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Prologue
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The Brecon Beacons may be modest compared to truly great mountain ranges, but they impressed Jacob regardless. Lush greenery covered their peaks, creating views that were as breathtaking on Jacob’s twentieth visit as they were on his first. Certainly a far cry from the potholed streets of his home. He wasn’t here for the view though, and reluctantly he tore his gaze from the tranquil beauty and looked down the mountainside.
Fifteen dreamwalkers surrounded a monstrous shadow. On this mild summer night, without a cloud in the sky, that ephemeral darkness was stark contrast to the moonlit mountain. Twenty feet tall and half as wide, the words ‘King Kong’ came to mind, though a second set of arms marred the comparison.
“What is that?” questioned a voice from Jacob’s right. It was young enough that Jacob felt guilty for bringing him here, but old enough that most societies would count him a man. Jacob couldn’t afford to be picky when recruiting for the cause.
“A nightmare,” Jacob answered, but the boy’s gasp as the nightmare swung a massive claw at the nearest dreamwalker drowned him out.
The dreamwalker waved his hand and called to Dream, conjuring gale force winds that buffeted the nightmare. But this was no creature of flesh and bone, and the wind had no more effect than it would on a shadow. Its vicious claw struck the dreamwalker and sent him flying.
“How did it ignore that wind?” the youthful voice asked.
“It’s a nightmare,” Jacob answered, drawing on his years of teaching-experience to keep the annoyance from his voice. This was a concept every dreamwalker should grasp instinctively. “When it comes to Dream, you can’t rely on the laws of nature.”
“Ease up on the boy. Don’t forget you needed Tad to show you that,” whispered a voice in his mind. It was the voice of his twin brother Joseph, three years dead thanks to a drunk driver who added another tragedy to the multitude that plagued Jacob’s life.
Jacob preferred his brother by his side, but recently he had been spending more time merged with him. He needed strength more than companionship, and with the fate of all dreamwalkers resting on his shoulders, sacrifices were necessary.
Down the mountain, the nightmare used all four arms, swatting at dreamwalkers like flies while they tried different tricks to defend themselves. One man adopted the properties of shadow, so the hand passed through him harmlessly. Another turned his skin to stone and stood his ground, but size wasn’t on his side and he too went flying. One woman showed the best sense of them all and dreamwalked away.
Only Sandra, a seventeen-year-old cheerleader, actually harmed the creature. She rubbed her palms together, then used Dream to turn the heat of that friction into a fireball that cut through the shadow like she was cutting through putty.
The nightmare howled and withdrew, but like all cornered animals, its injury made it more dangerous.
“It’ll kill them,” whispered the youthful voice, and Jacob looked at his companion.
The boy made Sandra look old, but there were wisps of fluff on his top lip. He tucked his black, greasy hair behind ears that stuck out like satellite dishes, lending him a continually surprised look.
“It might,” Jacob answered. “But that’s the danger we’re here to face, you included.”
The boy jumped away, frightened Jacob would sacrifice him to the nightmare.
“I don’t want to fight that,” he blurted, fear making his voice quiver.
“He’s too young,” Joseph repeated.
Jacob ignored his brother and placed his hand upon the boy’s shoulder, offering him a friendly smile.
“No, you don’t want to fight it, you want to destroy it, right? You want the power to snap your fingers and banish that nightmare so it can never harm another soul. You want to keep people safe, don’t you, Lucius? People like your sisters. What would you do if they faced something like that?”
The boy hesitated before admitting, “I couldn’t fight it. It’s so big.”
“Did Tad care about size when he took down that purple nightmare in Bristol? Or when he faced a horde of dragons, or cut a tidal wave in half?”
“But he’s The Dreamwalker,” Lucius complained.
“We’re all dreamwalkers. We just have to learn the same lessons. That means practice. We face nightmares like that until they’re no more threat than a butterfly to a rhino. It takes courage, but it means you never have to worry for your sisters again. No nightmare or person could ever threaten them if you can stop something like that. This is how we get strong. This is how we stay safe.”
The young man glanced back down the mountainside and took a deep breath to control himself.
“What do I need to do?” he asked.
Jacob grinned and tightened his grip on the boy’s shoulder.
“That courage took you one step closer to true power.” He let the boy swell with pride, then asked, “Do you remember the footage of the Dreamcatcher fight? How Tad used a beam of light to cut a nightmare in half? Well, that creature is formed of shadow. It’s why the only thing that’s hurt it so far is Sandra’s fire. I think what Tad did that day was use fire in its purest form, don’t you agree?” Lucius nodded. “Then why don’t you try it? Banish that creature and save their lives.”
“But… That’s pure creation. I don’t know how Tad did that.”
Me neither, Jacob thought bitterly.
“If Tad can do it, so can we. We’re dreamwalkers. There’s nothing one can do that another can’t.”
“Then why aren’t they doing it?”
“Being able to do something doesn’t mean we should rely on it,” Jacob said, sidestepping the truth that none of them could recreate Tad’s trick. “We need to try various methods of using our gift, grow stronger in ways unique to us. Falling back on the familiar doesn’t help us be creative. But you’ve never done it before and it’s a wonderful trick to learn.”
The boy cast a nervous glance at the battle. There were less than half the original number of dreamwalkers remaining, and they were losing this fight. Sandra and a few others held the creature at bay, but their fire tricks weren’t doing permanent damage.
“Okay, I’ll try,” Lucius said. “But I don’t know how.”
“That’s okay. That’s what we’re here for, to learn and practice. Now, you brought your ghosts like I asked?” The boy nodded, confirming he had merged with his three ghosts. “Good. I want you to use their strength to pull over more Dream than ever before. This might hurt, but don’t let that stop you. Imagine a beam of light obliterating that monster and make it real.”
Again Lucius hesitated.
“Hurry. They don’t have long.”
Shaking, the boy focused on the nightmare that batted yet another dreamwalker aside.
“This is cruel,” Joseph protested. “He’s too young.”
“We have to try,” Jacob replied. “If we can’t match what Tad can do, how can we ever make this work? The world needs a reason to take us seriously.”
“But you’ll hurt the boy,” Joseph protested.
“Pain isn’t forever, and it’s for a good cause,” Jacob answered as Lucius’ brow creased into a pained frown and his body trembled. Jacob wanted to urge him on, but didn’t want to break his concentration.
Suddenly, Lucius raised his right arm, fist clenched tight. Jacob forgot to breathe.
Leaking between Lucius’ fingers was light, so bright Jacob could see the bones beneath his skin.
It worked, he thought. Finally, we’ve found someone who—
The thought ended as the light vanished. Lucius screamed and collapsed into a trembling heap on the floor, and Jacob lost his cool.
Swearing so loudly that even the battling dreamwalkers jumped in surprise, he turned from the boy and looked for something to kick. Not finding anything, he turned his anger on the giant shadow that was taking advantage of Jacob’s distraction.
Trembling with months of pent up tension, Jacob fumbled through his pocket and pulled his smartphone free, activating the torch and calling Dream. In his anger he drew on the vast ocean of possibility with too much vigour and focused all that energy on the small LED light on the back of his phone.
It was like daylight had returned to the mountain, banishing the darkness without mercy. The shadow nightmare was washed away like it never existed. It only lasted a second before night reclaimed the mountainside and silence reigned.
Jacob’s vision swam from using too much Dream, and he trembled from the outpouring of anger and frustration.
“Feel better now you’ve blinded everyone?” Joseph asked.
Jacob didn’t answer. He doubted he’d blinded anyone. With all the fire being thrown around, people’s eyes were adjusted. However, he did feel better. He had been holding that tension for far too long, and the boy’s failure had been too much.
How did Tad do it?
They all had access to the same resources, but somehow he was always one step ahead. Jacob needed to discover his secrets because time was running out.
Ever since the Merging, the world was changing. It left the powerful people in this world scrambling to maintain their power, creating a stampede that would trample anything in its path. If the dreamwalkers weren’t ready when it got here, they’d be trampled too.
Jacob refused to let that happen. For the first time in his life he’d found his people, found his place in society, and found his purpose. He had to protect that, and as the old saying went, the best defence is a good offence.
Soon they needed to act. With luck, Tad would see sense and stand with them. However, Jacob couldn’t risk everything on that. If the worst came to pass, they had to stand against him which meant learning his tricks and inventing some of their own.
In control of himself again, Jacob turned back to the sobbing boy and his awed people who were rubbing their eyes against his magical light. His actions tonight had been those of a child throwing a tantrum. He let the boy wallow in pain rather than comfort him and risked injuring his people rather than teaching them how to help themselves.
I need to do better, he told himself.
His people were relying on him, and he couldn’t let them down.
He just needed to take a breath, regroup, and start rebuilding. First with the dreamwalkers here tonight, then with any others he could bring to the cause, and he’d build himself the only thing the superpowers of the world respected; an army.
Then he’d show the world that dreamwalkers were strong, and he’d lead his people to safety.


◆◆◆
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Dorothea Galanis looked up at the giant building and wanted to leave.
She hated coming to Athens, hated the constant movement and never ending rush. While her beloved island home had not escaped the technological revolution of the twentieth century, Hydra kept its soul. It remembered what it had been and was respectful. This city couldn’t claim the same, and this building was the epitome of that.
Five-hundred foot tall, the angular glass monstrosity was the tallest building in Athens. Only six months old, it was the talk of the city. Directly in the centre of Athens, its six sides that twisted continuously as the tower ascended, looked out over the city and dominated the skyline. They’d called it New Olympus, and Dorothea was as disgusted by the name as she was with the tower.
This was everything her people were supposed to fight. That an Eidolon had built it made her glad her husband wasn’t alive to see this. His feelings wouldn’t manifest as anything so mild as disgust.
However, she had been summoned, and couldn’t ignore that.
The reception was ultra modern with black stone flooring polished to mirror perfection, leather clad chairs with silver trim in the waiting area, giant TVs embedded into every flat surface, and an arced desk chiselled from a single piece of slate. Six receptionists stood behind that desk, busy with guests and computers. One of them noticed her entrance and his eyes widened. His visitor was forgotten as he headed straight for her.
“Mrs Galanis. Welcome to New Olympus,” he said, talking fast. “Mr Masalis said to bring you up immediately. Please follow me.”
The man he’d so rudely abandoned looked awed when the name Masalis was mentioned. Dorothea shook her head. Some things would never change.
The receptionist led her to a spacious elevator that opened at their approach as though expecting them. Once inside, he pressed the top button and provided his finger print when prompted.
“How was your trip?” he asked.
“Long and hot,” Dorothea answered, not giving the conversation room to grow. The receptionist took the hint and turned his attention to the LED screen that showed an ascending series of numbers. The elevator moved quickly, so the awkward silence didn’t last long.
“Please follow me,” the receptionist said as the doors opened and he stepped into another stone-floored hallway filled with yet more enormous screens. Accompanying the technology were sculptures and paintings that belonged in a museum. Historians around the world would sell their souls to glimpse some of these artworks.
Determined not to be impressed by such ostentation, Dorothea barely spared them a glance.
The young man grew nervous as he approached the only pair of doors beside the elevator. He knocked, making Dorothea smile. For all their technology, people still knocked on doors.
“Enter,” boomed an enormous voice.
Dorothea’s smile vanished.
With shaking fingers, the young man opened the door and revealed what Dorothea could only describe as a ballroom. It wasn’t actually a ballroom, but an office. However, its size couldn’t be summed up by such a small word. It covered an entire floor, and five of the six walls were made of glass, providing an amazing view over the city.
“Mrs Galanis, sir.”
“Ah, Dorothea, my old friend. How good to see you. Thank you Alexander, you can go.”
Dorothea turned toward a voice she hadn’t heard since her husband’s funeral thirty years earlier. On the other side of the room, past the sofas and yet more artwork, a tall man stood behind a desk that was every bit as grand as the room containing it. Unlike the room, this desk was ancient. Made from pristine, white marble, a better name for it might be an altar. Beautiful carvings of ancient gods were carved into the stone with such skill that it made Michaelangelo’s work look like the scratchings of a child. 
Rumour had it the desk belonged to Zeus himself. Whether there was truth to that, Dorothea didn’t know nor care. However, the man behind the desk cared so much he had styled his appearance after the ancient deity.
Over six foot tall, broad of the shoulder and inhumanly handsome beneath that glossy black beard and curly hair, he looked like an Olympian of old. The finely tailored black suit accentuated his impressive physique, and Dorothea couldn’t help being awed in his presence.
He stepped from behind the desk and opened his arms wide, greeting her like a favoured relative. It chilled her blood to play along, but Dorothea accepted his hug and even forced a smile when he held her at arm’s length.
“Oh my dear, I wish you tried a little harder to cultivate some belief. You’re too beautiful to be buried under all this age.”
“It looks like you’ve got a little too much belief. You look younger now than when I last saw you. Aren’t you straying a little close to that line we agreed we’d never cross?”
Elias Masalis, head of the Eidolon council for two hundred years, had not remained in his lofty position by letting his emotions rule him. Yet, Dorothea caught the flicker of distaste that crossed his features at even so light a rebuke. It lasted only a second before his smile returned.
“The law is that we don’t expose ourselves to humans, take too much power upon ourselves, or start thinking ourselves gods. I stay out of the public spotlight and keep just enough belief to stay young and healthy. No world ending wars will break out because I want to live another hundred years.”
Dorothea thought he was breaking the spirit of their agreement if not the letter, but she knew better than to argue.
“Why am I here, Elias?”
This time he looked genuinely upset.
“Really? Thirty years and still you haven’t softened towards me? You are a stubborn woman, Dorothea.”
Stubborn? He didn’t know the half of it. Her refusal to budge drove her daughter away from Hydra to her death, her husband into an early grave, and kept her granddaughter alienated from her family for her entire life. Of all the regrets she harboured because of her stubbornness, hating this man didn’t come close to the top of the list.
“What do you want, Elias?” she asked again.
He sighed and leaned against his desk, running his hands over his face before answering.
“Very well. Straight to business. I want to know about Stella Martin.”
“What about her?”
“Don’t play dumb. I know she’s your granddaughter and I know you visited her. I assume you went to get her in line. However, she is still in the headlines, leading that ridiculous Dream Team, and dating the dreamer.”
“You mean dreamwalker?” she corrected.
This time his momentary lapse in emotional control was more pronounced.
“I don’t humour idiots with delusions of grandeur. His kind were nothing when the Eidolon were gods, and no matter what he calls himself, nothing changes that.”
“The Merging changed that,” she pointed out.
“It changed nothing. True power lies with the Eidolon, it always has. Even reduced as we are, we need not worry about these dreamers.” When Dorothea opened her mouth to argue, he spoke over her. “Enough. I didn’t ask you here to discuss dreamers. Plans are already in place to deal with them. I want to talk about your granddaughter. Will she step in line?”
Dorothea hesitated before answering. She wanted to ask about his plans for the dreamwalkers, but she severed her ties with the council years ago and was no longer privy to their schemes. That they had a scheme was a foregone conclusion. They stepped down as gods for a good reason. This world could not let that level of power walk freely across its surface, the danger was too great. If the Eidolon couldn’t be trusted with that power, then no one else could have it either. The moment Tad Holcroft stepped from thin air on live TV, the Eidolon Council would have planned his downfall.
Recognising that this had nothing to do with her, she turned her thoughts to a topic that did; Stella.
Despite their unpleasant meeting, Dorothea wanted to protect her by telling Elias what he wanted to hear. But Stella had Dorothea’s stubbornness and would never fall in line. So the real question was whether Dorothea would lie about it. Unfortunately, she had no choice. The repercussions for herself and Leon if she were caught in a lie were too great.
“No. She’s like her mother,” she all but whispered, already hating herself. “I can keep trying though. I am sure with time—”
“Enough. We’ve had this talk before and both know how it ends.”
Memories exploded to life, recalling a similar conversation. Dorothea fought hard to protect her daughter, to convince Elias and the council that she would not betray their ways. She didn’t doubt for a second that they were behind her daughter’s death, and as he all but admitted that, she wanted nothing more than to kill him. She was outmatched though, as her husband had found out the hard way years ago when he reached the same conclusion about the death of their daughter. She also had Leon to consider.
“I won’t stand in your way,” she whispered.
Elias offered her a smile, but she turned away, unable to bear such false sympathy.
“What of Leon?” he asked.
She looked back, this time staring him in the eye.
“What of him?”
“Will he also stand aside? He’s in Cardiff, is he not?”
Ice ran through her veins and it was all she could do to keep from trembling.
“Leon is a good boy. You don’t need to worry about him. Please, Elias. Leave him out of this. He has nothing to—”
“Calm down. I just wanted to know that if I got word to him, he’d back off.”
This time Dorothea trembled.
She thought she knew her grandson, but she could never have predicted that meeting Stella would hit him this hard. She wasn’t sure what he would do if the council sent someone after her.
“Please, Elias, leave him out of this.”
“I plan to,” he said. “But maybe if you’re this worried, you should call him back.”
“He doesn’t listen to me,” she admitted. “Please, just give me time to get him home. I can’t lose him as well.”
Elias looked out over the city as he mulled over his answer.
“I’ll give you as long as I can, for old times’ sake. But I can’t hold it off indefinitely. That granddaughter of yours is making waves, and it’s only going to be a matter of time before she outs us all. She needs to be removed along with anyone who stands in our way. Patch things up with your grandson and get him home. One way or another, the council will take care of this. The level of fallout is up to you.”
Fighting terror like she hadn’t felt in decades, Dorothea nodded and promised to do everything she could. However, deep down she was petrified that she’d fail, and that her stubbornness would have caused the death of her entire family.


◆◆◆
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Ryan couldn’t blame his fellow recruits for being asleep by eight o’clock. Were he as new to this as he pretended, he might also be snoring now after their tough week of training.
Instead, he got dressed, snuck past the bunk beds and out of the building, moving silently thanks to years of hard training. Despite what he’d told the admissions officer, this was not his first time in the military, though his previous service wasn’t in America. The hardest part was hiding his familiarity with military procedure and not standing out too much from the other recruits.
He stepped into the early night, which was still too warm for his tastes. He’d been around the world and endured hotter temperatures, but he was born in the UK and too much heat was never comfortable. The other side effect of the heat was a clear sky, which meant there weren’t many shadows to hide him, not that it would stop him.
He moved across the base like a wild animal, his movements fluid and his senses alert for danger. He kept his pace quick enough to cover a lot of ground, but not so fast that he drew attention. There was a fine balance to moving without being seen. Not too fast, not too slow, and always with confidence. It was amazing what the human brain would ignore if you didn’t give it a reason to be curious.
Unfortunately, while his fellow recruits might be exhausted, the base was far from quiet. On-duty soldiers moved about their tasks, and some off-duty soldiers were still on base. Luckily, his destination wasn’t far as he was headed for the large hangar-style building where the base’s vehicles were stored. Upon reaching it, he hit his first real obstacle; the door was locked.
He’d expected as much, but hoped he might get lucky. This was when he’d be most exposed.
Glancing around, he ducked into a crouch, removed his lock pick set and went to work. There might be specialists out there who could pick this lock in thirty seconds, but Ryan wasn’t one of them. He would just have to do his best because the last thing he needed was someone catching him in this position.
His tools clicked and scratched at the lock, and by the time three minutes passed, sweat was building on his brow. The longer he was at this, the higher his chance of getting caught and he couldn’t allow that.
He thought he was getting close when he heard booted feet on concrete. He paused, trying to judge how far off they were while also seeking a hiding spot. However, he was close to getting the lock picked. Could he open it before they arrived?
The nearest spot of shadow to hide in was twenty feet away. If he wanted to hide, he’d have to make a run for it.
Decide Ryan, no time to waste, he told himself.
He turned back to the lock. It was the riskier choice, but he had released most of the pins and needed just two more.
He diverted his attention to the lock, no longer concentrating on his surroundings and only caring about the work at hand. Keeping tension on the wrench with his left hand, he felt for the pins with the pick in his right. Now it had his full attention he found the next pin quickly and with a twist of his wrist he disengaged it. One more pin to go… but he couldn’t find it.
The footsteps were getting louder and were harder to ignore. Any second a pair of boots would step around the edge of the building and he was going to be caught. This was a mistake, he should have hid and come back when he had more time.
Focus, Ryan.
He ignored that part of his brain that wanted to panic and searched harder for that last pin. It had to be…
There it is.
He attacked it, no longer caring how much noise he made as the sound of the soldier’s footsteps drowned him out. How those boots hadn’t appeared at the edge of his vision he’d never know, but as the soldier’s shadow came into view, there was a satisfying click.
In one movement Ryan removed his tools, stood and stepped inside, closing the door as quietly as he could behind him. However, just as he stepped into the building, he caught the shape of the soldier in his periphery.
There was no time to lock the door as that would make a noise. That meant that if the soldier tried the door Ryan would be busted and he would have to fall back on Plan B. However, he didn’t fancy his odds of fighting his way off a base this large.
Those footsteps, muffled by the door, grew louder until he was sure the man was just outside. Then, the sound peaked and faded as the soldier continued on by without so much as pausing. Ryan waited another ten seconds, then sighed in relief and looked around to see if he was in the clear.
The room was cavernous and dark. Huge angular shapes littered the large space, the bulky armoured vehicles that could carry troops, supplies and munitions. Other than that, the shadowy space was empty and Ryan relaxed.
I should have stolen a key, he thought to himself, before shaking off the self doubt and fishing out his phone.
He navigated to his camera app, took a second to go through the menu to make sure his geo tagging was enabled, and then snapped a quick picture before firing it off via a secure messaging service. Then the waiting began.
Ryan hated waiting. His mother said he was like a shark, that if he ever stopped swimming, he’d die. Just like with sharks, that wasn’t always true, and he had learned the value of patience when it was necessary, but it was a last resort. The next five minutes were painful, and when he heard the signature popping sound that told him his wait was over, he was more tense than when he had been picking the lock.
“Did I catch you taking a nap?” he asked.
The man was six foot six and loomed over Ryan in the darkness, though he was hardly intimidating for all his height. He was slim to the point of being too skinny, and the way he held himself removed any sense of threat. However, Ryan had seen footage of when he lost his temper, and knew that to judge this man harmless would be a grave mistake.
“It takes time to familiarise myself with a new location before I can dreamwalk there,” Tad Holcroft said.
Ryan was about to reply with a sarcastic remark, but there was another pop and a new shape appeared in the darkness. This one stood on four legs instead of two and as soon as he appeared he sauntered over to Ryan and nudged a cold nose against his leg.
“Really, Holcroft? You brought your dog?” Ryan asked, even as he scratched the puppy behind the ear.
“If you figure out away to leave a dreamwalking dog behind, then I’m all ears.”
“What the hell are you feeding him? He’s huge,” Ryan said, only half joking. The puppy had trebled in size since the last time he’d seen the little guy, and that had been less than a month ago. He knew dogs grew fast, but this one was already the size of an adult Labrador. Judging by the look of him, most of that growth had been muscle.
“How old is he?” Ryan asked.
“About four months.”
“Jesus, he’s going to be a monster.”
Said monster was pushing harder against Ryan’s hand as his fingers found a sweet spot, groaning in pleasure, which made Ryan smile.
“I take it you didn’t have any troubles this week?” Tad asked, ignoring the small talk and getting straight to business. His tone pulled the smile from Ryan’s face and though he said nothing, it triggered a worry that had been building recently. The Tad he met six months ago wouldn’t have been so straight to the point. Ryan might not have noticed it if he wasn’t looking, but his tall friend was changing. It didn’t take a genius to guess why.
“No troubles,” Ryan agreed, adopting the fake American accent he’d been using all week. “I just completed my first week of training and as far as anyone is concerned I am just another recruit… though maybe a talented one. It was an effort, but I aced this week without making it look easy.”
“Still so modest,” Tad deadpanned, giving Ryan some hope that his friend wasn’t lost just yet. “Is there anything you want me to tell him?”
Ryan nodded, knowing Tad meant the Prime Minister, who would be waiting on Tad’s return for the latest news.
“Yeah, tell him this wasn’t a normal week of training. They came at us harder than I expected and if I had to guess, I’d say it’s because they’re working on a reduced timeline.”
Tad winced. “Increased recruitment and quick training. They’re gearing up for action.”
“That would be my guess. Though, I don’t know what they’re thinking. I’ve been feeling out the trainees this week and I don’t think the public is going to back any kind of military action. People are concerned about what’s going on in the UK, but invasion isn’t on anyone’s mind. I don’t know how they’re going to swing this.”
“They may not have to,” Tad said, his tone making Ryan look up and cease petting Growler.
“Bad news?” he asked.
“Not great. Reports have been coming in through other channels that America’s not the only one moving up their time scale. We think other countries are playing off each other at the moment, racing to be ready for when things start.”
Ryan grunted and shook his head. He’d expected as much for a while, but he didn’t enjoy hearing it, especially when he was stuck out here. Half of him wanted to be out there, working on more important missions, but at the same time he knew this mission was important enough. He had been tasked with getting himself inside the US army to get a glimpse of what America was sending their way before war broke out. Some of what was coming they could guess at, but Kuruk Campbell disappearing after the FBI took him into custody had many people worried.
“You need anything?” Tad asked. “They tell me this is the last time we can meet like this.”
“Yeah, tonight was a risk I can’t take repeatedly. It doesn’t matter how good I am, eventually I’ll get caught. I need to go dark. I’ll contact you when I know more.”
“You need anything?” Tad repeated.
Ryan shook his head.
“No, I’ll be fine. This isn’t my first outing, you know?”
“I know… just… Be careful, alright?”
Ryan snorted a laugh. “You big girl. You worried about me, Holcroft?”
Tad smiled.
“I don’t know about worried more than weirded out. After this, the next time I see you will be when war is coming. That’s a hard thing to wrap my head around.”
“Yeah, I suppose it is. You just keep the Borderlands in one piece while I’m away. I don’t need to come fixing your messes while I should be doing this.”
Again, Tad cracked a smile and for a second he looked like his old self, but the smile didn’t last.
“I better be going,” he said. “Norman will be waiting to hear from me.”
He hesitated, then stepped forward, offering Ryan his good hand to shake. “Be careful, mate.”
Ryan thought of making another joke, but instead accepted the offered hand.
“I will. You too. Don’t do anything too crazy while I’m gone.”
“No promises,” Tad said with one last attempt at a smile, and then he was gone.
Air rushed to fill the sudden void, and no matter how many times Ryan saw it, he couldn’t help but stare at the spot where Tad had been standing. What he wouldn’t give for that ability.
A nudge against his leg reminded him he wasn’t alone. The look the puppy was giving him was almost as serious as his master’s had been. If Ryan didn’t know better, he’d swear Growler looked worried as well.
I’m going crazy, he thought to himself. However, it didn’t stop him saying, “I’ll be fine,” as he bent down to pet the puppy one last time.
Of all things, it looked like the dog cocked an eyebrow as though it didn’t believe him, and Ryan laughed again.
“Don’t worry about me, just keep your eye on Tad. He needs someone watching his back right now.”
The dog sniffed in a way that was almost like he was admonishing Ryan for saying something stupid, and despite himself Ryan laughed, raising his hands in surrender.
“Alright, stupid statement, I know. Of course you’ll watch his back,” he said, all the while feeling stupid for talking to a dog.
However, Growler looked at him gravely and then nodded his head almost as though in agreement before he too vanished and there was a rushing sound as air filled another void.
For a full five seconds Ryan stared at the spot, questioning his sanity. If there was one thing he could say about Tad Holcroft, it was never dull around him.
Turning his attention away from the conversation, he decided it was time to head back. He was on his own now, and he had a job to do.  Pushing thoughts of Tad Holcroft, the Borderlands and dreamwalking puppies from his mind, he focused on the moment, and stepped out into the night.
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“Please, I don’t want to go.”
The words echoed through Tad’s mind as they had for nearly four months. The desperate cries of his little girl as they dragged her away. Despite all his power, he was helpless when they took her from him.
Not helpless, a dark voice whispered. Cowardly. You could have stopped it easily.
Every day that voice grew harder to ignore, and his reasons for letting them take Jen were harder to remember. No matter how much he spent on solicitors, nor how many Borderlands Council and dreamwalker meetings he missed preparing for the custody battle, he felt no closer to bringing his daughter home than the day they took her.
Add the stress of his own battle to escape jail for Jen’s illegal adoption, working with politicians he didn’t understand, the day-to-day struggles of the Borderlands, and Ryan going radio silent for two months, and Tad felt like a pressure cooker waiting to explode.
More than anything, he was tired. The last year felt like one long battle, and he couldn’t see an end in sight.
“Tad!”
He blinked and looked around, surprised to find himself sitting behind a large, semi-circular desk. Bright lights shone in his face and there were three cameras pointed at him. On the other side of the desk, Lizzie stared at him, her green eyes wide with panic. When she looked away Tad followed her gaze to a seven foot tall, green monstrosity, covered in muscle and scales. Beady black eyes stared back at him as it snarled, it’s lips pulled back to reveal six inch teeth and jutting, white tusks.
It was a nightmare as gruesome as anything he had faced before, but for once he wasn’t worried.
“Aren’t you going to do something?” Lizzie hissed.
“It can’t hurt us,” he said, remembering why he was here. Before he’d zoned out, he’d called that thing over himself, all to prove a point. “The new dreamcatcher is doing a great job of holding it.”
Sure enough, though the creature was straining to get at them both, it looked as though it was pressed against an invisible barrier, one created by a small, glowing design that hung from the front of the desk. In fact, it was so secure that even though Tad could see Growler’s enormous shape past the glow of the near blinding studio lights, the dog wasn’t bothered. Ever since he got those triple scars on his flank, Growler harboured a special hatred for nightmares. Now he just watched, head on his forepaws and looking like he wanted to go back to sleep.
The ghost next to him was another matter. Tony was scowling as he looked at the trapped nightmare, and he had taken a step forward to put his body between the nightmare and the teenage ghost behind him. Wherever Tony was these days, Amber was never far behind. It almost made Tad smile before he remembered where he was. He turned back to Lizzie.
“This new design doesn’t just block nightmares, it traps them. It’s like a spider web, holding them in place until either a dreamwalker can arrive or the dreamer wakes up.”
“Impressive,” Lizzie said, her voice tight. “You made your point. Can you get rid of it now?”
Recognising her fear, Tad acted. He’d come here today to spread the word about Mitena’s newest dreamcatchers. Those already spread throughout the Borderlands were doing an amazing job, but this one promised to help reduce the impact of nightmares even further. Tad wanted to show the world that they didn’t need to be afraid, and hopefully stop nightmares all together.
The snarling nightmare glared at him like it was ready to rip his head off. Tad ignored it, turning his focus inward, searching for his connection to another reality. He could sense this nightmare, knowing where it was without needing to look, and visualising its core. It was like a battery, filled with Dream and topped up by fear so it could stay in this world. To send it home, Tad just needed to overload that battery.
He imagined pulling power through the door in his mind, channelling it into the nightmare. With a wave of his hand, he unfolded Dream onto reality.
Power rushed through him, warm and exhilarating. The nightmare’s hateful eyes widened in surprise and the black in them fled, chased away by the light that grew from within and soon blazed from its open mouth and eyes. Its muscles locked up like it was being electrocuted, and soon the light became too bright to look at.
That light exploded outward, then vanished.
Silence followed its destruction as the world darkened. Even Tad, whose eyes were protected from the supernatural light, had to readjust to the mere daylight levels of the studio lights. When Lizzie could see again, she stared at him with an open mouth as she struggled for words.
“What?” he asked, self-conscious.
“You destroyed it.”
“Wasn’t that what you wanted?”
“But you didn’t touch it. You just waved your hand and it was gone.”
It was Tad’s turn to be speechless. He hadn’t even thought about it. He just reached out and did what felt natural.
The fingers of his fire damaged left hand, all but useless thanks to the injuries he sustained when dealing with a fire nightmare that consumed half of Swansea, twitched as he thought of the consequences of that action. Did he need to touch that molten stone to end that nightmare? Even now the frustration of never again being able to play the guitar haunted him. Could he have avoided that?
“How did you do that?” Lizzie asked.
“I… I don’t know,” he admitted, knowing it wasn’t the right thing to say on her show but unable to think of a better answer.
Again Lizzie was speechless. As the silence stretched, never a good thing for a TV show, she looked down to her notes and changed the topic.
“So that’s further proof we’re making progress against nightmares. But what about progress with other aspects of the Borderlands? What can you tell me about the bill that is being discussed in parliament this week? The one put forward by the Borderlands Council?”
Tad wasn’t sure what she was talking about. If the council had put through a bill, this was the first he was hearing of it. Something in the way her expression morphed into a disapproving frown told him he wouldn’t like this.
“Come on Tad, considering what’s in this bill, it’s hard to imagine you’re supporting it.”
“Remind me what’s in this one,” he said, fishing for information.
Lizzie’s frown deepened and the danger sense that was missing with the nightmare returned.
“Come on, Tad, don’t play coy with me. There’s no way you don’t have opinions on this, especially with what it will mean for dreamwalkers if it’s passed into law.”
There was another pregnant pause before she realised he didn’t know what she was talking about. She didn’t hide her surprise well.
“You can’t be serious. How the hell did this slip past you?”
“Maybe if you tell me what’s in the bill, it might jog my memory,” he suggested.
“Tad, this is about the rights of dreamwalkers in the eyes of the law. How can you not have been a part of drafting this?”
Tad knew exactly how, but couldn’t bring himself to admit it. The fact that he missed more council meetings than he attended wouldn’t go down well with Lizzie’s audience.
Not willing to let the silence linger, Lizzie continued talking.
“The largest controversy surrounds the response to criminal dreamwalkers. If this becomes law, it will empower authorities to treat any crime committed by a dreamwalker as a capital offence. They recommend that police respond to all incidents with overwhelming force, up to and including lethal action. That is for any crime committed by a dreamwalker, no matter how small.”
“You can’t be serious,” Tad said, sure she was joking. She looked at him like he couldn’t be serious asking that question.
“This has been in the news for weeks. If this bill passes, then if you so much as park on double yellows you could be met with deadly force.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Tad said, suddenly angry. “No one in their right mind would pass legislation like that. You must be mistaken.”
Face turning red at being called out, Lizzie started typing on her laptop. Within seconds the large television off camera, which showed Tad and Lizzie what the viewers saw, split in half with one half showing Tad and the other half showing a legal document.
Tad read through what he could see, his mood darkening with every line.
“This is ridiculous,” he repeated as he continued reading, unable to believe the content of that document. It wasn’t so straightforward as Lizzie said, but she’d caught the essence of it. “How could anyone expect this to pass?”
“They’re saying every dreamwalker has the potential to be more dangerous than an armed criminal. Police dealing with dreamwalkers are placing their life at risk. The likelihood of subduing a dreamwalker is slim without the Dream Team’s help. So what’s stopping dreamwalkers from deciding they’re above the law and acting how they please? They might not kill people or commit the worst crimes because the Dream Team will come down hard on them, but what about the minor laws that keep our society running? How soon before dreamwalkers ignore those inconveniences because no one wants to risk their life enforcing the law. I mean, think about it, who wouldn’t pay their taxes if they didn’t have to?”
Lizzie paused to let Tad absorb that, then finished by saying, “Their argument is that they need a better deterrent to keep dreamwalkers in line. If you fear that the slightest infraction might be met with lethal force, then you’ll be less likely to break the law.”
“You sound like you support this,” he accused, earning the darkest glare from the young reporter yet.
“You should know better than that,” she replied, sounding hurt.
“What am I meant to think when you say things like that?” Tad snapped, letting his anger slip. “What you just described is more likely to make dreamwalkers dangerous, not less likely. If dreamwalkers have to fear for their lives whenever they see a police officer, then every dreamwalker in the country will be living in fear. That’s a disaster waiting to happen.”
“You’re preaching to the choir,” Lizzie said. “If you watched even one of my shows over the last week, you would have seen me covering this. The leading rationale is that they need to protect the masses from dreamwalkers, and these changes are for the greater good. But I have always said this will do more harm than good.”
Lizzie took a deep breath to control herself and when she spoke again her words were more reserved.
“Tad, this hasn’t come from me and I don’t support it, but it’s doing the rounds as we speak and the House of Commons will vote on it the day after Merging Day. That gives you two weeks to figure out how this bill even saw the light of day.”
Not giving Tad a chance to respond, she turned to the camera and started wrapping up the show, thanking Tad for coming on while not sounding like she meant it.
Tad sat back in stunned silence. For the first time in months his thoughts didn’t turn to Jen as he was thinking about this bill, what else it contained, and what else he might have let slip by him while he was preoccupied with other things.
As Lizzie finished her sign off and the stage lights went out, Tad’s anger was long gone and in its place was a sinking feeling that he’d seriously dropped the ball.
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“Congratulations. I didn’t think you could top your first interview as the worst interview of all time, but boy did you prove me wrong,” Tony said.
The thirty-year-old ghost, with the appearance and personality of a fourteen-year-old boy, wore his customary grin until another ghost smacked the back of his head.
“Don’t be mean,” Amber scolded, her words having more effect than the smack.
Showing his support, Growler nudged Tad’s thigh with his enormous head. He had grown so tall Tad barely needed to reach down to scratch behind his large, floppy ears.
“We got the message about dreamcatchers out, that counts for something.”
This new voice belonged to a ghost in his early twenties. Rodney was six-foot tall with the build of an elite athlete. His head was shaved, and he had a permanent tan thanks to his mixed heritage. He stood as part of a trio clustered around a table near the wall of Lizzie’s studio. With him was another ghost and a petite woman with striking Native American features. She tied her black hair back, wore no make-up, and her white t-shirt and grey jogging bottoms were hardly the latest fashion trend. Considering Tad had borrowed her from prison, that was to be expected.
“He’s right, Mitena. You did an outstanding job on that new design, and it’s going to save a lot of lives,” Tad said. Her answering smile was shy, a strong contrast to the confident woman he met four months ago.
Despite everything she’d done, Tad was starting to like her. However, he couldn’t forget her actions, which was why Rodney was here, to make sure she didn’t escape. SAS trained and with the powers of a ghost in the Borderlands, he would be overkill for most prisoners. But Mitena was the undisputed queen of dreamcatchers. While other people were learning the art, they were like children with crayons compared to Leonardo da Vinci. They may never match her genius.
The last ghost was also becoming familiar. After promising Tony he would entertain the idea of Proxying again, Tad started spending more time with ghosts. He hadn’t taken the final step of merging, but he was enjoying the company. They’d never replace Charles or Miriam, but having ghosts nearby was like coming home after a long time away.
Thomas Farandon was a man in his mid-sixties when he died, and if anything he looked ten years older. His hair was so sparse he might as well give up the fight and shave his head. He was also so thin he looked sickly, even in death. However, he was immaculately dressed in a navy, pin-striped suit and there was keen intelligence behind his eyes. Most importantly though, he’d been a Member of Parliament for most of his life and knew that world inside out.
Seeing Tad’s attention, the ghost spoke before Tad could.
“I’ve been trying to tell you for weeks,” he said, his thick west country accent not at all fitting with his appearance. “But every time I open my mouth, your eyes glaze over. It makes me wonder why I stick around.”
“Come off it, Tom. You’re good enough at getting yourself heard when you need to be. What happened?”
“Nothing happened. You’ve barely spoken to me in weeks, and we both know why. You can’t be bothered with updates on the council meetings you missed, so you’ve been dodging me.”
Tad wanted to argue, but Thomas was right.
“Well, I’m listening now. How did this happen? Even if I wasn’t there to stop it, surely Norman could have done something.”
“Norman did a lot,” Thomas snapped, quick to the Prime Minister’s defence. Tom was interested in the political side of the Merging, especially when related to the rights of ghosts, and spent a lot of time watching Norman. Apparently the Prime Minister had been working even harder behind the scenes to help dreamwalkers and ghosts than Tad would ever know.
“He’s fought every step of the way,” Thomas continued. “But there’s only so much even a Prime Minister can do. If the bill didn’t go through his party, it would have been introduced through the opposition, so at least this way he gets some control over what went into it. Trust me, it could have been worse.”
“Worse?” Tad exclaimed. “It’s a disaster.”
“Then you should talk to him. But he’ll just tell you what I’ve been saying for months. You can’t ignore this stuff and hope it goes away, that’s not how politics work.”
Tad buried his face in his hands. This whole year had been one thing after another. A little over two weeks to the anniversary of the Merging and things weren’t getting better. He was going from one nightmare to the next, often literally, and the problems were non-stop. Was that what his life would be from now on? Always chasing to catch up, barely keeping himself out of the fire by the thinnest of margins?
“You know, it seems like a lot of the problems this bill is trying to address were solved by dreamcatchers, weren’t they?” Amber asked into the silence. “I mean, isn’t that the point of giving the Dream Team dreamcatchers, so they can deal with supernatural threats like dreamwalkers?”
“It doesn’t help when Dreamwalkers can dreamwalk out of prison whenever they feel like it,” Thomas answered.
Amber hesitated like she was worried about asking a stupid question.
“But can’t we use dreamcatchers to keep them in prison? Mitena has designs to keep them out of secure facilities, can’t you design some to keep them in?”
Her question was directed at Mitena who wore a similar expression to everyone else, one that asked why she hadn’t thought of something so simple before.
“Yes. I already have the designs. It’s the same ones we used to trap dreamwalkers back when…”
Her voice trailed off and she looked away, not comfortable talking about a time in her life she’d rather forget. Unfortunately, the proverbial bull in the china shop that was Tony Suen, put his foot in his mouth yet again.
“Huh. If you could trap them all along, you could have worked with the police from the start and never needed to kill anyone.”
Mitena blushed and looked away as Tony received another smack to the back of his head.
“Ow. What was that for? I’m not wrong, am I?” he demanded of Amber, who glared at him.
“You don’t have to be wrong to consider people’s feelings.”
“No, he’s right,” Mitena said. “I… There are no excuses. If I had thought of this sooner, I never would have started down that path. Maybe Kuruk would—”
“There’s no point trying to change the past,” Tad interrupted before this conversation got self destructive. “Let’s think about the future. Can you create a prison for dreamwalkers?”
“Of course, but… Do you even want that?”
“Why wouldn’t I?” Tad asked.
“Well… Do you want to give the same people who suggested that new law the ability to trap you whenever they needed? I mean, what if they decide to round you up and lock you away?”
“Hang on,” Thomas protested. “Don’t confuse an overreaction and evil intent. I’m sure if we give people the right means to deal with dreamwalkers, they’ll be sensible.”
“Will they? Fear does crazy things to people. Think of how ghosts are treated,” Tony said, suddenly serious. He had adopted Amber’s cause, and it was the one topic he had no humour for.
“You can’t assign the actions of a few people in one scenario to prove a point in another. That’s not how—”
“Everyone calm down,” Tad said, heading off the argument. “There are valid points all around, but I think the answer is simple enough. Mitena, let’s work with prisons to get them equipped for dreamwalkers. People will feel safer if we can prove dreamwalkers are not above the law, and hopefully that will take the wind from the sails of this bill. We’ll discuss any abuse of that system if it ever happens.”
“That sort of thinking is a losing strategy in the long run,” Rodney pointed out. “If you only deal with the current threat, you’re always reacting and never in control. You need to think ten moves ahead if you want to come out on top.”
Rubbing his aching temples, Tad said, “Then we share what we know with prisons and prepare for the fallout of what might happen should someone abuse these dreamcatchers.”
In response, Thomas, Tony and Amber spoke up at the same time. They each stopped when they realised they were talking over each other, then did the same thing again. The noise only made Tad’s head throb, and he was about to tell them to shut up when he was saved by a hand on his arm.
“Can I have a word?” Lizzie asked.
Seeking an escape, Tad followed her toward a quiet corner of her studio.
“That was a disaster,” she said when she had him alone. “I’ve been talking with Ben and we’re not sure how much of that interview we can use.”
Tad looked at the editing bench where Ben, Lizzie’s newest recruit, was looking at a monitor and frowning.
“I can’t do it again, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“No, I don’t think any of us are in a good place for that right now. I think we’ll edit the interview to just the part about the dreamcatchers, and we’re going to leave off the discussion of the bill. I’ll catch some flack for it in the comments, but these days I’m always getting grief from someone down there, so what’s new.”
Understanding Lizzie’s industry more than he ever wanted to since the Merging, Tad realised how huge her offer was. That interview was an absolute disaster for him, but it would be ratings gold for her. The scoop that The Dreamwalker had dropped the ball and let this slip by him was something any other reporter would kill for.
“Thanks Lizzie, I appreciate that.”
Lizzie nodded and bit her lip as she built the courage to say what was truly on her mind.
“Listen, Tad. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you need to get your act together.”
Tad laughed.
“How could I take that the wrong way?” he deadpanned.
“I’m serious. It’s more than just not knowing about the bill, it’s everything. The way you dealt with that nightmare was so casual it was scary. It looked like you didn’t care. Then, when something doesn’t go your way, you snap and get angry. It makes you look cold one minute and unstable the next. That’s not something people want to worry about with you. You’re far too dangerous for people to think you’re losing your mind.”
“People think I’m losing my mind?”
“Some do. I wanted Ben to talk to you about the edits, but he refused. Now, I know that no one ever needs to fear you losing it. But that’s because I know you as a person and I know the stress you’re under with Jen. But the rest of the world doesn’t see that, and they’re always watching. You can’t slip up for a second.”
Before Tad could stop himself, he was rubbing his temples again.
“I could do without this,” he muttered.
“That’s what I’m talking about. People can’t see you like this. It will have them scared. Please, just think about it.”
“I will,” he promised.
“Do you want to come back later to see the final edit?”
Tad shook his head. Once he might have insisted on that, but those days were behind him. “No, I trust you. And thanks for being honest about this, it means a lot. I’m sorry if I got mad at you.”
She brightened a little at his trust, but only said, “Next time you shout at me, I’m telling Stella.”
Tad winced. “I shouted?”
Lizzie positioned her finger and thumb an inch a part. “Maybe just a little,” she said, before smiling to show there were no bad feelings.
“Sorry, won’t happen again, I promise.”
Lizzie smiled, then hugged him. It surprised him as he wasn’t a hugger, but he couldn’t deny that the friendly touch was appreciated right then.
“Now, get that rabble out of my studio so I can get back to work,” she said. “I’ve got a story I need to chase down.”
Tad looked over his shoulder to where his ghosts and Mitena were in a noisy conversation, and he smiled. For all that the conversation was getting heated, Tad could see there was no real animosity. It reminded him of the squabbles between Tony, Miriam and Charles... It reminded him of family.
“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” he said. “What story are you chasing down? Anything interesting?”
“You know that homeless shelter for ghosts that Stella’s friend set up?” she asked. Tad didn’t, but couldn’t bear letting her down again, so he nodded like he knew what she was talking about. “Well, there are rumours of some trouble brewing, something about the ghosts not playing nice together. I wanted to check it out.”
Tad frowned, not liking the idea of ghosts causing trouble. Something about the thought made the Proxy side of his abilities tingle like this was something he should look into. However, he had more than enough on his plate and couldn’t afford to take the time.
“Alright. If you find anything I should know about, call me. Ghosts were my speciality long before all this.”
Lizzie fished out her phone and waved it at him. “Tad, you’ve been number one on my speed dial ever since the Merging… Well, ever since you came to your senses and gave me your number. Trust me, I’ll call if there’s anything worth calling about.” She made a point of looking at the time on her phone and stepped back. “I need to go. Get them out of here, please. That argument is not good for productivity and my people have work to do.”
“Go, I’ve got them,” Tad said before he waved goodbye and went over to interrupt his ghosts.
“I’m just saying, there’s a lot of money to be made from dreamcatchers. We can still give away the ones that keep people safe, but that doesn’t mean we have to give everything away,” Tony was saying to the group. “Think about it. Mitena could design a new dreamcatcher, Tad could use his contacts to get them made, and we could sell them to the world and make some serious profit.”
“But anyone can make dreamcatchers if they take the time to learn,” Amber pointed out.
“Not as well as she can,” Tony said, pointing at Mitena who was listening but not participating. “Nor as professionally as we can get them manufactured. With everything we’ve learnt about how to make dreamcatchers and with Mitena’s designs, we could all be millionaires in no time.”
“What’s going on?” Tad asked.
“Your ghost is trying to profiteer off a crisis,” Thomas said.
“I’m just saying we don’t need to give away every dreamcatcher. They can do cool things that go beyond public safety. Why not earn a bit of cash on the side? We could even start a dreamcatcher tattoo business with Tad ferrying people to Dream so we can give people super powers. Forget millionaires, we could be billionaires with that kind of scheme.”
“If you make any money off this in the current political climate, it will look like you’re profiteering,” Thomas insisted. Seeing that Tony was getting angry enough to start another argument, Tad stepped in.
“Alright, that’s food for thought. I don’t know about you all, but I’ve had enough for one day. Let’s get out of here.”
He got a variety of reactions from his suggestion, the most pronounced of which was from Mitena. Her face twisted into a grimace as this meant she was going back to prison, but she didn’t complain. Tad doubted he needed Rodney to keep an eye on her, but it was a condition they forced him to agree to when he started borrowing her. She was far too useful to be locked up constantly, but she was also far too dangerous to risk losing.
An array of faces flashed through his mind, all of them dead thanks to her, and his misgivings about returning her to prison vanished. It didn’t matter how much he liked her, he’d never forget what she did.
“Join up,” Tad said. One by one, everyone grabbed the person standing next to them until they formed an unbroken chain. Tad noted Tony grabbing Amber’s hand pretty fast, but said nothing as he reached for Dream and changed the channel.
Half an hour later, he made his last jump of the day after dropping Tony and Amber off with Tony’s parents. He returned home with Growler one step behind him. For a full minute he just stood in his living room, knowing there were a thousand things to do, but liking the look of his sofa even more. However, if he sat down even for a moment, he wouldn’t get up again for the rest of the night.
He needed to read up on this bill, catch up with his solicitors, and it wouldn’t be a bad idea to check in with Stella at the DTHQ, as she had taken to calling the Dream Team Headquarters. The more he thought about it, the more he realised that those were just the top three things on a much larger list. He needed to write them down to ensure…
Thump.
Tad looked up, startled, as he heard the bang from upstairs. It was a testament to how tired he was that it took Growler’s growl to remind him he should be alone. With all his ghosts back home and Stella at work, this couldn’t be anything good.
Tiredness forgotten, Tad shared a silent look with his dog and prepared for the worst.
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At six-months-old, Growler was as tall as a Great Dane with the stocky build of a Rottweiler. Tad was sure his giant size was Dream related as no dog should grow so fast, but whatever the case, he long since had the mass to back up his terrifying growl.
However, that growl died away and rather than a mean attack dog, Tad found an oversized puppy who’s tail wagged excitedly.
Before he could question the change, Growler shot past him, taking the stairs four at a time and turning the corner at the top before Tad reached the bottom step. An enormous bang meant Growler hadn’t bothered waiting for Tad to open the next door, and by the time Tad reached the landing he heard the scrabbling of pawed feet and the thumping of a tail colliding with things. But there was another sound that put thoughts of potential damage from his mind; the giggle of a teenage girl.
The first thing Tad noticed when he reached Jen’s room was the writhing mass of copper hair, pink skin and glossy, grey fur that covered Jen’s bed. Growler and Hawk overpowered Jen and pinned her to the bed as they fought to cover her face with dog saliva.
Jen’s gasping giggles froze Tad on the spot.
Hawk looked up as he noticed Tad’s arrival. A tuft of fur between his alert ears had grown long and stood up straight, creating the mohawk that had earned him his name. Strangely, it suited the dog.
Tad didn’t have long to study it before Hawk bounded off the bed to say hello. He jumped as he arrived, his forepaws colliding with Tad’s chest with enough force to nearly knock him off his feet. Tad grunted and laughed at the same time. It didn’t occur to him until now just how much he had missed this not-so-little guy.
It took a minute to satisfy Hawk’s need for attention, and when Tad looked up, he found wide, hazel eyes studying him and filling with tears.
“Jen. What are you—” was all he managed before the air was knocked from his lungs by a thirteen-year-old girl who struck harder than her giant dog. Tad staggered back as Jen’s boa-constrictor grip crushed his ribs and her tears soaked his shirt. He decided that words could wait as Tad did what he had been dying to do for months and hugged his daughter in the real world.
They met almost nightly in their dreams, but it wasn’t the same. Dream when visited while sleeping had an ephemeral quality that didn’t last. Things never felt real, and memories were quicker to fade upon waking. It was a terrible substitute for the simple pleasure of hugging his daughter in real life.
“What are you doing here?” he whispered, but before she had chance to answer he couldn’t help but add. “It’s so good to see you.”
Jen stepped away and wiped her tear-stained eyes.
“I missed you dad,” she said. “I just… I wanted to be home… Just a little while. I… I missed my room and…”
Her words trailed off as her voice wobbled. Tad had to fight down his own tears, creating a large lump in his throat that was painful to swallow.
“I missed you too. This place is just way too quiet without you and Tony arguing all the time. You can’t be here though. If anyone finds out about this then—”
“It’s only for a little while. Stupid John and Jean won’t even know, I promise.”
“You shouldn’t call them that.”
“Well, they’re idiots. They don’t know anything about Dream, they haven’t let me see Dr Burman, and they’re always so strict about every little thing. I hate them.”
“Things will only get harder if you don’t at least try to get along.”
“I wouldn’t need to get along with them if they’d just let me come home. But no one listens. I’ve told that stupid lady from Social so many times that I want to be here. I even told her everything about what happened with mum and dad and how they wanted me to stay with you, but she just ignores me. She doesn’t even pretend to write anything on that stupid clipboard.”
Jen’s aura flared with her customary red light, the sight so familiar it was a joy to see. However, that red soon blanched into a fearful white.
“Can I please stay? Just a little while?” she asked. “I promise I’ll go back before they notice I’m gone, I just want to be home for a bit. Please, dad.”
The lump returned to his throat, three times larger and three times harder to swallow. With all his effort devoted to that, he had no willpower left to send her away. Instead he stepped further into her room and sat on her desk chair while Jen sank onto the bed where she was instantly covered by two furry lumps.
“Is there any news from the Three Amigos?” she asked, referring to the trio of solicitors Tad worked with on her case.
“Nothing new.”
“Why are they taking so long? I’ve been gone forever. It’s nearly Christmas already.”
“I know. I thought we’d have this sorted long before now. But we can’t give in. We have to play this out the right way or we’ll be in serious trouble. The Three Amigos are clever people, they’ll figure something out, I promise.”
“You promised it wouldn’t be long months ago,” Jen said, driving a dagger through his heart.
“I know, and you’ve been so strong. I’m proud of you. But we need to be strong a little longer.” Determined to give her some good news, he added, “Lizzie’s been working hard to get her viewers on our side. Have you been watching?” Jen nodded. “So you know we have public support. That’s the sort of pressure people in power listen to. Trust me, things will work out, you’ll see.”
He tried to sound confident, but whether he believed it, he couldn’t say. Lizzie did her best, and he’d seen a dramatic turn in public opinion from when this first broke into the news cycle. The worry was that he just didn’t know how much good it would do. It didn’t change the law.
The thought of the law reminded him of the bill waiting to be passed and a fresh worry struck. If they were that willing to trample on dreamwalker rights, what would that mean for him now? Thanks to the Prime Minister pulling strings and his continued service to the country, no legal action had been taken against him beyond removing Jen from his custody. Would that change if this bill passed?
Before his thoughts could spiral down another dark path, Jen’s phone buzzed in her pocket. Despite the high emotion in the room, Jen would be a disgrace to teenagers the world over if she ignored her phone for five minutes, so of course she fished it out.
Tad glanced at the screen before Jen angled it away, smiled a strange little smile, and tapped out a response. Tad frowned.
“Who’s Robert?” he asked, sure he’d heard the name before. “Wait, wasn’t that the boy you wanted to invite to your birthday party?”
Jen blushed, her aura flaring pink with embarrassment before she clamped down on it and shook her head.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied, stuffing the phone back in her pocket. It buzzed again and Jen twitched like she would reach for it, but her aura flared pink and she made a visible effort to ignore it.
“Who’s Robert?” Tad asked again, even more interested.
“No one important,” Jen said. He wondered if it drove Stella this crazy when someone was lying. Knowing her, she’d have some detective trick to coax the information from Jen. Tad didn’t have those skills, so he forced himself to change the topic.
“How’s school? Are the ghosts fitting in?”
Jen rolled her eyes and sighed like the weight of the world was on her shoulders.
“They’re a pain. Tony keeps telling them to come to me if they have a problem.”
“What’s wrong with that?”
“No one at school wants them there. Everyone will hate me if I help them.”
Tad hesitated, not wanting to ruin the joy of seeing his daughter again. However, as a bullied child at school, he couldn’t keep silent.
“Really? You would leave those poor kids on their own just so you can be popular?”
Jen flinched, but soon the red returned to her aura.
“It’s not my fault they’re there, and things are just getting good at school. People aren’t tip-toeing around me like they did when I first came back. If I help those kids, everything will change.”
“Do you even want to be friends with people who don’t want to help someone who needs it?”
Jen hesitated, not wanting to back down but not knowing what to say. Her anger faded and in a sheepish voice she answered, “They’re acting strange. Some of them space out, standing alone for minutes at a time, staring at nothing. When people try to talk to them, they’re ignored like they’re not even there. It’s freaky, and they’re scaring the other kids… They’re scaring the teachers as well. It wasn’t a good idea bringing them to school.”
“They need a Proxy,” Tad said, and wished he hadn’t.
White so bright it almost hurt to look at, flooded Jen’s aura as the colour faded from her cheeks and her eyes widened. 
“No, I can’t do that, dad. Tony keeps asking… You need to stop him from bothering me about it. Please. I’m not ready, not again.”
Recognising her panic, Tad grabbed her hands to calm her. He was surprised to find they were trembling.
“Calm down. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”
“I want to help them, I do. I’m just not ready. I mean, I’ve got my back, and I’m in that stupid house and—”
“Jen,” Tad said again, more forcefully this time. “Calm down. It’s okay. No one will force you to do anything. It was just a suggestion.”
“But what about the ghosts? They need a Proxy and—”
“If you’re not ready, you’re not ready. There’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Tad interrupted again, wishing he hadn’t mentioned the word Proxy. He didn’t realise how strong her reaction would be, but he should have guessed. The last time she did that, she lost the use of her legs.
An awkward silence descended as Tad struggled to move past this. Unfortunately, the longer he left it, the harder it was to find the words. Deep down, he worried he was forgetting how to talk with his daughter. The comfortable familiarity wasn’t there anymore, and the words wouldn’t come.
Silence won’t help, say something, he thought to himself.
“I’ll talk to Tony,” he said, and thankfully it was enough.
“Talk to Amber,” Jen suggested. “Tony doesn’t listen, but she’ll make sure he remembers.”
Despite the tension in the room, Tad laughed.
“Thank god for Amber,” he said. “I still don’t know why she spends so much time with him, but he’s easier to manage when she’s around. It’s almost like having Miriam back.”
Jen grinned.
“It’s better. Miriam punished him, but he was never bothered. With Amber, though, he’s worried about what she thinks.”
Tad explored memories sectioned away in a part of his mind that didn’t belong to him. After so long with Tony, those thoughts were as familiar as his own, but it never failed to be a little strange to hear someone else’s thoughts. Tad endured a split second where he felt like he was two people living parallel lives, but then he was back to himself and his smile matched Jen’s.
“You don’t know the half of it. Did you know he hasn’t gone to a strip club since he met her, nor any of his old haunts? He’s like a new ghost.”
“Are they together… you know? Like boyfriend and girlfriend?”
Tad explored those memories again, then shook his head.
“Tony’s hung up on their age difference.”
“She’s not that much older than him,” Jen pointed out.
“No, she’s nearly half his age. He’s thinking real years, not ghost years.”
Jen blew a raspberry and waved her hand in dismissal.
“That’s stupid. He’s been fourteen since he died. He needs to come to his senses before she comes to hers.” An evil grin spread across her face when she added, “Though it’s funny when he gets all flustered, so maybe he can stay confused a little longer.”
“You’re evil,” Tad said, and Jen grinned in response.
There was another brief silence, but it didn’t last half so long before Jen said, “I’ve convinced John and Jean to let me see Dr Burman after school. I start on Friday.”
“That’s great news. See, they’re not so bad.”
Jen shook her head. “They’re awful. If it wasn’t for them I’d be walking by now, not just spending time locked in my room with medical books.”
“You’re reading medical books?” Tad asked, surprised.
“Yeah, Dr B’s been sending them over. He asked me to learn about anatomy, and cells, and DNA, and stuff like that. He says it’s giving me a good foundation.”
“You’ve actually read them?” Tad asked, stunned that Jen would do extra homework, even if it helped heal her back.
“Yeah. It was boring at first, but the more I read, the more interesting it gets. You know, when I healed myself before, I was doing so much without even thinking about it. I had to constrict the blood vessels to stop the bleeding and allow a clot to form, bring white blood cells in to consume the dead cells and fight off infection, and then create collagen to create new cells to heal the wound. It’s kind of crazy I could do that without even knowing it. Though, I’m not sure if I did. I mean, it’s a lot of steps and there’s normally scarring, but I can do it without scars. I wonder if Dream skips some of those steps and creates new perfect copies of the cells that were already there. I’ll have to speak to Dr B when I see him on Friday.”
Tad blinked, stunned at the rush of words.
“Just how many books have you read?”
“I don’t know, maybe ten,” she said like it was nothing. Yet, when she was living with him, he struggled to get her to read five pages to keep up with her English class.
“Jen, that’s amazing.”
She rolled her eyes. “That’s what I’m saying. Dream is letting me skip so many—”
“No, it’s amazing how far you’ve come so quickly. I didn’t even know you were reading all this and now you sound like a doctor already.”
Jen blushed, but couldn’t hide her proud smile.
“It’s just a bit of reading.”
“It sounds pretty advanced to me.” He was about to say more when both dogs lifted their heads from Jen’s lap, ears pricked forward as they sensed something. A moment later, Tad sensed it as well.
“A ghost is here,” Jen said, surprising him again.
“You can sense that?” he asked, knowing she used to struggle to use her senses at a distance.
“I’ve been practicing. It helps pass the time without needing to speak with John and Jean. It’s not Tony. Who is it?”
“It’s Rodney,” Tad said after taking a second to identify the presence approaching the house. A memory jumped to the front of his mind and he glanced at his watch. Suddenly he groaned.
“What’s wrong?” Jen asked.
“I forgot, he’s here to take me on a workout.”
Jen nearly choked on her laughter.
“What? You mean exercise?”
Why did everyone laugh whenever they heard that? Tony laughed so hard he’d been rolling around on the floor.
“Yes, is that so hard to believe? I promised Tony I’d make more of an effort with new ghosts and with us dreamwalking everywhere, I’m becoming unfit. Rodney offered to help.”
“Becoming?” Jen joked, and though he tried to look affronted, Tad laughed.
“Alright, that’s enough from you.” He looked at his watch again. As much as he hated to do this, he didn’t have a choice. “It’s been great seeing you, Jen, but you can’t stay here or we’ll undo all the good work we’ve done over the last four months.”
Jen’s smile fell and she shrank in on herself. When she talked about topics way beyond her years, showed how much she was growing as a dreamwalker, and teased him for working out, he saw the young woman she was turning into. Now though, he was reminded that she was still his little girl and he would do anything not to have to send her away again.
“I know,” Jen said. She looked around the room as though trying to memorise it, like maybe this was the last time she would ever see it.
“It’s not forever. You have to remember that, and remember my promise. We’ll try their way first, and if that doesn’t work, we’ll do it our way. No matter what, it won’t be forever. You know that, right?”
“I know… it just feels like forever.”
Tad stood and pulled her into another hug.
“I love you, Jen. And I’m proud of you. Never forget that.”
“I love you too, dad.”
Jen pulled away and smiled at him, and though there were tears in her eyes again, they didn’t seem so bad. The truth was, Tad was feeling better as well. Suddenly he was glad she risked everything to visit. It was the break he desperately needed, and he felt like someone had injected fresh life into his veins.
“Be good for John and Jean,” he said. Jen rolled her eyes. “And good luck with Dr Burman. I’m looking forward to hearing about that in our Dream session on Friday.”
Jen nodded and stepped away, walking over to Hawk who looked a little sad as he thumped his tail a few times and snuffled Jen’s hand. Turning back one last time, Jen waved goodbye, then vanished.
Tad stared at the empty space where his daughter stood just moments earlier. Already her absence weighed on him, and he hoped it wasn’t another four months before he saw her again. With Charles and Miriam gone and Tony spending most of his time with Amber, Tad had lost his entire family over the last year. It was hard to keep going in the face of that. But Jen’s brief visit reminded him what he was fighting for, and that was all the motivation he needed.
He’d figure out what was going on with this bill, help get the country ready for the fight that was coming, and while he did that, he’d get his daughter back where she belonged. He’d do it because he had to, and there was no point wasting time on wishing it was any other way.
When Rodney called out to see if he was home, it was a Tad filled with renewed energy who called out his answer. For the first time, he actually looked forward to training… though he knew that wouldn’t last.
“Come on, Growler. Let’s not keep the man waiting.”
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“If you need anything, please let me know.”
“I will,” Leon answered as the waitress walked away, putting so much swing into her hips that Stella was sure she’d throw her back out.
“Oh my god,” Stella said, pulling Leon’s attention back to her from across the round table. They sat in the corner booth of a pub that had seen better days. The wooden floors were dark with heavy use, the booth creaked when they moved, and the wallpaper was a remnant from the seventies and had yellowed from cigarette smoke. It was not somewhere Stella fancied grabbing an evening meal, but for all the negatives there were upsides. Despite the aging decor, it wasn’t dirty, just run down. Also, she’d heard good things about the food, nothing special, but simple food at reasonable prices. Finally, and most importantly, it was the quietest pub in the city centre, which meant she might make it all the way through dinner without someone coming over to introduce themselves.
“What?” Leon asked. “I wasn’t staring.”
“Not you. Her,” Stella said. “She was only one step shy of throwing herself at you.”
Leon smiled in a way that would make the waitress swoon.
In so many ways he could be Stella’s twin. His jet black hair, worn long and swept back, framed a face with the kind of crystal blue eyes you’d spot from the other side of the room. There was a supernatural perfection to his appearance that turned heads more than A-lister movie stars. Where he differed from Stella was the darker shade of skin thanks to growing up in a warmer climate, the square jaw and athletic frame that made it all too clear that this was a specimen of masculinity.
“She wasn’t that bad,” Leon defended. “You’re just stunned because you’re finally seeing the truth.”
“What truth?” Stella asked, flinching at the five letter word that meant so much to her recently. Truth was becoming a defining feature of her life.
“That when push comes to shove, there’s not that much difference between men and women. We can all make idiots of ourselves around people we find attractive.”
Stella rolled her eyes, but knew Leon was right. She’d been exposed to the interest of men since she was a teenager and couldn’t deny building certain expectations based on that interest. Playing to those expectations served her well in the past, though she struggled with it recently.
“Tad joining us tonight?” Leon asked.
Stella shook her head. “It’s for the best. He had an interview this afternoon, and that always leaves him cranky.”
“Isn’t he always cranky?” Leon asked, smiling to remove the sting from his remark but unable to hide the weight to his question.
She hesitated before answering, her first instinct being to jump to Tad’s defence. However, though she’d never believe it four months ago, Stella valued the time she spent getting to know a member of her family. True to his word, Leon wanted to make up for lost time, going so far as to move to the UK. He’d swapped a well-paying office job for a minimum wage bar job just to be here. He was also one of the most genuine people she had ever met. There was no duplicity in Leon, and it made her want to return that attitude in kind.
“He’s snappy these days. But you just caught him at a bad time.”
“Jen?” Leon asked, and Stella nodded. “How’s all that going?”
“Best not to ask,” Stella answered, and Leon’s smile slipped.
“Sorry to hear that. I’ll admit, from the outside it doesn’t look good what he did, but he wouldn’t be taking it this hard if he wasn’t a good person.”
“They’re both taking it hard because as far as they’re concerned, they’re father and daughter. Maybe not by blood, but after what those two have been through, their relationship is stronger than any familial bond.”
She was about to say more, but her phone buzzed and she was reaching for it before she realised what she was doing and forced herself to stop. She refused to be a slave to that little device. She had worked out a system with Denise that if anything was urgent, Denise would contact her. Stella’s phone was set up to play a specific ringtone, even when on silent, should Denise call, so she wouldn’t miss anything important. That didn’t stop her wanting to check though, and she used all her willpower to remove her hand from her pocket and put it back on the table without the phone.
The internal battle only took a second, but when she looked up, she knew she was busted. Leon didn’t have her supernatural sense to see the truth, but as a natural people person, he was observant enough to put the clues together. He grinned, enjoying her struggle.
“Your addiction playing up?”
“Maybe,” Stella hedged, blushing at getting caught. “I’m working on it.”
Leon laughed. “I don’t mind. You have an important job. If you want to check the phone, don’t let me stop you.”
“No,” she insisted. “I came out for dinner to get to know you, not to be distracted by—”
She was interrupted as the devil device buzzed again, and this time she couldn’t help herself. Her phone was out in an instant and all she could say was a quick sorry before she looked to see what was waiting. Leon laughed from the other side of the booth, which only made her blush harder.
She had a lot of missed notifications, most of which she had programmed to not even buzz her phone or she would never have a moment’s peace. The important two were notifications from the early warning system Miles created. The first said there was a supernatural incident that required a Dream Team tactical unit and that more information would follow. The next notification was the promised information about what was happening.
“What is it?” Leon asked. “A problem?”
Stella nodded. “Some kind of trouble at that new shelter for homeless ghosts. First responders requested a Dream Team tactical unit, so that means trouble.”
“You need to go?” he asked, sounding almost a little hopeful.
She looked up, studying his expression to see if he was looking for an excuse to get out of having to spend an evening with her. Her intuition wouldn’t let her lie to herself these days though, forcing her to look past her insecurities and seek another explanation. That same supernatural intuition supplied the answer.
Leon was excited.
Despite the potential to rise to heights undreamed of by normal people, the rules of his family forced him to stay on a small island and remain hidden. He never said it directly, but Stella guessed he was only half here for her. Another part of him was here for the adventure of life in the Borderlands.
“No, I don’t need to go. Trevors’ people can handle it.”
“You sure? That shelter is just around the corner. We could be there in less than five minutes.”
Stella’s body twitched like she was ready to jump on Leon’s suggestion, but she forced herself to relax. There was always going to be a crisis of some kind. Letting herself jump at every one was the reason she hadn’t had a full weekend off in six months. She came out tonight for a meal with her cousin and to behave like a normal person. Work could wait.
“No, I’m looking forward to my dinner.”
Leon burst out laughing as she grimaced for telling even that slight untruth. It wasn’t an outright lie; she was starving and looking forward to her meal. But the intent behind the statement was to make Leon think she’d rather be here than at the scene of whatever was happening, and that wasn’t true.
“Never play poker, Stella.”
She scowled and looked back down at her phone that was buzzing again. She was so distracted by it she barely noticed Leon standing up.
“Where are you going?”
“I want to see if they can put our dinners on hold until we get back.”
“I don’t need to go anywhere,” Stella insisted, feeling bad for ruining their night.
“Please. It’s just around the corner. Let’s go put your mind at ease, then we can be back here in no time. I’ll be right back.”
Before Stella could think of a way to change his mind, not that she wanted to, he flagged down the waitress who almost knocked over another customer in her eagerness to respond to Leon’s attention.
Stella shook her head again, half at the waitress and half at herself. What was wrong with her that she couldn’t even sit through one meal without causing a scene? What was wrong with her that even now her mind was more focused on the shelter than worrying about letting Leon down?
Whatever the case, it was a losing battle, and she gave in, switching to work mode. Instantly she felt more comfortable and more decisive. She was already sliding out of the booth even as she made the decision to leave.
There was a thump behind her that made her look back, and she was just quick enough to catch the drinks before they slid off the table and shattered on the floor. It took almost as much effort to make sure the table didn’t flip over as it was jostled so hard.
“Freckles, watch what you’re doing,” Stella complained.
The enormous dog who had disturbed the table by climbing to his feet, looked back with a guilty expression before opening his mouth impossibly wide in a tired, doggy yawn as he stretched and wagged his tail. It turned out that another benefit of this pub was their attitude towards dogs, even those the size of a small lion.
Yawn over, Freckles’ tail wagged a little harder and leaned over to nudge Stella with his nose in what felt like an apology, but was more like impatience. He could sense her excitement and was getting worked up. Soon he was weaving his way through the mostly empty tables to catch up with Leon who had straightened things out with the waitress and was headed outside.
Realising she was being left behind by both of her companions, Stella rushed to catch up.
◆◆◆
 


