that had only been what it meant for his career.

			When Silendel left, the night terror case had been turned over to another hive. Central Command had felt that Vakarian’s first task as Dreamcatcher should not be against something that powerful. On one side of it, he was grateful; at the time, he would not have known what to do. The loss of Silendel had clouded his thoughts for some time. But part of him wished he had gotten the chance, the chance to avenge his friend. Zarel had his life destroyed, and he never even got closure.

			“MP, what brings you this way?” Bourkessel sounded genuinely happy. The large agent made his way over to the pilot, embracing him briefly. Vakarian chuckled. He imagined that under the hood, Zarel must be looking at least surprised by the gesture. He quickly pulled away from Bourkessel.

			“He is my business.” Zarel pointed a finger at Vakarian. “I wanted to make sure you were still alive.” The pilot’s eyes focused on Vakarian’s leg. “I heard you were injured. Is that what passes for serious now?” It was difficult to tell if Zarel was grinning under his scarf.

			Vakarian waved a dismissive hand, tucking away his hourglass with the other.

			“Now that you’re here, you can make yourself useful and help me to Archives. Bourkessel, you’re off the hook.”

			The specialist nodded and returned to his station. Vakarian hobbled over to Zarel.

			“You wouldn’t have a cane tucked away in that cloak, would you?” He gave his friend a grin that he knew didn’t look natural. Zarel coming in here was serious. Despite his sarcastic attitude, his friend must have been truly worried.

			“We’ll stop off at equipment.” the pilot said, shrugging. “Sure you wouldn’t prefer a wheelchair?”

			“Maybe you could fly me there? That way you’d actually be useful.” Vakarian grabbed Zarel’s shoulder and shifted his weight onto his friend. “Thanks for coming,” he whispered.

			“Yeah, well, you did the same for me. Just letting you know, though, you’re the most famous person in the Hive right now.” Zarel turned as he whispered back.

			“Are you going to say something?” Despite everything going on, Vakarian couldn’t stop himself from asking. His friend’s eyes glittered impassively within the darkness of his face. Whatever emotion he was expressing, Vakarian couldn’t see it.

			“Say something?” Zarel repeated, keeping his voice to a whisper. And Vakarian thought he had been thick. Trying not to be too obvious, he made a gesture toward Somar. His friend’s glittering eyes seemed to follow, as he shifted his head in her direction. Vakarian could only imagine how she was handling this right now.

			“Good…to see you,” Zarel coughed out, his usual demeanor gone from his voice. Vakarian felt a sudden force as Zarel started tugging for the door. “Have to be going.”

			If things had been different and he could stand, he might have waved his hands in exasperation. As it was, Vakarian allowed himself to practically be dragged from processing, feeling three pairs of eyes on the back of his head.

			Terrific way to start a case.

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			 

			The equipment station didn’t have a cane for Vakarian. In truth, he would have been both surprised and worried if they had. Equipment stations were always located in the closest door after entering the hall from the bounce-back center. In his mind, they were poorly named. “Closet” would be a better term. No one retrieved equipment from the centers; they served simply as mandatory drop-off points so that agents didn’t have to head back to the armory after every mission. That may be fine for the squads located on the lowest level, but it would be a real problem for the other two. Vakarian hadn’t been expecting a cane, but he had been expecting there to be someone else in the equipment room. Luck was on his side for the moment. He really didn’t want the whole hive seeing him like this. The less Central knew about his injury, the less chance they would interfere.

			“That was it?” he asked Zarel as they walked. “That was the big line? I can’t believe you have been mocking me.”

			“The Redeemer was different.” Zarel answered without looking at him. “She was the Dreamcatcher. Every man on our squad had feelings for her. It happens every cycle.” The directness of his friend’s response told Vakarian that he had better change tactics. If Zarel wasn’t being crass, it meant he was uncomfortable. Better to focus the conversation back on what was happening.

			“How many people know?” he asked as his friend helped him along the corridor toward one of the central elevators.

			“I had to call it in,” Zarel responded simply. “Which means that Central definitely knows. The word took off like an Omen swarm out of the hangar.”

			“Agents get injured every day.”

			“Not agents like you, not by night terrors.” Zarel paused as they reached the elevator. Vakarian shifted his weight and grabbed hold of the wall. “You’re not that heavy,” his friend commented.

			“You’re not that strong.” Vakarian chuckled . A humming noise became audible behind the door. Then there was a click and the two of them stepped inside.

			Elevators in the hive were made of translucent material with rounded walls. It wasn’t so much as stepping in a room as walking into a cylinder. The nefiri called it glass, but Vakarian never agreed. Glass sounded brittle, like the stuff he encountered in human dreams. This would never break so easily. He leaned against the curve of the wall and fought back another spasm of pain. The wound in his leg was starting to char, almost as if he was burned instead of bitten.

			“That really doesn’t look good,” Zarel commented. “I would say Kessel needs to run you down, but you’ll be lucky if you can walk by the time he catches up to you.”

			“Just fighting the infection; night terrors aren’t poisonous,” Vakarian objected quietly. He wasn’t actually sure if that was true. None of the night terrors in the past had proved venomous, but every one of them was different.

			“That we know of.” Zarel’s words echoed his doubts. Vakarian shrugged and hit the button for bottom floor, where Archives was located. The chamber was one of the lowest in the entire hive, situated near the bottom of the station. Only the weapons training area was below it. The elevator started to descend. Smooth, brownish stone flicked past them as the walls of the Hive slid by. Vakarian almost wished the archives were in an upper level; he would have been treated to an excellent view of the hangar, which was always alive with activity.  Regrettably, the machines weren’t fast. This trip would take several minutes, with no show visible.

			“Does Somar ever talk about me?” Zarel commented, almost offhandedly. Vakarian winced, but not from pain. “Does she say anything?”

			Years had passed, but Vakarian knew his friend still cared for Somar. For nefiri, making a promise was as serious as it got. The decision to share a life together, not as one and one but as a team of two. It wasn’t often that agents in the hive got to make that commitment; the Code didn’t allow for it. Silendel flashed through his mind and Vakarian forced her from his thoughts. It hadn’t been real, what had been between him and his old mentor, but rather the event of one bizarre day. He kept telling himself that, if only to make it easier. Zarel and Somar, however, had real history. They used to be a force, and everyone in the hive knew it.

			“She misses you. I think she really wishes you weren’t always in the hangar bay.”

			“It’s where I belong.” Zarel stated. A silence passed between them. “We were the top two recruits of our class, weren’t we?”

			“Yeah, very unusual to be placed in the same squad. I think Silendel only wanted the best.” Vakarian watched as a particularly interesting rock rose up past his face and towards the ceiling. They were almost at the archives. He always remembered the rock that looked like a damsel pod.

			“And I’ve been retired for three years.” His friend appeared to be trying to make a point.

			“You’ve been flying for three years,” Vakarian corrected.

			“Same thing.” Zarel shifted and scratched the side of his scarf. “It was always tough, in the Dream. I never knew if I was diving into a snowbank or a volcano.”

			“Probing gave a clue.” Vakarian glanced down at his leg. The wound didn’t look worse than before. That was a good sign. He looked back in the direction of his friend. Zarel was staring straight ahead, his golden eyes gleaming with a silent fire.

			“True,” he mused, “but you never really know until you’re in there. Until it swallows you. Such a rush, right? I understand why you keep doing it.”

			“If you want to reminisce, can we save it for the mess hall? When I’m not about the go into the infinity room?” Vakarian slid his back up along the glass. The elevator was slowing down. Zarel fell silent. A soft beep announced their arrival. Clear doors fell away and Vakarian took the first step, using the wall as leverage. Zarel made a move to follow him.

			“It’s all right,” he told his friend. “It’s only a few feet. I’ll make it. Do you think you could do me a huge favor and find Kessel? Maybe there’s a pill or a cream or something he can bring down to me.” Vakarian had turned back to Zarel. His friend’s face was blank of emotions.

			“Or a restraining harness? I’ll see what I can do,” he responded. “In the meantime, try not to push yourself too hard. You were never as good as me.” He stepped back into the elevator and the door hissed shut.

			“Then who holds the bow records?” Vakarian knew his question couldn’t be heard. The elevator had already slid up and out of view. Turning, he fixed his eyes on the door to the archives. Thankfully, there was no one around here either. Most likely everyone was gathered upstairs in the mess hall. Good place to gossip.

			Even with his injury, it didn’t take Vakarian long to reach his destination. A large, dark slab with the word “Archives” stamped upon it in gold marked the door. There was a small intercom on the right-hand side. He pressed the button and waited.

			“Yes?” crackled back the electronic voice. Emur was head of the archives in the hive. If Vakarian was a senior agent, Emur had to be a decade past ancient. His body bent and his blue cloak always appeared two sizes too large about his shoulders. Yet Emur’s memory was intact. He was arguably the sharpest man working in the entire hive. With Silendel gone, he was the closest thing to a mentor Vakarian had left.

			“It’s me, old man. Open up.”

			“Ah, Vakarian. I have the material you requested. Just a moment.” The crackle of the intercom went silent before the door opened inward, allowing Vakarian access to the archives. The room was pitch black, with only a small sphere of light illuminating the desk where the old archives master sat. The desk was vacant save for two small pillars of metal that ran up either side before rising parallel to each other near the middle. At the moment, there was nothing in between them.

			As Vakarian hobbled inside, his feet splashed against the floor. Some type of clear liquid ran in micro streams across the room. He had asked Emur several times what exactly the fluid was, but the man never gave a straight answer. Then again, maybe even old Emur didn’t know everything.

			“They said you were hurt. You should be in the infirmary.” Emur waved a dismissive hand as he spoke.

			“Who’s they?” Vakarian instinctively put a hand out. If someone were to walk in now, it would appear that Vakarian was resting on nothing. The pillars in archives blended in with the blackness of the room. There was no way to know exactly where they were, save from memory.

			“Everyone. I’ve had three calls.” Emur clicked a wrinkled finger on the desk. “I would tell you to go, but I already know you won’t listen.”

			“I’m fine.” Vakarian pushed himself past the pillar and towards the desk. After his years as Dreamcatcher, he had hoped for more credit than this — or at least someone else who understood the delicate timing of the situation. He was trying to actually lead his people. He thought that, after Silendel, this would be viewed as a welcome change.

			“You never listen to anyone,” Emur continued, as if uninterrupted. “Everyone on this station is a part, a piece of the whole. We work together for the greater good. No piece is less important than any other and if one is lost… Well, the machine doesn’t work anymore. ‘The big picture falls apart without all the little pieces.’ Do you remember who said that?”

			He remembered. It had been part of his commencement speech. “Do you have my data?” Vakarian rested on the desk across from the archives master. Emur grumbled something inaudible before nodding. In honest truth, Vakarian was surprised that the lecture hadn’t lasted longer. Emur was the type of nefiri who could look at a masterpiece and find the one smudge in the paint.

			“It’s all set to go,” he conceded. “Just let me know when you’re ready.” Emur tapped the desk once more. Vakarian knew one more touch was all that was needed to transform the archives into the infinity room.

			“Do it”

			Emur hesitated briefly, eyeing Vakarian. A long, hard stare through eyelids that sagged with age.

			“Know your limits, boy.”

			Emur’s finger touched the desk, and it vanished, as did the archives master with it. At the point of impact, hundreds of spheres of light erupted into the room. They shot out and traveled along the floor, racing up the pillars and encircling the ceiling. Vakarian stepped back and relaxed. As he did so, several of the small orbs behind him rose up, forming a crude chair of light that supported his weight. Finally, Vakarian breathed a happy sigh as the pain lifted off his leg.

			The archives were alive with glowing globes. They swirled lazily, some simply revolving while others drifted back and forth. While still technically the same place, everyone referred to this as the infinity room. Vakarian still remembered his first time here. He had stared, nothing but stared, for fifteen minutes before remembering his purpose. Silendel had reproved him sternly afterward. He made no defense. The lights were inviting, they were warm. Nowhere else on the hive felt this inviting.

			“I seek information on active night terrors.” His words were deliberate. “Specifically, the identifying marks.”

			Every night terror was different. Each hunted a certain way, attacked a certain way, and appeared a certain way. Unlike nightmares, they existed outside of the Dream. They had transformation abilities, but there was also something that couldn’t be changed, like a signature that could not be rewritten. While common nightmares grew out of human fear, night terrors adapted to it but could not change their entire form. It was the easiest thing to document, and thankfully the efforts of many dreamcatcher agents had compiled a detailed record.

			Two orbs descended and hovered before his face. As Vakarian watched, one ball began to chase the other. Around and round they went, faster and faster until the sphere of space they encircled began to illuminate. A teeming mass of ebony was visible in the display. Bats, hundreds of bats swarming together in unison. Vakarian studied the image. They were large creatures, larger than any actual bat he believed existed.

			In addition, their eyes were blood, but not just in color. As he watched, drops of liquid fell from the chattering rodents. Their fangs were much too long as well, like two small serrated blades. He had never heard of such a species existing, yet thanks to this night terror, the image was popular in human culture.

			After several moments, the image faded and a short sequence of words flashed across the screen.

			NAME: VAMPYR

			STATUS: AT LARGE

			IDENTIFYING MARK: BATS

			This was one of the most famous of the night terrors. An individual hunted across hives in the Nether. According to the data scroll at the bottom of the screen, Vampyr hadn’t been sighted in decades. Vakarian’s hive hadn’t even once encountered him. He was more of a plague for the hives overlooking the European lokas. He shook his head as he thought to himself. There had been no sign of bats, not one in Tony’s dream. Vampyr remained in hiding.

			“Next entry.”

			The spheres stopped their chase and the image dissolved. As they drifted away, two more rose to take their place. Again, the endless chase began and again an image became visible. This time, web obscured the edges of the sphere. Two giant, luminous eyes appeared amidst the tangled strands. Then two more, then two more, and finally two more. A dull scratching erupted from the display. Mandibles scraped together, a sound like nails on a chalkboard, only hungrier. Vakarian shuddered.

			NAME: ARACHNIDA

			STATUS: AT LARGE

			IDENTIFYING MARKS: WEBS, SPIDERS

			“Next entry.”

			Vakarian felt himself tremble again as the image dissolved. An image of Fidel flashed across his mind. She had had to deal with a spider-fueled nightmare and, as bad as that creature was, it was simply a byproduct of the Dream. He should have done more to prepare her. Why hadn’t he asked Zarel if he had heard anything regarding her first jump? Even with the excitement of the day, Vakarian felt brief shame for forgetting. He would need to track her down after this business was done.

			A new image refocused his thoughts. This time, a bed appeared. An emaciated humanoid shadow quickly fell across the peaceful scene. Wrong setting. Vakarian needed to do something to accelerate the search process. He cast his thoughts back. Most of those aberrations he witnessed could have been connected to the child.

			The lamprey, the river, the chasm, and the bully were all possible mental connections to simulate fear. While they could be identifying marks, Vakarian doubted it. What was he missing? He need to replay the dream in his mind. Landing in the playground, confronting the bully, pulling the boy from the hole, the sky turning purple —

			That was it!

			NAME: CAUCHEMAR

			STATUS: AT LARGE

			IDENTIFYING MARKS: BED, SHADOW

			“New input,” Vakarian called out. The image in front of him vanished instantly. “Information on active night terror. Identifying mark: purple.”

			It was a long shot, but most children didn’t have phobia association with color. Purple also wasn’t very common among young human males. If things had been turning blue, it would mean one thing.

			Vakarian rolled his eyes as he waited. Tony could defy popularity and simply like purple. He was jumping to conclusions.

			The two orbs that had been displaying the previous night terror floated away. He waited. Come on, he hoped, come on. There had to be something. Vakarian rotated around in his chair. At least thousands, that’s how many there had to be. He didn’t see any of them moving. His long shot was looking less and less likely.

			A flash of movement out of the corner of his eye caused him to spin the chair back around. Two more had appeared and were pursuing each other in a circle. As Vakarian watched, haze swirled into violet, causing his leg to hurt. That wasn’t the right word; it throbbed. He winced and grabbed his wound as lavender sky materialized between the orbs. Dark purple lightning erupted, each strike accompanied by an agonizing jolt in his leg. What was going on? How could an image be affecting his leg?

			NAME: INCUBUS

			STATUS: AT LARGE

			IDENTIFYING MARK: PURPLE – FURTHER CLARIFICATION NEEDED

			Vakarian fought to stay in the chair but the pain was too intense. He fell forward, spilling out onto the floor. The cool liquid lapped at the side of his face, soaking into his clothes, doing nothing to dull the sting in his leg. Spots flashed before his eyes. Something was definitely wrong. He knew he was losing consciousness. He had to act fast.

			“Upload all past cases to hourglass registered to agent 1190 —  codename: Dreamcatcher. Readout of last known attack needed.” The last words came out in a hiss as another wave shook him. The purple seared his wound and it burned into his eyes, almost as if igniting the blood in his veins. Vakarian felt his body fighting to lose consciousness—wanting to go into shock. He just needed to be sure the information was copied first. A soft beep came from his sash; the first part was done. Just a little longer…

			LAST KNOWN INCIDENT

			The words appeared across the screen. Vakarian bit his lip to avoid crying out. Darkness engulfed his vision, and he fought it back.

			SUBJECT: DAVIDE RODRIGGI

			ASSIGNED AGENT: N/A – HUMAN ADULT

			Vakarian’s eyes widened as the name of the boy he had just met flashed across his mind. The night terror was targeting the family. In all his years, he had never once heard of this happening. It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be.

			“End program.” he croaked. The pain was too intense, and he couldn’t hold on any longer. This time, when the darkness came for him, he didn’t fight it.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			 

			Tony stared down at the spoon in his otherwise empty cereal bowl. The metal shone back up at him, reflecting in the light from overhead. Sighing, he scratched at the back of his neck. Something was wrong. He shoved his stool back from the small island in the middle of the kitchen that was their table. His feet thudded dully into the floor as he hopped down. Pausing, he looked back at the bowl.

			Perhaps “wrong” wasn’t the way to describe it. He blinked and yawned, heading for the lower cupboard, where he knew his breakfast was waiting. Strange that he would sit down, grab a spoon, and forget the actual food. Then again, his mom usually left the Archie Bo-Bo Bombs on the counter.

			The cupboard clicked open as he pulled back the wooden drawer. Tony blinked. Blank wooden wall stared back at him. Backing out of that cabinet, he tried the one to the immediate left. The only object inside was a cockroach that skittered away from the light. Tony tilted his head, straightening back up to stand in the kitchen.

			“Mom, where’s the cereal?” he called loudly. No sooner were the words from his lips that he regretted his tone. His mother liked to sleep in, especially on days after she’d taken a bottle to bed.

			Still, he needed something to eat.

			Socks half-sliding across the smooth floor, Tony left the kitchen and headed into the hallway. Once he was on the rug, he had to actually pick his feet up. He was almost to the stairs when a glance down made him stop.

			Thick purple dust rose from the carpet, hazing the floor from view. Tony hesitated, then kicked out at the cloud. It rose up before him like mist before blowing away into the corridor. Tony watched it go, feeling his mouth drop open. The stairs had vanished. Instead, he was back in front of the entrance to the kitchen.

			He spun around. The stairs were still where they were supposed to be, at the end of the hall by the front door. The intricate designs of his mom’s rug were all perfectly visible, as was the scuffed-up wood around them. He looked down at his feet. They were by themselves, surrounded by nothing.

			Blinking, Tony turned back to the stairs.

			“Hallucination,” he said out loud. The word was only a couple of years old. Well, no that wasn’t entirely true. He’d known it for years but thought it meant something else. Whenever an adult told him that people who were hallucinating were seeing things that weren’t there, Tony figured it must be some type of advanced imagination.

			It wasn’t until after his father died that he realized people see things for more than just to play.

			He started walking back towards the stairs, not sure how he got spun around to begin with. It must have been when he was looking at the rug. This time, he kept his full attention on the door at the end of the hall. He could see sun silhouetting the frame, typical of late morning.

			As he approached, however, the sun faded away. Tony stopped, feeling the skin on his arms rise. Section by section, the glow around the door was replaced by a dark violet. From where he stood, Tony heard something. Heavy footsteps slammed down into the walk outside.

			He took a step back.

			A call to his mother died on his lips when he heard the breathing. Something rasped on the other side of the door, the air coming heavily in and out of its lungs. The thudding had stopped. Two black bars appeared in the space under the door.

			Tony put a hand on the wall, no longer trusting his legs. The breath shuddered out of whatever was outside. Something scratched into the wood.

			“Mom…” he only managed a whisper.

			The scratch deepened into a tear and Tony fell back. He hit the floor with a thud before flailing his arms in a mad scramble. His fingers clawed into the tile of the kitchen as he pulled himself up. Tony dove behind the island. His back hit the table just as the wood of the door splintered.

			Tony felt himself exhale rapidly. It was another moment before he remembered to take a breath. Silence now seeped in from the hallway. Shaking, he inched his face around the corner. He didn’t want to see the intruder, but he also didn’t want his mom to have to face it first. He was the man of the house. It was time to act like one.

			Remarkably, the door was untouched. In fact, the front hall looked exactly as it should. Regular sunlight was once again visible around the frame. The rug was completely intact and in normal color, and the wood of the door was unmarked. Tony tilted his head.

			“Hello?” At this point, he couldn’t think of what else to say. The morning had gone completely strange. Tony leaned further out, using a hand to brace himself against the floor. Nothing stirred within the hallway. A quick glance around the kitchen told him that he was still alone.

			“Hello?” he called again, this time louder. This was important enough to risk waking his mother. From somewhere outside, a bird chirped.

			“Looking for someone, my man?” a familiar deep voice asked. Tony straightened up, nearly banging his head on the lip of the island. A tall figure reclined near the wall by the hallway entrance, against the spot where the counter met the fridge. He had dark hair and a tan complexion. As Tony watched, he opened the fridge and retrieved a carton of orange juice.

			“Dante?” Tony put his hands on the island and peered forward. For some reason, he was having trouble making out the newcomer’s facial details. But it sounded like his older brother, and the head was the same shape. He didn’t remember Dante being quite so broad, though. “When did you get home?”

			The figure smiled, and the haze that hung about the face fell away. Tony felt his mouth drop open.

			“Guess again.”

			“D…Dad?” Tony released his hold on the island and took a step back. His father smiled at him. The orange juice carton was still in his hand. Tony felt his body tremble, then he rushed forward. In seconds, he had his arms around his father. He squeezed, hoping it wasn’t too tight. No arms returned the embrace. After a moment, Tony pulled back. His face felt wet, and he ran a hand against it.

			“Hey Tony.” His dad’s face kept the grin. “Long time no see.”

			“You,” Tony’s words tripped over his tongue. “You were… Mom said you died.”

			“I wouldn’t believe anything your mother tells you.” His dad waved the carton dismissively. “She’s probably been, well you know…” His father unscrewed the cap and poured some juice straight down his throat. Tony raised an eyebrow.

			His dad never drank straight from the carton. He had yelled when he caught Tony doing it once, saying it was a habit unfit for civilized human beings. Tony heard a shudder and turned around. Behind him, the cabinet drawers rattled and shifter. It was like something had just pulsed under the walls.

			“So, shouldn’t you be at school?” His dad’s voice snapped his attention back. If his father had noticed anything, he didn’t show it. Orange pulp dripped from his lips. Tony thought some of the specks looked the wrong color.

			“It’s Saturday.” Tony doubted this the moment he said it. He really didn’t know what day it was, or really even what time it was. A clock always hung on the wall over the refrigerator. Looking at it now, though, made his skin tingle. He didn’t remember clocks having that many hands, or spinning that rapidly. As he watched, thick purple ooze filled the clock face, before the glass cracked and he could see no more.

			“Saturday? That’s your excuse? Well then, shouldn’t you just be somewhere else?” His dad crossed over to him, never once looking Tony in the eye. Instead, he felt himself being shoved out of the way as his father opened one of the cabinets. “Your mom needs to put some actual food in this kitchen.”

			Something was rattling sharply within the cabinet as his dad rummaged around. His dad suddenly drew back, a box of Archie Bo-Bo Bombs in one hand, a bowl and spoon in the other. The orange juice carton had vanished.

			Tony felt a knot twist in his stomach. It had been nearly a year since he had seen his father. He had expected to hear joy or sadness in his father’s voice. Instead, his dad seemed to be spitting his words out.

			“Did I do something wrong?” he asked. His dad slammed the bowl down on the island hard enough to crack it. The cardboard of the cereal box crunched in his other hand. As Tony watched, his father’s face furrowed up. His eyes darkened to a shade Tony had never seen before.

			“Did you do something wrong?” his father mocked, fixing Tony with a glare. “Just the clueless waste of a question I would expect from you.”  Straightening up, his dad came out from behind the island and stood directly in front of him. Tony watched as the black eyes lowered to his own.

			A finger jabbed out and prodded him square in the chest. “This!” his dad jeered. He poked again, this time against Tony’s forehead. “This! All of this!” He straightened back up and went back to the cereal box. “Months spent ripping my way out of that wooden box, and THIS is what I come home to.”

			Tony felt the tears coming again. Perhaps they had never stopped.

			“And here come the waterworks! You know, your brother never sniveled his way through life. He’s actually worth something! Even your mother knows better ways to plug her whiny mouth!”

			The top of the cereal box burst open and roaches crawled out from within. They scampered down the side of the box and right into his dad’s cereal bowl. Tony felt himself shudder at the sight. His feet wanted to sprint out of the kitchen, but the floor held him in place.

			“Where do you think you’re going, my man?” his father laughed. “Bout time you actually stuck around. You’re always running away — from bullies, from your brother, from your mother, from your sad excuse for a life.” His father snatched the spoon and Tony watched in horror as it dipped into the bowl. “No wonder you don’t have any friends.”

			“Dad,” Tony pleaded. He didn’t know what he’d done to deserve this, but his father had never been so cruel. “I’m sorry I thought you were dead.”

			His father scoffed, plunging the spoonful of writhing roaches past his lips. Tony heard the crunch. He wretched forward, still feeling stuck in place.

			“Wish I had died. Better to be bug food than look at your face.” his father commented. He chewed with his mouth open, and Tony could see several legs and a head inside. Another sharp crunch. “You’re just a waterfall with legs, you little limp noodle!”

			The voice changed. Tony could still see his father, clear as day, but there was no doubt that Jeremy Fitz had spoken those last words. Something was very wrong. The walls of the kitchen rippled again, this time knocking all the doors of the cabinets open. Bugs and other slimy creatures spilled out onto the counters and floor. Normally, Tony was not bothered by insects. This many, however, coupled with the fact that he couldn’t move, was terrifying.

			“You like my new friends?” his dad asked. “They’re much better company. I’d see them over you any day.” He smiled, bits of cockroach flecking off his teeth. Tony surged power into his legs, willing himself to move. If anything, the floor appeared to be sucking him down.

			“Mom!” he screamed. He didn’t know what was going on but he knew it was too much to handle on his own. He needed a friend, someone to help him.

			“She can’t hear you, Macaroni!” his dad sneered. Purple slime dripped from the corners of his mouth, and now his eyes glowed a vibrant violet. He walked towards Tony, his body twisting with each stride. The island sank into the floor. A fountain of roaches erupted from the spot it vanished into. “No help is coming for you!”

			Now Tony was sinking. The floor devoured his feet and reached up to seize his legs. Tony struggled, pulling with all his might. His dad, or what was left of his dad, howled with laughter. Flesh had begun to fall from his father’s face.

			“My friends are hungry. They’ve had me, now it’s your turn!”

			“No!” Tony thrashed against the rising floor. “Dad, please! Mom! Someone help me!” His mind raced frantically, knowing that none of this was possible. His father, his real father, could never treat him this way — and his mom wouldn’t just abandon him. He needed help, someone to help. Tony blinked as the hairy leg of a spider came into his vision.

			He was dreaming. He knew it with a sudden certainty. A distant memory swam into his mind, of a green-cloaked stranger who only wanted to help.

			“Dreamcatcher!”

			The floor hit Tony hard as he fell off his bed. He lay on the floor, rocking his body into the cool wood. At some point, the light flicked on and his mother was beside him.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			 

			Vakarian became instantly aware of a dull pain in his leg. He rolled over on his bed to take some of the pressure off. Relief flooded his body. He smiled to himself. That felt better. His bed cradled him, and the tension in his limbs was gone, replaced by a welcome heavy feeling. He didn’t remember going back to his quarters. How had he ended up here again?

			His eyes snapped open.

			He was in one of the infirmary treatment rooms, lying on a bed. The infirmary was located on the outer edge of the Hive, meaning it was one of the few places with windows. He could see the dull shapeless clouds of the Nether drifting by outside. Overhead, a soft bulb glowed with a gentle light. It was just enough so that Vakarian could make out everything and everyone in the room.

			Fidel was sitting in the visitor’s chair by the door. At the moment, she hadn’t noticed that he was awake. A 3D image output was attached to her arm, allowing her to view projected readouts of her hourglass data. As Vakarian watched, Fidel shuddered, drawing the yellow folds of her cloak tighter. It could be cold in the infirmary without the aid of blankets, one of the downsides of being at the outer edge.

			Apart from his one visitor, there wasn’t much else to see. The walls were a cloudy gray color and, aside from the one chair and his bed, there wasn’t any other furniture. A vitals monitor hung from the wall by his bed. Its consistent beeping was the only sound in the room. Vakarian tilted his head slightly, so as not to draw attention to himself. He wanted a look at the monitor.

			He had never learned how to fully read the monitor — only the medical staff knew how to do that. Nevertheless, the readout was fairly easy to interpret. A two-dimensional layout of a body, which Vakarian assumed was his, filled most of the screen. It pulsed green as it was updated. He became aware the cold pull of the suction cups against his skin. He must have been in worse shape than he thought for them to go to this trouble.

			There was only one area that didn’t register in the all clear. The wound in his leg showed a dull red. In Vakarian’s experience, the sharper the hue, the more extreme the injury. Dull meant that, at least physically, the wound was not severe. Unless he had been here for weeks, something he strongly hoped was not the case, it meant that his physical wound alone had not been severe enough to knock him down. Must have been some kind of toxin, something delayed to only activate at the next encounter with its creator. This was a deadly weapon and a new adaptation. He would have to make sure that Archives was updated to warn future agents.

			Below the image of his body, several sequences of lines fluctuated with his heart rate. Everything looked normal, or within normal range. The toxin couldn’t have been too severe, just enough to put him out for a couple of hours. It was a good thing that it had happened in the Hive. If he had been facing the night terror… Vakarian stopped the thought. Hadn’t happened, and wouldn’t happen again; he was prepared now. If he hurried, he might still be able to make it back into the Inspiration before the child fell asleep again.

			Assuming that he would be allowed to leave. He wasn’t strapped to the bed at least.

			“How long have I been out?” His voice croaked with a weakness he hadn’t expected. Fidel picked her head up and, for the first time, Vakarian noticed the redness around her eyes.

			“Hey!” She practically screamed it. “You’re awake!” His student keyed off her hourglass before jumping to her feet. Before Vakarian could react, she had jumped the distance and thrown her arms around him.

			“Yeah.” He felt very confused. “I’m happy to see you, too, kiddo. Uhm… Am I missing something?”

			“Only that you were unconscious for four days.” Kessel’s voice was as short as ever. “Oh, and you nearly died, don’t want to forget that. Would have been a historic event. ‘Greatest agent dies stupidest death’. All the hives would have been bustling with that news.”

			As Fidel lifted herself off him, Vakarian shot a glance at the door. Kessel stood in the doorway, his white cloak moving in some breeze from the hallway. In his hand was a mobile version of the readout that was by Vakarian’s bed. The doctor’s face was contorted in its usual manner of urgency, but there was something new behind the spectacles. An emotion that Vakarian had seen Kessel express with many new recruits but never with him: disappointment.

			“What’s the human word, Vakarian? ‘Idiot’? Cause that’s what you are. By Oracle, you’ve been cocky before, but this might have been the single greatest act of arrogance I have ever had the misfortune of witnessing. Excuse me.” Kessel had moved into the room and brushed Fidel aside.

			As Vakarian watched, the doctor opened a pocket in his sash and selected a long thin flashlight. Kessel grabbed Vakarian’s head hard and jerked his eyelids up. Blinking became impossible. The doctor held his eyes open for what seemed an eternity, peering around with blinding intensity.

			“Well, good news is that signs of the toxin haven’t returned with consciousness.” Kessel returned the light to his belt. He then withdrew a metal stylus that he used to tap several areas of his readout pad. “Your systems are reacting well. That’s also good. Lucky as left Gemini but good.” He returned the object. “Now, what, other than ‘sorry’, do you have to say for yourself?”

			Vakarian was resisting cracking a smile. Kessel really was talking to him like yesterday had been his first jump. Still, four days? This was serious.

			“I was coming to see you. I had to get information from the archives first. I didn’t know this would happen.” He was feeling stronger as he lay in the bed. Strength seeped back into his joints and the pain in his leg, though still constant, was duller than it had been moments ago.

			“You can’t save anyone when you’re dead.” Concern broke into Kessel’s voice, only to vanish again instantly. “Ritkat, the chief in charge here before me, had this theory that she would still be able to help from beyond the grave… But I haven’t seen her since the funeral.” He placed a hand on Vakarian’s wrist.

			“We have next to no information on night terrors. Any injury — any injury — must be treated as life-threatening and reported right away. Life-threatening,” he emphasized, “which, I remind you, yours was. I shouldn’t have to tell you any of this. You’re the Dreamcatcher here… Idiot!” Kessel drew his hand away from Vakarian’s wrist and stepped back. Out came the metal stylus again and several new inputs were entered. Kessel blew out a sigh.

			“Everything’s normal. Your leg will keep a scar, but that’s probably a good thing. At least I now know how to deal with one type of night terror venom: inject calea and don’t stop until the heart stabilizes. Speaking of, I’m going to retrieve some more. You should have a booster shot, both for the healing and for an excuse to prick you with a needle before you leave.” Kessel headed for the door but stopped and turned mid-step.

			“He’s all yours, sweetheart, but do a better job of hiding the happiness. He needs more people like me right now. Best thing for him.” And with that, Kessel vanished out into the hallway. The door slid shut behind him. Fidel had been leaning against the wall, watching intently. At Kessel’s exit, she pushed off and grabbed the chair. Dragging it over, Fidel had a seat much closer to the bed. She smiled briefly.

			“I’m glad you’re okay., she said, her voice completely returned to its usual level. Vakarian was trying to think of a previous time he had seen her show as much emotion as she had a few moments ago. Nothing came to mind.

			“I didn’t realize how bad it was. Kessel is right; I am an idiot,” he said simply. “Do not repeat my mistake, understood? No agent is immortal.”

			Fidel nodded. She fidgeted in her seat.

			“How many times have you come to see me?” Vakarian’s mind wasn’t recovering as quickly as his body. Four days. Vakarian kept turning the number over in his head. While the time comparison didn’t necessarily line up, that meant that the boy must have fallen asleep at least three times by now. His thoughts stumbled to recall if there was a fourth, but whatever Kessel had given him was making it difficult to think. What had happened since he had been out? “And what’s the latest on the night terror?”

			She stuck her tongue out briefly. “Uhm, oh! It made an attempt on the boy within the first day of its initial attack.”

			Vakarian lifted his head from the pillow, wincing as the sudden movement caused it to swim. He had known this would happen. Even with their limited documentation, night terror attack patterns were nearly always aggressive. On average, they occurred once a sleep cycle, as opposed to most nightmares, which only struck once every three.

			“He’s okay!” Fidel must have been reacting to his expression. Vakarian furrowed his brow.

			“He woke himself up right before it could begin harming him. He woke up scared, but he woke up. It hasn’t been back since. Central assigned our squad to run interference while you recovered. Everyone has been on the lookout, but no sign of it.”

			Vakarian’s eyes widened. The boy was a lucid! Vakarian had felt suspicious during their first encounter, but things had been happening too quickly. That explained everything. Night terrors rarely targeted normal dreamers. While Vakarian hated to focus on what he called “the politics” of it, the fact was that the dreamcatcher order wasn’t simply about protection of human children. The human race gave off energy while they were sleeping. Children gave off far more than adults and lucid children gave off even more than that. It was theorized that night terrors need this higher energy output as much as the nefiri did, although for what he had no idea. Normally, lucids were identified early and given priority. How had they missed this one?

			“Who did you say was running interference?” Vakarian blinked and shook his head slightly. Fidel held up four fingers.

			“Torren.” One finger fell. “Vilida.” Another finger. “Ransk.” She formed her hand into a fist. “And me — the whole squad! Somar, Charra, and Bourkessel have also issued alerts to the rest of the hive, in case anyone else sees it. We’re to be contacted at the night terror’s first reappearance.”

			Vakarian nodded, his head still feeling lighter than he would prefer. Torren, Vilida, and Ransk, also known by their child names of Raccoon, Flare, and Scuba. Central must have decided to keep this within his squad. Vakarian breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn’t that he doubted the other teams but he knew his own people the best. Well, not exactly ‘his own people;’ Fidel was the only one he had actually trained himself.

			Torren had been on the squad longer than Vakarian had, back when Silendel had been Dreamcatcher. He was the oldest member, and Vakarian often wondered how he must have felt being passed over for leadership. If Torren was bitter, he never showed it. Fact was, that agent wasn’t much for displaying emotion at all. Talking to Torren felt like talking to a reader, ready and willing to recall stories and lessons. The beard didn’t hurt the image, either. Neither did the dark circles around his eyes. Vakarian guessed that Torren must already, at least subconsciously, be preparing for a role in academia once he retired, which was likely sooner rather than later.

			Ransk had been selected just before Silendel’s departure. Through random chance, his first ten missions had landed him in underwater dreams. Seeing him with a respirator became just as common as seeing him with a vibroblade, Silendel’s weapon of choice for the team. Ransk earned the name Scuba on his second time out, but, even without the child, Vakarian felt that someone in the hive would have come up with the nickname. Ransk, however, never saw any humor in it. Apparently, those had been rough missions. His cloak was nearly torn to shreds after one Class II nightmare that called itself “Feeding Frenzy.” Nevertheless, while he hated discussing his own missions, he loved talking about anything else. Vakarian had no doubt that, if Ransk knew the details of the night terror, then so did at least half the hive.

			Vilida was the opposite. He couldn’t remember the last time he had heard more than three sentences strung together from her. If she talked, it was to the point. Vilida was unique on the squad for two reasons. First, she had not been recruited by either Silendel or Vakarian. She had been picked by Central to replace the Redeemer when the squad had been turned over to Vakarian. Two, Vilida was the only member of the squad not to use the team weapon.

			Vakarian’s wrist crossbow was standard issue, and everyone followed his lead. This made weapon training easier and allowed squad mates to train one another. Vilida did not follow this practice. She kept her virbo-gauntlets, charged gloves wired across her wrists to give each punch an extra shock. On the squad, there was no one even close to Vilida’s level at hand-to-hand combat. Vakarian had chosen to leave her to her strengths, despite the minor cost to squad convenience. He thought she was grateful for the concession.

			With Fidel and himself, the five of them formed the best squad in the hive—at least in his own mind.

			“Did anyone retrieve the archive data?” he asked. Fidel shook her head.

			“Emur tried, but he couldn’t locate the exact file you were on. The system wasn’t shut down properly before you lost consciousness.”

			“Terrific.” Vakarian tested his arms, raising himself into a sitting position. Fidel started to help him, but apparently thought better of it. Vakarian hoisted himself up and let his upper back relax against the headboard, shuddering as his body met the metal.

			“Incubus. The night terror is Incubus. It has been seen before.” He looked around for his hourglass. Of course, it wasn’t on him.

			“Incubus?” Fidel repeated, puzzling the name out loud. Vakarian wasn’t surprised. Night terrors were covered in basic training but not extensively. There wasn’t enough reason to go into every individual profile; they simply didn’t have enough information. Even the night terrors that had been killed hadn’t done much to further their knowledge. Knowing your enemy was mortal was enough to go on, even if killing them was nearly impossible. A lone agent had little chance, but an agent with a trained and willing lucid…

			“I’ll need to put in a request,” he began. Fidel looked at him attentively as he continued, “with Central. The boy will need to be trained. A fully-formed lucid will be our best weapon against Incubus.” Vakarian needed to be discharged today. Hopefully, Kessel’s mood had improved. The medic liked to make a point but also knew when the job took priority. He would likely be released after the shot of calea.

			“That would mean Torren and the others would have to keep running interference.” Fidel interjected. “Will Central allow three agents to invest that much time away from their assigned cases?” She was keying some information into her hourglass. Vakarian wondered if she was already alerting the team.

			“They’ll have to,” he conceded. “It’s procedure in extreme situations like this one. We’re going to have to make do with a little less downtime.” He groaned as his leg suffered a brief spasm. Vakarian closed his eyes and waited for the pain to completely fade away. Thankfully, it was brief. While he was glad for the company and her concern, he wasn’t exactly sure how he felt about Fidel seeing him so weakened.

			“What will happen…” she began to whisper, and Vakarian noted the pause in her question. She was choosing her words carefully. “If you can’t stop it?” Her voice was uncertain with fear clawing to capture it. .Vakarian felt his thoughts fumble. He wasn’t used to anyone, let alone his own team, questioning his ability. Coming from Fidel only made it sting even more.

			“Do you remember the readings?” he asked, still keeping his eyes closed. “Torren was the one who went through them with you. I know he’s thorough.”

			“The Book of Demoinis, yes.” It was one of the few relics saved from Oracle, the first nefiri colony, before it was lost. All nefiri grew up hearing the readings from the Book; the readers had one of the most important roles in their culture. Dreamcatchers focused primarily on the Code, a set of ideals. The book contained more, however, including pieces that were added later on.

			“Why did we lose Oracle?” Vakarian asked. He wanted Fidel to think back. Normally, he didn’t stress the book too much; he found it to be as much mythology as fact, but the theory behind why Oracle fell was important. It contained one of the larger reasons the Dreamcatcher core was founded.

			“The Blight?” Fidel sounded puzzled. “Torren told me about it, but what does it have to do with night terrors?”

			Vakarian sighed. Of course Torren would leave out the practical to focus on the rhetoric. The older agent placed far more importance on the literal wording of the Book than Vakarian did. The training center and Silendel’s unhooded face flashed into his mind. This had mattered to her.

