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          Prologue

        

      

    


    
      The Maelstrom is all; the Maelstrom is nothing.


      The Maelstrom is eternal; the Maelstrom is fleeting.


      The Maelstrom is without form or function. Chaos is its natural state, and thus would it ever have remained, but one appeared who could shape the Maelstrom’s turbulent energies. The Dreaming began, and with it, all of Creation. And the Dreaming continues still, but who can say what might occur if on some far-off day the Dreamer finally awakens?


      Pray for sleep everlasting, children.


      Pray for dreams without end.


      Pray that the Waking never comes to pass.

      


      from The Primogenium. Book One, Chapter One.
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      I’m not a big beachgoer. I look all right in a bikini, although I’m not going to get on the cover of Sports Illustrated’s swimsuit edition anytime soon, and not without some serious help from Photoshop. But in Chicago, “the beach” too often means sweaty tourists, gritty sand, and the nipple-poppingly cold water of Lake Michigan. My idea of a real beach is an out-of-the-way island in the Bahamas, but since Shadow Watch agents rarely get vacations, I suppose I’ll have to keep dreaming. Get it? Dreaming?


      Jinx and I sat next to each other, huddled in the large woolen blanket that smelled as if it had been used to wipe King Kong’s ass. Our clothes didn’t smell much better. Instead of our usual gray suits – standard issue for Shadow Watch officers – we wore thick winter coats, jeans, boots, gloves, and pullover caps. In Jinx’s case, the boots were about ten sizes larger than normal to accommodate his gigantic clown feet. It was early December, and the wind coming in off the lake had a nasty bite to it that indicated the city was going to be in for an especially hard winter.


      Normally, Jinx’s body heat would’ve kept me warm. Incubi – at least in their Night Aspects – are suffused with Maelstrom energy, and as a result they gave off a significant amount of heat. But tonight, Jinx was wearing a negator collar, which prevented his body from absorbing more than a minimal amount of M-energy. At the moment, he was no stronger or more durable than a human. Unfortunately, he wasn’t any saner.


      He kept his voice to a whisper as he spoke. “If I cut my wrists right now, do you think I’ll bleed to death, or do you think I’ll still heal, only more slowly than usual?”


      “Don’t you dare,” I whispered back, knowing full well he might give it a try. “I had a hard enough time cleaning up the mess the last time you slit your wrists. The living room carpet still has stains on it.”


      “I know. Sometimes they talk to me. They like to tell jokes, but they’re not very funny. I laugh anyway, though. I don’t want to hurt their feelings.”


      Jinx might’ve been joking himself, or he might’ve been telling the truth. After all, it was his blood he was talking about.


      The night sky was cloudless and clear, and the stars were so bright, they almost didn’t look real. It was sad, but, even though I knew I was looking at the real thing, I couldn’t help thinking that the illusory starfield in Nod – called the Canopy – was more beautiful. Sometimes I don’t know which world I belong to more, which only makes me feel like I don’t really belong to either. I searched for constellations, but it had been a long time since my high school science classes, and I didn’t recognize any. At one point, I thought I’d found the Little Dipper, but there were only six stars instead of seven. No North Star on the end of the handle.


      I lowered my gaze and realized Jinx was looking at me. His normal skin tone is clown-white, with bright red lips and blue crescents around his eyes. But his white skin reflects light like nobody’s business, and at night he sometimes looks as if he’s glowing with a low-level phosphorescence – especially when there’s a moon out, as there was tonight. It’s a great effect for a lunatic nightmare clown, but not so useful when it comes to going unnoticed during a night-time stakeout. So before heading to Montrose Beach, I slathered flesh-colored makeup all over his face. His disguise wouldn’t withstand close scrutiny, especially not in full light, but at least his skin wasn’t gleaming blue-white.


      “Nervous?” he asked.


      He didn’t have to ask, though. He was an Incubus, a nightmare given life, and I was his Ideator, the person who’d dreamed him up. We shared a bond that was deeper than that of siblings, or even parent and child. And, even if we hadn’t been linked, I’m sure he could read my emotions on my face with ease.


      “Yeah,” I said. I didn’t elaborate. I hoped Jinx would leave it at that, but I knew he wouldn’t. If Jinx saw a button labeled DO NOT PUSH, he would immediately push it, keep pushing it until his finger bled, and then destroy the button with a vicious swing of his sledgehammer.


      “What’s the worst that could happen?” he asked.


      “Melody and Trauma Doll will screw up somehow and get killed.”


      Jinx giggled softly. “I know. I just wanted to hear you say it.”


      I punched him on the shoulder as hard as I could, and I was gratified to hear him take in a hissing breath through gritted teeth. With the negator collar on, Jinx experienced pain like a human.


      I could get used to this, I thought.


      The collar was necessary because Incubi can sense each other’s presence, especially when in close proximity to one another. Jinx’s collar was easily removable – unlike the kind we use on Incubi we take into custody – so it wouldn’t prevent him from going into action when the time came. But until then, I intended to enjoy the side benefits.


      We had a bottle wrapped in a small brown sack, and we passed it back and forth occasionally, taking turns sipping from it. It was a Jim Beam bottle with water substituted for whisky. Not only were Jinx and I on duty, there was no way in hell I would let him drink alcohol. He was hard enough to control as it was. And the First Dreamer help me if he gets hold of caffeine. When that happens, he’s like a combination of Freddy Krueger and the Tasmanian Devil.


      Except for the two of us, the beach was deserted – or at least it appeared that way. We’d picked up word on the street that, if you wanted to score some shuteye, Montrose Beach was the place. Jinx and I had been here since ten o’clock, and although I didn’t check the time on my wisper – the light from the device would be a dead giveaway that I was a Shadow Watch officer – I estimated it was well past midnight now. A police officer, one of the regular kind, came by to roust us off the beach at one point, but I showed him my ID with its stylized dreamcatcher symbol. He looked at it for a moment without speaking, then told us to have a nice night and left. The Shadow Watch has operatives in every major city on Earth – and some not-so-major – but I knew most of the operatives in Chicago, and that cop wasn’t one. Thanks to the Somnocologists who designed it, the dreamcatcher symbol projects an almost hypnotic calming energy that tends to make people more… agreeable. But other than that one encounter, the night had been the very definition of uneventful.


