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PROLOGUE

Saturday, 30th March 2016
03:47
Click… click, click… click.
Mitena spun toward the sound, eyes wide and struggling to see. However, the darkness was impenetrable. There was only the constant clicking, the coolness of the air, and the god awful tickling of the spider webs she broke with every step.
They were everywhere, clinging to her skin, stuck in her hair, even creeping into her mouth. The more she brushed them away, the more webs she disturbed. She’d never been afraid of spiders, but this was too much. The webs collected so fast she felt like a mummy being wrapped. The urge to scream was building.
“I wouldn’t do that, Mitena dear?” a voice whispered from the darkness.
She gasped as that voice robbed her scream of volume.
She spun again, seeking the voice. It horrified her to discover that it came from the same direction as the clicking. Surprisingly, Mitena recognised it.
“Gran?” she asked, the word barely louder than a breath.
“Yes child, it’s me. Don’t mind the webs. They won’t harm you… yet.”
“Yet?” Mitena asked, taking a tentative step toward the whispering.
“Not tonight. Whether they ever do is up to you.”
Mitena inched forward, her footsteps loud over the uneven ground, but the voice never seemed to grow closer.
“Gran, where are you?” she asked, panic making her whisper louder than expected.
“Shush child, we don’t want to draw her attention. We’re not what she’s here for, but let’s not tempt fate.”
“What who is here for?”
“Asibikaashi.”
Mitena froze, not daring to twitch lest she disturb another web.
“The spider woman?”
“Who else?”
“But… she’s just a story you told us as kids. She’s not real?”
The laugh from her grandmother was unnaturally dry.
Click… Click… Click.
“Who’s to say what’s real here? This is a place where imagination is truth. You should know that.”
Mitena struggled unsuccessfully for the meaning beneath the words.
“Gran, you’re scaring me. What are you talking about? Where are we? Why is it so dark?”
Again came the dry laughter, barely audible over the constant clicking.
“So that’s what you want. A bit of light. You won’t like what you see.”
Her voice was louder, nearly a casual speaking volume. Mitena flinched, expecting the sound to bring Asibikaashi right to them.
The stories Gran told her as a child said the spider woman was a friend to her people. She took bad dreams away and gave her ancestors the knowledge of dreamcatchers. But why live in such cold and darkness? Wasn’t it her job to help return the sun to the world? The benevolent figure of legend would not live here. This was something else.
But nothing responded to the sound, nothing but the constant clicking that was every bit as invasive as the webs.
“Please Gran, just a little light,” she begged, terrified of what she would see yet more frightened of the dark.
Her grandmother laughed one last time.
“It’s probably for the best. You have to see to understand.”
There was the loud cracking of stone striking stone. Sparks lit up the darkness, and Mitena flinched again. Twice more the stones collided, then there was fire, bursting to life all around what turned out to be a giant cave, jumping along torches hung on the wall. Hundreds sprang to life, all of them at the edge of her vision and none providing enough light to chase away a fraction of a darkness so massive. However, what little light they provided was enough.
This time Mitena could not control her fear. She yelped and jumped back, breaking yet more webs that she now saw were everywhere. The place was so thick with them that Mitena could barely see through the silvery strands to the distant figure of her grandmother, sat in a rocking chair at what seemed to be the heart of the web. More horrifying than the webs themselves were the giant globs of oily darkness caught up in them, thousands tied up in the cavern.
Mitena stared in horror.
“What are they?” she asked.
“Nightmares of course. That is what the webs are for, remember. You should know.”
Her grandmother spoke as though no longer worried about the sound. Only, it wasn’t the voice Mitena remembered. Mitena wanted to flee, but where would she go? She turned back to the silhouette of the old woman and walked toward her.
She broke more webs as she passed and horror chilled her as thousands of tiny spiders rushed out to fix what she broke. None touched her skin, thank god, or that would be it for her overtaxed brain. She forced her mind away from spiders and the scream that was building inside, and she kept to her path.
“Why should I know?”
“Because of what you’re becoming. Look at yourself, Mitena. These webs should not even touch you, yet you break them as you walk.”
Mitena looked down and saw nothing amiss until she looked closer at the back of her arm. Beneath the spiderwebs that clung there, she noticed a glistening that was unnatural. Her skin was darker than usual, waxy. It almost looked oily, like the blackness in these webs.
“What’s happening to me?”
There was no answer, instead just the continuance of that awful clicking.
“Gran. What’s happening?” she asked again, picking up her pace, desperate to see a familiar face and seek shelter with someone she loved.
Still no answer, just clicking and silence.
Mitena ran, breaking the webs faster and hating the feeling of them covering her so heavily she could no longer see her oily skin or her clothes any longer. Yet no matter how fast she ran, always her grandmother was just out of reach.
“Beware of the path you tread, Mitena,” her grandmother said. “Do not become that which you hunt.”
In time with her final word, Mitena broke through the last strands of webbing surrounding the woman in the rocking chair and that scream that had been building had its release.
The figure in the chair was her grandmother, but also not at the same time. Her grandmother had only two eyes, not eight, and only two hands. This woman’s eight hands were busy at work, half of them feeding thread to the hands holding the knitting needles. Those needles moved in a blur, clicking as they collided with one another, tying the silvery thread into knots that the army of spiders covering the old woman carried away.
Her grandmother, or Asibikaashi, smiled at Mitena as she continued to weave the giant web that filled the darkness in all directions.
Mitena screamed again, and this time she didn’t stop.
Mitena’s eyes snapped open and instantly she was brushing the spiderwebs from her skin… spiderwebs that weren’t there. Instead, she found only sweat, grime, and bandages hiding injuries that stung as she probed them.
Distantly as though hearing the sound through water, she heard a deep voice swear in surprise. The world jumped in a way that made her nauseous and there was a distant screeching sound until the world stabilised once more.
Mitena lifted her head for a better view, but where before she saw only dark, blurry shapes, now she saw slightly brighter blurry shapes. In the back of her head she felt an ache, but like everything else it seemed a long way off.
“Easy, Ten,” that deep voice spoke up again, a little louder and a little closer.
“Kuruk?” she asked in a voice that didn’t sound like her own.
“That’s right, I’m here. You hang in there, okay.”
A heavy weight pressed on her arm, firm but comforting, a gentle touch she recognised instantly. She didn’t know whether all twins felt this way, but she recognised her brother on an instinctual level. From the sound of his footsteps, to the way he breathed, his touch, or even his odour, she always knew it was him. Knew she was safe.
Only that wasn’t true now, was it? Something had changed.
“What happened?” she asked, her words slurred and the effort of speaking nearly overwhelming her.
Kuruk hesitated, and she looked up again. It was no easier this time, but she persisted. Kuruk didn’t keep secrets from her. From other people maybe, but never her.
She was working up the strength to ask again when he finally spoke.
“You banged your head,” he answered. “It’s nothing to worry about, I promise. I’m taking you somewhere to get help.”
“The hospital?”
Again that strange, awkward silence. This time it was more than just hesitation, and Kuruk sidestepped her question altogether.
“Don’t worry about it? You just rest and we’ll get you better in no time.”
Mitena wanted to ask another question, but it was too much. The darkness was returning, and she couldn’t keep hold of her train of thought. There was something wrong with her brother, she knew that much. But as the darkness consumed even the blurriness before her eyes, that slipped away too.
When Mitena next opened her eyes, she recognised instantly that she was no longer moving. Her world still span, but it was just a side effect of her injury.
She felt the full impact of her headache and she hurt everywhere, but she could at least make out shapes in the darkness this time.
She was in her brother’s truck, curled up on the passenger seat. Of Kuruk, there was no sign.
Thinking of her brother, his voice trickled into her awareness. It sounded muffled and came from a distance, but it was an actual distance this time and not a mind fog. Mitena gritted her teeth and shifted her head to look out her window. It hurt to move, but it was easier than before.
She found Kuruk standing under the porch of a modest family home. Over seven feet tall, he towered over the man standing in the doorway. However, even though that man only wore a robe and had obviously been woken from sleep, he wasn’t intimidated.
He matched Kuruk’s rage with his own.
Mitena reached for the button that controlled her window, hoping it still worked with the engine off. A gentle hum sounded as the window dropped a little. Instantly the voices became clearer.
“…don’t care. I told you to never come here. My wife is asleep and my neighbours—”
“She’s hurt, asshole,” Kuruk shouted. “What did you want me to do, take her to the hospital? I’m sure you’d love that if people started asking questions. Who knows what our answers might be.”
Still angry, the man in the bathrobe looked around, checking the windows of the houses around them and taking one last look into the darkness behind him before closing the door to his house.
“Fine. Let me look at her. But at the least, keep your fucking voice down. If my kids wake up—”
“You’ll what?” Kuruk interrupted, his patience used up.
Mitena wanted to wind the window back up. She hated hearing that anger in his voice, hated seeing him using his size to intimidate. Just four months ago he was the most gentle person she’d ever met. He knew exactly how imposing he could be and countered with friendliness. She couldn’t remember hearing him raise his voice since they were children.
Now though…
Kuruk was a changed man, focused on only one deadly goal, and it was all her fault.
She was lost in that thought and jumped as the passenger door abruptly opened, letting the cool air in. Mitena looked up, her vision swimming as the truck’s interior lights came on and the glow of a streetlight, previously blocked by the door pillar, hit her squarely in the face.
“Jesus, look at her. She’s a mess.”
“I know that. That’s why I’m here,” Kuruk grumbled.
“What about the scene? Did you leave any of her blood behind? Any evidence that—”
“It’s in flames, just like the others. Now can you help her or not.”
Mitena flinched from the shape that loomed over her, but relaxed when finally she recognised his face. She didn't know him well, but recently she’d seen him more than she’d like. He was a man in his middle thirties who was going prematurely grey. His robe helped hide his identity because she’d only ever seen him wear suits.
“How’d this happen?” he asked Kuruk as he checked her over.
“There was a second dreamwalker waiting—”
“What? Who?”
The questions were sharp and fast as the man backed out of the truck, forgetting Mitena in an instant.
“I don’t know who. Some girl who wasn’t on your list.”
“Describe her.”
“Do we have time for this?” Kuruk asked. “Mitena—”
“Describe her,” the man repeated impatiently.
“I don’t know. Five foot nothing, maybe sixteen. Came from nowhere with a bottle and knocked Ten round the back of the head as she was helping me out.”
“Describe her,” the man repeated a third time.
“For fuck’s sake. I don’t know. It happened fast. Uh, blonde hair, over weight... She lived there so—”
“His daughter,” the man interrupted. “Interesting. I didn’t know she was one of them… Wait, you said she hit Mitena with a bottle. How did you know she was a dreamwalker?”
“Because after I did her father in, she shot fire from her fingers like she was a flame thrower.”
“Fascinating.”
“Yeah? Say that when those flames are coming at you.”
“What happened to her?”
Kuruk hesitated, and Mitena shifted so she could look at her brother’s face. One look and she knew what his answer would be. She groaned, unable to keep it inside as tears welled in her eyes and rolled down her cheeks.
What have I done? She asked herself as Kuruk answered the man’s question.
“She’s burning with her father.”
Mitena barely heard his words. She recognised the pain on his face and knew that even though he sounded okay, he was hurting inside. However, no matter how bad he felt, he’d just admitted to killing a sixteen-year-old girl. That only made the conviction in his voice more painful to hear.
No matter how much it hurt, he was sure he’d done the right thing.
“It’s hard, I know,” the man said, false sympathy dripping from his voice like oil. “But it had to be done. You and Mitena are doing God’s work.”
“About Ten. Can you help with her or should—”
“Calm down, Kuruk. I know a guy. He’s sympathetic to our cause. Let me give him a ring, then I’ll give you an address to go to. Mitena will be fine.”
Kuruk let out a relieved sigh, and the truck shook as he fell against it.
“Thank you,” he whispered to the man who shrugged it off and started back towards his house.
Mitena watched him go through blurry eyes, this time caused by her tears, not her injuries. When the house door closed again, Kuruk shut her door and made his way to the driver side. When he climbed in, Mitena couldn’t help but stare at him. It didn’t take him long to notice.
“You will be okay, Ten. I promise.”
Mitena didn’t answer immediately, just watched Kuruk and let the tears flow.
Finally she said, “You killed her.”
It was the wrong thing to say. Kuruk’s expression hardened and he looked away.
“She was going to kill you, Ten. What the fuck did you want me to do? Besides, it was only a matter of time, you know that. They’ve got to die, Mitena. That’s why we started this, remember. We need to keep the world safe from them because no one else can.”
“Not the innocent ones,” Mitena whispered. She wanted to scream and shout at him, but she just didn’t have the energy. “We were only supposed to kill the evil ones.”
“Yeah, well, she was about to kill you. That’s evil in my book,” Kuruk answered, his voice hard, his mind closed.
Even when dazed she knew better than to argue when he got like this. She looked away, wondering again just how they got to this point. Taking her silence for judgement, Kuruk snorted angrily and slammed the steering wheel with the heel of his hand. Despite the violence, Mitena didn’t jump. She knew he’d never hurt her.
Therefore, she was still enough to hear what he’d barely even whispered into the silence.
“Lucy was innocent.”
Mitena closed her eyes and shed another tear. She’d loved Lucy too and missed her every day. Just hearing her name made her think better of her brother and she hated herself for pushing him when he was only trying to do what was right.
But she wasn’t sure she knew what was right anymore.
She opened her eyes again and looked out the passenger window. Movement from the corner of her eye made her look at the wing mirror.
She froze.
Hanging from a silvery thread that glistened in the moonlight, a spider swung lazily back and forth. It was too small for her to know for sure, but she thought it was watching her.
The cackling laughter of Asibikaashi echoed through her mind, and Mitena shuddered. She couldn’t help brushing her skin to wipe away phantom cobwebs. Instead of webs, she felt only a cold clamminess that reminded her far too much of the oiliness she’d felt on her skin in the dream.
Deep down she knew that meant something important, but under a haze of pain and despair, she couldn’t concentrate long enough to figure out what that meaning was.
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Sunday, 03rd July 2016
12:26
“Puppies!”
Tad glanced up from his phone as Jen shot across the carpark with a launch speed Lamborghini’s would be envious of. Being wheelchair bound only made it more impressive, and left the woman standing near the open tailgate of her Range Rover holding said puppies, slack-jawed with wonder.
Tad felt the usual evidence of Dream as Jen augmented her forward momentum, but was impressed regardless. While not actually as fast as a supercar, she wasn’t far off. The plume of dust and stone kicked up in her wake pinged and popped against the expensive cars in the carpark. Had Tad not just endured the most tedious hour of his life, he might have cared. Instead, he returned his attention to his phone and the message waiting.
Codeword: Nightcrawler
Urgent Extraction From: 34.232525, 68.817404
Extraction Time: RIGHT NOW!
Tad frowned and pressed the co-ordinates, activating the Google Maps link.
“Shit,” he mumbled as he realised what this was. His brain clicked into a new gear, and he studied the map with interest. There was no street view, so he made do with the satellite mode. He looked for landmarks, buildings and any clue that would give him a feel for what made that place different to anywhere else on earth.
There wasn’t much, so he zoomed out for a better understanding of the wider location. The names were unfamiliar until he zoomed out far enough that the country name appeared in bold.
Afghanistan.
“Shit,” Tad repeated and looked up from his phone again.
He rushed across the carpark toward his daughter, ignoring the angry golfers climbing from their luxury vehicles to protest damaged paintwork. Jen was leaning forward in her chair, pressed right up to the bumper of the black Range Rover, her fingers reaching for the bars of the cage that housed three puppies. The little bundles of fur strained to lick and nibble Jen’s questing fingers while they wagged their tails in delight. They were an odd colour Tad hadn’t encountered on dogs before, a dark grey with an almost blue shine that reminded him of crushed velvet. Though they were puppies, something about them told him they would grow to be giants. Maybe it was their floppy ears or paws that were too big for their frames; whatever the case, they were monsters in the making… albeit cute monsters.
“I didn’t want to name them or I’d grow too attached,” the woman explained to Jen.
“They’re so cute,” Jen gushed, never taking her eyes from the squirming animals and not noticing Tad’s approach. The woman turned to meet him and her eyes went wide when she saw what he was wearing.
Apparently golfers didn’t wear bright-purple, diamond-patterned polo shirts with tartan trousers anymore… if they ever had. He’d kill Tony for the bad advice later and vowed to do his research before trusting the ghost ever again. For now he just had to fight down yet another wave of embarrassment. 
The woman was short and in her early sixties, dressed smartly with an expensive-looking haircut that belonged on a younger woman. Her surprise soon grew more intense, something that was common when people noticed how tall he was. Then it ratcheted up another notch as she recognised just who he was.
“Oh my,” she gasped, shock stealing her ability to say anything more eloquent.
“Hi. Sorry if Jen’s bothering you.” Before she could reply he turned to Jen. “We have to go.”
“But the puppies,” Jen said, never turning her head from the animals in question.
“Jen, this is seriou—”
Having recovered from her shock, the woman spoke over him.
“You’re the Dreamwalker!”
Why did people insist on telling him that like he didn’t already know?
“That’s me,” he replied without turning. “Jen, we really need—”
“She’s not a bother,” the woman interrupted again. “I’m just killing time anyway and the puppies love her.”
Jen turned his way with a smirk as she heard the words, but it was only a glance as the puppies were too interesting to look away for long.
Tad opened his mouth to answer, but his phone buzzed again.
Where are you? This is urgent!!
Tad didn’t have time for this and he turned to the woman.
“So long as she’s not a bother, could you do me a favour and watch her for five minutes?”
“What?” the woman asked, startled.
“Thanks,” Tad said, then changed the channel.
As always, it was easy. He pictured himself stepping through a door in his mind, one that separated reality from Dream. Before finishing that journey he thought about a new location thousands of miles away and he turned around, stepping through the door again without ever registering Dream.
The heat hit him first. It was warm in England, but there’s the warmth of a British summer day and the oppressive heat of the Middle East. One was to the other what a candle was to the sun. Tad’s crippled fingers twitched, but he didn’t have long to worry about the heat because the next thing he noticed was the sharp crack of gunfire.
He dropped into a crouch, looking around with wide eyes. He found himself in the middle of a street of two-storey buildings that were the same dusty beige colour as the ground. From street level they didn’t look like the buildings he’d seen on the satellite image, and it didn’t help that half of them were no longer in one piece.
The stone walls were pockmarked with bullet holes, and in some places whole sections of a building were missing. Smoke rose from the shell of the nearest building and as more loud cracks filled the air, further bullet holes appeared on the already ruined stone in a direct line to where he’d stood before ducking. His instincts screamed for him to move and he dived aside just in time to miss yet more bullets as they whizzed by.
He swore as he hit the ground, the sharp stones digging into his side. Still those guns cracked and in his desperation he reached for that door in his mind again.
Inspired by how his movement stirred up the dust, he remembered his hard-learned lessons of how to correctly use Dream. He created a mental image that worked with nature rather than created something from nothing. Months of nightmare fighting had honed his ability so he could build an image quickly. When he reached for the door in his mind again, there was no resistance.
As always, he felt euphoric as Dream flooded his body and energised him. He let it build until he was confident that it could make his imaginings reality, then unfolded his vision on the world.
Dream left as quickly as it came, reshaping reality. The air he disturbed by rolling over flared up with new motion and stirred up a mini wind-storm. Dust billowed into a cloud that blocked Tad from view. Within a second visibility on the street was almost nothing and Tad didn’t waste his chance.
The gunfire paused in confusion before firing up again, but Tad was already gone. Ignoring his scrapes and bruises, he struggled to his feet, tripping and stumbling before he found his balance and rushed to safety. Of course, safety was a relative term, but he assumed heading away from gunfire was a good start.
Blinking the dust from his eyes, he stayed low as he rushed for a bombed out building, throwing himself over a damaged wall into the gloom beyond.
Swearing under his breath, he scrambled through the rubble into another room, then another, and soon he was at the rear of the building where he paused to think. He could still hear gunfire, but it sounded distant and less urgent. They had stopped shooting at him.
Letting out an explosive sigh, he put his back against a wall and rubbed his eyes.
“What the hell?” he swore to himself, wondering just what he’d gotten into.
The Nightcrawler programme was something Tad had worked out with the Prime Minister. While happy, if not eager, for Tad to work with the Dream Team to stop nightmares and get the Borderlands under control, Tad had talents that were impossible for the Prime Minister to ignore. His dreamwalking was one such talent. 
A Nightcrawler text meant he was to drop everything and dreamwalk to whoever sent it. It would literally be a life and death situation so he had to be quick.
They assured him it was a protocol that would never be used, but here Tad was in a war zone wondering just what the hell he could do next.
He glanced back the way he came. He didn’t want to go back, but he had to find the owner of that text. He couldn’t go home empty-handed.
You can’t go home with a bullet in your head either.
Usually his inner thoughts took on the voices of his lost ghosts, mainly Charles. This time it was Stella. He’d been on the wrong side of her lectures about his safety too often and could now hear them when she wasn’t around.
He fished his phone out of his pocket, hoping to find another text. Instead, he found a cracked screen from his roll on the floor.
“Perfect, now what?” he muttered.
“Now we get out of here?”
Tad yelped, in a manly way of course, and spun toward the voice.
A man entered through the back door wearing desert camouflage, complete with a helmet and bullet-proof vest. He carried a gun pointed at Tad, but lowered it after a tense moment. Tad let out a sigh of relief.
“Ryan?” he asked, recognising the face under that dust and a much longer beard than when last Tad saw him.
“One and the same,” the soldier said as he put his back against the wall and leant out so he could look back outside.
Tad had met Ryan five times before, the first two meetings in the presence of the Prime Minister. He’d never learned the man’s rank or anything beyond that one name, but Norman made it clear Ryan was to play a big part in the looming war that grew more likely with every passing day. Tad met him three times since to plan procedures and train with him. Despite the mystery surrounding him, Tad liked the man.
“What are you doing here?”
“I’ve been waiting for you to get me,” he said with a familiar quirky grin. “Late to the party as always, hey Holcroft?”
Tad bristled and stood up straight. “I came as soon as I received the message.”
“And dressed for the occasion. At least you caused a distraction. I was taking heavy fire until you popped up dressed like that.” He laughed and looked Tad up and down. “What the hell are you wearing?”
Tad thought he was over his embarrassment, but he blushed and looked away.  At least he’d lost the hat.
“It’s Tony’s fault. He insisted golfers wore this.”
“And you believed him? That’s a pub golf costume, isn’t it? No wonder they shot at you the second you arrived. You stand out here like… No, actually you stand out everywhere.”
“It’s not my fault. What the hell am I supposed to know about golf? The doctor me and Jen met today insisted on playing a round and—”
A distant explosion cut his words short. The walls shook and dust fell from the already precarious ceiling.
“Fascinating story, but how about you tell me the rest somewhere safer?” Ryan suggested, glancing up and looking as nervous as Tad felt.
“That sounds like a good idea,” Tad said as he offered the soldier his hand. “Don’t forget to jump.”
Ryan grinned. “I remember.”
The second his hand touched Tad, he jumped and Tad changed the channel.
For the second time the temperature was the first thing he noticed. He was back in the warmth of the British summer, but felt like he’d stepped out of an oven. The fingers of his left hand twitched in appreciation of being somewhere cool.
Once again sound assaulted him before he had chance to get his bearings, and both he and Ryan spun to face it, the latter bringing his rifle up to face the threat.
The woman’s scream only grew louder as the gun pointed in her direction. She shrank against her Range Rover as three puppies barked in outrage on her behalf.
“Easy, put that down,” Tad said, pushing the barrel of Ryan’s gun towards the floor.
Ryan eyed the woman, the carpark and the golfers near the clubhouse with a frown before turning back to Tad.
“What the hell are we doing here? The plan was to be in London, remember.”
“I needed to pick up Jen. I didn’t think you’d shoot innocent people.”
Shamefaced, Ryan backed further away from the woman. “Her scream startled me.”
“Well, you appeared out of nowhere,” Jen said casually as she calmed the three puppies that were now in her lap and squirming to get Ryan. “Don’t worry guys, he won’t hurt her. Ryan just jumps at loud noises like a scared little girl.”
Despite himself, Ryan grinned and nodded at Jen as though she’d just scored a point. Jen grinned right back, then returned her attention to the puppies.
“Jen, let’s go,” Tad said. “Give the puppies back to the lady.”
Jen’s grin vanished and she looked at Tad with her own puppy eyes. “Can’t we just—”
“No, we need to go.”
“You know, Mary said these little guys need a new home,” Jen said as she reluctantly started handing the puppies back. “She said she’s moving and needs to—”
“No,” Tad said, seeing where this was leading. “We’re not getting a dog.”
All sweetness vanished from Jen and her aura flared with its usual red. “Why not?”
“Because you’re at school 5 days a week and I work at least that long myself, so there’ll be no one to look after them. You’re also supposed to be studying with a doctor soon, remember? Besides, our lives are crazy enough without dogs added to the mix.”
Sighing, Jen handed the last puppy back before turning away with a heartbroken expression. “I suppose you’re right,” she said.
With a last look at the puppies, who whimpered to regain her attention, she manoeuvred her wheelchair away from the car. Jen cringed as their crying went up a notch, then picked up a little speed with the aid of Dream to get away quicker. She was just fast enough to disturb yet more stones and dust, chipping more paint and earning Tad furious looks from golfers who crowded close to watch the fun.
“Hey, you’ve been practicing,” Ryan said to Jen.
She grinned at him and nodded. “You should see how fast I can go when I really try. That was nothing.”
“I told you wheels could be better than legs,” Ryan said, offering his hand for a high five that Jen was more than willing to oblige. Tad rolled his eyes and left before the golfers rioted.
Gripping Jen’s shoulder and Ryan’s arm, he said, “Jump,” and the world changed.
The temperature cooled again as they appeared in an air-conditioned room on an army base outside London. It was laid out like a doctor’s office, complete with a table, chair, gurney, and a closed cabinet. As soon as Tad received the Nightcrawler text, an alert was sent to this base to prep the room for Tad’s arrival. Should he shout, medics would rush through that door in an instant. Giving Ryan a once over, Tad decided they weren’t needed.
“Alright, want to tell me what that was about?” Tad asked. “You could have given me a heads up that I was heading into a war zone?”
“War zone?” Jen asked as she checked Tad out for the first time, concern on her face. “Why are you so dusty?”
Tad ignored her and waited for Ryan, who wasn’t apologetic in the slightest.
“We covered this before, and you know I can’t answer your questions.” When Tad didn’t respond, he softened his stance and sighed. He stepped over to the table and leaned against it. “I suppose you’ll find out later anyway, so it can’t hurt.”
“Find what out?” Tad asked, losing his patience.
“There hasn’t been fighting in that village for years,” Ryan said, suddenly sounding exhausted. “That was one of the more stable regions in the country and remained that way because of the American base nearby.”
“So why the fighting today?” Tad asked.
“Because the Americans aren’t there anymore. They never told us they were pulling out, but the rumours have been spreading and I went to find the truth. They’re gone. Almost every base has a skeleton crew at best.”
“What does that mean?” Jen asked, only half listening as she looked out the window at some kind of commotion outside.
Ryan frowned, not enjoying briefing a little girl, but he answered regardless.
“It means that while US military recruitment continues to rise, they’re pulling already committed assets back home.”
Tad frowned as he worked it out and didn’t like the answers his mind provided. Not wanting to assume, he asked, “So why recruit if they’re pulling out of active war zones?”
Ryan gave Tad a look that told him he already knew the answer, and Tad groaned.
They were marshalling their resources and preparing for something new. Something like an invasion across the Atlantic that would put them at odds with the rest of the world all at the same time. Tad felt the urge to sit as he suddenly felt sick. He suspected the already impossible task of stopping nightmares once and for all just got a new deadline.
He was about to question Ryan some more when suddenly Jen spoke.
“Puppies,” she said in a surprised tone. “Dad, come see this.”
Curious, he stepped over to the window and frowned as his mind struggled with the odd coincidence. Outside, two soldiers chased a small dog around the compound that had similar colouring to the puppies Jen was petting minutes earlier.
“That’s a weird coincidence,” Tad said. “I’d never seen that shade on a dog before today and now twice in a few minutes.”
“Dad, that’s the same puppy. We must have brought it with us.”
Tad stepped away from the window, shaking his head. “They were nowhere near us. That one just looks familiar is all.”
“No. See the way the hair on his head is spiked up. That’s why I called him Hawk, like as in Mohawk.”
Tad looked again, but the soldiers had closed in on the puppy and he couldn’t see.
“It probably just looks like him,” he said, dismissing her words as he turned back to Ryan and a more important topic. “Should we worry about this?”
“It doesn’t look good,” he agreed. “But I’ll leave it to people smarter than us to figure out. Talking of which, I better go report in.” Pulling himself to his feet, he offered Tad his hand. “Thanks for pulling me out. Things were getting a little dicey back there.”
“No problems. Anytime,” Tad said, shaking the offered hand.
“I’m serious. I owe you.” After Tad released his hand, he reached into a pocket and pulled out a slip of folded paper. “Maybe this can be a start toward paying you back.”
Tad unfolded the paper and looked at it. There weren’t many words on the page and he was confused, but slowly meaning dawned.
Seek Galanis in the Museum of Hydra’s Historical Archives. Evidence says the family originates there.
Galanis was Stella’s mother’s maiden name, and this was the clue Tad had been seeking for weeks. He’d forgotten he’d even mentioned it to Ryan. Tad was distracted during training because the investigation into Stella’s changes had hit a dead end. Tad suggested going back through her family history to find clues, but Stella vetoed that idea and shut down the investigation. She was growing used to her changes and decided she could live without answers, especially if it meant looking into her past.
Tad was less willing to call it a day and kept looking, especially into her mother’s side of the family. He didn’t want to go near her father’s side considering her history, but he suspected her estranged mother’s side might hold some answers. It was worth checking. Only, without Stella’s help he hadn’t got far.
He had her mother’s name and little else, so he was completely stumped until now.
Alerted by his distraction during their last training session, Ryan demanded to know what was bugging Tad and offered to help. Tad didn’t tell him why he was looking, just that it was important. Ryan mentioned he knew people who could point him in the right direction as finding such information was what they did for a living. Tad gave him the surname, but expected nothing from it.
Now this.
Suddenly excited, he looked up to thank Ryan only to find he was no longer there. It was spooky how quickly he vanished, but considering Tad’s habit of doing that recently, he decided not to get too excited about it.
“I’m sure that’s the same dog,” Jen said, still looking out the window. “And look, there’s another one.”
Tad looked up, folding the note and putting it in his pocket as he looked out the window. Sure enough, another puppy went unnoticed by the soldiers as he sniffed around and wagged his tail happily. They really did look familiar, but Tad wasn’t ready to chalk it up as anything more than coincidence.
“Come on, let’s go. I’ve got to meet Jacob soon so we can set up for the meeting. We’re running late already thanks to that stupid doctor.”
Jen turned from the window with a frown. “So it’s my fault you’re late, that’s what you’re saying?”
“What? Jen, no. I meant that—”
“It’s not my fault the guy wasn’t interested. And I didn’t dress you that way. You should take it up with Tony, not me.”
“I’m not taking it up with anyone. I’m just saying we’re late.”
Jen rolled her eyes. “Sure. So he gets away with it again. Just like always. Where is he anyway?”
Tad blinked as he tried to keep up with her changing topics. “I don’t know. He left as soon as I got up this morning.”
“He’s been doing that a lot recently,” Jen noted. “Is he with his parents?”
Tad shook his head. From what he could tell, Tony had seen little of his parents even though their reunion went well. He hadn’t been doing much of anything other than normal Tony stuff. However, Jen was right, he hadn’t been around much either.
Between what he’d just learnt from Ryan, yet another wasted day trying to be taken seriously by doctors for Jen, and what he learnt about Stella’s family, he didn’t have room for another worry right then though. He was running late and needed to go.
“Come on, let’s get out of here. We’ll have a word with Tony when we see him next.”
He stepped over to Jen and laid a hand on her shoulder just as Jen looked behind herself and gasped. “Hawk is looking at me. He recognises me, look.”
Not wanting further distractions, Tad started changing the channel. However, he glanced up just before he vanished, and sure enough the puppy had escaped the soldiers and was running towards the window, barking happily.
The world changed and they were once more in Tad’s living room.
“Aww… I’m sure he recognised me,” Jen protested. “Let’s go back and make sure.”
“It wasn’t the same dog. I promi—”
Tad was interrupted by a pop that made him jump, followed by a second and a third. Those sounds alone weren’t as alarming as the tingling in his mind as he recognised the use of Dream. His heart skipped a beat and he spun, ready to face whoever it was who just dreamwalked into his home. However, he came up short at the same time Jen gasped in shock.
Three puppies, each the same blue-grey colour with the texture of crushed velvet, appeared on one of Tad’s sofas and started barking with excitement, their little tails wagging as they tripped over themselves trying to get to Jen.
She threw herself out of her wheelchair and rushed to them, scooping them up and laughing with delight as they sniffed and licked her face, crawling all over her when she collapsed onto the sofa with them. Meanwhile, Tad could only stare in amazement.
“They followed us,” Jen said happily, giggling as a puppy crawled onto her shoulder and was trying to lick her ear.
“They followed us through Dream,” Tad said, stunned.
Jen just grinned and kept her attention on the puppies.
“I knew you were special,” she said in that tone women reserved for dogs and small children.
“Dreamwalking dogs,” Tad said, stunned.
One dog turned at the sound of his voice and cocked his head. Then it threw itself from Jen’s lap and ran over to Tad, its little tail wagging furiously as it reached his leg, sniffed at his shoes, and then tried to climb up his trousers. Despite himself, Tad laughed and reached down to pet the excitable thing. As he reached for the dog it jumped back so it could lick his fingers, making Tad laugh even more.
He sank onto a nearby sofa and the puppy followed him eagerly, clawing his way up Tad’s leg as though trying to climb. Before Tad could help him, he suddenly vanished only to reappear a second later on Tad’s lap, wagging his tail happily before climbing up Tad’s chest to lick his face.
Laughing, Tad pushed the puppy away, which caused the daft creature to become interested in chasing Tad’s fingers, nipping at them playfully
“Dreamwalking puppies,” he whispered and wondered at the craziness of a world that could create such things.
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“Thanks for coming in. Someone will be in touch when we’ve made a decision,” Stella said, standing and offering her hand to shake.
Larry Montague, a middle-aged man losing the battle for hair loss, struggled to his feet and accepted her hand in his sweaty grip. He used the opportunity to look her over from head to toe for the sixth time in twenty minutes. A fat tongue darted out from thin lips and he didn’t let go until Stella squeezed his hand harder than he expected… harder than someone her size should be able too. It was another new addition to all that was weird about her recently.
His shock turned to a nervous smile and he scrambled to gather his papers.
“Between you and me, how do you think I did?” he dared to ask.
Stella wanted to lie and get him out of there as quick as possible, but her stomach twisted at the thought.
“Not good,” she answered honestly.
His smile vanished.
“Care to elaborate?”
“You were late, you’ve been checking me out since you arrived, and you’ve been acting cocky like the job should already be yours.”
A door clicked open behind the man as his eyes widened in outrage. He opened his mouth like he might argue, but Stella spoke over him.
“On paper, you’re right. I need high quality investigators and your career is one success after another. However, most of that success is since you moved to your new position. It turns out your whole division has an unusual record. I think that leans more towards the quality of your commanding officer than your individual talents. In fact, when compared against the rest of your division you are under performing drastically. Speaking honestly, I think nepotism got you your current position and you’ve been riding the coattails of better people all the way to this opportunity.
“Most people won’t tell you that, which is why you have such a high opinion of yourself. Being as the DT works outside the usual command structure, I don’t have to worry about it. So, Larry. No. Your chances aren’t good.”
Leaning around the stunned man, Stella looked at Denise standing in the doorway. She was a young, slightly overweight woman with long mousy brown hair and permanent dimples. Stella didn’t need her sixth sense for lies to know the sober expression she wore was because she was too polite to grin.
“Yes?” Stella asked.
“You’re late for your meeting with PR.”
“Shit, that’s now? Sorry Larry, I have to go. I trust you can see yourself out.”
Without waiting, she stepped around the desk and walked out of the meeting room. Denise pushed her thick-framed glasses up her nose to hide her smile as she fell into step with Stella. Once she deemed they were out of hearing range she whispered, “Weren’t you a little harsh?”
“Not harsh enough,” Stella answered. “He spent the entire interview checking me out like… like… Ugh. He was like a grown-up version of Tony.”
Denise chuckled, having met the teenage ghost and knowing exactly what she meant.
“He couldn’t have been that bad,” she teased.
“He was worse,” Stella said as she pressed her thumb against a biometric lock that would allow her access deeper into the building. “Despite being thirty, Tony has teenage hormones as an excuse. That guy was approaching fifty. Worse, he’s been told all his life he’s greater than he is and he thinks the world owes him something. It’s about time he heard no.”
“Well, he heard it today,” Denise agreed as she followed Stella into her office. “You know he was the last one though, right? We’re still three detectives short and you’re running out of candidates.”
Stella dropped the papers on her desk and glared at the woman.
Denise remained remarkably unfazed.
She was a recommendation from Amelia, the Prime Minister’s aide, and became Stella’s assistant. She’d more than proved herself countless times since, hence why she was working so late on a Sunday without batting an eye, and why she didn’t even flinch at Stella’s stare.
“What are you trying to say? You think I’m too picky?”
“Yes,” Denise answered, knowing better than trying to hide the truth. “Larry is the wrong choice, but you’ve seen at least two other candidates this week who would do fine if you gave them a chance.”
Stella’s frown deepened. “Karren was an arrogant ass.”
“But undeniably good. Some might say you and her have a lot in common. I thought we wanted detectives, not personalities.”
Grunting that she might have a point, Stella moved on. “Arthur was too young. He’s only been a detective for a year, it’s not enough experience.”
“But he’s got raw talent. You could mould him into a good detective if you gave him a chance.”
“I don’t have time for that,” Stella groaned. “Look at us. We’re here at nearly six on a Sunday because my damn week is already too long. You think I have time to babysit a rookie.”
“Hardly a rookie,” Denise scoffed. “And you don’t have to do it, have one of the other detectives watch him. Besides, he might not have experience, but he doesn’t have baggage either. He’s a natural talent that hasn’t had chance to get set in his ways. Surely in this job that’s something you’d want.”
Stella opened her mouth to answer, but forced herself to stop. Was she being too stubborn? It hadn’t been this hard to hire the tactical guys, though Trevors dealt with most of that, nor the technical team… though now she came to think on it, Miles dealt with most of that. Maybe she was setting her standards too high.
“Fine, I’ll look at Arthur again. But it’s a no on everyone else. That Karren is an arrogant ass… like me,” she added begrudgingly. Denise’s mouth quirked up in a smile. “But this team isn’t big enough for two of us.”
Denise laughed outright at that, but wrote something on the iPad she always seemed to carry with her.
“I’ll get the paperwork put through for Arthur to get transferred to us. I already alerted his DS to a potential change in status and they’ve been reducing his workload just in case, so he should be able to start a week Monday.”
Stella glared at her assistant long enough to make her point and realise that it was achieving her nothing. Despite herself, she shook her head and laughed.
“God damn Amelia,” she muttered just loud enough for Denise to hear. The woman smiled a tight little smile and tapped something else on her list.
“The PR team is waiting in the—”
An electronic siren that was far too loud to ignore rang out. Denise’s reaction was the first negative emotion she’d shown all day, something akin to panicked frustration.
“No, Stella. Please. Trevors’ guys can handle this. You’ve already put the PR guys off three times now and they’ve come in on a weekend to speak to you.”
“They’ll have to come in again,” Stella said as she rushed around her desk and out the room. Denise hurried after her.
“You can’t ignore them forever,” she said. “They’ve got an important job and they need your help every bit as much as—”
“I’m not ignoring them. Nightmares take priority, you know that.”
“But Trevors’ guys are trained to handle it and Morris is the dreamwalker on duty today. He’s the best we’ve got behind Tad. They don’t need you.”
Stella frowned. “Why do you keep saying Trevors’ guys?”
Denise tried to hide her reaction to Stella’s question, but Stella saw through it. She’d grown so good at spotting lies she could almost taste the truth behind them if she concentrated hard enough. Denise didn’t want to tell Stella that Trevors wasn’t working and they only had the secondary team on hand.
Denise swore as she realised Stella had guessed the truth.
“They’re not that bad,” she said.
“Not all of them, no,” Stella agreed as she picked up her pace. “Harry is a prick though. Without Trevors here, someone needs to watch him.”
“He’s not that bad,” Denise repeated, but it fell on deaf ears.
They raced down the stairs and Stella again was presented with a fingerprint reader to get her access to the tactical team’s rooms.
“What’s the nightmare?” she asked as she held the door open for Denise to follow her through.
Sighing in frustration at losing her battle to change Stella’s mind, Denise checked her ever-present iPad.
“There’s not much information. Something weather related in Pendine Sands. The nine-nine-nine call didn’t get much information before the line went dead.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” Stella said as they reached the garage at the back of the building where twelve men in tactical gear were busy climbing into three Land Rovers. At the sight of Stella, one of them stopped and swore under his breath.
He was the largest man on the team, nearly as muscular as Trevors and considerably taller. He wasn’t Tad’s height, but what he lost in vertical inches he made up for in bulk. Stella suspected the man was no stranger to steroids.
“Harry, what the hell are you doing?” Stella demanded as soon as she had his attention.
“What does it look like? We’re rolling out to deal with this nightmare.”
“Where’s the detective? Where’s Morris?”
His lack of answer told Stella the truth. He was about to go off on his own. Typical.
“For God’s sake, you know the protocol.”
“It’s not my fault they’re taking so long,” he argued. “And every minute we spend talking about this is time we’re not—”
“Tactical units must be accompanied by a detective and any available dreamwalkers. It’s our best bet of covering our bases and stopping nightmares,” Stella interrupted. “Different perspectives also allow us to catch potential mistakes, like stopping the bloody tactical team driving for over an hour and a half when we have a dreamwalker on staff who can take you there in an instant.”
The muscle-bound idiot didn’t even try to hide his distaste for her words. The tactical guys hated working with dreamwalkers.
Tad’s call for help on Lizzie’s show had been answered, and they’d recruited three dreamwalkers to her team. Their welcome had not been universal. Stella suspected the tactical team’s reaction was that of predators suddenly realising they weren’t at the top of the food chain. Dreamwalkers made them nervous, and they disliked feeling that way.
It was no excuse for ignoring protocol though, especially when lives hung in the balance.
“Forget the cars, Morris can dreamwalk us there.”
“Well, where is he?” Harry demanded.
“I imagine he’s learning the location well enough to get us there,” Stella guessed, and almost on cue a young man popped into existence at the rear of the garage. Despite appearing suddenly, he jumped when he noticed everyone watching him. The sandy-haired man was barely into his middle twenties, shorter than Stella and skinnier than Tad. Shrinking away from everyone’s scrutiny, it was hard to think of him as anything other than someone afraid of his own shadow. He’d proved himself though, and Stella was glad to have him… though she couldn’t deny that her fingers itched to fish out her phone and call Tad.
“Great, he’s here,” Harry said, voice dripping with sarcasm. “I guess now we just need a detective and we meet your magical quota.”
“There’re no detectives working this afternoon,” Denise said, ignoring Harry’s attitude. “It’s why we need to fill that spot ASAP.”
“Then I’ll go,” Stella said, and no one looked happy by that announcement. Denise wanted her here dealing with the PR guys, Harry hated her guts, and Morris was nervous about working with the boss. But Stella made the rule about needing a detective on hand for every callout for a reason.
Harry opened his mouth to protest, but thought better of it and just turned away to shout for his team to exit their vehicles and line up.
“Can you bring us all in one trip?” Stella asked Morris.
He looked doubtful, but nodded.
“I’ve been working with Tad and I’m pretty sure I can.”
“Don’t hurt yourself,” Stella warned. “I’d rather you make multiple trips and be ready for anything than hurt yourself getting us there.”
“Maybe two trips then,” Morris begrudgingly admitted.
Stella nodded and turned to Denise to issue orders, but stopped when she noticed the woman’s expression. As soon as she had Stella’s attention, Denise mouthed the words, “He’s scared of you. Fix that.”
Surprised, Stella looked back to Morris to see him standing around nervously. It was par for the course from what she’d seen, but now she wondered if it wasn’t something more. He always seemed nervous to her, but the reports she got from Tad and Trevors said he was coming out of his shell and rising to the occasion.
Am I really that scary? She asked herself, curious when that happened, and wondered how to handle it. In the past she’d have slipped into her friendly persona, butter him up, get him interested and use that interest to push him to improve himself. Now just the thought made her feel sick.
“Morris, I can’t tell you how happy I am with how you guys are progressing,” she said, surprising the young man.
“You are?”
“Definitely. Tad was killing himself on his own, and even when you guys joined he always felt he had to be there with you. The fact he’s willing to leave you guys on your own now tells me how capable you have become. I just wanted to say thanks for stepping up. You’re more help than you know.”
Blinking, the young man blushed at the praise and nodded. “Oh… Uh… Thanks.”
She was saved from having to reply when Harry and his team crowded in close, none looking happy to have to travel this way. Stella could sympathise a little. Even with Lizzie’s jumping trick, it was still a jarring experience.
Better than letting people die, though.
“Alright everyone, you know the drill, link up and jump when Morris gives the word.”
One by one, hands fell on shoulders and everyone was connected into a single group. At Morris’ direction, that group split into three to make this easier on him with Stella being in the last. Then, at the word jump from Morris, the first group vanished.
Despite her normally unflappable nature, Denise gasped.
“I’ll never get used to that,” she said.
“Nope, me neither,” Stella agreed.
Then Morris was back, grabbing the next group and telling them to jump, before he vanished again.
“Tell the PR guys I’m sorry and I’ll make it up to them,” Stella said. “They’ll understand.”
Denise didn’t look convinced, but she nodded in response.
A popping sound signalled Morris’ return. He looked disoriented but determined, and when Stella touched him, it surprised her to find he was freezing and dripping wet. Before she could ask about it, he shouted, “Jump.” Just as she reached the apex of her leap, the garage vanished and she entered a world of water.
It was hard to credit that they were still in Wales as it was as dark as midnight. The angry clouds were so thick that almost no light filtered through. It took Stella’s eyes a second to adjust, but even then she couldn’t take in the full horror of her environment because rain pelted at her face hard enough to feel like hail stones. Wind screamed at her with enough strength to try knocking her from her feet, and in mere seconds she felt cold and miserable.
However, she wasn’t truly scared until lightning lit up the sky, a great sheet of it that rolled through the cloud above them. It focused into points and then all at once lightning forks crashed into the ground and ocean, far too many to count. The crack of their energy made her hair stand on end and knocked the air from her lungs as an enormous peal of thunder, so loud it sounded like the earth was splitting open, assaulted her eardrums.
That flash of light revealed not a picturesque costal town and seven miles of unbroken beach. Instead, there was just a roiling, black sea, impossibly huge waves, and destruction of the like Stella had never seen.
It was like the ocean was angry with the town and had decided to claim it.
As Stella looked at the wreckage of broken buildings, the massive waves trying to claim another and the impossible act of nature destroying the world around her, she wondered what the hell she could do. Meanwhile, her hand acted on instinct. By the time she realised it was moving, her phone was already out and dialling. For all her talk of trusting Morris, she didn’t want just any old dreamwalker beside her, she wanted the Dreamwalker.
“Hi, this is Tad. If you’re a telemarketer or a reporter looking for a story, then my answer is still—”
Stella hung up and swore. Straight to voicemail.
She’d have to handle this on her own.
As she looked at the stunned faces of the tactical team and the terrified face of her backup dreamwalker, she was left with a very real question of just where on Earth to start.
She was still wondering when the wave crashed over them and dragged them out to sea.
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“Aren’t rabbits quicker than that?”
Tad looked at the puppy eagerly chasing a terrified rabbit over the grassland beneath his paws. True to Jacob’s question, the rabbit moved slowly. Not obviously so, just enough that an eager puppy who hadn’t got his hunting legs yet could easily catch it.
The white rabbit glanced back in terror as the puppy pounced, first crushing the rabbit beneath his paws, then overbalancing into a forward roll that left him on his back, tongue lolling. All was not lost though, as the moment his attention shifted from the rabbit, the white-furred creature vanished, and a new, plumper, even more terrified rabbit hopped over the prone puppy. Rolling to its feet again, tail wagging so fast it was a blur, the puppy barked once and was off chasing new prey.
Jacob burst out laughing, a rich sound that was surprisingly deep to come from his diminutive frame. To call Jacob bookish would drastically undersell just how much Tad’s friend fit the nerd stereotype. Complete with thick-framed glasses that doubled the size of his eyes, a sweater-vest over a checked shirt and actual corduroy trousers, Jacob leaned so heavily into the geek stereotype that Tad would be forgiven for thinking his friend was going to a fancy dress party. Having known him for the better part of three months, Tad accepted that this was just who Jacob was; a nerd with the voice of a radio DJ.
The slightly overweight black man was like Tad in more ways than either cared to admit. Both had spent most of their adult lives teaching, and had a history of ghosts, bullies and all things Proxy related. In fact, were Jacob English instead of American, and had grown up with Tony as a ghost to never let him embrace his inner geek, they could very well be the same person.
This similar past created a similar thought pattern, which led to Jacob being Tad’s first new dreamwalker friend. So much of the last three months could not have happened without him. 
“And you’re not creating them?” Jacob asked as his laughing subsided.
“The rabbits? No. That’s the puppy.”
“A dreamwalking puppy. I never would have thought it,” Jacob admitted. “Though I don’t know why not. Why should humans have a sole right to this power?”
“I don’t know about right,” Tad said. “But I thought intellect might come into it. I didn’t think animals had the imagination for it.”
Jacob laughed and pointed at the puppy who caught its rabbit before being distracted again, this time by giant butterflies the size of kites. A trio of them glittered in the Dreamscape's sunlight, each fantastically shaped but curiously lacking colour. They flittered about as the puppy pounced after them, always just shy of a successful hunt.
“Strange that they don’t have much colour on them,” Tad noted.
“Probably because they’re from a dog’s imagination,” Jacob answered. “You know dogs can’t see as many colours as we do. It makes sense they wouldn’t be able to imagine anything more vibrant. It reminds me of our talk about the limits of imagination and thought processes.”
Tad remembered that talk which had bored Stella, Tony and Jen half to death, but fascinated the two dreamwalkers for hours. They discussed how strange it was that no dreamwalker could reproduce Tad’s ability to read auras. It was Jacob’s theory that dreamwalking was a power of the mind and because no two people thought the same, they couldn’t use their powers the same.
“You’re probably right,” Tad said. “It would be interesting to bring the other puppies here and see if they could produce similar results.”
“There’s two more you say?” Jacob asked.
“Yeah, they’re at home with Jen and Tony. Don’t ask me why, but this little guy has latched onto me and has been following me around.”
“So what are you going to call him?”
Tad turned from the puppy and shook his head. “No names because I can’t keep him. My life is too crazy for a puppy. I left a message with the golf club for their owner to call me, so I doubt I’ll have this little guy more than a day or so.”
Jacob huffed and shook his head.
“What?” Tad asked.
“Nothing. I’ll just keep that thought to myself and wait for you to catch up on your own.” Making a show of rolling up his sleeves he asked, “So, we doing this or what?”
Try as he might, Tad couldn’t hide his grin.
“Bring it,” he said in a tone that would make anyone other than Jacob cringe so hard they’d pull a muscle.
Jacob just grinned and said, “Watch this.”
He turned his attention away from Tad and the puppy, and he raised his arms like a wizard casting a spell. In this place of imagination, that was exactly what he was.
A great crystalline wall rose up in a circle around them, refracting the sunlight into a myriad of rainbows that danced over the ground like the greatest disco lights ever created, distracting the puppy from his imagined butterflies. The walls closed in as they grew until meeting hundreds of feet above their heads to create an impossible crystal dome. The crystal replaced even the grass under their feet.
Jacob turned to Tad with a smug grin. “Well, what do you think?”
“Impressive,” Tad said. “For starters, anyway.”
“For starters? Come off it Holcroft, even you have to be impressed with this.”
The truth was, Tad was impressed. Jacob had come a long way since he first met the man. For all that Tad was like him, they differed in one clear way; Jacob didn’t have much imagination.
Shortly after they first met, they planned a weekly event hosted in Dream where dreamwalkers could meet each other. It was a way to get to know other dreamwalkers and also a way to share problems, knowledge, and ideas. When Tad came to the first meeting, he found that Jacob had set up a space that looked like a stereotypical run-down basketball gym complete with fold out chairs like you might find in a TV support group. Considering the limitless nature of Dream, Tad mocked his friend’s lack of imagination and replaced the dreary gym with a new, fantastical environment that was considerably more exciting.
Not to be outdone, Jacob set the next meeting in the courtyard of a fantasy castle complete with high walls, towers, and even a moat. As big a step up as it was for Jacob, it was still familiar. The designs were like castles in the real world, the fantasy elements lifted straight from movies, cartoons and comic books.
So the next meeting Tad created the setting, a glass platform set atop the shell of a giant turtle swimming through a version of space that was more lively than their reality considering the number of shooting stars and multitude of colours.
Then their game truly began as each week they tried to outdo the other.
“I’m impressed, but we could liven it up a bit,” Tad said. “You mind?”
“Oh do your best,” Jacob said with a mocking bow.
Tad grinned and turned his attention to the dome.
He liked the crystal and refracted light, but was more fascinated when the light was moving. With a thought he set the glass to shifting again, nothing sudden or jarring, just a subtle sliding of segments that kept the light in motion.
“Oh, I see. You prefer movies to photos,” Jacob teased. “A little clumsy though, don’t you think.”
Suddenly the shifting panels melted into one another, the already smooth movements like segments on the worlds hardest Rubik’s Cube becoming fluid as the crystals combined into a single liquid mass. The segments continued to move in straight lines, keeping the crystalline aesthetic, but they flowed like water which created a myriad of subtle changes to the light that was driving the poor puppy mad. The little dog had no idea what to look at first.
“Okay, I’m impressed,” Tad finally admitted. “You think it’ll get a bit much after a while?”
Jacob shrugged. “If it does, we’ll dial it back or change it to something else. You think you can top this next week?”
Tad grinned. “Watch me,” he said, and was about to say more when suddenly there was a pop followed by a cute little growl from the puppy that sounded more curious than threatening.
Tad turned to find a teenage girl dressed in a school uniform looking around the dome with wide eyes and a slack jaw.
“Whoa, I never know what to expect when I come here,” she said before tearing her eyes away from the spectacle so she could look at Tad and Jacob. She opened her mouth to speak when the growling finally registered, and she looked for the source. With a gasp of delight the first member of their meeting said in a tone almost identical to Jen, “Aww. A puppy!”
Instantly the growling stopped, and the puppy’s tail started wagging again.
Tad sat on a chair fashioned from the same crystal as the dome while looking around the circle and stroking the sleeping puppy on his lap. Thirty-six other chairs formed the circle, six more than last week and so many more than Tad thought he’d ever see in one place. When he and the Prime Minister concocted the idea to reach out to dreamwalkers who survived Joshua King, he never expected to find many. Yet here he was in a room full of them, and there were even faces missing who had attended earlier meetings.
I’m not as alone as I thought.
“That boy would have died if I wasn’t there,” a moustachioed man from Texas said. “We had nothing to get him from that well and with the rain… He’d have drowned for sure. But I did what we always talk about, used what was there rather than creating something from nothing. He was splashing around as he was mighty panicked and all it took was me giving one of those splashes a bit more force… Well… A lot more force, and suddenly he shoots out like he’s riding a geyser.”
The man laughed so hard it was impossible not to smile with him.
“I’m telling ya’ll, you should’a seen their faces. They were so shocked they almost forgot to grab the boy as he came back down.”
“Did they know it was you who helped him?” asked an older man from the other side of the circle, his thick Indian accent tainting his words enough that the Texan struggled to answer immediately. It was a miracle he could understand the question at all considering it wasn't asked in English. Learning to use Dream to interpret other languages was one of the first tricks they learned for these meetings.
The big Texan shook his head. “Nah, I didn’t tell them. They don’t need to know it was me.”
“Why not?” asked Sandra, the sixteen-year-old in the school uniform. “You’d be the town hero.”
“I don’t need no attention. You think I want to end up like him?” he asked, pointing to Tad and earning a chuckle from the room. They knew how much he hated his fame, even if he was learning to deal with it.
“Well, we know you’re a hero, Brad. Hopefully that’s enough,” Jacob said from the chair next to Tad, making the big Texan blush and sit back. “It’s a good to hear these meetings are already helping. Who knows what might have happened to that boy had we not come together and shared our knowledge. I’m grateful every week to hear stories like that.”
As always, Jacob’s DJ voice worked its magic and he commanded everyone’s attention. He was much more suited to this than Tad was.
“Alright, it’s getting late. We’ve got time for one more speaker before we finish up. Anyone got anything to share?” Jacob asked, then quickly added, “And no more requests to take the puppy home. We all want a dreamwalking dog, but I think he’s chosen where he wants to be.”
There was another chuckle that ran around the circle before an old man who’d been silent through most of the meeting raised his hand. Tad stifled a groan. This was the one man he could do without at these meetings.
The Londoner had a bad attitude and always stank of booze. Tad suspected the only reason King hadn’t scooped him up was because his aroma kept even ghosts away. He only left his barstool to come to these meetings and bring everyone down. 
“Peter. Go ahead,” Jacob said, his tight expression mirroring Tad’s feelings on the man.
“Thanks Jacob. I’m assuming you seen the news?” he asked the group. “You know, the protests… The Children of ADaM. You heard of those? Know who they are?”
He looked almost gleeful when no one answered.
“They started out as the Anti Dreamwalker Movement, took the initials and turned it into their new catchy title; Children of ADaM. You know what they want? They want us gone. That’s what they’re whining about. They reckon we’re not natural and they’re trying to get rid of—”
“There’s been countless protests since the Merging,” Tad said, unable to help himself. “They always fizzle down to nothing.”
“Really?” Peter asked. “Even when it’s being led by your old mate, Marcus Riley?”
Tad frowned as that name struck a chord with him. Marcus was a researcher who travelled into Dream and got stuck. By the time Tad rescued him, he’d lost his legs to a nightmare and blamed Tad for it. Tad had never experienced such raw hatred before and though he hoped it would blow over, Marcus continued to get news coverage. However, Tad hadn’t heard from him in a few weeks and hoped it was finally over. Evidently he’d just moved onto new things.
“Thought you might think differently about that,” Peter said. Just one look at that sadistic smile and Tad wanted to chuck the old man out and be done with him. However, he was trying to be inclusive in these meetings and didn’t want to set a precedent like that.
So he forced a smile and shook his head.
“I’m sorry, but even with Marcus leading these Anti Dreamwalker protests—”
“Children of ADaM,” Peter interrupted.
“Even then, I don’t see this going anywhere. It’s just like the protests after the Swansea and Cardiff nightmares. People are scared and acting out. It’ll blow over, eventually.”
“Maybe. Maybe not.” It wasn’t Peter who spoke this time, but Jacob. “Sorry, but Peter’s right to bring this to our attention. Some protests faded out, but this one’s different. For starters, Marcus Riley has never given up on his cause and the people he surrounds himself with are just as stubborn. I think this is something we need to keep an eye on.”
“They’re just protests,” Tad tried to argue.
“You’re right, for now. But if they’re giving themselves a grandiose title like the Children of ADaM, they could move beyond protests. Especially if they think protesting isn’t getting them heard.”
“Exactly,” Peter crowed, exultant that he was being taken seriously. “It’s getting so I’m scared to leave the house with these hooligans about. They’ll come for us, mark my words.”
Jacob may have taken his side, but he rolled his eyes at the old man’s theatrics.
“Lets not go too far. It’s good to be aware of trouble, it’s bad to build it up into something it isn’t. My worry about this group is their message of fear. Fear speaks to people, riles them up, makes them angry. It can drive mankind to dark places, so we’d be stupid to ignore it. However, let’s not play their game and give them too much attention.”
Tad fought to remain silent. He wanted to shout Jacob and Peter down, tell them not to give these people the attention they craved. There were bigger things to worry about. However, escalating this into an argument wouldn’t help anyone.
“Alright, thanks Peter,” Jacob said. “There’s just one last thing I’d like to talk about tonight if there are no objections.” When no one spoke, Jacob continued. “I hesitate to bring this up after what we just spoke about, but this needs to be said.”
He paused, took a breath, then sighed loudly enough that it startled the puppy awake.
“I have bad news. Jack Perrin died last week.”
There were gasps around the circle and it took a second for Tad to realise why the name sounded familiar. In the craziness of his life recently he’d met a lot of people and it was easy to forget a name. Slowly an image formed of a friendly face and a New York accent. He’d seen him last in one of these meetings.
Jack Perrin was a dreamwalker.
“Not just dead,” Jacob continued. “Murdered. He was found in the burnt out ruin of his home and it has been classified as a homicide. I’ve always liked the saying that once is an incident, twice is a coincidence, and three times is a pattern. This is the third time something like this has happened to a dreamwalker in the US.”
“What?” Tad blurted, and he wasn’t alone in his surprise.
“I know, I should have spoke up sooner,” he said to Tad directly. “But I wanted to be sure. Now there can’t be any doubt.”
“All murders?” Tad asked.
“All murders. All with their houses burnt down after the fact. And then there’s this.”