			“‘The lights fell dark and the buildings still. Then the streets became frozen and the people felt a cold, as if the everstar had stopped burning and the gray had become blackness. What was home became hell, as the very lifeblood of civilization turned on them.’ Many scholars today feel that this passage was describing an energy corruption. Where it came from is still a mystery, but many have attributed unchecked night terror activity to the cause.”

			“But we draw energy from the Spirit Wells, not directly from humans.” Fidel’s voice sounded confused. Vakarian wished his mind was working better. As it was, thoughts still felt like hard work.

			“Well, where do the wells draw from?” was all he could think to ask.

			“I — We don’t know.” Fidel’s voice became steady. Vakarian hoped he was starting to make sense. “So night terrors might be at the bottom of the Spirit Wells?”

			He shrugged.

			“It’s only a theory.” Vakarian was getting tired. He opened his eyes wider to fight against it. The last thing he needed now was to pass out and lose more time. Fidel was still sitting next to him. As he watched, she nodded to herself. Her tongue flicked out of the corner of her mouth as her eyes searched the ceiling. Suddenly, she looked down at him.

			“Does this mean we’ll get to begin trapping procedure training?” There was a glimmer of excitement behind her eyes that Vakarian didn’t like. Zarel had been a young agent when a night terror took his face. Vakarian considered himself at the top of his game and he had still landed in the infirmary. The thought of Fidel in danger… He shook his head slightly, enough to avoid any chance of triggering a head rush.

			“The more experienced agents will.”

			Disappointment surged onto Fidel’s features. Vakarian fought the oncoming sigh. This was not the time or the place for an argument, especially for an argument like this. She opened her mouth to object. He would have to deal with it now, then.

			“Listen to him, kid.” Zarel’s voice cut Fidel off before her words formed. Vakarian’s focus shifted to the door. His friend leaned against the doorframe. His face was nearly hidden and impossible to read, but Vakarian got the impression that there was a grin behind the scarf.

			“Trapping is not something you want to be a part of. Agents die out there. There’s just too much that can and does go wrong. Besides, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Not only does the night terror need to be defeated before it can be trapped, but better to have a way of killing it once it’s downed. Which, I hope, means that you have a plan.” Zarel nodded towards Vakarian. The dreamcatcher lifted an arm experimentally. No pain.

			“Not a solid one…yet., he admitted, moving his arm more gingerly. “And there’s no guarantee that Central won’t ground me. I need to get out of this infirmary. That’s my plan right now.”

			Vakarian was very aware that he wasn’t going anywhere before Kessel got back. He didn’t dare remove any of the sensor pads for fear of incurring the doctor’s wrath. They felt cold against his skin now, and he was sure that his chest would be marked with little dark circles for the coming week. Still, probably best not to forget why this happened. Kessel was right in that regard. It was a lesson Silendel had hammered home often: don’t forget the mistakes.

			Incubus. He would have to go back into the archives and see what, if any, information was available from its prior encounters. Kessel had made it sound like the venom had either been completely extracted or neutralized, so Vakarian wasn’t worried about a repeat reaction. He wondered briefly if the inoculation would be a permanent one. Maybe the night terror’s toxin wouldn’t work in the future. Better to focus on not letting it take a stab at him again — just in case.

			He would also need to read everything he could on Tony. The mystery lucid had appeared right under everyone’s nose. To the nefiri back in the colonies and even to Central, the human might just be a source of energy, but to Vakarian… This was a child in trouble, and he needed to do everything he could to help.

			Vakarian let his eyes drift around the room. Fidel and Zarel were talking, but he didn’t listen in. His younger recruit bared her teeth with every word and threw her hands up multiple times. Zarel simply nodded or offered a shrug.

			His friend’s overdrawn hood was kept up specifically to hide his features. That said, when he shifted, the light of the infirmary drew attention to the burn marks streaking his face. The optical enhancers were also caught in the reflection, glinting every time he moved his head. Zarel’s scarf, which Vakarian assumed hid the deformities around his mouth, was the only part of the disguise still working. As he watched, his friend put up a hand, rubbing his hidden chin.

			The Midnight Phantom.

			Vakarian knew that his friend never would have relaxed around a night terror. Zarel had earned a well-deserved reputation in the field and he still had not escaped severe injury. Vakarian would walk away from his own encounter with nothing but a scar on his leg and some short-lasting suction cup marks.

			He suddenly felt ashamed. He knew what his critics were saying: that he had let the fame go to his head. That the Dreamcatcher cared more about his growing legend than anything else. It was true that his example mattered to him, but what kind of example had he been? Fidel or any other student might die emulating his most recent behavior. Zarel’s burning golden eyes flickered in his direction, and Vakarian felt himself falter.

			Images sliced through his mind. In training, Zarel had caught Vakarian’s arm one day, warning him that he was drawing his bow too close to his side. At that distance, the arrow was likely to cut into cloth and possibly flesh. It had been a stupid mistake but one Zarel had noticed.

			Vakarian remembered the bandages covering his friend’s face, the black blood soaking through, being knocked aside as Kessel rushed into the room, fresh dressings in his hands. When Zarel had tried to speak, the voice had gotten lost in the gurgle that spurted from his mouth.

			What was happening with Incubus was bigger than Vakarian. Lives were in danger and many more would be if he failed. Another agent might… He looked at Fidel. Her face was so young. Her gray eyes were bright and, when she smiled, there was innocence. No cynical sense of self-importance in her features, just the desire to do good. He thought again of the day he would rather forget. Racing towards the infirmary, Zarel’s limp body slung over his shoulder. In a flash, Vakarian saw Fidel’s form limp and cold, the light gone out of it, her smile gone.

			Propping himself up in his bed even higher, Vakarian looked at Fidel. He would not let that happen.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			 

			Tony had never been in a place like this before. He had seen a program once on the formation of tropical islands, how they were produced by underwater volcanos. The eruption pushed land up, breaching the ocean in small places and creating landmasses. These explosions had always looked so violent on TV. He remembered watching as the lava hissed off of the water and smoke blacker than any he had ever seen had filled the air. Even if the eruption happened in the morning, day appeared as night.

			The landscape around him changed and grew like what he had seen on TV but without the ferocity. The beach unfurled itself in front of him. Sand rose from the water without a trace of dampness, sprawling out against what looked like cool water. Grass sprouted in the middle, shooting up to appear long and unkempt. Tony’s mom had yelled at him that morning for letting the lawn get so overgrown.

			He jumped to the side as the first tree sprouted. Tony put a hand up to shield his eyes before lowering it again almost instantly. Strange;.The sun didn’t hurt to look at. That might have bothered him more if it wasn’t for the odd tree-sized object now before him. A long strip of what looked like sesame beef protruded towards the sky. The sunlight glistened off the sauce-covered surface. After a moment’s hesitation, he took a step closer. Tony furrowed his brow.

			He could actually see himself staring back through the burnt brown sheen. He stood there in his blue pajamas, his black hair poking up at angles. When he smiled, the reflection grinned right back. Tony let out a yelp of laughter. What a strange island this is, he thought before spinning around. There were so many more trees now. Some looked like the wild gargantuan ones he knew where in jungles. Still others were more food — oddly enough, all of it looked like enormous versions of the takeout his mom ordered from the Chinese place up the street.

			Tony threw a glance back at his reflection in the Mongolian beef. It waved happily at him.

			“Wow!” he couldn’t stop himself from exclaiming as he waved back. The reflection shrugged its shoulders sheepishly before looking past Tony. Its expression widened in surprise and it retreated several paces. Tony frowned. Another shape was visible in the shiny sauce of the beef. This one was a good deal bigger than his own and appeared very green. Frowning, he tilted his head to the side. Then it dawned on him.

			“It’s you!” Tony spun around to see Dreamcatcher standing several paces back. His cloak blended with the rich foliage of the normal trees, making him nearly impossible to see. His gray face looked harmless enough and appeared to be smiling. Memories that had been lost in fog suddenly flooded back into Tony’s mind. He remembered falling, the school, and the thunder. As if on cue, a distant rumble broke the peaceful silence of the island. Dreamcatcher looked briefly towards the sky before holding up a hand.

			“It’s all right, Tony. You’re safe now. Don’t worry, I’m not here to rescue you this time.” He smiled and held out his arms, making the “safe” gesture that Tony had seen in baseball games on TV. Tony felt himself relax. This did not seem nearly as life-threatening as the last time he had encountered the bizarre gray man. Tony heard a splash and looked to the side.

			The ocean, which had been so close, was now several yards away. Strange fish leapt in the air. Their scales flashed a rainbow of colors that he had never seen before — at least, not in the ocean.

			“Are you hungry?” Dreamcatcher’s voice brought his attention back to the person in front of him. The green-cloaked man was staring up at the giant piece of sesame beef, a strange expression on his features. “I’m going to guess that you had takeout tonight, or wanted to. I’ve never had the stuff, but, boy, it does look good.”

			As Tony watched, Dreamcatcher approached the tree. The two reflections were also keeping a close eye on him. Reaching the edge, Dreamcatcher regarded it almost thoughtfully. Then, before Tony could say or do anything, he proceeded to take a large bite into the side.

			Both reflections squeaked and ran away from the mark.

			“What are you doing?” Tony demanded. Dreamcatcher shrugged.

			“Tasting,” he answered simply. “Mmmm, that is tangy. Want a bite?”

			“No!” Tony waved his arms and pointed to the two reflections. They were huddled together in a corner now, trying to shrink away into nothing. “They live here! We can’t eat their home.”

			Dreamcatcher frowned, as if noticing the mirror images for the first time. He shrugged.

			“I suppose you’re right. Come on, let’s go for a walk. I’m sure there are plenty of other things around here to eat.” He approached Tony and held out his hand. “I can also guess that you have some questions for me?”

			It was phrased like a question, but, as soon as he heard it, Tony felt curiosity suddenly pour forth. With a dawning certainty, he spun around. The sky flashed several different colors and the ocean echoed it. Several more trees erupted and died within seconds, and the ground shook violently. Both Tony and Dreamcatcher were knocked off of their feet. Tony hit the ground unhurt and rolled to face his companion.

			“I’m dreaming?” he asked.

			Dreamcatcher nodded. “Are you okay?”

			Tony had heard adults try to sound concerned before, and he could tell fake emotion when he heard it. A forced feeling was always present in each word. His companion did not have it. Dreamcatcher appeared to genuinely want to know. Tony relaxed his shoulders.

			“Yeah, I think so.” The colors stopped flickering and the trees remained where they were. Tony picked himself up. Dreamcatcher had done the same and held out his hand again.

			“Good job.” Again, the compliment sounded real. “You’re a natural at this!”

			Tony hesitated. He turned back to the gigantic chunk of sesame beef. The bite mark was still visible but appeared smaller than before. The two reflections were also much calmer. They were nodding and smiling at him. It echoed the good feeling in his gut.

			“Don’t trust strangers.”  His mom always said that, but then she also told him repeatedly that there were exceptions to every rule. He guessed that Dreamcatcher was one of those exceptions. Reaching up, he took his companion’s hand.

			“Can we stay near the beach?” Tony asked. He didn’t get to go to the beach much.

			Dreamcatcher smiled. “Not the first question I was expecting.” He chuckled. The two walked towards the sandy dunes. Tony threw a cautious glance around.

			“That monster isn’t going to come back, is it?” He shuddered, thinking of the lamprey from before.

			“No,” Dreamcatcher answered back quickly. “I don’t think so, at least not without us knowing about it first.” Tony’s companion surveyed the ocean as more fish jumped. “They look very pretty, don’t they? Do you know what they are?”

			Tony stopped and looked out at the bay. It had not been a bay before but more sand had sliced into the water, sealing it off from the rest of the ocean. The fish seemed to be clicking to each other as they jumped. It sounded like playing. Tony tilted his head and smiled.

			“I have no idea,” he admitted. Dreamcatcher nodded.

			Tony suddenly felt confused. “If this is my dream… Does that mean that I should know?”

			Dreamcatcher chuckled and shook his head. “Let me ask you this: do you know everything that’s going on in your own head at all times?”

			The very question made Tony’s brain hurt. He ran a hand into his hair and looked out at the ocean.

			“My teachers say I’m smart.” It was all he could think to say back. Chalk-like scroll flashed across the sand. Math equations and random facts appeared and disappeared as if they were blown by the wind. He didn’t feel dumb. But if those were his fish then…

			“I believe your teachers,” Dreamcatcher responded. “The mind is like a mansion; there are so many rooms that it’s impossible to know what’s going on in each of them. Not even the oldest wise man is master of every mental corner. When you have an idea, where does it come from? Where did it exist before that moment?”

			Tony continued to shake his head as he walked. Dreams didn’t usually involve this much thinking.

			“We’re inside my head?” he asked. He didn’t think his head could be this big. As if on command, the bay shrunk inward.

			“Is that so hard to believe? I have to imagine you’ve daydreamed from time to time?”

			Tony nodded.

			“And were those daydreams big or small?” Dreamcatcher had stopped and was staring at him. Tony saw warmness flicker behind his friend’s black eyes. It felt like when Dante used to explain things to him. His older brother never scoffed or put him down, just explained with patience. His dad had been the same way.

			“Well, they’re big,” he replied simply. “I always get lost in them, at least until Mrs. Marster yells at me.”

			Dreamcatcher laughed. “Well, there you go. Don’t worry, you’re not going to get in trouble now. We’re safe from Mrs. Marster. Is she your history teacher?”

			Tony stepped back and widened his eyes. “Yeah,” he admitted. “Well, she teaches everything, but always yells at me during history. It’s not my fault it’s so boring. I just can’t keep track of all those people. I’ve never met any of them before.”

			Dreamcatcher looked thoughtful and began walking again. Tony jogged back to his side. The bay had relaxed into its normal size. A deer stepped out to the edge of the water. It sipped up the liquid before returning to the shelter of the unusual forest. Tony turned back to his companion. Dreamcatcher appeared so much taller than Tony thought he would ever grow up to be. He looked down at his companion’s arm. The crossbow from before was still attached to it. A little farther up, a row of bolts was fastened.

			“Are you some kind of superhero?” he asked. He had to know. His man looked too prepared to be anything other than a superhero…or a supervillain.

			After a moment, Dreamcatcher nodded. He answered without taking his eyes off the beach. “I suppose in purpose, yes, although I’m not alone. I guess you could also call us guardians. We watch children dream and, when we have to, we protect them. We’ve been watching over you for a long time.” Dreamcatcher turned and smiled. “I’m here as your friend, Tony. I’m here to keep you safe.”

			Tony felt incredibly excited. While his dream wasn’t real, it was still cool to have his very own superhero. He could do anything he wanted in here. He hadn’t had this kind of attention since his father died.

			“That does not mean I can make you invincible.” It was like Dreamcatcher was reading his mind. “I can’t alter the dream to make you safe. I am merely here as a friend. Imagine if you were sharing a dream with your brother.”

			Tony furrowed his brow and stared up at his companion.

			“You know Dante?” he asked. That would explain things. Dante had no doubt asked this man to check in on him. He was always being cautious. Tony wondered if you met people like this regularly when you were in the air force.

			“Not personally.” Dreamcatcher admitted. “I just know a little bit about you, Anthony Rodriggi. I have files that tell me a few basic facts — makes it easier for me to help. Of course, nothing written can possibly make up for actually talking to someone.”

			Tony thought on this. It didn’t seem like his imagination. When he created things, they were always grandiose. A superhero from his imagination should be able to fly and shoot lasers from his eyes. The idea of this gray man sitting in a room looking at files… It sounded more like something his dad or therapist would have done. Was this person imaginary?

			“How did you get here?” he asked, watching Dreamcatcher closely. “I’ve never seen anyone who looks like you before. Where do you come from?”

			Dreamcatcher gestured toward the sky. “The short answer is up there. I jumped from up there and landed in your dream. Do you remember how we met?”

			Tony nodded. The terrifying flashes of the storm blared into his mind. Offshore, several noiseless bolts of lightning struck the water. He shuddered.

			“You live there?” Tony asked. “With all the lightning and the rain and the clouds?” More noiseless lightning struck the bay. The sky began to darken. His companion looked up briefly.

			“No, no. I don’t live there; it’s just where I jump from. Kind of a scary place, right? Trust me, I don’t like it any more than you do. The good news is that it’s not all storm. If you fly up, past the flashes and at the rain, everything becomes calm. It is a place of calm clouds and an endless horizon. That is where I’m from. My race has founded colonies where entire communities live. There are also smaller floating buildings called hives, where the dreamcatchers live. I am from one of them.”

			Tony nodded. An area of quiet above the storm. He had heard of hurricanes having eyes before, areas of eerie silence in the middle of all the rain and wind. Maybe this place above the storm was like a giant hurricane eye, except in a different spot. He didn’t think he could dream something this complicated, even if he tried.

			“I am not part of your dream, Tony. I am real… I just don’t exist in your world.” Dreamcatcher had stopped walking and was staring at Tony. His gray face remained calm but serious. Tony stared back, trying to sort it all out. If his companion was make-believe, he certainly didn’t act like it. Tony had invented imaginary friends before; they always did what he wanted. As Tony watched, Dreamcatcher sighed before chuckling.

			“Okay, let me put it this way. Everything you make — everything in this world — you can change with a thought. You were thinking about the lightning before; that’s why it came. Think about something else. What is your favorite animal?” Dreamcatcher released his hand and took a step back. “Imagine it, and it will be here.”

			Tony thought for a moment. An image popped into his head.

			“Does it have to still be alive?” he asked.

			A high-pitched shriek filled the air. Tony watched as Dreamcatcher dropped into a crouch, bringing his crossbow up at the sky. After a brief moment, his companion paused and relaxed slightly. Another scream erupted overhead, accompanied with the sound of enormous wings flapping. Dreamcatcher’s breath escaped in a whistle.

			“I have to hand it to you. You think big.”

			As Tony looked up to the sky, a giant shadow blotted the sun. A prehistoric beast, far larger than any bird, circled overhead. It looked more awesome than he could have believed. Tony had always loved pterosaurs, ever since his dad had bought him a toy one when he completed kindergarten.

			“My science is a little foggy,” Dreamcatcher admitted as they watched the great beast above. “Some kind of Pteranodon, right?”

			Tony nodded.

			“Ornithocheirus. I did a presentation on them last year.” The water rippled noticeably with a giant yawn as Tony thought about how unexcited his classmates had been during the presentation. No matter how animated he was, they never seemed to care. He hoped Dreamcatcher was interested. “They were the largest thing to ever fly. I think that’s still true.” Tony scratched his head as the great beast dove. Its beak pierced the water and sharp teeth sank into one of the brightly-colored fish. Ornithocheirus flapped its wings in rapid succession, propelling its massive body back into the air. The resulting wind kicked up sand that flew past Tony’s ankles, tickling the skin under his pajama pants.

			“I can’t imagine they would have found anything bigger.” Dreamcatcher stepped forward and put a hand above his eyes. Evidently, the sun bothered him more than it had before. Everything did appear to be a little brighter than it was a few moments ago.

			“Well, sometimes dinosaurs change.” Tony began. “Not that Ornithocheirus was a dinosaur; I know they were different. But scientists and archeologists find new bones all the time.” He kicked at the sand that the Pteranodon had swirled up. The giant animal was already soaring back into the sky. The fish had long since disappeared down its gullet.

			“Adjusting their information then.” His companion appeared to be nodding in understanding. “I suppose that makes sense. Didn’t dinosaurs used to walk with their tails on the ground?”

			Tony laughed.

			“Yeah, people thought that a long time ago! You’re old!” It was nice to know that Dreamcatcher didn’t know everything. Tony didn’t like adults who acted like they were in charge just because they were bigger. Being big didn’t matter, at least he hoped not. He was really hoping that being smart made more of a difference. And being old had nothing to do with being smart. Dreamcatcher nodded and shrugged.

			“Guess I need some newer information,” he admitted. Ornithocheirus had all but disappeared into the vast sky, which was now so bright that Dreamcatcher had to squint. “It’s always funny, finding out how little you know about something that should be so familiar.” He shrugged again. “Anyway, I think I proved my point. As you can see, anything you can imagine will come to life. You can control this world with thoughts but not me. Here, try to influence me. Make my uniform a different color.”

			Dreamcatcher retreated a step and made a motion to his cape. Tony looked at it, the green fabric drifted with the breeze. While he liked the shade, it wasn’t his favorite. Tony concentrated. The cloak remained green. Beyond it, the pale grains of sand had turned a faint blue. His companion smiled. Tony looked up. Even the leaves of the actual trees had been sprayed in bluish hues. Everything had altered…except Dreamcatcher.

			“You’re real?” It was finally sinking into him. “I mean, not like real-real, but you exist?” He looked down at the sand. “Be green!” he willed, and the sand erupted into emerald, the exact shade of his front lawn. He glanced back to the sky. Be… The thought died in his mind. The splash of violet spat itself against the clouds, tainting the light around them. Tony started to shiver.

			“What about that monster?” he asked. “That didn’t feel like me.”

			Dreamcatcher’s smile vanished. “No,” his companion began. “I won’t lie to you, Tony. That creature is like me but different. It feeds off your fear, the more afraid you are, the more formidable it becomes — and it doesn’t need files to see into your head.” The world continued to darken, causing Dreamcatcher to dart his vision around. “But it has limits! It needs you to be afraid in order to have that power. Just as terror feeds it, courage can destroy it. That monster cannot ever be as strong as you can. This is your world.” He held up the hand with the crossbow. “And I can help.”

			The crossbow looked small. Tony remembered the mass of coils and the lamprey’s mouth. Something slithered under the waves out in the bay. A dark shaped moved, partly obscured by the sun reflecting off the water. Tony dropped his body, feeling the air on his arms rise. He darted his vision between Dreamcatcher and the shoreline. It didn’t take his companion long to catch on.

			“Get behind me.” Dreamcatcher’s smile became a grim line, and he advanced purposely towards the shore. The dark shape hesitated. Tony could see it moving below the water. If it was the lamprey, it had become much smaller. His eyes returned to the crossbow on Dreamcatcher’s wrist. That weapon still looked tiny in comparison.

			“What if I made you a gun?” At his words, a pistol fell to the sand in front of his friend. Dreamcatcher hardly gave it a glance. Shaking his head, he stepped past it.

			“Remember what I said, Tony, everything in this world is you — including that weapon. Were I to fight with it, I would really be fighting with your strength, borrowing from your mind.” Dreamcatcher kept his eyes on the water. “You are more powerful here than any weapon you create, because doing so only divides your strength.”

			The idea didn’t make sense. Tony didn’t know everything about the world, but he knew that the weakest gun could still stop the mightiest man. The top of the dark shape broke the water and Tony watched a line of pointed spines arch in the sunlight. A narration broke over the otherwise quiet bay:

			“When Ornithocheirus ruled the sky, monsters dominated the depths!”

			Something like a crocodile, but not quite, erupted from the surf. It was stout, with flippers instead of legs. Its long mouth opened to reveal two rows of teeth, as well as a long tongue that flicked over its fangs. In a gruesome way, it appeared to be licking its lips. Then it roared and began surging forth out of the surf. The flippers may have looked silly, but it was able to vault effectively.

			Dreamcatcher stood motionless, save for raising his arm. The crossbow glinted in the sun. Tony knew that it would not be enough. Despite not being the size of the lamprey, there was no way a crossbow bolt could stop this creature. If Dreamcatcher didn’t want the gun, he would have to use it.

			With a dive, Tony hit the sand and retrieved the pistol. It looked just like the one Dante had, the one he had been told never to touch. Pointing it at the creature, Tony squeezed the trigger.

			Weakness washed over his limbs like a wave. The bullet soared high, slicing off one of the animal’s spines as it flew overhead. Tony’s vision swam and he fought to clear it. Killing the creature would require another shot and, right now, he doubted his ability to make it. The creature stopped where it was on the sand, its black eyes blinking, mouth still half open. The elongated head turned toward Tony.

			And a crossbow bolt appeared in its side. The tongue lashed one last time, and the monster collapsed. Tony blinked. He stayed where he was in the sand. His vision still danced double in front of him, but the images were starting to overlap.  He could make out Dreamcatcher approaching him.

			“See what I mean? That bullet you fired — it wasn’t real. It was you. Your mind constructed it, guided it, and that took energy. You probably could have killed that thing… if you hit it.” His companion bent down. “But one shot will not be enough for the other one. The mind can only focus on one thing.” Dreamcatcher put out a hand. Tony took it and felt himself being lifted back to his feet. “Keep it focused on you.”

			Tony nodded, still struggling to understand. “What about all this?” He gestured around them. The bay glimmered as more of those fish swam beneath the surface. The comical jungle beyond appeared, with its mix of giant food and vegetation, rose behind them. Together, it was all a mess of colors and creatures. Had he really imagined all of this? Tony turned to ask Dreamcatcher a question and the sun immediately made him shield his eyes.

			“Subconscious and conscious are two different things.” He heard Dreamcatcher’s words in his head. “We’re almost out of time, but this was a good start.” His companion moved into the path of the sun, allowing Tony to see better. Dreamcatcher’s green cloak blew in as the breeze intensified. “I’ll be seeing you again, Tony.”

			“Will I remember this when I wake up? I want to tell the kids at school!” It couldn’t be over already; they had just gotten here. Tony wondered if there was a way to prolong the dream. He slept at night, right? So if the sky was darker than the dream would have to continue. Clouds formed in the sky to meet his thoughts. They rose and joined together, forming a massive dark shape. For a moment, the shield lasted. Then the light broke through. Tony watched as the great mass dissolved against the sun’s rays. Maybe if he had thought harder.

			“You can’t stop waking up.” Dreamcatcher spoke softly. He sounded like Tony’s mom. “And no, I’m sorry, but you won’t remember. Well, not everything, at any rate. It is tough to carry memory between worlds. Sorry, Tony, this is still a dream. But I’ll see you in the next one!”

			As the light intensified further, Tony was able to make out his companion retrieving his strange-looking phone from his sash. It was blinking different colors. Blue-green, red-green, yellow-green — a pattern that he did not understand.

			Tony wanted to ask but he found himself suddenly in his bed. The bay was nowhere in sight. Dreamcatcher had vanished and the sun was streaming in between his curtains. He lifted his head. It was morning. Feeling incredibly rested, Tony jumped to the floor. He couldn’t remember everything, but he knew he’d had a cool dream on an island. He also knew that he needed breakfast.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			 

			Vakarian returned to a full bounce-back center. Bourkessel, Charra, and Somar were all there as expected. In addition, Torren, Vilida, and Ransk drifted in the background. Fidel was in the room as well. She leaned against the far wall, and Vakarian was willing to bet that Zarel was nearby in the corridor. All eyes turned toward him as he walked through the door. On one level, he couldn’t blame their curiosity. The last time out, he had needed to be practically carried out of the retrieving chamber. There was a silence. They were all waiting, and he knew why.

			“That boy is a natural.” The words flowed from his mouth. “I have never seen a lucid project a dream that stable first time out. He hardly slowed down when he learned he was dreaming.”

			“Never mind that.” Ransk bristled as he spoke. Tall and imposing, the agent flicked his shredded green cloak drawn away from his shoulders. All agents were allowed to exchange in their old uniforms, especially once they were mangled. Ransk had opted out of that option. He was one the dreamcatchers who held the philosophy that it was better to look intimidating to nightmares than friendly to children. Vakarian couldn’t argue with the result. Ransk hunched his shoulders and shook his head. “Why didn’t the night terror show up? What does it want with the boy? Why stalk his family?”

			Charra fidgeted. Vakarian caught the shake and raised an eyebrow.

			“Did you find anything?” he asked her. Ransk spun around, appearing surprised that anyone else in the room could be addressed. Charra had that look of someone who wanted to be able to give better news.

			“There’s nothing!” she exclaimed, frustration dripping from her voice. “I spent the better part of my downtime shifting through the Eternity Room and there is absolutely nothing like this! Night Terrors don’t attack families. There’s no record of one attacking an adult before now!”

			“Now, now… That’s not true.” Torren had put a hand up to his chin. He stroked his silvery beard absent-mindedly.

			“There have been several records of night terrors being sighted near adult dreams. It’s not common, yet obviously the precedent exists.”

			“Right, but they’re all random. We’ve always assumed the night terror was dropping into the wrong dream by mistake.” Charra was keying something on her monitor and waving a hand dismissively. It was obvious that she felt like there wasn’t anything useful to be found down that train of thought.

			“Perhaps we need to rethink the theory.” Somar acknowledged. “Ask the colonies for resources to launch a new investigation into night terror behaviors.”

			Ransk scoffed. “Like the citizens of Escha would really sail into the gray for us.” Escha was the closest colony to the hive. Vakarian had not been there in many years, yet it was where he had been born. As colonies went, it was one of the newer ones, close to the border of explored territory. He remembered the squat houses, built from rock quarried from the land itself. There had only been a scattering, enough to form the semblance of a town. Like many of the outlying colonies, Escha had been founded to harvest ambrosia — the sole nefiri source of food,— from deep within the floating landmass’s center. While they had some success, he would never call his home rich.

			“It is written that all should pay homage to the servants of Demoinis,” Torren replied calmly. Ransk actually did spit.

			“That’s what they preach, not what they practice. So long as the colonies have power, what do they care what happens out here? Night terrors are farthest things from their minds.” Ransk shook his head before stepping aside. Bourkessel had come to clean up the spit. Vakarian watched as the blue-cloaked tech specialist flashed the dreamcatcher a stern glare. Ransk appeared not to notice. “They would have to come from somewhere else. It would take months of time we don’t have.”

			“Yet we always have what we need.” Torren did not appear to want to let this go. Vakarian immediately began to think of a way to change the course of the conversation. Human beings may hate arguing about religion, but the Code of Demoinis could be just as large a headache. If there were two sides to every issue, then Ransk and Torren were on the opposites here. He had heard it before. With some of the arguments the two had had, every single living being in the hive had no choice but to listen. Now was not the time or the place. They had work to do.

			“Did you see anything? When I was in the Dream, was there any sign of Incubus in Inspiration?”

			Both Ransk and Torren already had their mouths open, but Vakarian had managed to make them fall silent. That was at least one victory for the day. Vilida, who up until now had been examining the wire knuckles on her hands, simply looked up and shook her head.

			“We had four damsel pods out there running surveillance.” Somar answered. “No one saw a thing.”

			“Not even an omen swarm. And they’re not rare in this area.” Ransk shrugged, his hands up to pronounce his mystification. “Inspiration looked about as peaceful as it gets.”

			He may have said something else, he may not have. Vakarian honestly had stopped paying complete attention after Somar spoke. How many damsel pods had been flying surveillance?

			“Four?”hHe asked Somar to clarify.

			“The child volunteered to help us.” Torren gestured at Fidel. “We were skeptical, but then again, she is the prize pupil of the great Vakarian.”

			It may have been sarcasm and, with Torren, it may also have been a genuine compliment. At the moment, Vakarian didn’t care. The thought of Fidel out there, of her ending up like him or worse, like Zarel…  He felt the muscles in his face tense into a glare as he stared at Fidel. She met his eyes initially, but her gaze quickly fell away. How, he wondered, How could she be that stupid? He debated ordering her from the room.

			“If there’s nothing else, I’m heading back to Archives. Maybe Incubus is the wrong place to start. I’m going to look in on the boy’s father.” Vakarian tested his leg quickly to see if there was any lingering pain. It had felt fine so far, but the last thing he needed was a stumble. He did not want everyone in the room to watch him limp to an exit.

			“But we don’t keep records on adults,” Bourkessel reminded him. “You’ll find nothing.” No nefiri hive had the resources to monitor every human being. Since children produced higher amounts of spirit well energy, they were given priority.

			“Not as an adult but he must have been monitored as a child. Somar, keep me informed on new developments. Charra, I need you to keep digging on night terrors. Get more creative. There may be something we missed. Everyone — almost everyone else — I’ll see you in the hangar in an hour for trapping practice.”

			There was no sign of Zarel or anyone else in the corridor. If his friend had been waiting, he had made an early exit. Vakarian drew his cloak about him as he walked. He wasn’t cold, but he needed to think. Some part of him always worried that his cloak would catch on something and tear as he was walking. Drawing it in helped him to relax.

			The door opened behind him. Vakarian didn’t need to turn around to know who it was.

			“What were you thinking?” He rounded on Fidel. The young woman had her face made up in a defiant frown. Her eyes were bright.

			“I was helping you. I’m part of your squad. That means I should be involved!” She stood to her full height. Vakarian shook his head. Fidel wasn’t like this. She was calm, cool-minded even. More important than any of that, she was cautious. Never before had she ever dove into something beyond her depth. Not like this.

			“You are by far the youngest and most inexperienced part of my squad.” Vakarian countered. “A night terror is the most severe threat we face here. It is far more dangerous than even a Class III nightmare.”

			“There is no standard here, no rule. I checked.” Fidel’s voice rose as she spoke. “Once a recruit gains their child name, they are considered a full member of the team!”

			“You don’t even — ” Vakarian stopped. Had he been so thoughtless as to forget to ask? With the time he’d spent unconscious and his devotion to the Incubus case, Fidel’s career had all but vanished from his mind. Vakarian’s face began to burn. Some teacher he was. “You got it?”

			“Duckie,” Fidel declared. “I am Duckie. Allison gave it to me. I beat the spider-mouth. Didn’t even damage the uniform.” She spun as if to demonstrate her point, her flawless yellow cloak swirling around her.

			Vakarian was embarrassed but not wrong. He regretted the lapse in attention, but Fidel was not the most important thing right now. Incubus currently had the upper hand. What squad leader would allow the youngest member to take on a night terror in these circumstances? Zarel’s unconscious form darted across his mind. He could practically hear Somar crying.

			“Congratulations,” he said, more stiffly than he would have liked. “This does not change my decision. I’m sorry, but it is too dangerous. This is not a game.” At those words, Vakarian turned around and resumed walking. He didn’t escape one stupid argument between Ransk and Torren just to get bogged down in one of his own. Whatever was making Fidel act so brashly, he would handle it later. It was neither the largest nor the most pressing problem at the moment.

			No footsteps behind him; she wasn’t following. Vakarian didn’t know how to feel about the short exchange that had just happened. He only knew he was in nowhere near the mood he was moments ago. The stability of Tony’s lucid dreaming seemed a distant memory. He tried to bring it back into focus — the positive always helped keep his mind sharp. He would need more information on the father. Hopefully, Emur could give him something. If not, there was the direct approach.

			One human year; that was all the time that had passed since the boy had lost his dad. Going down that line of questioning could lead Tony into parts of his mind Vakarian preferred they stay out of. Incubus was no doubt drawing power from the tragedy it created.

			Fidel didn’t speak again until he was nearly at the elevator. Her voice was loud and angry, but calm. There was no trace of frustration in it or any kind of raw emotion whatsoever.

			“I am not ‘the child.’ I hope you don’t see me as that!.

			She was still near the door, standing at her full height. Vakarian regarded her for a moment, then the door opened behind her. Ransk strode into the hallway, walking past Fidel as if he did not see her.

			“Vakarian,” he called. “When you were in the Dream you didn’t mention... Did you begin the battle plan?” His eyebrows rose as he spoke the last part. Vakarian looked away. When dealing with a night terror, there was no more powerful weapon than a lucid dreamer, but — he thought of Tony, small and frightened in his dinosaur pajamas.

			“There is no battle plan right now. That boy needs a friend much more.” He watched Fidel’s face as he spoke. She was looking back and forth between them. Fidel was the first student of his new school of thought, the line of thinking Silendel had said was her reason to choose him as her replacement. He wondered if Silendel would agree with this, were she still here. He wondered how a lot of things would be different with the Redeemer still in charge. The darkness of his mood intensified, making Vakarian want to leave. He hated wasting time on what ifs. Silendel had abandoned them; that was the only fact he needed.

			“We need a plan of attack!” Ransk protested. “And we need a weapon. This is not the way the Redeemer would have handled things.”

			Now it had been said. Vakarian felt anger rising in him.

			“Scuba,” he spoke through gritted teeth. “A word please.” The other agent suddenly looked alarmed and spun around, as if seeing Fidel for the first time. He made a quick bow.

			“Apologies, Dreamcatcher. I thought we were alone.” He came forward and made a small bow before Vakarian. “I meant no disrespect. I forgot the fresh cloak was out here, too.”

			“Silendel chose me,” Vakarian whispered so that Fidel couldn’t hear. “She chose me to lead us, me to be Dreamcatcher after her. When a night terror came, she didn’t create a battle plan — she left. I will not have my command compared to that. Are we clear?”

			“Yes, Dreamcatcher. Forgive me.” Ransk bowed again.

			Vakarian softened. He had known this agent a long time and, while they were nowhere near as close as he and Zarel, Vakarian knew Ransk to be hardworking and honest, if a bit blunt at times.

			“It’s all right,” he responded. “Head down to the hangar with the others. I will meet you there shortly.”

			Ransk nodded and turned to leave. Vakarian looked up. Fidel had not moved during the entire exchange. She was motionless, disappointment still clearly evident on her face. He wished he could answer her. Nothing came to his mind, however, that did not sound patronizing. How could he tell a squad member they weren’t allowed to fully do their job? Looking at Fidel, he didn’t want to think about putting her at that level of risk. He couldn’t let her get hurt or killed. How could he tell her that?

			Vakarian sighed and turned, continuing into the open elevator. It must have arrived while he was distracted. This was why he worked with humans; his friendships were less complicated. The door shut out Fidel and the rest of the corridor. Vakarian allowed his shoulders to droop. He was tired, but the others didn’t need to know that.

			“Well,” Zarel’s voice came from the corner of the elevator, startling Vakarian. “Looks like I missed a fun pep talk.”

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			 

			His mood did not improve at Archives, where digging into Davide Rodriggi’s file produced nothing but the name of an agent who had long since retired. To compound problems, the data appeared corrupted, with much of Davide’s dream history having been erased. Someone somewhere had not been not doing their job properly. They could fix it, but time would be needed; Emur had told him to be patient. Biting back his frustration, Vakarian had gone to meet his squad in the hangar.

			Trapping practice had felt more stressful than he expected; he tensed at the possibility of Fidel trying to force her entry again. She did not show up, but that did not stop Vakarian from jumping at every noise. He had spent the entire practice looking over his shoulder to see if she was watching from the door. What made it worse was that they were one nefiri short. Successful trapping formations all relied on five participants. No one said anything, but Vakarian knew they were thinking it: Fidel was right. There was no rule barring her participation.

			He needed downtime. He needed to rest, to spend a moment in his quarters with his own thoughts.

			The human world had an expression for when something you needed didn’t happen. “Not in the cards.”  Presumably, the phrase originated from the many card games they liked to play, when they were hoping for a hand they did not receive. Vakarian could sympathize. He did not get to go to his bed after trapping. Instead, Zarel had retrieved him with an urgent message that Tony had decided to take an afternoon nap — and that, more importantly, a damsel pod pilot had spotted Incubus over a nearby loka.

			Sleep was not in the cards. He would be taking a train ride instead.

			Vakarian looked up from his rather comfortable landing spot. He had fallen through Inspiration, straight into the seat of a comfortable red velvet chair. It was big enough for two people, with wide arms and a dark wooden frame. Vakarian inspected the rest of the compartment. “Luxurious” and “theatrical” came to his mind immediately. The furniture was lined with gold. The walls were bright designs of red and purple, intertwining with faded oranges and yellows. The patterns made him dizzy.

			The people in Vakarian’s compartment were outfitted in suits and fine gowns, and all of them had masks on their faces. They swayed with the train car in an odd dance. Vakarian noticed, with some amusement, that all the masks were from cartoon characters. Tony was a smart kid, but a child nonetheless. Everyone appeared to be enjoying themselves. The dull rattle of the train compartment did little to disrupt the conversation.

			Everyone was talking, but no one was saying anything. It was fairly typical of a dream scenario. Tony was not here so there was no subconscious information to convey. It was like a room on standby, ready to come alive at a moment’s notice. Almost regrettably, Vakarian forced himself to his feet. No sooner had he risen than a couple materialized into the chair. He spun around and eyed them coolly. Unlike everyone else in the room, these two were not wearing masks.

			A large, tall man dressed in a fine suit but wrinkled dress shirt was holding a glass of wine and laughing heartily. He had pale blue eyes and tanned skin. His face was decorated with a large, rather bushy moustache. The brunette he was with was laughing as well and holding a glass of red wine. Her skin was considerably paler than her partner’s, and her frame looked almost skeletal next to his. Long, thin fingers cupped the glass as if it were a precious infant, and her brown eyes kept darting to its crimson contents.

			Vakarian recognized the two instantly; he had seen their faces in the boy’s file. They were Tony’s parents: the late Davide Rodriggi and still-living Louise Rodriggi. The couple laughed constantly; the volume would lower to giggling before retching up to full guffaws, then slip back again. Unnerving as it seemed, Vakarian counted the scene as a good sign. Tony’s subconscious remembered his parents as happy, at least when setting a default. Probing always had a difficult time ascertaining the exact nature of a relationship, and field agents were encouraged to keep their eyes open. The alarm came in how frequently Louise drained her glass. Over and over it went to her mouth, the dark liquid vanishing only to reappear as she lowered her hand.

			Alcoholism. The file had warned of this. Since Tony’s father had died, Louise had apparently taken to the bottle pretty hard. The boy’s subconscious backed up that analysis. Vakarian surveyed the room again. No children. Not one person even close to Tony’s height. They were all adults, all clad in masks. The boy was isolated. Part of this could simply be a reflection of his loner nature, another part to consider was the fallout from his father’s death — many human children lost popularity along with a parent. Vakarian did not understand the reasoning there.

			His eyes focused in on the dark liquid in the glass. It sloshed, and the train light made it hard to see if any purple was hidden inside. He watched the blank stares of the masks for a moment longer, the lifeless eyes and the nonsensical mouths. He needed to find Tony quickly.

			Two sets of antique glass doors separated the compartment from the rest of the train. Vakarian looked to one and then to the other. He had no idea which direction led to Tony. In his sash, his communicator buzzed. He darted a hand into his pocket and retrieved the device. The others were up in interference formation. Vakarian keyed the receive button on his communicator. Inspiration prevented any audible communication, but R&D had created a simple system. The communicator flashed primarily one of two colors: green meant everything was okay and red meant…problems. Further color denoted agent. Blue was Torren’s pod, red represented Vilida, and yellow was assigned to Ransk. Blue-green, red-green, yellow-green. So far so good. Incubus would have to show itself in Inspiration before dropping into this dream. If it hadn’t turned up yet, this could be a good sign. Either that, or it was already here.

