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My sister’s worst Nightmare was a giant, man-eating spider.

I know because that’s what she turned into when she went 

to sleep for the last time.

So I understand something about what it’s like to have a 

family member turn into a giant bug and try to eat you. It’s 

not hard to find people in this city who’ve lost loved ones to 

Nightmares, whether they became one or were killed by one. 

But people who turned into homicidal giant bugs are actually 

surprisingly rare.

I suppose most people have much worse fears than bugs.

“And how did you know my husband?” Mrs. Sanden 

asks us.

She’s in her forties, white, auburn hair just beginning to 

show signs of graying at the temples. She stands as stiffly as 

her starched, white button-up shirt and long, black skirt. 

She’s small and looks even smaller in her tiny apartment. 

Like most apartments in Newham, it’s basically one room—

double bed in one corner across from a tiny kitchenette 

against the wall and an attempt at a sitting room with one 
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skinny sofa and table. Every available surface is covered in 

flowers.

A large wooden telephone watches me from the wall, the 

two brass bells on the front eerily resembling eyes and a long 

speaker dangling beneath like an elephant’s nose.

“I’m afraid we never had the pleasure of meeting your 

husband,” I say, stepping into the apartment. The door will 

be open for the next few hours, and people who knew the 

deceased will come and pay their respects. Priya leans against 

the wall in the hall—there isn’t really room for both of us in 

the entryway.

Mrs. Sanden frowns a moment, taking in my distinctive 

powder-blue waistcoat and black trousers. Her expression 

shifts in understanding. “Oh. You’re from that cult.”

My mouth tightens. “It’s not a cult.”

“Put your flowers down and get out.” Mrs. Sanden’s lips 

thin. “I don’t need you or whatever scam you have.”

“Oof,” Priya says with a grin, speaking for the first time 

since we’ve arrived. “Tough crowd.”

I roll my eyes. “You could help.”

“Me?” Priya widens her eyes innocently. “Are you sure?”

A wicked smile pulls at the corner of her lips, and she 

tips her head slightly, her short, black-and-turquoise ombre 

hair falling over her forehead. The hall lighting sharpens 

her already-sharp cheekbones and adds a reddish tint to her 

warm brown skin.

“No, actually,” I admit. “I take that back. Don’t help.”

“Are you sure?” Priya’s smile gets slyer. “I could—”
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“Do you want to get kicked out?” I ask mildly. “Because 

after last time, the Director will definitely kick us both out.”

Priya’s mouth clamps shut and she frowns, casting me an 

annoyed look. I’ve won and she knows it. She may not like 

this gig, but she needs it.

Frankly, so do I.

“Are you going to leave the flowers?” Mrs. Sanden snaps, 

clearly irritated by our existence. This is common. Most peo-

ple think of us like door-to-door salesmen but for religious 

services. Which is only sort of accurate, but most people 

don’t really stick around long enough for me to explain.

“Yeah.” I take the flowers I brought and place them on 

top of the sideboard, on a pile of similar bouquets. Hanging 

on the wall above the flowers is a black-and-white picture of 

a white man with a large, bushy, black beard. He’s smiling 

broadly. Even in the black-and-white photo, I can see the out-

line of the blue scales that covered his cheekbones.

Contagious Nightmare.

I tug at my gloves, ensuring they’re secure. I know he’s 

dead, and his body isn’t even here because he turned into a 

Nightmare in his sleep, and even if it were, the blue scales 

weren’t contagious by touch. But I still make sure my gloves 

are secure.

The blue scales were from the southern sea dragon, a 

Nightmare killed a decade ago. When it died, its blood 

spread in the water of Grand Lake, and anyone who drank 

that water grew scales, the severity of the scaling depending 

on how much blood they consumed. Given that most of the 
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southern part of the country got its water from that lake, a 

lot of people have scales.

“There,” Mrs. Sanden says. “You’ve put the flowers down. 

Now get out.”

“Of course,” I tell her, voice calm and measured. “If that’s 

what you wish.”

I take a pamphlet from my bag and place it on top of the 

flowers.

“Oh no,” Mrs. Sanden says, marching forward. “You keep 

that. I’m not going to therapy or talking about my feelings or 

any of that nonsense. Especially not with you.”

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to, Mrs. Sanden,” 

I reassure her, pressing the pamphlet into her hand. She 

stares at it as though not sure how she managed to end up 

holding it.

The front reads YOU ARE NOT ALONE. WE CAN 

HELP. PAY-WHAT-YOU-CAN-AFFORD NIGHTMARE 

TRAUMA THERAPY.