      Thanks to the wind, the waves were high tonight, and they broke against the beach with loud, rhythmic shooshing sounds. The effect was as hypnotic in its own way as my ID, and if I’d been capable of sleeping, I’m sure I would’ve dozed off right then. But the sound didn’t help me concentrate. It invited me to relax, release my stress, and let my mind wander, none of which I could afford to do. I bit the inside of my cheek hard enough to draw blood, and the pain sharpened my senses once more, but I knew it wouldn’t last. I would’ve killed for a hit of rev, but I was doing my best to stay drug-free these days, and I didn’t have any on me.


      Where the hell are Melody and Trauma Doll? They should’ve been here by–


      Jinx interrupted my thoughts with a none-too-gentle elbow to my ribs. He nodded to the north, and I turned to see a pair of figures walking along the shore in our direction. Melody was a tall, thin Asian woman with prominent cheekbones, killer eyes, and a smile that could get her gigs modeling for toothpaste ads. Tonight she wore civvies – a black coat and jeans, and her dark hair was tucked under a black-and-white striped beanie cap. Trauma Doll hadn’t done anything to disguise herself – which was the point. We wanted any Incubi in the area to recognize her for what she was.


      Trauma Doll was Melody’s Incubus, and her name suited her perfectly. Her porcelain skin was as white and smooth as polished bone, and, as she moved, small fissures appeared wherever her limbs bent, making soft cracking sounds. The damage healed almost instantly, only to reoccur the next moment she moved. Her only clothing consisted of loops of black barbed wire that encircled her arms, legs, chest, and torso. The wire didn’t cover her completely, but, since she possessed no genitals or nipples, the parts that showed weren’t especially sexy – unless you had a fetish for life-sized China dolls, that is. She wore her bright orange hair in pigtails tied with blood-stained ribbons. Her sky-blue eyes were anime-large, and they appeared to have been painted on, until she blinked. It was an extremely disconcerting sight, and one I hadn’t gotten used to yet. The small nub above her mouth was only a suggestion of a nose, and her too-red lips formed a Betty Boop moue. All in all, Trauma Doll made an imposing, frightening figure, and I wondered what had inspired Melody to ever dream up such a sinister thing.


      Then again, I imagine a lot of people wonder the same thing about me and Jinx.


      Speaking of Jinx, he sighed as he watched Melody and Trauma Doll approach. “Don’t you just love the sound her skin makes as it cracks? It’s almost musical.”


      Of all the problems I’ve had having a nightmare clown for a partner, I never thought I’d have to deal with Jinx falling for a woman who was made out of porcelain.


      “Next thing you’ll tell me is how beautiful her skin looks in the moonlight,” I said. “All shiny, cold, and hard…”


      He scowled at me, but then quickly refocused his gaze on Trauma Doll.


      “You know you can’t go out with her,” I said. “She’s a trainee. Our trainee.”


      After the Lords of Misrule had nearly caused the dimensions of Earth and Nod to fuse into a single chaotic mess, the Nightclad Council had decided the Shadow Watch needed more officers – in both dimensions – to make sure something like that could never happen again. Director Sanderson had started a major recruitment drive, and almost all current officers had been assigned a pair of rookies to mentor. Melody Gail and Trauma Doll were ours.


      Jinx grinned at me. “You know how I feel about rules.”


      “The faster they’re broken, the better,” I said. “But I don’t want you doing anything that might interfere with her training.”


      “Why? Afraid something bad will happen?”


      “Yes. And you damn well know why.”


      “Nathaniel,” Jinx said, and then surprised me by letting the matter drop. We both fell silent and turned our attention back to Melody and Trauma Doll.


      So far, there had been no sign that anyone besides the four of us was on the beach tonight, but when it comes to Incubi, appearances don’t mean squat. This fact was driven home to me once again as a patch of sand near our trainees rippled. An instant later a humanoid form rose forth from the sand not more than half a dozen yards from Melody and Trauma Doll. They stopped and turned to face the newcomer. I couldn’t make out his features – or if he really was a he – so I turned to Jinx.


      He reached up and tapped the negator collar around his neck. “Don’t look at me. Right now, my eyesight isn’t any better than yours.”


      Shit! I’d forgotten about that damned collar.


      The spot where Jinx and I sat was several hundred feet farther back from the water than Melody and Trauma Doll, and even with the half-moon in the sky, I couldn’t make out any details about the sand being’s form. He/she/it was an Incubus, of course. A human couldn’t have risen from the sand like that. But otherwise, I knew nothing. I hate not knowing stuff, especially when I’m working and double especially when my not knowing something might get someone else killed.


      I started to rise to my feet, but Jinx put a hand on my shoulder and gently but firmly forced me to sit back down.


      “I thought you’d be all for rushing mindlessly to attack,” I said.


      “Usually I am, but I’m working on being less predictable.”


      “But not less annoying.”


      He grinned at me, but he kept his hand on my shoulder. With the negator collar on, he was no stronger than an average human male, and I thought I could take him. But probably not before he could spring the catch on the collar and remove it. After that, it would be an entirely different story.


      I knew Jinx was right to stop me. While I wasn’t comfortable letting Melody and Trauma Doll make contact with the shuteye dealer, there was no way Jinx and I could’ve done it. After our part in stopping the Fata Morgana and the Lords of Misrule, we were too well known throughout the Incubus and Ideator communities in both dimensions. If the two of us had been walking along the beach, the sand-figure would most likely have remained hidden as we passed. We needed to bust the shuteye operation, and, right now, Melody and Trauma Doll – two unknowns – were our best bet.