An image materialised in the centre of the circle, a fifteen foot wide photograph that, through the magic of Dream, could face every member straight on at the same time without ever needing to change angle.
“And this,” Jacob added as another image appeared. “And this.”
Three images stacked over one another, each a photo of a burnt out home, each taken from a slightly different angle. Tad leaned forward, not sure what he was looking at.
“It’s a pattern,” Sandra said excitedly. “Around each of the houses is a painting, like a design. They’re huge.”
“So big they’re almost hidden until people see them from afar,” Jacob agreed. “But these designs have been found at all three murders. Each time the victim is a dreamwalker, each time the house is burnt down afterwards. I hesitate to say it, but…”
Tad groaned as he knew exactly what was coming next.
“…someone is hunting dreamwalkers.”
The circle erupted into excited talk as Jacob laid out his conclusion. Tad didn’t pay much attention as his brain was running away with him.
Really? I have to deal with someone hunting and killing Proxies again?
Memories of sleepless nights, Dinah Mizrahi, Joshua King and a sacrificial table came to mind. 
As if I don’t have enough on my plate.
First nightmares, then solving whatever was happening to Stella, then finding Jen a doctor, then Ryan’s news this afternoon, and now these murders. It was piling up again and he wondered when he’d ever get a break.
Of course he’d have to deal with this. He couldn’t leave it to someone else, not something this big. It could cause all kinds of trouble, especially if it was linked back to a group like the one Peter spoke about.
Tad’s head swam with all he had to do, and he barely heard Jacob when he called for silence.
“Everyone, calm down. I didn’t tell you this to panic you, I brought it up so we could prepare. I want you to keep an eye out for these signs. If you see anything like it you call the police immediately.”
“That’s it? Keep an eye out for the signs and wait to be hunted like Jack?” Brad asked. “I’m not sitting around to become the next victim for these people.”
“I understand,” Jacob tried. “But we need to calm down.”
“Calm down. I liked Jack. I will not sit by and—”
“I’ll look into it,” Tad said as he recognised the direction the comments were headed. Brad wasn’t alone in his outrage. However, at Tad’s words the room fell silent. Jacob may be the person who led these meetings, but Tad was still the Dreamwalker. Even to these people who were also dreamwalkers, Tad was the first and they all looked up to him.
Swallowing hard as he felt their eyes on him, Tad repeated his claim.
“What can you do if they’re happening in America?” Brad asked.
“Whether I need Stella to call in a favour at work, speak to the Prime Minister, or just dreamwalk over there and look at these crime scenes myself, I will look into it. I promise, you don’t need to worry about this beyond what Jacob just said. Keep an eye out for anything dangerous, go to the police if you're worried, or failing that, call one of us. This is one reason we started this group. We need to rely on each other like we never did when we were Proxies. I don’t mean for us to become vigilantes or put ourselves in danger, I mean we look after one another should the need arise. If anyone feels like they’re in danger, you all have my personal number.”
“And mine,” Jacob added.
“Call and we’ll be there. But until then, don’t panic. I’ll be able to tell you all more next week.”
There wasn’t much to say after that. The meeting ended on a quieter note than it started, and one by one people vanished. The face that Tad would remember most was Sandra. She was so excited by the puppy at the start of the meeting, now she looked terrified.
Eventually, only Jacob and Tad remained.
“I’m sorry, my friend. I didn’t mean to spring that on everyone, especially after that asshole Peter started up. But people needed to know.”
“I know,” Tad said. “You’re right, I’m just bummed that we had to end the meeting that way.”
“Yeah, me too,” Jacob agreed. “Listen, I appreciate what you said about looking into this, but don’t go thinking you have to do this alone. What you said to that group is just as true for you. We’re here if you need us. You have a problem, you call me, you hear?”
Tad smiled at his friend and nodded.
“I mean it. Anything at all. Don’t go lone cowboy and try to fix this yourself. That’s not your job. You just call if you need help.”
“I will, I promise,” Tad said.
Jacob grinned. “That’s a lot of promising you’ve been doing tonight. Promising to call me, promising to look into this, promising to outdo this grand structure next week,” he said, waving at the crystal dome. “Don’t go taking on too much.”
Despite himself, Tad grinned. “Oh, don’t worry about that, I won’t be losing a minute of sleep outdoing this upside down salad bowl.”
Jacob burst out laughing. “Upside down salad bowl. You know what, you’re a real dick sometimes, Holcroft.”
Tad grinned. “Yeah. So I’ve been told. See you next week, mate.”
Jacob grinned right back as he shook Tad’s hand.
“Count on it.”
Then he was gone, leaving Tad and the puppy alone. Tad looked down at the dog who sat on Tad’s crystal chair with his head cocked and staring at Tad like he could see into his head.
“You got something to add?” Tad asked the dog.
Predictably, the dog said nothing in reply, though his little tail started wagging.
“Oh, the silent treatment? I can live with that.”
The tail wagged even harder, and suddenly the dog barked excitedly. Tad laughed and rolled his eyes.
“So not the silent treatment. I should have known. Come on then buddy, let’s go home. You need me to take you or can you find your own way?”
The dog barked like he was trying to talk and Tad laughed again, the puppy’s enthusiasm lifting his mood.
“Come on then, catch me if you can.”
Tad turned and ran. Instantly he heard the sound of scrabbling claws on crystal as the puppy hurried to catch up. Tad laughed again and changed the channel, appearing in his living room and collapsing onto a sofa, surprising Letty, Jen and the other two pups who both started barking. Before anyone could speak, there was another pop and another barking puppy appeared in the living room right on top of Tad who grunted as the puppy’s front paws landed on his stomach.
The grunt turned into a laugh as it crawled up his chest to lick his face, then the laughter only grew as the wet doggy tongue was joined by two others as the other puppies got in on the action.
“Oh my God, dad. What are you doing?” Jen asked, trying to sound outraged but laughing herself.
“Getting attacked by dogs,” Tad said. “Little help?”
Jen laughed and came over to collect the dogs, pulling first one and then a second away from Tad, and finally coming back for the third. This just meant the dogs changed their person of interest and soon Jen was giggling as she fought off twelve puppy paws and three wet tongues.
“How was the meeting?” Letty asked as she smiled from one of the sofas.
“It was alright, but it didn’t end well.”
“Oh?” Letty asked.
Tad was about to answer, but changed his mind. Jen’s laughter made him decide to stay silent and enjoy the moment.
“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I miss anything here?”
“Not really. The puppies have been keeping us entertained,” the old woman answered. Then, as if just remembering, she said, “That funny chap from your work called. You know, the one who talks like a robot.”
Tad laughed, unable to help himself. He’d hosted a barbecue a few weeks back, nothing formal, just a spur-of-the-moment thing after a hard day at work. He invited people from work, Lizzie and Lettie. Of all the random people he had not expected to spend the night talking together, Letty had ended up with Miles for an hour and had come away thinking the tech genius was a talking computer.
“He say what he wants?”
“Something about it being a Nightcrawler situation and for you to call him back as soon as possible.”
Tad’s humour instantly died upon hearing Nightcrawler from Letty, and he scrambled to his feet so he could fish out his phone. No sooner had he pulled it out when he remembered cracking the screen earlier. From what he could see through the parts of undamaged screen, he had a lot of missed calls, each nearly an hour old.
Suddenly sure that something was wrong, he sprinted out of the room in search of a landline, leaving Jen, Letty and three confused puppies watching after him.
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Sunday, 03rd July 2016
18:11
Stella’s world was cold, dark and constantly in motion. 
The wave wiped out her whole team and the moment it struck she lost all sense of up and down, of where she was, or what to do. She tried swimming for the surface, but where was the surface?
Water forced itself up her nose, into her mouth and down her throat. She wanted to cough and take a breath, but that wasn’t the best option right now.
Eyes wide, she desperately sought light or something to swim toward, but there was nothing. She felt a pulling sensation and swam against it, hoping it was the tide and not the air in her lungs trying to bring her to the surface.
Despite herself, she coughed, letting out bubbles that were no use in telling her which way was up. The wave churned up everything and the bubbles were instantly lost.
Trying to keep her head straight, she swam as hard as she could, but it felt like she was going nowhere. The sea had claimed her and wasn’t letting go.
Coughing left her lungs empty and she felt like she hadn’t breathed in a month. Her lungs were burning, her head felt heavy, and she had the nagging belief that she wouldn’t make it.
Then she saw light.
Not much and a long way off, but definitely light. She turned toward it, using the last of her energy to push for it. If by some strange twist of fate she was changing into something more than human, this was the chance for her body to prove itself. There was no oxygen left in her blood and already her mind was foggy, but she pushed past it. She was more than some weakling to let herself drown so simply, right? She didn’t need sleep any longer, couldn’t she last a few minutes without oxygen?
Her increasing sluggish thoughts were answer enough. Her movements became slow and uncoordinated, like she had lost the ability to control her limbs together and had to concentrate on moving each one individually. Her arms gave up first, no longer able to move through the water, so Stella focused on kicking. Her world became two instructions repeated endlessly.
Kick left foot.
Kick right foot.
Kick left foot.
Kick right foot.
She concentrated so hard she lost track of her progress. When she remembered to look forward, despair struck. The light was miles off, and she was done.
She didn’t have enough fight to keep going forward.
She stopped kicking.
Is this how I die? Swept out to sea without making an impact on the world?
She wondered what she’d be remembered for. She’d be associated with the Merging for as long as there were history books, and she founded the Dream Team. But, barely three months old with only a few successes under their belt, she’d be a footnote at best.
She knew history would assign Tad a larger role in the whole drama. He would always be the man who caused the Merging. His star would forever outshine hers, and strangely she was okay with that. What troubled her was how they would remember him. Would he be the man who brought magic to the world, or the man who doomed mankind by killing a monster and reshaping reality.
It was agony knowing she wouldn’t be there to help shape that story. And there were so many other stories she’d miss.
Her mind bounced from place to place, remembering people and events, asking questions about what the future might hold. It was a similar experience to when her mind merged with Tad’s, her brain overwhelming her with memories and questions. It fired up all at once and felt like hours before finally her mind stilled and she came out the other side.
In a moment of clarity she realised she was still under the water, but strangely there was no pain. There was just peace and darkness.
She opened her eyes one last time to look at the world she was leaving.
She couldn’t see much as the ocean was still chaos and bubbles. She only saw that much because that distant light was slowly growing brighter and getting closer.
Some part of her mind twigged that as important, but she was passed the point of caring. She let her eyes settle on that light and gave up the fight, opening her mouth to let the sea water in.
It rushed into her lungs in the ultimate act of surrender, but then abruptly it stopped.
The light not only got brighter, it consumed her face as the water vanished. First her head cleared the surface, then her shoulders, arms and on until her body rushed out of the water like she was birthed from the ocean. With no one to catch her, she fell five feet and landed on hard sand.
The impact jolted her system and forced her to cough. When only water escaped her mouth, she coughed again, then again, and soon all the water in her lungs was gone and then…
Blessed air.
Her first breath was agony and the sweetest thing she had ever tasted. She coughed again, which was followed by more air, then more coughing. Forcing herself to her hands and knees, she continued the process until a hand landed on her shoulder and she looked up.
Harry of all people, looking like a soaked-through troll in a Halloween SWAT costume, helped her to her feet. His lips moved, but she didn’t register the sound until he repeated his words.
“You alright?”
Sound flooded back all at once as her tired brain realised it wouldn't die and started paying attention to the world again.
She barely heard his words over the roar of rushing water. The wind was up, rain hit her face and there was a spray of water like she stood next to a waterfall. Without answering, she looked around and was stunned to find they stood in the centre of a thirty foot wide circle of sand. A wall of moving water spun around them like a cyclone, somehow keeping them from being swallowed up again. At the centre of that cyclone was a dreamwalker, and though he wasn’t the one Stella wished to see, he was a welcome sight.
Morris Hadsworth stood with hands stretched out like he was holding apart an invisible barrier, and he shook under some tremendous stress. His eyes darted about frantically and when they met hers she recognised his silent scream for help.
“DT Martin, are you okay?” Harry asked a third time.
“Yes… Thanks. How many of us has he saved?”
She tried counting, but her mind wasn’t up to the task yet.
“We’re missing Nicky and Fredrick, then we’ll all be here.”
“I’m not sure we can wait,” Stella responded. Slowly her mind was waking up, and she recognised they were not out of trouble yet.
“The hell we can’t. Morris can keep expanding the circle until—”
“Look at him, he’s exhausted,” Stella said. “We need to move to shore so he can let this Dream go and recover. It’s the only way we’ll survive.”
“So now we’ve pulled you out, you just want to save your own arse, is that it?” Harry asked, grabbing her shoulder and spinning her around so she was looking him in the eye. Irritably she brushed his hand away and was surprised she could disengage the brute. Harry looked surprised as well and took a step back.
“Of course that’s not it. But look at him.” She forced Harry’s attention to Morris who shook harder than a pneumatic paint shaker. “How much longer do you think he can hold? You want to go back into the ocean when he fails?”
Harry watched the dreamwalker struggle for three long seconds before swearing and coming to the same conclusion Stella had. Standing straighter, he shouted to his people.
“Form up. We’re leaving.”
“But what about—” someone started, but Harry shouted over them.
“I said form up. We need to move quick.” He hurried to the dreamwalker and asked, “Can you walk or do you want me to carry you?”
Teeth clenched, Morris couldn’t answer.
“Carry him,” Stella said. “He can’t move like that.”
“What if moving him makes this water fall in?” Harry asked.
“That’ll happen eventually, anyway. Either we risk moving him and hope he can hold until we’re safe, or we wait for him to fail and drown here. Your choice.”
Harry swore, and though he knew she was right, he wasn’t happy about it. He raised his finger to point at her like he would tell her off, then thought better of it and turned back to the dreamwalker.
“Prepare yourself,” he said, then dipped his shoulder into Morris’ stomach and stood up with Morris thrown over that shoulder like a swag bag. He turned and shouted, “Follow me.”
Then he was running, and where he went the cyclone followed. Though her muscles burned from lack of oxygen, Stella started into a shambling run.
Strangely, that activity did wonders for her. She wasn’t sure if it was normal, but it forced her to concentrate on breathing, pulling new oxygen into her lungs at an increased rate. Two minutes into their run and she felt much better.
However, as they ran, the cyclone closed in. Morris gave it everything he had, but holding back that much water was too much for him. Stella stepped up behind Harry and caught the dreamwalker’s eye.
“You’re doing amazing, Morris. Just stay strong a little longer. We’re nearly there.”
He continued to shake and his eyes never moved, so she had no idea if he’d even heard her, but the cyclone held and they kept running forward.
After what felt like minutes Stella could finally see the battered buildings along the seafront and the slipway they’d arrived on. It was close enough that she knew they’d make it, but it amazed her how far it dragged them out to sea.
The circle continued to collapse, forcing the runners closer together. The moment Harry’s foot touched the concrete of the slipway, Morris’ eyes rolled back into his head and he went limp over the shoulder of the giant team-leader. The cyclone finally collapsed.
The water was another shock to the system, crashing against them and threatening to knock them over. However, it was nothing compared to the wave that pulled them out to sea and they withstood it. They rushed up the slipway, but not nearly fast enough. Stella was vaguely aware of something looming over her and she looked back to see another giant wave approaching.
Why now?
The mental question didn’t require much thought as she knew how a dreamwalker’s power worked almost as well as a dreamwalker did. Morris had created that circle of open water by diverting the forward momentum of the waves into a new direction. Now that he was no longer conscious, that water had returned to doing what it wanted and it looked like a tidal wave coming to reclaim them.
“Hurry,” Stella screamed as she upped her pace. However, she couldn’t outrun nature.
Over thirty feet above her head, the wave was starting to curl and break. The world went even darker as it started crashing down and for the second time Stella gave into the inevitable.
The sound of the water hitting the ground was like thunder in her ears, and it shook the ground so hard she struggled to stand. Yet strangely, it wasn’t crashing over them.
She looked around, eyes wide with wonder and terror as the wave split down the centre, crashing into the beach and buildings either side of the slipway, doing untold damage.
She glanced at Morris, but he remained unconscious and she knew their rescue hadn’t come from him.
Deciding not to overthink it, she continued up the slipway towards relative safety.
The crashing water created a spray that blocked the coastal village from view like a thick fog, but slowly it cleared and Stella saw a tall figure standing alone at the top of the slipway, arms raised towards the water. Three small shapes rushed around his feet, barking when they spotted her.
“Head toward the barking,” Stella shouted, feeling renewed strength in her limbs as she sensed their rescue was close. It didn’t hurt that she recognised the tall silhouette who was holding back the waves.
She dared to glance back as yet another wave washed in, but again this one split down the middle as the Dreamwalker, as the media liked to call him, diverted its forward energy down new paths. Again it came crashing hard enough to shake the world, but this time they were far enough away that she didn’t immediately feel like she’d gone deaf.
Then finally she reached him.
“Funny weather we’re having,” Tad said, and Stella could hear his smile more easily than she could see it. However, she could also hear the strain in his voice and knew that they needed to get out of here.
“Can you dreamwalk us all out?”
“Not alone. Diverting those waves took it out of me.” Stella was about to respond, but Tad continued talking. “I brought backup though. They should be able to help.”
“What are you talking about?” Stella asked, not believing for a second that Tad would bring Jen into this.
“Grab a puppy and form four groups. I’ll take the biggest group with me, but everyone else touch whoever is holding a puppy.”
“What?” Stella asked, wondering if he’d finally lost his mind.
“Trust me,” Tad said.
She wanted to argue, but she had put to bed the question of whether she trusted him or not months ago, so she did what she was told and reached for the nearest puppy.
It was an oddly coloured little thing and completely soaking wet, but it wagged a tiny tail as she scooped it up and pulled it close. It had strange markings over its face, almost like freckles, which struck her as strange for a moment before she brushed the thought aside.
“Do as he says, pick up the puppies,” Stella shouted to Harry’s team who looked at her like she was mad. However, whether because she asked them to or because they wouldn't leave the puppies to the ocean, they did as asked.
“Form up in groups,” Tad said as he moved to Harry and placed a hand on his shoulder. “You two grab Harry. You three take my other hand. The rest of you, touch someone holding a puppy, try to make it even.” Once everyone had done as he asked, Tad grinned and said, “Let’s hope this works.”
Then he vanished.
Everyone touching him vanished as well, but it left three groups of people standing in the rain looking confused and holding puppies. Before any of them could despair at being left behind, the puppy in the group to Stella’s right barked and suddenly that group vanished. Then the puppy with an odd spike of hair running down the centre of its head barked as well, then it too vanished.
Stella looked down to the freckled face of her own puppy to find it looking at her and wagging its tail.
“Aren’t you going to vanish too?” she asked, feeling stupid talking to a puppy.
The puppy barked happily like it understood her, and then the world changed.
There was no one to shout jump this time, so when Stella suddenly found herself in the artificial warmth of the garage back at the Dream Team headquarters, she doubled over, trying her hardest not to be sick. She was dimly aware that she wasn’t alone as everyone who had been rescued were struggling to hold down their lunch.
Suddenly exhausted, Stella collapsed to one knee and sucked in some much-needed oxygen. The puppy she still held was squirming, and soon enough it broke free. Before she could stop it, she was being showered in wet dog kisses all over her face.
She pushed it away as she came back to herself, but the little thing didn’t go far. It continued to stare at her, its head cocked to one side and its tail wagging.
Once it knew it had her attention, it barked again and rushed back in for another shot at licking her face. Absently, Stella picked it up and cuddled it close, but her thoughts were elsewhere. Less than a hundred miles away, a nightmare was using the ocean to reclaim a seaside town, and there wasn’t a single thing she could do about it.
For the first time since they formed the Dream Team, they had failed.
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Monday, 04th July 2016
08:31
“As you can see, Tad Holcroft and all three Dream Team dreamwalkers helped with search and rescue late into the night. However, the question remains; what was so different about this nightmare that makes it the first nightmare the Dream Team couldn’t stop? I don’t have answers yet, but you’ll know as soon as I do.
“That’s all I have for you tonight. I’ll leave links in the description for charities I trust that are doing great things for the victims of nightmares. Every penny helps, but if you don’t have a penny, then there’s also links to volunteer groups who—”
The TV cut off mid-sentence, not giving Lizzie chance to complete her sign off. Tad deliberately didn’t look up as Stella threw the remote onto the sofa with an annoyed huff and decided he wanted to be somewhere else right now. Climbing to his feet, he headed for the kitchen and left Stella to brood. He was just in time to see three puppies sat at attention near the breakfast island, tails wagging as Jen was evenly dividing a slice of heavily buttered toast into three and passing it to snapping mouths.
“Hey, I fed those bottomless pits before you got up,” Tad said, making Jen jump. Her aura flared with startled white followed by an embarrassed pink before it settled into its usual shade.
“They’re growing puppies. They need food,” she protested. “Besides, I was full.”
Tad looked at the near empty bag that contained a fresh loaf of bread an hour ago. He didn’t need to say anything and the pink returned to Jen’s aura.
“They were hungry,” she repeated.
“Sure they were. It’s not like I made a special trip to the supermarket this morning after they ate us out of bacon and sausages.”
“Oh, I didn’t know,” Jen said.
“Just remember, when it comes to food, these three are like politicians with the truth. You can’t trust them for a second.” Looking at the puppies who licked their chops and looked at him hopefully like he might have something for them, he added, “No, they’re worse than politicians, because at least with politicians you learn your lesson fast. These three will get you every time.”
As if in response to his words, the dog Jen had taken to calling Hawk barked.
“Quiet you,” Tad said, and the puppy barked again before climbing to its feet and attacking Tad’s trouser leg like it was its next lunch. Despite himself, Tad laughed as he fought off the little dog and turned his attention to Jen.
“You ready for school?”
She rolled her eyes. “Of course. I just have one or two bits of homework to do and I’ll be good to go.”
“What?” Tad asked, anger spiking. “Jen, what do you mean you—”
“Forget puppies and politicians, they’ve got nothing on Jen where you’re concerned,” Stella said as she entered the kitchen carrying an empty mug and plate. “She’s pulling your leg.”
Jen burst out laughing and, as if joining in, Hawk and the puppy Stella had been calling Freckles barked with her. The last puppy, the one who followed him into Dream yesterday, padded over and bumped his head against Tad’s leg before promptly flopping down to lie across his foot.
“At least someone’s on my side,” Tad muttered. “So no homework?”
Again Jen rolled her eyes. “No dad. Of course not. As soon as you make me lunch, I’ll be ready to go.”
“Why am I making you lunch? I think it’s time you start doing this for yourself, now you’re nearly thirteen.”
“Okay. I can do that. Where do you keep the chocolate and marshmallows?” she asked, climbing off her stool.
“On second thoughts, stay where you are,” Tad answered, and Stella snorted another laugh.
“Yep, definitely worse than politicians. She plays you like a fiddle, Holcroft,” Stella teased.
“Whatever,” Tad said as he slid his foot out from under a sleepy puppy and went to see if he could salvage enough bread to make Jen a sandwich.
“Speaking of being nearly thirteen, you decide on the guest list for your party?” Stella asked Jen.
“I thought you decided that last week?” Tad questioned as he looked up from the two remaining slices of bread. Stella sat on the stool next to Jen and shook her head.
“There was a holdout, right Jen? You weren’t sure whether you wanted to invite that Robert boy, or not.”
“What? Robert. Who the hell is Robert?” Tad asked as Stella grinned and Jen’s aura blushed to the deepest pink of the morning.
“No one,” Jen snapped, shooting Stella a glare that Tad suspected was girl code for shut the hell up.
“Oh, my mistake,” Stella said.
“Who’s Robert?” Tad asked again, which was too much for Jen.
“No one,” she all but shouted as she shot Stella another look before jumping off her stool and heading for the door. “I forgot to brush my teeth,” she lied as she rushed out the room and stomped up the stairs.
Barking with delight, Hawk ran after her, making almost as much noise on the stairs as Jen.
“Who’s Robert?” Tad asked Stella, but she just told him not to worry.
Frowning, Tad turned back to the sandwich, or tried to. There was a puppy laying across his feet once again.
“You’re making this much more difficult than necessary,” Tad pointed out. He tried to slide his foot out from under the dog, but this time he just slid the dog across the floor. The only response he got from the adorable little creature was a sleepy look and a half hearted wag of its tail. Tad snorted and shook his head, trying not to laugh again.
Don’t get too attached, Holcroft. They’ve got to go back to their proper home soon, he told himself, and soon lost his smile.
“So much for her being on our side,” Stella announced. Judging by her tone, Tad guessed she wasn’t talking about Jen.
“Who?”
“Lizzie. I thought she was supposed to be helping, then she does that hatchet job and—”
“Hatchet job?” Tad interrupted as he fetched ham and salad from the fridge. Suddenly the puppy didn’t look so sleepy anymore. “I thought her coverage was better than the normal news. At least she us helping search and rescue. Between Trevor’s guys lending some muscle and our dreamwalkers helping with stuff they couldn’t normally get to, I think we came off pretty well.”
Stella snorted. “Hardly. She focused too much on this being the one nightmare we couldn’t stop. And just how the hell did she know that? That’s what I want to know. She’s always too quick and too confident throwing around facts like that. I swear to God, it’s like she’s got a mole in the DT or something.”
Tad glanced up, sensing her looking at him.
“Don’t look at me, I didn’t tell her anything.”
Stella stared for another half second before whatever sixth sense she had for the truth told her he wasn’t lying and she looked away. Almost absently, she picked up the dog she had started calling Freckles and deposited him in her lap as she continued to sulk over the situation.
“She’s a pain in my arse,” she said. “I think I need to have words with her later today.”
“Why don’t you forget about her and think about what we will say to Norman. You know he’ll be furious,” Tad said. “Not that it's our fault. There’s only so much we can do.”
“We should have done more,” Stella insisted. “I need to get more investigators on hand so they can search for the dreamer in real time. We should have two dreamwalkers on every team instead of one. We need situational reports from the actual nightmare before I march a whole tactical team into a natural disaster and get two people killed. We need—”
“We can brainstorm that later,” Tad interrupted. “Kicking yourself isn’t helping anyone.”
“Two people died, Tad. I had to break the news to Trevors that because of me he lost—”
“Not because of you,” Tad protested. “You didn’t cause this, it was the nightmare. If it wasn’t for you, there would be a lot more people dead. It’s a tragedy, what happened to Nicky and Fredrick, but you couldn’t have known.”
“I should have known,” Stella insisted.
Tad sighed and put down the knife he’d used on the ham. He tried to catch Stella’s eye, but she wouldn’t look at him.
“This wasn’t your fault, and you know that. You also know you’re deliberately overlooking the positives because you feel like you should punish yourself for Nicky and Fredrick. I’m obviously not suggesting you forget them, but don’t let this get into your head and undo everything you’ve achieved.”
Stella didn’t answer, focusing her attention on the puppy in her lap.
“Seriously Stella, we’ve done amazing things. You’ve set up an incredible team who deal with things no one has ever encountered before. You’ve worked night and day — literally thanks to your changes — and we’re making the rest up as we go. Personally, I’m surprised we haven’t had a setback before now.”
“Maybe,” Stella said, though he could tell she wasn’t convinced. Her tone told him nothing he could say would help right now. 
She almost died yesterday. Her whole team nearly died. It’s no small thing to shrug off.
Once again his internal monologue came in the form of Charles putting the clues together for him.
Of course she found this hard to deal with, who wouldn’t?
Putting the finishing touches on Jen’s lunch, he was about to speak again when suddenly the puppies started barking. It was hard to tell, but it sounded like Hawk was barking upstairs as well.
Before either Tad or Stella could ask what upset them, the answer stepped into the kitchen.
“Ugh, I hoped they’d be over that by now,” Tony moaned as Freckles jumped from Stella’s lap and the puppy by Tad sprinted at Tony, both barking non-stop. “Whose idea was it to bring these noisy disasters into our life?”
There was a loud thudding on the stairs, then suddenly the barking came from three sources. Tony groaned and looked back into the hall.
“Sorry about this,” he said to the empty doorway. “The little noise machines are new additions and I don’t know what their problem is.”
“They don’t like creeps,” Jen said as she thumped her way downstairs. “Who are you?”
Tad glanced at Stella and shook his head.
“This again,” he mouthed and Stella just rolled her eyes.
“Alright guys,” Tad said louder this time. “That’s enough barking, it’s just Tony. Yes, he’s a creep, but he’s our creep, so let’s give him a break.”
As if they understood what he said, Freckles and the puppy Tad was starting to think of as his, both stopped barking. Hawk continued until Jen told him to stop. It made sense that the puppy obsessed with Jen would be the one who wouldn’t listen.
“That’s better,” Tony said. “You know I—”
“Who’s here, Tony?” Tad asked.
“Huh. Funny you should ask that. I was just going for a walk and—”
“Who’s here, Tony?” Tad asked again, more forcefully this time.
Chagrined, Tony tried to answer but was interrupted as an athletic, young ghost stepped in. He looked to be twenty-five when he died, yet he already had the look of career military. From the way he held himself, the stubble on his head, the muscles under his t-shirt, and the boots peaking from under his jeans, everything screamed soldier. Tad concentrated a little harder and got a sense that he died less than a year ago, maybe even in the last six months.
“That would be me, sir. My name’s Rodney. Rodney Jackson.”
“Never heard of anyone called Rodney outside Only Fools and Horses,” Tad said, eliciting a smile from the man.
“Yeah. My older brother’s called Derrick. My dad was a fan,” he agreed as he took another step past Tony and offered his hand.
“Who isn’t a fan of that show?” Tad asked as he shook his hand. “It’s a classic.” Looking at Tony he sighed and said, “Look. Rodney. I don’t know what Tony told you but—”
“Hey now. Don’t go assuming the worst. I met Rodney out and about and we just hung out. There’s nothing more to—”
“He said you might be willing to Proxy for me,” Rodney interrupted, making the teenage ghost roll his eyes.
“That wasn’t the plan, Rodney,” Tony complained.
“I never agreed with your plan.”
“Let me guess,” Tad asked. “The plan was to introduce you as Tony’s friend, keep you around long enough that I grow to like you, and when you have troubles without a Proxy to help, I would offer my services. That sound right?”
“Got it in one, sir.”
“Less of the sir stuff. Call me Tad. You didn’t like that plan?”
“No, sir… I mean, Tad. I’d rather just lay it out there and be up front with you.”
“I appreciate that,” Tad said, shooting another glare at Tony who looked like he would flee were Jen not standing behind him. “Unfortunately Tony has picked up a new hobby recently. He seems to think it’s long past time I took on new ghosts, whereas I’m of the opinion that if I ever do so again, it’s up to me, not him. I’m afraid my life is too crazy right now for—”
“But Tad. Rodney was training for the SAS. He’s a military prodigy. Think what those sorts of skills could do for—”
“That’s not why I pick ghosts. Remember? I’m not Joshua King. If I was, why the hell would I have put up with you so long?”
“Because I’m a handsome, funny, musical genius,” Tony answered in all seriousness. “Listen, Tad. I know we’ve been over this, but—”
“No buts,” Tad interrupted. “I’m not doing this again. Enough is enough. I told you before, if I want another ghost, it’ll be on my terms. You can’t force me to do this.”
“Fine, be that way,” Tony snapped, suddenly furious. “I don’t know why I even try. Come on Rodney, let’s get out of here. I know when we’re not wanted.”
He stormed from the room, walking through the wall rather than the door just so he wouldn’t have to deal with Jen.
“Sorry about him,” Tad said to Rodney. “He shouldn’t have put either of us in this position. I can put you in touch with another Proxy who I know is looking for—”
“No, that’s alright, sir. I’ll hang tight for now.”
“I won't change my mind, no matter what Tony said,” Tad reasoned.
“Even so. If I can’t Proxy with you, then I don’t see the point in going with anyone else.”
Tad frowned and though he knew he’d regret it, he asked, “And just why is that?”
“I joined the army because I wanted to make a difference, help people, and my skills ran in that direction. Unfortunately, I died in a training accident and never got to put those skills to use. I’m just looking for a way to do that even though I’m dead, and I think you’re the right direction for me. I understand if you’re not interested. I can make my peace with that. But, I might just hang around a little longer if it’s okay with you.”
“Rodney!” Tony called from somewhere deeper in the house.
“I should go, I’ve disturbed you enough. Sorry about that. It was good to meet you all.”
Before they could answer he followed Tony out the kitchen, only he used the door. He smiled and nodded at Jen, which got her blushing all over again. She stared after him until Tad sensed Rodney had left the house, then she looked in the kitchen to find Tad and Stella watching. Her blush deepened.
“My lunch ready?” she asked in a rush.
“It’s on the counter,” Tad said. He reached out to hand it to her, but she rushed over and snatched it before he could.
“Alright. I’m off to school. See you later.”
“You’ll be early.”
“That’s okay, I’ll meet my friends off the bus. Bye.”
She vanished, no doubt to avoid any awkward conversations. A moment later Hawk rushed into the room and whined when he realised she was gone. Then he stuck his head in the air and sniffed once, before wagging his tail and vanishing as well.
Tad groaned. He knew exactly where the puppy went, and mentally started counting down the seconds until a teacher called to ask why there was a dog with Jen at school.
“How do they know where to go?” Stella asked.
“I don’t know. Thank God Jen can’t repeat that trick though. If she could figure out how to follow me when I dreamwalked we’d never have been able to keep her from half of the nightmares we’ve dealt with.”
“Or Pendine last night,” Stella agreed, her mind getting back on the topic that had bothered her all morning. He suspected that even Tony’s brief appearance hadn’t distracted her from thinking about Pendine Sands.
“What time did you say Norman was coming in for our meeting?” he asked.
“Half nine.”
“Then we should probably get ready.”
Stella looked at the clock then hopped off her stool, nodding in agreement.
“You mind dropping me at home? I could do with a change of clothes.”
Tad opened his mouth to make his usual comment about leaving clothes here so she didn’t have to always pop home, but made the unusual decision to think before he spoke.
“Sure. Give me five minutes to change and I’ll jump us both over there. Why don’t you make yourself useful and make us some coffees while I get ready.”
“Make myself useful?” she asked darkly, her mind finally turning to something different. “I take it you're looking for a special coffee this morning?”
“Uh, you know what? Why don’t you leave mine. I’ll make it while you’re getting ready.”
“Yeah. That’s what I thought,” she said as she picked up Freckles, who was clawing at her legs to get her attention. “He likes to act so big and tough, but we know better, don’t we, Freckles?”
Despite the content of her words, Tad grinned as he left the kitchen and headed for the stairs. If there was one good thing about these puppies, it was hard to stay in a bad mood around them.
Hearing a thump behind him, he soon found his own was clumsily trying to follow him up the stairs and he couldn’t help but laugh.
“Alright little guy, just this once you can come with me. Maybe you can help me find a shirt,” he said as he picked the puppy up.
“Can’t do a worse job than you normally do,” Stella called from the kitchen.
Tad laughed again before rushing up the stairs with a happy puppy squirming in his arms.




6

Monday, 04th July 2016
09:22
“They’re here.”
“What?” Stella asked as Tad tried to hold in his unmanly yelp. The last thing he expected was to be a cryptic phrase uttered from nowhere the moment he dreamwalked into Stella’s office.
“The Prime Minister and his aide,” Denise clarified. “I’ve tried stalling them, but they’re waiting in the conference room.”
Stella frowned.
“I thought they weren’t coming until half-nine?”
“That’s what it says here,” Denise said, reversing her iPad to show the meeting confirmation. “But they’re early.”
“Shit. I should have been here,” Stella moaned, rushing around her desk collecting papers. Denise hurried to help while Tad stepped back and watched the chaos unfold with a bemused expression.
“Why should you have been here?” he asked. “They said they’d be here at nine-thirty, it’s not nine-thirty, so why do we care?”
“It’s a classic power move. They arrived early to make us seem late,” Stella said. “They’re trying to put us off guard.”
“But surely that only works if we let it,” Tad said, not getting this. “Why does it matter if we turn up on time?”
“It’s not about that. They came early expecting us to be here preparing for them and to throw us off our game. Instead, we weren’t even at the office.”
“Of course we weren’t. We were both up until God knows what time helping with the rescue effort. If anything, they should have postponed the meeting.” He swallowed hard before committing to his next words. “I think you’re over-reacting.”
“Tad, it doesn’t work like that,” Denise said slowly as though explaining the world to a slow child.
“Why not?” he asked again.
“Well…”
Denise’s words trailed off as she struggled to answer. When no words came, she looked at Stella for support. Stella struggled for a few moments, then shook her head and sighed.
“For some reason I can’t explain it, maybe my brain isn’t working,” she said. “But it’s a problem, trust me.”
“Can we just take a breath,” Tad said, trying to stop their frantic rush. “We had a busy night last night, went above and beyond to save lives, and while we didn’t stop the nightmare, we saved a lot of people. Now, the sky was getting brighter when we called it a night and we’ve barely slept since thanks to this stupid meeting. Can either of you give me a good reason why we should go in there all flustered because they pulled a power play and turned up early?”
“Tad. We can’t just…” Stella’s words trailed off, then she tried again. “I mean… We can’t throw away… Uh… I mean…”
Suddenly she caught Denise’s eye and the two of them shared a brief mental conversation that resulted in the same slow smile.
“It could work,” Denise said. “Don’t act apologetic and when they don’t immediately thank you for your hard work, pretend you’re surprised they’ve even got a problem. It’ll put them on the back foot instead of the other way around.” Denise turned to Tad with a new, appreciative look. “Nice idea. Just when I thought you were a lost cause.”
“Oh… Thanks, I guess,” he answered, confused
Denise snorted and touched his arm whilst adopting a sympathetic expression.
“You were so close,” she said before letting go and turning to Stella. “You need anything before I head back to my desk?”
“No, I’m good. Thanks, Denise. I’ll come find you after the meeting.”
Denise nodded and left, leaving Tad looking after her, wondering whether they were speaking in code. When he turned back, Stella had a small stack of papers in her hand and had come around to his side of the desk with the clear intention of leaving.
“Don’t worry about it,” she told him. “Be glad you don’t need to understand and just keep being you.”
“But… What?”
Stella laughed and marched out the office. Shaking his head and already not liking how today was going, he rushed after her.
The Dream Team headquarters had evolved over the last few months. Between Miles’ tech requirements, Trevors’ security concerns, and the genuine need to function as a headquarters, the building was always under modification. The most recent incarnation had split the space into three. Downstairs was mainly tactical with some interview rooms and holding cells, all of which were locked away from the rest of the building. Most of upstairs were offices for the investigators and technical staff. What space remained allowed for a communal eating area, more interview rooms, a reception of sorts, and a large conference room.
It was to that conference room that Tad was lead and where he found Norman Geller and his aide waiting impatiently.
“Finally,” Norman said the moment they came through the door. “For people who can move around the world with a thought, I expected you sooner.”
“Are we late?” Stella asked with a straight face, looking at the clock on the wall. “I thought we said half-past. We’re five minutes early.”
“We’ve been here since nine,” the Prime Minister pressed.
“Oh, that’s not like Amelia. She must be slipping with your schedule.” To Amelia she added, “Are you alright?”
The stoic woman didn’t show much outward reaction, but Tad knew her well enough to recognise the tightening of her lips as the frustrated rage it really was. Feeling like that was a win, Tad smiled and shut the door before sitting next to Stella.
“Well?” Norman asked when no one spoke. “Out with it. What the hell happened last night?”
Stella blinked in apparent surprise just as Tad got what she and Denise were talking about. The Prime Minister was not normally so hostile. Something had thrown him off his game.
“There was a nightmare in Pendine Sands that created abnormal weather,” Stella explained. “We arrived as soon as possible, but couldn't discover the source of the nightmare so we—”
“I already know that,” Norman interrupted. “What I want to know is how the hell we let this happen? Forty-five confirmed dead with another sixty on the critical list. And you lost two members of your tactical team. I want to know who to bla… I want to know what happened right now.”
Neither Tad nor Stella missed his slip up, but only one of them lacked the political insight not to call him on it.
“No, you meant blame,” Tad accused.
Norman frowned and leaned back, glancing at Amelia before coming to some kind of mental agreement and staring Tad down.
“I don’t like your tone, Holcroft. I think—”
“My tone,” Tad snapped, struggling not to rise out of his seat as his blood boiled. “You come in here throwing blame around because we failed to stop a nightmare for the first time while still saving countless lives, and you don’t like my tone. Just what were you doing while we risked our lives to rescue those people, huh? Were you even awake?”
“Tad,” Stella whispered, laying a hand on his arm to back him down.
Realising he was on the verge of shouting at the Prime Minister, Tad felt foolish. It suddenly struck him just how far he had come. The Tad of old wouldn’t argue with a student so ferociously, let alone the Prime Minister of Great Britain.
A lot has happened between now and then, my boy, Charles’ voice said in his head.
The Prime Minister looked about as shocked as Tad felt. He blinked a few times as he clearly hadn’t been expecting that, then sighed.
“Alright, I think somehow we’ve—”
Before he could finish there were two abrupt pops and Tad felt the usual tingling of Dream. He didn’t even want to look, but sure enough he discovered two puppies had appeared from nowhere and each were looking for attention.
“What’s this?” Norman asked, stunned.
“Sorry,” Tad said, quickly grabbing the little creatures who were animatedly sniffing their way around the room. “We couldn’t figure out how to get them to stop following us. I thought tying them up might work, but… well… obviously not. Frankly, I’m out of ideas.”
“Did they just dreamwalk here?” Amelia asked, and for the first time Tad had the pleasure of seeing her looking stunned.
“It’s why we’ve had so much trouble getting them to stay behind. I imagine there’s a third one driving Jen’s teachers crazy right now. But what can we do? They’re dreamwalkers and I can’t think of a way to stop them following us.”
“Dreamwalking dogs?” Norman asked, every bit as stunned as his aide.
“Yes,” Tad and Stella said together.
As soon as Stella spoke Freckles rushed over to her, immediately jumping up her leg and making it clear he wanted a seat in her lap. Begrudgingly giving in, she pulled the puppy into her lap but kept her attention on the Prime Minister.
“Tad found them yesterday,” she explained. “We never intended to bring them here.”
“Dreamwalking dogs?” The Prime Minister asked again, hung up on that fact.
“Yeah, it was news for us too,” Tad said as he collected his puppy. “I’m trying to get them back with their rightful owners, but they’ve started following us around. You want to hold one?” he offered, holding out the puppy towards Amelia who twitched like she was about to accept before shaking her head.
The Prime Minister just stared for a few more seconds, then erupted with laughter.
“Just sit down, Tad, please.” He cleared his through to get control of himself. “I think this meeting got off to a bad start. Can someone please just tell me what happened yesterday and why we weren’t ready for that nightmare?”
“I thought we were ready but—” Stella started.
“No one ever expected something this big,” Tad interrupted, coming to her defence before she gave the Prime Minister exactly what he was looking for, a person to blame. “The dragons were the biggest thing we’ve dealt with until now, but this was nature turning against us on a massive scale. The destruction it did as soon as it started was beyond imagining.”
“Well, there’s a coastal village missing right now and people don't want to hear that as an excuse,” Norman said. “It will hardly inspire trust, Holcroft. Remember, that’s what we’re going for here. I thought after what Ryan told you yesterday, you’d have a more firm grasp on that by now.”
“You spoke with Ryan yesterday?” Stella asked, and Tad didn’t need to look to know what her expression would be.
What’s wrong with me? Why do I keep forgetting to tell her these things?
“Tad pulled him out of an active war zone yesterday,” Norman answered, throwing Tad under the bus. “He was in Afghanistan confirming rumours we’ve heard about the Americans recalling pre-committed assets. We’ve also heard that military recruitment is on the up. Basically, it’s confirmation that they’re gearing up for something big.
“And that’s just the Americans. I don’t want to tell you the news from Russia and China. We’re sitting on the brink of World War Three, yet here we can’t even get a handle on one nightmare.”
“Just one little nightmare?” Tad questioned, his temper rising.
“I never said little.”
“No, but you’re thinking it. Have you even seen the footage? What the hell were we supposed to do against that?”
“I have no idea, that’s what you’re paid for,” Norman snapped, losing his cool again. “I have to give a press briefing later and they’ll ask what the hell I’m paying you for if you can’t keep us safe from one little storm.”
Tad opened his mouth to respond, but he wasn’t the only one in the room who didn’t like the Prime Minister’s tone. The puppy sitting on his lap growled. The sound sucked the tension from the room as all eyes turned to the bundle of fur who was looking at the Prime Minister like one of the rabbits he was chasing in Dream.
Tad stroked the little guy to calm him and the following silence gave Stella the opportunity to speak and salvage some of this meeting.
“Look. I get that you’re facing a lot of pressure, but last night was beyond us. We weren’t prepared for something like that, and that’s on me. But you have to be reasonable. Who the hell could have been prepared for that?” Stella asked. “So far we’ve stopped everything that’s come at us. It’s been a combination of working together, thinking outside the box, and expecting the unexpected. Last night was instant destruction and there was just nothing anyone could do. Hell, I nearly died trying to stop it.”
“People won’t want to hear that,” Amelia pointed out.
The Prime Minister slumped in his seat. “No, they won’t. But I get your point. So what do we tell people? We can’t just tell them this was too much for us or it will terrify people.”
“Why not?” Tad asked.
“I just said—”
“I know, fear. But is this any worse than what might happen in an earthquake, or a tsunami, or floods, or whatever?”
“Those are different,” Amelia explained. “They’re uncontrollable acts of nature. There’s no one to blame.”
“The same is true here,” Tad said. “Just because someone’s nightmare started that uncontrollable act of nature, doesn’t mean we need to accept any more blame. If people ask why we weren’t prepared, ask them why no one has figured out how to stop earthquakes. Then point out just how many people could have died if we didn’t intercede and mention all the lives we did save. The vast majority of the deaths happened before Stella’s team arrived. As for other countries being able to use this against us, well, I don’t see how anything would have gone different if they were here to help. It’s one thing if there’s a monster their military could intervene with, but it’s something else when it’s a natural disaster.”
Norman was silent as he processed that, then looked at Amelia who for the second time in this meeting looked stunned.
“That might work,” she begrudgingly admitted, before looking at Tad with what on her amounted to amazement.
“Don’t get too excited, he does this from time to time,” Stella said. “He’s so ignorant of how things work that he just looks at it differently to everyone else. While your brain was set to spinning things in our favour, his brain was asking why can’t people just accept the truth? He’s not nearly as brilliant as you think he is right now.”
“Hey,” Tad protested.
Looking him in the eye, Stella answered with only four words. “Afghanistan. Active war zone.”
“Oh.”
Shaking her head like she couldn’t believe him, Stella turned back to the suddenly more animated Prime Minister whose customary smile was returning.
“Okay, we can work with this,” he admitted. “However, I still want to talk about what we can do to mitigate the losses should something like this happen again. What have you got in mind?”
“We’re still looking for investigators who would hopefully help find dreamers in real time. At the least we’ll be looking for the dreamer after the fact to stop repeat performances. I already have people on this, but I’m lacking staff in that area at the moment.”
“Why, you’ve had months.”
“It’s been pointed out that I’ve been a little picky. I’ll have Denise make it a priority.”
“Do that,” Norman answered. “I want to hear good news by the end of the week. What about dreamwalkers, could we use more of those?”
“Always,” Stella said. “But that’s a harder ask. We’ve made it clear we’re want more dreamwalker help, they just need to come forward.”
“Surely you could help with that,” Norman said, looking directly at Tad. “You could convince them to—”
Tad cut him off.
“We’ve been over this so many times it’s getting insulting. I’m not forcing anyone to do something they’re not comfortable with. I have made it clear that we need help, but I have also left it open to them to decide whether they’ll offer it.”
“That’s not good enough,” Norman demanded. “Give me a list of names and I’ll do the asking if you don’t want to—”
“I already said, that’s a nonstarter. The only reason I have met the dreamwalkers who have come forward is because I promised to protect their anonymity. You won’t win any of them to our cause by putting their names in a database and hounding them with government assets.”
“Then what do we do, Tad? Because you and me keep getting stuck on this point. We need more dreamwalkers, and you won’t help.”
“I’m already doing all I can. I’m providing them a place to meet weekly so I can help with problems and earn their trust. I’m also telling them of the work we do, of how important that is, and trying to get them to come work with us. But people are just too afraid of coming forward.”
“What do they have to be afraid of?” Amelia asked. “If you or the three we already have are anything to go by, they’ll be met with instant fame and adoration.”
“It’s not all fun and glory,” Tad said. “Putting aside the dark side to notoriety, there are a lot of people out there who hate dreamwalkers. These protests, these Children of ADaM… Then there’s people who just don’t know what to think about us. A lot of dreamwalkers aren’t willing to risk coming out to their communities. Finally, there’s the physical danger, people looking to kill them. Have you heard about the killings in America?”
“Killings?” Stella asked in a tone that made Tad wince. He was due another talking to about not telling her things after this meeting.
“It was a topic in last night’s meeting. Dreamwalkers are being murdered in America. Each time it happens, they burn the home of the dreamwalker down and there are strange symbols found at the scene.”
“Symbols?” Stella asked. “Like a ritual? Like what King was doing?”
“No,” Tad said. “They’re not trying to open a new Dream Gate or the deaths would be in the same place. King never needed that sacrificial table or a ritual, he just needed to kill Dreamwalkers in the same spot over and over, weakening the barriers.”
Turning back to the Prime Minister, Tad said, “I’ve promised I’ll look into these. Is there any way you can help with that?”
“You’ve got to be kidding. We’re talking about how you’re already overwhelmed and how America is getting more aggressive, and now you want to take time out to go over there and investigate murders. Absolutely not,” Norman argued.
“It would go a long way towards recruiting dreamwalkers,” Tad said. “We help solve those murders, make it safer for them to come forward, and we’ll show they can trust us.”
“I’m not buying it,” Norman said. “Keep your nose out of America. We don’t need to give them another reason to hold something over us.”
“But dreamwalkers are dying—”
“British people are dying faster,” the Prime Minister snapped. “Including your team members. We lost over forty lives last night and it’s likely we’ll lose more before the day is out. Focus on this country, which is what you’re being paid for.”
The puppy started growling again, and Tad couldn’t blame him. This time, rather than de-escalate the situation, it only made Tad more angry. If Norman was so hostile that even a puppy took notice, then Tad wasn’t crazy in feeling attacked. The old Tad would have shrunk from such things, but as his inner Charles said earlier, he’d been through a lot since then.
Before either Stella or Amelia could take things down a notch, Tad joined his puppy in making his displeasure known.
“Is that really Tad and Stella shouting at the Prime Minister?” Harry grumbled as he stepped into the kitchen.
Trevors nodded over his coffee. “It’s been going on a while. It’s about time they started giving some attitude back to the prick. He’s been all over them since we started this thing.”
Harry huffed and walked to the coffee machine, grabbing a mug on his way.
“I take it you don’t agree?” Trevors asked, shaking his head while Harry wasn’t looking.
This again, he thought to himself.
“Not really. She at least deserves a telling off for what happened last night. Because of her we lost Nicky and Fredrick, and almost drowned. Then without even an apology, she has us go right back out there acting like search and rescue. That’s not who we are.”
After giving his coffee a final stir he deposited the spoon in the sink rather than the dishwasher, failed to put the lid back on the coffee let alone put it away, and carried his mug to Trevors’ table, reversing a chair and straddling it like it was the macho thing to do. Trevors struggled to hide his mocking sneer.
“Not who we are? You don’t want to save people, Harry? That beneath you? You just joined to shoot monsters.”
“Aw, that’s not what I mean, boss. You know me better than that. Of course I want to save lives. I just want to do it right. We’re a tactical unit. We’re best suited to keeping bad things away, not risking our necks in an environment we haven't trained for after nearly drowning. Speaking of which, if we’d driven there like I wanted, we’d have had time to properly assess the situation and come up with a plan of action.”
“You’d also have arrived after the nightmare ended and been too late to help anyone,” Trevors pointed out before taking a sip of his coffee.
Harry winced.
“Alright boss, you got me there. Mine was the wrong call, but I’m not wrong about her. She nearly got my whole team wiped out by rushing in, and I fully lay the deaths of Nicky
and Fredrick at her feet. She deserves a bollocking for that alone.”
Trevors had heard enough and put his coffee down.
“Alright Harry, listen up. You’re a good team leader and you’re close with your men, that’s one reason I hired you. But this is a dangerous job, I made that clear. Every time we go out there we’re facing something we never faced before and we’re making this up as we go. Now, I’m not happy that we lost those guys and I can promise you it’s eating up Stella as well. Why the hell do you think she was so eager to get back there and save people last night? In case you forgot, she was the first person in every one of those buildings and she was still their helping long after you’d all been subbed out from exhaustion. The way Morris tells it, she was the last one out of the water, so she had as much cause as you to admit being exhausted and beg off.
“But she didn’t, she kept working like she was possessed. I guarantee that no small part of that was because of Nicky
and Fredrick. I bet by the end of the day we’ll have new protocols for approaching nightmares, she’ll have organised aid for both their families, and she’ll still be here worrying about whatever it is they’re arguing about now.”
“Still think the woman did us wrong,” Harry muttered, though he wouldn’t look Trevors in the eye.
“Maybe, but keep that thought to yourself, alright?”
“I… Fuck it. Fine.”
“Something else to add?” Trevors asked.
Harry hesitated, glancing at the wall separating the kitchen from the conference room. At first Trevors thought he might say nothing, but finally he nodded.
“Yeah. Why aren’t you in there?”
“What? You saying I need a telling off too?”
“No, nothing like that. I want to know why you’re not included in their little management meeting. Last night could have been avoided if they included you a little more in the decision making. At least half this business requires tactical training and thinking under pressure. You’re here because you’ve got the first in heaps and you’ve proved yourself plenty with the second. You should be in that meeting, not just an ex-investigator and whatever the fuck Holcroft is. Hell, you should be running this place.”
Trevors snorted. “Me run this place? I wouldn’t accept the job if they offered it to me.”
“Even if it meant saving lives?” Harry asked as he downed his coffee in one and climbed to his feet. “Think about that, boss.”
Without waiting, he walked to the sink, deposited his mug there rather than the dishwasher, then strode from the room.
Trevors looked at the mess the arsehole left behind. Harry was a problem. He was too opinionated for his own good and thought the world owed him something.
“Doesn’t mean he’s wrong,” Trevors mumbled to himself as he brought his own mug to the dishwasher and started cleaning up Harry’s mess.
He really didn’t want Stella’s job, but Harry was right about him taking a bigger role in decision making. He’d have to talk with Stella later. Knowing her, she’d probably agree… Wouldn’t she?
Now he thought about it, he didn’t know. He’d only known the woman for a few months and in that time she’d seemed like a team player. But they’d both been so busy and hadn’t disagreed much.
“You’re letting him get in your head,” he told himself as he slammed shut the dishwasher.
He’d talk to Stella and see what she said. Then, he’d think about what the hell he would do about Harry.
“It never ends,” he muttered as he stepped from the break room and got back to work.
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Wednesday, 06th July 2016
23:44
The van pulled to a stop, and the side panel slid open.
Mitena put away the book she’d been reading to calm herself and climbed to her feet, ready to get tonight over with. Kuruk hesitated. It was so unusual for him recently that she was completely out of the van before she noticed he wasn’t with her.
“Ruk? You coming?”
Her brother didn’t react, almost as though he hadn’t heard her.
“Ruk?” she asked again, breaking him from a trance.
“We here?” he asked.
“Yeah? You good?”
Kuruk forced a smile and climbed from his seat. He couldn’t stand straight in the van and had to do an awkward shuffle to climb out.
“I keep thinking this is where it all happened,” he said as he finally stood tall. “This is where Lucy...”
His voice trailed off as the front passenger window wound down and a head popped out. Kuruk looked away so the man looking out couldn’t see his expression.
“You guys good here?” Marcus Riley asked. “You know the way?”
“Yeah, we remember the plan,” Mitena said, trying not to sound peeved. She had long since lost patience with this obsessed man. Outside of her brother and their contact who fed them the names of criminal dreamwalkers, she’d never met anyone so devoted to seeing dreamwalkers removed from the world. She didn’t like how that hatred fuelled Kuruk’s own. “We’ve been over it enough times.”
Marcus grinned. “It never hurts to be prepared.”
“We’re good,” Kuruk answered, turning back to face the man without a hint of the emotion that troubled him moments earlier. “Thanks for your help, Marcus. We couldn’t be here without you.”
Marcus laughed. “You thanking me? That’s rich. It’s an honour to help you kids considering what you’ve done for the cause. I hope tonight’s worth it.”
“Me too,” Kuruk agreed. He landed a massive hand on Mitena’s shoulder and squeezed in a familiar way. “I’ve got faith. My sister’s never let me down before. She won’t tonight either.”
Marcus grinned and wished them luck. Before he’d even finished speaking, the van pulled away fast and hard leaving Mitena and Kuruk alone.
“Alright, Ten. Last time, I promise, but are you sure about this? Really sure?”
Mitena forced confidence into her voice and said, “One hundred percent. I wouldn’t have brought us halfway across the world if I wasn’t.”
“Fair enough… it’s just—”
“Ruk, we’ve been over this,” Mitena interrupted. “They’re on to us and we keep getting hurt. If we want to keep up the fight, we need to up our game. This is the only way. I know it’s a risk, but I’m as confident as I can be that this will work.”
“It’s just a theory though,” Kuruk complained.
“So was what Grandma taught us about Dreamcatchers and my ideas of how to modify them. They were just silly stories neither of us cared about much, but look what we’ve done with them.”
“Your right. It’s just…” His words trailed off and he shook his head as though to shake free of his doubt. “You're right. Let’s do this.”
Mitena’s gut flipped as deep down she was hoping he might call this off. She’d been strong for his sake, but a part of her hoped this was one step too far for him and he would use it as an excuse to finally stop this crusade.
It was her turn to take a deep breath and get her head on straight.
“Come on then, Marcus’ distraction will happen soon,” she urged before heading off into the night.
They followed the route the van took, but instead of turning right at the end of the road, they turned left. It took them into the carpark of a warehouse and they headed around the side of it before crossing into another carpark for another warehouse. Steadily and without speaking they moved through the darkest parts of this estate, often having to risk using the torches on their phones to light their way as there were no streetlights. Neither spoke and they only paused long enough to cut their way through a perimeter fence between two buildings.
It took them the better part of twenty minutes, but finally they saw it.
The massive pile of rubble was illuminated even this late at night by lights that ringed the perimeter of the site. A tall, spiked metal fence encircled the area with rings of barbed wire coiled atop it. As ugly as it was, it was also the most famous place on Earth.
The King Dream Gate, where anyone could cross into Dream, even if they weren’t a dreamwalker.
Still silent, the siblings paused in the shadow of the nearest building and didn’t cross the last stretch of land that would bring them to the fence. They had planned tonight well and knew this was as close as they could get without being spotted by security cameras or the guards that even now wandered the site.
Mitena checked her watch for the time.
“Should be any minute,” she whispered and was alarmed by the shaking in her voice.
“Marcus and his people will pull through,” Kuruk said, suddenly confident again. “He’s good people.”
Mitena wasn’t so sure. After coming up with this plan, their contact feeding them criminal dreamwalker names back home had put them in touch with a Children of ADaM chapter operating in the UK. After hearing of the Campbell twins past successes, they cheerily worshipped the ground the siblings walked on. Despite that, she didn’t trust the motives of these people as she wasn’t sure they understood the mission.
After that one time Kuruk had been forced to kill a teenage girl, Mitena insisted they get more careful and stick to the mission. They only wanted to punish guilty dreamwalkers, and she would not be party to killing innocents. Kuruk agreed and it was why she was still doing this, no matter how distasteful it became.
These Children of ADaM wanted more, they wanted an end to all dreamwalkers. They hated them completely, and she was worried that hatred was rubbing off on her brother.
A huge explosion shattered the silence of the night, and both Mitena and Kuruk flinched away as the bright, orange fireball illuminated their hiding place. That it came from the other side of the Dream Gate site only enforced how large that explosion had been.
Mitena shot a startled look at her brother.
“What the hell was that?”
“Our distraction,” Kuruk said, pulling his balaclava over his face.
“But… Ruk, that was huge. Please tell me no one died over there. There are no dreamwalkers here.”
“No one died. They just blew up a couple of vehicles. We had to make a big enough distraction for that to happen,” he said, nodding at the site.
Mitena looked over and saw the distraction had worked. All the guards around the perimeter of the site were sprinting towards the explosion. It was large enough that none of them lingered, all wanting to help.
“Get your mask on,” Kuruk hissed before he stepped from the shadow and sprinted across the open ground between their warehouse and the fence.
Swearing, Mitena scrambled to fix her balaclava before she too sprinted across the open space towards where Kuruk crouched at the fence. He reached into his pack and pulled out an angle grinder, then looked around once more to make sure the guards were definitely gone. Mitena followed his gaze and saw them all running to the large tents and the massive military response that way. To give Marcus credit, he and his people were still there and she could hear their chants in the distance.
“They’ll get arrested for this,” Mitena said. “If not killed.”
“They know what they’re doing,” Kuruk insisted. “They just need to stay long enough to mask the sound of this.”
The angle grinder suddenly spun up and Kuruk cut into the metal spikes of the fence.
The noise was loud enough that Mitena was glad she brought hearing protection and sparks showered her, making her jump back, heart beating fast. Between the noise and sparks, it was only a matter of time before they were caught.
Her brother made short work of cutting through the first spike and moved onto the second, but it still felt like it was taking too long. Mitena glanced around, looking out for guards and not finding any yet. When she heard a change in the tone of the grinder, she looked down to find Kuruk had already finished the second spike. One more to go and he could move higher to cut a hole big enough for them to get through.