“We’re only here to tell you what’s available,” I tell her. 

“You’re under no obligation to do anything you don’t want 

to do.”

Behind me, Priya is trying not to fidget, fiddling with 

something under her long, black coat. Probably a weapon. 

She’s dressed like she hopes, part way through this meet-

ing, a Nightmare will burst through the wall and she can 

single-handedly defeat it with her combat boots and her myr-

iad of concealed weapons.

Mrs. Sanden crumples my leaflet into a ball. “I’m sure your 

little cult would like that, me going in so you can brainwash 
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me into believing my husband’s death was a good thing.”

“We’re not a cult,” I repeat automatically. “And no one’s 

planning to brainwash you.”

“You only say that because you’re already brainwashed,” 

she informs me, her expression haughty. “My husband was 

murdered in my own house, and I’m sure you’re just planning 

to convince me not to file a complaint against those Night-

mare killers.”

I try to be patient. I signed up for this—a choice I am 

deeply and profoundly regretting.

Priya steps into the apartment, eyebrows angry slashes. 

“The Department of Nightmare Defense saved your life.”

“They murdered my husband!”

Priya’s eyes are shining with anger, or maybe reverence. 

They kind of look the same on Priya. “They took out a mon-

ster.”

So not helping, Priya.

“This isn’t another interview for Nightmare Defense,” I 

hiss at her. “Don’t make it worse.”

Priya rolls her eyes. In Priya’s world, everything is practice 

for an interview to join Nightmare Defense.

“Mrs. Sanden.” My voice is gentle and patient, experi-

enced at this. “I’m so sorry for your loss. I know exactly how 

it feels to lose someone you love to a Nightmare.”

“I didn’t lose him to a Nightmare! I lost him to those mur-

derers!”

“No,” I repeat gently. “Your husband was dead the 

moment he turned into a giant cockroach in his sleep.”

“No, he wasn’t!” Mrs. Sanden is waving her arm in anger. 
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“He was still my husband. We just couldn’t communicate 

anymore because I don’t speak giant cockroach!”

I stare at her, incredulous. Look, I, of all people, under-

stand how desperately you can wish for the person you love 

back after the Nightmare changed them into something mon-

strous. I do. I wish every day that I had my sister back.

But the difference is, I know that she wasn’t my sister any-

more once she became a Nightmare.

“Ma’am,” I tell her. “Your husband was trying to eat you.”

“A misunderstanding!” she insists, still waving the only 

arm she has left.

I press my fingers to the bridge of my nose. “He ripped off 

your arm.”

“An accident.”

“He ate it.”

“He was hungry. It’s a shame to let these things go to 

waste.”

Beside me, Priya snorts and leans down to whisper in my 

ear, “And I thought you were a little on the irrational side 

about Nightmares. I take it all back. Your quirks are normal 

compared to this lady.”

“Wow, thanks, what a grand compliment. Such a high bar 

I’ve passed,” I deadpan.

“Call me the queen of compliments.” Priya grins, wide 

and sharp.

Mrs. Sanden kicks over her coffee table, sending doilies 

and flowers flying.

“Get out!” she snaps. “I don’t have to listen to you mock-

ing me!”
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Okay, we deserved that. The woman is clearly in denial 

and needs help, and we’ve probably made everything worse.

“I’ll just leave this here in case you change your mind,” 

I tell her, slipping a pamphlet onto the sideboard as I turn 

away.

Priya leaves a stack more. “In case you get angry and 

destroy the first one. Or two. Or ten.”

“Priya,” I hiss.

She ignores me, piling up all the pamphlets she has. A gust 

of wind chooses that moment to come in through the small, 

open window and whip the pamphlets around the room, 

making them soar like it’s raining therapy advertisements.

This does not please Mrs. Sanden, not at all. She screams, 

swatting them out of the air in a rage. Then she picks up a 

vase and hurls it at us.

I dodge out of the way, and it shatters against the wall.

“Out!” she screams. Her eyes are wide and bulging a little.

“We’re going!”

“Ou—”

Her eyes roll up.

Oh no.

Mrs. Sanden tips backward, keeling over onto the floor 

with a heavy thud.

Priya and I freeze, staring at her still form for several 

shocked heartbeats.

“Shit!” I run over, kneeling beside the fallen woman. “Is 

it a seizure?”

“How should I know?” Priya paces, biting her lip.

“Your sister’s a doctor!”
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“But I’m not!” She frowns down at the woman, then 

shakes her head. “Actually, I think she’s just fainted.”

My skin prickles. “She’s unconscious?”