The Arcadia was an abandoned hotel on the outskirts of the city. The building was built in the nineteen-twenties with bucket loads of character. However, years of disrepair and an abundance of asbestos meant no developer would take on the cost of breathing new life into it.
In a post Merging world, what wasn’t good for the living was perfect for the dead.
Kimberly, Stella’s psychiatrist friend, had seen what Tony, Amber and Tad had done to get the child ghosts into school, and realised there was a whole subset of people in the Borderlands who needed help. Since the Merging, Cardiff was the hot spot for afterlife activity the world over. Unfortunately, thanks to Joshua King, there weren’t enough Proxies to help them all.
So, Kimberly recruited friends from her community and volunteers from different industries. Whether it was helping a ghost come to terms with their death and move on, hold themselves together without a Proxy, or maybe even facilitate reunions between ghosts and people from their life, their new organisation had quickly grown. It had been so effective that the ghosts they helped became members of their team, and formed the work-squad that changed the Arcadia from a rundown ruin into The Phoenix, a home for ghosts in need of second chances.
It turned out ghosts who didn’t need to sleep nor have to worry about pesky things like dying from asbestos, were the perfect team for turning around a building quickly.
Since opening, Stella had visited twice. The first was a tour of her friend’s new operation, and the second was with an eye for potential recruitment. Compared to the more outlandish occurrences since the Merging, ghosts seemed almost commonplace and had been overlooked as a potential resource.
However, Stella’s previous visits didn’t prepare her for the chaos she found on her arrival. A vast crowd surrounded the building and Stella had to shove people aside just to get close. Strangely, those people didn’t react to being pushed as they fixed their eyes forward on the old hotel. It was like pushing through a horde of standing corpses. There was no fight in them, and they were nothing more than dead weights.
At least until Freckles barked.
He borrowed his brother’s trick of pulling over Dream to augment the noise, and that got the crowd’s attention. Those closest jumped away as though fearing for their lives, while people in the crowd further out blinked like they had just woken from a dream. The downside of the attention was that people recognised Stella, but at least they had a clear path to the hotel.
It didn’t take long to realise why the crowd was behaving so strangely. The closer she got to the hotel, the more Stella felt a growing coldness. It was nothing physical, but something that reached inside and crushed all hope. Whatever that feeling was, it robbed her of vitality, making her want to stop and stare rather than keep moving. She almost forgot why she was here until she and Leon reached the front of the crowd and saw the open entrance to the Phoenix and the dark space within.
“What’s wrong with this place?” Leon asked, sounding worried for the first time. He eyed the building warily and glanced back like he wanted to return to the pub. Stella wouldn’t blame him if he did that. The oppressive feeling grew ever stronger, and it emanated from that building.
“It’s ghosts who have gone too far.”
The answer to Leon’s question came from a familiar voice that pulled their attention from the building. Lizzie stood at the front of the crowd with a camera in her hand that was pointing at the Phoenix.
Of course she’s here, Stella thought bitterly.
“How long have you been here?” Stella asked.
“Since before this started. I was the one who put in the nine-nine-nine call for Trevors’ team.”
The icy feeling intensified as Stella heard that. For all the things that bugged her about Lizzie, she was not prone to overreaction. In fact, she was more likely to keep Stella’s team away so she could get her scoop. Stella shuddered to think what would make the reporter cross that line.
“What happened?”
“I came to do a story on some rumours about the ghosts displaying strange behaviour. Acting out, creating cold spots, talking to themselves, things like that. I thought it was worth looking into.”
“Of course you did,” Stella muttered, but Lizzie heard her.
“You know what, Stella? I’m fed up of your attitude. I’m a reporter. I’m going to chase stories. In case you’ve forgotten, that has come in handy for you and Tad over the last year.”
Stella flinched, surprised at the angry response. Maybe that anger was from the growing fear of being in the presence of that hotel, but part of Stella recognised the truth in her words. Stella thought back on the past year, on the help Lizzie provided, and was suddenly guilty. The media made her life harder than it needed to be, and she suspected she carried a chip on her shoulder about that.
“I’m sorry,” she said, raising her hands in apology. “I meant nothing by it. Please, just tell me what happened?”
Lizzie frowned as she searched Stella’s words for an insult, and when she failed to find one, she hesitantly started her story again.
“I was interviewing people after I got here, asking them about the challenges of running this place. It didn’t take long to see the problems.”
Stella’s gut twisted as she recognised a lie. 
“Really? Those problems just presented themselves to you? Like they were right out in the open for anyone to see.”
Glancing away, Lizzie came clean.
“I might have pressed a few buttons to find out what was really going on. I just didn’t want to hear anymore of the usual puff pieces about this place. I already know they’re doing a good job, but that wasn’t why I was here.”
“What did you do?” Stella asked, her voice taking on a dangerous tone. This time Lizzie wasn’t so quick to get angry about it.
“I just asked questions to one of the care workers about the rumours of ghosts losing their temper, or acting strange. She tried to lie and…”
Her words trailed off and Stella had to prompt her to continue.
“And?”
“One ghost overheard me applying some pressure… Only a little, mind you, not enough to cause this. The ghost didn’t take it well. He snapped, started shoving me, telling me I shouldn’t be pestering people for just doing their job. Then… well… he changed.”
“Change how?” Leon asked, caught up in the story.
Lizzie turned to him, frowned, and then glanced between Leon and Stella as though making a connection.
“Who are you?” she asked, and Stella could have facepalmed as she realised her mistake. They had been keeping Lizzie away from Leon, not wanting the reporter to ferret out Leon’s past and stumble upon the history of Stella’s people. The last thing they needed was the woman who had a habit of breaking every supernatural story in the Borderlands finding out about the Eidolon. 
“Changed how, Lizzie?” Stella asked, pulling Lizzie’s attention back to her.
“His eyes got dark, like they were filling with smoke, and his face sort of… stretched,” Lizzie answered, tearing her eyes from Leon and shuddering as she remembered what happened. “He started shouting and shoving me harder, only now every time he touched me, it was like being touched by ice.”
Stella recognised the clues but needed to hear Lizzie say it.
“Then what happened?”
Again Lizzie hesitated, and this time her voice shook. “It’s not my fault, I promise. I only asked a few questions.”
“What happened, Lizzie?”
She swallowed and gave the answer Stella didn’t want to hear.
“Oily black smoke started pouring from his eyes and mouth. His hands looked like they belonged to a skeleton, and his skin was almost hanging off it in parts. He was normal one minute and half smoke and skeleton the next.”
“A mad ghost,” Stella whispered, glancing back at the building as this started making more sense. She had only ever seen mad ghosts from her trip into Tad’s mind, and what little she saw had been enough. But Lizzie knew the signs of a mad ghost well enough. She wouldn’t have asked for the tactical team unless it was something more.
“Not just the one,” Lizzie added. “When he changed it kind of stressed out some other ghosts and… well… I think it might have been too much for them.”
“How many?” Stella asked, dreading the answer.
“I stopped counting at twenty. By that point, I just wanted to get out of there.”
“Twenty?” Stella whispered, her fingers reaching for her phone without knowing she was doing it.
“At least. There were a lot more ghosts in there, so there could be a lot more than that… Uh, what are you doing?”
Stella’s attention had shifted to her phone.
“Getting backup,” she answered, even as a picture of Tad filled the screen and the phone started ringing. However, she never got to complete the call because that’s when the screaming started.
There were so many people in the crowd that their fear fed off each other, and when they screamed Stella had flashbacks to the Millennium Stadium and the awful noises those dragons made. Her leg throbbed with phantom pain as she remembered it being crushed, and without thinking she almost dropped her phone and spun to face whatever triggered the noise.
From the darkness of the double doors, a shape emerged. Part shadow, part translucent skin, and part skeleton. It slipped from the darkness like it was born of it. Wide pools of smoking blackness where its eyes should have been were focused forward, staring into the souls of each person. The crowd screamed again, taking a collective step back.
Its enormous mouth opened wider, smoke billowing from that awful blackness along with a hiss that robbed any remaining warmth from Stella. The shape flowed forward, leaving the shelter of the ex-hotel and heading for the crowd, revealing two more ghosts behind it.
The spell of immobility vanished, and hundreds of people were running in any direction that was away from that hotel, screaming all the while. The movement excited the ghosts, and all three picked up their pace and rushed from the hotel like bullets from a gun.
One went left, chasing those spectators who were closest. Another went right after those spectators. The final ghost, the one who came out of the building first, headed straight for the only immobile targets who weren’t smart enough to run. It headed for Stella, Leon and Lizzie, all of whom realised they were facing an enemy they weren’t equipped to deal with.
The fear that had been building since they arrived reached a new level and all Stella could do was look at her phone and hope the call connected. Whatever the case, it was too late.
The ghost was already upon them.
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Leon was closest, so it came for him first.
Skeletal hands curled into claws, the points of the fingers elongating and sharpening until they could tear Leon apart. He threw up his arms to knock the ghost aside, but his hands passed through the spectral figure like it was a shadow. The creature’s arms burst into wispy, black clouds only to reform seconds later, which was long enough to save Leon.
The creature was moving so fast that even a brief distraction carried it past the optimum point of attack, so it moved onto its next target; Stella.
She threw up her hands to defend herself, but the ghost looked furious to have missed its first target, and the curled points of those fingers turned black and sharper than ever. Stella doubted she’d be as lucky as Leon.
Suddenly Freckles was there, snarling as he jumped at the ghost, teeth sinking into a skeletal arm. Unlike Leon, who encountered nothing but smoke, Freckles bit into that arm like it was flesh and bone, and the ghost squealed in agony.
Using his considerable bulk, Freckles wrestled the squealing horror to the ground and climbed atop it, pinning it to the pavement. With a shake of his massive head, he tore the arm free, making the ghost squeal even louder, a noise filled with supernatural agony. Stella covered her ears and even some of the panicked crowd stopped running to look back at what caused that noise.
Freckles paid it no mind, continuing to tear at the creature, ripping it to shreds of inky black smoke that dissipated into nothingness and failed to reform. For all that she knew her dog was special, Stella had forgotten that if Freckles was a dreamwalker, he must also be a Proxy. Though, she had never heard of a Proxy ripping a ghost to shreds before.
As she watched Freckles tear into the struggling ghost, she saw ice crystals forming where his paws pinned the ghost to the ground. It might have been her imagination, but it looked like Freckles was slowing down, almost like he was losing energy.
“Freckles, enough,” she shouted, but he was too involved in his battle. As the ghost tried to claw at him with its remaining arm, Freckles bit this arm as well, but not before getting scratched on the side of the face, opening a nasty cut that iced over instantly.
Seeing the blood of her dog stain his beautiful fur snapped Stella into action. She rushed forward, grabbed Freckles’ collar, and pulled him from the fight. He might be winning, but she didn’t want to risk him getting hurt more than he already was. Another person might struggle to pull the giant dog from his kill, but Stella tapped into supernatural wells of strength that she was more comfortable with every day. 
The ghost wasted no time in trying to flee, but it didn’t get far.
It backed away from Freckles, never taking its eyes off the dog, its biggest threat, so did not see the man standing behind it. A hand grabbed it by the neck and there was a blinding light, followed by a second brighter light that forced Stella to look away and cover her eyes. When she looked back, the ghost was gone, replaced by a grim faced Harry Phillips, Trevors’ second in command and one of the few people on earth Stella hated with a passion.
He was not the man that she hoped to see when she opened her eyes, and it took a moment to make sense of it.
The first light had been one of his dreamcatchers flaring up, one Mitena customized to deal with mad ghosts. His enormous body was covered with the intricate designs. Trevors’ people had worked with Mitena to design what they felt was the perfect array of tools to let them do their job, However, for all their training, today would be the first time they could test this dreamcatcher on a mad ghost. It had been designed with nightmares in mind, allowing one of the Dream Team to overload the power that animated the nightmares and destroy them. The theory was that it would also work on ghosts.
“Harry, what are you doing here? I thought Trevors’ team was on this?” Stella asked.
“No, don’t mention it. It was no problem to save your life. You’re extremely welcome.”
Stella bit back an angry response and said, “You’re right. I’m sorry. Thank you for dealing with that thing. But what are you doing here? Did something go wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” Harry said, only half paying attention. “Trevors called for backup.”
He stepped away like he was done with her and Stella had to fight to keep her temper. Harry had been a non-stop hindrance since the day she and Trevors hired him. It was all she could do not to choke the life from him there and then. However, as Trevors made clear months ago, it wasn’t her place to insert herself into things she wasn’t trained for. So rather than demand that he stay and answer her questions, she followed his gaze to see what interested him.
He stared at another ghost that was hovering over a woman, curled up on the ground. She no longer moved and her lips were blue. However, it never got to finish whatever it was doing to her as one of Harry’s men grabbed the creature and light flared again.
Stella turned away to protect her eyes, and in doing so she caught sight of the last ghost that was trapped between two of Harry’s men, seeking a way out. It failed to find one, and again there were two flashes of intense light and one less ghost.
Stella struggled for words as something inside her screamed that this wasn’t right. She wasn’t the only one to feel that way.
“Where are your dreamwalkers?” Lizzie asked, manoeuvring her camera to catch the action. Stella could do without her filming this, but Lizzie’s question was good. Where were her dreamwalkers?
“Harry, where’s Chakikra and Gary?”
“We couldn’t find them, so we came alone,” Harry said without looking back. He was headed back for the building, waving for his men to follow when Stella rushed after him, her temper slipping free as she recognised the blatant lie.
She grabbed Harry’s arm, which was larger in circumference than one of her thighs, and she pulled him to a stop. She might have used a little too much force as Harry was pulled back hard enough to get whiplash. A flare of light burst from beneath his t-shirt, telling her he activated one of his dreamcatchers, and he shook free of her grip with the kind of strength that made her fingers hurt. It had been a long time since she felt strength like that, long before the Merging and her own supernatural changes.
“Keep your hands to yourself,” Harry snarled, pointing a gloved finger at her face.
“Why did you leave the dreamwalkers behind?” Stella demanded, refusing to back down even in the face of a pissed off giant like Harry.
“Fuck off. Now isn’t the time for questions like that.”
He turned to walk away again, but Stella wasn’t having that. She reached for him a second time, only this time he was ready. He turned on her, shoving her so hard she fell backwards into Freckles, bearing them both to the ground.
“Don’t you dare touch me, bitch,” he snarled, stalking forward with his hand raised like he might smack her. He never got the chance as suddenly Leon was between them and he shoved Harry back.
“Back off,” Leon said. “Your boss was just asking a question.”
Harry sneered at the word boss and his face reddened.
“I’ll teach you to shove me you little—” he said, advancing on Leon, who was a fraction of his size. He was cut off again as Leon pushed him once more, this time sending Harry stumbling backward a good six steps.
A look of surprise crossed Harry’s face as it continued to change colour until he almost resembled a beetroot, then he snarled and rushed forward. Once more light flared from under his t-shirt and Stella was terrified for her cousin. He looked like a child standing in front of a raging bull.
That raging bull rushed right into him shoulder first as though he would knock Leon aside. Leon stood his ground, planting his feet and absorbing everything Harry had to give. It was like Harry had shoulder barged a wall as Leon barely budged an inch.
Harry grunted in pain as his body collapsed against Leon, and by then it was too late. Leon got behind him and wrapped an arm around the big man’s neck, squeezing hard. Harry dropped his gun and reached for the arm, his muscles bulging and veins popping as he pushed his dreamcatcher hard enough that smoke rose from beneath his collar. However, for all his strength, Leon didn’t budge.
Suddenly Stella remembered her first meeting with Leon when he casually lifted a sofa with a person sitting on it as easily as she might lift a beach ball. She thought she was strong with her changes, but she was witnessing something else entirely.
However strong he might be though, he wasn’t bulletproof.
As Harry struggled to break his grip, the three Dream Team members he brought with him rushed up with their guns trained on Leon.
Visions of the only member of her family Stella had ever liked being filled with bullets flooded her mind, and she panicked. Climbing to her feet, she shouted, “Stop!”
The world listened.
The few members of the panicked crowd who hadn’t fled yet, stopped screaming and froze on the spot. Freckles who had found his feet and was heading for one of the men pointing a gun at Leon also stopped. Each of Harry’s men lowered their guns as though ashamed to be holding them. Finally, Leon let Harry go and Harry fell to his knees, gasping for breath.
Everyone was quiet and watching Stella as though waiting to see what she would say next.
What the hell was that, she asked herself, sure that this sudden stillness wasn’t natural.
“What the hell was that?” Lizzie asked, repeating Stella’s internal thoughts as she turned her camera to record Stella. Typical that whatever affected everyone else would somehow skip the annoying reporter. Stella forced that irritation aside and focused on Harry.
“Enough,” she said. “Why did you leave the dreamwalkers behind, Harry?”
Still recovering from being choked, Harry could only glare at her with tear-stained eyes and plenty of hate. It fell to one of his men to answer for him.
“They’d just get in the way.”
“Get in the way of dealing with mad ghosts, the very thing they’ve dealt with all their lives?” Lizzie asked incredulously, turning the camera again. Her expression was one of disgust, but Stella knew she must love this. The footage would result in her biggest show yet.
Stephan, the man speaking up for Harry, sneered in response to Lizzie’s question.
“They’re untrained idiots who used to be useful because we had no other way of dealing with these things. These mean we don’t need them anymore,” he said, flexing his right arm and drawing attention to the tattoos inscribed over his bulging muscles.
“Don’t need them anymore?” Stella asked. “That’s news to me. I don’t remember signing off on that.” The man sneered again and was about to say something else, but Stella spoke over him as suddenly she understood why she felt uncomfortable when the ghosts were destroyed. “You never gave them a chance to move on.”
“What?” Harry snapped, regaining his voice after glaring at Leon with naked hatred.
“You idiots can’t be this stupid,” Lizzie said. “She means you just killed three people who couldn’t help themselves. It’s like shooting a crazy person off their meds rather than trying to help them.”
“No, it’s worse,” Stella said, a true rage building that was making her voice tremble. “Those poor ghosts are now nothing. They don’t get a chance to move on to an afterlife, they have been obliterated because you took it upon yourselves to rewrite the rules.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Harry asked. “We just saved these people. Don’t turn that into a bad thing.”
“You did the most horrible thing I can think of,” Stella disagreed. “Those ghosts didn’t mean to turn into those things. A dreamwalker could have calmed them, could have let them move on rather than being destroyed. You didn’t even stop to think… you just…”
Stella’s words trailed off as she started to understand what she was saying.
They were gone. Those ghosts weren’t just dead, or moving onto another realm of existence. They had been snuffed out completely, their souls obliterated into nothingness.
Stella felt sick.
“You’re twisting things,” Stephan said, but unlike Harry, who was confident in his own pigheaded way, he didn’t sound sure of himself. In fact, he was looking a little sick, as were his friends. One of them glanced back over his shoulder and a fresh horror gripped Stella.
“No. Please tell me you’re not all doing this?” When no one answered, Stella stepped forward and grabbed Stephan by the front of his bullet-proof vest, dragging him down to her eye level as she asked again, “Please tell me Trevors is not destroying more ghosts.”
Stephan’s eyes widened and he shook his head, unable to answer.
“Oh my god,” Stella gasped before throwing Stephan away like he was poisonous and sprinting for The Phoenix, a supposed safe haven for desperate ghosts, hoping she wasn’t too late to stop a massacre.
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At some point the building’s power had gone out, so darkness consumed Stella the moment she crossed the threshold. It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust.
Created with the ambition of becoming Cardiff’s premier hotel, the reception was enormous. A large desk dominated the wall in front of her, there were doors to her left and right, and doors in the corners of the room that led deeper into the hotel. Next to those corner doors were the start of a grand staircase that lead to the first floor and beyond, starting at the sides of the room and meeting on a balcony in the middle that overlooked the reception.
There was no sign of life, and even when Stella closed her eyes and focused on her hearing, she detected nothing other than the voices behind her.
“Who are you? Are you a dreamwalker too?”
Stella turned, not thrilled to find Leon had followed her inside with Lizzie one step behind him, grilling him about who he was.
“What are you two doing here? This is Dream Team business.”
“You need backup,” Leon argued.
“What he said,” Lizzie echoed, though she was more interested in her camera than providing any kind of backup.
“Lose the camera.”
“No.”
“Lizzie, I’m not joking. You want to come with us, lose the camera.”
“No,” Lizzie said again, deadly serious. “Mr muscles over here brings whatever superpowers he has—”
“I don’t have superpowers,” Leon interrupted. Lizzie ignored him.
“—to the table, and Freckles over there has already proved how he’s going to back you up. Well, this is my weapon of choice.” She nodded at her camera. “You think your guys want to be seen murdering ghosts while there’s a reporter with a camera nearby?”
Stella made a sound that was almost a growl, but whether that was from annoyance with the reporter or annoyance with herself for not being able to argue against her logic, she didn’t know. She also didn’t have time for this, so turned her thoughts to other matters. 
“I don’t know which way to go,” she admitted, hoping someone might point her in the right direction. She was right to hope that, but felt stupid for not thinking of the answer sooner.
“Looks like he has an idea,” Lizzie said, pointing at Freckles who was sniffing the air and heading for the stairs. Stella focused on her dog and tried something she only started practising recently. She focused her Eidolon senses on him.
Her most reliable gift, one she had used for most of her life, was her ability to spot lies, but her use of it had always been intuitive. She focused on changing that recently so she didn’t have to rely on instinct. As her constant companion, Freckles became her test subject, and it didn’t take long to discover a new aspect of her talent.
Stella suspected her ability was an extension of reading body language. Whether micro-expressions, slight changes in body temperature, maybe even certain pheromones that were released in the process of lying, Stella thought she could detect clues and intuit the truth. Tad favoured a more magical explanation, but if Stella’s theories were true, then it stood to reason that she could use those same clues to discover not just lies, but also intent.
Focusing on her dog, she looked at the way he moved, the tension in his muscles, the way he held himself; focused on absorbing as much information as possible while trusting her talent to process that data. It didn’t disappoint.
An image formed in her mind, almost like a memory of something that hadn’t happened yet. Freckles was rushing up the stairs, bearing right like he was about to turn into the corridor on the first landing. His hackles were up and his teeth were bared. At the same time another image flashed through her mind, one of her dog keening in frustration at being held back as he waited for Stella and the others to catch up.
The images lasted a fraction of a second, but it was long enough. Freckles had a scent he wanted to follow and was impatient for the others to catch up.
“Freckles, go. We’ll follow,” Stella said, long past the point of feeling awkward about giving complicated commands to her dog. Freckles didn’t need to be told twice. He rushed off faster than anything with two legs could follow, though Stella attempted to keep up.
By the time she reached the bottom step he was already on the first landing and when she was halfway up the stairs he had turned into the first corridor and his deep, booming bark echoed throughout the building, almost like he was sounding off to let her know where to go.
With him out of sight, Stella glanced back to the others and was surprised to see Leon about to overtake her. Lizzie was yet to reach the bottom of the stairs and looked like she was moving slowly to Stella’s eyes, almost like she was jogging. Stella didn’t have the mental bandwidth to figure out why the reporter was so sluggish and turned her attention to following her dog.
Leon reached the landing a few steps before her and entered the corridor by the time she made it to the top of the stairs. His eidolon gifts meant that both her cousin and her dog would reach Trevors before her, and that sent new worries through Stella’s mind, adding fuel to the fire that kept her moving. Somehow she found another gear and picked up the pace.
She thought the entrance was dark, but these corridors were near pitch blackness. Only slivers of light leaked into the hallway through the cracks under the doors lining either side of the corridor. It took Stella’s eyes time to adjust, forcing her to slow her pace to avoid tripping. However, soon she could see details again, even if they were only vague shapes. More than this, she heard sounds beyond her own breathing and footsteps. Raised voices came from ahead, accompanied by the rumbling growl of her dog.
“Get away from that thing. I won’t tell you again.”
Trevors’ voice, deep and resonant, added yet more fuel to the fire of her worry. As she approached the bend in the hall, the darkness receded. This wasn’t the electric yellow of the street-lights outside, but the white of the LED torches the tactical guys used.
“You can’t just destroy them, they don’t know what they’re doing.”
This was Leon’s voice, and Stella knew exactly how Trevors’ men would take criticism from him.
“Shut up and get out of my way. You shouldn’t even be here. You’re a civilian.”
Stella turned the corner and saw a tableau with so much going on she wasn’t sure what to be horrified by first.
The first thing she saw was Trevors squaring off with Leon, going so far as to raise his gun at her cousin. A little way behind him, two of Trevors’ men were approaching a cornered ghost with their arms outstretched, their tattoos already glowing while the ghost itself looked terrified. Rushing up behind those two men was Freckles, and he too had guns pointed at him.
Stella’s fear fed her instincts yet again, and for the second time she shouted, “Stop!”
Once again, the world listened.
Stella’s vision wavered, and she staggered, keeping herself from falling only by colliding with the nearest wall. Her vision blurred and her muscles became jelly. It only lasted a few seconds, and slowly the world came back into focus. However, those few seconds were long enough to worry her, and even now she felt like there was something wrong with her mind. It felt sluggish, like its gears weren’t spinning fast enough. Her muscles, especially those controlling her eyes, ached.
She worried she might be having a stroke, before a more rational side of her mind reminded her she had felt this way many times before. It just hadn’t happened in about six months.
She was tired.
She had grown so used to never sleeping that she had forgotten what weariness felt like.
Now she knew what it was, she could push it aside and refocus on the scene before her. The men were staring at her with varying expressions, but none of them were focused on the ghost who used that distraction to slip away. Unfortunately, its movement alerted the nearest of Trevors’ men and he reacted on instinct.
“No, don’t,” Stella shouted, but it was no good. Whatever she had done to stop everyone earlier was missing from her voice, and Trevors’ man was quick with his tattoo. Light flared from the dreamcatcher on his arm, and no sooner had his fingers brushed the trailing wisps of smoke that the ghost left in its wake when there was another explosion of light that forced everyone to look away. For a second it was like daylight in the hallway, illuminating the burgundy and cream stripes of the wallpaper, the nut-brown texture of the doors, and even the light scratches on the brass of the handles. Then the light vanished, darkness reasserted its dominance, and there was one less ghost in the world.
“No,” Stella whispered, horror-stricken and feeling like the ghost’s destruction was on her. She should have done more to stop it. But that guilt turned to anger, bringing strength back to her muscles.
“What the hell is wrong with you? What are you doing here? And why the hell have you brought him with you?”
Trevors asked the questions rapid fire, returning to his normal self after whatever Stella had done wore off. Stella was about to answer when footsteps and laboured breathing announced Lizzie’s arrival and Trevors swore again.
“You’ve got to be kidding. Really? You brought the fucking media?”
“Hey. I’m hardly the media,” Lizzie protested.
Trevors ignored her, glaring at Stella.
“How many times do we have to go over this? You promised you’d keep your nose out of—”
“Call off your guys, now,” Stella interrupted, knowing that as she spoke he had more men in various parts of the building. “If one more ghost is destroyed, whoever does that is fired.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Trevors asked, ignoring Leon and stepping towards Stella. It was obvious by the set of his shoulders and the wobble in his voice that he was working himself into a rage. It was a far cry from the Trevors she used to know. He was confrontational at times, but he used to keep a level head. This was something new, something that had been building since the night Tad pinned him to a wall and made Trevors look as helpless as a newborn child.
“I’m serious, Trevors. Get on that radio now and—”
“No,” Trevors interrupted. “You don’t get to come here and—”
“This is an order. You don’t do it, you’re fired,” Stella snapped, not willing to play this game while ghosts were being murdered… or worse.
Trevors was stunned. “You can’t be serious. What the hell for? Doing our jobs?”
“If you were doing your jobs, there would be dreamwalkers here, not some rogue arseholes trying to prove they’re bigger men by murdering ghosts.” Lizzie’s words were heated, and Trevors bared his teeth and growled at her.
“Murdering ghosts? Have you lost your minds?”
Stella was done waiting and was reaching for the radio on Trevors’ vest to tell everyone to stand down when that radio came to life on its own.
“Everyone, cease what you’re doing and report with the locations of any ghosts. Then wait for me, Gary, or Chakikra to deal with them. Under no circumstances are any of you to destroy another ghost or I will deal with you personally.”
The furious voice shocked everyone into stillness except for Stella, who snatched the radio from Trevors’ uniform and thumbed the button that would let her talk.
“Dream Team, this is DT Director Martin. Anyone thinking of ignoring Tad’s order, know that he has my full backing. Anyone who does not comply can consider themselves out of a job, effective immediately. As per the contracts you signed when you received your dreamcatchers, you will be expected to turn yourself in to have them destroyed by the end of the day or we will arrest you and destroy them anyway. If you want to avoid that fate, stand down now.”
Done with the radio, she threw it at Trevors, who stared at her with such a stunned expression that he almost didn’t react in time to catch it.
“What are you doing?” he asked when he could finally bring himself to speak again.
“I could ask the same question of you. But we don’t have time for that. You’ve still got a job to do. Help your team locate the remaining ghosts and radio their location in to the dreamwalkers. We’ll talk about this later.”
Trevors hesitated, then his expression set, and he raised an accusing finger to point at her face. “You’re overstepping again. I won’t forget this.”
“I don’t want you to forget this,” Stella snapped. “Just do your job, and we’ll talk about it later.”
Trevors stared her down, then spun to gather his men. As he stalked past Leon, he tensed up his shoulder to knock the smaller man aside, but as Harry found out a few minutes earlier, Leon was not so easily moved. He didn’t so much as budge, and Trevors bounced off the man hard enough to make him grunt in pain and hold his shoulder.
Leon just smiled, earning glared daggers in response.
Trevors didn’t push the issue. He rounded up his team and lead them around another corner of the corridor that headed back to the staircase. The moment they left, Stella felt the full impact of her weariness return.
She was exhausted, both physically and mentally. Whatever she had done to make everyone stop had taken it out of her, and the tension she just created between herself and the tactical team was almost as heavy on her mind as her guilt for letting that last ghost get destroyed. For the first time in a long time, she didn’t have the energy to finish out the day, and wanted nothing more than for this to be over.
“What should we do?” Leon asked.
“Let’s head back outside. None of us are trained to be here, and we’ll just be in the way. Besides, I need to organise police support to deal with the crowds along with more of her people when they show up.” She nodded her head at Lizzie who bristled, but didn’t get chance to reply before Stella raised her hand in apology. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it to come out that way. I’m just… never mind. Just sorry.”
Lizzie still wanted to challenge her on it, but turned away instead.
“Are you alright? It looked like you were ready to pass out after you used your Authority that second time.”
Stella could practically hear the capital A in authority and looked up sharply.
“My what?” Seeing Leon’s surprise that she didn’t know what he was talking about, she again realised she didn’t have time for this. “You know what, we’ll talk about it later. I’ve got things to do right now.”
“You’re alright though?” Leon asked.
Stella forced a smile. “I’m fine. Just tired.”
Leon frowned, knowing full well what that meant for Stella. He didn’t push it though, he just started after Lizzie, heading back out of the building.
The most reluctant to follow her was Freckles, who looked towards where Trevors had gone with an expression that Stella didn’t need her intuition to figure out. He didn’t like being taken away from the hunt.
“Come on, you’ve seen enough action today. We need to get that cut looked at on your face. It looks bad.”
Freckles huffed as if to say it was nothing more than a scratch, and despite everything Stella laughed.
“Whatever tough guy. Just come with me.”
With another huff, this time telling her just how disappointed he was, he fell into line, following Stella and the others out of the building, leaving Tad and the dreamwalkers to clean up this mess.
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Tad shoved the radio back at Michael, one of Trevors’ men and yet another arsehole. Tad never had a great relationship with the Dream Team tactical units, and it only got worse over the last few months. Catching them destroying a ghost without giving it the chance to move on was too much.
Therefore, as he shoved a radio back, he pulled over a little Dream to give his message some bite. In hindsight, he might have pulled over too much.
Like all of Trevors’ guys, Michael was a walking, talking muscle. He must have weighed eighteen stone, yet with one hand Tad took him off his feet and sent him crashing into a wall on the other side of the room, completely clearing the double bed in the process. Michael’s two buddies raised their guns in response, but thought better of that when Growler pulled over a little Dream himself to augment the low rumble from his throat.
“All of you, leave,” Tad said, his voice cold.
On the other side of the room, Michael climbed to his feet, brushing dust off his shoulder from where his body cracked the plasterboard. Tad recognised the hate in his eyes and didn’t need to see his out-of-control aura to know the man was furious. He felt the tingle of Dream as a light flared from under the man’s t-shirt. Tad prepared himself to fight off an attack, but it never came. One of the other men grabbed Michael’s arm and forced eye contact.
“He’s not worth it.”
For a moment it looked like Michael would ignore him, but the light on his chest went out and he stepped away from the wall. He couldn’t leave without getting in one last word though.
“The days of you pulling stunts like that are numbered. You think you’re king shit now, but just you wait. It won’t always be that way.” When Tad didn’t respond he added. “One day the law will be on my side. I’ve got a bullet with your name on it waiting for that day.”
Despite his words, he didn’t have the confidence to hang around to make sure his threat landed. He spun away as soon as the words were out and marched out of the room. Growler didn’t let up on his growl until their footsteps faded to silence.
“Jesus, Tad. Don’t you think you were a bit harsh?” Gary asked, pulling Tad’s attention from the open doorway.
“You kidding? He should’ve used that laser trick of his to cut their heads off for what they did,” Chakikra answered, coming to Tad’s defence. She angrily wiped away the last of her tears and turned on the middle-aged dreamwalker like she wanted to punch him. “That poor ghost is gone, Gary. Either of us could have given it a choice to move on rather than condemned it to oblivion. Fuck those arseholes.”
“Whoa, calm down. I’m not on their side. I just think they’re people who were doing their job and didn’t know better.”
“No, they don’t get that excuse,” Tad said. “There are rules requiring you to accompany tactical teams for a reason. They crossed a line today and if there was any justice in the world, they’d spend the rest of their lives in prison for it.”
Recognising that he was so angry his voice was shaking, Tad took a deep breath to calm himself and ran his hands over his face. The headache he’d put aside when Jen visited was re-emerging, and it came back with a vengeance.
When Stella called earlier, he thought she was ringing to see if he’d changed his mind about going to dinner with Leon. He hadn’t expected to hear what sounded like a hundred people screaming in terror. Over the next ten minutes he contacted Miles to find out what was happening and then dreamwalked to the Phoenix. He didn’t know much about the shelter as he hadn’t been listening when Stella or Kimberly spoke about it, yet another ball he’d dropped recently. However, he knew there could be as many as a hundred ghosts here, so he also knew that he needed help. Therefore, he told Miles to get the message to either Chakikra or Gary that he could do with their help, and was surprised to find that both were available as the tactical teams had gone out alone.
If that didn’t worry him enough, he turned up to find Michael and his friends hunting down a rogue ghost and destroying it without a moment of hesitation over doing the worst thing Tad could imagine.
Just thinking of it made him angry, and he couldn’t afford that right now. Lizzie was right when she told him he needed to get control of his temper. So with one last deep breath, he forced his rage down and turned back to Chakikra and Gary.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s put these poor ghosts to rest the right way.”


◆◆◆
 


“Tad, this is getting us nowhere. We’ll be at this all night.”
Tad hesitated before pressing the button on the radio, sympathising with Chakikra’s complaints. After half an hour they had helped some ghosts move on, but not many. The trouble was the size of the building and the complexity of its shape. The three of them couldn’t cover enough ground to prevent the ghosts from hiding or slipping away.
It didn’t help that Trevors men had long since left, not willing to help further. Tad felt they were abandoning their duties, but at the same time was glad to see them go.
“We need a new plan,” Chakikra said, impatience obvious in the nineteen-year-old’s voice.
Tad’s tired brain wasn’t working correctly and he struggled to think of a better way to do this. He was so long coming up with a plan that Growler huffed and lay down, looking bored.
“Tad? You listening.”
“Yeah, sorry. Just trying to think of something.” Frowning at Growler, he added, “I might have just had an idea. Meet me at the staircase. I think I know how to put this to bed.”
He waited for the confirmation before he pulled out his phone and dialled Stella.
“Hey Tad. You done in there, because the building still feels wrong from out here?”
“Not done yet, but I know how to finish this quicker. Can you send Freckles in?”
There was a pause before Stella replied in a worried voice. “Freckles?”
“Yeah. Don’t worry, he’ll be fine. In fact, he’ll have the time of his life.” When she didn’t respond he added, “You know I wouldn’t ever let anything happen to him.”
There was an explosive sigh from Stella that distorted the sound of the speaker and made Tad pull the phone from his ear before Stella gave in.
“Freckles, go find Tad.” After a pause, she added, “He’s on his way. Judging by how fast he shot off, I think he’ll be with you in less than a minute. I think he was bored.”
Tad smiled. “Yeah, I’m getting that from Growler too. Alright, if this works we’ll have this wrapped up in five minutes. I’ll speak to you then.”
“Be careful. And don’t get my dog hurt or I’ll never forgive you.”
Recognising she was serious, Tad promised he would be careful before hanging up. He turned to Growler, who watched him from the hotel room floor.
“Come on buddy, let’s go have some fun.”
Growler climbed to his feet with his tail wagging and chuffed as though saying it was about time.
A few minutes later, Tad, Gary and Chakikra were stationed on the first floor landing and Tad laid out his plan.
“We’re going to clear this place floor by floor,” Tad started. “Trevors’ people did one thing right when the put dreamcatchers around this building so the ghosts can’t leave. We just need to be smarter about how we round them up.”
“So how can we do that?” Gary asked, rubbing his tired eyes and ready for this to be over.
“That’s where these two come in,” he said, pointing at the dogs who were sitting on their haunches and listening attentively. To the dogs, Tad said, “Each floor is a big loop that starts and ends at the staircase. You’re both going in one end to flush the ghosts out the other for us to deal with. Think you can manage that?”
Both dogs climbed to their feet with their tails wagging and chuffing excitedly while Gary and Chakikra both swore and laughed.
“It’s like they understand you,” Gary said in amazement.
“I wouldn’t put it past them,” Tad said. “You two ready for this? I think any ghosts that come out of those doors are going to be like cornered animals. We’re going to have to act fast.”
“We can handle it,” Chakikra answered. “But what about the bedrooms, how are the dogs going to clear those when the doors close automatically? You want me to go in with them?”
“No, we’ll need you here. Don’t forget these two are dreamwalkers and they have a strong aversion to being left behind or trapped anywhere. One of the first tricks they figured out was how to bypass doors.”
“Oh,” Chakikra said, her eyes wide. “I wish my dogs could do that.”
Tad chuckled and looked back at Growler with a proud smile. “Yeah, it’s pretty cool. Right, any other questions?” Both Gary and Chakikra shook their heads. “Then let’s finish this.” Turning his attention to the dogs he said, “What are you waiting for?”
Growler was off like a shot, sprinting for the nearest open door and instantly consumed by darkness. Freckles only hesitated to bark once in excitement before he too was off, following his brother.
“How long do you think they’ll be?” Gary asked, looking into the darkness with the others and straining to hear what was going on. Tad was about to answer when there was another bark, this one filled with Dream and infinitely more menacing.
“That’s terrifying,” Chakikra blurted. “Even I want to run from that. Where did you find those dogs again?”
“It’s more like they found me,” Tad said. There was another bark that was a little quieter as it was further away, but no less terrifying. “Come on, it sounds like they’re clearing rooms quickly. Let’s get ready for those ghosts to come out the other side. Gary, do me a favour and hang back in case any of the ghosts come out the other way.”
“Are you sure you can handle them all?” Gary asked doubtfully.
“Give it a minute to be sure,” Tad said. “If nothing comes out this end, then come help.”
Gary nodded and moved closer to the entrance while Chakikra and Tad jogged to the exit. They weren’t a moment too soon.
A shadow slipped from the darkness, looking behind itself with wide, terrified eyes. It was a strange sight for Tad. Every time he encountered a mad ghost before, it was a bundle of rage, terrifying in its intensity. But he shouldn’t be surprised. They were human spirits, driven to a point of raw emotion and instinct. It made sense that when facing a threat like dreamwalking dogs, their fear would overpower them.
The ghost, all shadow and smoke, rushed straight for Chakikra, who raised a hand and called to Dream. The instant it touched her skin its eyes widened further, its mouth opened wide, and it turned its attention back on her. Then it changed.
The smoke pulled back, almost like Tad was watching a fire in reverse. Its ephemeral edges took on more solid lines, the skin smoothed out, the skeleton was covered, and soon enough there was a frightened woman standing with her arm caught by Chakikra’s hand. Tad didn’t see what happened next as two more ghosts rushed from the darkness, one still looking back and the other forward.
Tad had no choice but to catch both, something he hadn’t tried before. The one looking back was easy enough. Like with Chakikra, it rushed straight into his outstretched hand. The other tried to slip by him, but Tad caught it by the tip of his fingers, barely brushing the trailing tendrils of shadow. It was enough.
Having worked with mad ghosts for years, Dream came automatically. All Tad had to do was keep hold of the ghosts and ignore the icy cold that washed through him. He cast his senses outward, feeling for the chaos in these ghosts and adding order to the madness. Back when he did this for Tony, he thought of it like a puzzle that needed assembly before locking the pieces in place. With this ghost, he realised it was more like he had a ball of knots and he was untangling them one by one. Dream took care of most of the hard work, Tad just needed to imagine the result.
This was something Tad did easily before the Merging, so now it was no effort at all to change them both. The same fire in reverse effect happened until Tad found himself holding a frail old man and a young woman barely out of her teens. Both looked terrified, and Tad knew how they would choose.
“Move on or be destroyed. I’m afraid I don’t have a third choice,” he said.
The old man didn’t answer before evaporating into a mist that condensed into a white ball that travelled back along the spiderweb like connection that connected all souls to the next life. A sudden feeling of warmth and acceptance like Tad would never get used to rushed over him, lending him new strength and chasing away his weariness. Suddenly he felt more hopeful about what he was doing, felt like despite everything arranged against him, he could fight on and win through this.
When that warmth faded, he turned to the young woman and felt calmer.
“Choose,” he said.
“I didn’t mean for this to happen,” she answered, ignoring his request. “I didn’t want to go mad.”
“I know. It’s hard being a ghost without a Proxy. But you don’t have that choice anymore. You need to move on. I don’t want to destroy you.”
“Will I go to that warm place?” she asked. The pull on Dream was growing more intense as Tad forced her to stay sane, but he could manage for a little while yet.
“Have you lived a good life?” Tad asked.
“I think so… Though, when I went mad I… I…” She took a breath that she didn’t need and said, “I wanted to kill people, to eat their life and make it mine… I—”
“It’s okay,” Tad interrupted. “That wasn’t you and doesn’t count. If you’ve lived a good life, you don’t need to worry.”
The woman trembled under Tad’s fingers.
“I’m scared,” she admitted.
“I know, but there’s no need. You just felt that warmth. That’s what’s waiting if you move on. Warmth and acceptance. That can’t be so bad, right?”
“I suppose not. But I don’t want to go yet. I want to say goodbye to my mum, and my—”
“I know,” Tad interrupted again, his patience slipping as the strain of holding her was starting to tell. “But you have to go. You can’t remain as a mad ghost and I can’t fix it so you can stay. I’m sorry.”
She sniffed back a tear and wiped her eyes.
“Okay. But if my family comes looking for me, can you tell them I’m sorry? Can you tell them… well… Just tell them I loved them.”
“I will,” Tad said through gritted teeth as a headache formed with enough strength that it felt like someone was stabbing toothpicks into his brain. “It’s time to go,” he said.
With one last sigh, she made her choice, and the rest played out as it had a moment earlier. The second she was gone Tad staggered back, rubbing his temples to sooth away the pain, but a better pain remedy arrived a moment later when the warmth accepted this new soul.
“They were so scared,” Chakikra said as the feeling passed. “None of them meant to do this. It wasn’t their fault.”
“I know,” Tad said, thinking exactly that and knowing why she brought it up.
Tad had destroyed mad ghosts before, but always they were evil people who would prefer destruction to whatever punishment might be waiting. He never had a choice but to destroy them as it was before he could force a ghost to move on. But even without a choice, it stained his soul. To put such a permanent end to something, to wipe it out of existence, it tore away a part of him every time. Tad held the opinion that there were only so many times he could do it before he had nothing left of his soul to give.
When Tad thought of that scared woman being ended for something as simple as being too terrified to move on, he felt sick to his stomach and furious beyond anything he’d felt since he’d faced down Joshua King for doing the same thing. He was glad Trevors men weren’t with him right now because he wasn’t sure what he’d do.
He was rescued from dwelling on that thought as more ghosts spilled from the darkness, and he had to start the process all over again.
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Wednesday, 16th November 2016

19:45





Stella yawned and rubbed tired eyes, ready for this day to be over. When she looked up again, she found Kimberly staring at her like she was seeing something amazing.
“Did you just yawn?” Kimberly asked.
“Busy day,” Stella said.
“Must have been really busy for you to be tired. Are you okay?”
Stella smiled, touched by her concern but not knowing how to answer. There were a lot of questions fighting in her head about what she had done and why it exhausted her. Leon had answers, but she sent him home when Lizzie showed too much interest.
Thinking of the reporter made Stella look around, trying to find her. She hoped she hadn’t left because Stella needed to talk about her footage. She soon found her, moving through the now brightly lit reception, interviewing as many people as she could find.
“I guess not,” Kimberly said.
“What was that?” Stella asked, turning back to her friend.
“I asked if you were okay, then you spaced out. I suppose that gives me my answer. You should go rest.”
“I don’t have time,” Stella answered. “How are you doing? This must be an enormous setback.”
“We’ve been preparing for this day. But I won’t lie, this hurts.” Kimberly sighed and leaned against the reception desk. It was her turn to rub tired eyes. “We haven’t been getting the best press anyway, as people don’t like ghosts. But I hoped we were turning things around. I think this undoes that.”
“I’m sorry,” Stella said. “I wish I could have—”
“No. This isn’t on you. Something like this was destined to happen. We just need to find a better way of dealing with it going forward.”
“You should speak with Mitena,” Stella suggested. “Her dreamcatchers stopped those ghosts from leaving the building, and she has new ones that can trap nightmares. Maybe she can make similar designs for ghosts.”
Kimberly frowned. “I saw that on her show. I don’t like the thought of that happening to one of my ghosts. They won’t come here if we mean to trap them.”
“Maybe Mitena could design a system that’s dormant until activated in a crisis. I don’t know. But I’ll put you in touch.”
Kimberly glanced to where the Dream Team tactical units were finishing up a quick meeting, and nodded grimly. “Yeah, that might be a good idea. I don’t want a repeat of today. The cost was too high.”
Stella winced and nodded in agreement. “Do you know which ghosts were…” She couldn’t bring herself to finish her sentence.
“Not yet. We might never know for sure.” She looked away from the Dream Team to something else, and her frown deepened. “I’m not sure how happy I am with her doing that after what happened today.”
Stella followed her gaze to see Lizzie had moved to another interview, and this time she was talking to a ghost. Considering it was an interview with Lizzie that started this mess, Stella understood Kimberly’s reluctance.
“I’ll talk to her,” she said.
Kimberly thanked her, then moved on to one of the thousand tasks waiting for her to get this place back up and running. Stella made her way over to the reporter.
“…know the names of the ghosts who moved on today?” Lizzie was asking the frustrated ghost.
“For the last time lady, no. I haven’t had chance to catch up with anyone.”
“Please call me when you know more? Your friends deserve to be remembered.”
“Lizzie, enough. Let that poor man go,” Stella insisted.
Lizzie turned and the ghost used that distraction to escape. She started to follow, but Stella held her back.
“Leave him alone,” Stella insisted.
Angrily, Lizzie shook off Stella’s grip.
“I was just talking, there’s no law against that.”
“There’s also no reason I shouldn’t make you wait outside with everyone else. The only reason I haven’t is because I thought I could trust you to behave, unlike those animals outside. Do I need to rethink that?”
Lizzie’s expression didn’t soften, but she bit back her automatic response and shook her head.
“I thought not. Now, please leave the ghosts and staff alone. They’ve been through enough.”
“Fine, I’ll talk to Trevors and his guys. They look like they’re brooding about something and… Hey. Stop grabbing me.” Lizzie shook free of Stella’s grip for a second time and glared at her. “What? You going to stop me speaking to them too? Who isn’t off limits? I’d speak to that guy who looked an awful lot like you if you hadn’t sent him away. I want to talk to the ghosts, but that’s not allowed. The staff are off limits, Trevors’ guys are off limits. Is there anyone I can talk to so I can do my job?”
“You can talk to me,” Stella said. “And then you can go. I think you’ve done enough for one day.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means your pushing is what caused this, and you aren’t learning your lesson.”
“Don’t put this on me. I came here because the ghosts were already acting strange. This would have happened regardless. You’re just trying to make me feel bad because you’re scared of what I’ve got on this.”
She lifted her camera and waved it like it was a smoking gun.
“I’m telling you a hard truth,” Stella disagreed. “This is a shelter to help ghosts with troubles. It stands to reason there would be strange things happening. That’s why the staff handle things delicately, to stop this powder keg from exploding like it did today because you marched in with your camera and a bullish attitude, walking over anyone who wouldn’t give you what you needed.”
Lizzie rocked back like she’d been slapped and moisture collected in her eyes.
“This wasn’t my fault,” she protested.
“This was the result of a lot of things going wrong all at once,” Stella admitted. “But you know as well as I that your questions were the spark that set off the explosion. I know you didn’t do it on purpose, but you need to take responsibility for your actions. I’ve given you a lot of leeway for everything you’ve done for Tad, but don’t let that get to your head.”
Lizzie wiped her eyes with the back of her hand as she tried to look affronted, but her tear-stained cheeks undercut that expression.
“You’re right, I have done a lot for you and Tad, which is why I’m getting fed up of you shutting me out. I have earned the right to more respect than that.”
“Earned?” Stella asked. “You think that’s how this works? Everything me and Tad are doing is to help people. Your aid with that is appreciated, but it’s also the right thing to do. Don’t start thinking we owe you something, especially when it’s only for personal gain.”
“Personal gain? I’m informing people. You don’t like to hear it, but people have a right to know about this. If journalists didn’t exist to keep people like you honest, this would be a darker world.”
Stella opened her mouth to argue, but realised she was getting nowhere. She also saw Trevors’ guys getting ready to leave, and needed to end this conversation so she could speak with them.
“You know what, Lizzie. I’ve changed my mind. There’s no reason to keep you around when you get like this. I’m going to go speak with Trevors and when I’m done, I want you gone. I suggest you think about your attitude if you ever want another scoop from the Dream Team.”
She didn’t give Lizzie chance to answer before walking away, headed for Trevors. She could feel Lizzie’s eyes burning a hole in her back the entire way, but she ignored it. Already her mind was shifting to her next confrontation. This day couldn’t be over quick enough.
“Trevors, wait,” she shouted when the Dream Team started activating their dreamcatchers and vanishing. For people she had to force to travel by dreamwalker on multiple occasions, they had taken to it quick enough now they were the ones in control.
Trevors looked up, then swore under his breath before saying something to one of his men. That man nodded and suddenly Trevors’ men disappeared even quicker, going three at a time until only Trevors and Harry remained.
“Didn’t want me to talk to your men?” she asked, her tone frosty.
“What the hell do you want? It’s been a long day already and if it can wait, we can talk about it in the morning.”
“No, it can’t wait,” Stella snapped. “The Prime Minister will want to talk to me tonight and I want to tell him I have addressed this situation.”
“What situation?” Harry asked, his voice dripping with hostility.
“The situation you caused when you thought it was okay to murder ghosts,” Stella snapped.
Trevors rolled his eyes and Harry looked at her like she was crazy.
“How can you murder something that’s already dead?” Harry demanded.
“You know what I mean. You destroyed those ghosts without giving them a chance to move on.”
“We were doing our jobs and protecting the public,” Trevors answered, his voice only a little less hostile than Harry. “That’s what we’re supposed to do in case you’ve forgotten. Or did you want people to die today?”
Stella ignored the question as she recognised it as a way to distract her from her point. He didn’t think she wanted people to die, he just wanted to put her on the defensive.
“You were doing your job?” Stella asked. “So you stuck to the guidelines we created together and brought a dreamwalker with you today?”
“What for?” Harry demanded, pointing to the black tattoos on his arms. “With these, any advantage those freaks gave us is long since gone? Now they’re just untrained idiots and liabilities.”
“I agree,” Trevors said. “They only make every situation worse and thanks to these dreamcatchers we don’t need them anymore.”
“So you can calm a mad ghost to give it the chance to move on without needing to be destroyed?”
“You know we can’t,” Trevors said, prepared for this question. “Which is why I’ll talk to Mitena to upgrade our dreamcatchers to make up for that.”
“You’re missing the point,” Stella said. “The reason dreamwalkers are so important is that they can adapt to any situation. Those things you were tattooed with are only good for one purpose. You don’t have to put them out front, but dreamwalkers are your backup. And don’t feed me shit about them not being trained. We’ve had the team together for half a year. If they needed training, then why aren’t they trained?”
When neither of them could respond she added, “You used to know this, Trevors. That was why you insisted they be part of every team. I don’t know why you’ve changed your mind, but I suggest you get your head strait. Today was a disaster. I’m tempted to fire the lot of you and start over from scratch. If I could, I’d arrest you for what you did today. That was an abomination.”
Harry looked like he might explode, but Trevors held him back and sneered at Stella.
“No, the abomination are the freaks you want us to work with and the situations they keep getting us into. You keep forgetting that this is your boyfriend’s fault. Freaks like him cause nothing but trouble, and when we clean up the mess, you have a go at us for it. We were doing fine before you got here. It wasn’t ideal, but we were saving lives. You forcing us out only took longer and put more lives at risk. I can’t wait for this law to pass and for us to handle this properly. There’ll be no hiding behind the Prime Minister then. The law will be very clear on what we can and can’t do, and we’ll be able to protect the public, just like we were always meant to. Not protecting the interest of freaks like that.”
He pointed across the room to where Tad was looking awkward as he spoke with a group of ghosts who were crowding around him. Stella could read his guilt from across the room. Every one of those ghosts was desperate for a Proxy and Tad wasn’t ready to do that. She sympathised. After experiencing what it was like to merge with someone, she couldn’t imagine doing it even once more, let alone the hundreds of times necessary to help these people.
“What happened to you, Trevors? You never used to think this way?”
“That’s because I was naïve and woke up to what a danger they really are. Once that law is passed, we will be free to do what’s necessary to protect people from them.”
“Well, it isn’t law yet, so if you want to keep your job and those dreamcatchers, then I suggest you and your men think about changing your attitude. I can’t work with a team who hates the people we’re trying to help.”
“Trying to help?” Harry exploded, and he was about to say more when again Trevors stopped him.
“Don’t. She’s got her pet reporter filming this. It’s not worth it mate.”
Stella followed his nod to where Lizzie was filming their argument instead of leaving like Stella had ordered.
“She’s not my pet reporter,” Stella argued, but again Trevors just rolled his eyes.
“Whatever. Come on Harry, let’s get out of this place before the stink of this shit show becomes permanent.”
Before Stella could stop either of them, they vanished, leaving her with no outlet for her rage.
How has it come to this?
The trouble was that she could guess at an answer, but it didn’t help. Trevors had never been the same since the night he took Jen from Tad, and thanks to arseholes like Harry, it grew worse with every passing day. The Dream Team looked up to Trevors, and with him changing his opinion, they were quick to follow.
Stella didn’t know how to get a handle on this, and that helplessness only made her angrier. She needed an outlet for that rage, and out of the corner of her eye she found the perfect source.
Spinning on her heel, she marched to Lizzie, growing angrier with every step.
“I told you to leave, not film a private conversation between me and my men.”
“You forget, Stella. You’re not my boss,” Lizzie snapped, packing her camera away in her bag.
“But I am in charge of this crime scene and you’re not leaving with the footage on that camera.”
Lizzie laughed and shook her head. “You’ve got another thing coming if you think I’ll delete my footage. I’m fed up of you telling me to bury stories. I’ve played nice until now, but you know what, go to hell, Stella.”
Stella stepped close to Lizzie, fighting the very real urge to strangle her.
“I won’t ask again. Give me that footage. Releasing it will only cause more trouble and fear. It doesn’t help anyone.”
“It won’t do you any good,” Lizzie said. “I back up all my footage to the cloud, so even if you delete it, I’ve got copies. I’m done with you silencing me, and I’ve learnt my lesson.”
Stella stared at the reporter like she was seeing her for the first time.
“What’s wrong with everybody?” she asked. “When did you all forget why we’re doing this and that we’re all supposed to be on the same side?”
Lizzie laughed scornfully.
“You know, Stella. I’ve always been a fan of a quote I heard on a TV show called Justified. If you run into an asshole in the morning, you ran into an asshole. If you run into assholes all day, you’re the asshole. If you seriously think the whole world is out to get you, then maybe you should look in the mirror and ask, are you the asshole?”
Without waiting for an answer, she stormed away, leaving Stella alone with nothing but pent up fury and nowhere to release it. Exhausted, furious and surrounded by enemies, Stella could do nothing but watch as Lizzie walked away.




9

Friday, 18th November 2016

15:25





“Did you hear that William asked out Tamara after lunch? Why the hell would he think he had a shot with her?”
Jen adopted a horrified expression at Amanda’s statement, but wasn’t sure why William didn’t have a shot. He wasn’t ugly, had plenty of friends, was good at sports, wasn’t nerdy… Jen didn’t get it. But as they walked up the drive towards the gate at the edge of the school, she said nothing. While she didn’t hate William, she didn’t care enough to risk standing out.
“Shut up. What was he thinking?” Katie replied like it was the most shocking news of the year. It was all Jen could do to keep from shaking her head.
Things had been good recently. People stopped tiptoeing around her like she was something strange, and her fame had found her a place in the popular clique. However, sometimes it was hard to care about mundane things like who asked out who after lunch. After living through the dragon attack on Cardiff, Proxying for insane ghosts, and losing the ability to walk, such problems felt insignificant.
“I don’t understand. What’s wrong with William?” Faye asked in a whisper. She was shy and didn’t talk much, but of them all, Jen liked her most. Away from the other girls, Faye would relax and was the most genuine of the three.
“You didn’t hear?” Amanda asked, stopping because how could she possibly walk when she was so scandalised? “Barry Fletcher told Max Warner who told me that last week Sally Foster saw William hanging out with a ghost in the library,” Amanda said in a single breath. “He’s actually friends with them.”
“Urgh… that’s disgusting,” Katie blurted, while Faye shot a nervous glance Jen’s way. Amanda noticed.
“No offence, Jen. I know you’re friends with that Tony guy, but you had to live with him so it’s different for you.”
Jen didn’t know how to react. She didn’t understand the hatred for ghosts.
“What was it like living with him?” Katie asked. “Did he do weird stuff?”
Jen laughed. “Tony? Oh yeah, all the time.”
Katie’s eyes widened and she glanced at Amanda, who looked scandalised.
“Like what?” Amanda whispered.
“The same thing any boy our age would do if they were invisible and could walk through walls. He’s a serious creep at times, but it’s not weird how you’re thinking. Mostly, ghosts aren’t much different from us.”
“You said they can go invisible and walk through walls,” Amanda pointed out.
“They’re also like, dead and stuff,” Katie added. “That’s gross.”
“And they go mad and eat you, just like those ones at the shelter. You were lucky you left before Tony went crazy.”
“They don’t all go mad,” Jen said. “Charles was a ghost for two-hundred years and he never went mad.”
“Who’s Charles?” Faye asked, looking interested despite the expressions on Katie and Amanda’s faces.
“He was dad’s oldest ghost. They’d been together since dad was nine.”
“Urgh. That’s so creepy,” Amanda said, disgusted.
Jen’s eye twitched. For the first time she felt anger building. However, she was saved from expressing it when Katie gasped.
“Oh my god, here’s that creepy brother of yours,” she said, nodding toward the end of the drive. “He’s with that slut ghost who follows him around.”
Jen looked up and a range of emotions struck at once when she recognised Tony and Amber. Her already building anger spiked at Katie calling Amber a slut. She wasn’t sure what she felt at Tony being called her brother, and an embarrassed blush raced over her cheeks when she realised Tony had to be waiting for her.
“I better go see what he wants,” Jen said, trying to separate from her friends so she could deal with Tony alone. “I’ll see you on Monday.”
“Wait, you don’t have to run off just because he shows up,” Katie said. “We know it’s not your fault. We’ll go with you.”
“Yeah, we can tell the creep to stop bothering us,” Amanda added.
“He’s not a creep,” Jen protested.
“You just said he was a creep,” Amanda pointed out.
“Sorry. I just… It’s complicated,” Jen said, embarrassed. “Just let me deal with him alone.”
“Are you okay?” Faye asked.
“I’ll be fine. I promise. See you later.”
She hurried away from her friends, keeping an eye on them until she was confident they weren’t following her. Then she headed for Tony and along the way her embarrassment turned to anger.
“Hey Jen. How was school?” Tony asked jovially, his voice carrying to the ears of her friends. Jen’s eyes narrowed.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
Smile slipping at her tone, Tony said, “Oh, I see we’ve got bitchy Jen today. What the hell is your problem?”
“You are my problem. How many times have I said not to meet me outside school?”
“About as many times as I’ve told you I don’t care what those bitches think and you shouldn’t either,” Tony said, nodding to Jen’s friends who stopped walking so they could watch.
“They’re not bitches,” she hissed.
“Maybe not that Faye girl, but the other two are gigantic—”
“That’s enough, Tony,” Amber said, taking Tony’s arm and pulling him away. The change in Tony was instantaneous. He went from full-blown tantrum to calm and silent. He was still annoyed, this was Tony after all, but he wasn’t in danger of losing it anymore.
“We’re sorry, Jen. We didn’t mean to embarrass you, but we need your help.”
Amber apologised with her smile as much as her words and despite herself, Jen’s anger slipped away.
“It’s the other ghosts, isn’t it? You want me to intervene.”
“Would that be so hard?” Tony asked, proving that even Amber could only do so much. “The other kids are making their lives hell.”
“Then go to a teacher.”
“Go to a teacher,” Tony mocked in a high-pitched imitation of her voice.
“Tony,” Amber snapped, smacking his arm.
Tony winced, looking embarrassed, but it didn’t last.
“Seriously, Jen. What the hell is a teacher going to do? They hate the ghosts as much as the other kids do.”
“Then what do you want me to do?” Jen snapped. “If a teacher won’t help, how am I supposed to.”
“Get the bullies to back off.”
Jen laughed bitterly. “Oh, is that all? How am I supposed to do that?”
“Blast them into a thousand pieces. Take them to Dream and leave them there. Dreamwalk them to the bottom of a volcano. Or, and maybe you should start with this, you could try talking to them,” Tony said. “They’re your friends after all.”
Jen’s mouth hung open as she shot a glance at her friends who were still watching.
“Not them. Though Amanda and Katie toe the line sometimes,” Tony said. “I’m talking about Robert and his pals. You know, your boyfriend.”
“He’s not my boyfriend,” Jen hissed, again glancing back over her shoulder to make sure Tony’s words hadn’t travelled.
“But you wish he was,” Tony said, compounding her embarrassment. “That’s why you won’t do anything. He’s making their lives hell. He’s a little arsehole and his—”
“He’s not,” Jen snapped.
“Just because you fancy him doesn’t mean—”
“Jen. I’m sure he’s a nice guy who’s caught up in the wrong thing because hating ghosts is popular and he feels pressured to act,” Amber interrupted. “Ignore Tony. We don’t think he’s an arsehole, but he is bullying the kids. Please, just talk to him. The kids are struggling enough as some of them have been ghosts since before the Merging and are finding it hard to stay here. The last thing they need is to be bullied.”
Instant guilt struck Jen, and she looked away. Those poor kids wouldn’t be fighting madness if she Proxied for them. However, the mere thought of it was enough to make her panic hard enough that she nearly lost her grip on Dream and her legs wobbled like they might collapse.
“I can’t help,” Jen tried. “I don’t know Robert or his friends that well, they won’t listen.”
“You know him well enough to invite him to your birthday party,” Tony said, referring to the party that never happened. “You know him well enough to make lovey-dovey faces every time you see him. You know him well enough to—”
In his anger, Tony grew louder and there was no doubt that her friends heard that. The embarrassment this time was impossible to bear and without thinking Jen shoved Tony. She might have pulled over a touch of Dream because Tony went flying twenty feet.
Gasps echoed from behind her as her friends, other students, and parents waiting outside the school were stunned at what she did. It only added to Jen’s embarrassment and tears welled in her eyes.
“I hate you, Tony,” she hissed before fleeing to the one place she felt safe.
The road, the chain-link fence, the playing field and the school in the background were replaced with white and pink walls and a familiar soft bed that she threw herself onto. She had been kept from this place for months, but this was her second visit in a week. If anyone found out they’d be furious, but right now, burning with embarrassment, Jen didn’t care.
She was home, she was safe, and more importantly, she no longer had to put on a brave face for her friends. She could finally let it all out.
She heard a pop that told her Hawk had found her. She wasn’t surprised. She stopped him coming to school because the teachers didn’t like that, but he knew when she finished and always found her no matter where she was.
As soon as he appeared she hugged him like he was a giant teddy-bear and sobbed into his fur.