As he set into that third one, she looked back and suddenly swore.
“Ruk, they’re coming.”
“I can see that,” he snarled over the sound of the grinder, not deviating from his work.
They’d definitely been spotted. Mitena could already see men with guns sprinting their way. Just as Kuruk finished the third spike, she knew there wasn’t nearly enough time. He might get one more cut done before they were in range to fire on them, but that would be it.
“Shit, we’ve got to abort.”
“The hell we do,” Kuruk said, throwing aside the angle grinder and grabbing the first spike in two giant hands. “I haven’t come this far to run away now. We won’t get another chance.”
Deviating from the plan, he roared with effort and pushed the first metal spike away from himself. The metal groaned as Kuruk brought his considerable strength to bear on it, and slowly it budged. Soon it was curled away from Kuruk just far enough that he judged he could squeeze through, and he moved on to the next. Again he roared, but this time his hand shook on the metal with the effort. Once more it gave way, but it was slow and those guards were awfully close.
“Ten, go,” Kuruk snarled, pointing at the opening.
“You’ll never get through,” she protested.
“I’ll follow you, but let’s not push our luck. Go!”
Giving her a shove, Mitena had no choice but to duck down and almost dive through the narrow space. There was more than enough room for her shoulders, but her back scraped the jagged edge of a spike and she would have got stuck had Kuruk not shoved her harder, tearing through the back of her black shirt. Then she was inside and scrambled to her feet.
“Run,” Kuruk ordered. “Get to the gate, I’ll be right behind you.”
His hand was already against the third spike and with another roar he started pushing and the spike started bending, though not nearly as fast. He was exhausted from bending the other two and she wasn’t sure he would make it.
“Run,” he grunted as he kept trying to force it.
Mitena glanced over to see the guards were close enough to shoot if they wanted to. However, she couldn’t run. Instead, she turned back to the fence and grabbed the spike Kuruk was trying to bend.
With a scream of her own, she placed her foot against another spike and heaved back with all her might.
Her strength wasn’t much compared to what Kuruk brought to the table, but this time it was enough. With a metallic groan, the spike twisted out of the way and Kuruk didn’t waste a second in jumping through the newly created hole.
Even with the extra spike out of the way it was a tight fit, and he also got snagged on the metal. However, he powered through, tearing his t-shirt and probably the skin beneath.
“You two, freeze,” shouted one guard as he stopped and raised his gun.
It was too late to stop though, and Mitena counted on the fact that the guard wouldn’t actually shoot. She’d always wondered what the point was in killing someone who was committing suicide anyway by going into Dream? At least she hoped he thought that because, with her brother one step behind her, she sprinted for the rubble that was only ten paces away.
“I said freeze,” screamed the guard as another one fell into place beside him, also raising his gun.
Both Mitena and Kuruk ignored them and covered the distance as quick as they could. Mitena was almost halfway when Kuruk overtook her, his longer stride eating up the distance. Unfortunately, he also made a bigger target and her calculation was wrong; the guards were willing to fire.
The first crack of the gunfire made her jump, but it made Kuruk flinch as a bullet tore through the upper part of his right arm. Mitena screamed and acted on instinct before there was another crack and she dived for her brother, preferring to tackle him to the ground a fail their mission rather than see him get shot and killed.
Stunned by the pain of his injury, Kuruk had already missed a step or she’d never have made a difference against someone with his mass. She collided with him shoulder first and they both fell forward.
She thought she felt the passage of a bullet overhead, but it might have been her imagination as time seemed to freeze. She and Kuruk were both falling forward and as she looked over, she saw the guards about to fire another shot.
She heard the crack of another bullet, saw the muzzle flash and then everything went grey.
The greyness was all-consuming and horrifying. Mitena’s mind screamed out against it, unable to handle its vastness.
Suddenly a concrete floor and a massive pile of black stone, the rubble of a fallen tower, appeared.
Mitena yelped as she and her brother collided with that stone, collecting bruises as she landed on sharp points and jagged edges. It was agony, but better than a bullet through the brain.
She rolled off her brother, who took the brunt of the fall and was relieved he was still moving. Her relief only lasted until she remembered the guards would still be there and…
Her thoughts tailed off as she saw there weren’t any guards. In fact, there was nothing. The concrete faded into blackness just a few feet away, as did the rubble. They were in a single spotlight of space, and there was nothing around them.
“Are we dead?” Kuruk groaned, noticing the same phenomenon. “When I saw the greyness, I thought for sure it was the end. This isn’t any better.”
Mitena agreed, but then a new thought struck.
“Wait,” she whispered. Suddenly the stones vanished from beneath her, replaced with the softness of a giant mattress, the sky brightened up and they found themselves on the worlds largest bed beneath a brilliant summer sky.
“What the fuck,” Kuruk muttered. “I’m definitely dead.”
“It worked,” Mitena laughed. “We’re in Dream.”
“What?” Kuruk asked. “I thought—”
“Not dead. Dream. Try it out, imagine something.”
Kuruk hesitated, then did as asked. Mitena should have known what would happen next.
An athletic, nineteen-year-old blonde girl appeared, a perfect example of American beauty. She was a cheerleader in school when Kuruk met her, a runner in college, and one of the nicest people Mitena had ever met. Lucy was her brother’s perfect match, and they’d loved each other since they were kids.
A tear rolled down Kuruk’s cheek as he saw Lucy’s smile again. The apparition reached out to wipe it away and whisper something Mitena couldn’t hear before breaking apart and floating away like petals caught in a breeze.
Mitena gave her brother a moment to pull himself together. She didn’t want to know what Lucy had said to him because it wasn’t really her. It was Kuruk’s imagination, and she didn’t want to hear what he thought when seeing her for maybe the last time. She was just glad the dream hadn’t darkened as it could have if Kuruk imagined how Lucy’s father must have found her the night she killed herself, laying in a bathtub filled with her own blood.
“We’re here,” Kuruk grumbled as he wiped away the last of his tears. “We made it. Now what?”
Before she answered Mitena reached for his injured shoulder.
“It’s alright,” Kuruk insisted. “The bullet just grazed me. It stung like a bitch, though.”
His definition of a graze and hers were different things. There was a nasty line on his shoulder like someone had cored out a chunk, and it was bleeding freely. However, it wasn’t nearly as bad as it could have been and there wasn’t anything she could do for it without medical equipment.
“We’ll have to be quick so we can get it treated,” she insisted.
“Fine, lets just do what we came to do and get out of here… if we can get out of here.”
“That’s the first test,” she agreed as she swung her bag from her back and pulled out the equipment from within. “Take a seat.”
The world changed again, the soft bed beneath them becoming a tiled floor, walls rising around them covered in a myriad of designs like those in the tattoo parlour she’d trained in for the last few months. Finally, a padded chair appeared for Kuruk.
“This is weird,” Kuruk said as he sat.
“Don’t question it,” Mitena urged. “Anything you think here becomes real and we can’t risk messing this up.”
“Alright. I can manage. Now what?”
“I want you to imagine you’re like a dreamwalker and by flipping a switch in your head you could be here or anywhere else in the world. Don’t flip that switch yet, just hold that image. You got it?”
Kuruk frowned, but eventually nodded.
“Now’s the hard part, I need you to keep that in your mind as long as you can. Don’t think about anything else, just that. Can you do it?”
Kuruk’s frown deepened, but he nodded again.
“Alright,” Mitena said. “Now focus.”
She turned away and started assembling the tattoo gear she brought from the real world. She lined up her inks, assembled her needles and plugged in the tattoo machine. Then she also started daydreaming. She imagined she could sense what Kuruk was imagining and how strong that thought was. She mentally encapsulated his thought into a single design, a dreamcatcher, that she could tattoo onto his skin.
No sooner had she thought it when she could actually picture the perfect design to capture this dream, and she could almost see it already in place on Kuruk’s skin.
“Take your shirt off,” she commanded, seeing it living over his left shoulder. “And don’t forget to concentrate,” Mitena said as she sensed his imagination turn away.
“This is harder than it sounds,” he said as he peeled off his shirt and sat back down, flinching as the cold leather touched his skin.
“I know,” Mitena said. “But try or this will have been for nothing.
Kuruk grimaced and nodded, forcing himself to concentrate. Mitena sensed him rebuild the image, and she smiled. She was finally starting to enjoy this. Breaking and entering, gun fights, killing; she hated all that. But this, an exploration of this new art, it never failed to enthral her.
“Let’s do this,” she said and got to work.
Always artistic, she had picked up tattooing easily over the last few weeks. By no means an expert, she was talented enough to one day be one should she put in the effort. In this place with her ability to actually see just where the tattoo should be, what it should look like, and with it being her own design, it had never been so easy. Every stroke was sure, every line perfect, and the process went without a hitch.
Less than an hour later, Kuruk had a new design on his shoulder, a thick circle with an intricate twisting web woven within it that was more angular than normal, almost geometric. She didn’t need to check with Kuruk to know it was right, she just had to sit back and admire her work.
“You can stop imagining now,” she told her brother.
Kuruk sighed in relief and slumped into the chair.
“Did it work?” he asked.
“You tell me. In a minute I want you to imagine being back home and then flip that switch you’ve been thinking of. Go to my room and get what’s in the bedside drawer and then imagine being back here and flip the switch again.”
“Flip it from the real world?” he asked doubtfully.
“Concentrate on the tattoo when you do,” she agreed.
“What’s in the drawer?”
“I won't tell you, that way we know for sure you made it back to the real world and didn’t just imagine being there in Dream.”
“Okay,” Kuruk said as he climbed to his feet. “Well, here goes nothing.”
For a minute he just stood there and nothing happened, long enough that Mitena thought it hadn’t worked.
Then he vanished.
The next three minutes were the longest of her life. She had no idea if it worked or if she had doomed them both to be stuck here until they faded into nothing. However, suddenly he was back, and he had a huge grin on his face.
“Was this what you were looking for?” he asked, holding out a battered leather-bound book that was instantly familiar.
“Gran’s journal,” she said with a grin, accepting the book that taught her everything she knew of dreamcatchers. By the sounds of it, though, she had just taken the first major steps beyond its content. “It worked.”
“Oh yeah it did. I just thought about that switch and my tattoo at the same time, and the whole thing glows like your dreamcatchers do when we’re on a hunt. It gets hot quickly, but once it was active, I knew it would work. I just imagined being back here and here I am.” He could barely finish his sentence he was grinning so hard. “So what next?”
“Next I do the same tattoo on myself. Then we go home, get your shoulder seen to before you get infected, and then we start thinking of what super powers we want next.”
Kuruk burst out laughing and Mitena couldn’t help but join in. It was so surreal, but it had worked. Finally, they could face the dreamwalkers on their own level.
Still grinning, she sat herself in the chair and imagined her own super power.
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Thursday, 07th July 2016
21:06
“I’m not sure I get it. This seems boring to me.”
Tony jumped, startled by the voice that tried to pull him from bad memories that weren’t so easily pushed aside. He vividly remembered a feeling of being pulled apart piece by piece, of frantically trying to hold himself together while knowing the very effort of doing so was costing him his sanity. He remembered what it’s like to be a bundle of instincts desiring only to stay on Earth and hold itself together.
Tad saved him from that fate and he was Tony once more, but how could that memory not haunt him?
He focused on the moment, looking around for details, reminding himself where he was and pulling himself back to the present. He was in a large room filled with tables and chairs. He sat in one of the booths lining the walls, in the far right corner where he could see the whole club including the bar and stage. There was no one on stage, just an empty pole. It was early for this place. The women he’d come to see were huddled in a corner, talking to each other while they waited for their first customers of the night.
They were scantily dressed which was reason enough to visit, but he wasn’t seeing any more than he might at a fashion show. The clothes wouldn’t come off until the first customers entered and he couldn’t pretend to be that because he looked like a fourteen-year-old boy.
Instead, he practiced his invisibility and tried a new power that let him touch things while invisible.
“I get that guys like the visual stimulation, but they’re just standing there doing nothing.”
Tony was surprised to find he wasn’t alone at his booth. He was still invisible, which meant that this person was either a Proxy or another ghost.
She looked barely older than him, maybe sixteen at most, and sat close enough that he could see the jeans she wore under the table had more holes than actual material. Coupled with the black t-shirt that didn’t reach her belly button and the dyed red hair, she looked like a lot of teenagers Tony saw today, so he suspected she was a new ghost, and a cute one at that.
She wouldn’t win any beauty contests, especially compared to women like Stella or even those who worked at this club, but there was something about those wide green eyes that appealed to Tony. However, if she was a new ghost that made her sixteen or so, and while he still looked and felt like a teenager, he was thirty.
Disgusted with himself, he looked away.
“Well?” she asked, still pressing for an answer. “What’s so interesting about this place?”
“Why are you here if you don’t already know?” Tony responded.
“I’ve always wondered. They feel seedy to me, yet they never go out of business so people must come here. I wondered why.”
“And you couldn’t wonder from your own booth?” Tony asked.
The girl smiled a pretty smile that would have made the living version of Tony sweat.
“But if I sat on my own, how could I ask you about it?”
“Maybe I want to be alone and don’t want to answer questions.”
“You never objected when I sat down,” she pointed out.
Tony was about to tell her he never saw her sit down, but changed his mind. Instead he asked, “So you’re invisible right now?”
She rolled her eyes in a way that reminded him of Jen.
“Obviously.”
“I’m surprised you can do that. Most new ghosts find it difficult.”
“Maybe I’m not like most new ghosts,” she teased.
“But you are new?” he asked, for the first time eliciting real emotion from her. It only lasted a second, a flicker of something dark across her otherwise happy expression.
“You haven’t told me what’s so interesting,” she pressed.
“If you’re here for an introduction to Tad, think again. He’s not Proxying at the moment. Trust me, I’ve tried to change that, but he’s being stubborn. You’ll have to find another Proxy.”
“Proxy?” she asked. “What’s that?”
He frowned, trying to figure out if she was joking. “You don’t know what a Proxy is?”
Again there was a flicker of emotion, annoyance this time, but it lasted only a little longer.
“I already said that, didn’t I?”
“Then what are you doing here if you don’t want to talk to Tad?”
“I already said, I’ve always been curious about these places. When I saw you come in, I figured who better to explain the appeal than the most famous ghost in the world.”
“Wait. You’re here to see me? Just me?”
This time when her expression slipped, it didn’t recover.
“I already said that. If I say something, I usually mean it.”
“Whoa, sorry. I’m just surprised, no need to bite my head off.”
Embarrassed, the girl turned away and looked at the dancers who were finally getting animated as actual paying customers walked through the door. She blushed, proving just how new a ghost she was. It took a lot for Tony to blush these days as he was comfortable enough with being dead to recognise he didn’t have blood left to make him blush.
She didn’t speak for a minute as she composed herself, and in that minute a dancer strode onto the stage and started her routine. She gyrated to the beat of the music and her hands became busy pulling at her scant clothing to flash yet more flesh.
“Oh,” Amber said like she’d just realised something. “Okay, that’s more like what I expected. It’s still not quite… Oh wait, there it is.” Again she turned away from something that made her uncomfortable, and again she was blushing. The woman on the stage wasn’t wasting time and already her top was on the floor. Now her dance changed to a game of hide and seek, teasing and rewarding her audience as she hid and revealed herself.
“So this is why you like it?” the girl asked, glancing only briefly at the young woman’s routine.
“I thought that would be obvious,” Tony replied a little defensively.
“Maybe it was too obvious, if that makes sense. Is that it, though? You just come here and watch. Isn’t that—”
“What’s with the questions?” Tony snapped, suddenly done with this.
“I’m cur—”
“Yeah, you’re curious, you’ve already said that. It doesn’t explain why you decided I was the one who had to answer for you. I’ve never met you before, I don’t even know your name, and you’re asking me questions like that.”
Tony was finally getting control of himself. He’d come here to escape awkward thoughts and conversation, not to be drawn into even more awkwardness.
“I’m Amber,” she said as though that made things better.
“And what the hell do you want, Amber?” he asked.
“I just wanted to see why you come here… Uh… I mean, why do guys like this—”
“No, you meant me specifically,” Tony said, ignoring the dancer to concentrate on the girl. “You’re not curious. You’re here for me. Why? What the hell do you want?”
“No. I am just here to—”
“Yeah, whatever,” Tony said, done with the conversation and this place. Her questions were bad enough, but now her presence made him uncomfortable being here. He felt judged, and though people thought he didn’t care about such things, it never felt good. These places were his escape, not a place to feel worse about himself.
He stood and stepped through the table like it wasn’t there, then hurried toward the exit. He caught sight of her in the many mirrors around the club and was pleased to see she was shuffling around the table rather than walking through it. She wasn’t as up on being a ghost as she tried to portray and he’d be able to lose her.
Not wasting time he rushed out of the room using the nearest wall rather than the door, and once on the quiet city-centre street, he picked a direction and walked and a brisk pace. He didn’t care where he went, just  so long as he was alone.
What the hell was that?
When with Tad, it was easy to forget that he was famous the world over. People focused on the Dreamwalker, but Stella, Jen and Tony got their share of recognition. However, this was the first time someone sought him out. He wasn’t sure he liked it. He also doubted it was the reason she’d sat at his booth. There was something she wasn’t telling him and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.
Even though he was just walking, a ghost can move at speed when it has a mind to. Therefore, it wasn’t long before Tony was out of the city centre and was winding his way through rows of houses, seemingly at random. He wasn’t worried about getting lost. Like everything else in the Borderlands, his bond with Tad had evolved and now Tony always knew where Tad was. It meant he could walk in random directions and was more likely to lose any chance of pursuit.
Or so he hoped.
Those hopes were dashed as he turned the next corner and caught a flash of ruby red hair as someone sprinted after him.
Tony considered running, then changed his mind. It was better to face this head on and leave it here.
So he stopped, waiting for her to catch up. She almost collided with him as she shot around the corner, panting hard. She yelped and skidded to a stop, almost falling but catching herself at the last second.
“What the hell do you want?” he demanded as she struggled to catch her breath. “And stop that. You’re a ghost. You don’t have to breathe.”
She looked up at him like he was crazy.
“I… Wanted to say… I’m sorry,” she said between pants. “I didn’t mean… to make you uncomfortable.”
“So you chased me all the way out here like a crazy stalker just to tell me that.”
She frowned. “I’m not a stalker. I just wanted…”
Her words trailed off as she struggled to think of a reason and Tony decided he didn’t want to hear whatever she was making up.
“Forget it, I don’t want to know. Just leave me alone.”
He started walking away, then swore as she fell into step beside him.
“What’s wrong with you? Why can’t you leave me alone?”
“I have questions,” she answered, finally sounding in control of her breathing.
“I don’t want to answer them,” Tony said.
“It’s nothing personal, I promise. I shouldn’t have asked that at the club, I get that now. I’ll keep it more simple.”
“I don’t care what questions you have. I don’t even want to talk to you, just leave me alone.”
“How did you walk through that table?” she asked like he hadn’t spoken. “I didn’t think we could do that here.”
“If I answer, will you go away?”
“It’s more likely than if you don’t,” she agreed.
“It’s simple. Practice.”
“But practice what?” she asked when he didn’t elaborate.
They turned onto another street, their ghostly strides eating up the distance quickly.
“Practice being a ghost. Practice doing the things you want to do.”
“But how?” Amber pressed.
“Look, I don’t know. It’s different for everyone. Just remember the first rule of being a ghost and you’ll be fine.”
“First rule? There are rules?” Amber asked.
“You don’t even know about the rules? Just how long have you been a ghost?”
Blushing again, Amber reluctantly answered. “A little over a month.”
“Wow, you are new. Still, that means you were alive after the Merging. Surely you saw a TV at some point. I’m sure Tad made this clear in one of his bungled interviews.”
Amber blushed a little deeper. “I’m not allowed to watch those. Daddy says they’re dangerous lies.”
“Okay. So daddy is a nut job.”
Amber didn’t fell silent, just walking beside him with her eyes focused at the ground and a pained expression on her face.
He really didn’t want to, especially with this girl, but Tony suddenly felt horrible. He hadn’t meant to upset her. He tried to fight it, let her become as uncomfortable as she’d made him, but it ate at him until he couldn’t take it anymore. Just a few simple words and suddenly she was less a crazy stalker and more a scared girl trying to find her way in the world.
“Your reality is what you perceive it to be,” he said in a begrudging tone. “That’s the first rule. The rules of reality that bound us as living people no longer apply to ghosts, and the sooner you accept that, the sooner you become the master of your reality. I can do this…”
He passed his hand through a wall that separated the street from a garden beside him as though it wasn’t there.
“…because I’m not really part of this world. I know that though I can see that wall, it’ll only be there for me if I want it to be there.”
“That doesn’t make sense. If I touch that wall it’ll be there,” she insisted.
“Because this is the Borderlands and you’ve told yourself that you can touch things here. But this is a dream to us, it’s only as real as you let it be.”
“I can barely remember dreaming,” Amber said and Tony burst out laughing. “What? I really can’t.”
“You’ve only been a ghost for a month. Try it for fifteen years then get back to me with the self pity,” he said.
Again her face clouded with anger and hurt, a far cry from the unflappable persona she’d adopted in the club. It only made Tony even more uncomfortable.
What the hell does that matter? I never invited her to ask those stupid questions.
No matter what he told himself, he couldn’t escape his conscience and though he hated himself for doing it, he caved again.
“Look, trust me. We’re not really a part of this world anymore. Us being here is an illusion. Before the Merging that would have been easier to grasp, now you’ve got to take it on faith. I mean, you’ve figured out how to be invisible, that’s a start. Apply the same logic to everything else. It really isn’t that…”
His words trailed off mid-sentence, and his step faltered. They had turned the corner onto yet another street and Tony found himself outside a home he recognised. He hesitated only a second, wondering whether it was sheer coincidence that brought him here, then he was moving again, quicker than before and in a hurry to get away.
“Whose house is that?” Amber asked, too perceptive for her own good.
“No one’s. I just realised I was late and need to hurry.”
“No, you didn’t, you saw that house and stopped like you were about to step in front of a bus. Did you live there when you were alive or something?”
“No,” Tony snapped, suddenly angry again. What was it with this girl and personal questions?
“You know who lives there then?” she asked. He didn’t get chance to answer before her eyes widened. “That’s your parents’ house, isn’t it? I saw on the news that you’ve recently reunited with them and—”
“What the hell is your problem?” he snapped as she nailed her guess and pushed his irritation over the edge. “You got no filter or something? I don’t get why you’re still following me when I told you to leave me alone.”
“Maybe it’s just interesting to find out more about the most famous ghost on the planet.”
“Yeah, well, maybe I’m not some animal in a zoo to be stared at for your amusement. Why don’t you fuck off back to wherever you came from?”
She was back to being unflappable again, a quirky smile on her face like she’d figured something out about him that gave her some kind of power over him. Suddenly he wanted nothing more than to have Tad’s power to change the channel, because anywhere would be better than here.
“Alright,” she said. “Fair enough. It’s getting late, anyway. It’s been good talking to you. Maybe I’ll see you again soon.”
Without giving him chance to answer, she turned and walked away, moving with the pace of a ghost. If he wanted to respond he’d have to shout. Instead, he just watched her leave.
Alone on his parent’s street and confused about what happened, he decided enough was enough. It was time to head home. Looking at his parents’ house made him think about calling in to see them, but he didn’t fancy it right now.
He wasn’t frightened to do so anymore, he just found his visits with them difficult. His parents didn't understand the life he’d been living for longer than he was actually alive. It created a large gulf between them and left him feeling awkward. He’d see them soon, just not tonight.
Frustrated thoughts rushed through his mind as he picked up his pace. He was annoyed with himself for losing his temper. He could have dealt with that girl a hundred ways better than he did. It also frustrated him that even though he was heading to the place he truly considered his home, he wasn’t looking forward to that either.
Things were different since the dragon incident. He’d almost become a mad ghost that night, and it was easily the most terrifying experience of his life. For the first time, even sharing a mind with Tad didn’t give Tad the frame of reference to understand this properly. If he couldn’t understand then Tony would rather not talk about it at all. If that human lie detector Tad was sleeping with was around, then things only got awkward when they asked him what was troubling him.
So no, he wasn’t looking forward to heading home, but he arrived there soon enough, anyway.
It was relatively early and the lights were on, so of course everyone was up. For a second that surprised him. It was hard to think of their lives going on without him, like he almost expected them to go straight to bed when he wasn’t there. He used to be such a big part of everything they did that they never would have done anything without him before. Now they went on adventures all the time, even came back with crazy new things like those barking balls of fur, all without him being there to live the story rather than just hear about it.
It was his fault and he could change it any time he wanted, but it was easier said than done. Since the Merging he had more freedom, could go longer without merging with Tad. After fifteen years living in someone else’s head, it was something he yearned for. Now, it was hard to go back.
The barking started the minute he stepped through the door. He didn’t open it so he knew the puppies couldn’t have heard him, but soon enough there was the sound of scrabbling claws as they raced over the wooden floors. However, for the first time since he’d met them, their little tails were wagging and their barking had a different tone.
They were excited.
Despite himself, he laughed as the first one collided with him, jumping up his legs as though trying to climb up him. Then he was attacked by two more and his laughing only grew as he fell against the wall.
“Huh, that looks weird,” Stella said as she came to see what the fuss was about.
She stood in the doorway dressed down in a t-shirt and jean shorts. Her feet were bare, and she tied her hair back, but if she had been in that club dressed so simply, she’d still have drawn every eye and left no chance for the dancers in their high heals and near nudity to get attention. Not for the first time, Tony couldn’t put his finger on what set her apart from other women. Maybe it was her eyes that were a ridiculous, vibrant blue that contrasted so strongly with her black hair, or that even without makeup her skin was perfect and smooth. It was almost like she’d been photoshopped to look that good. The strange thing was, he wasn’t sure it had always been that way. She’d always been pretty, but was she always this distracting? 
“I’m assuming that’s you, Tony. But it looks like all the pups are just stood up on their hind legs looking at nothing right now.”
Tony realised he was still invisible. It made sense the puppies could see him if they were dreamwalkers and suddenly he wondered if there were dog ghosts as well. He’d never seen one.
“Yeah, it’s me,” Tony said, letting go of his concentration that kept him invisible. “What’s got into these three?”
“Looks like they’ve finally taken a liking to you. God knows what changed their mind because I’ve known you a lot longer and I’m still not there yet,” Stella teased.
“Yet? You mean that one day I might come home and you’ll run out, barking and jumping all over me.”
Stella’s laugh was almost a bark as it looked like she was reluctant to let the sound out, but she did smile.
“In your dreams you little twerp.”
“It will be now. I’m imagining dog ears and a tail… kinky.”
Stella rolled her eyes and looked away. “You always have to take it too far. Come on, help us convince Tad he needs to play another round of golf,” she said as she stepped back into the living room.
“Another round of golf,” Tony said, pushing his way past the excited puppies so he could follow her. “With the same guy?”
“Different doctor but he wants the same thing,” Tad said from one of the sofas, and Tony instantly grinned. Tad was sulking. It was always so much fun to tease him when he was like this. “What the hell is it with these doctors and golf?”
“He said he doesn’t get much time off, so if you want to meet him you’ll have to do it on the golf course,” Stella explained.
“More likely he just wants to show off that he knows a famous guy to his golf buddies and then spend an hour laughing at my non-existent golf skills instead of talking about Jen which is why we met in the first place.”
“This guy will be different,” Stella said as she sat next to Tad on the central sofa. “He’s a friend of Kimberly’s and she said he’s good. He’ll take you seriously… so long as you don’t dress like a court jester again.”
Tony burst out laughing, remembering Tad wearing that ridiculous clothing. He’d laughed so hard it hurt afterwards, especially when Tad started throwing a tantrum about it.
“I don’t know what you’re laughing at,” Tad snapped. “You’re coming to caddy for me as punishment for last time.”
“Gladly, if it gives me chance to see you try to actually hit a golf ball. Jen told me how funny it was last time.”
Tad looked at Jen who suddenly went bright red and tried to look angry at Tony for telling Tad that, but she couldn’t hold it in and she burst out laughing.
“It took you like ten tries to hit it on the first hole. It was so hard not to laugh.”
“That’s not funny,” Tad tried, but both Stella and Tony joined Jen at laughing at him.
“He got so angry at the ball,” Jen continued like Tad didn’t even speak. “He started swearing and shouting at it like it was the ball’s fault he couldn’t hit it. With what he was wearing, it was so funny.”
Even blushing with embarrassment and trying to look angry, Tad couldn’t help but smile.
“It’s not my fault the stupid ball is so small,” he muttered which just made everyone laugh harder.
Tony fell onto a sofa and was surprised when all three puppies jumped up to attack his face with their tongues. It had been a long time since he’d felt that, and he yelped in surprise. He wasn’t sure what he sounded like, but it set the other three off laughing even harder, which only urged the puppies on more, making Tony helpless to stop them.
He was laughing too though, and as he did, he wondered why he’d even gone out tonight. This was so much more fun than spending time alone in a strip club where the strippers hadn’t even started taking their clothes off yet, or being questioned by that stupid ghost. He should have been here with his family as they argued over something they knew Tad would do anyway if only because Jen wanted it to happen.
As he squirmed and tried to get free, he decided it was time to get over his funk and get back to how things used to be.
Although, he had to admit to himself as he finally manoeuvred out from under the lovable fur balls, that maybe one change from the way things used to be wasn’t that much of a problem. Despite himself, he was starting to like these little guys too.
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“Stop pretending, we all know you’ll keep him,” Jacob teased from the garden chair beside Tad’s. “So you’ll need a name.”
“Who’s pretending?” Tad asked. “I’m just waiting to hear from—”
“That woman’s never calling,” Tony interrupted from the picnic bench where he sat with Jacob’s ghost, an almost perfect replica of Jacob himself.
Joseph was Jacob’s identical twin who had died in a car accident three years earlier. The two were hosting Tad and Tony at their home in Washington DC. They promised the best barbecue food Tad had ever eaten, and they delivered. The trouble was that the beers and the five-hour time difference influenced his ability to think. It was gone five in the morning at home and he’d normally be sleeping.
“Jen said they were trying to get rid of the puppies anyway,” Tony continued. “Being as they’re dreamwalking dogs, she probably thinks they’re with the best people for them.”
“Which means you need to name the little guy,” Joseph said as he kept the puppy's rapt attention with a few scraps of left over barbecue chicken. “He’s far too cute not to have a name.”
“How about Stanley?” Jacob suggested. “That’s a good British name.”
Tony burst out laughing while Tad smirked at his friend and asked, “Really? Stanley was the best British name you could think of?”
Jacob feigned being pained by Tad’s remark, but even his brother mocked him.
“How many beers have you had, Jacob? I’d have gone with Winston or Theodore.”
Tony and Tad laughed again.
“That’s the best either of you two can do?” Tad asked. “British people aren’t all tea-drinking, stiff upper lip types. Most have more everyday names, similar to those over here.”
“Says Thaddeus Holcroft,” Tony teased, which set everyone off laughing again.
“Alright, so if not those names, what will you call him?” Jacob asked as he watched the puppy lick his chops after finishing his chicken, then go sniffing around the small enclosed garden at the back of Jacob’s modest, two bed home. On a single teacher’s salary, Jacob’s house wasn’t in the nicest of neighbourhoods, but Jacob had worked hard to make it a pleasant place to live. There was plenty to interest the little puppy as it went exploring.
“I already told you, I don’t want to give any of them names or we’ll get too attached.”
“You’re too late,” Tony pointed out. “Jen’s been calling hers Hawk since the moment she saw it and Stella’s been calling the other one Freckles so long now that there’s no way that won’t be his name. Poor guy. What kind of name is Freckles for a boy?”
“So it’s Hawk, Freckles and…” Jacob began, deliberately trailing off for Tad to fill the gap.
Smiling at their persistence, Tad still didn’t want to think of the dog as his yet. Though the thought of giving them back made him shudder. Tony was probably right, that woman was never calling and if he was honest with himself, he didn’t want her to.
That meant he needed a name. He couldn’t exactly call the dog puppy for the rest of its life. He couldn’t think of anything on the spot, however, as the beer and sleep depravation was hitting him hard.
“Alright, you win. I’ll name the little guy. But not tonight, my brain’s not working properly right now.”
“Does it ever?” Tony teased, and Tad laughed. He didn’t know what had gotten into his ghost, but he was the most animated tonight he’d been in a while.
Jacob chuckled and said, “I’ve never met a ghost who gives his Proxy as much of a hard time as you, Tony.”
Tony grinned proudly. “I think of it as training. It helps keep Tad on his toes and ready for anything.”
Jacob laughed while Joseph got a sly look and said, “Hmm. That’s an interesting hypothesis. You and me will have to talk about that before you leave.”
“Hell no,” Jacob protested. “That sounds like my worst nightmare.” Again there were chuckles as the beer made anything funny if said in the right tone. However, the chuckles died down as Jacob turned the topic to something more serious. “Speaking of nightmares, how goes that fight?”
Tad sighed, then downed his beer, deciding this one was the last.
“Not great. The Pendine incident was probably the worst yet. The body count was lower than the dragon nightmare. But this is the first one we haven’t definitively stopped. It’s not playing well for us.”
“They can’t expect you to hit it out of the park every time,” Jacob protested. “You’ve already done so much to stop nightmares that they should line up to give you a medal, not criticise you for… what? Saving people’s lives?”
It surprised Tad how agitated his friend was.
“Easy over there, it’s not all bad. And it’s not all aimed at me personally, but the Borderlands as a whole. To keep nightmares under control, we need to reduce fear. The more people who are scared, the more nightmares they have. The more nightmares they have, the more nightmares we have… You get the point. There’s so many people in the Borderlands these days because everyone wants their own dream come true that new nightmares are inevitable. Now that we might not be able to stop them, things will just get worse.”
“I wish I could help,” Jacob said. “I want to come forward… but…”
His words trailed off before he could launch into familiar arguments Tad had heard multiple times. They were the same reasons holding most dreamwalkers back. In some cases they worried about how their communities would accept them, in others they worried about people’s reactions to them waiting so long to come forward while people were dying, and finally there were people like Jacob who were more worried about world governments.
Jacob maintained that he didn’t trust the Prime Minister, really didn’t trust his own government, and that every other government just got less trustworthy from there. To him, the only thing keeping the current dreamwalkers who had come forward safe was notoriety. The Prime Minister couldn’t do anything to Tad because the world would know about it instantly. The same was true for the three dreamwalkers on the Dream Team. But if more dreamwalkers came forward, it was only a matter of time before it was less obvious if one disappeared.
Tad couldn’t exactly argue. As Jacob liked pointing out, Tad had already been kidnapped once and he would be naïve if he thought it couldn’t happen again. They had spoken about it multiple times now and Tad knew they’d never see eye to eye, but he was saved from having to answer when the puppy started growling.
This wasn’t a normal puppy growl, but a low and rumbling tone that was loud enough to make the dregs of beer in their bottles shake like a puddle in an earthquake. Tad doubted even the largest predators to ever walk the earth could even come close to what he heard right now. It was at once awe-inspiring and terrifying, speaking to a primal part of him that fought for as much sobriety as it could muster so he could run away.
Every eye in the garden turned to the puppy who stood staring at the back fence, hackles raised and drawing Dream in waves to augment his growl.
“That’s terrifying,” Jacob announced, putting his near empty beer bottle down decisively and sitting up straight. “That’ll sober you up fast. What is he—”
Jacob’s question was interrupted as the wood-panelled fence exploded inward, sending the puppy scurrying for safety and showering the rest of them with splinters of wood. The explosion rocked Tad back and almost overbalanced his chair, but he somehow kept himself upright. His brain was still too sluggish to do anything but stare at the cause of the explosion even as Joseph and Tony, both sober thanks to their lack of living bodies, jumped to their feet in readiness for whatever this was.
A man stood in the newly created hole, enormous in a way that even Tad was in awe of. Not only was he six inches taller than Tad’s six-foot-six, he was broad of the shoulder and chest, and muscled like Arnold Schwarzenegger in his prime. The night was dark, but Jacob’s garden lights were just bright enough to show Tad the man’s menacing grin, the shaved sides of his head, and the long, slicked back hair tied into a tight tail. He was Native American and dressed only in jeans and boots with his torso bare to the summer night. He brought to mind the stereotypical image of a Native American Warrior, just minus the war paint and animal skins.
In place of war paint Tad saw a new decoration that was particularly attention grabbing; a large circle on his right pectoral muscle, with three smaller circles arranged below it, touching but never overlapping. Each circle contained an intricate array of delicate lines, formed to make a beautiful web in a very considered way. By far the most fascinating part of this design was that it glowed with its own light like they had drawn it with liquid sunlight.
Tad looked away before that image burnt onto his retina and he had to blink to clear the spots from his vision. As brief as his look was though, he caught the giant’s face when the surprise registered that Tad was there. He also saw his grin grow wider.
“You?” the giant said, his deep, booming voice a mix of shock and delight. “Tonight gets better and better.”
He charged forward, the tattoo on his chest brightening up and lighting the garden like a bolt of lightning struck between them as he grabbed the picnic table in his way and threw it aside. It was a heavy, wooden bench, movable by a man, but not nearly so light as to be tossed aside like a child’s toy. The giant’s casual sideswipe sent it flying over a fence and into a neighbouring garden with little more effort than he might swat a fly. The heavy crashing sound as the bench landed put the lie to its lack of weight, and this was yet another aspect to this strange giant that Tad’s inebriated brain just couldn’t deal with.
The giant covered the ground with ridiculous speed and headed straight for Tad.
Scrambling backwards, Tad climbed out of his chair an instant before it was destroyed. The giant struck it with the blade of his hand, easily cutting through the lawn furniture like an axe through fire wood.
There was another flash of white to accompany his strike, like that strange design on his chest was a camera flash.
Tad nearly overbalanced as he tried to get out of the way, staggering back even as he sobered up fast. His movements felt sluggish and slow, not nearly enough to deal with this giant. But Tad wasn’t alone. Out the corner of his eye he saw Jacob staring at the giant’s back and felt him pull on Dream. Jacob stepped forward with an arm raised to strike when suddenly he disappeared in a streak of light.
“Jacob,” Joseph shouted in terror as Tad glanced to where that streak of light ended, surprised to find his friend crushed against the side of his house by a slender, young woman. He only had a second to glance at her, but he saw she was wearing a vest that left her shoulders bare and revealed a design similar to that of the giant’s on her right shoulder.
He didn’t have time to study it as the giant swung for him again, and Tad didn’t have any illusions about his ability to survive that punch. After seeing what happened to the chair and the bench, Tad knew a blow from this man would hurt more than a blow from that purple-haired monster in Bristol.
He reached for the doorway in his mind, ready to dreamwalk away from danger and regroup somewhere nearby. However, still not clear of his drunken haze, he struggled on his decision on where to go too long and there was a fist already on its way.
The only non-drinking dreamwalker saved Tad as a tiny grey creature came from nowhere and pounced at the giant. It was a comical sight seeing something so small attack someone so large, but Dream was the great equaliser.
The puppy barked so loud the sound had a physical impact, making the giant flinch and pull back his hands to cover his ears. The dog used Dream to aid its forward momentum and rocketed at the giant, striking an over-muscled shoulder and amazingly knocking the giant aside hard enough that he staggered away. A look of surprise and pain crossed his face even as the puppy bounced off in Tad’s direction.
Slow as his mind was moving, he was quick enough to snatch the puppy out of the air and finally complete his thought to change the channel.
The world shifted and Tad was on the other side of the garden by the broken fence, better able to take in what was happening. The giant was recovering from being knocked aside and the slender woman standing over Jacob was no longer paying attention to him as she was hunched over, protecting her ears from the puppy’s bark.
Joseph sprinted at her back to defend his brother whereas Tony stood near the giant looking around, trying to find Tad. Neither the giant nor the woman paid either ghost attention, and Tad realised they couldn’t see them. He’d grown too used to being in the Borderlands.
However, that also meant that neither ghost could interact with the world and sure enough Joseph was ineffective when he tried to knock the woman away.
“Tad, make us solid,” Tony shouted, his mind working quicker than Tad’s. However, not that much quicker as Tad’s trip through Dream had finally got his gears working. He did exactly as Tony asked to help Joseph, but for Tony he simply extended a hand and sent out a mental call.
Tony didn’t fight it, recognising the benefit straight away and collapsing into a mist that flowed across the garden like a bullet before being absorbed by Tad.
The effect was instant and surprising as always. The darkness of the night faded away and colour returned to the world. The haze of drunkenness vanished, and Tad felt strong like he hadn’t in months. For the first time, he finally felt fit to react to this new threat.
There was a tug on his powers as Joseph finally made contact with the woman, jumping on her back and clumsily trying to wrap her in a headlock. He wasn’t much use as neither of the twins were even close to being fighters, but he was distracting enough that Tad turned his attention to the bigger threat, the quickly recovering giant.
Nostrils flaring as his wide eyes searched the garden for his prey, Tad had no doubt as to the mindset of this monster. Considering his raw power, Tad would have to deal with him from afar. The best way to do that would be to hold him over that side of the garden. The method of doing so became clear all too soon.
The guy was huge, his booted feet crushing the ground upon which he stood. Jacob’s once pristine lawn was struggling under that pressure, and it didn’t take much imagination or Dream to manipulate that struggle. Rather than enhance the ground’s strength, Tad removed it, imagining the soil giving way to the pressure atop it. It was such a small idea that it took mere moments to conceive it and pull over Dream, making it real.
The giant, having finally spotted Tad again, was about to step forward when he sank into the ground like he was standing on quicksand. He barely had time to yelp before he was buried up to his knees and was still sinking. He wobbled like a giant tree about to fall and struggled to stay upright. When he was stuck at mid-thigh, Tad felt he had gone far enough and pulled Dream back.
The quicksand turned back to heavy earth and the giant lost all ability to move his legs. Thinking him dealt with for now, Tad turned back to Joseph’s struggle with the woman in time to see that it wasn’t going so well.
She had thrown Joseph off her shoulder and even though she couldn’t see him, she wasn’t letting him get the upper hand. Tad needn’t worry though as Jacob had finally recovered enough to come to the same realisation as Tad. Soon enough Joseph dematerialised and Jacob pulled himself away from the wall, standing straight with new vitality in his eyes. To give her credit, the woman didn’t wait for Jacob to absorb his ghost before attacking, but she wasn’t quick enough. That was really saying something because to Tad she moved like lightning, but Jacob was ready. He reacted almost as fast and knocked her strike aside.
Tad wanted to watch more, but the giant wasn’t giving in just yet.
There was another flare of light, brighter than anything yet, and a primal roar accompanied it. Tad looked over just in time to see the furious man tear his legs free from the ground, destroying Jacob’s lawn. Mud and stone flew everywhere as first his right, then left leg broke free from the earth.
Snorting like an enraged bull, he stared at Tad with fury. Hatred dripped from that gaze and despite having Tony as back up, Tad couldn’t help but feel intimidated in the face of it.
He reacted fast as the giant rushed forward, again covering the ground far too quickly. Tad let the dog go and waved his good hand through the air in front of him, using Dream to augment the stirred up air until it became a gale rushing toward the giant with the kind of speed to push vehicles aside. It wasn’t enough.
That symbol flared brightly again, there was another roar from the giant, more a scream this time, and he dipped his shoulder and powered through the wind like it wasn’t even there. His jeans flapped around his legs, the ruins of the fence and Tad’s chair were blown into the wall of Jacobs house, and the grass rippled outward as each blade struggled to stay routed, but the giant showed no signs of slowing.
Tad wasn’t nearly quick enough to try another attack and was left on the defensive. A giant fist tried to knock his face clean off and all Tad could do was raise his damaged left hand to ward off the blow and reach for Dream one last time.
The impact of the fist was every bit as painful as Tad imagined as it hit with the kind of force trains could only dream of. However, instead of shattering bones and continuing on to wreak havoc on Tad’s face, it met something more immovable than concrete as amazingly Tad’s damaged hand caught the fist.
It was less catching as it was blocking with an open hand and Tad’s ruined fingers folding onto the fist as an automatic result. What saved Tad’s life was his call to Dream to augment the strength in his bones. Having underestimated his opponent twice already he pulled hard from Dream this time, making his bones stronger than steel-reinforced concrete and augmenting the strength in his arm so it was as strong as a hundred-year-old oak.
It almost wasn’t strong enough as the giant’s punch knocked it back a full foot. The impact on the giant, however, was considerably more severe.
His fist wasn’t tough enough to deal with the impact. Tad felt the mans knuckles shift aside as it hit his hand and then heard the impossibly loud crack as the giant’s forearm snapped like a twig. He couldn’t stop his forward momentum so his arm broke in a second place, then a third, until it barely resembled an arm so much as the branch of a tree, twisted and gnarled with age.
The snapping bones were so loud they could be heard by the neighbours, but Tad barely noticed as even the severely damaged nerves in his left hand felt the overwhelming agony of being struck by anything so hard. This was coupled with a headache like he hadn’t felt in months as he pulled over too much Dream to decisively deal with the giant’s attack.
It left Tad stunned and momentarily unable to act. The puppy had no such trouble.
Even as the giant registered that his attack had failed and felt the agony of his arm shattering, the puppy was once again using Dream to attack with strength and speed far beyond the abilities of a creature its size. It had a six foot vertical leap to get to the chest of the giant, but it covered that distance easily, using its forepaws to aid its momentum and carry it up to the giant’s face where it instantly bit down.
As someone who’d been on the playful end of puppy nips more times than he could count, Tad could testify to how sharp those teeth were. Coupled with Dream augmented strength, the dog was rewarded with a shower of blood and a panicked scream as Kuruk scrambled backward, using his good hand to claw at the attacking puppy and knock it away.
The puppy yelped in pain as the giant brushed it from his face, and that sound more than anything tonight struck at Tad like he would never believe.
The adorable puppy who was so loving with everyone had just done the impossible to come to Tad’s defence. To hear its pained cry awoke something primal in Tad and suddenly he could ignore his own pain, could ignore the fact that he already called on too much Dream tonight and that he should be using his power to augment what was already there rather than create something from scratch. In his fury, his mind went to a new place and he once again reached for Dream.
Tad pushed that mental door aside as hard as he could and pulled over more of Dream than he could ever remember pulling before. Then, he used Dream to make the impossible real.
With his good hand he made a sweeping gesture at the giant, never meaning to touch him, but to instead direct the power inside him. He swept his arm across the giant and then as fast as he could he motioned at Jacob’s house.
Suddenly the giant vanished.
It was like the god of all baseball batters was invisibly standing behind the giant and had taken an almighty swing. Dream hurled the man across the garden at such speed that there was no arc to his motion as he was lifted from his feet. He travelled in a direct line to collide with the wall of the house and then through it. There was an explosion of light, the brightest yet from the design on his chest, as he collided with the wall, but it quickly went out as the darkness within Jacob’s house swallowed him. It was hard to tell for sure considering how loud the sound of him going through the wall had been, but Tad thought he heard the distant thud of a giant body bouncing off an internal wall.
It was the last thing he was consciously aware of before the mother of all headaches struck.
Even with Tony fighting valiantly within Tad, his vision went white, and he lost connection with his senses. It could have been minutes or hours, but Tad’s entire world was consumed with white hot agony that felt as though it would never end.
His sense of smell returned first as strangely his nose picked up the aroma of cooking meat. This was not the barbecue Jacob served earlier, but something charred and burnt beyond recognition.
Sounds came next. The distant wailing of sirens, the grunts and thuds of combat, and a frustrated cry of agony that Tad instantly recognised as Jacob.
Finally, his vision swam into focus and after blinking a few times to reset his eyes, Tad could see Jacob had been knocked to the ground and the woman was climbing through the hole in the house towards her fallen partner. Impossibly, Tad saw a silhouette moving slowly within as though the giant had somehow survived the impact.
He wanted to figure out if what he saw was real, but he had a more pressing concern. He looked around frantically, trying to find the little dog whose growl had first warned them of this attack. He’d done so much to help and if he was dead then…
Tad didn’t finish his thought, unable to bear it. Luckily, he didn’t need to.
Almost as if Tad’s thoughts had called him, he suddenly felt a cold nose against his leg and he looked down to see that the puppy had wandered over, tail wagging and looking unbothered. Before he could stop himself Tad scooped it up and was checking for injuries. He was more than a little relieved when he found little and got a lot of face licks for his effort.
However, soon enough the dog’s sloppy kisses stopped and a growl returned, not as loud as the first but loud enough. Tad followed its line of sight to see the giant back on his feet. Somehow he was not only alive, but was standing under his own power. His arm was a ruin and he swayed on his feet, but Tad was sure such a thing was impossible.
Like everything else he’s done tonight was so normal, Tony’s sarcastic voice echoed around Tad’s mind.
He was right. From the second the dog started growling, the word normal had no sway. However, in one way there was less strangeness than before. There was no longer a glowing light on the man’s chest. Instead Tad could dimly make out a painful-looking injury that almost looked to be smoking in the darkness of the house.
You need to finish this, Tony’s voice spoke again, this time accompanied with the thought process that led to that decision.
Tad was treated to the image of the giant recovering only to attack again, maybe next time when Tad’s little growler wasn’t there to warn him, maybe even when Jen or Stella was there to take the brunt of this attack. Though reluctant to kill anything, Tad was in total agreement with Tony this time. He needed to end this.
Putting the puppy on the floor, Tad climbed to his feet and reached for Dream.
Then suddenly the woman was there, zipping into the opening of the house and blocking Tad’s view of the giant like somehow she had just appeared there. She moved so fast she was like something from a superhero movie. She’d been fast every time Tad had seen her, but somehow this was different. That tattoo on her shoulder was glowing brighter than ever before and suddenly she vanished in a blur of light that streaked right for Jacob, then back again.
“You deal with us, or you can save your friend,” she said, her voice surprisingly normal considering what she’d done tonight. However, she then did the most surprising thing of the night to Tad’s mind; she vanished along with her partner.
There was an instant where the light on one shoulder went out and a second light sprung to life on the other. It was only there a second, but while it was active Tad felt an instinctive familiarity to it. The moment they vanished, he recognised it for what it was. She was dreamwalking, only somehow she used that light to do it.
Looking down at the little dog who was still growling, Tad was sure he could use its talent for following people through Dream to catch them both and deal with them once and for all. But then he realised what she’d meant with her parting words.
Jacob was looking at his stomach with an expression of surprise, or more accurately, he was looking at the large knife sticking out of his stomach and the growing red stain around it. Then he looked up at Tad for half a second before collapsing to his knees.
There was no thought on Tad’s part. One moment he was on one side of the garden, then the world shifted and he was next to his friend, arriving in time to catch him before he fell any further. The moment Jacob fell into his arms, Tad changed the channel again and Jacob’s home was replaced with the emergency room at the same hospital Jen had gone to with her back injuries.
There were several yelps and screams as Tad appeared, but they vanished a moment later when a puppy appeared right behind him, surprising everyone into silence.
“Help,” Tad called and then he turned his attention back to his injured friend.
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“You couldn’t have picked somewhere more public?” Stella deadpanned as she looked at the startled faces.
“I came straight from Jacob’s hospital room, I didn’t have time to browse,” Tad answered, ignoring the stares and looking for clues of where to go.
They had appeared on the path outside a large building used for student housing at Harvard University. It was a warm day so the grassy area to their left was littered with students, some reading books, others talking with friends, and others just enjoying the sunshine. It was a college-photographer’s dream image, or it had been until Tad and Stella arrived and everyone stopped acting natural.
Their stillness only lasted until Freckles and Growler, as Tad had finally named him, appeared. The puppies distracted the college students and set them talking again, which only attracted the puppies’ interest and made them wander off to meet new friends.
“How is Jacob?” Stella asked as though only now remembering.
Tad wouldn’t hold it against her. She had stayed with Jen all night despite being desperate to check Tad was okay with her own eyes and to give him a lecture about getting into trouble again. Since then she’d been swamped with work. That she agreed to accompany him here on her lunch break was a testament to his doggedness in asking for help rather than any indication she had five seconds to spare. She didn’t mean to be rude by not asking about Jacob before.
“He’s past the worst of it. He’d be dead for sure had Joseph not merged with him, but it was touch and go for a while. Now he’s out of surgery, Joseph is doing his thing and he should be good as new soon… Hopefully.”
“That’s good,” Stella said. Spotting something, she nodded for him to turn around. “I think we can assume that’s the direction we want to go.”
Tad turned to look at the glass-doored entrance for the large building, behind which two men in suits were approaching who looked to be in their middle forties, though it was hard to tell because both were prematurely grey. They walked with the self-important strides of men with enough power to think a lot of themselves, but not so much as to warrant that opinion.
“They’re probably FBI,” Stella muttered. “I knew we’d run into something like this. You’re a walking trouble magnet, Holcroft. No matter where you go, disaster follows.”
Tad felt that was unfair, but now wasn’t the time to point it out. He was on thin ice already after making a fuss at the last crime scene by arguing with Tony. They had returned to Jacob’s house to show Stella the damage and get her opinion. Tad had spent the night thinking on the attack and something stood out in his mind that reminded him of the dreamwalker killings Jacob told him about. However, he couldn’t put his finger on what it was and wanted Stella’s help as she was better at spotting clues than he was.
Tony needled Tad about how he wouldn’t have to bother Stella if he got a new ghost as a replacement for Miriam. That sparked another argument about how Tad didn’t want new ghosts, especially not for their talents. The argument escalated as all arguments with Tony did, and it led to Tad embarrassing himself in front of the local police when it looked like he was arguing with himself.
He’d dragged Tony back to the UK and returned to a frustrated Stella who had found no clues and wanted to go back to work. Tad convinced her to check out one of the three crime scenes he knew about instead, hence why they were now being approached by two angry men in matching grey suits.
“What the hell are you doing here?” one asked before the door finished opening. He was red faced and poked his finger at them like it was a gun ready to go off.
“We wanted to offer our expertise with a Dream related murder,” Stella answered.
“Expertise?” scoffed the loudmouth, taking another step closer and poking that finger again, this time close to actually touching Stella.
A low rumble filled the air, deep, resonant, and utterly terrifying. Had Tad not heard it last night, he’d be tempted to grab Stella and dreamwalk away. Instead, he smirked as the men’s eyes widened and the colour drained from their faces. Somehow, when they spotted the tiny, growling creature, their fear didn’t diminish in the slightest. They reached for their guns, which had the unintended side effect of taking the threatening finger out of Stella’s face.
Growler quieted his growl from a truly terrifying rolling thunder to the merely frightening growl of an angry grizzly bear.
“I get why you called him that now,” Stella said, not shaken in the least and nudging Tad with her elbow to pull his attention from the agent’s holstered guns. “It’s attention grabbing.”
“Right,” Tad agreed. “I was bloody terrified when I first heard it.”
“What the fuck is that thing?” questioned the man with the bad attitude.
“He’s a puppy,” Tad said.
“Puppy. What kind of puppy makes a noise like that?”
“A dreamwalking one,” Stella answered. “Look, can you remove your hands from your guns? He won't stop until you do. Besides, you’re drawing attention.”
Sure enough, a good number of students had camera phones out and were filming.
Norman’s going to just love this, Tad thought, but that was a problem for another time.
“Growler, come over here boy,” he called. Amazingly, the growling ceased instantly and the puppy trotted over. Tad was starting to wonder about these dogs. He didn’t think it was normal for puppies to be this obedient, even if the woman said their mother barely needed training. For now, he was glad the dog obeyed.
“You too, Freckles. Come here,” Stella called to the other puppy who shook himself free of the college student stroking him and trotted over, tail wagging as though all was good with the world.
“Good boy,” Stella said, earning a more vigorous tail wag before she turned back to the two men. “I’m assuming you’re FBI?” She didn’t wait for their nods before continuing. “I can’t imagine that whatever footage those guys have on their cameras is showing you in a great light, so how about we head inside as though we’re all friends and head off a PR nightmare. Or do you two want to be known as the agents who shot two puppies in front of a hundred students before being turned into paste by a furious dreamwalker? It’s up to you.”
Like his gun was suddenly poison, the loudmouth snapped his hand back, eyeing Tad nervously before turning his attention back to the puppies. The silent man had a more subdued reaction as he smiled and slowly pulled his hand free, making a show of not being intimidated.
“You’re right, Miss Martin,” he said. “Maybe this is an incident best discussed away from prying eyes. Follow us.”
Casually, like it was the most normal thing in the world, he stepped back to the door and held it open for first his colleague, then Tad and Stella. The only time his mask of politeness cracked was when the puppies followed them through, both glancing in his direction as if to say they were watching him. Then he stepped through the door, letting it swing closed behind him.
“Come on, this way,” he said. “They can still see us here.”
He didn’t wait for a response, just walked across the reception, presented a keycard at a digital lock, then led them down the corridor beyond. He didn’t hold the door this time.
They walked far enough down the hallway to ensure they couldn’t be overheard, then the quieter of the two FBI agents turned to face them.
“Right, let’s start this over. I’m special agent Astur and this is special agent Holmes.”
“Holmes? As in Sherlock?” Tad asked.
“As in mind your own business,” snapped the angrier man. “You can just—”
“Alright Harry, that’s enough,” the second agent interrupted.
“Another one,” Stella muttered and Tad grinned as he remembered the other Harry in Stella’s life who was also an angry arsehole.
“What was that?” agent Holmes asked, on the verge of a meltdown. Again his partner was there to keep him from losing his temper.
“What are you doing here?” agent Astur asked. “I don’t buy what you sold us earlier. If you really wanted to help, then you would have contacted us through the proper channels. So what’s your game?”
“No game,” Stella said. “We just want to look at the crime scene. Admittedly, it’s not an official interest yet.”
Agent Astur smirked. “Oh, I see. You’re not supposed to be here. Strange, I thought you were the head of your organisation, who is it who tells you what you can and can’t do?”
“No one,” Stella said. “I just didn’t want to jump through hoops for what’s probably nothing.”
“What do you think is probably nothing?” Astur asked.
Tad glanced at Stella, not sure how much she wanted him to say. Seeing her expression, he decided it was best to let her do the talking.
“I take it you know Tad was attacked last night.”
“Hard not to know that,” agent Holmes snapped. “It’s only been playing on repeat on every news show on the planet. I bet he can’t even take a dump without someone making it world news.”
Agent Astur rolled his eyes at his partner’s behaviour and Stella continued talking like the man hadn’t interrupted.
“Something about the attack reminded Tad of these murders. We were coming to see if we could figure out what it was. If we found out we would inform the correct authorities.”
Holmes snorted. “I bet. What makes you think last night had anything to do with these murders? I’d hardly call what happened to you an ambush killing, and—”
“For fuck’s sake, Harry, will you shut the hell up?” Astur snapped, smacking his partner on the arm with the back of a hand. He was too late though and Stella jumped on his slip up.
“Ambush killing?” she asked. “Tad was certainly ambushed last night, I don’t see what’s different about it.”
Astur glared at his partner who looked away with a pained expression, then Astur sighed and shook his head. “These were different. The killers have been setting traps for their victims, letting them walk into the net themselves. Whatever happened to you last night was different. I don’t know what you think you saw that—”
“Hey, where are they going?”
Tad followed agent Holmes’ agitated gaze to see Growler and Freckles sniffing around at the other end of the corridor. They were both fascinated with what looked liked charred paint marks on the floor.
“Get those dogs away from—”
Holmes’ words cut off as Growler stepped over the black mark and suddenly it burst to life.
Bright light, white and brilliant, burst from the floor where the black marks had been. It happened so suddenly that Growler yelped, and scurried forward while Freckles hopped back in the other direction. It left the two puppies on either side of the glowing line, neither of whom were happy with what was happening. Freckles glanced back to Tad and Stella and whined, while Growler lived up to his name and started growling at the glowing paint.
This wasn’t the unnatural and terrifying growl of before, though. This was the adorable rumbling of a puppy who was showing his displeasure.
The light startled all four humans to stillness, but in response to Freckles whining Stella pushed past a startled agent Holmes and went to investigate. Tad followed as the FBI agents continued to gawp.
“Wait, you’re not supposed to go near there,” Holmes shouted, but Tad ignored them, his attention on the glowing lines.
“Liquid sunlight,” he whispered, his words catching Stella’s attention as she scooped up Freckles.
“That’s what you meant?” she asked. “It was exactly like this?”
“Not exactly,” Tad explained. “Their designs were smaller and more intricate, but the effect was the same. What do you think it is?”
“How should I know? You’re the one who should know about this, I just deal with the mess when you’re done. Though, now I look at it…” Her words trailed off as she stepped closer to the glowing line, studying it with a frown.
“Hey, that’s an active crime scene,” Holmes snarled as he rushed up behind them. “You can’t go—”
His words cut off abruptly as he made the stupid mistake of grabbing Stella’s wrist to drag her away. Stella wasn’t a fan of being grabbed like that and the moment his fingers closed around her wrist she flinched, pulling her arm away violently enough to break the agent’s hold and pull him off balance. The agent was jerked off his feet and sent scrambling across the glowing line like he’d been thrown, scuffing the paint as he passed.
The moment his foot broke the line, the light died.
Suddenly Growler’s growl wasn’t nearly so mild or friendly, startling Holmes so much he went tumbling. He grunted as he landed, then rolled to a stop against the wall. He grunted again as Growler collided with him paws first, leaning atop him like a wrestler getting the pin.
Everything froze as they processed what happened. Stella stared at her wrist with surprise, no doubt wondering how she’d thrown a man so much larger than herself so easily. Tad was fascinated with how Growler’s growl became Dream assisted the moment Holmes broke the line, and agent Astur stood behind them all blinking to clear his vision and figure out just what happened.