      Relax, I told myself. Let them do their job. It’s what they’ve been trained for.


      Then again, they weren’t fully-fledged officers yet, were they?


      Shuteye is one of the most dangerous drugs ever produced in Nod. Once an Ideator brings an Incubus to life, they no longer have any need to sleep. We’re linked to our Incubi, and, since they don’t sleep, we don’t either. We do need to rest several hours each day to continue functioning at peak capacity, however, so we read, watch TV, meditate, whatever, just as long as we’re not working. I hate resting without sleeping. It’s boring as hell, and it’s a waste of time. But I’d learned the hard way that if I don’t rest, my job performance suffers – which in turn means others suffer, the ones I’ve sworn to protect. So I do my best to refrain from working three or four hours a day. It’s not as much as Somnocologists recommend, but it’s about all I can stomach.


      I don’t miss sleeping all that much. To tell you the truth, I don’t even remember what it was like. My life before I became an Ideator and a Shadow Watch officer sometimes seems like little more than – pardon the expression – a dream. But some Ideators would do just about anything to experience sleep again, and some Incubi – who’ve never slept – are curious about what it’s like. Normal sleep drugs, the kind you can get in any pharmacy on Earth, won’t work on Ideator or Incubus physiology. And that’s why shuteye was created. The drug allows the user to experience a chemical simulation of sleep. Some users begin to exhibit psychotic behavior and become a danger to themselves and others, and some poor bastards go crazy after taking only a single capsule. I know. I’ve seen it.


      Melody and Trauma Doll walked back to the figure who stood motionless as he/she/it awaited them. Melody began talking to the figure, but she kept her volume low. I wished I’d made her wear a wire so I could listen in on her conversation with the dealer, but you can never tell what kind of special senses a particular Incubus might possess. And, if the dealer so much as suspected Melody was an officer, it wouldn’t go well for her.


      At first, everything seemed to go okay. Melody talked, the sand creature responded. Melody talked some more. The sand creature then reached inside its chest and pulled out a plastic bag containing several small capsules. I couldn’t tell how many were in the bag from where I sat, but I guess there were a half dozen, max. The sand creature held the bag out to Melody, while at the same time holding his other hand out palm up, ready to receive payment. And that was the moment Trauma Doll decided to go into action. She shrugged her right shoulder, and the coils of barbed wire wrapped around that arm rippled, loosened, and shot toward the sandy being like a gigantic S&M Slinky, and with a not dissimilar spronging sound. The coils lengthened as they encircled the dealer, covering him/her/it from head to toe in an improvised cage.


      “That’s my girl!” Jinx shouted.


      He took his hand from my shoulder, popped the catch on his negator collar, threw it to the side, leaped to his overlarge feet, and began running toward Melody and Trauma Doll, determined not to miss out on whatever action might be left.


      As it turned out, Jinx didn’t have to worry. Instead of being constrained by Trauma Doll’s coils, the sand creature simply stepped out of them, the barbed wire passing through its substance without doing any apparent damage.


      “Rookies,” I muttered.


      I threw the blanket off, got to my feet, and started running after Jinx. I’d kept my trancer tucked against the small of my back, and I drew it as I ran and flicked the activation switch. Melody drew her own trancer the moment the sand creature escaped Trauma Doll’s coils, and she fired before the Incubus could attack either of them. A beam of multicolored Maelstrom energy shot from the weapon’s muzzle and struck the sand creature in the chest. But either the beam passed through the Incubus’ sandy body or else the creature had created a hole in itself for the beam to go through. Either way, the M-energy did the Incubus no damage and continued lancing through the air – straight toward Jinx.


      I wanted to shout a warning to him, but there wasn’t time. Yet just as Jinx was about to get a face full of M-energy, he veered to the side, and the beam missed him, continuing on for a few dozen more feet, weakening as it went, before finally hitting the beach’s upward slope. Sand exploded with a loud chuffing sound. Jinx turned his head to give me a quick grin and a thumbs-up, and then faced forward once more and increased his speed.


      I hadn’t managed to shout a warning, but Jinx had responded as if I had. I remembered Sanderson telling Jinx and me – during one of our numerous dressing-down sessions in his office – that as Ideator and Incubus, we should have a bond so strong it would be almost telepathic. Since that time, Jinx and I had worked out some, if not all, of our differences, and these days we did function better as a team, better than we ever had before, in fact. So maybe I had projected my thoughts to Jinx, at least on some basic level. Or maybe it was nothing more than a coincidence. Right then it didn’t matter. I had work to do.


      I may be an Ideator, but that doesn’t mean I have any special powers beyond having once dreamed an Incubus into existence. Unless you count having life-long insomnia as “special”. I ran after Jinx, but I was nowhere near as fast as he was, and I knew he would reach Melody, Trauma Doll, and the sand creature before I would. I briefly considered taking a shot at the shuteye dealer with my trancer. Maybe if Sandy didn’t see the energy blast coming, he wouldn’t be able to avoid it. But I suck at firing on the move, and I didn’t want to hit Melody or Trauma Doll by accident. So I concentrated on running faster and hoped I’d get there in time to do some good.


      Our trainees had been startled by the ease with which Sandy had shrugged off Melody’s trancer blast, but they recovered quickly. Trauma Doll retracted her coils and they wrapped tightly around her porcelain arm once more. She then thrust her hands toward Sandy, unleashing both her right and left coils. But instead of encircling Sandy, the coils straightened and she scissored her arms back and forth, causing the barbed wire to slash through the creature’s substance like a pair of metal whips. At the same time, Melody fired her trancer at Sandy, only this time, she’d flicked the selector switch to wide beam setting, and moved her trancer up and down, spraying Sandy from head to toe with M-energy.


      I was impressed. Melody and Trauma Doll were working together in an attempt to disrupt the cohesion of Sandy’s substance in order to weaken and perhaps even injure him. It was damned smart. Too bad it didn’t work.