			Tony’s nap was not part of the normal sleep cycle, so they had had to scramble. The night terror could very well have already dropped into the Dream before any damsel pods got into position. The only way to be sure was to check the entirety of Tony’s dream. Vakarian did not have time to check an entire train.

			He moved to his right, brushing past the celebrating passengers as he made for the compartment exit. There was no handle or knob, only a small brass button to the left of the door. Vakarian pressed it. The soft whirling of gears could be heard as the door pinged open. Instantly, the rush of the wind against the train whirred into his ears. The breeze whipping around the open door wasn’t warm, but it wasn’t chilled, either. Vakarian doubted if much world existed outside this train, at least at the moment.

			Leaning forward, he placed one hand on the inside wall and one had against the outer metal. As he suspected, the train was surrounded by a dimly-lit darkness, as though it were propelling through an endless fog of mist. The good news was that he could see the train ahead of him. The bad news was that there was quite a lot of train to see. It appeared to be endless. A continuing succession of compartments stretched ahead as far as his eyes could see. If there was an engine, he was too far back to see it.

			“Terrific,” he muttered. Up ahead, he sensed the train listing into another turn. Before giving up on this direction, there was one more technique he could try. Vakarian peered into the abyss as the other compartments came into view. From the outside, they appeared identical. Each with the same old-style look that any human would expect a train to have in the early 20th century. Vakarian wondered what in Tony’s mind had picked this particular appearance. If he ever found the boy, he could ask him.

			As more compartments came into view, Vakarian strained his eyes. Any difference, any unique appearance, would indicate Tony’s unconscious presence. He was already leaning out of the doorway but he pressed himself farther. The fog was dense. Vakarian shifted forward—he could see nothing. Every cart appeared identical. If Tony was up there, then he was really far up. Vakarian doubted it. He must be fairly close to the boy. Landings rarely placed the agent more than a few hundred yards away from the child. Tony had to be close, and that meant heading towards the back.

			As Vakarian passed back into the doors, he checked the small crossbow attached to his wrist. A band of modified bolts was attached slightly farther up his arm, fastened for quick release. The crossbow allowed for distance and, against most nightmares, one well-aimed bolt was enough. In truth, Vakarian had never had the opportunity to test it against a night terror. Maybe he would need more firepower in the future. For the moment, anyway, this was better than nothing.

			“Excuse me,” he said absent-mindedly to the passengers as he passed through their midst again. They ignored him, too focused on their animatronic conversations to be interested in any outside presence. Vakarian reached the other end of the compartment and pressed the button. With a soft ping, both compartment doors slid open. He paused for a moment before proceeding. There was still no world outside the locomotive, meaning that Tony had to be in a compartment. The train bended on imagined tracks and he saw it, two compartments down: a unique train cart. Its colors gleamed more brightly than any other in the fog.

			Leaping the gap between compartments, Vakarian landed in a car not unlike the one he had just left. The walls were still nauseatingly colorful. Instead of a formally-dressed masquerade audience, this car was filled with uniformed soldiers. Soldiers shooting pool and playing arcade games against the wall. Vakarian looked around. Despite the relaxed setting, everyone here appeared dressed for battle. He noted firearms present on nearly every man in the room. Vakarian cocked his head. There were no women in this compartment.

			That was bizarre, given Tony’s file. He reached into his sash again and retrieved the hourglass, keying on its screen. According to Probing, the boy had an older brother in the Air Force, so military presence in dreams was to be expected. These cadets, however, were dressed in Marine-green camouflage. The clash against the lavish backdrop gave the distinct impression of vomit. He expected to see a projection of the older brother, Dante; however, none was present. Ordinarily, he would have stopped to sweep the room for gatherable intel, but he needed eyes on Tony. Vakarian decided to continue through.

			Another glass door with a brass button awaited him at the opposite end. Vakarian jabbed it impatiently until the door opened, and leapt the gap. His boots landed on cool metal. This segment was very different from the two before. Vakarian straightened up. The room was almost empty. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all the same shade of dull metallic gray. There were no decorations or furniture of any kind, save for a small glass swimming pool erected in the middle of the compartment. The water splashed gently against the sides, matching the rattling of the train. Vakarian had no idea why Tony’s subconscious would create a room like this. The boy knew how to swim but he wasn’t particularly fond of it.

			Water was the only thing that came to mind. Vakarian speculated that Tony had drunk a glass of water before taking his nap. If that were the case, he could expect to find more than one compartment like this on board the train — ticking time bombs reminding everyone present that this dream would last only as long as Tony’s bladder wasn’t too full. It was only a theory, but Vakarian hoped it was the correct one. Needing to use the bathroom would cause Tony to wake up rather quickly, and vastly limit the time in which Incubus could cause damage.

			Vakarian walked alongside the swimming pool and looked over its glass sides. The water was crystal clear. Vakarian dipped a finger into the water. It was cool to the touch, so the boy wasn’t likely thinking about baths. There was a soft jostle as the train shifted directions. Vakarian braced for an alert on his communicator. None came.  Relaxing his shoulders, he continued onto the next compartment. According to his earlier examination, this should be the one containing Tony.

			Lush, humid air filled his lungs, and Vakarian had to pause to be sure he was taking in the new compartment correctly. Like the one before, the walls, ceiling, and floor glinted metal. Unlike the one before, this room was anything but empty. In fact, it didn’t look like any room that actually existed in the human world, at least as far as Vakarian was aware.

			Moss-covered trees grew against the walls, their branches interlocking on the ceiling, dripping short tendrils of leaves. There was a soft layer of wet earth at his feet that felt more like mud than anything else. Small, bright flowers grew around the tree trunks and the middle of the floor was covered in dense ferns. Vakarian knelt down for a better look; no, not ferns, some type of leafy plant he didn’t recognize. They looked tropical — had to be, given the heat in this room.

			Small, brightly-colored frogs were hopping around excitedly. As he watched, two frogs hopped onto each other and then another two frogs hopped onto them. The small amphibians kept forming themselves into towers before scattering again, ribbitting each time they broke formation. Vakarian raised an eyebrow. He could puzzle over that behavior later.

			Thankfully, this room was not devoid of people. Tony was sitting against the tree farthest from him. Vakarian watched as the boy picked up a frog, a blue one with black spots, and laughed as it croaked up at him. With his messy black hair and tanned skin, Tony looked very much like his father, although he definitely also possessed his mother’s small, skinny frame. He looked happy enough, but Vakarian noticed the bruise under the child’s left eye almost immediately.

			Suddenly everything clicked into place. An unexpected nap mid-afternoon, at a time when Tony normally should have been in school. But if he had been sent home after a fight… Vakarian remembered the bully from their first encounter. He sighed. Humans could be so cruel to each other when they were young. Sure, Tony appeared more interested in certain things like dinosaurs and geology than kickball and comedy, but he was a nice kid too. Vakarian remembered the words from Tony’s file very clearly: Client suffers from heavy bullying. Isolated at school. That wasn’t fair. He never thought it was.

			Tony noticed he was no longer alone. “Oh, hello, Dreamcatcher!” The boy looked up with eyes half-opened. He grinned, waving the hand that wasn’t holding the frog. Then he stopped. His whole body tensed, and his head looked around, as if he’d been stung. Vakarian watched as the compartment’s metal flashed several shades of colors. The frogs began chirping more excitedly and two of the trees wilted before coming back to life. As quickly as it had begun, everything stopped and resumed its normal state. Very impressive, Vakarian thought.

			“I’m dreaming?” It was barely posed as a question. Vakarian watched as Tony smiled and the frog in his hand sprouted wings and began flying. Vakarian felt his mouth open slightly in his state of shock. Lucids usually learned gradually. The last time he and Tony had spoken, the boy had only just become aware of his power, affecting basic changes like the color of sand. Now he was using it on specific objects, altering far more than just appearance. He had never seen or even heard of a child being able to control their dream this quickly. Maybe this was the link, the reason Incubus had come. But what did the father have to do with it? Vakarian furrowed his brow.

			“We learned about the rain forest today.” Tony declared proudly as he stood up. “Did you know that the rain forest is home to poison dart frogs? They actually aren’t poisonous on their own. It’s the plants that they eat. They make their skin sec…secrete an oil that is toxic to humans. Rain forest natives used it for their arrows. That’s where they got the name.” Tony looked at several of the frogs. They were still forming into bizarre towers.

			“I did not know any of that.” Vakarian admitted. “I usually don’t get to see the rainforest, especially on a train.”

			Tony looked up. “Is that where we are?” Then his eyes brightened. “Oh yeah, this must be where Dante is!” He stood up and started walking through the ferns, towards Vakarian. “Did you see him already?” he asked, his face bright despite the welt.

			Vakarian shook his head and waited for Tony to get closer. Once the boy reached him, he put a hand on his shoulder and knelt to inspect the injury. The flesh was blue and had raised itself grotesquely from its usual shape. Several small cuts ran the length, each one a line of sharp contrast against the skin.

			. 	Vakarian took in Tony’s clothing. It wasn’t his usual matching pajamas. The boy was wearing a blue t-shirt decorated with an owl holding a magnifying glass. For the most part, the fabric was undamaged, save for a burn of deep black on the lower left side. Two similar markings highlighted his jeans at the kneecaps. A picture was forming in Vakarian’s mind. “Are you okay?” he asked, trying to hide the anger in his voice.

			Tony put a hand up to his face and looked at the ground. Vakarian had seen the behavior before, at least a dozen times. The physical fight had ended, but, mentally, the boy was still defeated. Apparently, this happened in the human world often. Children were frequently too afraid to even talk about the bully that had just beaten them.

			“Hey…” Vakarian lightened his tone to a soft whisper. “You’re safe here. I promise. This is a place to talk.”

			Tony shifted back, his shoulder ducking out from Vakarian’s hand. “I wish Dante had been there,” he whispered, his eyes still on the floor. “I wish I was strong like him, or you.”

			Vakarian straightened up to his full height.

			“The desire to hit a person smaller than you is a sign of anything but strength,” he said firmly. Tony looked up at him, tears appearing on his swollen face. Words like that usually brought some comfort, but not enough in this case. It was evident that the boy still did not want to talk about what had happened. Not to Vakarian anyway.

			“Let’s go find your brother.” Vakarian suggested. He knew the bond in human families was powerful, especially when at least one of the siblings was young. “You can tell him about it. I’m sure he’ll know what to do.”

			Tony hesitated a moment. Vakarian watched as the boy looked back at the frogs. One by one, each small animal sprouted wings and took to the air. Forming a small cloud of fluttering limbs, the frogs drifted over to the boy. Tony held up his arms and the frogs all set down, like birds perching on a scarecrow. Vakarian recognized the image but couldn’t imagine why Tony was doing it. The boy giggled and the frogs took off, each one fluttering to a nearby tree. Vakarian couldn’t help but smile at the spectacle. He may not be the strongest in the physical world, but Tony sure was a powerful lucid.

			“Okay!” Tony turned and walked past Vakarian to the compartment door. “I think Dante is this way.”

			Of course Dante was that way, the way Vakarian had just come. Vakarian straightened up. Everything in the Dream would be different now. It didn’t matter if Dante had originally been that way or not. Tony’s desire to see his older brother would easily rearrange the world of the Dream to suit him.

			While the boy was opening the compartment door, Vakarian quickly retrieved the communicator from his sash. He keyed out a response beacon and waited. The ping of the compartment door reached his ears.

			“Come on, Dreamcatcher!”

			“Be right there!” he called, not taking his eyes off the device. It lit up: blue-green, red-green, yellow-green. Incubus was not in Inspiration. He looked up at the lights on the compartment ceiling. They burned brightly and without interruption — not the typical look he would expect the Dream to have with a night terror present. Vakarian allowed his muscles to relax before turning to follow the boy.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			 

			The train ended abruptly as Vakarian followed Tony through the compartment door. Instead of stumbling onto the tracks or falling into empty space, he stepped onto solid floor that didn’t appear to be moving.

			Dust hung in the air, and hazy sunlight lit the large room through open windows. Adults were relaxing around tables and a large skunk was serving drinks at the bar. It took Vakarian a moment to realize that the animal was dressed in a cowboy outfit. In fact, the room appeared to be an old-style western saloon. Most of the patrons were human adults, and Vakarian recognized some of the faces from Tony’s profile.

			Teachers, family members, and neighbors — all were relaxing and drinking together. Strangely, Tony’s parents were absent. The skunk was not the only large animal present; several long ferrets were reared up on their hind legs and dressed like waiters. A tortoise played piano in the corner.

			There was a staircase by the bar that led upstairs, but Vakarian couldn’t make out much of the second floor. A mist, slightly different from the dust on the floor, was drifting down the wooden steps. Perhaps no second floor actually existed, and Tony’s dream ended at that top step. Vakarian scratched his head and looked around.

			“Oh, wow,” Tony declared. He didn’t look puzzled at all. His eyes were wide and he bounced on the balls of his feet. “I can’t believe everyone’s here.” Vakarian felt Tony’s bursting grin drift to him. “Did I really make all of this happen?”

			“It’s your dream,” he assured the boy. “Nothing exists here that you don’t want.” That wasn’t exactly true, but no need to get into the specifics of nightmares right now. Tony might be happy at the moment, but he was still in rough shape. Vakarian was unsure of how much Tony’s mind was reacting to the fight. So far, there had been nothing in the dream to suggest that a huge act of violence had taken place earlier that day.

			“Can I go talk to Sylvester?” The boy pointed at the large skunk. “I bet he knows where my brother is.”

			Vakarian looked around the room again. Dante was nowhere in sight; however, there was a single empty chair near the door. His eyebrows rose a bit. Clearly, these large animals were characters Tony recognized. From a cartoon or a comic book maybe — some source that had not been important enough to show up in his file, at any rate. Vakarian was aware of some children’s entertainment, but the reality was that there were thousands of creations out there and not all of them were popular.

			Still, the fact that Tony remained unshaken by the overlarge creatures was the main point to take away. He smiled and nodded. The boy stepped to the bar before turning back to Vakarian.

			“Want to come with me?” he asked with a nervous tone. Vakarian chuckled.

			“Well, of course. I’m feeling kind of out of place here., he admitted.

			Tony smiled and took off to the bar. “Hey, Sly!” he called, hitting the counter and waving his hands. The large skunk turned his way. Its paws cleaned a dirty mug while its eyes stared straight ahead.

			“Hello, young master!” it responded happily. “’Fraid you’re a little young for the stuff I serve. Mayhap you want the daycare up the street.”

			Definitely a children’s show. Vakarian frowned; he was surprised there was programming that allowed a skunk to actually serve alcohol. Then his mind flashed back to the mother and the ever-refilling glass of wine. Perhaps on the show, a different beverage was served.

			“No, I don’t want anything to drink!” Tony replied, shrugging and throwing a dismissive hand. “Have you seen my brother?”

			The skunk’s head perked up.

			“Master Dante?” he asked pointedly. “Why yes, the young man is renting the room upstairs. I believe he just went up to take a nap. It’s hot days out there, young one. Always hot days.”

			Vakarian threw a glance back at the stairwell. So much for his boundary theory. The mist continued to drift down the stairs. It matched the same dull brown as the dust kicking up from the floor. No, he looked closer. Not the same color; it was something else. He felt the stubs of hair on his head begin to rise.

			“Any way to call him down?” he asked the skunk.

			Sylvester’s blank stare turned on him and the bartender cocked its head to the side. Not surprisingly, dream projections did not expect to answer questions from anyone other than the dreamer.

			“Sorry, Master Dante did not want to be disturbed. He had a long day of traveling and is shipping out tomorrow. Hot days, yes sir.”

			Something was wrong. Vakarian quickly withdrew his communicator and pressed for a signal: blue-green, red-green, yellow-green. Everything was all clear at up in Inspiration. Perhaps just a nightmare then. He looked back at the mist drifting down the stairs.

			“Can I go up and get him?” Tony asked. The skunk’s head darted back.

			“Well, ordinarily I’d not have it, but seeing how you’re his brother. Go ahead, young one.”

			Tony smiled and stepped away from the bar.

			“Hang on, partner,” Vakarian needed to handle this carefully. Tony was a powerful lucid, and if Vakarian scared him, then the boy’s terror-filled mind could easily turn this place hostile. The last emotion needed right now was panic. Vakarian needed to be sure.

			“I bet you have a million questions for Sylvester here, and maybe for some of his friends.” Vakarian gestured around the saloon. “Let me go get your brother for you. I promise to be quick!”

			Tony’s face became contorted. Vakarian watched as the boy gave the matter some thought. Perhaps he had been too obvious. Tony may be young, but the child was observant for his age. If he even sensed something was wrong...

			To Vakarian’s relief, Tony’s face broke out in a smile.

			“Okay!” he exclaimed. “Just don’t take too long. I really want to see him.”

			“Wouldn’t think of it,” Vakarian replied, keeping his tone light. He turned and excused himself past a ferret. The large animal barely gave him a glance as it skittered away across the bar, its claws making odd clacking sounds against the wood. The sharp tug of a stool being pulled up told him that Tony had taken a seat. Vakarian had to be quick. His vanishing for any length of time could create anxiety. As humans said, “That was a stone’s throw away from fear.”

			Vakarian put a hand on the railing as he ascended the stairs. Despite all the dust filling the air, the wood felt smooth and polished under his grip. Vakarian wondered if this had to do with the show, or if Tony had a fond memory regarding polished wood. Perhaps it was the dream simply being the dream.

			The staircase did not creak under his steps, and he climbed it in seconds. A long, narrow corridor, ending in a single door, greeted him at the top. Vakarian did not think. Second nature took over as he notched a bolt in his crossbow. Hallways did not mean nightmares, but this one was just too long. It shrunk as it fell away from him, like the door could never be reached. Vakarian suspected that, if Tony were up here, it might very well be the case. Luckily, the child remained distracted.

			Vakarian strode down the hallway, keeping his feet light. Whatever was behind that door was expecting company. No sound emerged to give him any indication, despite the fact that the door looked flimsy. He had been right. He just needed to handle this without Tony knowing.

			Vakarian’s hand gripped the cold metal of the knob. He could still be wrong; he knew that. The design of the hallway could only indicate a presence of claustrophobia. Had he still been a rookie, Vakarian would have considered this. His mind flashed back to Silendel. He could still see her standing in the hangar, her shredded yellow cloak hanging proudly off her shoulders. The long lines cut into her cloak by two particularly nasty Class IIIs.

			“That thing inside you — that mix of courage, fear, and instinct. Listen to it.” Her voice had been a bark. “For the best of you, that voice is the absolute truth. Facts your body knows before your brains have caught up. For everyone else, it is just noise, no more useless than the nonsense you’re thinking now. Demoinis knew the truth. Lilith knew the truth. My ancestor eventually knew the truth. I hope you will, too.”

			For Vakarian, that inner voice had served him exceptionally well. He raised his crossbow hand and pushed open the door.

			Purple flooded his vision. In the split second his eyes could see, Vakarian took in the room. Dante relaxed calmly in a chair against the only window. There was no other furniture to speak of. A young woman sprawled out on the floor next to Dante, propping herself up on an elbow. Vakarian recognized from Tony’s file as one of Dante’s old girlfriends — specifically the one Tony had walked in on. Purple paint or ooze, he couldn’t be sure, dripped from the walls. Incubus had been waiting here the whole time. What sick joke was this?

			Vakarian stepped forward, raised his arm at the night terror, and pressed the release. The bolt shot out. The Dante-thing waved a hand. One of the floorboards detached, soaring up into the path of the oncoming bolt. The bolt tanged into the wood and both fell to the floor harmlessly. Vakarian selected another bolt from the strap around his arm, loading it into the crossbow.

			“Ah, the Dreamcatcher!” Incubus remarked. The girlfriend under him melted away into more purple liquid. “You do not disappoint. Shame, I would have liked to spring this trap on the child.”

			Vakarian froze mid-motion. Never, in recorded history, had a night terror spoken to an agent. There were theories on their intelligence. They had to be smart — they were capable of speech, and they often used it in attacks of advanced psychological design against dreamers. Yet in the past, night terrors had appeared almost feral to agents. Their sole focus was on the humans. They were incredibly effective at doing one thing and one thing only. To have one address him now, and by his title…

			“You speak?” Vakarian managed.

			The Dante-thing smiled. Purple slime dripped from its lips. “I speak. I think. I am even willing to listen,” it crowed. “I plan. I attack. I devour. Does your race really believe itself so superior?” It waved a hand at the room. “Master strokes, Dreamcatcher. Not the scribbles you face from lesser creatures.”

			Another chair formed in the room. The figure cocked its head and continued, “No need for violence. I have no malice, no rage to bring against you… Not that I do not have cause to.” The face twisted, lips stretching into an impossible frown. “Your interference at the river was not appreciated. Further intrusion in this matter will not be tolerated.” A hand came up. Vakarian noticed that it was stretched, like Dante’s fingers had been caught under a steamroller. “Sit.”

			Vakarian’s mind ran the possibilities. Incubus would notice if he tried to load another bolt, but his crossbow was not the only weapon on him. When word hit that Tony had unexpectedly gone into the dream world, Vakarian did not have the time to properly equip at the armory. What he did have time to do, however, was grab several shockers from the weapons locker. They weren’t lethal, at least not to night terrors. That said, if he remembered his history right, the tiny orbs had been known to stun them. He only needed enough time to get to Tony.

			Vakarian crossed the room and sat down in the chair. If Incubus was smart enough to talk, maybe it was arrogant enough to get cocky. “What do you want?” Vakarian asked.

			The Dante-thing’s face frowned again. Vakarian fought a shudder.

			“I have few wants,” it hissed. “But my kind has needs, same as yours. While you jump, I rise. We are both after the same goal: energy from the boy.”

			“I am here to keep him safe.” Vakarian gritted his teeth as he spoke.

			Incubus laughed. It sounded like nails raking across a chalkboard. “You are a liar, Dreamcatcher. Does your kind not feed off the same energy that mine does? It’s harnessed with different claws and pulled at it with different fangs, but you are a feeder too — just not an efficient one. Not like us.”

			Vakarian could not let his face reveal his surprise. How did this thing know so much about the nefiri? To be aware of the spirit wells, also…How could it know that? Regardless, Incubus was either simplifying or unclear on how the wells actually worked. There were no ill effects. The humans didn’t even know it happened. The idea of night terrors using the same energy…it didn’t make sense. Vakarian suddenly felt very stupid.

			“You think you are like me?” He fought hard not to let his disgust show. He didn’t want Incubus to pick up any indication that he was about to attack. Dante’s form was being yanked up and down; it was at least a foot taller than it had been when Vakarian had walked into the room. The head took on a bulbous shape.

			“I am nothing like you. I am not a liar! I did not abandon my brothers!” The words lashed out while the figure remained in the chair. “You know nothing, Dreamcatcher; your kind is more blind than we thought. Do you really feel so secure in those floating masses of waste you deem home?”

			How could it know all this — and what did it mean by brothers? Vakarian decided to switch tactics.

			“I admit, I’m surprised,” he began, “that something like you knows so much.”

			The figure smiled. Its teeth had been yanked into fangs. It barely looked like Dante at all anymore.

			“You are trying to get information from me, Dreamcatcher. You think I am a scribbler.” It laughed again. This time, Vakarian could not stop the wince. “My time is coming. While you are blind above, we see all below. My kind held the truth dearer than yours.”

			“The truth of what — energy?” Vakarian leaned forward. “Watch who you call a liar. If this was all about energy, why the father? How much could you possibly have gotten from Davide Rodriggi?”

			Incubus’ eyes narrowed, forcing more ooze from the slits. “You know nothing!” it spat. “Just the outline, no awareness of shades. How can you even speak of a full portrait! The line of lucids must be broken!”

			Vakarian sprang up, his hand diving into the sash pocket containing the shockers. Incubus reared, the purple ooze shooting up from the ground. Vakarian rolled and, as he came to his feet, he let the little balls fly.

			“Throw the child from the train!” Incubus roared. The shockers exploded against the night terror, throwing up a net of sparking energy. Incubus cried out, more in anger than pain, as it tore at its new bonds. Vakarian bounded out of the room. He did not have much time.

			The corridor elongated ahead of him as he ran down it. Incubus was exuding its influence. Luckily, the shockers were stopping it from fully concentrating. Vakarian reached the end and threw himself down the stairs.

			“Dreamcatcher!” Tony’s voice reached his ears. Vakarian picked himself up, before collapsing again as the ground beneath him shuddered. The train was moving again.

			He looked up. The old western saloon had stretched itself out much in the same distorted manner that Dante had. The windows were pitch black, with dark purple smoke billowing in from outside. The tables bustled with laughing, disjointed heads. Tony was still at the bar. Sylvester had reared up onto the counter, shedding his clothes. His fur stood up in bristles and he bared his teeth at Tony.

			Vakarian’s hands moved. He reloaded, pointed, and fired. The skunk reared back and exploded into purple slime as the bolt shattered his face. Tony looked up from his stool, his eyes wide with terror.

			“What’s going on?” he yelled. His voice was nearing total panic. The saloon compartment shook with every word.

			A ferret screeched and came towards Vakarian. Another body roll bought Vakarian enough time to put a bolt through it as well. Turning back to Tony, Vakarian watched as the other ferret waiter walked menacingly toward him.

			“Tony!” he called. “Destroy it! You can do it!”

			Wide, panic-filled eyes met his.

			“Listen to me,” Vakarian pleaded, keeping his voice calm. “That thing is weaker than you. Remember what I said: you make the rules here.”

			As he watched, Tony turned back to the ferret. It roared and bared its fangs, putting up a claw and swiping at the boy. Vakarian sprinted, knowing he was not going to get there in time. But the ferret’s arm disappeared.

			A fountain of winged frogs erupted from where the animal’s arm had been. Vakarian looked at Tony. The boy’s eyes were half-closed and his hands were up defending his face. Incredible.

			The ferret’s blank eyes blinked at where his arm had been. Its nose twitched, as if contemplating the new development. Not that Vakarian particularly cared. He barreled into it, sending the creature flying. Tony hopped down from his stool, steadying himself against the vibrations.

			“Throw the boy from the train!” Incubus roared again from up the stairs. Tony’s eyes widened but he kept his focus on Vakarian.

			“What’s going on?” he yelled. “That sounded like Dante’s voice!”

			“Trust me, it wasn’t.” Vakarian’s eyes were on the door. No question now, they were back on the train. His head spun, looking for the second door. Night terrors could twist the dream but only with enough emotional power from the dreamer. While Incubus had managed to revert the environment back to the first setting, it could not possibly alter the rules so much that—there!

			Vakarian spotted a door hidden behind the bar counter. The fact that it was not pronounced meant that Incubus did not intend for Tony to use it. He didn’t know what terrors waited behind the exit they were being shepherded towards and Vakarian did not intend to find out. He simply needed get Tony away from it and calm him down. Doing so would change the dream back.

			“This way!” he yelled. Grabbing Tony’s hand, he pulled Tony behind the bar. Thankfully, the boy followed willingly. The last thing Vakarian needed right now was for Tony to break into full panic. He cast a glance down at the boy. Fear, yes; his eyes were wide with fear, but not completely overtaken by it. Tony was holding his own. His resolve was impressive. Vakarian doubted, however, that it would hold up against Incubus.

			The button to this door was also concealed. A shelf full of bottles, most of them now full of purple liquid, blocked where the device was supposed to be. Vakarian guessed it was behind one of them.

			“One second.” He let go of Tony’s hand and began shifting bottles.

			“Hey, Macaroni! Where you going?”

			Vakarian’s head shot up and he whirled around. Dante descended the stairs, his body once again appearing in its normal shape. From where he was, Vakarian watched as Tony’s face broke into a grin. No. No! They needed to get out of here. He notched a bolt into his crossbow.

			“Running away again?” Dante’s voice dripped condescension. Incubus could try to hide all it wanted, but its eyes were already gleaming violet. “You never get far, you know. Down the street, in the neighbor’s yard, in a bush — we’d find you sooner if we cared.”

			“What?” The hurt in Tony’s voice stung. Vakarian finished fitting the bolt.

			“Yeah, Mom and me. We always know where you go, but it’s so nice to have some peace around the house. You babble — and it is always stupid, Tony. No one cares about dinosaurs. No one cares about how many moons orbit some stupid rock in space. No one cares! You keep spewing nonsense, but we both know; we both know you were the one who took Dad away!”

			Vakarian fired. The bolt struck the Dante-thing in the shoulder. It looked down and smiled. Purple ooze leaked out from the wound. Incubus laughed. Vakarian winced while Tony put his hands on his ears.

			“Do you think he cares?” An elongated finger raised against Vakarian. “Do you think he can save you? He is just as helpless as you are, little limp macaroni noodle — just as helpless as Mom. You know what she and I wish? That you’d go away. Go away like Dad. Not in a bust, not in the yard, just go away for good! But you never leave!”

			The thing howled the last words. Its body stretched up towards the ceiling. Ooze leaked from the eyes and the tongue fell out through broken fangs. Vakarian loaded another bolt. Maybe a head shot would do the trick. Vakarian made a mental note to equip explosive bolts for the next encounter. Tony was still paralyzed. The child stood rooted to the spot, as if his feet had been glued to the floor.

			“I see the new makeup job on your face. Who hit you? Whoever it was, he’s my new best friend!” Incubus hissed a smile. Vakarian raised his arm to fire again but was thrown to the floor. Every bottle behind him hurled itself off the shelf, straight at the night terror. Picking his head up from the counter, Vakarian watched as they collided against Incubus. Glass shattered, tearing the fake skin away. The night terror shrieked back. This time, Vakarian thought he heard pain.

			“You’re not my brother!” Tony screamed. “Get away from me!”

			Incubus staggered back, shards of glass caught in its ooze. The Dante disguise hung in limp shreds about its body. A long, purple shape reared up against the bits of clothing and flesh. Two deep violet eyes blazed furiously at the boy.

			“Throw the child from the train!” it roared, before surging forward. Vakarian realized its plan too late. Tony took a step back but didn’t have time to react further. Incubus seized him in its coils. A skip! The night terror was going to rip Tony into another dream layer. Vakarian shouted a warning, but the world exploded into white around him.

			Vakarian spat as he fell into the retrieval chamber. Dream-skipped. The night terror had dream-skipped. And Vakarian had been left behind. Tony was alone now.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			 

			Tony sat upright in his bed, the scream dying in his throat. Everything was still dark in his room; only the faintest light of the dawn crept in from under the curtain. He blinked several times, trying to make his eyes adjust to the sudden darkness. His head spun around his room. Where did the monster go? Where did Dreamcatcher go? The blanket felt cool against his hands as he clutched it. A second passed before he looked down. His blankets — it had been just a dream.

			Of course, he had already known that. Tony breathed a sigh and fell back against his bed. While his blanket had been cool, his sheets were warm underneath him. They felt wet too. Not wet-wet, to his relief, only a little damp. His clothes were soaked. He must have been sweating. Being a dream didn’t stop it from being terrifying.

			As his eyes adjusted, Tony took in his room. The pale blue of the walls helped to light everything up. The nightlight on the wall opposite his bed helped more. It was shaped like a smiling starfish, something his mom had gotten him several Christmases ago. He could only see half of the grin; his desk blocked the rest of the nightlight. Tony had wanted to put it somewhere where it couldn’t be blocked, but his dad hadn’t let him.

			“You’ll wake up in the middle of the night,” he said, “and shadows make more monsters than darkness.” Tony wasn’t really sure what that meant. He just wanted to be able to see all of the starfish.

			Not that his desk was ugly. He would never say so. It was old, something that had been in his family for years. Dante had used it when he was small; his scribbled name was still visible on the side. It was wooden and painted red with a matching chair. Even without a lot of light, he could make out several papers and a notebook. It was too dark to see any writing though.

			His dresser leaned against the wall, separating the door to the hall and the door to his closet. Tony always insisted on keeping his bed on the other side of the hallway door so that he wouldn’t have to walk through his whole room to go to the toilet. He never told his mom and dad how terrified he was of crossing past the closet door in the dark.

			He had been to summer camp. He had heard plenty of stories of monsters lurking in closets or under beds. He always said he wasn’t scared when he heard them. And it was true…when the sun was up. The closet door didn’t look so big in the daytime. He couldn’t even imagine if —

			He heard the closet doorknob jiggle.

			Tony sat up; his back went rigid. He must have imagined it. Dante was always saying how he imagined things.

			“You play pretend and take it too far.”

			Had he just heard his brother’s voice, too? Tony shook his head, still trying to crane his neck to see around the dresser. Not taking his eyes off the closet, he felt around for his stuffed animal, Luther.

			Luther was a tyrannosaurs rex, but the nice kind. Tony had kept him ever since kindergarten. Back then, his family liked to visit museums on the weekends. Tony always loved looking at the bones in the dinosaur exhibit. That particular year they had gone around Christmas and Tony’s mom had let him pick out one thing from the gift shop.

			Luther had been lonely. No one else wanted to play with a tyrannosaurus with red teeth since he looked too scary. They did not know he was a vegetarian and it was just cherry juice. Luther Crimsontooth was kinder and smarter than all the other dinosaurs. He needed a friend, so Tony had brought him home.

			The closet door shook. Tony watched as the wood rattled back and forth. His hands felt around in the darkness faster. He didn’t dare take his eyes off the door. Where was Luther?

			Tony started to sweat again. He needed help. This shouldn’t be happening. He was in his room.

			“Mom…” His whisper surprised him. He wanted to yell. “Mom…”

			No good. He could not make his voice loud enough for his mom to hear. Tony abandoned looking for Luther and instead shot his hands wildly upward, searching frantically for the lamp over his bed. It should be right there. He remembered shutting it off before going to sleep. Where was it?

			His fingers closed on nothing. Something rammed into the other side of the closet door, nearly smashing it off its hinges.

			“Mom!” There was a sob to the whisper now, but that did not make it louder. He needed Luther. He needed light. There was no other choice. He tore his eyes away from the closet and searched for the light.

			CRASH!

			Tony’s heart thumped in his chest. There was nothing, nothing at all except blank ceiling above his bed. The pale blue just stretched up and up. He couldn’t even see the ceiling. None of that mattered now. The closet door was open, no doubt hanging by its hinges. Not that he could see that — he didn’t want to look.

			This is it, he thought, his mind freezing to everything except the blank wall behind the bed. He was about to be eaten. He needed to do something, anything. His muscles were locked in place, his hand still motionless on the wall. Any second, a claw or a tentacle or some pincer was going to grasp that hand and rip him from his bed.

			The covers! If he could move, he might be able to get under the covers before it reached him. That would mean turning around. Tony felt a drop of sweat slide past his eye. He couldn’t turn around. The closet door was open. The closet door was open!

			He squeezed his eyes shut. It felt like all he could do. Nothing responded to his brain anymore. He hung in the air, his body still like a statue. If only he were made of stone. Nothing hurt stone. When he was angry, he liked to throw rocks at trees in his backyard. No matter how hard he threw, the rocks never chipped or broke into pieces. The wood splintered first every time. How he wished he was stone.

			Tony waited. There was no sound now. Why didn’t whatever it was just kill him? He clenched his eyes tighter, still thinking of statues. Maybe stone wasn’t enough. He could be bronze or copper like the Statue of Liberty. Course, then he could slowly turn green.

			He could still remember the day he had read that the Statue of Liberty was made from the same metal as pennies. His science book had two pictures: one of the Statue and one of a penny sitting in an open hand. How many pennies worth of copper went into the Statue of Liberty? That had been the trivia question. Tony still had no idea.

			Ugh, he couldn’t stop his mind from thinking about the open closet behind him. What was taking so long? His face remained clamped shut around his eyes. Maybe whatever it was hadn’t noticed him and had left. Maybe it was only hungry for bologna and went downstairs to get a snack.

			Dante would know. He wouldn’t be frozen against the wall — he leapt out of helicopters. If only Tony could be brave like him.

			“You are like me, only smaller.”

			His brother’s voice forced Tony’s eyes open. He spun around before his brain could remember how terrified he was. That had been his brother. Not in his head, but in the room. Tony looked. There was nothing.

			His room was as it always was. The closet door was closed, not hanging on its hinges. Everything was the same. The only difference was the light of the sun, now more pronounced around the curtains. Tony’s breath escaped his body in a sigh. He had imagined it. He had played pretend for too long again.

			But wait…

			He looked back at his wall. His lamp perched above his bed in the same spot it had always been. How had he not felt it before? What about Dante’s voice? Something was going on. Tony liked to pretend but he wasn’t this good at it.

			“Dante?” he called out, his voice loud.

			The room remained motionless. Tony’s hand cast around again for Luther. This time it closed on soft fuzz. A smile tweaked his lips.

			“Luther!” he exclaimed. Tony looked down at his friend, prepared to give him the largest hug he could.

			Dante’s stuffed face leered at him, eyes wild and mouth open. The tongue lolled out into Tony’s hand. Suppressed hoarse terror escaped Tony’s lips. With a fling, he threw the head to the other side of the room. It rolled in front of the closet door and came to a stop, the face still fixed on Tony. As he watched, the tongue drew back behind the lips and teeth came together in a wicked grin.

			“Nice job saving me, Macaroni!” it taunted. Tony tried to scream again, but no sound escaped. Dante’s head laughed. “Is that all you can do? Sure you’re not a girl under those covers? Mom would be so thrilled if you were. You know she and dad never wanted a second son — especially not a whiney, bookworm snot like you!”

			The closet door creaked open. Tony drew back into his bed. His light! He reached up a hand and felt it stick to the wall. He couldn’t move! Pulling with all his strength, Tony tried to wrench away, but it was no use. The wall sucked his fingers inside it. He could hear the Dante head laughing.

			“Stupid, stupid kid,” it moaned. “You couldn’t save Dad, you can’t save me — now who will save you?”

			Tony looked back just in time to see the lamprey slither from the closet. Pale green, it dripped purple slime onto his floor. The creature wasn’t quite as massive as before but still larger than life — and still somehow able to slither over dry land. As Tony watched, the lamprey sniffed loudly. It approached Dante’s head and reared up.

			“Finally,” the head barked. “I can get away from this limp noodle!” It started to laugh. The mouth continued to make noise as the lamprey devoured it. As Tony listened, the laughter gurgled as the face was ingested.

			“No one can help you!” Dante’s head disappeared down the throat of the monster. More purple ooze dripped onto the floor. Tony needed to get away, to do something.

			“Mom!” His mouth formed the words. He had no voice left at all. She wasn’t coming. She wasn’t going to save him.

			Well, he thought, “at least I can prove the Dante head wrong. Tony reached his free hand to his pocket, only to find he didn’t have pockets. Puzzled in spite of everything, he looked down. Pajamas. He was wearing his dinosaur pajamas… Only he hadn’t been when he —

			Tony snapped his head up. Dreaming! He was still dreaming! Where was Dreamcatcher?

			“Dreamcatcher!” His cry died in his throat. The lamprey stopped squirming towards him. It reared its shapeless head back in recognition.

			“No one is coming to save you,” it rasped. It continued to twist and turn toward his bed.

			“No!” Tony’s mind exploded. This isn’t real. It wasn’t happening. He needed to wake up!

			Tony surged forward on the couch where he had been napping, a scream tearing from his lips.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			 

			Vakarian stumbled into the bounce-back center. His head spun, the violent exit from the dream world ringing in his ears. When children woke up, it was a peaceful dissolve into white. But for dreamcatchers, when the nightmare won, everything turned black and cold before you were torn away to wake up in a retrieval chamber. Skipping from one dream to another was something else entirely. Nightmares couldn’t do it, so it so it wasn’t part of regular training. But, by the Code of Demoinis, it needed to be.

			He blinked several times and rubbed his eyes, becoming acutely aware that everyone in the bounce-back center was watching him. Charra was leaning forward in her chair and Bourkessel and Somar had concerned looks on their faces. Fidel appeared frozen in mid-step, as if she was unsure of what to do. The other three field agents weren’t there. Vakarian made a silent, mental hope that one of them had followed Tony and Incubus but he knew it was impossible. There was no way to see that a dream skip had occurred from up in Inspiration. Technically, the boy and the night terror hadn’t gone anywhere.

			Tony was alone. Alone and scared and who else knew —

			Vakarian pulled his hourglass from inside his satchel. No one was speaking. Why did they all have to look at him? Here he was, the lead agent of an entire hive, and a complete failure.

			“He…” Vakarian turned the hourglass over in his hand “He got away!” The words hissed out. “Of all the stupid things to do!”  Vakarian hurled the hourglass away from him. It skittered across the floor before stopping by Bourkessel’s console. The large tech operative instantly bent to retrieve it.

			“Vakarian!” Somar exclaimed.

			“He got away!” He cut her off. Vakarian felt his heart pounding in his chest. “We were holding our own. Better than that, we were nearly free. Then he took the boy! Wretched slime dream skipped! Demoinis knows where they are now! I should have seen it coming! I should have remembered what to do!”

			Fidel had taken a step back. Vakarian eyed her, feeling a new shade of embarrassed. What a great outburst for a mentor to have. Then Tony’s wide, panic-filled eyes entered his mind again and he saw nothing else.

			“He got away!” he screamed again.

			“Maybe one of the others tracked him?” Bourkessel offered.

			Vakarian rounded on him. “We both know that’s impossible! No one can follow a dream skip! Ugh, I feel like a fresh cloak! I can’t believe I let — ”

			He stopped and fought the powerful urge to sit down. Everyone was still watching. Bourkessel held the hourglass in a large hand. Vakarian looked at it. Such a miserable, tiny box.

			“That needs to go to Central,” he stated flatly. “They need to hear.”

			Bourkessel nodded and turned to insert the device. Vakarian’s words didn’t seem to hit him for a moment, then he cocked an eyebrow.

			“Hear what?” Charra was still leaning forward. Her expression looked shocked, but excitement was clearly there. She was enjoying this. Vakarian did not try to fight his scoff.

			“How many years did you study night terrors?” he asked her, his tone blunt.

			Charra blinked.

			“How many?”