“Someone get this stupid dog off me before I break its neck,” Holmes snapped, and Tad decided he really disliked this guy.
“Growler buddy, come over here,” Tad said.
For a moment Growler ignored him, then the growling stopped and the puppy hopped down from the agent’s chest and padded over to Tad, though he never took his eyes off the downed agent like he couldn’t trust him.
Smart dog, Tad thought as he marvelled at the intelligence of these unusual puppies.
Holmes scrambled to his feet, face red with embarrassment and pointing an accusing finger at Tad.
“This is your doing,” he snapped. “The dog, the light, destroying evidence, that’s all on you.”
“Destroying evidence?” Tad questioned.
“Look at this mess,” Holmes gestured at the floor where the once crisp, albeit charred, lines had been drawn. Tad followed his gesture and saw that they were now scuffed quite badly.
“It’s a containment circle,” Stella said almost to herself as she studied the markings on the floor.
“A what now?”
“A containment circle, or ward, or whatever it is they call it in silly supernatural shows. You know where they’re always drawing circles to keep bad things in, like demons and that. Well, that’s what this is?”
“They’re demon worshipers?” Astur asked from behind them, but Stella just rolled her eyes.
“No. What I mean is that this is a mark like a spell. It keeps things out… or in… at least it does in the shows. But you see where it disappears into the wall there, I bet on the other side of that door it continues to form a complete circle.”
Tad spotted the quick look the two agents shared and knew Stella just hit the nail on the head.
“And there are lines within the circle, right? Like a web?” Stella asked excitedly, turning to face Astur and waiting for an answer.
“There might be,” he answered. “Why?”
“Those people who attacked Tad last night had similar designs painted on their skin, they glowed just like this one.”
Neither of the two agents knew Stella like Tad did, so they missed the grimace of distaste that passed over her face as she said that. It was the same grimace he saw when she tried to lie or tell a half truth. He knew what she said was true. His attackers did have those designs, which meant she was holding something back.
“So the two incidents are related,” Astur said, reluctantly arriving at the right conclusion.
“Who cares? You still have no right to barge in here, assault an FBI agent and contaminate a crime scene with—”
“Tad,” Stella said, ignoring Holmes who was working himself up again. “My lunch break has to be over by now and we really should get going.” She offered Tad her hand.
“Hang on a second,” Astur said, recognising what she meant and stepping forward to reach for Tad like he might hold him back. “We’re not done talki—”
He was a touch too slow.
The moment Stella’s fingers touched Tad’s, he changed the channel, leaving the agents and Growler behind. Tad wasn’t worried about the dog though, he’d proved himself more than capable of following Tad when he wanted to. Sure enough, when the world shifted from the dark hallway to the brighter, more open space of Stella’s office, Tad only had to wait a second before there was a familiar pop and the puppy materialised right behind him.
“That’s going to get us in so much trouble,” Tad said into the silence after they arrived. “Sorry about that. I know, I’m a trouble magnet and you can’t—”
“What?” Stella asked, blinking a couple of times as if only now realising that Tad was talking.
“I said I’m sorry for dragging you into this. You were right, I should have left it alone. The Prime Minister will go insane when he finds out about this.”
“Prime Minister?” Stella asked like Tad was speaking gibberish. “Mad?”
“Yeah, after we ignored him and looked into the killings anyw—”
“Tad, do you really not realise what that was?” she asked excitedly, talking over him.
“What what was?”
“That design on the floor, the same designs your attacker wore. You must have figured it out, right?”
Feeling thick, Tad shook his head. “Figured what out? That they’re related? Of course I figured that out—”
“Tad,” Stella interrupted again, sounding frustrated. “That painting on the floor was like one of those containment circles in witchy shows, right? And the FBI guys are saying these people have been using them to trap dreamwalkers. You getting this yet?” When Tad still didn’t twig, Stella shook her head in amazement. “Tony was right, you really are missing Miriam.”
“Hey, that’s not fair.”
Stella held up her hand in apology and spoke quickly. “You’re right, sorry. I just can’t believe you’re not seeing this. Think about it. That was a circle with a web inside that is used to trap dreamwalkers, or block dreamwalkers from their power, or—”
“Wait, block us from our power.”
“Yeah, think of Growler. He was growling like a normal puppy until that idiot tried to grab me. Then the second he breaks the line the light goes out and Growler can pull over Dream again.”
“Oh yeah,” Tad said as he thought back over the memory. “And the light only went on after Growler crossed the line, almost like he activated the trap or something.”
“Exactly. So if I said to you that there is a design of a large circle containing a web that is used to block or capture dreams, what would you think I was talking about? Think of feathers, string, and Native Americans.”
“Feathers, string and… Wait. You can’t be serious?” Tad asked as understanding finally dawned. “You mean dreamcatchers. Those silly hippy things that are supposed to keep bad dreams away.”
“Well, what do you think?” she asked, more excited than he remembered her being in quite some time. “Think about it. You told me earlier that your attackers were using Dream like powers, even escaped into Dream, but you were sure they weren’t dreamwalkers. Well, if it’s the same people who have been killing dreamwalkers, which is looking likely, then they’ve been leaving massive dreamcatchers all over the place. What if dreamcatchers aren’t just lucky charms to sell to tourists? What if they’re real and can actually interact with Dream? What if they can block a dreamwalker from his powers? It would explain so much about these murders.”
Tad groaned. “God, now Norman will be really mad. The last thing he wants is something new like this popping up.”
“Tad, you’re still not getting it. Think about it, what are dreamcatchers supposed to be for?”
“Uh… I don’t know. I never really paid much attention before… Wait. They’re for stopping bad dreams, right?”
“And what’s another name for a bad dream?” Stella asked.
“A night… mare. Holy shit!” Both puppies jumped as Tad shouted the last statement, alerting him to just how loud he was. If Stella minded she didn’t show it. Instead, she grinned and waited for him to arrive at the inevitable conclusion. “If dreamcatchers stop nightmares, we could use them to stop nightmares in the Borderlands.”
“Exactly,” Stella said, laughing. “The Prime Minister won't go mad, he’s going to be singing our praises. We need to find out more about this. Can anyone make them, or do they need to be powered up or something? Will any design do, or are they all different? There are loads of questions that need answers, but imagine if we could actually stop these nightmares by just hanging a dreamcatcher in every bedroom in the Borderlands.”
“It can’t be that simple?” Tad asked, not willing to believe there might actually be an end to this.
“I doubt it,” Stella agreed. “Nothing ever is for us. But it’s more than what we had before. I think you’ll get your wish though.”
“What wish?”
“I don’t think the Prime Minister will stop you looking into these murders. If this is right, those two people who came after you hold the answers to stopping nightmares once and for all. We need to catch them and bring them in.”
She was about to say something else, but there was a knock on the door. When Tad turned around, he found Denise waiting.
“Sorry to interrupt whatever has you both so flushed like that,” she teased. “But I’ve got a call on hold that I’m sure you’ll want to take.”
“The Prime Minister?” Stella guessed.
“Oh… Yeah… Well, Amelia anyway. She sounds super pissed. I don’t know what you guys have been up to, but—”
“Don’t worry about it, just put her through,” Stella interrupted as she rushed around her desk to wait by the phone. “I’ll deal with Amelia. Thanks, Denise.”
Looking surprised, Denise just nodded and headed back out, closing the door behind her.
Tad turned back to find Stella grinning at him.
“You know, this might be the first time I’m looking forward to speaking with this woman,” she said before the phone started ringing. Stella picked it up and said, “Hello, Stella speaking.”
She had barely finished those three words when Tad heard the Prime Minister’s voice, not Amelia’s, yelling down the phone. Seeing Stella’s grin grow wider and wider as she patiently waited for the shouting to end, Tad struggled to hold in his laughter. She was loving this, and why not? They might finally have some good news for a change.
Deciding not to jinx them with his presence, Tad mouthed that he’d see her later, then after a goodbye wave from Stella he changed the channel.
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Friday, 08th July 2016
18:37
“Thank’s doc. I owe you one.”
“You keep up the good work, that’s payment enough for me. Make this world safe again,” he said before he turned around and headed for his car.
Mitena watched the diminishing figure until Kuruk’s contact, the man who had been feeding them criminal dreamwalker names, closed the door and turned to face her. Mitena barely noticed.
Keep up the good work?
After last night, how could they possibly think they were in a position to do anything of the kind. After what happened to her brother…
The thought drifted away as she realised her brother’s contact was talking. In all the time she’d known him, this was the first time he’d spoken to her directly.
“What?” she asked.
Realising she hadn’t been listening, he swore.
“I said, you two don’t know how much you’ve fucked up this time.”
Tired and upset, it took Mitena a few seconds to get her head around that. When she did, the tiredness and anger slipped away.
“You want to run that past me again?” she asked in a quiet voice.
“You fucked up!” he screamed at her, at the end of his patience. The thing is, Mitena was also at the end of hers.
Heat flared on her left shoulder as she activated a tattoo, and the world slowed. The angry man’s mouth was still open, spittle flying but frozen in this single moment of time. His eyes were hard, his veins bulged, and he was red faced with anger. She wondered if his hair lost its colour because of stress-induced anger like this, and how long before it would lead to a heart attack.
She didn’t wonder long because her anger was too sharp to ignore. So far this project was one nightmare after another, and she was fed up of ungrateful bastards like this while her brother lay in bed, severely injured. He needed a hospital, but they couldn’t risk taking him to one because this man kept pushing, feeding Kuruk’s rage to make their mission ever larger. The least he could do was appreciate her effort.
She ran towards him, using the power of the Dream in her tattoo to make her steps faster. The frozen moment of time sped up as she moved and the world became slow motion rather than stopped. She was still far quicker than this man was prepared for, but he had time to register that she had moved and for his eyebrows to climb his face before she had him by the throat and pushed him backwards.
Just as the tattoo grew painfully hot she pressed a knife against his neck and let go of the power.
“Don’t,” she snarled as his eyes snapped wide with terror. “You twitch for your gun and I’ll cut your throat before you even now I moved. We clear?”
His head twitched as he tried to nod.
“I’ve had as much as I can take of your attitude,” she snarled. “We’re out there risking our lives for this cause you like to speak of so much, and you give us nothing but shit. We know last night didn’t go well, that’s why my brother is so injured. But these are fucking dreamwalkers… the actual Dreamwalker, in case you’ve forgotten. This was the guy who created a tornado, stopped a tidal wave with a gesture, and is probably the most dangerous man in the world. You think you would have lasted longer than half a second against him? Show some respect, you arrogant prick.”
Mitena’s hand was shaking as her rage played out through her. This wasn’t like her at all. She was normally shy, preferring to be shut away with a good book than anything else. But after half a year of hunting and killing, of constant terror and seeing her idea to help her brother get taken to levels she’d never dreamed of, she’d had enough.
He opened his mouth to speak, but only choking noises came out until Mitena relaxed her strangle hold. Her knife stayed in place though and he looked no more comfortable even when he could breathe again.
“I’m sorry,” he croaked. “I didn’t mean—”
“Don’t lie to me,” Mitena snapped, not believing him. “Just show some respect.”
Then she let go completely, tapping that still warm dreamcatcher to carry her away from him fast enough to remind him what she was capable of.
He doubled over, sucking huge lung fulls of air and coughing as he massaged his throat. It took a while before he was breathing normally, and Mitena felt a little bad. She had forgotten how much force she used when moving at speeds like that. She was lucky not to collapse his windpipe.
When he stood his eyes were bloodshot and there were tears stains on his cheek which he hastily rubbed away.
“I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I lost sight of everything you and Kuruk have been doing for us and was only concentrating on the bigger picture.”
“Just explain yourself, how did we fuck up beyond what I already know.”
He winced at her wording, remembering just what it cost him to use that phrase, but he also couldn’t shy away from her question.
“By letting them live. The Dreamwalker saw the tattoos you’re using. He’s put the clues together and showed up at one of your old crime scenes with his girlfriend and two of those dogs you and Kuruk spoke about.”
“There’s two of them?” she asked, unnerved by that. Dreamwalker people was one thing, but dogs, that scared her. They were just puppies and already they were terrifying. She didn’t want to think what they could grow into.
“There were today. Long story short, they reactivated one of your dreamcatchers and though they got out of there quickly, I saw the look in that woman’s eyes. She’s smart, that one. She’s put it together fast.”
“Put what together?” Mitena asked.
“I’m thinking they’re onto you using dreamcatchers now. They’ve also seen you use them in multiple different ways, so they know what you can use them for. I think it's safe to assume it will be harder to surprise dreamwalkers after this.”
“Shit,” Mitena swore. Then, just because that wasn’t enough, she repeated the word five times. “I knew this was getting out of hand,” she muttered.
“It’s just a setback. We can deal with this. We need to be more careful going forward. Scope out situations, only attack when we know we have overwhelming force. Just because they know we’ve got a weapon that can hurt them, doesn’t mean they can defend against it.” When Mitena didn’t look any happier he hastily added, “But you’re right, it’s bad. We need to take some time and think over the implications of this. We’ll regroup when we can better deal with it and come up with a new plan.
“Look, Mitena. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled like that. I really appreciate what you’re doing. I’m just an angry loud-mouth at times. It won’t happen again.”
Feeling awkward, Mitena nodded to say she accepted his apology.
He hurriedly collected his things and headed for the door. Less than two minutes later he was in his car and driving off, and Mitena wondered just what the hell she would do next.
She looked at the ceiling toward her brother’s room. Even after their grandparents died, neither felt comfortable taking the master bedroom. She wondered what they’d say about the mess she found herself in and couldn’t keep her tears from falling as she imagined their disappointment. Well, her dad would be disappointed, he always had high hopes for his children. Her mother never cared so long as they were happy. All she’d want was for them to watch out for each other. She could accept anything so long as Mitena was there for Kuruk and he there for her.
Wiping away her tears, she acted on her mother’s wishes and headed up the stairs, cracking the door to her brother’s room. It turned out she was just in time.
She thought he was asleep, knocked out by the drugs the doctor gave him as he set the bones in his arm, plastered it up, and did what he could to treat the hideous burns on Kuruk’s chest. However, he was awake, writhing on the bed, and there was the sickly smell of burning flesh as yet another dreamcatcher was being pushed too far.
Tapping her own dreamcatcher, feeling the sting of intense heat at being used too much, Mitena zipped across the room and slapped her brother’s good shoulder to get his attention. A slap at that speed was enough to get the attention of a hippopotamus, so even to a giant like Kuruk it hurt enough to shock his concentration.
Instantly the tattoo on his right arm below the one that let them move in and out of Dream faded to darkness.
“Argh… What the hell, Ten?”
“You'll burn out another one, you idiot,” she snapped, anger masking the worry in her voice. “You want another burn to add to the collection?”
“It hurts so bad.”
It broke her heart to hear the pain in his voice and she sank onto the bed beside him.
“I know it does. But we need to be smart.” She ran her finger over the recently activated dreamcatcher on his arm. It was hot to the touch, probably hot enough to damage itself, but it was cooling at least. “This was never meant to heal something like this. It speeds up our body’s healing potential, but there are limits. It would take months to heal from wounds this big, so you’d need to run your dreamcatcher for two days straight. You know we can’t do that. You should use it hard for small doses, turn that healing factor up as high as you can, then let it cool completely. That’s the fastest way we can get you through this.”
“That will take forever,” Kuruk complained.
“It’ll be quicker than you think. If we push it as hard as you can, I reckon that’s five minutes of healing at a hundred times faster than normal before we have to stop. It’ll probably take fifteen minutes to cool down, so we can do that three times an hour. That means you’ll get over a day of healing every hour. At that rate, we’ll have you fully healed in a week. But if you push it and burn out that dreamcatcher, you will be laid up for months. Is that what you want?”
“You know it’s not,” he complained. “It just hurts so bad.”
“I know. I’ll help you for now. You just have to trust me.”
“You’re the only person I do trust,” he said through gritted teeth. “That fucking Dreamwalker. I’m going to kill him for this. Him and his stupid dog.”
She wanted to complain that he was only defending himself, but she knew it would fall on deaf ears, especially in the pain he was in. So instead she stayed quiet and let him rant as she looked at her watch to count down the minutes before he could use the healing dreamcatcher again. She was exhausted having not slept last night, but she couldn’t leave him alone or he would push himself too far and burn out another dreamcatcher. Considering the mess the last burnt out dreamcatcher did to his chest, she had to avoid that at all costs.
“We’ve got to be smarter next time,” Kuruk was saying. She didn’t realise she had tuned out his ramblings as she watched the second hand tick by on her watch. “We can’t just rely on these tattoos. That was my mistake. You were right, Ten. We’ve got to do both. Use the dreamcatchers on location and our tattoos together. Overwhelming force. That’s how we get these bastards. No danger to us. You were right all along. I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me recently. I just wanted to—”
“Shush. Relax. You’re tired and in pain. Don’t dwell on this,” she interrupted.
She was happy to hear he wanted to take more precautions, but she wasn’t ready to talk about another hunt. She just wanted to help her brother get through the next week. They could think about what came next then.
She knew she’d have to plan another trip to dream to redo his burnt out tattoo. When he was thrown through that house, the toughness she’d captured in the tattoo to protect him from his own increased strength was pushed too far, which blew the tattoo. Next time she needed to go bigger, maybe his whole back, so she could capture more of Dream and keep him safe.
She had to protect him, just like he would her.
Another image of her mother telling her that very message popped into her mind, causing new tears. She wiped them away quickly so Kuruk couldn’t see, but she knew the truth. She was kidding herself when she thought her mother wouldn’t be disgusted at her and Kuruk right now. What kind of sister turns her brother into a monster and sends him out hunting people? What kind of protection was that?
However, even with his injuries, she knew Kuruk wouldn’t stop. She started him on this path and he planned to walk it to the end of the line. The only thing she could do now was keep him from killing himself and live with her own mistakes.
Another tear fell, then another, and all she could do was wipe them away as fast as she could.
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Saturday, 09th July 2016
10:11
Tad looked up from his research and focused on his hearing. The doorbell hadn’t rung, but he could hear someone in the living room talking to Jen. A second later, he recognised the voice, which then explained why he hadn’t heard the doorbell. She was getting a little too comfortable just barging in recently.
Closing his laptop, he climbed off the stool and headed for the living room to see what new trouble Lizzie brought this time. He looked around for Growler but the puppy must already be in the other room with Jen who had more attention to give this morning. That would explain the excited talk, Lizzie hadn’t met the puppies yet.
He found Jen sat on her usual sofa to the right of the TV, still dressed in her pyjamas and curled up with the TV remote. She was smiling as Hawk and Growler attacked their guest with sniffs and kisses while Lizzie giggled at the attention. As soon as Jen saw Tad, her smile was replaced with the sulking expression she’d been wearing all morning, though her aura never changed. 
“Morning Lizzie, I didn’t hear you knock,” he said as he took his usual spot on the middle sofa of the three arranged in a U shape around his TV.
“The door was open,” Lizzie said as if that explained everything.
“But the doorbell works, you didn’t think to try that before letting yourself in?”
Lizzie looked at him like he was speaking gibberish before turning her attention back to the puppies.
“You haven’t been answering your texts,” she accused.
“I’ve been busy in case you haven’t noticed.”
Again Lizzie frowned, despite the puppies distracting her. “All the more reason to answer your texts. There’s been a lot happening and you haven’t been keeping your favourite reporter in the loop. First the Pendine nightmare, then the Dreamcatchers attacks, and finally these little guys. You’re holding out on me.”
Tad frowned. Dreamcatchers? Just where had she picked up that tidbit of information.
Acting like he hadn’t noticed in case she was just fishing to confirm a theory, he said, “My next interview with you isn’t scheduled until the end of the month.”
Lizzie looked appalled. “That’s almost three weeks away. This will be old news by then.” Switching to a sickly sweet voice as she spoke directly to Growler and Hawk, she added, “It’s like he doesn’t care about me anymore.”
Tad rolled his eyes and looked at Jen for support, forgetting she was still mad at him for him being in America causing trouble yesterday instead of on the golf course with the most recent doctor. In all the excitement, it slipped his mind. Now, after being stood up once, the doctor was reluctant to commit to another meet up. Tad’s opinion was that if he couldn’t accept the importance of what Tad was doing as an excuse, he wasn’t the right person for this position, anyway. Jen had other thoughts.
When Tad didn’t respond, Lizzie grew annoyed.
“Come on, give me something.”
“I don’t remember agreeing to being your personal informant,” Tad argued. “Yet you barge in here on a Saturday morning, don’t even ask how I am after being attacked, and start demanding answers.”
Lizzie snorted, not the least defensive.
“Please, I know that no punks with captured dream powers are going to bother the Dreamwalker,” she said. “You’re fine. Which means you should be able to give me the whole scoop.”
Tad’s frown deepened. “It sounds like someone already has. Where did you hear about that?”
“About what?” Lizzie asked innocently.
“Come off it, you know exactly what I mean. First you mention dreamcatchers, now you’re talking about captured powers. Where did you hear that?”
“I figured it out. It wasn’t hard, you know.”
“Bullshit. No one released that information. Who’s your source?” Lizzie shook her head, refusing to speak, and Tad’s frown deepened. “You can’t talk about that on your show, Lizzie.”
“The hell I can’t. It’s a free world Holcroft and—”
“And you’ll be telling these killers we know what they're doing so they can change up their game before we have chance to catch them. You’re basically helping kill dreamwalkers.”
“The hell I am,” she snapped. “How could you accuse me of something like that? I would never—”
“You can’t share that information. Not until all this is over. I’m serious, you might cost people their lives.”
“But I… Aarrrgh. Tad. I hate you sometimes, you know that? Fine, I won’t talk about it until you catch these guys. But just between you and me, it’s real, right? They’re using dreamcatchers to get superpowers and come after Dreamwalkers?”
“I’ll answer as soon as you reveal who told you.”
Lizzie frowned and turned her attention back to the puppies. “You’re no fun anymore,” she said. However, as was normal for Lizzie, she couldn’t stay upset too long. Soon enough she was smiling again as a new idea came to her. “Can I have the puppies on the show?”
“You want to do a show just about puppies?”
“Dreamwalking puppies,” Lizzie said like that made all the difference. “Trust me, people would love that. If you bring them on the show, I’ll let you off the hook for not answering your texts.”
Despite himself, Tad laughed.
“God, you don’t give up. Fine, you can do a show on the puppies, so long as I don’t need to be there for it.”
“I’ll do it!” Jen shouted, suddenly forgetting to sulk. Her new, blue-white aura shone so bright it was hard to look at. “Please, dad. I won’t bug you about the doctor thing anymore, I promise. Just let me do this.”
She’d been desperate to go on Lizzie’s show for months, frustrated that Tad wouldn’t let her into the public eye if he could help it. However, though he continued to hate fame, he was slowly realising it would never truly leave him and those closest to him alone. Besides, this might be a good thing if he played his cards right.
“Doctor thing? What’s that about?” Lizzie asked innocently.
“That’s also something that doesn’t need to be on your show.”
Lizzie feigned being hurt. “I’m your friend as well as a journalist, Tad. Not everything is about the show.”
“Sure it’s not,” Tad said. “Then you’ll be happy to keep quiet about this?”
Lizzie’s pained expression was genuine this time. “Fine, I won’t talk about it. I bet it’s juicy as well after you’ve made me promise that.”
“We’re looking for a neurosurgeon or orthopaedic surgeon who might take Jen under their wing and teach her how to fix her back.”
“Wait, what? I thought you broke your back. I didn’t know that could be fixed,” she asked Jen directly.
“I can kind of heal stuff with Dream,” Jen said. “It works with cuts and bruises, but I don’t know how to do more complicated stuff. Dad thinks that if I learn from a proper doctor, then I should be able to change that.”
“Oh my God. You might actually cure paralysis,” Lizzie gasped. Then she turned on Tad and asked, “And I’m not supposed to talk about that?!”
“Not a word,” Tad agreed, suddenly loving how put out she sounded.
“You’re the worst contact ever.”
“By all means, feel free to find someone else,” Tad suggested.
Lizzie frowned and turned her attention back to the puppies. “So, is Jen coming on the show with the puppies?”
“On two conditions. One, I get to see the piece when it’s done and get veto rights.” Lizzie frowned but reluctantly agreed. “Good. My second condition is that you keep Jen until this evening. I need to chase something up and you’ll actually be doing me a favour with this one. Agree and I’ll throw dinner into the mix.”
“Done,” Lizzie agreed before turning to Jen. “Looks like we’re having a girls' day, Jen.”
“Nice one,” Jen answered, trying her best to play it cool but unable to keep the grin from her face or control her blazing blue aura. “I guess I’ll go get changed.”
She climbed to her feet and casually walked across the living room. Her casualness only lasted until she got to the door before she broke into a run and pounded up the stairs, making both Tad and Lizzie laugh.
“So, what are you chasing up this afternoon?” Lizzie asked.
“None of your business,” Tad replied, then burst out laughing at her frustrated expression.
Once more it was an increase in temperature that Tad noticed first. He wondered how many people’s dreams-come-true were responsible for the unusual heat in the Borderlands. However, it was nothing like this. This heat was accompanied by that sun-baked smell you get as you first step off an airplane and know for sure you’re in a foreign, hotter country.
Today, the salty aroma of the sea offset that smell of baked stone, the waters of which were bluer, brighter and clearer than anything back home. The luxury yachts floating in the harbour didn’t hurt the aesthetic either. Surrounding the water was the port of Hydra, one of the Saronic islands of Greece. The port was a natural cove that was settled with picturesque white or sand coloured buildings complete with matching terracotta roof tiles. They were densely packed on the mountainside with an irregularity that only occurred with natural growth, creating a clustered, chaotic appearance from a distance that only accentuated character rather than detracted from its beauty.
Coupled with the canopy-covered eating areas outside the restaurants, the cobbled stones and horses instead of cars on the main port itself, it was a scene straight from a postcard and one Tad instantly fell in love with. This was the second time he’d visited, and being back reaffirmed his love at first sight. He could see himself living here… part time, anyway. He doubted he could give up the pull of the Borderlands. Since the merging, there was something about the place that made it more like home than ever before.
Tad arrived near the large building that housed the Historical Archive and Museum of Hydra, set right at the waterfront. It was to this building that Tad had come earlier in the week hoping to find answers to the riddle of Stella’s past. The note Ryan gave him said to Seek Galanis in the Museum of Hydra’s Historical Archives. It turned out there wasn’t much in the archive itself that could help with that search. However, his celebrity status saved the day.
A helpful old woman, thrilled to have Tad visit while she was working, knew of a few families with the last name of Galanis as it wasn’t an uncommon name, but one woman stood out. She was the matriarch of a family that had lived on the island for generations, and one of those people you always found in small communities who knew, and was known by, everyone else. Even if she had nothing to do with Stella’s mother, she might point Tad toward someone who knew more.
Unfortunately, Google Street View wasn’t as complete as he would like, so he’d had to get detailed directions from the old woman that started at the archives itself. Therefore, he drew more than a few eyes as he appeared, but hoped to lose those watchers as he set off, heading up a road leading away from the port and into the winding streets of the mountainside. His long stride set a tough pace and soon he was alone, only ever seeing the odd local caught up in their daily activities and paying him no attention.
He walked for nearly half an hour, the furthest he’d walked in a long time thanks to his channel changing abilities. He didn’t realise how much he relied on that ability and was sweating heavily by the time he arrived at his destination. Taking a few minutes to catch his breath, he decided to devote time to exercise in the future so he didn’t get overly reliant on using Dream.
He stood outside a three story home with a naked stone exterior. There were seven slender, wood-framed windows on the front of the building, three aligned vertically on the left, three on the right, with the last one in the centre of the house. Directly beneath that window was the front door, just as slender and painted blue. Above it was another door, matching in style save for the large panes of glass set into the frame. This second door led onto a small metal balcony complete with a table and two chairs.
It looked like a modest home. However, it was larger than the average building in Britain and Tad suspected it wasn’t nearly so modest on the inside.
Feeling like he’d caught his breath, he stepped up to the door and raised his hand to knock. Then he paused, straightened his t-shirt and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He hadn’t thought about it until now, but he was potentially about to meet some of Stella’s family. Worse, he was doing so without her permission. There was no way this would end well for him, but he owed it to Stella to go through with it anyway for her own good. At least that’s what he told himself as his knuckles struck the door three times.
He didn’t have to wait long before there was the click and the door swung inward, revealing a short, ancient woman who stared at Tad with distrustful eyes.
She might just be the oldest person he’d ever seen in person. She couldn’t have been taller than five foot, had wrinkles on her wrinkles, and her grey hair was thinning to where he could see the skin beneath. However, she moved with a confidence that belied her appearance and he could sense that there was strength yet in this old woman.
She was broad, though not fat, just stout. She stared at Tad through crystal-clear blue eyes of the like he’d only ever seen once before, and he knew without needing to be told that he had come to the right place.
“Hello. Mrs Galanis?” Tad asked, a little unsure of how to start when this old woman was just staring at him intently.
Her eyes narrowed and he thought she wouldn’t answer. Then her words came hard and fast, rapid fire like she was angry. He would never know for sure because not a single word was in English.
Instantly Tad felt like a fool. Why should he expect her to speak English just because he did? He was in Greece and he should have come prepared.
He tried to think of how to use Dream to bridge the language barrier as they did in their Dreamwalker meetings. However, it was not possible here. There they could do it by imagining something so outlandishly impossible and trusting that Dream would make it true. Here there were rules that had to be obeyed and he needed a grounding point from which to augment reality. Now that he faced down this woman who was growing angrier by the moment, he realised he didn’t even know a single word of Greek to prepare for this.
You couldn’t have learnt how to at least say hello, you idiot?
Tad could do nothing but raise his hands in apology and try to act out that he didn’t understand her. This only made her angrier, and she started to shout, waving her hands dramatically like she would attack Tad if he didn’t act soon. The trouble was, he didn’t know what she wanted. He stepped back, and that just wound her up even more as her voice grew louder and her gesticulating became more pronounced.
Tad was about to just write this off as a failure and dreamwalk away when another face appeared deeper in the house. This one was younger and much higher from the ground. Another set of blue eyes widened in surprise.
He was a man in his early twenties, maybe even younger than that. He was about five foot ten, slim but obviously fit, and possessing the kind of good looks that Tad was instantly envious of. He suspected if this man was ever so much as in the vicinity of a movie producer, he’d be swept into a world of fame and fortune instantly.
The man grabbed the old woman by the shoulders, not roughly, but firmly enough to calm her anger. He said something in Greek that was obviously respectful, and then he turned his attention back to Tad when the old lady quieted.
“I’m sorry, she doesn’t speak English,” he said in heavily accented but excellent English.
“No, it’s my fault for coming here presuming she could. Please tell her I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset her.”
“No need for sorry… Wait… You are him? The Dreamwalker?”
Tad laughed nervously, never getting used to people recognising him or addressing him this way. “Yeah, that’s me. Look, I was hoping to ask… Uh… Your grandmother?” At his nod Tad smiled and said, “I was going to ask some questions if—”
He was interrupted as the old woman started talking again, machine-gun fired words that cut through Tad’s words like they were nothing. Even the young man looked shocked by his grandmother’s tone and he gently pulled the old lady back and turned her to face him. He said something in Greek to get her attention and she fired those words back at him just as strongly as she had at Tad.
Tad didn’t need Stella’s talents to tell this attitude shocked the young man, and it wasn’t long before the two were locked in a fast-paced conversation that bordered on being an argument.
Feeling strangely isolated on the doorstep while these two bickered, Tad looked around nervously to make sure he wasn’t being watched. When he looked back, he found the argument had concluded and the old woman was marching away, shouting parting words over her shoulder.
“I really didn’t mean to upset her,” Tad said as soon as she was gone. “I just wanted to ask a few questions.”
“No, I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong. She’s not normally like this,” the young man said as he came back to the door. He held out a hand for Tad to shake and said, “I’m Leon Galanis.”
“Tad Holcroft.”
“Oh, I know who you are. I’m sorry, but your visit upset her. I don’t know why, but I must ask you to leave.”
“But… Listen, that’s fine. I just have some questions I think your grandmother could answer for me that are important. Is there any chance you could talk her round and I can come back?”
It was Leon’s turn to frown. “What could she know that would help you?”
“It’s not for me, it’s for my girlfriend. I think she was originally from this island and I was hoping to get in touch with her family. I was told your grandmother might be able to help.”
“A reunion?” Leon asked, the frown disappearing as Tad’s words started to make sense. “Then yes. Yia-yia knows lots of people. How about this? You go and I speak with her, see if she will talk. When I know more, I will let you know.”
“That’s perfect,” Tad said, pulling out his phone and asking for Leon’s number so they could stay in touch. Once they’d exchanged numbers, Tad slipped his phone away and glanced over Leon’s shoulder. “I really didn’t mean to upset her.”
“Don’t worry. I will find out what is wrong with her. But I must go now.”
He looked over his shoulder at where his grandmother had gone and Tad got the hint, stepping away from the door and waving goodbye. With a final wave and a promise to call, the blue door closed, leaving Tad alone in the street. 
He stared at the door for a minute, not knowing what to do next. He hoped he might get closer to helping Stella uncover what was happening to her today, or at the least get more clues about where to look next. He hated leaving this in someone else’s hands, especially when he felt so close.
The blue of that old lady’s eyes, and her grandson’s, matched Stella’s almost perfectly, and Tad couldn’t imagine a world in which they weren’t related. It just made it that much harder to walk away.
With no other option, he looked around so he could fix this location in his mind, then turned his attention elsewhere and changed the channel.
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12:30
“Don’t judge me, it won’t always be like this.”
Freckles looked up from the passenger seat like he didn’t believe her.
“I know, it’s the sixth Saturday in a row, but it can’t be helped. Maybe once we get nightmares sorted then…”
Stella’s words trailed off as she pulled into her usual parking space and killed the engine. Who was she kidding? She had to resign herself to a six-day work week for the foreseeable future. At least she didn’t sleep, so it wasn’t like she was missing out on spending time with Tad, Jen and Tony. She could spend her evenings with them like a normal person, then once they’d gone to bed she could get another six hours of extra work done while they slept. To someone like her, what did an eighty-hour work week really hurt?
When was the last time you had a drink with Kimberly? A traitorous voice in the back of her mind asked. Or tried to make any other friends? Or maybe picked up a hobby, or…
Stella forced the thoughts aside and looked at Freckles who waited patiently.
“Who needs friends when I have you, hey Freckles?”
Getting excited at hearing his name, his tail wagged and he sniffed loudly, almost like he was getting ready to bark but wasn’t quite there yet.
“That’s right,” she answered, reaching over to scratch behind his ear before opening the door and climbing out. Feeling under-appreciated at so little attention, Freckles barked. “Not right now. I’ll play with you after. Come on, the quicker we get started, the quicker I’ll be done.”
She held her door open as Freckles jumped from one seat to the next, scrambling down from the car without her help. Stella noticed the size of his paws as he stretched out and had a sudden vision of the giant dog he’d turn into. Looking at her Mini, she wondered if she would have to trade it in for something bigger. It had only been a week and she was already used to having him close. Strangely, the thought of giving up her beloved Mini just didn’t seem like that big of a deal anymore.
Locking the car behind them, Stella walked toward the entrance while Freckles went for a sniff around the carpark. As soon as she opened the door he reluctantly gave up and rushed after her, racing inside and bounding up the stairs before she’d even started in that direction. Stella followed him to the top floor and was about to head to the door that led toward her office when she noticed the puppy sniffing around outside the break room.
“Good thinking, Freckles. Let’s get coffee,” she said as she opened the door and let the dog inside.
Her sudden entrance made the lone occupant of the break room jump in surprise.
Chakikra Khatri, a nineteen-year-old girl of Indian heritage, was the newest dreamwalker on Stella’s team. She was hunched over her mug when Stella walked in, but quickly sat up with a wide eyed, almost panicked expression. Due to the nature of their work, Stella had the dreamwalkers dress in the same black t-shirts, trousers and boots as the tactical team. Unfortunately for Chakikra, this lack of more traditional office attire made her look every bit as young as she was. It was hard for Stella not to see a scared girl as she entered the break room.
“Hi Chakikra, everything alright?”
“Oh… uh… DT Martin… I mean… Uh… Hi. I was just having my lunch and... Uh…”
Stella smiled at the flustered girl who never seemed comfortable. Even now she played with her long, glossy black hair that had fallen free from where she’d tied it up.
“Relax, having lunch is allowed,” Stella said, trying for comforting.
“I know. It’s just that I only ever bump into you in here and I don’t want you thinking I do nothing,” she answered quickly, her accent putting Stella in mind of the youth of London. That made sense, being as that was where the girl called home. Being a dreamwalker, the commute wasn’t a problem.
“I don’t think that. I’m extremely pleased with the work you’ve been doing for us.”
“Oh… Okay,” the girl said with the slightest of nervous smiles. “I didn’t think—”
Freckles chose that moment to make himself known by jumping up her leg from under the table, causing the poor girl to yelp.
“Freckles,” Stella snapped, maybe the first time she’d yelled at the dog. “That’s not nice. Come back here. Not everyone wants to be your friend, you know.”
“That’s okay. I love dogs, he just frightened me.”
Chakikra leaned down to give him a fuss and Stella almost laughed as Freckles shot her what looked like a smug I told you so look. Stella left them to it as she made her coffee, but she continually glanced back at the young woman who smiled as she played with Freckles. Stella got that now familiar feeling that there was an untruth about the girl. It only took as long as it took to put the finishing touches on her coffee to realise what it was.
Her smile was only skin deep.
Something bothered her, and as Stella focused more strongly, she suspected it was something significant. She wanted to ask about it, but was already approaching the limits of her HR skills. A lack of friends and human interaction outside of a police environment had left her woefully under prepared for situations like this, and she had no idea how to broach the topic. It was tempting to have Denise look into it on Monday; however, she was determined to move on from the person she used to be. She walked to Chakikra’s table and took a seat.
“You mind if I join you?”
“What? Uh… No, of course not.”
“Push him away if he’s bothering you,” Stella said. “He’ll sit there all day otherwise.”
“He’s fine. I love dogs. I’ve got six of my own.”
Stella almost choked on her coffee. “Six?”
Chakikra laughed for the first time. “Yeah. My dad rescued our first dog when she was already pregnant, we just didn’t know it. When the pups came along, we couldn’t bear to give them up, so now we have six.”
“Sounds like a lot of work.”
“It’s not so bad. So long as you walk them, feed them, and give them attention, they’re not really that much more trouble than one or two. I kind of wish people were more like dogs, it would make life easier.”
Stella smiled and affirmed that would indeed be the case, all the while studying the girl. That last statement tasted like truth to Stella, more truth than Chakikra intended, maybe.
“So how are you finding working here? You settled into the job yet?” Stella asked. “It’s a big change from the supermarket and must be a lot to take in.”
Chakikra laughed nervously and rubbed the back of her neck with the hand that wasn’t stroking Freckles.
“It’s definitely a change. Mostly good though,” she added almost a little too quickly.
“Are you sure? I’d hate to think you were unhappy and just didn’t want to speak up.”
“Really, I’m fine,” Chakikra said. “It’s just me being stupid.”
“There’s no such thing,” Stella tried. She was squirming in her seat, sure she sounded clunky as she tried to be a sympathetic ear. Where was Kimberly when she needed her? “You can tell me anything, I promise. The last thing I want is to have you bottling something up until I lose one of my dreamwalkers. I wasn’t kidding about how valuable a job you’ve been doing.”
“Well… Uh… Like I said. It isn’t a big thing, it’s just that… I guess I don’t feel like I fit in here.”
“Okay,” Stella said, forcing a smile to show she wanted to hear more.
The girl looked down, focusing on Freckles who was uncharacteristically still as he accepted his fuss, almost like he knew this wasn’t the right time for playing.
“Everyone here has a past. The tactical guys have served in the army, or have been on the job for years… you know. It’s the same with the detectives. Miles is okay, but he’s always so busy that I don’t want to bother him. Kimberly’s nice, but she’s not around much.”
“What about the other dreamwalkers?” Stella asked. “How are you getting on with them?”
“I’m getting on with everyone fine… I’m just… Well. I guess I’m just like an outsider. I like everyone, I just don’t fit anywhere. I have dreamwalking in common with the other dreamwalkers, but there’s only so much we can talk about that. Morris is nearly thirty and Gary is nearly fifty, so we don’t have much in common other than work, and that’s not enough if you know what I mean.”
As someone with a history of making work her whole world, Stella had no idea what she meant. However, she forced herself to fight the discomfort of telling a lie as she nodded in agreement.
“So you’d like some people here your own age?” Stella asked.
“No… Well, that would be nice. But that’s not what I meant. I think I just mean that… well, let’s put it this way. If I wasn’t a dreamwalker, is there any way I’d be sat here talking with you?” Stella didn’t need to verbalise the answer for the girl to guess the truth. “See, that’s what I mean. But for a fluke of nature I wouldn’t be here, and everyone knows it. It’s why the tactical guys barely look at me twice unless they need something on a mission, why the detectives only humour me, and why… you get the point. Sorry, I’m complaining about nothing.”
“It’s not nothing,” Stella said. “Look, you’re right. Things wouldn’t have worked out the same had the Merging not happened and you weren’t a Proxy. But that doesn’t mean you don’t belong here. It sounds like you feel you have nothing to offer outside being a dreamwalker and want to be more useful to the team, to be more a part of it.”
“Well… Yeah. That’s about right.”
Stella smiled and let out a relieved breath, glad she’d got to the answer so quick. Kimberly would be proud.
“That’s easy to fix. Why don’t you have a think about where you see yourself in the team, or where you’d like to be. If you need to sit with people to find out more about their jobs so you can decide, tell me or Denise and we’ll make it happen. Once you know what you want to do, we’ll make sure you get training, maybe get you to go back to school one or two days a week, anything you need to help you progress quickly.”
“Really?”
“Of course. You just—”
Stella never finished her sentence as the break room door banged open and four members of the tactical unit walked in, Harry’s loud mouth proceeding them. He spoke so loudly that it put an instant end to Stella’s conversation. Rather than protest, Stella sat back to see how long it would take him to realise he and his men weren’t alone.
“I mean seriously, they’ve got to wake up sooner or later. She’s no good here,” Harry said as he strutted to the coffee machine. “If Trevors or… Hell, even if I was in charge, we’d have this nightmare thing wrapped up by now. She only got the job because she’s pretty and will open her legs for the Dreamwalker when he needs to scratch that itch. I’m telling you, it’s only a matter of time before it all comes crashing down. Those idiots in Westminster need to open their eyes and see what’s right in front of their faces.”
“Sounds like they’re not the only ones, hey Harry?” Stella said.
Harry jumped and spun, nearly dropping his mug as his wide eyes tracked right to her.
His teammates didn’t hide their shock any better, and for a moment Stella got the pleasure of seeing panic on their faces. These self proclaimed tough guys who thought themselves ready for anything looked like nothing more than the proverbial deer in the headlights.
Then the smell hit her.
It made Stella’s stomach twist hard enough she wanted to be sick. Beyond his panicked expression, Stella could smell guilt pouring off him. It was so thick she could almost choke on it.
She had been practicing with her new senses and was learning to spot not just lies, but the subtle tones which gave her clues about the truth. Harry’s guilt struck her strongly, but wasn’t all directed at her. A good portion was aimed at the girl sitting at the table with her. That was strange. Harry had to know he was in trouble for speaking about Stella, but the direction of his guilt towards the girl made Stella think there was more to what Chakikra told her than she let on. Was it just that she didn’t feel part of the team, or was it something more?
“Well? You made such eloquent points walking in, care to expand on them. You obviously have something you want to say to me. Now’s your chance.” When he didn’t immediately answer she smiled in a way that would only infuriate him. “Surely you’re not afraid to speak to little old me. After all, I only got here by opening my legs for the Dreamwalker, isn’t that how you put it?”
“I never meant—”
“Don’t even try to back pedal that one. Don’t worry, if those are genuine thoughts then I won’t hold them against you. I clearly haven’t been doing my job well if you think that. In fact, I must be bloody awful at it. However, before I go hand in my notice, maybe you could point out some examples of how I mis-stepped.”
The three men backing him up glanced at each other nervously. Harry, however, glared at Stella hatefully. He couldn’t attack her words without attacking his own, so the only course of action left was to do exactly as she requested.
“You don’t have to look any further than Pendine where you nearly got all of us killed.”
“Ah, I see,” Stella said. “You’re right, I should have sourced better information before rushing in. Again though, if I might request a small favour before I write my resignation letter, could you tell me what you would have done different?”
Going bright red like he was on the verge of exploding, he grumbled, “I would have driven there for a start, giving us time to brainstorm solutions.”
“But you’d have been an hour late, the vast majority of the town would have been destroyed and there would be no dreamwalker response to the casualties. The latest reports say we saved more than a hundred lives that night who would never have made it without Tad, Morris, Chakikra and Gary.”
Harry’s fingers curled into fists as he took a step forward. “Don’t start preaching about saved lives when you got two of us killed.”
“You can lay their deaths at my feet all you want, but the truth is I acted with the information I had at the time in the manner we had all agreed on. Need I remind you that Trevors worked closely with all of you to build those same procedures you acted against when you wanted to leave without a dreamwalker. So yes, those deaths are on me and I will regret them for as long as I live. However, we have already adapted to ensure it can never happen again. So while we payed the ultimate price because as a team we weren’t prepared for this, it doesn’t prove that I’m not good at my job.
“Come on, I thought you were supposed to tell me how I was a waste of time. You said if you were in charge you’d have solved the nightmares by now. Surely someone that brilliant would have an unending list of ways I have been wasting my time. Come on, let’s hear them.”
Shaking with fury, he said, “You’re just… You rely on… You’re…”
“What’s wrong, getting tongue tied?” she teased.
“Don’t you fucking mock me,” he snapped, stepping forward and towering over her. Not enjoying that feeling, Stella stood, meeting him straight on by stepping into his forward momentum rather than away. This startled him, but not enough to downplay his anger. He shook his finger in her face. “You got my men killed!”
“We already covered that,” she said, as calm as she could while her heart pounded in her chest. She could feel everyone watching and was amazed she could keep her composure. “You’re still not giving me anything, Harry. What have I done that’s so bad and why would you be a better leader?”
Not giving him chance to answer, she took another step forward so that, unless he took a step back, his finger would touch her face.
“You walk in here spouting off how awful I am without providing evidence. I’ve asked simple questions and you’re repeating answers like a broken record. How about we look at you? What level of blame do you carry for those deaths? If I’m so obviously incompetent, why follow my orders? Surely that makes you worse than me, right? I mean, I’m only an idiot who doesn’t know what she’s doing. You took your men there knowing they would die.”
“Watch your fucking mouth,” he snapped, unable to keep from looking back to his friends to see how they took Stella’s words. He didn’t like what he saw and when he turned back his eyes were hard and it looked like he’d snapped.
Unable to respond verbally, he fell on primitive instincts and attacked her physically. She should have expected this because his might makes right mindset would always lead to such action. Stella had only two choices, fight or flight. She had no illusions about how she’d stand in a fight against this monster, but where could she run?
On instinct alone, she took another step forward before he’d finished cocking his fist, and she shoved his chest as hard as she could.
It turned out, she could shove pretty hard these days.
Harry flew.
His breath exploded from his lungs, his feet left the floor, and he covered the ten feet between Stella and the sink without touching the ground. He flailed helplessly before crashing through the cupboard door under the sink, breaking the cheap wood easily. 
Silence fell over the room as the tactical men stared at Stella in astonishment. Chakikra struggled to pick her mouth up off the floor, and Stella stared at her hands like she was seeing them for the first time.
That’s new, she thought to herself, wondering about her decision to stop Tad looking into her changes.
She didn’t have long to dwell on that thought before the lump of a man who’d been thrown across the room by a woman half his size scrambled to his feet, angrier than ever. His face was red with pain and embarrassment, and this time he advanced with murder in his eyes.
“What’s going on?”
The cold voice cut through the tension with ease and every eye turned to the doorway to see who spoke. Every one of them, Stella included, was surprised to find Lizzie standing in the doorway with her camera out and filming the action. Behind her stood their technical expert, Miles Avon, looking as trendy as ever, but also slack jawed.
Neither of them had asked the simple question, and it was not because of them that everyone took an unconscious step back. It was instead the twelve-year-old girl standing in front of the duo, a hardness to her expression that was worrying even if she wasn’t a dreamwalker.
However, she was a dreamwalker, and in that moment everyone felt it.
It wasn’t how Tad could sense someone using dream, but how you can instinctively find the most dangerous person in a room. She was just a twelve-year-old girl, but right then every adult in that break room was terrified of her.
“Yeah, what’s going on?” Lizzie asked when no one answered. “I was going to run the puppies as my headline tonight, but this looks much more interesting.”
“Nothing’s happening,” Stella answered quickly. “Me and Harry were having a discussion about how he is going to take the rest of the weekend off, then turn up bright and early on Monday for a meeting with me and Trevors about acceptable behaviour in the workplace. Isn’t that right, Harry?”
The huge man glared at Stella, glanced at Lizzie, then looked away fast before he even had to meet Jen’s eyes. Finally, the fight left him and he turned away, storming toward the exit. Miles and Lizzie stepped aside, but Jen just frowned at him as though she was deciding whether to let him pass or blow him to pieces. She was undecided as he reached the doorway and Harry hesitated only a moment before stepping around her like she was a landmine waiting to explode.
“Nick, you’re in charge for the rest of the day. I’ll have a word with Trevors about what he wants to do for tomorrow’s shift. Any of you have a problem with that?” Stella asked.
The remaining tactical guys shook their heads before rushing toward the safety of their tactical rooms. The moment they left, Chakikra let out an explosive sigh that made Stella jump. She turned to find the girl looking pale and clinging onto Freckles like he was a shield. If the little puppy minded, he didn’t show it. However, he squirmed when he recognised his brothers had accompanied Jen. Chakikra let him down so that he could go join Hawk and Growler as they sniffed through the wreckage that Harry had made of the cupboard door.
“Uh… I better get back to work,” Chakikra said, scrambling to her feet. “Thanks for the talk and all… and… uh…”
“Chakikra. I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean for it to get so out of hand.”
“Sorry? That was awesome!” Chakikra blurted before suddenly looking embarrassed and clamping a hand over her mouth. “I mean that—”
“I know what you meant,” Stella interrupted, sure now that Harry was a big reason Chakikra had been down in the first place. “Just think about what we talked about. I’ll let Denise know you want to speak with me and she’ll book in a slot some time next week so we can get some balls in motion.”
“That sounds great,” Chakikra said. “I… Thank you.”
Stella just smiled at the girl as she made her awkward exit past Jen, who looked like she was finally calming down.
“What are you three doing here?” Stella asked when Chakikra closed the door.
“I think we asked first,” Lizzie tried. “What happened?”
“A second of this gets onto your little show, and we’ll be having words, Lizzie. You got that?” Stella asked.
Lizzie blanched, her camera suddenly disappearing into her bag as though it had never been out while Lizzie adopted her most innocent smile.
“One second of what?” she asked, and despite herself Stella snorted a laugh.   
“Yeah, that’s right. So, out with it then, what are you three doing here? Miles, you’re not supposed to be working today, and you two aren’t supposed to be here at all.”
“Did that guy attack you?” Jen countered, ignoring her question. “We should arrest him if he did. I can freeze him up or something and then—”
“Jen, I’m fine and it’s dealt with. You don’t have to worry.”
“Yeah, especially not when Stella can throw him around like he was a basketball. I didn’t know you could do that. You’ve been holding out on me,” Lizzie said, making Stella wince. This was the last thing she wanted the reporter to see.
“I’m losing my patience. What are you doing here?”
“I offered to help her with her computer and needed a few things,” Miles answered a little too quickly. Stella frowned at him, knowing exactly what effect it would have on Miles. Sure enough, he started talking again. “I mean… remember when that footage leaked last year. I promised I’d see if I could find out how that happened and who did it. But some equipment I needed was here and—”
“And you brought her into our headquarters? A reporter? Really, Miles?”
“I was going to ask her to wait in here,” he said in self defence, but his words trailed off under Stella’s glare.
“Hey, it’s not his fault you were beating up your employees,” Lizzie snapped, coming to his defence. “He just wanted to help me.”
Stella was surprised about how strong Lizzie’s reaction was and her eyes narrowed as a suspicion dawned.
“You better not have been here for a tour.”
“Of course not,” Lizzie snapped, though Miles blushed and looked away. Stella was about to push harder when she caught Jen looking at her.
“And just what are you doing here?”
“I’m spending the day with Lizzie, and then we’re going to do a show about the puppies.”
“Tad agreed to this?”
“I can decide for myself you know,” Jen snapped, instantly angry.
Tad and Tony might back down when Jen used that tone, but Stella wasn’t them. She maintained eye contact with the girl until Jen blushed and looked away.
“Tad said I could so long as he gets to see the interview first and Lizzie looks after me for the day.”
“Why?” Stella asked, wondering if that was the most concerning news of the last half hour. “Just what is he doing that’s so important?”
Jen shrugged, clearly not caring, and Stella grimaced as she realised she was telling the truth. Jen didn’t know, which meant Tad hadn’t told her. She was sure that meant nothing good. Who knew what kind of world ending mayhem he’d cause while he was off unsupervised. She’d have to check up on that.
“Well, I suppose if Tad’s okay with it, then that’s fine. But neither of you are supposed to be here, and Miles, you should know better. You can both wait in the car while Miles gets what he needs.”
“We didn’t drive,” Lizzie said.
“You dreamwalked here? From where?”
“Lizzie’s barn,” Jen answered without realising that neither of the adults behind her wanted her to. Suddenly neither Lizzie nor Miles could meet Stella’s eye.
“And just what were you doing at Lizzie’s barn, Miles?”
“You know what, Jen? I know when we’re not welcome. Why don’t you and me go back to the barn and Miles can ring us when he’s ready.”
“Wait… What?” Miles asked, obviously not wanting to be left behind.
Jen, thoroughly oblivious to the adults in the room, just shrugged and offered her hand. Without even a goodbye, they both vanished. On the other side of the room Hawk and Growler looked up, ears at alert as they looked for Jen. Hawk was the first to vanish, closely followed by Growler, leaving Freckles alone with Stella and Miles.
“Well?” she asked, waiting for an answer to her earlier question.
“I promised to look at her computer,” he said, a half truth at best. However, Stella didn’t have it in her for another confrontation right now. She’d have to watch this situation and see where it led. She didn’t want her employees spending too much time around Lizzie. She’d proven herself a friend to Tad and their cause, but she was still a reporter.
“While I’ve got you here, Miles, I need your help. I was sent a load of security footage from the States today. I need your help going through it.”
“Right now?” he asked, clearly reluctant.
“Well, I remember you telling me about a new programme you created to find people in CCTV footage.”
“Oh, that,” he said, suddenly perking up. “You looking for someone in particular?”
“A couple of someones. I’ve got footage from sixteen different hardware stores, and I need to know if there’s anyone who appears in more than one of those locations. Can your system do that?”
Miles grinned like a kid who gets to play with a new toy. “Definitely. How much footage have you got?” Stella told him and he winced. “That much… It’ll take some time for the system to process all that. I don’t exactly have a supercomputer to work with on our budget. But if we get it started now, I’ll probably have an answer by Monday.”
Stella grinned, that was exactly what she wanted to hear.
Taking one last look at the broken kitchen cupboard and making a mental note that she would have to get that fixed, speak with Trevors about the larger situation, and get Denise working with Chakikra, Stella turned her mind back to the reason she came in today. As frustrating as those situations were, they were just the tip of the iceberg of things that needed her attention.
Turning back to Miles, she said, “Come on then, let’s get started.”
A few seconds later, the last occupant of the room who had been sniffing through the broken cupboard to see what he could find realised it had gone quiet and looked up to see where everyone was. Finding himself alone, Freckles cocked his head to one side, sniffed for a familiar scent, and as soon as he found it barked once and changed the channel.
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Tony was being followed.
He wasn’t sure by who, but as he’d been invisible it could only be a Proxy or another ghost. Not liking either option, he decided to lay a trap.
He used to come to this leisure centre often, especially when they ran their spinning classes and he was guaranteed a look at plenty of fit girls in clingy clothes. In more recent years, especially when Miriam was around, he’d started to see how creepy that was and eased off such activities, sticking to places like strip clubs where watching the women wasn’t against their will. However, he was familiar with this place and knew the corridor outside the downstairs changing rooms was almost always empty because the classes ran every hour and the activity rooms and the pool were booked out on the same schedule. It left Tony with a controlled space to lay his trap.
He let himself inside the locked utility room at the end of the corridor and moved to the panel of light switches. He flicked the ones marked Downstairs Corridor 3 and the lights went out in the narrow hallway. It left the corridor in shadow, which was perfect for what Tony wanted.
He unlocked and cracked the utility door open and settled in to wait, a grin on his face as he thought about what he would do.
He didn’t have to wait long.
A vaguely familiar shape stepped into the dark corridor, looking left and right to find him. Tony couldn’t make out much about them with the lights off, but it didn’t matter. He just concentrated on the next step.
Tony had come a long way since Tad reminded him about the first rule. It turned out that the Borderlands was an opportunity for ghosts, not a limitation, Tony had been playing with that ever since. One thing he wondered about recently was why a mad ghost could pull the heat from an area, but a normal ghost couldn’t. As normal, the answer was perception, and Tony set to practicing.
He concentrated on the air around him and imagined he was made of ice and radiating cold. He fell into that thought, believing with all his being that it was true and that the warmth in the air was consumed by the cold he exuded.
It didn’t take long before frost formed on the glossy surfaces around him and the condensing air created wispy clouds that leaked from the utility room and filled the corridor. Tony grinned as the silhouette of his pursuer shivered and hesitated. He imagined what this must look like to them and his concentration almost slipped as he enjoyed the thought so much. However, he regained control of himself and turned his attention to the next part of his plan, transforming himself.
He imagined a tall robed figure, its face lost to shadow, and pushed himself into that image.
Again this idea originated with mad ghosts and how they changed to nightmare creatures of shadow. That couldn’t happen unless a ghost could change themselves at will. Sure enough, as Tony believed himself to be a seven foot tall robed figure, he started to grow. The transformation took only seconds and soon he was ready for his big reveal with one last change. From the shadow of his hood, he spilled shadow like mad ghosts did when they opened their mouths, creating an oily, black waterfall that dispersed into cloud as it hit the air. He hoped it would be suitably terrifying.
Ducking to glance out the crack in the doorway, he watched the silhouette of his attacker come closer. He could see it was a woman now, though that didn’t turn him from his path. He’d learnt from women like Dinah Mizrahi, Miriam, and Stella that women were more than capable of being dangerous. Tony took no chances until his moment arrived.
Fully embracing his roll, he went insubstantial to step through the door of the cupboard, then materialised amongst the mist in the dark corridor.
The approaching shape froze, her head moving upward as she looked into the darkness of his hood. He thought he could taste the fear rolling off her as she took a nervous step back.
“Why do you disturb me?” he hissed, his voice that of a mad ghost, barely recognisable as human. It was too much for the woman who screamed and turned to run, but Tony wasn’t done with her.
He rushed forward, his long robes whipping about as he moved. He reached out a skeletal hand to grab her, and she screamed again. A proxy would never be so meek in the face of a ghost, they’d instinctively use their power to attack him. So this was another ghost, and he was suddenly more confident.
He gripped her arm harder and pulled her back into the darkness. Physical strength meant nothing to a ghost, mental strength mattered, so he easily pulled her kicking and screaming into the darkness where he eventually pinned her against a wall and used a skeletal, cold hand to cover her mouth and cut off her scream.
“Why do you follow Tony Suen?” he hissed, bringing the darkness of his hood close to the woman’s struggling face. Between the special effects he’d created and the darkness, he couldn’t make out her features, but there was something familiar about her silhouette.
“What?” she asked as he moved his hand from her mouth. “I didn’t… I mean, I’m not…”
“Why do you follow Tony?” he hissed again, more insistently this time, his voice pitched lower to scare her.
Strangely, the woman relaxed. She stopped struggling to get free and her breathing became less frantic. Tony was about to ask his question a third time when suddenly she spoke.
“Tony? Is that you?”
He recognised the voice. It was one he’d heard two days earlier, one he’d hoped not to hear again. He suddenly realised he should have known who this was.
“Tony,” Amber said in a more confident tone, relief dripping from her words. With a nervous laugh she said, “Oh my god, you scared the shit out of me. That’s awesome. How the hell did you do this?”
The air warmed up as Amber’s confidence that he was Tony fought his confidence that he was a spectral nightmare. He also lost confidence in his disguise and shrank down to his usual height. When he spoke next, the voice he used was his own.
“Why are you following me?”
Still laughing, Amber shook him off and stepped away, wiping the corners of her eyes as she regained her composure.
“That was awesome. You’ll have to teach me how to do that. I nearly had a heart attack.”
“Why are you following me?” Tony almost screamed.
“Calm down, I’ll explain in a minute. Can we at least get the lights back on?”
Tony flashed back to first meeting this girl, remembering how annoying it was that he could never get the upper hand in the conversation.
“Forget the lights. I want—”
He was interrupted as a door opened at the other end of the hall, letting light into the corridor as a man poked his head out to see what was happening. Apparently Amber’s kicking and screaming had not gone unnoticed.
“I think we should go somewhere else and talk about this, don’t you?” Amber asked in a casual tone, going invisible so the man at the other end of the corridor couldn’t see her.