◆◆◆
 


“I can’t do it,” Jen huffed, slumping into her seat, arms crossed. A less charitable person might call it sulking.
Dr Burman, sat next to her on the visitor side of his desk, laughed, which only made Jen scowl harder.
“You’re taking this too personally, Jennifer. I never expected you to succeed on the first try.”
“Jen,” she snapped. “And it’s a pinprick, it should be easy to heal.”
Were the pinprick on her, it wouldn’t be a problem. However, the doctor wanted to see if she could heal other people and had pricked his own finger. As the small drop of blood welled up on the tip, Jen tried to picture it healing in the same way she did with her own injuries, but she couldn’t make the image form.
When she healed herself, she could picture the way her skin should look, how it would feel, and could pour Dream into that image to make it real. With the doctor that image was never clear enough to hold Dream, and all she got for her efforts was a headache.
“It’s important not to get disheartened and to learn from our failure,” Dr Burman said. “So what can we learn from this experiment, Jennifer?”
“We can learn that you can’t remember how to say my name. It’s Jen, not Jennifer.”
Again Dr Burman laughed, not at all put off by her attitude.
“Alright, Jen. What did we learn?”
“That I can’t do it.”
“Why couldn’t you do it?”
He didn’t seem bothered by her failure. His dark eyes sparkled with amusement and he wore a kind smile that created deep crows lines in the corners of his eyes.
“I couldn’t make the image clear enough to hold Dream,” she admitted.
“Okay, that’s good to know.”
“Why?” Jen asked, not finding that information helpful in the slightest.
“Because if we can narrow down the problem, we can find the right solution. Not being able to picture what to do shows me we still have more to learn, but doesn’t tell me it’s impossible. If you said you did everything right and the magic just didn’t work, then I’d worry. But we can work with this.”
“It’s not magic. It’s Dream.”
“It feels like magic. What were you picturing when you tried to heal me?”
“I do what I always do. I imagined your finger being uninjured again.”
“So what was different about this time to when you do it yourself?”
“I don’t know,” Jen answered. When it was obvious Dr Burman expected more, she forced herself to concentrate. “I could imagine what I wanted your finger to look like, but I couldn’t feel it.”
“Feel it? Like to touch with your fingers, or some inner sense.”
“Neither,” Jen said. “I mean that… well… I’m not sure how to explain it.”
“Just try the best you can. This isn’t a test. We’re just two friends having a discussion. Now, what do you mean by feel it?”
Jen chewed on her lip as her eyes wandered around Dr Burman’s office, absorbing the certificates on the wall and the perfectly aligned items on his desk. All the while she thought about how to explain it, but didn’t get the answer until she focused on the sensation of her lip caught between her teeth. Finally, she knew what to say.
“Hold your hand out in front of you and stretch your fingers as far apart as they will go. You feel that stretchy feeling?”
“You mean the tension in my muscles?”
“Kind of… But does it also feel like your skin is being pulled tight?”
“Maybe,” the doctor said, holding his hand out in front of his face and repeatedly spreading and closing his fingers.
“I build a feeling like that into the image. When there’s a tear in my skin, I feel like it should be tighter and I use that.”
“Interesting, so it’s not just a visual image, but also sensation. Why don’t you try again, but this time, whenever you can’t find the right sensation to heal me, substitute how you would feel if you were healing yourself. Does that make sense?”
“I suppose so,” Jen answered.
“How about we try it?”
Jen nodded, then looked at his finger again. His wound had stopped bleeding and she could barely see the injury, just a tiny dot amongst the deep ridges of his fingerprints. She focused on it, analysing the unbroken skin around it and trying to imagine how that might feel by focusing on her own finger. She imagined the red dot wasn’t there and created that same tension. Something was still not right. It was like looking at computer graphics that are one step shy from looking real. She couldn’t put her finger on why it looked fake, but her brain didn’t like it.
However, it was better than her previous attempts and Jen wondered if it was enough for Dream to do its thing. 
The pain was like someone stabbed a needle behind her eye and swirled it around. The image shattered into a million pieces as her vision went white, and for twenty seconds she lost all sense of anything beyond that pain itself.
When it faded, she felt Dr Burman’s hands on her shoulder, holding her upright. As her eyes swam back into focus, the blurry shapes sharpened into his concerned face.
“Jen, are you back? You alright?”
She gritted her teeth and nodded, fighting down the last of her pain.
“What happened?” he asked.
“I tried something stupid. I knew the image wasn’t right and I tried to pull over Dream anyway.”
He asked a series of questions about what the pain felt like, how she felt, and even shone a light in her eyes.
“Jen, I don’t want you ever risking that again.”
“What do you mean? It was just a Dream headache, the pain doesn’t last.”
“Maybe not, but for about twenty seconds I thought you were having a stroke. I’m still tempted to send for scans. You should never ever ignore those symptoms, even if the pain passes and you feel fine. That’s your body telling you there’s something wrong.”
“It’s just the backlash of Dream failing,” Jen insisted. “It’s nothing to worry about.”
“Normally I would defer to you and your father on supernatural issues, but I need you to listen. Do not do something that will cause that ever again. It’s too dangerous.”
“But it takes trial and error to figure out what I can pull over from Dream. There’s no user manual and if I try to do too much or the wrong thing, then that can happen. It always goes away though.”
“That doesn’t matter. Pain is our body sending us a warning. The more intense the pain, the more severe the warning. If that pain shuts your body down for twenty seconds, you should pay attention.” He stared at her a little longer and then came to a decision. “In fact, I can’t risk it. I’m going to send you for some scans to make sure everything’s alright.”
“I’m fine,” Jen protested. She was about to say more when the office door exploded inward and an angry, overweight woman stormed in.
She was barely taller than Jen, so the added pounds were noticeable. She wore her dyed black hair short, which combined with her weight gave her face a masculine appearance, though her oversized chest and the width of her hips more than overrode that. Her jeans were too tight, and the knitted red jumper was too large, so she looked like a giant, colourful mushroom.
Jean Newman was normally the kind of person with an ever-present smile and a sunny disposition, but right now her face was set in a grim mask and her cheeks were as red as her jumper.
“Here you are,” she snapped. She marched to Jen’s side and only stopped one step away. Her hand flinched like she would grab Jen, but she restrained herself. “Do you know how long we’ve been looking for you?”
“I came straight here from school,” Jen lied, trying her best to make it sound like she didn’t know why the woman was upset.
“Really? Dr Burman, has she been here since half-past three?”
Dr Burman looked between them both, slowly catching up to the situation. Jen could see the gears in his head turning as he made his decision, and deflated when she saw it wouldn’t go her way.
“No, she was here on time just as we agreed. Six o’clock.”
“I see. Well, that isn’t what we agreed,” the woman snapped. “We only agreed that you could do this if you started playing by the rules. No more running off or hiding. You were going to come straight home after school and we would bring you here ourselves. Now, get your things. We’re going.”
“What? No. I’ve got another hour left,” Jen protested. “You promi…”
Her words trailed off as she realised how futile it would be to point out the woman’s promise when she ignored her own by breaking their stupid rules.
“I don’t care how long you’ve got left. You’re coming home now, and I will talk with John about whether this was even a good idea. You need to learn that there are consequences to your actions.”
“It’s not my home,” Jen grumbled.
Jean’s eyes narrowed. “Well, it is mine, and while you are staying in it, you will live by my rules. I’ve tried being nice. I’ve tried being patient. But right now there are police out, yet again, looking for you. You can’t expect to get what you want when you keep doing this.”
“Get what I want?” Jen asked, tears welling in her eyes. “I want to go home, where I belong. I want to see my dad. I don’t want to see you or John ever again. You don’t get to take me from my home and then treat me like the bad guy when I never did anything wrong.”
She was shouting by the time she finished and Jean backed up a step, the hardness slipping from her expression.
“We’ve been over this. You may have done nothing wrong, but your dad did—”
“He was just doing what my parents asked him to do.”
Taking a deep breath and regaining her composure, Jean sounded more like her usual self; calm and collected.
“That may be true, but he still broke the law. You’re not old enough to understand yet that what he did was—”
“I’m not stupid. I know what laws he broke and they’re stupid too because they don’t take ghosts into account. Dad’s was the best place for me, and now you’re punishing him for doing the right thing.”
“While you were with him, you were seriously injured—”
“I already said that was my fault!” Jen screamed. “When will you get it into your thick head? Dad tried to stop me from taking on a ghost, and there was nothing he could do. It was my fault for not listening.”
“You were injured because you were exposed to dangers you shouldn’t have been exposed to while in that man’s illegal care. Since then you have been in danger multiple times for the same reason. Whatever the case, what is important here is that the authorities have asked me to look after you until everything can be decided. Now, whether you like that is irrelevant. While you are under my care, you will abide by my rules.”
Jen tried to say something else, but the woman spoke over her. “No, you’ve said enough. Get your things, we’re leaving. Where’s Hawk?”
She looked around like he was hiding somewhere, though Jen didn’t know where a dog so large could hide in this office. She had convinced him to find something else to do while she was here, knowing he wouldn’t be allowed in a hospital. She didn’t know what he did when he wasn’t with her, but she wasn’t worried about him. Hawk could more than look after himself.
“Mrs Newman,” Dr Burman spoke up for the first time. “I have to ask that Jen stay here a little longer.”
“She has to learn there are consequences—” Jean began, but the doctor cut her off.
“I understand. I’m not trying to interfere. But, there’s another matter of importance we need to discuss.”
He told her about Jen’s incident calling over Dream and the tests he wanted to perform. When he explained how serious he was, all the fight left the angry woman.
“It could be that bad?” she asked, casting a worried look at Jen.
“Judging by how quick she recovered, I suspect there’s no lasting damage. But I would like to be certain.”
Jean agreed, transforming from angry to frightened in an instant and leaving Jen feeling more awkward than ever. Deep down she knew the Newmans didn’t deserve her aggression, but she couldn’t help herself. They might tell themselves they were helping her, but they would always be the people that took her from her home. It didn’t mean she had to make life so hard for them though, and as she saw Jean’s worry for her health, Jen’s anger was replaced with shame.
As she was escorted out of the office and towards the elevator that would take her to the relevant floor so she could get tested, Jen was barely paying attention to what was being said as she instead focused on the lump in her throat and tried her hardest not to cry.
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They picked a pub nestled in the Welsh countryside, hoping for privacy, but Tad underestimated the Sunday lunch crowd. Eyes turned his way as he ducked through the door, and his skin crawled from the attention. He tried to ignore it as he searched for Jacob and Joseph.
“They’re over there,” Tony said, pointing to a table large enough for ten people.
Heads turned to follow Tad’s progress through the pub, and a stunned barmaid let the pint she was pouring overflow as she watched him.
“My god, what I would have done for your platform when I was alive,” Thomas whispered from one step behind Tad. The ex-politician had spent the last week catching Tad up on the proposed bill, so Tad invited him out, hoping they could let off some steam.
“You’re welcome to it,” Tad muttered. “It drives me crazy.”
“A bit late now, lad. Best figure out how to make the most of it. If I had a fraction of your fame, I would have been running the world by now.”
Tad ignored that comment as they approached the table and Jacob stood up, offering his hand for a shake.
“Tad, it’s been too long,” he said, ignoring his hand and pulling him into a hug.
“I know, sorry about that. I’ve been meaning to catch up, but I’ve been so busy and—”
“Say no more,” Jacob interrupted. “I’ve just missed you… we all have. The meetings aren’t the same without you.”
Despite Jacob’s acceptance, Tad cringed as he was reminded of yet more responsibilities he had let slip.
“We waiting on anyone?” Joseph asked, looking around expectantly.
“No, this is it,” Tad said. “Guys, this is Thomas Farandon, a new friend of mine. I hope you don’t mind him tagging along.”
“Of course not,” Jacob said. “To be honest, I expected more.” Turning to Tony he asked, “That girl of yours come to her senses?”
“She’s not my girl,” Tony snapped. “Amber’s just a friend.”
“Sure she is,” Jacob answered, rolling his eyes and sharing a look with his brother. “Told you he was too much of an idiot to lock that down. He talks a big game, but there’s no follow through.”
“Hey, it’s not like that,” Tony protested, blushing. “She’s only sixteen. I’m not… She’s not… That’s just too young.”
“You’re only fourteen,” Jacob pointed out.
“I’m thirty,” Tony snapped, but Jacob just laughed.
“You look like a fourteen-year-old, talk like a fourteen-year-old, and you’re throwing a tantrum because we’re teasing you… just like a fourteen-year-old. I think you’re safe, kid.”
Tony was about to cause a scene, but Tad was saved from that embarrassment as an older man in a check shirt and jeans arrived with a small notebook.
“Can I get you any drinks?”
Both Tad and Jacob ordered soft drinks, and the man turned his attention to Tony.
“I’m not drinking. Apparently I’m too young,” Tony said, glaring at Jacob and Joseph.
“The rest of us don’t drink,” Tad explained when Tony’s comment confused the man. “They won’t be eating either. Please feel free to add the cost of a couple of meals to our bill to make up for the seats you lost with the table.”
This wasn’t the first time Tad dined out with ghosts, and he always felt guilty for taking up space while not buying much. It took a few seconds for the man to catch up.
“You’re all ghosts?” he asked, looking first at Tony, then Thomas and finally Joseph.
“Afraid so. That going to be a problem?” Tad asked, having dealt with that before as well.
“No problem. I just… Sorry. I’ll be right back with your drinks.”
Red to the top of his bald head, the man hurried back to the bar and whispered excitedly to the barmaid. Uncomfortable by their chatter, Tad turned his attention back to Jacob.
“So how are things? You back in your house?”
Jacob shook his head. “I patched it up and sold it on. With everything that’s happening, I couldn’t stay there and I could do with the money to keep me going while on the run.”
“On the run?” Thomas asked.
“Jacob thinks the world’s out to get him,” Tony answered bitterly, still upset about being mocked.
“Just because I’m paranoid, doesn’t mean they’re not out to get me,” Jacob answered with a calm smile, not rising to Tony’s bait. Then, before the ghost could respond, Jacob asked a question of Tad. “What about you? How goes things with the Borderlands council? You still think there’s a dreamwalker buried amongst those snakes?”
“I’m not sure,” Tad said, thinking of eleven council members he’d rather forget. One man had bugged Tad from the start. Ashley Evans, a slim-faced man in his mid-fifties who wore suits that cost more than Tad’s old car, acted strange whenever Thomas spoke. As most meetings happened in London, well outside the Borderlands, he shouldn’t be able to see Thomas unless he was a dreamwalker. He was never obvious about it, but Tad had suspicions.
“There’s definitely a dreamwalker in that room,” Thomas said. “I can feel the pressure even when Tad’s not present.”
“Pressure?” Jacob asked, intrigued.
“It’s like that feeling you get when you’re in the presence of someone dangerous,” Tony answered before Thomas had chance. “A ghost can always tell when a Proxy is nearby, even if we can’t tell who it is.”
“I didn’t know that,” Joseph said, sounding doubtful.
“You’ve spent your whole afterlife with him,” Tony said, nodding at Jacob. “We only know there’s a dreamwalker nearby, not how many there might be. As you’re always around Jacob, you’ll never feel different.”
“I’m not always around him, but I’ve never experienced that before.”
“Then maybe you didn’t encounter a dreamwalker. They’re not common.”
“So this guy is a dreamwalker?” Jacob pressed, bringing them back on track.
Tad hesitated, then shook his head. “I don’t know. I know what Thomas is saying, but there’s something off about him. I can’t put my finger on it.”
“Well, if he’s responsible for that bill then he better not be one of us,” Jacob said, his voice slipping into a dangerous register. “Selling out his own people like that…”
He let his sentence go unfinished as the bald man returned with their drinks. He asked for their food orders, and both Tad and Jacob both opted for the roast beef. They waited until the man was out of earshot before Tad returned to their conversation.
“I don’t know who is responsible yet,” he admitted. “There hasn’t been a meeting since I found out about the bill, but trust me, I have strong words for all of them.”
Jacob shared a look with his brother before saying, “You understand now, right?”
“Understand what?” Tad asked.
“Why I’m running. Why I’m advising all dreamwalkers do the same. I always said this would happen, it was just a matter of time.”
“It’s not law yet,” Tad protested. “This is just an overreaction by people who are scared—”
“Don’t sell me that tired line,” Jacob interrupted, leaning forward as his temper slipped. “You’ve been saying that from the start, but look what’s in that bill. That’s not an overreaction, that’s people reducing us to sub humans so they don’t feel bad when they wipe us out. You need to wake up, brother. A self-serving asshole is the only kind of person who goes into politics. To put up with the bullshit of political life, you’ve got to be someone in love with power. Even that Prime Minister you like so much is the same, he just hides it better than most.”
“Hey,” Thomas protested. “I used to be one of those politicians. Don’t tar us all with the same brush.”
“Really?” Jacob asked, not backing off in the least. “You telling me you never made a decision that benefited you more than it served the greater good?”
Thomas’ indignant expression slipped, and Jacob laughed bitterly.
“I thought so. See. You can’t trust any of them. They’re snakes,” Jacob said to Tad.
“Even if they are, they’re not representative of everyone in Britain.”
“They don’t have to be,” Joseph said, picking up his brother’s argument. “There’s not exactly a referendum on this. The self-serving assholes are the only people who will vote on that bill. I guarantee every one of them is looking at the Borderlands as a giant opportunity. They just need the uncontrollable elements out of their way.”
“You, my friend,” Jacob continued where his brother left off. “Are an uncontrollable element. All of us dreamwalkers are.”
Tad sighed as his headache returned. He was naïve to think a catch-up with friends would take his mind off his troubles. So far Jacob was just making things worse.
“Just think on it,” Jacob said, noting how Tad was reacting. “You’ve been advising caution from the beginning and I respect that. But this is proof, brother. I was right all along.”
“It hasn’t passed yet,” Tad protested one last time.
“If you wait for that, it’ll be too late.”
Jacob’s words were the last spoken on the matter as the bald man returned with two platters containing heaping servings beef, roast potatoes, Yorkshire puddings, vegetables and gravy. Jacob’s eyes lit up as the food was placed in front of him, and he turned a smug smile in his brother’s direction.
“How much do you wish you were still alive right now?”
“That looks so good,” Joseph said mournfully. “I never tried Yorkshire puddings.”
Jacob noticed Thomas looking confused and said, “Joseph was a foodie when he was alive.”
“So you tease him about it?” Thomas asked, appalled.
“Of course. He’s my brother. What else would I do?”
“I hate you sometimes,” Joseph replied, and Jacob chuckled. Despite the seriousness of the topic a moment earlier, Tad smiled with them. This sort of banter was why he came, and he just wished all their conversation could be so light.
For the next hour, as he and Jacob polished off their meals and a decadent helping of apple crumble with custard, Tad got his wish. Conversation turned to more palatable topics and Tad finally relaxed. This was what he needed, easy friendship with people who knew what it was like to be a Proxy, who had ghosts of their own, who could relate to the strangeness of Tad’s life.
However, neither of them had unlimited time and soon they were standing in the beer garden, bringing their conversation to a close.
“This has been fun,” Jacob said.
Tad smiled and nodded. “Yeah, we should do this more often.”
“I agree. Maybe when things calm down, we can go back to making this a weekly thing.”
“Hopefully I can start coming back to meetings soon. Maybe we could do lunch before it or something.”
Jacob hesitated, looking uncomfortable.
“Actually, I wanted to talk about that. I’ve had to cancel the meetings.”
“What? Why?”
“Less people were turning up every week, the meetings were becoming unproductive, and I didn’t know how to save them. Eventually it was just the regulars like Brad and Sandra, but I see them all the time anyway so I called it a day.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t realise me not coming would have such an impact.”
Jacob laughed.
“Don’t get a big head. I think it has more to do with everything happening rather than you not being there. The leaked footage from the dreamcatcher fight outed a lot of dreamwalkers. The fallout has been chaotic for all of us.”
Tad cringed again, unable to help feeling like it was his fault.
“There you go stroking your ego again,” Jacob said, reading Tad’s reaction. “You’re not the centre of the universe, Holcroft. Not everything is your fault.”
“That time it was.”
“No. We all knew the risks. You did the right thing coming to us for help. No one blames you for what happened.”
“No one?” Tad asked.
“Well, almost no one. The point is, people have been preoccupied. Maybe I can start the meetings again when things cool down, but for now…”
He let his words trail off and shrugged.
“It’s alright. I’m sad we couldn’t turn it into what we hoped, but maybe now wasn’t the right time,” Tad said. “You did amazing keeping it up as long as you did. I appreciate it.”
Jacob waved the comment off like it was nothing, then looked at his watch.
“I have to go, brother. Keep safe. Remember, call me if you need anything.”
“I will do, and likewise,” Tad said, shaking his friend’s hand in farewell. After shaking Joseph’s hand a moment later, the American dreamwalker and his ghost vanished, leaving Tad, Thomas and Tony alone in the cold of a Welsh winter.
“I don’t trust him,” Thomas said as soon as Jacob vanished.
“Don’t take his comments about politicians to heart. I think he’s been stung in the past and he’s holding a grudge.”
“It’s more than that,” Thomas protested. “There’s something strange about him, like he was holding something back. Trust me, as one of those self-serving arseholes, I can spot the same quality in other people. For all that your friend hates politicians, he shares a lot of the same traits.”
“Maybe you’re reading too much into it,” Tad said, but Thomas didn’t reply.
“There is one thing strange,” Tony pointed out. He’d been uncharacteristically quiet for a while, but Tad assumed he was sulking about being teased.
“What is?”
“For all the topics we covered, no one asked how things were going with Jen?”
Tad blinked, going back through the conversation in his head. They touched on how Stella was doing with the Dream Team, spoke about Tad and the Borderlands Council, and covered so much more. But Tony was right.
“I’m sure it just slipped his mind,” he said. Seeing Tony was about to say something else, he added, “And we need to get going. Let’s not assign too much importance to this. Who knows why he didn’t say anything? Maybe he thought it would upset me.”
Tad tried to ignore how Tony and Thomas shared a look as he prepared to dreamwalk them home. However, Tony had planted a seed of doubt in his mind, and Tad couldn’t help but wonder what that seed might grow into.


◆◆◆
 


Brad looked up as Jacob and Joseph appeared, the broad-shouldered Texan not at all surprised to see them.
He leaned against a perfect replica of a wooden fence that surrounded his family ranch. Sun bleached grass stretched on for miles with long-horned cattle scattered at irregular intervals. The evening sky was turning purple as the sun set and the temperature was the comfortable warmth that follows a blisteringly hot day.
The scene was familiar after months of meeting Brad in Dream. Since Tad’s departure from the meetings, whoever hosted them followed Jacob’s trend of setting up the equivalent of their backyard. Jacob felt a pang of loss for the days when he and Tad would try to outdo each other to create something outlandish. For all that it stopped less than five months ago, it felt like another lifetime.
“Didn’t go well?” Brad asked, stepping away from the fence and reaching for the coolbox at his feet, pulling out a beer that dripped beads of condensation.
“How did you guess?” Jacob asked, accepting the offered beer and taking a pull. Despite the pleasantness of the meal, he couldn’t shake the tension he felt around Tad these days. As the beer slipped down his throat, chilling his insides, he let himself relax.
“The look on your face.” Brad said, turning away and running a hand over his moustache. “I take it he wasn’t thrilled that we cancelled the meetings.”
“He was disappointed, but he bought what I said. It was other parts of the conversation that didn’t go well. I thought this law they’re trying to pass would show him the truth.”
Brad laughed ruefully.
“He’s more stubborn than one of these bulls when he’s got a notion in his head. It’s how he’s accomplished so much.”
“We’re catching up,” Jacob said, thinking of the progress their dreamwalker army was making.
“Yeah, well, we’re stubborn too.” His smile faded. “I doubt we can turn him around in less than two weeks. Maybe we should push this back. Give him time to come to terms with—”
“No,” Jacob interrupted, recognising the true meaning behind Brad’s words. Jacob heard the nervous whispers that were doing the rounds. The closer they got to the day they would take action, the louder and more fearful those whispers became. “That bill gets voted on the day after Merging Day, and I’m not waiting for those idiots to pass that law before we act. It’s now or never. We’ll just have to convince Tad before then.”
“It’s not enough time,” Brad pressed.
“It has to be.”
“What if it’s not?”
Jacob hesitated and looked at his brother. He was the only one Jacob had spoken to about this, but it was time to share it with someone else.
“In that case, I have a back-up plan. In fact, I need your help, brother.”
Brad took another swig of his beer and sighed before looking at Jacob. “I won’t like this, will I?”
“No, but it’s necessary.” Taking a deep breath as Jacob prepared to speak words he’d hoped would never be necessary. “If we haven’t convinced him before the deadline, we need to take him out.”
Brad looked up sharply.
“I won’t kill him… even if we somehow could. That man saved my life in Chicago. He’s put his life on the line to save innocent people. He’s a goddamned hero and—”
“Calm down. We’re not going to kill him. But… well… you won’t like this option either.”
He laid out his plan and sure enough, it set the big Texan swearing. However, he didn’t back down this time. After five minutes staring out over the Dreamscape that replicated his family’s land, he made his decision.
“I’ll help,” he said. “But you better do everything in your power to change his mind before then. If we do this, he’ll never forgive us.”
“Of course I’ll do my best. You think I want this? You think I wanted to put him through what I’ve already put him through?” He looked away and closed his eyes against the guilt over what he’d put his friend through. “The thing is, it’s this or we kill him. What we’re doing is too important to risk failing, and if he’s out there unchecked, then you know he’s our biggest threat.”
“I don’t like it,” Brad said.
“Me neither. But what we’re doing is bigger than either of us, and it’s bigger than Tad Holcroft. We don’t have a choice.”
This time Brad didn’t answer, he just stared into the distance, looking unhappy. Jacob joined him in silence, and they remained that way until they were interrupted by Simon, the boisterous New Yorker who turned up early for every meeting since Tad stopped coming.
Less than thirty seconds later, another dreamwalker appeared. Then another, and plenty more after that. Twenty minutes later, there were over two-hundred and fifty dreamwalkers present for the meeting that Jacob had told Tad he cancelled.
Pushing down the last of his guilt, he adopted a confident expression, and called this meeting to order. As the penultimate meeting before their big day, there was a lot to go over.
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Tad leaned against a tree at the border of St James’ park, head buried in his phone to hide his famous face. He only looked up when he sensed Tony and Amber approaching. Outside the Borderlands, they were invisible and insubstantial, so they slipped through the pedestrians easily. Tony barely paid any notice, having spent most of his afterlife this way. Amber looked a little wild-eyed though, flinching whenever someone came close to stepping through her like she wasn’t there.
“Any joy?” Tad asked, raising his phone to his ear so it looked like he was taking a call.
“That place is bigger than it looks from the outside,” Tony said. “And there’s a lot of cool stuff inside. In fact, if you—”
“Tony, how did you get on?” Tad asked, cutting off his ghost and making Tony sigh theatrically for Amber’s benefit.
“See what I have to put up with? No appreciation at—”
“Tony,” Tad snapped, his words a touch too loud and drawing attention. He turned away, hoping people wouldn’t recognise him, and ground his teeth in frustration. “Just tell me.”
After a week of dodged calls, Tad decided it was time to force a meeting with the Prime Minister. Unfortunately, doing so was easier said than done thanks to the dreamcatchers Mitena had installed to stop anyone dreamwalking inside. Tad was hoping Tony had found a way around this.
“Norman’s there. He’s in a meeting with that skinny slime-ball you think is a dreamwalker.”
Tad looked up.
“Is he a dreamwalker? Were you spotted?”
“Yes, and yes,” Tony said, wincing when he had to admit as much. “He looked up the second I entered the room. I must have really surprised him because he looked up so suddenly that even the Prime Minister jumped like he could see me. There was no reason for that guy to react that hard, and I could sense a dreamwalker in that room.”
“You never could before?” Tad accused.
“That’s because I only ever met him when you were around.”
Tad shook his head in frustration, wondering if his senses were letting him down. For some reason, the pale-skinned man with slicked back hair who looked like he belonged in a horror movie more than the House of Commons, had never struck Tad as a dreamwalker.
“So we’re busted? There’s no way you can get me in?”
Tony smiled and shook his head. “I never said that. Yes, we’re busted, but I can get you in. One of the dreamcatchers at the rear of the house is within range so long as I’m merged with you. This is where my lovely assistant comes in,” he said, winking at Amber who rolled her eyes and looked away. “We send Amber inside and you use my strength to extend your range so we can make her real enough to disable that dreamcatcher quicker than you can say—”
He was cut off by Tad’s phone ringing. Considering Tad was holding it next to his ear, the sound almost deafened him, and he flinched, pulling the phone away so he could see the name on the screen. He flinched again, though he should have expected this call.
Thumbing the answer button, he put the phone up to his other ear and said, “Prime Minister.”
“Get in here now. We need to talk. Bring those two ghosts with you.”
There was a click, and the phone went dead.
“We in trouble?” Tony asked.
“We always knew we’d be in trouble. But we’re getting what we wanted, just without having to sneak inside. He wants to see us.”
“Us?” Amber asked, going white. “You mean you and Tony, right?”
“No, all of us,” Tad said, feeling bad for drawing her into the craziness surrounding his life.
“Hey, look on the bright side. At least now you don’t need to break in to the Prime Minister’s home. You’ve been complaining about that for the last ten minutes,” Tony pointed out, earning himself a harsh glare in response.
“This is hardly better,” she complained.
“Come on. Let’s not keep the man waiting,” Tad said, grabbing Tony’s shoulder with his bad hand and Amber’s shoulder with his good, then changing the channel. The greenery of St James’ park was replaced with dark stone and a famous black door with the number ten on it.
Almost as soon as they appeared, the door opened and Ashely Evans stepped out, wrapped in a long black coat that fell to his knees. His gauntness, the paleness of his skin and the fact that not a single hair on his head was of ever out of place, made him look almost vampiric on this chilly November morning. His soulless eyes simmered with an inner hatred that the man didn’t try to hide.
“You’ve got some nerve pulling a stunt like this,” he said as he stepped onto the street. “You should be in jail f—”
“You want to talk about nerve when you’re a dreamwalker who sold out his own people?” Tad asked.
The man smiled a nasty smile before answering, one that crept right up Tad’s spine and made his hairs stand on end. It was the kind of smile you wanted to either punch or run away from.
“The very fact you think that shows how little you know and how you have no business being here. I haven’t sold out anyone, let alone my people. I’m just trying to create a safer future for the country. If that means making hard decisions and upsetting people, then so be it. Sometimes grown-ups have to put aside their feelings and do what’s right. But when you spend all your time with children, you wouldn’t know much about growing up.”
He cast an obvious look at Tony and Amber, proving he could see them, then turned that creepy smile back on Tad.
“You best head inside. He’s waiting, and he wasn’t looking happy when I left.”
Without giving Tad chance to reply, he climbed into a waiting Maybach, the heavy door of the luxury vehicle barely making a sound as it closed behind him. Tad watched the car as it pulled away, the fingers of his damaged hand twitching violently.
He really disliked that man.
He wasn’t wrong though, Tad needed to get inside. As much as it was nice to have confirmation about what kind of man Ashley Evans was, that wasn’t what Tad was here for. Fighting down the discomfort that always followed a meeting with Ashley Evans, he steeled his nerve for the coming confrontation and headed inside.