      Sandy raised his own arms, as if in imitation of Trauma Doll, and he hit the two of them with twin blasts of sand to the face. Melody dropped her trancer, turned her back on Sandy, staggered forward several steps, and fell to her hands and knees. Her trancer’s beam winked out as it hit the sand, and it lay there for a split second before it sank into the sand and disappeared. Whatever kind of Incubus Sandy was, he was even more powerful than I’d thought. How much of the beach did the damned thing control? Could the very ground Jinx and I ran on be used against us as a weapon whenever Sandy felt like it? Talk about precarious footing.


      The sand-blast had a far more dramatic effect on Trauma Doll. The impact caused the left side of her head to shatter in an explosion of white porcelain shards. She didn’t go down, but her arms dropped to her sides and her barbed wire whips fell limp. I’d suspected that Trauma Doll was hollow, but this was the first time I’d had any confirmation. Incubi are tough and they can heal a lot of damage while in their Night Aspects, but they aren’t invulnerable. If their heads are cut off or destroyed, they die. Trauma Doll had only lost half of her head, but I feared she still might be dead – or whatever the equivalent is for a giant animated toy.


      I felt like I’d taken a blow to the sternum. My breath caught in my chest, and a cold pit yawned wide where my stomach had been. The thing I had feared the most had happened. Melody and Trauma Doll, rookies under my supervision, had gone down. And neither looked like she’d be getting up anytime soon. Shock gave way to anger – mostly at myself, but it provided the motive force to spur me on to greater speed.


      As I continued running toward Melody and Trauma Doll, Jinx let out a bellow of rage, reached inside his jacket, and withdrew a sledgehammer. Part of his clown abilities was being able to store an insane amount of bizarre weaponry on his person, regardless of the size. The sledge – which he called Cuthbert Junior – was his favorite, and without pausing in his run, he lifted the hammer back over his shoulder, then hurled it toward Sandy like it was a steroid-infused tomahawk. Cuthbert Junior was a blur as it spun through the air. As if sensing the sledge’s approach, Sandy started to turn to face the oncoming weapon, but, before the creature could do anything, Cuthbert Junior slammed into him with a loud chuff! Sand sprayed everywhere, and the sledge continued traveling a dozen more feet before it thunked to the ground, only a few inches from the water’s edge. Its head sank into the wet sand, its wooden handle pointing skyward. I thought Jinx would go to retrieve Cuthbert Junior, pulling it out of the sand with a moist sucking sound as he shouted something like, I am rightwise born King of England!


      But instead he ran to the spot where Sandy had been standing, unzipped his pants, pulled out a chalk-white portion of his anatomy I would’ve preferred not to see – ever – and unleashed a stream of urine. The sand sizzled and smoked as Jinx’s piss struck it.


      As I drew close, I called out, “I think you ought to give some serious thought to seeing a urologist!” Then I ran past him, giving him and his prodigious river of urine a wide berth. I saw the baggie of shuteye capsules lying on the sand. The sand creature must’ve dropped it when Trauma Doll first attacked. Or maybe it had gotten snagged on her barbed wire as he escaped her trap and was pulled from his hand. Whichever the case, there it was, and, despite my urgent need to check on Melody, I bent down, snatched up the baggie, and stuffed it in my pants pocket. We’d need it for evidence.


      I hurried to Melody, who was still on her hands and knees, and crouched next to her.


      “Are you all right?” I asked, knowing it was a stupid question but unable to think of anything else to say.


      That’s when I noticed that the sand directly beneath her face was wet. At first I thought the sand-blast had irritated her eyes and she’d been crying. But then I realized that what I was looking at wasn’t the result of shed tears, but rather shed blood.


      “I managed to avert my face in time to avoid the full impact.” Her voice was strained, and she spoke through pain-gritted teeth. “But a half-blast did enough damage. I can’t see out of my left eye.” She paused. “I’m not sure I have a left eye anymore.”


      My stomach did a flip at her words. I crouched lower to get a better look at the damage and immediately wished I hadn’t. The left side of her face was little more than a mass of blood and ravaged meat. I had no idea if Jinx had destroyed Sandy or if even now the Incubus was working on reconstituting his body, and I didn’t care. All that mattered was getting Melody to a hospital.


      For an instant, Melody’s face seemed to… shimmer is the best way I can describe it. Kind of like the way heat rising off hot asphalt can make the air seem to distort and ripple. It happened so quickly that I wasn’t sure if I’d really seen it, and then it was gone, and Melody looked normal again. Well, as normal as anyone can look with half of their face reduced to bloody, shredded meat. I told myself that what I’d seen was only a trick of the moonlight, most likely intensified by stress, and I thought no more of it.


      Jinx finished his vengeance-piss, shook the dew off the lily, zipped up, and then turned around. At that exact moment a breeze blew in off the lake, and Trauma Doll’s half-headless body wobbled, then fell over backwards.


      Jinx walked over to Trauma Doll and gazed down at her. Her body remained still, but the scattered shards of what had once been the left side of her head were already beginning to move of their own accord, sliding across the sand to rejoin the rest of her. They traveled slowly, with jerky, erratic motions, as if they were almost too weak to move. Jinx helped them along by moving them closer to Trauma Doll’s ragged-edged face and neck with gentle sweeps of his giant feet. The pieces began to adhere to the main body and to one another with soft clinking noises, and I began to hope that Trauma Doll was going to recover. Unfortunately, Ideators don’t heal any more swiftly than ordinary humans, and Melody’s bleeding wasn’t going to stop on its own.


      I tucked my trancer into the back of my pants – no way was I going to put it on the sand after what had happened to Melody’s weapon. Then I pulled off my jacket, wadded it into a ball, and pressed it to Melody’s wound. I helped her shift to a sitting position, and then she took hold of the jacket and held it in place, freeing my hands.


      “Thanks,” she said, her voice shaky but calm enough, considering the circumstances.