As much as he hated to give her the satisfaction of agreeing with her, Tony knew it was only a matter of time before more people came to investigate. Begrudgingly he followed her back through the building towards a modern-looking cafe where Amber took a seat near a window. A man on a nearby table jumped as the chairs moved out on their own, but Tony watched the guy shake his head like he was crazy and seeing things before turning back to his drink and sandwich like nothing was out of the ordinary.
Ignoring the man, Tony threw himself into his own chair and stared hard at Amber.
“Why are you following me?” he asked for what he hoped was the final time. “Are you a stalker or something?”
She laughed. “In your dreams, maybe.” She looked around as though seeing the leisure centre for the first time. “Strange you’d come here to set your trap. Why this place of all places?”
Tony refused to answer until she answered his question, but she didn’t need him to. A trio of women in skin-tight work-out clothes walked in. Amber smiled like she had all the answers she needed.
“Oh, I see now. That’s why you laid the trap near the changing rooms.”
Tony blushed and hated himself for that.
“Just answer my question,” he hissed. Again he was ignored.
“You know, I thought people were kidding when they said you did perverted stuff like this. How often do you come here?”
Through gritted teeth, Tony answered, “I barely ever come here.”
“Anymore,” she added like she agreed with him. “I already know that. You don’t do half of what they say you do. I’ve seen you go into a few strip clubs, but nothing more creepy than that.”
Tony frowned. Just how long had she been following him? He was about to demand an answer when she spoke up again.
“The strange thing is, you never seem to be in to it. I see you in those places, but you’re always lost in your own little world. I don’t think you even do it for fun anymore, do you? You do it because you don’t know what else to do.”
Tony glared at her as she casually picked apart his life and for the first time feared her a little. Her words had an undeniable ring of truth that proved she saw things about him he wasn’t even ready to admit to himself.
“Why are you following me?” he asked almost desperately, just wanting to know the answer.
She stared at him, her large green eyes seeing far more than he was comfortable with. Suddenly she shook her head and stood up.
“We’ll speak more next time,” she said.
“Next time. What are you talking about?” he snapped, suddenly furious. He grabbed her arm and tried to pull her back to the table, but she shook herself free.
“I’m not ready, Tony. I haven’t decided on you yet.”
She nodded pointedly to the guy who jumped when the chairs moved, and Tony looked up. The man was looking his way again and he wasn’t alone. The whole cafe had gone silent as Tony lost control of his abilities in the heat of his anger. Embarrassed, he turned back to Amber to see if she too was visible, but she was gone.
What the hell is her problem?
He stared at the spot where she’d been standing, unable to wrap his head around the mystery she posed. She obviously wanted something from him, but what worried him was how easily she could see through him. Even when he had her pinned against the wall as a seven foot nightmare, the moment she realised it was him she lost all fear like she knew he would never hurt her.
He was lost in his thoughts when he felt a hand on his shoulder, making him jump.
“Whoa, sorry. I didn’t mean to surprise you like that,” said the man from the next table, the one who’d jumped earlier. “You’re him, right? Tony Suen.”
“Yeah, that’s me,” Tony answered.
The man burst out laughing like it was the greatest thing he’d ever heard. “Oh, thank God. You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to meet you.”
“Me?” Tony asked, forgetting Amber in the face of this new strangeness. “You mean Tad.”
“No, you… though eventually maybe the Dreamwalker. I need your help.”
“Sure you do,” Tony said, stepping back as he realised what this was. Amongst the many types of people who reacted to Tad’s fame since the Merging, most were people in awe of what he could do. Some, however, wanted to get closer to the world’s most famous celebrity because of what he could do for them. Whether it was product endorsements or a whole list of things they felt Tad could do for them, they were shameless in trying to get his help. “Not interested pal.”
Tony walked away, but the man rushed after him, following him out of the cafe.
“Please, just hear me out. It’s life or death.”
“Sure it is. What have you got? A song you want Tad to say he enjoyed? A new invention you want him to endorse. What?”
“My brother was murdered,” the man said, bringing Tony up short. “He was killed a few weeks ago and I need help.”
“I’m… uh… I’m sorry. I didn’t know. You should go to the police. Tad’s busy right—”
“The police can’t help us,” the man interrupted, rushing on now he had Tony’s attention. He ran his hands through his greasy black hair as he looked around almost nervously. He hadn’t shaved in a while and the look wasn’t for fashion. “Please, I just need your help. My brother is a ghost and doesn’t know how to handle it. I thought maybe you could give him some pointers, then maybe help us with our problem. I know it’s a tall ask, but I’m genuinely scared if I don’t ask for someone’s help they will come for me next.”
Tony frowned, still wanting to tell the guy he was barking up the wrong tree. However, as he pushed his experience with Amber aside, he looked at this in a new light. Maybe this could be an opportunity.
Tony hadn’t spoken to Tad over the last day, still angry at him for chucking Tony off the investigation into the killings in America. He was also angry that Tad wasn’t listening about taking new ghosts. But maybe this was the answer he needed.
Tad needed new ghosts in his life. He was past the worst of what happened with Charles and Miriam, but he was letting their loss keep him from something Tony knew he needed. He had spent his whole life with ghosts keeping him company. Without Charles’ knowledge, Tad wouldn’t have a career. Without Miriam’s detective skills, Tad wouldn’t have survived Joshua King. Without Tony as backup, he wouldn’t have survived so much more. Now that Tad was getting involved with things on a world stage, he needed help to not only be more able to do his job, but also to keep him safe.
Stella was right. Tad on his own was a trouble magnet. He always had been. He had a tendency to act before thinking and that would always lead to trouble. At least in the past he had Charles, Tony and Miriam to temper this instinct. Tony on his own wasn’t enough to help.
Tad needed new ghosts, but he wouldn’t take them, only getting angry whenever Tony forced the issue.
However, he’d been right about one thing. Tony was going about this all wrong. Tad wasn’t Joshua King, he wasn’t interested in talents and how ghosts could benefit him. He was only interested in helping people. He helped Charles because Charles had nowhere else to go. He helped Tony because Tony was lost, terrified, and not ready to move on. He helped Miriam so she could get closure on a case, keep Jen safe, and keep an eye on Kate. He even took on Maggie so he could help with her husband, despite the terrible cost to himself that he knew it would take.
Tad was a sucker for someone in need. Maybe Tony could work that to his advantage.
“What’s your name?” Tony asked the desperate man.
“Paul… Uh, Paul Williams.”
“Well Paul, why don’t you take me to your brother and we’ll see what we can do.”
The man let out an explosive sigh and before Tony could react he was being pulled into a hug. Awkward and suddenly regretting his decision, Tony just stood there until the man released him with a mumbled apology about being too excited. 
Then they were off to meet another ghost, and to hopefully set Tad straight once and for all.
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Tad slid the pan into the oven while Stella sat at the breakfast island clutching her coffee so tightly she was seconds from breaking the mug.
She had come a long way since he met her, but she’d never been what he’d call a talker. Despite that, she had been speaking nonstop for twenty minutes and Tad was doing his best not to interrupt so she could get it out of her system.
When she was finally winding down he asked, “So what are you going to do about him? It sounds like he needs to go.”
“I don’t want to fire him. He’s not bad at his job, he’s just an obnoxious arsehole.”
“Hang on a second, you said he ignored protocol. How does that make him good at his job?”
“That was once. He’s normally good.”
“Is he, though?” Tad asked. “Or are you just worried about being understaffed?”
Stella started to answer, then frowned as she mulled it over. “Honestly, I don’t know. It’s already taken so long to get the people we have, and we’re still looking. I need more detectives, I’m not sure two tactical teams are enough, and we could always use more dreamwalkers. It’s never ending. This isn’t me, Tad. I’m a detective, not an administrator. I’m supposed to be solving crimes, not interviewing people all day and dealing with macho dickheads with a superiority complex. I—”
“Hold on,” Tad interrupted. “You’re the perfect person for the job. You’re just taking too much on. You need to delegate. Have someone else do the hiring while you concentrate on more important things.”
“I can’t have someone else do it. I need to make sure everyone is the right fit.”
“You can still do that. Just give someone else your criteria for the job, have them interview the best candidates, and when they’ve narrowed down the field, you come in for a final interview. Meanwhile, you have more time to do what you do best.”
“That doesn’t solve the Harry problem,” she said, sounding like Jen when she wasn’t willing to concede even a small point. Tad forced himself not to laugh as it came across as sulking.
“No, it doesn’t. But that doesn’t need to be a huge issue either. Just tell Trevors to get him to get his people in order.”
“I don’t know,” Stella said, still doubtful.
This time she was so much like Jen in one of her moods that Tad couldn’t help himself. He burst out laughing. When she frowned at him, he only laughed harder.
“I think I’ll go talk to Kimberly. At least she won’t laugh when I bring her a problem,” Stella complained, climbing off her stool and preparing to storm off in a huff.
“Easy there,” Tad said, catching her hand with his good hand to stop her leaving the room. Stella put up a token resistance, but after the story she told earlier about throwing Harry across a room, it was obvious she wasn’t trying too hard. He pulled her toward him as he leaned against the counter.
“I’m not laughing at your problem. I’m laughing at you throwing a pity party and sulking harder than Jen when she doesn’t get her way.”
Stella’s eyes narrowed.
“Sulking?”
“Yes, sulking. You had a bad day at work, there’s an idiot who doesn’t think you walk on water, and you’re complaining because the miracle you pulled off assembling the Dream Team wasn’t big enough. No one’s perfect, Stella.”
“Don’t make fun of this. People died.”
Finally Tad understood.
“So that’s what this is about. I thought we talked about this. There’s nothing you could have done. You had no way of knowing the waves were that bad.”
“I should have known, that’s my job.”
“How could you have known?” he asked. “Seriously, how? You’re setting yourself impossible standards here.” Taking a risk to hopefully change the mood, he added, “And sulking won’t help matters.”
With a sharp hiss, she pulled her hand free and smacked his arm hard enough to instantly deaden it. 
“I’m not sulking,” she snapped.
Tad cried out, clutching the wound like she’d broken his arm and milking it for all he was worth. As he was only half lying, it must be causing havoc with her lie-detecting.
“Oh shut up, I didn’t hit you that hard,” she said, though he could hear the doubt in her voice.
“My arm,” he whined. “I already can’t use my left hand and now you’ve crippled my right.”
Despite herself, she laughed. “Shut up, you baby. I barely touched you.”
Suddenly there was a grumbling puppy growl from near their feet and they looked down to see Growler staring at Stella. There was no dream in his growl, and it was obvious the little guy didn’t mean it. It was almost like he was trying to get in on the joke.
“Oh really, you too?” Stella asked even as Tad burst out laughing.
“That’s right Growler, you saw it buddy. She hit me.”
Growler snorted in agreement, and though she tried to hold it in, Stella laughed at that.
“You’re as bad as each other,” she said, though the darkness had lifted from her tone. “If only Freckles were here, he’d have my back.”
Freckles was with Jen and Hawk, finishing their interview with Lizzie. Growler must have got bored as he appeared back at the house looking for Tad an hour ago.
“I don’t know. I’m sure even Freckles can recognise abuse when he sees it,” Tad complained.
“Abuse? I’ll show you abuse, Holcroft.”
She tried to smack his arm again, more playfully this time, but her hand froze as she hit an invisible barrier.
“I don’t think so,” Tad teased as Stella struggled to move her hand.
“You may be super strong, but I’m a Dreamwalker, remember. I have a few tricks of my own. Like augmenting the natural resistance of the air to keep myself safe from evil detectives.”
“I can’t move,” Stella complained, her eyes bulging as she found herself completely trapped.
“Oh yeah, it turns out what’s good for stopping a fist is also good for stopping other movement. For now, I have you at my mercy,” he teased. The truth was this wasn’t the easiest thing to maintain and if she really tried she’d break through in no time. “The question is, how do I take advantage of this prime opportunity.”
“Don’t you dare,” she said as she redoubled her efforts to escape. Tad grinned, because if she wanted to, she’d break free.
“Sorry, I can’t help myself, this is too good an opportunity to pass up.” He ran a finger lightly down her side. Stella flinched and let out a short, high-pitched yelp that bordered on being a laugh. “What’s wrong, did that tickle?” he asked.
“Holcroft! Don’t,” she snapped, half panicked but still smiling. “This is evil.”
“Oh is it,” he said, tickling her again and causing her to fidget a little more, letting out another laugh that lasted a little longer.
“Just you wait until I get free,” she warned. “You’ll regret this.”
His grin only widened as he closed the remaining distance and kissed her while she was still helpless to resist. He waited until she returned the kiss before he relaxed his hold over her. A second later, when she realised she could move again, her arms wrapped around his neck, pulling him closer.
Growler barked, but Tad ignored him. Unfortunately, the next sound he couldn’t ignore.
“Urgh. Gross guys. You promised not to do that lovey-dovey, disgusting stuff where people can see it. You better not be like this at my birthday party when my friends are here.”
Tad jumped back like Stella was on fire, and judging by her sudden blush, she may well have been. Both of them turned to find Jen standing in the kitchen doorway pulling a face with Lizzie standing behind her with a knowing smile.
“Jen, you’re home,” Tad said, pointing out the obvious.
“Duh,” was her mocking response as she rolled her eyes and bent down to pet an excited Growler who rushed over to say hello. “Hey little guy. I bet you didn’t want to see that either, did you? Poor thing.”
Tad rolled his eyes and looked at Lizzie. “She been okay today?”
“Of course I have,” Jen snapped while Lizzie grinned and nodded.
“We had a good day… for the most part,” Lizzie added, glancing at Stella briefly before looking back to Tad. “I’ve got the video on my phone if you want to give it a once over.”
“I do, but let’s wait until after dinner. It’s almost ready.”
“Is that what smells so amazing?” Lizzie asked, shrugging out of her coat and draping it over a chair.
“I hope so,” Tad said as he was about to check on the food. However, Hawk and Freckles had other ideas as they were excitedly doing the rounds, greeting him and Stella like they hadn’t seen them in a year.
“You get what you need from the puppies?” Stella asked Lizzie, having finally recovered from her embarrassment.
“That and more. They were amazing. People are just going to eat this up and—”
She would have said more, but suddenly all three puppies looked up at once before barking and scurrying out of the room, their nails clicking on the hardwood floor. Surprised to see them so worked up, Tad started to follow, then suddenly sensed it as well.
Ghosts.
One was a familiar presence, so it could only be Tony. The second he didn’t know. Stepping into the hall, he found Tony trying to calm the puppies while a pale-faced man stood behind him, looking nervous. He was of average height with short, curly black hair and beady eyes that never settled as they darted from one thing to another.
“Tony, what’s this?” Tad asked, already guessing the answer but wanting to give him the benefit of the doubt before he started shouting.
Tony was about to reply when he noticed his audience was bigger than just Tad. Lizzie stood behind Tad, her hands twitching like she wanted to reach for her phone. Jen stood to Tad’s other side, and Stella leaned out the door to get a better look.
“Hey guys,” Tony said. “Everyone’s here. That’s nice.”
“Tony?” Tad said, the note of warning in his voice causing Tony to raise his hands in self defence.
“Hang on, this isn’t what it looks like. This is Thomas, he needs our help to find the people who killed him and are trying to kill his brother.”
Tad glanced at Stella in time to catch her nod before she disappeared into the kitchen to find her phone.
“Why don’t we discuss this in the living room?” Tony suggested, walking that way before anyone could answer. After a slight hesitation, Thomas followed.
Tad was about to go after them, but hesitated when Lizzie and Jen started following.
“Guys, why don’t you wait in the kitchen. That guy looks nervous, and he doesn’t need everyone crowding around him.”
“But I want to hear what he says,” Jen protested.
“I need you to keep the puppies busy. They’re making him uncomfortable.” When Jen frowned he added, “Please.”
Sighing like this was the biggest imposition ever, Jen stormed off calling the puppies and hustling them into the kitchen, leaving Tad with the other stubborn girl who didn’t want to be left out.
“He’ll barely know I’m there,” Lizzie complained.
“Lizzie, not everything is a story. Just wait with Jen.”
“I… But…” Seeing he wouldn’t budge, Lizzie’s face fell into an expression almost identical to Jen’s before she too gave up and walked back into the kitchen.
“Thank you,” Tad said as he closed the door behind them. Alone in the hallway, he rubbed his eyes and tried to get his head straight, then he walked to the living room to face the latest complication to his life.
“Hi Thomas, I’m Tad,” he said, offering Thomas his hand as he stepped around the sofas.
“Hi,” the ghost answered nervously, shaking Tad’s hand with barely any pressure before snatching his hand back.
Feeling uncomfortable, Tad was about to reach for his guitar before remembering he hadn’t been able to play it in three months. The middle finger on his left hand twitched a touch more strongly than usual. Ignoring it, he glared at Tony who wouldn’t meet his eye, then took a spot on the central sofa.
“So, Thomas. How can I help? I hope you’re not looking for a Proxy. Despite what Tony might have said, I am not doing that anymore.”
“I… Proxy? No. I’m here about my murder,” the man said in a voice barely louder than a whisper. “I was killed recently by—”
“Sorry, Thomas. I don’t mean to interrupt, but before you get started, I want to be clear about this. You know I’m not a detective, right? If you’re looking for someone to solve your murder, you’re best going to the police.”
“I don’t need someone to solve my murder, I know who killed me. I’m just worried about them coming after my brother next.”
“All the more reason to go to the police,” Tad repeated.
“I’m not sure who to trust. These are powerful men and they keep police on their payroll. If I go to them, I might just be getting my brother killed.”
“Which is why you come to me instead,” Stella said as she let herself into the room. “The regular police aren’t prepared for this, with you being a ghost and all. It will draw attention, which will definitely get you the interest of anyone who might be looking for you. However, my unit is designed to deal with this sort of thing. We can do it quietly, and I can vouch for my people. The odds of someone in a group so small and so new being corrupt is much smaller anyway, and I have spent a lot of time vetting my people. I can help you.”
“You can?” he asked, sounding hopeful for the first time.
“Wait a minute,” Tony said. “Why take the risk? Thomas already said he couldn’t go to the cops. I think Tad is the best person to help.”
“Despite his position on the Dream Team, Tad isn’t actually police. Outside of the work he does for us, he has no experience or authority to help. He would just be in the way,” Stella said in a matter-of-fact tone that made it clear she wasn’t trying to insult Tad. “This is best left for professionals who have been trained for this. I was just on the phone with one of our detectives. They’re expecting you to pop round. I promise, you’ll be taken seriously and your brother will get the help he needs.”
“Really?” Thomas asked, looking like he was on the verge of tears. “And this will work? It won’t come back on—”
“No,” Stella interrupted, not letting him finish. “Please, trust me. I’m so sure of it, I’ll take you to the detective myself. We can help you, I promise. Just maybe not how Tony said. Besides, it doesn’t sound like a Proxy is what you need, anyway.”
“I don’t even know what a Proxy is,” Thomas said, grinning. “Tony mentioned something about helping me stay here…”
His words trailed off as Tony violently shook his head to get him to stop, but the damage was done.
“Of course he did,” Tad said. “If we helped your brother, do you even want to stick around as a ghost?”
“No, I don’t think so,” Thomas answered a bit too fast. “I don’t like this. It’s not the same as being alive, kind of like I’m not really here. I just didn’t want to see my brother get hurt. He’s got a big future ahead of him and—”
“And we’ll make sure he gets to live it,” Stella interrupted. “Come with me Thomas, let’s get this sorted out.” To Tad she added, “I’ll run him in, introduce him to Cathryn, then come right back.”
“You want me to dreamwalk you guys there?” he asked.
She looked pointedly at Tony and shook her head. “I think you might be busy.”
Silently agreeing, Tad said goodbye to Thomas before turning his attention to Tony who, just like everyone else in Tad’s life tonight, was sulking. The door closed, Tony jumped on the defensive.
“Don’t even start at me for this. It’s not my fault you’re so stubborn.”
“Me stubborn? You have ignored me every single time I said I don’t want another ghost, and now you’re using a desperate ghost to convince me. How low can you sink?”
“Low?” Tony asked, voice rising. “I’m trying to help you, you idiot. You’re a Proxy with only one ghost. It’s ridiculous. I know you have these new powers, but you’re forgetting there’s more to a Proxy than dreamwalking. Look at you. If you replaced Miriam, you’d have solved those Dreamcatcher killings on your own. If you replaced Charles, you’d be a lot more cautious. If you took the SAS guy you met the other day, then you’d be better adapted to the danger you’re always in. You’re just being selfish by—”
“I am not Joshua King!” Tad snapped, jumping to his feet without realising he had done so and screaming at his ghost. “Why don’t you get that? Ghosts are people to me, Tony. Not just talents I need to use up and discard when they’re no longer needed. The fact you don’t understand that about me is pissing me off. You need to stop thinking about the world as seen through your eyes and grow the hell up. Your antics just aren’t funny anymore.”
In the sixteen years Tad had Proxied for Tony, this might be the first time he’d ever screamed at his ghost. It was also the furthest Tony had ever pushed him, and he just couldn’t take anymore.
“Tad, you’ve got to listen—” Tony tried, but ended up blinking in surprise when Tad interrupted him.
“No, Tony. You listen. I’m done with this behaviour. It’s time for you to either grow up or get out. I can’t have you pulling stunts like this when the stakes are so high. We’re on the brink of a third world war, I have got nightmares actually killing people, dreamwalkers getting hunted, and people protesting the very fact that I exist. Meanwhile, I have to deal with you pulling this kind of shit over and over.”
“It’s exactly because of what you just said that I’m doing this. You need new ghosts—”
“That’s my decision to make!” Tad yelled so hard his voice broke halfway through his sentence. Tony fell back onto his sofa, stunned. It gave Tad time to collect himself and in a much softer tone he added, “Tony. Enough. I can’t keep having this argument. I know you think this is the best thing for me, but I’m done humouring you. You either understand that I’ve made my decision and stop pulling stunts like this, or we’re done. I can’t keep this up any longer.”
“You can’t be serious,” Tony whispered.
“I am. I have to be. This is too much. If you keep doing stuff like this, then I’m scared people will get hurt. So the choice is yours. Grow up or get out.”
“I…” Tony started, but he didn’t know what to say. Tears welled up in his ghost’s eyes and it was hard for Tad to hold his own back as he recognised how far this had gone. He wanted to take it back, but Tony had pushed things too far. He had to stay strong and hope Tony made the right choice.
A tear rolled down Tony’s cheek and the ghost quickly wiped it away. As he saw the moisture on the back of his hand, his face firmed up and Tad knew right then that he’d lost him.
Tony didn’t speak, he just climbed to his feet and left, walking through both the living room and front door like a living person, and slamming both behind him.
Tad couldn’t hold back his tears any longer as the last ghost in his life stormed out. His presence in Tad’s mind hadn’t come close to fading as since the Merging the effects of their union lasted longer. However, he could imagine a new hole in his life and wondered what he’d do with himself without any of his ghosts.
He slumped to the sofa and buried his face in his hands, letting the tears fall freely.
A few minutes might have passed or a few hours, but he came back to himself when he felt a buzzing in his pocket. He fished out his phone, but not quick enough to answer Jacob’s call.
Tad was about to call him back when a message came through that made him sit up straight and forget about Tony for now. He couldn’t worry about his ghost when he had to worry about what this text would do to his fellow dreamwalkers.
It consisted of five simple words, but they chilled Tad with their implications.
There has been another one.
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Sunday, 10th July 2016
18:15
Tad sat silently on a lawn chair, seemingly staring into the distance like he was lost in thought. However, he was actually paying close attention to everything. The more he came to Dream, the quicker he became accustomed to his blindness. It was hard to miss the light when Dream fed him a steady stream of information that was far more complete than his eyes could offer.
With vision he’d have focused on the man speaking and would have missed the expressions on the fifty-two other faces at the meeting, their largest turnout yet. He’d have missed how many of them looked at him when they thought he wouldn’t notice.
This evening they sat in a giant replica of Jacob’s yard. Healed from his injury but feeling the aftereffects of the attack, Jacob wasn’t up for their usual competition. Between a weekend in hospital and general weariness, he wanted something familiar. Tad agreed for his friend’s sake, but regretted that now as the absence of their usual competition only deepened the dark mood amongst the dreamwalkers.
Tad himself was uncomfortable anyway, not knowing what to expect tonight, and was even more so when Jacob expressed his gratitude for Tad’s quick actions by taking him to the hospital. He said that without Tad he’d wouldn’t have survived and it was a debt he would never forget. Despite Tad telling him it was nothing more than Jacob would have done for him, his friend was unrelenting in his belief that it was a debt needing to be repaid and how it cemented Tad’s place as family in Jacob’s mind.
That praise, the mood, and the awkward setting left Tad uneasy as the meeting began. Things had only gone downhill from there.
“We’ve got to turn the tables, hunt them so they don’t hunt us,” Brad said, the large Texan dreamwalker already worked into a fury. “After what they did to Jacob, well… I ain’t waiting for them to do the same to me.”
The mutters of agreement gave Tad goosebumps. He really didn’t need this and was regretting his decision to be upfront with these people, sharing with them everything they had learned about the killers so far.
“I understand your feelings,” Tad said. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I already mentioned that we’re looking into this. We’ll deal with these people through proper channels. I don’t want anyone playing vigilante and getting themselves hurt.”
“Vigilante?” Brad asked. “We’re protecting ourselves from people the law can’t do anything about. You can continue whatever it is you do across the pond, but in America we don’t wait to be hunted down like animals. We fight back so hard no one will ever come at us again. These people need to pay for what they did to our friends. After what happened to Jacob, I thought you’d be with us.”
The mutters of agreement were stronger this time, and the stares Tad felt directed at him were less kind.
“I’m not saying don’t protect yourselves. I’m saying—”
“Tad, let me,” Jacob interrupted, laying a supportive hand on Tad’s shoulder before he turned his attention to the crowd. “Everyone, calm down and remember that we’re in this together. Turning on each other won’t serve us any better than if we didn’t meet at all. Brad, you’ve made good points and I understand where you’re coming from. The thought of sitting back and waiting for these assholes to find me is not pleasant. I want to step up with you and hunt them before they hurt another soul.”
Tad failed to hide his shock at his friend’s words, regretting letting Jacob speak for him. However, Jacob wasn’t done.
“But, let’s not forget everything Tad has done for us. Without him working so hard in the Borderlands, who knows how the world would feel about us. If he hadn’t dealt with Joshua King, who knows if we’d even be here. He’s battled nightmares, saved my life, and after all that he’s somehow brought us together and created this community so we can talk about this. If that’s not enough, he’s already looked into these murders, uncovered their supernatural nature, and started an international manhunt. So before we speak about how we do things differently in America, how about we give him a chance? He hasn’t let us down before and he was brave enough to come here today and be honest with us. He didn’t need to do that. He’s put his neck out tonight to give us the information we need to protect ourselves, so the least we can do is show him some patience as we try to work out what we do next.”
Brad sat back down, looking chastened, and Dream told Tad he wasn’t the only one. It was as hard for Tad to hear as Jacob’s praise had been earlier, and it was all he could do to keep himself from interrupting as he really felt like he hadn’t done that much. However, it had calmed everyone down and Tad would only undo his hard work by protesting now.
After a pause, Jacob turned to Tad, not finished.
“Tad, that being said, please understand where we’re coming from. We’re scared. It’s bad enough that we need to fear normal people and these nut jobs in the Children of ADaM who are turning militant if that attack on the Dream Gate is anything to go by, but at least with them we’ve got an advantage. Any of us could flee to Dream if we felt threatened. These dreamcatcher people, they’re coming after us with powers of their own. We were lucky to escape with our lives the other night, so please have patience with those of us who want to protect ourselves.”
“I understand that,” Tad said, trying to sound patient. “I just need time to deal with this in a way that won’t blow back on us. If we hunt these people, the world won’t see that as us removing a threat, they’ll see it as us becoming one. Despite how groups like the Children of ADaM try to portray us, no dreamwalkers have been a threat to anyone. The very second we take a life we become something to be feared, and history has never been kind to the things mankind fears.
“Give me and Stella time to bring these people to justice the right way. It’s only been a week and we’ve already come so far. Imagine how far we can come in another week.”
“But what if there’s another killing?” Brad asked, not nearly so strongly as before, but still a little stubborn. “We have to be able to defend ourselves.”
“Of course you should,” Tad said. “I’ve never been against that, just the idea of hunting these people. Take precautions, be on the lookout, and if you even feel doubtful about something, dreamwalk to safety and call me so I can get this sorted the proper way.”
“Is there anything we can do to help?” another voice asked from the circle, a short Indian man Tad couldn’t remember meeting before.
Tad hesitated to bring this up, but finally he nodded. “Yes. I know we’ve spoken about this before, but I want to bring it up again. There are still open positions for Dreamwalkers who want to help with the efforts in the UK. We always need more Dreamwalkers on the Dream Team, and there’s an open invitation for other, more private and less dangerous jobs within the government. The truth is we need all the help we can get and the more dreamwalkers out there working with the government, helping with the issues caused by the Merging, the better the world view us. It will make this easier. So any volunteers, please talk to me after we’re finished.”
There was an immediate hush as people absorbed his words, no one eager to answer. It was Jacob who finally broke the silence.
“Everyone knows where I stand. It’s too soon to throw our lot in with governments. I’d like to know what their intentions are towards Dreamwalkers before I trust them not to use us and mean us harm. We also don’t know how the world will feel about us in a year. The last thing we want is to be close to people who are beholden to popular opinion should the average person turn on us.”
“There’s no proof they’d betray us,” Tad argued. “So far they’ve only been—”
“So far,” Jacob interrupted, surprisingly passionate. “So far they’ve been friendly, welcomed us with open arms. But they need us right now, and barring a few crazies people don’t hate us. But what if that changes? We’d no longer have the anonymity that protects us now and we’d be at their mercy.”
Tad opened his mouth to defend Norman Geller as a man who was trying to do the right thing, but he thought better of it. He had his own doubts. Not so much about Norman wanting to do the right thing, but rather that there was something about the man he couldn’t trust. There was a veneer of falsehood over the politician. He was holding something back. Jacob might be right on this, but it didn’t change the fact that Tad needed help.
“They’re good points,” Tad reluctantly agreed. “But with the information I have available right now, I don’t see helping as an immediate danger. But it’s up to you. Like I said, just speak to me after the meeting.”
Jacob thanked him and moved the meeting to a new topic. However, no one’s heart was in it as their minds were fixed on the killings and the danger to themselves. So it wasn’t long before they brought the meeting to a close, and one by one dreamwalkers started disappearing. Soon it was only Tad and Jacob who remained, and then even Jacob was gone leaving Tad alone to think about what just happened.
Suddenly he felt like there was a time limit on finding these killers. That thought only doubled when he considered how soon there had been another killing. He was stunned at how quick they managed that considering the damage at least one of them had suffered by Tad’s hand. They shouldn’t have recovered so quickly and he couldn’t suppress his fear at the thought of the damage these people could do.
Standing around in Dream worrying about it wouldn’t help though. The last thought on his mind as he dreamwalked away was that there hadn’t been a single volunteer. Sadly, he couldn’t blame them for that.
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Wednesday, 13th July 2016
02:33
Mitena perched on the open tailgate of an old, well used Ford F150, parked outside a picturesque farmhouse in rural Kansas. The barn behind her, the house to her right, and the grain silo were old but well maintained. The place was a working farm, a home, and looked after with love. It was the epitome of an American ideal, something that belonged in a movie or TV show. It was not where she’d expect to find a serial rapist and killer.
As she glanced at the stars that were clearer than she’d seen in a long time, she couldn’t reconcile that a place of such beauty could house such evil.
Not the only evil here tonight, her inner voice whispered. Despite the warmth of the night, she shivered and wrapped her arms about herself.
This was the last one. After tonight, their list ran dry and the killing would stop. She could almost weep for joy that this journey would end. It wasn’t a mistake, theirs was work that needed to be done. But she wasn’t suited to it. What did she or Kuruk know of killing when they had lived such sheltered lives?
Now they knew too much.
Mitena was ready to let it all go and was glad to be done with it.
Kuruk, on the other hand…
As if the thought summoned him she heard movement from the house and turned to see her brother step down from the porch and into the open night air.
He stood tall, eyes turned up to the stars overhead and a peaceful, satisfied expression on his face. He was shirtless as was his habit with the recent killings. With the sides of his head freshly shaved, spatters of blood over his body and the now countless tattoos that littered his flesh, it saddened Mitena that she couldn’t see much of the man her brother had been at the start of this. Now she saw a battle-hardened warrior, a killer. She didn’t even know this man who once had been close enough that she considered him an extension of herself.
He stretched out his right arm, groaning as he pulled at the barely healed wounds and stretched muscles that were not ready to be used so quickly. She saw the light of the healing dreamcatcher on his shoulder, and the much larger one on his back, flare for a second before he thought better of it and let those tattoos rest. The second, larger tattoo was the reason for his rapid recovery. Despite her protests, Kuruk had been pushing the first tattoo to the point of burnout and she was genuinely afraid he’d end up having to deal with this injury without the aid of the dreamcatcher, putting him at serious risk of permanent impairment. So they’d returned to Dream, rearmed themselves with new tattoos, and made healing a bigger priority.
Even then he’d pushed the limits of her creations, and only the thought of ruining so much skin that couldn’t be tattooed again kept him from pushing it harder. The ruins of the last tattoo on his chest, now a mass of scar tissue that looked like someone had taken a blowtorch to him, would not heal as cleanly as his arm. Mitena suspected it had something to do with the nature of the damage, as Dream caused it another dream couldn’t fix it. Whatever the reason, Kuruk had a large patch of his chest that wouldn’t take another dreamcatcher, and with so much of his upper body covered in the things, he didn’t have much room for replacements.
They stayed that way for a while, brother watching the skies and sister watching him. That stillness was broken as Kuruk sighed and turned to face her. When he met her eye, his peaceful expression vanished and he huffed in frustration. A frown wrinkled his brow, his eyes narrowed to slits, and his fingers curled into fists at his side.
For the first time in her life, he scared Mitena.
“Why are you still here?” he demanded. “I thought you’d said your peace and gone.”
“I was waiting for you,” she explained, which triggered laughter in response.
“Why? There was no need for that. It’s not like I’m in danger anymore.”
Mitena wanted to cry, but fought that urge, knowing it would just frustrate Kuruk even more.
“I wanted to finish our conversation—” was all she said before he threw up his arms and huffed again, more explosively this time.
“What is it with you? I can’t win, no matter what I do? This was your idea , but no matter how we do it, you’re always on my back. I challenge them to a fight, and I’m taking too many risks. I slaughter them like animals, and I’m not showing enough humanity. I listen to you and use your methods of combining the tattoos with the painted dreamcatchers, not just relying on one, and now we’re killing too fast. I can’t win.”
“This is the third kill of the week, there’s no reason we couldn’t take a break,” Mitena argued, the same argument they’d had before Kuruk started tonight’s task and relegated her to waiting outside for him to finish.
“Make up your mind. You don’t like it when I kill them slow, you don’t like it when I kill them fast. What is it with you?”
“You’re enjoying this too much. This is supposed to be grisly work that we’re forced to do because no one else can.”
“Really? That’s what this is about. Grow up, Mitena. Just because I take pride in a job well done, don’t make out like I’m a monster. We’re doing good, remember. We’re making the world safer for people like Lucy who—”
“Lucy wouldn’t recognise you anymore,” she snapped. “She’d be ashamed of you.”
All warmth left her brother’s face in an instant, and suddenly he pointed his finger at her like it was a weapon.
“Don’t! Don’t you fucking say that. She’s not here to feel anything anymore because of sick bastards like that one I just killed. You don’t get to invoke her memory to get your way. I’m fed up of this holy attitude and your constant judging. No one is dragging you out here. If you don’t like it, stop. But never bring up her name again and presume to think for her. You hear me.”
He was shouting as he finished, his pointing finger shaking like he was holding back the urge to attack her.
Mitena struggled to respond, stunned by the venom of his words and increasingly scared of this man standing before her. She was torn between shouting back and running away. Neither felt like good ideas and she forced herself to look at this from another direction.
“I think I’m just fed up of all the blood and violence, Ruk. I need a break. Thank god there are no more names or—”
“No more names?” Kuruk asked.
“Yeah, this is the last one on the list he gave us.”
“On the old list maybe, not the new one.”
A cold fear gripped Mitena so hard she felt like she would be sick. “What new list?”
Kuruk looked at her like he was trying to decide if she was joking. He must have seen something genuine in her expression as he relaxed and reached into his pocket for his phone. Quickly unlocking it with a thumbprint, he tapped the screen a few times and then handed it to Mitena.
With a shaking hand, Mitena accepted the phone and her face blanched.
“This can’t be true,” she whispered. “This is three times the size of the last list. Ruk, we were done. This was the last name.”
On screen was an email containing a list of names, addresses and crimes. It was laid out in the same format as the last list and Mitena knew instantly that it had come from the same source. What she couldn’t believe was just how many names there were.
“This can’t be real,” she said. “They’re such a small sub-group of the population, this many dreamwalkers can’t all have committed violent crimes.”
“He’s FBI, Ten. If anyone would know, it would be him. It’s like I already told you, there’s no such thing as an innocent dreamwalker. Their power corrupts and turns them into monsters.”
Mitena was shaking her head as she scrolled through the names, not letting herself believe this.
“No, there’s too many. There must be a mistake or—”
Kuruk angrily snatched his phone, the action so sudden it made her flinch.
“It’s real,” he said. “There’s no mistake, it’s just you not accepting reality.” There was no anger in his voice anymore, just acceptance. “You know what? I don’t think you should do this anymore. I don’t think you’re cut out for this and you should take the break you’re talking about. You’ve helped enough… more than enough. If it weren’t for you, none of this could have happened. You’re a freaking genius with the dreamcatchers. But I’ve got it from here.”
“No, don’t shut me out. That’s not what I want.”
“You don’t know what you want. Listen to yourself. Nothing I ever do is right, the official list we’re getting from the FBI is wrong, and you’re starting to sound irrational.” He stepped forward and landed a huge hand on her shoulder, squeezing it supportively as he kept her eyes locked on his. His smile was gentle and genuine as he said, “You’ve done enough. Take some time off and think about it. I know how the dreamcatchers work well enough by now that I can do the design side of things. You don’t need to be here and put yourself through this hell. You’re right, this is hard and I think it’s taken its toll on you.”
“Don’t patronise me,” she said, which made him laugh.
“I’m not. But I won’t try to convince you. I don’t think you can see straight right now. Just think on it.”
Before she could respond he stepped away and walked to the cluster of fuel cans they’d brought for the finale of the night.
Mitena watched him work, spreading the gasoline over the house. It was such a shame to see so beautiful a home burn, but she didn’t have the strength to stop him. His contact told him to burn every home to get rid of all evidence where they could, and Kuruk had taken that message to heart. The only times Mitena had convinced him not to do so were when the resulting fire would put other lives at risk.
So she just watched him work and thought of that list. Surely it couldn’t be real. It was so long and there were so many names. If that many dreamwalkers were committing crimes of such a nature, the whole world would know about it by now, surely.
The more she thought about it, the more convinced she became that the list wasn’t right. They might be dreamwalkers, but they couldn’t all be guilty of crimes worthy of death. The list had to be exaggerated, maybe even made up. The question was why would…
Her eyes widened as she changed her mind. Why this happened wasn’t nearly as important as another question.
Suddenly she felt sick again, and this time she couldn’t keep it down.
She jumped down from the truck and doubled over to empty her stomach onto the ground. She didn’t stop until there was nothing left, and even then she continued to feel sick as internally she was screaming at the question that came to mind.
The more she thought of it, the more she wondered how she’d be able to live with the answer. She couldn’t live without knowing though, she had to find out fast. If she was right about this, Kuruk couldn’t trust that list. He couldn’t kill anyone else.
Standing up straight again, she turned just in time to see the once pristine house get consumed by flame. The fire spread fast and it wasn’t long before the accelerant was used up and the house itself was burning. Mitena remembered seeing that house and thinking how strange it seemed that such a beautiful place housed such a vial human. Now a new fear offered a horrifying answer to that question.
Unable to watch any longer, she tapped the dreamcatcher on her shoulder and dreamwalked home, appearing in her bedroom but barely noticing that the world had changed as once more her mind asked that dangerous question.
If this new list isn’t real, then how can I trust the old list?
She kept asking herself this question because she couldn’t bear to think of the logical follow up question and the consequences of its answer. However, try as she might to keep it away, that question surfaced regardless and as soon as it did new tears formed and her stomach cramped. She collapsed to her bed, curled up on herself and clutching her stomach as she cried into the sheets, the faces of everyone she had been a party to killing running through her mind along with the new question.
If the old list was wrong, how many innocent people have I killed?
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Wednesday, 13th July 2016
13:11
Tad rubbed his eyes, but the strange blurriness persisted.
He suspected it was a side effect of lack of sleep. Unlike Stella, he couldn’t stay awake for days without consequences. Thanks to two nightmares this week and a never ending list of worries, he was lucky if he got three consecutive hours with his eyes closed at the moment.
So, tired and unable to hide his impatience, he knocked for the third time. He added some Dream to it this time, ensuring the sound carried throughout the house so no one could say they didn’t hear him knock.
As he waited in the midday Greek sun and looked around to see if anyone noticed his behaviour, he realised his knocking was in vain. Either there was no one home, or they weren’t answering.
“What else is new?” he muttered to himself, already frustrated with the lack of response from Leon who had promised to text after working on his grandmother. However, no such luck, and Tad wasn’t the only one growing frustrated with his lack of progress.
Growler huffed from down by his feet, knocking his head into Tad’s shins to get his attention and make it clear he was bored. Poor thing. Tad hadn’t shown him anywhere near enough attention over the last couple of days. They’d spent most of their morning at the DT Headquarters after dealing with their latest nightmare, and there had been nothing for the puppy to do but wander and pester people until he earned at least a little attention.
“I know, this isn’t any fun, is it? Let’s get out of here,” Tad suggested, accompanying his words with a head scratch for the little guy. As he straightened back up though, he caught sight of something out the corner of his eye that made him think twice about leaving.
Crouching, he got a better view at a photo inside the house that was obstructed by furniture when Tad stood. As he concentrated, his vision cleared just enough to recognise it as the photo of a woman. From this distance, he would swear it was a photo of Stella.
He moved so close his nose was nearly touching the glass, but couldn’t quite make out the details.
“Damn eyes,” he muttered, blinking rapidly in a last effort to clear them. Try as he might though, he just couldn’t focus on the distant portrait which sat atop an antique side unit on the other side of an already shady room.
Tad would later blame his weariness for his next actions, because even though he knew the idea was wrong, he just didn’t care enough at the moment. Hurried along by the approaching sounds of hard-soled shoes on stone, Tad seized his opportunity and changed the channel.
The temperature change this time was a surprise as he only travelled two feet. However, he soon realised the small windows for such a large house were sized that way for a reason. The uneven ratio of stone to glass did a wondrous job of keeping the house cool. As pleasant as that was after sweating profusely outside, a side effect of the situation left him blinded by the gloom. Compared to the brilliance of the summer sun, it felt almost like night inside and his tired eyes struggled to adapt.
He heard a familiar popping sound of a dreamwalker appearing long before he made out the shape of Growler sat on the cool, tiled floor, looking at him with a judging expression.
“I just needed a closer look,” Tad whispered to the dog, irrationally feeling the need to defend himself.
Growler just yawned and looked away, but not before Tad could swear he rolled his eyes in disbelief.
Can dogs even roll their eyes?
The mental question had him rubbing his own eyes, trying to force them to adjust. This was doing his head in. When he opened them again, he could just about see well enough to manoeuvre through the room without tripping over anything. Not wasting time, he rushed towards the free-standing silver-framed photo he spotted from the street, avoiding the sofa and dining table in the process.
He felt vindicated for his decision to break in when he was close enough to clearly make out the woman in the photo. It wasn’t Stella, but she looked so much like her they could have been twins.
Tad lifted the frame and brought it closer to study it. The quality of the photo wasn’t nearly as sharp or vibrant as modern photos, and there was something about the woman’s hairstyle and the weathered appearance of the picture that told Tad it was too old to be a photo of Stella’s mother. She would have looked this age in the nineties, where the photo felt much older.
Whoever it was though, there was no doubt they were related to Stella. He’d suspected before when he’d seen those blue eyes, but with this photo there was no longer even a shadow of doubt. These people were…
He looked up, thoughts interrupted by Growler living up to his name. It wasn’t his Dream growl, so Tad didn’t expect danger. Maybe that was why he didn’t react quick enough to hide from Leon as he opened the front door and stopped in his tracks, recognising Tad in an instant.
Evidently the footsteps Tad had heard were Leon’s, and this was not a good situation to be caught in. Leon was dressed formally in trousers, shirt and tie, with polished black shoes. His good looks and physique made him look like a model coming back from a photoshoot. However, Tad doubted a photographer would be pleased with that angry scowl.
“Leon, I know how this looks…” Tad started, raising his hands and the photo in apology.
Leon wasn’t listening.
He slammed the door hard enough that the latch didn’t engage, sending it bouncing back into the room. Leon ignored it, sprinting at Tad in a straight line. He hurdled the sofa like it wasn’t even there and with just a casual palm to support his weight on the dining table he hopped over that. It happened so fast Tad was reminded of Olympic level gymnasts. The man moved with a fluidity and grace that made it look like gravity was merely a suggestion that he could ignore at will.
It was so shocking that Leon was almost upon him before Tad realised he should defend himself.
Luckily, Growler wasn’t so unprepared.
He barked once. A single, high-pitched sound that was filled with Dream and loud enough to make the windows vibrate. Leon flinched, and Tad took advantage of that moment to act. Trusting Growler would follow him, Tad changed the channel and appeared almost instantly sixteen-hundred miles away in the office put aside for him at the DT Headquarters. It was a small room that was barely large enough for his desk and chair, so it was no surprise when Growler popped into existence a minute later he was practically on top of Tad’s feet.
Tad momentarily wondered what would happen if two dreamwalkers appeared in the same spot when they travelled to the same place. However, his tired mind didn’t focus on that for long and soon he was thinking about Leon’s angry face again.
“Once more, Growler to the rescue. You saved me again there, pal,” Tad said to the dog as he scooped him up and brought him onto his lap so he could reward him with a scratch behind the ears. For his part Growler looked like he was trying to maintain an I told you so look, but it only lasted until Tad found the sweet spot behind his right ear that soon had Growler dipping his head into Tad’s hand to give him better access as his eyes fluttered closed in pleasure.
Glad to have appeased his puppy, Tad wondered what kind of trouble headed his way from that little adventure. Something about the look on Leon’s face told him he wouldn’t let it slide, Thinking about it, Tad didn’t blame the guy. He’d be furious if he came home and found someone pawing through his photos.
What made the whole thing worse was now Tad knew for sure he was on the right track. He would have to smooth this over so somehow he could get the answers Stella needed.
“I might actually be an idiot,” he muttered to Growler. “This is the last thing we needed.”
As if in answer, Growler’s eyes opened, and he pulled away from Tad’s hand. However, he wasn’t responding to Tad, he was looking at the door with ears pricked up like he had heard something. A moment later, Tad’s door was nudged open by a little black nose and Freckles pushed his way inside, tail wagging as he recognised his brother and Tad.
He probably sensed us arrive, Tad thought as he put Growler down, continually amazed at these puppies and their talents.
Growler and Freckles met each other with an excited round of sniffing and nudging before Freckles ran over to Tad to say a happy, doggy hello and get some attention of his own.
“You’re finally back,” said a voice from the doorway that Tad should have expected.
“I wasn’t gone long,” he protested. “Barely twenty minutes, and it is my lunch break.”
“Whatever,” Stella said, waving off his words like they were unimportant. “Come with me, I’ve got something to show you.”
He was caught by surprise at the excitement in her voice, but never got chance to ask her what was happening as she was already gone, heading back the way she came. Growler followed her out, and seeing that his brother was running off, Freckles wasn’t far behind them.
Does this make me just another dog being called to heel if I follow them out?
Dismissing the irrational thought as another side effect of his weariness, he climbed to his feet and rushed out the room.
Surprisingly, by the time he caught up they had gone right by Stella’s office and were hurrying to the other side of the building. They passed the large, open plan office the detectives and Denise shared and Stella paused just long enough to open the last door in the corridor that revealed the jungle of wires and flashing lights that filled Miles Avon’s office. Tad didn’t come here much as he feared accidentally pulling the wrong wire, pressing the wrong button, or just getting in the way. He had never been technologically minded and as a result had never really clicked with the strange computer specialist.
Today he found Miles perched before his bank of screens that had grown from the three Tad remembered, to six. There were four ultra-wide monitors set up in two rows of two, and two more monitors turned on their side to bracket the formation. It looked like overkill to Tad, but there wasn’t an inch of free space. Windows filled with code, web browsers, security footage and databases were scattered across the enormous space and Miles was confidently moving amongst them like a skilled conductor guiding an orchestra.
“Miles, I found him. Go back to what you were showing me earlier,” Stella announced as soon as she opened the door.
Miles jumped, pulling headphones from his ears as he spun to face them. He flinched when he noticed Stella’s impatient expression, then nodded in greeting to Tad before he turned back to his screens and started clicking his mouse.
“Tad, come look at this,” Stella said, grabbing his arm and tugging him into the room with strength that made him a little uncomfortable. He had no chance to resist and wouldn’t be surprised to find bruises where her fingers gripped him. He would protest were she not so excited. “You recognise these people?”
Tad didn’t know which screen to look at. There were four windows that each held security footage and the browsers in the other windows also had some photos of people.
“Which people?” he asked, squinting as he tried to get his tired eyes to focus.
“The security footage, any of the windows. It doesn’t matter.”
“Can you make them bigger,” he reluctantly asked after another moment. “I can’t quite see them.”
Stella frowned. “But they’re—”
“No problems,” Miles interrupted, and soon enough two of his ultra wide screens were filled with the security footage, two windows per screen.
Tad quickly recognised the footage was from various hardware stores. A myriad of tools and cans of paint lined the shelves of three of the windows, while the fourth window showed a view of a checkout counter where a cashier was scanning through cans of paint. However, it wasn’t the cashier Stella wanted him to see, it was the people buying paint in all four windows.
“That’s them,” he whispered, his tiredness forgotten as suddenly his heart was pounding. “The two that attacked me and Jacob. The Dreamcatchers. That’s them.”
“I knew it,” Stella said, punching Miles’ shoulder and making the poor man wince. “I told you it would be them.”
“I never said otherwise,” Miles protested, looking at Tad for support. Unfortunately, Tad was a little preoccupied with what he saw on the screen.
“Who are they?” he asked.
“Mitena and Kuruk Campbell,” Stella answered. “They’re twins from Chicago. They dropped out of college this year, citing a personal tragedy as their reasons. They lost both of their parents in a car crash when they were children and were raised by their grandparents, both of whom are now also dead. They’ve got no other family, so we’re assuming the tragedy they’re talking about is the death of this young woman.”
On cue Miles fired up another window, and a photo of a pretty young woman appeared. She was the epitome of the American cheerleader stereotype, right down to the girl next door looks and innocent expression.
“This is Lucy Kingsmore. She grew up near the Campbells and was in a relationship with the brother. She killed herself earlier this year.”
“She killed herself?” Tad asked.
“We’re not sure why,” Stella answered. “However, strangely, I’ve met her before. She was the victim of a Dream related incident here at New Year. It wouldn’t surprise me if it has something to do with that. I’ve put out some feelers, but we’re still waiting for confirmation.”
Tad shook his head, amazed. “How did you get all this?”
“After we ran into those arsehole FBI agents, I got thinking about the giant dreamcatchers that were painted at each crime scene and how much paint that probably took. I played a hunch. I contacted local hardware stores that were near killings in areas where there weren’t many hardware stores to choose from, and asked for security footage for a week either side of each murder. Miles ran it through one of his programmes that searched the footage for faces that appear in more than one set of footage. He said it would be done by Monday, but—”
“Two of the stores were still using tapes if you can believe that. I had to wait to digitise them before I could run them through my software,” Miles protested. Those protests fell on deaf ears as Stella wasn’t interested now she had her answers.
“From there, Miles did his tech wizardry to find information on them, I reached out to some contacts in the US to find out more, and all we were waiting on was you for confirmation,” Stella said, sounding like he should have known this was happening and not made her wait.
“I was gone for less than twenty minutes,” he complained, sharing a knowing look with Miles as both of them felt put upon right now.
Just as she had with Miles, Stella waved his comment off as unimportant.
“The point is, we have confirmation now. We also know where these two live. So you only have to answer one more question,” she said. 
“What’s that?”
“You feeling up to a trip across the Atlantic to help us catch some dreamcatchers?”
For the first time in days, Tad felt himself grin and actually mean it.
“Finally,” he said in answer, and Stella grinned right back.
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Tad threw up his hands in exasperation and turned away, blinking hard as he tried to refocus his eyes. He doubted his anger helped the situation or his eyesight, but he couldn’t keep it inside. Only Stella’s hand on his arm kept him from losing his temper and taking matters into his own hands.
They clustered around a large, black SUV, parked on a quiet, suburban street in Chicago. At this time of day, most home owners were at work, which left driveways empty and few eyes to watch the three other black SUVs and the SWAT truck that were parked, waiting for orders. However, said orders were slow coming as the FBI agents were arguing again.
“I understand what you’re saying,” Stella said as calmly as she could to agent Astur. “But you have to understand, we developed protocols for—”
“Fuck your protocols,” agent Holmes snapped, every bit as hot headed as when they first met. “You might be queen bee back in England, but this is America and—”
“Wales,” Stella interrupted.
“What?”
“The Dream Team is based in Wales, not England.”
“What’s the difference?” Holmes asked, growing angrier by the second. “What does it matter where you came from?”
“What agent Holmes is trying to say is that you may have your procedures, but we have ours. While your Prime Minister pulled strings to make this happen, you are not in charge. You’re observing only. So we’ll be taking lead on this and you can—”
Tad had endured enough.
They had been kept waiting after Stella insisted on running their information through Norman before they acted on it yesterday. Norman insisted they couldn’t take action in America without irreparably damaging UK-US relations, and they’d have to wait. So they waited nearly a whole day, and Tad was fed up with it.
Shrugging off Stella’s hand, he turned on the agents and waved a hand in their direction. A quick call to Dream was all it took to augment the stirred up air into a gale force wind that knocked the two agents back, their suit jackets billowing as they struggled to stay on their feet. Another thought was all it took to stop Holmes doing anything stupid in response. Tad focused on the friction between his gun and the holster it was cradled in, increasing it to where no matter how hard the agent struggled, he couldn’t pull it free.
“That was just a wave of my hand and a thought,” Tad snapped at the two men. “Imagine what I could do if I really wanted to cause trouble. I don’t care what your way of doing things are, you aren’t prepared for people like me. We’ve agreed to your demands until now. We put off moving on these two until you and your people could be ready. We left our own tactical unit behind so you could use yours, and we agreed to let you keep control of the prisoners and carry out the interrogation on US soil. But we have to draw the line somewhere. This is it. We,” Tad motioned to himself and to the two startled dreamwalkers standing in the distance, neither looking happy about being pointed out. “Are uniquely qualified to counter anything those dreamcatchers might throw at you. If you send your men in without us you’ll just get them all killed.”
“Our team can handle themselves,” agent Astur insisted.
“Really? Just how well did you defend against that wind, and just how well is Sherlock doing at getting his gun out?” Tad asked, not backing down even though Stella’s touch on his arm was a death grip by now. “You’re defenceless against those people and you won’t last five minutes without our help.” Finally he succumbed to Stella’s insistent tugging and stepped away, giving the men space to recover.
Agent Astur instantly relaxed. Agent Holmes, on the other hand, finally cleared the gun from his holster and looked like he wanted to use it.
“Harry, are you crazy?” Astur snapped, dragging the agent away until they were out of earshot and the gun was no longer pointing in Tad’s direction.
“I could ask you the same question,” Stella said once they were alone. “Are you trying to start a fight with these people?”
“Come on, this is beyond stupid. We’ve given in to every demand, and I get that they want this to be a US victory, but not using us is stupid. No, it’s worse than that, it will get people killed and allow those dreamcatchers to escape. When will we ever get this chance again?”
“I know. I’m on your side. I’m just saying that there are ways to go about this that won’t get you shot.”
Tad snorted and turned away, leaning against the car and rubbing his eyes.
“Are you alright?” Stella asked, the frown so clear in her words he didn’t need to look.
“Yeah, just tired,” he said. “I can’t wait to get this over with so I can get some rest. The stress is getting to me a bit…” His words trailed off as he laughed. “God, look who I’m talking to. Sorry Stella, I didn’t mean to say I’m more stressed than you are or—”
“I get it,” Stella interrupted, still concerned. “You’re not alright though. You haven’t been all day, and you’re rubbing your eyes a lot. What’s going on?”
“It’s just tiredness,” Tad said. “I need to get this done so I can rest easy for a night. I’ll be alright with a few hours of… Hang on, here they come.”
Stella reluctantly turned with him to see the two agents walking back. Holmes didn’t look happy about something, but at least he didn’t have his gun out. Astur looked only a little better, and it was he who spoke.
“Alright. Your point is made. You three go in alongside our men. They’ll listen to you on anything Dream related, but for everything else you’re under their command. And that’s the only offer we will make. You accept that or we go in without you.”
“We can work with that,” Stella answered. “Now that’s sorted, shall we get on with this?”
There was only the slightest hesitation on Astur’s part as he stared at Tad, but finally he nodded and turned on the spot, making a hand symbol to the other cars that told his people to come in close. Soon he was surrounded by men in tactical gear while Stella pulled Tad away and motioned to their own people a short way off. They didn’t have anywhere near the numbers the Americans had, but Tad would take the two people they had been allowed to bring over them any day.
“Morris, Chakikra, come here,” Stella said once they were far enough away from the Americans that they could talk without being overheard. “You hear any of that?” she asked. They shook their heads. “Right, this is what’s happening. We got them to let us go in with them as support, rather than just watching from the sidelines.”
Morris snorted, the normally quiet dreamwalker shaking his head and glancing at the FBI huddle.
“That’s what you were arguing about?” he asked. “I assumed that would be a given.”
“Yeah, well, the two agents have made it more than clear they don’t trust us and would rather we weren’t here.”
“How were they planning to deal with any Dream powers?” Chakikra asked with innocent curiosity, not yet jaded enough to show the same contempt that Morris had.
“Overwhelming force and bravado,” Tad said, earning an irritated glare from Stella. He looked away, pretending to be interested in the two puppies in the nearest SUV who stood on their hind legs so they could lean out the open window.
“The point is, we’re going in with them and we’re letting them lead,” Stella said. “For anything non Dream related, you do exactly what they say. That clear?”
Both Morris and Chakikra nodded.
“What if it is Dream related?” Chakikra asked.
“Then you do what you must. Warn them, deal with the Dream elements, but no more,” Stella said. “I can’t stress this enough, you’re not here to fight these people. You’re here to help with Dream and let the tactical guys do what they can. Ideally, we let Tad deal with them. You got it?”
Both dreamwalkers nodded, though Morris was frowning while Chakikra was looking a little wild-eyed.
“Good. I’ll be watching from outside and I’ll be in contact the entire time. If I give the word, I don’t care what’s happening, you get out of there by any means necessary. If you can, take people with you, but if they refuse to leave you just dreamwalk away. Is that clear?”
Again both dreamwalkers nodded and Stella finally smiled.
“This is a big deal for us, guys. We not only get to show what we can do on foreign soil, but those two people in there could be the answer we need to getting rid of nightmares once and for all. Let’s do this, but be careful. Now go get your protective gear on and let’s get ready to go.”
It turned out Stella’s words were perfect timing as the FBI huddle broke up with agents returning to their vehicles, ready to move out.
“Finally,” Tad said.
“Everything I just said to them,” Stella whispered urgently before he was whisked away to go ride with a tactical team. “It goes double for you, Holcroft. No heroics, you hear me?”
Tad forced a smile. “Are you kidding? I’m just Dream eyes and ears today, nothing more,” Tad said.
Stella scowled as she sensed the lie.
“Look, I know you’ll have to get involved, but don’t go biting off more than you can chew,” she demanded. “Don’t underestimate them. These people are second only to Joshua King and Dinah Mizrahi with how many dreamwalkers they’ve killed. Don’t be the next name on their list, you hear?”
“I hear,” he said. “I promise, no unnecessary risks.”
There was more truth to that statement than the last, but Stella didn’t look any happier. She didn’t get chance to argue though as the agents returned, telling Tad who he needed to ride with and just what role he would play in the assault. Tad listened, shook the hand of the man leading the tactical team and was told to stay by his side no matter what. Tad agreed to everything they asked, just eager to get this over with.
“Get your head in the game.”
Tad grunted as the elbow hit his ribs and glared at the stern-faced tactical agent. He stared back from under his helmet, clearly thinking Tad wasn’t concentrating. He couldn’t have been further from the truth. Tad was completely in the moment, but he was trying to focus his eyes before they made the final approach.
They were in the garden of a neighbour to the Campbell twins, having parked one street over. They were hiding their approach by cutting through other properties after deciding it was too dangerous to just pull up outside.
“Trust me, I’m ready.”
Tad received a look that would have made him cringe six months ago. Now he barely reacted, his thoughts focused on the house ahead.
“Yeah, well, you better—” His words cut off abruptly as he looked down with a sneer. “What is that puppy doing here?”
Tad looked down, not at all surprised to find Growler at his feet. 