◆◆◆
 


Norman stared at Tad from the other side of his desk like he was looking at a lunatic.
“You can’t be serious? You thought I was dodging you, so you broke into one of the most important buildings in Britain? Don’t you see how unstable that makes you look? If the press caught wind of this you’d be ruined, and you’d take the rest of us with you.”
“You’re dodging the issue,” Tad said. “You have been ignoring me for over a week and—”
“I’m the Prime Minister. I have more important things to do than bow down to the wishes of a dreamwalker throwing a tantrum. I didn’t think your ego was so large you would expect otherwise.”
Out the corner of his eye Tad saw Amber cringing from the verbal onslaught, squirming and uncomfortable even if the words were aimed at Tad. By stark contrast, Tony sat in his chair and stared back at the Prime Minister calmly. Over the years, he’d been in enough trouble that this was like any other day for him.
Not so long ago Tad would have been like Amber. However, now all he could think about was everything he’d endured this year. Faced with that, Tad didn’t have it in him to act chastened.
“Forget trying to put me in my place and just tell me why you’ve been avoiding me.”
Norman was about to answer, but again Tad had a moment of sympathy with Stella as he recognised the lie that was building. He had no patience for it.
“Whatever you were about to say, I’m not interested. I want the truth. You’ve been breathing down my neck since the Merging, yet now that I need to speak to you about something important, you’re missing in action. What are you trying to hide?”
“Tad, I don’t know what you’re—”
“Enough!” Tad shouted, smacking the desk in frustration and calling over a touch of Dream without thinking. A thunderclap sounded in the confined space and the Prime Minister flinched like he’d been shot. Amber almost fell off her chair in surprise, and even Tony flinched.
Recognising he was losing control, Tad forced himself to calm down.
“Enough,” he repeated. “I have done a lot for you and asked very little in return. The least I can expect is the truth. Tell me why you’ve been dodging me and why you’ve let this ridiculous bill go so far.”
Norman stared at Tad’s hand on the table, looking shell-shocked. It was a rare slip up from the unflappable Prime Minister. He only snapped out of it when there was another crash and the door flew open as armed men poured in, guns raised.
“It’s okay,” Norman said, regaining his composure and raising his hands to ward them off. “I’m not hurt. It was just a… misunderstanding.”
“Misunderstanding?” Amelia asked as she stepped into the room behind the men, giving Tad a look like she knew exactly who was to blame. “It sounded like a cannon fired.”
“Please, I’m alright. Thank you for your concern.”
None of the men looked convinced, but lacking any sign of damage, they backed out of the room, glaring at Tad as they went. Amelia looked at Norman, sharing one of their private looks that somehow communicated far more than Tad would ever understand.
“I’ll be alright, Amelia. I can handle this.”
She hesitated, glared at Tad for ten slow seconds, before leaving the room and closing the door behind her.
“That’s why,” the Prime Minister said. “I was trying to avoid a scene like that. You’re getting more unstable by the day. You’re avoiding your duties, and when you are here, you’re either mentally checked out or argumentative. I understand your reasons, but we both know how important you are and I can’t have our enemies learning you’re so unstable.”
“That’s just another excuse,” Tad said, but with less confidence. Norman’s words hit close to his own realisations, but he refused to be put off. “That situation would never have happened if you just answered my calls. And if I’m argumentative, then I think this bill will tell you why.”
“You didn’t even know about this bill,” the Prime Minister pointed out.
“No, but I know about a lot of the other stupid ideas that council has come up with. They’re a bunch of frightened idiots who want to control dreamwalkers at best, and eradicate us at worst. Look at this bill. If it passes, those numpties in the DT Tactical team will have the green light to kill me or any other dreamwalker they so much as think may be a problem. It makes us less than human in the eyes of the law, and you know that.”
Norman opened his mouth to answer, but closed it again. He had a politician’s answer prepared, probably another diversion to change the topic. However, recognising that a canned response wasn’t right for the moment, he thought for a second before answering. It gave Tad hope that he might hear the truth.
“I do know that, and I’m every bit as appalled as you are. However, I’m in a minority. You know as well as I that people lose objectivity when they’re frightened. You and I see this bill as extreme, but most people see it as a way to keep them safe. The human rights of others pale in comparison to personal safety.”
“So we’re just going to let it pass?”
“I think you overestimate just how much power a Prime Minister has. I can’t just walk in and impose my will on parliament, it doesn’t work that way. There is a lot of support for this bill, and if I just come out as dead-set against it, then it will only turn more people against me. The best thing I can do is act reasonable like I am on their side and chip away at this thing piece by piece. People are more likely to see reason from an ally than an enemy.”
“They’re voting in a week. We don’t have time to chip away at this.”
“I’ve not been sitting on my thumbs since this thing poked it’s head above ground. I’m winning people around to my way of thinking, but if you keep going around like a walking natural disaster, then you’re just going to undo all that hard work.” He sighed and rubbed his face, looking exhausted. “It’s my fault. I pushed too hard for you to come to the council, despite everything happening with Jen. I should have given that situation room to breathe.
“But I don’t have a choice. I know it’s hard, but you’ve got to get your head in the game. That means no more snapping at reporters, overreacting to things in public, and definitely no more breaking and entering. When people see you go off half cocked, they wonder what would happen if you ever really lose it. We already came close when you kicked the Dream Team out of the Phoenix.”
“They were destroying ghosts. I couldn’t let that happen.”
“I know. Stella gave me the full report and I’m as horrified as you are. But I’m trying to show that things are getting better in the Borderlands. Seeing you at odds with the team I’ve framed as our protectors isn’t doing anything good.”
Tad opened his mouth to protest again, but Norman raised his hand for quiet.
“Enough, I get your point and agree with you. Any more arguing and we’d just be talking past each other.” He leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers in front of his face. Finally he asked, “Did you find a way in?”
“What?”
“I assume you sent the ghosts in here to find a way past the dreamcatchers. Did you find a way in?”
Tad hesitated, not sure he wanted to reveal the truth should he ever need to break in again. However, his temper had cooled, and he recognised it wasn’t in either of their interests for him to hold back.
“I did. These dreamcatchers don’t affect ghosts, so I can send them inside and use Dream to let them disable the dreamcatchers.”
“So simple,” Norman groaned. “We’ll have to speak to Mitena and see if she can plug up that hole in the defences.”
As he spoke he turned his attention to the large dreamcatcher on the wall of his office. It had been cast out of steel and was backed by a newly developed smart material that had incredible insulation properties. Thanks to the amount of heat steel could withstand before degrading, they were confident that the dreamcatcher could work indefinitely when under use; and thanks to the material, it wouldn’t burn the building down in the process.
There were a hundred similar designs placed all around the building, just as there were thousands more placed in secure facilities across the country. However, though they were a big step beyond the painted designs Mitena started with, they were still only a fraction of what Tad felt they could be.
“Thank god we have her,” Norman said. “The more I think about it, the more I know these dreamcatchers are the answer to this.”
“What do you mean?” Tony asked.
“I mean that this coming war is all about imbalance. People feel we have too much power in the Borderlands. These balance the scales somewhat. The more I see them work, the more sure I am that they’ll one day change the world. I think we’re only scratching the surface of what they can do. Look at the Dream Team. Trevors’ men were little more than backup for your dreamwalkers a few months ago, now they’re a power to be reckoned with.”
“That’s not necessarily a good thing,” Tad pointed out.
“No, but when you want to change the world, you’ve got to accept both sides of the coin. The internet did more to empower people the world over than anything in human history, but it also empowered criminals to do terrible things. It’s a tool at the end of the day, just like these things. It’s up to us how we use them. Dreamcatchers will be the ultimate tool when they evolve enough. It’s a shame we can’t speed that up.”
Tad thought about Tony’s idea of going into business with Mitena and developing these further. Hearing the Prime Minister’s words, Tad realised Tony wasn’t wrong. Dream had limitless potential, and Mitena’s designs were only held back by their user’s ability to uncover that potential. Given the right design and the right material, anything was possible.
The biggest downside was will. Unless in response to an external Dream related force like a dreamwalker or nightmare, a dreamcatcher required the will of a user to activate it. At the moment that required direct contact, which was a problem with how hot they got. If they could figure out a way to fix that, then Norman might just be right.
However, that was a thought for another day and they were getting sidetracked.
“This bill can’t pass, Norman. It will be a tragedy. Please, there must be something I can do to help stop it.”
“Just give me room to work and stay out of the headlines. And for the love of God, don’t try anything like this again. I will overlook it with everything going on, but there’s only so much that even I can let slide. Everything we’ve achieved so far will be for nothing if you tank it now.”
Tad nodded and rose to leave, motioning for the ghosts to do the same.
“Don’t shut me out again, Norman,” he said. “You’ve asked a lot from me, and that’s fine, I deserve as much for my part in this. But don’t manipulate me. That’s all I ask. Just be honest and open.”
“I will,” was the last thing Norman said before Tad and his ghosts disappeared.
Tad didn’t need Stella’s skills to know he couldn’t trust that promise.
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“Leon, stop flirting with the customers and go put the delivery away,” Rachel shouted from behind the bar, pulling Leon’s attention from the table of giggling beauties.
“We didn’t mean to get you in trouble. Tell her it’s our fault,” one of the woman said, batting her pretty, brown eyes while he collected their glasses.
“I appreciate the offer, but I’ll survive.”
Offering them a wink for good measure, he headed back to the bar where Rachel was waiting. She was a short woman in her early forties who carried herself with the tough demeanour of some of the older women back on Hydra. Were she forty years older, she’d fit in well with his grandmother.
However, just like his grandmother, he knew that while she may be as tough as boot leather, the stern attitude was only skin deep. She was fighting back a smile as she shook her head in mock annoyance.
“I didn’t hire those big muscles of yours to flirt, you’re here to work.”
“A happy customer is a returning customer,” Leon said, not trying for a second to hide his cheeky grin.
Rachel snorted, then whipped her ever present tea towel at him.
“Enough of your cheek. Go sort that delivery. It won’t wait all day.”
“Your wish is my command,” he said, laughing as he skipped away from her deadly cloth and slipped through the door leading to the rear of the pub.
Gina’s was a large bar at the heart of Cardiff that Rachel co-owned with her sisters and was named after their mother. It had a reputation for good food by day and good drink by night, so it was always full. As a result, when Leon stepped into the alley behind the pub he found a sizable delivery waiting.
“Is it just you moving this?” one of the two delivery men asked as Leon started counting the stock.
“Unless you want to stay and help,” Leon said with a friendly smile.
The man looked at the massive pile of beer kegs, crates of bottles and even a few cannisters of gas and shook his head.
“It’ll make me late for my last delivery and I’ve got kids to get home to. The school run waits for no one.”
“Fair enough. I’ll be fine.”
“You’ll be out here all day is what you’ll be,” the man said as he closed up the back of his truck and accepted the signed papers and clipboard from Leon. “Good luck.”
“Thanks, I’ll need it,” Leon said as he grabbed the first crate and carried it inside. When he came back out again, the truck was pulling away and Leon looked around to ensure the coast was clear. His smile widened. The driver was right, he would be here forever… unless he cheated.
With no one watching, he grabbed another crate and placed it atop a second. He added a third to that, a fourth and a fifth, and only stopped there because he wasn’t sure he’d be able to get more under the doorframe. Whistling a merry tune, he lifted the stack filled with glass bottles and liquid that barely felt any heavier than when he carried the first crate on its own.
It was at times like this that needing to keep his talents secret grated on him. He understood the need for that secrecy, but he was proud of what he could do. All these years he’d held himself back, excelling in some ways but never letting his true strength show. But there was always a temptation to reveal himself and see how far he could push his strength.
He carried two stacks of six on the next run, trusting his strength to press the bottom crates together. If they slipped, he’d lose it all, but they didn’t slip and two trips later he’d put away half the order. All that was left were the beer kegs, and they weren’t so easy to stack. These he placed side by side, looping his fingers through the metal handle on the rim and his thumbs through the handles of a second keg, picking up two in each hand. They were the largest kegs the brewery shipped and most of the staff waddled them if they needed them moved, yet Leon’s only trouble was making sure he didn’t swing them too much and take out a wall by accident.
Truth be told, he enjoyed this and was getting a little careless, which is why he jumped so hard when the voice spoke up.
“Why do I get the impression those aren’t empties?”
Leon spun, nearly losing control of the kegs in his left hand and only avoiding a collision with the doorframe by the narrowest margin.
Like most people on the planet, Leon subscribed to this woman’s YouTube channel. The reporter that broke the news of the Merging was almost as famous as Tad and Stella. She was also the last person Leon wanted to meet while holding a quarter-ton of beer off the ground like he was carrying shopping from the car.
“Of course they’re empty,” he lied.
“Then why are you taking them back into the pub?”
She placed her hand on one of the remaining kegs and pushed. It didn’t so much as tremble. Her smile widened.
“I knew there was something special about you,” Lizzie said as she removed a camera from her bag.
Years of lessons drummed into him as a kid about not exposing their kind made him drop the kegs before she could get any proof.
“Me, special?” He laughed to buy himself time to think. “You’re mistaken. I’m just moving some empties and you got the wrong idea.”
“Just like this one over here is empty? Putting that aside, how do you explain shrugging off a direct blow from a roided-up monster tapping a dreamcatcher outside The Pheonix last week? You barely even flinched.”
“His centre of balance was off, plus I’ve taken a few years of judo. I know how to throw a guy when I need to.”
“Except that you didn’t move an inch, and he hit you dead centre. Trust me, I’ve watched that footage a thousand times.”
Leon cringed. This wasn’t good.
“I don’t know what to tell you,” he answered, suddenly desperate to speak to Stella so they could deal with this. In the months he’d known her, he soon recognised how smart she was and knew that if anyone could rescue this situation, it was her. It was one of the many amazing things about his cousin that made him want to stick around and left him so angry that his grandmother kept her existence secret. “I’ve got to put away this delivery, so if you don’t mind.”
Conscious of the camera, he made a show of picking up the beer kegs as though it was heavy and tried to ignore her hysterical laughter at his act.
“Of course you do,” she said. “Don’t mind me, I won’t be in your way. I just want to ask a few questions.”
“There’s nothing interesting about me,” he tried, wishing he spent as much time cultivating belief in his mental abilities as he had his physical ones so he could talk his way out of this.
“I think there’s a lot to be interested in, starting with how you look so similar to our favourite DT Director. You’re related to Stella, aren’t you? You her twin or something?”
“Cousin,” he admitted as he grabbed another keg and carried it inside. It dismayed him to see her follow him into the building. “You’re not supposed to be in here.”
“You look similar considering you’re only cousins. Those are some strong genes. That’s not all there is though, right? I mean, you’re obviously strong and Stella is stronger than she looks. What else do you have in common?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“So you’re saying you’re not so strong you could forget you’re holding something casually in one hand that most men couldn’t lift with two?”
Realising he’d forgotten his act in the face of her questions and was holding the heavy barrel like it weighed nothing, he dropped it and turned on her.
“What’s your problem?”
She smiled like he said the very thing she wanted to hear.
“When people get angry with me, I always know I’m getting closer to the truth.”
“What truth?” he asked. “I’m just a guy who came to this country to meet his cousin. It’s no big deal.”
“Of course it’s not. Where did you say you were from? Somewhere in Greece, right, judging by your accent?”
“I think you should go,” he said, realising he’d said too much.
“I don’t think so. I want to hear the rest of your story. You and Stella are hiding something important and I want to know what it is.”
“I’m not hiding anything,” he said as he gave up the pretence and carried the last barrels inside. Luckily, she wasn’t expecting it and hadn’t started filming. “And I need to get on with my work, so if you don’t mind.”
He stepped inside and tried to close the door in her face, but she was too quick and slipped in with him, standing really close.
“Just answer a few questions and I’ll be out of your hair,” she said.
He was tempted to throw her onto the street, but couldn’t trust himself right now. His emotions were high, and he learnt long ago that he needed to be careful at times like this. He was too strong to lose control. So instead of throwing her out, he walked through the rear of the pub, headed for the bar, Lizzie one step behind him.
“Look, if you don’t want me to publish anything, I don’t have to,” she said as she hurried to catch up. “I just want to know what’s going on. I’ve done a lot for Stella and Tad, and I deserve to know if there’s something they’re not telling me. Especially if there’s something supernatural out there that’s not related to Dream.”
Leon was just stepping out behind the bar when she threw out that last statement, and he stopped mid-stride and spun to face her.
She flashed a pretty smile that was all white teeth, dimples and sparkling green eyes. He was very aware of how young and innocent she looked, and realised just how she used that to her advantage. If it was a man being this pushy, he would have thrown them out by now, but it was easy to overlook just how dangerous she was.
However, she proved why she was so dangerous with that last statement. Suspecting there was something different about him and Stella was one thing, but to guess it wasn’t Dream related was something else. The trouble was, he didn’t know how to answer without giving himself away.
“You need to go,” was all he could think of saying. “If my boss catches you here, I’ll lose my job.”
“Answer my questions and I’ll be out of your hair.”
Leon rubbed his temples to ease his sudden headache and when he opened his eyes again, there must have been something in his eyes that told her how hard he was trying to contain his temper. Her smile slipped.
“I just want the truth,” she whispered.
“And I want to get on with my shift. I have nothing to tell you.”
She snorted and shook her head.
“You’re just like your cousin, always hiding something. I’ll find out what it is.”
“Who the hell is that and what’s she doing behind my bar?”
Leon had never been so happy to hear the crisp tones of angry Rachel. He glanced over his shoulder to see his red-faced boss storm from the kitchen, headed straight for them.
“She snuck in and won’t leave,” he said, willing to let Rachel deal with this.
“Then throw her out.”
“I would but…” he held up his hands as his words trailed off, stepping back from Lizzie like he didn’t want to touch her. Rachel put the clues together and her anger turned on Lizzie.
“He might have a problem getting rough with a woman, but if you’re not out of my pub in the next ten seconds, you’re still going to leave, just without your teeth,” she snapped. The way her fists balled up and she stalked Lizzie down like an angry gorilla, leant a lot of weight to her threat.
“I’m going,” Lizzie said, holding up her hands in surrender. However, she couldn’t leave without getting in the last word. “But I won’t forget this, Leon. I’ll find the truth whether you want me to or not, so you might as well make it easy for yourself.”
“Get out,” Rachel snarled, and suddenly Lizzie was running.
Leon breathed a sigh of relief as the angry chef chased the woman out of her pub and again rubbed his temples. This was a nightmare. He almost didn’t want to tell Stella as he didn’t want to see her disappointment. However, he knew his limits, and he needed someone smarter than himself to help with this.
He cringed as the consequences of ignoring this flashed through his mind. First his grandmother would kill him for breaking the rules, then the Eidolon council might actually kill him.
He was so hung up on that thought that he didn’t realise a customer was waiting until the man snapped his fingers and called him by name. It was more than his name that made Leon look up, it was the voice that called it. It was familiar, and one Leon never expected to hear in Cardiff.
He looked up to find a tall, handsome man who was only two years younger than his own age of twenty-five. His dark hair was cut short in a stylish cut, his deep blue, bordering on purple, eyes sparkled in a way only an eidolon’s could, and his smile was every bit as charming as Leon’s could be.
“Deo, what are you doing here?” Leon asked.
“Months away from home and that’s all the greeting I get?” he asked with a cheeky smile.
“I’m sorry, you surprised me. It’s good to see you.”
“It’s always good to see me, my friend,” Deo answered, slipping into their native Greek. “I just wish it was as good to see you.”
“What does that mean?” Leon asked.
“What were you doing with that reporter?”
Leon’s heartbeat sped up as an unpleasant situation got worse. He had known Deo since he was a child. As one of the few other eidolon his own age, they formed a fast friendship as they were the only kids they could be their true selves around. However, for all that, they weren’t as close as they used to be, and Leon didn’t want to test that friendship’s boundaries by making him think he was turning against his people.
“She was being a pain and asking questions about something my cousin is doing,” Leon said. “I never told her anything except to leave. You might have seen her get marched out just now.”
“Oh, I saw that. It’s the only reason we’re talking instead of me calling home.” Leaning in across the bar, he asked, “What’s wrong with you? What are you doing here?”
“Nothing’s wrong with me. I came to spend time with my cousin.”
“Sure you did. Well, you know as well as I that she is not the right person to be seen with right now.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Leon asked, heart beating so fast he thought it might explode.
“You know what it means. She’s been breaking our laws and ignored the warning your grandmother delivered a few months back. The council have met, and it’s time for you to put distance between you. You need to come home or—”
“Or what?” Leon snapped, not needing to fake his anger in the face of that threat. “Or they’ll come for me as well? I’m not breaking any laws, and Stella hasn’t either. No one knows what she is and she hasn’t given anyone reason to suspect.”
“That’s not our only law. She’s been building power, too much of it. Rumour has it she used Authority the other day. Tell me I’m wrong.” When Leon couldn’t answer, Deo shook his head in amazement. “You knew and you’re still here. You’ve changed.”
“We all change,” Leon said. “Stella changed a lot this year, and she’s trying to cope with that. She didn’t know our laws and is adjusting, she just needs more time to adapt.”
“She’s run out of time. If you don’t get your head on straight, so will you.”
Leon leaned back, staring at his friend like he’d never seen him before.
“I though you were better than this, Deo.”
“I’m not above the Eidolon Council. No one is. I thought you of all people would understand that considering your family history.”
Leon’s frown deepened, and he was about to say something else when he was beaten to it.
“Leon, you better not be chatting when you should be working,” Rachel snapped from the other side of the bar, her anger sounding genuine this time. “There’s still a delivery to put away.”
Of course she couldn’t know he’d already finished that delivery as no one could be that fast. However, it was the excuse Leon needed to cut this reunion short.
“Think on what I said, Leon. It’s not to late for you. Come home.”
“See you later, Deo,” Leon answered as he stepped off the bar and headed back for the stockroom. As soon as he was inside he closed the door tight and leaned against that door, shutting his eyes and taking a deep breath.
What just happened? he asked himself, unable to cope with the events of the last five minutes.
He’d gone from being as happy here as he had been anywhere to suddenly being terrified that he had screwed everything up. First the reporter and then Deo…. He shuddered as he thought of the potential fallout from the last five minutes.
After banging his head against the door in frustration, he fished out his phone and typed a simple text.
Stella, we need to meet. It’s urgent!
Pressing send, he sighed and tried to put it from his mind as he went back to work. Unfortunately, that was easier said than done.
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“What the hell does he want now?” Amanda asked with an overly dramatic sigh.
It dismayed Jen to find Tony marching towards her, Amber trailing a few steps behind. It looked like Tony was working himself into a rage.
“Hell no,” Katie said, talking to Tony. “None of us want your brand of crazy today. Why can’t you leave us alone, you dead freak?”
“If I wanted to hear the braying of a donkey, I might ask for your opinion. Until then, shut the hell up,” Tony said.
“Who the fuck are you calling a donkey?” Katie snapped, squaring off to Tony like she might slap him.
“If the teeth fit,” he answered, and Katie flinched in horror, hands covering her mouth as her eyes filled with tears. Jen hadn’t thought about it before, but Katie’s teeth were big. Considering how hard she took the comment, it was a sore topic. It was typical of Tony to hone straight in on that.
Despite her mortification at him embarrassing her friend, Jen struggled not to smile. Katie had been annoying her recently with her constant cattiness. Though Jen had her own frustrations with Tony, for once she didn’t mind his sharp tongue.
Amanda stepped in front of her friend and glared at Tony.
“Don’t call her that, you freak. You’re just lashing out because you’re ugly.”
“Ouch, a shot straight to the heart,” Tony said, feigning an arrow wound in the chest. “How long have you been rubbing your two brain cells together to think up that zinger? It’s a good job your pretty, because if you had to rely on that brain of yours you’d be screwed. Good luck with the stripping career, it’s about all you’re good for.”
It was Amanda’s turn to flinch, and Jen decided it was past time to stand up for her friends before Tony reduced half the school to tears.
“What do you want?”
“Your boyfriend is at it again. I need you to stop him.”
He was so worked up he actually grabbed her arm, but Jen wasn’t Katie or Amanda to be so easily trodden over.
“I already told you. This has nothing to do with me. If the kids have a problem, go to a teacher or—”
“I told you last time, they won’t do anything. I’m fed up of this. I have better things to do than come here to sort this shit out. The kids are getting hurt and I want your help.”
“I already said, no.”
Tony opened his mouth like he would argue, but Amber grabbed his hand to hold him back. Unlike every other time she did that, Tony didn’t immediately calm down. While he said nothing spiteful, his expression only hardened.
“Fine. You won’t help, I’ll deal with this my way. Don’t say I never gave you a chance.”
Before Jen could ask what he meant, he stormed off, heading away from the school and towards the waiting buses. Jen watched him go, worried about what he might do. She was so preoccupied with that she didn’t realise Amber stayed behind until she grabbed Jen’s arm.
“Please, you’ve got to go after him. I’ve never seen him like this before.”
“I have,” Jen whispered, not liking the memories that went along with Tony when he got like this. Tony was always a pain, but every now and again he went off the deep end and that was when he was truly unpredictable. Last time he upset Tad so much that Tad kicked him out and went blind as a result. She had seen it on other occasions as well and never liked it.
“That idiot can do whatever the hell he wants so long as he’s not anywhere near us,” Amanda said, wiping tears from her eyes.
“Jen, please,” Amber repeated. “He’s worked up and I don’t know what he’ll do. He hates that Robert boy for doing this.”
Jen winced when Amber mentioned Robert’s name. She didn’t want to believe he might be involved in this.
“Let him go, Robert will kick his arse,” Katie said, glaring at Tony’s back.
“But he’s the Dreamwalker’s ghost,” Faye whispered. “He won’t hurt them, will he?”
Jen looked from her friend to Amber’s worried face and then to where Tony was approaching the edge of a crowd of children that had built up in a way that only happens when they’re watching a fight.
“Shit,” she said as she made her decision and reached for Dream.
A second later she stood at the edge of the crowd and was just in time to head Tony off. He showed no surprise at her arrival, but the other kids jumped away, yelling in shock.
She didn’t use her powers at school, not liking to stand out. She saw how other kids interacted with ghosts, and she didn’t want them to look at her in the same way. This time she didn’t have a choice.
“Out of my way. Your boyfriend has pushed it too far this time.”
He’s not my boyfriend, Jen wanted to yell. Instead she said, “Let me talk to them.”
“Oh, so now you want to talk? Now that your precious—”
“Tony, let me do this,” she snapped. “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”
“Fine, but you end this, or I will.”
She nodded, taking the threat and turning to the crowd who were half watching her and half watching the action. As she stepped forward, she was horrified that kids leapt out of her way like she was toxic. She didn’t have time to dwell on it as she was presented with a tableau that truly horrified her after the crowd opened up.
Three children, all of them younger than her and one of them so young he was from the primary school next door, huddled on the floor, covering themselves as best they could while seven larger boys took turns kicking the terrified ghosts.
Jen didn’t recognise the two ghosts who came to this school, but the youngest child was Andrew, the first child Amber found and someone Jen met multiple times. Her heart broke for him when she saw his terrified face and suddenly her frustration at Tony, the mortification at him embarrassing her friends and her annoyance at being forced to reveal her powers vanished as a familiar warmth built in her.
Jen wasn’t angry, she was furious.
The seven larger boys were in their teens, the youngest being her age. They dwarfed the kids on the floor and this was not a fair fight. Worst of all, Jen recognised the boy standing at the head of the group.
Before Jen broke her back, Robert Maxwell wouldn’t have given her the time of day. Dark hair, dark eyes, a year-round tan and classic good looks, he was considered the best-looking boy in their year. He was also the best at football, really funny, and the most popular kid in school. Jen had never been unpopular, but she wasn’t in his league.
However, after her return to the school, he was one of the first kids to ask her how she was. Everyone else was nervous around her, but not Robert. He had become a good friend, and she hoped he might even ask her out. He was a nice boy who cared about her and was a good person.
His expression now was a mixture of glee and hatred. She could hardly believe it was him.
“Stop!”
The word cut through the noise of the crowd like a headsman’s axe, killing all sound. Movement stopped so abruptly that one boy froze mid kick. This wasn’t the same trick Stella used, but a simple command augmented by Dream so it sounded like she used a megaphone.
All eyes turned to her and the kids nearest shuffled back.
“What the hell are you doing?” she demanded, her eyes focused on Robert whose expression changed in an instant. His face transformed from psychopathic hatred to shame and then back to anger in a matter of seconds.
“We’re showing these ghosts why they don’t belong at this school. It’s a lesson they’ll keep getting until they learn not to show their faces around here.”
Jen couldn’t believe what she was hearing. This wasn’t the Robert she knew. 
“It’s not their fault they’re here. They’ve got nowhere else to go.”
“School is for the living. Ghosts don’t belong here.”
“As stupid as you morons are, it doesn’t sound like you belong here either,” Tony snapped, unable to keep quiet.
Jen spun and glared at him.
“Shut up. I’ll handle this.”
“Well, hurry up,” he said, not backing down in the least.
“Really, you let that thing talk to you like that?” Robert asked, pulling Jen’s eyes back to him in time to catch the tail end of his sneer. He patted the shoulder of the boy to his right. “You hear that, Sam? The big dreamwalker is getting pushed around by a ghost. I guess she’s every bit as messed up as they said she is.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jen asked, her temper slipping.
“They always said growing up with ghosts in your head messed you up. I didn’t want to believe it and took pity on you. Shows what I know. If you’re letting that corpse push you around, you really are a freak. Just like your messed up dad.”
Jen frowned, stepping forward and ignoring how the teenage boys nearest her flinched away.
“You don’t know what you’re on about,” she said in a dangerous whisper.
Robert laughed.
“Please, the whole world knows. Poor little Jennifer, kidnapped by the world’s biggest loser and messed up by ghosts. I used to feel sorry for you, but I guess there’s no fixing a lost cause.”
“Shut up,” Jen snapped, falling deeper into her anger to fight back the tears she wanted to shed. Robert laughed again.
“Oh, does the poor little girl not like to hear the truth? Your just as big a freak as your loser of a dad.”
“I said, shut up!” Jen screamed, following her words with a stamp of her foot.
The biggest problem with her broken back was how she had to maintain a constant connection to Dream to animate her legs. It required a lot of mental effort and caused incredible headaches if she left the connection open too long. However, another side effect was that with her connection to Dream open all the time, she often called it without meaning to, especially when emotional.
When she stamped her foot, Dream decided to help.
The ground shook so violently that the kids standing closest to the centre of the circle had to hold on to each other to stay on their feet. A large crack opened in the tarmac that spread quickly toward Robert and his friends, three of whom were thrown from their feet.
Unfortunately, Jen wasn’t immune to the shaking ground, and after the kids started screaming she severed the connection to Dream to stop the damage. Her legs crumpled and Jen collapsed into a heap, barely catching herself and getting her hands scraped up in the process.
When she looked up again, she saw Robert and his friends had found their feet and each wore fearful expressions. Robert himself looked more terrified than any of them until his eyes fell on her.
“You used your powers on us?” he asked. “You attacked us, you freak!”
His shock and fear turned to rage that spread amongst his friends. Suddenly the ghosts were forgotten and the eyes of the seven boys turned on her.
“You attacked us!” Robert screamed before rushing forward to return the favour.
His fists were balled and the look of pure hatred on his face was more than Jen could bear. She was so shocked to see it, she never reached for Dream to defend herself. She only cringed away from the kick that Robert leveled at her head.
It never landed.
As his foot closed in, there was a sudden thud and Robert was sent sprawling with Tony atop him, raining punches on the larger boy with supernatural strength. He only got in three good hits before Robert’s friends interceded, but Jen saw blood fly in that brief interaction.
She was so caught up with the flash of crimson that she wasn’t paying attention to Robert’s friends. Pain exploded down her left arm that was holding her upright as a kick at her wrist swept it away. She felt the impact of another kick, but not the pain as her attacker kicked her leg. However, the third kick was the worst, connecting with her stomach hard enough that she felt sick and lost her breath. She tried to take another breath, but it was impossible and she could only curl up into a ball to protect her head.
Agony exploded through her as a foot collided with her rib. Another shock of pain made her cry out as a foot hit her shoulder near the base of her neck. The pain was constant and she thought it would never stop… until suddenly it did.
The frequency of their kicks was frantic, so she noticed when one missed a beat. Then when she flinched for another blow, there was another missed beat.
For a few seconds she remained in that position, trying to catch her breath and dreading what might come next, but slowly she realised nothing was coming and she lifted her head to look around. Through bleary, tear-stained eyes she saw the attack hadn’t stopped, it had been redirected.
The forgotten child ghosts were throwing themselves at the boys attacking Jen, trying to protect her. They were batted away and taking punishment for their actions as the larger boys overpowered them. Amber was also clawing at the boys to pull them away, but she wasn’t helping much.
Each of them were losing this fight and getting severely hurt, all because they wanted to protect her. These poor ghosts who had been bullied for months while Jen did nothing had taken up a losing battle on her behalf.
Guilt like she had never felt washed over her, and as was her way, she turned that guilt into anger.
How dare they attack those poor ghosts for just wanting to come to school and find an ounce of normalcy? How dare they attack her for wanting them to stop?
She pushed herself into a sitting position as her vision turned red and she opened the door in her mind. In one exaggerated movement, she brought her hands together in the mother of all claps and used Dream to do its thing.
The clap became an explosion of sound so violent the shock wave travelled out from Jen in a visible ripple, distorting the air and knocking everyone to the ground like they were bowling pins and she had just got a strike. Car windows shattered, car alarms sounded, and the world stilled.
Jen wasn’t done.
She redirected Dream into her legs and climbed to her feet, towering over the frightened school kids with eyes blazing. The boys who attacked her stared back with a mixture of fear and hatred, and she wanted nothing more than to wipe those looks off their faces.
Movement out of the corner of her eye made her look up, and she saw Robert and Tony continued to fight, with Robert looking bloody and bruised, but now having the upper hand. For all that Tony was a ghost, he had a tendency to fall back on human reactions when he got emotional. He hadn’t fought like a ghost, he fought like an angry teenager, and Robert, although younger, had more experience fighting.
Seeing the ghost she considered a brother in everything but blood take a beating on her behalf pushed her past the point of reason. She reached for Dream again, ready to do something she couldn’t take back. Robert would regret the day he ever dreamed of hurting those kids… of hurting her.
However, movement out the corner of her eye distracted her. This time it was teenagers with familiar faces climbing to their feet. Amanda, Katie and Faye stared at her with expressions she never wanted to see on their faces. Their eyes were wide, their skin had paled, and they were terrified beyond belief.
Terrified of her.
How much more scared will they be if you hurt him?
The voice in her head sounded like Tad as she knew what he’d say to calm her down. She could imagine the disappointment on his face if she continued with her original plan. However, she wanted to end this and for that she needed backup.
Acting on the kind of instinct Tad always talked about, but she never realised she shared, she used Dream in a way she never imagined before.
“Hawk,” she shouted, and willed her voice to carry to her dog, wherever he may be. Although it wasn’t physical volume that augmented her call, but a mental shove that pushed her shout through Dream itself, people flinched in terror.
Jen had an awkward ten seconds to recognise that terror as her worst fears come to life before there was a pop and an enormous dog sprang into existence, teeth bared and hackles raised as he borrowed his brother’s trick of growling with Dream to back it up.
If those faces were scared before, they were terrified now, and Jen got what she wanted, an end to this situation.
The dreamwalking dog looked like a hellhound in that moment, and it was too much for the kids in the circle and the bullies alike. They took one look at Hawk, then ran away screaming. Jen felt a momentary pang of loss as her friends ran with them, but she pushed that aside and turned her attention back to the fight between Tony and Robert.
They ignored her shout and Hawk’s arrival, and continued to struggle with each other. Jen wondered what she should do to stop it and if maybe she should send Hawk in to deal with Robert, but that choice was taken from her a moment later.
“Everyone, freeze!”
The voice was both deep and familiar, and Jen turned in surprise to find Trevors standing over her with his gun raised as though he was ready to use it. There was a pop, followed by another, and another, until soon there was an entire unit of the Dream Team surrounding her with their guns out and fingers on the trigger.
Jen stared back in shock as she realised every gun was trained on her.
Out the corner of her eye she noticed Tony and Robert had stopped fighting, but Jen was only concerned with the guns pointed at her and her crippling fear when not a single gun looked like it would be lowered anytime soon.
“Jen, let go of Dream now,” Trevors demanded, his voice cold.
In response to his command, Hawk growled again and turned to face Trevors. The large man’s gun never so much as twitched, but other guns swung to point at her dog and Jen’s fear shot through the roof.
“Don’t shoot him,” she shouted.
“Then let go of Dream and we won’t have to.”
“I can’t. I need it to walk.”
Unbelievably Trevors lifted his gun a little higher, almost like he was preparing to actually use it.
“Trevors, what the hell are you doing?” Tony demanded, but Trevors ignored him.
“I won’t say this again. Let go of Dream or we will be forced to treat you as hostile.”
Stunned beyond belief, Jen looked at Tony with terrified eyes, and he stared back, looking every bit as scared.
“Run,” he said, and Jen knew it was the right choice.
“Hawk, with me,” she shouted, then changed the channel.
“No do—” she heard Trevors shout before he disappeared along with everything else as Jen went to the one place in the world where she felt safe.
As she landed on her bed in Tad’s home, she felt a moment of panic when Hawk didn’t immediately appear, but then there was a pop and he was right by her side.
All at once the fear of the last few moments, her confusion over Robert’s transformation and Trevors’ attitude, as well as her guilt for ignoring the pain those ghosts had endured for so long became too much. Unable to process what happened, she reached for her dog, buried her face in his fur and sobbed. All the while she reflected on how since she was dragged away from Tad’s house four months ago, nothing in her life had gone right.
Terrified and in shock, Jen continued to sob until there were no more tears left to shed.
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“She knows there’s something different about us and she’ll keep looking until she finds it,” Leon said.
“Damn, this is the last thing we need,” Stella swore, looking at Tad like this was his fault.
“I haven’t told her anything,” he said defensively. “Don’t blame me.”
“I wasn’t,” Stella said, sinking deeper into her chair and running her hands over her face. “Why does she have to make everything so difficult?”
Tad glanced at Leon, who sat in the visitor chair next to him. There was a tone in Stella’s voice that neither of them liked.
“It get’s worse,” Leon said after a hard swallow. Stella looked over her hands and her eyes narrowed as a hint of red flushed through her normally well-controlled aura.
“Worse?” she asked. “What now? You let her film you flipping over a car or something?”
“An old friend from Hydra visited as Lizzie was being marched out. He saw me talking with her and recognised who she was.”
“He’s an Idol, isn’t he?” Stella asked.
Leon nodded.
“It just never ends. I swear, between you trying to break into Ten Downing street and you showing off for any woman who bats their eyes at you, you’re both going to run me into an early grave. What did this friend of yours have to say for himself?”
“He gave me a warning?”
Stella froze, her aura vanishing as she went deadly serious.
“He threatened you?”
“Me and you,” Leon admitted. “The Eidolon council have told me I need to get home now or… well, you get the point. As for you… It’s not good. They’re coming after you for not backing down.”
“Of course they are,” she muttered. “Well, we’ll just see about—”
“Who are the Eidolon council?” Tad interrupted.
“They’re the descendants of the old gods, and they formed the council after the gods gave up their powers. They decided they couldn’t be trusted to be as powerful as they once were, but they didn’t want to give up power completely. You know those conspiracy theories you always hear about the illuminati? They’ve got nothing on the Eidolon council.”
“So they’re a bunch of rich old men pulling strings behind the scenes?” Tad asked, the image of a mafia crime family running through his head, running back alley deals and greasing palms to get their way.
“Try ancient, and they’re not all men. They’re the eidolon elites, and they’ve been treading a narrow path between Eidolon power and political power. What they lost when they gave up their personal power in ancient times, they made up for by pulling the strings for most of human history. Most of them are two hundred years old at least.”
“Two hundred?” Tad questioned, unable to keep the disbelief from his voice.
“It’s easy to stay young,” Leon argued. “Enough belief that you don’t seem to age and you stop, at least if your one of the eidolon. Think of actors like Tom Cruise or Keanu Reeves, they never seem to age, right?”
“They’re Eidolon?” Tad asked, glancing at Stella in surprise.
“No, they’re just actors, but it wouldn’t surprise me if they have some Eidolon ancestry, enough that people assign belief and it takes some effect.”
“We can worry about Hollywood another time,” Stella said, getting back on topic. “What kind of pull do these people have, and what can we expect them to send against us?”
Leon squirmed.
“I don’t know. Yia-yia never let me anywhere near them. They had a falling out after your mother died and they parted ways. But I’ve heard rumours and…” He swallowed hard and looked between Tad and Stella as he struggled to get the next words out. “I think you should run.”
“No,” Stella said, shooting him down without hesitation.
“I’m serious, you don’t know these people. They have the kind of pull you couldn’t imagine and if they snap their fingers, they could wipe entire cities off the map.”
“I don’t care if they’re actually gods. I’m not backing down to bullies. They’ll just have to get in line with everyone else who wants me out of the way.”
“You need to take these people seriously,” Leon pressed, working himself into a rage of his own.
“I am taking them seriously. I just don’t have time to worry, at least not until I have more information. Making sure Lizzie does nothing stupid with the theories she has in that empty blonde brain of hers is our priority.”
“That’s not fair,” Tad said, coming to the reporter’s defence. Stella waved him off irritably.
“Get over it. She’s a pain in the arse and you know it.”
“She’s not an idiot,” Tad said. “And she’s done a lot for us.”
“I know, I haven’t forgotten. I just don’t need this right now. If it’s not one thing, it’s another and I’m struggling to—”
A knock on the door cut her off, and she called out for the person to enter. A moment later Denise stuck her head inside.
“Uh… You got a second, Stella. Something’s come up that I think you’re going to want to know.”
“Of course it has,” Stella muttered. “What is it now?”
Denise shot a look at Tad and was uncharacteristically flustered.
“Can we speak alone?”
For a moment the room was silent while Stella looked at Denise with a concerned expression. Tad was about to ask what was going on, but his phone buzzed and he had the phone out of his pocket before he could think better of it. When he saw Letty’s name on the screen, he frowned and thumbed the answer button.
“Letty? Is everything alright?”
“Tad… I think you should come home. There’s something going on at your house.”
“What kind of something?” he asked. For months he had woken every morning waiting for something to mess up his day. So far today he hoped that Leon’s problems were enough, but he could tell by the tone in Letty’s voice that he hadn’t been thinking big enough.
“There are police here. A lot of them. And I think the Dream Team are here as well. There are some people from your barbecue a few months back and they all have guns.”
“What are they doing?” Tad asked, making Leon jump in surprise as he surged to his feet.
“I don’t know, but there’s a lot of people turning up, media as well, and they’re surrounding your house. I don’t know what’s happening, but it’s something big.”
“I’m not home though,” Tad said, confused. “Is it Tony?”
“I don’t know but…”
Her words trailed off in the way of someone who didn’t want to say what she was about to, and Tad’s stomach started doing somersaults.
“What is it, Letty?”
“I don’t know how to say this but… I could have sworn I saw the curtains move in Jen’s room earlier and—”
“I’ll be right there,” Tad said, hanging up and preparing to dreamwalk home.
“Tad, wait,” Stella snapped, grabbing his arm before he could leave. Tad barely paid that any mind. He had already started the process and Stella’s office disappeared. However, even that wasn’t quick enough to stop a startled Leon from grabbing hold of Stella before any of them could leave.
The world shifted, the walls of Stella’s office fell away, and they were outside in the cold and wet of the Welsh winter. Leon collapsed onto the tarmac as his chair was left behind.
Ahead of them a vast crowd surrounded Tad’s house, the closest of which jumped as Tad materialised. At the front of this crowd were a team of grim-faced, muscular men in black tactical gear who had black ink covering their arms. They had guns in their hands and all of them were eyeing the house… his house. Tad could tell they were getting ready to attack.
“Tad, wait,” Stella repeated before Tad could take a single step towards them. Anyone else would not have stopped him, but Stella was squeezing so hard it was like she had him locked in concrete, using strength he couldn’t match without calling to Dream.
“This is a delicate situation,” she said. “Let me deal with this.”
“Is Jen in there?” he asked.
For the first time in a long time, Stella hesitated before answering, fearing his reaction and not wanting to tell him the truth.
“She is, but it’s not nearly so black and white.”
“The hell it’s not,” Tad said, almost shouting now. Around him people were staring and he could feel their eyes, and their cameras, like they were insects crawling over his skin. He didn’t have time to deal with them right now. He wanted to get to his daughter.
“Let me deal with this,” she repeated, sounding as worried as he’d ever heard her.
“You do that,” Tad said. Then he shook free from Stella’s grip using a touch of Dream and before she could grab him again he changed the channel. Once more the world shifted, this time the walls appearing from nothing, and soon he was surrounded by a familiar setting.
Jen sat on her bed, curled around Hawk with tears running down her face. Hawk was already looking his way as he arrived, almost as though he’d been expecting Tad, and his tail thumped once. A moment later there was a pop and Growler appeared at Tad’s side, but did nothing more to announce his presence.
“Jen, what happened?” Tad asked, making the girl jump as she had somehow missed his arrival. However, the second her eyes found his, she launched herself off the bed and hugged him every bit as hard as she had last time. However, now there was something desperate about it and an inner monster Tad had kept bottled up since the day Trevors led a team of police to take his daughter away started tugging at its chains, trying to break free.
“I messed up, dad,” she said before she started sobbing into his chest, her fingers curling into fists behind his back as she caught up his t-shirt and pulled him closer.
“It’s alright. I’m here now. We can fix it, whatever happened. Just tell me what it is?”
Unfortunately, Jen was in no fit state to answer and though Tad felt like time was running out of time with Trevors’ men outside itching to come in, he also didn’t want to rush his daughter when she was so upset. He hugged her tighter as she cried and hoped she could get it out of her system in time to answer.
When he heard the door bang open downstairs a moment later, he knew his time was up.
“Hawk, Growler, guard the stairs, but don’t take any risks. Let us know if anyone’s coming and then get out of here, we won’t be far behind.”
He didn’t even question the merits of giving such complicated instructions to his dogs anymore. He was running on instinct and his dreamwalker senses told him his dogs were something special. Hawk flowed off the bed and followed his brother out the door, their nails clicking on the floor in the hall but not going down the stairs. Tad turned his attention back to Jen, pulling away from her so he could look her in the eye.
“What happened?” he asked again, making it clear he had run out of time.
“Some kids were bullying the ghosts again, and Tony wanted me to help. I didn’t want to, but Tony said if I didn’t try something he would handle it.” Slowly the entire story emerged between sobs and sniffs, and Tad built the picture in his head. He could imagine how worried she’d be about Tony doing something dangerous and knew she couldn’t let that happen. When she mentioned how far she had taken things though, he couldn’t help but be surprised, at least until he heard a specific name.
Of course Robert had to be caught up in this. Tad knew better than most how teenage hormones could elevate the emotions of any relationship to extremes. He had loved Maggie so hard as a teenager that he wanted to die when she got her first boyfriend or when she so much as showed interest in anyone that wasn’t him. Who knows how he might have reacted were Charles not there to temper his pain or if he had access to the kind of power he had now as a dreamwalker.
When Jen got to the part of the story where Robert started teasing her about him, how she reacted without thinking and took things too far, a new feeling surged to life inside him. He’d been angry to this point, but now he was terrified. Jen hadn’t just escalated things, she had taken them nuclear. Hurting children on that scale was the kind of thing the media were going to jump on and blow out of proportion. With the bad press Tad had been receiving over the last few months, this was going to be like the proverbial spark that ignited the powder keg.
Tad was so preoccupied thinking of that, he barely heard the end of Jen’s story. But his inner monster was listening, and it surged to the front of his mind, pushing his fear aside.
“Wait. Say that again. What did Trevors’ team do?” Tad asked in a deadly whisper.
Jen gulped and stared at Tad with wide, watery eyes as she said, “They were pointing guns at me, dad. I thought they were going to shoot me. They kept telling me I had to let go of Dream or else.”
“They threatened you?” he asked, vision turning red and hands tightening on Jen’s shoulders as his blood boiled. That monster inside was going berserk, raging at the cage that held it as though it was ready to tear the bars out of the walls.
Therefore, when Tad heard the footsteps behind him, he spun around and grabbed Dream, ready to obliterate whoever walked through that door while pushing Jen behind him. However, a touch of logic slipped through his mind just in time to stop him pulling the trigger on that thought.
Growler and Hawk wouldn’t let anyone unfriendly up here, that thought said, and Tad was just rational enough to listen so he didn’t blow Stella’s head off as she stepped around the corner.
“Oh thank god, you’re still here.” She looked around Tad to where Jen’s face was peaking out from behind her father and asked, “Jen, are you okay?”
Tad felt Jen’s nod against his side, but he ignored her answer.
“Of course she’s not okay,” he snapped. “Those arseholes you worked with pointed guns at her, Stella. They said they would kill her unless she—”
“I know what they said. Denise told me everything. I’m going to deal with that. Right now though, I need you to calm down.”
“Calm down? After what they did.”
“I already said, I’ll deal with that,” Stella said, sounding far too reasonable. “But you need to think long term. You going off like a nuclear weapon won’t help anyone, especially Jen. You’ll just turn everyone against you for—”
“I don’t care about that,” Tad interrupted. “I’ve tried it their way. I’ve done everything by the letter of the law, I’ve kept my distance from Jen, I’ve continued to work for the government and I have continued to put my life on the line to save people. For all that, I get shit from the media, the Prime Minister is giving me attitude, those back stabbing politicians create a bill that let’s people threaten to kill my daughter for defending herself, and now I’m supposed to stand aside to let them come in and take her again. Fuck that. I’m doing what I should have done months ago. Me and Jen are leaving.”
“Tad, you can’t,” Stella shouted, jumping forward to grab his arm, looking more panicked than he’d ever seen. “If you do, then everything you just described would be for nothing. All the months of waiting, the sacrifice, everything will be undone in a second. What you need to do is come out with me and show that not only are you willing to play ball, but you’re the reasonable one. Right now the world is watching armed men surround your house as though they’re getting ready for a war. If you run, or heaven forbid, if you attack them, that’s it for us. You might as well tell the world that dreamwalkers are evil and they need to be stopped by any means. That bill will pass without a fight, and in a week’s time you and Jen will be the most hunted people on the planet.
“But if you come with me now, both of you turn yourselves in peacefully, the world is going to see a load of armed men who have been training to take down monsters pointing their guns at a little girl. That picture is going to seem like such a massive overreaction that the public will be up in arms about it.”
Tad felt tears of frustration fill his eyes as he said, “This is almost exactly the same as what you said last time, Stella, and it’s been months.”
“I know,” Stella said, her voice breaking. “But it was the right choice then, and its still the right choice now. We can’t beat them by letting them turn you into a criminal. We need to fight this smart. Please, Tad. Don’t do anything stupid.”
When Tad didn’t answer she turned her attention to Jen and said, “Jen, be reasonable. You won’t get to train with Dr Burman, and people will hunt your dad for the rest of his life. I know it’s scary, but you have to do what’s right.”
“Don’t put that on her, Stella. She’s too young,” Tad snapped. “It’s my decision.”
“After everything she’s been through, she’s strong enough,” Stella disagreed. “Aren’t you, Jen?”
There was a sniffle from behind him that only enraged the monster in Tad all the more, but Jen’s next words cut through his rage.
“Stella’s right, dad. I don’t want you getting hurt because of me.”
“I won’t be,” Tad answered, glaring at Stella for making her think that way. “We’ll both be safe to—”
“No, this is my fault. If I had done something about the bullying sooner, it wouldn’t have come to this. Like you keep saying, we can always run later. But right now we need to at least try doing this their way.”
Hearing such grown up sentiments come from Jen sent a surge of pride through Tad that did more to cut through his rage and calm the beast than anything else so far.
“I’ll take her out,” he said. “But I’m not handing her to Trevors or any of his people, not after what they did. The police can take her and Trevors can go fuck himself.”
“She’s a dreamwalker, Tad,” Stella started, about to tell him that the policy was that the Dream Team handle dreamwalkers because they were the only ones equipped to do so. Tad wouldn’t budge on this, though.
“They pointed guns at her, Stella. They were going to shoot her. I will not put her in their care. It’s the police or we run. I’m not budging on that.”
“Fine, police it is,” Stella said, raising her hands in surrender. “You’re making the right decision, Tad. I promise. One day, this is going to pay off for you both.”
“This is the last time, Stella,” he said. “Next time, don’t even try to talk me out of it. Next time I run, no questions asked.”
“If there’s a next time, I’ll run with you,” Stella promised. Then she turned and left the room. However, she didn’t get far before she let out an explosive sigh of relief that Tad could still hear even if he couldn’t see her.
He turned back to Jen and looked her in the eye.
“Jen, I’m so sorry you have to go through this,” he said.
Surprisingly, she laughed.
“You’re apologising to me? It’s me who lost my temper and got us in trouble… again.”
“Yeah, but if it wasn’t for me messing up your adoption, none of this would have happened. You wouldn’t be injured, you wouldn’t have been exposed to so many dangers, and you wouldn’t be in this position right now.”
“I also wouldn’t have got to know Charles, Miriam or Tony. I wouldn’t have got to fight off a horde of dragons or learnt that I can maybe heal people,” Jen said, listing those points off like they were good things, though Tad would argue with a few. “And I would never have got that party in Dream with all those celebrities. Everyone is still talking about that at school.”
Despite everything, Tad chuckled.
“I guess it can’t be all bad if there are celebrities,” he teased.
Jen laughed as well and jumped forward to hug him again, her arms so tight it was almost painful.
“I’m glad you’re my dad,” she whispered.
Tad tried to reply with something of the same sentiment, but his emotions got the better of him and his words were unintelligible, which made Jen burst out laughing.
“I didn’t understand a word of that,” she said, letting him go and wiping away her tears. “You big crybaby. Good job Tony’s not here to see this.”
“Yeah, good job,” Tad said as he wiped away his own tears.
“I hope he’s okay, I had to leave him behind earlier.”
“He’ll be fine,” Tad said, making a note to find out about his ghost as soon as he could. Right now though, he prepared himself to yet again repeat the hardest thing he’d ever had to do. He built up his will power to once more stand by and do nothing while they took away his daughter.
“Come on,” he said, and before he could lose his nerve, he led Jen out of her room.
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Tad collapsed onto the sofa, air exploding from his lungs as his head fell back and he stared at the ceiling. It had been a long day. It had been a long month.
It had been a long year.
They had taken Jen away and arrested Tad again, social services not happy to find Jen in his house. It took the Three Amigos a long time to sort that, and they warned him this wouldn’t look good. He was supposed to have zero contact with Jen and his excuse that he never told her to come wouldn’t matter.
Groaning, Tad closed his eyes and ran his hands over his face, exhausted but also too wired to sleep. A million thoughts rushed through his brain and he was so consumed by them he didn’t notice the sofa shift as a weight settled next to him. He jumped when Stella touched his arm.
“Everything will be alright. This is just a temporary setback.”
He lifted his head to find her watching him, those crystal blue eyes glistening with worry. Despite all the ways his life was falling apart, that genuine concern made him smile.
“I know,” he said, pulling her into a one-armed hug. “Thanks for talking sense into me… again.”
Stella chuckled and rested her head on his shoulder.
“Someone needs to,” she said. After a pause she asked, “You tired?”
“No, my mind won’t settle. I just keep thinking—”
“Enough. There’s no point dwelling on it. We’ve done what we can and have to hope for the best.”
Tad nodded, but didn’t trust himself to answer.
“What are we going to do about Trevors?” he asked. “He’s gone off the deep end. First the ghosts, then this. He’s supposed to be helping people, not turning the Dream Team into his private army.”
“I know,” Stella answered. “But what can I do? I’ve made rules for them to follow, I’ve reprimanded them when they break them, and I have made my feelings clear. The trouble is, they can argue they’re just doing their jobs. They’re destroying nightmares, keeping people safe from ghosts, and they think they were trying to protect children today. You and I both know it’s not what really happened but… I don’t know what to do.”
“Fire them. Start with a new team and—”
“You must be kidding. I can’t fire them. The press would have a field day, Norman would go crazy and I’d be looking for a new job on Monday. Besides, like I said, they haven’t done anything wrong. Not officially. Until the law recognises the rights of ghosts and there are protections in place for them, they’re doing their jobs.”
“They’re dangerous,” Tad snapped, anger getting the best of him.
“I know. I’ll figure something out. God knows when I’ll have time, though. I’ve already got a fight on my hands tomorrow when I have to explain to Norman why I let the police handle Jen instead of our guys while the media watched. I’ve dodged his calls three times tonight.”
Tad chuckled. “Good, give him a taste of his own medicine.”
Stella laughed with him, but also shook her head. She pushed herself up and looked around for something. A moment later she snatched up the remote from the arm of the sofa, then settled back against him after flicking on the TV.
“Let’s see how this played out before I take that call,” she said as she navigated to YouTube and searched for Lizzie’s channel.
Sure enough, a new video was posted less than an hour ago, and there was a still photo of Jen being marched away as the thumbnail. Lizzie had done a masterful job at framing the picture. Jen looked like a frightened, vulnerable child while the Dream Team looked like the bullies they were.
“Urgh… I’m going to catch so much shit for this,” Stella said, and for the first time Tad looked at it from her point of view.
She had shown incredible loyalty today, something he overlooked until now. She got him to frame the incident in a way that he and Jen came out looking like the victims and her own team like the aggressors. It would only make more work for her and turn her already troublesome staff against her.
Tad squeezed her shoulder in sympathy, but the words to express his gratitude wouldn’t form. Instead, he concentrated on Lizzie’s face as she began her breakdown of what happened.
Despite Lizzie’s struggles with Stella recently, Lizzie showed just as much loyalty as Stella had by reporting on the story today as Tad wanted. He hadn’t spoken with her, but she spun the story to show Tad in the best possible light.
Tad was struck by just how lucky he was to have these women in his life. As he looked over at Growler and Freckles, both curled up asleep on the same sofa, he thought about how they came through for him as well. Suddenly he was angry with himself for feeling so defeated. He had lost a lot over the last year, but also gained so much. After dropping the ball so frequently, he didn’t deserve these people. Even Tony was loyal in his own way. A pain in the posterior most of the time, he always came through when it mattered.
People lived their entire lives without such friends, and Tad shouldn’t dismiss them so quickly.
“What the hell?” Stella sat up, swinging her feet to the floor and leaning forward as she stared at the TV. “Oh, Lizzie. No.”
Tad looked up and his momentary warm feeling vanished.
“…leads me to assume that there’s more than Dream that’s supernatural in this world.”
Lizzie was talking fast in the way she did when she was excited about a topic. An animated headline appeared that read, What else is out there? Underneath that headline, a picture popped up of a man carrying four giant beer kegs like they weighed less than empty cardboard boxes. Lizzie had blurred out Leon’s face, but to anyone who knew him it was obvious who he was.
“Leon said she never got a photo,” Tad whispered, never taking his eyes off the train-wreck that was unfolding.
“She uses hidden cameras, you know that. She’s sneaky that way,” Stella grumbled. “That bitch.”
“I know what you’re thinking,” Lizzie said. “We’ve seen stuff like this before when dreams come true. It’s nothing new, right? Well, I have looked deeper and I’ve uncovered information that leads me to believe otherwise.”
More pictures appeared, this time not just of Leon but other people, all of whom had their faces blurred out. The last one that popped up was Stella and was taken outside the Phoenix the other night. Tad swore. What was Lizzie thinking? She might have blurred the faces, but people were smart enough to put those clues together.
“I have footage of all these individuals using gifts beyond human normal, and I have it on good authority that none of them are dreamwalkers.” Lizzie grinned and added, “And to make things more interesting. These three photos weren’t even taken in the Borderlands.”
The rest of the photos fell away as three photos were isolated. One showed an average sized man lifting the tail end of a car. A second showed a person mid leap between two buildings in New York, and the gap between those buildings was enormous. The third was harder to see as it was from a lot further away and there was distortion from what looked like a man shooting lightning from his hands.
“Crazy stuff, right?” Lizzie said into the camera. “But you know me by now. I don’t break a story until I have my facts and I wouldn’t show you this unless I had proof. So make sure you come back tomorrow for the first of my series on this mysterious group of—”
“I need to get Leon,” Stella said, muting the TV and jumping to her feet like she was about to run out the door. Both Growler and Freckles startled awake, their big heads swinging towards her with ears alert.
“Hang on,” Tad said, catching her hand before she could go anywhere. “What’s the rush?”
“You heard him earlier. Those Eidolon council guys already sent him a warning. What do you think they’ll do when they see this?” Turning to the TV, she growled, “I’m going to rip her bloody head off. That interfering—”
“Calm down. Let’s think about this rationally. That wasn’t good, but lets not jump to conclusions,” he said, taking on the role of the level-headed person which was normally reserved for her. “Lizzie didn’t show any faces and hasn’t provided any proof. Those photos taken outside the Borderlands looked grainy as hell, and the ones taken here can be explained as Dream related incidents. We don’t need to get too worried yet.”
“Tad, I recognised Leon the instant he appeared. You don’t think the Eidolon council will do the same? Remember, there are people there who’ve known him his entire life.” Her face set into an angry scowl and she said, “And that picture of me. Are you kidding? Everyone in the world knows what I look like. I bet there are already people online who have found that exact shot without the pixelated face. That bitch just outed me to millions of people without talking to me first.”
Tad couldn’t think of anything to defend Lizzie and felt like maybe he should take back his earlier praise about her loyalty. However, she came through for them time and again, and she had earned the benefit of the doubt.
Reading something in his expression, Stella’s mood darkened further.
“Don’t you side with her on this. She knew what she was doing when she put that image up.” Suddenly she deflated and rolled her eyes. “God, we need to go get her too.”
“What? Why?”
“She’s not releasing that next video until tomorrow, and there’s a group of powerful people out there who want to ensure their secret never gets out. It’s not just Leon in trouble.”
This time it was her turn to grab his hand and with strength that always surprised him she pulled him to his feet.
“Come on, shake off the cobwebs. We’ve got work to do,” she said. “Let’s round them up and regroup at the DTHQ to figure out where we go next.”
Recognising she had made up her mind by the tone of her voice, Tad knew better than to argue. Shaking off his weariness, he fell in line.
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“What’s she doing here?” Lizzie asked.
Tad didn’t answer, instead leaning against a filing cabinet in the corner of Stella’s office while Lizzie turned to the fourth person in the room.
“You. The cousin. So the whole gang is here.”
“Leon Galanis,” Leon said, offering her his hand and smiling in a way that would make supermodels blush. Lizzie looked at that hand like she wasn’t sure what to do with it.
“So, I’m not here for an exclusive interview with Tad about what happened today?” she asked, shooting another scowl in Tad’s direction. “I should have known. It will be a cold day in hell before Tad Holcroft offers an interview.”
Rolling her eyes, she fussed Growler and Freckles who came over to say hello, their tails wagging with their usual doggy excitement for someone new. For all their intelligence, sometimes they were just like any other dog.
“Take a seat, Lizzie, we need to talk,” Stella said, motioning to the empty chair next to Leon.
“Of course we do,” Lizzie said, dropping into the chair. “I’m not taking down the video.”
“Yes you are, and you’re also not going to release the next one.”
Lizzie snorted and turned to Leon.
“I take it brains doesn’t run in the family, just good looks,” she said, nudging him with her elbow. “Fuck off, Stella. I’m done killing stories just to make your life convenient.”
Stella picked up a pen from her desk and fantasised about using it like a knife. She started clicking the button as she stared at Lizzie and tried to control her temper. Normally control was something she excelled at, but there was something about the reporter that got under her skin.
“Lizzie, this time I’m serious. It’s a—”
“Oh, so the other times you squashed my stories and made me look like an idiot you were just playing? That’s good to know.”
“You know what I mean,” Stella said, the pace of her clicking picking up. “This time its life or death.”
“Of course it is. When isn’t it life or death with you?” She turned to Leon and asked, “What’s your roll in this? The bamboo stick behind me is transport, but what about you? You the muscle? You here to threaten me if I don’t do what queen Stella wants?”
“I’m here for protection,” Leon said, and Lizzie laughed.
“Wow. I must be scarier than I thought if she needs protection from me.”
“I need protection from the people who want to kill me because you ran that story,” Leon corrected, and the smile slid from Lizzie’s face.
“Bullshit. You put him up to saying that, Stella. I’ve stumbled across something big that you don’t want people to know, so you’re making this up to force my hand.”
“He’s serious,” Tad said. Lizzie spun to face him, then jumped out of her chair.
“Nice move putting me here so you can surround me.”
“He’s in danger, Lizzie. And so are you if you don’t issue a retraction.”
Lizzie’s veneer of toughness cracked as Tad’s words landed. Tad wore his emotions on his sleeve, and Stella knew how bad a liar he was. Lizzie may not have Stella’s talent, but she knew the truth when she heard it from Tad.
“So you want me to commit career suicide by not just taking down that video, but telling the world I was wrong? I’ll look like an idiot.”
“Just say you found out additional information that disproved your theories,” Stella suggested, and instantly wished she hadn’t. She was the last person Lizzie wanted to hear from.
“You want me to lie to my audience. I’m not doing it.”
“Lizzie, this is important,” Tad tried, gripping her shoulder to help sell how serious he was. Lizzie shrugged him off and stepped back, looking like a cornered animal. She stared at Tad with a suspicious amount of moisture in her eyes.
“You want me to do this? Make myself look like an idiot?”
“No one will think you’re an idiot,” Tad argued, but Lizzie barked a disbelieving laugh and a tear rolled down her cheek.
“I should have known you’d be against me. She’s been tugging your leash since I’ve known you.”
Stella was clicking her pen so fast Leon was giving her a funny look.
“I’m not siding with anyone. I’m worried about you. You publish that video and there are powerful people who will come for you and Leon. I just want you to be safe.”
Lizzie opened and closed her mouth like a fish out of water, wanting to argue but unable to. His concern was genuine and any idiot could see that.
“What is it you think you’ve found out?” Stella asked when the silence dragged on.
“I’m not telling you. It’ll just give you time to come up with something to make me look stupid. You’ll have to find out with everyone else tomorrow night.” She glanced at the clock on the wall and added, “Actually, tonight.”
“I want to know so I can set you right,” Stella said.
“Set me right?” Lizzie asked, using air quotes to accentuate what she thought of that statement. “You mean tell me your version of the truth so you shine in the best light.”
“No. I mean, tell you the truth about what you’re missing.”
Lizzie hesitated, staring at Stella like she was speaking an alien language.
“On the record?” she asked.
“Of course not. But when I tell you what I know, you’ll understand why you can’t release that video.”
Lizzie suddenly looked defeated and sank into her chair.
“It sounds like you won’t let me leave until you’ve had your say. You might as well tell me.”
“I want to hear what you have first,” Stella said. She was so focused on Lizzie she didn’t notice Leon reach across the table and jumped when he squeezed her hand, trapping her thumb and stopping her clicking the pen. He wasn’t even looking at her, but staring at Lizzie.
“Me and Stella aren’t like normal people,” he started.
“Leon, what are you doing?”
He ignored her.
“Our people call themselves the Eidolon, though in modern terms you would call us Idols.”
“Idols?” Lizzie asked, glancing at Stella before giving Leon her full attention. “And what is an Idol?”
“An Idol is a god,” he said, grinning charmingly. Lizzie burst out laughing.
“Of course you are. God was the first thing that came to mind.” Turning to Stella she said, “Though devil might be more appropriate where she’s concerned.”
“Wrong religion,” Leon said, laughing like he was on her side. Stella almost snapped the pen before she recognised what he was doing. It was something she had done countless times to get cooperation from someone who wasn’t inclined to give it. Leon was using a friendly persona to lure Lizzie into trusting him.
Stella felt sick, not comfortable with that sort of manipulation these days. Considering the importance of the situation, she forced herself to deal with it.
“You should think of the Greek pantheon.”
“Like Zeus and Hercules, and all that?” Lizzie asked.
“Yes, that’s right. Though Heracles was a demi god. But you get the point.”
He transitioned into explaining what an Idol was, how their powers stemmed from people’s belief and how at one point they ruled the world. Stella could tell Lizzie wasn’t taking him seriously at first, but as he spoke about how the Eidolon limited themselves and formed a council to stop them gaining too much personal power or exposing themselves to normal people, Lizzie’s expression changed. There was nothing like a good conspiracy to capture the interest of a reporter, and there was no bigger conspiracy than a shadowy organisation who secretly ran the world.
“So,” Leon said. “If you expose us, the Eidolon Council won’t be happy. They’ll send people to kill me, Stella, and you.”
“Why me?” she asked.
“Because if you’re not alive, there’s no one to tell your story.”
Lizzie had started to relax, forgetting what she was here for. But with these words her frown returned.
“Leading us full circle to where you want me to commit career suicide,” she said to Stella, breaking free from Leon’s charm and focusing on someone she could hate. “Nice try, but I’m not buying it. Ha. You, a god.”
“You saw what Leon did with the beer barrels and what Stella did to Harry a few months ago,” Tad pointed out.
“So he’s strong, and she abuses her employees. Hardly the proof you need to make me believe you. Frankly, I’m insulted you think so little of me that you’d come up with that pile of crap.”
“You’ve seen more than strength,” Leon pointed out. “You were there when Stella used her Authority the other day.”
“Authority?” Lizzie asked, smiling like this was a joke.
Stella leaned forward, suddenly interested. This was a question she’d meant to ask but never found the opportunity.
Leon glanced at Stella and said, “It’s why they want you dead. Only the strongest of the Eidolon can use Authority.”
“Ooh, sounds interesting,” Lizzie said, still playing this off as a joke. “So come on then, what is it and why is it so bad? I mean, I can think of a thousand different reasons someone might want to kill Stella, but I’m always open to learning more.”
“You remember when everyone was fighting and Stella shouted stop? You remember how everyone stopped and you probably felt the compulsion to stand as still as possible?”
Lizzie’s smile faded and she glanced at Stella.
“No,” she answered, and Stella could hear the lie, though it wasn’t a full lie.
Stella cast her mind back and remembered the crippling weariness that overcame her. She had slept like a baby that night, the first full night sleep she’d had in months. However, she also remembered that the first person to move after she told everyone to stop was Lizzie.
Lizzie’s half lie was because she could remember something strange, but it wasn’t so memorable that she believed something outlandish.
“Sure you did,” Leon said. “It was that same feeling you get when you do something you’re not supposed to as a child and your parents catch you. Everyone has a moment like that, when someone shouts their name and they freeze up, knowing they’re busted.”
“Sure, I’ve felt that,” Lizzie said.
“That is Authority, just on a smaller scale. It’s a way of speaking to the primal part of people’s minds and getting them to understand that you’re the one in charge.”
“So if she can control people’s minds, why are you three having to work so hard to convince me?” she asked.
“It’s not mind control. It works best on people who already recognise that Stella has some authority over them, which makes sense as she is the DT Director. Think of when your parents shouted at you as a child, you forgot everything other than that you’re being told off by someone important. It’s like that but on a larger scale.”
“I was a good girl so I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Lizzie said, trying for humorous but starting to look uncomfortable.
“I can also tell when you’re lying,” Stella pointed out, deciding it best to lay her cards on the table. “And I don’t sleep anymore.”
“What else? You vomit sunshine and fart rainbows?” Lizzie asked. She looked from Stella to Leon and then to Tad before she burst out laughing. “Nice try, but it’s not working.”
“Yes, it is,” Stella said, hearing the lie. “You just don’t want to admit it because you don’t want to miss out on your scoop.”
Lizzie looked startled, then jumped to her feet again.
“I don’t have to listen to this.” Turning to Tad, she said, “Take me home.”
“Lizzie, you need to understand—”
“No, you need to understand. I’m not some scared little kid to be chased away because three big bad wolves bare their teeth and tell me a scary story. I’m not showing faces, I’m not outing anyone, and as I don’t believe your little stories, I’m not going to name these Eidolon people. There’s no reason for anyone to kill me. But people have a right to know there’s more supernatural to the world than what changed last November. So nice try, but fuck you,” she turned to Leon and added, “Fuck you.” Then turned to Tad and said, “And seriously, fuck you. I thought better of you than to sandbag me like this. I thought we were friends.”
“We are friends, that’s why you’re here. I don’t want to see you hurt.”
“Please take me home,” she said. When Tad didn’t respond, she stiffened and looked around incredulously. “Don’t tell me you’re going to keep me here against my will or I will really lose it.”
“You’re in danger,” Tad started, but Stella knew a lost cause when she saw one.
“Take her home. If she wants to keep her head in the sand just so she can get a few thousand likes on a stupid website, then so be it.”
“Try a few million,” Lizzie snapped. Then, enunciating each word slowly, she said, “Take. Me. Home.”
Tad sighed, a pained look on his face like he wanted to keep arguing. However, Stella shot him a look that told him not to push it and Tad finally agreed, offering Lizzie his hand. She hesitated before taking it, not wanting to touch him right now, but finally she placed her hand in his and he told her to jump. The second her feet left the floor, they vanished, making the dogs look up from the corner of the room. Growler’s ears pricked forward, and he sniffed once with his head cocked, then he too vanished.
Stella sighed into the silence.
“Stubborn idiot,” she cursed, rubbing her eyes. She was surprised when Leon laughed. “What?”
“No one is more stubborn than the people in our family. Admit it, the only reason you believed everything we had to tell you was because you could hear the truth with your talent. Why do you think Lizzie would believe us when it’s so against her interests?”
“Because we’re her friends and want what’s best for her.”
“Maybe she’ll realise that, but for now we need to plan what to do when that story goes live.” He hesitated and said, “She had good points. If she leaves out the things we told her today, the council might see her as a conspiracy nut and not a threat.”
“You’re saying she’s not in danger?” Stella asked.
Leon hesitated, then shook his head. “No, the Eidolon council are careful. But if they’re going to come after her, I think it’ll happen today or not at all. They don’t know what she knows and they won’t want to risk it. But if nothing happens before it goes live, then so long as it’s not too bad, she might be okay.”
Stella groaned and sunk deeper into her chair. Why did life have to be so hard? Or more accurately, why did people make life so hard? Whether it was Lizzie being a pain, her team turning against her, or Tad being physically unable to go twenty-four hours without stumbling into some new, monumental disaster, she just couldn’t catch a break.
“So this Authority thing is a problem?” she asked.
“Yeah. Half the Eidolon council can use Authority themselves, but it’s the outer limit of what is acceptable. With the kind of world stage you have, they won’t want to risk people seeing that too often.”
“Why not?”
“You remember how exhausting it was?” Leon asked. “Well, the more people who see you use it, the more they believe you’re someone who can command people with your voice and the stronger you’ll get. Authority is a dangerous tool already. Imagine being able to use it without the limit of getting tired.”
Stella shook her head, adding yet another worry to her list. “Right, don’t use Authority. Got it.”
“It’s probably too late now. I don’t think there’s anything you can do to stop them coming after you. No, wait, there’s one thing.”
“What’s that?” she asked, not liking where this was going.
“Run. Get out of the spotlight. They won’t like that they can’t find you, but if you’re not causing trouble they have no reason to keep looking.”
“I can’t do that,” Stella answered. “I’m doing this job for a reason. If it doesn’t get done, the consequences are massive. Maybe if the people I worked with were acting rationally and I could trust they would continue my work, then I’d agree to go, but right now I can’t.”
She looked at the space where Tad had been standing and shook her head.
“Besides, Tad won’t give up this fight. Until he’s atoned for his part in the Merging, he’ll never give up. He keeps threatening to run with Jen, but I know him. The guilt would eat him up and he’d come back to do something stupid. I need to be here to help him as much as I can. You should go, though. You don’t have a horse in this race. If you want to get back to Hydra, I’m sure Tad would be happy to help with that.”
“Maybe,” Leon said. “I need to think about it.”
“Don’t take too long. I may need to stay here, but there’s no reason to put yourself in danger.”
“I don’t want to abandon you,” he said, and for the first time all night she smiled as she recognised how genuine he was.
“You won’t be abandoning me. As much as things look stacked against me, I’m still the head of the Dream Team with the backing of the Prime Minister. I get decent press, I have the Dreamwalker with me most of the time, and I’ve done alright looking after myself until now. You don’t need to—”
She was interrupted as Freckles chuffed from his spot in the corner. Stella couldn’t help but laugh.
“And I have Freckles to keep me safe,” she said.
“I don’t know,” Leon said, still unconvinced. He was about to say something else, but there was a pop and Tad was back. Stella waited a for a second pop, signalling the arrival of his own four-legged companion, and frowned when it never came.
“I convinced him to stay with Lizzie,” Tad said, recognising her confusion. “At least until this blows over. I told him that if there’s any sign of danger to grab her and dreamwalk to safety.”
“And he understands?” Leon asked in surprise, looking at Freckles again like he was seeing him for the first time.
“They’re not quite your average dog,” Tad said with a proud smile. “The point is, he should be able to keep her safe until she can see reason.”
“It’s better than nothing, I guess.” Stella said. “But now who’s going to watch your back?”
“Tony got hurt today, so I’m sure he’ll be home soon needing to merge for the night. I’ll ask him to stick around for a while.”
“Good idea. Get that Rodney guy to hang around too,” Stella suggested.
“I was going to get him to watch your back, actually. Its you they’re coming after.”
“I’ve got Freckles, he’s good enough. And of us both, you’re the one with the history and doing stupid things when no one’s watching. At least Growler had some sense.”
“He’s just a dog,” Leon said again, looking at Stella and Tad like they were crazy. Freckles chuffed again, the look on his face expressing his opinion of Leon’s statement.
“Enough. We’re going round in circles,” she said. “Leon, do you want Tad to take you back to Hydra?”
“Not right now. I’ll think about it tomorrow and let you know if that changes.”
Stella sighed, but accepted his decision. She’d feel safer with him back on Hydra, but her track record wasn’t great at convincing people to her way of thinking. She was about to say something else, but was interrupted when an alarm sounded, one she was hearing less of recently.
“What is that?” Leon asked, flinching from the sound.
“Nightmare alarm,” Tad said, looking alert like he was about to do something stupid.
“Let Trevors’ guys handle it. Nightmares are the one thing I can rely on them for,” Stella said.
Tad looked like he was one step away from rushing out the door. It proved yet again that him running would never work. It would take one supernatural disaster and he’d be right back in the thick of it. Feeling a headache form at the thought of that, she decided the best course of action was to take him away from his temptation.
“We’re done here. There’s nothing we can do tonight. Let’s go home and regroup tomorrow. Hopefully Lizzie will have come to her senses by then.”
She turned out the lights and stepped around the desk so Tad could take them first to Leon’s place and then back to his. All the while she remained calm and collected for their benefit, but inside she was panicking. Over the last year she had seen enough craziness that she knew things came in waves. With what was happening with Tad and Jen, her own troubles with the Dream Team, and now this Eidolon stupidity, her sense for danger was going into overdrive. The mounting pressures kept building, and she suspected it was only a matter of time before it exploded.
With everything that was happening, she feared just how big that explosion would be.
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Tad shielded his eyes from the scorching sun as he looked at the giant pyramids, not even trying to hide his awe. He had seen photos of the great pyramids along with everyone else in the modern world, but this was his first time standing in front of one of the wonders of the world and marvelling at the impossible scale of the pyramids of Giza.
“Can you believe people built this in a time before power tools,” Jacob asked, sounding just as awed as Tad.
“No,” Tad answered.
Jacob had invited Tad out for another meeting after their last catch up had gone well. After Tad’s week, he looked forward to a friendly distraction.
Unfortunately, their meal had been more uncomfortable than last week’s as Tad got more attention at the restaurant they chose. They’d made it through their lunch, but the constant stares and pestering from people who wanted to talk with Tad and get their photo taken proved too much. That was when Jacob came up with the idea of going somewhere a little different.
Looking at the enormous pyramids and the huge statute of the Sphynx, Tad decided it was just what he needed.
“This was a good idea, I don’t know why we don’t do more stuff like this,” he said, mad at himself. There was so much to see in the world, so many wonders, and he could get to any of them with just a thought. He should have taken advantage of that.
“It’s a hard thing to adjust to,” Jacob said. “You’ve come further than most with these powers, but our people have so much growth and discovery ahead of us. We’re caught up in the limitations of normal people. It never occurs to us that visiting places like this is not only within our means, but is no more work than a five minute Google search. Imagine what else we’re capable of when we learn to free ourselves.”
“I supposed you’re right,” Tad said after a slight hesitation. Sometimes he found it hard to keep up with his friend. Jacob looked at the world through a lens Tad wasn’t comfortable with. He insisted on seeing himself as something other than normal, using phrases like “our people” and “normal people” like they weren’t the same. Tad knew he could do more than the average person, but he was not so willing to separate himself from humanity just yet.
“You think dreamwalkers built this?” Jacob asked after the silence lingered.
“What do you mean? We know human slaves built this?”
“Do we? This place mystified people for thousands of years. For such an ancient society to build something like this is mind boggling. I heard somewhere that if these blocks were so much as an inch too big or too small then they wouldn’t have been able to form a pyramid because they wouldn’t have met at the top.”
Tad looked up at the giant structure, doubting that but not willing to call his friend out on it without knowing for sure.
“The tolerances were minuscule and in the time when these were built… Surely no group of normal people could have built such a thing.”
There he went with the normal people talk again, making Tad’s skin crawl.
“People do amazing things all the time, Jacob. Don’t write them off just because they can’t use Dream.”
“Maybe you’re right. Makes you wonder though, doesn’t it? Those ancient Egyptian gods they talk about, you think those were early dreamwalkers. That Mitena girl said there used to be a lot more of us and we used to be stronger than simple Proxies. You think they were more like us?”
“We’re not gods, Jacob,” Tad stressed, truly getting worried.
Jacob laughed. “I never said we were. I’m just saying that a whole religion sprung up around a guy who could walk on water, and I think that by using Dream that wouldn’t even be that hard. Imagine what a dreamwalker could do back then and what people would believe.”
“I don’t think they would have been able to walk on water,” Tad said. “We could do it now by using Dream to augment the surface tension, but back then the Merging hadn’t happened. I’ve spoken with Mitena about this, and the kind of powers she described were the kind that Joshua King showed when he merged with hundreds of ghosts. I think Proxies of old were more like that.”
“You’re missing the point, brother. I’m not saying they walked on water, I’m saying that even if you could only do what a powerful Proxy could do, you would still seem like Gods to these people.”
Tad thought again of the Eidolon and what he knew about them. Jacob was assigning credit to the wrong group. But Tad didn’t correct him. When Lizzie’s video dropped last night, she included her speculation about supernatural people that had nothing to do with Dream and offered compelling evidence for their existence. But she hadn’t released the information Leon told her about the Eidolon, nor speculated about what these people were. She just told the world they existed and advised people to keep an open mind. Stella thought it was vague enough to keep her safe, but Tad left Growler with her for the time being. 
Not knowing what to say, Tad just kept silent, which made Jacob laugh again.
“Stop taking things so seriously,” he said. “I’m just speculating. I mean nothing by it.”
“I just don’t like when you concentrate on the differences between us and other people,” Tad admitted. “The last thing we need is people seeing us as anything other than human.”
Again Jacob burst out laughing and Tad didn’t like his mocking tone.
“It’s past time you saw the truth, brother. I’m not saying we’re better than normal people, but you can’t keep thinking we’re the same either. Look where we’re standing. Neither of us took a plane here and that incredible monolith, I bet between the two of us we could tear it down in minutes given enough motivation.”
Tad stepped back, a disgusted scowl on his face even as he contemplated the thought.
“Don’t look at me like that, I’m not saying we should do it, but that we could. You need to open your eyes. Ignoring the truth isn’t helping anyone and its time you realised that. You thinking otherwise is exactly whey they have the nerve to even think about passing a law that lets grown men point guns at little girls and think they’re in the right. How can any good man think of supporting a system where that sort of evil exists?”
Tad struggled through Jacobs’ words, knowing there was something wrong with his logic but unable to point it out. Part of that was because of how quick Jacob spoke, but a larger part was consumed by the image of Jen facing down all those guns. His inner beast was waking up again, and it was hard to think for the rage that was building.
You can’t confuse the actions of a few with the intent of the many, whispered the voice of Charles in his mind, and Tad silently agreed. There were six-hundred-and-fifty people who could vote on this potential law. No matter how the vote went, it was dangerous thinking to assume they accurately represented the views of the sixty-five-million people who lived in Britain.
Trevors guys were in the wrong, as were the politicians trying to pass that law. But the majority of the people Tad met on a daily basis weren’t spouting hate like the Children of ADaM. People flooded to the Borderlands in numbers that were staggering because they all wanted a taste of this place where miracles happened. Those people weren’t afraid, they didn’t hate everything about Tad and his people; they were fascinated.
However, when Tad expressed this to Jacob, he only made his friend angry.
“What will it take for you to see reason? Does this bill need to pass into law? Do your fellow dreamcatchers need to be rounded up and registered like we were dangerous animals? Or does Jen need to get shot the next time she makes a minor mistake?”
Again Tad struggled to answer as once more his monster raged. Such was the vitriol in Jacob’s voice that it almost sounded like a threat.
“One day you’re going to wake up and realise you’re fighting for the wrong team, brother. You have it in you to be the best of us. You can do things the rest of us can’t replicate, yet you’re choosing to stand between two sides destined for war, rather than on our side where you should be. We should be united and—”
“War?” Tad asked. “What are you talking about? There’s no—”
“Wake up, Tad!” Jacob screamed so loud a group of tourists on the other side of the pyramids looked up in shock. Shaking with anger, Jacob pointed a finger at Tad and said, “The time is coming when you will have to choose. Them or us. No more sitting on the fence, you’re either with us, or against us.”
“There doesn’t need to be sides,” Tad argued, but his friend just shook his head and stepped away.
“Them or us,” he said, then vanished.
Tad stared at the sand where his friend had been standing, shocked at how quick that escalated and his friend’s parting words. He knew Jacob wasn’t on the same page as him with his beliefs, but to think there was a war coming…
He turned to look at the pyramids, suddenly immune to the awe of the place as his worry started to take hold. He thought of Jacob’s comment about being able to tear this place down and that worry gave birth to new, bigger worries. Most of all, he feared for his friend’s state of mind. He looked at these pyramids and was in awe of the effort it must have taken to get them built. Jacob looked at them and thought of how to tear them down.
There was a lesson there that Tad needed to consider, but as with everything else this afternoon, his brain wasn’t working quick enough to figure it out. Yet again he was distracted, like he had too many things fighting for his attention, and he was quickly running out of bandwidth to assign to each of the worries he was juggling. With everything happening with Jen, Stella’s Dream Team, the coming World War, the Eidolon and now this, he felt like he was drowning.
The sound of foreign voices made him look up, and he saw that soldiers had broken off from near the group of tourists and were headed his way. He and Jacob had chosen a spot that most people didn’t get to see the pyramids from so they wouldn’t have to deal with people, but now that Jacob called attention to them Tad realised it was time to leave.
He took one last look at the pyramids and allowed himself to be awed by what people could achieve when they worked together, and wondered why instead they always worked against each other.
Then, before the soldiers reached him, he too vanished.
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Jacob rushed into the forest, his brother beside him, and both of them alert.
The trees atop the mountain blocked the moonlight and pitch darkness consumed them. However, Jacob called Dream to augment his night vision. The world didn’t get brighter, but his ability to pick out the variance in the shades of black and more intense black improved, creating details without colour. Suddenly he could see the root he was about to trip over, the tree trunk he nearly ran into, and the stone that would twist his ankle if he wasn’t careful. It was a world of shadow, but it was better than blindness.
A creature leapt at him, its fur as black as the night. It was a great cat, like a panther, but larger. A silent hunter and one of the worst nightmares they could summon. More than once it had slipped through their defences and sent their people to the hospital. However, it was all in the name of making them stronger and Jacob judged that the losses were worth it.
“Joseph, distraction to my three o’clock,” Jacob shouted as he reached into his pocket. Out the corner of his eye he saw his brother change direction, piling on inhuman speed as he tapped into abilities that only ghosts could access, charging at the oncoming nightmare. It wasn’t just dreamwalkers who improved from training.
Joseph collided with the beast, tackling it to the ground and rolling with it before doing his best to disengage. His job wasn’t to hurt the nightmare, just to keep it occupied. Jacob didn’t need long, and as his brother climbed away from the surprised nightmare, Jacob pressed the small switch on the back of the tiny metal tube attached to a key ring.
The small laser pointer came to life and with a quick call to Dream, a blisteringly hot beam of red energy blasted through the space between Jacob and the nightmare at the speed of light. Jacob swiped to the right then cut the power, just one quick burst, but it was more than enough to cut through the nightmare like the beam of a laser sword. The creature didn’t make a sound as it fell into two pieces, then disintegrated as the Dream that powered it vanished.
There was a loud creaking sound followed by an enormous crash as one of the trees behind the cat was also sliced in two and started a slow fall to the forest floor. Jacob gauged the direction of its fall and dismissed it. It wasn’t headed for him, and he had a challenge to complete. This time when he ran, he kept his laser pointer handy for anything else that might come his way. They may not be able to recreate Tad’s success in summoning light from nothing, but they found their own way to replicate that trick and it was a handy one to know.
“You’re going to burn the forest down at this rate,” Joseph complained after they dealt with a fourth nightmare that was yet another of the black cats. Someone had summoned an entire pack.
“Focus,” Jacob replied as he continued through the woods, keeping his attention on feeling for any other dangers that might come his way.
However, for all that Joseph was supposed to be watching his back, it was Jacob’s Dream senses that alerted him to the next attack. He skidded to a stop and dropped into a crouch just in time to avoid a searing heat as it passed overhead. He looked up to find a bird made of fire, a true phoenix, swoop on by, its talons closing mere inches above his head.
Such was the nature of this nightmare that the bird’s fire cast no light, nor was it setting any of the trees aflame. However, it was made of fire that would feel real enough to Jacob should it touch him. It was a nightmare designed to burn only human flesh.
He abandoned the laser pointer, knowing heat wasn’t useful against this nightmare, and looked for a way out.
With a cry like the greatest of eagles, it turned in mid-flight and came back for him. Ducking was no good this time, and Jacob was forced to dive aside, landing hard on the uneven floor and rolling into a puddle. The ice cold water shocked his system so much he lost the air in his lungs, but he was practiced enough to keep rolling and avoid yet another attack as the creature swooped on by.
There was a fierce grin on his face as he rolled back to his knees as an idea struck. He didn’t move from the spot, instead watching the flight of the bird and waiting for the right moment.
“Jacob, run,” Joseph cried from the darkness, but Jacob ignored him. He knew what to do and just needed to wait.
Again the flaming bird cried out, screaming its outrage at missing him twice. It spread its wings wide and swooped down for one last pass, talons extended and flaming eyes focused on Jacob.
Jacob’s smile never wavered as he counted the seconds, and at the last moment he slapped his open palm into the cold puddle and called to Dream. It didn’t take much to increase the pressure of his splash, not just disturbing the water, but throwing all of it from the ground like someone had thrown a bucket of water into the air.
The phoenix screeched as it flew through the curtain of water. There was an explosive hiss as the water and bird collided, and the entire forest was suddenly covered in steam so thick Jacob couldn’t see through it. However, there was no sign of the phoenix and Jacob could once more get moving.
Nothing else attacked him as his brother caught up, and together they finished the route and stepped out of the forest in time to see the surprised faces of thirty dreamwalkers who were here to run the same course. Brad was the most composed, and he remembered to stop the stopwatch, but the rest of them stared at Jacob with stunned expressions.
“You have some aggression to work out tonight?” Brad asked, earning a chuckle from everyone that fell off as there was another crash in the forest behind them, something that sounded suspiciously like another tree giving up the fight against gravity. “You leave any trees standing?”
Again everyone laughed and Jacob grinned.
“I might have had a few issues to work out tonight,” he admitted. “What was my time?”
“You smashed the course record,” Brad said without needing to look. “Destroyed the course while doing it, mind you. But, my god, that was one hell of a run.”
Jacob’s grin widened and he stood up, having finally caught his breath. “Who’s next?”
Hands shot into the air from eager dreamwalkers who wanted to break this new course record.
“Simon, why don’t you try it,” Brad said. “And see if you can leave some trees standing. It’s going to get hard to train if we’ve got no forest left.”
“Yes sir,” Simon said, grinning from ear to ear.
“Sandra, Amy and Mitchel. You’re on nightmare duty. The rest of you, get back to your drills. Come on, I don’t want to be out here all night.”
The group split up and went their separate ways, talking amongst themselves as Brad made his way over to Jacob.
“I’m assuming this afternoon didn’t go well,” he said when they were alone.
Jacob swore, his good humour fleeing.
“I’ve never met a man so blind to the truth. Tad’s got so much potential, but he’s stubborn. I’m starting to think he’s a coward. He’ll run into danger blindly, but he’s too scared to make a decision where it counts.”
Brad eyebrows creased into a frown and he asked, “We talking about the same Tad here? Coward isn’t the word I’d use. Idealist maybe, but never a coward.”
“Maybe you’re right,” Jacob said. “I’m just bitter about how I left things. I let my temper get the better of me and I think I did more harm than good.”
“The Merging anniversary is in three days. Maybe we should push everything back. That’s not enough time.”
“It has to be. That bill is up for a vote the next day and we need to get this done before then.”
“But Tad—”
“Tad’s just one man. We can deal with him if that’s necessary. I hope to god it’s not, but we can’t let that stop us.”
Brad opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He was afraid to speak his mind, but Jacob could almost see the second thoughts running through his head.
“We’ve already discussed this. It’s the only way they’ll ever take us seriously. If we don’t do this, then by the end of this week we’ll be less than human in the eyes of UK law. Once that law gets passed here, it’ll be a domino effect as other countries fall in line to bring about something similar. If we want to be safe, we need to act now.”
“I know,” Brad said in surrender. “It’s just… I never thought it would come to this.”
“But it has, and that’s the reality we have to be ready for. It’s what we’ve been training for all these months. We’ve got three days to get ourselves ready, and then we’ll do what’s necessary to make our people are safe.”
Again Brad didn’t answer, his forehead still creased with worry lines.
“You still with me, brother?” Jacob asked, half dreading the answer. Brad was his closest dreamwalker friend and he couldn’t bear to lose him.
“Of course I’m with you. You’ve brought us this far. I just wish there was another way.”
“Me to,” Jacob agreed. “But there’s not, and we have to get ready.”
Turning back to the forest he said, “Come on, it looks like they’re ready for the next run. The best thing we can do now is make everyone ready for Merging Day because time waits for no man. Not even dreamwalkers can change that.”
Hoping he had done enough to keep Brad on the right path, he clapped his friend on the shoulder, and led him to the start line where Simon was preparing for his run.
“I hope you enjoyed your time with that record, Jacob,” he shouted. “Because you’re only going to hold it for as long it takes me to run this course. I’m coming for you, old man.”
Jacob laughed and said, “Old man? I’m only four years older than you. But if that’s the case, what are you waiting for? Those nightmares won’t banish themselves.”
Simon grinned wider and looked at Brad, who reset his stopwatch. At Brad’s wave Simon was off, throwing himself into the darkness at a dead run. Jacob only hoped he was every bit as eager to do the same in three days when it really mattered.
You get one more chance, brother, he thought to himself, thinking of Tad. One more chance, and then we’re moving on without you.
Crossing his fingers and hoping for the best, Jacob turned his attention to the forest and concentrated on getting his soldiers ready for the coming fight.
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Jen threw the book across the room, not caring if the thump got her in trouble. She was more concerned with her lack of ability to learn its contents. Dr Burman said it was advanced material and not to worry if she didn’t get it, but she needed to learn what was in that book if she wanted to one day heal her back.
She looked up as Hawk climbed onto her bed, and as always a little of her anger slipped away at the sight of him. He flopped down next to her, laying his massive head on her legs and waiting for her to run her hands through his mohawk, closing his eyes in pleasure. The sight made her smile.
“Hawk, what would I do without you?”
She wished she were at home so she could talk her troubles over with Tad. He would know how to help her. Failing that, she had no one but Hawk who would listen, especially now she was expelled from school and friendless.
“I failed again yesterday. It was just a pinprick on the end of his finger, I should have been able to heal it. If it was on my finger, I’d heal it like that.” She snapped her fingers, which caught Hawk’s attention. “I healed quick enough from that fight the other day, didn’t I? And those injuries were much worse than a pinprick, but I just can’t figure out what I’m doing wrong.”
It was why she was hitting the books again. Dr Burman’s answer to her failure was that she didn’t have enough knowledge and needed to understand the healing process better. The trouble was that if it took her this long to learn how to heal a pin prick, how was she ever going to heal her back?
“It’s useless, Hawk. I’ll never get it.”
Hawk’s enormous head lifted, though not in response to her words. His ears were pinned forward as he looked at her bedroom window. Jen turned to see what was bothering him and screamed.
“Oh my God, Tony. What the hell are you doing out there?”
Tony, who had somehow climbed the side of the building, pressed his face against the window and pulled a face. The sound of his muffled laughter became crystal clear as he stepped through the wall and into her bedroom.
“You should have seen your face,” he said as he clutched his ribs.
“Shut up. What are you even doing here?”
He didn’t answer, still holding his sides and laughing anew. Jen swore at him and looked away, not in the mood for this, but as his laughter continued, she couldn’t help the corners of her mouth twitching into a smile.
“What do you want, Tony?”
“I just wanted to see what you were doing?” he said, getting hold of himself and sitting on the end of her bed. Hawk abandoned Jen to go say hello, and it wasn’t long before Tony was having to fight him off to keep from getting covered in dog saliva.
“Yeah, you get him, Hawk,” Jen urged, letting her smile grow wider.
“Urgh. Enough already, call him off,” Tony pleaded.
“Not until you tell me why you’re here.”
“I thought you might want a break. Me, Amber and the kids came out for a little walk and we thought you might like to come with us.”
“I can’t, John and Jean will lose it if I sneak out.”
“It’ll be for half an hour, tops,” Tony said. “Besides, you can’t stay cooped up here. You’ll go crazy. Come on, it’s just to the park around the corner and I promised the kids I’d bring you. They feel terrible about making you fight for them, and they’re worried about how you are after getting expelled.”
“They’re worried about me?” Jen asked, fighting back a new spike of guilt for not helping sooner. “If I hadn’t ignored you for so long, then Friday would never have happened.”
“I think Friday happens every week whether you like it or not,” Tony said, then dodged aside as Jen tried to smack him.
“You know what I mean.”
Tony laughed and danced to his feet, exciting Hawk in the process who jumped from the bed to chase him.
“I know what you mean,” he admitted as again he had to fight off the overgrown puppy. “But the kids do want to see you. And it looks like Hawk wants to come too, don’t you buddy?”
“I don’t know,” Jen said, looking back at her bedroom door like Jean would appear at any moment.
“They’re waiting in the park just around the corner. You can practically see your bedroom window from there. If you dreamwalk out and back again, you’ll be even quicker.”
Her resolve was slipping, and as she looked at the giant tome of a book that lay on the floor against her wall, she made her choice.
“Ten minutes, then I have to come back and study,” she said as she lost her willpower and slipped off the bed, looking for her shoes and jacket.
“Perfect. You want to walk or can you take us. It’ll be quicker if you just—”
“Fine, I’ll take us. I swear, I’ve never known a ghost as lazy as you,” Jen said, offering him her hand.
“Hey, I’m not lazy. I just like being efficient.”
Jen snorted, but as soon as Tony grabbed her hand, she thought of the park Tony mentioned and changed the channel.
It was a nice day as far as Welsh weather went, but that just meant it was dry. It was still cold, and even in her jacket, Jen shivered. She jumped when she heard the sounds of childish screams and spun to face a group of kids who were startled by Jen and Tony’s arrival. When there was a pop a second later and Hawk made his appearance, they screamed again.
There were four kids, the twins that Jen had been introduced to when Tony first met Amber, another younger child she was yet to meet, and Andrew who was involved in the fight after school. Unlike the other children, he didn’t scream as she arrived. In fact, he didn’t even look up. The other kids were on their way to the swings and slides, but he sat on a bench beside Amber, kicking his legs and staring off into nothing.
“Doggy,” the three younger kids cried at once, and Hawk was swamped by child ghosts who wanted to pet and play with him. Despite her mood, Jen smiled at the sight.
“Hey Jen, I hope Tony didn’t put too much pressure on you to come out,” Amber said.
“It’s okay,” Jen said. “I needed a break.”
Amber climbed from the bench and surprised Jen with a hug.
“I’m so sorry they expelled you. Those bully kids deserved even worse than that for what they did to you,” she said when she pulled away. “You should get a medal, not be expelled.”
“I don’t think they give out medals for using Dream to beat the crap out of kids,” Tony said.
Amber rolled her eyes and said, “Ignore him. He’s just upset because he got beat up by a thirteen-year-old.”
“Hey, I was going easy on him because he was Jen’s boyfriend and—”
“He’s not my boyfriend,” Jen snapped for maybe the thousandth time. This was the first time she put so much force into her words though, and also the first time she felt the shudder of revulsion accompany the thought of even being friends with Robert.
“Okay,” Tony said, holding up his hands in surrender. “Noted.”
“How are you, Jen? You doing okay?” Amber asked after an awkward silence. “You’re not still hurt, are you?”
“No, I healed that up in no time,” Jen said, ignoring the larger question of how she was doing. “What about the other two boys that were there? Are they alright?”
“They’ve healed up. I spoke with their parents and they’re both doing okay. As you can see, Andrew healed up well enough, but I’m worried about him.” She looked over her shoulder at the boy on the bench who still hadn’t looked up. “He’s been quiet since what happened, and I can’t get him to snap out of it.”
Jen took one look at the boy and knew this was something he wouldn’t snap out of. That same part of her that allowed her to walk told her what was wrong with him. He wasn’t talking because his attention was focused inward and he was fighting hard just to stay in one piece. The damage he took in the fight, damage that required energy to heal, had sped up his descent into madness.
He’s hurt because of you, a voice whispered in the back of her mind. Because you didn’t step up sooner, because you were too worried about yourself to help that poor kid.
You could still help him if you wanted. It’s not too late.
Jen flinched at the thought, shuddering so hard she almost lost control of her legs. A flash of memory assaulted her, of having the ghost of Maggie Patterson wrestle control of her body, locking Jen away in her own mind. She could look, she could hear, she could smell, she could feel and she could think, but she had no control over anything. Even more than the consequences of that night, that was the worst moment of her life. She hated being paralysed and wished she could change it, but if the cost of regaining the use of her legs meant reliving that experience of not being in control again, she wasn’t sure she’d be willing to pay that price.
“Jen, are you alright?” Amber asked, snapping Jen out of her dark thoughts. The world had grown blurry and didn’t clear until Jen wiped away her tears. 
“I’m fine,” she lied. “Just something in my eye.”
Amber smiled encouragingly, changing the topic by asking about how things were going with Dr Burman. Jen was happy to let the topic change, but there was a part of her that couldn’t let it go. Every time she looked at Andrew, she couldn’t help but think that all he needed to get better was a Proxy. Offering to Proxy for him was the least she could do when he had thrown himself at her attackers on Friday to protect her.
To keep her mind from her guilt, she turned her attention away from Andrew to watch the other kids as they chased Hawk around the park, screaming and laughing as the big puppy had the time of his life. Between this and the easy conversation with Amber and Tony, she left that thought behind. However, it flared back all too quickly when one of the twins stopped chasing Hawk suddenly, staggering to a halt and looking around like he didn’t know where he was. A moment later his sister rushed over to him and said something high pitched and giggly, and the boy recovered, but again Jen knew what that meant.
For everything that these kids had been through, their trials weren’t over. If they didn’t find a Proxy soon, they’d lose their minds.
Yet you sit here and watch it happen, whispered that voice in her mind.
It wasn’t the cold that made Jen shiver this time, nor did she have something in her eye as she wiped her tears away.
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Jen lasted forty-five minutes before the guilt became unbearable. She couldn’t concentrate on what Amber and Tony were saying because she was caught in a thought spiral that only grew worse when the kids came over to talk.
When the youngest thanked her for saving Andrew and the other two boys, it was too much. She apologised to Tony and Amber, then changed the channel, the last thing following her into Dream being the awed gasps of children, amazed by her powers.
Jen hadn’t left dream before tears overwhelmed her and therefore missed the two stern faced women standing in the doorway, one holding a clipboard.
“Jennifer Larson. Where have you been?”
Jen’s eyes snapped open at the sound of the hated voice. There was only one person who called her that. Penelope Banbridge. The woman from social services responsible for removing her from her home.
Jen’s guilt was washed away by a river of rage at the sight of this woman.
“Well, young lady,” Jean said. “You promised to stay in your room.”
“It was only for a second,” Jen tried, but was interrupted.
“That’s not the point,” Jean snapped. “You can’t keep doing this. I know you don’t want to be here, but while you are under my roof, you are my responsibility. You can’t run away whenever you feel like it.”
There was a sudden pop as Hawk arrived, making the Penelope squeak in surprise. That sound was the highlight of Jen’s day.
However, any satisfaction vanished when Penelope stepped away from the door and said, “Gentlemen, please restrain that animal.”
A hulking figure filled the doorway, and Jen flinched. Harry wore a grin as big as the gun he held. It turned out Jen was wrong when she thought the lady was the last person she wanted to see, because this person might be worse.
“It’ll be my pleasure,” Harry said as he stepped into the room, closely followed by one of his men who also had his finger on the trigger of his gun.
Sensing the mood, Hawk growled, borrowing Growler’s trick of slipping a little Dream into the noise.
“You better tell him to behave little girl, or my men will shoot,” Harry said even as another of his guys slipped in behind him. “And don’t try running. If either of you so much as twitch, we’re taking the shot. From this close, what are the odds you can escape into Dream before the bullet hits him.”
Fear seized Jen, and she said, “Hawk, calm down. Please.”
The growling stopped, though Hawk didn’t look pleased.
“What are you doing to him?” Jen asked, unable to keep the wobble from her voice. “Please don’t hurt him.”
“There won’t be any need to hurt him if he doesn’t try to hurt us,” Penelope said. “We’re just going to restrain him while we have a chat.”
Jen was watching Harry and didn’t trust his grin. She was terrified for her dog. Strangely, when Harry lowered his gun, she grew even more apprehensive, especially when he reached into his pocket and pulled out a dog collar.
Hawk backed away as Harry approached, looking every bit as scared as she felt. His panicked eyes darted from Harry, to the men behind him, and then to Jen. He let out a high-pitched whine that broke Jen’s heart, and suddenly she couldn’t take it anymore.
“Run Hawk,” she shouted, but for the first time he didn’t obey.
He took one look at the men approaching, or more specifically their guns, and then he looked at her, and suddenly he sat down and lowered his head in defeat.
Harry moved like a striking cobra, wrapping the collar around the dog’s neck and buckling it in place. On instinct, Jen dived off the bed, lunging for Harry and her dog. In her panic she forgot that there were men with guns present, she only cared about getting that collar off Hawk’s neck.
However, she barley made it a step before there was a muscular arm around her waist that lifted her from the floor. She screamed as she tried to fight and was about to resort to Dream when suddenly she noticed there was a gun in Harry’s hand again, and this time it was pointed at her dog’s head.
“Do it,” he sneered. “Give me a reason to blow his head off.”
“Mr Phillips,” Penelope Banbridge snapped. “That’s enough. We’re not trying to scare the poor girl.”
“That’s no girl,” he sneered. “At least not until she’s collared like this thing,” he said, using the muzzle of the gun to poke Hawk in the head. Jen screamed again in protest and once more Penelope shouted for Harry to stop.
Hawk, not liking bullies no matter what weaponry they had, lifted his head and growled… only suddenly that growl turned into a yelp as a bright light flared to life on the front of his collar and smoke plumed from his neck. The smell of burnt hair filled the room as Hawk whimpered and Jen looked on in horror as she recognised a small metal dreamcatcher cooling on her dog’s collar. It wasn’t hanging from it like a dog tag, but was flush against his fur, embedded into the collar so that as it heated up, it would burn her dog.
Jen understood what that meant. They had finally discovered a way to keep a dreamwalking dog from using his powers.
She screamed and renewed her fight, reaching for Dream herself, ready to defend her dog. But her ability to touch Dream vanished. Her legs stopped moving and were she not hanging from the arms of one of Harry’s men, she would have slumped to the floor.
“What did you do?” she cried as she looked at her wrist, horrified to see a metal bracelet. Harry grabbed her hand to hold her in place and though she tried to fight him, there was nothing she could do against his strength. She tried to reach for Dream, but there was a barrier between her and the door in her mind. More than this, the bracelet on her wrist became burning hot, and she yelped in pain.
“Oh my God,” Jean gasped. Jen glanced over to see her foster mother with her hands covering her mouth and her wide eyes filled with tears. Meeting Jen’s gaze, she said, “I never wanted this. But you didn’t leave us any choice.”
“No more sneaking out now, little girl,” Harry whispered as he slipped a key into the lock on the bracelet on Jen’s wrist. “You’ll burn your hand off long before you overheat that dreamcatcher. You’re not going anywhere.”
The sick pleasure that dripped from his voice made Jen want to scream and upset Penelope as well.
“Could you please act like a professional, Mr Phillips? All you’re here for is to secure the girl. I will not stand by and let you taunt her.”
Harry sneered and stepped away, tossing the key up in the air and catching it again, never taking his eyes off Jen. Slowly that sneer turned into a smile and he said, “This might be one of the best days of my life. I can’t wait to do the same thing to your old man. I wonder how big he’ll be then.” Laughing, he said, “I’m sure I’ll find out soon enough. I can’t wait to hear him scream.”
The words triggered a switch in Jen’s mind, and suddenly it was too much. Her anger reached a boiling point and she screamed. Blazing bright light filled the room as she fought against the dreamcatcher on her arm, using her anger to block the pain so she could get to Dream and wipe the smug smile from Harry’s face. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t break through that barrier and even her anger couldn’t keep the pain out.
The red in her vision faded, the energy flowing through her ebbed, and she could feel the agony of the burn on her left wrist. The stink of roasted flesh filled the air and this time when she screamed it was in agony as the metal grew so hot it was melting her skin.
“For the love of god, Jen. Stop. Please. You’re hurting yourself.”
Jen ignored the voice of her foster mother and pressed the bracelet against the arm of the man holding her. He screamed as the metal touched his skin and dropped her to the ground. She tried to catch herself, then cried out again as she subconsciously reached for Dream to animate her legs. Not only did the bracelet flair to life again, but she collapsed to the floor in a heap.
Unable to hold back her tears, she crawled as best as she could without her legs towards her dog, who whimpered at the sight of her, dropping onto his stomach and crawling forward so she could reach him quicker. As soon as he was in reach, she wrapped her arms around his big neck and buried her face in his fur.
“Why didn’t you run?” she gasped between sobs, but of course received no answer. Hawk just whimpered as Jen clung to him, trying her best to ignore the agony in her wrist but failing miserably. The pain was a constant throb and the longer it lasted the more it hurt.
“You arsehole. She’s a little girl. What’s wrong with you?”
It was Jean again, sounding as furious as Jen had ever heard. Jen didn’t look up though. She didn’t care. Her whole world was pain, and it was so overwhelming that she didn’t even notice when firm hands reached under her arms to separate her from Hawk. Jen hung on as best she could but it was a losing battle and soon she was pulled into the arms of Jean who tried to hug her close.
“Get off me,” Jen screamed, trying to fight her way free, but again it was no good.
“Calm down. We need to get you to the hospital. We need to get your hand seen to.”
“I said get off me,” Jen screamed again, continuing to thrash and fight but making no more progress than before.
“I’m so sorry. I never wanted this,” Jean all but whispered. “You didn’t leave me any choice.”
She repeated that she was sorry over and over, but Jen wasn’t listening. She was weeping in pain, frustration and terror as she was dragged from the house and into the car. She only looked up when she heard a high-pitched puppy bark and saw that her dog was being held back at the house. Bright light flared from his neck where the dreamcatcher was housed, and again Hawk yelped in agony and fell back.
“Why didn’t you run?” Jen whimpered.
But again she got no answer as she was bundled into the car that pulled away as it headed to the hospital. 
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“What is this?” Dr Burman asked, sounding angrier than when he caught Tad cheating on the golf course.
“It’s a trinket to stop Jen running away,” Jean explained, her voice shaking. Even to Jen it was obvious the woman didn’t believe what she was saying. She knew full well it was more than a trinket, but was telling lies so she could live with herself.
“A trinket?” Dr Burman spat. “It looks to me like a shackle sitting amongst horrendously burned skin on a thirteen-year-old girl.”
His voice grew louder with every word and Jean shied further away like she was afraid of what he might do.
“Take it off so I can treat that wound.”
“I can’t do that. The second it comes off, she might dreamwalk away.”
“I don’t care about that,” Dr Burman snapped. “She is a child with an extremely serious burn on her arm. She also has the ability to heal herself. Leaving her like this is… it’s… child abuse. It’s torture.”
Tears filled Jean’s eyes and though she wiped them away, there was no hiding how miserable she was.
“I don’t know what else to do,” she almost sobbed. “She keeps running away and I can’t chase her when she uses those powers of hers. I can’t keep her safe if I’m not with her.”
“You can’t keep her safe when you are with her either if you let injuries like that go untreated.”
“She had it seen to at the Emergency Room,” Jean tried, but Dr Burman wasn’t having any of it.
“I’m amazed they let you leave with her like this. That will become infected if it’s not already, and that says nothing about the agony she must be in. I will not ask again, take it off, now.”
Jen heard the argument, but wasn’t paying attention. She had barely paid attention to anything over the last day, as her life was little more than pain and misery. The throbbing in her arm was impossible to ignore, her inability to convince Hawk to leave her played on her mind, and then there was the guilt she felt for not helping the ghosts. She hadn’t even felt this miserable when she had broken her back.
Jean hesitated only a moment longer, tears running down her face as she agonised with the decision before reaching into the pocket of her jeans and pulling out a small key.
“I was told if I ever needed to do this, then I had to be in constant contact with her,” Jean said. “Otherwise she could dreamwalk away.”
Dr Burman didn’t answer, he just stared at the woman.
Jen yelped in pain as her hand was manipulated, awakening the agony that had settled into a dull throb.
“Easy Jen,” Dr Burman soothed. “You need to be strong just a little longer. This will hurt, but then we’re going to make it better.”
“What will?” Jen asked, looking at the doctor with dazed eyes.
He never had to answer as suddenly Jean was separating the bracelet. Dead and damaged skin was tugged away as the bracelet opened, and Jen screamed.
It was like she was being burned all over again as searing hot pain ripped through her wrist, the kind of overwhelming agony that made it impossible to think. Strong hands held her down as she thrashed and tried to pull away.
“Easy, Jen. It’s over now,” Dr Burman repeated time and again, first nearly shouting so he could be heard over her screams and then lowering his voice to a soothing whisper as she calmed down.
“It hurts,” she said.
“I know, but we’ll fix that, won’t we? You can heal it.”
For the first time in over twenty-four hours, Jen heard something that caused her tired brain to sit up and pay attention. It grasped onto a way to escape the pain, and a spark of determination roared to life within her. Somehow she found new strength to push the overwhelming agony aside, and her eyes swam into focus as she locked her gaze on the doctor.
“I can?” she asked.
“Of course you can. You’ve been practising a long time, remember.”
Jen wiped her eyes and looked down, then wanted to cry all over again as she saw the ruin of her wrist. Nasty yellow blisters surrounded red-raw skin in a perfect band around her wrist. Dimly she was aware of the sound of Jean sobbing in the background, but Jen ignored that as she looked at the mess of her once flawless skin.
“I don’t know how to heal this,” she said, panic speeding up her words and encouraging new tears.
“Yes, you do. It’s not much different to healing a cut. You just have to concentrate.”
“It hurts so bad, I can’t concentrate,” Jen whined.
“Yes you can,” Dr Burman replied, gripping her chin and forcing her to look at him. “Think. We’ve been over this. Control yourself. Think of everything we’ve spoken about before and apply it to what you see here. The quicker you get it done, the quicker the pain stops.”
Again Jen wiped away her tears and then she nodded.
I won’t disappoint him again, she told herself, thinking of the shame of not being able to heal him. I can do this.
Taking a deep breath and doing her best to ignore her agony, she turned her attention to her wrist.
Seeing that horrifying, ruined flesh made it hard to remember what her wrist looked and felt like before. She glanced at her other wrist, using that as a model to build the picture in her mind. First she imagined how it would look until she was happy with what she wanted, then she moved onto the next step, which was infinitely harder; how it should feel.
She tried to block out the pain of her left wrist so she could focus on the sensations of her right. She flexed and turned that wrist, waving her hand to understand how the skin should feel and how the wrist should move. However, her agony was overwhelming, making it harder for her to lock those feelings into the image in her mind.
It would have to be enough, though. She needed the agony to stop.
Tentatively she reached for that door in her mind, scared that she would feel the barrier again and reactivate her pain. However, there was no barrier, there was just the door and Dream.
Excited, she shoved at that door as hard as she could.
Fresh agony exploded through her mind like a thousand needles stabbing into her brain all at once. She flinched so hard she pulled her arm free from Jean’s grip, but she was in no kind of position to take advantage of that.
The pain was so intense that for a moment she couldn’t see or hear, and the pain in her wrist was forgotten. However, as the pain in her head receded, the pain in her wrist returned.
The agony just never ended, and Jen couldn’t hold in her whimpers.
“What have I told you about that?” Dr Burman asked angrily when she had recovered enough to listen. “You can’t risk that, Jen, it’s too dangerous. I know the scans came back fine but—”
“It hurts so bad,” she interrupted. “I had to try something.”
“Then concentrate and do this right.”
“But I can’t picture it. I don’t know how to heal this,” Jen complained.
“Yes you do, that’s what you’ve been learning. Remember the process of healing, the things that are happening beneath the skin on a cellular basis. If you can’t picture this the normal way, fall back on that. Come on Jen, I haven’t had you reading all those books for nothing.”
“I didn’t understand those books,” Jen complained, hating how it sounded like she was whining but unable to help herself. “They’re so hard and—”
“Nonsense, we’ve been over it enough that I know you’ve got the basics. I don’t care if you can remember all the big words, just that you understand the process. And you have proved to me before that you do, so use that knowledge. Think about what happens and help it along.”
Jen bit back an angry retort, knowing it wouldn’t do her any good to argue with him. Instead, she did as asked, focusing on everything she had learnt over the last four months.
If it was a cut, then she knew the first step would be to clot the blood, but that wasn’t an issue here. The next step was opening up blood-flow to the injured area so she could get oxygen and white blood cells to fight infection and start healing the wound.
Her inflamed skin showed this process had already started, so surely all she needed to do was speed that up. But she couldn’t picture what was happening and didn’t know what it would look like to speed that up. If only she could see it up close so she could…
Her thoughts trailed off as an idea struck, and suddenly she was building a new image in her mind. She concentrated on making her eyes focus on something small, then magnified that feeling a thousand times over. 
Once again there was pain, but this was not the needles to the brain or the agony in her wrist, it was an incredible tension in her eyes as muscles worked in ways they never had before, pushed to an extreme as her eyes focused down tighter than was humanly possible. However, compared to those other pains, this was nothing and she could deal with this. Better yet, it worked.
Suddenly she wasn’t looking at the shape of her wrist or the blistered skin, but at a new world of cellular shapes as they went about their work. It wasn’t like looking through a microscope as they still looked far away, but she had augmented her vision enough that the definition of those cells had become crystal clear and she could somehow see them from a distance. It was like putting on a pair of reading glasses when looking at small text. What was nothing but a blur a moment earlier swam into focus. It wasn’t bigger, just legible.
The trouble now was that Jen didn’t understand what she was looking at. The millions of cells all looked the same. However, the harder she concentrated, the more she got a feel for what she was seeing. She remembered diagrams in the books she had been reading, and while she couldn’t name them, she saw things she recognised.
The true breakthrough was when she learned to change the focus of her eyes as she moved around. She pulled back a little to find a different area of her skin to focus on, then looked closer at that. Pain was forgotten as she let herself become absorbed by this new skill, and soon she found what she needed.
Her answer arrived when she looked at the cells of her undamaged skin and then went back to the injury itself. She could see a difference between those cells and the ones in the wound, and she knew what she needed to do. She looked at that wounded area and imagined that the cluster of cells there looked just like the healthy cells of the rest of her skin. Suddenly excited, she threw herself into creating yet another new image, and ignored Dr Burman’s warning for caution.
The result was clumsy and slow.
She didn’t understand the process at how the cells were made, so she didn’t know how best to speed up that process. However, she hadn’t known that information when she healed cuts either, yet it had worked. This was because her body knew what it needed to do and all she had to do was tell it what she wanted and then force it to get to work.
Had she understood that process better, then she might have been able to do it quicker, but right now it was quick enough for her purpose.
The pain in her wrist faded as first the redness vanished, then the swelling receded, and finally blisters disappeared. Red raw skin dried up and flaked away, revealing fresh pink skin beneath it. Over the course of half an hour, the wound transformed from a blistered mess to healthy, unmarked skin.
When it was over, Jen slumped into her wheelchair, exhausted and sporting a headache, but the agony was gone. Experimentally she raised her hand, turning it about from side to side and grinning when she felt no pain.
“That is unbelievable.”
Jen looked up at Dr Burman and grinned.
“I figured it out,” she said.
He looked up from his phone, which had been recording the transformation, and his eyes were so wide they might fall out of his head.
“So I see. How did you do it?”
Jen explained the process of what she did, blowing the poor doctor’s mind when she described even just the first step she took.
“So you could see the individual cells with your naked eye?” he asked, astounded.
“Yeah. It wasn’t like looking under a microscope or anything, but I could see them.”
“Amazing. This opens up a whole new world of options for us, Jen. The ability to change how you see like that… Think about how this will make learning everything so much easier. You are going to be able to actually see what the books are describing in the real world.”
“And that will help?” she asked, excited.
“Of course it will. You will have a better understanding of injuries in the moment than any other doctor. And being able to copy the template of existing healthy cells to speed up healing… Jen, that was genius.”
Jen blushed from the praise, but she couldn’t wipe the grin from her face. No, it took a single sound to accomplish that feat.
Click.
Jen looked at her healed wrist, surprised to find that there was once again a thin band of metal encircling it that had a dreamcatcher etched into its surface like it was nothing more than decoration. She stared up at the woman who had just locked that bracelet in place and wondered if she ever hated anyone more than this.
“Is that necessary?” Dr Burman asked, anger replacing his excitement over what just happened.
“Yes. The Dream Team were very clear that we can’t let her have this off for any reason.”
“But how is she supposed to develop this skill of hers without being able to practice? Do you not understand what she just did, or the potential of what that means for humanity? Jen could be the greatest leap forward for medicine in our age, and you plan to cripple that by shackling her.”
“When she proves I can trust her, then we can talk about taking this off so she can practice. But for now, the bracelet stays,” Jeans said stubbornly.
“Be reasonable,” the doctor tried, but any chance of reasonableness flew out the window when Jen revealed her reaction.
“You bitch. I hate you,” she shouted, and she’d have attacked the woman if she could. However, without her access to Dream, her legs weren’t moving and she was stuck in her wheelchair, not able to do anything more than glare at the woman.
Jean’s face flickered in a micro-expression of hurt before she sat up straighter and got control of herself.
“It’s for your own good, Jen. I can’t keep you safe if—”
“I hate you,” Jen shouted again, cutting the woman off. She wanted to say something more eloquent, to use logic to explain to this woman why she needed to remove this band, but the words wouldn’t form. Rage and frustration crippled her ability to think, and all she could do was repeat that phrase over and over until Jean had enough and stood up.
“As you can see doctor, she has a lot of growing up to do. This is why the bracelet is necessary. Thank you for your help, but I think we’ll be going.”
“It’s still early,” the doctor complained.
“If Jen is going to act like a child and throw a tantrum, then she will get treated like a child throwing a tantrum. I’m taking her home and for once she’s going to stay there.”
Before Dr Burman could argue further, the woman wheeled Jen out of the room.
The elation of healing herself had long since vanished, and the hopelessness she felt when coming here returned. She thought she had stumbled across something amazing back there, wondered if it even held the keys to healing someone other than herself. But once again Jean ruined everything.
She knew she shouldn’t say anything as she’d only make the situation worse. However, as they reached the car and Jean prepared to lift Jen from the chair, Jen couldn’t help herself. One last time and with as much feeling as she could, she said, “I hate you.”
The words had a clear impact on the stout woman. She froze, colour fleeing her skin. For a full second she didn’t move, then her expression hardened and she carried on with what she was doing a moment before. But Jen had seen the pain her words had caused and knew that the blow had landed.
Strangely, that only made her feel worse.
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A year.
The thought spiralled around Stella’s mind as she failed to listen to Tad’s complaints about the Three Amigos recent failures. She knew she should pay attention because losing Jen again had not only hit him hard, but damaged his case. But she couldn’t concentrate.
She had been speaking with the Prime Minister, finalising preparations for her role in tomorrow’s Merging Day memorial, and it suddenly hit her that it had been an entire year. She had the strange sensation of the passage of time feeling impossibly fast and slow at the same time. She could look back on the past year and it seemed like yesterday that she was just a normal detective chasing down leads on a case that was getting progressively stranger by the day. Yet she had come so far from that detective that she couldn’t fathom how so many changes could happen in just one year.
This time last year she and Tad were in Tenby, hunting for clues to stop the Proxy disappearances before it was too late. Since then the world had changed, she helped found a new police organisation, she had dealt with dreams gone wrong, fought off nightmares, hunted down dreamcatchers, and battled night and day to keep Tad from getting himself killed. But that was just the tip of the proverbial iceberg of changes to her life.
There were of course her physical changes as her fame cultivated enough belief that her Eidolon heritage shone through. But there were emotional changes as well. Through Tad, Tony, Jen, Freckles, Growler and Hawk, she had somehow found a new family. Through Leon, she reconnected with her old family. If she went back in time and told herself that in a year she would not just no longer be alone, but she would have reconnected to her mother’s family and opened herself up to new relationships, she’d have thought herself crazy.
Yet, in that year she had achieved all that and more. As the day ticked by, that notion was dominating her thoughts more than she cared to admit.
“You know, it’s been an entire year since the Merging,” she blurted, cutting Tad off mid-rant and making him look up from where he had been pacing around his kitchen after finishing the washing up.
He blinked in confusion, then said, “I know. That’s what Merging Day is about. Remembering everything that’s happened over the last year.”
He spoke like she was crazy, but she knew that was because his mind was still focused on how much he missed his daughter, just like it was so often recently.
“I know that,” she said. “I’m just fully realising it, I guess. You know what that means though, right?”
Looking thoroughly confused, Tad shook his head.
“It means that as of tomorrow, we’ve been together for a year as well.” The corners of her lips turned up into an amazed smile as again she thought of the last year and everything they’d faced together. This was by far the longest relationship of her life, and that was maybe the biggest surprise of all. A small laugh escaped her before she asked, “Can you believe we made it a whole year?”
Tad’s confusion turned to a mix of startled panic and hurt.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, and again she laughed.
“I don’t mean anything by it,” she said. “I just… Come on, Tad, you’ve seen my past. Surely you can see how crazy it is that we’re here right now. And I’ve seen your past too, don’t tell me you’re not surprised we made it this far.”
“Maybe I’m a little surprised, but you didn’t have to phrase it like that.”
Stella laughed again, climbing off the stool and stepping around the breakfast island so she could be closer to him.
“Don’t be a baby. You know what I mean. I’m just saying it’s a surprise. That doesn’t mean it’s a bad thing.” Going up onto her tiptoes, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss. “A whole year and yet somehow I don’t want to run away screaming.”
“Why does that still feel like an insult?” Tad asked, though he too was smiling now as he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her a little closer. He was about to say something else when his eyes widened and his face froze in a look of panic. “Wait. If tomorrow is a year, then that means it’s our anniversary.”
“That’s how these things work, yes,” Stella agreed, sensing where this was going and enjoying one of the few bumbling Tad moments that remained to her these days.
Tad had changed a lot over the last year as well, in many ways more than she had. One of the most gradual changes and maybe the easiest one to miss was the confidence he had built. The nervous fumbling she saw so often in him before the merging had transformed to a cold confidence. She was glad to see that change as it meant she had to worry about him less, but it was nice to know that the old him was still in there somewhere.
“But… I haven’t gotten you anything… or planned anything… or… Shit. I haven’t—”
He was cut off by Stella’s laugh and again she pulled him down into a kiss that lasted a little longer and hopefully ended his misery and self recrimination.
“You know me, I don’t need any of that,” she whispered, leaning her head against his as she smiled at him. “But maybe there is one thing you can do to help me celebrate tomorrow.”
“What’s that?”
“You can put those dreamwalking powers to good use and help me move my things.”
Tad pulled back, looking her in the eye hard like he was trying to look into her mind and judge how serious she was.
“You want to move in?” he asked with a hint of nervous caution, like she was a deer that might bolt if he was too forceful.
“Is that a problem?” she asked innocently, knowing full well that he’d wanted this for a while but hadn’t mentioned it to give her the space she desperately needed… at least the space she used to need. “If it is, then I can—”
It was her turn to be shut up with a kiss and she grinned at the passion behind it, happy that his own excitement for this next step mirrored her own. She was almost surprised when he pulled away again, but she ran with it and said, “I take it that’s not a problem then?”
“Jump,” was all Tad said in response, and it took a half second to realise what she meant. That half second was nearly too long, as she only just managed to hop in time for the kitchen to vanish. When she landed again, she felt carpet under her toes and the edge of a bed against the back of her legs. When Tad leaned forward to kiss her again, she fell backward onto it, giggling as she did so.