			“Well, I wrote my thesis very quickly for my age.” Even stunned, Charra still found time to pat herself on the back. “Nearly three years, the bulk of my time at the academy.”

			Vakarian scoffed again.

			“What is so funny?” Charra arched her eyebrows.

			“Three years…and you know absolutely nothing. You’re just as naïve and in the dark as the day you began.” Vakarian wanted to laugh. He wanted to cry. Instead he kept standing. Charra frowned.

			“You don’t have the right.” Somar spoke up in her colleague’s defense, her voice revealing her annoyance. “I know you’re frustrated, Vakarian, but Charra is trying just as hard as the rest of us.”

			Vakarian smiled. His head wanted to dance on his shoulders. He knew he wasn’t being a leader. He knew Silendel would hate to see him now but maybe, at this moment, he didn’t care. Right now, he wasn’t sure he could be Dreamcatcher.

			“But she knows nothing,” he repeated. “And she’s not alone.” The shocked looks had taken on a different tone. It wasn’t every day that a hive lead agent blatantly insulted his team, let alone one of his friends. Charra had her mouth open, her response lost on the way to her lips.

			“It spoke,” he whispered. “It knew us.”

			The bounce-back center was not close to the hive’s outer edges but, even so, the room grew colder. For the first time since he had entered the room, Charra fell back into her chair. There was no shock anymore, nothing in any of their faces; the fear blocked out other emotions. Somar and Bourkessel exchanged looks. To Vakarian’s surprise, Fidel was the first to recover.

			“What did it say?” she asked, crossing the rest of the room to his side. Vakarian gave her a look that was fighting a smile. Forget the fear, forget the shock. Get the facts. He was glad someone listened to what he taught, even if he didn’t.

			“I should have kept it talking longer,” Vakarian began. Every mistake was always bolder in hindsight. “But they know of us. Our agents, our hives, that we harvest dream energy for power. It even called me Dreamcatcher.”

			Charra shook her head. “How could that be possible?” she asked.

			Vakarian shrugged. “It shouldn’t be., he agreed. “Now you know why I said we know nothing.”

			Bourkessel had a hand on his chin. “You say ‘they’…” he began, his voice trailing off.

			“I can’t be sure,” Vakarian responded, “but it definitely gave the impression of community, of some sense of others. I think the night terrors might be far more organized than we ever believed.”

			He looked at Fidel and grinned. “I see your cloak still doesn’t have a mark on it. How many jumps has it been?”

			Her face frowned in response to the sudden topic change but it soon screwed up in thought. Her tongue appeared at the edge of her mouth.

			“Uhm,” she thought out loud. Around them, everyone else exchanged puzzled glances. Vakarian caught Somar darting her gaze at the corridor door out of the corner of his eye, as if she was hoping it would open. Perhaps she hoped Zarel would walk in. Vakarian suddenly wished his friend didn’t fear the bounce-back chamber. He didn’t know what exactly had happened between them, but since the accident, Zarel had avoided his former promise at every opportunity.

			“Five — no, six!” Fidel’s voice snapped him back to the moment. Vakarian grinned at her.

			“Excellent!” He put his arm on her shoulder and allowed himself a slight beam. “I’m glad to see that someone on this station is keeping their wits and their caution. I only wish it were me.”

			Fidel then gave him a smile that made Vakarian temporarily lose all other thought.

			Charra spoke to help his mind rebound. “Not that it’s not great that the kid is doing well, but you said ‘community’. Communities! Are you serious? Where would they live?”

			Vakarian changed gears as he turned to face her. Somar had disappeared from the room, and Bourkessel was studying the data off the hourglass in the machine. Charra, however, had leaned forward in her chair again.

			“There must be a place,” he replied simply. “We’ve long had theories of a layer existing beneath the Dream, possibly somewhere on the other side of the Spirit Wells.”

			“Yeah, theories!” Charra spun in her chair. “But they must be true.” She spoke towards the ceiling. “Meaning that the bottom of the Dream is more permeable than we’ve been able to prove. We just need more powerful tools to break through!” She leaned forward again, stopping the spin. Her fingers were dancing in the air as if connecting dots that only she could see. “Or no, the wells — you’re right. But we’ve never been able to dive that far. Demoinis and Lilith…The Redeemer!” Charra seemed to be struggling with the excitement of a sudden idea. Vakarian watched as her body bounced back and forth. Somehow, he didn’t think she was referring to Silendel, but rather Romaniuk who had first earned the title.

			“I wonder,” she spoke aloud, then turned to Bourkessel. “When does the next reader come through? Hey! I’m talking to you!”

			“Huh?” Bourkessel looked up from Vakarian’s hourglass as it clicked, data uploaded. “Oh, how should I know?”

			“Don’t give me that!” Charra laughed in a way that conveyed more nervousness than humor. “You and Torren go all the time! I don’t need to be zealous to have eyes! When was the next instruction?”

			“I go occasionally,” Bourkessel began. Vakarian tuned them out. He trusted Charra had her reasons and that he would no doubt hear about any relevant information to come through. Fidel was still listening to the conversation. He watched her for a moment before smiling.

			“Would you do me a favor?” he asked. She looked at him. “I need some ambrosia to help me recharge. While I’m in the mess hall, would you mind running down to the armory and see if they have anything still compact but more powerful than this?” He gestured down to his crossbow. “We need to upgrade our firepower.”

			Fidel thought for a moment and then nodded. “I can do that,” she stated. “But I could also go for ambrosia.”

			“Join me when you’re done?” Vakarian suggested. Honestly, he was hoping to get in a word with Zarel first. He hoped his friend was in the mood for a drink. Vakarian watched as Fidel nodded again.

			“Anything in particular you’d like me to find?” she asked as she turned and headed for the door. Vakarian followed a step behind her.

			“Bows,” he instructed. “Make sure it’s a bow.”

			As they left through the door, Fidel turned right, heading down towards the armory elevator. Vakarian kept moving but paused when he heard voices. Somar and Zarel were up ahead, too absorbed in each other to notice the door opening. Vakarian knew he should announce himself but he couldn’t fight his curiosity. Zarel never talked about it and Vakarian wasn’t that close with Somar. Ducking out of sight and into the Weapons Retrieval alcove, Vakarian leaned his head in the direction of the voices.

			“But he’s all right?” Zarel was asking, sounding as if he didn’t want to appear too interested in the conversation.

			“Aren’t you listening to what I told you? They know about us! They know about the hives, our ships — everything!” Somar sounded like she was restraining as well; her voice threatened to explode with emotion.

			“It could be a bluff, or maybe some mimic mechanism we don’t know about. Night terrors are supposed to be able to read the dreamer’s mind and adapt, right? Well, maybe it was reading Dreamcatcher’s instead.”

			“Did yours ever speak to you?” Somar asked.

			“No, it was too busy.” The dark tone in Zarel’s voice caught Vakarian by surprise. He could only imagine Somar’s reaction to it.

			“I’m sorry,” she stuttered. “I didn’t mean to — ”

			“I know you didn’t.” The blackness had vanished from Zarel’s voice, and his tone was much softer. “I shouldn’t have snapped.”

			“Does…Does it still hurt?”

			“Nah. Well, only every day.” Zarel was clearly trying to inject humor back into the conversation. He had always been easy going, always ready to make a laugh out of everything. Vakarian realized now how the injury had only increased that. He knew Torren didn’t think as much of his friend anymore because he didn’t appear able to take things seriously. Vakarian dismissed the notion. Everyone had their own coping method.

			“You know,” Somar sounded slightly bemused, “not everything you say is funny.”

			“I feel like I hover at 80%.”

			The silence that followed made Vakarian flinch. He didn’t want to think how his best friend must be feeling.

			“I’m worried about Vakarian.” Somar’s voice had dropped, as if she were aware he was listening in. He didn’t know if this made him feel better or worse. Listening in on a personal conversation had been low, but this? Part of his mind told him that, if Somar had a problem, she could say it to his face. Another part remembered how he had been acting.

			“Why?” Zarel asked, his voice making no effort to drop. “He’s holding his own. Given everything that’s been happening, I think he’s done a great job.”

			“He insulted Charra in there, right in front of anyone. He’s never done that before.”

			“When’s the last time he slept?” Now his friend was making an effort not to be overheard.

			“You’re his friend. Talk to him. First he shut out Fidel, now he’s snapping at us.” There was a silence afterward. Vakarian didn’t know what to think. What did Fidel have to do with anything? He simply did not want to risk her inexperience. He still talked to her, still let her know how he was doing. What did it matter if he didn’t want her to help with trapping? He was Dreamcatcher. It was his decision.

			Zarel’s response was only a gruff, “I’ll see what I can do.” Silence reasserted itself in the corridor.

			“Why don’t you come to see me anymore?” Somar’s whisper was so soft that Vakarian wasn’t sure he had heard correctly. The hallway grew larger in the silence that followed. He heard shuffling but Vakarian couldn’t be sure what was going on.

			“I still want to see you.” Somar’s voice had gained traction. “What happened never changed how I felt.”

			“I…” Zarel’s discomfort was obvious. Vakarian pictured his friend sweating. He wondered if now was the time for a rescue.

			“You don’t exactly visit me daily in the hangar,” he protested. Vakarian shook his head. Only pilots and field agents were usually allowed in the hangar. For all the space, room ran out quickly with shuttles landing and taking off, as well as recruits and other agents practicing field maneuvers. He remembered how less-than-thrilled Kosm, the hangar master, had been when he had been informed that part of his hangar had been requisitioned for trapping exercises.

			“Do you want me there? I’ve heard you can’t look away from your ship.” Somar’s tone was strange. Vakarian couldn’t be sure if she was being sincere or joking. There was a rustle of cloaks.

			“If I still had eyes at all, my dear one, they would be only for you. No matter how shiny the Lapitus looks.” Zarel’s voice managed a chuckle. Vakarian’s physical discomfort was starting to match his guilty conscience. He shouldn’t still be eavesdropping on this. Somar’s sob stopped him. It was brief but distinct.

			“I don’t care about your scars. You could have no face at all, and I would still want only you.” Her voice regained composure as she went on. Frustration dripped from the last portion.

			Vakarian hesitated. No answer, nothing from Zarel. This had gone on long enough.

			“MP!” He practically shouted his friend’s nickname as he came around the corner. Zarel and Somar looked up. Vakarian watched as Somar darted a hand to her face, wiping her eyes quickly. His friend spun away, a hand also going to up to his hood.

			“Dreamcatcher,” Zarel answered when he turned back. “Somar here was just bringing me up to speed on all of today’s exciting developments. What will those night terrors do next? Think we’ll get a show up here?”

			Vakarian forced a chuckle, hoping it wouldn’t be noticeable.

			“Who knows? My mind can’t think right now. I’m heading to the mess hall to hopefully find my thoughts. Care to join me?” He had walked up alongside his friend now. Not wanting to appear rude, Vakarian turned to Somar. “You’re welcome, too, of course.”

			“Oh, thank you, but I should help Bourkessel process the data. He and Charra are probably off on some tangent. The other three will be in soon and Central will want everything.” Somar’s lips smiled, but her face didn’t. She turned and started heading back toward the bounce back.

			“Don’t drink too much,” she called over her shoulder. “Pilots should never fly on a full stomach.”

			Vakarian and Zarel watched her go.

			“How much did you hear?” Zarel’s voice was a whisper.

			“Enough,” Vakarian confirmed softly. “Sorry for listening in.”

			“No, it’s all right.” Zarel waved a hand. “I had been meaning to talk to you about it anyway…”

			Silence settled in between them. Vakarian felt the moments ticking by. “Ambrosia?” he asked.

			Zarel nodded. “Ambrosia.”

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			 

			Vakarian and Zarel were sitting at the mess hall counter. The large room housed several tables. Some were stationed out in the open for easy access, while others were tucked away into various alcoves around the corners. The unspoken rule was that these areas were only used for squad leader meetings or for anyone in the mood to celebrate. While Vakarian would have preferred one of those, he didn’t want to draw attention. A wall table with only two agents would draw eyes. He didn’t want the onlookers, and he had a feeling that Zarel didn’t either.

			Most teams kept to themselves anyway. There was some mingling between teams on the same floor, but the hive rarely came together unless it was serious news. Serious like a night terror taking on the top agent…and winning. Vakarian had purposely kept to himself the past few days. He didn’t want to hear the second guessing or the puzzlement as to why Central was staying quiet on the issue and not intervening. More than anything, he didn’t want the encouragement. Vakarian knew that there was a difference between a patronizing sneer and an attempt at genuine praise. Right now, he didn’t care. He did not know most of these agents, despite being the being the unofficial leader at the hive. He knew names, he knew faces, but he did not know them.

			In certain hives, the Dreamcatcher made an effort to control every action, coordinating all the troops and holding grand outlines of strategy in the mess hall. Personally, Vakarian never saw the point of any of this. Strategy? What strategy? Train well and trust agents to do their jobs. The average dreamer could not stand the presence of more than one agent in their dream. Even lucids were known to have issues; two agents in the same dream created too much instability. They were more likely to collapse the Dream than do any real good. Like it or not, the work was solitary. Vakarian did not understand why some of the others hid from this truth. There was strength in the team, but there had to be strength in the individual first.

			Today it appeared that strength in the team was the winning mentality. Several of the tables were occupied by other agents, although Vakarian did not recognize any other squad leader present. No corner tables were taken. The discussion must be light, or at least no one else wanted to attract attention, either. He shifted his focus back to the counter and to his drink.

			Ritch, the mess hall server, must have refilled it when he wasn’t looking. Ambrosia brimmed the edges of his goblet. Vakarian had tried to explain ambrosia several times to clients. Most of the older ones assumed it was their version of alcohol. While the restorative effects of ambrosia tended to lower agents’ inhibitions, there was no distortion in judgment. Ambrosia was sustenance to a race who did not consume solid food. Vakarian thought back to the giant bit of beef he had eaten in Tony’s dream. There was definitely at least one thing lacking in this world.

			“Hey, are you still with me, or did your drink already lull you into a stupor?” Zarel asked from his right. Vakarian turned to his friend. Zarel’s glittering yellow eyes appeared faded in the stark light of the mess hall. Either that, or his friend was already feeling the recharge.

			“Sorry, I was thinking about beef, like the Chinese food kind. Did you ever get to taste it?” Vakarian took a drink and relaxed back against his chair. The eyes turned and, from this close, Vakarian could make out several lines of scars on his friend’s face.

			“Never did,” Zarel mused. “I did get to try a burger one time. Humans don’t realize how lucky they are! Oh, there was one other thing, too. I had a — a, come on, what was the word?” Zarel looked up at the ceiling, as if expecting to find an answer. “Milkshake!” He put a fist on the counter. “By Demoinis, have you tried one of those yet?”

			Vakarian’s mind flashed back to a case. The client, a young boy named Nathaniel, had dreamed a landscape covered in giant hills of ice cream. Each hill had been a different flavor, and several of them had bowling-ball-sized cherries on top. Unfortunately, the Class II nightmare had been a large bat creature labeled Leatherwing, and Vakarian had spent the vast majority of the dream running and shooting. He had gotten to try some mint chocolate chip, though.

			“I’ve had close, but no milkshake., he confessed.

			Zarel chuckled. “Then, my friend, you haven’t lived yet.” Vakarian’s friend reached his hand up and lowered his scarf, allowing himself time to take a drink. He never kept his scarf down for long. Vakarian had only seen Zarel’s mouth, or what was left of it, a couple of times. He really didn’t think it looked that bad, but whatever made his friend feel comfortable.

			“I haven’t lived yet?” Vakarian repeated, cocking an eyebrow. “I just fought a giant skunk dressed as a bartender.”

			“Mmmmm.” Zarel nodded. “That little thing going on with Incubus? Not that anyone’s talking about that.”

			Vakarian sighed. “What have you heard?”

			“Apart from what you got in the hallway? Do you want to know?” Zarel’s eyes brightened. “I thought you hated gossip.”

			“I do, but that doesn’t stop me from being curious, especially when it’s about me.” Vakarian added the last bit as he raised his goblet. The ambrosia was pleasantly warm and its sweet smell filled his nostrils before every sip. He felt at home. The Hive was his home. He turned briefly to look at the other agents, just in time to catch several of them dart their eyes back to their tables. If the Hive was his home, then his family was evidently curious.

			“Well…they’re supportive, for the most part. I’ll give them that. Most agents and captains are on your side. Wark has not said anything positive,” Zarel shrugged, “but then she hasn’t been negative, either.”

			Vakarian fought against rolling his eyes. Wark was a team captain on the third floor, the lowest in the hive. She had never liked Vakarian, although he wasn’t sure why. She had actually been one of the few promoted up during his time as Dreamcatcher, so it wasn’t like he contrasted unfavorably with Silendel. They were able to speak professionally, but she never joined him at any of his celebrations, and likewise he gave her a wide birth.

			“Maybe that’s her way of being negative.”

			Zarel shrugged. “As long as she isn’t petitioning Central for your removal,” he said happily. Vakarian looked back down at the burgundy liquid in front of him. “I have heard a few other mumblings, though — older agents, I think. At least several voices out there are wondering if this is how Silendel would have handled it.”

			“Don’t they already have their answer? She left.” Vakarian scoffed. He remembered Ransk in the hallway and raised his glass. “Sorry, but I’m not about to take a nine-year-old into battle prep.” The ambrosia sloshed back and forth in his goblet as he set it down. Ransk better have let that matter die in the hallway. The last thing Vakarian needed was to have Central step in. He felt Zarel’s glowing eyes on him.

			“Of course, of all your supporters, guess which one has been the most zealous?” Zarel added, his tone taking a playful spin. Vakarian hoped this was just the effect of ambrosia.

			“You,” he asked, although the word didn’t escape as a question.

			Zarel shook his head before lowering his scarf for another drink. Vakarian waited as his friend adjusted himself.

			“Are you kidding? I’ve been saying you’re too old for years.” The joke shone through Zarel’s words. Although Vakarian couldn’t see his friend’s mouth, he expected it was smirking. Vakarian felt a prod against his ribs.

			“Your darling star pupil! Ask her and the night terror is already dead. She simply hopes for the honor of being allowed to help bring it down.” Zarel chuckled. “Might interest you to know that there are several theories floating out there as to why you chose her for your team.”

			Vakarian felt his face grow hot. Brushing it away, he shifted in his seat.

			“Janis retired. We needed a new squad member. She was the best student to come from last year’s recruits. End of rumor,” he stated. “Spread that theory around.”

			“Oh, I’ll get right on it.” Zarel nodded in mock seriousness. Vakarian frowned at his friend.

			“Or are you the one starting these stories, Phantom?”

			Zarel’s glowing eyes widened.

			“Me? Me, Dreamcatcher? How could you even suspect your best friend in the whole hive after our little talk on the Lapitus?” Zarel laughed. “Regardless of whether you choose to acknowledge it, Duckie may have at least a little crush.”

			Vakarian waved a hand dismissively and picked up his goblet. “That’s ridiculous.”

			“Is it?” Zarel tilted his head. “Remember when we were training under Silendel?”

			Vakarian nodded. “Yes, and Torren had slight feelings for her but he never said anything.”

			“I’m not talking about Torren or Ransk.” Zarel stated. Vakarian cocked his head and fixed his friend with what he hoped was an earnest expression.

			“I admired her. She was in charge, focused, a good leader. Admiration is different from affection.” Vakarian finished and looked back to his drink. Zarel laughed.

			“Wow! How many times have you worked that over in your head? Are you actually believing it yet?”

			Zarel took another drink. Vakarian waited, allowing the murmur of surrounding conversation to fill the void. Silendel appeared in his thoughts. “Remember why you jump,” her motto long stuck into his mind, “and they’ll never be able to ground you.” He felt the trace of her hand on the side of his face.

			“Our bunks have been next to each other since day one. I heard you talk about the Redeemer. You told me about her visit in training.” Zarel hesitated. “Back when you had time for anything beyond the Dream.”

			Vakarian looked up. Zarel’s face was impossible to read.

			“Something on your mind, MP?”

			“You already know the answer to that.” his friend replied. “You’re the Dreamcatcher now. Silendel’s gone. You’re the top agent in this hive and, let’s be honest, one of the best out there.”

			“And?” Vakarian felt himself blushing again. He turned and took another drink. It was not like Zarel to be flattering.

			“And you’re not used to this.” Zarel’s voice had lost its mirth. “To losing, to being frustrated. You’ve always been able to see in the all-gray, always known which wind to follow.” He paused, but Vakarian could still feel the glow of his friend’s eyes. “No one in the hive is used to this, either,” he continued. “I know you’re the best, Dreamcatcher, but the best is not perfect.”

			Vakarian didn’t know what to say. He swished the ambrosia around in his goblet and stared at the ceiling. The lights of the mess hall hung down like the glowing orbs in the Infinity Room. The only difference was that, here, they were just lights. Vakarian squinted. He knew there must be cables or something holding them up, but he had never really looked until now. Funny…He couldn’t see anything.

			“You know, you and I have the exact opposite problem,” Zarel mused. He didn’t make eye contact this time, just spoke ahead into the empty bar space in front of him.

			“What’s that?” Vakarian asked, keeping his tone light.

			“You see the past so much that it blinds you to the present — to who is here now and to what is going on. I know how much Silendel’s leaving hurt you. She isn’t coming back.”

			“You don’t know that!” Vakarian hadn’t expected to snap, but his voice came out loud and harsh. He didn’t want to turn around, didn’t want to see the other dreamcatchers staring in their direction. He felt angry, but his shame rose even higher. He looked up at the wall, wishing he could see something that wasn’t there. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “You’re right. I — I know you’re right.”

			“Why don’t you let Fidel learn trapping?” Zarel’s voice interrupted. “She’s good. I know you know it. We need good agents.”

			Vakarian sighed. How was he still feeling this tired? He looked at his friend and saw the scars etched into his skin. Fidel’s bright face flashed before him, and suddenly, it too was covered in gashes.

			“Am I the best agent?” he asked, ignoring his friend’s most recent comments. Vakarian lowered his face and took a large swallow. “We had the same final scores coming out of recruitment, MP. The exact same scores. Third time out, you run into a night terror. Who knows…” he stopped, wishing he could read his friend’s expression. “Who knows what would have happened if things had been different. Today, I feel more lucky than talented. Luck will not help Tony.”

			Zarel looked away. “I was good,” he said. “But never a leader. Nothing would be different; I’d just be the most handsome agent in the hive. That’s all. Fidel would be too busy gushing over me to even notice you.”

			Vakarian hoped Zarel was smiling under the scarf. If his friend wanted to talk romance so badly, perhaps he wouldn’t mind it turned back at him.

			“What happened with you and Somar? Why did you two…” Vakarian looked for the right word. “Stop?”

			This time he had definitely pushed it. He might not be able to read Zarel’s face, but his friend’s body had gone rigid. Ambrosia was a natural relaxer, but evidently not powerful enough.

			“Sorry,” Vakarian added, trying to backtrack. “That’s not my business.”

			Zarel shook his head. He lowered his scarf and took a drink. Vakarian looked around. No one yet dared to make eye contact with him. He wished Ritch would make his way over but the mess hall attendant was far down the counter, talking with other agents.

			“Going to guess you heard all of it then?” Zarel’s voice brought Vakarian back. “In the corridor?”

			Lying was pointless. “Yeah…Sorry about that.”

			Zarel shrugged. “I’m probably being extraordinarily stupid,” he admitted. “Or, what is the right word? Proud — no. Vain!” His glowing eyes fixed Vakarian’s. “The Midnight Phantom, what a fitting child name that turned out to be.”

			“I don’t understand,” Vakarian confessed.

			“Opposite problem.” His friend shrugged again. The conversation was over, at least as far as the relationship with Somar was concerned. Vakarian looked again at Ritch. This time the attendant caught his gaze. Vakarian nodded slightly and Ritch began to make his way over.

			“Maybe you’re right about Fidel,” he conceded. He had known this, known it the whole time. Zarel tilted his head.

			“Maybe? Of course I’m right. Which part am I right about?”

			Vakarian sighed. He wasn’t prepared to admit everything right now. “The trapping.” He paused. “I don’t want to shelter her. The job is dangerous. We need good people. She is a part of this.” He stared into the counter and made out the barest reflection in his face. “And I am lost; it’s all gray to me right now. I can’t see to guide my sailor home.”

			Zarel nodded. “Wow, a real breakthrough. Been years since I’ve seen you this loose. Sure that’s your first bottle?”

			Vakarian faked a laugh at the sarcasm. “How often are you right?” he retorted.

			Zarel put a hand to his chest. “I am always right.” He turned to look back at the mess hall and Vakarian saw his yellow eyes widen. “And you can tell your protégé that right now.”

			Vakarian turned in his chair. Fidel was making her way, winding through the tables in an indirect line for the bar. She was grinning and waving something in her hand. It looked like a dark green cylinder. Vakarian recognized it instantly. She was very good. It was time for Duckie to join the team.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			 

			Fidel hadn’t known what to look for as she made her way down to the armory, a place she hadn’t been to since her weapons identification test. A bow — Vakarian’s request was clear in her head. He wanted a more powerful bow. She glanced instinctively down at her wrist. The crossbow wasn’t there — why would it be? Agents had no need of weapons in the hive. Still, despite only being a few jumps in, Fidel felt strangely naked without it strapped to her wrist.

			Vakarian had made a good choice. The weapon was compact yet powerful. Her shots pierced clear through every nightmare she had faced. The thought of it not being enough made her shudder. Just how strong were night terrors? What exactly was her mentor diving into?

			The arms master looked as she entered. Fidel thought for a second, trying to recall the name. A…something. Astex? No. Astor? She shook the thought from her head. The arms dealer laughed.

			“Assec,” she said calmly, nodding her red cloaked head. “My name is Assec.”

			“Oh — I,” Fidel stammered, her hands suddenly not knowing what to do with themselves. The hive is your family, Vakarian’s words chided the inside of her head. Know your family. “I’m sorry,” she finished with a stammer.

			The other woman laughed. “Forget it, fresh cloak.” She shook her head. “How long you been active, a week? No one comes to the armory unless they’re on special assignment and need something.” She gestured around at the cluttered shelves. “Not exactly the hub of excitement. We got everything except ambrosia.” She laughed again. “So, who sent you?”

			Fidel regained her composure. “Vakarian,” she stated. “He wants a bow. A bigger one… that’s more powerful.” Why couldn’t she ever just speak like an intelligent person? Assec nodded, stepping out from behind the counter she had been resting on.

			“Vakarian, huh?” The arms master made a mock sweeping gesture with her hands. “Must be important if the Dreamcatcher needs something. This for the night terror?”

			Fidel nodded. Assec looked thoughtful.

			“He didn’t specify anything beyond that? ‘A bow’ doesn’t do much in terms of narrowing down options.” Assec ran a finger across her lips. Was she thinking? Was that a thinking finger?

			The arms master shrugged and gestured to the shelves. “Have at it then.”

			Fidel blinked. “What?”

			Assec put her hands up and pointed. “Take. A. Look.” It was hard to tell if her voice was annoyed or mischievous. “If Dreamcatcher can’t be bothered to come himself, then he must trust your judgment.” She stopped and a strange look crossed her face. Fidel braced herself. Was this a test?

			“You wouldn’t be Duckie, by any chance?” Assec’s lip curled up. Word traveled fast around the hive if Fidel’s child name had already reached the armory. “The hive is family,” Vakarian’s voice repeated. Made sense. Fidel nodded. Assec sniggered again, this time it raised bumps on Fidel’s skin. “Of course you are!” The chuckle grew into a laugh. “I can’t believe Scuba was right. He is not going to be able to stop laughing!”

			Fidel didn’t know why, but the room seemed hotter somehow. Maybe it wasn’t the heat. She could only be sure on discomfort.

			“Am I missing something?” she asked, her mood sounding less formal than she had hoped. “Respect for your team!” The mental chide came in louder. “Especially those who have been here longer than you.” Right now, that was pretty much everybody. Fidel stammered through her thoughts, looking for something to add that would make it polite. Blank.

			Assec didn’t appear offended. On the contrary, she looked absolutely pleased with herself.

			“So, you’re the new recruit on Vakarian’s team,” she mused. “What’s it like jumping with Dreamcatcher?”

			Beyond fantastic, Fidel thought in her head. “It’s hard work,” she said out loud. “Vakarian sets a high example, but I’m happy to serve.”

			Assec was quiet for a moment. “I bet you are.” The arms master’s face went neutral before Fidel had time to think about what that comment had meant. “Tell me, fresh cloak, you have a child with acute hoplophobia who is suffering from Class II nightmare assaults. Name the ideal weapon class.”

			Fidel was taken aback by the question but rebounded quickly. “None,” she replied.

			Assec turned her head quizzically. “None. Against a Class II? Remember those can fly.”

			“None.” Fidel repeated. Had she been asked this question at exams, she would have felt more hesitation. As it was, Vakarian had been excellent when it came to probing and forecasting client personality. Assec barked a short laugh.

			“Half credit so far,” she mused. “Tell me why.”

			“Hoplophobia is a fear of weapons,” Fidel began. “Anything I bring in will immediately make me a threat. I would terrify the child more than the nightmare. That said, I would take extra tools, such a vibro-knife or something. Apart from that, I would use my environment. Flying Class IIs are usually kinda brittle if you hit ‘em in the right spot. Go for the joints.”

			Assec nodded. Fidel watched as the arms master regarded her silently.

			“I’m impressed. You sound almost as cocky as your teacher. None of the other new recruits got it right when I asked them. I don’t know if that says more about Vakarian as a teacher or you as a student.” She jerked her head back. “Bows are against that wall. There might be a couple of others misplaced around the shelves but, for the most part, that’s where I keep ‘em. Let me know if you have any questions.”

			Fidel nodded, grateful that the conversation was ending. Assec grinned and returned to her spot behind the counter. As Fidel watched, the arms master brought up a display in front of her. Even looking through it reversed, she could recognize the standard news layout. Every agent had access to it. It helped them to keep track of not only hive happenings but also current events across the colonies. It was always big news if an unoccupied hive had been discovered and bigger news if a land mass had been discovered. She turned her attention away, back to the armory.

			The last time she was down here, Fidel remembered being fooled. Walking in from the corridor, the armory didn’t look that impressive. Just a room with a lot packed shelves and a high ceiling. Once she was inside, however, Fidel found herself walking for what seemed like unnatural stretches of time before hitting an edge. The walls and pillars in the room turned out to be shelves in disguise. Weapon upon weapon stacked on top of each other. Some of them were tidy; others were heaped in mismatched piles.

			Vakarian had said it was a natural trick built in by whoever designed this place. Fidel wasn’t sure how she or he had done it. On a better day, she might have asked Assec, but there seemed to be something the arms master knew that she didn’t.

			Her footsteps made nearly inaudible thuds as she approached the back wall. Bows couldn’t be stacked like some of the other weapons. Most were hanging out in the open. Fidel spied a particularly fierce-looking one with jagged limbs. It was jet black, with crimson lines streaking the edges. To some agents, it must have presented an intimidating display. Fidel thought it was trying too hard.

			Her gaze turned to a smaller bow next to it. This one was a simple wooden color, like the kind she had been briefed could appear in client’s dreams. The string was the eye-catcher. As she watched, blue light danced up and down it.

			“Neat, huh?” Assec’s voice came from beside her. Fidel turned to see the arms dealer looking up from her display. “Supposedly that string was refined using the same ink as reader tattoos. Supposed to give each shot a little extra zap!” Her voice heightened on the final word.

			Fidel nodded and turned back to the wall. “Neat” may be the right word, but she doubted it was what she was looking for. She needed to find a bow for Vakarian. Fidel thought on the crossbow: compact, yet powerful. In her training, she had learned that size was usually a great hindrance when it came to weapon selection. Jumping through Inspiration could become even more dangerous with something bulky strapped to your body.

			To make matters worse, carrying a heavy weapon in the Dream also caused problems. The ideal agent was light and maneuverable; most nightmares didn’t sit still. She was going to guess that the night terror wasn’t slow, either. Vakarian would need something like his crossbow, but bigger. She spied several bows with quivers but quickly ruled them out.

			“What happens if the quiver gets knocked off?” Vakarian’s exact words rang in her ears.

			“You’re powerless.” Fidel whispered to herself. That was why the crossbow they used had bolts that could be wrapped around the arm. It lowered the chance of losing them. She needed something with a similar storage system. A bow like that wasn’t likely to be hanging on the wall. Her eyes lowered. There were shelves underneath the display. Bow limbs stuck out at odd angles, but there was also something else. Squatting down, Fidel could see dozens of long cylinders resting alongside the bows.

			She retrieved one and straightened up. The surface was smooth save for one button. Fidel held the object at arm’s length. Holding it straight up and down, her index finger rested perfectly against the small nub. She pushed it.

			In a muffled whoosh, a bow exploded out of both sides of the cylinder. Two nearly-straight limbs sprang out in either direction and Fidel suddenly found herself holding a good-sized bow. Her eyes spotted a coiled string at the top. As quickly as she could, she notched her weapon. This was more like it. If only…

			“How are the arrows stored on these?” Fidel called to Assec. The weapons master had been watching her.

			“You have options,” she responded, standing up and walking over. “There’s the standard quivers of course, as well as the compact ones. Then we also offer arrow belts that can be strapped around your body.”

			“Body,” Fidel repeated. “Can’t it be my arm or leg?”

			Assec chuckled and shook her head. “These aren’t the same as those itty bolts you use in your crossbow. We’ve been experimenting with collapsible arrow tech for years but…never flies straight. You strap a full-length shaft to your arm and it won’t be able to bend.” The weapons master held out a straight arm. “Not much use if you can’t move it. They hamper enough on the body.”

			Fidel nodded. That made sense. Still, arrows around the body shouldn’t create that much resistance. This was as close to an enlarged model of Vakarian’s choice as she thought she would find. Fidel hit the button again and the bow withdrew, the string snapping off in the process.

			“Easy!” Assec snapped. “Just because you’re Dreamcatcher’s favorite doesn’t mean you can break my stuff!”

			“I am so sorry!” Fidel squeaked. She really needed to work on sounding professional. She handed over the silver cylinder, feeling very small. Then a thought struck her. “I’m his favorite?”

			Assec sighed and shook her head, placing the cylinder back on the shelf. As Fidel watched, the other woman hunted along the wall, eyeing the rows carefully. After a moment Assec stopped and stooped. She fished out another cylinder, this one green.

			“Here,” she barked. “Bring this one to him. I think he’ll like it more.”

			Fidel took the cylinder and turned it over in her hand. It was slightly larger than the last one and sported initials above the button.

			“S. V.” She read it like a question and looked up at Assec. “What does it mean?”

			The arms master smiled at her. “Ask Dreamcatcher.” she said, before turning back to her counter. After a moment’s thought, the weapons master stopped. “Does he know what he’s doing?”

			“What?” Fidel was struck by the question. She had heard agents discussing Vakarian a lot recently on her trips to the mess hall. Ransk had originally been quite open on the subject, as well, before the confrontation in the hallway. Since then, he had barely mentioned it, although he seemed grumpier than usual — which was really saying something for him.

			“The Dreamcatcher,” Assec continued. “Do you agree with him? Not teaching the human a battle plan. It’s an awful risk, considering what happened last time.”

			Fidel felt anger swell up inside her. Who was Assec to question Vakarian? What could she even possibly understand about life outside the hive? She was no field agent.

			“Of course,” she stated, aware of how cold her voice sounded. “Thank you for the bow.”

			 

			 

			Fidel nearly jogged into the mess hall, excited both to see her mentor and to have some ambrosia. The Incubus Incident was keeping the whole team awake. She didn’t want to sleep, but her movements had definitely been getting slower. She needed a recharge before Vakarian found out and ordered her confined to quarters.

			Spying Vakarian sitting with Zarel at the counter, Fidel felt a grin crack her face. She hadn’t taken too long; they were still here. Now she could have a chance to sit and talk, instead of trying to get a word in when he was dealing with the rest of the squad. Zarel noticed her first, the pilot’s odd yellow eyes fixed on her. She couldn’t see his face, but he must have said something causing Vakarian to turn toward her.

			Waving the green cylinder in one arm, Fidel approached them. Her mentor did not smile often. During her recruitment process, he had made clear his feelings on open displays of affection.

			There are no more stunting words than the simple ‘good job.’ His voice echoed in her memory. What does it do for you? How do you learn from it? No one is perfect. Every performance can be evaluated and improved. Saying only ‘good job’ is as useless as saying nothing at all.

			To that effect, Vakarian had been strict and focused on picking apart the weaknesses of her performance. He was never cruel, however. Fidel felt that he was constructive criticism’s best representative. To see him smile like this now made her feel very accomplished. She must have picked the right weapon.

			“Duckie, pull up a chair!” Zarel called as she approached. “You’re just in time for some good news!”

			Fidel popped into the chair on the other side of Vakarian and turned to look at them. Her mentor had his head turned away from her at the moment. He must have been giving Zarel some kind of look. Fidel was about to ask what was going on when Ritch approached her. The mess hall attendant took a goblet from under the counter and filled it at the tap. Placing the ambrosia in front of her, he smiled.

			“There you are, Duckie. Still no scratches on the uniform, eh? Keep it up!” He smiled and gave her a nod before turning and refilling the other two goblets. Fidel opened her mouth but became aware that Vakarian was watching her. Rather, he was looking at the cylinder she had placed on the counter. Smiling, he picked it up and held it in both hands.

			“Where did you find this?” His face betrayed open curiosity. Fidel thought back to the look on Assec’s face. Vakarian had used this bow before. She thought about telling him her encounter with the weapons master but reconsidered.

			“A… Assec found it.” She just had been thinking about the name. How did she nearly forget it? “I was looking at collapsible bows and she said I should bring you this one. She said you’d know what those are.” Fidel pointed at the initials.

			Zarel had been drinking ambrosia but now his attention was focused on the object.

			“Wow, a relic that’s older than you! A rare sight these days.” He laughed through his scarf. “I figured that had been recycled.”

			Vakarian nodded, still smiling although now mainly to himself. Fidel watched as he looked up at her.

			“This bow belonged to my instructor, Silendel, the Dreamcatcher before me. She had it specially made. That’s her mark there.” He pointed to the S. “When I took my final weapons’ exam, I was allowed to use this bow. I shot eleven bull’s-eye targets in a row from the farthest distance. She was so pleased that she let me add my name to it.” His finger moved to the V. Vakarian smiled again.

			“When she left, I figured she must have taken this with her. Hard to believe she just left it behind.” Emotions that Fidel had never seen before were flickering across Vakarian’s face, fighting to show themselves.

			“This is nostalgic Vakarian, in case you were wondering,” Zarel commented. The words brought Vakarian back to the present. His eyes focused and he looked away from the bow. Turning first to Zarel and then back to her, Fidel could see that his smile remained.

			“Thank you for finding this,” he said politely. “It will be perfect.”

			Fidel grinned, “Now you just need to find Incubus again!” The excitement was evident in her voice. Vakarian nodded but raised an eyebrow, before starting instead to shake his head.

			“No, I need more information. I still don’t know for sure why it’s after the boy.” His voice was level.

			“Why do you need to know that before you kill it?” Fidel asked.

			“You tell me,” Vakarian instructed. Fidel watched as he turned back briefly to Zarel. While she couldn’t be sure, she could swear the pilot had just rolled his eyes. She thought hard, feeling her tongue creep to the edge of her mouth.

			“Well…” she spoke as her mind pieced the information. “If night terrors aren’t like we first thought, if they’re organized…then…” Realization. “Another one will come.”

			“Maybe.” Vakarian continued. “But an important maybe. To our knowledge, night terrors have never repeatedly plagued a human being before. That said, they’ve also never persistently attacked a human adult before, let alone one that was in the same family. If Incubus is the first in a line of night terrors after this boy, well, we need a plan.”

			“Besides,” Zarel interjected, “we’re still not ready for trapping procedures.” His voice sounded strange, like he wasn’t saying the correct words, or at least, not the words he had wanted to say. Fidel debated giving the pilot a look, but decided against it. She didn’t want him to think she was staring. If her mentor had heard him, he gave no sign. Vakarian’s brow furrowed as he slouched over his goblet.

			“What I need is a way to get more information without putting Tony in danger,” he whispered. Now he was definitely talking to himself. “If only I knew what it wanted, if only there was some way to draw it out…”

			“Inspiration is not exactly the best place for a chat.” Zarel observed. “It’s not you who Incubus is after.” Fidel could never tell when he was being serious.

			Vakarian seemed to be taking it as actual advice. “I’m not entirely sure about that, either,” he mused. “It called me Dreamcatcher…”

			“We’re all called dreamcatchers.” Zarel pointed out. “You’re not that famous.”

			Fidel fought back a laugh. Vakarian cracked a smile. “Only one way to find out,” he said, before looking at the bow again. Then, once more his eyes focused and he passed the cylinder back into Fidel’s hands. “Here, you should give it a try. I know bows weren’t your primary weapon, but it never hurts to practice.” He stood and started moving away from the counter.

			“We’re up, Phantom. I need a damsel pod.” He turned and looked Zarel in the eye. “Know a good pilot?”

			“Figured you couldn’t relax more than twenty minutes.” Zarel chuckled, also getting to his feet. “I’ll prep the Lapitus. Anywhere in particular we’re going?”

			“Into the past. I have a theory.” Vakarian commented. He started to turn away but stopped, and instead looked at Fidel. She felt herself stiffen. Important things were happening and she had not been forgotten. Maybe she was becoming more a part of the team.

			“Any tears?” he asked. “Any scratches?”

			“Not since we talked in retrieval!” She chuckled. Vakarian’s eyes widened a moment and a cracked grin broke his face briefly before vanishing.

			“Right… Well, Duckie, I want you to hang around here. Torren, Ransk, and Vilida should be down soon. The four of you can get started. Tell Kosm you have my permission.”

			Vakarian turned and took a step before Zarel caught his arm. Fidel hadn’t realized how quick he could be.

			“You’re doing it again. She’s not a mind reader you know. Maybe a couple more words?” The hooded pilot shook his head in frustration. Dreamcatcher nodded, and Fidel felt something building inside of her. This was it.

			“Trapping,” Vakarian said simply. “You’re on the team. I need you ready.”