      While I’d tended to Melody, Jinx had continued scooping pieces of Trauma Doll’s head closer to her body. The porcelain shards were coming together to form larger sections of her face, and a number had rejoined her body to the point where her chin and lower jaw were mostly restored.


      As if reading my thoughts, Melody said, “She’ll be okay. She may look fragile, but she’s one tough bitch.” Despite the intense pain she must’ve been in, Melody’s voice held unmistakable pride. I knew how she felt. Kind of.


      There was a time when I’d have been holding any number of drugs that I could’ve given Melody to ease her pain, but all I had was the bag of shuteye capsules.


      “How bad does it hurt?” I asked. “Bad enough to risk a shuteye?”


      “No!” She almost shouted the word and then, as if embarrassed, she smiled and added, “You don’t want me to have to report you for corrupting a rookie, do you?”


      I smiled. “Guess not.” I glanced over at Jinx. “How’s Trauma Doll doing?”


      “She’ll need another ten minutes or so to finish pulling herself together,” he said. Normally, he might’ve giggled at the bad pun, but he wasn’t in a laughing mood just then.


      One of Trauma Doll’s ears was restored, although none of her facial features had reattached to her body yet. Still, her hand raised and gave me a thumbs-up.


      I didn’t think it was a good idea for Melody to wait much longer to get medical attention, so I lifted my wisper to my face and spoke into it. The device doesn’t look like much, just a simple silver bracelet, but it can do anything a smart phone can, and more.


      “Call Connie,” I said.


      Whenever Jinx and I need a ride, we call Connie Desposito. Her Deathmobile might be one of the most unsafe vehicles I’ve ever ridden in, but it’s faster than ten kinds of lightning, and right now speed was what Melody needed most. But before the wisper could connect with Connie’s cell, the sand beneath us began to shudder, and I had a bad feeling that our granular drug dealer wasn’t quite finished with us. A large mass exploded out of the sand near Jinx’s feet. It slammed into him with a sound like two colliding semis, and the impact sent Jinx soaring into the air. He arced up and out over the lake, then fell toward the water. He landed so far from the beach that I couldn’t see where he hit, but I heard the splash. I looked back at the object that had struck him and saw it was a giant fist formed from sand. The fist raised a middle finger toward the lake, and then it shifted, reformed, and became a human figure, only this time it had facial features.


      “Nobody pisses on me!”


      The voice had a whispering quality, like sand sliding over sand, but it was unquestionably male. He turned toward me then, and his expression – already angry – became downright murderous. I still crouched next to Melody, but, as the sand Incubus started toward me, I stood, drew my trancer, and leveled it at him.


      “Do I really need to identify myself as a Shadow Watch officer?”


      His sandy mouth twisted into a smirk. “Your clumsy sting operation told me that. Did you seriously think I was going to be fooled by those two?” He nodded to Trauma Doll and Melody. “I could practically smell how green they are.”


      He stopped when he was within five feet of me. I kept my trancer aimed at him, but he seemed unconcerned. Trancer fire hadn’t been any kind of threat to him so far. I glanced at his feet, or rather where his feet should’ve been. His legs terminated at his ankles, as if his feet were buried in the sand. He was connected to the beach, was the beach. And that’s when I guessed his name.


      “Montrose,” I said.


      He smiled. “What else?”


      “So what’s your Day Aspect?” I asked, genuinely curious. “Do you become human or are you really the beach?”


      All Incubi have Day Aspects, but those aspects aren’t always human – or even made of organic material, for that matter.


      “Let’s just say that in the summertime I get pretty damned tired of people plunking their fat asses down on me.”


      “So your life sucked so much that you figured becoming a drug dealer would be a step up?”


      He shrugged, the motion causing bits of himself to slide off and fall to the ground.


      “It’s more interesting than lying around and doing nothing all night,” he said.


      “So why not go live in Nod?”


      Since there’s no day in Nod, Incubi never assume their Day Aspects. In Nod, Montrose would be free to walk around as a pile of ambulatory sand all he wanted.


      “That’s boring, too.” His voice turned wistful. “Besides, I’d miss the lake.”


      There wasn’t any point in trying to understand Montrose. Incubi don’t think like humans do, and we’re not always the most rational creatures ourselves. Besides, I didn’t have time to keep playing get-to-know-you with him. Melody needed medical attention.


      “I shouldn’t do this, but you seem like a nice enough guy, and you only tried to sell my colleague a few capsules. How about we go our separate ways and call it a night?”


      I kept my tone relaxed, but I didn’t lower my weapon.


      Montrose didn’t take any time to consider his reply.


      “Where’s the fun in that?”


      And that’s when I realized how much trouble we were really in. Montrose had swallowed Melody’s trancer. He could do the same to us any time he wanted. Hell, he could probably slide his sandy substance into our mouths, down our throats, and into our lungs, asphyxiating Melody and me, and there wouldn’t be a damn thing we could do about it. There could be only one reason why Montrose hadn’t killed us all by now. The only reason we were still alive was because he wasn’t done playing with us yet.


      Fabulous.


      I wanted to keep his attention off Melody and Trauma Doll, so I fired a quick blast of M-energy at him, and then I started running north along the beach. I knew my trancer blast wouldn’t do much more than slow him down a little, but I’d take however much of a head start I could get. I put all the energy I had into my run, hoping to put as much distance as possible between myself, Melody, and Trauma Doll. I had no idea how big Montrose really was, but Chicago has twenty-eight miles of public beaches, and there was no way he could be that big. I hoped.


      I have no idea how far I’d gotten before a wall of sand sprang up before me, but I was moving too fast to avoid it. I managed to angle my body so I hit the wall with my right shoulder. I expected the wall to be as solid as rock, but, while it provided some resistance, I plowed through it without much trouble. I was, however, off balance now, and I lost my footing and fell. A pit yawned open beneath me, and, as I tumbled into it, I almost screamed. But before I could do more than fall a few feet, sand rushed up to meet me, and my breath was driven from my lungs as it collided with me. The sand continued moving, taking me with it, and I realized I was being borne skyward by a pillar of sand. Montrose’s laughter seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once, and I had the impression that each individual grain of sand was laughing, their tiny voices merging into one eerie, omnipresent sound.