◆◆◆
 


Stella stepped into the tiny living room of her apartment just as the clock above her sofa turned one in the morning. She looked around the small space and wondered if she’d miss anything about it when she moved, but decided she wouldn’t. It wasn’t that she didn’t like the place, but it housed only memories of lonely nights with her being miserable without even knowing it.
“It’ll make sneaking out in the middle of the night less troublesome at least,” she said to Freckles, who looked up from his spot on the sofa as she entered. She’d woken him up and he yawned wide, displaying teeth that seemed to be larger every day.
Stella had returned to her apartment with Freckles’ help after Tad had fallen asleep. As much as she would rather stay there and concentrate on moving to the next stage of her life, there were expectations of her that she couldn’t ignore and this was shaping up to be one of the biggest days of her career. Norman had an entire schedule of activities he wanted her to be a part of to help highlight the good that had come from the Merging and move people’s mind off the bad.
However, with the troubles Stella was having at work with Trevors’ men, she didn’t have the luxury of leaving everything that needed to be done to other people. Denise was dependable as always, but unlike Stella, Denise needed at least some sleep. Therefore Stella had waited for Tad to drift off and then came back for a quick shower before heading back to the office.
“I know you’re tired buddy, but one more trip and then you can sleep as much as you want, I promise,” Stella said to her dog who yawned again before climbing off the seat. He wagged his tail lazily as he padded over and nuzzled his head against her leg before huffing to indicate he was ready. “Good boy,” Stella said, earning herself another head nudge before she ran her hands through his fur and rested her fingers on the back of his neck.
Freckles huffed again, and that was her signal to jump. She hopped into the air and once again the world shifted around her, only this time the walls of her apartment vanished and the walls of her office appeared.
“Perfect, thank you,” she said to the dog, giving him an extra fuss behind the ears before he walked over to the padded bed she kept for him in the corner of her office, spinning in a circle twice, and then promptly laying down and falling asleep. Stella smiled as she watched him settle. She’d only had him for four months, but she already couldn’t imagine life without him.
More content than she had felt in a while, she looked away from her dog and sat at her desk, her mood slipping as she noticed the massive piles of paper that were waiting.
“Alright,” she said. “Let’s do this.”
Time lost all meaning as Stella let herself get absorbed by her work. This was always the case when she wanted to get things done, and since she had stopped sleeping, these early hours of the morning had become her most productive times. She knew that one of Trevors’ tactical teams would be downstairs on call, but other than that she had the place to herself with no interruptions and no one to distract her.
Therefore, it was a little strange when she noticed a familiar silhouette walk by the frosted glass that covered her office wall. She glanced at the clock on her computer, which read 2:47 and wondered what on earth Miles was doing here so early. However, she dismissed the thought as she knew he would be every bit as busy as she was today and had probably come in early to get ahead.
She worked for another five minutes before the nagging voice in her mind broke through her work mode and got her to pay attention. She looked at the clock and frowned. Even if he was here for an early morning, three o’clock was pushing it. Something about the memory of him passing her office made her subconscious sit up and pay attention. It was almost like the smallest of itches that kept building until she just couldn’t take it anymore and needed to scratch it.
Putting aside her work for a moment, she climbed to her feet to go do a bit of snooping. It was probably nothing and she felt stupid for doing this, but she didn’t feel like she had a choice.
Freckles opened a lazy eye as she stood, looking up to see what was wrong, but she waved him off.
“Relax buddy, I’m just going to say hello to Miles.”
He didn’t need to be told twice before that eye closed again and he fell back to sleep. Stella stepped past him and opened the office door into the hall that ran down the length of the building. The motion activated lights were all on, which made sense as Miles had just walked buy, but Stella couldn’t suppress a shiver as something about what she saw felt wrong. The hall was lit up like it was daytime, yet there weren’t people rushing about or Denise waiting to ambush her the second she stepped outside.
She always thought the office was spooky when she was alone and put the strange feeling down to that as she headed towards Miles’ office. However, despite rationalising it away, something didn’t feel right to her and she started thinking back to when she first noticed the shadow walk buy.
It was Miles, right?
Suddenly she wasn’t so sure. As soon as she saw the shape she thought of Miles, but now that she examined her memory she was less confident. Despite this probably being nothing to worry about, her heart started pounding as she came closer to the end of the hallway and the computer room that was Miles’ nest during working hours. The door was open, so it must have been him.
Stella shook her head and laughed to herself. She was probably more tired than she thought if she was jumping at shadows like this.
She breathed a sigh of relief and stepped into the office, wanting to laugh about her paranoia with Miles as a friend. Therefore, she was unprepared for when she came face to face with… Miles.
Only, it wasn’t Miles.
Stella froze as her vision played tricks on her. Her eyes told her that the man in front of her was the trendy geek she relied on so much over the past six months. However, that deeper part of herself where she had a sixth sense for separating truth from fiction, was sure that the man in front of her was not Miles.
For a second only she froze as she struggled to figure out just what the hell was happening. It turned out that was all the time he needed.
The version of Miles who was not Miles sprang forward, and the LED lights of the server to his right twinkled off the six inches of steel that formed the razor edge of the knife he thrust at her face.
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Stella swayed back, barely avoiding a knife in the eye. She felt a sting as its razor point scored the skin just below her left eye.
She hissed and fell back, trying to create space between her and this strange man who somehow looked like Miles. Strangely, he didn’t chase her. Instead, he turned and ran for the computer behind him.
It took a few seconds, but Stella guessed what was happening. She saw the truth of his actions from how he held himself and what he ran toward. He wasn’t here to kill her; he was here to open the way.
Under no circumstances could she let him reach Miles’ computer. Miles had full access to the security of the building, and she suspected he only had a single keystroke left to execute whatever command he had been writing. But he was too far away and there was no time to catch him.
Unless he stops running, part of her whispered, flashing her a memory of The Phoenix.
“Stop!” Stella shouted and knew by the instant weariness that made her legs weak that it worked.
The man was two steps away from the keyboard when her Authority hit him and he skidded to a stop, cringing like a child in trouble and glancing back at Stella like he was scared she would tell him off.
She still saw Miles when she looked at him, but overlaid atop that image was another face, one of a young man with black hair and eyes of such deep blue they were almost purple. She had never seen eyes so vibrant save in members of her own family or when she looked in the mirror.
He is one of the Eidolon, she thought to herself, instantly recognising the truth of what he was. Unfortunately, she didn’t arrive at the next conclusion quick enough and when she finally leapt forward, it was too late.
It made sense that one of the Eidolon would be less susceptible to her Authority as he wouldn’t think she had any over him. Therefore, he’d snapped out of it quickly. As soon as Stella lunged for him, she knew she was too late as those twin sets of eyes blinked in surprise and he turned back to the computer.
Stella screamed again for him to stop, but her words lacked power and though her finger nails brushed at the fabric of his shirt as she tried to pull him back, there was the click of a key being pressed.
Suddenly the monitors on Miles’ desk came to life.
Stella looked up with wide, horror-filled eyes as code starting compiling and great, red alerts popped up on every screen. She caught the word disabled before she was once again fighting for her life.
She ducked, the knife sailing harmlessly overhead. From where she crouched she could only see his feet, but instinct told her to dodge to the right and avoided his next slash. Twice more she fell back, her clumsy movements not letting her get a good look at him but inner instincts reading the truth in his movements and keeping her one step ahead.
Then she was out the door again and there was space between them. He stood before her, knife clenched in his fist and a determined look on his face as he glared at her with naked hatred. The mask of Miles grew weaker by the second, and it didn’t just reveal the truth about him, but also the truth in his intentions.
Her talent fed her a steady stream of information like it never had before. It was more than the ability to spot the difference between lie and truth, it was interpreting his intentions from the position of his muscles and the expressions on his face. Suddenly, despite the weapon in his hand, Stella had the advantage.
She knew before he moved that he would lunge again, and she stepped aside. Something screamed at her that he would try to sweep her legs and she stepped back. She ducked as he slashed at her again, and finally she stepped in close when she realised he was about to overextend himself.
It looked like a well choreographed Hollywood action scene. He frantically attacked and met nothing but air for his results. It didn’t matter how fast he was, Stella was one step ahead. More than this, she was faster and stronger. Her fame was considerably more than whatever belief powered this man.
That extra speed and strength meant that when Stella punched him in the ribs, there was a horrifying snap as bone broke. He gasped in agony and staggered back, eyes wide with a touch of fear. That fear turned to fury as he readied himself to come at her again, but he never got the chance.
Without so much as a snarl to announce his arrival, Freckles lunged at the back of the man’s leg, biting into his hamstring and tearing with his considerable strength. The man squealed as he spun toward the dog, his knife raised to protect himself. However, Stella’s caught his knife hand before it could get anywhere near Freckles, and with all her might she twisted sharply. There was another crack, louder this time, and the man squealed again as the knife dropped from nerveless fingers.
She didn’t have time to take advantage of her momentary victory as she heard the loud banging of doors being thrown open and knew this man’s reinforcements had arrived. Three enormous men sprinted down the corridor directly for her, and her sense for truth told her these men were quicker and faster than the fake Miles had been.
She needed to flee, but without Freckles she couldn’t dreamwalk and right now he was still tearing into the hamstring of the squealing, fake Miles. Without an option to flee, Stella was left with no choice but to attack.
She scooped up the fallen knife and hurled herself at the first man to come at her. As she leapt, she prepared herself for the oncoming weariness and again shouted, “Stop!”
Were she not was mid-leap the exhaustion would have sent her to her knees. Worse, it didn’t even have the same effect it had on fake Miles. About the most she managed was to make the men hesitate, removing some of the fury from their eyes. It wasn’t much of a distraction, but it was enough.
Before the first man could recover, Stella summoned the remainder of her strength and drove her knife into his shoulder, sinking the blade through muscle and sinew until it was buried to the hilt and was the only thing supporting her weight.
Her legs felt like jelly as she hung from the knife, her weight increasing the man’s agony and making him scream louder as the knife tore deeper into his flesh, only stopping when it jammed on bone.
Weary as she was, Stella couldn’t hold on and the knife slipped from her grasp. She collapsed into a heap, cursing herself a fool for using that power when she knew what it would do. She hadn’t even practiced with it since the incident at The Pheonix, and if there was one thing she learnt from Tad’s time figuring out his power, it was the importance of practice.
She hit the floor hard and curled into a ball as the man she stabbed tripped over her, his forward momentum carrying him into a roll that he couldn’t recover from. He collided face first into the wall before crumpling into an unconscious heap.
For all that he was out of the fight, there were two more men coming and they didn’t look happy. Stella noted they all carried knives and wondered why not guns?
Knives are quiet, she thought, her intuition recognising the truth despite her weariness. They didn’t want to alert the on-site tactical team. They were afraid of what Trevors’ men could do with their dreamcatchers.
Sensing an opportunity, she grasped at one last straw and looked to where Freckles was finishing up with the injured fake Miles.
“Freckles, shout,” she commanded, and Freckles understood.
He spun to face the men coming at him, planted his paws like he was bracing himself against a strong wind, then he Barked.
Just as his brother’s growls were so much more than a simple dog’s growl, this bark was so much more than a simple dog’s bark. The sound was louder than anything Stella had heard since the Dragon incident. It was a sound so massive it bypassed her ears and went straight for her brain, eliciting the kind of agony that felt like someone had crashed symbols inside her head.
Her vision wavered as the sound compounded her weariness, and it was all she could do to remain conscious.
Luckily, she wasn’t the only one to feel its effects.
The two men dropped into a crouch and covered their ears to protect themselves from the oppressive noise. When the sound ended they both looked disorientated and didn’t immediately recover. Ducked low as they were, Stella could see the new figure when he arrived in the hallway behind them, a look of fury on his face.
The two men wiped the blood from their ears and looked angrier than ever. They advanced on Stella with new, more intense murder in their eyes and she was so exhausted she couldn’t even raise her hands to defend herself, not that she needed to.
Leon snuck up behind them like a wraith, using his incredible strength to drive the head of the man nearest him into the wall. Stella wasn’t sure if he killed him, but she didn’t think brick was supposed to crumble like that when a human skull made contact with it.
The man who was closest to Stella flinched again, this time at the noise behind him, and he spun to find out what was going on. He wasn’t quick enough.
The crack that accompanied Leon’s punch made the cracking of fake Miles’ ribs earlier sound like the nothing more than the popping of popcorn. There was no second punch, it wasn’t needed. The man crumpled to the ground and didn’t so much as twitch when he landed. From what Stella could see, if he survived the impact, he wouldn’t be eating anything without the aid of a straw for a long time.
Leon’s face filled her vision. He wore a concerned frown as he crouched next to her, looking her over for sign of injury.
“I’m fine,” she said. “Just exhausted.” He looked confused until she added, “I used Authority twice.”
Understanding dawned and he opened his mouth to say something, but was interrupted as a series of pops filled the air. The already crowded corridor filled with even more bodies as the Dream Team tactical unit arrived, their guns at the ready, and all of them pointing at Leon as he was the only man left on his feet.
“Freeze,” they shouted, and it was about that moment when Stella gave up the battle with consciousness and succumbed to the darkness.


◆◆◆
 


When she next opened her eyes, she found herself staring into a big fury face. Seeing her awake, Freckles snorted happily and licked her face from chin to eyebrows.
“Urgh, Freckles. Get off me,” she groaned, pushing the big dog away as she wiped her face and sat up. It took her a few seconds to recognise the room, and she had to wipe the sleep from her eyes before she realised she was in one of the cells of the DTHQ.
Panicked, she turned to look at the door, then breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it was left open and she wasn’t locked inside.
“This was the only place with a bed,” Leon said as he rose from a seat by the door. “We weren’t locking you up.”
“What are you doing here?” she asked, fighting back a yawn as she stretched out the stiffness in her muscles. It was strange, feeling so tense and sluggish. It had been so long since she felt bone weary that she had almost forgotten what it was like.
“They didn’t know where else to put me, so they let me stay here and keep an eye on you.”
“That’s not what I meant,” she said. “I mean, why were you here tonight?”
“Oh, that,” he said, unable to meet her eye. “I might have been following Deo for the last couple of days to see what he was up to.”
“Deo? Your friend from Hydra.” When Leon nodded Stella put the last of her weariness aside and glared at her cousin. “What do you mean you’ve been following him? You were supposed to be tying up loose ends so you could go home.”
“I did that too,” he said. “I just thought I’d keep an eye on him while he was in the country. When he ended up coming here, well… You know the rest.”
“Leon, that was dangerous. You shouldn’t have—”
“You shouldn’t rely on your Authority so much,” he interrupted, not wanting to talk about that topic and trying to move on.
“Why did it hit me so hard?” she asked, reluctant to move on but needing to know the answer. “It didn’t last time. I mean, it made me sleepy, but I never passed out.”
“Last time you used it on people who already respected your authority. It didn’t take much extra to make them listen. This time you tried it on people sent to kill you… Eidolon no less. You would need a lot more energy to make it work on them. I’m impressed your Authority had any effect at all.”
“You mean I nearly got myself killed for nothing.”
Leon shrugged. “You’ve got to be careful with it. No tool is perfect.”
“What good is it if I can’t use it on my enemies?”
“Don’t just think of it as a weapon,” he recommended. “There are other scenarios where making people listen comes in handy. It’s not just useful for making people stop.”
Stella grunted in annoyance, kicking herself for thinking so narrowly. Once again she realised she should have been practicing with her powers. She had been harsh with Tad about this after the Merging, and now here she was doing the same.
“What about the men who attacked me? Did any of them survive?”
“All of them did,” Leon said, knocking on the cell wall and nodding his head in that direction. “They’re locked up.”
“And has anyone spoken to them yet?”
Leon shook his head. “I think they were waiting for you to wake up. Plus, there’re no detectives here other than you.”
“What time is it?” she asked, feeling like she had been asleep for a week.
“Five o’cloclk, give or take five minutes.”
“It’s only been a couple of hours?” she asked, surprised.
Maybe it was a good thing. She had far too much to do without sleeping her way through the day, and now she had to add interrogating the men who attacked her to her list. The day was only getting started and it was already going downhill fast.
“I take it this is about as much proof as we need that the Eidolon Council have it out for me,” Stella guessed, and again Leon nodded but said nothing. Reading his expression and guessing his thoughts, Stella asked, “Where does this leave you? Can you still go home to avoid fallout from this?”
“I’m not sure,” he admitted. “If it’s just these guys, then so long as they stay here I should be okay. But I have to think that sooner or later the Eidolon Council will find out what I did and they won’t like it.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get you caught up in this.”
He waved his hand and brushed away her comments.
“They came after you, not the other way around. The way I see it, it’s their fault. I’m just glad I could be here to help. It would have been worse if you were alone and…”
His words trailed off and his eyes widened.
“What?” Stella asked.
“Your reporter friend. I thought she would be okay after nothing happened to her the other day, but if they came for you last night, then it wouldn’t surprise me if they came for her as well. Wipe out all their enemies in a single swipe. I should go check on her.”
“Hang on a second and I’ll get one of my guys to go with you,” Stella said, struggling to stand up.
“I’m not sure they’ll like that,” Leon admitted. “They weren’t thrilled to find me here. They were going to lock me up with the others until they checked the security footage. They’re also not happy that I haven’t explained who these guys are and why they’re here. Their boss showed up about half an hour ago and he was furious that I couldn’t tell him anything.”
“That would be Trevors,” Stella said, then swore when she anticipated the conversation that was coming. Stella didn’t want to reveal her Eidolon status to Trevors and his guys and he wouldn’t be happy when she kept him in the dark.
“It doesn’t matter. I’ll deal with it. If you could check on Lizzie though, I’d appreciate that.”
“It’s no problem,” Leon said as he headed out of the cell, expecting Stella to follow him. Before he could though, Stella called his name.
“One of the guys here last night, I could have sworn he looked exactly like Miles. I mean to where it took my truth sense to actually tell he wasn’t. What was that?”
“That would be Deo,” Leon said, a note of apology in his voice. “Sorry, I should have told you earlier. It’s his Eidolon power.”
“Shape shifting?” Stella asked, amazed.
“No, tricking people. In the old days you’d have called him something like a trickster god. He loved playing tricks on people as a kid and over the years he got better at it and cultivated enough belief that now it’s scary what he can do.”
“Really, he got so much belief that he could change into another person?” Stella asked incredulously.
“He never changed, he just convinced your mind that he was Miles. I’m sure if you look back through the security footage he won’t look anything like Miles.”
“But that’s… that’s like magic,” Stella said. “That seems so far removed from what we can do that—”
“Our only limit is belief, Stella. I thought I told you that. Besides, what do you think your truth sense or Authority is if not magic?”
“But you said yourself, it’s just augmenting what’s already there like the authority I already have and my skills at detecting lies.”
“And all he did was act like Miles, but he did it so well that your brain perceived what you saw as Miles. It only seems like a stretch because it’s so alien to what you can do. It’s all magic though, Stella.”
“Has anyone checked on Miles? I’m assuming your friend must have done something to him to—”
“He’s here in the building and he’s fine,” Leon interrupted. “Deo never touched him, he just posed as him and pretended to have forgotten his keys to get one of the tactical guys to let him into the building.” After a slight pause he added, “I should go if I’m going to check on your friend. Who should I ask to take me there?”
Stella was about to suggest one of the dreamwalkers when Freckles chuffed loudly, drawing the attention of both Leon and Stella.
“You want to take him?” Stella asked, and Freckles chuffed again. “He’ll take you,” she said to Leon, who was looking at her and the dog like she was crazy.
“Of all the strange things in the world, those dogs might be the weirdest,” he said. “Dogs aren’t supposed to be that intelligent.”
“Well, Freckles is and he can also dreamwalk, so do you want the lift or not?”
Leon held up his hands in surrender and stepped back into the cell. “Sorry, I meant nothing by it. I’d be happy for the help.”
“Good. Just touch his fur and then jump, he’ll take care of the rest.”
“Touch his fur and jump, right,” Leon said, raising a hand hesitantly toward the dog. To be fair, while he had travelled via dreamwalker before, it had always been with Tad and it hadn’t been often. It had taken Stella ages to get used to travelling that way.
“You’ll be fine. Call me if you have any news.”
“Will do,” he said. “Alright then, buddy. Shall we do this?” he asked Freckles who looked at him with his head cocked. “It’s almost like he’s asking me what I’m waiting for,” Leon pointed out.
“Because he probably is,” Stella agreed. “Now stop being a baby and grab his fur.”
Leon scowled at her and did as asked, and a moment later he was gone.
Stella looked at the space he had just left and wondered at how somehow something so crazy as people disappearing was normal to her now, and then she turned her attention to the cell door. She needed to find Trevors and face the music, then she needed to get back to work. There was still a lot that needed her attention today, and she had just lost two hours.
Groaning at the thought of her never ending to-do list, she headed out the door and went looking for Trevors.
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“Ryan Brown, come with us.”
Ryan looked up from a winning hand of cards to find he was surrounded by three hulking bruisers with mean faces and beady eyes. They looked like they broke legs for a living. However, it wasn’t those scarred faces that made Ryan so cautious, but the black swirling patterns inked into their skin. It was like putting lace on a rhino, beautiful but out of place.
However, Ryan knew those tattoos were more than decorative. Not only had he seen dreamcatchers before he went undercover, but he had spent the last month in this camp receiving special training from men with the same designs. He had impressed his instructors at the last base and laid the groundwork for making them think he had a problem with dreamwalkers and anything supernatural. It had earned him an invitation to a special program that he was all too quick to snap up.
He climbed to his feet, threw down his cards and nodded to his fellow recruits, telling them everything was alright. It didn’t serve him to upset them as he didn’t know what they would do if he kicked up a fuss.
“Lead the way,” was all he said, and he fell in behind the first of the three men while the other two followed.
Surrounded, he thought. This can’t be good.
They stepped out of the building that served as a common room and into the fresh air of the forest. The trees were gigantic, the kind that took hundreds of years to grow and would be here long after Ryan was gone. However, where this forest was located, Ryan couldn’t say. He’d arrived in a bus with blacked-out windows and had long since lost access to the internet. 
It left him without an exit should things go wrong. As he was marched away, surrounded by three men who could crush him with a thought if given the opportunity to activate one of their dreamcatchers, he wondered if maybe this time he’d bitten off more than he could chew.
They walked in silence through the wooden buildings that Ryan suspected had been a summer camp at some point. The only sound to accompany them was the wind through the trees and the snapping of twigs under their feet. As they approached the edge of the camp, he realised just how isolated they were and wondered who might hear him scream if they killed him.
Not that he’d give these bastards the satisfaction of screaming.
“Where are we going?” he dared ask as they stepped past the border of the camp.
“To meet a special guest,” the man up front said. Ryan was half expecting to be shut down and told not to ask questions, but maybe there was hope after all.
“This special guest have a name?”
“If he choses to tell you that, you’ll find out soon.”
“And if not?”
“Then learning his name will be the least of your worries.”
No one spoke for the next five minutes as they trudged through the forest, the undergrowth growing thicker with every step. The light from the camp had long since faded, and in the forest’s darkness it was hard to see where they were going. However, soon the darkness receded as they approached a clearing, one wide enough to let in the silvery luminance of the moon’s glow.
They stepped into an open circle that was a hundred foot wide. Clusters of picnic benches were scattered over the circle and a small child’s park sat off to one side. At the centre stood the stump of a tree that must have once dwarfed all the others. It was so large that it had been fashioned into an enormous, round table with a built-in bench that could comfortably fit thirty people.
Sitting on that table with his feet on the bench, watching as Ryan stepped from the forest, was the largest man Ryan had ever seen.
Even sitting he couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than a giant. Despite the cold he wore only a thin cotton shirt which did nothing to hide his bulging muscles. He had the physique of a comic book hero come to life.
Intelligent eyes fixed on Ryan. His sharp face was set in a serious expression that was made more severe by the shaved sides of his head and the slicked back hair in the centre that was tied behind him. Combined with his native American heritage, this man was the what Ryan used to imagine as a child when he played cowboys and indians with his brothers and friends. This was a hunter and a killer, and Ryan no longer needed to hear his name, he already knew it.
Kuruk Campbell.
The pictures Ryan had seen of Kuruk didn’t prepare him for the reality of this man. He had changed a lot since someone last used a camera around him. The hard set to his face made him look older and more menacing. But most of all, there were the tattoos.
Tad had destroyed his tattoos, but someone had given him an upgrade. The skin of his arms were plastered with Dreamcatchers, both small and large. He had full sleeves of them that extended onto his hands and even onto his fingers. Likewise, those black lines crept out from under the collar of his t-shirt, up his bull-like neck and even up the sides of his shaved head. Save for his face, the man was a walking dreamcatcher.
“This is him, sir,” the man in front of Ryan said, his voice containing a note of hero worship. He stepped off to the side so he was no longer in Ryan’s way, and when Ryan glanced behind him he saw that the other two men had spread out as well.
Strangely, Ryan felt less secure even though he was no longer surrounded.
“You know who I am?”
The giant’s voice was deep and booming, the kind of voice you’d expect rocks to have if they could talk.
“You’re Kuruk Campbell.”
The man’s face split into a smile, though it looked more like he was simply baring his teeth. Inwardly, Ryan shuddered. This was no longer the friendly teenager who people said was the salt of the earth, but a man made hard by dark experience, a hunter and killer. Ryan knew more than ever that he needed to be cautious.
“Yet you’re not surprised to find me here,” he said. “Why is that?”
“I’ve been training against people wearing those since I arrived. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together. Last I heard, your sister was helping the Brits. With you disappearing and these guys showing up, I could guess the rest.”
“So you have a brain between your ears. Your instructors said as much. You’ve made quite the splash since arriving at this place.”
Ryan did his best to hide his wince. He wanted to stand out, but had he made so much of a splash that he had given himself away?
“Your instructors tell me you have natural talent,” Kuruk continued. “They’ve been impressed with you for a while, which is why I’m here.”
“You were watching today?” Ryan guessed, and again Kuruk bared his teeth in that terrifying smile.
“I was. That whole event was set up so I could watch.” For the first time he leaned forward with what looked like genuine interest. “Tell me, how did you do it?”
This morning started out like any other, physical training followed by drills. They were being instructed by men with dreamcatchers who were recreating some of the powers of dreamwalkers, showing them potential defences against such powers. Mostly they focused on avoidance rather than countering the attacks, and they stressed the importance of taking dreamwalkers out before they could put their powers to use.
Where the day had differed was that after lunch they were told they were being put into a real world example and they would be tested on everything they learned so far. A course was set up and a group of the best performing recruits had been told that their objective was to make it through the course to the other side. Hidden amongst the obstacles were their dreamcatcher-covered instructors, and they were warned that they wouldn’t be holding back. This was as real a test as they were likely to face, and they had to take it seriously.
As the person who performed best until that point, Ryan was given command of the group.
He knew from the start that they weren’t supposed to win. He suspected it was an exercise to humble them and prove they needed to take Dream powers seriously. A few of the men were growing complacent in the training and were getting full of themselves.
However, Ryan had other plans. He didn’t like losing, even when he was trying to stay under the radar.
“I just used the techniques we’ve been taught since we got here,” Ryan answered, trying for humble.
Kuruk burst out laughing, the first genuine human sound from him.
“Give yourself more credit. No one told you to set traps, to lay ambushes for your attackers and to make them come to you instead of going to them. I think you know as well as I that we expected you to move through the course at a steady pace and try overwhelming force to take out your instructors before they had chance to use their abilities. Yet you didn’t do that. Why?”
Taking a risk, Ryan said, “I assumed that was what they expected and its never good to play to someone else’s plan.”
Again Kuruk laughed and he climbed to his feet, towering over Ryan like one of the surrounding trees.
“I love it,” he said. “I’m assuming that same sort of thinking was how you dealt with their combo attacks, even though you’ve never encountered them before?”
Just as Mitena had continued to advance the dreamcatcher designs that were being produced in the UK, Kuruk had advanced in what he was good at, finding ways to use those dreamcatchers. In the exercise this afternoon, his instructors had surprised Ryan by using multiple dreamcatchers at the same time, increasing the effects of the power they wielded. Ryan’s understanding was that they could only use one at a time, which created moments of vulnerability when their dreamcatchers weren’t active.
But somehow the instructors had figured out how to use two at once, erasing these weaknesses. By tapping two dreamcatchers, like strength and speed, they didn’t need to draw so strongly on either to be effective. This increased the time that they could use those dreamcatchers without them getting too hot. It also eliminated the time it took for them to switch between dreamcatchers. They could now keep at least one dreamcatcher active by cycling through their dreamcatchers at different times.
It made their instructors far more deadly than the Dream Team, at least from what Ryan had seen. However, they still hadn’t been able to stop Ryan from completing the course.
“I don’t like to do anything without doing my research first, so I read a lot about tactics and leadership before joining up.”
“And it paid off,” Kuruk said. “You played it smart, lured your instructors into scenarios that gave you the upper hand no matter what advantages they brought with them.”
Ryan nodded, accepting the praise but decided not to speak. Kuruk waited, watching Ryan’s expression before he smiled even wider.
“Tell me, how do you feel about what we’re doing here?”
“I think it’s necessary work,” Ryan answered, having long since prepared for this question. “We need to protect ourselves against any threat, supernatural included.”
“Oh, is that all?” Kuruk asked. “There’s nothing personal in this for you?”
“No sir,” Ryan said, like he was answering a commanding officer.
“Not even when you found out about the dreamwalker in your neighbourhood. Marshall Tanners, right? He was one of the men I was forced to deal with last year.”
Ryan could have whooped for joy as he repeated the same trick he had been pulling off all afternoon. Kuruk had taken the bait he laid out so long ago in his backstory and was finally in a place for Ryan to take advantage of that.
“You know about Marshall, sir?” he asked, feigning being uncomfortable to hide his actual feelings.
“I do. A loner at school. Showing a lot of anti-social behaviour growing up. So far, just like all of these freaks. But he went further, didn’t he? Got himself arrested when he was barely even a kid. Do you remember why?”
“Arson. He used to like to set fires,” Ryan answered, remembering the story of the dreamwalker from the town that Ryan claimed to be from.
“That’s right. Can you imagine what a freak like that could do with the powers of a dreamwalker? An anti-social nut job who just wants to see the world burn. He’d be a walking disaster. The kind of man you’d want protection from, right? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? That’s the real reason you joined the army. You want to learn to protect yourself from these freaks.”
“No sir, I joined so I could serve my country,” Ryan said in what might be an Oscar worthy performance. He did his utmost to make it sound like he was saying what he thought Kuruk wanted to hear, not what he actually believed.
“Please, I know a man who has seen the truth. You know the cancer that these dreamwalkers are to this world and you know what needs to be done to fight cancer. People like Marshall Tanners are tumors that need to be removed from this world.”
“You already removed that tumor,” Ryan pointed out.
“Yes, I did,” Kuruk said, proud of himself. “Just like I want to remove the rest. But I’m just one man. I need help with that. Does that sound like something you might be interested in?”
Ryan hesitated, glancing at the men behind him as though struggling to decide and wary that he might get in trouble.
“This isn’t a trap. This is what you’re here for. To learn to fight these people, to find out if you are the right person to help us rid this cancer from our world. We could use a man like you.”
“Would it mean leaving the army?” he asked.
“No. You’d just be joining a special division. One that is training to fight the true enemy of this country.”
Ryan nodded to the tattoos on Kuruk’s arm.
“You want to put those on me?”
Recognising the distaste in Ryan’s voice, Kuruk nodded and looked at his own tattoos, turning his arm backwards and forwards.
“Hideous, aren’t they,” he said. “I hate them as much as you. Every time I got a new one, I knew I was becoming more like them, doing things that no human should be able to. But sometimes you have to fight fire with fire. You were smart today and you performed well. But you’re unique amongst the recruits we’ve tested so far, and we can’t rely on finding more people like you. We need to use the weapon of the enemy against the enemy if we’re going to survive this.
“So the question becomes, what are you willing to do for your country? For this world? Would you accept a dreamcatcher if it meant stopping a single Marshall Tanners? What about stopping a thousand of them?” When Ryan didn’t answer Kuruk stepped closer, now within touching distance. “What sacrifices are you willing to make to save our country and protect its values?”
“I’d give my life for that sir, that’s why I’m here?”
“Then you’ll join the cause and accept the tattoos?”
Ryan hesitated, trying his best to make this seem like a hard decision. Finally, he nodded.
“I will.”
“Good man,” Kuruk barked, clapping him on the shoulder with a hand the size of a shovel and nearly knocking Ryan from his feet. “I knew as soon as I saw you that you’d do the right thing.”
“Thank you, sir. So what now?”
“Now you go back to the camp and pack your things. I’m leaving tonight and you’re coming with me. We’ll get you some tattoos, and tomorrow morning you’ll start learning how to use them. Welcome to the real war, soldier. We’re glad to have you.”
Ryan forced himself to smile as he accepted the praise and even let a little of his excitement out. This had been one of his longest missions to date and he had been growing frustrated with it, but finally he was getting somewhere. As he turned to follow the thugs back through the trees towards the camp, he wondered just how long it would be before he got the answers he needed and could get the hell out of here.
One thing was for sure, he’d be a changed man when he did leave and might even have a few superpowers as souvenirs.
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The living room door opened, but Tad was in too much pain to turn toward it. Every part of him was in agony thanks to the psychopathic, SAS trained Rodney who put him through an hour of torture at 6 o’clock in the morning. All Tad could do was groan and roll his eyes toward the door, much to the delight of the ghost who entered.
“You look like shit,” Tony said, not even trying to hide how funny he found this.
“This is all your fault. I was happy how I was and you had to interfere.”
Tony held up his hands in surrender.
“Don’t blame me. Training with Rodney was your idea. I just wanted you to spend more time with other ghosts.”
“What are you doing here? I thought you left to see your parents and Amber.”
Tony fell onto a sofa and scratched his head before answering.
“Yeah… Well, I was on my way there and started thinking about the last year… You know what I mean... Charles… Miriam. It just got me thinking about the old days, and… Well, I just thought I’d hang out with you for the day.”
“Don’t tell me you’re having an emotional moment. That’s terrifying,” Tad said with an evil grin.
Tony was about to reply when the door opened again and Rodney walked in, preceded by Growler. The dog was licking his chops and looked pleased with himself as he lept onto an empty sofa and lay down. Tad glared at his dog suspiciously before turning towards the athletic ghost, or more specifically, the concoction he was holding.
“Why do I get the impression that whatever you fed him looked a lot better than this?” Tad asked, accepting the offered drink and looking at it like it was poison. Tad didn’t think any drink should be that shade of green, nor so thick, nor smell so much like grass. In fact, he was struggling to find anything good to say about it.
“It’s got everything you need to help you recover after a workout like that,” Rodney said.
“So this is what you’d have drunk when you were in the army.”
“Hell no,” Rodney answered. “We ate real food. But you said you needed something quick, so here you go.”
Tony was laughing again, his frustration of a moment earlier forgotten as he watched Tad sample the drink. When Tad nearly choked, Tony howled with glee.
“That alone was worth coming back today,” he said when he wasn’t struggling to breathe.
Tad scowled at him, and this time it was Tony’s turn to be saved by the living room door opening. Another ghost stepped in, this one dressed in a suit and ready for a day of work. Thomas stopped when he was only three steps into the living room and scowled.
“What is this?” he asked. “You were supposed to be ready ten minutes ago.”
Tad groaned and looked away, more interested in the thick green sludge than dealing with Thomas’ complaints.
“Blame him,” he said, throwing Rodney under the bus. “He pushed me too hard.”
“Come on, Tad. Today is important,” Thomas pushed, stepping around the sofas and forcing Tad to look at him. “You promised I’d have your full attention and you’d be ready for this. I didn’t expect to have to chase you and—”
“Alright,” Tad said, cutting the ghost off. “I promised and I’ll stick to that. Let me finish this… potion, and I’ll go get ready.”
Thomas huffed and sat down next to Growler, glaring at Tad.
“Here goes nothing,” Tad said, taking a few deep breaths and building his will. Then, when he thought he was ready, he was about to down his drink in one when he was saved by the bell. Not a literal bell maybe, but his phone started buzzing and he jumped on the excuse.
“What are you doing now?” Thomas asked in frustration, not happy at Tad’s distraction. “Just drink the thing and… Urgh, get off me!”
The last words were aimed at Growler, who decided that if they were going to share a seat, then he might as well introduce himself to the ghost. To Growler’s mind, the best way to do that was to lick the ghost’s face.
Tad grinned as the politician got distracted, but his smile faded as soon as he saw the name on the screen of his phone.
“What is it?” Tony asked, reading Tad’s expression.
“It’s a text from Jacob. He’s apologising for the other day and wants to make up for it. He wants to meet face to face and wants to know if I have time right now.”
“You don’t,” Thomas said as he pushed Growler away. “You have a jam-packed schedule and you don’t have time for this conversation, let alone side trips.”
Tad was about to agree when the phone buzzed again with another message.
I know you’re busy, brother. But I could do with your advice. It will only be quick, and I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.
Tad frowned at the text, his fingers hovering over the keypad as he debated his answer. Thomas was right, he didn’t have time for anything today. He promised the Prime Minister he would take a big part in the planned activities and would be available all day. However, at the same time he couldn’t ignore that text. Jacob wasn’t the kind of man to make mountains out of molehills, and if he wanted to speak then it must be important.
He typed back a quick response and spoke to Thomas at the same time.
“I’ll get changed before we go and bring you all with me. That way we’ll be ready to go as soon as I hear what he has to say.”
“You promised,” Thomas complained, but Tad had already pressed send on the message and before he could think better of it, he downed the nasty drink in his hand. He closed his eyes, tilted his head back and just concentrated on not being sick as the thick sludge slipped down his throat. When he was done, he opened his eyes in surprise and looked at the glass, then at Rodney who was standing by the TV with a knowing grin.
“It’s not that bad,” he said, to which Rodney just shrugged as if to say I told you so.
“Tad, don’t ignore me. You promised that—”
“I know what I promised,” Tad said. “And I’m sticking to that, we’re just making a pit stop before we get there. Keep it together, Thomas.” Tad stood, or more accurately tried to stand, but his muscles didn’t want to respond right now and he fell back into the chair. Turning to Tony, he asked, “A little help?”
Tony rolled his eyes.
“That’s not what I was talking about when I said we should hang out today.”
“Just for a little while,” Tad requested. “I just need a bit of a pick me up until I’ve got over the torture he put me through this morning.”
Again Rodney didn’t respond verbally, he just looked smug.
“Fine. But only for an hour or two. Believe it or not, I’ve got better things to do with my day than spend all my time in that thick head of yours,” Tony said.
“Thanks, Tony.”
Tony just huffed like it was the greatest imposition in the world, then Tad felt that touch against his senses that told him that there was a ghost that wanted his attention. Tad let down his barriers, and Tony dissolved into a ball of mist that rushed across the room for Tad to breathe in.
At once the aching pain in his muscles vanished, he sat up straighter, and he felt filled with energy.
“That’s better,” he said, jumping up from the sofa and earning a shocked reaction from Rodney.
“How long have you been able to do that?” he asked.
“What? Use Tony to help recover from pain? Pretty much forever. While he’s in me I get a boost of energy and he fixes whatever damage I’ve done to myself.”
“Then why the hell haven’t you been using him before? We could work out twice as much if you can recover that fast.”
Tad laughed. “I’m taking a hard pass on that.” Seeing that Thomas was about to lose his mind waiting for Tad, he added, “Don’t worry. I’m going to get changed now. I’ll be five minutes, tops.”
He was about to leave the room when he had an epiphany that was part his and part Tony’s. It had been a year since Tad had lost his ghosts, and in that year he never thought he’d ever want to take another ghost again. Truth be told, he still wasn’t sure. However, as he checked his mood, he had to admit that he was enjoying himself. It wasn’t the same as with Charles and Miriam, and of course he wanted Jen back, but the easy banter between the ghosts and even the politician’s frustrations were welcome. It was a touch of family life in a home that had been lacking that for too long.
Acting on that impulse, he turned to Rodney and asked, “You up to much today?”
“Not really, just the same old. Why?”
“I can’t promise it’ll be a lot of fun, but you can stick around with us today for the Merging day activities if you want. There’s a lot happening and I think Norman wants to turn it into a bit of a celebration more than a memorial, so it could be interesting.”
“Uh… Yeah. I can do that. Sure.”
Tad smiled and nodded. Then, when seeing that his politician friend was about to explode, he winked at him and left to go get changed, suddenly feeling quite hopeful about this day.


◆◆◆
 


Tad looked at the picture on his phone, not recognising the empty land that was part of Brad’s ranch.
“Why don’t they meet you at the house?” Rodney asked, looking at the picture over Tad’s shoulder. “You said you’d been there before, right?”
“I have,” Tad agreed. “But they want to meet here for some reason.”
Rodney’s expression twisted into a frown and he wanted to say something, but he stopped himself at the last moment. Tad was bout to ask what he wanted to say, but caught the impatience on Thomas’ face and decided he was better off getting on with this. He put his phone in his pocket and looked up. “I have it now, let’s go.”
Before either ghost could say anything, Tad gripped their shoulders and changed the channel.
As always when travelling somewhere with a different climate, Tad felt the change in the temperature first. Despite being half-past one in the morning in Texas and dreamwalking from a home with central heating, Tad still recognised the unseasonable warmth as something different. There was a heat radiating from the ground that only land bathed in the sun for the majority of the day adopted, and Tad knew he was far from home.
The darkness was a shock to the system. Stepping from the electric lights of his living room to the pitch darkness of the open air left him blinking. The ghosts had no such restrictions.
“Tad run,” Rodney shouted, but his words were drowned out by the clang of metal on metal that echoed through Tad’s mind thanks to more than just the sound. There was a mental click in his head as something changed, but it wasn’t until his eyes adjusted to the darkness that he realised what that was.
The movement of a shape amongst the shadows drew his attention to where a young man was standing up, a cruel smile on his face that Tad had seen before. Simon was a dreamwalker who used to come to the meetings but never said much. On the few occasions Tad met him outside the meetings, he found him abrasive and never liked his smile.
What he liked less was a grim-faced Jacob standing to his left, and the shame-faced Brad standing to his right. Brad looked anywhere but at Tad, uncomfortable with what was happening. Jacob, while wearing a pained expression, was resolute.
Tad looked from face to face in confusion before he looked down at the metal that made the clanging noise. The sound had been Simon slamming closed a small strip that was attached via a hinge to a larger design. Tad had never seen one on this scale or from the inside, so it took him a second to make sense of the swirling lines that spiraled out from the central circle in which he stood, but eventually he cottoned on.
He and his ghosts were standing in the centre of a giant dreamcatcher, and Simon had just closed the last piece of the puzzle.
Even though he already knew what would happen, Tad couldn’t help reaching for Dream, but he might as well have been trying to reach through a closed window. He could see the door in his mind, but there was a barrier he couldn’t pass no matter how hard he tried.
As he reached for it, light flared to life, the enormous dreamcatcher in the centre of a giant field on Brad’s property lighting up the night and illuminating more than just Jacob, Brad and Simon. A whole host of dreamwalkers who wore various expressions encircled him. Recognising he was doing nothing but wearing himself out, Tad ceased his efforts and the light faded, the dreamwalkers returning to the shadows.
“What the hell is this?” Tad shouted into the darkness, directing his words at Jacob, who he knew was the mastermind here. Even as he asked the question he was running through old conversations and putting together clues. His argument with Jacob beside the pyramids had been a long time building, and as Tad looked back he realised the signs were there of tension building to something big.
But how could he have expected his?
At the edge of the circle, Jacob stepped forward, separating himself from Brad and Simon and keeping his gaze fixed on Tad.
“You had every chance, brother,” he said, his radio-voice as confident as ever. “I tried to get you to see reason, but you wouldn’t listen. I know you mean well and you’re always trying to find the best in every situation, but we’re dying out here. Literally in some cases.”
“Who’s dying?” Tad demanded, glancing around to see if he could make out the other faces in the darkness.
“Rajesh. Walter. Nina. Carmen. Alehandro. Matilda.”
Every name Jacob spoke conjured an image in Tad’s mind, faces he would never forget. Jacob was listing the victims of Mitena and Kuruk.
“We ended that threat,” Tad interrupted. “I’m as saddened by the loss of those people as any of you, but that’s behind us. There’s no need for this.”
“Is it over?” Jacob asked, a touch of anger slipping into his voice. “Where is Kuruk Campbell?”
Tad struggled to find an answer that wouldn’t make the situation worse, but Jacob never gave him the chance.
“That’s right, you don’t know where he is. A man who killed so many dreamwalkers just vanishes and you sweep it aside like its nothing.”
“We’re still looking into that,” Tad tried, but again Jacob interrupted.
“Are you? Last I checked, your Dream Team is looking more and more like Kuruk Campbell every day. It’s less like they’re looking for him and more like they’re becoming him. But that doesn’t matter. Haven’t you realised yet? Even if you found him tomorrow and locked him away, we still wouldn’t be safe because he’s not our biggest threat.”
He paused dramatically before saying, “Normal humans are. Politicians, business owners, billionaires, anyone with power who fears what we will become. Do you think Kuruk could have done what he did for so long without the support of the US government? Do you think he could have disappeared unless—”
“Listen to yourself. You sound crazy,” Tad interrupted. “What evidence do you have?”
“Your country has a bill that is being voted on tomorrow,” Jacob said, as though that was the smoking gun. “Anyone who has read that bill knows what it means. They’re coming for us, and it is long past time you saw that.”
“A select few politicians created that bill. It doesn’t represent the majority,” Thomas shouted, his voice wobbling enough to make Tad glance at the ghost. His eyes had adjusted so he could see the ghost was scared, looking around with wide eyes and a pale face. Tad couldn’t blame him. This many dreamwalkers in one place, none of them looking friendly, there was no wonder a ghost might be nervous.
Tad glanced at Rodney, but he looked angry, glaring at the shadows as if daring them to pick a fight.
“Here we go again,” Jacob called, turning his attention from Tad and looking around the circle of shadowy dreamwalkers. “Listen to the politician start the spin machine, trying to make it seem like something it’s not.”
“He’s not lying. We’re fighting this thing,” Tad argued.
“No, Tad!” Jacob screamed so loud that spittle flew from his mouth. He spun back to face Tad, and for a second it looked like he was losing control. “You still don’t get it. They’re playing you. That’s what they do. This arsehole, the politicians on that stupid council, your Prime Minister… They only care about themselves and they’ve been playing you for months.”
“I don’t think—”
“Enough,” Jacob interrupted, raising his hand for silence. “We’re not getting anywhere, just as we haven’t every other time we spoke about this. We’ve tried it your way for months and now it’s time to try our way. While you don’t see the threat in front of us, we have been getting ready for it. While you’ve been trying to show the world that we’re meek, we’ve been preparing to show our strength and secure our future. I hoped you would come to your senses, but that’s not the case. That’s why we had to do this.”
He stepped back and motioned to the enormous dreamcatcher. It must have been at least sixty-foot in diameter and Tad could tell just by looking that it was too well constructed for him to even dream of overheating it. Like the dreamcatchers that were keeping important buildings around the world safe from intrusion, no single dreamwalker could ever call enough Dream overload steel that thick.
“We respect everything you’ve done for us, brother, and we know you mean well. That’s why we’re just locking you up for a little while. You’ll be safe while we do what we must. Hopefully, when this is over, you’ll see the truth.”
“Do what?” Tad asked, terrified at whatever plan Jacob had cooked up where doing this to him was the reasonable option.
Jacob didn’t answer, and the silence following Tad’s question was only broken by the rushing sound of air filling a void as a dreamwalker vanished. Tad spun to see who had gone, but then there was another rushing sound, followed by another, and another. One by one the dreamwalkers disappeared and though he felt like a dog chasing his own tail, Tad couldn’t help but spin tosee who was leaving each time.
Finally, there were only three left, Jacob, Simon and Brad. Simon sneered in a way that told Tad he was enjoying this far too much, then he too disappeared.
“Do what?” Tad asked again, more desperately this time and hoping Jacob might answer. However, he was out of luck as Jacob also vanished, and only one man remained.
“Brad, please see reason. I can tell you don’t want to do this. It’s not too late to change your mind,” Tad tried. For a second he thought he might get through to the man. However, eventually Brad met his eye and shook his head.
“I’m sorry about this,” was all he said before he too vanished and Tad was left alone in the middle of an enormous field surrounded by a steel cage that had been crafted just for him.
“What now?” Thomas asked, looking every bit as afraid as he had a moment earlier.
“Can you break out of this?” Rodney asked.
Tad shook his head, unable to verbalise his answer as fury made him unable to speak. He was kicking himself for letting this happen. Was this just because he hadn’t gone to the dreamwalker meetings? Or had Jacob be leading up to this for a long time, maybe even from the start of their friendship?
Whatever the case, Tad knew he’d dropped the ball yet again.
“No, I don’t think I can, but I’ll try.”
And with that, Tad turned his attention to the barrier between himself and Dream, and taking a deep breath, he threw himself at it.
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For once Jacob didn’t recreate his garden for this newest Dream meeting. Instead, he created a featureless void of infinite blackness with a circle of thrones, one for every dreamwalker. He didn’t want people to feel comfortable and wanted them to take this seriously because this would be the biggest day of their lives.
There was a lot of nervous chatter as the dreamwalkers who had helped capture Tad were filling in the rest of the dreamwalkers who weren’t there. It was a sad day seeing Tad locked up, but this was bigger than one man, and Jacob needed to remind them of that.
He stepped into the centre of the circle and raised his hands for quiet. Instantly, over two-hundred dreamwalkers fell silent, their eyes trained on him as they waited to hear what he had to say.
“Brothers and sisters, thank you for coming. It means a lot to me, to the future of our people, and the future of the world. You know why we’re here, but before we do this, let’s remind ourselves why this is necessary.
“It’s been a year since the Merging, and in that time we’ve seen miracles and we’ve seen atrocities. We’ve seen people have their dreams come true, seen incredible changes in ourselves, and be given every opportunity to make this world a better place. But we’ve also seen brothers and sisters killed while governments stood by and did nothing. People like the Campbell twins and Joshua King have been fighting for our extinction, yet rather than stand up for us, governments create laws to put us down.
“And it’s not just governments or crazy idiots with too much power. Normal people protest our very existence. Groups like the children of ADaM, whose numbers grow daily, are a constant threat. Once again governments do nothing. Now there are rumours that countries around the world are preparing laws like those coming out in Britain to make things even worse. Some countries are already killing dreamwalkers, they’re just doing it quietly.
“We need a place where we can be safe, a place we can call home, a place we can defend. We need to show the world we’re strong, that we won’t lie down and take this, and that we’ll fight for our right to survive.”
He took a breath and turned around so he could see every face and meet every eye. Then when he was sure he had their attention, he brought his speech to an end.
“And that is why we have no choice but to do this. Just remember that we do this in the name of survival. So as you complete your mission, remember it’s not about killing and it’s not about proving we’re better than humans, it’s about keeping us and the people we love safe. It’s about securing our future.
“Now you have your assignments, and you know what you’re doing. So go out there, be safe, and let’s bring in a brighter future for dreamwalkers the world over. Let’s finish what Tad Holcroft started one year ago today.
“Good luck everyone.”
There were no cheers like they were in movies, and Jacob still saw nervous faces. However, he would be worried if he didn’t see those faces because the stakes had never been higher. They were putting their lives on the line, risking their freedom, all for the greater good. They risked that because they were smart, so no mindless cheering.
Jacob turned to find Simion and Brad waiting. Simon looked eager as ever, one of the few people in the room who didn’t have any doubts. He was hotheaded and maybe a liability, but Jacob could use that to his advantage. That passion was why he had one of the most demanding jobs today, and he was leading his team against one of their most dangerous opponents.
Brad looked terrified, and Jacob was more worried about him than Simon. At least with Simon he could count on him to see this through, however he doubted Brad’s resolve.
Looking his friend in the eye, he asked, “Are you with me, brother? I need you to be strong. We’ve come too far to back out now.”
“I’m here, and I’m with you. I’ll do what needs to be done, I just don’t have to like it,” Brad said. “Sorry, it just shook me up doing that to Tad after all he’s done for us. But I will make this work. I’m with you.”
Jacob clapped his friend on the shoulder.
“That’s good to hear. Thank you, brother. You’ve made the right decision. Now you both know what you have to do?” Both Brad and Simon nodded, and Jacob smiled all the wider. “Good, then let’s get to it. Collect your teams and go.”
Jacob watched as they did as asked, disappearing with groups of dreamwalkers until only twenty remained, all waiting for Jacob.
“Here we go, let’s get this done.”
Dream disappeared and they were standing in the shadow of a warehouse that overlooked the King Dream Gate, all of them staring at the rubble and the army tents that guarded that gate one year after the tower fell. The security had been beefed up since the Campbell twins broke into the facility. Dreamcatchers had been built into the fences surrounding the perimeter and into the frames of the tents. Any dreamwalker stupid enough to come out of the dream gate would be trapped, and any dreamwalker standing outside the perimeter trying to get in would have no luck.
However Jacob and his team were ready for this, they’d been training for it. In fact, it wasn’t just them who had been training, and that was the secret of how they would pull this off.
Turning to his team who stood in the shadows, he said, “Let your ghosts out.”
Steam rose from the dreamwalkers, the vapour coalescing into clouds that became human beings a moment later. Every dreamwalker brought at least one ghost, an overlooked supernatural element that had been woefully under-prepared for by the governments of the world. They had as much riding on today as the dreamwalkers, and they had a part to play. While every major facility in Britain used Mitena’s dreamcatchers to protect themselves from Dream related attacks, none thought to protect themselves from ghost related attacks.
Are you ready, Joseph?
In answer he felt his brother trying to get free, and sensing his excitement Jacob let him out. Steam rose from his body and coalesced into his long-dead brother, who stared back with a smile.
“Do you even have to ask?”
Jacob liked his confidence and nodded towards the encampment. Nothing more needed to be said.
The ghosts slipped from the shadows, running towards the encampment and the soldiers that were lined up behind the so-called security fences. Unless they had a dreamwalker among their ranks, they wouldn’t see their attackers tonight.
The ghosts had long since learned the trick that Tony had perfected, making themselves invisible and insubstantial when needed. Thirty ghosts rushed across the street and through the fences. From there they split into three groups, one running to the dreamcatchers on the fences, another running towards the tents, and the last running towards the unsuspecting soldiers. One by one those soldiers were knocked unconscious about the same time that the dreamcatchers were removed from the fencing.
Jacob turned to the men and women clustered behind him and nodded towards the encampment.
“Well, are we going to let our ghosts have all the fun?”
When he received nervous smiles in response, he led the charge out of the shadows, dreamwalking between one step and the next. They appeared inside the compound just as the ghosts started removing the dreamcatcher’s from the tents.
The soldiers inside finally caught on that they were under attack, but it was too late. With the dreamcatchers disabled, half the soldiers out of the fight and the other half taken by surprise, the battle was over before it began.
Within five minutes they captured every soldier, tied them up and dreamwalked them to another part of Brad’s ranch where they could cause no more problems. That was all the effort it took to secure their first stronghold within the Borderlands and win the first victory of the day. Their plan had gone off without a hitch. If only the rest of the day could be this easy.
Today they would claim Cardiff, their first step in taking the Borderlands that should have been theirs right from the beginning, the obvious home of all dreamwalkers. What better place to start than the King Dream Gate, where all this began?
Jacob gave orders to his people to secure the site and then he had a choice to make, would he go help Simon take the DTHQ and put the Dream Team out of commission, or should he go to Cardiff Bay and help Brad secure the Prime Minister?
As soon as he was sure that the Dream Gate was secure, he realised there was another option he hadn’t thought of until now. Running with that thought, he changed the channel, confident knowing that his revolution had begun.


◆◆◆
 


Norman shivered and looked out one of the enormous glass windows of the Senedd. Though he couldn’t put his finger on what it was, something was wrong.
However, there was nothing amiss outside the home of the Welsh Assembly. There was just the beautiful Cardiff Bay that was somewhat marred by the overcast sky and heavy rain. Shaking off the strange feeling, he turned back to his conversation that had stopped when they noticed his attention was somewhere else.
Amelia waited patiently, knowing something was wrong, while Ashley Evans stared with that vampire-like gaze he was so well known for. There was something about that man that was creepy and hard to deal with, and that was before you got to his radical ideas and stubborn refusal to budge.
They were discussing the bill yet again as time ran out to change it. Once more Norman wasn’t making the progress he would like before tomorrow’s vote. Tad wasn’t alone in dropping the ball on this. Norman should have seen this coming,  and now he worried there wasn’t enough time.
“I’m sorry, Prime Minister, am I boring you?” Ashley Evans asked.
“Yes,” Norman answered, surprising the straight faced man. “I’m fed up of discussing this. All we’re doing is going round in circles. I have enough to do today without retreading old ground. As soon as Tad shows up I will… Hey where is Tad?”
Amelia looked at her watch and when Norman glanced at its face, he realised just how late Tad was.
“My God. How is it that a man who can be anywhere with just a thought is always so bloody late?”
“Frankly, I don’t understand why you keep him around. I don’t see his use myself. He doesn’t even shows up to the meetings, let alone contribute. He’s a thug that should be left on the streets where he belongs, fighting with the Dream Team, but not in politics.”
Norman burst out laughing, amazed anyone could use the word thug in relation to Tad Holcroft. He had come a long way from the reserved man Norman met in February, but he was not the bully Ashley thought.
Norman was about to say something else when Ashley looked up, his head cocked to one side like he was a dog who heard something strange. He turned toward the entrance and swore.
“What is it?” Norman asked.
When Ashley turned back, there was fear in his eyes.
“We need to get out of here. Have you got security nearby?”
Norman shared a glance with Amelia.
“What’s wrong?” Norman asked.
Ashley looked from Norman to the door, his head never still as he shuffled from foot to foot.
“Ashley?”
The strange politician was silent a moment longer before saying, “Prime Minister, I know this will be hard to believe, but we’re in trouble. About two-dozen ghosts just stormed through the front door. I know you can’t see them yet but trust me I can—”
“Wait a second. You can see ghosts? You’re a dreamwalker?”
“No, but I can see those ghosts clear as day, and they’re all running. That can’t be good and we need to get out of here n—”
He was cut off as suddenly one of the many dreamcatchers built into the frame of the building over the windows, almost like decorations, burst to life. The enormous metal designs flared like sunlight shining in Norman’s eyes, and he flinched away to protect himself, only to find another dreamcatcher bursting to life.
Norman wanted to ask what was happening, but didn’t get chance as one of the dreamcatchers fell from the wall and dropped to the ground with a massive clang the made people scream. Then there was another clang, followed by another as those dreamcatchers were pulled apart and went dark.
Norman looked at Ashley, hoping for an explanation, but never got the chance to ask. There was a pop that came from the centre of the atrium and a man appeared, dressed in jeans and a checkered shirt. He looking out of place in this modern building surrounded by people in suits and dresses.
There was another pop followed by another and another. Maybe thirty dreamwalkers blinked into existence, scattered around the atrium in a pattern that meant they had the place surrounded.
“Everybody freeze!” the man in jeans shouted.
Norman stared at him, wondering why he recognised him. Were those actually cowboy boots? Something about the odd choice of footwear jogged Norman’s memory. This was Brad, one of the dreamwalkers caught up in the dreamcatcher incident four months ago. Norman had no idea what he was doing here, but this couldn’t be good.
“You’re surrounded. I need you to stay calm and make your way over to me. Please don’t put up a fight, we don’t want to hurt you.”
Norman shared another glance with Amelia, and this time included Ashley as they shared in their confusion.
“Is this a robbery?” Norman whispered.
“Where is the Prime Minister?” Brad shouted from his spot the centre of the atrium. Before anyone could answer there was a lot of movement.
The armed police securing the event pushed through the crowd, guns raised and headed for the dreamwalker who waited patiently. Frightened people moved out of the way, screaming as they saw the guns, and those that didn’t were pushed aside by the police.
However, they weren’t ready for what they faced and suddenly Norman realised he made a mistake when he hadn’t insisted on the Dream Team being here. He couldn’t have predicted something like this would happen, but he should have learned by now to expect the unexpected.
The dreamwalker waved his arms in an exaggerated circular motion. Norman’s hair stood on end, almost like it did when he was near Tad. Suddenly there was a gale of wind that rushed outward from the centre of the room, catching up everything in its path.
People fell like dominoes, spreading outward until the wind reached by Prime Minister. He set his feet against it, lifting his arm to shield his face and turning his head to protect his eyes. The wind weakened as it moved out, but the Prime Minister struggled to stay on his feet.
When it died down again he looked up to find men standing over the police who had been blown over, removing their guns and tying them up. With no effort they had taken out every police officer and every dreamcatcher, leaving 250 terrified guests.
Before anyone could respond, the dreamwalkers were back in action, forcing people to their feet and herding them to the centre of the atrium. Brad vanished and appeared again outside the crowd as he started looking for one man in particular, the Prime Minister.
Norman was tempted to run, but there was nowhere he could go and it would be better to face music, sparing anyone else the trouble of the dreamwalkers having to search for him. He ignored Amelia’s shake of the head as she guessed what he would do and stepped away from her.
“I think you’re looking for me,” Norman shouted.
Brad looked up, spotted Norman from across the room and again disappeared, appearing with a pop at Norman’s side. Once again Norman was struck by how useful that talent was.
“Mr Geller, come with me. The rest of you over there with the others.”
“What are you’re trying to achieve here?” Norman asked.
“That will be clear soon enough,” the dreamwalker said, grabbing Norman’s arm and pulling him away from Amelia and Ashley. Once separated, the man seemed happy to just stand there watching the rest of the crowd get herded up. When he still didn’t move after everyone had been collected, Norman realised he was waiting for something. He was about to ask what he was waiting for when there was another pop and a two new people stepped out of thin air.
The man wasn’t an impressive figure. He was of average height, dressed casually in a t-shirt and jeans, and the only thing that stood out about him were his thick glasses that made his eyes look huge. He was someone Norman would normally consider an unassuming geek and never give another glance. However, there was something about him now that triggered Norman’s danger sense, and he knew this was someone not to mess with, at least in his current mood.
It didn’t help that he was holding someone by the arm, a young woman who looked less happy to be here than Norman did. That was surprising considering this woman was normally happy to be anywhere there was a story.
Lizzie glared at her captor with naked fury, but that turned to confusion and then interest as she saw the herded guests huddled together. Her professional interest was engaged and Norman moved his attention back off her, more interested in the man holding her arm and staring at him.
“I take it you’re the mastermind behind this?” Norman asked. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do, but this won’t work. All you will achieve by this is—”
“You have no idea what we want, so shut up and you might learn something.”
The man’s voice was deeper than expected, and Norman had the sudden impression of talking to a radio DJ. It was surprising that such a small man could have such a commanding presence.
“I’ve always found that you learn answers by asking questions, and staying quiet has never been something I’ve excelled at. So why don’t you start at the beginning? Who are you? What do you want, and what is all this about?”
The man ignored him, turning to Brad and asking, “Is everyone secure and the building locked down?”
Brad nodded while staring at the reporter with a confused frown like he didn’t expect her to be here.
“Don’t worry, she’s here to record this. We need someone to let the world know what’s happening and who better than the woman who broke the story of the Merging?”
“If you think I’m going to do a puff piece for a criminal holding people hostage, you’ve got another thing coming.”
Norman would be impressed by her attitude, except that it got her nowhere. These men would do what they wanted whether she liked it or not.
The young man with thick glasses smiled.
“You’re here because you have the perfect audience to take advantage of this and nothing more, no puff pieces are necessary. Besides, are you telling me you would turn down the chance to live stream the event of the century? You don’t have a choice in the matter, Miss Bradley.”
He turned to the Prime Minister and said, “In answer to your question, this is about that bill you’re trying to pass tomorrow, the dreamwalkers you’re holding down, getting justice for the people who have been mistreated over the last year, and deciding the future of my people and the world. We are here today to establish Cardiff as a dreamwalker safe haven. The Borderlands by its very nature belongs to us, but we’ll start with Cardiff and turning that into a place where dreamwalkers don’t have to fear the oppression of idiots like you who are trying to hold on to power they no longer have.”
“You’re mad if you think kidnapping me will help you achieve that,” Norman said.
“No, we’re taking Cardiff, regardless. As I speak I have people moving throughout the city, securing what we need so you can’t stand against us. You’re here today for a single reason.” He turned to Lizzie and said, “And the same goes for you. I have a message, and you’re both here to ensure that message is heard and honoured.”
He turned to dreamwalkers, who had finished rounding up the guests. “Take them into the smaller chambers and secure them. We need to get Miss Bradley everything she needs to talk to the world. As soon as we hear from Simon’s people, it will be time the world learned what we have to say.”
With that he walked away, leaving Norman and Lizzie looking at each other, helpless in the face of what was coming next.
All Norman could think as he was being led away was how the hell had they let this happen? Where was the Dream Team right now? And more importantly, where was Tad?