			Fidel sat up straight and beamed.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			 

			Dr. Randall Reevis had been only Randy when Vakarian had first met him. Back then, Randy had been too sizes past thin. A second child trapped in the shadow of his older sister, growing up in a family that honestly could not properly afford him. The boy’s human doctors had diagnosed him with depression, meaning Vakarian had dealt with nightmare after nightmare of worthlessness, shame, and despair. That was many years ago. Now Vakarian found himself standing in what could only be Randy’s office. He let himself smile.

			It was a welcoming room. The only light filtered in through drawn shades. A leather chair sat against one corner, large enough for two people to sit comfortably in. Ferns lined two of the other corners, and Vakarian spotted several small smoothed stones decorating a table in the middle. This didn’t look like most of the doctor’s offices he had visited in dreams. Only adults working in the field of mental health ever tried his hard to make people feel welcome.

			Randy, Randall — Vakarian’s mind tried to correct — sat in a considerably less happy-looking chair, bent over a desk. Vakarian watched as his former client busily wrote away, unaware that only scribbles reached the page. Humans never could write in a dream, at least not words they could understand. Vakarian shifted, causing the floor under his feet to creak. The back of Randy’s head rose.

			“I don’t have an appointment today. I’m late for dinner.” His voice sounded blank and distant. Vakarian cocked an eyebrow. Must have just fallen asleep. If he really was late for dinner, that implied napping. Good, he didn’t want to keep Randy here any longer than he had to.

			His former client spun in his chair. Even dressed as he was, Vakarian still didn’t think he looked old enough to be a doctor.

			“You — I, I… I know you.” The man who was Dr. Reevis became Randy again, at least in his face. “I know you but I’m sorry. I’ve plum forgotten your name! So many faces come in here. Too many I guess.”

			Vakarian nodded, not surprised Randy had forgotten him. Human years were shorter than nefiri years, and nearly eight of those had passed. The boy had become a man, and a doctor. Why, when last they had met, Vakarian had still be called by his original child name.

			“It’s all right,” he addressed Randy warmly. “I am called Dreamcatcher, remember?” He had considered using his original name, but it was better to leave the past where it belonged. Randy wouldn’t remember it anyway.

			“Oh right. I didn’t have an appointment with you today! I would have remembered that.” The doctor’s hands absentmindedly danced back to his desk, looking for papers. As Vakarian watched, he scooped several up. “Let’s see here…Maybe I missed it. More likely Lee forgot to write it down. High schoolers have great energy…too much in fact. If only they had half the sense to go with it.” Randy’s eyes looked lazily at the papers, seeing none of the scribbles. After a few moments, he lowered them. “Nothing, remind me to chastise that boy next payday.”

			Vakarian let himself smile. The thought of Randy having the confidence to reprimand anyone was a new but welcome idea. The small boy with wide eyes hadn’t had the strength to talk back to his cat, let alone another human being.

			“Mind if I sit?” Vakarian gestured to the leather chair. Randy’s eyes followed his hand and he nodded.

			“Oh, yeah yeah! Of course! Sorry I don’t have your notes ready. Just give me one second — er, take a seat and I’ll be right with you.” Randy rose and pushed himself away from the desk. He brushed past Vakarian and headed out a door that had been behind him. In the normal world, that door probably led to a hallway or some area where Randy kept his files. Here, mystery lay beyond. The Dream never had set edges.

			Sliding into the chair, Vakarian felt instantly more comfortable. Humans really did know how to make their world pleasing. Maybe luxuries like this existed in the colonies. If they did, Vakarian could not remember. He had been very young when he took the transport out to the hive to begin his career. Very young, and not nearly as attentive.

			Focus, Dreamcatcher! Silendel’s voice poached into his mind. You have a job to do and not much time to do it. Leisure is left to the blue cloaks!

			That had been one of the many mantras, and one Vakarian had never found wholly fair. Everyone at the hive worked diligently. In all his time there, he counted Bourkessel and Somar among two of the most dedicated nefiri he knew. Still, his mentor’s main point was a good one. Randy wouldn’t understand; he wasn’t a lucid like Tony. Vakarian had to do his best to let his former client know that he was bait.

			“No, nothing. Found a sandwich though. Sorry it’s only the one. I’ll split it with you if you like.” Randy had returned, waving what looked like chicken salad in one hand. The man was obviously hungry. In different circumstances, Vakarian would have taken him up on the offer.

			“Randy,” he leaned forward in the chair, taking a second to enjoy how the fabric moved with him. Fabric might have been the wrong word, considering it was made from some kind of animal skin, or at least a similar substance. “No sandwich for me right now. Also, don’t worry about the paperwork; I don’t have an appointment.”

			“Oh, so it’s a personal visit then.” His former client seated himself. “Then why are you in the comfy chair?”

			Vakarian shrugged.

			“You just said: it’s comfy.”

			“Uh huh.” Randy wheeled his chair around. “So, what’s up, Dreamcatcher? What can I do for you?”

			Vakarian made a show of looking at the smooth stones. Now that he was seated, the entirety of the room appeared to stretch before him. It was in dull, reassuring color, the kind of tan that invited a nap. No sign of purple anywhere, not yet. Maybe his idea wouldn’t work. He turned his head. The wall by the door, the wall he had initially had his back to, was now to his right. Numerous pictures hung on nails. He recognized Randy in one with a woman and two small children. It had been a while.

			“I’m sorry to do this to you but I need to use this office. I’m expecting someone, well, hoping someone will drop by.” Vakarian was careful to keep his voice light. He didn’t want his former client alarmed. Randy looked unfazed, his eyes still distant. Most humans were highly susceptive in the dream state. Any emotion he expressed would be picked up on.

			“Ah, so I’m being shanghaied, am I?” Randy chuckled. “Who is this person? A friend of yours?”

			“Sadly not,” Vakarian breathed. “But it — he — isn’t here yet. Tell me, Randy, how have you been? It’s been some time to say the least.”

			Randy sniggered in his seat and waved his hands in the air.

			“Time flies and so on, so forth. All that nonsense people say. Can you imagine if it went as slowly as they wanted?” He fixed Vakarian with a mischievous eye. “Whaaaaaat aaaaaa loooooooong tiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiime eeeeeeveeeryyyyythiiiiing woooouuuuuld taaaaake.” He chortled at his own joke. Vakarian wasn’t sure if he’d done it on purpose or if time had just slowed down in the dream. Both were possible. If it wasn’t intentional, his old client didn’t seem disturbed by it.

			“Really it’s quite good, all things considered. I’m married now, two kids. I even have my own practice!” Randy flung his arms around, as if to take in the whole room and display it proudly across his shoulders. “Well, only a third mine, but who cares. Ten more years, I’ll have it all! Be my name and my name only on the sign. Then we’ll see who’s late for dinner!” Randy’s last comment clearly made sense in his subconscious mind, but Vakarian could only nod along. As he watched, Randy took a satisfied bite out of his sandwich. “So how ‘bout you? Met a nice girl or fella? Did you get your own cooking show? See any wild chicken this side of the river?” Again, it must have made sense in his head.

			“I keep busy. You’re right. Time does fly.” As he responded, Vakarian had to strain his voice to keep it friendly. One of the smooth stones had flashed several colors before settling on a grotesque shade of violet. As he watched, the rock bent and twisted into a curved hook sitting on an otherwise cheerful table. If he moved to snatch it away, Randy might notice. Better to keep him distracted. “That’s amazing to hear about the family! No one deserves it more.”

			“What does deserving got to do with it?” Randy shrugged his shoulders. “I see people all the time who have done nothing to deserve anything ‘cept be born to wrong folks, or go to the wrong church, or just have the wrong brain. If people don’t deserve the bad, they can’t deserve the good, either. Like sour dough deserving mayonnaise.” Randy reached a hand to one of the papers on his desk. “Last girl I saw today, before you came in, was barely old enough to read. Tell me why she deserves to feel sad when her mom doesn’t come home at night?”

			Vakarian looked up, distracted temporarily from the purpling stones. Focus on what matters; that was why Silendel had chosen him.

			“She feels like she deserves it?” he asked.

			Randy nodded, shaking his head almost immediately after. “Do you know what the toughest thing is?” he asked. Before Vakarian could respond, he went on. “Convincing a child they’re wrong about their family. You see, to a kid, parents are like the great gods from Olympus or wherever on high you want. They come down and bring order, joy, punishment: everything in a child’s life. And they’re supposed to. Like making a pie — if any ingredient is missing, well then, that’s a pie that doesn’t taste as it should. But the child never understands. They think, if there’s an ingredient missing, it’s their fault, or that’s just how the pie tastes. Mommy and Daddy, or Mommy and Mommy, in this case, can’t be blamed for anything. They’re too perfect.” Randy sighed and rubbed the sandwich against his face. Vakarian watched as the food simply vanished into nothingness. This was important, important enough for Randy’s mind to shift focus, even if it had kept a food simile.

			“I know what you mean,” Vakarian said at last. Randy looked up. His former client smiled, and Vakarian felt a pain as the wall behind the man turned deep lavender. Keeping his eyes on Randy, Vakarian moved his hands. He switched the bolt selection on his crossbow from regular to paralyzing — the one thing not designed for night terrors or nightmares. It was meant as an emergency tranquilizer for dreamers in danger of harming themselves or agents. Since it was considered unethical to fully test, humans being a sentient species, Vakarian hoped that it worked.

			“You got kids?” Randy asked, leaning forward in his chair.

			“A lot.” Vakarian could no longer meet the other’s eyes. “I have many children, just none of my own. It’s not really part of the job.”

			“Can’t put work before everything,” Randy responded immediately. “Boss will throw you out soon as they can get someone cheaper. What happy relationship does that?”

			“You might have a point,” Vakarian conceded. “Unless work is the relationship. I’m sorry, by the way. This shouldn’t hurt. You won’t remember anything…I hope.” He watched as Randy’s glassy expression furrowed its brows.

			“What are you talking about? Gosh, it’s getting hot in here. Need to tell Lee to order that fan and a birthday cake.”

			Vakarian didn’t respond. A string hanging down from a ceiling fan fell into his vision. The dark shape above no longer looked like a ceiling fan. He kept his eyes straight ahead. Purple slime dripped down the string, and two dangling legs twitched into his vision. This was it. The plan worked. First things first, Randy needed to be protected.

			Vakarian shot his old client neatly in the leg, not even bothering to raise his arm from his lap. Randy’s body froze. There was nothing, no reaction, no ability to fight against it. The chemical used plunged the consciousness deeper, out of sync with the Dream, but not enough to completely sever the connection. He didn’t know much about this other land, only that humans referred to it as R.E.M. He could only imagine what was there. They never remembered, once that journey began. If Randy recollected any of this dream at a later date, Vakarian prayed his mind would erase the ending. He looked up.

			Tony’s body spun lazily from the ceiling fan, purple blood dripping from its eyes and the corner of its mouth. Vakarian rose. The body smiled an unnatural grin.

			“Visiting an adult human, what an unusual thing,” Incubus hissed. More ooze dripped from its mouth, splattering against the wooden floor by Vakarian’s feet. “Are your strokes so broad that you’ve forgotten your noble purpose? Or did you want to see how the below world lived? Switching your color, Dreamcatcher?”

			“I wanted to talk.” Vakarian kept his voice steady. “I wanted to see if we could reach an agreement.”

			The slits that were Incubus’ eyes narrowed before bloating out from the skull.

			“A bargain? Don’t lie to me, Dreamcatcher. This is an obvious ploy, one that is all within the lines and lacking any real imagination.” Tony’s body fell to the floor. As Vakarian watched, it stretched itself up again, taller than Tony could ever be. It met his face. “Blind, blind and lost in darkness far worse than my own. Is it a light you’re after, or just a steady hand?”

			Vakarian fought down the urge to gag. He figured the lie would be pointless, but better to try anyway. “You’re right,” he admitted, doing his best not to blink. “I just wanted to talk. To tell you to give it up…Crawl back into whatever pores of the Dream hatched you. I’m giving you the chance to walk away.” Lie mixed with truth, not a tactic he had ever had to employ before. Incubus tilted its head. Maybe it still wasn’t enough. “And I want to know why you killed Davide Rodriggi.”

			That was enough. Incubus’ head lolled to one side and a painful sound came as it straightened up.

			“I don’t kill anything except for your kind, Dreamcatcher!” The hiss flecked bits of ooze against Vakarian’s face. “I drank his soul. The dreamers have such sweet taste. You should know. Your kind retches it from them, just like mine does. Reflections in the mirror, stroke for stroke.”

			“My kind does not terrify them until their subconscious breaks. Humans can’t sleep in the presence of night terrors. Their bodies break down and they make mistakes. That boy lost his father because of what you did!”

			“And so what if it is true? If you looked at my sky, you would know how little that boy or his spawner mattered. They are but drops apart. Only together do they form — ” Incubus stopped suddenly and flung one of Tony’s arms at Vakarian.

			Rolling, he dodged the strike, a smile coming to his lips. A mistake! Clearly the night terror had said more than it intended to. As Vakarian watched, Incubus snarled and recoiled, stretching and winding Tony’s body like a snake. For the briefest second, Vakarian tore his eyes away from the sight to check Randy’s face. No sign of awareness, no sign of terror.

			“So, they do matter to you.” Vakarian breathed, staying on his feet should Incubus attack again. “Little drops? How could a monster like you be threatened by a child?” He readied himself, but Incubus did not strike. Instead it remained coiled on the floor, its head regarding him with a fierce look.

			“It is not only I who is threatened! I am just the only one with sense to act, Dreamcatcher! As in the beginning, as ever was. Your race is blind while my kind traces lines across the heavens! I have seen the tapestry of ages.”

			Vakarian knew enough to recognize fanatical tones in any voice. Thankfully, it appeared that every species shared some similarities when it came to psychology. Incubus was insane. Its ramblings would be analyzed by the best researchers available. Charra would likely give her left arm to be one of them. All Vakarian needed to know now for sure was that it was alone. Incubus smiled again and Vakarian felt the warmth leave the room.

			“You shudder at me, Dreamcatcher. I repulse you. You think me some wretched, broken thing beneath reason. You think my strokes random, like so many scribblers you have slain.” Tony’s elongated neck waved back and forth. “But it is not so. Ours are the hands of master strokes. It is only time, and writings of liars, that have divided us. Look at this human!” Tony’s remaining hand gestured towards Randy. “You used him callously. You do not care that you turned his oh-so-important slumber to your end. We are the same. Abandon the boy, I wish you no ill. I bit at your bait so that we could have this conversation. You are my brother, Dreamcatcher. Brother need no longer kill brother.”

			Vakarian felt the stubs of hair rise under his hood. Whatever other delusions Incubus had, it seemed to feel that they were related. No, it could not be and was not possible. Vakarian watched the creature bob on the floor and several emotions flittered across his mind. His fists clenched. With swift fingers, he switched the bolt selection back to its default state. If Incubus noticed, it gave no sign.

			“That boy?” Vakarian repeated. “That boy whose flesh you claw at, like you’re trying to claim it as your own? That boy has a name. He has a name and desires and feelings and he deserves — ” Vakarian flicked his attention to Randy for a brief moment. “He should have the opportunity to live his life without you interfering. That boy is Tony and he is more terrifying than you, Incubus. Next time we meet, he will end you.”

			Vakarian aimed his crossbow. Incubus recoiled and through a backward glance at Randy.

			“You know so much of nothing,” it hissed. “You fumble in your empty sky while mine swims with color. I know more than you can imagine, Va-kar-i-an.”

			Vakarian’s finger stopped a fraction of an inch away from the crossbow release. He stared at the night terror, willing something, anything, to come to his mouth, a reason to justify his hanging jaw.

			“Prepare your little Nightstalker, get your band together. Scribble at me. It will be your end. Yours and…Duckie’s.” Tony’s teeth fell out as Incubus stretched the impossible grin wider. “I’ll be waiting.”

			Tony’s leg reared up like a tail and Vakarian found himself sitting in a retrieval chamber. He did not move for some time. A word turned over and over in his head, one that he was sure he knew. Nightstalker...What was the Nightstalker?

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			 

			Tony was on a boat. Well, now that he thought about it, adults would probably call this a ship. He never knew how to tell the two apart. What made a ship and what made a boat? It was probably something he would learn when he was older, like in high school. Of course, maybe this wasn’t a boat or a ship. Did older boats have their own name?

			The vessel he was on was made of wood and had a tall mast sticking up in the middle. Tony recognized it as the way they used to build ships back before cars and electricity were invented. He couldn’t remember how he had gotten here, although he remembered seeing a picture of this type of boat on the wall when he was out with his mom. Maybe he had gotten lost in the painting? It didn’t feel like he was imagining though. Waves kicked up high and he watched as water spilled onto the deck.

			“Excuse me, sir.” A sailor brushed passed him, hurriedly tying down a rope to the railing. Tony looked harder. Not a random sailor at all. It was Mr. Pepper, the school janitor. Tony didn’t think it was his fault for not recognizing the grown up immediately. He had never seen Mr. Pepper in a sailor outfit before. He also didn’t think the custodian had an anchor tattoo on his arm. Mr. Pepper didn’t seem to recognize him, either. After finishing with one rope, he hastily began another.

			Tony looked away, toward the front of the boat. Sun shone in, but he didn’t have to cover his face. With a flash, the island of sesame beef appeared in his mind. On cue, Tony watched it rise out of the water on the port side. He was dreaming.

			Now it made sense. With a laugh, Tony ran to the bow. He always wanted to go on a ship, but he didn’t live very close to water. He had heard of this place up north, Battleship Cove. No matter how much he asked, his mom never said okay.

			It’s too far. Her voice rang out over the water.

			Squinting, Tony could make out the outline of two battleships off in the distance, sun glinting off of their cannons. He wondered if there were sailors on that ship who also looked like people from his school.

			“A fine sight, isn’t it, lad?” came a soft voice from behind him. Turning around, Tony saw a tall, slender man dressed in a fine black suit. The man had black hair that came all the way down past his ears. Despite the fact Tony had never met this person before, he recognized him instantly. Pictures of this man had been on the dinosaur special he had watched before bed, the one narrated by a crocodile.

			“You’re Gideon Mantell.” Tony smiled. “You discovered the Iguanodon!” Mantell wasn’t dressed at all like he had been in the video. The Gideon Mantell — the actor, Tony corrected himself — had been wearing dirtier pants and had had a long jacket on. The grime made sense since he was digging in the mud half the time. That had been where he had discovered Iguanodon teeth. As the man nodded, Tony watched a long black jacket creep over his shoulders and settle over him like a feather touching down. Patches of dried mud plopped onto his pants, too, as if his knees had just come from wet earth. Was he really doing all this just by thinking it?

			“Well, I discovered teeth!” Gideon professed proudly. “But I have never heard of any Iguanodon sir. They might be, I suppose. Good old Mr. Buckland seemed to think they belonged to the common rhinoceros. I should like to do my homework more on the matter before I make an embarrassment of myself. Did you do your homework?”

			Tony nodded, shrugging the question away. Of course he had done his homework. He always did his homework. He had spent one whole hour on the internet looking up his new vocabulary terms.

			“I am very…studious,” Tony answered proudly. “And my ability to use my knowledge is paralleled. No! Unparalleled!” He put up a finger as he corrected himself. A spray of water covered the ship-boat, the ocean having unexpectedly burst upward a good ten feet in the air. Tony lowered his hand; he might have to be careful in here.

			“But they’re not rhinoceros. There’s no rhinos in England,” Tony pointed out. “They’re dinosaur teeth.”

			Mantell looked apprehensive. “Dinosaur teeth? You mean those giant lizards I’ve been discovering recently? Oh no, this will make nine! How many kinds of monsters were there, do you think?”

			“Monsters.” The ocean flashed purple as Tony repeated the word. He put it out of his mind. “They weren’t monsters and they weren’t lizards, either.”

			“Pish posh,” Gideon replied confidently. “They had to be lizards, boy. What else could they have been?”

			“Well,” Tony began. “This won’t be discovered for years and years after your time, but we think dinosaurs are more closely related to birds now.”

			This made Gideon laugh, and Tony could feel himself start to blush. He had imagined Mr. Mantell acting much more curious than this. This man sounded as dismissive as every know-it-all adult he had ever met. As he watched, he wondered if he could make the mud change colors on the paleontologist’s pants. He thought yellow and, without a blink, the splotches turned golden. Now who looked funny?

			“Birds, my dear boy! What fuss have you been learning?” Mantell appeared unaware of his newly-colored wardrobe. “Why next you’ll be saying they had feathers. No, no, if those teeth do belong to a dinosaur, I can assure you it is some kind of prehistoric lizard.”

			Tony could feel his face furrowing to argue.

			“You can make him agree with you whenever you want,” Dreamcatcher’s voice deflated the argument in Tony’s gut.

			The boy spun around. His friend was leaning against the other railing of the ship, watching the sailors work. Dreamcatcher was smiling; he appeared to be quite enjoying the ride. Tony thought that the gray skin around his eyes looked darker than usual. It reminded him of his mom at dinner time.

			Two gray swells broke the surface of the water before gurgling into foam.

			“Dreamcatcher!” Tony exclaimed happily. “I’m happy to see you. Wait, what are you doing here?” Overhead, the sky twitched several different colors. Dreamcatcher quickly held up a hand.

			“Nothing is wrong, I assure you. See?” He pulled out the small box Tony had seen before. He watched as every color flashed green. “This time we’re sure,” Dreamcatcher added. “It’s just you and me here. Well, and that fellow, too.” He gestured at Gideon. “Figured it was time to do some more dream training.”

			Tony tilted his head. While he appreciated Dreamcatcher’s help, he wasn’t sure how he could get stronger. His green-cloaked friend had already told him that he could change things with just a thought. At the end of the day, though, he’d still just be Tony…little Macaroni Rodriggi.

			“Macaroni!” Jeremy’s voice exploded like a thunderclap off the side of the ship. Tony watched as Dreamcatcher detached himself from the railing and went into a crouch.

			“Hey, it’s okay,” he began. “I’m sorry about what happened last time. I never meant to let that creature grab you. I want to make sure it doesn’t happen again, okay?”

			Tony nodded. He tried his best to smile, but a thought kept him from doing so.

			“I thought you said I was in charge here,” he protested. “How could it do that? One second I was safe with you, the next I was in my bed — alone.” Tony hadn’t meant to sound angry but he spit the last word out at his friend. Storm clouds rapidly rolled in over the water. Dreamcatcher saw this and Tony watched as a pained expression sank onto his features.

			“I know,” he replied. “I am so sorry. It was my fault for not telling you all of that creature’s tricks. But that’s what they are, Tony. That monster feeds off terror; he loves it as much as you love candy.”

			Tony meant to laugh, but a scoff escaped his lips. Everyone loved candy, well everyone in his class. If a monster loved hurting him as much as he loved candy, then Tony felt like they were in trouble. A light sprinkle started to fall, and this time it had nothing to do with the surf.

			“It needs you to be afraid, Tony. It needs you to be upset. Without your terror, it has nothing to eat. It will starve.”

			The sky quieted as Tony thought this through. “I can kill it by being brave?” The idea formed strength as he spoke it. Dreamcatcher nodded. Turning it over in his head, Tony looked up at the sky. He wasn’t scared now. He thought this, thought it loud and clear, and watched as the sun regained its dominance in the sky. His friend looked up, the faintest of smiles dancing across his face.

			“Wow,” Dreamcatcher said. Tony felt his eyebrows lift. The smile solidified itself on his friend’s face. “You have a gift, Tony. I’ve never seen anyone with such a natural control of their emotions. It is an incredibly difficult thing to do, especially given where we are.”

			“And where exactly are we? What makes it harder about doing it out in the ocean?” As he watched, Vakarian waved a hand.

			“I don’t mean this,” he gestured at the water. “I mean this!” Dreamcatcher threw both arms out and made a wide circle. “All of this is within you, within your mind. From what I’ve seen of humans, most of them don’t know their own selves so well. Like your argument with this fellow,” Dreamcatcher pointed at Gideon. “If you wanted him to agree with you, you just had to think it.”

			Tony thought for a moment.

			“So,” he began, feeling the words creeping from his mouth uncertainly. “You mean that I wanted to argue with him?”

			Dreamcatcher nodded.

			“At least part of you did,” he replied. Tony felt his friend place a hand on his shoulder. “There’s a lot going on inside of you, Tony. If you were aware how much…you would never think yourself weak.”

			“But other kids beat me up! And the girls in my class laugh at me!” Tony’s protest was out of his mouth before he knew it. Dreamcatcher nodded, but movement past him caught Tony’s eye. Several of the sailors had transformed. They were no longer the emotionless faces of adults. Tony recognized Amy Perry. Her face was normally pretty, except when she looked at him. That scowl he had come to recognize was plastered across her features. It affected everything, even her bright blond hair seemed darker. Amy was a popular kid. The popular kids never had anything nice to say.

			Next to her was Tara. Tony felt an odd feeling inside him, like sinking in his chest. Tara and Tony, that’s what his parents used to say. The two of them had been so close growing up. They lived only a couple of houses away from each other. Then when school began, Tara became part of the softball team. Tony had wanted to as well, but they didn’t let boys play on the softball team. He had been forced to play baseball. Tony would have preferred softball with Tara. Her dark skin glistened in the sun and her eyes burned with that familiar fire. Tara always wanted to do something both fun and dangerous. After she had all new friends on the softball team, Tony felt she never had time for him anymore.

			The last face was…Jeremy Fitz.

			“Hey, Macaroni!” he called again, this time owning his voice. “Nice boat-ship you got here. What’s a matter, never heard of a motor?” Tara and Ashley laughed beside him. Tony took a step back.

			“Good one, Jeremy!” Amy’s face was as taunting as her words.

			Dreamcatcher rose and turned to face the three newcomers. Tony watched as his eyes narrowed. He was happy he at least had one friend here. He hoped Dreamcatcher would stay on his side. But the green cloaked man didn’t look overly angry, or worried. Instead his brow furrowed. He was clearly thinking about something. Tony just wondered what.

			“I’m surprised to see you here, Tara,” he spoke at last. Tony felt his jaw drop a little. How did Dreamcatcher know Tara? Did he visit her dreams, too?

			“Why?” If Tara was surprised by Dreamcatcher’s recognition of her, her face didn’t show it. She shrugged lazily. “Why would I want to hang out with him? Have you seen all my friends on the softball team?”

			Just as Tony had been thinking. He was right; she wanted nothing to do with him. Jeremy took a step forward and the other two followed. Instinctively, Tony took a step towards the edge of the boat. He hoped they weren’t going to force him off. Dreamcatcher’s hand was back on his shoulder.

			“Tony,” he spoke in a soft whisper, “when you went to nature camp and Tara didn’t… Did you stop being her friend?”

			Branches sprouted from the mast and Tony watched as the sail molded into a sudden pine. His trip to nature camp — he had loved that place. It was one of the first times where he really got along with people who weren’t his family, and who weren’t counselors, either. Tony remembered thinking that the only way it could have been better was if Tara was there, but her parents wouldn’t let her go.

			“No,” he answered simply. “I missed her.”

			“But did that stop you from having fun with other kids? From having other friends?” Dreamcatcher asked gently. Tony bit down softly on his lip.

			“No,” he answered again. “I wanted to have fun.”

			“Maybe that’s how Tara felt about softball,” Dreamcatcher’s tone remained soft, but Tony felt something click. He looked at Tara, at the fire in her eyes. It flickered out like it had been doused by water. He was the one who had stopped talking to her.

			“But why — ” Tony began.

			“You are not weak, not here and not when you’re awake. I know you’re worth at least one friend.” Dreamcatcher winked a gray eye at him and Tony felt himself smile. That sinking feeling rose in his chest and grew hotter.

			“Tara,” he called. “Would you like to steer the boat?”

			Her face brightened and he saw her smile at him. Tony couldn’t remember the last time she had done that.

			“Can I?” she asked. “I’ve always wanted to!”

			Tony nodded and Tara laughed. She practically skipped up the deck toward the wheel, her braids bouncing off the back of her head as she hopped. As he watched, Jeremy and Ashley exchanged glances. Jeremy didn’t look as calm as he usually did. In fact, he looked smaller. Tony couldn’t believe it but then he remembered: just a thought.

			So he thought, and Jeremy and Ashley shrunk. Tony didn’t resist the urge to giggle. They both looked tiny, so small and weak. Now who was in charge? Tony took a step forward, raising his feet in a deliberate stomp. Beside him, he could feel his friend tense up.

			“What are you doing?” Dreamcatcher asked. Tony had been about to take a second stomp toward the tiny twosome. They were cowering, holding each other on the deck of the ship.

			“I’m going to crush them!” he answered, his voice shaking slightly. Dreamcatcher stepped up alongside him.

			“Why?” his friend asked. The gentle tone was still there.

			Tony expected to answer in a calm voice. His tears genuinely surprised him. Water hit his shoulder, and, looking up, he could see that he wasn’t the only one crying. The clouds had not returned but clear water fell from clear skies. Looking back down, Tony felt better about it. At least here he could make something else feel sorry for him.

			“Cause they’re always trying to squash me,” he croaked. “Now who’s the limp noodle?”

			“It’s okay,” Dreamcatcher whispered. He crossed over between Tony and the two bullies. “Tony, look at me. It’s not your fault that they pick on you.”

			“Yes it is,” he sobbed, the tears no longer that shocking. “I’m different from everybody else. It’s not my fault that I don’t like to play baseball!” A ball soared over his head, followed by cheering. “I wish I did! I wish I was normal and didn’t like science and dinosaurs!”

			“What’s wrong with liking dinosaurs?” Gideon’s voice broke in. Tony had forgotten he was there. “I quite enjoy them myself.”

			“No one likes you!” Tony screamed. Gideon drew back. Tony thought about shrinking him, too, but decided against it. “Everyone made fun of the video in class today. I was the only one who liked it.”

			Jeers echoed across the sky. They seemed to turn into clouds. As Tony watched, the thick, dark storm appeared to be reforming.

			“I only heard Jeremy’s voice,” Dreamcatcher commented. He had remained in front of Tony’s vision. “Did everyone make fun of the movie or was it just Jeremy?”

			Tony felt the tears stop flowing. He thought for a moment.

			“Just Jeremy I think,” he responded finally. Dreamcatcher nodded. He didn’t look surprised. Then his friend turned to look at the shrunken, trembling bully.

			“Jeremy doesn’t do well on tests, does he?”

			Again, Tony fought surprise. He coughed.

			“No.”

			“So maybe Jeremy doesn’t like science…in the same way you don’t like baseball.” Dreamcatcher spoke slowly, as if he were considering each word. Tony felt himself lowering his foot.

			“But science is so fun,” he protested. “There’s so many plants and animals and parts of the body and planets. It is like a universe in everything! Baseball is stupid, you just have to swing a stick and catch a ball.”  He felt another sob take him. “And I can’t even do that!”

			Dreamcatcher nodded in agreement.

			“You’re very smart,” he answered. Tony fought the small surge of pride. “Your strength lies in science, his doesn’t.” Dreamcatcher jerked a hand behind him. “That doesn’t make one of you wrong or right, it just makes you different. People handle different things in different ways.” He shrugged. “Jeremy gets scared when he doesn’t know something, so he makes fun of it.”

			“He makes fun of something that scares him?” Tony felt himself wavering, like he was balancing on a thin wire. He had never thought that Jeremy could get scared. Then something else struck him. “But everybody has to take science, he doesn’t have a choice.”

			Dreamcatcher practically beamed at him.

			“Exactly,” he mused again. “Jeremy is confronting something in his life that he can’t control, at a pace he is uncomfortable with. I’m sure that is a feeling you have felt before.”

			“All the time.” The sorrow of his memories with his dad echoed across his mind, but Tony drowned it out. He felt he was already fighting enough. Dreamcatcher’s beaming had its pride, but Tony saw the pain in it, too, like he knew what Tony was going through.

			“That’s something you have in common,” he whispered. “Sometimes people hurt us, but that doesn’t mean it’s our fault. Life throws far more complications than any enemy.”

			Sunlight defeated the clouds. Tony wiped his face and looked at Jeremy and Ashley. They looked as frightened as he felt when he was at recess…but they were frightened of him. Being a bully was mean. He hated every time they did it. It always made him feel the way they looked. Tony didn’t want to be a bully.

			“Thanks,” he said again. Then he blinked. The boat-ship and everyone on it was gone. In fact, the entire ocean seemed to have drained away. He and Dreamcatcher were standing on the top of a mountain. Little bushes and saplings surrounded them. As Tony watched, a breeze gently caressed the leaves. Puffy white clouds drifted by lazily in the sunlight, adding variety to an otherwise blue sky.

			Tony blinked again. “Where are we?” he asked.

			Dreamcatcher looked around. Tony watched his friend step gingerly to the mountain top’s edge and look down. “High,” he answered. “High enough for everything to look like…” there was a pause. “Ants.”

			The sunlight beat down brightly. Tony shook his head to adjust his vision. “I brought us here?”

			Dreamcatcher turned and smiled. “It’s a beautiful spot. Do you recognize it?”

			Tony shook his head. He had gone hiking before with his parents and brother but never anywhere like this. He didn’t think there were even mountains this tall near his house. The only time he had ever seen anything this high was when he watched a show talking about Mt. Everest and the Himalayas but those were supposed to have snow, and plants couldn’t live up there.

			Tony squinted, putting up a hand to block the sun. Maybe they weren’t quite as high as Everest. He could tell if the stupid sun wasn’t so bright. It made everything so impossible to make out. Even Dreamcatcher was getting hard to see.

			“You’re waking up,” his friend said simply. “We’ll fly another day.”

			At least Tony thought he heard those words. It was hard to remember clearly as he found himself in his bed. The morning sun was shining directly in his face.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			 

			Fidel was in the hangar well before she had to be. While the massive room was never deserted, she couldn’t see anyone else from her team. They were all waiting to greet Vakarian in the bounce-back center. Normally she would be, too, but after her shuttle had touched down, she couldn’t bring herself to leave the spot. Trapping. She would begin practicing trapping maneuvers today.

			The hangar was the only place in the hive where this was possible. Vakarian had told her that trapping took place in Inspiration. He had called it “the most dangerous idea in the most dangerous place.” Fidel thought to her limited experience with the everstorm. She felt a small shudder of agreement. The problem was that trapping could not occur anywhere else. Multiple agents could not enter the Dream without seriously destabilizing it. Night terrors had to be spotted and run down while they were still gliding.

			“We should have called them vultures.” Fidel remembered Ransk’s night terror comments as they kept watch over Vakarian’s client’s dream state. “Would be a more fitting name.”

			The fact that anything could live outside a damsel pod in Inspiration seemed insane. Fidel knew of the Omen, but she had never seen them. Apparently, their activity was currently far more likely in the southern hemisphere lokas. Every senior agent had at least one story with the Omen, and there were several theories as to where they came from.

			“The readings tell us that Omen were creatures who escaped their dream,” Torren had informed her during one of their classes. “The Inspiration drove them mad. Their hands became as wings and their heads stretched their necks in a vain attempt to escape the tortured form of their bodies… When the work was done, nothing of their former selves remained.”

			Fidel knew that Vakarian and Charra did not agree with the readings much, and this was one area where the two often became vocal. While Charra felt the Omen were a misunderstood race, Vakarian dismissed them entirely.

			“The human world has all manner of creatures simply existing. Why shouldn’t Inspiration have one as well? Sometimes bats are just bats.”

			Regardless, Omen avoidance was a part of the trapping procedure, with usually two agents hanging back in case the beasts appeared.

			Fidel turned her attention to a large cabinet built into the hangar wall. Assec kept it stocked with basic trapping equipment. There were the net guns, the nets themselves, the stabilizers, the stabilizer straps, and retractable vibro blades. The blades were the only piece of equipment not essential for the procedure. They were simply a tool for protection, more for Omen than for night terrors, although those had been known to attack, as well. Vakarian had told her this wasn’t likely. He held that night terrors could only glide in Inspiration, not fully fly.

			This made sense to Fidel, although she wished she could see one to study its movement. There was no recorded video of a trapping procedure. Inspiration interference made it impossible. All written records, however, had described the night terrors as bulky and defensive, trying largely to avoid the agents while staying afloat until they reached their target.

			“Inspiration is where they are weakest,” Vakarian had told her. “It may be the closest thing to an opportune time to strike.”

			Fidel had unconsciously made her way over to the cabinet. She felt heat in her cheeks and hoped she wasn’t being watched. She never understood why she did this. In class, everything came naturally to her. On the mission, her mind was clear and focused as the cockpit glass of a damsel pod. Whenever she had down time, though, who knew? Another agent could be talking to her and it wouldn’t stop her thoughts from wandering away. Her mother had said her mind was like one of the first explorers in the Nether, always ready to get away from where it was at the first opportunity for freedom. Fidel bit her lip and looked down. At least the cabinet wasn’t a bad place to wait.

			Tucked at the very edge of the hangar, she was not likely to be in anyone’s way. While at least several shuttles were always in the process of landing or taking off, there was no damsel pod compartment near here. Pilots tended to be in or stay near their ships, and field agents rarely walked around without a purpose. Make a direct line for your ship and take off — that was what they were all told on day one. There was never a time when multiple things weren’t happening at once in the hangar, except for trapping procedure.

			“Duckie, why am I not surprised to find you down here?” Zarel interrupted her thoughts, and Fidel felt herself begin to scramble for a response. The pilot was regarding her a short distance away. His voice sounded welcoming but his face remained impassive.

			“It’s my first day.” The words tumbled from her mouth. How did other people make this look so easy? Zarel nodded at her words. His face turned away to his damsel pod, the Lapitus.

			“Word of advice, try not to slam into her when the gravity is shut off. These things are even harder than you realize.” He raised a knuckle and rapped it against the ship. “I did my first time out. Took Kessel half a week to get my back right.”

			Fidel felt herself nodding. Turning off the gravity was the reason the hangar had to fully shut down during trapping. All the damsel pods, save two, had to be strapped down so they wouldn’t drift across the vast open space. In the real thing, four pods would be used, but Inspiration was larger than the hangar.

			“Are you flying with us?” Fidel asked. Zarel turned his blazing yellow eyes back to her and nodded.

			“Who else? That way if anything goes wrong, Vakarian will have someone familiar to blame.” Again, his voice sounded cheerful. “I swear, he would clone me for this if he could.”

			Fidel found the joke funny, but not enough to crack more than a small smile. If Zarel was offended, he didn’t show it. Then again, she wouldn’t know if he had.

			“But there have to be two pilots,” she insisted. “So, who’s the other?”

			“Manzia,” Zarel answered simply. “She’s worked with Vilida for years and seems to know what she’s doing. Something about having the best training record of any pilot…I don’t know. I’ve heard she lacks imagination.” His eyes sparkled. “But you’ll never be safer than with her. Unless, of course, you’re with me.”

			Fidel thought she saw Zarel wink. The pilot slid his hand onto a panel, causing the door of the damsel pod to slide open. Instead of pulling himself up, however, he waved a hand past the ship. Fidel guessed they were no longer alone. Well, not that they had ever been alone-alone. Vakarian and the others must have arrived. She was abruptly aware that her tongue was poking out and withdrew it at once.

			“Hello, gang, nice to see you’re in one piece,” Zarel exclaimed as the rest of the team came into view. Vakarian walked with Vilida and Ransk on one side and Torren on the other. The woman following a couple steps behind them must have been Manzia. Fidel tilted her head, and felt her eyes widen. Manzia still wore the yellow of a female agent, but her cloak was gone. Most agents would never think of giving up any part of the uniform, even if they no longer jumped. To be seen without your cloak in public was considered taboo.

			If Manzia cared, she didn’t show it. Her eyes were wide but focused. She seemed to be seeing everything in the hangar. Without the cloak over her head, her black hair streamed out onto her shoulders. Fidel had half-expected it to be nearly completely shaven, as her own hair was. Strange that Manzia would let it fall normally.

			“You look so worried about me,” Vakarian’s response brought Fidel back.

			“Hey, I figured the top agent in the hive could handle a nine-year old., Zarel answered with a shrug. As Fidel watched, Vakarian stopped and shook his head.

			“This is some nine-year old,” he responded, his voice portraying none of the humor it had seconds ago. “I honestly don’t know what he won’t be able to do, at least in the Dream.”

			“Do you think he will be able to kill the night terror?” Torren asked bluntly. Ransk scoffed.

			“Not without help, I’m betting. He’s only known he’s a lucid what, five days?”

			“That’s how long we’ve known,” Vakarian commented, not breaking stride. He stopped just in front of Fidel and offered a tired smile. “I see you’re ready to begin?”

			Fighting the heat radiating to her cheeks, Fidel nodded. Vakarian shook his head wearily and, for a brief flash, he looked decades her senior.

			“Right, well Tony isn’t killing anything unless we can trap Incubus properly. I’ve already signaled Kosm to close the hangar. We’re beginning in a moment. Everyone, stabilizers on.”

			Fidel turned and clicked open the cabinet. Both doors swung open and it didn’t take her long to spot the straps. The stabilizers themselves currently only resembled small gray discs with black rings on them. Fidel secured the straps about her waist and hooked them over her shoulders. Around her, the other agents did the same. She noticed that none of them did it like it was second nature, even Vakarian. This wasn’t something that happened every day.

			“Don’t worry about activation.” Even though Vakarian spoke in a tone loud enough for everyone to hear, Fidel felt the words were for her. “Once the sensors detect the absence of normal gravity, the stabilizers will elongate themselves. Everyone secure?” He paused for a moment and looked up, causing Fidel to dart her eyes down.

			“Ready for duty,” Torren responded, his voice sounding even deeper than usual in the open space.

			“Just one last click.” Ransk sounded as though one of his straps was giving him trouble. Looking up might mean that she knew how to fix it, so Fidel kept her gaze where it was. “Got it! Apparently one of the new recruits in Lower Squad C can do this in under ten seconds. You hear about this, boss?”

			“I did not.” Vakarian’s answer did not invite further clarification. If Vilida was giving any signal, it was only a nod or a shake. “Duckie? How we doing?” Now she had to look up. Fidel brought her face to a quick grin. That seemed to be enough for him.