      I felt my stomach drop as the pillar – no, the tower – rose swiftly into the air. I tried to grab hold of the sand beneath me, to dig my fingers in and steady myself. But the sand that comprised the flat surface of the tower was packed tight, and I couldn’t get any purchase on it. I’d lost my trancer somewhere along the line – probably when I’d first fallen into the pit. If I’d had it, I might’ve been able to blast a handhold with a tight-beam setting. But then again, Montrose would likely just fill the area back in. The tower stopped rising so abruptly that momentum actually carried me several inches higher. Panic gripped me as I felt empty space between me and the top of the tower, and my limbs flailed as my body desperately attempted to find something solid to grab hold of. My momentum gave out, I seemed to hang motionless in the air for an instant, and then I began to fall. I hit the top of the tower belly-first, and I released a most unladylike “Blarg!” It was a good thing I hadn’t eaten recently, or more than sound might’ve come out of me.


      I lay there for several seconds, shaking with fear, but I forced myself to calm down. It took every ounce of willpower I had, but I managed to move into a crouching position, and from there I stood. My legs were shaky, but they held me up. From this height, Melody and Trauma Doll looked like actual dolls, and I estimated I was a hundred feet off the ground, maybe more. On my left was the dark expanse of Lake Michigan, and on my right was the city. The buildings were lit up so brightly, they almost seemed to glow, and, even in this moment, when there was no guarantee I’d live through the next few moments, the sight took my breath away. What can I say? I’m a Chi-Town girl born and bred.


      Montrose’s laughter had faded into the background somewhat, but it hadn’t stopped. Now it became louder once more, and I understood why when the tower began to sway. It began gently enough, moving back and forth an inch or two at the most. But with each passing second the tower’s range of motion expanded. To make matters worse, instead of following a regular pattern, the tower moved in unpredictable ways: slow circles, fast figure eights… It would jerk to a halt and then start moving again just as abruptly. I spread my feet apart and stretched my arms out, almost as if I were surfing. In a way, I guess I was. Even with the extra attraction afforded by the corrugated soles of my boots, my feet would slide several inches in one direction, and then when the tower changed course, they’d slide in another. The trick was to maintain my balance and not panic. I reminded myself that Montrose wanted to play with me, and that, as long as I amused him, he’d keep me alive. More importantly, the longer I stayed alive, the longer his attention would be off Melody and Trauma Doll.


      Since I’d given Melody my coat, all I had to protect my upper body from the cold December air – not to mention the ass-biting wind blowing in off the lake – was a long-sleeved white shirt that was part of my official Shadow Watch uniform. I could feel the cold starting to seep into my bones, slowing me down and making me clumsy.


      Evidently I was doing too good a job of not falling, for the sand on top of the tower became softer, looser, and Montrose’s laughter rose in volume. I started sliding more then, and even my boots couldn’t find me steady footing. Then it happened: my right foot slid out from under me at the same instant the tower jerked in a new direction. My left ankle twisted, and I fell. My left knee hit the tower’s surface, followed by my left elbow. The sand had become hard again, and it felt like hitting solid stone. I was too terrified for the pain to register as anything more than a distant annoyance. I flopped onto my back and began sliding headfirst toward the tower’s edge. The circular top wasn’t especially wide, only ten feet across or so, and I knew I had only a couple seconds to prevent what would most likely be a fatal hundred-foot fall to the beach below.


      I curled my fingers into claws and pressed them against the tower’s hard surface. My nails tore with piercing pain, but I pressed my fingers down harder. I came to a stop with my head hanging over the tower’s edge, and I made the mistake of turning to look down. A wave of vertigo hit me, and I closed my eyes and scooted back to the center of the tower’s surface. I got to my feet, fingers throbbing, heart pounding, breath coming in ragged gasps, stomach roiling with industrial-strength nausea. But at least I wasn’t dead. Not yet, anyway.


      I realized then that the tower had stopped moving, and I could no longer hear Montrose’s laughter. A small patch of sand near my feet shifted, bulged upward, and formed into a humanoid face.


      “This is the most fun I’ve had in ages!” Montrose said.


      My first impulse was to raise my foot and stomp down as hard as I could on the sonofabitch’s face. I almost did it, too, but then I caught movement out of the corner of my eye, and I looked toward the lake. Jinx ran across the water, his already large boots swollen even larger to become miniature pontoons. His boots made loud slapping sounds as he came, and he moved surprisingly fast and gracefully.


      So… Jinx can walk on water. I’ll never hear the end of that.


      Now that Jinx was coming, I knew I only needed to stall Montrose for a few more minutes. I knelt down next to his face, and he frowned in surprise. His face slid back a couple inches, but it didn’t disappear into the tower.


      “Is that all this is to you?” I asked. “A game?”


      As I spoke, I reached toward the front pocket of my jeans, moving slowly and holding Montrose’s gaze to keep his attention fixed on my face.


      “Of course,” he said, his tone indicating that this should be obvious to anyone with even a modicum of intelligence.


      I inserted my bleeding fingers into my pocket, fighting to keep the pain I felt from registering on my face.


      “It’s not a game to me. And it’s not to my friends. You hurt them, really badly.”


      Montrose giggled. “I know.”


      I slipped the plastic bag containing the shuteye capsules from my pocket. As I palmed the bag, I heard Jinx’s splashing footfalls becoming louder. He was getting close to shore.


      “So I guess it only matters if something is fun for you, huh?”


      I dug my sore, bloody fingertips into the plastic, working to tear a hole in it. My blood made the plastic slippery, complicating the job, but I was determined – not to mention more than a little desperate – and I succeeded. I felt a single capsule fall into my palm. I wasn’t sure one would be enough, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to get any more before Montrose realized what I was up to.