“There’s nothing I can do about him,” Tad explained. “Don’t worry though, he won’t be in the way.”
“He’s a puppy. Are you kidding me?”
“He’s the reason I survived the first time I went against these two.”
The man looked like he would strangle Tad before muttering something about this being a train wreck in the making. 
Like the rest of the houses on this street, the Campbell’s was a large, detached home made primarily of wood. It was too big for two college students and Tad wasn’t surprised to find it was their family home, passed down from their grandparents.
The house was still, the windows dark, but that didn’t say much. They were confident the Campbells were inside, but after waiting so long to act it was hard not to doubt their information.
The agent beside him asked if the other teams were in position. Receiving their confirmation, they finally had the all-clear to act.
Tad was suddenly running to keep up with the five men on his team, all of whom wore serious expressions and had their guns ready. A similar group moved on the rear of the house while a third approached from opposite Tad’s group. Within seconds they crossed the garden of the last house between them and the perimeter of the Campbell home. However, without consciously knowing why, Tad slowed.
Something on the lawn caught his eye, little more than a shadow to his blurry vision, but something that spoke to a primal part of his brain. He would have missed it had his eyes not been unfocused, seeing more in vague shapes than individual detail. There was a strange line extending from the Campbells garden onto their neighbour's property and Tad realised exactly what it was a moment too late.
“Everyone stop,” he shouted, but no one had time to react.
All three teams stepped onto the Campbell property and instantly there was an explosion of light. The dreamwalkers who crossed the threshold had triggered a massive Dreamcatcher on the ground that encircled the Campbell home. Tad flinched away, covering his eyes and wondering how they missed it.
It wasn’t paint like normal or everyone would have spotted it, just a discolouration of the grass. However, now he looked closer he realised the light was shining through the grass and guessed the dreamcatcher was underground and had disturbed the grass enough to discolour it.
However, they had done it, the majority of the tactical team along with Chakikra and Morris were inside the circle. Tad suspected they just lost the element of surprise.
“Move in,” the leader of the tactical unit shouted into his microphone, ignoring the phenomenon and rushing toward the house. He hesitated at the thinner lines of light that created a web like pattern around the house, but when he crossed them without incident he and his men sprinted forward.
Tad didn’t need Growler’s scared whimper to know they were making a mistake and he needed to do something about this dreamcatcher so he could provide them with backup.
“Growler, come here,” he shouted to the dog, trying to get it outside the effect of the dreamcatcher. However, the puppy could only get to the edge of the larger circle and couldn’t cross the bright line. In the distance, on the other side of the property, Tad saw Morris having the same struggle.
Swearing to himself, Tad rushed to the edge of the dreamcatcher, digging his booted foot into the ground as he tried to break the circle. However, the magic was no more vulnerable from outside as it was from within.
“Tad, what’s happening?” Stella asked through his earpiece, but he didn’t answer.
Movement on the porch of the Campbell home caught his eye, and he looked up to see the front door fly open as the first of the tactical team was about to reach it.
New light shone from within the darkness of the house, one that triggered bad memories for Tad. This was a small, localised dreamcatcher, glowing with brilliant white light, but this time painted onto the skin of a human body. This body was larger than most humans and as he stepped into the morning sunlight, the closest tactical guy took an instinctive step away. He should have opened fire instantly as that hesitation cost him dearly.
A second dreamcatcher on an enormous shoulder burst with light and Kuruk jumped forward with supernatural speed. He casually backhanded the tactical agent and sent him flying twenty feet before landing with a crunch. There was no movement from the agent, whereas the giant college student was already speeding off to another target… another victim.
Tad watched helplessly from the sidelines as the giant rushed amongst the tactical team, his movements too quick for anyone to get a shot off. Two more agents died in quick succession before Tad recognised a pattern. The dreamcatcher wasn’t taking out the tactical team at random, he was heading for Morris who stood at the circle’s edge wearing a panicked expression.
Break the circle, Holcroft!
His inner voice screamed at him to help before they were all dead and he looked away from the carnage and back to the line. He had to break it, but he had no idea even what it was. If it was buried under the earth, then he would have to dig it…
His thoughts trailed off as the answer became clear. He needed to break up the earth and hope he could destabilise the dreamcatcher. Lacking any tools, he got creative.
Taking a massive swing, he kicked at the ground with the steel toe of his boot and called to Dream at the same time. The result was an explosion of grass and earth that showered the garden beyond and left a crater like a small meteor had struck. It didn’t break the circle, but it revealed what it was made of.
A line of concrete was poured under the ground, three feet deep and almost as wide. Tad needed to break through that if he wanted to break the circle, and a quick glance showed him he didn’t have time to wait. He heard the crack of gunfire as one agent risked a shot, but they were too cautious of friendly fire and the shot went wide, giving Kuruk time to kill another agent and get ever closer to Morris.
Stella was screaming for an update, but again Tad ignored her as he turned his attention to the concrete. Jumping into the crater, he kicked again, hoping for a similar effect to the dirt.
Instead, he almost broke his foot as he kicked a concrete barrier with as much force as he could without the protection of Dream. Another agent died as he shouted in pain and guessed what happened. Of course he couldn’t break the barrier, it was powered by Dream deliberately to stop dreamwalkers. His gifts would have no power over it. Tad knew that eventually it would burn out, but this was concrete and it would take…
His eyes widened as the answer came to him.
Not wasting a second more to think on it, he called over to Dream again, shoving the door open wide this time and getting ready to release as much energy as he could in a single moment. As always when using Dream, every nerve tingled with electricity as it filled him. However, for the first time, he didn’t release it into the world, instead he pulled over more. He couldn’t rely on keeping the door open for a steady stream of Dream, he needed it all at once. So he kept filling his energy wells and ignored the fact that every second wasted was a second the giant was headed for his friend.
The tingling became a buzz as though he were filled with raw electricity, itching to be free. He felt so full of power he was surprised it wasn’t leaking through his skin. He kept pulling until he felt he might burst, then finally he acted.
It wasn’t a kick he needed this time, just a touch.
Using the hand he damaged last time he tried something like this, he pressed his fingers against the hot concrete and let loose all his stored energy in a single rush.
Dream energy screamed through the contact, rushing along the lines of the dreamcatcher with such intensity that even with his eyes closed and a hand covering them, he still saw spots of light in his vision as the dreamcatcher shone like it had captured the energy of the sun itself. There was incredible heat nearby as the concrete struggled under the impossible energy and he scrambled away before he got burned again.
No sooner had he moved out of the crater when the dreamcatcher overloaded.
The light flashed once, so bright Tad thought even his hands might not protect his eyes, and then abruptly it went out.
Boom!
The earth around the dreamcatcher erupted like someone had set off a controlled explosion. Dirt, stone and plants were launched high, filling the morning air with a cloud of dust that only hindered visibility further for people already blinking away the aftereffects of the flash.
Men cried out and Growler yelped, but the dreamcatcher was down, and finally Tad could act.
He waved his arm, wincing as he reached for Dream again but bearing the pain with gritted teeth. A wind built up from the disturbed air, and the clouds of dust were blown away giving Tad a better view of the situation.
Six men lay on the ground, unmoving. However, from the look of things this was because of Kuruk and not the explosion. While the ground was chewed up everywhere, the slimmer lines were not nearly so bad as the edge of the circle.
The men in tactical gear were disoriented and were slowly getting their bearings while Growler shook off dust and soil. Tad felt a huge wave of relief as he saw the little guy safe, but it didn’t last. Out the corner of his eye he saw another unnatural light spring up as Kuruk shook off his disorientation and moved again. He was quicker to recover than Morris, and before Tad could act he closed the distance between himself and the dreamwalker and casually turned the man’s head back on itself.
Tad heard the snap across the garden and watched in horror as the little dreamwalker collapsed into a heap, leaving a ghost standing over his body looking scared and alone.
“No!” Tad screamed, a primal reaction that was laced with Dream, making those nearest flinch and even turning Kuruk’s head. The giant’s eyes widened when he saw Tad like he might actually be scared, and then he sprinted away, that damn dreamcatcher flaring on his shoulder again and somehow giving him the impossible speed to cover the ground between the garden and the house in the blink of an eye. Before Tad could think to react, he was inside and out of sight.
Tad started forward, ready to flush this monster out and put him down once and for all. But before he had gone a single step, there was an iron grip on his arm, pulling him back with such strength it felt like a robot had grabbed him.
Tad turned in surprise to find Stella holding him back and shouting for everyone to stop.
“Don’t go after him,” she screamed.
Her warning fell on deaf ears as the tactical team, furious at the death of their colleagues, rushed into the house. Tad heard the smashing of wood and glass from the back that told Tad they had breached there as well. Tad tried to go help them, but Stella showed the extent to which she had grown stronger by tugging him back, forcing him not to move.
“He was lying, Tad. His fear before he ran, it was a lie. He wants you in that house.”
Her words were fast and panicked, forcing him to listen. It took him a few seconds longer to understand and even that was only helped when he felt two distinct calls to Dream, like Dreamwalkers changing the channel.
“Oh no,” he said as realisation struck. He took one step towards the house, intending to get everyone out, but it was too late.
This explosion was not powered by Dream and was twenty times what the last had been. Even standing at the edge of the garden, it threw Tad from his feet into Stella, knocking her over even with her vaunted strength. The hurt of the impact was only the start of his pain as suddenly he was showered with the debris of the house that had disintegrated in the explosion. Wood, stone, glass and more flew outward in all directions until Tad finally did something about it.
Using the last of his strength, he reached for that door in his mind one last time to change the channel, keeping hold of Stella as he did so. The world flickered and changed, then suddenly he, Stella and Growler were at the end of the street, out of the initial blast radius and safe from the debris.
Tad groaned at the pain in his head from overusing Dream, not to mention the other pains from being near two explosions. It was strange that he could barely recall the sound of the explosion, yet his ears rang so loud it was near impossible to make out anything else. Slowly the world faded back in and the first thing he heard was Stella’s voice.
“Bring everything. Ambulances, firemen, the lot,” she was shouting at someone. Tad couldn’t see who as he kept blinking to clear his eyes. “I don’t know. Just hurry. There’s nothing left of the house. I don’t know how anyone inside could have survived.”
“Nothing left?” Tad questioned, still blinking as he tried to climb to his feet and shake off the effects of overusing Dream. No matter how hard he blinked or even how he rubbed his eyes though, something was seriously wrong.
“Tad, easy. You took the brunt of that explosion. Are you okay?”
Tad didn’t answer, instead rubbing at his eyes with a little more panic this time. He blinked and opened them again, then rubbed them some more.
He kept doing so, harder and faster, until Stella grabbed his hands and pulled them away.
“Tad, what’s wrong.”
Unable to keep the panic from his voice as his oldest fear made itself known, Tad couldn’t answer at first until Stella asked another time.
Seeing nothing but darkness, Tad blinked back tears and said, “Stella, I can’t see.”
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Tony exited Cardiff’s branch of this particular, world-famous lingerie store, and was lost in thought. He’d come for the same reason he’d tried the strip clubs last night and visited so many of his old haunts. He needed a distraction.
It had been five days since he last merged with Tad, and the bond was completely gone. For the first time he felt the pull of Dream.
It was subtle at first, like there was some annoying fly that kept returning to take a small bite of him, and all he had to do was brush it away. However, soon that fly became a swarm, and as he tried to brush off one, another was trying to get a piece of him. Now it felt like if he were not constantly on guard, Dream would pull him apart until there was nothing left. It required one of two things to keep himself together, constant concentration, or a distraction strong enough to focus his mind on an external problem, leaving his subconscious to fight the battle for him.
It was strange that a strong enough distraction was all it took to stay sane. It was almost like Dream could only take you when you were actively thinking of it happening. There was a lesson there somewhere, but Tony didn’t have the mental bandwidth to deal with it.
He was so distracted he ignored the three times he was recognised while in the store and walked directly into someone as he stepped out of it.
Tony grunted and stumbled back, quickly mumbling apologies that cut off as soon as he recognised who it was.
“You again?” he asked as a startled Amber brushed her crimson hair from her eyes and shot him a nervous smile.
“Hey Tony. Fancy running into you… here.” Her eyes drifted to where Tony had come from and her smile faded. For the first time there was no effort to put the smile back in place, there was just an expression of disappointment. “Really? You were spying on the women’s changing rooms? Strip clubs and leisure centres aren’t enough for you? You have to be a pervert here as well?”
“I—” Tony started, but Amber wasn’t hearing it. Unlike the last few times he’d met her, she genuinely appeared disgusted and before he could explain himself she walked away.
Tony stared after her, dumbfounded and filled with the desire to chase her down and force her to listen.
He shook his head, thinking how ridiculous that was. The last two times he’d seen her he’d been desperate to get rid of her, now he wanted her to stay. He needed to count this as a blessing and move on.
The trouble was that as soon as she walked away, he realised he had nothing better to do and that brought the tug of Dream again. Those few seconds talking to Amber had been the distraction he’d been seeking for days.
He was running before he’d consciously decided to move, darting between startled shoppers and keeping his eye on the bright red hair that moved faster than was normal for a human walking. So fast that she drew attention from the surrounding people. Tony picked up the pace.
She had turned off the main high street and was halfway down another, much quieter road by the time he caught up. She wasn’t responding to him calling her name, so he had to resort to grabbing her arm to get her attention.
The moment he made contact she stopped and spun, pulling her arm free and shoving him hard enough that she knocked him back a few steps. 
“What the hell is wrong with you?” he demanded, angry at her shove, her judgement and everything about her. In his anger he lost all sense of Dream tugging at him, and he revelled in that. “First you follow me around like a crazy stalker, and now you insult me and think you can just walk away. What the hell is your problem?”
“My problem? You’re the sick freak who’s hanging around in women’s changing rooms and—”
“Really? You ever see me in a changing room?” he demanded.
“What?”
“Did you see me in a changing room? In all your stalking when did you ever see me somewhere I shouldn’t be if I was a normal thirty-year-old man?”
“I… But you…” Amber frowned, struggling for words as Tony successfully knocked her off balance.
“I thought so. You stalk me for days, take things out of context, then insult me like you have some kind of moral right to attack me. I never asked you to follow me and I don’t owe you anything.”
“Well, what were you doing in there if you weren’t in the changing rooms?” she demanded, regaining her composure but turning red-faced, regardless.
“No, you don’t get to demand anything after attacking my character like that. I don’t even know you.”
“Well in that case, I don’t have to—” Amber started to say as she turned away, but Tony grabbed her again. This time he was ready when she tried to pull away and he focused on his supernatural strength to keep his grip. “Let me go.”
“I’m done playing nice. I want answers. What do you want with me?’
“I don’t want anything from you,” she snapped, tugging harder on her arm and this time pulling free. She didn’t leave though as his expression made it clear he wouldn’t let her just yet. “I thought I did, but you’ve proved I was wrong.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” When she didn’t answer he added, “You might as well tell me because I’m not letting you go until I know more. This is the least you owe me after the way you’ve been behaving.”
She laughed at that.
“What’s so funny?” he asked.
“You are. The fact you think my behaviour is bad when you act like you do.”
Tony’s eyes narrowed as his anger genuinely got out of control. Raising a finger that was shaking with rage, he said, “You don’t know me. You have no idea what my life is like, what I have been through, or what I do with my time. You’ve followed me and made snap judgements, but you’ve already proved you don’t know half of what you think. Stop behaving like you’re some kind of saint when you’re the one who's been stalking me and—”
“I haven’t been stalking you,” she snapped, but he could tell her heart wasn’t in it. She was just replying with harsh words as his own words hit home.
“You’ve been following me around after I asked you to stop. I’d call that stalking. And you call me a freak.” He forced a laugh and she flinched from the sound.
“I’m not stalking you,” she said in a weaker tone as she fought back tears.
Stay strong, Tony. Don’t let her cry her way out of this.
“Then now’s your chance to explain yourself. For the last time. Why are you following me?”
“Because I wanted to know what kind of person you really are.”
“Why?”
She hesitated, not wanting to answer but also knowing he wouldn’t give her a choice. It was at this point that the tears started flowing and he had to force himself to maintain his anger and stay strong. As expected, part of him wanted to back off, hating himself for making her cry.
“Because I needed your help, alright? I needed to know if you were the kind of person who could actually help me, or if you are just the creep the whole world thinks you are. I guess I got my answer.”
It was Tony’s turn to flinch. She was trying to hurt him, but there was truth there as well. His reputation wasn’t as good as it could be as people shared stories about his past, and she wasn’t wrong about how the world saw him. He didn’t think it bothered him until now. However, he was done with being judged and he thought he’d made that clear.
“For the last time, you don’t know a damn thing about me,” he snapped. “So I went to a strip club and visited places to watch attractive people in skimpy clothing. Who cares? You’ve been a ghost for ten minutes and you think you know what it’s like. I was fourteen when I died and I’ve been that age for sixteen years. You have no idea what it’s like to see everyone you know grow around you while you stay still, to watch them act on the biological urges I still feel by the way, to get girlfriends, to eventually marry, have kids. Some people I went to school with have children who are nearly as old as I was when I died, but I’m still here, stuck in the past. Tad was two years younger than me when I died, yet now he’s adopted a nearly thirteen-year-old daughter and is going out with the hottest woman on the planet. And worst of all, because I’ve lived in his head, I know exactly what all that was like. They say you can’t miss what you never had, well those people have never lived in a Proxy’s head for sixteen years. So you know what? Sue me for now and then wanting a taste of what I missed out on.”
Amber stared at him, eyes wide and mouth open in surprise. She had nothing to say in response and he had nothing left to say to her. He hadn’t meant to reveal all that and suddenly he felt worse about himself than ever. This was a mistake. He should have let her go.
He turned and walked away, leaving her slack jawed behind him. He got only a few steps before suddenly he heard frantic footsteps as she hurried to catch up.
“Wait,” she called. When he didn’t answer, it was her turn to grab his arm. “Please, wait.”
Shaking her off, he spun to face her. “What?”
“I… I didn’t know any of that. No one does.”
“So what? Everyone has a history. You should think about that before judging people.”
Again she flinched, but she was also nodding.
“You’re right,” she said. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have… I mean… Look, I didn’t know any of that. And you’re right, it changes things. I had no right to judge you and…”
Her words trailed off as she struggled to articulate her thoughts. New tears formed, maybe from frustration this time, and Tony rolled his eyes as those tears sapped the last of his anger.
Damn. Why do tears get to me like this every time?
“Tony, please? I need your help. I’ve been trying so hard to deal with this on my own, but I just can’t do it anymore. I’m sorry, okay? I should have come at this differently, but… Please. I just need your help.”
“If you need a Proxy, I can’t help you. I’m currently looking for a new one myself.”
“What? You are? What happ… Never mind. No, that’s not what I want. I need help with something else,” she said. “Can you… Uh… Can I show you something?”
“Show me what?”
“I can’t explain. Please, just come with me.”
He hesitated, not sure he wanted to follow her anywhere. However, now his tirade was done and his anger had bled away, he was left with only his curiosity about why she’d been following him for so long. Despite himself, he was intrigued with what had driven her to this.
After a long moment of indecision, he nodded his ascent and told her to lead on.
They didn’t speak as Amber led Tony through Cardiff, even when she guided them onto a train that took them toward Bridgend. They departed at the third stop and she led Tony down a series of streets, twists and turns until he was hopelessly lost. He was tempted to ask where they were going, but his curiosity was distraction enough to keep the nagging pull of Dream away, so he let it slide. Amber took every turn with confidence and kept up a pace that only a ghost could follow.
Finally she stopped outside a newly built house at the entrance of a large estate under development. It was a three-bedroom show home, a mixture of brick and white plaster with faux-wood PVC windows and a two-car garage. As with most show homes, it was tastefully decorated.
“You want my help buying a house?” Tony asked.
Amber didn’t answer other than to frown as she mulled something over in her head. Still without speaking, she came to a decision and walked up to the door to try the handle. It was locked, which strangely seemed to please the girl. Her shoulders relaxed as she let go of some tension Tony hadn’t realised she was carrying, then she stepped through the door like it wasn’t there.
Tony was impressed. Just a few days ago she couldn’t do that. Embracing his own ghostly nature, he followed her.
The inside of the house was as pristine as outside. Picture frames hung from off-white walls, there was a long rug in the hallway atop the faux-wood floor, and the cream carpet running up the stairs was brand new. The house smelled of furniture polish and air fresheners, but the air was stale, regardless. Tony doubted anyone had been through here in a while.
“What are we doing here?” he asked.
Again Amber didn’t answer, but turned her attention to the top of the stairs.
“Guys, it’s me. I’ve brought a friend. You can come out now.”
Tony flinched as Amber shouted, then waited without breathing to see what would happen next. The lack of air didn’t bother him, which was good because it was nearly a minute before Tony saw movement at the top of the stairs.
A small head covered in blonde hair, tied into pigtails, peaked from behind the banister. Wide green eyes found Tony’s, and the girl shied away before spotting Amber.
“Amber,” she squealed, suddenly rushing down the stairs so fast Tony was sure she would trip. She couldn’t have been older than four and her legs were too short to navigate the steps so quickly. However, somehow her socked feet found the sweet spot of each step and no matter how much she wobbled, she never fell. At least, not until the last step. By that point Amber was there to catch her and pull her into a hug.
Tony blinked in surprise. This was not at all what he expected.
He was so surprised that it took him a few seconds to register there were more footsteps on the stairs.
Another girl, taller and wider, with dark hair and a similar t-shirt and jeans combo was coming down the steps a little more carefully. What looked to be a six-year-old carbon copy of her, albeit with considerably shorter hair and more masculinity, was one step behind her. Both had eyes only for Amber and their grins were identical.
They too threw themselves at the teenage ghost, clearing the way for one last child. This boy was older than the others, but only by a couple of years. A nest of ginger hair sat atop a pale, lean face that was consumed by freckles. Hazel eyes narrowed as he stared at Tony.
“Who’s this?” the boy asked, drawing Amber’s attention from the trio of children hanging from her. After forty minutes of stony silence, Tony was surprised to find a wide smile on her face. He was sure it was for the children’s sake, but it was pleasant to see its return. In the short time he’d known her, Tony discovered that her smile transformed her whole appearance.
“Everyone, this is my new friend, Tony. He’s here to help,” she said, throwing him under the bus. “Tony, this is Georgia,” she said, tapping the little blonde girl on the head. “The twins, Millie and Vincent. And this is Andrew,” she finished, nodding toward the boy who waited on the last step.
“Help us how?” Andrew asked, looking directly at Tony.
“That’s what he’s here to discuss,” Amber said, separating herself from the children so she could speak to Andrew directly. She glanced at Tony and he didn’t like the brief flash of nerves in her expression. “Basically, he’s here to keep us safe. Aren’t you, Tony?”
When the impact of what she said hit him, her anxious expression suddenly made sense. She’d backed him into a corner and he had no idea how to respond.
He was suddenly very aware of all four children staring and waiting for his answer. It was amazing that after not needing to drink for sixteen years, his mouth could suddenly feel so dry. He had no idea what they needed to be kept safe from and had not agreed to help. However, he recognised the truth behind her gamble. She was betting everything on him being more likely to not want to disappoint these children than walk away without getting tangled in their troubles.
Damn her for getting to know him so quickly.
Sighing as the trap closed, he nodded. “Of course, why else would I be here?”
Not sold on his answer, Andrew continued to frown. The three younger children were a different matter. As one they cheered, no doubt urged on by Amber’s sudden, winning grin, and then they rushed Tony for a group hug. He almost fled in panic, but they were on him before he could act and he was left awkwardly hugging them back as Amber’s eyes sparkled with mirth.
Check mate, her expressions said.
With another sigh, Tony gave in to defeat.
“They’re all ghosts,” Tony pointed out when he was alone with Amber again, sitting around the kitchen table and glancing into the living room where the children played.
The smallest were concentrating on some toys they’d fetched from upstairs while Andrew played on a PlayStation he’d connected to the show home’s TV. He wasn’t concentrating on his game though, because whenever he thought Tony wasn’t watching he looked at him with an evil frown.
“I thought that was obvious,” Amber replied, a touch of snark in her voice. Her confidence had returned, though she also wasn’t pushing her luck. When Tony frowned, she quickly elaborated on her statement. “They’re lost ghosts.”
“Lost ghosts? What does that make you, Peter Pan? Or is it Wendy?”
“Ha ha. Very funny. You know what I mean. They’re scared kids without a home. I found Andrew first. I’d only been a ghost a week and wasn’t sure what to do with myself when I stumbled across him outside a school where I used to live. He was being chased off by one of the teachers. Can you believe that? He was only looking for help so he could find his way home, but those arseholes wanted nothing to do with him just because he was a ghost.”
Tony couldn’t comment as he struggled with that statement. A school wouldn’t help a child? It didn’t make sense to him.
“Georgia was next. I found her outside the Borderlands. Me and Andrew were trying to locate his grandparents, but we didn’t have much luck. He’s a bit too young to remember where they lived as he hadn’t lived with them long. Anyway, we found Georgia just wandering the streets. She died in a car accident a long way from home and had been on her own for weeks. She’d made a den in a playhouse of a nearby park and she watched the kids play every day, trying to get them to see her. But she was outside the Borderlands, so no luck. The poor girl was half mad when we found her.
“With Andrew and Georgia with me, I headed back to the Borderlands. I barely knew what to do when it was just me and Andrew, but now I had Georgia and I was seriously out of my depth. So I came here so I could at least talk to people again. I figured I’d speak with the police, see if they could help.”
She paused long enough that Tony felt compelled to ask, “And that didn’t go well?”
She frowned in a way Stella did at times, like she was rooting around his thoughts for information. He shifted uncomfortably until she asked a question of her own. “You haven’t seen much of how they hate us, have you?”
“Uh… What? Who hates you?”
“Everyone. The whole world hates ghosts, Tony. I imagine you’ve been sheltered from it because of who you spend your time with, but the rest of us…” She paused again, struggling to find the words. “Even in the Borderlands, it doesn’t take long for people to realise we aren’t alive. I don’t know what it is about us, but you can see in their faces the moment they realise what we are. Some people just go pale and try to get away, others get angry and lash out.”
“Why?” Tony asked, not at all familiar with this experience.
“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask them,” Amber snapped, suddenly angry. “Just go up to the first person you see in the street and start talking to them. See how long it takes them to realise you’re a ghost and see what their reaction is.”
“Whoa, calm down,” Tony said, raising his hands and pointedly looking into the other room where the children had all looked up at Amber’s harsh words. Her expression changed in an instant as a convincing fake smile found its way to her face.
“Sorry,” she said after a pause. “I didn’t mean to snap. It’s just… It’s not been easy. First, I have to deal with the fact that I’m dead, which is bad enough. Then there’s all this hate and…” Again her words trailed off and she paused once more to collect her thoughts.
“I went to the police,” she said. “I explained who I was, told them about the kids and asked them what to do. It turns out we weren’t the first kids to come to them looking for help. They said there was a system set up for us and they’d look into it. They just needed our names. I knew from the start that something was wrong with them though. They were helping us, but none seemed happy about it. They told us it could take a while to figure everything out and in the meantime we’d have to wait with the others.”
“The others?” Tony asked.
“Millie and Vincent,” Amber said. “We were lead to the holding cells. They opened one of the doors to this tiny room and they told us to wait inside. When I got in there, I found Millie and Vincent, huddled together and terrified on this tiny bed. No sooner were we inside when they freaking locked us in, like we were criminals or something.”
“What?” Tony asked, not quite believing her. “Why would they do that?”
“Because they hate us. They may be forced to help us, but until they can get us where we need to go they want nothing to do with us. So they locked us in that tiny cell. Poor Millie and Vincent had been there for days. They’d given them toys to occupy them, but other than that they left those kids on their own.”
“I don’t believe it,” Tony muttered.
“Well, I’m not making this up,” Amber snapped.
“I know, sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I’m just stunned. I had no idea people treated ghosts like this. I don’t… Why?”
“How the hell should I know? Maybe we scare them. Remind them they’re all going to be one of us one day. Who knows? Whatever the case, I ended up shut away in a tiny room with four scared children like we were some kind of dirty secret to be locked up and forgotten. We didn’t stay long.”
“You escaped?” Tony asked, recognising her tone and engrossed in her story.
“We escaped,” Amber agreed. “I wasn’t going to leave those kids like that, and I certainly wasn’t going to stay locked up. So I practiced going invisible. I’d seen you do it on TV, so I knew it could be done. I turned it into a game for the kids, getting them to practice with it until we could figure out how to get it working. It turns out the kids were quicker to pick it up than me, though they needed to see me do it once to know what I was asking of them.
“Once we could all go invisible, we made our escape and went looking for a place to live temporarily. That’s when we found this place,” she motioned around her at the house they were in. “There’s more than enough space here, it’s furnished like a nice family home, and it’s somewhere we won’t be bothered by people too often. The kids hide in the attic whenever anyone is shown around, but otherwise we’re safe enough here. Safe enough that I can leave them while I go find help.”
“You mean me?”
“Eventually,” Amber agreed. “At first I wasn’t sure what to do. I stole us a few creature comforts, and it was a couple of weeks before I came looking for you.”
“Why me?” Tony asked.
“Because you’re the one ghost people ever talked about in a good way. I figured if anyone could help us, it would be you.”
Tony shook his head, glancing back into the living room to look at the kids while he thought Amber’s words over.
“I don’t know what I can do,” he said honestly. “I… I don’t even know where to begin.”
“Help me get them home,” she pleaded, pulling his attention back into the kitchen. “Andrew just wants to get back to his grandparents. Georgia wants to get back to her Mum and Dad, same with Millie and Vincent. The trouble is they’re so young. They know the name of the towns they’re from, but little else. I don’t know how to get them there.”
“I suppose we could find out where they live and take them on trains or—”
“Then what?” Amber interrupted.
“What do you mean?”
“You said take them on trains. I could have thought of that. But then what? We arrive in their home towns. How do we find out where they live? If we manage that, how do we get their parents to see them outside the borderlands?”
“Oh, I see,” Tony said as the problem dawned. “We’d need a Proxy too…”
His words trailed off as his own access to a Proxy was limited right now. For the first time in hours he thought of the mess with Tad, which led his mind to the constant tug of Dream. The sensation came back with a vengeance, pulling so hard he wanted to curl into a ball to keep himself together. Instead, he forced his mind back onto the subject at hand.
Amber’s smile was gone again as she waited for an answer and her large eyes were filled with desperate hope. That expression hit him in the same place her tears had earlier, and suddenly there was no question of whether he would help. The only question was how.
Normally he’d go to Tad with a problem this big, not that he’d had many problems this big. Now, though…
He thought back to his early days as a ghost, remembering how scared he felt. He’d tried going home, but his parents couldn’t see him. If Tad hadn’t been around to take him in, he didn’t know what he would have done. He doubted he’d have kept it together as well as Amber, and he certainly wouldn’t have been in a position to help other kids.
He suddenly wondered about her story. Just how long had she been a ghost? How had she died? Was she looking for her parents also?
A hundred other questions came to mind, but he pushed them aside as he concentrated on the main one. How could he help these kids?
He wished things had gone differently with Tad. For all his faults, Tad would know what to do in a situation like this. Now, he’d probably suspect Tony was bringing them over to try and get him to Proxy for them. It would just make matters worse.
Maybe he could see Stella. She would know what to do, probably even had a program in place to handle it. However, thinking on Amber’s story, he doubted she’d want him to go to the police, especially not as a first idea.
Try as he might, he couldn’t think of a solution and he needed advice. Tad was out of the question, which left him thinking of who else he could rely on. He was momentarily dismayed that the list was so short, but two faces came to mind.
“Are you going to help us?” Amber asked after the silence had dragged on a bit too long.
“I will try,” he said. “I don’t know what I can do yet, but I know where to start.”
“Where?”
“We need to find someone who’ll help. We need to see my mum and dad.”
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Wales had used up its yearly quota of summer heat, and the weather had turned cold. Stella didn’t mind. Compared to the heat of the hospital, that cool breeze was a welcome relief as she stepped through the double doors, one puppy under her arm and another following her while wondering why his brother was getting all the attention. Unfortunately, if she let Growler go, he’d only dreamwalk back inside the hospital to get to Tad’s side.
“Between Jen and that idiot, I’ve spent enough time in that hospital to last a lifetime,” she said to Freckles, half to appease his need for attention and half because she hated how familiar this place had become.
She wandered to a nearby bench and took a seat, setting Growler down beside her and lifting Freckles up to the other side. Freckles pounced and tried to lick her, but she fended him off and he soon settled for sitting next to her and being stroked. Growler was living up to his name.
“Don’t you growl at me,” Stella warned, and the noise died. “That’s right,” she said, then shook her head as she realised she was practically talking to herself. “That man’s sending me loopy,” she told Freckles, who wagged his tail as he leaned into her hand.
She couldn’t believe she was here again, waiting once more to hear the verdict of what kind of damage Tad had done to himself. Since she’d known him he’d been stabbed, knocked unconscious, burnt himself so badly he’d crippled his left hand, and now he couldn’t see. An inner voice she barely heard from anymore told her she should have expected this kind of worry after letting someone behind her barriers, but she pushed it down. She’d made her peace with her feelings and knew she was happier with Tad than without him. That meant she needed to figure out how to stop him getting hurt before she lost him for good.
I should have seen that trap sooner, she thought to herself.
The thought triggered the memory of that giant man running from that house to attack. Tad told her about the dreamcatchers, but she wasn’t prepared for how fast he was. She thought Tad was exaggerating. She should have known better.
Even through her shock she’d recognised there was something not right about that giant. It was written on his expression, in the way he moved, in his pattern of attack. Everything about him screamed of falsehood, and she’d been too stupid to put the clues together.
“They kick you out, or has someone pissed you off and you need to cool down?”
Stella was so lost in thought she hadn’t noticed the man approach and she jumped. Sensing her shock, Growler growled cautiously, as though waiting to see what she really thought before committing. Freckles, who spent more time at the office than his brother, was on his feet in an instant, tail wagging furiously.
Until today, Trevors was the biggest man she‘d ever met. He wasn’t as tall as Tad, but he was all muscle. However, for all his bulk, he was a softy when it came to the puppies and now was no different.
Without missing a beat he scooped up Freckles, accepting his face kisses like they were badges of honour, and took a seat next to Stella on the bench.
“Why does it have to be one or the other?” she asked.
“Because you’re too stubborn to leave Tad’s side unless they forced you, and you’re too grumpy to not be pissed at someone. So, it’s one or the other… or maybe both.”
Despite herself, Stella chuckled.
“You know me too well,” she accused.
“Which is it?”
“Both,” she admitted. “They kicked the puppies out because it’s a hospital. I think seeing the back of me didn’t hurt either.”
“Okay,” Trevors replied, talking to Stella but looking at Freckles as he played with the dog. “So that pissed you off, which is why you’re angry.”
“Good guess, but no. They’re just doing their jobs. I’m pissed at me… and maybe Tad a little, but mainly me.”
Trevors surprised her by not jumping to her defence and telling her she had nothing to be angry about. She suddenly realised she’d been hoping to hear it. It hurt more than a little that he so clearly weighed his words before he spoke.
“What happened?” he finally asked.
“You must have heard by now and seen the footage from the vest cams.”
“I have, but I want it from your point of view. What went wrong?”
Something about his tone made her think he had his own opinions on what happened. She decided not to call him on it, instead falling into report mode and running over the last few hours of her life.
“It sounds like this was new stuff. There’s no way you could have spotted it sooner.”
Stella shook her head. No one other than Tad knew about her supernatural ability with lies or her other changes, so he had no reason to understand how she had messed up. No matter how he spun it, this was still her fault.
She was about to answer, then hesitated. Slowly she turned to study him and let her inner senses tell her what troubled her. It took a moment for it to click, but finally she understood what was wrong. He’d never actually said it wasn’t her fault. He said she couldn’t have spotted it sooner and that this was all new stuff, but there was something in what he wasn’t saying that gave him away.
“You blame me for this,” she said, a statement of fact.
To his credit, Trevors never winced or went on the defensive. Instead he sighed, turned away from Freckles for the first time and looked Stella in the eye.
“I do,” he agreed. Before she could demand more of an answer, he asked, “When did you stop trusting me?”
The question surprised her enough that she couldn’t immediately answer. Trevors spoke again, filling that silence.
“We were put on this together. I know you’ve got the Director title, but we had an understanding. You run the day to day, the detectives, the technical team… hell, you run everything that isn’t tactical. As soon as we talk tactics though, you step aside and work with me. I thought we were partners in this.”
“We are,” Stella said, not understanding.
“Then why did you go to America without so much as talking to me? Rather than handing the tactical decisions to me as agreed, you ran off to play action hero and save the day.”
“The American’s wouldn’t let us bring you. I had no choice but to—”
“No choice?” Trevors asked, his voice tighter now, showing the signs of his rising irritation. “You telling me there were no strings you could pull or favours to call in? You could have at least spoken to me first, but you just ran off.”
“And you would have done things different? You would have saved those lives?”
“We’ll never know because you didn’t bloody ask.”
Growler started growling again and even Freckles stiffened as Trevor’s voice jumped up a few decibels. Sensing the change in the two dogs, the big man visibly calmed himself, but Stella could tell the calm was only surface level. Something was eating at him and she suspected it was more than just what happened today.
“Where’s this coming from?” Stella asked. “Has Harry been—”
“Forget Harry, this is about you and me,” Trevors interrupted. “It’s about how you’ve been making too many decisions about the Dream Team on your own, and how you’re interested in your own little projects, your dreamwalkers and your detectives, but you couldn’t care less about the rest of us. We’re just tools to be used as far as your concerned, and I’m getting sick of it. That attitude cost me the lives of two good men. It could have lost me more but for Morris pulling a miracle and a stroke of luck that we didn’t lose anyone in the rescue efforts.
“Harry may be an ass, but he’s right when he says they had no business being part of the rescue team in Pendine. They’re not trained for that. Who knows what could have happened if they moved something they shouldn’t have, gone into a building that was too far gone, or any number of things they just weren’t trained to look for.”
“So you would have left those people to die?” she asked, appalled.
“Of course I fucking wouldn’t,” Trevors snapped, no longer in control of his voice and shouting loud enough that passers-by looked up in surprise. “What I would have done is listened to my tactical team, heard their issues about not being trained and figured out an appropriate response. Maybe I’d have organised my dreamwalkers to help the actual search and rescue teams to get there sooner. Maybe I’d have taken a step back, realised I was out of my wheelhouse, and call for help from people who know what they’re doing. What I wouldn’t do is overrule the complaints of men who had nearly just died because of my mistake and force them into a situation they’re not comfortable with.”
Stella stared at Trevors, stunned to silence by the content of his words. It was more than just the fact he was repeating some of her own darkest thoughts back to her, it was the heartfelt truth she felt behind them. He believed every word he said and it hurt to hear. 
“I’ve… I’ve done the best I can. It’s a huge job and—”
“I know you have. You’ve done an amazing job,” Trevors interrupted.
“But… You just said…” Stella’s words trailed off as she was thoroughly confused.
“I said you’ve stopped trusting me, that you’re making decisions unilaterally that are bad decisions and are getting people hurt. But you’re doing an amazing job at everything else. I couldn’t begin to cope with the things you deal with. There’s no way the Dream Team would be where it is without you.”
“Then why are you shouting at me?” she asked, suddenly exhausted and feeling like she wanted to cry.
“Because you’re making mistakes that don’t need to be made and you aren’t listening to people who can stop you making them. I lost two men, Stella. A whole tactical team was killed this afternoon. We lost Morris. Whether you made the right calls while you were in either situation we will never know, the important thing is they weren’t your calls to make. You running those situations is like me taking charge of a murder investigation. I have a cursory knowledge of what to do, but I will never live up to the abilities of people who work that job daily.”
He lifted Freckles onto Stella’s lap, then stood.
“You’ve hired good people. We joined your cause and we’re singing to your hymn sheet, but you’ve got to trust us to do the job we’ve been hired to do.” He looked at the hospital and said, “Look, I’ve got to get back to the office. The PR guys are having a nightmare trying to control the fallout, and unfortunately I’ve got experience with ops gone wrong so I might be able to help. Just think on this, please. And give my best to Tad. I wanted to pop in and see him, but if he’s still with the doctors I can’t wait around.”
“I will,” Stella said, answering both his requests with one phrase.
Trevors smiled, opened his mouth like he would say something else, then thought better of it and walked away. He only got two steps before he turned back abruptly and said, “Oh, I almost forgot. Miles showed me the footage from Chicago. Those weren’t just defences I saw around that house, that was an ambush.”
“What do you mean?” Stella asked, looking up sharply as his words knocked some of her thoughts into line and she could almost see the whole picture now.
“That barrier might have been there for a while to stop dreamwalkers coming on the property, but everything else screamed trap to me. The way that guy was ready to kill those men, and then the way he ran inside like he was luring you in. Then there was that explosion… Explosions like that don’t just happen by accident. Someone planned to blow that house up. My guess is they were expecting you.”
He said nothing else, just turned away and walked toward the carpark, leaving Stella on the bench with two puppies watching him go. She wasn’t really watching though, instead she stared into the distance as the puzzle pieces fell into place. She knew there was something wrong with what happened, and now she knew what.
It was a trap, and Trevors had spotted it even without her supernatural sense for lies. It was food for thought, and she was lost in those thoughts when the nurse came to find her to let her know Tad was finally done with the doctor.
Stella jumped, her feet leaving the hospital floor and landing on the hard wood of Tad’s living room.
“Told you I didn’t need my eyes to get us here,” Tad said triumphantly.
Despite his unfocussed eyes, he wore a smug smile. However, Stella didn’t need her new abilities to see the lie behind it. That smile was for her benefit.
“So you did,” she muttered. “Now will you please sit down? The doctors said you needed to take it easy. Without Tony, you’ve got to heal like a normal person.”
“I’m fine,” Tad protested. “That explosion was more a shock than anything. It’s just my eyes that are the problem.”
“Well, that’s problem enough for now, why don’t you sit down and I’ll make us a coffee.”
Tad forced a laugh. “You’re offering to make a coffee rather than forcing me to do it, that’s a sign of the apocalypse, isn’t it?”
“Stop being an arsehole and sit down,” Stella said, losing her patience.
He grinned, genuinely this time. “Ah, that’s more like it. I’ve been waiting for you to finally tell me off for hours. It was making me nervous.”
She tried not to, but she chuckled. “You’re a dick sometimes, you know that? Why the hell didn’t you tell me your eyes were troubling you before we started?”
Grabbing his arm and ignoring how he flinched in surprise, she dragged him away from the centre of the room to the nearest sofa. He’d sit whether he wanted to or not. No sooner had she got him down when suddenly his lap was full of puppies. Strangely both were reserved, neither trying to lick his face but instead accepting his clumsy fussing as though they knew there was something wrong with him. Not for the first time Stella suspected they were more intelligent than the average dog.
“I thought I was tired and the stress was getting too me,” Tad admitted. “It never twigged what was actually happening. I haven’t been blind since I was thirteen and me and Charles had a falling out for a few days. It never occurred to me it would happen again now Tony was gone.”
Despite a need for Coffee, Stella sank onto the sofa beside him, staring at his sightless eyes and trying to keep her worry from her voice.
“So that’s it? Unless we find you another ghost you’ll stay this way?”
“As far as I know,” Tad said, and though he tried to hide it, she could tell he was terrified. He’d dreaded this for years. “I don’t know why it works this way when ghosts heal everything else, but for some reason my eyes were always reliant on them. I think it’s like Jen’s back, not the sort of injury the body can heal naturally so there’s nothing the ghosts can do. It’s actually strange that my eyes work when ghosts were with me. I’ve never really understood it, but didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth. I’m kind of regretting that thought now.”
“I see. Then it’s clear what we need to do. We need to get you another gho—”
“No. I already told Tony. I’m not Joshua King. I won't take on another ghost just because of what they can give me.”
“Tad, be serious. You’re blind. Think about that for a second. This is a game changer. You won’t be able to help at work, you won’t be able to do half the things you normally do. And think about Jen. You will hardly be able to look after her when you can barely look after yourself.”
Tad’s already fading smile vanished and he stopped fussing Growler, making the little dog look up to see what was wrong. He nudged Tad’s hand to get his attention, but Tad’s vacant gaze was fixed as he was lost in thought.
“That was a low blow,” he whispered.
“It’s true though. Like you said, you haven’t been blind since you were a kid. You’ll have to adjust to it all over again. And even when you do, you will still be at a serious disadvantage. Jen will end up looking after you more than you look after her.”
Tad flinched from her words and Stella hated herself for having to say them, but he needed to see the truth.
“Do it for her sake, if not for your own. You need another ghost.”
Stubbornly he shook his head. “I’m. Not. Joshua—”
“King. I know. We all do.” Stella tried coming at this from another angle. “Why does taking on new ghosts make you like him? He forced ghosts to stay with him just for their talents. You wouldn’t be doing that. You would do what you’ve done all your life, give ghosts an opportunity to stay here and get their talents and your eyesight as a reward. There’s nothing wrong with that when it’s freely given.”
“Unless you are doing it just for the reward and for no other reason. Then it’s using them and I’m not okay with that.”
“Even for Jen?” Stella snapped, unable to keep her frustration out of her voice. She took Tad’s good hand in both of hers, squeezing hard to make him understand just how much emphasis she was putting on this. “Tad, you’re being selfish thinking this—”
“Where is Jen?” he interrupted, stubbornly wanting to change the subject. “Has there been any news of her?”
Seething, Stella threw his hand away in disgust and abruptly stood, walking to the window as she tried to get hold of her temper. She’d been on the wrong side of his stubborn streak before, but this was the first time she felt like strangling him. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to calm down and actually think.
This fear that he would turn into Joshua King was ridiculous. Everyone knew it, just as everyone knew the real reason he was afraid of bringing on new ghosts. Kimberly had helped her understand just how big a loss it must have been when Charles and his other ghosts moved on. After accidentally sharing her mind with Tad, she wondered what it would take for her to open herself up to that experience again. Would she trade her sight for to never have to go through that again? Especially considering that sharing her mind with Tad had been one thing, but a complete stranger… She shuddered at the thought.
Her anger ebbed a little. She was still convinced she needed to get him to take a new ghost, or talk to Tony again, but she understood more now why he was being so stubborn. Besides, she would never change his mind in a day. She’d just have to keep working at it.
With a sigh of defeat, she turned her attention to the question he’d asked and allowed him to change the topic.
“I’ve got people looking for her, but I’m not holding my breath. She’s a dreamwalker, Tad. You know as well as I do that if she doesn’t want to be followed, there’s little we can do to help.”
“I just wish I knew she was alright,” Tad said, sounding more worried about that than he was about his eyes.
“She’ll be fine. She’s not the girl she was last November when she went running off like this. With the look on her face when she stormed out of your hospital room, I’m more concerned about anyone who gets in her way.”
Tad let out a reluctant chuckle and Stella couldn’t hold her own in either. To say Jen was angry when she’d seen Tad hurt yet again would be an understatement. She’d taken one look at him in the hospital bed being examined by doctors and then she’d vanished. The look on her face as she left frightened even Stella.
If there was one thing Stella had learnt over the last few months it was that there were hidden depths of strength in Jen. In many ways she was as stubborn as Tad and Tony put together, and when her mind was set on something it was probably best not to be in her way. That’s not to say she didn’t have people watching out for her, of course.
Tad was about to reply, but was interrupted by a knock on the door.
“I bet that’s Lizzie,” Stella said, turning to face the door. “I knew she wouldn’t settle for me not letting her see you in the hospital. She’s probably raced here to try again.” She didn’t need to look to know Tad’s expression and she spoke before he could tell her off again. “I know, I should have let her in. But I didn’t want her letting the world know you’re blind via her little show, and it weirded me out that she turned up with Miles of all people. You know that’s the second time I’ve seen them togeth—”
“It won’t be them,” Tad interrupted. “If it was Lizzie, she’d just let herself in.”
“The door’s locked,” Stella said as she reached the living room door.
“I doubt that would stop her,” Tad answered, only half joking.
Stella snorted at that, though didn’t quite believe it. However, when she finally opened the door, she found that Tad was right. It wasn’t Lizzie.
Two people Stella had never seen before stood on Tad’s doorstep, both of whom looked strangely familiar despite Stella having never seen them before. One was a young man, probably in his early twenties, with dark hair, tanned skin, sparkling blue eyes and the kind of looks that probably got most women giggling and tongue tied around him. The woman was possibly the oldest person Stella had ever seen. She was short and stout, wrinkled so heavily Stella wouldn’t be surprised to find she was a century old at least, and sharing the tanned skin of her young companion. It wasn’t the only aspect she shared, though. There were also her eyes. Clear, crystal blue that were so familiar it made Stella’s insides do somersaults.
Evidently she wasn’t the only one thrown off balance. Both visitors had been wearing stern expressions as Stella opened the door, now their eyes widened and the young man stepped back in surprise. It was the old woman who Stella was watching, though.
Tears welled in that old woman’s eyes and she started shaking.
In a sound barely loud enough to be called a whisper, she asked a single question that made Stella nearly lose the strength in her legs.
“Sophia?”
That one name was all Stella needed to put the clues together and figure out just who these people were. That they were here of all places confirmed other suspicions she had been having lately about how Tad had been spending what little free time he had. However, considering the flood of unfamiliar and overwhelming emotions that washed through her, she couldn’t even be mad at him right now. She could only struggle to believe her senses about who was standing on this doorstep and speaking a name she rarely let herself think of anymore.
It was the name of a woman she’d never met but wished more than anything that she had. How different would her life had been if that woman survived long enough for Stella to know her? It was a question she’d asked endlessly in her teens and forced herself to forget as an adult. It was a dangerous question that opened a door to past pains she thought long buried. However, since she’d known Tad she was starting to realise that they weren’t buried as well as she thought, just locked away behind a wall that was slowly crumbling.
Faced with these people and that name, the wall vanished entirely, and it was all Stella could do to keep from shaking.
Sophia Arriana Galanis was Stella’s mother. For this old woman to look like she does and to know that name, Stella knew she could only be one person.
“Grandmother?” she whispered, and the old woman almost collapsed.
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Growler kept a cautious distance as Stella led their guests into the living room, while Freckles jumped straight in with enthusiasm, throwing himself at the young man Stella could only assume was the woman’s grandson.
What does that make him to me? A cousin?
For some reason the thought was alarming.
“Stella, who is it?” Tad asked.
“He can’t see us?” the young man asked in surprise. 
“Leon?” Tad asked, confirming Stella’s suspicions about his role in this.
“You know him, Tad?” she asked in what she thought was a neutral tone.
“I can explain,” he answered quickly as he visibly paled.
“That’s the story of your life. Those three words and the phrase I didn’t think it was important, accounts for half of everything you’ve ever said to me.” Her frustration at Tad cut through her mental fog and she turned back to the old woman and her grandson who sat on the nearest sofa. “Can I get you a drink?” she asked, deciding she needed a coffee for the upcoming conversation.
Leon declined, but the old woman asked for water. Stella didn’t bother asking Tad, he could die of thirst for all she cared. She marched into the kitchen as her anger spiked. Part of her couldn’t believe he’d gone behind her back, while another part was kicking herself for not expecting this. After all, he was Tad.
A final part of her had been quiet within Stella for a long time. It was a little girl tucked away in the corner of her psyche, scared and alone. She wanted what all little girls wanted, her mother. Failing that, she wanted answers. Why was her father’s extended family the only family she’d ever known? Why, when things were awful, had no one from her mother’s family come looking?
That little girl didn’t care what Tad had done, she only cared that finally she might get answers.
By the time her coffee was made, the little girl’s voice was drowning out her thoughts. Stella had to pause at the living room door to calm the voice and keep from shaking. 
“…should have been patient,” Leon said to Tad, sounding frustrated as many did when they spoke to the irritating dreamwalker. “Not break into our home.”
“I didn’t break in,” Tad protested. “I just wanted a closer look at the picture.”
“And you broke in,” Leon snapped. His frustration only lasted until he noticed Stella.
“What’s he gone and done now?” Stella asked.
“You didn’t have to phrase it like that,” Tad protested.
Stella ignored him and handed the water to the old woman, who accepted it with shaking fingers. She didn’t say thank you, instead just sipping the cool liquid.
“He broke in to our home and took something that—”
“I didn’t mean to take it,” Tad interrupted, then winced as Stella smacked his shoulder to shut him up before sitting beside him. She was furious with him for what he’d done, but the little girl who was in charge right now needed a comforting presence for the conversation that would follow.
“What did he take?” Stella asked.
“A photo of yia-yia. This photo.”
Leon fished his phone from his pocket and tapped the screen a few times before handing it to Stella. She reached for it, but hesitated when she recognised the face. It was her face, or close enough that she would need to look twice from a distance. With fingers that wouldn’t stop shaking no matter how hard she tried, she accepted the phone and looked at it up close.
“This was you?” Stella asked the old woman.
“It was,” she answered, her words whisper quiet.
“Hang on, you speak English?” Tad asked. “All this time—”
“Why didn’t you tell me about this?” Stella interrupted, nudging him with her elbow to show just how much the question meant.
“I was going to,” he started, but she interrupted him.
“If you tell me you didn’t think it was important, I swear to God…” She left the threat hanging, but Tad understood.
Taking a breath and speaking carefully, he said, “I was going to, but I found all this out half a second before you came to tell me about the Campbell twins.”
Stella was about to yell about that being a day ago, but hesitated. Since then, they’d both been so busy with the raid and the aftermath that they’d barely had chance to talk. Letting him off the hook for now, she handed the phone back.
“So you’re my grandmother?”
“Great grandmother,” the woman answered. “Sophia’s father’s mother. I was fifty in that photo, but years are kind to our family.”
So many questions rushed through Stella’s mind, but the little girl inside grabbed onto one and wouldn’t let go until Stella asked it.
“Did you know about me?”
The old woman hesitated, then nodded.
“It was long after you were born, but before… this,” she motioned around herself and then at Tad, making it clear what she meant. Everyone who came out of the ruins of King Tower had become a household name the world over.
“How long have you known?” Stella asked.
She hesitated again, and this time she might not have spoken had it not been for Leon prompting her.
“She deserves to know, yia-yia,” he said.
“Yia-yia?” Tad asked as the old woman was making up her mind about whether to speak. “Her name?”
Leon shook his head. “It’s like grandmother,” he said. “Her name is Dorothea.”
“How long have you known?” Stella repeated, not wanting to get sidetracked.
“Twenty years,” the old woman admitted.
The little girl in Stella froze. Without thinking, Stella rubbed her wrists, running her fingers over scars that no longer existed. Twenty years ago she was six, miserable and alone with a drunken man who was quickly turning into a monster. Ten years later she was sixteen and little more than a scared girl looking for a permanent way out. She’d always hoped there was family out there who would come rescue her. Now she knew better.
Her logical mind asked what they could have done, but Stella wasn’t interested. The little girl dominated her thoughts, and rationality wasn’t welcome. She didn’t know how to respond and who knows which way it could have gone had Tad not squeezed her hand to remind her she wasn’t alone.
Part of her wanted to throw his hand away, but the little girl was in charge and how she had yearned for such support all this time, for someone to lean on. She gripped Tad’s hand with all the strength she had and wouldn’t let go.
Stella put her drink down on the coffee table and wiped her eyes before the tears could form. Then, as though using Tad’s hand as a syphon for the emotions raging inside, she used the skills she learned as a detective and forced a blank expression on her face.
“Twenty years,” she said. “Did you ever try to get in touch?”
Again the old woman hesitated before shaking her head. It was another blow, but Stella was ready this time.
“Then why are you here? Just to confront Tad?”
“It was time,” Dorothea answered. “His visit was a surprise. But we’re not here for him. There are things you must know.”
Stella wanted to demand why she had to wait twenty years to hear these things, but remained silent. The old lady was offering information and good detectives listened when information was offered. Tad wasn’t so patient, but when he tried to speak, Stella squeezed his hand and willed him to stay silent.
“You have seen changes recently, yes?” Dorothea asked. “You are stronger. Faster. Think quicker.”
Tad squirmed, clearly eager to jump on her words, but again Stella squeezed his hand for silence.
“Obviously you are very pretty,” the woman continued. “Even prettier recently, I would guess.”
“How do you know all this?” Stella asked.
“Because we’re like you,” Leon said, his voice excited and eager.
“Because you are what we are,” the woman spoke over him. “You are Galanis. You are our blood. Ours is an old family, maybe the oldest. Like all old families, we have secrets. Ours is just larger than most.”
“What secret is that?” Stella asked.
“We are Eidolon,” she said as though that word should have significance. “Today you would call us Idols.”
“And that means?” Tad asked, unable to stay silent. 
“We are gods,” Leon answered quickly, grinning from ear to ear.
“Not gods,” Dorothea hissed. “We were wrong to think that. Leon speaks of old gods, of Greek and Egyptian pantheons. They were Eidolon like us, like you.”
“Stella’s a god?” Tad asked. Stella rolled her eyes.
“Of course I’m not,” she snapped.
“We were never gods. We were Eidolon. It is different,” Dorothea said. “We are what people think we are. We are born like people, grow like people, and unless special events happen, we live normal lives. We live longer than most people, we are sick less, are stronger, faster, smarter… More advanced in most ways. We are born perfect, so we are prettier than normal. But under the right circumstances, we can become much more.”
“What circumstances?” Tad asked.
“When enough people believe something of us, that belief takes root. Like Leon. He is an excellent athlete. He was top of his class and was seen to be fast and strong. Soon, people on Hydra believed this strongly, so he became faster and stronger. Show them Leon.”
Self consciously, Leon climbed to his feet and looked around. He hesitated a moment before bending over, placing a hand beneath the sofa and another on the back, and then he stood. The sofa rose also, his grandmother with it.
He moved as easily as if he were lifting an inflatable sofa, his face and arms showing no sign of strain as he held it and the old woman five feet from the ground for long enough to make his point. Then, just as easily, he bent over again and settled the sofa back onto the floor. It was so smooth and gentle an action that it barely registered as a sound.
Though Stella was impressed, stunned even, she maintained her stoic mask. “I see. So he’s strong.”
“Yes, strongest man on Hydra,” Dorothea said without boasting. “The more people who believe it, the stronger he gets. You understand? Their belief is what shapes us. We are what they believe we are.”
Stella glanced at Tad as that phrase ran eerily close to what he’d always said about a ghost’s reality being what they believed it to be. However, now blind, he missed her look, just as he had missed the whole scene of Leon picking up the sofa. She could see he was desperate to ask what happened, but was trying not to interrupt. Despite everything, that effort made Stella smile. Taking pity on him, she filled him in on what happened. As always, his poker face failed him and he looked amazed.
“So the people on Hydra all think Leon is supernaturally strong?” he asked.
“No,” the old woman responded, sounding aghast. “If they believed that, Leon would be stronger. Hundreds of people on Hydra believe that Leon is strong, so he is very strong. If they all believed he was very strong, he would be impossibly so.”
“That wasn’t impossible?” Stella asked.
“Impossible for most, but are there not strong men who can lift cars?”
“Not nearly so easily, nor with so awkward a grip,” Stella disagreed. 
“Maybe so. A little belief is a strong thing.”
A year earlier Stella would already have called the old woman crazy and kicked her out. However, she’d seen a lot over the last year and was slower to write her off. Beyond that, there was her absolute certainty that this woman told the truth as she knew it.
“So, you’re saying the stronger the belief, whether that’s from a smaller number of people believing more strongly or a larger number of people believing a little, the stronger the result?” Stella summarised to make sure she understood. Dorothea nodded. “What if a whole country believed something, was taught at birth to worship that thing like a god and believe like it was an unshakeable truth?”
The old woman smiled.
“You understand it now. That is how Idols became gods. If there is enough belief we become something much, much more.”
“Are there limits?” Stella asked. “Do they have to be physical traits or—”
“Of course there are limits,” the old woman said. “There is only so much belief in the world. But believe anything strongly enough, and it will be so.”
“So all the old myths are true?” Tad asked.
“No one knows for sure. History was changed for that reason.”
“History was changed?” Stella asked.
“Yes. There was a time when our people ruled. The Eidolon thought they were gods and convinced half the world. But thinking this made them arrogant, and they started disagreeing with each other. You get enough gods disagreeing, and you get a war of the gods. Of these there have been many, but the last nearly killed us all.”
“All the Idols?” Tad asked.
“All humans,” the old woman corrected him. “You must understand the power they wielded. They had convinced their followers they were immortal beings with incredible power. Their battle threatened to destroy the world.”
“So how are we still here?” Stella asked, sounding doubtful. She could believe a lot more than she ever used to, but there were limits.
“Someone found our weakness.”
“Weakness?” Stella asked.
“Ours power is of belief and faith. What weakens both of those things?” After a dramatic pause, she gave the answer. “Doubt.”
“Doubt?” Tad asked, confused.
“Is it not doubt that ghosts must fight to believe how their world changed? That you fight when you go to Dream? Doubt is powerful. It eats away at faith, removes belief, and when belief in our kind dies, so too does the power belief brings.”
“It’s hard to cast doubt on something people have seen with their own eyes,” Stella argued.
“Is it? Aren’t there people who disbelieve in Dream, the Borderlands and ghosts even though it is on TV? Even now, if someone could give you a believable reason to explain everything you think you have seen, you would stop believing.”
Stella doubted that, but decided not to press the issue. Instead, she pushed the old woman back towards her story.
“So people created doubt in these gods,” Stella said.
“Yes, and that doubt shrunk their power. But the death toll was unimaginable. Once the war was over, even the Eidolon who could start new religions and regain their power chose not to. They decided we needed rules and limits.”