26

Wednesday, 30th November 2016

08:00





“And I’m telling you I need to know who these men are right now,” Trevors snapped, hammering the table with his finger as he glared across her desk.
This was the fifth time they had been over this and he wasn’t backing down. Stella needed time to think about her answer, and it wasn’t helping that there were places she had to be right now. They were late, and she was fed up of arguing about this. Unfortunately, she made the mistake of telling him she would fill him in later, and now he cornered her in her office, refusing to wait that long.
It was her turn to slam her hand on the desk, only she did it harder than he had. In her frustration she forgot how strong she was and a crack ran down the centre of the desk. Trevors jumped back in surprise, staring at the desk, then at her like he was seeing her for the first time. That surprise turned to suspicion, then anger. He was about to ask another question when the office door banged open and Denise barged in.
Stella’s usually unflappable assistant looked wild-eyed as she ushered Chakikra inside. The teenager started talking in a panicked rush.
“I don’t know what’s happening, but I just felt a load of ghosts turn up outside.”
Stella glanced at Trevors, sure this couldn’t be good.
“How many ghosts are we talking about?” she asked.
Chakikra only said one word. “Lots.”
Stella was about to ask more when Gary barged in, a stunned expression on his face, and Stella knew there was trouble.
She surged to her feet and looked at Trevors. “Get your men and activate your ghost sight dreamcatchers. I don’t know why we have so many ghosts coming at us, but I have a bad feeling about this. For them to come here on Merging day…” She let her words trail off as she had already made her point. “Trevors, lock this place down.”
“Lock it down?” he questioned, still confrontational. “If there’s that many ghosts, we need to hit them hard and fast before they hit us.”
“We don’t even know why they’re here. Just make sure the building is locked down and we’ll deal with this.”
He glared at her before pushing his way past Gary and Chakikra, rushing out the office. She didn’t like his expression and wondered if today was the day he would cross that line and ignore a direct command. She couldn’t worry about that right now as she had to keep moving.
To Gary and Chakikra she added, “You two come with me. Let’s see what this is about.”
It was Stella’s turn to push past the dreamwalkers, rushing out the door and headed towards the stairs. Footsteps behind her told her she was being followed, but she didn’t wait before rushing down the stairs to see what was happening. She was just in time to catch the first ghost step through the closed entrance like the door wasn’t there. Stella recognised the hole in her security as the ghosts faced no resistance.
“Stop,” Stella shouted, making the ghosts jump in surprise. However, they didn’t stop as she hadn’t dared risk using her Authority after what happened last time. They continued to rush through the doors and when they saw her looking they turned to each other in panic.
“She can see us,” one man said in surprise.
“So what if she can? We have a job to do and—”
Stella ignored the ghost as she put the clues together. If they thought they were invisible, the only reason she could see them was if one of the dreamwalkers were making them visible. That reminded Stella of who she had at her back and that dreamwalkers were also Proxies. Ghosts were very much in their domain.
Turning to Chakikra and Gary she said, “Freeze them.”
The six ghosts who were filling up the reception froze like they had been turned to statues, but the effect didn’t last. Just as suddenly, each one jerked free and escaped deeper into the downstairs part of the building.
“I said to freeze them,” Stella shouted.
“We can’t. They’re fighting us,” Gary answered, out of breath.
“The ghosts?” Stella asked, incredulous. Tad told her that since the Merging, the powers of a Proxy had increased and holding ghosts in place should be easy for her dreamwalkers.
“No, them,” Chakikra answered, pointing out the glass doors at the carpark beyond.
Stella spun and found herself looking at more ghosts stepping through the glass like it was nothing, and a group of men and women standing in the car park staring in, their expressions set and focused. It only took a second to realise that they were dreamwalkers, as who else would have the power to override Chakikra and Gary. What worried her was how many there were.
Stella saw five with just one glance, but judging by the number of ghosts who flooded through the door and others who came through the walls, she suspected there were many more. More than enough to overcome her defences.
She suddenly realised what this was. The DTHQ was under attack. There could be no other reason they were here. However, that begged the question of why they waited outside and sent their ghosts in. When she figured out the answer, she spun to face her dreamwalkers.
“The ghosts are here to disable the dreamcatchers.”
Chakikra and Gary’s eyes widened as they understood what Stella was saying, and suddenly Chakikra started panting.
“Oh my god. This isn’t good. There’s so many of them, Stella. There’s no way we can stop them all on our own and—”
“You don’t need to,” Stella interrupted, trying to cut through the panic before it could take hold. “Remember, we have Trevors guys to help. All I need is for you to head back upstairs and deal with any ghosts that come for the dreamcatchers up there. I’ll fill Trevors in on what’s happening down here.”
She was about to issue orders to Gary when a flash of light caught her attention and she spun to face the door to the tactical rooms. It may be overcast, but even so there was only one thing that created a light so bright she could see it so strongly in daylight.
“Oh my god, not again,” Stella groaned. She spun back to her dreamwalkers who looked equally horrified. “You two, do what I asked. I’ll deal with this.”
“They’re destroying—” Gary started, working himself into a rage, but Stella spoke over him.
“I said I’d deal with it. Do what I asked.”
She waited only for crisp nods from both of them before she descended the last stairs and rushed to the door that blocked her from where her Dream Team were once again committing an unforgivable act. She pressed her thumb against the reader beside the door, then tapped out the combination on the keypad as quick as possible. In her panic she went too fast and the code never registered, however on the second try she got the lock disengaged and had the door open.
Beyond the door was nothing short of chaos. There must have been thirty ghosts in the hallway running in every direction with panicked expressions as twelve of Trevor’s men chased them with their dreamcatchers enabled.
Stella was just in time to see Harry grab another ghost, a woman who looked tiny against his giant frame, and he wrapped his hand around her throat. Before Stella could shout for him to stop, there was a bright light, and the ghost was no more.
That same sense of horror washed over Stella as yet again she witnessed the most terrible crime she could think of being committed in front of her face. However, the ghosts were still on the loose and some were even attacking the dreamcatchers on the wall.
“Trevors,” she shouted. “Stop this. Just secure the ghosts and—”
That was all she got to say before there was another explosion of light as yet another member of his team crossed that line.
Only one good thing came from that unspeakable act; the rest of the ghosts took notice. Suddenly their movement was unified as those trying to dismantle the dreamcatchers stopped what they were doing and fled with the others.
Every ghost sprinted for the nearest wall to exit this building and save their existence. In seconds, the hallway emptied and all that remained were Trevors’ men who were panting hard and staring at Stella like she was an alien.
Shaking with rage, her eyes travelled from face to face, searching for a particular one. She hesitated on Harry, wanting to punch that face just to feel a little better and get justice for the ghost he destroyed. However, then she saw Trevors and knew she needed to stop this from the top.
Trevors’ eyes were so wide she could see the whites all around his irises. He breathed hard and scowled at the same time as he watched her approach. The aggression from the conversation earlier had intensified into a battle hardened rage that left her questioning what might happen next. He had already ignored her orders once.
“Stop this immediately,” she said, repeating her earlier words. “You’ve taken this too far and were done. The ghosts are gone and we need to lock this place down and—”
She never got to say any more as suddenly Trevors was in her face, poking her in the chest hard enough that she had to step back.
“I’m done listening to you. They don’t get to attack us without consequences.” Leaning around Stella, he shouted, “Harry, grab a team and your guns. Get your ass out there and deal with these bastards. I want their ghosts gone and the dreamwalkers in cells before—”
“Are you insane?” Stella asked. “You just destroyed three ghosts that I know of and now you want to destroy more. What’s wrong with you?”
Trevors shook his head, staring at her like she was something he found on the side of the road. After a long few seconds, he ignored her and shouted to Harry.
“Do it. Now.”
He stared at Stella all the while, as if daring her to contradict him.
Stella looked around, suddenly aware that she was surrounded by people who hated her and had crossed the line of even pretending to listen to orders. For all her new strength she couldn’t win this and she had no choice but to stand back and watch this disaster unfold. She backed away from these men like they were dangerous animals.
She had just stepped into the reception when she ran into Gary and was surprised to find Chakikra with him. Chakikra was talking before Stella could ask what they were doing here.
“They all just left. I can sense there’s not a single ghost in the building. But whatever happened down here has driven this lot into an absolute rage.”
She nodded toward the car park and Stella followed her gaze to find the dreamwalkers talking to the ghosts and wearing expressions that were a mix of horror and apoplectic rage. Stella knew there was nothing to be gained by going outside to face them when they were like this, so she could only watch as those dreamwalkers who were most angry turned their attention on the building itself, and suddenly one was moving.
He was barely more than a boy with unruly dark hair and large ears that stood out like satellite dishes. His black eyes burned with hate as he stared at Stella and stamped his foot. The ground shook and split open in a devastating crack that coughed up dust and stone as it raced towards the building.
Had the ghosts disabled her dreamcatchers, then the windows in the doors would have shattered from the violent shaking. However, less than a foot from the building there was a flare of light in her periphery, similar to that of a ghost being destroyed but less intense. Somewhere a dreamcatcher had come to life, absorbing the impact of the Dream that powered that destruction, stopping it progressing. The cracking floor stopped in a perfect line, and the building remained protected.
Seeing his attack fizzle out angered the dreamwalker further, and it looked like he would try again when suddenly his head spun and he looked down the car park to a tactical team that had appeared from nothing.
Harry’s men spread themselves in a semicircle surrounding the dreamwalkers, their guns raised and ready to fire. Harry himself stood in the centre of that semicircle, and it was he who shouted for the dreamwalkers to surrender. Stella knew they would do no such thing. Faced with the people who just destroyed three ghosts, probably friends of theirs, their anger raged out of control.
The boy who attacked the building a moment earlier was the first to act. He lifted his foot like he would stamp it again, but there was a loud crack and his head exploded, making Chakikra scream. Stella could only watch in horror as the lifeless body of a boy who was barely older than a child fell to the ground in a heap.
There was a moment of stunned stillness, then all hell broke loose.
The raging fires of anger became full-blown infernos, and what happened next was carnage. Some dreamwalkers disappeared while others let their anger be known. A young girl who couldn’t have been more than a teenager, lifted what looked like a laser pointer towards Harry’s men and Stella watched in horror as a beam of bright red light cut three of Harry’s people in half before someone got off a shot to stop her. The bullet never touched her. She was protected as another dreamwalker increased the density of the surrounding air, slowing the bullets so they fell to the ground. 
“Oh my god,” Chakikra gasped, her hand covering her mouth as she watched the top half of the three bodies slide away. She might have said more, but it was lost to the sound of more gunfire as Harry and his men continued their attack. There was a splash of blood as another dreamwalker crumpled into a heap, unable to stop the bullets. But the other dreamwalkers had taken cover, hiding behind cars and using their powers to stop the bullets.
Suddenly the gunfire lessened, being replaced with screams. Stella turned horrified eyes to where one of Trevors’ men dropped his gun, screaming as smoke rose from beneath his tactical vest. One of the dreamwalkers who had fled earlier had returned behind the man and with just a touch overloaded one of his dreamcatchers. With a vindictive expression she touched the screaming man again and suddenly there was another explosion of light as yet another dreamcatcher was overloaded.
Stella had to look away, not able to stomach the man’s screams. All the while, she wondered how the hell she could stop this. Harry had lost a third of his team already and from the corner of her eye she saw him lose someone else as yet again that laser pointer did its deadly work. Stella didn’t need to hear Chakikra’s sobs to know those men had died. She rushed back to the tactical rooms, hoping she could talk sense into Trevors now he had lost so many men, but she stopped as all gunfire ceased.
She looked outside to see what happened and saw that all the Dream Team were down, either dead or incapacitated, and only one man stayed on his feet. However, Harry was hardly a threat anymore. His gun had been taken from him, there was smoke rising from beneath his clothes and a grey-haired dreamwalker held him by the throat while each arm was pinned back by three ghosts.
Harry’s eyes were wide and terrified as he stared at the man holding him, begging for his life. Stella couldn’t hear the response thanks to the safety glass, but she could guess what they said. The man moved his hands to the sides of Harry’s face and started rubbing. It was a bizarre sight until suddenly it made sense. Stella had seen Tad use this trick when practicing, rubbing his hands together to create friction and then using Dream to augment the heat of that friction.
Harry’s face melted under the man’s touch. He thrashed so hard that even the six ghosts holding his arms had trouble keeping him still, and his screams were horrifying. But they didn’t last. The heat grew until Stella couldn’t see melting skin, but instead an intense ball of flame as it turned Harry into a human candle. That flame burned bright for a moment, then went out.
All that was left of Harry was the same thing that was left of a used up match. A blackened and charred lump sat atop a lifeless body, and when the ghosts let his arms go, he crumpled into a heap.
“Oh my god,” Chakikra whimpered, breaking the silence in the reception and pulling Stella back to the moment. She had been silently screaming at the horror she witnessed, but Chakikra’s words reminded her that if she didn’t act soon, they could all be in for a fate as awful as that.
She turned away from the destruction and rushed at the door again. She didn’t hang around for anything as time-consuming as unlocking it this time. She dipped her shoulder and ran through it. She barely felt the impact as she broke the door, shattering the lock and rushing into the corridor beyond.
The remainder of the tactical team, hardened men one and all, flinched as she entered, some even letting out terrified squeaks. She thought she might be attacked entering like that, but there wasn’t enough fight left in the faces she saw for anyone to be so aggressive. They had just witnessed a massacre. For all of their dreamcatchers, for all of their training, they had been taken apart in seconds by an extreme, overwhelming force. They had lost twelve of their own and only taken down two in response.
The looks directed at her were those of broken men. Right now that was fine, because Stella had something she needed to say and she didn’t need them arguing.
“Trevors,” she shouted at the big man who stared out of a window, his eyes locked on the smoking head of Harry’s corpse. “We need to lock this place down. We can’t let them get inside or that’ll happen to us.”
Trevors wasn’t listening, just staring and muttering to himself.
“Trevors,” Stella tried again, grabbing him this time and turning him to face her.
“He’s dead,” Trevors whispered. “They’re all dead. I need to go get them,” he said. “I need to—”
Stella slapped him hard enough that she staggered the large man and the sound of it was like a gunshot in the corridor. Trevors raised his hand to his stinging cheek and looked at her with wide eyes, before she recognised his shock leave him.
“I need to—” he started to say again, more firmly this time, but she wasn’t about to let him talk.
“You’ve done enough,” she snapped. “If you locked this place down like I wanted, you wouldn’t have killed those ghosts, you wouldn’t have pushed them into a rage, and there would have been no need for your men to die. It’s time for you to listen.”
“They just killed my men,” he said, regaining his anger. “I can’t just let them—”
Stella slapped him again. This time he saw it coming and tried to dodge, but she was too quick and again she knocked him back a step.
“Listen to me, you fucking moron,” she snarled. “That macho attack first and think later attitude just got your men killed. Put your pride aside, admit you’re wrong and do as I said. Right now none of those dreamwalkers can get in here because of the dreamcatchers. The ghosts don’t want to come in because they don’t want to be destroyed. So that leaves—”
“The garage,” Trevors said, glancing back over his shoulder in the garage’s direction.
When Mitena set up the dreamcatchers, Stella insisted on a few requirements. She needed her people to train with their dreamcatchers, so Mitena had crafted a barrier or sorts. They could use Dream within the building and outside it, but Dream could not cross the barrier. That meant no dreamwalking in and out while the defences were raised. However, considering she had a team of people who needed to dreamwalk from time to time, there had to be a place for them to do that. Therefore, the garage had a deactivated dreamcatcher inside that allowed her team to come into the building.
“That’s right,” she answered. “Lock that down so we don’t have a waiting back door for them to walk through and lets regroup and figure out what the hell we do next. But no more rash decisions. We don’t act again until we have a plan.” When he didn’t respond she demanded, “Are we clear?”
“Crystal,” he answered, shaking off the last of his shock. However, he couldn’t keep from looking out of the window and shaking his head. “Stella. I’m… I should never… I mean—”
“Forget it. We’ll talk about it when this is over. Right now, I need you to act. Come on, Trevors, we don’t have all day.”
He blinked once, then the fight returned and he started barking orders.
“Nigel, Sam, and Carl. Head upstairs and cover the exits. Wallace and Sally, you’re taking up positions in reception. Nothing comes through that door without going through you two first. Ben, Tom and—”
His orders were cut off by a click at the far end of the hallway as the door to the garage opened. Everyone spun in that direction as guns came up to face this new threat, and Stella’s heart pounded when she thought they might be too late. However, she breathed a sigh of relief when Freckles padded in through the door with Leon one step behind him.
Leon froze when he saw the guns pointed in his direction and threw his hands up in a fearful surrender.
“Whoa! Easy. It’s just me.”
“Stand down,” Stella shouted, rushing through the group and pushing gun muzzles down when some of the more spooked men looked reluctant to follow her orders. “Stand down I said. Trevors, get control of your people. This place still needs locking down.”
While she was barking her orders, a wide eyed Leon looked outside and gasped when he saw the war zone.
“What the hell is going on?” he asked.
Freckles rushed up to Stella, throwing himself into her legs in greeting, and despite everything, Stella couldn’t help but feel relieved by his presence. She fussed her dog and met Leon’s eyes.
“We’re under attack.”
“The Eidolon?” 
“No, dreamwalkers. What are you doing here? I thought you went to check on Lizzie.”
“We couldn’t find her. We saw signs of a struggle though, and I was worried the Eidolon had gotten to her. As soon as I found out about it I came straight here to regroup.”
Stella’s gut twisted and it was her turn to look outside. Until Leon spoke she was focused on what was happening in her carpark and not thinking of the bigger picture. But as soon as she heard Leon’s words, she knew it wasn’t the Eidolon behind whatever happened to Lizzie. That would be too much of a coincidence right now. She had a sinking feeling that whatever was happening here was part of something bigger. As she stared at the ghosts and dreamwalkers who were talking amongst themselves and glaring at the building with hatred, she couldn’t imagine what that was.
However, she was sure of one thing. For now the Dream Team weren’t going anywhere, and if this was part of something bigger, then that left no one with training against supernatural threats to stop whatever else was happening.
Well, maybe there was one person.
Thinking of what happened to Lizzie and realising she hadn’t heard from him since last night, Stella swore and pulled out her phone. A moment later she had it against her ear and was listening to it ring, and ring, and ring. As soon as she got to the answerphone she hung up and tried again, once more listening to that electronic ring.
But it was no good. Tad wasn’t answering and as a fresh fear gripped her. Stella hung up and dialled once more.
The phone continued to ring, and ring, and ring.
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Tad sat on the floor in the centre of the circle, cross-legged and eyes closed as he dripped with sweat. His clothes had been neat before coming here, but now they were covered in dust and his jacket lay in the dirt beside him. His tie had long since been discarded and overall, Tad looked a mess as he tried his hardest yet again to break the barrier between himself and Dream.
No matter how much of a mess he looked, he was more focused than ever. He ignored the burning heat of the giant Dreamcatcher as he concentrated on the barrier in his mind, trying to free himself from this prison. However, the pressure in his head was building and he was on the verge of passing out. The pain was unbearable, like he hadn’t felt since he first learned how to use his powers.
His heart beat faster as he gritted his teeth against the pain and pushed harder. He felt like he almost had it. What had once felt as hard as glass was now like reaching through warm plastic that was melting as he pushed it. However, there was still just that little too much pressure against his fingers, and he wasn’t able to break through.
Tad, you need to back off. You’re just hurting yourself for no reason.
The voice was Tony’s, coming from inside his head. Tad was using the power he got from Tony to help push, but no matter how much Tony helped, he couldn’t succeed.
Spots danced before his eyes, his limbs shook, and his heart beat a thousand times a minute. Every nerve in his body was on fire, but the pain was centred on his brain, like his head was in a vice and it was being crushed.
Tad! Stop!
Tony’s voice broke through his stubbornness, and Tad pulled back, admitting failure.
Opening his eyes, he ignored the brightness of the glowing metal and hit ground in frustration. Back to reality, he felt the heat of the dreamcatcher along with the sweat that made his clothes stick to him and the dust turn to mud against his skin. He felt wretched, and only part of that feeling was physical.
“Are you okay?”
Thomas was leaning over him with a concerned look. Genuine emotion wasn’t something Tad expected from the often self-centred politician. To see that concern for someone else’s well-being, Tad felt guilty for misjudging his character.
What’s wrong with me? Tad asked himself.
It seemed like no matter what he tried, he messed everything up. Whether it was dreamwalker meetings, politicians, interviews with Lizzie, helping with the Dream Team, or even trying to make things right with Jen, it all turned bad when he got involved. He was a walking disaster. The Merging was far from his first mistake, but since then he’d been making bigger ones. Each was worse than last with higher levels of fallout, and he was running out of energy to keep pushing on.
What’s the point? No matter what I do, I’ll just let people down.
There was pressure inside his head, a familiar feeling of frustrated ghost wanting out. Seeing no reason to keep him inside, Tad let Tony go. Mist rose from his body, followed by agony as his actions over the last hour caught up with him. He groaned and closed his eyes, missing Tony’s angry expression as he glared at Tad, tapping his foot impatiently.
“Will you stop feeling sorry for yourself?” Tony asked.
“Leave me alone. I’m not in the mood for this.”
“Do you really believe that Jacob’s plan ends with locking you in this dreamcatcher? He’s out there doing God knows what because we haven’t found a way out yet. People are relying on you.”
“What am I supposed to do?” Tad asked. “Even if I could get out, everything I touch turns to shit. I can’t win, no matter what I do, and I just make things worse.”
“I thought we were past this guilt trip when we laid Charles to rest once and for all. I thought burning your hand was enough to make you realise you’ve given enough, and not everything in the world is your responsibility to fix. Can we please move past the self-pity and get on with finding a way out of here?”
“How do you expect us to do that?”
Tony pointed behind Tad and said, “Maybe he has some ideas.”
Tad looked up to see Rodney returning. There was no hope to be found in his appearance as Tad could read his expression. Another failure.
“I found the house,” Rodney said in way of greeting. “But it was empty, and I couldn’t find anything else for miles around. I could have kept going, but I didn’t want to get too far away. Sorry, guys.”
Tad shook his head and waved him off. “Don’t worry, this isn’t your fault. Jacob and Brad thought this through before bringing us here. They wouldn’t have left if there was help nearby. Maybe it’s time you three think about saving yourselves. I’m not going anywhere, but you three can—”
“Tony’s right,” Thomas interrupted. “Now is not the time for self-pity. We need to identify the problem and think of a way out of it.”
“What do you think I’ve been doing?” Tad asked.
“It looks like you’ve been doing the same thing over and over, then banging your head against the ground when it doesn’t work. Maybe it’s time we tried something new.”
“New like what?” Tad asked, still not up to this conversation but at least willing to hear the politician out.
“I don’t know, but there must be other things we could try. Has anyone thought of raiding those stables for tools we could use to tear this dreamcatcher apart?”
“It wouldn’t do any good,” Tad said. “I can’t get near this dreamcatcher to so much as touch it, and you guys can’t touch things without me making you real. Remember, we’re not in the Borderlands.”
“Shit,” Rodney said, aiming a kick at a stone on the ground but his foot passing through it. “Why didn’t we think of that earlier? It would have saved me a trip.”
“Think of what?” Tony asked, not getting it.
“That we’re not in the Borderlands. Even if I found someone who could help, how would I get their attention if they’re not a dreamwalker?”
“Oh yeah. That was a waste of time,” Tony said, laughing as he always did at the most inappropriate moments. “I guess thinking wasn’t your strong point in the army.”
“You know, one of these days you’re going to say something that you can’t take back,” Rodney warned, squaring off with Tony like he might knock the teenage ghost’s head off his shoulders.
“Guys, this isn’t helping,” Tad said, groaning again as his headache grew worse. “I think we need to face facts. We’re stuck here.”
“Good idea,” Tony said. “Let’s cross our legs and hope Jacob has a change of heart and comes to set us free. You’re a genius Tad, why didn’t we think of this sooner?”
“Now’s not the time to test me, Tony,” Tad warned.
“No? You mean you might get off your arse and do something. That would be a change.”
“I have just spent the last hour trying to break this thing, don’t have a go at me for not doing anything,” Tad snapped.
“Okay, so you tried and failed. Doesn’t mean you should give up.” In a more gentle tone he added. “Come on, Tad, this isn’t about us. You know that if whatever Jacob is doing is bad enough to lock you up, then he can’t risk the Dream Team stopping him either. If you don’t do this for yourself, at least do it for Stella. Who knows what they’re going through back home?”
Tad recognised Tony’s attempt to manipulate him, but he couldn’t deny that it worked. Just because Tony was pulling his strings, didn’t mean he was wrong.
“Fine, but what can I do? I need to get out of here if I’m going to help anyone. Right now I can’t move more than two feet in any direction without triggering this stupid dreamcatcher.”
“Right, so that’s the problem. What would need to happen to change that?” Rodney asked. “That’s what one of my instructors used to say. Identifying the right problem is half the battle, then it’s just a matter of figuring out what needs to change to make that problem go away. There are no wrong answers, because just by brainstorming responses you might stumble onto something good.”
“Alright, so what needs to change?” Tony asked, trying to sound enthusiastic.
“Well, if there was no dreamcatcher, that would be nice,” Thomas pointed out.
“Okay, so how do we make that happen?” Rodney said, ignoring the sarcasm.
“We could dismantle it,” Tony said.
“It’s welded together and none of us can touch it,” Tad pointed out.
“Then maybe we could bury it to block its effects,” Thomas suggested, a little more seriously this time.
“It won’t make a difference. The Campbells buried a dreamcatcher around their house and that worked fine,” Tad answered.
“So how did you get past that one?” Rodney asked.
“I overloaded it.”
“Great, so we just do the same thing to this,” Rodney pointed out, excited like Tad hadn’t been trying that for the last hour.
“This thing is better put together, and last time I had help because the dreamcatcher was blocking Growler and three other dreamwalkers at the same time. All I had to do was add my energy to the mix and it became unstable. There’s just me here now, so I can’t do that.”
“Can we get someone else here somehow?” Thomas asked. “What about Growler? He normally follows you around. Where is he?”
“I’m guessing that whatever it is about dreamcatcher that blocks me from Dream blocks me from him as well, or he’d be here right now. I’m sorry guys, it’s just not happening. Without other dreamwalkers here to help or me somehow getting a boost in strength, I can’t think of how we could destroy this.”
Tony looked up sharply, his eyes narrowing.
“Say that again,” he demanded.
“What? That we can’t destroy this.”
“No, about getting stronger. That’s it, that’s what we need to do.”
“You got some kind of Dream steroids I don’t know about?” Tad asked, trying for funny but the joke falling flat.
“You bet I do,” Tony answered. “And you’re looking at them.”
He tapped his own chest, then nodded at Rodney and then at Thomas. It was a testament to how tired Tad felt after trying to break the dreamcatcher nonstop for the last hour that he didn’t realise what Tony meant at first. However, slowly the meaning sank in and he shook his head.
“No, there’s got to be another way. I’m not—”
“Tad, if you say you’re not ready one more time, I’m going to get you out of here by beating you to death so at least your ghost can leave,” Tony snapped. “If there was ever a time to take advantage of who you are, it’s now.”
As always when Tony spoke like this, Tad’s anger spiked. “Tony, I’ve told you before. I am not Joshua King. I will not—”
“Do you care if Tad merges with you just so he can learn your skills and get stronger?” Tony interrupted, speaking to Rodney. “Or what about you? Would you let Tad Proxy for you in return for him learning everything you could ever teach about politics?”
Both ghosts hesitated when they were put on the spot. However, both said it wouldn’t bother them.
“See. No one cares. Just you. What does it matter if you’re using them if they don’t care?”
“I care,” Tad snapped, refusing to back down. “I have to live by my standards, Tony.”
“So by your standards you can watch Rodney and Thomas slowly go mad? Or is your new standard to force ghosts to move on whether they are ready or not?”
“That’s not fair,” Tad said and was about to elaborate, but Tony was getting worked up.
“Fair? It’s not fair that the kids Amber rescued are losing their minds because other kids bullied them relentlessly. It’s not fair that they were dead in the first place. It’s not fair that I died at fourteen instead of getting to live and grow like normal people. It’s not fair that you had to lose Charles and Miriam because of an arsehole like Joshua King. The world isn’t fair, but that doesn’t mean we should stop living.”
“I haven’t stopped living,” Tad complained.
“Yes you have!” Tony screamed, pushed over the edge by Tad’s stubborn refusal. “You are a Proxy, Tad. When Charles, Miriam, and even Maggie were here, you’d never been happier. I know there are trade-offs, but you were content with your family and since they’ve been gone, there is a hole inside you that you won’t fill because you’re too afraid it will empty right out again. Don’t shake your head. I’ve been in that head, remember. I know you as well as you know yourself. Keeping Charles here, helping Miriam watch over Kate, helping solve Maggie’s murder, and even helping me have been amongst the most fulfilling experiences of your life.” Tears actually leaked from his eyes as he said, “You know full well I love you like family. I know you love us as well, and that’s why it hurt so much when King took them from us.  But for you to close yourself off from ever taking on new ghosts for fear of feeling that way again… they’d hate you for that. Worse, they’d think you were selfish.”
“Selfish?” Tad questioned, though he nearly choked on the word as he struggled to hold back his own tears.
“Yes, selfish. Because you’re so afraid of getting hurt that you’ll put everyone else at risk to protect yourself from it. You’re making excuses to get out of doing what needs to be done. You need more power to get out of this trap and there are two batteries here ready and waiting. There’s no downside. They both want you to Proxy for them, and whether you want to admit it or not, you need to Proxy for them.”
“There is a downside,” Tad said, not to Tony, but to Thomas and Rodney. “If you agree, there are no half measures. The first time we merge, I know everything about your life like I lived it myself. You do the same with me. There are no secrets. You will remember things you wish you forgot, and you will have to live knowing that someone else shares your deepest, darkest thoughts. Can you live with that?”
Neither ghost answered for a long minute, but finally Rodney said, “I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t try. I stayed behind after I died because I wanted to help people. I have been hanging around with you because I thought that around you is where I can do the most good. I’d be pretty hypocritical if I backed out now.”
“See, Rodney’s in,” Tony pressed. “And you?” he asked of Thomas.
The politician glanced at Tad and held his breath, weighing his options. Tad could tell he was reluctant, but he nodded his head.
“The long and short of it is I’m not ready to move on,” he said. “I have things to atone for before I go, and I’m not achieving that anytime soon. If I want to stick around, I’ll need a Proxy to keep me sane, so I have to do this eventually. And like him,” he nodded at Rodney. “You’re at the centre of the things I want to help with. If I’m going to Proxy with anyone, it might as well be with you.”
“Okay,” Tony said, clapping his hands like he was a cheerleader trying to lift everyone’s spirits. “Not the glowing commitment I was looking for, but it’ll do.” Looking at Tad he said, “Come on, mate. Time to shit or get off the pot. We’ve got stuff to do and you’re not going to get it done sitting on your arse in the middle of Texas.”
Part of Tad’s mind was screaming at him to say no, to shut Tony down and find another way out of this. But Tony’s words had sunk in and he recognised that part of him for the traitorous voice it was. Tony was right, he needed to get out of here, and every minute wasted was time he could be helping someone else.
A new thought struck that triggered his guilt again in a different way. Would he even be in this situation if he had followed Tony’s advice before and accepted these ghosts sooner? Not only could he break out of this trap, but with Thomas’ political knowledge he might have been able to head off this bill and it wouldn’t have pushed Jacob to such extremes.
So many what ifs, he thought to himself.
“Fine, I’ll do it,” he said, and Tony clapped for joy.
“Thank God. It’s about time,” Tony said. “Welcome back buddy.”
“You know how this works, Tony. I need to sleep so we can merge properly. I need you out here keeping watch. Wake me if anyone comes or there’s anything I need to know.”
To the other two he said. “Tony will talk you through the rest. This is your last chance to back out. Are you sure this is what you want?”
Hesitantly, both men looked at each other before nodding.
“Fine. Let’s do this.”
Taking up his discarded jacket, Tad balled it into a makeshift pillow and lay down. Taking a deep breath to get his nerves under control, he forced his eyes closed and willed himself to sleep. He didn’t think he’d be able to manage it with everything going on, but he’d worn himself out trying to break the dreamcatcher. Soon enough he was back in a familiar location, a round room he hadn’t been to in quite some time. He entered Dream without this staging area these days. However, it was good to be back.
As always, he was blind here, but he didn’t need his eyes to know that two doors had formed beside the usual Dream door. One was spartan and strong, so Tad assumed it belonged to Rodney’s mind. The other was ostentatious, but the ornamentation was only surface deep, like it was trying to pretend it was something more than it was. He suspected this door was Thomas’.
As he recognised the doors, they merged into one. Before Tad reached for it, he thought of his old friends and wondered what they thought of this. Miriam’s face came to mind, and she was looking at him in a disappointed manner, like she was angry he was even questioning her. She moved on by choice so she could be with the woman she loved. She was happy and fully expected Tad to have moved on. When he thought of Charles, he thought of that incredible smile and a heart that was always open to everyone. Maybe the kindest person Tad had ever known, his surrogate father figure’s answer was every bit as obvious as Miriam’s. He wanted only what was best for Tad, and as Tad thought about Tony’s words he knew he was right. Proxying for ghosts was a part of who Tad was, and more than anything he missed his family. He had enjoyed having ghosts around again recently, even if it wasn’t the same.
Nor would he want it to be the same, he realised that now. But that didn’t mean it was a bad thing.
Accepting his decision, he reached out and opened the door.
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Not only is it pitch dark on the mountainside, but it’s raining so hard Rodney feels like he’s taking machine gun fire. Screaming wind threatens to push him off the mountain, and it’s all he can do to keep himself and his friend stable. He is wet, cold, numb and exhausted, but giving up is not an option. In weather like this they can’t survive long without shelter, especially with his teammate in the condition he’s in.
“We shouldn’t be here,” Dave groans, his words slurred in a way that worries Rodney. “It’s too-”
“I know. It’s my fault,” Rodney answers, experiencing a spike of guilt for pressuring his friend into staying out despite the weather. Nearing the final weeks of SAS training, Rodney hasn’t fought this hard to let a little rain stop him. Even when that rain turns torrential and the wind picks up he refuses to turn back. Even when Dave, who wants this as much as he does, begs him to recognise that this weather isn’t normal, Rodney won’t see reason. He is focused on completing his goals no matter what, and he won’t give up under any circumstances, or at least he thinks that.
When his friend slips in the rain, hitting his head so hard on a rock that Rodney hears the crack even over the screaming wind, he changes his mind. Even in the pitch dark the blood is obvious and Rodney suspects his friend has a cracked skull. Suddenly he realises the truth that they shouldn’t be here. Even for them this is suicide.
It flips a switch in his head and he turns his determination toward a new goal. He needs to get his friend some help. But that’s easier said than done when that friend can barely walk. In better weather he would leave him somewhere safe and run for help, but there is no chance of that. All he can do is support his friend as they navigate the treacherous terrain, hoping they can make it out before Dave succumbs to his injuries.
The weight of Dave’s arm over Rodney’s shoulder is suddenly heavier, nearly pulling him down as the man’s legs give up. It’s all Rodney can do to keep them upright as he struggles to find solid footing on the slick hillside. The rain has made the stone as slippery ice, and the soil so loose it gives way with the slightest pressure.
They slide, Rodney only keeping his balance out of determination. When they skid to a stop, he turns to his friend. It’s not good. He is only upright because Rodney is bearing all his weight, and when Rodney asks what’s wrong, he doesn’t get an intelligible answer.
“Stay with me, Dave,” he shouts, fighting with the wind to be heard. “Just a little further.”
He thinks that’s true. He can’t see anything, but he is confident they are on the right track and soon will reach an old farmhouse they passed earlier. If nothing else, they should be able to find shelter there, but Rodney is hoping there is a car or a phone to call for help.
Again Dave mumbles incoherently and no matter what Rodney tries, he can’t get the man to stand under his own power.
What now? he asks himself, panic creeping in. If his friend dies, it will be his fault. He can’t live with himself if that happens.
So don’t let it happen, a voice in his mind whispers. It’s the same voice that forces him to keep going despite the weather, the same voice that has got him through all his trials so far. If he can’t walk, carry him, the voice screams, and he knows it’s right.
Planting his feet, he leans into his friend, trying to manoeuvre his weight over his shoulder, and then he stands, groaning under the effort. After hours hiking, the wind and rain sapping his strength faster than normal, somehow he finds the strength to stand and not fall over.
“You can do this,” he says aloud and again starts out on his path.
He doesn’t look ahead, visibility is too bad for that. He focuses only on putting one foot in front of the other and not slipping. He can’t afford to lose his footing. To keep him motivated, that voice is talking constantly.
Forget about the rain, it’s nothing but a shower. Focus on your next step. Find your footing, don’t slip. You don’t even feel the rain. That’s it, one more step. Good, now another. And another.
The voice barks commands like a drill sergeant, allowing Ryan to fall into a state where he can surrender his body to the will of someone else.  He no longer feels the pain of stinging, cold skin, nor the rain that falls as hard as hail. He ignores the weariness in his legs and the aching of his muscles. He just keeps pushing on, refusing to give up.
However, even that isn’t enough to fight nature forever, and his next footstep is not so secure. He slips.
It’s everything he can do to keep from collapsing. He plants his trailing foot, surrenders to the slide, and drops to one knee, sending a spike of agony up his leg. But he doesn’t crash out, and he doesn’t drop his friend.
Breathing heavily, fighting through the pain and trying to find the strength to stand again, he looks around and gasps.
Where there has only been darkness, suddenly he sees light. Electric yellow, barley more than a sliver from where it seeps between curtains, but light nonetheless. The farmhouse.
It’s not far off because in Rodney’s focused state he travelled further than he thought. However, the house is set into the hillside and he will need to climb to get to it.
What’s wrong with you? Scared of a little incline? I thought you wanted to be one of the elite. If you can’t walk up a bloody hill, then you should give up now.
Gritting his teeth and growling, Rodney surges to his feet.
Focus on the next step. Make it a good one. Solid footing, don’t slip. Just one more step. Keep going.
Despite his determination, it’s getting hard to ignore his pains. His legs feel like jelly, his body is numb, stinging when every raindrop drop is like a razor blade. The weight across his shoulder becomes unbearable, and though he tries to ignore it, there is only so much he can do. His steps get shorter and became more of a shuffle. Soon he is barely moving at all.
He glances up and sees the light again. It’s closer now. He’s nearly there, but it feels so far off. He doesn’t know if he can make it.
Do you need to make it?
New strength floods him at the thought and he looks up in surprise, the idea nearly making him weep. He might be close enough now.
“Help!” he screams at the top of his voice. He is dismayed at how quiet he sounds against the screaming wind, but he tries again. “Help!”
He knows his chances of being heard will be better the closer he gets to the house. So he presses forward, always concentrating on that next step and screaming for help. Hoping that at any moment the light will grow brighter as a door opens.
“Hel—”
He is halfway through the call when his body gives in. He has supported his friend for miles after hiking ten times as far before the accident. He has carried him God knows how far and pushed on despite everything, but his body hits its physical limit.
The muscles in his legs refuse to lift him any higher and his front leg buckles. He knows he is going down and it will be bad. The weight of his friend makes him fall awkwardly, and that will send him back down the mountain. Dave won’t survive that kind of fall with his injuries.
With the last dregs of his strength, he pushes his friend away and up the hill, hoping he will land in a way that he won’t roll. He screams with the effort, but his friend flies away and darkness consumes him as Rodney tumbles down the hill.
He hits the ground hard, the breath rushing from his lungs. Agony explodes through his back as his legs flip up over him, forcing him into a backward roll down. He can’t catch his breath as he rolls again and again, bouncing down the mountainside. He bangs his head, smashes his body and picks up fresh bruises and cuts that are nothing but endless agony. Then there is an enormous crack, the pain goes away, and he stops rolling.
The change is instantaneous. One moment he is in agony, the next he feels normal. Suddenly his skin is no longer stinging, his muscles are no longer tired, and he isn’t even aware of the rain. He feels like his trials are over and everything is fine.
There are heavy thumps as something large rolls down the hill, but he can’t see what it is and doesn’t care. Instead, he turns his attention back up the hill to his friend and suddenly he is running, desperate to find out if Dave is okay.
He is vaguely aware of how this isn’t normal. He shouldn’t have this much energy. However, he is more concerned about his friend than how he is managing this, so he pushes on.
He sprints up the hill and soon discovers his friend lying in the grass, groaning in pain. He breathes a sigh of relief as he picks his friend up, lifting him as easily as if he weighed nothing. Then he is sprinting again, barely able to believe the energy has.
The distance between himself and the house is covered in an instant. Soon he is hopping the fence and rushing through the garden towards the door that is already opening. Light, warm and electric, chases away the darkness and it is the greatest things Rodney has ever seen. Silhouetted against that brightness is a short man whose best years are behind him.
“I thought I heard shouting,” he greets them. “What’s that on your shoulder?”
“My friend has been hurt,” Rodney answers. “I need to get him to hospital. Do you have a car, or a phone so you can call the ambulance?”
“I got my jeep round the side of the house. Let me just grab my keys.” He nods toward his car and disappears inside. Rodney runs to the jeep, impatiently waiting for the old man to catch up. It might only be a minute, but to Rodney it feels like an hour.
“It’s really coming down out here,” the old man says as he opened the rear passenger door so the Rodney can place his friend inside. “Never seen weather like this. You lads out here with the army?”
Rodney nods and climbs in after his friend, asking the man to hurry.
In the car’s light, his friend’s injuries become all too clear. Blood dribbles from his head. He has scrapes and bruises all over him, and though his eyes are open, he isn’t seeing much. Rodney slaps his friend’s cheek to get him to focus. It’s no use, he is out of it. The old man sees this and stops asking questions, rushing into the driver’s seat and firing up the old engine of the ancient but reliable Land Rover Defender.
Rodney falls into dark thoughts, wondering how he will live with himself if his friend dies. His mind treads that dark path until he is jerked back to the present as the jeep skids to stop. Rodney worries the old man had lost control in the terrible weather, but that fear is put to rest as the window wipers reveal something in the road that makes the old man curse.
“What the hell is that?”
Rodney leans forward to see better. There is something in the road, something that looks like a boulder until Rodney looks closer. Illuminated by the bright light of the jeep’s headlights is a crumpled body that looks far too familiar.
Numb for reasons that have nothing to do with weather, Rodney climbs out of the car to investigate. He steps into the cold and rain, not feeling either, and suddenly suspicious of that. He doesn’t even need to get near the body to know the answer. His worries about needing to live with himself are over.
Suddenly his fresh energy, the lack of feeling, and his new strength make sense. He’s seen the news over the last month, the changes to Cardiff and the hundred miles surrounding it. The Merging, the Borderlands… Ghosts.
As Rodney stares at his body and comes to terms with the fact that he hasn’t survived tonight, he wonders what the future has in store for him. But he still can’t escape that inner voice that reminds him who he was, and what he wants most of all. He joined the army to help people and turn his skills to good use. Who cares if he is dead? His friend still needs help.
So Rodney does what most ghosts never do. He ignores the change in his existence and moves his own body off the road so he can get his friend hospital.


◆◆◆
 


Thomas Farandon falls into his chair as the door explodes inwards. It moves so fast it bounces off the wall, the noise echoing around his office like a gunshot. If that wasn’t startling enough, the man standing in the doorway sends chills down the politician’s spine.
“What’s the meaning of this?” Thomas asks.
The man is large in a way that Thomas hasn’t worried about since before he left secondary school. A lifetime of spending his days surrounded by politicians, fine dining restaurants, and other luxuries means he rarely has to worry about thugs and bullies. As a result, Thomas has not felt genuine fear in a long time. There is something about this man who is so casually dressed in jeans and a T-shirt that changes that.
The man does not answer at first, staring long enough that Thomas gets over his shock and reaches for the phone on his desk.
“I don’t know who you are, but security will soon be here and—”
He doesn’t get to finish the sentence. The man storms into the room, grabs the phone from his hand and slams it onto the receiver. He is shaking with rage, his eyes so wide Thomas can see the whites all round his irises.
Deep sucking breaths are being pulled through his nostrils, and he clenches his fingers into fists that slam into the desk. Thomas pushes his chair away from the table as far as he can to get away from this crazed man.
“She’s dead,” the man says, his voice barely a whisper.
“Who is dead?”
Again those fists smash into the table so hard they make his keyboard jump. Thomas shrinks back and hits the wall behind him. There is nowhere left to go.
“You don’t even remember me, you prick.” The man leans in so close Thomas can smell the alcohol on his breath. “My little girl, she died last night after six months in hospital wasting away to nothing because you didn’t do what you promised and voted to keep that plant open.”
Thomas’s eyes widen as things make sense.
Thomas is proud of the fact that in his 30 years of service he has never been part of an expense scandal nor succumbed to the corruption that plagues his profession. He considers himself an honest man and is proud that he is good at what he does. He wants to help people and has been doing a good job for most of his life.
But sometimes life offers temptations that are hard to turn down. Especially when you have bills from a wife who left with two-thirds of everything you have, and you’re only a few years from retirement that looks bleaker now you’re facing it without money. So, when the owners of the Progato Chemical Company approach with an offer that would solve his problems if he just looked the other way, it is hard to refuse. It is a generous offer, especially to a man who worked his whole life just to lose everything in the final hour of the game.
Does he believe the company will actually change as promised? Maybe not… Actually, definitely not. However, that much money can change how you perceive reality. Suddenly Thomas can take the company at its word. As the deciding vote on the bill for a law that would dramatically change the chemical industry in Britain, he puts his own interests above the interests of his constituents for the first time.
His bank balance is healthy again, he no longer has to worry about retirement. Yet for all that, the last year has been the hardest of his life. He has to put up with angry letters from constituents who feel betrayed, and a growing guilt he can not escape.
It doesn’t matter what he does on a daily basis, nor how he tries to make up for it. All that matters is that he has lost his integrity and squandered a lifetime of work.
So as he stares into the eyes of the man who promises violence, he almost welcomes this moment.
“I’m so sorry for your loss. I never meant for anything like this to happen, and if I had known—”
Again those fists slam into the desk and Thomas jumps again.
“Don’t sell me your lies,” he snarls. “I spoke with you in this very office, begging you to make the right decision. Here I am a year later and my little girl has paid the price for you not doing your job. How much did you get for it?”
Thomas swallowed hard, trying to think how to play this. Seeing no possible gain to admitting the truth, he shook his head.
“I… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
This time the man sweeps the desk out of the way before lunging at Thomas. Weakened by fear, Thomas doesn’t climb out of his chair quick enough. Soon the man holds him by the lapels of his jacket and is slamming him against the wall.
“Don’t try to sell me that shit,” the man screams from inches away. “Not after what happened to my poor little Amy.”
His voice trembles as he finishes the sentence, nearly breaking down when he says his daughter’s name. An awkward silence follows as the tension leaves him. Now, rather than pinning Thomas against the wall, he is leaning against him.
Again Thomas is out of his depth, not knowing what to do. He wonders if he should hug the man, let him cry this out and get it out of his system. However, he can’t face doing that and struggles to think of something to say as the man fights his emotions.
“I really am sorry about your loss, and I will make it up to you. I have already started drafting the bill that will pass this time, that will help make this right.”
“You think I care now? After my little girl is dead? You think I care about whether that company is open or closed when the man responsible for her death gets away with it without consequences?”
“Now let’s not be hasty,” Thomas says as he recognises the anger building again. “I didn’t kill anybody, I just couldn’t vote on the bill as it stood. You don’t know the full details—”
They were the wrong words, and the man’s primal scream cut him off.
The tension returns to the man’s arms and suddenly he is slamming Thomas against the wall so hard the breath leaves him and his head cracks against the cold stone. His vision swims, but when he blinks away the dizziness, he trembles at what he sees in the man’s face.
“Please, don’t do this. This will only make things worse. You’ll spend the rest of your life in prison, and you don’t deserve that.”
For ten seconds it looks like his words might have got through to the man. However, reason would not win him the day in the face of the man’s tragedy and his words didn’t carry the weight that was needed.
“Deserve that? Did my daughter deserve the cancer that ate away at her? Did she deserve to die before her ninth birthday? Did she deserve to spend her last months drugged up to escape the unbearable agony of her existence?” With every question he slams Thomas against the wall, each time harder than the last and each time sending Thomas’s skull cracking against that cold stone.
“Did she deserve to lose her beautiful hair? Did she deserve to not see her home in over six months? Did she deserve…”
Abruptly his words trail off and he steps back, letting Thomas go.
Thomas lands on his feet and looks at the man in surprise. For a moment the pain was making it hard to think, but suddenly his head clears and he feels fine.
Strange the man should stop when he was in such a rage. However, when the man looks down at his feet in horror and steps away, Thomas follows his gaze and is surprised to find a near identical copy of him laying on the floor. The biggest difference between himself and this strange figure is the shape of his head, at least on the back. It looks like the skull has collapsed and there is blood everywhere.
He takes far too long to realise what happened and suddenly his mind drifts back to reports of Cardiff, the Borderlands and ghosts. He studies himself, finding no difference to when he was alive, but when he reaches out to touch the wall behind him, his hand passes through it like there was nothing there.
He jumps in surprise, but has no words for what he sees. He is not anywhere near Cardiff and doesn’t have the benefits of a ghost living in that city. Instead, he feels the full impact of his death and realises it is all over.
“My God… What have I done?”
Hearing the pain in this man’s voice, Thomas can’t bring himself to be angry. After a year of guilt, he almost welcomes what this man has done. He truly doesn’t remember what this man’s daughter looks like nor ever meeting him before, and he hates himself for that. He only wishes he could still be alive so he can make things right. But it is too late now…
Or is it?
As he watches his killer flee and a colleague who was also burning the late-night oil come to see what was making all this noise, he is already forgetting about his life and his mistakes, and is concentrating on how he can make this right even after death. He can’t do it here, but there is a whole new world of possibilities opening up in Cardiff. If he was serious about this, it was there he can find his answers.
Looking at his body one last time, Thomas shakes his head in disgust and turns away, understanding instinctively that he doesn’t have much time left even as a ghost. He marches out of the office and starts the long walk to Cardiff.


◆◆◆
 


The doors returned to their original states. One for Dream, one for Tad’s memories, one for Rodney, one for Thomas, and a space left for Tony.
It was a trying experience going through that again, and Tad felt like he had aged by two lifetimes. No matter how often he experienced it, he would never get used to it. It was so invasive it almost tore at his soul as it opened him up to not only share himself but to absorb what others shared with him.
However, for all that it was overwhelming, it was also a rewarding experience. Even now Tad could feel the memories that weren’t his and knowledge he hadn’t learned. His head felt full in a way it hadn’t since the night of the Merging.
He didn’t have long before he should wake himself and return to the real world, but he took a second to enjoy that feeling and recognise that Tony was right. Tad was more than a dreamwalker, he was a Proxy. It was a part of who he was and he could no more turn his back on that than he could his love for his daughter, nor his desire to be with Stella, nor his guilt over what happened with Joshua King, nor any other part of what made him Tad Holcroft.
When he finally opened his eyes in the real world, he was more himself than he had been in a long time.
More than this, he felt strong.
Not just strong like he did when he merged with Tony, but stronger than he had ever felt. Before the Merging, ghosts made him a little stronger, helped him heal faster, improved his senses, and if he had enough ghosts, let him become like a ghost. However, none of those things were as impressive as what he knew instinctively that he could do now. Before he might have been strong as himself plus the strength of his ghosts in life, now it was like he was multiplying his own strength tenfold every time a ghost was added. He didn’t just feel strong like he could lift a boulder; he felt strong like he could crumble it to dust between his fingers. Strong enough maybe that he could destroy a dreamcatcher.
“Finally,” Tony said, his voice filled with youthful impatience. “Took you long enough.”
“How long was I out?”
“About three days,” Tony said, sounding bitter about that fact.
“Three days?”
“Don’t get your panties in a bunch. More like an hour, it just felt like three days. Did it work?”
Once again Tad debated the merits of keeping Tony around versus strangling him to a second death. However, he couldn’t forget that it was Tony who had been pushing for this, and he had been right. For all that he was annoying, he was also Tad’s oldest friend and ally. In many ways, with all his changes recently, Tad missed him as much as he missed the other ghosts. He decided to change that going forward, make more time for his ghost and go back to enjoying the simple pleasure of spending time with his family because that’s what Tony was.
However, there were things to do before that, and standing around wouldn’t help get those things done any quicker.
“It worked. However, I could use one more ghost before I give this a try.”
Tony grinned and clapped his hands together, rubbing them excitedly.
“All right then, lets get to this.”
Again he dissolved into mist that Tad breathed in, adding Tony to the ghosts already in his head, and again the change was instantly noticeable. His eyes that were already seeing better in the darkness than they had any right to suddenly looked around at the world as though seeing in colour for the first time. It was still the middle of the night, yet it looked like mid-day to his eyes, maybe even clearer.
He turned his attention to the metal design and floor, a beautiful shape of twisting lines and six-inch steel. It suddenly looked as fragile as though it was made of paper.
He reached for the door in his mind. It was like pushing through syrup. There was a barrier there, but it had none of the integrity of before. Tad pushed harder as the dreamcatcher flared to life, bright light chasing away the darkness. It shone so brightly that Tad had to close his eyes, but even then he could see it through his eyelids. The closer he got to the door in his mind, the brighter the light shone.
The heat coming from the dreamcatcher was so intense it became uncomfortable. He was reminded of being in the oven of Swansea the night he burned his left hand, and the fingers of that hand twitched in discomfort. Tad tried to ignore it as he pushed at that barrier until finally he was through.
It was like popping a bubble. One minute Tad was pushing through syrup and the next there was no barrier and his mental hand hit that door so hard it swung open almost all the way, letting in a flood of Dream that only energised Tad further. This was the first time he pulled Dream without needing to use it, and as that energy flooded him, making him feel like an oversized battery that was fully charged, sending his nerves tingling in his heart pounding, he realised he had never felt better.
And he wasn’t the only one.
He could feel his ghost’s awe as Rodney and Thomas felt this power for the first time, and even Tony was impressed by how different it was to every time he felt it before.
However, Tad was not a battery and soon the vibration of that energy became uncomfortable and he had to put it to use. He formed an image in his mind, and without even thinking about the consequences, he unfolded that image on reality.
Dream left in a rush and he felt empty without it. However, the strength of his ghosts helped him recover and when he opened his eyes it was night once more and there was no sign of the dreamcatcher. Instead Dream had turned the entire design into a single metal sphere the size of a compact car that was as solid as stone and polished to mirror perfection.
Tad stared at that sphere, amazed it could exist. There had been nothing for him to augment to shape it other than the heat of the metal itself as it melted from the pressures Tad put upon it. Yet for all that he should not have been able to shape it, there had been no more resistance than a slight headache that his ghosts quickly healed.
New possibilities flooded his mind of what this might mean, but he didn’t have time to explore them. He needed to find out what Jacob was doing, then stop him before he went too far.
Turning away from the giant silver ball, Tad changed the channel, bringing his newest ghosts along for the ride.
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Jen lay propped up on her bed with her arm draped over Hawk. He was curled up with his head in her lap, motionless but awake. Ever since she returned with her wrist healed, he had been by her side, but had lost all vibrancy. He used to be full of life, always wanting to play. However, since that collar went around his neck, he was a different dog.
Yet again she felt sick as she thought of her restraint. Simple metal with an intricate design that crippled her both physically and with Dream. It shackled her to this place as much as a lock kept a prisoner behind bars.
She was done crying about it though. Done feeling sorry for herself. Instead, she turned her attention to the homework Dr Burman set and was using her laptop to research terms she didn’t understand. She was reading through an article, but the content wasn’t sinking in. She had been reading too much and her mind was exhausted. She needed a break and before she could think better of it, she navigated to YouTube to see what newest videos might pop up.
She was surprised to find a notification that Lizzie was hosting a live stream in less than five minutes. Lizzie didn’t do that often, and never in the middle of the day. She wouldn’t start a live stream this early unless it was an emergency. For that to happen on Merging Day gave Jen chills. She clicked on the thumbnail and was taken to the waiting screen before the video started.
She anxiously chewed on one of her nails as she thought about how she was supposed to be on a class trip to Cardiff Bay today. As the centre of the Merging Day activities, she was sure that if there was trouble, it would be there. Her mind flashed through all the possibilities and settled on maybe the children of ADaM causing trouble. They had been quiet recently, but were most likely to cause a scene on a day like today.
As the clock turned twelve, Lizzie’s usual graphics opened her show in a sequence that lasted only five seconds before a video feed faded in that was not in Lizzie studio nor featuring Lizzie herself. Instead Jen saw Jacob, her dad’s friend, looking into the camera.
She struggled to sit a little straighter and stared at the screen.
“It has been a year since the Merging, the creation of the Borderlands, and the introduction of unlimited possibility for this world,” he said without smiling, his radio announcer voice perfect for TV. “This world has been given and incredible gift that all we had to do was embrace and let it lead us to a brighter future. In the first weeks after the Merging we saw countless dreams come true and a jump in innovation that could genuinely change the world. Yet, here we are a year later and where is that change?
“Innovations like those in solar technology never saw the light of day. They were crushed to keep the status quo. I’m sure we’ll see them when they can figure out how to monetise those changes and not upset the people who currently hold all the power in the industry, but they’re not taking advantage of the opportunity they were given. That is also true with so many other industries and so many other advantages we could have been making use of right now.
“A whole year to transform this world for the better, and instead we make it worse. We sit on the cusp of a new era where a modern country will actually make a class of people subhuman in the eyes of the law. Rather than seeing dreamwalkers as the gift they could be, this country attacks them, leading the way for every other country the world over.”
“Shit,” Jen whispered just loud enough to make Hawk look up. Jen barely noticed, her eyes glued to the screen as she had a bad feeling about where this was headed.
“Dreamwalkers, like myself, have hidden in fear for our lives as we waited to see how this would play out. We’ve now got our answer. No matter how much we can benefit the world, it looks like we are going to be punished instead. But we will not accept that fate quietly. As of today, we are taking matters into our own hands.
“Cardiff is now a safe haven for dreamwalkers. The UK will pass all rights to it over to us, and they will remove their military and policing assets immediately. This is now a place of Dream where we will embrace the good that has come from the Merging and keep dreamwalkers safe from people who want to oppress us, control us, or eradicate us.”
The camera zoomed out, showing more of the background behind Jacob and a few more faces.
“As you can see, I am here with the Prime Minister to confirm the fine details. Before the day is over we will have an agreement in place and you will hear it here first, so keep an eye on this channel. A new day is dawning for the world, a new age that is brighter than anything that has come before. All we need is the nerve to embrace that change, and as of today that’s exactly what will happen with Cardiff leading the way.
“Thank you for your time, and here’s to a brighter future.”
The picture faded to black as the livestream ended. For nearly a full minute Jen didn’t move, staring at the dark screen with wide eyes and an open mouth. Did she really just see that?
Everything Jacob said rushed through her brain and she wondered what he was playing at. The claims he made were so outlandish that even at her young age she knew they couldn’t be right. More than that, she had seen the Prime Minister standing with his aide and Lizzie. None of them looked happy, and Jen was sure they were there against their will.
“What is he thinking?” she asked herself, knowing this couldn’t end well.
Hawk lifted his massive head to look at her, but he didn’t have answers. As much as Jen loved the big guy, he was no substitute for the people in her life at times like this and she could really do with someone to talk to. Though she knew she shouldn’t, she reached for her phone moment later.
Tad’s phone rang through to the answerphone three times before she gave up and tried calling Stella. However, when she had at the same result, she threw a phone down in disgust. What she wouldn’t give to be able to dreamwalk and find the answers herself. However, that option wasn’t open to her, and she had never felt more like a prisoner.
It had been so long since she felt this helpless that she had forgotten what a normal person might do in this situation. Unable to think of anything better, she turned to her laptop and started searching the news sites to see what people had to say.
Naturally, every site was talking about what was happening in Cardiff, many of them playing back Jacob’s clip and discussing it, while others were in Cardiff Bay to film what they could from a distance. Most of these cameras only showed the outside of the Senedd building, and even though the building was mainly made of glass, it didn’t help see what was going on inside.
With growing frustration, Jen flicked between YouTube livestreams, news websites and Google searches, but couldn’t find the information she wanted. She knew a lot of the people involved in this personally, whether it was Tad, Stella, Lizzie, Jacob, or even the Prime Minister himself. She felt she deserved answers about what was happening in these people’s lives.
She only stopped searching when she found a video that showed something different. Dreamwalkers led a group of kids off a coach and were herding them toward the Senedd. These children were familiar to Jen, especially when she saw the faces of Amanda, Katie, Faye, and even the bruised face of Robert. This was the class trip she was supposed to be on.
Though Jen had mixed feelings about them after what happened, she didn’t like the idea of them being caught up in this. Her eyes were fixed to the screen in horror as one teacher, Mr Dwight, shouted at the man who was yelling at the kids to stay in line and not cause trouble. The argument quickly turned into a fight that the teacher could never win.
Mr Dwight lunged for the nearest dreamwalker after he grabbed one girl to shove her back in line. The dreamwalker reacted without mercy. There was a flareup of bright light that blew out the camera for a moment, then when the camera refocussed Jen gasped in horror to see the teacher on the floor, screaming as flames consumed him. The footage quickly turned away to a view of the studio as the network cut the feed.
“What the hell is going on? Shouldn’t someone be doing something about this?”
Again Hawk looked at her, his eyes carrying a lot of meaning that Jen couldn’t decipher. She needed someone to talk to, some way to help, but with this thing on her wrist and no one answering the phone, she didn’t know what to do.
Groaning in frustration, she racked her brain for an answer, but none was forthcoming. She was caught up in a spiral of frustration and helplessness, always thinking of the same few ideas. Who did she know who she could turn to right now? She couldn’t go to her foster mother because that woman wouldn’t let anywhere near this. She didn’t have many friends since the school incident, so she couldn’t turn to them. Jen felt truly alone and wallowed in that misery before shaking it off when she realised it wouldn’t help.
Suddenly she remembered one more option and grabbed her phone, dialling a number she hadn’t called before. After five rings Jen thought she wouldn’t get an answer here either, then suddenly the phone picked up and Tony’s mum said hello.


◆◆◆
 


Jen looked up as she heard the knock against her window, then waved for Amber to come on inside.
“Where’s Tony?” Jen asked as soon as the young woman was in her room.
“I don’t know,” Amber replied, looking worried. “He was supposed to come over this morning but changed his mind and texted to say he was spending the day with Tad. I’ve been trying to reach him since, but there’s been no answer.”
“Did you go by dad’s house?”
“There’s no one there other than Growler.”
Jen sat up straighter.
“Growler was home? He doesn’t let dad go anywhere by himself. What the hell is going on?”
“That’s what I wanted to ask,” Amber said. “I don’t know what to do, Jen. I’m getting really worried. What is that guy talking about on TV? He’s a friend of yours, isn’t he?”
“A friend of dad’s. He is one of the dreamwalkers that used to go to the meetings. I thought he was a nice guy. What’s worrying me is that I have seen no sign of Stella nor of dad through all this. This is the sort of thing they would normally be involved in, and if Tony’s with dad then you know he’s involved as well. For them not to be there…”
Jen let her words trail off as with every word Amber was looking more uncomfortable. She was looking so agitated that it led Jen to ask a question she’d been wanting to ask for months.
“What’s going on between you and Tony?”
The question was blunt, but she wasn’t in the right frame of mind to ask more politely.
If Amber looked uncomfortable before, she looked sick now, clearly not wanting to answer. However, Jen didn’t give her a break as she’d been wondering this for months and if she was going to trust Amber to help, then she needed a better idea of her motivations.
So she let the silence hang and Amber squirm until finally she got answers.
“There’s not much going on between me and Tony, just friendship. I wanted more, but he won’t budge. He thinks I’m too young and no matter what I say I can’t get him to change his mind.”
Jen wanted to tell her she dodged a bullet and should run. However, there was something about Amber’s tone that told her the young woman wouldn’t react kindly to that advice. The truth was that Jen didn’t believe that advice herself. As much as Tony could be a pain, she knew that his unpleasant personality was just armour to the outside world, and a good person lived beneath it. If Amber could see that and was willing to put up with Tony’s shenanigans, then who was Jen to change her mind. If anything, she should try to change Tony’s because he was a better person when Amber was around.
None of that matter though, other than to tell Jen who Amber was and why she cared so much about Tony’s fate. It was enough that she felt that she could trust her, and enough that she could try the crazy idea that came to mind while waiting for Amber to get here.
“Okay, we’ll figure out how to get Tony to come to his senses another time. Right now, I don’t know where dad and Tony are, nor what’s going on with anybody. But I don’t want to sit on the sidelines and wait for things to happen when I think we can help.”
Amber looked up sharply and tapped her chest as if to say, “Who me?”
“What can we do?” Amber asked.
“You can help me get rid of this for starters,” Jen said that she tapped the bracelet on her wrist. “Then we can figure out what to do from there.”
“I don’t think there’s anything I can do,” Amber said, looking at Jen’s wrist. “Maybe I could find some bolt cutters or something, but I don’t know where to even start.”
“No, I think we should go about this a different way,” Jen said, trembling as her nerves got to her. However, when Hawk nudged her as if in support, Jen swallowed hard and pushed those feelings down. “I want you to help me get this off by making me stronger. Has Tony ever spoken to you about Proxies?”
Amber’s eyes widened in surprise as she guessed what Jen was thinking, but she slowly she nodded.
Jen licked her lips and swallowed hard before saying, “In that case, this is my plan…”