			“Right, net guns next. They should fit right into the hooks on your shoulder straps.” Again, Fidel felt that his words were just for her. Reaching into the locker, she selected the first weapon, a net gun. These small cylinders used microbursts of energy to propel the nets out of the barrel. Sadly, they didn’t have the best range, but she knew that they could not increase the charge. It had nothing to do with the net guns themselves, they could take it fine. Inspiration, however, appeared to react strongly to large energy signatures. Damsel pods had to be specially designed with dampening equipment not to attract every flash in the everstorm. She clicked the left gun into place.

			Symmetry was also important in Inspiration. In order to glide through the incredible wind, resistance had to be as low as possible. Fidel had read that early trapping attempts had agents carrying three guns. While the added net ammo was theoretically helpful, the teams had all been unsuccessful. There was no way to lock a central gun in place. Fidel finished clicking on her right-hand weapon.

			“Team, to the hangar bay!” Vakarian’s voice was a prompt bark. Evidently, she had been the last one ready.

			They walked in silence into the middle of the hangar. Fidel was amazed at how quickly it had emptied. All the damsel pods were tucked away into their respective alcoves. She could make out the clasps where the landing gear had been secured into the floor. Behind her, the sound of simultaneous twin engines ripped through the large room. Zarel and Manzia must be in their vehicles.

			She stopped. Everyone else had already turned around. Fidel felt a flash of panic before her eyes took in the formation. Vakarian was in the front middle, Ransk was several paces to his left, and Vilida was the same number to the right. Front three, back two — standard trapping formation. Torren stood roughly three paces behind, in the space between Vakarian and Vilida. She had to be in between her mentor and Ransk. She had covered the barebones of trapping with Vakarian in training and she felt confident. With a smart step, Fidel brought herself in line. A moment passed.

			“When gravity goes, child,” Torren began, “don’t fight it. Let yourself drift with the current. Everything will be taken care of.”

			Fidel nodded. She wished Torren would stop calling her that. It just felt so low. Children were the frightened creatures she jumped to protect. To label her as one of them was beyond dismissive. Perhaps this was one of the reasons Torren had never been given squad command, despite his extensive service record. Fidel guessed she wasn’t the first new agent to dislike his patronizing nicknames.

			“Kosm?” Vakarian called out. “Can you hear me?” His words echoed through the empty room.

			Fidel chanced a glance up. Above them, the static barrier covered the opening. During normal operation, damsel pods drifted up and out through the massive hole and into the Nether. The entry shield was tinted but transparent. Fidel could see the clouds above drifting leisurely in the sky, although now they appeared a dark blue.

			“All set, Dreamcatcher.” Kosm’s response crackled. He was speaking over the hive’s intercom.

			“On my mark,” Vakarian spoke. His voice was calm and flat; Fidel focused on it. “Seven, six, five, four, three, two, one — gravity disabled.”

			Fidel felt nothing. She actually felt nothing. No pull of the ground, no awareness under her feet, no orientation in her spine. Her body simply drifted up, as if she were no more than another cloud in the world above. Her first impulse was to panic, but she fought that down easily. Instead, Fidel tipped herself forward, making her body parallel to the floor. A loud snap made her look down.

			She had fastened the two stabilizers to her body correctly. One was secured to the center of her back and the other nestled snug in the middle of her chest. Now, without the normal conditions of gravity, the gray discs had elongated into two poles. As she watched, a spark of energy ran the length of the antenna. The stabilizers not only made gliding possible, they also protected against the flashes in Inspiration. Were one of her children to see her now, Fidel was sure she would be labeled a lightning rod.

			With no gravity, Fidel merely hung above the floor.

			“Fans coming online in seven, six, five, four, three, two, one — team, brace yourselves and extend cloaks!” Vakarian’s last words became a shout as a new noise joined the damsel pods. The hangar had fans built into every wall, floor, and ceiling to help simulate the winds of Inspiration. Fidel’s sense of calm was immediately shattered as she became buffeted by the raging gale.

			Feeling her body being thrown back towards the far wall, the only direction currently not unleashing its own torrent, Fidel stuck her arms out. Her cloak caught instantly and the normally soft material went rigid. She knew this was the stabilizers, part of the current they maintained around her body. Now she was flying — or rather riding against the wind.

			But it wasn’t perfect. The minds at R&D had done their best, but extending the cloak still required her hands. This, in part, was what made trapping so dangerous. The night terror wasn’t the only occupied flyer. No one had full access to their arms in inspiration. Even the net guns had to be activated by use of remote trigger. The vibro blades were a different matter altogether. Any agent placed in charge of protection during trapping needed to learn the art of Inspiration vibro fighting, also known as air dancing. Fidel had studied several books but still didn’t understand how it was done. All she knew was that it involved fast reflexes, calm mind, and an above-average ability to maintain balance.

			Then again, maybe acrobatics weren’t so difficult in Inspiration. Fidel twirled in place, letting the wind pass over her body. It felt strange to have herself in such complete dependence upon an external force. Still, there was a rush to it. Fidel twisted again and let herself smile. This was actually kind of fun, even if the wind kept her from settling easily. Who would want to?

			“Duckie, fall in formation!” Vakarian’s voice remained powerful over the noise. Fidel snapped into focus. Vakarian, Ransk, and Vilida were all gliding smoothly ahead of her. With the first three covering below, that meant she had to be above. Fidel cursed under her breath. If this meant she had to suffer through another “child” line from Torren… She turned her arms up and felt the current slip under her. She rose through the air until she was level with Torren. Thankfully, the other agent appeared concentrated on himself.

			“Okay, team, brace for damsel pod interference!” Vakarian roared. Fidel noticed that he hadn’t turned to make sure she was in position. Either that meant he trusted her or he needed his concentration elsewhere. Regardless, she would not be caught out of position again.

			Fidel readied herself and allowed her arms to move in a slight sway. This drifted her body through the air. She had heard it was better to keep from being set; it made you harder to hit. The roar of the damsel pods erupted over the wind and Fidel watched as the Lapitus and a ship she didn’t recognize headed straight at them. Manzia and Zarel were not going at full speed but they weren’t going slow, either.

			Within the span of two breaths, the pods had zipped through the formation. Fidel spun her arms, taking her body in a series of barrel roles up and to the right. The room spun and she felt a brief flash of nausea. Then, remembering the importance of keeping formation, Fidel rolled back. The formation had to be ready to break and reform within half a moment.

			As she spun into formation, her stomach didn’t stop. Fidel shook her head to try to regain her composure. The room shook in her eyes. Was anyone else having this problem? All faces were snapped forward around her. Perhaps that helped. She brought her head up and locked her neck in place. It actually did make things a little better, at least the hangar wasn’t spinning so much anymore.

			“Duckie! Look out!” This time Vilida was the one who yelled. Fidel felt her eyes widen, then she heard it — the roar of the damsel pod engines. They were coming back through, this time from the rear. Fidel spun, but it was too late. Her foot collided hard with cold metal and pain shot through her body. The contact also sent her spinning and Fidel instantly brought her arms in.

			Better to drop than be spun out and broken. She hit the ground with a hard thud, thankfully landing on her side. At least that meant the stabilizers weren’t damaged…that’s what she hoped, anyway. The roar of the fans died down around her and she opened her eyes in time to see her team drift down into a landing. The gravity was back on.

			She watched as Vakarian straightened up before touching down. His stabilizers slid back into their container effortlessly. Around him, the other three agents did the same. They made it look so easy.

			Fidel expected fury, and Vilida did not look happy. Everyone else, however…  She tilted her head, still not daring to move from her spot on the ground.

			“She’s in one piece,” Ransk observed. “Didn’t even knock her boots off. Not bad, fresh cloak.”

			Fidel lifted her head. The room spun wildly and she returned to the floor quickly. She needed another minute. Vakarian had crossed closest to her and knelt down.

			“Sorry,” she whispered. “I got distracted.” To her surprise, he smiled.

			“I know,” he answered. “It happens to everybody. We weren’t expecting you to be different.”

			Fidel felt her face contort in surprise.

			“You knew I was going to get hit?”

			Vakarian nodded. “The sensation of gliding gets to everyone. We used to explain it, but it never seemed to matter. Silendel taught me it was just one of those things you learned on the job. Everyone gets hit the first time. That’s why the damsel pods were going so slowly.”

			That was slow? Fidel felt herself nod. At least she hadn’t badly screwed up. She still felt embarrassed. Vakarian appeared to be checking her leg.

			“Do we need to call Kessel?” Torren asked from where he stood. Her mentor shook his head.

			“No, I’m sure he has at least fifteen better things to do, and I’d rather not hear them today. She just has a bruise.” Vakarian’s face focused on hers. “How’s the nausea? Can you lift your head yet?”

			Fidel tried again, this time more slowly. The edges of the room wavered, but the floor remained in its proper spot. She gently extended her hands and pushed herself up. Vakarian rose with her and offered a hand. Looking away, Fidel accepted it. She also tried her best not to react to his touch on her shoulders as she steadied her feet.

			Her foot hurt but not much. The heat was returning to her face.

			“You really knew I was going to get hit?” Now she was able to look Vakarian in the eye.

			“I know you’re good, but are you really that good?” he asked, his tone coy.

			Fidel instantly felt even more foolish. What did normal nefiri say in these situations? What did humans say? She’d take anything at this point. Her mind felt as empty as the hangar, although maybe that was just the nausea.

			“Trapping is a big deal,” Vakarian said softly. “Everyone gets overwhelmed, even if you are ready for it. And everyone gets hit the first time up. Can you walk?”

			By this time, Zarel and Manzia had exited their pods and come over to investigate. Fidel caught Zarel’s burning eyes.

			“Warned you,” he stated.

			Doing her best to ignore him, Fidel took a step forward. Then another. The pain in her foot grew as she pressed down but it did not explode. She tested another few steps. While it throbbed with the initial sting, her discomfort dulled with each step.

			“If she’s still breathing,” Vilida began. “Can we get back to work?”

			Fidel thought she heard Ransk snicker. Her mentor merely nodded.

			“Arm up,” Vakarian stated. “We’re going again.” He started to walk away, before looking at the pilots. “You two, fast this time.”

			Fidel followed, feeling her eyes grow unnaturally wide. Fast?

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			 

			“We are the same. Abandon the boy. I wish you no ill. I bit at your bait so that we could have this talk. You are my brother, Dreamcatcher. Brother need no longer kill brother.”

			“Pause,” Vakarian stated. The dialogue halted. A static image of Incubus’ profile loomed in front of him. It looked even more grotesque in the glowing light of the Infinity Room. As he watched, one of the balls of light drifted through it, and the night terror’s face was temporarily obscured. He couldn’t say he minded.

			Leaning back in his chair, Vakarian allowed himself much needed time to think. Trapping procedure had ended a short time ago, and he hoped his teammates were enjoying some down time in their quarters. He would have loved some himself, but Charra was insisting on speaking with him. That and he had to listen to this recording again.

			What Incubus said had to be madness — the idea of the two of them sharing a common history. Vakarian studied the glowing purple eyes sealed away in a wash of blackness. Night terrors were shape shifters; every piece of knowledge the nefiri possessed supported this fact. In his mind, no nefiri in history had ever possessed even a similar ability. And yet, Incubus spoke with calmness. More than that, there was a patronizing tone, as if it were explaining something incredibly stupid that every child should be able to understand.

			“I seek information,” he spoke calmly to the room. “Specifically, on night terror history.”

			The two orbs that had been spinning the image of Incubus in front of him broke off and drifted away. Vakarian watched as two others floated in lazily. They engaged in a soft orbit, spinning fast and faster until the familiar flash of light erupted between them. As the brightness dimmed, no image formed. Instead, a simple phrase materialized.

			PLEASE SPECIFY FURTHER

			Vakarian loved how polite Emur had made the system. Well, actually, he didn’t know for certain that it was the old man, but he liked to think that it was.

			“Uhm,” he thought for a moment. “I seek information specifically on night terror origin.”

			The words faded as the two orbs reversed their spin. This time a painted image flashed into focus. A massive, well-muscled agent appeared, his green cloak billowing out behind him. The face was hardened, but this didn’t stop the determination from shining through. The illusion showed this agent plunging what looked like a trident into a mass of inky blackness. Vakarian had seen the image before: Demoinis, the founder of the dreamcatcher order.

			“Reader texts put the origin of the night terror shortly after the fall of Lilith,” the two orbs practically sang out. Vakarian had always found their tone a little too pleasant and, again, suspected Emur of having a hand in it. He missed the wanted posters. At least those were quiet.

			“And lo, as if up from the slime itself, there came creatures. And the nightmare had found its sire, and the dreamcatchers had found their enemy. From the death of Lilith, the night terror entered the world.”

			This came from Beginnings, Vakarian mused to himself. A nice collection of stories but not really what he was looking for. It was all myth, a fable of lost love and romance designed to entertain a population while enlightening them with basic morals. Lilith had dived into a Spirit Well on the mistake of the original Redeemer, Romaniuk. The two believed that the key to sustainable energy lay at the Wells’ source.

			Demoinis had been horrified when he found out and had dived down to save his beloved, only to find her lost to a world of shadows and slime below. Charming tale. but impossible. In the thousands of years since, no agent had been able to dive deep enough into the Well to find anything, save for more of the swirling energy. If there was a bottom, nefiri could not reach it with any technology that existed today, much less back then.

			Far more likely that Lilith simply drowned, and Demoinis had been unable to recover her body.

			“I seek information…” Vakarian cut the orbs off. “…on the documented origin of night terrors.” He thought for a moment. “Or just origin non-reader related.” He hoped he hadn’t confused the system.

			The two orbs wavered, and he watched as a third bobbed innocently into their mix. This time, all three globes spun around an invisible center in unison. As Vakarian watched, several words flickered into being.

			NIGHT TERROR ORIGIN UNKNOWN

			SEVERAL THEORIES IN EXISTENCE

			Vakarian waved a hand dismissively. Whatever theories had existed, he was going to guess that the information revealed by the case shattered nearly every one of them. How could they know so little of night terrors? Leaning back in his chair, his eyes drifted down to his leg. The scar of his wound was invisible now to everyone except him. With all that had been going on, he sometimes forgot how close he had come to dying, from a poison that he had unknowingly discovered. It was insane, to know so little about something so dangerous. He would have to petition Central after the case was finished. The colonies had to be notified, and resources needed to be made available for research. Stroking his chin, he sighed. Wherever that research started…

			Time to change tactics.

			“I seek information,” he spoke, “specifically on any relationship between night terror and family-related attacks.” While it wasn’t much to go on, maybe he could find something the others had missed. While he was unlikely to find primary matches, perhaps cousins had been targeted by the same night terror before — or second cousins or third. Perhaps he was just wasting his time. Still, Incubus’ targeting of Tony and his father was beyond suspicious.

			FOUND: ONE MATCH

			He leaned forward in his chair. Could he be this lucky?

			“Show me,” he whispered. The words faded and Vakarian felt his spirits plummet. The purple ooze of Incubus swam into view, accompanied by pictures of Tony and his father. Of course he wasn’t.

			“Night Terror, Incubus, attacked two confirmed lucids. Lucid one: Davide Rodriggi — deceased. Case closed. Lucid two: Anthony Rodriggi — alive. Case open. Dreamcatcher Vakarian in charge of investigation.”

			“End session,” the words fell out of Vakarian’s mouth as he stared at the image. The light of the room flickered and vanished. Sitting in the dark, he let the reality of what he had just heard hit him. Lucid. Davide Rodriggi had been a lucid as well. Suddenly Incubus’ meaning was clear. “The line of lucids.” Vakarian had just assumed it to mean all lucids since that was where night terrors focused their attacks. How had he not seen this information before?

			A motive! Incubus had a motive besides insanity. It didn’t change the creature’s zealot nature, but it did help Vakarian form a new theory. Some nefiri believed the Book of Demoinis as truth, despite the obvious use of metaphor. If night terrors possessed a similar belief structure, it was entirely possible that one could take it too far. It also explained why this kind of thing hadn’t happened before. If there was some kind of “communal” document, most night terrors must take a more relaxed approach to it.

			Nightstalker, Incubus had also mentioned Nightstalker. Vakarian had heard the term before somewhere. Given the night terror’s zealotry, he wouldn’t be surprised to find that the word was also from the Book of Demoinis. Vakarian sat forward, ready to speak, when another voice cut him off.

			“Sorry to disturb you,” Emur’s rasp was slightly distorted with static, “but you have two visitors waiting out here who say it’s urgent.”

			It had to be, otherwise the archives master wouldn’t have interrupted him. He supposed he could postpone his search long enough for a conversation. Groaning, Vakarian straightened in his chair. He cracked his neck absent-mindedly and rolled his shoulders. He needed sleep. Ambrosia by itself wasn’t going to cut it anymore.

			Half-stumbling, he ambled to the door. It slid open, revealing three figures in the room beyond. Emur he had expected, but one of the other two surprised him. The figure was tall, draped in a cloak of orange. The bright fabric offset the darkness about a perpetually stern face. Vakarian recognized the intrinsic design of dark ink etched into his arms: a reader, one whose life occupation was to interpret the Book of Demoinis. There was a reader visiting his hive. Of course there was. Vakarian wanted to smack himself in the forehead. One came every month. Had he been so wrapped up to not know?

			The other figure was Charra. At his emergence, her face brightened. She looked impatient and annoyingly energetic. Vakarian had to tell someone his discovery but he would have preferred Zarel or Fidel.

			“There you are!” she hissed, the words rushing to escape her mouth. “Finally, you realize you’re not the only one in the hive! Some of us also have work to do.” Her words were cold but there was an excited edge to her voice. Vakarian recognized it. Charra was just bursting to tell him something.

			“I needed to consult the Infinity Room,” he replied automatically. “Old man, thanks for your time.” He nodded to Emur as he spoke. The archives master looked rattled. but returned the gesture. Vakarian didn’t blame him. Wasn’t every day that a reader came down to visit. He turned back to Charra.

			“I discovered something too.” He wasn’t as excited as she was, but it was still a piece of the puzzle. “Now that the archives’ personal records appear to be finally working.” This time he shot a cocked eyebrow at Emur. The old man looked indignant.

			“Keeping track of this much data isn’t as straightforward as falling out of a ship,” he snapped. “There’s art to my science that I wouldn’t expect you to appreciate. Certain information takes priority. The record of an adult human is not that information.”

			“An adult human who used to be a lucid.” Vakarian snapped back harder than he had meant to. Emur had opened his mouth to speak but faltered. Charra, however, perked right up. The reader didn’t appear to know how to react. His face remained set.

			“The boy’s father was a lucid, as well?” Charra’s eyes darted to the sides as her mind turned over the new information. “Yes, that makes sense!”.

			A sudden thought struck Vakarian.

			“I want all the files on adult humans brought up to speed, and run the check again. If any other night terror besides Incubus has targeted a family we need to know as soon as possible.” How could they have been so stupid? By devaluing human lives once they reached maturity, a hole had effectively been left in the records. While he hoped to label Incubus’ actions as the result of some lone insanity, he needed to know for sure.

			“At once, Dreamcatcher.” If Emur was feeling annoyed at being so embarrassed, he wasn’t showing it. The old man had started to trace unseen lines on his desk. What exactly he was doing, Vakarian didn’t know. There were few agents on the hive more driven, however. If there was any kind of link or recurring night terror behavior, Emur would find it.

			“I don’t believe I’ve had the honor.” Vakarian turned to the reader, nodding his head in a sign of respect. Readers were highly regarded in nefiri culture. Even though he was not a firm believer, Vakarian still had admiration for any who would dedicate their lives to a cause. In his mind, readers and dreamcatchers were not particularly different. He noticed that the reader’s tattoos formed what looked like spiders. Spiders that, on inspection, were shooting snakes up his arms. He raised an eyebrow involuntarily.

			“I am Reader Nyrell,” the orange cloak bowed in greeting. Not all readers would return the customary gesture, especially to the Dreamcatcher who had not greeted them upon arrival. Vakarian felt a sudden tinge of gratitude.

			“Shall we talk outside?” Vakarian asked, getting the impression that Emur would work more efficiently if not disturbed. The old man loved the sanctity of his archives and was likely far more used to working alone.

			Reader Nyrell bowed again, but Charra was already out in the hall. By the time all three were gathered in the corridor, she was practically bouncing.

			“Okay,” Vakarian began, allowing one last relaxed breath to escape his body, “what’s your discovery?”

			“I figured it out!” Charra beamed. Her bouncing intensified. Vakarian felt himself give a blank stare. Charra must have picked up on this, as she sighed in a very exasperated tone. “About the boy! I know why the night terror is after him!”

			“Why?” Vakarian asked. He looked at Reader Nyrell. What was he doing here exactly?

			“Well, you know how it knows us?” Charra began. “Like it knows about the hive, our titles… even your name?” Her eyes bugled as she stated the last bit.

			Vakarian nodded.

			“Well, how could it know?” she asked, waving her arms around. “How? They can’t fly as high as the Nether, at least not that we’ve ever seen — so it’s not like it came up here and spied on us.” Charra continued to bounce. “That theory isn’t likely. No, the obvious answer is their telepathic ability. We already knew about that — the way they read the dreamer’s mind to scare them! It must be able to do the same to us! They must always have!” Charra exclaimed this last part loudly.

			Vakarian had the feeling that there was going to be a new theory added to the Infinity Room soon, and a very proud Charra strutting the halls.

			“Okay,” he said, trying to keep his voice level enough to balance her out. “But how does that explain Tony?”

			“Think about it!” Charra was losing patience. “What’s the one thing every dreamcatcher agent knows?”

			“Basic training,” he replied automatically. Charra scowled. She rolled her eyes as if she were lecturing a child. He fought back aggravation.

			“The other thing,” she hissed again, before bringing a finger to her lips. “Although that would help explain why night terrors are so dangerous to fight.”

			Vakarian had to agree with her there. When combating a night terror, it always seemed that they were a step ahead. Her theory would explain that. Vakarian scratched at his leg absently. Combat and procedure was the common blood of the hive, if they knew anything else… “The Code of Demoinis,” he answered, as the obviousness of it dawned on him.

			Charra beamed and threw a hand in his direction. “Exactly,” she cried. “We’re made to memorize it as kids. And not just the Code. Everything! Every story, every bit of the Book there is. We hear it all. Some we remember, some we don’t.”

			“Okay,” Vakarian continued. He was understanding now, and his thoughts in the Infinity Room were starting to make more sense. Night terrors didn’t need their own faith if they could read the minds of others. He looked to Reader Nyrell. “Do the readings say anything regarding night terrors and lucids?”

			Reader Nyrell nodded.

			“It is not a particularly popular story,” he admitted. His face brightened considerably when he spoke. “Part of the Beginnings that most people tune out or only hear a couple of times. It concerns a prophecy foretold by Lilith, shortly before she met her demise in the slimes below the Dream. It proposes an apocalypse of our world.”

			Vakarian nodded. It made sense now why he didn’t remember it. From what he understood, human beings were always fascinated by stories of apocalypse and death. It was one of the largest psychological differences he could point to between their races. He simply did not see the point on focusing on, or even caring about, the end. Life was a journey, not a destination. The humans had stolen that saying from the nefiri. There was no point worrying about the edge when it wasn’t in sight.

			“And the life will flow from every dreamer, and our skies will rise, and our cities with them.” Reader Nyrell quoted from memory. “But as in life,” he continued, “no world lasts. There will be among the dreamers, lucids. Their power will sustain us, their life will preserve us, and their existence will doom us. For the lucid will do what nightmare cannot, and so will come the Nightstalker, the lucid born of lucids: heir to their line. And in its coming, the Inspiration will quiet, and nefiri will know what it means to dream. The hives will fall from the Nether and lost Oracle will be found. So, too, will pass the end of all known things. Oracle will return to them, and all lines of explorers will return home.”

			“We don’t take the readings to be facts,” Charra cut off the reader. Vakarian noticed the flash of sadness in Nyrell’s eyes. While he agreed with Charra, he wished she was less curt in her expression. “But imagine if you did…Imagine if you were a night terror and heard that.”

			Vakarian thought for a moment. Nothing for certain, that was for sure.

			“It’s not a stretch,” he said at last. “Incubus certainly talked like someone…” he searched for the right words “…very devout. It’s possible that it thinks it is deciphering the Book of Demoinis…But why would it care? Those are the same Readings that denounce its entire species. Would it not welcome the end of the nefiri?”

			Charra shrugged.

			Reader Nyrell held up a hand. “If I may,” he stated calmly, the sadness that had appeared briefly on his face did not show up at all in his speech. “The Readings on night terrors are clear, but so are the messages of redemption and purpose. The story of Romaniuk the Redeemer is central to our teachings, if not so much to our dreamcatchers. Demoinis offers several promises of hope to any creature who serves the Book with devotion and purity. That is the main lesson of Redemptions. Perhaps this…Incubus feels it will be rewarded. Perhaps it wishes to be one of us?”

			Incubus’ words came again to Vakarian’s mind.

			“You are my brother, Dreamcatcher. Brother need no longer kill brother.”

			“It thinks Tony is the Nightstalker,” he whispered to himself. He had no idea what Incubus thought to gain, but this was the last piece of the puzzle. The night terror had referred to the boy as this mythological creature by name, despite the fact that none of the other parts of the prophecy were true. The Inspiration raged as ever and not a single nefiri had ever recorded a dream. He looked again at Reader Nyrell, at the tattoos entwining his arms. They were a mark of devotion, a mark of taking impurity into oneself in order for there to be less in the world. That was why they were always in shape of something nightmarish. It was an extreme gesture, and perhaps one a night terror would also be willing to make.

			“There may be something to that,” he admitted. Charra was still bouncing. Vakarian turned and gave her a smile. “You did well,” he said, trying to avoid patronization. He knew how much she hated even the slightest tone of it. “Has Reader Nyrell listened to the Incubus recordings yet?”

			“No,” Charra answered. “We were going to, but someone was too busy occupying the Infinity Room.” She smiled and Vakarian allowed himself a short chuckle.

			“Well, it’s open now and I’m sure Emur won’t mind the two of you going in together. Really it is only three or more that ever seems to bother him. Take a listen and, if either of you gets any new theories, wake me up.”

			“Wake you up?” Charra repeated.

			“I’ll be in my quarters. Thank you for your time, Reader Nyrell. May the gray skies be ever clear before you.”

			“As clear as they may be with you, fellow traveler,” Nyrell answered, bowing again. “Until next we meet.”

			Vakarian was already walking away. Charra’s theory — all the information they had discovered — made sense, if only in an insane way. He thought back to Incubus, to the hateful certainty in its eyes. Insane was definitely well within the realm of consideration.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			 

			Tony knew he was asleep as soon as the mountaintop returned to his view. Once again, the calm fluffy whiteness of the clouds broke up the pale blue of the sky around them. He felt his pajamas ripple and looked down to see the wind lift his shirt slightly, although the breeze didn’t make him feel cool. Beside him, a small bush bucked gently back and forth, as if bowing to his arrival. In front of him, Dreamcatcher sat on a rock, sunning himself.

			“What are you doing?” Tony asked.

			“Waiting for you.” Dreamcatcher’s voice sounded like he didn’t have a care in the world. Tony immediately became a little envious. He wished his life was that carefree. Between school, his homework, and all the chores his mom made him do, he barely had any time to himself. Not that he really wanted more alone time. Time with Dante would be nice, or any time with a friend for that matter. Dreamcatcher yawned and picked himself off the rock.

			“So, Tony,” he began, his voice still sounding astonishingly casual. “How have you been?”

			The boy opened his mouth to answer but stopped. Behind Dreamcatcher, a long pack was stretched out on the rock. The cloth was a green color matching his friend’s cape, and metal rods were visible running along the sides. It looked like a packed-up tent.

			“What’s that?” He pointed, and Dreamcatcher followed his hand.

			“Oh,” he said dismissively, “that’s just something I brought along for later. I hope I get to try it out.” He turned and Tony watched him give the pack a wry expression.

			“I’ve actually never used this model before…it’s going to be interesting.” He appeared to gather himself and turned back. “But I’m getting ahead of myself. How has life been treating you?”

			Tony thought again, dimly aware of the flashing sky above him. If Dreamcatcher saw it, he didn’t react. Trying to think back from before he was asleep was difficult. Thoughts swam in Tony’s mind, always vanishing before he got close enough to properly identify them. Obviously, he had spent the day at school and he had felt…Tony shuddered in effort. It had been a good day, but nothing spectacular. He couldn’t remember being bullied, and that was something. His thoughts tried to recall after school, but all he could think of was his mother holding a drink in her hand. She was worried about Dante and wishing he was home.

			Upon opening his eyes, Tony realized he had closed them. Dreamcatcher was still standing a few steps away, but Tony’s gray-skinned friend had his face angled to the sky. Wondering what he was looking at, Tony turned around. Perhaps something odd was floating through his dream. But his eyes found nothing besides the clouds drifting with the gentle day. Although as he looked at them longer, Tony recognized his mother in one — it had even formed into the wine glass in her hand. Dante wasn’t too far off and there was… Tara. Had he talked to Tara today? He must have.

			“I see,” Dreamcatcher commented, as if Tony had been speaking every thought out loud. “Well, I’m glad to know you’re feeling all right. That’s actually extraordinary.”

			“How do you know I’m feeling okay?” Tony hadn’t meant the question to have an edge but he spoke the words quickly. Dreamcatcher shrugged.

			“This.” He rolled his shoulders back toward the surrounding sky. “Everything here is peaceful. This place is, frankly, beautiful.” His friend smiled. “And unless I miss my guess, you’ve never been anywhere actually like it?” Dreamcatcher lowered his eyes to the small plants. “It doesn’t seem quite real, at any rate, meaning you imagined it.” His face lit up. “Good thing to imagine.”

			Tony blushed. Dreamcatcher was right; he had never been to a mountain like this. Yet seeing it again, the summit did look more familiar.

			“I saw this on TV,” he spoke softly. “Or no — it was a book.” He thought for a moment. “A drawing in a book.” As he spoke the words, the peak took on an odd look. It seemed as if sudden black lines had etched themselves around every object, including himself. Dreamcatcher was the only thing unaffected. Tony half-remembered the conversation they had had earlier.

			“What kind of book was it?” his friend asked. The black lines faded from Tony’s vision as quickly as they had appeared. He focused on the question.

			“A science book,” he admitted, keeping his voice low in case Dreamcatcher laughed. His friend only looked more interested.

			“I love science,” the green-cloaked man replied. “What area? Wait, don’t tell me — I want to guess.”

			Dreamcatcher turned to the edge and Tony realized the answer. As soon as he did, a great rush of wings blew past them. Remarkably, he was still on his feet.

			Dreamcatcher had been definitely caught off guard. His friend leapt gingerly back from the edge. Tony turned his face up to the sky in time to watch ornithocheirus screech into the air, its massive wingspread stretched to full limits.

			From his place below, Tony could see the sunlight partly leaking through the thin skin connecting the wings. The creature’s eye was opened and alert, and, when it screeched, its beak displayed a single row of pointed teeth. Despite this, Tony felt wonderfully calm.

			“Isn’t it cool?”

			“Yes,” Dreamcatcher sounded happier than Tony expected. Tony took his eyes off the massive pterosaur and back down to his friend. Dreamcatcher had returned to the edge and was looking down. “Come here,” he called. “You have to see this.”

			Cautiously, Tony approached. Peering over, he saw what had his friend so impressed. Dinosaurs — there had to be hundreds. Massive long-necked sauropods bent to drink from a large lake, while smaller shapes darted much more quickly over the plains that surrounded the body of water. Tony supposed they must be gallimimus but, from this high up, he couldn’t be sure.

			What he could see, though, was funny. Some of the larger sauropods looked as they should — well, as he had seen them in books. Others, however, looked completely like gigantic versions of his toys. A diplodocus raised its massive plastic purple head and let out a grunt that sounded not unlike the goat from next door. Tony also recognized the brown-red allosaurus skulking in the trees not far away. It slid along with the same awkward stiffness that the toy had, completely unable to bend any limb.

			Apart from that, everything looked like it was supposed to look millions of years ago. Tony felt himself exhale a small squeal of delight.

			“It’s amazing,” he wondered. “They’re here. They’re all here!”

			He looked up at Dreamcatcher and smiled. His friend beamed back, although Tony was shocked to see that his companion was now wearing some kind of device on his back.

			At first glance, Tony would have called it a backpack, but that wasn’t right at all. Backpacks were simple, just compartments for books and other school supplies. The thing on Dreamcatcher’s back didn’t look like it had a compartment. It was thin, as thin as a single layer of fabric in most cases. The same color green that matched his friend’s cloak. Backpacks also usually did not have metal frames, unless they were used for hiking.

			What really separated it from anything Tony had ever seen up close before though, were the wings. Two cloth wings extended from Dreamcatcher in both directions, suspended by the thin metal frame. As Tony watched, his friend secured a strap across his chest, clicking a buckle into place. Dreamcatcher double-checked the other straps looped around his shoulders before turning a grin to Tony.

			“What do you think?” he asked excitedly. Tony didn’t quite know.

			“Cool.”. The wings were definitely impressive looking. They reminded him of a dragon. Not a komodo dragon but an actual dragon. The kind that didn’t exist. “Is it a costume?”

			Dreamcatcher shook his head. “No, these are functional.” He jerked his head at the four wings surrounding him. “A glider.”

			An image of Dante jumping from a plane flashed into Tony’s mind and, remarkably, he watched his brother sink through the clouds some yards off, or at least it was someone wearing a parachute. Dreamcatcher must have seen it too.

			“Not quite like that,” he began. “Parachutes, from what I know, just slow down the process of falling, yes? This will let me fly.” He shrugged. “For a while anyway.”

			Tony took his eyes off the parachuting figure and put them back on the glider.

			“Is it safe?” he asked.

			“I think so,” Dreamcatcher said. His voice sounded sure, but Tony noticed his friend check the straps again. “Like I said, I’ve used gliders before but never this model. It’s supposed to be new and improved.”

			A spark of recognition went through Tony’s mind.

			“This was what was in your pack?” he asked.

			“Kinda,” Dreamcatcher answered. “It was the pack when it was folded up.”

			Tony looked back among the rocks. Sure enough, nothing was there anymore, save the little plants still rocking in the wind.

			“Are you going to fly?” Tony asked. He looked out over the dinosaur-covered plain again. Two triceratopses were head-butting by the lake. One looked real, while the other had a hole in its back where the caveman rider attached. From here, he could ever make out the “Made in China” markings.

			“Want to?” Dreamcatcher’s question caught him off guard, and Tony took a step back.

			“What? But you only brought one!” He searched the summit again. Nothing, no other packs in sight. Turning back to Dreamcatcher, Tony watched his friend smirk.

			“Would that really stop you?” he asked. Before Tony could think on it, Dreamcatcher continued. “Besides, this glider is designed to support two people. See this strap?” His friend gestured to the only one still limply hanging off his body. “That’s for a passenger.” His dark eyes lit up. “So, I ask again. Want to fly?”

			Tony snuck a peak over the edge. They seemed even higher up than before. Double-checking, he saw it was true. The ground, and the animals on it, was clearly farther away.

			“We’re so high,” he breathed. “What if I fall?”

			“I’ll catch you,” Dreamcatcher replied simply. “Although you don’t need me to. Remember what I told you, Tony. Here, you can do anything. Anything you think becomes real. If you want to fly…” His shoulders gave another shrug. “…all you have to do is think it, and it will happen.”

			Tony felt his mouth drop open. He already knew he could change things, but this, this was different. He looked down at his feet. His white socks appeared rooted to the ground. All he had to do was think it? But how did a person even fly? In Peter Pan, there needed to be happy thoughts and fairy dust. Tony heard a soft tingle in his ear that sounded like Tinkerbell. Should he jump? Was that how people started to fly?

			“I’m flying.” He meant to think it, but the words came out in a whisper…and as they did, his feet rose off the ground.

			Immediately, Tony felt a smile surge to his lips. How? It didn’t seem possible. Shouldn’t he fall?

			His socks plopped back to the rock.

			Dreamcatcher chuckled. “Of course, if you think too much about falling, that will happen too.” His friend held up the strap again. “I figured this would help a safer first attempt, just ‘til your mind gets used to it. From what I hear, it is quite the thing to fly.”

			Tony nodded.

			“I can really do it?” he asked.

			Dreamcatcher nodded. “You can really do anything here.” he answered softly. “Believe that, Tony. This is your dream.”

			Tony nodded, and minutes later he found himself strapped against Dreamcatcher’s chest, overlooking the plains below. He was in charge here; that was what his friend had said. Tony looked at the lake. If he thought it should be bigger… Tony watched the edges of the water expand. This was just like the island. He smiled. Maybe he could fly.

			Still, looking down, he couldn’t lie and say this didn’t feel awfully high up.

			“Let me know when you’re ready.” Dreamcatcher’s voice was soft. His friend must be making an effort not to yell directly into his ear. Tony was suddenly more thankful there wasn’t a wind, although the breeze had definitely picked up since they’d been here.

			“Okay, give me a sec.” Tony’s vision took in everything below them. The plains, the lake, the dinosaurs…everything stretched out below. He had heard that, on planes, everyone looked like ants. The dinosaurs weren’t ants, but they didn’t look much bigger than mice, either. He was really high.

			“You’re sure we won’t fall?” he asked again.

			“Positive,” Dreamcatcher replied.

			“I’m…I’m a little scared.” Tony admitted. He watched as the pale blue sky flashed a very ominous shade of purple.

			“It’s okay to be scared,” Dreamcatcher answered quickly. Tony wondered if he had seen the sky, too. “Everyone gets scared doing something they’ve never done before. First time I landed in a dream, I was honestly terrified. Your brother was scared, too, I bet, the first time he jumped out of a plane.”

			Tony thought for a moment. It was true; he remembered Dante telling him the story years ago at Christmas. How he felt like he was going to throw up and pass out the minute he let go of the helicopter. Of course, Dante’s first jump had been worse. That was over water, and at night. Tony looked down at the lake, willing it smaller on impulse. Several dinosaurs became exposed as he pulled the water back.

			“Know what was funny?” Dante’s voice suddenly echoed across the sky. “How little the second jump scared me. It was like, when I jumped the first time, my fear jumped with me — but only one of us had a parachute.”

			“Think I can jump, Dante?” Tony heard himself ask. If he had asked this question before, he couldn’t remember, but the words felt familiar to his lips.

			“Any idiot can throw themselves out a chopper. But Rodriggis do it with style.”

			“Okay,” Tony whispered to Dreamcatcher. “I’m ready.”

			“I know,” his friend replied, and Tony felt him push them off the summit.

			The ground, so far away at first, began rushing up to meet him. Fast to start, faster still as they fell. Tony felt their weight picking up speed. “Like a train leaving the station,” he thought, “only so much quicker.” As if on cue, a rail exposed itself on the ground below and Tony heard the whistle before the train rumbled into view. He laughed. Sure, right now they were going to crash into the ground, but the ground was still so far away. He figured he had a minute to admire everything.

			“I thought it would be windier,” he called back to Dreamcatcher. The air around them exploded into a frenzy, as if it noticed them falling for the first time.

			“Like that?” his friend yelled back. Tony felt reassured that there was no note of panic in Dreamcatchers’s voice. Instead, he just nodded and went back to scanning the ground. They were drifting away from the mountain as they fell. The sheer rock face fell farther and farther out of his vision.

			“Hang on!” Dreamcatcher called. Tony heard a small click and sudden whoosh!

			And then they were flying.

			Tony heard laughing before he realized it was his voice. The plains drifted by beneath them, the lake coming and going as if it were a sign by the road. The dinosaurs below looked up. Some ran as if trying to catch the shadow on the ground, while others scattered away from it. The wind, which had been a near howl while falling, became a smooth stream against his face, like he was swimming very fast through exceptionally light water.

			“This is amazing!” Tony yelled.

			“Glad you like it!” Dreamcatcher called back. “We can go higher if you want.”

			“Sure!” He heard a small grunt Dreamcatcher did something with his arms. The ground began to drift away. Tony watched their shadow shrink, an incredible feeling welling in his chest.

			Free. He felt free in a way he never had before. Nothing could reach him up here, nothing mattered. He was above it all. His school…

			Below them, the plain became black asphalt. The boring gray brick of school emerged like an island in the center. Up here, it looked even less impressive than it had on the ground. Tony always wondered why schools never had color. It really wasn’t fair to how fun learning about new things was.

			Thankfully, the dinosaurs hadn’t disappeared. Tony watched as a herd of brachiosaurs ran clear through the building, scattering the desks like pebbles before them. He laughed again, although he was sad to see school go. He had to go somewhere to learn. Maybe Jeremy got trampled.

			Then he remembered the ship and Dreamcatcher’s words. Tony suddenly wished the building empty.

			“How long can we fly?” he asked, not wanting the feeling to ever leave.

			“Well, that depends entirely on you!” Dreamcatcher responded. “As long as you dream, you can fly forever, Tony.”

			Flying forever — the idea sounded great. Why should he have to deal with the world below? No one else’s dad had died. No one else had a lonely mom or a brother who was always out on a mission. No one else had no friends — except Tara. Well, few friends. Tony looked down at the ground and was glad it was getting farther away. No one needed him down there.

			“Let’s fly forever, then,” he answered. “I never want to wake up.”

			“How will you learn anything?” Dreamcatcher returned, his voice sounding calm against the wind.

			“Well, I’ll swoop down from a book. Or just watch it from up here!” Tony answered defiantly. “I can see everything!”

			“Is that how you learned to fly?” Dreamcatcher asked. Tony felt his brow furrow. What did that have to do with anything?

			“Well, no,” he answered. “We just did that.”

			“Exactly,” Dreamcatcher replied. “You know, Tony, where I come from, I can see all your dreams below me.”

			“Really?” Tony asked. He looked up at the sky. Vacant and blue, but Tony thought he noticed the briefest break of purple.

			“Yes,” Dreamcatcher cut him off before he could think further. “Every dream actually. It’s all below me. I fly above you, your mom, all the kids at school every night.”

			“Kinda like Santa Claus?” Tony asked. Dreamcatcher laughed.

			“A little like that, I guess,” he replied. “But my point is, I never would have met you if I hadn’t jumped in.”

			Tony thought about it. Right now, he didn’t have to imagine seeing the world without being part of it. But if it was like this all the time, would he really want to be up here forever? Was that why Dreamcatcher had come down to see him?

			“Are you lonely?” he asked. “Up there, just flying by yourself?”