      His expression became puzzled then.


      “Well, sure. Isn’t that how it is for everyone?”


      Shuteye comes in gel-coated liquid doses, and I pressed what remained of my thumbnail into the semisoft gel coating until I felt it break. I leaned closer to Montrose’s face and was relieved when he didn’t slide away from me.


      “It’s not that way for me,” I said. “But I have to admit that I’m going to enjoy this.”


      I lunged forward and jammed my hand into Montrose’s mouth.


      Despite what I’d said to him, I really didn’t want to do this. I’d seen the horrific results of what shuteye could do when someone had a bad reaction to it. But right then shuteye was the only weapon I had at my disposal.


      Montrose tried to close his mouth, but I’d caught him off-guard. I shoved my arm down his throat almost all the way up to my shoulder and released the capsule. And then, while he was still too surprised to harden his substance and bite my arm off, I withdrew it and scooted back a couple feet. I had no idea if he had a true digestive system, but I hoped it wouldn’t matter.


      Montrose’s features contorted into a distorted mask of hate. His face rose from the tower’s surface, a humanoid body forming beneath it until he stood before me in all his gritty glory. His hands shot toward me, arms lengthening so he didn’t have to step so much as an inch forward to reach me. I expected to feel sandpaper-rough fingers wrap around my neck and begin to squeeze. Instead, they fastened over my nose and mouth, and an instant later I felt sand begin to slide up my nasal passages and down my throat. I immediately started gagging – or at least I tried to. The sand was too thick, and there was too much of it. Panic took hold of me, and, if it hadn’t been for my training, I might well have thrown myself off the tower in an attempt to get away from Montrose. Death by, as we call it in the trade, “sudden deceleration trauma” would’ve been preferable to choking slowly on living sand. But I forced myself to remain standing where I was, and, while there was nothing I could do to fight back the panic, I did my best to endure it.


      Just a few more seconds, I told myself. Just… a… few… more…


      Montrose’s face had become a mask of savage glee as he drank in my suffering. But now his features went slack, and, considering what he was made of, I mean slack. Lines of sand began running down his face, and his facial features softened as they eroded. The process started slowly, but it picked up speed, and soon his entire body – arms included – collapsed into a lopsided pile on top of the tower. I began hacking and coughing and exhaling air through my nose to clear away the residue that Montrose had left behind. I didn’t spend too much time congratulating myself on my brilliant ploy, however. Montrose’s body was much larger than the humanoid extrusion that had tried to kill me – and I was standing on it, one hundred feet above the ground. The sand tower remained steady for several seconds after the collapse of Montrose’s avatar, but then it began to shake, and I could feel the surface beneath my feet begin to soften. The tower was about to fall apart under me, which meant that I had only one option if I wanted to survive. I ran to the edge and jumped out into space.


      As I fell, I relaxed my body and waited. I heard a distant sproinging sound, and, an instant later, Jinx – propelled by his powerful shoe springs – came flying toward me. He caught me easily, and, as we plummeted toward the ground, his springs extended once again to soften our landing. We bounced a couple times, and then something strange happened. Stranger than usual, I mean. For an instant – just an instant – a wave of dizziness came over me and my vision blurred. When it cleared, I was looking at myself, and I… she was staring back at me, wide-eyed with shock. We were descending toward the ground, and I realized that I was holding me. I mean her. I glanced at my hands and saw they were chalk-white. I was… Jinx?


      The dizziness hit again, accompanied once more by blurry vision. But, just as it passed, I felt a jarring impact. When my vision cleared this time, I found myself looking at Jinx. We were lying side by side on the sand.


      “Sorry,” he said, his voice devoid of any hint of clownly lunacy. “Guess I didn’t stick the landing.”


      He stood and held out a hand. I took it and he helped me to my feet. I ached all over, but I’d survive. Jinx noticed my wounded hands.


      “I thought you didn’t go in for manicures,” he said, sounding much more like his usual demented self.


      I displayed one of my injured fingers to him to show what I thought of his joke. Neither of us said anything about what had happened as we were landing. Maybe we were both hoping it hadn’t really happened. Maybe we kept quiet about it because we knew it had.


      Jinx and I turned toward the lake and saw a huge mound of sand where Montrose’s tower had been.


      “I could make an erectile dysfunction joke right now,” Jinx said.


      “I’d rather you didn’t.”


      Before I could say or do anything else, a loud, low mournful tone came from the direction of the street. Jinx and I turned in its direction to see a midnight-black hearse with eerie green glowing headlights come roaring over the sand toward us. Evidently, my wisper call to Connie’s cell had gone through, and she’d heard enough of what was going on to figure out where we were. I couldn’t have been more relieved.


      I waved to Connie and pointed to Melody and Trauma Doll – the latter of whom had sat up and was putting the remaining shards of her head back into place by hand. Melody, however, was no longer sitting and holding my bunched-up jacket to her face. She lay on her side, very, very still.


      I ran toward her and Jinx followed. The Deathmobile came along behind us, and I prayed to the First Dreamer that the fact that a hearse had come to rescue Melody wouldn’t turn out to be a bitter irony.
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      “How much longer do you think it will be?” Trauma Doll sounded like a lost little girl. She looked to me for reassurance, but I didn’t have any to give.


      “I don’t know.”


      The three of us – Jinx, Trauma Doll, and me – sat in a crowded waiting room, Jinx next to me, Trauma Doll on the other side of him. The chairs were uncomfortable, the plaster on the walls was cracked, and the floor tiles were yellowed, warped, and covered with unidentifiable stains. The air was cool to the point of being chilly, and it smelled like toxic waste. The lights were overly bright fluorescents, the kind that give you a headache if you sit under them too long and which hum almost below the threshold of human hearing, making you feel increasingly on edge. Most of the others in the waiting room were Incubi of one sort or another, but there were a few humans in the mix. Ideators, probably, but, since some were unaccompanied by Incubi, it was hard to tell for certain.