Priya casts a sidelong glance at me, fully aware of why I’m 

uncomfortable. “Ness, we’re in the city. The water has Helo-

mine in it. As long as she’s been drinking tap water, she’s got 

the drugs in her. She won’t dream.”

I shift uncomfortably, wiping my gloved hands on my 

neatly pressed trousers. I forget that I can’t wipe the sweat 

off my palms through the cloth.

My eyes never leave the sleeping woman. “But what if she 

hasn’t?”

Priya sighs. “Ness—”

“No, listen. Her husband turned into a Nightmare, didn’t 

he?” I look around the room, searching for something that 

would confirm my suspicion. “That’s not supposed to hap-

pen if you’re drinking the tap water.”

I pace into the tiny kitchen area, eyes darting past the sink. 

I open the top cupboards and see glass jars of flour and rice 

and pasta, along with kitchen utensils. I close the wooden 

cupboard door and kneel in front of the small doors under 

the sink.

A large jug of brown liquid, unmarked.

Moonshine.

Priya’s eyes widen. “Ah, fuck.”

Prohibition bans alcohol across the country for the simple 

reason that alcohol nullifies the Helomine and most other 

Nightmare-prevention drugs.

Of course, it hasn’t stopped people bootlegging and making 
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their own liquor. Because some people are stupid enough to 

take the risk—after all, you don’t dream every time you sleep. 

And people always seem to think that Nightmares are a thing 

that happen to other people, not themselves.

Until they do.

“The bottle is half-empty,” I whisper, my voice layered 

with the fear growing like a Nightmare in my chest. I reach 

out and touch it. “And it’s damp. It’s been opened recently.”

Like, say, by a depressed woman whose husband just died 

and wanted to numb the pain.

Priya’s eyes widen in understanding, and her head whips 

around to Mrs. Sanden.

Except she’s not Mrs. Sanden anymore.

Her skin is morphing, stretching, melding, like there’s 

some sort of living creature inside her and it’s trying to burst 

its way out. With a horrible crackle of bone, her body length-

ens, elongating into something stretched and contorted. Her 

skin darkens to the same stormy blue of the uniform of the 

Nightmare Defense teams, and her eyes stretch and bulge, 

changing shape into a parody of the goggles they wear.

“Oh no,” I whisper.

Priya’s eyes gleam. “Oh, hell yes!”

The Nightmare has risen, and it opens its massive mouth 

to reveal an empty void, a path to nothing, a sucking dark-

ness.

It screams, and the air is pulled toward it like a vacuum. 

I scrabble for the cupboard doors, holding tight to them as 

the air whips around me, yanking me toward the Nightmare 

like a tornado.
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Enraged, the Nightmare lunges for me.

I scream, loud and sharp, diving away from the monstros-

ity, smashing into the hardwood floor. I scramble across it on 

my hands and knees. A broken piece of the vase caught in the 

rug cuts my glove, slicing my skin beneath. I leave drops of 

blood behind as I scuttle away.

Behind me, Priya is practically dancing with excitement as 

she rips off her coat to reveal all the weapons underneath. She 

has a utility belt with so many different implements of mur-

der it can’t possibly be legal, but that’s never stopped anyone 

from doing anything in Newham.

Priya dives for the Nightmare, gun out, firing, rat-a-tat-tat.

The bullets go right through it.

It’s made of smoke, formless and intangible, and it’s like 

cutting through air.

Undeterred, still grinning, Priya whips out a spray can 

from her belt and starts spraying something in the air at the 

Nightmare. Pressurized salt, maybe. A lot of the ethereal 

Nightmares come from people’s fears of old ghost stories, 

which means they can often be stopped with salt because 

that’s what the legends say stop them.

Every single Nightmare is different, because every person’s 

idea of what would stop their own personal monster is dif-

ferent.

The Nightmare shrieks, rearing back, and I take the 

opportunity to wriggle my way under the couch, covering 

my face like a small child. Maybe if it can’t see me, it’ll forget 

about me and go away.
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I’m blind underneath the couch, but I don’t need sight to 

figure out what’s happening. It’s perfectly clear from the crash 

of breaking pottery, the crunch of wood as Priya destroys the 

table, and the angry and murderous wails of the Nightmare.

I know I need to get out. I need to call for help. Or assist 

Priya. I need to do something.

But my body is frozen, seized under the couch, completely 

trapped by my terror. My mind has snapped back to the 

me of eight years ago, the me who listened from my hiding 

spot as my father was ripped apart piece by piece, the bones 

crunching as my sister—no, as the Nightmare—slowly ate 

him alive.
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