			There was a silence.

			“I’m not by myself,” Dreamcatcher said at length. “I told you before, there are others like me… But, yes. Up there I can see everything. Only here do I get to actually live it.”

			“Living’s better than watching?” Tony asked. “What if…” He felt himself fight an unexpected lump in his throat. “What if it means living something bad?”

			Dreamcatcher didn’t respond right away. Tony looked down. His school was gone and now they were over a graveyard. The same name was on every tombstone.

			“No one flies forever, Tony,” Dreamcatcher whispered. “But think of all the amazing things you’ve already seen and the horizon still ahead of you. Your dad thought like that. If he hadn’t, you wouldn’t be here.”

			“I just wish…” Tony stammered. He didn’t realize how hard he had been trying not to think about this. “I just wish he were still here. I want him flying with me.”

			“Then believe he is,” Dreamcatcher replied. “No one has all the answers. No one can tell you that he’s definitely not. All I know is that, if he were still out there, I’m sure he’s at your side.”

			Tony felt a tear slide off his face and get blown away in the wind. Beside them, another figure was flying. There was no sign of any glider; the body was as light as nothing in the pale blue air. Tony looked over.

			His father smiled back at him, his business suit blowing in the wind.

			“Time to wake up, my man.” His voice cracked with his grin. “Go to school for me.”

			Tony awoke in his bed; the memory of his father was as fresh on his face as the morning dew on the outside lawn.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			 

			When Fidel entered the mess hall, it didn’t take her long to spot the table. Her first time through, Vakarian had told her the outline of how agents generally sat. The main tables or the counter were for everyday use, depending on how many she wanted to relax with. The booths in the alcoves, though, those were for special occasions. When he invited her to the mess, Fidel had the feeling it was going to be the latter.

			Sure enough, she was the last to arrive. The whole team was crowded into a booth tucked away neatly in the far corner. On other days, Fidel would have felt excited. Seeing Vakarian’s tired face, however, even from this far away, she felt the room grow colder.

			He was sitting in the middle back of the table, firmly against the wall so that he could look out at everyone. Ransk, Vilida, and Charra sat to his left while Torren, Bourkessel, and Somar were at his right. Fidel was surprised to not see Zarel with them but then she remembered Vakarian mentioning a tension between the pilot and Somar.

			“One of the hardest and most unfair lessons of the hive: relationships between agents rarely end well.” Vakarian’s voice had something rare in it when he told her that. Fidel couldn’t be sure, but it had sounded like regret. She had never heard that from him before or since — not like that, anyway.

			As she approached, she noticed that while a single conversation appeared to be controlling the table, two smaller discussions were also occurring. Bourkessel and Torren kept whispering to one another, and Charra looked like she was quietly but pointedly trying to explain something to Ransk. Vakarian appeared to be leading the main conversation, as everyone’s head was shifted slightly toward him.

			Fidel slid into the booth, finding a little room next to Somar.

			“We’ll coordinate the damsel pods best we can. If Incubus flies into another loka cluster, I can see about pulling any spare agents if you want them. Perhaps another hive will have a close assignment, or we’ll get lucky and one of our other squads will be in the area.” Somar conveyed to Vakarian. Fidel watched as her mentor shook his head.

			“No, without proper trapping equipment, there wouldn’t be anything they could do. Another damsel pod could just as easily get in the way as help out. They can’t be exactly equipped for combat.” Vakarian took a swig of ambrosia. Fidel noticed that everyone had a glass except her. She made a move to stand.

			“Ritch will bring you one,” Vakarian’s eyes flashed to her and Fidel froze. She slid back into her seat.

			“Sorry I’m late,” she whispered. There were a lot of agents at this table. Ransk broke off his talk with Charra to give her a raised eyebrow.

			“Late? I was unaware there was an exact time for this sort of thing?” He mocked at the end of his words. “Unless there is a pre-trapping drink protocol I do not know of.”

			“I — uh,” Fidel thought blankly for something to say. Then the reality of what she heard settled in. “Pre-trapping drink? You mean…” She looked at Vakarian. Her mentor shrugged.

			“I just came from Tony’s dream. The sky flashed purple several times, more so as the dream drew to a close.”

			Fidel thought for a moment. She had been running interference overhead while Vakarian had been in the dream. The entire time she had watched and listened to Zarel as he communicated with the other pods.

			“We didn’t see Incubus,” she concluded out loud. “Unless someone did and didn’t report in.”

			“The night terror never showed itself physically,” Torren observed. “Its powers of projection must truly be great.”

			“Or the child’s mind created those flashes.” Fidel pointed out. “He’s a lucid, yes? Couldn’t he have done it?”

			Vakarian shrugged again and took another swig. Several agents walked by and glanced at the table. Fidel could hear them whispering furiously to each other as they walked away.

			“True, the flashes could have come from Tony’s subconscious,” her mentor admitted. “But I have noticed that he is very focused in the dream. His worlds are stable unless he actively tries to alter them. I checked his face during the flashes, most of the time his focus was on the ground.”

			“I thought Incubus said it would wait until we were ready,” Bourkessel commented.

			“A night terror lying — that’s groundbreaking,” Charra put in, rolling her eyes as she said so. “I’ll add it to my book.”

			“It’s afraid,” Vilida said, her voice sounding confident. “They’re shape shifters, all smoke and mirrors. It knows the boy is getting stronger and with you helping him.” She took a quick drink. “It knows it has to make a move now. Crush his confidence before he gets stronger.”

			“I suspect you’re right,” Vakarian said to her. “I just wish…” He broke off. “I need more time. Tony’s mind has such sadness and uncertainty regarding his father. I fear Incubus will use that to its full advantage. Everything it’s already done…” His voice trailed off.

			Fidel thought on it. She hadn’t had time to listen to the recording herself, but everything seemed to make sense. Incubus’ appearance in another client’s dream had been bizarre, although it fit with Vakarian’s plan. Could the night terror have been actively trying to get a read on where they were, anticipate their progress?

			“Is the child ready?” Ransk asked, his gruff voice already sounding slightly skeptical.

			“Ready?” Vakarian repeated. “He’s not a soldier. I haven’t been teaching him to fight.”

			All three of the other agents had a reaction to this, to varying extent. Not surprisingly, Ransk had the most extreme. He set down his goblet and pushed it away, as if suddenly disgusted by his ambrosia. Torren opened his mouth to speak but then appeared to think better of it. Fidel thought that must be a rare occurrence. Vilida simply narrowed her eyes; the rest of her face remained unchanged. If Fidel hadn’t been watching, she never would have noticed it.

			Perhaps she should have bulged her eyes or dropped her jaw, but her mentor’s reaction didn’t surprise her. If anything, Vakarian looked like he was fighting to keep revulsion off his face. She was aware that more aggressive protocol existed for lucids to help prepare them against night terrors but she agreed with her mentor. It wasn’t fair to ask children to fight monsters. Human children weren’t weapons, they were —well, children. No one in the hive would ever think to subject a nefiri child to that level of exploitation.

			“He’s just a boy,” she said softly.

			“A boy who has been attacked again and again — putting himself and us at risk. Every victory for Incubus means less chance of that energy for our people, and less chance that the boy’s mind will be able to properly relax into the dream state,” Ransk countered. He looked at Vakarian and wagged a finger. “I know you think it monstrous, but it is practical. What the child wants is irrelevant. He has no choice but to fight. The Redeemer always taught us to place the needs of the many ahead of the desires of a few — or in this case, one.”

			The Redeemer. Ransk had brought up Silendel for a second time. Fidel watched Vakarian’s face. His mouth had disappeared into all but a thin line. She remembered how furious he had been in the hallway, and that had just been the three of them.

			“I will not use him,” Vakarian replied. “Tony is very capable of defending himself and of shaping his world, but he needs confidence. He has a life beyond us, in case you’ve forgotten. He is bullied and brutalized by those physically stronger than he is. The last lesson I should teach is how to repay that cruelty in kind.” Vakarian took a long drink from his ambrosia. “Have I been actively telling him how to slaughter night terrors? No, no I haven’t gotten to that yet. Frankly, it is low on the list of my priorities. Much more important is that the child experience some happiness. As his mental peace grows, so does his strength.”

			Ransk grumbled and tossed a hand. He swished his cloak and shook his head, looking like he wanted to say more. Vakarian’s face darkened.

			“Silendel named me Dreamcatcher for this reason.” His voice summoned strength that his body didn’t look like it had. Fidel watched Ransk. The agent drew back and cast his eyes at the floor as Vakarian’s tone grew forceful. “If you have a problem with my leadership, take it to Central, otherwise you will follow my lead. We will not discuss this again.”
 	Torren cleared his throat.

			“It’s not that any of us think the child a weapon,” he began. “But if we’re able to trap it, the boy will likely have to be the one to finish it off. In the Dream, it is just you, him, and it. The rest of us can only offer our good will.” Torren looked suddenly uneasy. “If you are unable to kill it with your bow, which you may be, then the human must be ready. The Book of Demoinis makes it clear that humans are more than just allies. ‘For spear, sword, and arrow may falter, but never the mind of the human.’ It cannot be clearer than that.”

			“I believe in Tony,” Vakarian responded. “He is already powerful enough without my telling him violence is the way to go. Besides, if Incubus wasn’t worried, it wouldn’t be getting ready to move.”

			“If it is,” Bourkessel corrected.

			“It is.” Charra sounded confident, although Fidel had no idea why.

			“But you feel ready?” Somar might have meant that to be a statement, but her voice sounded unsure. “Never mind your injury from the first encounter. Fidel just began trapping a short while ago. How many run-throughs has she done?”

			Fidel began to feel hot under her cloak. Somar had a point. How had she not been thinking about this before? If Incubus was coming now, she was nowhere near ready. Her form was sloppy and, when she had tried her hand at firing the net gun, all of her shots had been wide. She had even been hit her first time out!

			“I’ve only practiced once,” she whispered. “Six attempts.”

			Vakarian shrugged again, but Vilida shrugged harder.

			“I’ve only done twelve,” she muttered. Fidel looked up at the older agent. Vilida’s face was hard and, for the first time, Fidel noticed thin traces of lines running along her cheeks. She knew Vilida was a mid-level agent, coming up in the same class as Ransk. Yet Fidel had never noticed the scars. Briefly, she wondered just how many Vilida had. She was the only agent to refuse range in favor of a melee weapon. Vakarian had told her many times that there was no one better to practice hand-to-hand combat with.

			“Thirteen,” Ransk observed mildly. He seemed to be trying to make as little a deal of it as Vilida, yet Fidel could never notice him without taking in the tatters of his green cloak. “They’ve done more,” he jerked a thumb at Torren and Vakarian. Torren looked like he had been about to speak. “But that’s only because of the years. The procedure doesn’t matter so long as she can keep her head.”

			“Literally, try to keep it.”” Charra was smiling. Ransk scoffed again and rolled his eyes. Somar still looked uneasy but nodded. Fidel wished she shared her fellow agent’s confidence.

			“I’m still a fresh cloak,” she said. She looked at each of them. Vakarian smiled in the familiar way. Torren nodded, as if it were a good point. Both Vilida and Ransk appeared to be finding their goblets more interesting. Fidel made a small jump as Ritch slid one in front of her. She had forgotten it was coming.

			“How many jumps have you made?” Vakarian asked, his eyebrows raised. Fidel thought for a moment.

			“Nine,” she concluded softly. “But nothing stronger yet than a Class II.”

			“You don’t have to fight the night terror yourself, child,” Torren pointed out.

			Fidel felt momentary anger but relaxed as she realized that Torren was trying to make her feel better. It was the truth anyway; she didn’t have to do everything on her own. Vakarian was the one. She looked up at her mentor and felt another chill. She remembered watching him in the infirmary, wiping sweat from his brow as he struggled with the poison. Kessel had wanted her to leave. She had yelled, actually yelled him from the room. As if there was anywhere else she’d go.

			“Just aim to keep balance and stay in formation,” he said soothingly. “And if worse comes to worst, night terrors aren’t that much more terrible than a Class II…”

			“That,” Vilida spoke softly, “is an incredible lie.”

			They drank in silence for a moment. Fidel watched the looks, the quick glances everyone was giving one another. She wished she could say it filled her with confidence, but the only thing at the table making her feel good was the ambrosia. Vakarian didn’t seem too rustled, either. She watched him out of the corner of her eye. He seemed tired, but there was something else there, too. The way he moved, even in the way he sat; there was a certainty in his actions she could not fully place. Some type of resolve or something. He appeared to have faith in her. Fidel watched as Vakarian met everyone else’s eyes at the table, except hers.

			“Think you’re going back in to see Aaron tonight?” Somar’s question was directed at Ransk but it caused Fidel to pick her head up.

			“Demoinis, I hope not.” The tattered-cloaked man shook his head, hands twitching on the table. “If I have to dive into another black and white city and farmhouse, I’m going to be sick. Color! Color makes everything wonderful.”

			“Black and white?” Fidel asked before she could stop herself. Ransk nodded, absentmindedly scratching the side of his head. His fingers dug in against the stubs of facial hair.

			“Aaron Joan, age 13: good kid but going through a noir obsession right now. Every bit of subconscious I meet talks with the biggest jaw. And almost all of them have guns…or bananas…or telephones.” Ransk rolled his eyes. “That’s all fine, but everything is in black and white, except me. The green of my tunic burns my eyes after a moment.”

			“What does Aaron have?” Torren asked, nursing his own goblet thoughtfully. Fidel noticed that he was back to leaning in close with Bourkessel.

			“Always involves murder,” Ransk spat. “Nothing above a Class II yet, but it’s been off and on for days. I’m trying to hint that he shouldn’t watch so many movies. I think that is where the influence comes from.”

			Torren nodded and looked to Vakarian. “Reminds me of the human you had with that Class III vampire nightmare, the one based off the silent film.”

			Vakarian smirked.

			“Those were some long fingers,” he mused. “No wonder William freaked out.”

			“How did those things get so popular anyway?” Ransk hissed. “Leave it to humans to be so occupied with all things death as to turn immortality — the nonsense they claim to want — into a monster.”

			“But influenced by night terror design,” Charra cut in. “At least, that’s the leading theory. We’re still looking into how their attacks could propel human culture in certain directions. I find it fascinating.” She looked around the table, and Fidel sensed that the tech agent was disappointed no one spoke up in support. Charra was on her own as far as that was concerned; the less night terror activity, the better.

			They fell silent again as the conversation came full circle. Vilida cracked her neck and took a sip of her drink. Fidel found herself going through her own ambrosia faster than she had intended. She hoped she wouldn’t be hyper on the mission. She was aware that his had no reason to be her biggest fear.

			“You know,” Bourkessel began but stopped. Turning to her side, Fidel could see Zarel approaching. The pilot was moving faster than usual and heading straight for the table. In her seat, Fidel felt her muscles tense. This was it.

			Vakarian appeared to sense it, too. As his friend neared, the Dreamcatcher rose.

			“It’s time?” he asked. Zarel nodded.

			“Not more than a moment ago. It appears to be heading straight for the boy.”

			Vakarian downed his goblet. Fidel felt the others rise around her. She stood, as well, if for nothing else than to look like she knew what she was doing. Now she wished she had finished her drink.

			“There’s something else,” Zarel added. “It didn’t attempt to hide — soared right in front of the Banur. I think Incubus wants us to come after it.”

			Fidel licked her lips and darted her eyes across the table. Ransk was shifting his weight from one foot to the other and Torren had wide eyes cast down at the floor. Vilida just stood there.

			Vakarian cleared his throat. “Incubus is just an overgrown nightmare with a superiority complex. Let’s put it down for good and get back to our normal lives.”

			“And try not to die in the process,” Zarel added. Fidel watched as Vakarian looked up sharply. Her mentor’s face was hard, but, looking at Zarel, he relaxed a bit. More than a flicker of sadness swept through her mentor’s features.

			“That too,” he agreed. “Let’s go to work.”

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			 

			They moved in silence as they followed Zarel towards the hangar. Vakarian found himself wishing he knew more human songs. He had read studies of humans singing to relieve stress before entering combat. It was yet another of the many differences between the two races, and one that some nefiri liked to use to place themselves in moral superiority. Humans were always fighting; practically every human mind they entered had records of conflict. Vakarian often wondered if that was what happened when a world filled up. Did everyone just pick a piece and start squabbling? Would that happen once the Nether was finally fully explored?

			Regardless, right now, motivational songs sounded like a commendable behavior. They also could use posters on the wall, or paintings or something. The dull gray of the Hive, usually so comforting, now felt vacant and empty. He was looking for reassurance that wasn’t there.

			Beside him, Fidel kept pace. Vakarian watched her out of the corner of his eye. Her features were blank, but her eyes were alive. Excitement, anxiety… above it all they kept a steady focus in front of her. She had the look of someone who was seeing everything but taking none of it in. Clearly her mind was focused on what was to come. He gave her credit, though. Besides her eyes, none of her body language betrayed any hesitation. From the outside, it looked like she could have been strolling to the mess hall.

			He imagined and hoped that was how it looked behind them, with Torren, Ransk, and Vilida bringing up the rear. Torren would be stoic. He always was. The older agent had started waxing rhetoric when Zarel had been injured. Vakarian had wanted to punch him then, but now he could appreciate it. Vilida was a blank; he didn’t pretend to have any idea as to what she was thinking. And Ransk… Ransk was Ransk. He was like Zarel; he would gripe openly but do every bit of his job. Silently, Vakarian began to wish that Silendel were still there.

			“Put your hood up, Dreamcatcher. You have work to do.” Her image danced into his mind.

			She would have said something, something better than what he had said. She would have made more time for trapping training or found a better way to balance preparation and case work. She never would have been carelessly injured in the first place and had to spend several cycles in the infirmary recovering. She would have confronted Tony’s feelings about his father. She would have been ready. Vakarian gritted his teeth.

			Such a huge mistake, his largest so far. Incubus had dictated everything about this encounter. It had injured him with a poison he had been unaware of and it had managed to appear in at least two of Tony’s dreams without being detected. It was the one forcing this showdown. Everything was happening on the night terror’s terms.

			Vakarian thought of Charra’s new theory: the night terror ability to read the mind of not just the human, but of nefiri, as well. He thought back to the twisted form of Tony in Randy’s office. It made sense and, if it were true… It meant that Incubus knew what was about to happen. Knew it and welcomed it. The halls of the hive stretched away, bare and lonely.

			“We jump, we dive, we are the bringers of light. We are the saviors of below.” Torren began. His deep voice boomed out, filling the space of the corridor. Vakarian recognized the mantra immediately. A sudden deep feeling of gratitude built within him.

			“We jump, we dive,” he chimed in, “not for ourselves. We bring life to those below. We bring life to those above.”

			“We have no family. We are family,” Vilida stated firmly.

			“We are faceless with one face,” Ransk continued. “Cloaked in one cloak.”

			“We jump, we dive,” Fidel spoke out, her voice sounding surprisingly confident. Vakarian caught her looking at him and turned to meet her gaze. Steady and determined, Fidel met him head on, her usual social awkwardness seeming to vanish. Vakarian felt a strength surging from within him, and something else. He felt proud.

			“We are dreamcatchers,” they finished together.

			 

			The hangar bustled with activity as they entered. Vakarian watched as Zarel met up with Manzia, Yourdel, and Jastrel. The four pilots were discussing something intently, which he couldn’t hear but could easily guess. Zarel gestured to his ear and spoke out something in a very calm, deliberate tone. They were getting on the same page for the damsel pod radio frequencies. Briefly, Vakarian wished that they had another pilot, but Zarel had volunteered to lift Fidel to her missions,  so these four were it. He had barely spoken to any of them beside his friend. Going forward, that would have to change.

			“Duckie, you’re in first.” He stopped by the Lapitus and signaled behind him. Fidel nodded and hoisted herself up through the jumping doors and into the body of the pod. Vakarian pulled himself in after her.

			“Weapons check,” he called out. Fidel went to the locker load-out and keyed it.

			“Two standard issue wristbows,” she answered calmly. He noticed a pause before her voice lightened. “And your special bow, with arrow loadout.” She turned and presented Vakarian with the chest sling for the arrows. He reached out a hand and took it from her.

			While securing the ammo around his waist, Vakarian asked, “What about the trapping equipment? Make sure we have everything we need.”

			Fidel keyed a button and the lower part of the weapon’s locker slid open.

			“We got it,” she said, beginning to secure her own straps. “Are you going to be able to wear everything all right?”

			“I doubt I’d make prom king,” Vakarian wasn’t sure she had gotten the reference, but Fidel cracked a smile. “I can manage. There’s nothing that directly contradicts with another.” He hooked the bow to his belt. “You feel ready?”

			“No,” Fidel admitted. She looked at Vakarian and he watched as several emotions flickered across her face. She appeared on the verge of speaking. Instead, her face redrew the calm. “I feel prepared, though.” Air rushed out of her as she spoke. “Is anyone ready for a night terror?”

			Vakarian shrugged. He thought about making a mock boast but decided against it. Silendel had taught him years ago about the difference between real and fake bravado.

			“Never fake it unless you have to,” she had said. “Your team isn’t dumb. Unless they’re in shock, they’re going to know the difference. Hearing you lie would be saying the truth about a great many things.”

			Zarel hoisted himself into the Lapitus’ cockpit.

			“So,” he began, keying several buttons and slipping into his pilot’s chair. “Ready to make history?”

			“History?” Fidel asked. “Agents have killed night terrors before.”

			“Not for years in this hive, not since… Well, I don’t know. The past wasn’t exactly my strong suit when it came to training.” Zarel shrugged his shoulders at her, and Vakarian allowed himself a smile.

			“Never mind us,” he commented. “We’re both wondering if our pilot feels up to the challenge.”

			Zarel’s eyes flashed and his face made an unknown expression. Vakarian couldn’t tell if it was excitement, malice, or both.

			“To kill a night terror? Always.”

			Vakarian watched as his friend strapped himself into his chair. The ignition turned and he felt the damsel pod hum to life beneath his feet. As Zarel fully switched the ship on, several readouts appeared in the cockpit. Vakarian knew little about how the pods worked, but he did recognize a radar loadout when he saw one.

			“MP to control,” Zarel spoke into the comlink at his station. “MP to control, we are go for launch. Please confirm.”

			“Confirm,” Somar’s voice flickered back over the communication channel. Vakarian felt his brow furrow. Usually Bourkessel was the one assigned to monitor pod traffic. Apparently, his friend found the voice surprising, too.

			“Read you, Somar,” Zarel responded. “Correct in thinking Bourkessel is indisposed, over?”

			“Correct you are,” Somar’s voice cracked back through. “He is dealing with the Nazuli and the Aurelie. You get me, over.”

			“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Zarel stated. Vakarian watched his friend, looking for a sign of discomfort. Evidently, those words had been meant, or Zarel was just too comfortable in the cockpit to let anything unnerve him.

			“Request clearance to take off.”

			“Request pending. Stand by.” Somar’s voice echoed back the same reserve. Vakarian felt relieved to hear the two able to at least keep up the appearance of familiarity. After hearing the outburst in the hall between them, he had been having doubts.

			Looking back to Fidel, he discovered she had her eyes closed, sitting on the bench across from him.

			“What are you thinking about?” he asked, making his voice light.

			“Allison,” she replied without opening her eyes. “My first client, the one who was getting attacked by the spider-mouth. I can still remember the bath tub. It wasn’t normal size.” Fidel’s eyes opened in emphasis. “We were swimming in it and a big spider fell from the sky.” She shivered. “I remember Allison’s face, her wide eyes and frantic clawing hands. She thought she would drown, that it was going to drag her down.”

			“Sounds like a nightmare,” Vakarian responded. He hoped the comment hadn’t come off too dry.

			Fidel grinned. “Would have been if I didn’t know what I was doing.” She looked away. “If you hadn’t trained me, believed in me.” She held up her cloak. “Still fresh,” she smiled.

			“But you’re not,” Vakarian commented. “I think it would take more than a Class I to unnerve you now.”

			“Uh huh.” She nodded. Her tongue stuck out for a moment. “Might take a night terror.”

			“Lapitus, you are clear for takeoff.” Somar’s voice crackled in over speaker. “Proceed after the Nazuli.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Zarel responded. He flipped several keys and Vakarian felt the ground fall away beneath them. Fidel hunched slightly lower in her seat. If this had been her first flight, the reaction would have made more sense. New agents always seemed caught off guard by lift off. It was either too jarring or not jarring enough to dislodge them from their comfort zone. Vakarian remembered he had been in the latter category. The damsel pods always looked so powerful from the outside; it was hard to imagine feeling so little of the power from within.

			Vakarian looked out the bay doors. In a moment, they would close and the damsel pod would feel a lot smaller. Right now, though, he could see everyone. Vilida was already latching her retractable vibro blades to her arms. The agent looked up and Vakarian caught her eyes. Cold understanding stared unblinkingly back at him. With a nod, Vilida finished latching the blade onto her right arm. Vakarian returned the gesture.

			Torren was sitting in his pod, his lips moving in words that Vakarian could not hear. It didn’t look like the older agent was trying to speak to Yourdel, his pilot. Likely, Torren was saying aloud some part of the Book of Demoinis for comfort. Despite their disagreement on how true the nature of the words were, Vakarian had always respected this devotion. Faith was an essential possession, one of the few that a dreamcatcher was ever allowed to own.

			Ransk could have been sleeping, but at least he was already dressed in his trapping gear.

			A hiss slid the door across Vakarian’s vision, limiting the world of the hangar to the insides of the Lapitus. They were all as ready as they could be.

			He put a hand on Fidel’s shoulder. She was used to this. The young agent was on edge but it had nothing to do with the pod taking off.

			“You’re going to be fine,” he assured. “Just keep formation, stay sharp…and try to aim your net as best you can. It’s no different from any other mission.”

			“No different?” Fidel repeated, her face furrowing. “We’re going into Inspiration! We’ll be right there, dodging flashes and the night terror — and what if Omen show up?” Her eyes widened and she put up her hands. “Not to mention, we’ll be gliding instead of walking. Very different!”

			“The mission is not different,” Vakarian corrected her. “And neither are the rules for success. Keep your head and be aware of your environment.”

			The hive fell away below them as the Lapitus soared out from the hangar opening. The soft gray clouds of the Nether filled the view from the cockpit.

			“Where are you now?” Vakarian asked. Fidel turned her head to look out.

			“In the Nether,” she answered, her voice showing surprise at such an obvious question. Vakarian shook his head, showing more annoyance on his features than he actually felt.

			“No, where are you now?” he repeated. Fidel flushed and looked down. She was silent, probably longer than she needed to be. Vakarian felt a small pang of guilt. If she was questioning her confidence, that had meant he had gone too far — showed too much disappointment in her. A rookie leader mistake, one Silendel would not have made.

			“I’m on the Lapitus,” Fidel answered, looking back up to meet his gaze. “I am in the crew hold, with you…Zarel is flying the pod. I am on a bench.”

			“Good,” he answered. He considered exaggerating his smile for a moment, but decided against it. Genuine emotion appeared to be the way to go. Fidel was too clever to be taken for anything less.

			“And are you safe here?” Vakarian asked the question bluntly, so as to avoid allowing room for patronization to be heard.

			“Yes,” Fidel answered immediately. Then she surprised him by looking down again. At the front, the Lapitus continued to fall through the Nether. Vakarian guessed it would only be a few more moments before they hit Inspiration. Incubus had to be over a near loka, once they hit the everstorm it would not take long.

			As he watched, the Lapitus hit the end of the cloud layer and liquid immediately splattered the windshield. Vakarian had no clue what it was exactly that eternally fell in Inspiration, but “rain” seemed as good a word as any to describe it. Beneath his feet, he felt the slight movements as Zarel adjusted to the wind and weather, activating the damsel pod’s energy dampeners so as not to attract too much attention.

			Looking out past his friend in the pilot chair, Vakarian could see another damsel pod ahead. The Nazuli, Torren’s ship, appeared to be rocking slightly more than theirs. Zarel’s voice flickered as background noise while Vakarian turned back to Fidel. She was still looking away, down at the floor. Her tongue stuck out slightly from her mouth.

			“What are you thinking about?” he asked again, this time gently. Fidel’s tongue vanished instantly and her eyes widened. She straightened up.

			“Nothing,” the word came out as a stammer. “I was — I just…” Fidel’s cheeks took on a flush that Vakarian had only seen once before, when she had hugged him in the infirmary. Fidel’s eyes darted around the interior, as if searching for anywhere to look instead of him. Vakarian found himself smiling. Finally, Fidel appeared to regain herself, although she still looked beyond nervous.

			“What is it?” he asked. “There’s no night terror in the ship.” Ahead, he thought he almost heard a cough. Vakarian was about to turn to Zarel when Fidel spoke.

			“I feel safe with you and I know…with you here…I’ll get through this.” It was not possible for Fidel to look any less comfortable as she spoke those words. At the end, she raised her eyes to his and gave a small smile. Vakarian found himself smiling back and was surprised to feel embarrassed himself. Silendel was still in his mind but she suddenly felt farther away.

			“Fidel,” he began.

			“Right!” Zarel’s voice cut in seconds before the wind did. The bay door slid back and wind ripped by the opening. “We have Incubus confirmed, Loka SC 66324. That’s the next quadrant.” Zarel continued to yell without turning around. The ship rocked against the wind. “Dreamcatchers, prepare to jump!”

			Vakarian rose automatically, sliding into the straps of his stabilizers. He fastened the arrow band around his chest, turning several times after. His flexibility was definitely impaired, but not to the point he felt he couldn’t move. He would just have to be careful to keep more distance than usual once in the Dream. Across the crew hold, Fidel busied herself with her gear. She didn’t look at him and seemed even more focused than usual. Vakarian thought briefly about speaking, but decided against it.

			The mission came first. Tony needed him now and thinking about anything else could be more dangerous than distracting. He allowed himself to look at Fidel a little longer. Besides, what would he even say?

			“Dreamcatchers, ready?” Zarel called back.

			“Ready!” Fidel answered first, locking her crossbow onto her wrist.

			“Ready!” Vakarian slid his bow into its hostler and secured the clasp. The last thing he needed was to lose it now.

			From the cockpit, Zarel flipped a large switch and spun around. Vakarian watched his friend’s eyes glitter as he gave them each a look. Fidel first, and then the burning eyes focused on Vakarian.

			“Good luck,” his friend said, the humor gone from his voice. “Be sure you kill it.”

			Vakarian felt himself nod. Zarel turned back to the front.

			“Agents are cleared to jump,” Somar’s voice buzzed over the intercom. “Good luck and, by Demoinis, be careful.”

			“Also, what she said,” Zarel gestured his shoulders to the comms. “All right! You heard the lady — Dreamcatchers, jump!”

			Vakarian felt himself fall away from the pod as Inspiration surrounded him.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			 

			Fidel had never seen a night terror outside of the Infinity Room. Even there, the footage recorded came in static images, taken by brave agents who had volunteered to bring photographic equipment. Inspiration was too wild and unpredictable to allow for any kind of video recording; the everstorm’s interference destroyed anything besides audio recording. She had seen the images of Incubus, and knew its trademark use of purple, but the creature ahead of her now was unlike anything she had ever seen.

			No one knew what a night terror truly looked like. Unlike nightmares, which formed to one or, in rare cases, two forms — night terrors appeared to have no set shape. They were incredible adapters, molding into the most terrifying image the child could think of. To see Incubus here, outside of the Dream, Fidel wondered if this was its true self. If it was, then Ransk was definitely right: better to call night terrors “vultures.”

			Even if Inspiration had been clear, it would have been hard to pick out details on the black form ahead. Squinting through the rain, Fidel could only make out obvious features. The wingspan caught her attention first. Two massive wings stretching on each side. Everything in between was a black blur, punctuated by the occasional ripple of violet. From where she was, Fidel couldn’t be sure if the flicker was just the creature’s color or some kind of energy field.

			“Dreamcatchers, report in.” Vakarian’s electronic voiced buzzed in her ear, catching her off guard. Normally, audio communication was impossible in the field. Inspiration prevented damsel pods from communicating with agents in the Dream. Even here, with every agent and pod in Inspiration, the communication still strained quickly over distance. They had to maintain a tight formation if any signal was to get through.

			“Scuba, standing by,” Ransk chimed in, “Reassuring to see Inspiration brought out its best weather.”

			“Flare, reporting.” Vilida was direct.

			“Raccoon, reporting, I’m already moving into cover position.” Torren’s voice was more fixated than Fidel had ever heard before. Tearing her eyes off the dark mass of Incubus, she could see that the others were already several steps into formation. Vakarian had kept his arms pulled in longer, that was the only way to explain the distance. Vilida and Ransk were drifting at his sides while Torren must be the one hovering above.

			“Duckie?” Vakarian’s tone was questioning without any sense of comforting or negative emotion present.

			“Present.” She wished she had said something else. “Moving into position now.”

			Fidel slowly adjusted her arms, moving them in closer to her body. The resulting force sped her up but also dropped her lower. She waited until she was closer to the group, then spread her arms up and out, allowing the current to carry her into position. So far, so good.

			“Dreamcatcher, this is Midnight Phantom, just letting you know I’ve got the damsel pods in flying formation. Radar’s clear, just your team and Incubus. Will let you know if that changes.” Zarel sounding business-like was something new to Fidel. She had always known Vakarian’s friend to be joking, or at the very least, looking for the easy side of things.

			“Understood, MP.” Static cut through Vakarian’s words. “Okay, team, let’s close the distance.”

			Before, Fidel had felt like she just wasn’t seeing any of the details of Incubus. As they drew closer, however, she realized how little Inspiration was actually obscuring. The night terror was simply a mass of darkness, shaped out into a grotesque and monstrous bird. It had no feet, no sign of any other limb of any kind. She didn’t even see a head within that shape. The body did appear to narrow at the front, but she couldn’t see what it was thinning into. From her vantage point, it almost appeared as if the night terror’s skin was made of a viscous liquid, elongating and shrinking as Incubus saw fit. The only variable she now knew for certain was that Incubus’s surges of purple were just that: lavender light flashed across its body in jagged beams. It must be a similar device to the nefiri stabilizers. Fidel made a mental note to let Charra know if no one else did first.

			If the night terror was aware of their presence, it showed no sign.

			Fidel shook her head slightly, trying to fleck off some rain drops. She felt herself zigzag against the wind. Clearly the slightest shift was going to affect her flying. A sudden flash exploded in her vision, only mere feet in front of her. Fidel slammed her eyes shut and watched as spots exploded against the blackness of her eyelids.

			“I can’t see!” she spat. “Flash blinded me!”

			“Give it a moment,” Vakarian advised. “Stay calm. Raccoon, watch her flying until she levels out.”

			“Understood,” Torren responded. There was a slight pause. “You’re clear, child. Just maintain balance and fly it out.”

			“Ugh, thanks!” Fidel vented her frustration into her words. Really, Torren insisted with the nickname, even now on the mission? She couldn’t let it distract her. The spots still fizzled in and out but were no longer as vibrant as before. Fidel willed her eyes open into slits. Inspiration appeared much darker than before, although she knew it had to be the same shade of dark gray. She allowed herself to simply fly, and eventually the dots stopped appearing.

			“Okay.” She sighed. “I’m ready.”

			“Then,” a new voice crackled in, and Fidel felt a shiver run through her body. The word didn’t sound spoken but rather vomited forth. The flesh on her face crawled as she realized the speaker. “Please try, dreamcatchers!”

			Incubus had been in a relatively gentle glide but, at those words, the shape surged forward, pulling away.

			“Dreamcatchers, fire at will!” Vakarian shouted. “Nets free!”

			Fidel watched as one of Vakarian’s net chutes rocked gently back, and a twirling mass of rope spiraling out. She had read in training that the readers blessed every rope before use, knowing that this was the only time the nets were employed. She had even heard that they injected some of their own ink into the corded strands. Fidel thought back to the bow string in the armory. If the net was made of the same material, she couldn’t tell. Inspiration prevented her from making anything that finite out.

			She didn’t think the net would make contact, but it did. It slammed into Incubus’ left side, tangling the two wings into each other. There was no radio communication this time, but she had no trouble hearing the howl of rage from the creature in front of them. Beside her, Torren let one of his own nets fly. Fidel watched it spiral toward the night terror, but this time the beast turned its head.

			There was a head.

			Fidel saw a flash of dark violet eyes and a mouth that frothed thick ooze, and then Incubus spun, whacking the second net away. An arm flailed out of its black mass, vanishing back into it once the action was completed. Incubus suddenly seemed much more dangerous. With another cry, it surged out three more tentacle-like arms, knocking away most of the net Vakarian had landed. Fidel watched as some of the rope fell, suddenly remembering the adhesive used.

			It was designed only to bond with organic tissue, which stopped the net from catching on itself before firing. It was also designed to burn quite fiercely when attached. She shuddered.  Vakarian had once compared it to sticking a hand under a damsel pod exhaust port. She almost felt bad for Incubus — but instead clicked the finger trigger in her hand.

			Her body jolted down and away from the explosion at her shoulder. Fidel corrected herself as her net sailed out. Incubus looked up in time to be hit squarely in the face. The scream before was nothing to the one that came now. Fidel had to resist the impulse to cover her ears. The sound cut through the storm of Inspiration like nothing else existed. She felt her teeth grind and winced her head away.

			“Duckie!” At first, Fidel hoped that it was one of her teammates congratulating her but she already knew this voice well.

			“How does it know — ” She never got the chance to finish. With a speed she wouldn’t have imagined and a reach she felt impossible, Incubus threw up its wings, bringing its bulk back into them. A raging tentacle lashed out, and  pain exploded across Fidel’s face.

			She became aware that she was falling, and aware of warm liquid trickling in front of her eyes. Blood. It was blood. It was her blood. Suddenly she felt so tired and weak, like she had been training nonstop for three weeks.

			The last thing to dance in front of her eyes was a stretch of her cloak, and Fidel could see a long gash nearly slicing it in two.

			“Darn,” she whispered before darkness claimed her and she knew nothing more.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			 

			In his life, there had only a string of painful moments, most of them coming in Escha before he decided to take the ship to the hive and begin his dreamcatcher training. Since then, apart from the pain of watching Silendel leave, he could only remember one that ranked as truly awful.

			Vakarian remembered vividly carrying Zarel to the infirmary, holding his friend’s full weight on his shoulders while Somar followed along, pressing Zarel’s face into a cloth that was soaking black with his blood. Halfway through that trip, Zarel had lost conscious and Vakarian had actually needed to carry him. At the time, however, he hadn’t known it was simply blacking out. He had thought his best friend had died in his arms and he had been powerless to save him. Right then, he had been sure that there was nothing more in the world that could have ripped through his chest with such an awful emotion.

			He had been wrong.

			“FIDEL!” Vakarian tore off after her, breaking formation. Even tucking his arms in, he knew with a sickening certainty that he would not reach her in time. Fidel’s body dropped like a stone, spiraling as the stabilizers tried to level her out. Clamping his arms flat to his sides, Vakarian brought himself into a dive.

			He had to catch her. He had to.

			“Dreamcatcher, back in ranks!” Vilida’s voice toned into his ear. Vakarian fought back a retort and continued his dive.

			“There is nothing you can do,” Torren soothed. “If she is only unconscious, the others can bring her back into the processing station. We need you now!”

			“She needs me!” Even as he spat the words, Vakarian felt the anger welling in himself, anger that came from knowing his friends were right. Fidel was gone; her form had broken the cloud layer and fallen into the Dream. This was his fault, every bit of it. Why had he ever agreed to let her participate in trapping? Why had he let her follow him out here, like he even knew what he was doing?

			“Scitan!” he swore, using what he knew of the ancient nefiri language. Opening his arms, he entered a loop that sent him back in the direction of Incubus. There was nothing he could do for Fidel right now.

			The night terror was lashing out again, trying to strike Torren this time. Vakarian watched as the older agent weaved and spiraled. Eventually, Ransk entered a dive, slicing at one of the night terror’s arms with his vibro blade. A scream from Incubus told Vakarian it had been a clean hit.

			Good.

			“MP, any word on Fidel? Are they tracking her?” He spoke quickly, dodging a flash and squinting against the pelting rain.

			“Somar is looking into it,” Zarel’s voice cackled over the c om, “but there’s a lot of interference up here. More so than usual. It’s almost like we got —”

			“Omen,” Vakarian finished. He could see the teeming dark tangle of flying creatures approaching. They soared and dove around each other in a thriving swarm. At first glance, there appeared to be no rhyme or direction to their movements. Nevertheless, the flock was bearing down upon them and closing distance fast.

			“Not now!” Zarel’s voice echoed his frustration. “Moving a couple pods to intercept.”

			“That won’t be enough,” Vilida retorted. “I’m heading to cut off. You three focus on the night terror.”

			“Like Lilith you are,” Ransk’s tone was gruff and full of condescension. “A flock that size will tear you to pieces. I’ve got your six.”

			“Stay with Incubus!” Vilida shot back.

			“Make me!” Ransk declared.

			“Enough!” Vakarian did his best to keep the emotion from his voice. He hoped it worked. “Flare, you and Scuba will engage the Omen swarm. Do your best to distract them but drop into Dream safety as soon as we’re clear. Raccoon and I will finish netting the night terror.”

			He would take their silence as acknowledgement. Vilida and Ransk broke off, rising up to meet the swarm. Vakarian watched as Vilida went into a somersault. As she spun, her arms went together ahead of her, the vibro blade elongating out in front. She tore clean through a wing of the first Omen she encountered before re-balancing herself back into a glide. The creature’s long neck flailed as it fell, but Vilida had already put distance between her and the creature. He had to admit, it was an impressive movement.

			“You think you and your lone lackey are enough to handle me, Va-kar-ian?” Incubus’ voice dripped confidence. “Call it off now! You’ve already lost one of your dream divers today.”

			“I have lost no one…yet.” Vakarian responded. This time he did not try to keep his voice steady. “Rest assured, though, night terror, I alone am more than a match for you.”

			Vakarian wanted to communicate to Torren and let him know the plan forming in his head, but it was too risky. Incubus may already be aware of his thoughts, but saying them out loud certainly would not help matters.

			He angled his arms to bring him into a rise. His body crept up through the storm, which appeared to have only intensified since they had arrived, likely as a result of so many damsel pods in close formation. Vakarian now felt himself physically feeling the large drops collide against his back. Below, Torren continued to occupy Incubus. The senior agent dodged the occasional tentacle while getting the odd shot off. None were connecting, though, as the night terror appeared fully focused on his friend.