      The staff members were primarily Incubi, and the only way to tell them apart from the other living nightmares in the room was by the white uniforms they wore, although many of those uniforms were so discolored by stains from blood or other less identifiable bodily fluids that there was little visible white remaining. The Sick House is the only official hospital in Nod, but there’s no shortage of doctors around. Nightmare physicians and nurses are almost as ubiquitous in Nod as nightmare clowns, and many of the medical-themed Incubi find employment at the Sick House. Their Ideators dreamed them with medical knowledge and skills, and when they assumed full physical existence, they retained those abilities. How in the hell someone without medical training can create a being with medical training is just one more of the Maelstrom’s little mysteries.


      Most nightmare docs and nurses look relatively normal, although their features tend to be exaggerated and distorted – pronounced brows, ears that taper to points, bulging eyes, sharp cheekbones, large teeth that are almost, but not quite, fangs. Far worse were the medical devices they carried, most of which looked more like weapons or instruments of torture. Sometimes they carried severed limbs – arms, legs, the occasional head. Once in a while someone would go by dragging a body behind them, leaving a bloody smear in their wake. Needless to say, bedside manner isn’t something they worry much about at the Sick House.


      Occasionally, something goes wrong with an Incubi’s healing ability. Certain drugs can disrupt their ability to absorb Maelstrom energy, and, if they suffer severe brain damage and survive, the same thing can happen, leaving them vulnerable to injury or illness. And there are conditions that can occur to Incubi naturally: fading, of course, being one of the most serious. So it was no surprise to me that there were so many Incubi in the waiting room. Most of the ones present were of the normal type: sharp-toothed, long-clawed, with distorted features. Typical nightmare stuff. But there were a few stand-outs. Something that resembled a skeletal giraffe stood in a corner, the sockets of its skull-head glowing a baleful yellow-green. The giraffe-thing was trembling, its bones making constant clacking sounds. A being made entirely out of various-sized baby heads sat a few chairs away from me, the heads whimpering softly. I studiously avoided looking in its direction. Then there was something that resembled a circulatory system without a body. Veins and arteries formed a criss-crossing cage around a heart that spasmed with loud squelching sounds. The heart had a leak in it, and, every time it pumped, crimson fluid jetted through the air and splashed onto the tiles.


      Connie had driven us from the beach straight to here. Doors to Nod come into existence each night, but always in different locations. Incubi can sense these Doors – one of the reasons human Shadow Watch officers are paired with them – and the Deathmobile hauled ass to the nearest Door large enough for it to fit through: a garage door of a closed auto body repair shop. We passed from one dimension into another, coming out in the Arcade, the entertainment district in Newtown. The Sick House is located in Oldtown, and the Deathmobile roared through the streets like a mechanical demon to get Melody there as fast as possible. Once we were in Nod, I’d used my wisper to call ahead, and an emergency team was waiting for us outside when we arrived. They whisked Melody away on a gurney, and that was the last we’d seen of her.


      Connie had headed back to Earth after dropping us off. She made her living as a freelance cabbie for Incubi and Ideators in Chicago, and she needed to get back to work. Before leaving, she asked me to call and let her know how Melody was doing when I got a chance. I promised her I would.


      According to my wisper, we’d been waiting at the Sick House less than an hour, but it felt like much longer. Trauma Doll’s face was almost completely healed by now. Faint cracks were still visible here and there though, and I wondered if she was healing more slowly because she was worried about Melody. Jinx’s face was expressionless, which, on a clown, is even more frightening than when he smiles. He stared off into the distance and passed the time by eating long roofing nails which he’d found somewhere in his bottomless pockets. He ate them slowly, one at a time, biting off small chunks of metal with soft snapping sounds.


      When we’d first sat down, Jinx – who had cleaned the flesh-colored make-up off his face – had tried to console Trauma Doll, but tender emotions aren’t exactly his specialty. He tried to distract her by showing her his famous exploding frog trick, but I managed to stop him before he made a mess. He then began reciting limericks, each one filthier than the last. But they only made Trauma Doll cry tiny porcelain tears which fell to the floor with tiny plinking sounds.


      “Melody loves dirty limericks!” she said, and began sobbing.


      Jinx had looked to me for help at that point, but I could only shrug. I’m not exactly the tender type myself. So Jinx gave up and started biting his nails – get it? – again, Trauma Doll eventually stopped crying, and a custodian came by and swept away her tears.


      As we waited, I tried not to beat myself up for what had happened to Melody. I told myself that every officer knew the risks of the job, and we were prepared to accept whatever might happen. We lived with the possibility – even the likelihood – of death and injury on a daily basis. We shoved that knowledge to the back of our minds and got on with our work. Melody might’ve been a trainee, but she was still a member of the Shadow Watch. She’d known what she was getting into. But Melody was my responsibility, and, because I’d made the wrong call, she’d been horribly injured by a living sandblaster. If she died, I knew I’d never forgive myself.


      I tried not to think about the last time I’d been sitting here, waiting to find out whether a fellow officer was going to survive a stakeout gone horribly wrong. Only that time, I’d been the trainee, and the officer fighting for his life and sanity had been my mentor, Nathaniel Sawyer.


      Jinx swallowed the last piece of the nail he’d been working on, and then he turned to look at me.


      “You know, this reminds me of the time–”


      I hit Jinx as hard as I could on the jaw. Big mistake, since my fingers were still sore as hell. I let out a yelp of pain which was loud enough to cause several of the hospital staff to look my way – a little too eagerly for my comfort. The doctors in the Sick House are known for the enthusiasm with which they practice medicine, as well as for their predilection for trying new and often hastily improvised techniques, which are radical at best and psychotically dangerous at worst. I wouldn’t want one of the docs to start off treating my hands only to try and transplant a second head onto me for the fun of it.


      Jinx and I still wore civvies, so no one in the waiting room gave us a second look.
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