“What rules? What limits?” Stella asked.
“What are your powers?” Dorothea asked instead of answering. “The whole world can see you are very beautiful. It’s… distracting. But what else?”
“Her beauty?” Tad asked, interrupting. “Stella has always been beautiful.”
“As are we all when we’re young,” the old woman said without a hint of modesty. “But you must have noticed Stella’s beauty increasing. Don’t men stare at her wherever she goes? Aren’t women so intimidated by her that—”
“Can we get to the point,” Stella interrupted, not liking where this was going.
“What other ways have your powers shown themselves?” The old woman asked again.
Stella hesitated and glanced at Tad, hoping to get his opinion on how much to share from his expression, but his eyes were blank. 
“I don’t sleep,” she admitted. “I can force myself maybe once a week, but, even then I don’t really need it.” Dorothea’s eyebrow twitched and Leon looked stunned, but neither spoke. “I can also detect lies. I’ve always been able to do this a little, but recently it has gone to new extremes. I feel physically sick when someone lies near me and sometimes I can actually sense what it is people are trying to hide, especially when they’re guilty of a crime.”
“Ah. I see now,” Dorothea said, suddenly smiling like everything made sense. “You’re a Justice.”
“A what?”
“One of our people who is focused on justice. When people see you they see someone who upholds the law and seeks the truth. It is why you were an excellent detective. Is there anything else?”
Stella hesitated, not liking how the woman was dismissing her life’s work.
“I’ve been getting stronger. The other day I threw a man across a room like he weighed nothing at all. I only meant to push him away.”
“There’s your scars as well,” Tad reminded her. “When you hurt your leg with the dragons, the doctors said you healed far quicker than you should and all of your scars have disappeared.”
With every new thing they said, Leon’s eyes grew wider until it looked like they might fall out of his head. Dorothea had the opposite reaction, her frown growing more pronounced.
“This is what I feared,” she said. “I only hope I’m not too late.”
“What are you talking about?” Stella asked. Annoyingly, Dorothea didn’t answer directly.
“The reason your scars disappeared should be obvious,” she said. “The TV says you are the most beautiful woman in the world. Billions of people hear that. If only some people believe it, it still has an effect. It has removed your imperfections. If you had any grey hairs, they are gone. Your body will not scar. You will never be fat. Your skin will always be perfect. I bet even your breasts are firmer and—”
“I get the point,” Stella interrupted, her cheeks flaming. Tad suddenly had a coughing fit beside her and when she turned to him with narrow eyes, his head was turned away and he was covering his mouth with his ruined hand.
“The healing is another matter. It must be to do with you being a Justice. It’s hard to fight crime if you are not fit,” the old woman said, again almost like she were talking to herself. “I don’t know about sleep—”
“Justice never sleeps, yia-yia,” Leon whispered and the old lady smiled ruefully.
“Of course. The world sees you working tirelessly to help people. I’m only surprised that with that kind of belief you can sleep at all.” She shook her head and sighed. “I might already be too late.”
“Too late for what?” Stella asked, growing impatient with her dramatic pauses.
“Too late to save you. You’re breaking the rules of our people. It’s a miracle things have not gone further.”
“What rules?” Tad asked.
“We aren’t allowed to show ourselves this much,” Leon explained when he realised Tad and Stella’s patience was diminishing. “The old Eidolon had only the belief of a nation. Populations were only tens of thousands back then, and they became gods. There are billions of people today. Imagine what we could become with belief from even a small portion of them. It is why I don’t compete professionally. With just the people of Hydra I am already more than any one man. With the whole world watching, I’d be Heracles come again.”
“More,” his grandmother disagreed. “With so many people watching, you’d have strength the old gods could only dream of. That can not be allowed. It’s why you must hide, Stella.”
“What?” Stella asked.
“Leave your work, your investigations, everything. With all the people that follow him,” she nodded at Tad, “You should leave him too. Things will only get worse other—”
“Hang on,” Tad protested, suddenly angry. “Stella’s fine where she is.”
“The old gods can not return,” Dorothea snapped. “You have been lucky that the belief the world has shown in Stella has not created more obvious changes. But she must hide to stop this getting worse. Stella, come away with us, get to know your family. Come to Hydra and—”
“Stella’s fine here, thanks,” Tad snapped.
“This doesn’t concern you, Dreamwalker. This is Stella’s choice,” the old woman said. “She should be with family.”
“Family?” Stella asked, her voice barely a whisper. “If you knew what that word meant to me you would not use it right now.”
For the first time since the conversation started, Dorothea was thrown off balance.
“You must listen, Stella, or you will change into something that must not exist. The other Eidolon will not allow that.”
“Is that a threat?” Stella asked, her tone dangerous. Slowly the little girl in her head was giving way to other aspects of Stella, more angry aspects. Where before Tad’s hand was a lifeline, now it was a tether, holding her back and keeping her temper in check.
“It is truth,” Dorothea said. “Belief will change you into something—”
“I am in control of my life,” Stella interrupted. “Other people’s belief might give you power, but it’s up to you how you use it.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” the old woman said dismissively. “The more people believe in you, the less you will be you. The Stella you know today will be gone and in her place—”
“No,” Stella interrupted again. “That sounds like an excuse used by people who mishandled the power entrusted to them. I’m not going anywhere and that’s final.”
“Just like your mother,” Dorothea snapped, suddenly angry.
“What did you say?” Stella asked, her tone more dangerous than ever.
“I said you are just like your mother. She believed as you do and rejected our laws. She ran away, and look where that got her.”
“My mother died giving birth to me, not because of some choice to leave you. There were complications and—”
“Complications,” Dorthea scoffed. “Tell me, how is it you have become a world famous investigator of death, but you never looked into what really happened to your mother?”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Tad asked when Stella rocked back, too stunned to talk.
“Don’t be stubborn. I have lost one granddaughter, I don’t want to lose anoth—”
“I think it’s time you go,” Stella said quietly, her voice cutting through the old woman’s words, regardless.
“Stella. Yia-yia didn’t mean it like that,” Leon said. “We’re not threatening you. We just want to stop anything bad from happening.”
“That still sounds like a threat, Leon,” Stella said.
“Please, these are dangerous people. They are terrified of the return of the old gods. You don’t know what you’re risking.”
“I’ve spent the vast majority of my life knowing none of this and I’ve gone far without your help. Nothing you said today changes that.”
“Please. I know this is a lot to take, but we only want what’s best. We’re family, and while that not mean much to you, it does to me.”
“Then where have you been all my life?” Stella asked coldly.
“I didn’t know about you until the other day,” Leon said. “I’d have come to find you otherwise, I promise.”
He was telling the truth, Stella could feel that much. But his honesty only made the fact that the old woman hid her existence worse.
“You both need to leave now,” Stella insisted.
“Stupid girl,” Dorothea snapped. “We are—”
“She said, leave,” Tad said, his tone deadly serious. Picking up on that tone, Growler started one of his supernatural growls and even Freckles looked unfriendly.
“They will not stand for her to live,” the old woman said bitterly.
“I’ll protect her if it comes to that,” Tad insisted.
“A blind man against the Eidolon. Even reduced, we are more than a match for you.”
“You think I need my eyes to deal with Mr Muscle over there?” Tad asked.
Leon looked affronted, but Dorothea placed a hand on his arm to keep him from saying anything.
“It’s alright,” she told him. “We have said what we came to say. The rest is up to them. We should go.”
She held out her hand for Leon to take, and after a slight hesitation, he accepted. After helping her to her feet, he led her out of the house while glaring at Tad. His expression turned regretful when he looked at Stella, but then he was gone and the front door slammed behind him.
“Can you believe their nerve,” Tad said once they were alone. “It sounded like they’re going to send someone here to kill you. I should—”
“Ignore them,” Stella said. “When I’m not at work surrounded by Trevors’ guys, I’m with you and Jen who can get me anywhere in the world with a thought. If that’s not enough, Freckles is always with me as my early warning system. Trust me, I can handle whatever they send… if they send anything at all.”
“They sounded serious.”
“Maybe they were. Who knows? For all their talk, I’ve been in front of billions of people for months and I’m hardly a goddess, am I?”
“I don’t know,” Tad said. “You can do some amazing things. And she’s right, your boobs really are supernaturally awesome and... Ow! You’ve got super-strength now, remember… and I’m blind. You’re not supposed to hit blind people.”
Despite herself, Stella laughed. “That’s the least you deserve,” she said. Then after her smile faded, she shook her head. “You should have told me you were looking for them, Tad.”
“You’d have just told me to keep my nose out of it,” he explained.
“And this was better?”
“At least we know why you’ve been changing recently and what to expect. That’s something, at least.” When she didn’t answer he added, “Stella, I’m sorry. I never wanted it to turn out this way.”
“Well it has,” she snapped, her words harsher than she expected. Suddenly she was so angry she was shaking. “This is exactly what I’ve been trying to avoid. I didn’t need to know that today.”
“About being an Idol?” he asked.
“No, you idiot. I didn’t need to know that she knew about me, but didn’t want me. I was perfectly happy thinking I might have family out there who would have come for me in a second if they knew. But now I know that no matter what side of my family it is, no one ever cared. No matter what happened, no one was coming. No one will ever come now. I’m just the mistake that killed my mum and my whole family hates me. I should have—”
She flinched as she felt Tad’s hand on her shoulder and pulled away. However, Tad tried again immediately and it took a few seconds to realise he was saying her name, but she couldn’t hear him over her own shouting. She could barely see him anymore for the tears that filled her eyes.
“Stella, listen to me. Your family were wrong,” he said slowly and clearly like he was trying to make himself heard over a bad phone line. “You’re an amazing person. You’re not a mistake and—”
“I killed those men,” Stella interrupted, her voice haggard and her tone sharp. She barely even recognised it as her own voice. “Trevors’ people. If it wasn’t for me they’d be alive. My family were right. I’m useless and—”
“Stella, stop,” Tad almost shouted. “Listen to me. None of this is on you. You didn’t create the nightmare wave that killed those men, and you can’t be held responsible for whatever happened to your mum. No, listen. Dorothea practically said outright that your mum didn’t die in childbirth, but even if she did, that’s not your fault.”
“It is,” Stella said, her tone utterly miserable. “It’s why they hate me, it’s—”
“It’s not your fault,” he said again, tone firm and enunciating every syllable as forcefully as possible. “We both know your family on your dad’s side are arseholes and we can leave it as that. As for Dorothea, I’m sorry for finding her because she’s obviously a poisonous old woman. But the good news is that contrary to popular belief, we do get to choose family. Family are people who are there for you no matter what. That’s me, and that’s Jen. We’re not going anywhere, and we chose to make you part of our lives. Trust me, blind or not, I’ll fight anyone who tries to take you from me. I might need Growler to point me in the right direction, and I’ll probably look like an idiot punching nothing but air as I try to figure out what I’m doing, but we’ll fight for you no matter what.”
Despite the crushing disappointment of finally meeting her mother’s family, that sad little girl in control of Stella giggled at the thought of the skinny, stick insect Tad punching blindly at nothing, but never giving up.
It was only a short giggle and didn’t come close to lifting her spirits, but to the little girl who had known nothing but pain for so long while shut away behind a wall in Stella’s mind, it was the first glimmer of light in a world of darkness. Realising that Tad meant every word, for the first time that little girl didn’t have to be brave anymore, because finally she had a shoulder to cry on.
Stella tried to respond, but no words came out. A painful lump was forming in her throat and her whole body trembled. At first she didn’t know what was wrong with her as it had been so long since such a malady had seized her, but suddenly realisation dawned. It was all too much. Her stress at work, the death of those men, Tad’s injuries, and worst of all, a wound decades in the making being torn open anew. She hadn’t done this since she was the age of that little girl in her head, that same little girl who was in charge one last time.
Try though she might to keep the tears inside, they fell regardless. Mortified at showing such weakness in front of Tad, she fought him when he tried to wrap his arms about her, but even that was only halfhearted. After weeks… months… maybe even years of fighting, Stella finally gave in. She didn’t just let Tad pull her close, she clung to him like he were the driftwood keeping her from drowning.
Through her, that little girl let a lifetime of tears flow as Stella sobbed into Tad’s chest, trusting that his embrace could protect her until the little girl was cried out.
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The last time Mitena was here she was suffering from a head wound, but she recognised it regardless. Though well maintained, it was the smallest house on the street, and it was in a nice neighbourhood. Mitena should know. Until yesterday she’d lived two streets over all her life.
She angrily pushed the thought aside. She’d shed enough tears for the family house she’d never see again. Now was a time for focus. She ducked behind the bushes of a neighbouring home and waited for the man she followed to climb out of his car. With her tattoos, it was far too easy to hunt this man. Unlike dreamwalkers, there was nothing special about him. All she needed to do was drive at a distance as she followed him from his meeting, then touch her speed dreamcatcher to get here ahead of him.
Now she waited until FBI special agent Sean Astur unlocked his front door before springing her trap. She tapped her speed dreamcatcher and waited for the world to slow before she ran up behind the unsuspecting agent and shoved him inside.
There was no one home, so no one heard him cry out. To her sped up senses the sound was long and low, and she had more than enough time to relieve him of his gun and close the door before he landed on the tiled floor.
By the time Astur looked around with frightened eyes, he found the barrel of his own pistol pointed at his face.
He froze.
“Get up,” Mitena said. When he didn’t move straight away, she kicked him and shouted for him to get up again.
“Mitena, what is—”
“Shut up. I don’t want to hear anything from you,” she snarled. “Just get up and go to your kitchen.”
This time he listened. Too slowly for her liking, he climbed to his feet, all the while watching her and looking around for a way out. However, for all that Kuruk was the one who had done the killing recently, she had learnt a lot since she started their crusade. Astur wasn’t going anywhere.
She marched him into the kitchen and sat him on one of the dining chairs.
“Put your hands behind your back,” she said.
“What? Mitena, I don’t know what’s got in your—”
“Hands behind your back. I won’t ask again. Next time you make me wait, you’re getting a bullet.”
“You wouldn’t dare,” Astur said, trying for brave but his voice shaking a little.
Mitena didn’t even think. She’d been through too much to let this man get the upper hand. The gun made a clap sound, louder than she was expecting but not nearly so booming. It was immediately followed by the startled scream of agent Astur as he reached for the hole in his right leg just above the knee. Blood gushed from the wound, but it wasn’t fast enough that she needed to worry about him dying on her.
“You shot me,” he gasped between panicked breaths.
“Hands behind your back,” she said one final time. “Make me wait again you lose your other leg.”
Shaking in agony, Astur didn’t hesitate this time.
Pulling handcuffs from the back pocket of her jeans, Mitena moved behind him and threaded the cuffs through the slats in the back of the chair and secured his wrists.
“Please, Mitena. Why are you doing this? I’ve only ever wanted to help you and Kur—”
“I followed you tonight,” Mitena interrupted, lowering the gun now she had him secure, but still not relaxing. “I know where you went.”
Astur’s eyes widened as he processed that information, then he tried to hide his reaction. She knew the next thing she heard from him would be a lie.
“You followed me to my support group? That’s what this is about... Wait! Wait!”
He yelled as the gun came back up, this time pointed at his other leg from much closer.
“Don’t lie to me. I’m not in the mood for that. And don’t play for time. I just want straight answers and this will go a lot smoother for you. Where were you really?”
She pressed that gun into his knee, pushing hard enough to make him squeal in panic.
“It was a Movement meeting,” he said.
“The Anti Dreamwalker Movement?” Mitena asked, already knowing the answer but wanting to hear it from him.
“Yes. For God's sake, yes. Just take this gun away. Please. I’m telling the truth.”
“Why were you there?”
“I…”
She pounced on his hesitation, the gun pressing back against his knee.
“Wait! No, don’t. I lead the local meetings. That’s why I was there. I led them.”
For once he was telling her something she didn’t know. She thought he just went to partake in the meetings, but if he actually led them…
She suddenly had a cold feeling in her gut and was sure she would learn something tonight that she didn’t want to hear. After the nightmare of the last few months, she suspected what that might be and she thought she was ready to hear it. It was time for the truth.
“So you hate them all, the dreamwalkers,”  Mitena said. “That's what you do, right? You meet up and you talk about how much you hate every single one of them and want the world to go back to how it was before the Merging.”
“Of course we hate them,” he snapped, anger and pain mixing to make him shout. “Think of all the people they’ve killed, the evil they’ve done. Man was not supposed to have that kind of power.”
Mitena ignored most of what he said, but concentrated on his tone. She should have seen this earlier. What kind of FBI agent would contract out the killing of dreamwalker criminals to two kids from the neighbourhood? How had she been so stupid not to realise this earlier? But she’d been so caught up in helping Kuruk…
She shook her head to clear that thought. She had to stop thinking that way. Saying she had done all this to help Kuruk was just an excuse. She was done doing that, it was time to take responsibility.
Her grandmother’s home, the home she grew up in, exploding yesterday had finally woken Mitena from the dream state she kept herself in these last few months. For the first time she could see just how messed up she had let her life get and how she and Kuruk had become worse than the monsters they hunted. Five men died in that explosion, and Kuruk killed at least that number outside the house beforehand. Worse, she suspected he knew they were coming. There was only one way he could know that.
“You warned Kuruk of the raid,” she said, not phrasing it as a question. “You knew they were coming and worked with my brother to lay a trap.”
“I… No, of course not. I warned him they were coming, but—”
His words cut off abruptly as the gun raised again.
“I told you not to lie to me. Kuruk never had access to explosives. He wouldn’t even know where to get them. So here’s what I think happened. You found out they were coming, worked with Kuruk to booby trap my grandmother’s house, then blew it up. The only thing I don’t understand is why. Those weren’t dreamwalkers who died in that house. The dreamwalkers were outside. Kuruk killed innocent people doing their jobs, your people. Why?”
Astur gulped audibly and was trying to think of an answer that would put him in the best light, but she wasn’t waiting for that. She suspected someone had already called in the gunshot and that police responding to that at an FBI agent’s house would get them here in record time. She didn’t have the luxury of waiting for him to talk.
She pressed the gun against his knee one last time, and this time she left it there.
“Last chance. You hesitate again, I pull the trigger. You lie to me, I pull the trigger. You look at me funny, I pull the trigger. You get that.”
He nodded quickly, beads of sweat dripping off his pain ridden face as his head moved up and down.
“Why did you want Kuruk to kill your men?”
“It… It looks like the dreamwalker’s fault,” Astur admitted. “If it wasn’t for them coming here, the raid wouldn’t have happened. It shows the world that the Merging effect everyone, not just people in the Borderlands.”
It was Mitena’s turn to freeze as she thought that over.
How have I been so stupid?
All this time she thought she’d been doing the right thing, taking out monsters before they could hurt people, and instead she had been a pawn in someone else’s plan. Astur had made Kuruk and Mitena the most wanted people in America, maybe the world, all for his twisted cause.
“You played us,” she whispered. “When Kuruk finds out about this—”
“Kuruk knew,” Astur interrupted, his pained expression momentarily twisting into a cruel smile. “This was his plan. He came to me, not the other way around.”
“I don’t believe it,” Mitena said.
Astur, despite his pain, actually laughed.
“You’re under the mistaken impression that I’m in charge of what’s happening here, but that hasn’t been true for a long time. Your brother’s the one who planned that ambush yesterday.”
“You’re lying,” Mitena said, but Astur continued regardless.
“He’s also the one who came to me begging for more names. He said his work wasn’t done, not until there’s not a single dreamwalker left to make a victim of anyone else.”
This was it, the reason Mitena was here.
She knew the explosion hadn’t been an accident, and she thought that if that had been planned without her knowing, then what else had she missed? In the back of her mind she knew what that meant, but there’s knowing something as a hypothetical and hearing it from the horse’s mouth.
“The list,” Mitena whispered. “The extra names. How many were innocents? How many did you just add onto the list just because you didn’t want to disappoint my brother?”
Again, Astur laughed. “You don’t get it—”
Mitena cut him off, pressing the gun harder against this knee and staring directly in his eye until he spoke the answer to the question she’d asked.
“Three.”
Mitena felt sick. Three innocent lives she had helped end just because she didn’t question what Kuruk was doing and where the names came from. Three people who’d done nothing wrong were dead because she started this crusade and not thought it through.
“You made me kill three innocent people,” she whispered, feeling the very real desire to squeeze that trigger and keep squeezing until the gun was empty. However, Astur’s laughter gave her pause, piquing her curiosity enough to make her ask, “What are you laughing at?”
“You… You think you only killed three… ha ha. You idiot.”
“What are you talking about?” she snapped, lifting the gun from his knee and pressing it against his head, all the while doing her best to control the shaking in her limbs. Some part of her suspected what he would say, but needed to hear it.
“Not three innocents. Three criminals. That’s all there ever were. You think we have whole databases on Dreamwalkers at the FBI, enough that when one goes bad it suddenly triggers an alert so we can feed it to you? Grow up. Those names were added to the list as soon as we suspected they were dreamwalkers.”
“You’re lying,” Mitena said. Then louder and with more force she added, “You’re lying!”
She pressed the gun so hard against his head that he rocked backward. But his fear was gone as shock had set in. He just kept laughing and teasing her.
“You really are an idiot, Mitena. But you’ve done good work. You and your brother both have done more for our cause than—”
“Shut up,” Mitena hissed as a new sound came to her awareness.
“Done more than any chapter of the Children of ADaM. Thanks to you, the world is starting to know that even removed from the Borderlands, you’re still not safe from these freaks. Our numbers in the movement have only grown since—”
“I said shut up,” Mitena hissed again. Blissfully he went silent this time, though only for a second. In that second he too heard the wailing of sirens in the distance, and the sound set him off laughing once more.
“So stupid,” he cackled, the last words she could understand. From that point, there was only laughter and gibberish.
Mitena stepped away from the madman and almost slipped as she stepped in the pool of blood that had collected beneath the raving lunatic. Looking down, she found more blood than she expected and wondered if maybe she had hit him somewhere more serious than she thought. It explained his laughter. The man was losing blood fast and becoming delirious.
She looked at the gun in her fingers and the man sitting in that chair. Suddenly faces flashed before her eyes, all people she’d help kill. So much death. Because of this man, her soul was forever tainted.
She raised the gun, pointing it at his head and seriously considered pulling the trigger. It would just be one more life, and at least this time he would deserve what was coming to him. After what he’d made them do, what he’d turned her brother into, what...
The gun lowered as her thought trailed away. She needed to think about this, stop rushing into things like she had been for the last few months. At the moment she only had his word about what he’d done, about what Kuruk had become. Who knows what he might say to save himself?
Besides, she’d killed enough people.
Gently she lay the gun down on the kitchen counter and took another step away.
The sirens were growing louder now and as she looked up she saw flashing blue and red lights washing in through the windows. With one last look at the laughing agent who wasn’t so lively anymore, instead laughing like a drunk at the tail end of a three-day bender, she decided enough was enough.
Thinking of where she and Kuruk had been hiding since yesterday, she activated the dreamcatcher on her shoulder and vanished from the kitchen. 
Kuruk jumped as Mitena popped into existence in the small apartment they rented under an associate’s name. Said associate was provided by Kuruk and that should have been clue enough that he’d changed from the man she knew. Who would he know from his old life who would rent an apartment on their behalf? He had good friends, but that good. No, this was another example of how Mitena had been willingly overlooking what was happening right in front of her.
“Where the hell have you been?” Kuruk asked as he settled back onto the poorly made kitchen chair that groaned under his weight. “I’ve been worried sick.”
“Of course you have,” Mitena said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Before she could answer, he added, “Is that blood?”
He pointed to a spot on Mitena’s combat trousers, a dark patch on the tough khaki material. There wasn’t much, and Mitena realised she must have brushed against Astur’s bullet wound.
“It’s not mine,” she said.
“I can see that. Whose is it? What happened?”
It was impossible to ignore his concern and for a second he sounded like the old him, caring only about her wellbeing. Ever since their parents died, he’d been her self-appointed protector. However, she couldn’t let this cloud her judgement again.
“It’s Astur’s. We had a little chat.”
Kuruk’s eyes widened as he absorbed that, then after nearly a full second he exploded out of the chair, nearly overturning the kitchen table. Paper and stationary went flying, but Kuruk ignored it as he towered over his sister.
“You did what?” he demanded.
As always, Mitena was aware of their massive size difference, but she wasn’t afraid. As far gone as Kuruk was, the one thing would never change was that he couldn’t hurt her.
“We had a chat. There are some things you’ve been hiding, Ruk.”
“Jesus Christ. Is he dead? What have you done, Ten?”
“No,” she snapped, the words coming from between clenched teeth. “What have you done?” Without even thinking, she tapped her dreamcatcher for strength. It was a similar design to Kuruk’s but considerably smaller. However, it provided her the strength she needed to overwhelm a startled Kuruk.
She shoved him in the chest, sending him back to the kitchen chair hard enough that it rocked, groaned and almost gave way. One of the legs shifted as a fastening came loose, but it held, barely.
“You’ve been lying to me. Just adding the names of innocent people onto that list so you could satisfy your sick urges.”
Kuruk blanched, his eyes wide as he recognised there was no dodging this.
“Listen, Ten. It’s not what you—”
“Forget it. I know everything. I know you went to Astur asking for names, I know that you were aware that most of those dreamwalkers never committed crimes. I know all of this was your idea. How the hell could you do this, Ruk?”
He opened and closed his mouth like a fish out of water. But as the silence stretched and she waited for an answer, he slowly regained his resolve. His eyes narrowed, he took a deep breath, and suddenly a very different Kuruk started talking.
“Innocence has nothing to do with it. Who cares if they’ve committed a crime or not, they have the power to do so. Power corrupts, Mitena. That’s what you don’t understand. It’s not a case of if, it's a case of when. Every one of these dreamwalkers will decide eventually that the rules of our society don’t apply to them. It might only be small at first, but sooner or later they’ll all break bad. We can’t survive in a world where there are, near as makes no difference, gods walking amongst us. Can’t you see that?”
Mitena shook her head and stepped back.
Who was this person before her? He looked like her brother, sounded like her brother, but this wasn’t the man she’d known all her life.
He’s what you turned him into, a voice in the back of her mind said. However, for the first time she shut that voice down.
She’d gone to Kuruk with a solution, a way to help people who couldn’t help themselves and show dreamwalkers that the rules still applied. She had fought against going further every step of the way. No, this change in Kuruk was on his shoulders. Free from self blame for the first time, she finally saw the truth.
“You’re mad,” she whispered, horror dripping from her words.
Instantly angry, Kuruk smashed his fist on the table.
“You’re still not getting it!” he shouted.
Mitena flinched and took another step back, but otherwise she stood firm.
“No?” she asked, nodding at the table, or more precisely, where the table had been. In his anger he had instinctively tapped his own dreamcatcher, drawing strength from the design and shattering the table into shards of kindling without even realising he’d done so. He looked down and his eyes widened in surprise, but they quickly narrowed again.
“That proves nothing,” he argued. “I’m in control of myself, Ten. I’m thinking clearly. Maybe more clearly than ever. It’s you who’s got the problem.” Mitena snorted, but Kuruk talked over her. “Yeah, you. You’ve always been half into this, never committing and thinking yourself moral for it. The problem is you can’t decide and your projecting your issues on me. Half of you sees what we’re doing is right, the other half is hung up on what these freaks used to be. They’re not human anymore. They can’t be allowed to live. Killing is wrong, I agree with that. But ending one life to save a million, surely even you can see that is the right choice.”
“I can,” Mitena admitted. “If that was what you were doing. But some people on that list might never have killed anyone. They might have recognised that we were out there and—”
“For the love of God, will you listen to yourself. Always on the fence, never committing—”
“How’s this for committing,” Mitena snapped, taking a step forward and interrupting him for once. “I’m done with this, Ruk. I’m walking away from it and I want you to walk away with me. This has gone too far and needs to stop. We’ve more than made our point and we went overboard. But now I’m siding with them before I become a monster like you.”
Kuruk rocked back like she’d struck him and was quiet for so long she wondered if he’d speak again. He only did when she opened her mouth to say something else.
“You need to be careful here. You’re close to saying something you can’t take back.”
Mitena laughed. There was no humour in it, just an aspect of her sanity slipping away as she realised what she was about to do. If her life was a river, she had been hanging onto the rock of Kuruk for years so as not to be caught up in the current. She was about to let go.
“I’m done. And I want you to be done. Come with me. It’s not too late to fix this, to make things right. We can go into hiding. We can reinvent ourselves. We still have the dreamcatchers, they won’t be able to catch us and we can go wherever we want. Just leave this behind and come with me, please.”
Kuruk’s gaze went cold and he climbed to his feet. In slow considered words he said, “That will never happen.”
She’d expected that response, but she’d be lying if she said it didn’t hurt. However, she had to be strong, and she knew that giving into him even one more time by offering another chance would just doom her to becoming something evil like him. It would start her onto a path that she couldn’t escape as she knew she’d never have this kind of will ever again.
A lump built in her throat as she tried to hold back her tears, but they fell regardless as she did maybe the hardest and most awful thing she’d ever had to do.
She gave up on her brother.
“Goodbye Ruk. I’m sorry for what I did to you.”
Without waiting for an answer, Mitena activated her dreamwalking dreamcatcher again and stepped away from Kuruk for the last time.
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It was larger than this. We were on Sycamore Street… no, wait. That was gran’s place. That’s… where was it? I can picture the road sign. It’s ends in street… God damn it. I know the place. Semi-detached house, up a hill, three bedrooms, the garden out front was long… No wait, was it a drive out front? Wasn’t there a tree as well? Wasn’t there—
A hand touched his shoulder and Tony jumped so hard he nearly fell out of his chair. With wide eyes he looked around to find a familiar man, a teenage girl with a frown on her face, and an older woman bending over him. The man and the woman were older than they should be. Not by much, but it was noticeable. The girl on the other hand, Tony knew, but not that well.
Her name’s like Honey or something, right? No, wait, not Honey. Bee… no… it’s something yellow… no wait. It’s Amber.
As the name came to mind, precious memories rushed back. They were a scrambled mess that hit him hard. He needed to sort those puzzle pieces, but a deeper fear stood out.
He’d lost a piece.
For the life of him he couldn’t remember the name of the street he’d grown up on, couldn’t remember the layout of the house or the garden surrounding it. He was drifting, Dream stealing the parts of him he wasn’t holding onto with an iron first.
Ignoring the concerned faces, Tony concentrated on building a mental vault and shoving all of his memories inside. He couldn’t lose anything else… refused to. He would worry about sorting them later. First, he had to be safe, had to stop this from happening. He had to...
“Tony.”
The word broke through his mental panic and he had no choice but to respond.
“Mum?” he asked, and the woman sighed in relief.
“Thank heavens. What’s wrong?”
Slamming shut the door to that vault, memories slowly slipped back into order, at least his most recent ones. He’d need to wait until later to sort out the rest.
“Nothing, why? What’s wrong? Are the kids okay? Where are they?”
One by one, the occupants of the spacious kitchen looked at each other with worried frowns before Amber answered.
“We put them to bed. Remember. You were there. You read a story to the twins while I dealt with Georgia and Andrew. You don’t remember that?”
The memories rushed back, angelic faces fascinated as Tony read one of the books they collected from the show home. He’d read to them until they were asleep, or as close as a ghost could get to sleep without a Proxy. Ghosts didn’t need sleep, but the kids were still caught in the trappings of life and it was a good idea to let them stay that way for now, leaving Tony, his parents and Amber to talk and plan.
“Of course I do. Roald Dahl. Weird book, that one. Not as magical as—”
“Tony, are you alright?” his dad interrupted, cutting through Tony’s rambling and getting straight to the point. Tony suddenly remembered his dad had never been one for small talk, a habit that annoyed him to death growing up. Now, he was just happy to remember it.
“I’m fine. Just tired.”
“Ghosts don’t get tired,” Amber said, throwing him under the bus. “What’s wrong with you?”
“I’m fine,” Tony repeated, more irritably this time as he threw Amber a warning look. He then added, “Now the kids are settled, can we talk about what to do next?”
Again they exchanged worried glances, but luckily at least one of them was willing to move on.
“We need to find their families,” his mother began. “Hopefully they’ll be willing to come see them.”
“Why wouldn’t they come?” Tony asked.
His mother hesitated, sharing a look with his father. Tony followed her gaze and was surprised to see a flash of something he’d rarely seen on his father’s face… sadness. It lasted an instant at the longest, but Tony was stunned. His father had always been stoic and such an expression was as good as weeping for another man.
“Tony, you don’t understand what it is like to lose a child,” his mother said.
“What? You’re telling me that once we’re gone, you would never want to see us again.”
“Of course she isn’t, and don’t you dare speak with that tone in this house,” his father snapped. “Have some respect when you talk to your mother.”
Instantly Tony was transported over sixteen years back in time to a teenage boy terrified of making his father angry. Half of him was horrified that his father could still so easily cow him into submission, the other pat was jubilant that he could remember that far back.
Just like the old days, his mother’s soft voice rose in stark contrast to his father’s.
“It’s the most terrible thing I’ve ever endured. It was like our lives stopped and neither of us wanted to go on. But slowly you find a way to cope, you have to. It’s that or die. It’s not a quick process. Your coping methods in the early years are fragile at best. All it takes is one false step and you’re right back to where you started, back to misery and despair.”
She took a deep breath before admitting, “It’s hard to say what I would have done if I knew we could see you. I like to think I’d be overjoyed, just as I was when we were finally reunited. But, to be given such a chance back then, to dare returning to that dark place if it somehow didn’t work out. I… I don’t know if I could have survived going through that a second time.”
“But this isn’t a false hope,” Tony argued. “These kids are definitely here, they aren’t going anywhere and in the Borderlands you can definitely see them.”
“But they won’t be around forever, will they?”
Surprisingly, it was Amber who asked that question, her voice quiet and subdued. When she noticed everyone was looking at her, she blushed and explained herself.
“Being a ghost might mean we’re still here, but there’s no denying we’re one step closer to leaving this world. I know you haven’t experienced this, Tony, but most of the world is uncomfortable around us. We’re constant reminders that one day they will die and no one wants to live with that. I can only imagine it’s ten times worse when the person who’s reminding you is someone you love.”
“Ghost can outlast humans,” Tony argued. “Charles was here for over two hundred years.”
“Charles?” Amber asked, then quickly shook her head and spoke again. “Where is he now?”
“Well… he’s moved on. But—”
“Was it typical for a ghost to stay that long?” Amber interrupted him.
“Well, no, but—”
“How long normally?” she interrupted again, frustrating him. However, he could see she wasn’t doing it out of spite. This topic meant a lot to her. It was probably close to her own story that he was just now realising he didn’t know.
Had he forgotten, or had she not told him? 
“I don’t know. A few years at the most. You have to understand why ghosts stick around though. In the old days there were no Borderlands and if you didn’t have a Proxy you’d be mad within a month. Only those who had unfinished business or the ones like me who weren’t done with this world stuck around. Now the Borderlands are here though…” he let his words trail off, hoping his point was made.
“Ghosts might stay around longer, but they’ll still leave, eventually. There’s no denying that.”
“Well, of course. But you’re less likely to go if you have someone here who loves you and wants you around.”
“But for how long?” Amber pressed, not giving up. “How long before you get bored with being here? How long before you’re fed up of always being a kid? How long before you can’t survive without a Proxy? How long until the inevitable happens and you move on? Most of those kids upstairs have parents who live outside the Borderlands. Do you think we can convince them to overturn their lives, relocate down here and wait for the inevitable pain again when their ghost has no choice but to move on?”
“So what, the whole parents love their kids unconditionally thing is just bullshit?” Tony asked, his words heated as he struggled to counter Amber’s point.
“Of course not,” his mother said, cutting off his father who bristled at his use of bad language. “Most would do anything for their children. But they’re still people. A person living from payday to payday on a minimum wage job can’t just leave everything behind and move at the drop of a hat. They’d be homeless before they knew it. We’re just saying there’s more to do than just contacting these kid’s parents.”
“Oh,” Tony said, finally conceding the point. “So what do we do?”
“For now they can stay here,” his mother said. “I won’t see any child, not even a ghost, live on their own. Besides, it’s not like they're an imposition. They don’t eat or drink, they don’t need to bathe, they don’t need new clothes, they don’t need extra heat, new bedding… financially it’ll be like they’re not even here. You two have done the right thing bringing them here.”
Tony glanced at Amber, sharing a knowing smile as they both thought of how his mother hadn’t really given them a choice. It was one of the few times where she’d put her foot down and even his father had been forced to remain silent. Tony suspected he didn’t want four strange kids under foot all the time. However, he felt bad for prejudging the situation when a moment later he caught his father nodding in agreement. He may be a strict man, and that grated on Tony before he died, but he wasn’t heartless. In this he was in complete agreement with Tony’s mother.
“So they’ve got a home until we find their parents. The only question left is what happens if their parents don’t come for them.” Tony said.
“We won't chuck them out on the streets, Tony,” his father said.
“I never thought you would. But what’s the long-term plan?”
“Well, we’ll have to get them in a school,” his mother answered, missing his point. “All kids need an education. You won’t get anywhere in life if you don’t go to school.”
Tony shook his head and tried to figure out which part of that statement he should pick apart first. However, in doing so he caught Amber’s grin and when she had his attention she shook her head, warning him off even trying to point out everything wrong with what his mother just said. Instead, he moved onto another objection.
“I meant longer term than that,” Tony admitted. “What if more kids turn up? Should we try to keep them here, or should we convince them to move on? I’ve seen a lot of kids move on over the years and they always end up somewhere warm.” Seeing the blank looks on the faces around him, Tony quickly explained what he was talking about.
“I don’t feel comfortable talking children into leaving this life,” his mother pointed out and the other heads were quickly nodding. Tony agreed, emotionally hating the idea. Logically though, he felt that might be the more humane action.
“Look, if they stay they will eventually need a Proxy or they’ll go mad.”
“Can’t we ask Tad to do it?” his mother asked.
“He’s not accepting ghosts right now.”
“Why not?” his father asked.
“Personal issues,” Tony said, then quickly added. “And I’m not even sure he’d be the right Proxy, anyway. Child ghosts shouldn’t have an adult Proxy.”
“You did,” Amber pointed out, and Tony tried his hardest not to flinch at her use of the past tense, knowing his parents would pick up on that.
“No, I had a child Proxy. Tad just grew up, that’s all. He was two years younger than me when he took me on and I experienced his growing up right alongside him. Trust me, that’s a better way to do it.”
“I still don’t understand why,” Amber pressed. “It would only be for one or two nights a week, it wouldn’t be that big an imposition, surely.”
“You don’t understand,” Tony said. “When a Proxy takes on a new ghost, their minds merge. The first night you are in a Proxy’s head you relive every experience both you and the Proxy have ever had as though it is happening all over again. There are no secrets, no way to hide things a child shouldn’t see. You get everything whether you like it or not. And even after that’s over, you’ll have all the knowledge and memories of the other party. That’s a hard thing to deal with when you’re both adults and are ready for it. Try dealing with it when you’re an innocent child who doesn’t know anything about the world. It could break you.”
“I thought you said Tad had been a Proxy since he was nine,” his father pointed out. “That Charles ghost, wasn’t it?”
Tony squirmed a little on Charles’ behalf.
“Charles didn’t have a choice. There was no one else to take him, and back then there was no chance he’d ever move on. So it was either have Tad proxy for him or go mad. Even then I don’t think he truly expected it to be as bad as it was. Both of them refused to ever let it happen again, something Jen hated them for by the way.”
His parents shared a glance, both looking guilty.
“We might have been a bit too harsh with Tad when we came back,” his mother admitted. “I didn’t know all that, what he’s sacrificed to look after you all these years.”
Tony almost made a joke about how it was him who made the sacrifice, and Tad was lucky to have him. However, the joke died before it ever reached his mouth and he only felt guilty instead. It felt like ages since he’d stormed out on Tad, and he was beginning to feel like the whole affair was blown out of proportion. Hearing his mother talk about sacrifice, Tony finally saw the missing aspect of his argument.
“He’s sacrificed more than you know,” Tony all but whispered, thinking again of Charles, Miriam and even Maggie. All of his ghosts were a part of Tad, that was the nature of being a Proxy. Losing them was like losing a part of himself. What Tony had failed to understand was that Tad had willingly sacrificed that part of himself to give those ghosts extra time at life. After all this talk of what it was like to lose a child and how hard it would be to put yourself through that again, Tony suddenly felt more sympathy for Tad’s side of the argument.
Before anyone had chance to question him, the doorbell rang and his mother went to answer it. As if fate was toying with his life, she returned a moment later with yet another child at her side, only this one was much more familiar. Her expression was familiar as well, which instantly put him on alert as it always did.
Jen was angry.
“Where the hell have you been?” she snapped before anyone could talk. “I’ve been looking for you for hours.”
“What’s wrong?” Tony asked, instantly knowing that something bad had happened. “Is Tad okay? Stella?”
“Dad’s hurt,” Jen said. “There was an explosion in America and he was right next to it.”
“Oh my God,” Tony’s mother gasped. “How bad is it?”
“He’s hurt, but he will heal eventually, but a lot of people died.” Looking directly at Tony, Jen added. “He’s blind, Tony.”
Everyone around the table gasped, but only Tony knew the full significance of that statement. Of course he was blind. How had he not thought of it before? Tad without a ghost had almost as much to lose as Tony without a Proxy. If he hadn’t felt guilty before, he did now.
Before he’d even realised he moved, he was already on his feet. However, he hesitated before taking another step. He had not left on the best of terms with Tad and he didn’t fancy facing him, especially if his old friend was blind. And then there were the kids to think of. He couldn’t just go back to Tad and forget about them. It had only been an afternoon, but Amber had done her work well and gotten him invested. He couldn’t leave them now. 
“Come on, we need to go,” Jen snapped. “If this is about your stupid argument, Tony, I swear I’ll—”
“It’s not about that,” Tony lied. “I… Jen… It’s… There are kids here who need my help and… well—”
“Tony, we’ll look after the kids. You go help your friend,” his mother said in a tone of voice that told him she was amazed she even had to say it out loud.
“But… I mean. What about—”
“Oh for God’s sake,” Jen said, rolling her eyes as the last of her patience vanished.
She raised a small hand in his direction and every part of him locked up. He’d only felt this once before and he hadn’t liked it then either. Without even twitching a muscle he starting moving towards Jen, being pulled toward her outstretched hand by the tractor beam of her will. Everyone in the room was too stunned to intervene, not that they could, and a moment later they’d lost their chance.
The second Tony’s immobile form touched Jen’s outstretched hand, the world shifted from one kitchen to another that was considerably more familiar. 
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How fitting, Tad thought. By stopping King and causing the Merging, I made countless nightmares true for so many people, now mine has come true for me.
He was glad he hadn’t said it out loud or Stella might have overheard from the kitchen and come to beat him to death for feeling sorry for himself. She’d already promised to do it three times, so this time she might actually go through with it.
He’d deserve it. He shouldn’t have gone behind her back. He knew he’d been wrong as he did it, but somehow he’d always been able to rationalise a course of action to himself in the moment and lose all memory of that rationalisation when he paid the cost for his actions. He was amazed Stella hadn’t walked out on him there and then… after beating him to death, of course. 
“You’re feeling sorry for yourself again,” he said, then jumped as a wet tongue licked his face from chin to hairline. “Urgh, Growler. Will you stop that?”
“I’m sure he will when you stop the pity party,” Stella said, making Tad jump.
“Shouldn’t he get at least a day to feel sorry for himself before you start breaking the habit?” another voice asked, making Tad sit up quickly. “It’s only fair that a man gets at least forty-eight hours to whine after something as momentous as going blind.”
“You try living with it,” Stella said. Then to Tad she added, “Guess who I found hovering around outside.”
“I wasn’t hovering,” Norman Geller said. “I was merely checking if the coast was clear.”
“Waiting for your photo op, you mean,” Stella said a little too harshly. “Make it look like you care about the Dreamwalker’s fate while you’re actually here to tear us a new one because your plan has fallen apart.”
“Stella, you wound me. I thought we were past this.”
Tad could imagine the artificially pained look on Norman’s face. Oh, it would be convincing enough, he was a master actor after all. However, Tad had learnt there was more to Norman than he ever let show. Maybe being blind would let Tad hear the truth behind his words without the visuals to distract him.
Who was he kidding? He’d been blind for a little over a day and he could barely find the end of his nose to scratch it, he was a long way from being the next Daredevil.
“You want a coffee?” Stella asked.
“No, I won’t be staying long. After what happened in America, I need to get back to London fast. I have war councils to oversee.”
“War councils?” Tad asked, not liking the sound of that.
He flinched when the sofa shifted, but relaxed as he realised it was Stella sitting next to him. When the Prime Minister sat on another sofa, he wasn’t so surprised.
“Of course war councils. You remember why I recruited you, right? Well, after yesterday’s monumental failure, the American media have all the ammunition they need to turn public opinion against us. Coupled with the Pendine failure, lets just say I’m not holding my breath that we can turn this around. It’s time to change up a gear.”
“That’s hardly fair,” Stella argued. “The reason the ambush even happened was because we were following your orders. Trevors spotted the ambush within seconds of watching the video. If we had our team with us, we probably could have avoided this. And as for Pendine, I’ve already made my feelings on that clear.”
“I remember. Something about more lives lost had you not been there. The trouble is the media doesn’t deal in hypotheticals, and this week’s body count makes plenty of headlines on its own.”
“You’re still implying it's our fault,” Stella snapped, growing so tense it was like sitting next to a bomb on the verge of exploding.
“Who else’s fault could it be?” Norman asked. “The world thinks you messed up, and being as your mandate from me was to stop this happening, I’d say you messed up as well. As for suggesting I’m responsible, well, just remember how you got your current job and climbed so high. It can be taken away just as quick.”
Only Tad tugging Stella’s hand as hard as he could stopped her from climbing to her feet in outrage.
“Is that a threat? Well, you can take your stupid job. Good luck finding someone else who can do better than I did.” Tad sensed her turn toward him as she said, “See, I told you we couldn’t trust him. When things don’t go his way, he shows his true colours.”
“Oh, calm down. I’m hardly throwing you to the wolves,” the Prime Minister said. “Honestly, everything’s such a drama with you. I’m just laying out the facts, how you choose to interpret them is up to you.”
“Yeah, well, interpret these facts. While you’ve been hiding behind the scenes, Tad and I have been on the front lines for every nightmare. Tad’s lost the use of his left hand defending the people of this country and now he’s blind. I wonder how sympathetic the media would be to an injured hero, the Dreamwalker no less, being cast out by an ungrateful government.”
A stony silence followed and when Norman spoke his voice was as tense as Stella’s.
“I think you are forgetting who you’re talking to, Miss Martin.”
“Oh, Miss Martin is it? What happened to first names because we’re such good friends? You can just go and—”
“Enough,” Tad interrupted, raising his bad hand to ward off further comments. “This isn’t helping. While I agree with Stella, I get why you’re pissed, Norman. We can’t change that though and need to figure out what’s next. Forget the threats, how do we move past this?”
There was the sound of skin on skin friction that Tad assumed was Norman running his hands over his face as it was followed by a muffled sigh.
“Honestly, I don’t know. That’s what I’m off to figure out. I was hoping to bring you along as your knowledge of the supernatural would be invaluable. However, I see how that’s difficult right now. Just how much help can you offer now that… well… since—”
“Oh, for the love of God, he’s not dead,” Stella interrupted. “He can still move between worlds with a thought, still has all the knowledge he had yesterday, and is still the best chance you have of understanding all this. You just have to give him a little time to adjust.”
“There you go requesting time again. Unfortunately, it’s the one thing I don’t have any to give.” There was another sigh before he asked, “What will you be doing?”
Tad sensed the question wasn’t directed at him, so he stayed quiet.
“Same thing I did yesterday. I will try to find the Campbell twins, arrest them, and find out how the hell we can use their dreamcatchers to stop nightmares.”
“You can’t seriously be talking about going back to America,” Norman protested.
“Not yet. First, I need to figure out just what rat bastard sold us out.”
There was another surprised pause before the Prime Minister asked, “You think a mole was behind what happened yesterday?”
“Speak with Trevors,” Stella suggested. “He practically threw it in my face. That was an ambush we walked into yesterday. They knew we were coming and there’s only a handful of people who could have leaked that. I will flush that rat out then dismember him before asking nicely why the hell he sold us out and how we can find the Campbell twins.”
“Well, as long as you ask nicely,” Norman deadpanned.
Despite himself Tad chuckled, and though he knew she didn’t want to, Stella laughed as well.
“You bastard,” she said, though he could tell her heart wasn’t in it anymore.
“Maybe. You’ll have to ask my mother.” There was the sound of fabric on cloth and a sofa reforming to its natural shape as a weight was lifted from it. “In the meantime, I have meetings to get to. If I don’t leave now, Amelia will huff and puff and… well you get the rest. Tad, from the bottom of my heart, I’m sorry about what happened to you. I’m pissed you dropped the ball, but I appreciate everything you’ve done so far. Stella, maybe take a Xanax and take the rest of the night off.”
“I thought you didn’t want me going back to America,” Stella said. “I don’t know where the hell I’d get Xanax over here.”
“God, I’ve been spending too much time with Misty,” Norman said. “Then just settle for the night off… all that’s left of it, anyway. You look worse than he does, and you’re not blind.”
“I very much doubt that,” Tad said.
“Yeah. You’re right. She’s gorgeous and she knows it.”
“I thought you said you were leaving,” Stella said dryly.
“Just about to… Uh. Is it normal for them to do that?”
“Who to do what?” Tad asked.
“Freckles and Growler are staring at the living room door with their heads cocked,” Stella said.
Having seen that look plenty of times since he’d adopted them, Tad knew exactly what that meant and couldn’t keep the relief from his voice.
“Jen’s back.” No sooner had the words left his mouth when suddenly there was a muffled pop from the kitchen and Tad felt a presence he had sorely missed over the last few days. “She’s got Tony with her.”
“That makes sense,” Stella muttered. Then to the Prime Minister she said, “Give us a day and we’ll both be back in action, fully working, vision and everything.”
“What?” Norman asked, sounding confused. Tad didn’t need to look to know Stella was smiling at that, she loved putting him off guard. “I thought… how will he be able to see by tomorrow?”
“We’re the Dream Team,” Stella said. “Miracles are our speciality.”
Norman groaned and took his leave. Meanwhile Tad was trying to stand so he could find Jen and make sure she was okay. Stella had other plans. With horrendous strength, she pinned him to the spot. It was like trying to stand when a concrete pillar was holding him down.
“You stay here,” she said after Tad heard the front door open and close behind the Prime Minister. “I’ll check on Jen, but you and Tony need to talk. And listen, whatever decision you make is up to you and I’ll respect it. But I just promised the Prime Minister a dreamwalker with working eyes, so you better have a damn good reason if I’m going back on my word. Remember, he’s a fourteen-year-old boy in that thick head of his, he doesn’t know any different. It doesn’t help that he’s a moron too, but hey, that’s how the world works sometimes.”
“I heard that,” said a voice that in someways was the most comforting thing Tad had heard in days. It was more than a voice to Tad, it was a presence. He could sense Tony in the same way he always had and with his eyes gone, that sense was all the stronger. He hadn’t been able to see Stella, her grandmother or cousin, nor the Prime Minister, but he just knew Tony was there the same way he knew things in Dream.
“Oh, you been standing there long? I didn’t see you,” Stella deadpanned as she climbed to her feet. “How ever will I live with myself after saying such horrible things?”
“You know, Stella, you’ve been spending too much time with Jen. It’s making you cruel.”
“Trust me, if you think that was cruel, you aint seen nothing yet.”
Tony gulped audibly but didn’t speak until there was a clicking sound that accompanied the living room door closing.
“You just going to stand there?” Tad asked without turning.
“How do you know I’m standing? I could be walking on my hands for all you know,” Tony teased.
“I may be blind, but my other senses are working fine,” Tad said. “Especially my Dream ones. I know you’re right there.”
He raised his right index finger, knowing for sure it was unerringly pointing at Tony’s nose. A second later Tony shifted to the left, but Tad’s finger followed him. He shifted right to the same effect. Even when he ducked or stood on tiptoe, Tad’s finger followed without fail.
“That’s just creepy,” Tony said as he made his way into the living room and threw himself down on the left sofa. “Kind of cool, though. We should figure out how to turn it into a street magic trick that we could take on the road and hustle tourists out of their money. Get ourselves out of the Borderlands where people can’t see us, and this time next year we’d be millionaires.”
Tad smiled and shook his head. “Sounds like a plan.” After a pause and knowing that Tony would never be the one to broach the topic, he asked, “Where have you been?”
“Oh, here and there. Strip clubs, changing rooms, a few student house parties. You know, the norm.”
Again Tad smiled. He’d missed Tony’s casual lying, as strange as that sounded. “I wouldn’t expect any different. Now where have you been, really?”
“Here and there,” Tony answered, only a little more seriously this time. “Most recently, with my parents.”
Tad raised his eyebrows in surprise, but Tony never elaborated. 
“Listen, Tad. About the last time we spoke… Uh… Look… Words were said and… Ugh.” Tony sighed and tried again. “I’m sorry, okay? It’s not been that long since Charles moved on, and with everything else going on I’m sure me rubbing new ghosts in your face wasn’t welcome. I shouldn’t have done it and I’m sorry.”
“Thank you for saying that,” Tad said. “You understand why I’m not interested, right? I know you’ve come up with reasons you think I need—”
“I get it,” Tony interrupted. “The truth is, I was pushing some of my issues off on you. I’ve been going through some stuff since the dragons incident when that sound... Well… You know. I think I’ve been trying to distract myself from thinking about it. I put all my attention on you and decided I needed to fix you.”
“How come I don’t know about this?” Tad asked, suddenly worried.
He sensed Tony grin.
“Jen helped me figure it out a few months back. It turns out we don’t think of our memories and knowledge all the time, we only recall it when we need to. It makes sense when you think about it. It works the same way when we merge. So long as I don’t give you reason to think there’s something wrong with me, your brain doesn’t have any reason to check my memories.”
“But I always think there’s something wrong with you, it’s practically my default setting.”
Tony snorted a laugh. “Alright wise arse. As true as that may be, if your default setting is that, then maybe your brain looked for all the problems in the usual places. I don’t know. Whatever the reason, I’ve kind of been struggling a little.”
“I’m sorry, I should have noticed.”
“Nah, don’t worry about it. It’s my fault for not telling you. The thing is… well, it’s not an excuse, I just act out. You know what I’m like. It’s what I’ve always been like… will always be like, probably.”
Tad frowned. He didn’t want to say what he knew he had to say next, especially not in the face of Tony apologising, but he’d just be dooming them to repeat the same mistakes if he didn’t speak.
“That’s bullshit, Tony, and we both know it.”
“Say that again?” Tony asked, confused.
“Both of us are guilty of living under the excuse that you will never change because you’re a ghost.”
“But it’s true,” Tony said.
“Maybe in the most literal sense. You’ll never change physically and your emotions will always be on par with a fourteen-year-old boy. The thing is, even a toddler can learn their lesson. You might not be able to control your circumstances and how your body… spirit, reacts to things, but you can make new memories and learn new facts which proves you can still learn from lessons.
“You’ve been hiding behind not changing for over fifteen years and I’ve been letting you for just as long. It’s got to stop. It's a different world, we’re different people, and I need to trust that you have my back.”
“I’ve always had your back.”
“When it comes to physical threats and helping me out with healing, of course you have. But we both know I’m talking about more. I’m talking about helping me by thinking before you act, not behaving like a liability all the time and—”
“Liability?” Tony asked, bristling at the term.
“That was a bit strong maybe, but it stands true. Whether it’s you acting like an idiot in front of cameras or deliberately winding me up by bringing ghosts to the house when you know full well I didn’t want them. You’ve always been a pain in the arse. That needs to change.”
“You’re asking me to be someone I’m not,” Tony complained. “I can’t promise that.”
“Of course I’m not,” Tad said. “You can still joke, you can still tease, and still do your million and one Tony things. But we both know you cross the line regularly, not because you don’t see it, but because you have been hiding behind that old excuse of never changing. The thing is, I need that to stop. You don’t need to become the next Charles or anything like that, I just need you to respect the line and don’t cross it.”
“I don’t know how to do that,” Tony said hesitantly.
“Maybe not at first, but are you at least willing to try?”
There was a long pause, long enough that Tad feared the worst was coming.
“I’ll try, but on one condition.”
“What’s that?”
“I want you to genuinely consider taking on new ghosts.”
“God damn it, Tony! What did I just say?” Tad snapped, suddenly furious again that Tony still wasn’t listening.
“I heard you,” Tony shouted back just as hard. “It’s you who wasn’t paying attention, mate. I just sat through you telling me I’ve been hiding behind excuses all this time and not being willing to see the truth. Yeah, well pot, kettle, black. Do yourself a favour and ask yourself if you're just hiding from taking on new ghosts. Oh, I’m sure it still hurts that Charles and Miriam moved on. Trust me, I miss them too. But you’re a Proxy with only one ghost in a time when you need all the help you can get. It doesn’t matter whether you’re hiding behind your pain or the excuse of not being Joshua King, the point is that you’re hiding. If I’ve got to admit that about myself, then you’ve got to swallow your medicine too, pal.”
Tad opened his mouth to argue, but no words came out.
For the sake of not returning to the same point of anger where he told Tony to leave, Tad forced himself to hear what Tony was saying. He just admitted that half the reason he wanted Tad to take on a new ghost was because he was trying to distract himself. But just because that was true, it didn’t mean he also wasn’t trying to help.
Suddenly Tad couldn’t find that much wrong with what Tony was saying. He was hiding behind his pain and excuses. Sure, he never wanted to feel pain like losing Charles again and didn’t feel ready to move on, but since when did life care whether he was ready or not? Was he being selfish for not taking on new ghosts? He talked a big game about wanting to make up for his role in the Merging and everything that followed, but he’d never been willing to pay the price.
“God, you’re a pain in the arse,” he said to Tony, who just grinned in response as he sensed Tad’s change of mood. “Fine, I’ll consider it. Next time a ghost crosses our path, I’ll give them fair consideration. You happy now?”
“Not even slightly,” Tony said, still grinning. “But you’re not either, and I can live with that.”
Despite himself, Tad laughed. “I missed you, mate.”
“Urgh,” Tony grunted, making choking sounds. “Leave off. I thought you wanted my help, not to talk about our feelings like little girls at a slumber party. If that’s what you want, you can shove—”
“Fine. Fine. No more talk of feelings.”
“Finally. Now, are we going to do this? I don’t know about you but I haven’t had a good night sleep in about a week and I wouldn’t mind getting on with this. So, you going to let me back in or what?”
Sensing that there was more that Tony was leaving unsaid, he gave his oldest remaining friend a break and released his mental barriers so he could invite Tony in. The rest happened as it had thousands of times before. Tony collapsed in on himself, forming a cloud of vapour that Tad breathed in with both his lungs and a mental command.
The effect was immediate. His aches and pains vanished, his weariness became a thing of the past, and most blessed of all, light bled in at the edges of his vision. It was little more than vague blurs at first, then slowly they coalesced into fuzzy shapes, and finally the details faded back in and he could once again see the world around him.
In the few minutes between the end of his chat and his eyes returning to their former glory, Jen and Stella returned and were watching him. When his eyes moved from one to the other, Jen took a step forward and held up her finger in front of his face. She moved it from side to side, and when he followed it without failure for the third change of direction, Jen dropped the finger and shoved him with both hands hard enough to send him crashing back into the sofa in surprise.
“That’s for getting blown up. Don’t do it again!” she snapped. Shaking her head, she muttered something that sounded suspiciously like a swear word and then to Stella she said, “I’m going to bed. Come on, Hawk.”
Suddenly she vanished, bypassing the stairs all together and appearing in her room upstairs. Her puppy looked from Stella to Tad with what Tad would swear was a disapproving frown before he too vanished.
“What the hell?” Tad asked, and Stella just shook her head. Then it was her turn to test his vision, though she did it from the seat beside him and not standing in front of him.
“You can really see okay again, no blurriness or anything?”
“Like it never happened,” he answered.
“Good.” Then, without warning, she smacked him on the arm hard enough to leave his fingers tingling and another bruise for Tony to fix. “That’s for getting blown up. Don’t do it again!”
“Ow,” Tad groaned, rubbing his arm. “You too?”
“Just be glad you don’t get another one for that shit you pulled with my grandmother.”
“Ah.”
“Exactly. Ah.” Suddenly she sighed and rested her forehead against the spot on his arm she had just punched. “What the hell are we going to do, Tad? Everything’s falling apart.”
Tad was vaguely aware of Freckles and Growler both looking toward the kitchen again, and sure enough there was another muffled pop as Jen no doubt had come down for a quick snack before bed.
“I tell you what we'll do. We’re going to find your mole, then we’ll grab those bloody dreamcatchers and pay them back for what they did to those men… Pay them back for Morris. Then maybe we can…”
His words trailed off as both puppies suddenly jumped to their feet and Growler started growling. There was a sudden thud from upstairs as Jen was alerted, because this wasn’t a normal puppy growl. Growler was once more living up to his name by calling over Dream.
Tad would later blame the mental exhaustion of the last few days for how long it took him to realise that if Jen was thudding about upstairs, it meant she wasn’t in the kitchen. He was just about putting that together when the living room door opened and a young woman walked in, hands held high in surrender and tattoos shining.
“Hi. I’m sorry to intrude but… uh… I think I might be able to help with that,” Mitena Campbell said right before two outraged puppies rushed to attack the intruder.