◆◆◆
 


It was no round room that Jen went to, but a sweet shop she hadn’t seen in a long time. The last time she was here she had been with Maggie and the results left her crippled. Her dad was quick to blame himself about his part in the Merging, but he never would have been there had Jen not being so stubborn and listened to his advice.
She swore that day never to get another ghost, but that was only a small part of the reason. The other part was the mind-numbing terror that went along with someone having control of her body while she was locked away, unable to act.
However, Jen had no choice. She had no access to Dream thanks to this thing on her wrist and knew of only one way to get out of this. She had to become strong enough to break it. Without Dream, there was only one option for that.
Before they were dreamwalkers, they were Proxies. As Joshua King showed, you didn’t need to be dreamwalker to be strong. They had practised with Mitena’s dreamcatchers and knew that for some reason Proxy abilities didn’t work the same as dreamwalker abilities. The benefits of having ghosts inside you were unaffected by the dreamcatchers. Tad suspected this was because dreamcatchers stopped external connections to Dream whereas a merged ghost was internal.
As Jen stared at the new jar of sweets on the shelf, the ones that when tasted would contain Amber’s memories, she thought of that theory and knew that if this was going to work, she had to trust it.
Taking a deep breath to control herself, she reached for that jar and pulled out the first sweet. Before she could lose her nerve, she popped into her mouth and her mind exploded with memories that were not her own.
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Stella leaned out the open window and the eyes of twenty dreamwalkers and thirty ghosts looked up in unison.
Stella wasn’t sure if the dreamcatchers would protect her when leaning out the window, but they were getting nowhere by waiting inside. More than that, Miles had shown them Lizzie’s live stream and Stella knew her team was the only chance to get this mess sorted. Before she could turn her attention to that, though, she had to sort the trouble at her own house.
“Who’s in charge here?” she shouted.
A man stepped forward, his face purple with rage as he glared at her. He was the same man who melted Harry’s head and there was something familiar about him, like Stella had met him before. She wondered if Tad had introduced them at one of the dreamwalker meetings she attended to try to recruit help.
“Who are you?” Stella asked.
“Open your doors and take down your dreamcatchers,” he replied. “End this peacefully. There’s no other way this goes well for you.”
For all his talk of peace, his tone promised something darker. Stella suspected he planned for everyone in the DTHQ to get the same treatment as Harry.
“How about we just talk and you tell me why you’re here?”
“Talk?” he spat. “Did you want to talk when you destroyed my ghost? All we wanted was to take the dreamcatchers down and subdue you peacefully. Do you even understand what you people did?”
Stella wondered how angry she would be if someone she knew was wiped from existence. She had only experienced merging with someone once and knew how deep that bond went, so it must be ten times worse for him. She had also seen what happened when Charles was taken from Tad. She knew losing that bond was like losing part of your soul. She would have to tread a fine line between sympathising with that anger and not letting it excuse his actions.
“I do,” Stella said. “And I’m as disgusted as you are. However, you already dealt your retribution to the man responsible and your ghosts should never have attacked in the first place. You talk of subduing us peacefully, but by attacking at all you were the aggressor, not us. We were just defending ourselves.”
The man opened his mouth to argue, but Stella cut him off, not wanting to give him the upper hand as she addressed the rest of the dreamwalkers.
“Surely you realise how crazy this is. It won’t end well. Think about what you’ve done. You invaded a country and taken its leader hostage. Whatever complaints you have, that’s a massive overreaction. It’s an act of terrorism. People won’t stand by and accept that. I don’t know what you’ve been told but—”
“Enough!” The angry man screamed. “Your mind is too small to comprehend the truth. The Borderlands belong to us. It’s a place of Dream and dreamwalkers should rule it.”
“Rule it?” Stella asked. “Jacob talked about security? Which is it? Are you here for safety, or to invade and play king?” Seeing the expression of doubt on some faces, Stella developed an alternative theory and ran with it. “I think a lot of you have been sold false promises by a snake oil salesman playing on your fear. I know the vote happening tomorrow makes you nervous, and I know of the problems you faced with the children of ADaM and the dreamcatchers. Remember, I was there to help take them down. It’s a scary time, and maybe you’re willing to believe anything to feel safer.
“But look at what you’ve done. Was this what you wanted when you set out this morning? Did you expect to put your ghosts at risk? I don’t condone their destruction, but you had to expect repercussions to your actions. People won’t sit back and let you take their homes from them.”
“No one is taking anyone’s home,” the angry man shouted. “We just want a place where we’re safe. People can still live here, they just have to abide by our rules. Cardiff will be a place of safety, not just for dreamwalkers, but for anyone who wants to live with dreamwalkers in peace.”
Stella couldn’t help it, she laughed, and that only angered the man further.
“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to laugh, but surely you realise that will never happen. You can’t forcefully take a city and expect to live in harmony with the people you conquered. I don’t know what you’ve been told, but even if this goes perfectly, you will never have peace. The army will attack you to reclaim the city. The rest of the world will support them because you succeeding here will set a dangerous precedent. And finally, the very people of Cardiff will rise against the threat you pose. You just showed everyone that when you don’t get what you want, you use your powers to take it anyway. That’s hardly a way to make normal people feel safe. There aren’t enough dreamwalkers left to hold out against all that. The world will see this as an act of war and they will continue that war to end you.”
“Act of war? Your government fired the first shot when they introduced a law to make dreamwalkers sub-human. Jacob has shown us the truth and reminded us that oppressed people take decades, even centuries, to rise up peacefully. We have learnt from history and will not accept that same oppression. And as for your stupid war, just try coming after us and you will see what even a few dreamwalkers are capable of.”
Stella shook her head like she was sad he couldn’t see reason.
“There was a genuine chance this law wouldn’t pass, but now your actions have guaranteed it. You need to re-evaluate your motives. Did you all know you were taking it this far? Or was it just idiots like this loudmouth who made plans and convinced you to follow them? Think on that,” she said before she leaned back inside and closed the window. She paused to catch the angry-man’s reaction and wasn’t disappointed when he started screaming at the closed window, undermining his own mental state.
She stepped away and turned to Leon and Trevors.
“They sound like a cult,” Leon said, echoing her thoughts. “I only heard that one guy talking, but you could see on the rest of their faces that there’s a lot of doubt in that car park.”
Stella nodded in agreement.
“There is. I think Jacob played on their fear, and most of them never knew they were signing up for. However, they’re not ready to back down yet, not after their ghosts were destroyed. We need to keep trying to convince them. At the end of the day, they’re not hardened criminals or revolutionaries, they’re just scared people coerced into action they didn’t understand. I’ve got to convince them it’s not too late to turn back.”
“But can you do it in time?” Leon asked.
“That’s the million-dollar question. Maybe if we hadn’t destroyed their ghosts.” Turning to Trevors, she said, “This is why we don’t use overwhelming force as first choice. It just closes doors and removes options.”
A few hours ago there might have been an angry answer from the large man, but seeing his men killed so easily had affected Trevors’ confidence.
“So what do we do?” Leon asked.
Stella wasn’t sure. She’d like to spend more time talking the dreamwalkers down, but she couldn’t rush that process and she was on a deadline. Her team were the only people trained to deal with supernatural threats, and she didn’t like the idea of the normal police or army dealing with Jacob’s people without her input. That meant she needed to get out of here as soon as possible.
There was also the added pressure that eventually the dreamwalkers would figure out that while they couldn’t use their powers on the building, they could use conventional methods. How long before they started throwing bricks or using things like Molotov Cocktails to burn them out?
Sudden shouting made her look toward the window. At first she thought they were arguing amongst themselves, but at the sound of another voice she raced back to the window to see if she heard correctly. Yet again the angry man was shouting, only this time he was backed by his people and his ghosts who surrounded two new figures.
At the centre of their semicircle, Tad stood tall, looming over them while Growler looked like he was ready to pounce. Stella opened the window to hear what was happening.
“…crazy doing something like this. Simon can’t possibly be speaking for all of you. Sandra, Eric, Bill, I know you’re smarter than this. You’re reasonable people. Think about what you’re doing and—”
“I don’t know how you got free, but you’re not calling the shots here,” the loudmouth shouted, pointing at Tad. “Your stubborn refusal to listen and failure to act is why we’re in this mess. So don’t come in all high and mighty. Jacob’s plan is good and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.”
“Simon, even you must realise you’re going too far. Look at where you are, look at what you’ve done.” Tad gestured to the dead bodies with an expression of horror. Again the faces of the dreamwalkers twisted with doubt, but it wasn’t enough. Simon wouldn’t back down and he was done talking.
He clapped his hands dramatically and before Stella had time to blink, there was a fireball in the palm of each hand.
“Jacob was wrong to try capturing you. We should have killed you from the start. You’re not going to stand between us and safety any longer.”
That’s all warning he gave before he launched those fireballs across the car park with blistering speed. However, for all that Stella’s heart lurched, Tad calmly raised a hand, his injured one at that, and fireballs puffed out of existence.
Simon’s eyes widened, but he wasn’t done. His anger got the better of him and this time the fireballs were twice as big and so hot Stella could feel them from upstairs. Again terror gripped her, but once again Tad waved his hand and the fireballs vanished.
“That’s always been your problem, Simon. You’ve got no imagination,” Tad said, and suddenly the ground beneath Simon’s feet turned to liquid and Simon sunk to his knees before it turned solid again, trapping him in place. He flailed helplessly as he tried to get his balance, but Tad had already turned his attention to the other dreamwalkers.
“How many of you knew they tried to trap me this morning? They were so worried I would shine some reason onto this that they tried to keep me from talking to you.”
“No more lies,” Simon screamed, his words accompanied by a terrible eruption of concrete and tarmac, showering the crowd, the building and the cars hard enough to set off alarms. The furious man climbed from the hole he created and glared at Tad. “We trapped you because you’re a traitor who won’t be happy until you’ve reduced us to nothing.” He turned to his people and said, “We played it his way for a year and look where that got us. It’s time to do what we agreed, and he’s standing in our way. You don’t need to kill him, but if you want to be safe, help me subdue him.” He turned back to Tad and said, “How’s this for imagination?”
Suddenly he pulled a device from his pocket that Stella instantly recognised. She screamed for Tad to dreamwalk away as Simon pointed a laser pointer at him, but she was too late for Tad to react…
But not too late for Growler.
The dog covered the distance between Tad and Simon with the kind of speed cheetahs would envy, then lept high and snapped his jaws closed on Simon’s arm. Simon screamed and a flash of red light was swept off target.
The laser missed Tad by an inch before cutting through cars and nearly burning one of his own people before shutting off as Simon fought with the dog. Tad flinched away from the laser, staring at the destruction with wide eyes before looking back to where the angry dreamwalker battled Growler. For all Growler’s aggression and speed, Simon was getting the upper hand and aimed that deadly laser pointer at Growler’s skull. Tad’s shock vanished in an instant and his expression set as he did something Stella had never seen before. He raised his hand toward one of the dead Dream Team members, and suddenly a gun jumped from the floor and flew toward him.
Tad snatched it out of the air and in one smooth movement, brought the gun up and pulled the trigger. Simon’s hand that was holding the laser erupted with blood as a bullet passed through it. The man screamed in new agony and fell away as Growler let go.
“Holy Shit,” Trevors whispered in awe. “Who the hell taught him to shoot like that?”
Stella shook her head, wondering the same thing. She had never seen Tad so much as pick up a gun, let alone fire one. Where he got the confidence to fire it so accurately, she couldn’t imagine. Still looking down the sights of that gun, he looked more like one of Trevors’ men than the dreamwalker she was familiar with.
She put her curiosity aside as the dreamwalkers’ expressions changed from shock to horror as they looked at the mangled ruin of Simon’s hand. Just as their ghosts being destroyed was the catalyst for their earlier anger, Simon’s mutilation was one step too far. They looked at Tad like he was a dangerous animal that needed to be taken out before it was too late.
Stella shouted again, begging Tad to dreamwalk away. Again he didn’t listen, never taking his eyes from the dreamwalkers.
“Get the front door unlocked,” he shouted without turning. Stella didn’t like his tone and was worried about what he would do, but she had to trust him.
“Mitchell, get the door unlocked and let him in when he’s ready,” she said to one of Trevors’ men.
“Are you crazy?” Trevors asked, grabbing her arm and turning her to face him. “What if he brings them inside?”
“Seriously? You think Tad is involved in this? I know you have your problems with him, Trevors, but surely you know him better than that.”
“I’m not saying he’s with them, I’m saying that opening the door is weakening our defences.”
Stella shook her head stubbornly.
“It’s a risk we’ll have to take. We’re not getting out of here without help and we need to get out of here soon.”
Turning to Mitchell, who was waiting for orders, she added, “Go.”
As Mitchell did as asked, Stella turned her attention back to the growing tension outside that was about to break into violence.
Simon was still screaming, clutching his hand even as he was being pulled away from the growling dog and other dreamwalkers took his place. They pointed outstretched hands at Growler while the others were glaring at Tad. Stella didn’t need to be a dreamwalker to know they were all pulling Dream and were ready to fuel some new nightmare aimed at the tall figure and his dog.
However, none were quick enough.
There was an almighty crack that sounded so loud it was like thunder underground. It was like what the earlier dreamwalker accomplished when he stamped his foot, but on a whole other level. Tad didn’t crack the ground with his foot, he barely even twitched as he released his will upon the world. However, the results spoke for themselves.
Thousands of cracks filled the car park as Tad staggered back, clutching his head and grunting in pain. However, for once, Stella’s eyes weren’t on him but on what he did, her jaw slack and eyes so wide they hurt. Out in the car park, dreamwalkers gasped in surprise as those thousands of cracks followed intricate lines that flowed in twisting patterns. Light shone from those cracks like the sun was trapped beneath the ground.
Not a single one threw a Dream at Tad because none of them could touch Dream. Somehow Tad had created multiple dreamcatchers that surrounded each cluster of dreamwalkers. Other than Tad, not a single dreamwalker had access to their powers.
This flew in the face of everything she knew about what Tad could do. This wasn’t augmenting reality, as there hadn’t been any clever tricks to make his dream come true. This was pure creation and while he was paying for it, Stella didn’t think he should even have been able to do it.
However, for all that he had done it, Stella recognised it wouldn’t last. Those lines weren’t as neat as they could be and the tarmac was melting, filling in the cracks. Tad needed to get out of there as soon as possible, but he couldn’t move at the moment as he was clutching his head in agony.
Again it was Growler to the rescue, the dog biting Tad’s trouser leg and dreamwalking them both to the entrance. It was the last thing Stella saw before she abandoned her position and ran towards the door at the end of the corridor, bursting through it and rushing downstairs to make sure Tad was alright.
He was standing upright when she reached him, and though the physical signs of pain were gone, she could see the lingering hurt in his eyes.
“Mitchell, get that door shut and locked,” Stella ordered before turning her attention to Tad to make sure he had no other injuries. After giving him a quick once over she hugged him tight for a second, feeling something inside her unclench now she could feel him safe with her own two hands, then stepped away again so she could look him in the eye. “Where the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to contact you four hours.”
“Been stuck in America. Jacob told me to come to Texas because it was important. When I arrived they trapped me inside a giant dreamcatcher on Brad’s ranch. It’s taken me until now to get away.” Tad looked back outside in dismay, “Do you have any idea why they’re doing this? Jacob didn’t tell me much before he disappeared, other than that I had chosen the wrong side. I’m assuming they’ve done more than surround this place?”
Stella recapped what happened this morning. By the time she was done, Tad was swearing.
“What’s wrong with them? They can’t possibly believe this will achieve anything good?”
“I saw their faces, Tad. I don’t think they knew what they were getting themselves in for today. If I had to guess, Jacob has been stringing them along with lies and his own twisted view of the world. The rest of them have gone along with it because they’re scared and don’t know what else to do. Before they knew what was happening, they were already in over their heads.”
“Shit,” had repeated rubbing the back of his neck as he glanced outside. “This is a disaster, Stella. It will blow everything we’ve been trying to do for the last year out of the water. You can just imagine how other governments will see this, and it’ll only take us that much closer to war.”
Stella glanced at Mitchell who was listening, then looked back at Tad, telling him with her expression that he was revealing too much. However, his words were true. This had been exactly what they didn’t need, especially on Merging Day when the whole world was watching. This was supposed to be a day to help soothe fears and remind people of what good had come from the Merging. Jacob’s revolution ruined that.
“One problem at a time,” Stella said. “The first thing we need to do is get out of here. Unfortunately, the same dreamcatchers that keep them out is keeping us in. You have any ideas of how we can deal with that?”
Tad shook his head like he was about to say no, but then his eyes widened in surprise.
“Yeah, I know what to do. We need to rearrange these dreamcatchers. With some careful work and a few quick creations of our own, we can change things so that rather than keeping people out, it will direct them exactly where we want them to go.”
Stella looked at him suspiciously as he seemed to change, almost like he was speaking with someone else’s voice.
“How did you get out of that dreamcatcher?” she asked.
Tad’s expression shifted as he shuffled from foot to foot before admitting, “I had to accept Tony’s advice and move on.”
It took Stella a second to understand what he was saying, then her eyes widened.
“Rodney?”
“And Thomas. It took both them and Tony to help me break out of that thing.”
“And I take it that whatever you’re suggesting is one of their ideas? Just like I’m assuming your new shooting skills are actually Rodney’s?”
Tad smiled sheepishly and nodded before that smile slipped and his expression turned serious.
“We’ve got some work to do. We need to set up traps, create a killing ground, and then lure those dreamwalkers in and lead them where we want them.”
“Killing ground?”
Tad waved her concerns away.
“Just an expression. We need to lure these people into a place where we have the control and then take them out. How many of Trevor’s men are left?”
“About half.”
“Really? So few? Damn.” He glanced back outside at the dead bodies and shook his head like he couldn’t believe it had come to this. After a second to compose himself, he added, “Hopefully it will be enough. Let’s gather everyone up. We’ll need everyone’s help if were going to pull this off.”
Together they rushed back upstairs to find Trevors had gathered what remained of his Team. Stella stood back and watched as Tad took charge like he had been leading people all his life, and again she could almost see someone else speaking through him. She knew that Tad was channelling his ghosts’ knowledge and talents, but it was the first time she had really seen it with her new senses. It was a little uncomfortable seeing the man she loved become someone else, even for a little while.
However, she pushed that aside because whether she liked it or not, he was outlining their best option to escape. She had to concentrate on the task at hand because it was long past time to take back control of her DTHQ, and then take back Cardiff.
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Tad stood behind Miles, watching the array of video feeds. Each of the six monitors housed four windows displaying locations within the DTHQ. Tad cast a critical eye over them all before deciding the time was right and speaking into his radio.
“Okay, let’s get this done. Mitchell break the dreamcatcher. Growler, as soon as it’s broken, dreamwalk back here.”
“You sure they’ll take the bait?” Stella asked from his side.
“The second they sense Growler dreamwalking back here, they’ll know a dreamcatcher has failed. Calmer heads might not react, but Simon is chomping at the bit to get in here.”
Tad nodded at a screen showing the car park where Simon was screaming at his people. He had bandaged up his hand as best he could but hadn’t gone to hospital as none of his men could drag him away.
Tad looked at another screen and watched Mitchell take a hacksaw to the dreamcatcher that was two rooms removed from the reception. Hopefully, they wouldn’t hear the sawing outside and as Tad glanced to the car park, he realised that Simon’s distracting rant was a blessing in disguise.
Tad felt nothing when the dreamcatcher broke, but he felt the spike of Dream as Growler popped into existence beside him, wagging his tail and happy to have played his part. Keeping his eye on the car park, Tad was pleased when all the dreamwalkers looked at the building like they were seeing it for the first time.
Please, Tad thought to himself.  Take the bait.
The talk in the car park became an argument as dreamwalkers started shouting over each other, some pointing at the door. For a full minute no one moved, but Simon must have won them over because one by one they headed for the door.
“It worked,” Stella hissed. “Right, I’m going to get into position.”
“Don’t take any risks,” Tad said, not liking the part Stella wanted to play in this. However, Stella rightly pointed out that if they were going to win through the day, they all had to play to their strengths. Right now her strengths put her by Leon’s side, fighting with him. Trevors’ people would be the first line of defence, with Leon and Stella picking up stragglers and floating between rooms where necessary. Meanwhile Tad would remain here, watching for where he was needed most and then coming in as backup.
“The same goes double for you, Holcroft,” she said before rushing out the room with Freckles one step behind her. Growler looked up like he wanted to go with them, but Tad shook his head.
“Sorry buddy, but you’re stuck with me. We’ll have our fun though, don’t you worry.”
He scratched behind the dog’s ears before stepping back over to the monitors as the first dreamwalker crossed the threshold. The man entered cautiously, not believing his luck that he could get inside. However, his suspicion passed quickly as he led his group towards the stairs while Simon led the others toward the tactical rooms.
Tad waited for the last of the dreamwalkers to enter the building before he spoke a pre-arranged word into the radio, signalling for Trevors’ men who had slipped out of the rear entrance to come around and place one of the dreamcatchers at the door. From that point on, no one would be able to dreamwalk in or out of the building, trapping everyone here.
“Here we go,” Miles muttered as they watched the first group approach the canteen.
The dreamwalker in the lead pushed the canteen door open and took one step inside when suddenly there was a flash of bright light and an explosion of noise as a flash-bang grenade that had been rigged on that door erupted. The monitor went white, forcing Tad to look away. When he looked back, he saw dreamwalkers rubbing their eyes and others covering their ears. One flickered like he just tried dreamwalking away, but the new arrangement of dreamcatchers wouldn’t allow that.
Taking advantage of their surprise, Trevors lead a small team toward the canteen and had already subdued the first dreamwalker with dreamcatcher embedded handcuffs before any of them even realised Trevors’ men were there.
However, the dreamwalkers weren’t alone and the ghosts recovered quickly. They warned their dreamwalkers that they were in danger and might have done more had they not suddenly froze when Gary made his presence known. Before any of the dreamwalkers could come to their senses, the Dream Team moved through the group and subdued as many as they could. The startled dreamwalkers didn’t have it in them to respond in any way other than to flee, but it didn’t get them far. As they rushed down the stairs, the men who had placed the dreamcatcher at the exit were coming towards them. They had Chakikra with them to deal with the ghosts, so the dreamwalkers had no choice but to run back upstairs and try to escape by fleeing deeper into the building.
Motion on another monitor caught Tad’s attention as the downstairs group led by Simon entered an interrogation room. Once again there was a flash bang waiting for them. However, this team must have heard the explosion from upstairs and the shouting that followed, and they were more wary. The explosion hit a rippling, transparent wall and Tad felt the spike of Dream as one of the dreamwalkers somehow shielded the group.
However, Tad hadn’t expected this to work every time and as the door opened further, the dreamwalkers encountered another trap that they weren’t prepared for. They had rigged up the classic Home Alone trick of paint cans on string, or in this case, industrial sized bottles of floor cleaner that struck the first of the dreamwalkers in the face. Unlike on the children’s movie, this was not so easy to shrug off as the criminals in that movie made it seem. The dreamwalker was knocked out cold as his nose shattered and he crumpled to the floor. Simon weaved to avoid another bottle as he stepped into the room to find it empty.
Stepping back out, he screamed for his people to keep moving as wasn’t happy that some of them stopped to help the unconscious man with the broken nose. He was even less happy moment later when one of their dreamwalkers tried to dreamwalk away only to once again be stopped by the new arrangement of dreamcatchers. Yet again he screamed in frustration, growing more unstable by the moment, then led the dreamwalker advance down the corridor, blowing the next-door open using a gust of wind rather than touching it himself.
Tad felt the spike of Dream again and knew that the man was calling too much power. He was wearing himself out, and coupled with his injuries, would be coming close to the end of his reserve. This was good because while Simon checked on the next room, the rest of Trevors’ people sprung their trap as they exited another room, taking out the rear dreamwalkers before they had a chance to respond.
Even when they did respond, they were more preoccupied with defence than attack beceause Trevors men had people with guns in a safe zone created by the new dreamcatcher arrangement. Those men were providing cover fire, safe in the knowledge that the dreamwalkers couldn’t attack them in return.
Tad watched all this unfolding on the monitors and was surprised that so far things were going as planned and he wasn’t needed. They hadn’t lost any people, and they had taken out over half of the dreamwalkers without much of a fight. It looked like they would have an easier time of this than he thought. Instantly his ghosts rebuked him for celebrating too early, and it was Rodney who reminded him that no plan survived first contact with the enemy.
While their plan had done well so far, Tad’s interenal celebration had indeed jinxed them.
A flash of bright light made Tad look away from the struggle between Simon and his people toward another screen. When the camera adjusted again he was dismayed to see that there was fire lining the upstairs hallway. One of the dreamwalkers had decided not to play by Tad’s rules and sent a fireball ahead of them to turn the hallway into an inferno. Those dreamwalkers then sent their ghosts ahead to find any remaining traps and clear the way.
“That’s our cue buddy,” Tad said to Growler before he rushed out of Miles’ office into the corridor beyond that was glowing with flickering orange light as fire consumed the carpet and spread along the corridor. It was like stepping into an oven, a feeling that was far too familiar. The fingers of his left twitched more violently as his mind flashed back to Swansea. But he wasn’t the same man who dealt with that fire nightmare. It might have only been six months, but it felt like a lifetime ago. He had learnt a lot since then.
Tad waved his hand, stirring up the air and calling to Dream. A sudden wind rushed down the corridor and the flames whipped out of existence like they were candles to be blown out in the world’s largest birthday cake. Tad had pulled over more dream than normal, the power of his ghosts making him careless with his strength. The wind knocked over the dreamwalkers at the end of the corridor, flinging one completely out the door and into the waiting arms of Trevors’ men.
The ghosts weren’t affected by the wind, but Tad had other ways of dealing with them. He concentrated on those ghosts, forcing them to freeze with only the power of his will. There were too many to stop at once as Tad couldn’t concentrate on so many ghosts at the same time. However, that problem was taken care of when Freckles launched himself from Stella’s office where he had been waiting and tackled one ghost to the ground.
Seeing his brother have all the fun, Growler was off like a shot, chasing another ghost. That ghost was smart and turned to run back to the dreamwalkers who were climbing to their feet, but Growler was faster and soon had the last ghost on the ground.
The remaining three dreamwalkers tried wrestling control of their ghosts back from Tad, but didn’t have much luck thanks to his ghost aided strength. However, one of them was quick to change tactics, and he called to Dream and shouted at Tad. The sound travelled with such force that it rippled the air, the shock-wave lifting Tad from his feet. He flew right past Miles’ office and struck the wall, his skull bouncing from the stone so hard that his vision swam and his thoughts grew sluggish.
He collapsed to the floor, groaning and vulnerable for the ten seconds it took his ghosts to heal him. However, when he got his thoughts back on track and looked back down the corridor expecting another attack, he realised he didn’t need to be worried. Stella and Leon had joined the dogs and attacked the remaining dreamwalkers. A ball of fire flashed toward Leon who dodged easily, supernatural speed and dexterity surprising the dreamwalker who Leon left unconscious a moment later with a single punch.
Stella dodged twin lines of red laser-light. Tad had never seen her move like that before, almost like a dancer as she ducked and weaved between flashes of light, somehow never getting caught. It was almost like she could see what was coming before it happened and was always one step ahead of those deadly beams. However, Tad knew it would take only one mishap and Stella would be gone forever. A red light of his own flashed in front of his eyes as anger consumed him and he screamed, “Stella, hit the floor!”
Putting her new supernatural reflexes to good use, she dropped. It was Tad’s turn to fire off his own bright light and for the first time since arriving he attacked with deadly intent. Their clear willingness to kill Stella meant they had forfeited their lives in his eyes and he didn’t hold back as he sent beams of pure white energy toward them.
Neither were prepared for his attack and his light flowed through their chests, leaving steaming hot holes and surprised faces before they collapsed to the floor, dead instantly. Tad rushed over to make sure that Stella was all right, but after she glanced at the corpses she turned on him, her face angry.
“I had them,” she hissed.
“They were trying to kill you. All it would take one touch from that laser and you would be as dead as they are.”
“You didn’t have to kill them,” she said, but some of the fight had left her voice.
“I saw the damage those lasers did. I wasn’t letting that anywhere near you.”
Stella still didn’t look happy, but he could see when she turned away that she at least understood. He looked up in time to see Leon subdue the last of the dreamwalkers, locking another pair of dreamcatcher enhanced handcuffs around her wrists. As soon as they were in place, Trevors appeared in the doorway and looked inside.
“Everything all right?” he asked.
“Yeah. That’s the last of them. Go see if they need a hand downstairs,” Stella said.
Trevor’s nodded once before disappearing again, closely followed by Tad, Stella and Leon. The dogs overtook them on the stairs and soon they were all headed towards the sounds of a battle in the corridors below.
Neither dog paused for a second before rushing towards the confrontation, but didn’t get much action. By the time Tad arrived, things were already wrapping up.
Sandra, the seventeen-year-old dreamwalking cheerleader, was by the unconscious man who had taken the cleaning bottle to the face, and she raised her arms in surrender. Tad was horrified to see her caught up in this, remembering the always cheery girl who used to come to the meetings and wondering how Jacob could live with himself after pulling her into this madness.
Trevors ordered one of his men to secure her and the unconscious man, then continued into the corridor, past the body of a dead dreamcatcher with a bullet hole in his head along with the body of one of Trevor’s men who hadn’t been so lucky. His head was missing and the wound had been cauterised, telling Tad how this happened. He glanced at Stella in time to see her looking at him, and he knew she now understood why he didn’t want to risk her getting caught by one of those lasers.
However, neither of them dwelled on the subject before they rushed towards the sound of combat and broke into the garage where the last of the dreamwalkers, Simon, was hurling balls of fire at the two dogs who were backing him into a corner while the remaining Dream Team secured two more dreamwalkers.
Freckles and Growler were barking at the balls of fire that extinguished with each bark. Simon’s tricks didn’t work on dreamwalking dogs, and they were too much. He was being backed up, and he ran out of time to think up a fresh way to defend himself.
Tad reached out to the air around Simon with his mind, picturing it solidifying as the natural air resistance built up to impossible levels, and he reached for Dream.
Simon froze, his hands outstretched as he warded the dogs away and his eyes bulging from his head as he struggled to move. Tad felt a spike of Dream as Simon tried to escape, but the man was tired, in agony, and had depleted the strength he needed to open that internal door once more. For a second only Tad felt resistance against his dream, but the man’s will faltered.
Despite having him dead to rights, neither dog attacked as they recognised what happened and backed away as Trevors rushed in to secure the last of the dreamwalkers.
Just like that, the assault on the DTHQ ended. Tad turned to Stella.
“What now?” he asked. With the brief battle over, his plan was finished and he wasn’t sure what the next course of action should be.
“I need you to get Mitena. We need to recreate the dreamcatchers to lock this place down, and we need new cells to hold these guys. We’ve already maxed out our capacity with the eidolon who attacked us last night.”
Tad blinked in surprise and asked, “What eidolon?”
Stella waved his comment away and said, “We’ll talk about it later. For now, I need Mitena so we can make this place secure again before we figure out our next steps.” Looking at Simon she added, “Maybe you should head to the hospital and see if you can get some kind of trauma specialists here as well. I could do without him passing out from his injuries before I find out what Jacob’s plan was today.”
She didn’t wait to see if he would do as asked before heading over to Trevors and issuing orders to get the DTHQ secure again and the dreamwalkers dealt with. She then went to Gary and Chakikra and started issuing orders to them about how to keep the ghosts secure. She mentioned that Tad will be going to get Mitena, who would hopefully have a more long-term solution.
Tad was impressed as he watched Stella in her element, working quickly and efficiently to solve the problems, and get them back to a good place to move on. As the Dream Team followed her orders, Tad wondered just how much better things might be for them right now if they had never doubted her. Hopefully, this situation would end the tension between her and Trevors once and for all they could start acting as a unit as they should have been from the start.
Stella said to Trevors that she would get Miles to call in reinforcements before she turned and saw Tad was still there. She shot him a glance that told him what she thought of that before heading back through the building like some unstoppable force of nature. Tad smiled at the thought of Hurricane Stella working her way through the DTHQ and knew that when she turned her attention to Simon to ferret out what was going on today, the dreamwalker wouldn’t stand a chance.
Grinning to himself, he turned his thoughts to the prison where Mitena was housed and changed the channel.
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Jacob dreamwalked back to the Senedd and hoped this was his last journey of the day. Since taking the King Dream Gate and the Senedd, he had been zipping all over Cardiff to secure essential locations before dealing with the Prime Minister. For the most part, the takeover of Cardiff had gone well. He now had people at strategic sites all over the city, and they were watching for any intrusions from the military or police.
However, Jacob was sure that between his dreamwalkers and their ghosts, they had this handled. The only team left to report in was the one sent to take the DTHQ. He checked in with Simon earlier and knew there was a stalemate of sorts over there, but Jacob was happy enough so long as the Dream Team couldn’t get involved with what he was doing today.
Being as his plan was going so well, it was time to progress to the next step; talking with the Prime Minister and securing Cardiff’s future as a safe haven for dreamwalkers.
“Everything all right here?”
Brad looked up from his position by the entrance to the gallery to the main meeting chamber. His face was drawn, his skin pale, and there were bags under his eyes. The day had been as trying for him as it had been for Jacob. However, where Jacob was strengthened by his commitment to the cause, Brad was fighting every step of the way. Even though he believed they were doing the right thing, he was never comfortable going to such lengths. However, they’d come this far and Jacob knew he could rely on his friend.
“Everything’s fine. The hostages have settled down and we haven’t seen any sign of the police for hours. I’ve sent dreamwalkers out with their ghosts to create a perimeter and keep an eye out for trouble, but so far everything is quiet. We might actually pull this off.”
Jacob clapped his friend on the shoulder.
“Don’t sound so surprised. I told you it would be all right. Now, how about I go put all this to bed? Is the Prime Minister in there?”
“Yes, him and that reporter woman. I finally got them to stop demanding things about half an hour ago and they’re just waiting for you to… as he put it… get on with this madness.”
“Don’t worry, brother. I’ll deal with this.”
Once again he clapped Brad on the shoulder before stepping through the door behind him and into the chamber beyond.
It was an impressive chamber for so few occupants. The large round room had two concentric rings of desks with a semi-circle of desks in the centre. Surrounding the entire room was a balcony filled with seats, and it was here that Jacob entered. He was unnoticed at first, allowing him the opportunity to spy on the three people in the room.
The Prime Minister sat in one of the chairs behind the semicircular desk, leaning back almost lazily with his chin resting on his hand and his arm on the arm of the chair. He was lost in thought, but looked too relaxed for Jacob’s preference.
Beside him sat his aide, who waited patiently, looking at her boss but not speaking. She was a strange woman. From what Tad told him, she had no personality to speak of and was never seen anywhere other than by the Prime Minister’s side. However, for such obvious devotion to her job and despite how she stared at him, Jacob saw no romance in that expression. This was not a woman in love with her boss, this was a serious woman obsessed with the job. Although he was yet to talk to her, Jacob knew he needed to be wary around her. He suspected that being so unassuming meant many people underestimated her. However, as someone used to being overlooked, he had learnt long ago that it was the quiet ones you have to watch out for.
The third occupant of the room was anything but quiet. Lizzie Bradley stormed around the perimeter of the room like she was trying to win a race. In the short time Jacob watched, she had already done three laps, and it was almost like she was burning off nervous energy. Finally, here was a reaction Jacob had been expecting. He knew the young reporter could not sit still, and here at least was one person who looked unsettled.
Deciding he’d seen enough, he reached for the door in his mind and, as Tad liked to call it, changed the channel.
He disappeared from the balcony and appeared in the centre of the circle of desks, standing before the Prime Minister.
Once again he had to rely on Lizzie for the reaction he expected. She stopped so suddenly she almost tripped and yelped in surprise. From the Prime Minister and his aide, however, Jacob received only mild indifference. The Prime Minister’s head lifted from his hand and the aide looked at Jacob, but other than that neither looked surprised.
“I think it’s time we had a talk,” Jacob said to the Prime Minister and the man relaxed his poker face.
“Finally. I thought we’d be waiting all week at this rate. Everything going how you expected? One step closer to ruling the world?” Norman Geller asked with a mocking smile.
“Yes actually,” Jacob answered, determined not to be intimidated nor infuriated by this man’s attitude. “Today has gone well. However, that is often the case when you have right on your side.”
The Prime Minister burst out laughing and looked to Amelia like she might join in on the joke. However, the small woman with mousy brown hair didn’t so much as crack a smile. Again Jacob took note that this was a woman to watch closely.
“I like that. You would have had a good career in politics if you had turned your attention that way. To deliver such a line with a straight face… My God, I wish I had that skill.”
“You can mock me all you like, you won’t get a rise out of me.” Despite his words, Jacob was annoyed by the comment, hating being compared to anything close to a politician. “I think it’s time we talked about what you can do for me.”
The Prime Minister sat forward and smacked his hands together, rubbing them excitedly as he said, “Finally, down to business.” Turning to Lizzie, who was doing her best to watch silently from the edge of the room, he called, “Miss Bradley, do you have your camera handy? It seems like it’s time to get this show going.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Jacob corrected, waving the reporter back. “She’s here to publish the outcome of this meeting, not the meeting itself.”
“Really? I would have thought something this momentous could do with some journalistic coverage to capture it in history. However, you’re in charge so by all means, let’s play it your way. Why don’t you start by telling me what you want?”
Jacob and Joseph had spent weeks preparing for this, studying countless hours of footage of the Prime Minister and getting to know who he was. He was an intelligent man who’d made waves by accurately reading people and telling them what they wanted to hear. Jacob also knew from Tad that an offshoot of this talent meant Prime Minister had a near supernatural ability to get under people’s skin. Despite Jacob’s preparations, he was doing so now by pushing ahead as though he was in charge here, not Jacob.
“Very well. Let’s start with the obvious. I need you to agree to remove all British assets from Cardiff and surrender any British interest in the city.”
The Prime Minister burst out laughing with such vigour that he was actually slapping his knees and holding his sides.
“Oh, is that all?” he asked, wiping his eyes as tears rolled down his cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I thought you had some serious demands. I didn’t realise this was a joke. Who put you up to this?”
“I assure you I’m very serious, and you would do well not to mock me,” Jacob said, losing his temper. “The UK no longer has any right to claim any part of the Borderlands for themselves, but in an effort for compromise, I am only asking for Cardiff. The day the Merging happened, the Borderlands became the rightful home of the people of Dream. It’s only right that you pull back and—”
Again the Prime Minister burst out laughing and once again it was apparently so funny that he almost fell out of his seat.
“I know, I’m sorry. I’m supposed to be taking this seriously, but surely even you, as crazy as you are, can understand how ridiculous that is. Of course, that won’t happen. That’s not how this works. You don’t get to walk into Cardiff, take us hostage, and then demand we give you the land that has belonged to the British Isles for hundreds of years. Not only is it ridiculous to even think I would agree to something like that, but I don’t even have the power to agree to your demands. This land belongs to Her Majesty, and I just lead its people with her consent. You really haven’t done your homework if you think this is how to make this work.”
Jacob smiled for the first time in a genuine way. Finally, something predictable from the strange Prime Minister. He had been expecting this very argument.
“I know exactly how this is supposed to work. I’m under no illusions as to the level of power and ability you have. I also know that in the history of mankind there is one rule that abides above all else when it comes to nations and conquerors. Might makes right. The strong conquer and to the victor go the spoils. That is all that I’m doing. You were here to witness that, and to negotiate the terms the UK government will deal with us going forward. I don’t expect those terms to be binding, but they will be a start for future negotiations.”
“Negotiations? You think you get to do what you’ve done today and there will be negotiations? You’ve committed and act of terrorism, and there isn’t a successful nation on the planet who make deals with terrorists. There will be no negotiation other than for your surrender when you finally see sense after the British Army is turned against you.”
Jacob shook his head as he walked to the nearest seat and pulled it over so he could sit on the other side of the desk facing the prime Minster.
“I heard you were smarter than this, but I shouldn’t have expected different. You neither grasp what I’m trying to do, nor understand your situation. With only a handful of dreamwalker’s I’ve successfully crippled an entire city. Do I think I can stand against the entire UK army? Of course not. I’m not stupid. However, it would be a costly war, so you have to decide if that cost is a price worth paying.
“I’m looking for something very simple, and that is a place where dreamwalkers can be safe. The only way to ensure that is to have a place dreamwalkers run themselves without interference from self-serving outside forces who have a vested interest in keeping us down. As the centre of Dream related activity across the world, Cardiff is the obvious choice. So you need to decide if you want to lead your country into a costly war with people who control the near limitless possibility of Dream, or for once do the right thing and serve your people. Step aside, negotiate peace on behalf of your country, and do something right for a change rather than playing into the stereotype of the filthy politician that you are.”
The Prime Minister’s smile had faded, and he was staring at Jacob like he had two heads.
“You have a very naïve way of looking at the world. No one person is all evil or good. Everyone has their own motivations and just as you think you’re doing the right thing today, I think I’m doing the right thing by standing against you. The difference between you and me is that while you think I’m evil, I haven’t actually done anything to prove you right. Whereas I think you’re wrong and you have proved me right today by taking countless innocent people hostage and terrorising the city.”
“No proof? You propose a new law that reduces a group of humans to nearly nothing, and you dare to claim I’m a terrorist. What free person would ever willingly stand by and do nothing when such a blatant attack on their rights is promoted by your government?”
The Prime Minister sighed and looked at his aid, shaking his head like he was talking to a child. Once again Jacob had to bite his lip to keep from shouting at this infuriating man.
“You’re still showing how naïve you are. Not every politician is behind that bill, it is the reason why it isn’t law yet. In fact, I have been fighting that bill since the moment it was created. Yes, there are people who are interested in that bill, but it is a result of fear of something like your very actions today that pushed them to do so. Today you have done more to make this bill happen that anybody else since this process began. You have proved people’s fears right and shown the world we need to be afraid of you.”
“No, I have shown the world that we are strong and we shouldn’t be ignored,” Jacob argued as his anger started to slip. “You don’t get to run over us and treat us like less than human, and after today no one will even think of doing that.”
“You’re wrong. It isn’t just the UK government who can’t stand by and let you do this, the whole world is watching and you have made them afraid. They won’t let this happen without a response. I don’t know how much you pay attention to politics on the world stage, but I can’t imagine it’s much considering how naïve you are about this. There is a great level of tension in the world right now, all because of the events that happened a year ago. As you have rightly pointed out we sit in the centre of a monumental resource for world change. However, where you see us as holding that change back, I see us as taking necessary precautions so the rest of the world doesn’t fear what we become with our new strength. We sit on the verge of a third world war as the superpowers of this world fight over this resource. In one day you have undone a year of work that both I and your friend, Tad Holcroft, have been labouring over. A single naïve action by someone who doesn’t know what they’re talking about has potentially kicked off the biggest war this world has ever seen.”
Jacob didn’t believe a word of it, and he’d had enough. Shaking his head, he climbed to his feet.
“This is getting us nowhere. I hoped to come here and talk some reason into you. However, you are every bit as stubborn as Tad and you clearly can’t see the truth right in front of your face. The fact of the matter of is that you have proven by your actions that you are a danger to dreamwalkers the world over, and that if we’re ever going to be free from the threat of your people, we need to stand tall and take what we need for ourselves. So I don’t want to hear any more excuses, any more theories, nor any more jokes. All I’m interested in is negotiating of terms of your surrender.”
As he spoke, Jacob was aware of the sound of doors opening and as he finished the sentence, he turned to find Brad rushing towards him, his face neutral but his eyes shone with what looked like panic.
“What is it?” Jacob asked.
Brad leaned in close and whispered, “No one has heard from Simon’s team in half an hour and when I sent someone to check on them they found a war zone in the car park, lots of dead bodies, but no sign of Simon and his people.”
Jacob looked up sharply, understanding what this meant. Simon wouldn’t just disappear without telling anybody, and that he was gone and left only a war zone behind made it likely that he had failed his mission. That meant the Dream Team was still in action, and while Jacob had other plans to deal with them, it was a spanner in the works. However, as well as the day had gone until this point, he could live with one setback for now.
Unfortunately, that wasn’t the only bad news that Brad had to deliver.
“There’s something else,” Brad whispered, sounding disturbed. “I sent some people to bring Tad food and drink and…”
Jacob stomach twisted as he suspected what was coming, but Brad was reluctant to speak and his words trailed off.
“Come on, spit it out.”
Brad swallowed hard and whispered, “Tad’s gone.”
It all hit Jacob at once. His frustration at the Prime Minister, the stress of the day, and now this bad news. Jacob swore loudly and kicked the chair he had been sitting on, using a touch of Dream to send it flying high enough to clear the balcony. Lizzie screamed and Brad flinched, but Amelia only looked up in mild surprise. The Prime Minister stared at him and grinned in a way that said he knew something Jacob didn’t.
“Oh, I have been that mad before. It’s Tad, isn’t it,? He is the only person I know who can make someone that angry.”
“Shut up,” Jacob hissed, then wished he hadn’t as the Prime Minister grinned in response.
Jacob glared at the man before turning his attention to other problems. He was going to have to put this meeting on hold because while the Dream Team was problem enough, Tad Holcroft loose was something else completely. He was going to have to deal with this himself and figure out a way to stop Tad from screwing up everything he had fought so hard for.
Swearing under his breath and doing his best to ignore the Prime Minister’s mocking grin, Jacob stormed from room to deal with this nightmare.
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Jen stepped out of Dream onto the wooden decking near the waterfront, crouching behind a wall so she wouldn’t be seen. Just beside the wall, extremely wide steps made from the same material of the decking rose past the ornate, red-brick Pierhead building on the left and a metal sculpture on the right, before the steps grew even larger and the material changed to stone. Those stone steps created a plinth for the Assembly building. The Senedd looked like it was entirely made of glass and steel, with a huge timber roof that overhung the building like the flat peak of a baseball cap. 
The news said that dreamwalkers had been clearing out large areas throughout the city, moving the police away and clearing public places. They couldn’t stop everything of course, but most of Cardiff was at a standstill. It was almost eerie how quiet the place was.
There was a pop as Hawk appeared beside her. He glanced about as if checking the area was clear, then turned back to her, tail wagging. Something about his expression told her he was enjoying being able to dreamwalk once again, and she understood why. Just a few days without that ability reminded her just how freeing it was.
However, Jen felt great from more than her newfound freedom.
It had been a long time since she’d shared her body with a ghost, and she’d forgotten the sensation that accompanied it. The strength, the sense of invulnerability, and the sheer amount of energy. It was like she hadn’t been herself in over a year, and the whole world seemed brighter. Senses were sharper, her eyesight clearer, her hearing more accurate, and the cool air brushing across her skin was like the caress of a gentle hand. The world was more vivid, and Jen had never felt better.
With that new strength, she had snapped the metal band around her wrist and remove the dreaded collar from her dog.
Of course, the merging had not been entirely beneficial. The experience was every bit as trying as she remembered, and it had been an ordeal to experience Amber’s life. However, it was harder to re-visit her own memories, remembering the things that had almost shattered her in the past. There were so many events she could now see were stupid, childish mistakes. It was horrifying to see it from a more mature perspective, and just as horrifying to know that Amber was standing beside her watching it all.
However, the process had been helped by one simple fact; Amber was not Maggie.
There was no wrestling for control of her mind, searching her memories without permission, or trying to dominate her will. Amber had no ulterior motives other than wanting to stay on this planet a little longer. Of course some of her memories had been eye opening and Jen would have to talk to her about them, but it could wait.
As soon as she was free from the dreamcatcher, she dreamwalked to Tad’s house to see if he was there. Finding it empty, she and Amber stayed to plan their next move. Jen was past the point of caring of whether she was caught in that place. She would never go back to that foster home again, no matter what happened, not after they put that band on her wrist.
They concluded that if no one else would do anything about what was happening in Cardiff, then it was up to them. Jen knew the dangers of that way of thinking, she couldn’t move her legs because of that attitude. She was under no illusions that she could go up against all of Jacob’s people and retake Cardiff. However, despite how they treated her since her expulsion, the kids trapped in that building were her friends and she couldn’t leave them to be held hostage.
Getting to Cardiff Bay was part one of their new plan. Part two was seeing up close what they were up against.
Peaking around the wall, Jen soon realised this was not the ideal spot for scouting, as she couldn’t see much thanks to the building’s elevated position. However, she did see the two men standing near the entrance, smoking cigarettes and talking amongst themselves. Another man patrolled the second level, and a woman patrolled the ground floor. However, there could be huge groups of people just out of sight for all Jen could see.
The other thing she noticed were the giant dreamcatchers that were placed in the windows. She saw from the video footage earlier that they had been dismantled, but they had been reassembled again. Jen suspected it was to effort to lock the building down against unfriendly dreamwalkers and the Dream Team. Now whoever was coming would be forced to use one of the exits.
That didn’t change Jen’s plans as she didn’t expect to simply dreamwalk into the building. She had to somehow lure the guards away so she could slip inside.
Turning to Hawk, she whispered, “Time to play.”
Hawk’s tail wagged, and he chuffed in excitement before disappearing. Jen turned again, focusing on the building just in time to see Hawk reappear at the top of the steps in front of the two guards. The look on their faces would have made Jen laugh had the situation not been so serious. Instead, she just watched and willed the guards to take the bait. It took them a moment to get over the shock, but when they reacted to Hawk’s presence, they started shouting at the dog and chased after him.
As he was supposed to in that scenario, Hawk vanished, reappearing a moment later behind them, then running inside the building, drawing the attention of the other guards as well. What followed was like something from a Scooby Doo cartoon. Hawk would appear just long enough to get their interest and make them chase him, then he would vanish again to appear somewhere else. Jen let him have his fun for a few minutes until she was confident he had every guard’s attention, then it was her turn to move.
Hawk’s constant dreamwalking had a purpose beyond just drawing their attention, it blinded them to the use of Dream in their vicinity. Their ability to detect her dreamwalking would be explained as Hawk dreamwalking, which allowed Jen to appear at the top of the steps.
She fell into a crouch so she wouldn’t be spotted and kept her head just high enough that she could look inside from a better angle. Through the giant glass windows she could see the guards dreamwalking from side to side of the building, trying to catch the giant dog that was leading them on a merry chase. Jen analysed the space, looking for a place where she could dreamwalk once inside. She saw that most of the chase was happening on the first floor and thanked Hawk for that. Once again he had shown his intelligence by understanding her plan and knowing that she would need space to dreamwalk inside without being noticed.
Staying low, she moved towards the entrance that was unlocked thanks to the two guards who had been outside, and stepped past the influence of the dreamcatchers. Once inside she took one last look to make sure no one was watching, then focused on the stairs in front of her, the ones that lead down to the lower levels of the building. With a quick thought, she changed the channel and willed herself to that new location.
She tensed up as soon as she arrived, looking around with wide, frightened eyes as her heart beat a thousand beats a minute and she readied herself as best she could for a fight. However, the hallway was empty as Hawk had done his job well.
Thank God for that, Jen thought to herself, relieved that she wouldn’t have to do anything drastic. She only now realised just how much she didn’t want to fight anyone. She had come a long way from the person she was twelve months earlier.
Jen only took a moment to enjoy her relief before she started moving down the corridor, wondering just where she should go next. Once again she was struck by an eerie sensation as she travelled the abandoned corridor. There was something about moving through an empty space that should be teaming with people that gave Jen the creeps. That ominous feeling kept her on edge, kept her senses alert, and had her checking over her shoulder to make sure she was still alone.
She jumped out of her skin when she heard someone speak. It was a quiet voice, muffled by a door between them, but in Jen’s emotional state it might as well have been someone standing right next to her.
Taking a moment to compose herself and waiting for her heart to quit beating so loudly so she could concentrate on the sound, Jen focused on the voice and tried to make out the words.
She had no luck. About the most she could make out was that there was more than one voice speaking, but whether they were hostages or dreamwalkers she couldn’t tell. She was so focused on trying to figure that out that she almost missed the sound of footsteps until it was too late. Luckily, Amber was paying attention from within Jen’s mind and she gave Jen a mental shove.
Panicked, Jen looked up in time to see feet descending the stairs and realised she had run out of time. Looking back to the door in front of her, she tried to figure out what to do next. If she waited in this corridor, she was going to have to do something about the dreamwalker coming down the stairs, but if she stepped into that room she might get herself into an even bigger mess.
For a moment she was frozen with indecision, and in that moment the person descending the steps came further into view. One second longer and they’d be able to see Jen. She was out of time.
She snatched the door handle and turned it.
Nothing happened.
The door was locked.
Jen’s panic deepened, and it forced her do something she had never done before; she dreamwalked without knowing where she was going.
Since they first started dreamwalking, she and Tad had wondered what would happen if you dreamwalked somewhere without a good idea of what was waiting. Always in the past they had a firm location in their head and could picture what they would step into. But dreamwalking blind would leave them open to things like dreamwalking into a space already occupied by a piece of furniture, or maybe even another person. Both of them wondered if Dream would even let them do that, but neither wanted to test it.
However, with Jen a moment away from being caught, she had no choice but to dreamwalk herself to the other side of that door and hope for the best.
Once again the world transformed around her and Jen was met with screams.
Jen appeared on the other side of the door, standing in an open space in a committee chamber, and not inside a table, or worse, another human being.
There was no Hawk to distract people’s attention this time, and she was spotted instantly. Surprised yelps and screams were the natural reaction. However, these weren’t the surprised screams of yet more dreamwalkers, but instead the people she was here to save.
Jen looked around and found she was standing in front of an enormous desk where at least twenty people sat who Jen didn’t recognise. They were all middle-aged or older, and the expressions on their faces had faded from surprise to distrust. Jen didn’t recognise any of them and her attention soon left them and travelled to the children sat on the floor in the room’s corner, huddled around the prone form of the teacher who had been injured upon their arrival at the city.
A tension Jen didn’t realise she had been carrying lifted when she saw her friends were okay, and she ignored the people at the table so she could rush over to them.
“Jen?” Katie asked like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m here to get you out,” Jen said. “I saw what was happening on the news and couldn’t just leave you. Come on, we need to go. Hawk is providing a distraction, and this is the best chance we have to get out of here.”
“And just why should we trust you?” asked a voice from behind her. Jen turned to find one of the older women at the table staring at her with contempt. “I know who you are, Jennifer Larson. I also know what you are. Why should I believe that someone like you is here to rescue us? All of this is as much your fault is anyone’s.”
Jen glared at the woman, having never met her before but instantly hating her. She was a stern faced woman with steel grey hair and an expression of superiority that was undeserved, at least from Jen’s perspective.
“Jen Holcroft,” Jen corrected before she turned back to her friends. “Come on, grab your things and let’s get out of here.”
“Don’t ignore me, young lady. Do you know who I am?”
Jen didn’t know, nor did she care. She was only interested in her friends who were also ignoring the woman, much to her chagrin.
“Do you really have a way out of here?” Faye asked, sounding like she didn’t want to get our hopes up.
“I think so. The main thing is to get outside the building and then between me and Hawk we can dreamwalk you away.”
“Why can’t we just dreamwalk from here?” Robert dared to ask. He shied away when Jen shot him in evil glare, having not forgiven him for the incident that got her expelled. However, she was forced to answer his question when her friends waited for her answer.
“There are dreamcatchers in place to stop me doing that. I also won’t be able to dreamwalk everyone at the same time. There are too many of you. When we’re outside, it will be easier to take people in small groups while the rest of you hide. However, from in here I would have to dreamwalk the entrance, then dreamwalk away again. That extra step would alert the guards and I wouldn’t be able to come back for the rest of you.”
“So how are we going to get out of this room and all the way to the entrance if were not going to dreamwalk there?”
Jen turned at the sound of the voice, happy that it wasn’t the angry woman this time, but a thin-faced man who had placed a hand on that woman’s shoulder to calm her. Jen stared at him, put off by his pale skin and drawn expression. There was something familiar about him, and she soon recognised him for who he was. Ashley Evans, the man her dad suspected was a dreamwalker.
“I’m going to use Dream to unlock the door and let you out. I have Hawk out there distracting the guards—”
“You have a Hawk?”
“Not a hawk. My dog, Hawk. He has most of the guard’s attention right now.” She decided not to say anything about the person who had come down the stairs, she would worry about that later. “I’ll let us out and we’ll creep out with his help.”
“That’s the entirety of your plan? First rely on a dog to keep people busy and then rely on a thirteen-year-old girl, a dreamwalker no less, to take the rest of us out of here. Forgive me for not jumping in excitement.”
Again, it was the older woman speaking. Jen glared at her and she wasn’t alone.
“Calm down Marissa, it’s better than any plan we’ve had so far,” Ashley Evans argued.
“We should wait for the army or the police to get here,” the woman persisted, turning her nose up haughtily as though she had just said the most obvious thing in the world.
“We’ve been here all day and there has been no sign of either. We need to take any opportunity that’s available,” Ashley answered before turning to Jen and saying, “I’m with you and I will help in any way I can.”
Something about the way he said that made Jen think he was admitting to being a dreamwalker. She wanted to press the matter, but could tell he didn’t want to expose his secret in front of everybody. So she just nodded and turned back to her friends to tell them to get ready.
Faye was waiting for her to throw another spanner in the works.
“Mr Dwight can’t go anywhere. He too injured to walk,” she said, nodding to the teacher who looked to be in a bad way. The poor man was a mass of red and blistered flesh. Jen shuddered and looked away as she remembered seeing Tad looking like that after the fire nightmare in Swansea. This man needed a hospital and Faye was right, there was no way he was walking out of here.
Jen swore, not sure what to do. She couldn’t leave him behind, but neither could she take him in his state. It limited her options and for a minute she struggled to decide what to do while people whispered things she didn’t quite hear. However, finally an idea came to her, but she wasn’t sure it was a good one.
She forced herself to look at the man again, judging his injuries as best she could with the new knowledge she had learnt over the last few months for Dr Burman. His injuries were far beyond her. She healed the burn onherself the other day, but that had been tiny compared to this. Parts of his face looked like he had melted, and she wasn’t sure what she could even do for that. But she didn’t need to heal everything, she just needed to heal enough that he could move under his own power again.
Ignoring the voices around her, some of which were questions for her, she pushed through her friends to the man’s side. Swallowing hard, she prepared herself for a monumental task that might not even work. She had experimented and knew that having Amber with her wasn’t improving her dreamwalking ability as it did with her dad. Therefore, she didn’t know if she had the power to take on a job this large and still get everyone out. She wasn’t even sure if she could even do it. After Dr Burman had stressed how much damage she could do to herself by failing, she was reluctant to even act.
However, surrounded by frightened faces and knowing she couldn’t just leave this poor man here, Jen didn’t see any other choice. She had to at least try to help him, or she could never live with herself.
Fighting down a fresh wave of nerves, she lowered herself to the floor beside the injured man, and forced herself to look closer at his wounds.
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It took all of her willpower to keep looking and not be sick. She hadn’t seen this level of damage on a person before and the longer she looked at his face the less it looked like a face. The whole left side was a mass of scar tissue, blistered, red, and raw. His eye was swollen shut and she thought he’d be lucky if he got to keep it.
That’s not your problem, Amber’s voice whispered in her mind. Just focus on doing enough that
he can regain consciousness and can move with minimal pain. Leave the rest for the doctors.
It was sound advice, and Jen nodded in agreement.
To accomplish even that reduced task, she needed to remember her how she healed her own injury.
Once again she focused on her eyes and called to Dream. She felt the same tugging sensation as the muscles in her eyes worked in ways they weren’t used to. She focused on the man on the floor, closing her mind off to everything but him. Her whole world became the cells on his skin and in some cases the exposed flesh beneath, and she concentrated on differentiating the healthy cells from the injured ones.
The sight was familiar, reminding her of her own wound. The cells looked no different, despite the fact that they belong to another person. In a way, that made her job easier as she hoped she could just repeat what she did the other day. Once again Jen visualised millions of tiny cells clustered together and healthy. She imagined his face covered in those cells, free from damage.
She was again struck by the alien feeling of this not being her body and not being able to feel the sensations he felt. However, with the image of those cells clear in her mind, she thought back to Dr Burman’s other advice. He told her that in this situation she should substitute her own sensations to fill the gaps in her mental vision. She opened and closed her mouth as wide as she could, feeling the way her muscles stretched taut, and how her skin tightened and relaxed.
The people watching her must have thought she was crazy, but she paid them no attention, lost in creating the perfect image in her mind. Getting a better idea for how she thought the skin should feel on the face, she added that into the image, using it to tighten up the cells, make them more condensed. Her final step was to look at the undamaged skin on the right side of his face, to double-check her work, make sure the image in her head looked right. She made a few tweaks, mainly to the structure of the cells and how they fit together, and then she was done.
Reaching for Dream, she hesitated just a moment as she wondered if this would work or if it would just be more agony, then cast all doubt aside. She pushed against that door and Dream answered in a rush.
It flooded through the door like there was an ocean on the other side waiting to pour in. Soon her body was flooded with so much Dream that every part of her tingled like she was plugged into a power outlet and someone had flipped the switch. Every part of her buzzed with electricity and the limitless possibility of Dream, and when she couldn’t hold it any longer, she saturated that image with energy and folded it onto reality.
The pain struck instantly, blacking out her vision. She felt hands grabbing her shoulders and arms to keep upright as she lost the ability to use her legs and slumped from her kneeling position.
However, one thought helped her endure that pain.
She had not failed.
This was not the pain from a backfired dream, but the pain of Dream overused. Between dreamwalking continuously for the last half hour, drawing on Dream to power her legs, and now this, she had overextended herself. Maybe a human body was only supposed to hold so much Dream and maybe each body was different. Tad once had a theory that the pain would lessen with practice, like a muscle that needed to be trained. Jen hadn’t trained as much as him, but she was tenacious when she needed to be and wouldn’t give in. As her vision returned and her ears picked up the surrounding sounds, she was surprised to find excited whispers and gasps. She turned her attention back to Mr Dwight just in time to see the tail end of her miracle.
Blistered and cracked skin fell away, replaced with fresh skin that was pink and new. It was a different colour to the right side of his face, but healthy nonetheless. Slowly the swelling went down, the blisters disappeared and the skin re-forged with barely a scar to show for the effort. It contuned for nearly ten minutes until only a slight discolouration remained, and when the man opened his eyes, Jen saw the only remaining damage. The fire had taken his left eye, and it was beyond helping. She was tempted to use the same trick to focus on the right eye, see how that was constructed and maybe re-forge the left eye. However, even as she thought of it, her headache forced her to see reason.
You’ve done enough, Amber told her, sounding awed.
It would have to be enough because Jen had nothing left to give. In fact, she wasn’t even sure if she could move her legs, let alone dreamwalk these people to safety.
The teacher blinked in surprise as his hands explored his face. He ran them over his skin, cautiously at first but then with more passion as he ensured he wasn’t dreaming. A startled laugh escaped him as he regained full consciousness and even sat up.
The injuries on the rest of his body had healed as well as Jen’s dream had done more for him than she imagined. It was like a chain reaction that started with his face, then moved throughout the body as she had shown it how to heal itself faster. The body had listened and done what was needed to to complete her work. The burns were soon a thing of the past and only the truly damaged parts of this man that had been burnt away and couldn’t be rebuilt remained to show he had once been moments from death.
“I’m sorry,” Jen said, her voice barely more than a whisper as she struggled to find the energy to talk. “I don’t think I can do any more, not yet. Your eye…”
Her words trailed off as she struggled to express how she was too weak to even attempt healing his eye. Tears welled as she thought of her failure to rise to the occasion… The latest in a long line of failures. Why wasn’t she not more like Tad? Why did Amber’s presence not help her do more so she could help these people the way they desperately needed?
Strong hands took hers, drawing her attention to a once ruined face and making her look the healed man in his one good eye.
“You have nothing to apologise for. This is…” He had to blink away his own tears as he struggled to finish his sentence. “This is a miracle. Thank you. From the bottom of my heart, thank you so much.”
Awkward with the praise, Jen turned away. However, she found no relief as every face in the room was turned toward her, some with frightened eyes and others who looked so stunned they couldn’t speak.
The first person to regain his power of speech was Ashley Evans. He stepped in front of Jen and offered her his hand to help her to her feet
“That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. You have… There are no words to describe what you just did. But if I’m not mistaken, you did that so we could get out of here as soon as possible and I think maybe it’s time we get moving, don’t you miss Holcroft?”
His words of praise again made Jen uncomfortable, but she pushed past that awkwardness as he reminded her why she was here. Looking around the room, she agreed it was time to be moving. The trouble was that Jen had planned to walk. As she leaned against Ashley, she couldn’t help but feel the agony in her head as she even tried to animate her legs.
“Jennifer? Are you okay?” Ashley asked.
“I… I can’t…” Jen struggled for the words as she felt irrationally embarrassed that she couldn’t move after promising all these people she could get them to safety. “I can’t walk. That took all my energy and I can’t pull over Dream. I’m sorry.”
“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” Ashley answered in a tone of voice that told her he was trying to be strong for her sake. He helped her into a chair, then looked around before swearing under his breath. “There’re no wheelchairs anywhere around here, so I’m going to have to ask you for a favour.”
“What favour?”
“I need to borrow your ghost.”
Jen stared at the man, not sure she heard right.
“Borrow my ghost? So you are a dreamwalker?”
The man smiled, something that didn’t look quite right on his pale face and something he seemed out of practice with.
“I’m not a dreamwalker, Miss Holcroft, but I can draw strength from your ghost if she will let me. I would normally not want to ask, but I’m afraid I don’t have a choice. I’ve never been an athletic person and don’t have the upper body strength to carry you any other way.”
Ignoring her embarrassment at the thought of having to be carried when she was supposed to be the one rescuing them, Jen focused on his words.
“If you’re not a dreamwalker, then what are you?”
Again his smile was awkward as he replied.
“That answer will have to wait. Let me just say that I’m not dreamwalker, but I can take advantage of a little ghostly help when it’s offered. I can see that annoys you by the colour of your aura and I promise that after what you just did, a few answers are the least you deserve. But I’m afraid you must be patient.”
“You can see auras?” Jen asked, her eyes widening further as she met someone who could do the same thing as Tad, something no other dreamwalker could replicate. “What are you?” she asked again.
“Like I said, that is a story for another time. Right now we need to get out of here. Can I borrow your ghost?”
Jen hesitated, silently speaking with Amber who had been watching everything whilst sharing in Jen’s memories and knowledge. Amber hesitated only a moment before agreeing, recognising that this was the only way that they could make Jen’s plan work.
Mist rose from Jen’s body as she released Amber, and a great weariness settled over her as the headache she had been ignoring returned with a vengeance. Suddenly the world felt darker, the details fuzzier, the smells not so crisp, and the sounds not so sharp. Jen felt like she could sleep for a week and was less sure than ever that she could dreamwalk these people to safety. Worse, without Amber she couldn’t even heal and regenerate that power as quick as she could when merged with the ghost.
“What do I need to do?” Amber asked of the politician while ignoring the stares and gasps from the other occupants of the room.
“Nothing complicated, simply surrender yourself to me when I reach for you. You will understand when it happens. However, this is important. You need to tell me when you start to feel exhausted. I don’t want to take too much power, and this isn’t like being with a dreamwalker. In that relationship you replenish each other through a dreamwalker’s connection to Dream and their connection to you. I have no connection to Dream so I must use yours, and that connection is not infinite.”
Jen stared at this man like he was some strange monster stepped out of nightmare, desperate to ask him once again just what the hell he was. However, she remained silent and waited for Amber to decide. The young woman glanced at Jen nervously, then nodded her head.
“I can do that,” she said, and again Ashley smiled that strange smile that didn’t look quite right on the skinny man.
He made eye contact with Amber and the young ghost gasped and staggered back. Amber stiffened to regain her balance, looking around with an embarrassed smile when she saw Jen’s worried face.
“I’m okay. I just wasn’t ready for that.”
“Ready for what?” Jen asked.
Amber opened her mouth to answer but was interrupted by Ashley.
“Once again Miss Lar… I’m sorry, Miss Holcroft… This is another subject that will have to wait. Thanks to your young ghost, I have the strength I need now.”
Jen stared at the man with narrowed eyes, seeing him in a different light. The change wasn’t instantly noticeable, but there was something different about him. He seemed to stand a little straighter, hold himself with more confidence, and even his voice sounded stronger. Suddenly and without warning, he bent down and placed a hand under Jen’s knees and one behind her back, then lifted her like she weighed nothing at all.
“I’m going to hold you to those answers,” Jen said, and maybe for the first time the man laughed loud enough that other people could hear.
“Something told me you would,” he said. “So, what’s next? How do we get out of here?”
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“Where’s your dog?” Ashley whispered as he risked climbing another step to peak over the floor and into the atrium. The dreamwalker who followed Jen down the stairs hadn’t been in the hallway when they exited and they had been unchallenged getting to this point.
“I told him that once I was with you he should disappear. I didn’t want him to be in danger. But I’ll let him know we need him again.”
Before Ashley could ask how she would manage that, Jen concentrated on Dream. Again there was a spike of pain, but it was not so great she couldn’t push it aside for now.
“Hawk, I need you,” she whispered.
Again her vision swam as Dream left her. As she waited for Hawk’s response, she wondered how she could dreamwalk these people away when just whispering into Dream hurt so bad. She needed Amber back so she could start healing from the punishment she put herself through. However, Ashley still needed the ghost so he could carry Jen without tiring.
Thinking of the ghost, Jen wondered how Amber was handling whatever Ashley was doing. When she looked over, Amber seemed a little less like her normal self. The usual smile that created dimples in her cheeks had vanished and her vibrant energy had faded. She looked almost like she was sleepwalking and wasn’t concentrating on where she was going.
Jen didn’t have long to wonder what was wrong because there was a pop and swearing from the other side of the room.
“It’s back!” Someone shouted as Hawk popped into existence in the centre of the atrium. However, he vanished a moment later before anyone could react and there was another pop followed by a scream and Jen had to hold in her giggle when she saw Hawk biting the posterior of the man who shouted that the dog was back.
The action drew the attention of every dreamwalker and ghost in the vicinity, and soon Hawk was once again leading them on a merry race as the dreamwalkers lost their patience.
“This is our chance,” Jen whispered, and she tried to keep the fear she felt for her dog out of her voice. She didn’t like the expression on the guards’ faces as they chased Hawk. They didn’t look like they wanted to capture him anymore, but instead kill him.
A fire ball rushed from the hand of one man, and a laser burnt a hole in the floor where Hawk had been standing a moment earlier.
If anything happened to Hawk, Jen would never forgive herself. She was tempted to call him away, but just glancing over her shoulder at all the frightened faces waiting in the corridor at the bottom of the stairs reminded her why Hawk was taking this risk.
“You need to be quick so I can help my dog,” Jen said to Ashley and the people behind her. “He’s put himself in danger for all of you, so don’t waste this opportunity.”
That was all she had time to say before Ashley burst into a run that was quicker than she expected. Evidently the power he drew from the ghost was not insignificant, and he covered the short distance between the top of the stairs and the entrance of the building in no time.
Out the corner of her eye Jen saw there were six people surrounding her dog, but he blinked away again, appearing at the back of the room and barking to get their attention. In doing so he drew all eyes away from their escape and the group went unnoticed until their rushing footsteps were loud enough to hear from the other side of the room.
“What? Hey, you lot, freeze!”
It was already too late. Ashley and Jen had stepped out into the frigid air of the Cardiff winter, and the others were only a few steps behind them. Ashley stepped aside, waving the others through as he placed Jen on the floor again and told her she could have her ghost back. Jen didn’t waste a second motioning to Amber that she would like to merge again. At first Amber didn’t respond, almost like she didn’t understand what Jen was suggesting, then she broke apart into mist that Jen breathed in and… Things were not as they should be.
Unlike the last few times the Jen merged with the ghost, her weariness did not vanish, her eyesight didn’t sharpen, and the pain didn’t flee. Jen probed her new connection for Amber’s memories, then gasped and looked at Ashley with horror on her face.
This had not been like merging with a dreamwalker. It was like he was a leech of energy and all Jen could compare it to was how a mad ghost’s touch felt, like it was sucking your life out through the contact. It was icy, it was cold, and Jen was sure that if it happened long enough, it would do untold damage to Amber.
“What are you?” she whispered yet again, but still didn’t get an answer.
“Concentrate on Dream, it should replenish her and she will replenish you.”
Jen stared at the man, wanting to press for a better answer, but her mind filled in the gaps. If it was Dream that powered ghosts and let them keep one foot in this world, then it stood to reason that more Dream could help Amber now.
Just thinking about the door in her mind was painful, but feeling the exhausted ghost inside her, Jen didn’t hesitate for a second. She slammed the door open and bathed in the warmth of Dream that rushed over even as the pain spiked. However, the pain was temporary. As Amber started coming back to life, the benefits of their merging came to life as well.
“You okay?” Jen asked internally, and felt more than heard Amber’s response. She was okay, but she was also worried about what had just happened. It hadn’t been a pleasurable experience, and again Jen wanted to question the skeletal politician. However, now wasn’t the time for that because the dreamwalkers were turning their attention away from Hawk and were blinking into existence near the entrance to recapture the people she had taken.
Jen returned her attention to her plan and the people she came to rescue, all of whom waited on the steps outside the building, looking terrified.
“You five come here, the rest of you run and don’t look back,” Jen ordered, motioning her school friends closer. “They won’t hurt you because they need you, so if you stay away and trust Hawk to keep them away from you, you will be fine until I can come back to take you too.”
Before any of them could protest, there was a nearby pop that made everyone jump. Jen turned in surprise and found Hawk standing between their group and the dreamwalkers who were rushing out of the entrance. Suddenly all playfulness had gone from Hawk as he progressed to this next stage of the plan. He knew his job wasn’t to play with these dreamwalkers anymore, his job was to protect everyone while Jen dreamwalked them away.
Before any of the dreamwalkers could react to his presence, Hawk planted his feet like he was bracing himself against a strong wind, and then barked the mother of all barks. Filled with Dream, it was so loud that the dreamwalkers fell to their knees, covering their ears , and the enormous windows behind the dreamwalkers shattered. Even with the sound directed away from her Jen winced in pain as her ears started ringing.
Recognising that she needed to take advantage of Hawk’s most recent distraction, she called the closest five people over and told them to grab hold of her. As soon as they had complied, she changed the channel and they appeared in the only safe place she could think of; Tad’s house.
The five closest people had been three of her friends and two politicians, all of whom were dry heaving as Jen had forgotten to tell them to jump. However, her friends recognised Jen’s bedroom and Jen felt good to see the relief on their faces.
She changed the channel and again felt a punch to the head as overusing Dream became a serious problem. However, with Amber’s help she thought she could manage and tried not to think about Dr Buman’s warning about the potential damage she was doing to herself.
She arrived back to a scene of mayhem. The cluster of hostages had spread out, running in every direction as they fled the dreamwalkers. However, while the dreamwalkers had recovered and were trying to recapture the hostages, they had a big problem in the form of a giant fury package who was having far too much fun as he chased down a dreamwalker in one place, then vanished to nip at the heels of a dreamwalker somewhere else. He was creating mayhem that the frustrated dreamwalkers couldn’t ignore, and it gave Jen the opportunity to choose who to save next. She had only saved three of the children from her class, but there were at 10 more and they were all running in the same direction. With a thought, she appeared in front of them and they skidded to a stop.
“I need the next five and I’ll come back for the rest in a second.”
Frightened eyes stared at her as everyone wanted to go, so Jen had to pick for them. Robert wasn’t among the five she picked, and she promised herself it wasn’t anything personal. Soon she had five more people back at Tad’s house, but didn’t waste a second before she was back to collect the next group, which finally included Robert, no matter how much she was tempted to leave him behind.
Her room was getting crowded and she told everyone to go somewhere else, maybe even call loved ones so they could get home. Then she dreamwalked back to the Senedd.
By this time her brain was on fire and she wasn’t sure how many jumps she had left in her. Everywhere she looked there were people running in their own direction, not staying together as the children had, and Jen worried about how she would get them all. The only way she could catch up was via dreamwalking, and every time she did that was one less journey she had in her. She couldn’t think of a way to round them up and was running out of time.
Hawk was becoming less effective as the dreamwalkers were turning to more aggressive tactics. They were no longer trying to evade him or scare him away. Now they attacked like they wanted to kill him every time he appeared nearby. The steps in front of the Assembly building were alight with the brightness of laser fire and orange flame. Jen looked up in time to see a near miss that singed the fur on Hawk’s back and knew she had to get her dog out of danger.
“Hawk to me,” she said, ignoring the spike of pain as she laced her voice with Dream to make sure he heard. Hawk didn’t hesitate, blinking out of existence and appearing at her side, tail wagging and tongue lolling as he expressed just how much fun he’d been having. Every dreamwalker turned in her direction, eyes focused on her dog, and she knew she was in trouble. Her best course of action was to dreamwalk to safety, but she doubted she’d have the power to come back here and rescue everybody else. She hadn’t got even half the hostages away and knew she had failed them. That failure froze her mind and soon she was targeted by angry dreamwalkers who recognised her as the threat she was.
“Jen. Give this up, this is stupid.”
Jen turned to the voice and was surprised to find Brad of all people squaring off with her. There was a grandfatherly quality about him that Jen had always been drawn to. She hated that he was caught up in this.
He raised his hands as if warding off a dangerous animal and surrendering at the same time.
“None of us want to hurt you, and we don’t want to hurt any of these people. Please, you’re fighting for no reason. None of them were ever in danger.”
“Not even the teacher who was burned so badly he would have died if he hadn’t gone to the hospital?” Jen asked even as she nodded to the man who was still running away after staying behind to make sure the kids got to safety. “He lost an eye because of you, would have lost more if I hadn’t been here to help him. Is that your version of not hurting anyone?”
“The dreamwalker responsible will be punished for his actions. I did not want this, this wasn’t part of Jacob’s plan.”
Even Jen could hear the lack of confidence in his words. This was a man conflicted, and she felt that maybe she could do something with that.
“Brad, you’re a good person. I know you don’t want this. Let me go and let me take these people away. You’ve still got the Prime Minister and Lizzie. You don’t need these people.”
Brad’s face flickered through a variety of emotions, and Jen hoped he would heed her words. However, his attention turned to the other dreamwalkers who were closing in, half of them focused on Jen and half on her dog. Finally he shook his head.
“You should get out of here, Jen. But these people have to stay. I have a job to do and if they behave, they won’t be hurt. I’m glad you got the children out, that never sat well with any of us, but the rest of these people are part of the Borderlands Council. They played a big part in drafting this law and need to answer for that. You don’t owe them anything. Go.”
Jen hesitated and was about to answer when there was a pop. Another followed this, and another, and another. Soon there were countless pops as people burst into existence all over the place, surrounding the giant building and catching the hostages who were running away.
However, though Jen despaired at first, thinking Brad had been stalling while he called in reinforcements, she soon realised that wasn’t the case. These weren’t dreamwalkers, but soldiers, decked out in military gear and carrying guns that even dreamwalkers needed to be afraid of. Amongst every group there was a man decked in black tactical gear and sporting tattoos. The Dream Team had arrived, and they brought reinforcements.
The popping didn’t stop as more people appeared, these without the Dream Team to bring them. Instead there was a tall, lean figure who appeared only for a second before popping out of existence again, appearing a second later with more. Jen was in awe and a little jealous of the speed with which Tad dreamwalked to and from the area, blinking in and out of existence with groups of 20 people at a time like it was nothing. Jen struggled to dreamwalk five people at a time, and always she was left dizzy. It amazed at how far her father had come and she wondered if she would ever catch up.
Before she could dwell on that thought, she realised she was still in hot water. Seeing themselves surrounded, the gazes of the dreamwalkers around her turned hostile and she realised she was the only person standing between them and the ambush that had been set for them. If they could get to Jen, then they might be able to control the situation by using her as a hostage.
Once again Jen changed the channel, but this time she didn’t head home, but went to the newest group of soldiers and the tall man who didn’t disappear this time. When she stepped out of Dream a moment later she was so exhausted she couldn’t keep her legs moving. She crumpled to the ground, or would have if she wasn’t caught by at least four sets of hands as the soldiers reacted instantly. However, they didn’t keep her long before Tad was there, tearing her from their grip and looking her over anxiously. For a second she couldn’t see him as her vision wavered, but finally she smiled and said, “We got them out, dad. All the hostages. Me, Hawk and Amber rescued them.”
Mist rose from Tad before he could answer, coalescing into the shape of Tony, who stared at Jen with wide and frightened eyes.
“Amber is here? Where? Is she okay?”
Jen felt a pressure inside her own head as Amber wanted to be let free. Being with her dad and the safety of the soldiers, Jen didn’t see a reason not to let her out. She relaxed her will and before Amber had fully formed she was already running forward to hug Tony, who returned that hug every bit as hard. However, as was expected for him, Tony soon realised that he was causing a scene in front of a lot of people and stepped away, masking his embarrassment with anger as he glared at Amber.
“What the hell are you doing here? You’re supposed be with my parents and the kids.”
“Jen needed my help,” Amber replied, not even slightly intimidated. “And we saved a lot of people. Where have you been?”
“You two will have time to catch up later,” Tad said before turning his attention back to Jen. “You’ve both done a good job, but we’ll talk about the fact that you shouldn’t have been here later on. For now you should go.”
“I can still help,” Jen said. “I don’t want to fight, but I can heal people, dad. I healed a man’s burns a minute ago.”
“Jen, look around, we’ve got this. You’ve done enough. Please go home.”
“On one condition. If you get hurt, or Stella, or anyone else, you call me. Don’t wait, don’t think about the danger, you just come and get me. You got that?”
“Fine, I promise. If I’m hurt, or anyone else, I’ll come get you.”
Jen glared at him, wishing she could read auras so she could at least guess if he was telling the truth or not. However, she decided he might be right, it was time to go home.
“Amber, go with her. This isn’t a place for you.”
Jen looked up in surprise to see the Tony was issuing orders to Amber and that Amber seemed to agree. She expected to see some fight from the ghost, wanting to stay by Tony’s side, but Amber agreed to accompany Jen home. Once again Jen felt a brief knock against her mind as Amber wanted to merge and Jen realised the ghost was doing this for her. She knew how weak Jen was and that Jen couldn’t get home without help. Grateful at the thought, Jen let down her barriers and breathed the ghost in, much to the surprise of the soldiers who weren’t used to this sort of thing. Jen ignored them, took one last look at the dreamwalkers behind her, and was just in time to catch Jacob as he left the building with the Prime Minister on one side and Lizzie on the other, before she finally did as asked and dreamwalked away.
It was one of the hardest things she’d ever had to do, not because of the physical effort, though that was hard enough, but because she wanted to hear what Jacob had to say. However, she knew Tad could be stubborn about this sort of thing and also knew that Lizzie was live streaming everything. So the second she appeared back in her room, surprising some of the people who hadn’t yet left, she rushed downstairs and turned on the TV to see what happened next.
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Tad stared at the spot where Jen had been standing, lost in thought. The last thing he expected to see when he arrived was Jen surrounded by dreamwalkers while hostages ran around like headless chickens. However, he should have expected it. Of course she wouldn’t sit by while the whole city went crazy and neither Tad nor Stella were anywhere to be found. He hadn’t checked his phone in a while, but expected he’d see plenty of missed calls from her. He was annoyed with himself for not thinking of her sooner.
However, for all that he wasn’t happy to see that she got herself involved, he couldn’t help being proud at the job she did. That she came so far, actually rescuing some of the hostages, was truly impressive. Once again Tad was reminded not to underestimate his daughter, and that familiar feeling of loss came to him as he remembered what he was missing out on by not having that amazing person in his life daily.
“Tad, you with us?”
Tad looked up to find Stella watching with soldiers at her back. As soon as she had his attention, she motioned to the group of people waiting to talk to him. They were the snakes in the Borderlands Council and standing at the head of the group was the one who frustrated Tad the most, Ashley Evans. That a dreamwalker could be responsible for the bill that had potentially caused all this infuriated Tad, and it was all he could do to keep from strangling the man. However, he got control of his temper and asked the question he knew he was supposed to ask.
“Is everybody okay?”
The nods were slow and tentative, but they came eventually. A few faces made it clear that they were not happy at having to answer Tad himself. Those were expressions Tad was familiar with after seeing them so often. They were the faces of closed-minded, stubborn people. Tad could guess what their minds were made up on, and wasn’t in the mood to be told how this was proof of the dreamwalker threat and that their bill was justified. Jacob would never understand how much his actions had disturbed the fragile balance.
“With everyone okay, I think our first port of call is to get you back home. I’ll dreamwalk you to London and then—”
“Actually, I’ll stay. I can help with the situation.”
Tad looked at Ashley in surprise. The man’s expression was one of confidence, and Tad wondered if he would finally reveal his dreamwalker nature.
“Help how?” Stella asked.
The man offered a smile that didn’t look right on his face.
“I have a way with ghosts,” he said, and nodded toward the building where the dreamwalkers were regrouping as Jacob issued orders from just within the entrance. There were a lot of ghosts present who Jacob was sending with their proxies away from the building to get in a better position so this fight would be more even. They needed to counter that soon, but right now Tad was interested in what the politician had to say.
“I need more than that if you want to stay here,” Stella said. “I need to know how best to use you if you actually have a way to help us.”
The smile on Ashley’s face slipped as he looked around at the people closest before nodding, indicating he wanted to speak to Stella alone. Tad had no intention of letting that happen and rushed to follow them as they stepped away from the soldiers.
“Okay, out with it. What is it that you can do?”
Ashley looked at Tad with a pained expression, not liking him being there. However, Tad had no intention of leaving and Stella was losing patience.
“Come on, Mr Evans. I haven’t got time for this. In case you haven’t noticed, there’s a situation going on that needs to be dealt with immediately.”
“I understand,” Ashley answered. With a sigh, he said, “I have the ability to draw strength from ghosts. It’s easier with their permission, but I can do it against their will as well.”
“I knew it,” Tad said triumphantly. “I always knew you were a dreamwalker. How could you be a dreamwalker and draft that monstrosity of a—”
“I’m not a dreamwalker, Mr Holcroft,” Ashley interrupted.
“But you just said—”
“I said I can draw strength from ghosts, I never said I was a dreamwalker. There are other things in the world than just dreamwalkers. I thought you might have figured that out by now,” he said with a glance at Stella that said a lot more than Tad was comfortable with.
“Just what are you then?” Stella asked, pushing the conversation on before Tad could get derailed again.
“Again, that isn’t important. The important thing is that I can deal with those ghosts and—”
It was Tad’s turn to interrupt. “You’re not the only one who can draw the power from ghosts.”
Ashley stared at Tad in the manner of a disgusted adult looking at an unruly child.
“For all that you have grown over the last year, you still know nothing. You can freeze those ghosts, and it would last until their dreamwalkers matched their will against yours. It would be a stalemate for a moment and unless you can overpower every dreamwalker here today and use your abilities for other things at the same time, it would be a losing battle. I can draw the power from those ghosts, not temporarily, but in a permanent way. If I wish to, I can drain every single one of those ghosts until they have nothing left and are destroyed.”
Tad was familiar with the concept of drawing power from ghosts, he’d been doing it most of his life. However, he couldn’t understand how the man could claim it would be permanent. One reason Tad got so powerful with ghosts in him was because they were limitless bundles of energy that never grew tired and only needed to merge with him so they could fight off madness, not fight exhaustion. However, he didn’t get a chance to ask another question before Ashley continued.
“And if that isn’t instantaneous enough for you, I can also force those ghosts to move onto the next life.”
Tad stared at the man in shock, dumbfounded that he found someone else who could do that. Tad had not done it since he forced Charles to move on, horrified by his actions and not wanting to take a ghost’s choice away from them. However, he knew from practising with other dreamwalkers that no one else could see that spiderweb of silver light that stretched off into infinity and the next life.
“That would be useful,” Stella said, glancing at Tad with a frown as she understood the impact of Ashley’s words. “Just how can you do this, Mr Evans? I’m still not comfortable allowing you to help us if you can’t tell me what you are and how you can do what you claim.”
“Anything I tell you will just prompt more questions. I will answer them eventually, but for now let me just say I am the same thing that he is,” he said, nodding at Tad.
“You just said you’re not a dreamwalker,” Stella accused.
“And I’m not. However, as I just said, there are more things in the world than dreamwalkers. Are you even aware of your Eidolon heritage?”
For the first time Stella looked shocked.
“Who told you about that?”
“I’ve seen eyes like yours before and encountered a few of the Eidolon in my time. I’m assuming you grew up ignorant of their laws considering your public status, and I’m imagining that is pissing off the Eidolon Council every bit as much as I have from time to time. Once again this isn’t important.”
“What do you mean you’re just like me if you’re not a dreamwalker?”
The man sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose impatiently.
“We don’t have time for this,” he said in frustration. However, when it was obvious that Tad wouldn’t back down he said, “Haven’t you ever wondered why no one but you can see auras? Nor can they see the thread to the next life? Haven’t you wondered why ghosts have been able to restore your vision, even though that is something the body can’t heal on its own? Haven’t you wondered how you somehow locked Mark Patterson into a never-ending nightmare? That isn’t something dreamwalkers can do, Mr Holcroft. I thought you might have figured this out by now, or did you just think you were somehow special?”
Tad stared at the man in amazement, wondering not just how he knew that Tad was the only person who could do those things, but also how he knew about Mark Patterson. Maggie’s ex-husband, the man who had killed her, had been one of the first people Tad used his new powers against. He’d acted on instinct, furious with the man who thought he had gotten away with so much from killing his wife to crippling Tad’s daughter. He didn’t regret what he did to that man, and hadn’t thought about it in a long time, but now that he looked back on it he wondered just how he had done that.
Taking a person to Dream was easy, but Tad would take their entire body, not just their subconscious. He had no power over the subconscious, he only had power over the person themselves. How then had he locked that man in a waking nightmare, leaving him screaming on the floor in a flat in Edinburgh, seeing things that no one else could see as he was locked in a nightmare for the rest of his life?
“We don’t have time for you to stare at me like idiots,” Ashley said, nodding back over his shoulder toward the Senedd where the dreamwalkers were breaking up. “The time has come to decide whether I stay or whether you’ll send me away with the rest of these cretins.”
Tad wanted to send him away. However, as much as he may dislike the guy, he had answers that Tad needed. He hadn’t stopped to think of the differences between himself and other dreamwalkers, just assuming his own constant need to progress with his abilities was why he could do more. Looking at the situation with fresh eyes, he knew that eventually he would need answers and the man who had those answers was not his ally. Tad wouldn’t be winning any favours by sending him away.
One glance at Stella told him she had come to the same conclusion
“You can stay,” she said. “Stay by my side because we all need to adapt on the fly to whatever is going to happen after trying to talk these lunatics down. For now, I don’t want you sending any ghosts onto the next life, and if you do so without my permission I will come down you so hard you won’t know what hit you. If you can agree to that then you can stay.”
“I can agree to that,” the politician said, and together as a group they turned back to face the quickly mobilising dreamwalkers arrayed around the Assembly Building.
“Take them back to London as quick as you can and then get back here. I don’t think anyone’s going to wait for you if you take your time,” Stella said to Tad.
Tad wanted to stay, not enjoying leaving everyone even for a second, but knew Stella was right. He approached the group of politicians and raised hands to head off questions.
“Join hands and then grab my shoulders.” He barked his orders over their objections and made it clear with his expression that he needed it done quickly. He waited until the circle was complete and the second the last hand touched his shoulder he changed the channel. In a moment of petty cruelty and maybe a touch of vengeance, he forewent telling these people to jump.
They arrived outside 10 Downing Street and they doubled over as the effects of dreamwalking hit them. Tad took half a second to enjoy their discomfort and then jumped back to Cardiff so he could end whatever Jacob had been up to.
He arrived in time to catch Stella issuing orders to Trevors and the soldiers with him.
“I need you to lead the team against the King Dream Gate. We need to take that back if for no other reason than to stop normal people going into Dream, or coming out of it.”
“Coming out of it?” Trevors asked a little doubtfully.
“I know they haven’t yet, but calling it a gate got me thinking. If that is where normal people can go into Dream, then what’s to say that’s not where people can also step out of Dream? Either way, it seems like a vulnerability and I suspect that’s why the army kept a presence there for so long.” She shook her head, “Whatever the case, we need to take that back. I want you to take care of that first, then I want you to divide your men up amongst more military groups and start taking back the installations we’ve lost today. Hopefully we can take back Cardiff before the day is over.”
Trevors frowned like he might argue, and Tad suspected he didn’t like being taken away from where the main action was. However, the man was still shaken from what happened at the DTHQ and his own poor decision-making. He agreed and returned to the group of soldiers with him while Stella turned to face Tad with a serious expression.
“If they leave now, they can deal with the other dreamwalkers before Jacob’s people can warn them that we’re coming. I know we’re splitting our forces, but if we can catch them by surprise then—”
“I wasn’t second-guessing you,” Tad interrupted. He knew she had better instincts for this than he did, and while he wouldn’t have divided their forces, she was probably right. They needed to clear the way so more military forces could come back into the capital along with the police to reclaim the land they had lost. They didn’t have enough dreamwalkers nor dreamcatchers to bring more people in themselves, so they had to do this now.
However, that made the confrontation here even more precarious, as they didn’t have the overwhelming force Tad might like to deal with Jacob. However, that would have to be enough. This had already gone on long enough. As Tad turned toward the Senedd and spotted his friend issuing his own orders, he hoped maybe they wouldn’t even need to use force. He hoped he could talk reason into Jacob before it was too late.
Unfortunately, he knew that was just a fool’s hope. Jacob had never listened to reason before, so why start now? Whatever the case, as Tad stepped past the line of soldiers and approached the steps leading up to the building with Stella by his side, he drew the attention of all the dreamwalkers surrounding the Senedd. Tad prepared himself to do what he must. One way or another, this had to end today.
Seeing their approach, Jacob stepped away from the ground but kept the Prime Minister close to his side as he locked eyes with Tad and called out, “So, you’ve finally chosen a side.”
Tad sighed in response. He had chosen his side and if push came to shove, he was prepared to fight to defend it.
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What a difference a nod could make.
A slight incline of Tad’s head to indicate he’d chosen a side made Jacob’s expression harden, the dreamwalkers freeze, and conjured an unnatural stillness in the surrounding soldiers. Tad wanted to say something to break the silence, but he was locked in a staring contest with Jacob, watching his reaction. The longer he looked, the more Jacob’s expression twisted into something like hate.
“Really? After everything we’ve been through… You still don’t understand? I thought time might change your mind, but you were never ever going to see reason. No matter what happened, you were always going to side with them against your own people.”
“Listen to yourself. Everyone here are my people. We are all some form of human and are no different from—”
“Yes we are!” Jacob screamed, spittle flying with his words. “I know it, he knows it,” he said, shaking the Prime Minister to indicate who he was talking about. “The whole world knows it. If they believed otherwise, they could never have drafted that law. When the whole world knows something and you don’t, it’s time for you to stop being stubborn. Ever since the Merging, we left humanity behind.”
“I refuse to believe that. While we may have talents others do not, that doesn’t change the fact that we’re human at our core. No matter how you try to justify it, it’s a city full of humans you took hostage today. If anyone else did that, you would condemn their actions alongside me. That’s all I’m doing. This isn’t about picking sides, and this isn’t about them or us. This is about right and wrong, and you’re in the wrong.”
Jacob was shaking his head before Tad finished speaking. Tad wasn’t getting through to the man, and he was about to try something more drastic when he felt a nudge in his ribs. Turning, he found Stella was looking at him with a raised eyebrow that somehow told him to keep talking. He didn’t understand until he noticed her phone was out and saw the name on the screen; Miles. Suddenly he remembered her plan.
He turned back to Jacob, who struggled to find the right words to counter Tad’s point.
“Why don’t you explain what your plan was?” Tad suggested. “Maybe me not understanding is why I’m having trouble with this. From what I can see, you started the day by locking away someone you call brother. Then you attack the building run by the woman I love, takeover the Dream Gate, then kidnap the Prime Minister, Lizzie and a host of other people, before clearing out Cardiff. After that, can you blame me for not understanding? What I’m missing?”
Jacob stared at Tad like the answers should be obvious, but slowly that hesitation turned into desperation to convince his friend of the righteousness of his cause. After thirty seconds of indecision, Jacob took the bait.
“We need a place where we can be safe. Think of our history, you taught enough of it. The story of humanity is always one person standing over another telling them what to do. Mass injustices take centuries to recover from. If I didn’t act today that same thing would happen to dreamwalkers the world over. I refuse to wait centuries to put that right. We need to act before this bill becomes law, to show the world we won’t be treated this way.
“Cardiff could be a utopia where dreams come true and mankind can advance to the next stage of evolution. We could lead the world out of global warming, get rid of starvation, reduce poverty to nothing. The possibilities that comes from Dream are endless, you of all people know that. But when self-serving politicians who fear losing their power sideline the people who understand Dream the most and turn us into nothing more than animals, then you squander this amazing opportunity.
“A year was all I was going to ask for. One year running Cardiff our way. We would promise not to leave the city so wouldn’t be a threat to anyone else, and in that year we could show the world the good that comes from embracing Dream. This has never been about hurting people. and it has never been about vengeance or whatever else you think. This has always been about protecting our people and showing the world we’re not a danger to them, but their saviours.”
Suddenly Tad understood how Jacob turned so many dreamwalkers to his plan. As always, he spoke well and with passion, trying to promote the purity of his vision. Tad could see how people terrified for their own safety might react to that.
However, Jacob was only focusing on the positives of the Merging and ignored that there were two sides to every coin. For every dream come true, there was a nightmare. For every way to use Dream to improve the world, there was a way to use Dream to do the opposite. The very proof of that could be found in the men and women who’d lost their lives today. Beyond that, Jacob’s actions had ruined a year of work and would more than likely lead the world into a conflict that Tad suspected would redefine the term World War.
Therefore, while Tad understood Jacob’s motives a little better, he wasn’t on his side.
Finally receiving a nod from Stella out of the corner of his eye, telling him he had stalled long enough, he let Jacob know where he stood.
“I understand your reasons, but you’ve taken things too far. Now it’s time to see reason yourself. You’ve made your point, the world knows what’s at stake now and it’s time for you to step back. Let the Prime Minister go and turn yourself in. That’s the only way this doesn’t end poorly for everyone.”
Jacob’s face had morphed from frustration to hope as he spoke of his cause, but twisted again in a moment. He was beyond frustrated this time, was furious.
“Turn myself in? Are you joking? Surely you know we’re not as out-gunned as we look. You should know better than anyone that you can’t surround a dreamwalker. Beside’s don’t you think we’ve prepared for—”
“Bradley Tanner, Silus West, Carmen Montoya, Anthony French, Raj Ahuja,” Stella called out, along with a list of 30 other names. Her interruption somehow went unchallenged as she read her list, and with each name called, a dreamwalker’s expression twisted with surprise. Between Tad and the dreamwalkers they captured at the DTHQ, Stella had found enough information for Miles to get to work. Stella now had vital information on every dreamwalker present and could move on to the next stage of her plan.
“We know who you are. We know where you live, and we know who your families are. I’d answer that if I were you.”
As if some magic signal had just been sent, phones started ringing, a lot of them. Soon nearly every dreamwalker scrambled through their pockets to fish out their phones, their faces blanching as they hurried to answer. Tad couldn’t hear their conversations from where he stood, but he saw the moment Jacob realised something was wrong.
“What is this?” he asked, again drawing the Prime Minister close and using him as a human shield.
“Those are their families and loved ones asking them what on earth they’re playing at and telling them to stand down,” Stella answered. “This is the problem of taking people away from their homes and commanding them to do something this stupid, it only works until someone they respect explains the consequences.”
“You threatened their families?”
“No, we simply informed them about how this would turn out if your dreamwalkers don’t turn themselves in. We agreed to be lenient on anyone who hasn’t taken part in any killing today, though they will all see the inside of a prison cell for at least a few years, that’s unavoidable.”
One by one, phone conversations were ending, most resulting in dreamwalkers who looked pale and shaken up. However, in some cases the dreamwalkers were furious as their conversations hadn’t gone well.
Tad knew Stella had prepared for both outcomes, and by the looks of it, they had fared better than he dared hope. At least half of the dreamwalkers were backing away from Jacob, not wanting to be part of this any longer. Tad sighed in relief. The truth was Jacob had been right, he wasn’t as outgunned as it looked. Even though the soldiers had secured the perimeter and they severely outnumbered the dreamwalkers, Tad knew a well crafted dream could take out tens of soldiers at once, instantly removing their advantage. The less dreamwalkers they had to face, the better.
“Enough!” Jacob shouted. “I still have the Prime Minister and—”
“Everybody who agreed to stand down please dreamwalk to the group to my far right and surrender yourselves,” Stella interrupted, motioning to the solders who waited to secure the dreamwalkers. “You have ten seconds before the deal that was explained to you by your loved ones is off the table. Don’t think of running because as you just found out, we know who you are where you live. If you make us come looking, you will be treated as terrorist and hunted down. Come on, I’m waiting.”
The frightened dreamwalkers looked at each other and whispered a few last desperate words before one by one they dreamwalked to the soldiers Stella had indicated, meekly accepting the handcuffs inlaid with dreamcatchers that would block their powers. Nearly twenty men and over half of Jacob’s remaining force.
The last straw for Jacob was when Brad took one long look at his friend, shook his head sadly, then turned himself in. Jacob blinked like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing, then he lost his cool. He turned to those few men who remained and screamed, “Now!”
Fireballs flared into existence and laser pointers sprang into the hands of other dreamwalkers. One man started waving his arms as he stirred up the surrounding air. In an instant, the fragile peace was broken.
No one needed to give the order for the soldiers to open fire. They had been told that at the first sign of dreamwalker aggression they should be taken out immediately, as the risk was too high. The sharp cracks of gunfire split the relative silence, making Tad jump and the dreamwalkers flinch, but that was all they did. The dreamwalkers were prepared for this and every dreamwalker who hadn’t yet conjured deadly Dreams did something Tad had never seen before.
Air shimmered in an arc around the front of the building, and as the bullets hit that bubble, they stopped instantly. Tad knew they were playing with the natural resistance of air as it was a favourite trick of his, but he had never thought to use it to stop bullets. He wouldn’t trust it for that purpose, and he wondered just how long they must have been training for something like this to be so confident. The results spoke for themselves. The bullets hung in the air, unable to break through, but did nothing to protect the people on Tad’s side from the deadly effect of Dream.
Fireballs passed through that dense air like it was nothing, and the laser light was unaffected as it cut into men who screamed as they were both burned and cut in half.
Ten soldiers were taken out in an instant. The loss of life was so sudden that it would have frozen Tad in shock. Rodney, however, was outraged at the loss of military life and used his outrage to force Tad past his shock. Those dreamwalkers had crossed a line Tad couldn’t live with, and even though those soldiers knew the risks, that loss felt personal to both Tad and Rodney. They agreed to come here under the Dream Team’s command because the Dream Team and Tad were supposed to counter the worst of the Dream attacks so they could do their jobs.
He had already failed, but that failure ended now.
Tad called to Tony even as he reached for the additional strength from the two ghosts he was already merged with. Tony responded instantly, breaking into mist and rushing to where Tad waited with an outstretched hand to draw him in. Tad added that power to his already vast reserves, then pulled over Dream in waves. It took moments to picture what he wanted, then he stamped his foot.
Unlike what happened at the DTHQ, the ground didn’t crack or split, it rumbled and shifted like they were standing on the back of a giant who had just woken up. The ground shook so hard that buildings groaned in protest, the waters of the bay roiled, and every window in sight shattered at once. The dreamwalkers were standing near a building that was nearly all glass, and they screamed as they fell and covered their heads as shattered glass rained down on them.
Car alarms sounded in the distance as the rumbling rippled outward before losing momentum. In the wake of that earthquake, those alarms were the only sounds that broke the silence as soldiers stopped firing their guns and dreamwalkers stop shouting. There was the tinkling of bullets hitting the ground as the shield fell, but Tad ignored them as all eyes turn to him, most filled with fear.
From where he cowered at the top of the steps, hidden behind the Prime Minister, Jacob stared at Tad like he was looking at an alien. However, those eyes soon narrowed and he waved both his arms in a violent gesture.
The tinkling of falling glass and bullets intensified into a chiming roar as thousands of glistening shards were picked up by an enormous wind that rose from nowhere, flying like a plague of locusts, ready to tear everyone to shreds.
Copying what he had seen just a moment earlier, Tad called to Dream and cast his will on the surrounding air. So soon after creating that earthquake, the strain of calling that much Dream was almost too much, even with the aid of his ghosts. However, though exhausted, he had broken no rules of Dream yet and it wasn’t actually painful. Therefore he held that door open long enough to turn his dream into a reality and a rippling wall of air shimmered into existence between Tad’s people and the oncoming debris, wide enough to surround the Assembly building and tall enough that it dwarfed the building as well. The shards of glass and metal hit that wall with enough force to stagger Tad back and nearly make him lose concentration, but with the aid of his ghosts he kept his mind strong and his barrier held. Soon it became a physical barrier that looked almost like crystal as the glass collected along its surface and held there.
Tad endured the strain of holding that barrier for as long as he could, and then when he was sure that the wind had died down, he let go of one dream and called another. He brought his arms inward like he might clap his hands, but stopped short, calling up twin winds of his own to blow those glass particles and bullets toward each other to create one giant mass. Once the air had started moving, he called yet one more dream, and this time stretched the limits of what he could achieve.
He used the now familiar fireball trick of creating friction and then augmenting that heat to create a flame, but he tried to intensify that heat to a temperature that would turn the coalescing cloud of glass and metal into a single molten mass. There was a familiar spike of pain as his vision wavered, but again Dream answered.
It wasn’t a fireball that flared to life, but a great flaming tornado that was caught up by the remnants of Tad’s earlier wind and wrapped around the swirling column of glass and metal. Evidently it was an impressive sight as Tad was undisturbed for the ten seconds it took for his head to stop swimming and his vision to clear. When he could focus, he stared at a hundred foot tall column of twisting glass and metal, standing proud like it had been deliberately crafted.
Again he felt eyes on him, again he ignored it.
He took a deep breath and stepped around the giant column, hiding his pain and trying to look like he was ready to act with similar force should it be needed. No one moved as everyone stared in a stunned silence that was eventually broken by Jacob’s whispered question.
“What are you?” he asked, horrified and awed at once.
Finally someone took advantage of the unnatural distraction and there was a pop. Tad looked up to find Stella had dreamwalked with the help of Freckles, so she now stood behind one of the dreamwalkers who was staring at Tad in disbelief. Before he could react, she had an arm around his neck and was cutting the flow of blood to his brain. Freckles rushed at the next nearest dreamwalker and jumped, bearing him to the ground and going for the throat. His teeth never broke the skin, but there was more than enough pressure for the man to stop fighting, terrified that the dog would tear his throat out. Done with her dreamwalker, Stella secured Freckle’s conquest.
Movement from the other side of the building caught Tad’s attention as Leon followed Stella’s example. He didn’t dreamwalk to his target, but ran faster than most cars could cover the distance. The startled dreamwalker didn’t know what hit him as Leon took the man to his knees and had a set of handcuffs locked around the dreamwalker’s wrists in moments. A nearby dreamwalker reached for him to pull Leon away, but a crack of a gunfire sounded and that dreamwalker’s chest erupted with blood.
There was nothing to stop the bullets this time, and after what had happened to their friends, Tad didn’t blame the soldiers for taking advantage of the moment. Again the silence was shattered as guns barked, taking out the few remaining dreamwalkers who hadn’t recovered from Tad’s earthquake.
Tad watched three more dreamwalkers drop and three new ghosts get created before he realised they didn’t have it in them to fight back. They had lost.
This time when Tad erected his barrier it was much smaller and around only the remaining dreamwalkers, much to the frustration of the surrounding soldiers. However, there was no fight left in these dreamwalkers, and Tad didn’t want to watch a massacre.
The soldiers got the message and Tad waited for the gunfire to stop before he let the barrier drop. The moment it was down, Stella and Leon rushed in to secure the last four dreamwalkers, none of whom put up any resistance.
With the Dream part of this fight over, the few remaining ghosts rushed towards Stella and Leon to tear them away from their dreamwalkers. Tad was gathering what little will of his remained to freeze them when a new figure stepped up beside him.
Ashley Evans took a deep breath, planted his feet, then raised both of his hands towards those ghosts before closing his eyes.
Tad felt something in that moment he had never experienced before. It was a great sucking sensation, almost like the oxygen was being pulled from the air. As uncomfortable as it made Tad, it had a greater effect on the ghosts. All nine of them staggered to a stop, some even stumbling to the ground as though they had been shot. Others froze and clutched their heads like they were in agony, and one by one the ghosts dropped to their knees, then crumpled to the ground.
Tad had never seen anything like it, and even when the sucking sensation stopped the ghosts remained where they were, groaning and whimpering.
In that moment, it was truly over.
A dreamwalker’s priorities were always with their ghosts, and with them in danger, all fight left the remaining dreamwalkers. At this point even the soldiers realised it was over, as the nearest group moved to help Leon and Stella.
Only one man hadn’t got the message yet. Jacob backed away towards the shell of the Assembly building, holding the prime minister close and keeping another hand on Lizzie, using them both as human shields as he looked around at the devastation of what had once been his dreamwalker army. He watched his friends get led away and secured, and when one soldier got rough, pulling a man’s arm hard enough to make him yelp in pain, Jacob’s eyes blazed with fury and he released Lizzie for a second to throw a fireball at the offending soldier.
Tad created a focused gust of air that blew that fireball out like a candle.
“Growler, get Lizzie.”
The big dog didn’t need to be told twice, dreamwalking to Lizzie’s side. Too late Jacob realised his mistake and tried to catch Lizzie, but Growler already had Lizzie’s hand in his mouth and they vanished. When Growler returned, he was alone and Tad wondered why before deciding to trust his dog.
Tad turned his attention to the increasingly frustrated Jacob, who now only had one human shield to hide behind. He stared at the space where Lizzie had been standing, and Tad noticed there were tears in his eyes.
“Even after that sort of treatment you protect them?” he asked Tad as he motioned to another dreamwalker who was crying as the soldiers were being rough. Ten minutes ago Tad might have sympathised, but that was before those soldiers were killed. A person couldn’t commit an atrocity like that, then complain that they were handled a little roughly.
“You went too far, Jacob. You should be happy they don’t do the same in return.”
“I went too far? You have ruined everything in the name of a government that can’t be trusted. They won’t thank you for this. They’ll turn on you and—”
“It doesn’t matter. It’s over.”
“No, it’s just beginning. While I have him, I can still make this wo—”
“You’re wrong,” Norman interrupted, speaking up for the first time. “Wrong in so many ways. Tad ruined nothing today, you did. As for my government, it’s hard to betray a trust that was never given in the first place. But most importantly, you are wrong about one more thing… You don’t have me.”
Before Jacob could say anything else, the Prime Minister met Tad’s eye, grinned his signature cocky grin and had the audacity to wink before there was a spike of Dream and he blinked out of existence.
A moment later there was a pop and the Prime Minister stood beside Tad, casually straightening out his suit like dreamwalking was the most natural thing in the world. Pretending to do a double take a Tad’s shocked expression, he asked, “What? You never seen a man dreamwalk before?”
Tad just stared, dumbfounded, a reaction that seemed to please the Prime Minister.
“Don’t you think you should save your gawking for after you’ve dealt with him?” He asked and nodded towards Jacob, who looked every bit as stunned as Tad. More importantly though, he was exposed.
As much as of Tad wanted to ask a thousand questions, the Prime Minister had a point. He turned to his friend to finally end this.
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“All this time,” Jacob said, ignoring Tad’s advance and looking at the Prime Minister. “You were one of us and yet you still allowed this bill to pass?”
“The bill has not passed,” Norman said. “And I have been working behind the scenes since it saw the light of day to make sure it never would. I’ve put in countless hours of work to turn people’s minds around. I’ve used every ounce of political capital I had and was making excellent progress. You have undone all of that today.”
Jacob shook his head and stepped back, his foot one step away from entering the building behind him.
“No, you’re lying again, just trying to rattle me. You being a dreamwalker changes nothing. You still can’t be trusted and—”
“I have of course been a Proxy all my life,” Norman interrupted. “One of my first ghosts was a politician, and through him I learned my craft. I also learned that our system is one that can grind you down if you’re not careful. There are bitter truths and hard edges that wear away at your idealism, and slowly you have to make compromises in order to work within the system. Over time those compromises become bigger and the system continues to grind at you until eventually you’re only a shadow of the person you once were and you realise you were never all that effective to start with.”
The Prime Minister’s words surprised Tad because he had seen a story play out almost the same way earlier when he merged with Thomas.
“But I entered politics knowing how the system worked. I could use that to my advantage and maintain the goals I had when I started. So, when the Merging happened, I saw an opportunity that I didn’t want to squander. I realized right from the start that people would be resistant to this change, and that they would not accept it from a dreamwalker. We were too new, too scary for them, so I hid my abilities from everyone and I have barely seen my ghosts other than when absolutely necessary. I did all this because I wanted to ensure that when all was said and done, the Merging worked out in everyone’s favour and there would be someone fighting for dreamwalkers from within the system.
“So I did what I did in order to take advantage of that opportunity, and thanks to my experience, I did that the right way from within the system because I know how these things work. You don’t know how it works, as you have proved today. This would never end well for you, no matter what your plan. It is hard enough to be convinced by an opinion that is not your own, but when the person trying to convince you is attacking you at the same time, then that task becomes impossible. You can’t change minds with violence, which is why violence should always be a last resort. Your actions today haven’t shown that you are strong, they show the opposite. Were you truly strong, you would have been able to convince the world you were right without violence.
“But here we are. You have undone all my hard work, all Tad’s hard work, and now the bill tomorrow will pass because people won’t respect your strength, instead they will fear you. You have made the world afraid, and that is why your plan would never work.”
“It’s not too late, Jacob,” Tad called out, pulling Jacob’s attention from the Prime Minister. “Turn yourself in, show the world that you can be reasonable when that is needed, and try to undo some of the damage you’ve caused today.”
For a moment he thought he might have got through to his friend, but then Jacob’s eyes hardened once again and he shook his head violently.
“No. I don’t care what he says. This only proves how duplicitous he can be. You can’t trust him, Tad, and I’ve said that from the start. No, I won’t be turning myself in. Despite what you think, this isn’t over.”
Tad saw in his face what he planned to do and spoke fast to head him off.
“Jacob, stop. There’s no point in running. Growler can find you wherever you go, you know that. This is pointless. Just turn yourself in.”
Seeing the truth, Jacob backed up into the building, looking around with wide frightened eyes as he looked from Growler to Freckles, to Stella, to the soldiers who were all staring at him as realised just how alone he was.
Turning back to Tad and looking panicked, he asked, “Why did you have to do this? I was doing well before you came along. We were succeeding.”
Tad shook his head, feeling sorry for his friend. “No Jacob, for all the reasons we just said, you were never succeeding. I wish you trusted me as I trusted you. If you included me in your plans from the start, then I might have been able to talk you around to seeing sense.”
Jacob laughed and again shook his head.
“I could never trust you after you made your allegiances clear. You have always been compromised. You would never see reason, and that’s why I had to tip off social services to get you out of the picture. I needed you distracted so—”
“You what?” Tad asked as he stopped walking, his brain coming to a complete stop as he struggled to understand what Jacob just said. As if realising he had just said something he shouldn’t Jacob’s eyes widened further and he stepped back into the Senedd.
Holding up his hands as if warding away an angry animal, Jacob said, “I didn’t mean that. I never –”
“You’re the reason they took Jen from me?”
Tad didn’t remember reaching for Dream, but the distance between himself and Jacob vanished and the only reason he wasn’t standing in front of him and choking the life out of the man was because the dreamcatchers built into the frame of the Senedd. However, they were only designed to stop him dreamwalking inside, and he could easily step past them. Once inside he dreamwalked again and he was in front of Jacob, reaching for his neck.
“Tad, don’t,” Stella shouted, her words crystal clear now there were no windows left a block the sound.
Tad ignored her. Suddenly he saw nothing but red and felt only fury as this man he had called a friend had ruined his life. All Tad could think of was how he wanted to return the favour in some small way. It would be a start to choke the life from the man and take it from there.
Jacob tried to fight him off, but with three ghosts inside him Tad’s strength overwhelmed the startled man. Jacob tried to push him back with Dream, using wind to blow Tad away, but again it was useless. This time Tad did nothing to knock it aside, he simply smothered the dream by imagining the wind vanishing. It was unnatural and pain spiked in his brain, but the strength from his ghosts gave him some leeway and he could push through it as his fingers contacted Jacob’s neck.
Jacob croaked out a strangled protest, but the words would not form as his windpipe was crushed. Shaking with rage, Tad lifted the man high off the floor and continued choking him as he looked at this man who was the reason Jen was gone, the reason Tad had been so distracted and let the bill pass by him without even noticing. Tad thought Jacob had crossed the line this morning when he captured him, thought he’d crossed the line when he found out what he’d been doing this afternoon. But this… This was the straw that broke the camel’s back. This pushed Tad over the edge.
However, as he approached the point of no return and saw the life start to leave Jacob’s eyes, the fight left him and he opened his hands, dropping the choking dreamwalker to the floor and turning away.
He was just in time to see Stella rushing in with Leon by her side so they could secure Jacob and end this once and for all. Tad saw the look of relief on Stella’s face and knew that she had come in not just for Jacob, but to stop him going too far. Luckily, he didn’t need that.
No matter what Jacob had done, Tad was not a monster. He had killed people this last year, but every time he was fighting for his life. To take Jacob’s life in cold blood while the man had already proved that he was powerless in the face of Tad’s new strength was something he just couldn’t do.
“What are you?” Jacob asked again as Stella secured his hands behind his back and locked the dreamcatcher cuffs in place. Jacob ignored her as he stared at Tad like he was looking at something he couldn’t understand.
Tad knew what he was referring to, and for the first time he was asking himself that same question. He didn’t think he was all that different from other dreamwalkers when he first started using the ghosts inside him to augment his strength. But as he thought about everything he had done since he broke out of that dreamcatcher on Brad’s ranch, he realised that maybe he couldn’t be so sure about what he was after all.
A hundred thousand unanswered questions of his life sprang up in his mind, flooding out his thoughts and making him question everything about himself. He thought when he discovered that Dream was the source of his powers that he had answered the last of the questions he needed to ask, but he’d been wrong.
He was so consumed by the thought he never answered Jacob’s question, and Jacob was led away before Tad returned to the moment.
He turned in time to see Stella lead Jacob out of the Senedd. With that image burned in his mind, Tad realised that today was finally over. He hadn’t heard yet from the other dream sites about how that had gone and whether they had Cardiff back under control, but even if they didn’t, with Jacob gone Tad suspected it wouldn’t be that hard to clean everything up.
With those worries out of his mind, he started thinking about just what form the damage of today would take. One thing was for certain, once again the 30th of November was going to go down as a day to remember the world over.