			Vakarian rose higher. A flash shot down to his side and he shook his head free of the spots that jumped into his vision. The sooner he brought this fight to the Dream, the better. Allowing himself one break from keeping track of the night terror, Vakarian inspected the Omen swarm. Both Ransk and Vilida were still visible, dots of green and gold amidst a sea of stained emerald. Every second he took kept them in danger. He would not lose anyone else.

			He was almost at the top of Inspiration now. Looking up, Vakarian could make out the gentle gray clouds of the Nether high above. A few more moments rising and he would be above the storm, but lost in clouds. Now was the time. He sincerely hoped that Torren was continuing to do a good job of distraction.

			Snapping his arms inward, Vakarian dove. He felt the rain, which had been pelting down on him before, now rise up and splatter against his face. Flashes lit the stormy sky around him as his world grew larger. He could see everything. The damsel pods corralling the Omen, Torren dodging two particularly well-aimed tentacles, and the Omen swarm with his friends inside. More than all this, however, he could see Incubus.

			The dark shape of the night terror rose to meet him, occupying the entire middle of his vision. He was coming down right on top of it.

			Vakarian gripped the trigger in his hand. Almost…another second or two. Incubus still had not noticed him. The monster shape seemed fully occupied with Torren. He felt his finger clench on the trigger.

			“Did you really think to deceive me?” Incubus’ glowing violet eyes snapped up. “Like I was some blind scribbler? You have underestimated me for the last time, Dreamcatcher!” Incubus roared and spun up to face him. Vakarian watched as its arms uncurled from its body.

			“I was about to say something similar,” he hissed, watching as the flashes illuminated the sky around him. He had his face angled down, so he only caught the bright lights out of the corners of his vision.

			The night terror howled and threw an arm across its face, attempting to block out the blinding light.

			Vakarian began flicking the trigger, over and over again, as fast as his finger could manage. The result was three fired nets before his canister ran dry. All three struck Incubus hard and square in the body. The night terror began to fall away. It would have passed silently into the Dream if not for his dive.

			He had not let up and had no intention to. Vakarian slammed into Incubus, feeling the cold slime of the monster around him. If night terrors could breathe, then he hoped he had knocked the wind from its lungs.

			Enveloped in darkness, Vakarian could only wait for the Dream to take them. His comlink buzzed in his ear before going dead.

			He landed on the edge of a gently flowing river, surrounded by pine trees. Spinning his head, Vakarian noticed that several sported purple needles. Incubus could not have landed far away. He had to find the creature before it could break fully free of the nets. Taking a step, he unhooked his bow and extended it in a single motion.

			Bending down to secure the quiver, Vakarian had not even noticed Tony, standing in bright sunfish swim trunks, several feet away.

			“Hi, Dreamcatcher!”

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			 

			Tony had guessed he was dreaming before he saw his friend appear seemingly out of nowhere. The river he had been walking along looked familiar but not like any stream near or around his house. They didn’t have rivers like this in his neighborhood; you had to go to the edge of town to find one...and Tony didn’t like going there anymore. The water looked too wide, too deep. He suspected it may be the Mississippi…or at least it looked like a picture of it. The fish, however, had been the thing to give the dream away. The exact same type of sparkling rainbow fish that had jumped and soared out of the ocean surrounding his island.

			He smiled at his friend but felt the grin falter on his face. Dreamcatcher didn’t look happy; in fact, the gray-skinned man looked the farthest thing from it. He was wet and his body was bent like he had carrying something incredibly heavy.

			“Are you crying?” Tony hurried over. Dreamcatcher’s face was all concentration but shone in the neutral sunlight of the dream. As he watched, his friend gave him a startled look before shooting a hand across his features.

			“No, no. I was just…Just in the rain.” Dreamcatcher finished latching the string across the bow he was holding. Tony felt his eyes widen, looking at the weapon.

			“What’s going on?” he asked, darting his eyes up to the purple trees. He didn’t remember changing their color. His friend gave him a hard look and then moved his own vision off, as if scanning the surrounding area.

			“Tony, remember what I said,” Dreamcatcher began. “Here you are the master. There is nothing — NOTHING — in this world more powerful than you.” His friend stood and retrieved an arrow from around his chest, cocking it into the bow. “We’re not alone here, not this time.”

			Tony’s chest tightened as images of the lamprey, his father, and Dante’s head all flashed across his mind. He turned from the river, afraid what he might see there.

			“It’s here?” he asked. “Can’t you make it go away?”

			“I will,” Dreamcatcher answered, a determination in his voice that Tony had never heard before. “But I may need your help. This thing is as strong as I am, maybe even a little stronger. But remember, it is nowhere near as powerful as you. You frighten it.”

			Tony swallowed.

			“I want you to try to calm your mind and think of all the things you love. Think of your mother, your brother, your father. Think of your dinosaurs, your friends at school, even your knowledge of all those things your bullies call stupid.” Dreamcatcher flashed him a forced smile. “All of these things make up you, Tony. No one can take away any of it.”

			Trying his best to fight at the pit in his stomach, Tony thought back to their time on the ship. As he did so, another memory swam into his mind. It was foggy at first but grew clearer as he thought about it: Tara. Tara had talked to him at school yesterday. She had smiled at him. As he thought this, Tony watched as flowers arched up from the ground. They uncoiled and sprouted rich blossoms. He couldn’t be sure but he could swear that her face was in at least some of them.

			Above them, however, the sky was darkening. Streaks of lavender cut across what had been a pale blue sky. Dreamcatcher looked up and started walking. Tony ran to catch up, knowing more than anything that he did not want to be caught alone.

			“Where are we going?” he asked, looking around at the forest surrounding the river. It seemed more threatening than it had a moment ago. The trees stretched taller and the needles that weren’t purple fell off and drifted to the ground.

			“I have to find it,” Dreamcatcher answered without looking down. “I actually already knocked it down, but I don’t know where it landed.”

			Tony felt himself brighten.

			“You already knocked it down?” he asked. “So, you are stronger.”

			“I had help.”

			The two walked the path that separated the river from the forest. Somewhere off, a bird cawed. Tony felt it must be a crow; they were the only things to make noises like that. He didn’t like crows, but he didn’t dislike them, either.

			“What’s your favorite dinosaur?” Dreamcatcher whispered.

			“Ornithocheirus,” Tony answered back, then corrected himself. “But they’re not really dinosaurs, they’re Pterosaurs.”

			Above them, the unmistakable cry of an ornithocheirus broke the air. Tony glanced up just in time to see the mammoth flying reptile vanish into the clouds. He felt a little better, though he wished the sky was less purple.

			“What did you get for your last birthday?” Dreamcatcher had paused. Tony stopped alongside him. His friend appeared to be listening for something. “Well?”

			Tony thought. It had been a few months ago, back in the summer. He remembered his brother working the grill. The smell of sizzling hot dogs wafted across his nose as he recalled the scene. His uncles and aunts had been there, and his younger cousins. What had his mom given him? He remembered that being his favorite gift.

			“It was…” he paused, then the image came to him with absolute clarity. He didn’t need to finish speaking it; a junior wilderness explorer pack suddenly leaned against one of the trees. Normally, it was a teal and green, but now the green had been replaced by violet. Tony could still see the tweezers, specimen jars, and magnifying glass hanging off the straps. He remembered running around his backyard during the party, looking for bugs and whatever else he could find. He had found a beetle that had really grossed out his aunt.

			“Macaroni!” Jeremy’s voice drawled. Tony spun around. To his side, he could sense Dreamcatcher reel, as well. Nothing. They were still alone by the river. The current was definitely flowing faster than it had been earlier. “Macaroni!”

			“Where… Where is that coming from?” Tony asked.

			“I don’t know,” Dreamcatcher said. He stepped in front of Tony and raised his bow. His friend appeared to be trying to watch all sides at once.

			“Not good enough, Macaroni. You’re still a limp little noodle!”

			Jeremy was rising from the middle of the river. The water fell off his leering face, and his body stretched out of the water towards them, distending far past any actual human limitations.

			“I’m going to crush you to a pulp, Macaroni. Then I’m going to beat you to death!” Jeremy hissed the last word. Tony felt himself cower back. Dreamcatcher, however, stepped forward and fired an arrow. It whizzed through the air and Jeremy had to coil back to avoid getting hit.

			“Nice try, Dreamcatcher!” the bully howled.

			“How does he know your name, too?” Tony asked. Dreamcatcher wasn’t looking at him, though. His friend’s face was fixed on the river.

			“Remember what I said, Tony.” He spoke calmly. “Remember what I said, and don’t let it touch you.”

			Jeremy laughed, but it didn’t sound like Jeremy anymore. The laugh echoed hollow and voiceless, like metals grating against one another.

			“That’s the spirit,” it cooed. “Maybe he will manage to get through this without wetting the bed!”

			Tony turned back to the river just in time to see Jeremy’s body elongate out. His skin, already pale, turned a sickly green. Purple slime poured from his mouth. Jeremy’s cruel beady eyes became even smaller until they were nothing more than pale orbs. His mouth distended, and his jaw snapped with a sickening crack. The long limbs merged into the body. In moments, Tony found himself looking again at the giant lamprey.

			It howled, both blood and purple ooze flecking off its teeth.

			“Get behind me,” Dreamcatcher ordered. Tony fell back and watched as his friend stepped forward to meet the monster. The lamprey howled again, spitting more slime. Dreamcatcher rolled, dodging it and firing another arrow. The lamprey dove, missing the arrow and kicking up a tidal wave of water.

			“Look out!” his friend called. Tony saw the wall of water coming and scrambled back. As he watched, he glimpsed a massive dark shape beneath the rushing water. “Tony!” Dreamcatcher called. “Remember what I said. It can’t even touch you if you won’t let it!”

			The water surged toward him. Tony glanced up at one of the pines. He could climb it but no, the branches turned brittle and snapped off at the thought. He had nowhere to run. Turning back to the water, he thought about what Dreamcatcher had said. Planting his feet, he threw up both hands.

			“No!” he called. The surging wave exploded in every other direction, smashing into an invisible wall. Tony watched as the lamprey struck it. He felt the force of the blow. His feet slid back in the dirt as if he was actually feeling the physical mass. But the wall held. The giant creature wailed and struck again, right before an arrow stuck in its side.

			“You see!” Dreamcatcher called triumphantly. Tony turned to see his friend standing mostly clear of the water, some ways up the path. The lamprey roared and turned to face his friend. “That’s right,” Dreamcatcher called. “You focus on me. As long as I stand, you won’t touch him again.”

			“You think one arrow will stop me?” the lamprey howled. More ooze flowed openly from its jawless mouth. The creature turned its head to where the shaft lay lodged in its side. Snapping down its jawless mouth, the lamprey tore the arrow from its body. “You are nothing to me, Dreamcatcher! Neither you nor your Nightstalker boy! Scribbler!”

			Tony scrambled away, into the cover of the pines. He found a large rock near one of the trunks and darted behind it. Stopping the water was one thing, but how could he even hope to fight such a monster? Kids slightly taller than him continually beat him up at recess. Tony’s mind raced to what Dreamcatcher had said but he didn’t believe it. How? How could he beat that?

			From where he hid, he could see his friend standing defiantly on the path, still down near the water’s edge. The massive lamprey reared up to face him, its never-ending body still emerging from the river. As he watched, Dreamcatcher cocked another arrow.

			“I did not plan to stop at one,” he jeered, then let the second arrow fly. The lamprey slammed down, letting the projectile sail harmlessly over it. It surged forward along the ground, moving hungrily toward Dreamcatcher. Tony’s friend rolled to the side just in time to miss the head. As he dodged, Tony saw his friend fit another arrow into the bow and fire. This time, the shot sunk again into the lamprey’s side.

			“Fool!” The lamprey riled itself, cracking its coils. The rapid movement appeared to catch Dreamcatcher off guard, and Tony had to fight from calling out as his friend was knocked back against one of the trees. Dreamcatcher hit the trunk with a dull thud and sank to the ground. In a flash, he was up again, moving back into the forest. “No matter how many arrows you fly, you cannot kill me! You’re just as helpless as your little Duckie, dead and alone in a forgotten dream!”

			Dreamcatcher loaded another shot and sized up his target. This time, he waited for the lamprey to strike again. He fired just as the head surged forward, and his arrow stuck below one of the pale eyes. Vomiting forth ooze and blood, the monster crashed down upon him. Dreamcatcher dodged but not in time. The force of the impact sent him crashing down hard on the ground. This time, he was slower to get up. The lamprey chuckled a horrible growl as it rose again.

			“Yes, how does it feel? All your control, all your power, and you were still helpless to save her. Lost another one, Dreamcatcher! Is that why you try to end the world? Because everyone you love leaves so quickly?” The monster surged forward, striking again. Dreamcatcher scraped along the ground as he slid away. For a horrifying second, Tony thought his friend wasn’t getting up. Yet Dreamcatcher sprang back, his face a mask of rage and pain.

			“Shut up!” he shrieked at the lamprey, notching an arrow and releasing it almost immediately. The lamprey swayed easily away from the shot. Its jawless mouth contorted in a grin, and something resembling a laugh echoed out from its throat.

			Tony sank his face lower against the rock. Losing…His friend was losing and here he was hiding. He hated lampreys — always had. Their mouths were just so bizarre and scary looking. He could still remember the one latched against the glass that he had seen in the aquarium. All the other fish had been amazing, but that thing against the glass… He wished he was more like his brother; the lamprey hadn’t seemed to bother Dante at all.

			Wanting to cry, wanting to do anything, a rage began to grow inside of him. Tony watched as Dreamcatcher fired another arrow, this one lodging in the monster as well. Too little…They just weren’t doing enough. His friend must be scared, too. Dante must be scared; his mom must be scared. It was no excuse for being a coward. What would his dad say if he could see him hiding here? The rock fell away as Tony felt himself rise from behind it. He did not finally get a friend just to lose him now and he was really, really sick of bullies.

			“Leave him alone!” Tony thought of throwing the lamprey back into the river. He moved his hands like he would pick up a load of laundry and watched as the mammoth creature lifted off the ground. Lampreys were just fish — even if they were creepy fish — and ornithocheirus loved to eat fish.

			Dreamcatcher danced back as two of the mammoth pterosaurs descended from the sky. They tore into the lamprey, which was still helpless in midair. Tony heard the scream, a cry that made all the hairs stand up on his neck and drove goosebumps up his arms. He could feel the creature struggling against his hold, straining his concentration. His whole body trembled. The ornithocheirus — creating them had drained his energy, just like with the gun on the beach. Tony exhaled. He needed the pterosaurs to work fast.

			The lamprey snapped at one of the pterosaurs, only to have the other tear into its rear. As it moved to protect its mouth, an arrow shot up straight through it. Tony looked down at Dreamcatcher and felt his concentration break. The lamprey fell back, still howling, into the rapids. Its tail lashed out as it fell, catching Dreamcatcher square in the stomach and hurtling him back into the forest.

			Tony moved to catch his friend but wasn’t fast enough. The green-cloaked man crashed into a trunk of a tree with a horrible thump and settled there. As he approached, Tony watched the form attempt to rise but double over in pain.

			“Dreamcatcher!” He came to a crouch by his friend. Dreamcatcher looked up at him and smiled.

			“Told you,” he whispered, his face wincing at the effort. “I’ll be okay, I just — ah! I need a minute to catch my breath.”

			“Your leg!” Tony pointed. Dreamcatcher’s leg had a gash upon it, like an old wound had been reopened. He saw with disgust that some of the purple ooze had latched itself around the cut, looking like it was eating away at the skin. His friend knocked it away quickly.

			“I’ll be all right,” he repeated again, his breathing audible. “Tony, listen to me, you have to make sure it’s dead. You have to make sure!”

			Tony looked up and out over the river. The water had turned a dark purple. Both of the ornithocheirus continued to hover over the water, surveying it for their prey. He took a step toward the river.

			“I don’t see anything,” he said, “I think we got him!”

			“Tony!” Dreamcatcher called out. His friend lurched and made an effort to grab him but collapsed in searing pain, clutching his leg. Tony felt his eyes widen in surprise before a shadow fell over the two of them. Turning, he looked up at an enormous…thing. It wasn’t a lamprey, not anymore. The body was still the same pale shade of near-death green, but something dark and violet was pouring out past the jawless mouth. It had eyes — at least that’s what he thought they were.

			Normally, Tony would have run. He could scamper off and find a place to hide or go scurrying for a teacher to make him feel better. But that would leave Dreamcatcher, and right now his friend couldn’t even walk. Tony wasn’t a coward. He wasn’t going to ask anyone to fight his battles ever again. Tony did something, something he at any other time would have called stupid. He stepped forward and dove into the river.

			It was strange, to be underwater in a dream. Tony watched the bubbles flare up as he swam under, watched his clothes soak through and stick to his skin — and felt nothing. There was no cold, no wet. He didn’t even feel damp. Still trying to figure out exactly what his plan was, Tony kicked himself lower. The rushing river surged around him as he felt himself settle onto the riverbed. He looked around, the purplish water doing little to impair his vision. There was no sight of the monster, but there was something else down here.

			A dark figure rose several yards away. Tony watched as it made a gesture as if to dust itself off. Like him, it also stood on the riverbed, completely unaffected by the mass of water around it. With a start, he realized he was still holding his breath.

			Not knowing what else to do, Tony put out his arms, wanting the water away from him. The river retracted as a bubble of air formed itself around his body. Still unable to see Dreamcatcher or make out the dark figure, Tony pushed harder, willing the water back into a wall. The river surged against his force but fell back. Just a little farther and he would be able to make out the figure.

			“Tony,” Dreamcatcher croaked above him on the shoreline, his friend was still struggling to get to his feet. “Get out of there!”

			“It’s okay,” Tony called back. He glanced up. Dreamcatcher’s face stretched itself into a pained grimace. His friend needed help. “I’m coming!” he called, starting to run up the side of the river. Immediately, however, the water rushed back toward him. Tony managed to stop it again just before he was swept away.

			“You’re just going to leave me down here, son?”

			Tony froze. He didn’t want to look back toward the riverbed, but he did anyway. The dark figure had stepped forward and now Tony understood why it had been so hard to make out. His dad’s suit was black enough when it was dry. Soaked, it shone like a dark marble in the sun. His father looked up at him, his eyes sad.

			“You’re just going to leave me?” he asked again.

			“Tony, listen to me,” Dreamcatcher called from above. “That is not your father. Get out, get out of there now!”

			Tony squinted, his eyes taking in his father. The figure looked exactly like him, every detail except — ooze. The exact same purple ooze that the lamprey had spit up was now dribbling from the corner of his dad’s mouth. With a shudder, Tony remembered his encounter in the kitchen. Looking down at the riverbed, he saw it suddenly littered with the twitching legs of the cockroaches his dad had been eating. Tony put a hand to his mouth to stop from being sick. The river crept closer.

			“Son, don’t you know? You belong down here with me.” The figure hissed, flicking the slime off its mouth. “No one wants you up there. You’re the reason I’m down here.”

			“Don’t listen,” Dreamcatcher spat. “Your dad loved you, Tony. He would never say things like that.”

			Tony felt himself struggling with the water. It felt heavier than it had a moment before, or he was getting tired. The figure was out on the dry riverbed now, walking along casually. He remembered how his dad would sometimes go for walks after work, before they sat down to supper. He had always walked like that, like he was so happy just to be out walking.

			“Dad?” he asked, hearing his voice tremble. Without the ooze, this could very well be his father. Maybe he hadn’t seen the purple slime after all. Maybe it had just been his imagination. He already found it difficult to recall.

			“Tony, no!” Dreamcatcher croaked. Tony didn’t listen. He took a step back, watching as the surging river crept even closer. His father noticed, too, and stepped aside to avoid getting wet.

			“That’s more like it,” his father soothed, running his hands through his hair to wring out any leftover drops. “I’ve been waiting all this time. You belong here with me.”

			It was that river. The river that his dad had driven his car into last year. Asleep. The doctors had said he had fallen asleep at the wheel. Well, that was a year ago. Clearly he had woken up since then. Tony felt himself wanting to run forward and hug the approaching figure.

			“Dad,. He lowered his hands slightly and the water fell forward. They were almost together now, surrounded by a gushing wall of water.

			“That’s it, son. Just let go,” his dad said soothingly. “The water is so heavy, too great a burden for you. Just let go and fall into me. We belong together, you and I. You’re not strong enough for the world above, but how could you be? I left so suddenly. You’ve had no one to show you how to be a man. Well, I’m back now and you’ll see. Everything will be all right. Just take my hand.” The figure reached out an arm toward Tony. It glistened, freshly wet from the water of the river.

			Tony lowered his arms more, wanting to let his body relax. The river sprung forward. It was almost on them now. His dad was so close. Tony reached out a hand. He wanted nothing more than to be with his father again.

			“No!” A bow swung into his vision, striking his dad hard across the face. His father fell back and nearly toppled into the river. Tony raised his arms again, bringing the water back. Dreamcatcher staggered into view, holding the bow. “You will not touch him!” he barked at the figure. “As long as I live, you will not claim another life.”

			Tony’s father regained his composure and looked at Dreamcatcher. Tony had seen his dad angry many times but never like this. A cold fire burned in those eyes.

			“You see that, Tony? This thing is not your friend. He isn’t even human. He’s been using you the whole time, trying to get you to do his dirty work!”

			“You will not touch him,” Dreamcatcher repeated. Tony watched as his friend limped forward, bringing up the bow for another swing. His father moved, faster than Tony had ever seen, his arms coming up. One caught the hand holding the bow and the other fastened around Dreamcatcher’s neck.

			“You are in no position to tell me anything,” Tony’s father hissed. “Stay away from my son. Stop filling his head with nonsense. Don’t you know he needs a father more than a friend?”

			“Tony,” Dreamcatcher’s voice was strained. “It’s trying to make you forget that you’re dreaming. Never forget. That isn’t your dad! This is a dream!”

			It was then that Tony noticed the slime again. That steady drip of purple ooze continued to seep out from the lips of the figure that looked like his dad. Shaking his head in an attempt to clear it, Tony took a step back. What was happening to him? Why was it getting so hard to think? Everything felt so heavy.He retreated another step. Dreamcatcher was right. People didn’t wake up from drowning. He had spent a year wishing that they had. His dad was not asleep…He was gone. The thing that looked like his father smiled.

			“Oh well,” it hissed. “If one method does not work, change your stroke.” It threw Dreamcatcher away. Tony watched as his friend landed in the water before frantically clawing his way back onto the riverbed. Nearing the edge, Dreamcatcher tried to climb up, but collapsed back to the ground in pain.

			Tony had to help. He took a few steps toward his friend.

			“You’re not going anywhere, you little brat! It’s your fault that I’m down here in the first place!” the monster hissed, mimicking his dad’s voice perfectly. “It’s your fault your mother drinks!” His father came lurching toward him, fists raised, purple slime dripping between his bared teeth.

			Tony had enough. His whole life, Tony had dealt with bullies, with people bigger than him telling him what he was, what he was doing. Jeremy’s face rippled across the wall of water as Tony felt all the embarrassment from his ridicule flood through him. This thing wasn’t his dad, wasn’t Jeremy, wasn’t Tara, wasn’t anyone. But it had been trying to trick him, trying to hurt him. He wasn’t going to take it anymore.

			Tony lifted the water, shoving the river back and up in his mind, the way mountains must hold back snow before releasing the avalanche. His feet sank into the ground as he raised an enormous, imaginary weight into the air. He hovered the still rushing rapids over the thing that looked like his father and pushed down. He didn’t simply drop the water, he propelled it, crashing it down with the full force of every rapid he had ever seen. The torrent sped down towards the creature, then suddenly halted.

			“Nice try,” the thing cried. “But looks like your Dreamcatcher was wrong! I caught you too early, Nightstalker! You are a weak little limp noodle, just like your father!” The monster shoved back against the surging water. It held the river up, preventing it from being crushed down.

			Panic spread through Tony like ice water being dumped onto his back. It felt like, every second, the thing at the bottom of the river was getting stronger. He watched as the river surged back up and then crept again towards him. Jeremy had done something similar once. He let Tony try to punch him before catching his hand and shoving it back into his face. It didn’t matter that Tony had punched first. Jeremy had been that much stronger.

			“Don’t you remember, little boy? You’re nothing! This will be the second time I drown you!” The monster howled with laughter as it violently pushed the river back onto Tony.

			Tony felt himself start to shake as drops of violet water fell around him. Struggling, it felt like he was caught in his own personal shower, one that would quickly turn into a flood. He couldn’t hold it back for much longer. His arms wobbled. Dreamcatcher had been wrong; he wasn’t the master here. This thing in the river was. He dropped to one knee.

			“Tony.”

			Looking a couple feet away, he saw his friend watching him from the water-soaked riverbed.

			“You’re stronger than it is. It’s trying to convince you otherwise because it’s scared. It is scared of you.” Dreamcatcher struggled forward. “I believe in you.”

			He wanted to reach down, wanted to be with his friend. Dreamcatcher hadn’t stopped fighting, ever — even when he was losing.

			“I believe in you,” Dreamcatcher repeated again.

			Not only was he not wet, but Tony was actually beginning to feel warm. The power pushing against him forced him onto both knees.

			“You can do this,” his friend wheezed.

			A hand touched Tony’s shoulder. “You can do it, my man.” As quickly as the hand appeared, it was gone.

			The drops stopped falling. Tony looked at the creature; its face wasn’t laughing anymore. Instead it looked concentrated, every feature furrowed. With a sudden realization, Tony understood. This was exactly the way his teacher said he looked during quizzes when he hit a problem he didn’t know the answer to. This is how someone looked when they didn’t know what to do. Dreamcatcher was right. Tony forced the water back, rising to his feet.

			“You’ll never be able to destroy me!” the monster scoffed, making his dad’s face look confident. “You and your Dreamcatcher friend are all beneath me! Scribblers trying to understand that — ”

			A crossbow bolt appeared in the creature’s leg, causing it to stagger. Looking up, Tony could see another dreamcatcher had appeared! This one looked different from his friend. A gray-skinned woman clad in a yellow cloak stood on the riverbank. Her face was smeared with a black liquid and her cloak had been ripped wide across her left side.

			“Fidel!” Dreamcatcher’s tone conveyed enough to tell Tony that she was one of the good guys.

			This was an opening. Even Tony knew when to hit when he had to. He pushed and this time, the water came crashing down. Resistance welled up against him, but much smaller. Tony flung his arms down. With every bit of strength he could summon, he threw the full fury of the river down on the exact spot where the monster had been standing. He heard a scream and then a cry that sounded different from any animal he had ever heard. And then there was nothing. The river crashed like the blast from a fire hose onto the ground, a force that nothing could survive.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			 

			At first, Fidel couldn’t tell where she was. Opening her eyes, she saw only dull white above her. The air felt cool across her face, but she couldn’t feel it against any other part of her body. This could still be the Dream. She tried to think back.

			The last thing her mind remembered with clarity, she had seen the boy down at the bottom of a dry riverbed. Nothing was left of Incubus but a pool of clear blue water splattered across hard looking rocks. Vakarian had been below her, saying… Fidel tried to concentrate. His words fell away; she must have lost consciousness shortly after. No matter. She remembered firing her crossbow, which had been enough.

			She moved forward to lift her head and found it impossible. Her body had started to slide up, but her actual head appeared to be locked in place. Fighting down the immediate urge to panic, Fidel swiveled her eyes as far as they could go. Nothing but that dull white greeted her vision.

			“Hello?” her voice cracked out, as if unused in weeks. A cough immediately followed, and it took her several seconds to regain herself. When her eyes were able to refocus, a face had broken the dull white.

			“Vakarian!” She had meant to yell, but it escaped in a whisper.

			“Hey, kiddo,. He smiledsmiled as he spoke. “Glad to see you awake. You really had me worried there.”

			Fidel did her best to grin back, but it made her face feel strange.

			“Where…” she began.

			“You’re in the infirmary. You were hurt, remember?”

			She made to nod and realized she couldn’t.

			“How long have I been here?”

			“A few days — one longer than your mentor’s record.” A new voice broke in. It took her a moment, but Fidel recognized it as Kessel. Vakarian looked up; the doctor must have just entered the room.

			“Oh, sorry to interrupt. I just didn’t think I could stand to wait for a tender moment to naturally happen between you two. It’s right up there with listening to Torren trying to choose his favorite passage from Redemptions or Kosm explaining why he doesn’t need a family since he has his pods.”

			Kessel appeared across from Vakarian, on the other side of the bed. Fidel watched as he pulled out his portable scanner. The bright little green light flashed painfully in her eyes.

			“Should have mentioned, close your eyes.” Kessel’s tone sounded almost apologetic. “Now, I know you just received the masterful diagnosis of ‘hurt’ from the agent who can do no wrong, but if you were more curious to know what exactly happened, and why shaking your head has suddenly become impossible, I’m checking your stitches. You nearly got your face sawed in two. When I say “nearly”, know that I mean less than half an inch of flesh left between sky and your skull. Luckily it wasn’t a direct hit and the blow only severed several layers of skin right above your eyes, or else you’d also be wondering why you couldn’t see.”

			Fidel risked looking up again. Kessel had his hand down, presumably still holding the scanner. Both he and Vakarian were staring intently at something she couldn’t see. Fidel guessed it was her readout.

			“Now, most tend to collapse when they come that close to dying, and I figure you must have, too — at least for a while. Your brainwaves were erratic enough when they brought you in here.” Kessel continued speaking while moving his hand. He must be scanning the rest of her body.

			“But not you, no, no, you’re too stubborn to just go for normal near-death injury. You wanted to see how close you could push it. Even believing your future promise here, I have a hard time imagining anyone willingly putting their brain through the further trauma of moving their body through a dream, and then face-planting down a drop. Do you just hate your thoughts?”

			Fidel was silent a moment as Kessel continued to check her body. She watched Vakarian’s face. He appeared to be hiding a smirk. She also noticed that his shoulders were crooked. Was he standing funny or was she just not lying completely straight?

			“Well, this is your moment of defense.” Kessel looked down at her, his face definitely not wearing a smirk.

			“I shot the night terror,” Fidel said.

			“Got him in the leg.” Vakarian clarified. He broke into a full smile and Fidel felt her face grow hot. She suddenly wished she could turn away.

			“Oh, good — that’s good then. Another one like you.” Kessel was pointing to Vakarian but his voice didn’t sound particularly angry. “Proud of yourself, Dreamcatcher? She learned from your example. What’s it the humans say? ‘You’d jump off a cliff if everyone else did first?’”

			“Bridge,” Fidel whispered.

			“Don’t correct your medic. It’s rude.” Kessel waved a hand dismissively at her. “Anyway, you’re healing well. Luckily, someone competent did the stitching.”

			“You?” she guessed.

			“Me. Vakarian’s not the only one who gets to gloat. You’re going to have a scar there though, a nice long one that’s not going away. A good reminder next time you feel like doing anything this dumb.” Kessel reached both hands towards her and Fidel heard a loud clicking sound against her ears. Her head immediately felt extra heavy.

			“No sign of brain damage so I’ll let you look around. Move from this bed before I say to, and I’ll have you stapled to it. We clear?”

			Fidel fought a laugh. She could see why Kessel had lasted so long as the Hive’s chief medical officer.

			“I see convulsions. Do I need to lock you up again?”

			“No, I’ll behave.” She strained her voice to keep the snicker out of it…mostly.

			“Good, I’ll leave you alone then. I have patients here who actually got hurt through no fault of their own and I had better go check on them.” Kessel withdrew as Fidel raised herself slightly off her sheets. She caught the final swishing sliver of his white cloak as he rounded her door and went out into the hall.

			Her room was almost completely barren, as Vakarian’s had been before. It might even be the same room for all she knew. Looking up, she could see quite a few chairs stacked in one corner.

			“The entire team was in here for a while,” Vakarian whispered at her side. “We didn’t know if you were going to make it through the first day. You lost a lot of blood.”

			Fidel turned to him and grinned, feeling her skin stretch.

			“You’re not losing me that easily.” She felt her face falter as she looked at her mentor full on. Vakarian’s leg was in some kind of bionic brace and he was clutching a long black cane.

			“Incubus.” He sighed, tapping his leg ruefully. “Reopened the wound and more poison got in. I won’t need the cane much longer, but Kessel doesn’t ever think I’ll be free of the brace. One step closer towards life in the colonies, I suppose.”

			Fidel watched as her mentor’s expression darkened. He winced as he stepped back, settling himself into one of the chairs not stacked in the corner. Her expression must have shown concern because, as soon as Vakarian looked up, he smiled.

			“Like I would ever retire,” he scoffed. “Even if I had lost the leg.”

			Fidel made extra effort to soften her features. Standing for the entire time Kessel was talking must have been very painful for Vakarian. He would never let anyone, especially her, see if he was uncomfortable; she knew this. It was one of the reasons she imagined he had been picked to lead.

			“So, I really was out for a while?” she asked. “How much longer than you?”

			“I only needed a day,” Vakarian admitted. “Probably catching up on all that rest everyone was telling me to take.” He paused and looked at her. “But, yes, you were really touch-and-go.”

			Fidel nodded, allowing herself to settle slightly back into the bed. Kessel had been worried for no reason. Even sitting up zapped her energy.

			“Is everyone else okay?” she asked. Vakarian nodded.

			“After I dropped Incubus, Ransk and Torren dove into the Dream for retrieval. Vilida…” He laughed to himself and shook his head. “I still don’t know how she managed it, but she rode back to the hive…” A strange smirk came across his face, like he didn’t believe himself anymore. “…on the back of an Omen.”

			Fidel felt her eyes bulge. After a moment, she began to laugh.

			“You’re joking,” she coughed, feeling her body protesting this much activity. “Have I seen you joke before?”

			Vakarian smiled, and then his expression went serious.

			“I couldn’t make that up if I tried,” he laughed. “Most agents walk into the hangar and see it for themselves before they believed.”

			Fidel felt her jaw drop.

			“She really did?” she asked, “But you told me it was impossible to tame an Omen.”

			“Everyone in the past who tried has failed…and lost at least one limb,” Vakarian admitted. He scratched the bandage on his injured leg absentmindedly. “I still have no idea how she did it, but I’ve seen the thing chained next to the damsel pods. She calls it Romaniuk. I guess Torren isn’t the only one who loves the Readings.”

			Fidel shook her head.

			“I think…I think I need to lie down.” She felt a dull throb of headache beginning. The pillow somehow had managed to cool into the most refreshing material she had ever felt in the brief time she had her head up. Vakarian adjusted himself in his chair. At least now she could turn to look at him.

			“We did it?” she asked. Vilida taming an omen wasn’t the most impossible thing she had heard. Vakarian smiled, and then nodded.

			“Well,” he began. “Tony did the real work. We were just there to help. I’ve never seen anything like that before, when his dad appeared behind him…” He stopped and looked off into space. Fidel felt herself frown. She was still incredibly aware of the skin above her face.

			“It wasn’t his real father,” she began, her mind flicking suddenly back to her parents. She wondered if they knew where she was, what she had done. She rather doubted it. “It was just the Dream, just something he thought up.” Her voice still sounded weak to her. Maybe Vakarian would bring her ambrosia if she asked nicely.

			“Was it?” Her mentor raised his eyebrows. Fidel leaned back slightly. It felt like running the length of the hangar.

			“You don’t really believe that?” she asked. “You’re the one always telling me not to believe too much in tales of the miraculous and the impossible. What happened to focusing on fact?” Even talking this much felt like a chore.

			Vakarian smiled. “I know. But I never said not to have faith. Just because I don’t believe every word of the Book — ” He stopped again. His mouth opened, but he didn’t speak right away. “‘Look to the Nether for it is the greatest lesson in life: unknown. We who were born as babes in the fog have made our world by believing that nothing was infinite, that the clouds ended and contained more than just void. That, though ground may exist, it will require much descent, and many worlds to see. Yet exist it must, for all is knowable — though much of it may now be mystery. For when the ceiling of the world is found, death itself may turn on its head. So sayeth the Nether, so sayeth our world.’” Vakarian finished his recitation and looked back down at her. Fidel was speechless, she had never heard him quote anything beyond the Code before.

			“Who said that?” she asked, her voice little more than a whisper.

			“From part of Redemptions,” Vakarian answered. “Lilith spoke those words to Demoinis shortly before her passing. It was her wisdom, or part of it, anyway. There’s more to the text that I can’t recall. Our final encounter with Incubus made me think of it. Something happened that I can’t explain.”

			Fidel wanted to lean up but couldn’t. She never knew what to say and now she couldn’t move, either.

			“What?” she asked.

			Vakarian looked at her, his face going hard. “You shouldn’t have been there,” he stated calmly. “You fell out of Inspiration long before the intended drop zone. We weren’t even over the right loka yet.”

			Fidel thought about this. It was true; they hadn’t been far into trapping when she had been hit. Still, she couldn’t remember doing anything, anything to change her fall. She had dropped straight down.

			“How did I get there?” she asked.

			“I don’t know.”  His face relaxed. “This incident has raised a lot of questions and challenged more than a few beliefs. We still can’t be sure whether Incubus was acting alone. Luckily…” He winced as he moved his leg. “…our Charra may get some answers. She’s been petitioning the colonies since the investigation opened. Word came through today: resources granted. Who knows what we’re about to find out.”

			Fidel nodded, the simple gesture draining what was left of her energy. She wanted to ask what would happen next. Whether Charra would leave to help the investigation…If there would be an expedition. She felt sleep creeping into her face. She couldn’t stay awake much longer, even if she wanted to. Those questions weren’t pressing. In time, they would answer themselves.

			Vakarian was smiling. “Some mysteries I’ll be grateful for,” he said in a soothing tone. “I don’t know what I would have done. I would have wasted — ” He paused. She watched him fumble for the right words. Knowing all too well how hard finding them could be, Fidel simply stretched out her hand. Smiling, Vakarian took it. A tear slid down her mentor’s cheek, but he made no attempt to hide it.

			“I can’t keep my eyes open,” she whispered.

			“Of course,” Vakarian’s voice sounded more distant. “I’ll be here when you wake up.”

			“I know,” Fidel whispered, not minding as her face hurt from her smile.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Tony was dreaming but he was used to it by now.

			He stood on the edge of a cliff overlooking an endless ocean. Behind him stood his two friends, Dreamcatcher and Duckie. It had been a month since his dream with the river. It was the first dream he could remember every detail of when he had woken up. He had seen Dreamcatcher a few times since the monster left and had recently officially met Duckie.

			“You’ve grown so strong and so controlled,” Dreamcatcher told him, “that I can bring a friend along now to meet you. Not that you need us any longer.”

			That’s what had brought them today — to say good-bye.

			Tony turned away from the still water and faced his two friends.

			“So, I’ll never see you again?” he asked, the sky darkening slightly with his words.

			Dreamcatcher grinned. “Oh, you’ll see me, just not as often.” He walked forward and put a hand on Tony’s shoulder before sinking down to his level. The brace that had appeared on his leg since the river made a gentle click.

			“We have other children out there, other kids to protect. They’re not all as strong as you. But I’ll still check in, from time to time.”

			Tony smiled before a sudden thought gripped him.

			“That means there are other monsters! Is one of them going to come after me?”

			Dreamcatcher shook his head, and Duckie stepped up as well.

			“We think they would have shown up by now,” she said calmly. “You must have scared them off.”

			Tony felt his grin growing wider. “Well, it wasn’t all me!” he replied, looking into Dreamcatcher’s face. His friend smiled. “I had some pretty great help.”

			His two friends exchanged a look at this and Tony felt the way he sometimes did when talking to adults. He had said something funny; he just didn’t know what.

			A sharp cry behind Tony told him that an ornithocheirus had just flown past the cliff. Turning away from Dreamcatcher, he saw that it wasn’t just one. An entire family of four soared happily into the sky. The two parents were obviously larger, but the younger ones had more energy. They zipped around the adults in a large sphere, scattering a group of seagulls that had been flying by.

			“You didn’t bring any gliders this time.” Tony said mournfully. He felt Dreamcatcher stand beside him.

			“No, but you go ahead. I wasn’t feeling up to flying today—downside of getting older.”

			Tony laughed and moved to the edge of the cliff. Beneath his feet, smooth rock gave way to a sheer drop. The blue water glimmered below, reflecting the cold sunlight of the dream. He turned back one last time to look at his friend. He was smiling at Duckie, who had come up to lend her arm. His friend was still healing from the fight with the giant lamprey. Tony had tried to heal him several times, but nothing ever stuck.

			“Hey, Dreamcatcher?” Tony asked, a memory flashing back to him. “That thing that looked like my dad, it called me a ‘Nightstalker.’ What’s a Nightstalker?”

			From where he leaned on Duckie, Dreamcatcher shrugged and shook his head.

			“I have no idea,” he admitted. “Some creatures will tell themselves anything, especially if it justifies something horrible. I wouldn’t worry, though. I’ve known you a while and, if you’re anything, you’re a Tony.” He laughed a bit at his own joke and Tony thought he caught Duckie roll her eyes before smiling.

			“You’ll be down here when I get back?” he asked.

			“Not much else to do around here.” Dreamcatcher admitted.

			Tony thought for a moment, then pushed off from the cliff. He felt himself began to fall before he stopped himself. It was only a dream, after all; there was nothing pulling him down.

			“I can fix that,” he said confidently.

			Tony lifted off into the sky. Below him, he watched as Dreamcatcher and Duckie moved closer together. Turning his attention back to the water, Tony recalled a day his dad had taken him to King’s Super Play Land. The park had been huge and filled with more rides than he had ever seen before. Tony’s favorite had been a Viking ship that went up and down, rocking them like they were in big waves.

			Rides erupted from the water, sending it spilling off in all directions. He watched as that same Viking ship blasted through the water and soared up into view. It rocked back and forth, the sounds of laughter and shouts coming with it. As Tony’s ocean was replaced by an amusement park, he sped even higher to catch the family of ornithocheirus. Dreamcatcher and Duckie could enjoy things on their own for a bit. He wasn’t done flying.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			THE END

			 

			 

			Dreamcatcher, Duckie, and the Midnight Phantom will return in The Night Terrors.
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