39

Friday, 2nd December 2016

08:45





“They were gone by the time I arrived,” Stella said, eliciting a curse from Leon.
“How did they get out?”
“The dreamcatchers on the cells stop Dream, not Eidolon powers. It looks like your friend mimicked one of the Dream Team and made it look like he had been subdued in the cell. When the new shift arrived they tried to rescue him. From there it was just a case of overpowering our people and escaping. We’re looking for them and I’ve raised alerts to stop them leaving the country, but with your friend’s skill set, I don’t have high hopes about our chances.”
Leon groaned and leaned forward so he could put his head in his hands. Stella didn’t blame him for despairing. This was the worst-case scenario for him after a week of nothing but worst-case scenarios. Ever since Lizzie started poking around, his life had been turned upside down. The events of Wednesday hadn’t helped the matter. Thanks to Jacob, Lizzie had been live streaming from multiple angles, and the whole world saw Leon help Stella subdue the dreamwalkers, using supernatural speed and strength at times, igniting public interest in him. The Eidolon Council wouldn’t exclude him from their efforts anymore. Losing there Eidolon prisoners only made matters worse.
“I need to get home to get Yia-yia,” Leon said, exploding out of his seat and looking like he was going to race out of Stella’s office.
“Rushing won’t help anyone. We need to decide what we’re doing next.”
“She’s on her own, and I wouldn’t put it past them to come after her for this. I’ve never told you this because I didn’t know how to bring it up, but our family has a history of going against the Eidolon Council’s orders and being punished for that. Your mother ran away because she didn’t like the restrictions placed on her, and when my grandfather tried to stand up for her, they killed him for it. They also killed your mother, at least we think so. Now with both of us showing ourselves off like this and defying Eidolon law, they will wipe our family out of history to cut their losses. It won’t matter that Yia-yia had nothing to do with this, she is going to be targeted as well.”
Stella was silent as she absorbed that information, struggling to keep her mind calm. However, her priority was calming Leon down before he rushed off without thinking. She could deal with those other revelations later.
“I still don’t think it’s a good idea to rush off, but I never said we’ll abandon your grandmother. We just need to be smart about this. For starters, taking the world’s most powerful dreamwalker with you will speed up the process and give anybody who might be watching second thoughts about trying something stupid.”
Leon hesitated, still eager to rush into action, but finally relaxing as he settled back into his chair.
“My God, Stella, this is too much. I never expected this when I came here.”
“I know,” Stella answered, feeling guilty for drawing Leon into the craziness of her life. “I never wanted this for you either. I should have known better than to ask you to stay. If I hadn’t then—”
“That’s not what I meant,” Leon interrupted. “I’ll never regret getting to know you. I just… I’m just a little stressed and I’m not used to dealing with that. Just give me some time to get used to it, please.”
“Of course. I think that—”
Stella was interrupted by a knock on her door. Asking Leon to be patient, she called out, “Come in.”
The door opened and Trevors poked his head inside. His eyes widened when he saw Leon and he backed up.
“Sorry I didn’t realise you were with anyone. I just wanted to pop in and give you this before the day started. I can come back later.”
“No, Trevors. You stay and I’ll go,” Leon said, climbing to his feet again. To Stella he added, “I’m going to find Tad and ask him about making a quick trip. I wont to be able to relax until I know she’s safe.”
Stella wanted to calm him down a little more first, but at least he was going to bring Tad now. While she was still a little worried about the two of them running off together into potential danger, she also couldn’t ignore everything she discovered about Tad recently. Since he’d merged with his new ghosts, he had changed again, becoming something so much more than she ever imagined. He was always a bundle of surprises, and right now she didn’t think there was anyone in the world who would want to go against him after seeing what he did outside the Senedd. Besides, after kicking himself for not seeing Jacob’s true nature earlier, he was more on his guard than ever.
“All right, go. Just be careful.”
Leon promised he would and then left the room, squeezing past an awkward-looking Trevors who waited for him to leave before stepping into the office and closing the door.
“Sorry about that,” he said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I just wanted to get here before Denise arrived for her shift and hijacked you for the day.”
“It’s not a problem. You said you had something to give me?”
Trevors nodded and handed her a white envelope with her name on it. She didn’t need to open it to guess what was inside and shook her head.
“This better not be what I think it is. If you think you’re going to leave me high and dry when I need you most, you have another thing coming.”
Trevors winced as she guessed correctly, and the enormous man looked like he was about to cry.
“I can’t work here any longer. Surely you see that. With the way I’ve been acting, I’m surprised you even have a problem with it. I’ve been expecting you to demand my resignation for the last couple of days.”
“Jesus, I should have spoken with you sooner. No Trevors, I do not accept your resignation. I need you here to help me with the fallout from that shit-show on Wednesday.”
Trevors was shaking his head, looking panicked.
“No, I can’t. I’ve… Stella, because of me my men are dead. An entire team were wiped out because I was too bloody stupid to see the truth. I let my feelings get in the way of what I knew I should be doing and I—”
“Harry was a cancer,” Stella interrupted. “I knew that a while back and I should have done something sooner. With everything that happened four months ago, he took advantage of your vulnerable state of mind and lured you into his way of thinking. I’ve always known that wasn’t you, Trevors. You’re a better man than that, a better man than Harry made you.”
“No, Stella. I have to own my actions. The truth was, I believed for a long time that he was right, that you weren’t the right person for this job. The things I did to those poor ghosts, the things I have been doing… Stella, I got my men killed and I can’t live with that.”
Stella stepped around her desk until she was standing in front of him and she placed her hand on his shoulder, forcing him to look up from his seat.
“That’s why you need to stay. I won’t lie, your actions led to the death of your men. But you would disrespect them if you ran away rather than trying to make that right. What would you do if you left? Would you feel better about this? Of course not. Your pain would eat away at you and probably drive you into an early grave. Trust me, I’m speaking from experience. I’m responsible for more deaths than I care to think of, you know that. Between Pendine last year and failing to anticipate the events on Wednesday, those deaths you are attributing to yourself could just as easily be attributed to me. I understand the power of guilt better than anyone, I saw what it did to Tad when he was throwing himself into fires to escape it. But I also know that giving into that guilt is not the answer, using it to make you a better person is.
“If you want to honour the memory of the men who died, then help me take this right. Stay here, fight so this never happens again. The Dream Team is already falling apart, and I don’t know what to do on my own. We both know bigger things are coming and I can’t afford to start over from scratch. Will you please help me?”
Trevors was silent for a full minute, simply staring at her as new tears fell. Finally he wiped them away with the back of his hand and he nodded in acceptance.
“Good. Take the rest of today off, get your head on straight over the weekend and do what you need to do to come back on Monday stronger than ever. You owe it to them and you owe it to me to make this right. Come Monday, it’s a fresh start. We’re putting our history behind us and we’re working together like we should have been doing from the beginning. Together we will make this Dream Team what it needs to be to face what’s coming. Can you do that?”
Again Trevors nodded, standing before verbalising his answer.
“I can. I won’t let you down again, I promise.”


◆◆◆
 


Stella stood in the corner of the garage watching Mitena work.
The young woman was absorbed in her task and hadn’t noticed Stella’s arrival. Stella was happy to leave it that way because she was enjoying the spectacle of watching a master of her craft at work.
Mitena knelt on the floor, bent over the corner of the garage as she used chalk to sketch the layout of one of the most complicated dreamcatchers Stella had ever seen. Rather than just a complicated web within a circle, this was nine circles all held within a larger circle, each holding their own complicated web within that. It was a tangle of lines that formed a beautiful piece of art, but Stella knew that each line had a meaning. The more complex the meaning, the more thought that needed to go into it. Watching Mitena work made Stella realise once again just how much this young woman was a genius.
She wondered if they’d have caught her and Kuruk if Mitena never had her change of heart. Somehow she could always adapt and apply her genius to these dreamcatchers, creating ever better and more powerful designs. No matter what brief Stella brought her, Mitena always made it work.
“What does this one do?” Stella asked when Mitena leaned up and stretched her back, looking over her design with a pleased smile. Mitena jumped and yelped, making Stella laugh as the young woman placed her hand over her heart and shook her head.
“Oh my God, Stella, you frightened the shit out of me.” She was smiling as she said it and asked, “How long have you been there?”
“Only a few minutes. I was enjoying watching you work. So out with it then, what will this one do?”
“This is your escape tunnel,” Mitena answered proudly. “If you ever get locked in here again, this is how you get out without having to worry about the people outside. You see the circles here,” she said, pointing to the circles within the larger circle. “They’re keyed into the wards surround the building and—”
“Wards?”
“Oh sorry, that’s just how I think of the dreamcatcher’s I’ve been putting up this morning. They are warding dreamcatchers that keep things out, both dreamwalkers and ghosts this time.”
“And that one will bypass those?” Stella asked, not liking that.
“No. Not bypass them, well yes… Let me explain. This works in tandem with those. It’s not like a back door, but more like a private tunnel that is still protected but will lead you to a specific place.”
“Okay, I think I get it. So when all the wards are active and we are in a lockdown, you can only dreamwalk out of here from that specific spot to a specific place?”
Again Mitena shook ahead in disagreement.
“No, it doesn’t work like that. This isn’t for dreamwalkers, though they can use it too. This is for everybody who needs to flee this place in a hurry. See this empty spot here,” she said, pointing at a small circle about the size of a pound coin that had been left empty. “This is where you can place a small dreamcatcher that I will inscribe on a coin. We’ll need to take that coin to Dream to activate this design as we need something to power this, but once it’s active, you can imagine anywhere you want to go, and the dreamcatcher will take you there, almost like dreamwalking.”
Stella took a second to absorb that information, then stared at Mitena in amazement.
“Are you telling me you’ve just recreated the ability to dreamwalk in my garage? And anyone can use that?”
“So long as they have the right dreamcatcher token, then yes, I don’t see why not.”
Stella burst out laughing, which made Mitena frown. Stella held up a hand to show that she meant no offence and tried to control herself.
“I’m sorry, Mitena, I’m not laughing at you. I’m just amazed at what you can do and at the things we have to get used to these days. You just told me you created a teleportation pad in my garage and you said it like it was the most normal thing in the world.”
Mitena grinned when she realised she wasn’t being made fun of and slowly nodded her head. “Yeah, I suppose that’s exactly what it is. I never looked at it that way though.”
Stella shook her head in amazement at what the dreamcatchers could do. Every day people came up with new ideas for them. A vision came to Stella’s mind of a future where dreamcatchers had replaced the technology of their civilisation and humans could do things they had never even dreamt of right now. It was such a strong feeling that Stella half wondered if it was an actual vision of the future.
Staring at these beautiful designs that could do so much, Stella sympathised a little with Jacob’s message. The Merging was a massive opportunity, not just for the Borderlands, but for all mankind. After what happened on Wednesday and the law passing yesterday, that future might be a little longer being realised. But maybe if these dreamcatchers were used correctly, they could still make something of this.
Suddenly Stella remembered Tad telling her about Tony’s idea that they turn this into a business. She dismissed it at first, thinking it was just Tony being Tony and that they should always keep giving dreamcatchers away. However, she realised they had already stopped doing that as the government had decided who got the protective dreamcatchers and who didn’t. That didn’t sit right with Stella, and she wondered if maybe they should start publishing Mitena’s designs so that everybody could take advantage of this opportunity.
Of course, seeing a design and being able to recreate it was something else altogether, and Stella realised there would never be a substitute for Mitena in some cases. Stella wouldn’t even know where to begin to recreate the design she saw on the floor. So maybe there was a business in manufacturing these designs, and maybe Tony had a been more right than any of them knew.
As Stella imagined that bright future and thought about her place in it, she found herself mulling over a question she had never considered before; whether her current career was still the right choice for her.
For so long it had never been in doubt. She was a police woman to her core, and she thought nothing could change that. But that was before she met Tad, before she saw miracles, and before she discovered her heritage. Suddenly she looked at her own future in a new light and wondered just what she wanted to do with the rest of her life.
Leon had called her a Justice, saying that her eidolon powers were based around that central concept. She had thought on that a lot since he told her and thinking of it again now she realised that it was exactly why she had gone into law enforcement. She wanted to get justice for children who were caught up in similar childhoods to her own. But, if the last year had taught her anything, it was that there was more to the world than she could ever imagine, and maybe there was more than one path to pursue justice.
Maybe she would never leave her career in law enforcement, but before she could think better of it, she hedged her bets a little.
“Mitena, have you ever thought about starting your own business? Because I think I have a proposition for you.”
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Tad leaned back in his chair, eyes forward but not seeing anything. He felt like he couldn’t breathe, and he loosened the knot of his tie and undid the first two buttons on his shirt. It wasn’t much relief. It felt like his entire world was closing in and he was about to black out.
The court room was growing quieter after the judge had made his decision, and people were filing out. Tad could hear reporters shouting in the distance, wanting a quote from him but being kept away by security guards. He ignored them as he ignored everything else. All he could do was sit in a chair and wonder where it all went wrong.
“You have to look on the bright side,” Nicholas whispered, the eldest of the trio of lawyers Tad had dubbed the Three Amigos.
“Brightside? What could possibly be good about this? He just completed the process they started months ago. They’re taking my daughter away forever. There’s nothing good about this,” Tad said, his words gaining volume with every sentence until he was almost screaming at the man.
It said a lot about Nicholas’s character that he didn’t stand up and flee as the man the media dubbed the most dangerous man on the planet screamed at him in obvious rage. Instead, he calmly sat there and waited out Tad’s temper.
Of course, the lawyer knew Tad would never hurt him. For all that the media portrayed Tad as a dangerous animal after his earthquake shattered hunreds of windows in Cardiff Bay, the lawyer knew Tad well enough to know he wasn’t capable of hurting him. Tad hadn’t changed that much.
“The bright side is that you’re not sitting in a jail cell. You heard the judge, he made it clear that you’re lucky to get off as light as you did. You broke the law and committed fraud at best and child abduction at worst. The only reason you’re not in jail is because of Jen’s parents wishes, even if you couldn’t prove them, the good work you have done for the Dream Team, the Prime Minister’s reference to your character, and the obvious fact that you are trying to do the right thing. You should be thankful you’re not being marched away to a maximum security prison with dreamcatchers all over the walls.”
When Tad didn’t answer, Nicholas stood up and straightened his jacket as he collected his papers and prepared to leave.
“Tad, while in your custody Jen broke her back, ran away multiple times, was exposed to the dangers of the Dragon nightmare as well as other nightmares when you trained in the Brecon Beacons. Yet again, she was involved in this most recent situation. The truth of the matter is that there isn’t a court in existence that would grant you custody of that child, and I think you know that. I’m sorry we couldn’t be of more help.”
With that final message, Nicholas walked out of the room, leaving Tad alone at the table.
His words hit Tad harder than he cared to admit and only added to his melancholy. Therefore, he didn’t even think of leaving as he tried to figure out what to do next.
He was tempted to dreamwalk to Jen right now and finally pull the trigger on his plan to run. However, at the same time Nicholas’ words echoed around his head.
Was he right?
Tad couldn’t deny that Jen had been in danger countless times whilst in his custody. Maybe she would be better off without him. This wasn’t the first time he had such thoughts. When she’d first come to live with him, he struggled not to argue with her constantly. He thought she hated living with him and had considered giving her up as that was best for her. But then the Merging happened, Jen broke her back, and in the process he realised that she didn’t hate living with him, she was just terrified for him. But terror had led her to merge with Maggie, had led her to yet more psychological damage as Maggie took advantage of her, and had ruined Jen’s life forever by breaking her back.
“Nicholas was right,” he whispered to himself. “They should have thrown away the key.”
The hand on his shoulder made him jump. He turned to find Stella leaning over him with a concerned look on her face. She was dressed for work and had come straight from the office in order to be here for him.
“This isn’t the end,” she said. “We can fight this, get the Three Amigos to start an appeal and start the process over. We can do whatever it takes to—”
“Enough, Stella. I don’t have it in me to do this again. I’m not even sure it’s the right thing to do. Everything I touch turns to madness. I try to take down Joshua King and cause the Merging. I try to create a community of dreamwalkers so another Joshua King couldn’t take advantage again, and it turned into a rebellion that brought Cardiff to its knees. Norman puts me on a council that’s responsible for the country’s reaction to the Merging, and that council creates a law that gives police the right to shoot me dead if I so much as get spotted in Jen’s vicinity. Christ, if this law existed just a few weeks ago, Jen would be dead right now for what she did at her school. Everything I touch turns to ash. I’m nothing but a poison and Jen is better off without me.”
“That’s just the shock talking,” Stella replied. “We both know none of that was your fault. The Merging was because of Joshua King, Jacob is responsible for his own actions, and as for the council, the less said about them the better. As for Jen being in danger, there was never anything you could do about that. Every step of the way Jen put herself in those situations while you did everything you could to protect her from it. You told her not to have a ghost, you told her to stay behind with the Dragon nightmares, and even on Wednesday she was supposed to be at home with her foster parents. Jen is as much of a magnet for trouble as you are. There was never anything you could do.”
Tad snorted in disbelief and tried to turn away, but Stella caught his chin and turned him to face her, squeezing hard enough that the pain broke through his melancholy. She didn’t look happy and when she spoke again her words were harsh.
“Feeling sorry for yourself isn’t helping anyone. You’re not the only one hurt by this decision. There’s a little girl out there who’s dying to get home to her Dad, and now that’s been denied her again. We both know Jen loves you and will never stop trying to be by your side. The only thing that will truly hurt that girl is if you turn your back on her now when she needs you most.”
Stella was right. Distancing himself from Jen might keep her safe, but she would never understand.
Already in her short life she had to come to terms with the fact that her biological parents never wanted her. Whenever she opened herself up to other people, she’d lost them. Whether it was Charles, Miriam, Kate, or even Maggie. She’d been through so much in her life already and he knew, whether he deserved it or not, she loved him and she would be devastated if he did anything to keep them apart.
“Where is she?” he asked.
They had been keeping her location a secret from him so he couldn’t do anything rash, especially after he found out they put that bracelet on her. When Jen mentioned that, it was all anyone can do to keep him from finding Peneolope Banbridge and doing something he would regret forever. Even now he felt rage wash through him at the thought of it.
At least that situation had been dealt with now. Thanks to Lizzie, the story had become a big enough headline that it even broke through the aftermath of Jacob’s attack. She had exposed the cruelty of what happened to Jen and although public opinion was very anti-dreamwalker at the moment, in this case it was very clear that no one was happy with what happened.
Stella assured him that the people responsible had been punished, and that Penelope Banbridge had not just lost her job but was facing criminal proceedings. He didn’t think it was enough, but he had bigger worries.
When Stella didn’t answer he looked up to see what was taking so long. He found her staring at him in that way she did when she tried to read his mind. However, unlike normal, she didn’t have control of her emotions and her aura was blazing out of control. It was white with fear and he wondered what she was scared of.
“Where is she, Stella?” he asked again, knowing Miles would have discovered that long ago.
“I don’t want you doing anything rash,” she said.
“I’m not planning on doing anything rash, I just want to know where my daughter is.”
Stella frowned, not liking what she heard in his voice, but finally relented.
“She’s with Dr Burman. He’s looking after her until social services can get something more permanent sorted.”
Tad’s was on his feet before she finished speaking, but just as quick Stella was at his side, her hands on his shoulders, trying to keep him in place.
“I don’t like that look in your eye. What are you doing?”
Tad was tempted not to answer, knowing she wouldn’t like what he had to say. However, she deserved the truth, especially as she had her own decision to make.
Stella was right when she said Jen would be devastated, and if there was one thing in this world he was sure of, it was that he would never willingly hurt Jen for any reason. Therefore, his choice became simple. He wanted nothing more than to keep Jen safe and while he kept putting himself in trouble, she’d always be in trouble with him. Therefore, he had no choice but to step away from everything, leave the politics, the dreamwalking and everything else behind and run away with this daughter. She came first, no matter what. If that meant turning his back on his promise to be responsible for the part he played in the Merging, then that was what he had to do.
“I’m going to get her, then we’re running.”
“No Tad, not like this. You promised you would do this the right way. That you would—”
“We’ve had this conversation before, and every time I did as you said. Where has it got me? Where has it got Jen? I promised her this wouldn’t keep us apart forever, and that promise to her is more important to me than anything. The only question left is what will you do? I’m sorry to put you in this situation, but we need to face facts. I’m never getting Jen back through legal means and you just said yourself that she won’t stand for that any more than I will. I have to run, and though I don’t want to put you on the spot, I’d like you to run with us.”
Stella shook her head, looking panicked and defiant at the same time. “Tad, no. A minute ago you were talking about letting Jen go for her own good, and now you’re going to run away and put her in even more danger. You’ll be a fugitive and—”
“I don’t care. Look, I know your job means everything to you and—”
“That’s not why I’m upset, Tad. I just want you to take your time to think about this. Don’t rush into anything.”
Gently, Tad removed Stella’s hands from his shoulders, kissing the back of her fingers before letting her go and stepping away.
“I’ll give you a couple of days to decide. I won’t hold it against you if you don’t want to come, I promise. But I have to do this.”
Stella’s eyes were watery, and she was about to say something else, but Tad didn’t trust himself to hear it. Instead he thought of Dr Burman’s office and the courtroom vanished.


◆◆◆
 


Tad rushed through the waiting room towards the open office door with the intention of barging inside, collecting his daughter, then dreamwalking away. When he heard familiar, sniffling sobs coming from the room, he pushed on even quicker.
“I know your dad was only trying to do the right thing, and it’s not fair that you’re being punished for it. But you still have options, Jen. Honestly, I thought this might happen, and I’ve been talking with my wife about it.”
Despite focusing on Jen’s sniffles, Tad couldn’t ignore the doctor’s voice and his pace slowed a little.
“In fact, we’ve been talking since you burnt your arm. I think that together we have come up with an idea that we would like to run by you.”
Tad came to a complete stop just outside the office, the tone of the doctor’s words giving him pause more than the content of them. The man’s voice wobbled, and it was clear he was nervous. An awkward thirty seconds of silence passed before he asked his question.
“How would you feel about coming to stay with us for a while?”
“What do you mean?” Jen asked between sniffs, her voice so filled with misery it broke Tad’s heart.
“Well, I haven’t been thrilled with your situation and I wanted to help. After talking it over with my wife, we came up with this temporary solution until your father can sort out his legal troubles. We’ve already spoken to social services who liked the idea and pulled strings to fast-track our status as foster carers. They were especially eager after what happened with your burns. With some extra help from some of your dad’s friends in high places, we’ve convinced people that it would be in your best interest to come live with us for a while. We’d look after you through the week, and if you’re good, we’ll let you see Tad on weekends. You’d have to live with us, of course, but I have it on good authority that the government will turn a blind eye if you stay with Tad for the odd night or weekend.
Jen’s sniffling had stopped, and the doctor spoke a little quicker.
“Hang on, before you get too excited, I have conditions. The first is that you need me or my wife’s permission before you go anywhere. No running away, and you have to behave. We are taking a big risk by letting you stay with Tad when the court already denied him access. Therefore, it can only be a reward for good behaviour. If you take advantage of this, the arrangement ends.”
“I will be good, I promise,” Jen said, her words fast and buzzing with excitement, bringing an unexpected smile to Tad’s face. It was typical of Jen to agree to something she wanted so quickly she couldn’t have thought it through. He wasn’t the only one amused by her antics as Dr Burman’s laugh rang out of the office.
“Don’t agree too quickly. I want you to think about this and make sure it’s something you want. It’s not ideal, but I think it could help in the short term while your dad does what he needs to do to get you back full time.”
Tad had heard enough. He stepped into the doorway, making Dr Burman jump in surprise. Jen had her back to him, but when the doctor jumped she turned and as soon as she saw him she leapt from her chair and rushed across the room, wrapping him in a hug that was tight enough to knock the breath from his lungs. As Tad returned her hug, he felt her shoulders shake and heard her quiet sobs as she buried her face in his stomach. Once again the desire to change the channel and flee was almost overwhelming. However, Doctor Burman’s words played on his mind and though it wasn’t what he wanted, maybe this was a decent compromise. In some ways, it offered the best of both worlds. His day-to-day life was too involved with the Borderlands’ troubles, and it would probably be safer if Jen didn’t stay with him. However, getting to see her on the weekends was already such a step up over what his life had become that it was almost a dream come true.
“How much did you hear?” the doctor asked when he realised that Tad had been listening in.
“Enough that I realise how generous an offer this is.” Offering the doctor what he hoped was a friendly smile, he asked, “Do you mind if I discuss this with Jen for a few minutes?”
“Of course not,” the doctor said. “I’ll grab a coffee and be back in five minutes. Is that long enough?”
Tad said it would be. By then he would either have agreed to play along with the doctor’s plan or he and Jen would already be long gone. He waited for the door to close before turning his attention back to Jen.
He tried to think of the last time he had been alone with her and realised it was just before she was taken away yet again after the incident at school. With everything that happened recently, that felt like a lifetime ago. He could barely believe it had only been a week. Would this be what it felt like when he could only see her on weekends? Would every week feel this long?
Just as that thought almost seemed unbearable and made him favour fleeing, he remembered the horrible choice he had left Stella with. He knew he had put her on the spot, and this solution might just ease the pressure on her.
As his thoughts raged back and forth, he decided it was time to hear the most important opinion on the matter.
“What do you think of Dr Burman’s offer?” he asked Jen, moving to arms length so he could look her in the eye. Those eyes were red rimmed from crying and she wiped away her tears with the back of her hand before answering.
“I’d rather come home,” she said.
“Unfortunately, that’s the one thing that’s not on the table right now. Listen Jen, you have a choice to make, and it’s a very grown-up choice. I don’t like to put this on your shoulders, but this decision has to be yours. If you want… And please think very hard about this before answering… Say the words and we’ll walk away right now. We’ll find somewhere where no one can find us and dreamwalk away and never come back. I promised you before this wouldn’t be forever, and I meant it.
“Or you can take Dr Burman’s offer. It’s not ideal and I would much rather you living with me, but at least we get to see each other on weekends, which is a lot better than what we have now. In the meantime, I’ll talk to the Three Amigos about starting an appeal as soon as possible. This doesn’t mean we’re giving up, it just means we have to compromise.”
Tad made sure he had his daughter’s attention and that she was taking this seriously. Once he was confident she was thinking this over carefully, he pressed the issue.
“I have to be honest Jen, right now I think Dr Burman’s kind offer is the best choice for us. If we run, you won’t get the chance to learn from him anymore and you might never heal your back. It would mean I would become a fugitive and there would never be any chance that we could legally return to the UK.
“But me suggesting that doesn’t mean I don’t want you to live with me, because I want nothing more in this world. You need to understand that. You say the words right now and we’ll leave everything behind and run. But maybe taking Dr Burman’s solution in the short term will give the Three Amigos time to change this, and hopefully one day we can put all this behind us. So what do you think?”
Jen sniffed again before speaking, her tears still falling freely.
“What about Stella? Will she stay here if we run?”
“I don’t know,” Tad admitted. “I’ve asked her to think it over and we’ll find out in a few days. But don’t let that change your opinion. If you want to go, that’s all that matters.”
Again Jen took far longer to answer than he was comfortable with, and inside his stomach was doing somersaults. As she chewed on her lip and thought it over, he grew a little impatient and was about to ask again when finally Jen answered.
“Dr Burman’s a nice man, and I like what he’s teaching me. If I keep going, maybe one day I’ll be able to help lots of people like I did with Mr Dwight the other day. So if you promise it’s not forever, then I’ll stay here. But I can change my mind later, right?”
“Of course you can. Any time you want,” Tad answered, making sure he made that point clear. As much as it would kill him to leave Stella behind and it would eat him up to leave the Borderlands to its fate, he had to put Jen first. “My promise still stands. I won’t let this be forever. I want you living with me where you belong, but in the short term this might be the best of our bad options.”
“Then yes, let’s do this.” Jen said, more decisive as she wiped away the last of her tears.
As if he’d been waiting outside and listening to their conversation, which he probably had been, the doctor reappeared and asked, “So, what’s the decision to be?”
Tad turned to face him while keeping an arm around his daughter as he answered.
“We’d like to take you up on your very kind offer. However, I have one non-negotiable condition.”
“And that is?”
“Jen stays with me over Christmas. Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, and Boxing Day, I want Jen at home where she belongs.”
Expecting a demand much more unreasonable, the doctor smiled and nodded his head.
“I’m sure we can agree to that,” he said, and like that it was done.
Tad remained with the doctor and his daughter for the next hour, discussing their future, finding out in more detail the progress Jen was making, and enjoying each other’s company. Over that hour Tad learnt that the doctor was far from the person he met only once on the golf course. He was a better man than that, and he had a good relationship with Jen. It was clear Jen was happy with him, and he was every bit as excited about her progress as Jen was.
By the time Tad had to leave, he felt much better about the situation. However, as he hugged his daughter goodbye yet again, he still felt like he was abandoning her. It wasn’t as bad as when he had to leave her in a situation they both hated, but he could never be comfortable walking away from his daughter when she should be at home with him.
As he stepped out of the building onto the street, he decided yet again that this couldn’t be forever. Sooner or later enough would be enough and he would follow through on its plan to leave everything behind. If he wanted to avoid that fate, he needed to work hard to change the situation before it was too late. That motivation made him pull his phone out there and then, and soon it was ringing.
“Tad, is everything okay?” Nicholas asked.
“I need a meeting with you three as soon as possible. We need to start an appeal, immediatly.”
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Tad stood in the shadows beside Stella, both of them leaning against a table beyond the studio lights as they watched Lizzie interview her guest.
It was a novel experience for Tad to be on the other side of those lights rather than bumbling his way through an interview. His only slight annoyance was that Norman was handling the interview far better than Tad ever could. The man was at home under the spotlight and even the tough questions about his background, his dreamwalking, and all the secrets he’d been keeping from the country couldn’t shake him.
In the closing moments of the interview, Norman asked if he could address the nation and Lizzie surrendered the floor to him. Norman turned toward his close-up camera and started speaking.
“I know you’re scared, and you have good reason to be. The world is changing and change is frightening. The Merging and the Borderlands offer the biggest opportunity for change in human history, so of course the fear is that much worse. That fear created a law that removed critical human rights from dreamwalkers and ghosts, spreading even more fear. That fear triggered the dreamwalker attack on Wednesday. Fear pushed normally rational people into an extreme act. In return, the law they tried to stop passed anyway, proving they were right to be afraid in the first place.
“The problem now is that we are stuck in a loop. Fear leads to drastic action, and drastic action only creates more fear. It is a vicious cycle that only gets worse with each rotation, and we as a people need to slam on the brakes before it gains too much momentum and becomes unstoppable.
“It’s not an easy thing to do, but we can only stop this cycle if we trust one another. Whilst dreamwalkers caused the problem on Wednesday, it was a joint dreamwalker, ghost, Dream Team and human effort that stopped it. We proved that by working together we can overcome any problem far more effectively than working alone. It will be that same joint effort that will see our country through this worrisome time and lead us into a brighter future.
“We must also remind ourselves of the good that can come from change. Since the Merging we have taken tremendous steps forward with things like advanced solar power ending our reliance on fossil fuels. We’ve seen people’s dreams come true and miracles like we couldn’t imagine a year ago.
“Change can be good, change can be terrifying, but change is also vital to our species. There are so many problems in the world that I wonder if by embracing change and working together, we might not just come out stronger on the other side.”
Tad looked at Stella as the Prime Minister wrapped up his speech and Lizzie started closing out the show. He knew exactly what she was thinking without her having to say it.
Nice try, but not good enough.
Tad knew that though the Prime Minister meant well, they had barely scratched the surface of the fallout from the last couple of days. Things would get worse before they got better, and Tad just hoped he was up to the task of dealing with it.


◆◆◆
 


Half an hour later, Tad and Stella sat side-by-side on a deep leather sofa surrounded by luxury. They were in a sitting room in 10 Downing Street that, while maintaining its historical touches, was modern enough to be comfortable in the 21st century. They both looked up as there was a pop and they found a grinning Norman standing in the centre of the room.
“I’ll never get used to that,” he said, sounding as excited as a child at Christmas.
Tad smiled as he thought of how long it had taken him to get used to travelling around the world with a thought. He knew Norman wouldn’t believe him, but people could get used to anything given enough time. Now Tad barely thought about it, save for rare occasions. The last time was when he stood in front of the Pyramids of Giza with Jacob at his side.
Tad’s smile faded.
Since Wednesday the Prime Minister had been in non-stop political meetings and it was only now that they had chance to talk. They were Norman’s last meeting of the day and considering the informal setting, Tad suspected it was a chance for them to relax a little and discuss their next steps over a long evening rather than a quick-fire meeting. There had been nights like this before, and if Tad was honest, he liked them. It was when Norman was relaxed that Tad enjoyed his company the most.
“So, you’ve been a dreamwalker all this time?” Tad asked, already knowing the answer but having wanted to ask that since Wednesday.
Norman grinned and nodded.
“Oh yes, but don’t hold it against me. I’m sure you’ve had chance to think on it and understand why I hid it from everyone.”
“I understand why you hid it from the public, I don’t understand why you hid it from us.”
“You know the old saying, three people can keep a secret, but only if two of them are dead.” He suddenly laughed. “Ha, since the Merging that’s not even true anymore, is it? Whatever the case, you can’t reveal what you don’t know. However, it was a hard year for me. Here I was watching you jump around all over the world, and all this time I had to refrain from testing those powers myself. I could do with some pointers if you have the time.”
Tad couldn’t help but smile. “I’m might have a few things I can show you over the weekend.”
“It will have to wait until Monday,” Stella interrupted. “Of course Tad has forgotten because that sieve he calls a brain of his can’t hold information for more than five minutes, but he’s helping me move this weekend.”
In the craziness of the last few days, Tad had forgotten. But as the memory came back to him, his face split into a wide, silly grin that made the Prime Minister laugh and clap his hands together, rubbing them briskly.
“Finally, a bit of good news. Just the excuse I need to start drinking. What’s your poison? And before you say it, I’m not taking no for an answer.”
“Tad will have a beer and I’ll have a gin and tonic,” Stella said, answering for them both.
Again Norman laughed and was half way through teasing them for acting like an old married couple already with Stella ordering for them both, when suddenly he looked up.
He wasn’t alone. Tad looked up as well as he felt a spike of dream that usually accompanied someone dreamwalking. However, 10 Downing Street had been kitted out with the same dreamcatchers as the DTHQ. There was only one room where a dreamwalker could enter, and that was known to only a select few and guarded around the clock.
Suddenly ready for a fight, Tad jumped to his feet with Stella only a second behind him. Together they rushed from the room with Norman hot on their heels. There was a pop and Norman appeared ahead of them, having given up running and dreamwalking instead. By the time Tad and Stella arrived, he had already spoken to the guards and any levity on his face from a moment ago had vanished. He met Tad’s eye and told them to join him.
Tad glanced at Stella with a worried frown before following Norman past the guards and into the room beyond where a man was waiting.
“They’re coming,” Ryan said the second the door closed behind Stella.
Tad blinked in surprise as he recognised the man. He hadn’t seen him in months, not since visiting him at a military base in America. He had changed greatly in that time. His beard and hair were longer, and his tan spoke for the time he spent outside. But the biggest change were the tattoos that covered the skin of his arms and disappeared underneath his T-shirt. Ryan was covered in dreamcatchers and they didn’t at all look like the ones the Dream Team used.
“Who’s coming?” the Prime Minister asked.
“Everyone. The Army, the Navy, and maybe five-thousand dreamcatchers lead by Kuruk himself.”
“Five-thousand?” Tad asked, sure he misheard.
Ryan nodded and when the Prime Minister asked him to explain himself, he told them about the last few months of his life. He spoke of his experiences in the first base where they trained soldiers at an advanced rate, pushing them through their exercises quicker than Ryan had ever seen. He spoke about the next base where people were being trained against dreamcatchers, teaching normal soldiers to deal with dreamwalker magic. Finally he mentioned how Kuruk had taken him to the last camp where he had built himself an army, given them all dreamcatchers, and trained them how to use them. Ryan had seen enough to find out that there were at least five-thousand soldiers, if not more. As part of the new unit he had been given dreamcatchers himself and he mentioned how they developed new techniques that Ryan had not seen the Dream Team use. They were more advanced than anyone expected.
“The last dreamcatcher we received is the dreamwalking one. Kuruk insists that everyone learn how to use other dreamcatchers first before trusting them with that. He didn’t want us dreamwalking away. However, yesterday we all got one, and I can only assume that means one thing, they’re coming.”
A shiver ran up Tad’s spine as his skin tightened into Goosebumps and his hair stood on end. That two-word phrase, they’re coming, summed up their worst fears for the last year.
“And not just the Americans. Word trickled down to Kuruk, and I managed overhear it, but everyone is coming. They’ve all reached the same conclusion. After what happened on Wednesday, they’ve decided it’s time to take the Borderlands for themselves.”
“Who are you talking about,” Stella asked, looking for more details.
Ryan looked at her with something Tad never expected to see on his face, a touch of fear.
“Everyone. The entire world is coming.”
A long painful silence followed his words, which was only broken when the Prime Minister turned to Stella and Tad.
“I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to cancel those drinks… Actually, I’m going to have to cancel your weekend. We have a war to plan.”
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The council chamber fell silent as Elias lifted his hand. The room was a near replica of his office, only instead of office furniture, the desk of Zeus, and the statues, there were twelve thrones in a circle, ten occupied and two empty. One of the empty seats was his, and the other was the reason they waited until now. However, Elias was done waiting.
“Pamela has been delayed, so we will have to catch her up when she gets here.” Turning to the grand entrance behind him, he called, “Send him in.”
He slipped a touch of Authority into his voice, just enough to ensure he was heard and obeyed. The double doors opened and the wide-eyed youth named Deo was ushered inside.
The youth looked at the faces assembled with the same awe all young Eidolon showed when they came before the council. There was fear in that expression as well, as he had failed in his task. While that was frustrating, in hindsight, it was to be expected. Stella Martin had come a lot further than Elias expected. He thought she had newly come into her powers and was still learning to use them. Considering her use of Authority and the way she subdued Deo and his men, Elias now knew he had underestimated what she was capable of. That would not happen again. But before he could send new assets after her, he had to make the rest of the council understand.
“Deo, thank you for coming. Can you repeat to the council what you told me an hour ago?”
Deo swallowed hard before doing as asked. He told the council how he had gone to Cardiff with two objectives, to bring Leon back to Hydra, and to kill Stella Martin. He explained how Leon had been taken in by Stella and was reluctant to leave. Worse, he had exposed himself to the reporter Lizzie Bradley, who may just be the most influential voice on the planet right now. He explained how when he went for Stella, Leon interfered. With his help, not to mention the dog Stella had by her side, they were unable to win the day.
The most troubling part of his report was when he described Stella’s powers. Somehow the woman had seen through Deo’s magical disguise. It was a feat Elias himself would be hard-pressed to match, even with all the belief he had cultivated over the years. Though he knew Stella’s position as a justice allowed her to see through falsehoods, and his own powers lay in other directions, it worried him regardless.
As Deo wrapped up his report Elias stood once again.
“Thank you for bringing this information to us. I understand it was difficult for you to do so, especially when it meant turning on your friend. Your loyalty to this council has not gone unnoticed and we thank you for it.” The young man swelled with pride at Elias’s words, but that pride was soon forgotten as he realised just what Elias had said. He had turned on his friend, and his smile slipped a little as he dealt with his conscience. However, Elias wasn’t interested in Deo’s internal struggles and it was time to get rid of the man. “You can leave us. Thank you.”
The young man hesitated like he wanted to stay for the rest of the meeting, but he was a century away from being ready to sit on this council, and unless he started performing better than he did in Cardiff, he may never reach those lofty heights. Eventually he did as asked, heading back toward the doors that opened as he approached.
Pamela Rosi strode past Deo without giving him a second glance. Her eyes were fixed on Elias and she looked angry.
“God damn you, Elias. Why must you insist on setting these meetings at times when it’s not convenient for me to get here? It barely four o’clock at home, and you must realise that even on a Sunday it’s nearly impossible for the President of the United States to simply disappear for an hour?”
“That was the time I deemed fit for this meeting to start. When you are leading this council and not me, you can choose the times. Are you issuing a formal challenge?”
For all her bluster, Pamela Rosi, the President of the United States, looked away. It seemed that the power she enjoyed in America was going to her head and she was forgetting her place. However, that was something Elias had centuries of practice with as it was in an Eidolon’s nature to overreach. He wouldn’t hold it against her, but at the same time he wouldn’t show weakness.
“I thought not. Take your seat and we will fill you in on what you missed.”
Obediently Pamela walked to her own throne and sat down. After a slight pause as the rest of the room looked at her and enjoyed her discomfort, they finally filled her in on what Deo had just told them.
By the time they finished, Pamela’s confidence had returned and once again she looked Elias in the eye.
“This changes nothing, we are already moving on the Borderlands within the next few weeks and we have plans to take Tad Holcroft out of action. I always planned to deal with the Dream Team as they’re only one step behind those dreamwalkers as far as I’m concerned. Abominations one and all. It won’t be that much effort to add Stella Martin to the mix. If we’re going over there anyway we might as well take them all out.”
“Don’t get careless, Pamela. Stella is one of us and has already proved that she is more than just a dreamwalker or dreamcatcher.”
Pamela waved a hand in dismissal. “Please, she’s barely more than a child. I will deal with her as I will deal with the rest of that country. Neither Stella nor Leon will make a difference to what I have planned. Our ships are already on the water and headed for Britain. We’ll give them a couple of weeks to get close, and then I’ll send in my dreamcatchers. All five-thousand of them. The Brits won’t know what hit them, and in less than a month Tad Holcroft, Stella Martin, and Leon Galanis will no longer be problems for any of us. More than this, the Borderlands will be in the hands of the Eidolon just as it always should have been.”
Elias smiled at the woman’s ability to hate the dreamcatchers on the Dream Team, yet be comfortable creating five-thousand of the creatures for herself and using them to get to and from this meeting. However, Elias wasn’t concerned with that hypocrisy. A tool was a tool, and it didn’t matter what it was so long as it was useful. What mattered was that they secured the Borderlands. The Eidolon may have stepped down as the gods they once been, but they still ruled this world and he would not suffer the threat of the Borderlands and the dreamalkers.
It took Elias a moment to realise that silence had fallen over the chamber yet again, and that everyone was staring at him, waiting for his answer.
“Very well, it seems we have everything in order. You have this council’s permission to continue. I trust that you understand the importance of this. It is imperative that you don’t fail us. More than your seat on this council relies on your performance.”
Elias waited only long enough to see the effects of his threat before he stood, turned and walked out of the room, ending the meeting without a word. It hadn’t been a long meeting, but he said what he needed to say and now they could get back to doing what they needed to do. They had a month to bring him the Borderlands, and he felt even that was too long.
As he stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for his penthouse, he had already moved on from the meeting and was thinking about what he was going to do with the Borderlands when it was finally his.
When the elevator doors closed, the last thing anyone saw of Elias was his unsettling grin.


THE END





Afterword

I had to pinch myself as I finished my final checks on Uprising because we're just one book away from the end of my little story. 
Getting my first book published was a monumental moment for me as it was the culmination of sixteen years of practice, false starts, and one or two terrible novels that will never see the light of day as I have burnt the manuscripts and salted the ashes. I can't describe how amazing it was to see my writing in print and to have people not only read my words but apparently enjoy them. 
However, now I'm just one book away from the next big milestone in my writing journey; the completion of my first series. 
In many ways, this is an even bigger moment for me because while publishing that first book felt amazing, I always knew that there was more story that needed to be told, so in some ways it didn't feel complete. However, with the next book, Borderlands, I'm going to have a complete series of books with my name on them sitting in my bookcase, and I've already got goosebumps thinking about that. 
Once again I'd like to thank you all for reading these books and coming back for more. I hope you've enjoyed reading them as much as I've enjoyed writing them. Do you have your own ideas about how everything will end in the next book? I've had this ending in mind since before I started writing Proxy, and while it seems like forever getting here, I also can't believe it's time to write it already.
Speaking of writing it, the first draft of that novel is well under way, and if you're excited to read it, I'm confident you won't be waiting long. With every novel I am learning more about writing and editing, improving my process, and finding out what works best for me. I got Uprising done in half the time it took me to write Dreamcatchers, and I'm hoping to get Borderlands done in half that time again. 
While waiting for that though, if you have enjoyed this book, please leave a review on sites like Amazon and Goodreads. Reviews really help the algorithms that run those sites know that my book is worth recommending to other readers, and are a massive help to self-published authors. 
Also, if you know anyone who might like these books, please let them know they exist. Good word of mouth will always be any author’s best friend.
For the latest news and updates about my future books, you can follow me on Amazon and Goodreads, as well as Facebook (@gareth_otton), Instagram (@gareth_otton), and my website (www.gareth-otton.com). 
From me, Tad, Stella, Jen and Tony, thanks again, and see you all soon.


Gareth Otton.
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