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“And she appeared, just like that?” Norman asked, glancing at Amelia and sharing one of their telepathic conversations.
“Just like that,” Tad agreed. “She said she wanted to help, then the dogs attacked her and it was chaos getting them calmed down and Mitena in handcuffs.”
Again the silent look, again Tad knew more was said than he would ever know. He’d called them shortly after they’d got Mitena to the Dream Team headquarters and the Prime Minister had turned around and come straight back. He wanted to be on site to see what happened with this. Unfortunately, this frustrated Stella to no end because it took them nearly an hour to show up at which point Stella was itching to get to work.
“What’s your take on this?” Norman asked Trevors. Stella had been insistent on calling him in, though Tad wasn’t sure what he could do. Trevors would be best left with a fresh head so they could plan their next steps after the interview was over. From what TV shows told him, this interrogation might take all night.
Trevors didn’t answer immediately, and when he spoke his words surprised Tad and made him reevaluate the young woman in the interview room.
“She’s got that same look as those soldiers coming back from Iraq… You know the ones I mean. The kind who got carried away and did things they shouldn’t have. That look on her face is the same I saw on theirs when what they’d done caught up with them. She’s guilty and wants to make it right.”
“Guilty for the deaths?” Tad asked.
“That would be my guess, unless she’s been up to something else.”
Something in Trevors’ tone said shut up and stop bothering me with stupid questions. Putting it down to crankiness at being pulled out of bed in the middle of the night, Tad let it slide and turned his attention to the monitors.
Stella had just finished her preliminary questions and the legal procedures she needed to get out of the way before the interview could start. Sensing that no one wanted to talk right now, Tad tuned in to what she said.
“So you’re from Chicago?” Stella asked, getting a nod in response. “Never been before Thursday. Heard it’s a rough place.”
“Every city’s got streets you don’t want to walk down. The place I grew up was really nice,” Mitena answered.
“It was nice,” Stella agreed. “Your parents picked a good spot to put down roots.”
“Grandparents,” Mitena corrected. “My grandpa built that house with his own hands. Lived there for the rest of his life. My mom was born in that house. Me and my brother too.”
“Lot of history in that house then. It’s a shame you had to lose it.”
Mitena didn’t answer, only looked down at her nails where her hands rested on the table. It was hard to tell on the monitor, but it looked like she’d bitten them down to nearly nothing.
“Is that why you turned yourself in?” Stella asked. “Because Kuruk blew up your grandfather’s house.”
“Grandmother’s house,” Mitena corrected. “Grandpa built it, but grandma was the one who made it a home. And yeah, that’s why I’m here. Part of the reason, anyway.”
“What’s the whole reason?” Stella asked.
Mitena didn’t answer straight away, lifting her hand as though she would nibble at another nail but getting caught short by the chains around her wrists. Tad doubted they’d stop her dreamwalking away, but they might hinder her long enough for Tad to catch her. He was hoping Growler might be able to follow her, though how he’d convey that request to the puppy he didn’t know.
“You got to understand that my brother wasn’t always like this,” Mitena said suddenly. “It’s my fault he got this way.”
“What way?” Stella asked.
“You know… The way he is. I don’t know how to explain it.”
“How about you tell me what he used to be like and how he changed?”
Mitena smiled as though remembering a better time, but the smile didn’t last long.
“He was popular at school,” she started. “He’s always been big and looked out for people smaller than him. Mom used to worry about kids picking on us because we were the only native Americans at school, but that was never a problem for us with Kuruk the way he was. Other than our names we didn’t have much to do with the old ways so we fit in fine, and Kuruk was just so big that any kid who didn’t like him wouldn’t dare pick on him.  By the time we were in high school he was a sure thing for the football team. We all knew he’d get a scholarship and eventually go off to the NFL.”
“He was that good?” Stella asked.
“More than good. He’s a natural leader. His teammates loved him because off the field he wouldn’t hurt a fly and he’s genuinely interested in people. He’s like my gran was, always trying to help anyone and everyone.”
“Why are we listening to this?” Norman asked, growing impatient. “How is this getting us any closer to finding that monster and—”
“Stella knows what she’s doing,” Trevors said. “That girl’s talking and that’s what’s important. Stella’s listening, that’s what she’s paid to do.”
“She’s paid to get answers,” Norman pressed.
“And she will, but you won’t get them by pissing off the person talking. Stella will lead this where you want it to go, you just need patience.”
Norman said nothing else, but he did look at his watch like he might only give her another five minutes.
“…known her since he was five. They’d been a thing since they weren’t much older. She never had to worry about him with other girls,” Mitena said.
“I never meant Kuruk would cheat, I just know that going to separate colleges can put a strain on a relationship,” Stella apologised.
“Not theirs,” Mitena disagreed. “I told you what Kuruk was like. He’d sooner cut his own throat than see someone else hurt. How he is now… that’s after his change. That’s after what happened to Lucy.”
“Something happened to Lucy… his girlfriend?” Stella asked.
“Wife in everything but the ceremony,” Mitena disagreed. “That girl was a sister to me and everything to Ruk. It’s why what happened hit him so hard.” She fell silent, and Stella let that silence linger. Tad recognised the tactic, she’d done it to him enough. Sure enough, Mitena was the one to speak first.  “She came here for New Year.”
“Here? You mean the Borderlands?”
“I mean Cardiff. Her friends wanted to come and have their dreams come true,” Mitena said. “None of them were short of money so the cost of a last-minute flight didn’t mean much. It did to me and Ruk, though. With mom and dad gone, gran and grandad dead, and neither of us working, we were using every last penny of our inheritance to put us through college. Kuruk told her to go without him and have a good time. It’s why he blames himself, you see.”
She paused and sighed, clearly struggling with the next part.
“It happened on New Year’s Eve. Lucy and her friends were in the hotel bar for some pre-drinks before heading out, when suddenly Lucy starts acting strange.” Mitena’s face hardened and her voice grew a sharp edge. “There was this fucking dwarf at the bar, a dreamwalker. He’s sitting on the stool right next to where Lucy was ordering her drinks. Next thing you know, he’s talking to her. Her friends said she spent so long talking to him that they had to go find out where their drinks were.
“She was like Kuruk, see, too nice for her own good. They thought she was being polite to the guy. But when they tried to rescue her, she didn’t want to go. She told them to get lost while she talks to her new friend, and she’s serious.” Mitena leaned forward and started hammering the table with her finger. “That’s not the Lucy I know. She’s never so much as frowned in her entire life, let alone told her best friends to get lost. So they got worried and tried to lure her away. Only the more they try, the nastier she gets. They’d never seen her like that before, so now they’re all worried. They decide to see the New Year in where they are so they can keep an eye on her.
“About half past ten, that prick leads her away by the hand like he’s taking her to his room. It turns out that’s exactly what was happening and Lucy’s going along with it like it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to her.”
“So her friends tried to stop her,” Stella guessed, keeping the conversation flowing when Mitena paused.
“Of course they did. They knew Lucy wouldn’t cheat on Ruk. If there’s only three guarantees in this world, they’re death, taxes and the fact that Lucy and my brother were in love the first time they met and nothing could ever change that. Yet here she is following this guy like… I don’t know what. They just knew they had to stop it.
“That’s when Lucy gets nasty. She yells at them, acting like she’d never even met my brother. She was a different person and wouldn’t calm down until the hotel staff got there to separate them before it got nasty. By the time they were done talking to the girls, Lucy and the dreamwalker had gone to his room.”
There was another pause that Stella let linger yet again, and when Mitena spoke her voice had lost its edge and most of its volume. She was shaking.
“The next time anyone saw her, she was screaming her lungs out and running through the corridors of the hotel wearing nothing but bedsheets and tears. It was that fucking dreamwalker!” She spat the word like it was a curse. “He was controlling her and had her locked away in her own mind, screaming at what was happening. He was using her like a puppet and she never got away until he finally fell asleep. Of course by then it’s too late.
“She arrived home a few days later, but refused to speak to Ruk. She couldn’t bear to face him after what she’d done… like that isn’t fucked up. We all knew it wasn’t her fault. You just have to know her to know that nothing about how she was that night was her. It was that dreamwalker controlling her. But in her mind she felt she should have done more to stop it. She actually blamed herself for what happened and felt like she’d cheated on Ruk. She couldn’t bare to see the shame in his eyes.
“Of course Ruk’s driving himself insane. All he wants to do is see her, but she refuses every time. His dad’s known Ruk since we were kids, and he talked Ruk down from seeing her. He said she needed space and that he would keep working on her to let Ruk come by. She never relented though. She refused to see him right up until the day her dad found her dead. Sleeping pills. A whole fucking bottle.”
“All because of that dreamwalker,” Stella whispered, sounding horrified. “No wonder you hate them.”
“Oh, I hate that one for sure,” Mitena snapped. “I never found out who he was though. I’d give anything for that information. Kuruk didn’t hate them at first either.”
“No?” Stella asked. “I’d hate them. If they did that to someone I loved…” She left the statement hanging and Mitena took the bait.
“Oh, he eventually hated them all for it. But it took time to build,” Mitena said. “First, he was distraught. Wouldn’t leave his room, wouldn’t go to class, quit football… He was on the verge of losing his scholarship when his roommate called me as a last resort. They just didn’t know how to help him and they asked me to come down.
“I’ve never seen him like that before. He’d lost so much weight, was drunk most of the time… he stank. It broke my heart. He used to be so driven and…” She wiped her eyes as tears fell and sniffed. “That’s when I came up with my stupid plan,” she said before starting into a legend Tad had never heard before.
She spoke of the Ojibwe tribe’s legend of Asibikaashi, the spider woman, who used to watch over the members of the tribe and guard their dreams. As the tribe spread out across the nation, it became too hard for her to watch over them any longer so she instructed them on how to weave their own webs to catch nightmares and keep them safe in their dreams.
“It’s a nice story,” Stella said when Mitena paused yet again.
“It is, just not quite true. There’s another story, passed down from mother to daughter within the tribe that eventually passed down to my grandma. She spoke of the Spider Woman being an actual person from a time when gods walked the earth and men could walk through dreams.” She paused to let the last statement sink in and Tad could feel the eyes of the other occupants of the monitor room fall on him. He ignored them and focused on Mitena’s story.
“Dreamwalkers were common then, and they were dangerous even without the powers they have today. Asibikaashi gifted the Ojibwe people the art of making dreamcatchers so they could protect themselves. My grandmother talked of a forgotten history long before Europeans came to America, where there was a war between my grandmother’s people and the dreamwalkers of that time. Using their dreamcatchers, my ancestors won that war, and the dreamwalkers were all but killed off. When they eventually re-emerged, they had forgotten what they were and the dreamcatchers were no longer needed.”
“They started calling themselves Proxies,” Tad whispered to himself. He didn’t mean to say it, but Mitena’s story made a strange kind of sense.
“So you thought you would test the legend?” Stella asked.
“I wanted to bring my brother out of his funk,” Mitena admitted. “I wanted to give him a purpose again. I reminded him of the legends and went through my grandma’s things and found an old journal she kept, one that had been passed down through generations. It was filled with everything our people know of dreamcatching so it would never be forgotten. I used what I learnt there and came up with a plan… a mission to motivate him.
“We would hunt down those dreamwalkers who acted outside the law and remind them that just because they have power, doesn’t mean they can abuse it. We wanted to show the world that dreamwalkers couldn’t get away with things like what happened to Lucy. They may be all powerful and can escape from any prison, but there was still justice out there.”
“And you would be the hand of this justice?” Stella asked, her tone neutral.
“Me and Kuruk,” Mitena agreed. “I supplied the dreamcatcher side, Kuruk brought the muscle.”
“I see. So how did you find your first criminal? I’ve been heavily involved in this right from the start and nothing came across my radar of dreamwalkers causing trouble anywhere in the world. What did you see that I missed?”
Again Stella’s tone was neutral with maybe just a touch of curiosity, drawing Mitena in. If Tad didn’t know better, he might almost think Stella admired this young woman after hearing her story.
“We found someone who works for the FBI,” Mitena admitted.
“Holmes,” Tad growled, fully expecting her to name the man who’d been so obviously against them since they’d first met.
“He’s from our neighbourhood,” Mitena continued. “I never had much to do with him, but everyone knew Kuruk. I think they found each other at a bar one night and somehow Kuruk discovered that the FBI were tracking suspected dreamwalkers. They had already come across a few who abused their power but couldn’t get close to them because they would always dreamwalk away.”
“So he passed the details on to you,” Stella said, sounding impressed. “Work outside the system toward the same goal. If only we all had such luxuries.” Sitting up a little, Stella asked, “Who was this agent, Mitena?”
Both the Prime Minister and Trevors leaned forward as Mitena was about to offer up the first tidbit of actionable information of the night. It took a while, as though she had to work up to it, but finally she said, “Special Agent Sean Astur.”
Tad blinked, sure he’d misheard.
It was supposed to be Holmes. Astur wasn’t exactly their biggest fan, but he had a level head. How could it be him and not his idiot of a partner?
“So Agent Astur always kept you up to date with suspected dreamwalker names?” Stella asked. “And all of them were criminals?”
Mitena winced and new tears fell. After a deep breath she shook her head.
“No. I thought they were, but… no, they weren’t. Astur lied… No, sorry. My brother and Astur lied to me. I thought we were only going after the criminals, the ones who were hurting people. But Astur is secretly a member of the Children of ADaM. He’s been just feeding us the names of any suspected dreamwalker because he hates them all… Just as Kuruk does, I suppose.”
“And you had no idea the people you were killing were innocents?”
“Of course not,” Mitena exclaimed. “I only wanted to do what was right.”
“I see,” Stella said, glancing up to the camera for an instant before asking a vital question. “But you know that what you have been doing was wrong now? That the people you were killing were innocent and didn’t need to die?”
Mutely, Mitena nodded.
“Then you also know what Kuruk is doing is wrong and we need to stop him before he hurts anyone else?” Stella asked.
Again Mitena nodded, but she was slower in agreeing this time.
“Then tell me where he is so we can get him.”
“The last time I saw him, he was in an apartment we’d rented through an acquaintance. It’s a shitty little place in Miami.” She reeled off the address and Stella wrote down every word quickly. “He won’t be there though. He’ll have moved on by now.”
“Maybe,” Stella agreed. “But it’s worth looking into.” She stood and walked to the door, opening it a crack so she could hand the paper to someone stood outside. “Get this address to Trevors please.”
The door closed a moment later and Stella moved back to her chair and sat down.
“Please don’t hurt him. He’s only doing what he thinks is right,” Mitena said.
“Killing people is never right,” Stella explained, and suddenly there was a shift in her expression. The curious politeness had vanished, and in its place was something much harder. “Nothing you have done is right.”
“But… I thought you understood,” Mitena said, blinking away yet more tears.
“I understand,” Stella said. “And we’ll have plenty of time to go over it in more detail over the next couple of days. However, you murdered people, Mitena. I don’t care what your reasons are, there’s no way to justify it.”
Mitena opened her mouth to respond, but Stella wasn’t done.
“It’s my turn to tell  you a story,” she said. “After what happened the night of the Merging, I was the closest thing there was to a supernatural expert in the police force. Therefore, anything even remotely strange found its way across my desk and in most cases I investigated personally. I saw some awful stuff in that time. Some amazing stuff, like dreams come true. But awful stuff as well. Strangely though, I never made many arrests. Do you know why?”
Mitena shook her head.
“It's because I never came across many cases where there was a victim and a perpetrator. In so many cases I found nothing but victims on both sides of the equation. It’s the problem with dream and nightmares you see, the vast majority of it isn’t happening because of someone, it’s happening to them. Take this one case I attended on New Year’s Day.
“I was called to a hotel where a girl had allegedly been raped. The trouble is that the people who were witnesses to the girl’s behaviour and the CCTV footage all confirmed that if anything, it was the girl who was the aggressor. She initiated contact with the alleged rapist. She was the one who forced her friends away instead of leaving with them. She was the one who suggested that they go back to the room for—”
“Lucy wouldn’t have done that to Kuruk,” Mitena snapped, guessing where this was going. “I see what you’re doing. You’re twisting this to look like it was just a drunk girl who made a poor judgement call and didn’t want to face up to what she’d done in the morning.”
“Am I?” Stella asked. “I only wish it could be that clean. Unfortunately, this was worse. Despite what you want to believe, Lucy really was the person leading everything that night. The alleged rapist was actually the first person to call nine-nine-nine when she freaked out in the morning. He was worried to death about her and wanted to make sure she was okay. It turns out he wasn’t actually a dreamwalker like you thought.”
“Bullshit,” Mitena snapped, so angry that spittle flew from her mouth.
“No, completely serious. The young man in question had flown in from Australia looking for his dream come true. As you mentioned, this young man was a dwarf. Unfortunately, he had suffered for this all his life, being mercilessly teased when he was at school and that mockery followed him into adulthood. When he saw that dreams were coming true in the Borderlands, he had the same thought as Lucy’s friends and flew over to experience his own miracle.
“However, it turned out his dream was never actually to grow taller and be like everyone else. He thought it was, but it turned out that was just a step toward his true desire. All he’d ever wanted was for someone to accept him and love him for who he was. He didn’t actually hate who he was, he just hated how alone it made him. Then, along comes this beautiful American woman who not only stops to talk to him, but is genuinely fascinated with what he has to say and seems to be able to look past his physical stature to the person within. In that bar that night, his dream came true.
“The tricky things about dreams coming true is that the only ones that last forever are the ones that only need magic to work in a moment and then things naturally stay that way. When the magic of Dream made your friend fall in love with this man that night and invite him back to her room, it was only a temporary thing. By the time morning came the magic had worn out and the true horror of what happened became clear.
“Like I said, there really are only victims here. On the one had there is your friend who went through such a horrible ordeal she took her own life. On the other hand, there is the young man who thought he’d found happiness only to wake up the next day to find his dream come true had ruined someone’s life. The very thought of forcing your friend against her will sickened him. Piled on top of an already hard life, it was too much and he didn’t survive the night. It wasn’t pills for him. He was found hanging from a shower rail by his own belt. He’d left a two word suicide note. I’m sorry.”
Mitena stared at Stella in horror. She was shaking her head, but Tad could see the truth sink in. She wanted to deny what Stella was saying, but the words wouldn’t come out.
Stella leaned across the table, putting her face close to the horrified woman.
“There’s never a justification for murder,” she said, her voice cold. “And your sob story is nothing more than that. It was never a dreamwalker who hurt your friend. This crusade you and your brother started is all based on a lie. Innocent people have been killed for nothing.”
“I didn’t know,” Mitena cried, unable to bare Stella’s judgement.
“I don’t care. That won’t bring those people back. The closest you can come to making things right is telling me everything.”
“I already have,” Mitena begged.
“No, you’ve told me the story you’ve been telling yourself to justify your actions. There’s so much more I need to know. I want to know the details of how you killed those people, just who you have killed, and what other names are on your list. I want to know every place you have visited, every place you sheltered, every single move you have made since you started on this mad quest right up until this very moment. Oh, and of course I also want to talk about these.”
She jabbed a maroon painted nail against the dreamcatcher tattoo on Mitena’s left shoulder.
“I want to know it all. But for now, that will have to wait. There’s something we have to do first.”
Again she moved away from the table and opened the door. This time she threw it open wide so she could let someone in.
A wide-eyed man entered carrying a shoulder bag. He was dressed simply in jeans and a t-shirt, but everywhere that skin showed save for his head, there were insanely bright colours and detailed tattoos.
“Did you bring your gear with you?” Stella asked.
He nodded. “I don’t know why this had to be done so urgently though.”
“It can’t wait,” Stella insisted and motioned to the table behind her. “You can set up right there.”
“Uh, okay,” the man said as he stepped cautiously into the room, finally looking away from Stella so he could eye up Mitena. “Uh, what am I’m doing exactly?”
Stella nodded to Mitena, or more accurately, to the tattoo on her shoulder. “You see that tattoo?”
“Of course, it’s beautiful work.”
“It is,” Stella agreed. “She has similar designs all over her body.”
“Okay. You want me to copy them onto you or something?”
Tad clenched up, wondering if Stella had thought just that. Was she looking to jump onto the same level as the dreamcatchers, to use their power for herself? He soon got his answer as Stella shook her head.
“Not copy them,” Stella said. “I want you to destroy them. You are going to go through every single one of those tattoos and change them into something unrecognisable.”
“But… Why? They’re beautiful. I couldn’t possibly improve them.”
“This isn’t about improvement, this is about containment,” Stella said. Then she turned back to Mitena and asked, “You understand why I’m doing this?”
Mitena looked horrified, but slowly nodded.
“Don’t even think of escaping. Tad’s in the next room and he will follow you wherever you go,” Stella warned.
Mitena hesitated again, before finally all the fight left her and she seemed to deflate. “I’m not going anywhere, I promise.” To the tattoo artist she said, “You might want to keep your distance as you break them. I’ve learnt from experience that breaking a design can have a bit of a backlash.”
“What do you mean?” the tattoo artist said.
“Just don’t lean too close and you’ll be fine,” Mitena said. “You’ll understand soon enough.”
Stella spoke with the tattoo artist as he was setting up his gear and waited long enough to see the destruction of the first tattoo. It didn’t take long. As soon as the tattoo artist had drawn a single line over the tattoo, cutting through the carefully constructed web there was an instant flash of light that nearly killed the camera. When it focused again, everyone in the monitor room were stunned to find Mitena writhing in a chair, squealing in agony as she had a new and massive burn on her shoulder where her tattoo had once been.
Two tattoos later, Stella left the man to his work and came back into the monitor room to talk things over. She looked exhausted when she appeared, proving that despite her lack of need for sleep, there were still things that wore on a person.
“That was good work,” Norman begrudgingly admitted. “Trevors is already putting together his team to go to the location she gave us. We might not run this one by the US authorities just yet. Maybe after we’ve got him in custody.”
Stella nodded, but didn’t reply.
“So what’s next?” Norman asked.
“Once those are all gone, I’ll do what I said and start drilling her for more information. Hopefully we’ll get enough from her to catch her brother, discover if Astur is working with anyone else, and find a way to stop the nightmares while we’re at it.”
“Thank God,” norman said. “If we can catch her brother, find the mole in the FBI and stop nightmares all by the start of the news cycle tomorrow, then we might just be able to hold this war off a little longer. In fact, we might be able to push it back indefinitely. A mole in the FBI is the sort of thing that will set the American’s heads reeling, and they will be more concerned with that than us. This is good work, Stella.”
“Lucky work,” she said. “Had she not chose tonight to walk into Tad’s kitchen, then we would still be clutching at straws. What do you think we should do about Astur?”
“Nothing,” Amelia answered for the Prime Minister. “Like Norman said, that’s what will save our arses in all this. I will have our PR people leak it to the press and within twelve hours the Americans will do our job for us.”
Tad could see Stella didn’t like hearing that. He suspected she wanted a shot at Astur herself.
“It’s for the best,” Tad said, hoping to rein her in. Stella sighed and looked over to the monitor where there was yet another flash of light and more screaming.
“I didn’t expect that,” she admitted, nodding at the monitor. “I will have to arrange medical attention if I want to keep her talking tonight. Are we done here?”
Not looking tired at all, Norman nodded. However, his eyes were fixed on the monitor with fascination.
“They’re amazing,” he said. “Just a simple design and all that power.”
“Yeah, well, hopefully those simple designs will help stop nightmares once and for all,” Stella said. With that, she excused herself and walked out of the room. After a final few seconds watching the footage, Norman looked away and followed her. Of course where he went, Amelia wasn’t far behind.
That left Tad alone, watching the screen and feeling like a third wheel. Right now there was nothing for him to do, and despite Tony still being merged with him, he was starting to feel his exhaustion. Unlike Stella, he needed sleep. Taking one last look at what was happening in the interrogation room, he realised that tomorrow would be another busy day.
“Growler,” he called, waking up the puppy who’d long since fallen asleep. The little guy yawned wide, then wagged his tail as Tad reached down to stroke him before scooping him up and holding him close. “Let’s go home, boy.”
Growler snuffled once in agreement, and Tad changed the channel.
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Sunday, 17th July 2016
18:01
“Everyone, calm down,” Jacob said, arms raised and repeating himself for the third time. This time he used Dream to augment his voice and cut through the noise of sixty-eight dreamwalkers. It was their largest turnout yet. If only it was for a more positive reason.
Once again Jacob skipped their competition to create somewhere fantastical to host this week’s meeting, opting for his garden once more. Last week it was because of his injury, this week it was because of the mood.
Tad had been dreading this meeting for two days. When Mitena appeared, he’d hoped it would be the beginning of the end for their troubles. Unfortunately, progress was painfully slow.
Trevors’ Team failed to catch Kuruk before he left his hideout, the American government had somehow squashed Amelia’s mole in the FBI story, and Mitena’s injuries from destroying her dreamcatchers had been so severe that Stella had no choice but to postpone speaking to her. She’d led five, two-hour-long sessions, but they were making painfully slow progress.
Mitena had explained her process for creating the dreamcatchers, but the struggle was in replicating her success. Mitena was confident they would work on nightmares, but they would need to be mass produced. Every bedroom in the Borderlands needed one before they could put this nightmare situation to bed.
Therefore Tad was left with little news to appease the crowd tonight, and they hadn’t even given him the chance to hand that over. Between the news of the explosion and the American deaths, they were scared and the unruly response was kind of deserved.
“That’s better,” Jacob said as the silence settled. “I understand you’re eager to be heard tonight, but talking over each other won’t help. Now, we finished last week by giving Tad the chance to look into these troubles. It’s only fair that we hear the latest news from him before we descend into chaos.”
Turning to Tad, he mouthed the words good luck before taking his seat.
Tad felt the eyes of every dreamwalker fall upon him. He couldn’t see them of course, because in Dream he was almost as blind as he was without Tony. However, he could feel them in his head, knew instinctively where they were, what they looked like and so much more. In many ways it was better than seeing. However, today, when he could do with making eye contact with people, the situation wasn’t ideal.
Slowly, he climbed to his feet.
“Evening everyone,” he said, but got only stony silence in response. “What a week.” There were a few quiet chuckles, but still a quiet crowd. “Right, update. Well since last week, the Dream Team have identified the two killers responsible for all the deaths so far.”
“We know that. You nearly got yourself blown up going after them,” someone muttered loud enough for everyone to hear.
“Yeah, American heroes too,” Brad, their normally friendly Texan, chipped in.
“I know. You can trust me when I say every effort was made for that not to be the case. Unfortunately, things worked against us that day that—”
“What things?” Brad interrupted, fury bubbling under his already loud voice.
“Everyone, calm down,” Jacob repeated, once more holding up his hands. “You’re attacking the man before hearing what he has to say. What’s wrong with you? We’re better than this.” A shamed silence fell over the crowd and Jacob turned back to Tad. “Sorry brother, please continue.”
Tad hesitated another moment, carefully weighing his words to not set off this volatile crowd. Unfortunately, there was no easy way to say this first part and people weren’t going to like it.
“I have been sworn to secrecy on the reason for the mission failure until—”
He never got to finish his sentence. Dreamwalkers started shouting furiously about how that was ridiculous and frankly he agreed. It was one of his most heated argument to date with the Prime Minister. However, political pressure had come down hard to squash the mole in the FBI angle until the Americans knew more, and the Prime Minister feared reprisals should it leak sooner. He’d sworn Tad to privacy as a result.
Tad let them shout for a full minute, flinching every time a comment felt particularly mean spirited. However, soon he was losing patience. They had every right to be annoyed at what had happened over the last week, but after the week Tad had just been through, he wasn’t about to stand here and take this disrespect much longer.
Thunder, loud as anything Tad had heard in the real world, broke directly over their heads, so close it made Tad’s fillings vibrate and his joints ache. Accompanying the thunder was a change in the light, the warm, golden sunlight being replaced with the ominous grey of an oncoming storm. The temperature dropped, the air pressure made ears pop, and in just seconds the world had transformed itself from a comfortable summer afternoon to the moment before a world-ending storm.
Tad stood at the eye of this storm and only tried to speak again when he felt every eye on him.
“I’m sorry for the theatrics, but I’m done with interruptions. I’ve had a shitty week, and most of that was on your behalf. You don’t have to thank me for it, but don’t waste my time and belittle me to my face or we’ll be finishing this meeting early.”
Even Brad had nothing to say in response and the silence stretched for a full ten seconds before Tad spoke again.
“Now, as you all know, I have split loyalties. I have my loyalties to you, my loyalties to the Dream Team, and my loyalties to the government. I am trying my best to find a balance between all that whilst staying true to my conscience. I am sorry that’s not to all of your liking, but being as no one has stepped forward to help, I’m fed up of apologising for being pulled every-which-way by a job that is frankly too big for me.
“In the meantime, let me fill you in with what I know. Yes, there are secrets that I can’t reveal, but I have news you will want to hear. Once you have done so, yell all you like. But until then, stop wasting my time.”
Again the silence stretched for seconds without interruption.
“The strike against Kuruk Campbell and Mitena Campbell did not go as planned for reasons outside our control. Though it doesn’t look like it now, I was seriously injured, so please take that as proof that I am trying my hardest. I can not tell you the exact circumstances why it ended up the way it did for fear of starting a much larger problem. However, rest assured that we know exactly what happened, it’s being dealt with, and you will all know more within a day or so.
“Now, onto other news. The strike against the Campbells did not bear fruit until the early hours of Friday morning. It turned out that the trap my team walked into was a surprise to Mitena Campbell and has woken her up to certain facts. She has since turned herself in to me and the Dream Team.”
Excited whispers broke out again, but another rumble of thunder, this one a touch quieter, soon put a stop to that.
“We have interviewed her and removed her ability to strike at us directly. I can tell you that their success is due to the dreamcatcher designs we spoke about last week. Using the Children of ADaM attack on the King Dream Gate a few weeks ago as a distraction, they snuck into Dream and trapped dreams directly into their skin using dreamcatcher tattoos. This gave them access, albeit limited, to the power of that Dream in the real world. It was how they managed to dreamwalk and it was how they got the upper hand on some of the more recent murders.
“Mitena Campbell’s have all been neutralised and she is sharing any information she has about them with the Dream Team as we speak.”
He told them a little more about Mitena’s history, the reasons she and Kuruk were on their crusade, and the utterly tragic events that had kicked all this off. He also mentioned that now they had her in custody she would spend the rest of her life in prison and from there she would start using her knowledge of dreamcatchers to help stop the nightmares that were plaguing the Borderlands.
“Beyond this, she has also agreed to help us capture her brother. Between the dreamwalkers on the Dream Team, the Dream Team themselves and now Mitena’s dreamcatchers, it should only be a matter of time before Kuruk Campbell is contained. Luckily, it seems that Mitena was the brains behind their dreamcatcher art and we don’t have to worry about this carrying on past Kuruk.
“So, we are not out of the woods yet, but we are a damn sight closer than where we were last Sunday. We have plans in place that I will not talk about tonight to hopefully finish this in the next couple of days. As always, I would like to again open up an offer to come work with us at the Dream Team. We desperately need help and things like what happened on Thursday would be easier with more dreamwalker support. However, it is still optional, so please, if you’re interested, see me after the meeting.”
Without waiting for a response or fielding any questions, he returned to his seat.
For nearly thirty seconds after he sat down there was silence, almost as though everyone was too afraid to stand up and talk after he was finished. Finally, it was Jacob who broke the stalemate as he climbed to his feet.
“Tad, I think I can speak for everyone when I apologise for what must seem like a monumental amount of ingratitude for your hard work and sacrifices. I hope you can understand we speak out of fear for our safety, not as any personal comment on you, the Dream Team, or the incredible work you have done for us. Does anyone disagree with that statement?” he asked the crowd. After a chorus of people saying no, he continued. “You were correct, a lot of what you told us is good news. However, there is still a lot to worry about.
“I would like to know more about how Kuruk trapped you and kill so many of your team. I’d also like to know how he continues to evade you now you have his sister in custody. I wonder why Mitena handed herself into you on Friday morning and this is the first we’ve heard of it. Most of all, I’d like to know how the dreamcatchers figured out where each of their targets were and if whatever system they were using puts any of us in danger.”
Tad groaned and rubbed his tired eyes. Of all the people he thought he could rely on in these meetings, he hadn’t expected Jacob to turn on him. Sure, he had started off nice, but those questions sounded more like accusations than simple queries. The worst part was that he didn’t know how to answer them.
Best start with the hardest part, he thought to himself, and admitted a hard truth out loud.
“Yes, we know how they were targeting people, and yes there is a small chance… and I stress the word small, that people in this meeting need to be worried.”
He might as well said the world was ending for all the restraint they showed. The noise started up like it had never stopped, a wall of outraged questions and angry dreamwalker voices that Tad longed to silence with another thunder clap. However, the last two had clearly not had any lasting effect, so this time he just settled deeper into his lawn chair to wait it out. He didn’t have to wait long.
Strangely, Jacob didn’t need thunder to quiet them, nor even his voice this time. He simply raised both hands as though in surrender, and the whole group quieted down.
Nice trick, Tad thought to himself, and the fingers of his damaged hand started twitching faster in annoyance.
“How is it that they are targeting us?” he asked Tad directly.
Tad groaned again, but there was no help for it. “I am not allowed to say.”
Again the voices rose in protest, but this time they were silenced faster. Jacob raised one hand and everyone was silent.
“Tad, I’m sorry brother because I say this with the utmost respect, but that isn’t good enough. If whatever process they are using to find us will put us in danger, we have a right to know.”
“Normally I’d agree, but this time it really won’t help anyone. If everyone is on alert, that’s all you can do, anyway. In the meantime we are trying to close this—”
“It aint your decision to make this time, boy,” Brad spoke up, his Texan drawl cutting through Tad’s words easily. “We listened to you and gave you your head last week, and you’ve done all you can with it. But I’m done waiting for you to fix my problem. Either you tell me what you know about how they’re coming for us, or I’m going home now and I’ll defend myself how I see fit.”
“Please, I beg you. Don’t make a bad situation worse,” Tad started, but he was interrupted again, this time by Jacob’s DJ voice.
“He’s right, Tad. We gave you a chance.”
“Gave me a chance? I had a week. In that week we identified the killers, took one of the dreamcatchers responsible into custody and we have identified how they are targeting people. And that’s just one week. Imagine what I could do with two.”
“And again we appreciate it, but we can’t just wait to be killed because you’ve nearly solved it. I’m sorry brother, but we need that information now.”
Hearty cheers ran around the circle in response to Jacob’s words, and Tad felt his spirits drop. He was about to make one last attempt to change their minds, but Jacob beat him to it.
“Tad, I know you might have to betray a trust to tell us what we want to know, but not doing so will be betraying our trust.”
“It’s more than betraying a trust,” Tad tried to explain. “It could risk operational security for future actions.”
“Tad, the time has come to make a choice. Everyone in this circle has a vested interest in you coming out on top of this. If you really do have plans to see this put to bed as soon as possible, then you need to decide once and for all about whether you trust us or not. I would argue for trusting us because who better than us to have your back when it's in all our favour to do so. But you can’t keep coming here asking us to trust you and not giving us anything in return. Trust is a two-way street, brother. You keep asking for help, well this is the only way you will get it. You have to trust us.”
Tad struggled to remain calm and not tremble when all he wanted to do was give in. The trouble was that deep down he agreed with Jacob whole heartedly. If he were in their shoes, he would want to know everything and wouldn’t take someone telling him to blindly trust them at face value. However, Tad could see it from both sides and potentially trusting these people could betray a trust somewhere else.
Jacob and the rest of the dreamwalkers waited with far more patience than he had any right to ask of them, but as the minutes passed, he came no closer to an answer. He just didn’t know what to do, and even in that hesitation, he was letting people down.
When he finally came to his decision, he knew they wouldn’t like it. But he didn’t have any other choice.
Taking a deep breath and preparing for the inevitable, he finally answered Jacob’s question in the only way he felt was right.
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Monday, 18th July 2016
19:20
Stella looked up from pages of ornate dreamcatcher designs to the monitor on her desk that showed Mitena being loaded into the back of an unmarked van ready for transfer to a secure military base. She was covered in bandages and moving stiffly, but having decided to leave her with the healing dreamcatcher to help her handle the burns, she was doing better than she had any right to.
Something about the scene bugged Stella. The footage was making her queasy and soon enough she had to look away and close her eyes, forcibly pushing the image from her mind and trying to settle her stomach.
An Idol, her mind whispered as once again she thought what that queasiness meant. Even days after getting those answers, she struggled with them. Being compared to mythical Greek deities was a hard pill to swallow, but she was coming to terms with it. As usual, Tad helped. He mentioned how stories have a way of getting exaggerated over time, and he suspected that the greek myths were overblown. Thinking that way and comparing it to what Tad could do, it started making sense.
Therefore, as her stomach did somersaults, she knew she should pay attention. However, tonight was a busy night and she didn’t have time. There were so many moving parts to pull tonight off and as the clockmaker who arranged those parts, she needed every cog to turn smoothly.
Of course when fate sees an opportunity to throw a spanner in the works, it would never let it pass.
The awful wail of a siren split the silence office and her nauseous feeling doubled. This time it was dread rather than anything supernatural.
Why now? She asked before running out of the office. She made it to the break room in time to catch Trevors rushing out, the last of his team to exit the room.
“Can you believe this?” he demanded.
“Of course I can. Sod’s law has always bloody loved me.”
“What do you want me to do? Harry’s already out at one nightmare and he’s taken Chakikra with him.”
“There’s only one thing you can do, you need to take care of the nightmare. That’s what we’re here for, remember.”
“Will you put off moving Mitena?” he asked, and when Stella shook her head his face went stony. “We spoke about this. The word is probably out that she’s in custody. If anyone’s going to try anything, it’ll be tonight when you’re on the road. You need tactical support.”
“I’ve got Tad,” Stella said.
Trevors bristled at his whole team being written off in favour of one dreamwalker.
“We’re talking about dreamcatcher’s, Stella. If you walk into the wrong trap then he will be as useless as any normal, untrained man. You need backup.”
“Well, beggars can’t be choosers. If we wait for the perfect time, we’ll never get her moved.” Trevors opened his mouth to argue, but Stella spoke over him. “You’re wasting time. I hear you. This is a massive risk. I take full responsibility. But the nightmares always come first. We all agreed on that.”
Trevors clearly wanted to argue, but Stella said one last thing to mollify him. “Look, I’ll make sure Tad is in constant communication with Chakikra and Gary. If anything looks like trouble, I promise I’ll get the word out so you can dreamwalk to the rescue.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” Trevors argued before finally giving in to the urgency of the situation and rushing off.
Stella watched him go and wondered if she was making the right choice, but now wasn’t the time to second guess herself. She’d been planning this for days and she couldn’t give up just because of a few changes.
Pushing the last of her doubts from her mind, she rushed downstairs and through the tactical part of the building, ignoring the situation rooms where Trevor’s men were assembling and ending up in the garage next to the van she’d be driving tonight.
“All set?” she asked Tad who stood next to it talking to Gary. He looked up when she spoke, but it was Miles who answered. Her technical wizard was leaning over a workbench in the corner and collecting some tools.
“She’s good to go,” he said. “I’ve made the modifications you asked for and we’ll have eyes on you the whole way.”
“Perfect. Thanks, Miles.” Then, after suddenly remembering Trevors’ words outside the hospital and Denise’s constant badgering, she added, “And great work recently. Between finding the Campbells and sorting this out on short notice, I’m really pleased with what you’ve been doing.”
Miles blinked at her, then a big grin split his face.
“Uh… thanks, Stella.”
Instantly uncomfortable, Stella just smiled back and turned to the dreamwalkers who were watching her. Gary looked like he’d just witnessed something astounding, while Tad had a sly grin on his face as he read just how uncomfortable she was.
“You ready?” she asked.
“Just waiting on you,” Tad admitted. “What about the alarm?”
“Trevors is gearing up now. Gary, you’re with them tonight.”
“What about the plan?” he asked.
“Nightmares take priority and no tactical team goes out to a nightmare without dreamwalker support. So off you go.”
Gary hesitated for a second, looked at Tad as though for permission, then ran back into the building.
“We postponing this?” Tad asked, but Stella shook her head.
“No, we’ll manage with just us. It might even be better without an entourage, less attention grabbing.”
Tad didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t argue either.
“Come on, let’s get this going. I’m driving,” she said, snatching the keys off the workbench Miles had been working at.
They climbed into the van and the moment Tad closed the passenger door, Stella fired up the engine and rolled out minus the armed escort she arranged for tonight.
She and Trevors had timed this well, and as eight o’clock rolled around the vast majority of the traffic in Cardiff had died down enough that she could move freely, but not so much that she stood out on the road. They made good time headed north-east and soon the industrialised central city was giving way to heavily packed suburban streets. Less than fifteen minutes later the last of those houses slipped away into the moderate darkness of a summer night and they left the last of the city behind them, deliberately avoiding the motorway and moving gradually from A-roads down to country lanes as they wound their way through the Welsh countryside.
The conversation in the van was non-existent as they were keeping their eyes sharp and whits about them, prepared for the possible attack. However, just ten minutes from their destination, it was looking likely that nothing would happen.
As the last car on the road with them turned off, Stella couldn’t help but catch Tad’s eye. His returning look was as incredulous as her own. Neither of them expected to get this far with nothing going wrong.
Of course it was in that moment when Tad tensed up and slapped the dashboard before shouting, “Watch out!”
Stella’s head snapped forward and before she could even process what she was seeing, her body reacted by slamming on the brakes. The laws of physics took hold, throwing them into their seatbelts and pressurising their insides as the tires screeched and skidded over the narrow road, and Stella struggled to avoid putting the van into the hedgerow.
Standing in front of them, calm as the summer weather, a giant stood alone and bare chested in the middle of the road. His teeth flashed white as they reflected the headlights, but they weren’t as striking as the design on his stomach that was glowing as though lit from within. Had Stella time to think on such things, she’d have remembered Mitena telling her this was his replacement for strength and durability and was considerably larger than the last one.
Abruptly the screeching and skidding stopped, and they were thrown back into their chairs.
“You should have driven over him,” Tad said, his voice panicked. A flash of light had him checking the mirrors. There was more screeching as the car skidded to a stop, blocking their retreat, quickly followed by a second. “You still could. He’s the only thing stopping us from moving forward.”
Stella looked over to see if he was serious and noticed he already had the door open, knowing she wouldn’t do as suggested. He stepped out of the van, looked back at the cars blocking them in, then swore before turning to face Kuruk.
“Nice of you to show up,” he taunted the giant. “Ready for a rematch?”
When Tad’s door closed, she couldn’t hear Kuruk’s response, but she didn’t like how cocky he looked. If he was worried about facing Tad, he wasn’t showing it. However, Stella needed to trust that Tad could deal with him. Her attention was needed for whoever was behind them.
“…need to let my sister go,” Kuruk’s deep voice carried to Stella as she opened her door and looked back down the length of the van. “Or I’ll come in there and get her myself.”
Stella ignored him, trying to see just what they faced from behind.
She saw two cars, both sedans, with men climbing from the vehicles and surrounding the van. Stella didn’t recognise them at first, but then she spotted the lone figure that hadn’t exited his car and was still sitting in the passenger seat with a smile on his face. She’d seen that face a lot over the last couple of months and had long since learned to hate it.
Marcus Riley.
So these were the Children of ADaM. Suddenly she was rethinking sending Trevors off to deal with that nightmare.
“Both times you faced me you had the element of surprise,” Tad answered Kuruk. “Since then I’ve learnt about your dreamcatchers and how they work. You can’t rely on surprise any longer. You should turn yourself in. It’s the only way you’ll get any kind of leniency when this comes to trial.”
Kuruk laughed in response, a deep, rumbling belly laugh. Seeing that no one was making a move for the back of the van, Stella risked glancing back at the giant. It was hard to credit that this was the life long nice guy Mitena spoke about. However, none of Stella’s senses went off when Mitena shared her story and Stella believed her. In fact, she had come to grudgingly like the young woman from Chicago. Stella would never forgive her actions, but she didn’t doubt that Mitena was genuinely sorry.
She suspected Kuruk wouldn’t feel such remorse. He might have been the gentle giant once, but a river of blood had drowned that man and this is what was left.
“This will never come to trial, and you’re not the only one who has come prepared for this,” he said.
“Your protestor pals in the cars?” Tad scoffed. “Marcus Riley and his gang? Oooh… I’m shaking with fear.”
Stella smiled at Tad’s acting. He sounded like the most confident man in the world and if she were not so good at spotting a lie, she’d believe it. He had come a long way since she first met him, but that was what facing a madman like Joshua King, overcoming nightmares like fire monsters, and dealing with a lifetime of mad ghosts did to you. After facing down all that, how could Tad not have come out stronger on the other side.
Unfortunately, it didn’t have much of an effect on Kuruk. Though not laughing, he still smiled.
“Go ahead, belittle my brothers in the Children of ADaM. They won’t lose sleep over disrespect from a freak like you.”
“They’re just normal people. After I’m done with you it’s not going to take long to deal with them,” Tad answered.
“Maybe,” Kuruk agreed. “But I learn from my mistakes. I underestimated you and got burned for it. I underestimated you a second time by not making sure you were dead in the explosion. It won’t happen a third time.”
Stella frowned as she sensed no falsity to his confidence. It chilled her, because no matter what he said, he should at least hesitate before going back up against Tad. There was something else going on here that she wasn’t seeing, and she didn’t have to wait long to find out what.
“Marcus, give the signal,” Kuruk shouted.
Stella looked back sharply, watching as the man in the passenger seat of the two cars spoke into his phone. There was no chance of Stella hearing what he said, but she didn’t need to because suddenly there was a pop.
It was the sound of air suddenly being shoved aside as an object occupied a space that was previously empty. It used to be a sound unique to dreamwalkers. Now, there was a rat-faced man wearing a greasy white vest and sporting a glowing design on his right shoulder.
There was another pop, then another, then another. Soon the air was alive to the sound of popping as maybe fifty people winked into existence, filling the road and even some of the field on the other side of the hedgerow.
Stella swallowed hard and shook her head. She thought she’d planned for everything, but she hadn’t planned for this. Mitena had been wrong. Kuruk could recreate tattoos. Evidently he’d been busy since she turned herself in.
“Like I said, I learn from my mistakes,” Kuruk shouted. “Now I’d stand down if I were you. And don’t go doing anything stupid like trying to dreamwalk out of here because we’re ready for that too. Aren’t we boys?”
Stella looked around to see who would answer, but was caught unaware when there was a pop from behind her. She spun in surprise but wasn’t quick enough. A thick, greasy hand, heavily calloused and strong as iron, clamped over her mouth and pulled her the rest of the way out of the van. Before she could put up a fight, another arm slipped around her torso and she was being lifted from her feet.
“We have your woman,” Kuruk said, still talking to Tad. “You do anything stupid and she’s the one who pays. You hear me?”
“I hear you,” Tad said, all confidence gone from his voice. “Just don’t hurt her.”
“You aren’t giving orders any more,” Kuruk snapped, the joviality gone from his tone. “You freaks get a taste of power and think you can do what you want, rule over the rest of us? Well, this is a wake up call.”
“You won’t get away with this,” Tad said.
Kuruk burst out laughing. “What is this? A kids cartoon? You won’t get away with this!” he mocked, shaking a fist as though he were an old man threatening some punk kids. “Grow up. I already have got away with this. There’s no way you’re overpowering all of us. You don’t even have any human support. If only there weren’t nightmares to keep them busy, hey girl?”
This question he threw at Stella who, still kept from speaking by the hand covering her face, could only frown in response.
Kuruk motioned to the ground in front of him and on cue a man with a spray can rushed forward. He painted a thick red circle and then with more delicate strokes he roughed out the shape of a dreamcatcher on the ground. It was about the same size as a manhole cover, and Stella wondered just what he was doing. Kuruk supplied an answer shortly after.
“Mitena is the genius in the family when it comes to these,” Kuruk said, nodding to the dreamcatcher. “But I’m not without my moments.”
He pulled what looked like a child’s toy from the back of his jeans. It was an action figure, an alien monster that had a tiny dreamcatcher etched onto its chest. Stella flashed back to the image of an eight-year-old boy playing with something similar a couple of months ago and what that nightmare had turned into. It was the first nightmare that truly got out of hand and Stella’s stomach clenched as she realised just what Kuruk had done.
He tossed the toy onto the hastily drawn Dreamcatcher and the moment the toy struck the design, the lines flared to life. Light chased away the evening gloom on the narrow road, momentarily blinding Stella and anyone who didn’t look away. When her eyes cleared, she found Kuruk was standing next to a giant, hulking creature from nightmare. Unlike the purple monster from a year ago, this one had no fur, but the warty skin of a toad. A light sheen of slime covered its skin and accentuated the shape of its enormous muscles.
It leaned forward on forearms which were twice as long as they needed to be and made up for the stubbiness of its legs. However, even hunched over on all fours, the thing stood six foot tall. With a head that was as wide as its shoulders and a mouth filled with sharp teeth that ran from ear to ear, it was a terrifying sight, yet Kuruk stood beside it casually.
“It’s amazing what you can conjure in Dream,” he said. “But if there’s a dream that can be dreamt, there’s a dreamcatcher to capture it.” He nudged the charred circle of the painted dreamcatcher on the floor with his foot, “And another design to set it free.”
Stella was feeling sick again, though this time it had nothing to do with lies. She’d been played. All this time she’d been planning for something like this, but Kuruk had been on another level. He’d lured the tactical units away with false nightmares, and now he had them cornered. She was unable to keep her distress from her face, and Kuruk grinned all the wider when he saw it.
Tad’s own helpless expression fell further when he came to the same realisation as her.
“You’re beat, Dreamwalker,” Kuruk said. “Now it’s time for you to give me what I want. Let my sister go.”
“Then you’ll let us go?” Tad asked.
“Then I’ll let her go,” Kuruk said, nodding at Stella. “You on the other hand...”
“Tad, don’t do it,” Stella wanted to say, but through the hand over her mouth it came out as muffled garbage. She saw the moment the fight left Tad and knew instantly what his decision would be.
“Fine,” he said. “Follow me.”
With only one last glance in Stella’s direction, Tad walked the length of the van towards the rear doors.
The way was crowded with Children of ADaM, each wearing sneering, hateful expressions as they watched Tad walk by. One even spat on him in disgust. Stella had never seen such naked hatred, and even as she was dragged around the side of the van by the walking muscle holding her in place, she wanted to scratch the looks off those faces.
Tad reached the back of the van with Kuruk one step behind him. He wore a look of triumph that was almost as bad as the hatred on the faces of the others, and he stared at the van eagerly as Tad tapped a key code into the lock and threw open the rear doors.
Stella’s captor had marched her around the side of the van to join the others at the rear, so she was in the perfect place to see Kuruk’s satisfaction vanish.
“What the fuck is this?” he asked, and the giant monster behind him grumbled angrily in response to its master's tone.
In response to that grumble, another grumble, deeper and louder, genuinely terrifying, echoed from the back of the van. It was a sound that refused to be ignored, and though Stella knew exactly what was making the sound, she had no choice but to turn her head to look inside the van. It was Growler’s speciality, and when he used that Dream laden growl of his, it was impossible to ignore.
Kuruk had heard it before on the night he got his biggest defeat and he took an involuntary step back, a look of uncertainty on his face before that was replaced by rage.
“What the hell is this?” he demanded a second time, reaching out and grabbing Tad, spinning him round to face him.
Tad grinned at him, and knocked Kuruk’s hand away. Stella suspected he must have been using Dream because Kuruk’s hand was brushed aside like it was nothing.
“What, you don’t recognise them?” Tad asked, his tone light. “Freckles wasn’t there that night, but surely you recognise Growler. And that is my ghost, Tony.”
“Where the fuck is my sister?”
Tad ignored his question and instead asked another.
“Don’t you want to know what those are?” He pointed into the back of his van, past Growler and Freckles who were staring down the newly conjured monster, and past Tony who waved at everyone with a massive grin. He was pointing at the four cameras that had been set up to face four directions, one forward, one back, and the other two pointing out the tinted glass panels on the side of the van.
“You think catching my face on film will save you or your girlfriend if you don’t bring me my sister right now?”
“Of course not. We can use them at your trial, of course. All of your trials,” Tad shouted, raising his voice to talk to everyone present. “They cover a full three-sixty-degrees so you’re all on camera. Smile. But no, though that’s a benefit, it’s not their primary purpose. They’re here because these particular cameras have been fitted with both SIM cards and GPS units. It means that right now its transmitting a live stream of what’s happening along with our co-ordinates. It’s exactly the information I need to get to know a place.
“But look who I’m talking to, you probably know all this now you have that Dreamcatcher on your arm. You need to know a place before you can dreamwalk there. Once you’ve got a good sense of its location and you can get a good idea of what that place looks like, it's usually enough. It takes a few minutes to really feel it out though, so if you’re ever laying a trap for someone, you need to keep that person talking for a few minutes while you give your backup time to arrive.”
Stella knew her cue when she heard it, and she chose that moment to act.
She had been struggling with the man holding her, but it had been nothing more than a token effort. He was huge and made of muscle, but Stella had recently been given information about herself that she was trusting more every day. It turned out, muscle and physical size didn’t mean much when you have other advantages. For Tad, that was the power of Dream. For Stella, it was the accumulated belief of billions of people that she was a detective who could handle herself when the situation was called for. People might only have a small amount of belief, but multiplied billions of times, a small amount of anything adds up.
Therefore, when Stella threw herself backward, the man behind her was knocked back hard enough that both his feet came off the floor. He would have pulled her after him had she not turned to break his grip, then set her feet so she could fight his momentum. It turned out the ugly brute was a man in mechanic's overalls and covered in grease. He was three times her size, yet he collided with the road with the same force that Harry had collided with a kitchen cabinet a week earlier. Tarmac was a little harder than chip board though, and this time it was the man in the mechanic overalls that broke, not the surface he crashed into.
The men standing around Stella took an immediate step back, their expressions saying they’d just discovered something considerably more dangerous than it looked. Stella took a moment to enjoy that, just as she enjoyed the look on Kuruk’s face when he finally put the clues together and realised what was happening.
Stella freeing herself was the last distraction, and finally she heard that oh so satisfying pop, followed by another, and another. This time they weren’t children of ADaM. This time help had arrived.
One by one, dreamwalkers blinked into existence. Some on their own and others with members of the Dream Team’s tactical units. Stella didn’t recognise most of them, but she did recognise her people, most of whom came armed, and finally she recognised Tad’s friend Jacob who appeared next to Tad himself.
“Hey there brother, hope we’re not too late.”
Tad grinned and shook his head. Though his next words were in answer to Jacob’s statement, he was looking directly at Kuruk as he said them.
“No my friend, you’re right on time.”
Kuruk was shaking, his whole body turning red as his muscles bulged and his veins stood out sharply against his skin. Finally he let out his anger in the form of an ear-splitting roar, and all hell broke loose.
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Tad stepped away from the giant man with the glowing tattoos and straight into the arms of one of the Children of ADaM standing behind him. The man grabbed him with supernatural strength thanks to a replica of one of Kuruk’s dreamcatchers. However, when a teenage ghost jumped on his back, he yelped and let Tad go so he could free himself.
The minute Tad was free, he spun. Seeing Tony’s phantom weight had thrown the man off balance, Tad had a moment of inspiration and focused on where the man’s shoe touched the ground, calling just a trickle of Dream to reduce the friction between the soul of his shoe and the tarmac.
His foot shot out like he’d slipped on ice covered in oil with a banana skin on top for good measure. He went down hard, head bouncing off the ground in a way that said he wasn’t getting back up.
“Thanks,” Tad said to the ghost even as he looked around at a world gone crazy. Children of ADaM were fighting with dreamwalkers, and Trevors men were struggling to find good positions to use their weapons, having to resort to strikes and physical blows as everyone was too close.
“Where do you want me?” Tony asked. “This isn’t like old days where I can be invisible and watch your back. I’m not sure what I can do here, mate.”
“You can give me strength,” Tad suggested and Tony nodded in agreement. Once again the act of absorbing his ghost was a quick process and soon Tad felt twice as strong and filled with energy. Despite that, he flinched when there was another roar behind him.
He was surprised to find Kuruk hadn’t moved. He stood still, shaking with rage and looking around with wide eyes as his night fell to pieces. On that, Tad could sympathise. His night wasn’t going perfectly either.
When he’d been backed into a corner at the dreamwalker meeting he’d kept himself from choosing one side over the other by trying to combine both sides. He gave the dreamwalkers chance to be part of this one thing, no strings attached and no names needing to be handed over. In return they would let him continue doing his job and wouldn’t take matters into their own hands.
However, when he’d sold the idea to them, he expected they’d drastically out number Kuruk and whoever he might have with him. He wasn’t expecting them to be fighting against a near equal force of men armed with dreamcatchers.
Another way tonight was taking a turn for the worse was that the roar hadn’t come from Kuruk, but from the giant beast at his side who stared at Tad in the same way a tiger stares at its lunch. Tad gulped and the creature lunged, its massive arms covering the distance between them in a fraction of a second. Tad’s brain barely had time to form a plan let alone enact it, and he would have been in trouble had fate not intervened to save him yet again.
This time it wasn’t a ghost to the rescue, but two giant masses of fur, teeth and claws that zipped by his head. Freckles and Growler collided with the creature in midair, and somehow both of the puppies were ten times the size Tad was used to. He had no idea how they managed the trick, but they were enormous and more than heavy enough to stop the giant creature in its tracks.
Heavy or not though, they were still puppies. They hadn’t grown into adult dogs, they had just scaled up dramatically. Their movements looked almost playful more than deadly and even as they bore the creature to the floor, it looked like they were bouncing and frolicking rather than taking out a foe. They had brought it to the ground, but they didn’t know what to do next.
Freckles yelped as the back of a clawed hand knocked him through the air. He instantly lost his supernatural mass and fell to the ground as a puppy, yelping again as he rolled. Furious at his brother’s treatment, Growler bit down into the creature’s arm, but its other hand was free to claw at Growlers side.
Growler took the blow like a champ, never letting go. However, drips of red blood went flying and splashed against Tad’s face. The moment he felt that warm liquid collide with his skin, something inside him snapped.
There was no thought, just action.
Tad raised his hand toward the beast and suddenly there was an explosion of light as a beam of pure white fire burst from his hand to laser into the beast’s head. For a second only the street was lit up like it was daylight and more than one scuffle stopped in surprise as what looked like a mini nuclear bomb had gone off. When their eyes cleared, they found themselves looking at a tiny puppy with three nasty, red lines on his flank, standing over a smoking, headless body of what once had been a living nightmare. Despite his injuries, Growler’s tail was wagging and he almost looked proud, as though he’d been the one to finish the creature off.
The sight of him safe again made Tad unclench and he blinked away the pain of using Dream for such an unnatural purpose. He wasn’t sure how he managed it. The only other time he had so successfully used Dream in such a way was when Kuruk attacked him in Jacob’s garden and…
Tad’s thoughts trailed off as he realised what was similar about that night; Tony. Apparently it wasn’t just physical boosts he got from the ghost’s presence, but a Dream boost as well. He’d need to look into that further.
For now he had to bring this fight to an end, and the best way he could see of doing that was to cut off the head of this particular snake. He looked for Kuruk, and the giant wasn’t hard to find.
He stood in the same spot, staring at the destroyed nightmare with wide eyes and maybe even a little fear. It didn’t last, though. He turned to Tad and his eyes narrowed as he roared one last time in defiance. It was posturing, pure and simple, and proof maybe that Kuruk didn’t have much experience with fights, especially one like this. Every second wasted taunting and yelling was a second he was vulnerable to attack. He learnt that lesson the hard way when Stella’s fist collided with his jaw.
Knowing full well how strong Stella had become, it was all the more impressive that Kuruk didn’t drop to the ground with a broken jaw. Instead, the tattoo on his stomach flared even brighter as Dream helped him absorb the blow. Suddenly another tattoo flared to life, one on his left shoulder, and he moved in a blur.
Stella was quicker than a normal person, but against such speed she had no chance.
Kuruk’s first blow caught her in the stomach, doubling her over. His second struck the back of her head and probably would have popped it off had Tad not acted. Using Dream to increase the density of the air about her head, he slowed the strike and cushioned the blow. However, Kuruk was supernaturally strong and fast, so the force was enough to knock Stella face first into the floor.
She bounced once, then didn’t move.
The same thing that snapped in Tad when he felt Growler’s blood went absolutely wild and he raised his hand to blow another hole in something, but Kuruk was too fast. Recognising the danger he zipped away and the next bolt of blinding light shot through the air where he’d been standing, straight through one of the Children of ADaM behind him and on through the hedgerow behind that. Again came a spasm of pain that Tad had to blink away as he looked for his target, and such a disadvantage was not a good thing when dealing with someone like Kuruk.
Tony’s reaction speed saved him, spotting Kuruk’s fist just in time to once again cushion the air. He did a better job this time as he had a fraction of a second longer to work with. He almost stopped Kuruk’s fist dead, but he still felt it and his head rocked back, taking his body with it. Ironically, the strength of that blow saved him from the next more brutal attack, putting Tad just out of reach of a gleaming silver blade that Kuruk had swung at his gut.
Twice more Kuruk struck as Tad stumbled backward, and while Tony’s boost in speed helped him stave off disaster, it never gave him the upper hand. There was no way he could keep this up and he needed a way to level out the playing field.
Once more he reached for the door in his mind, pulling over Dream and channelling the energy created by Kuruk’s incredible speed into boosting the air resistance acting upon him. The beauty of it was that the faster Kuruk moved, the harder he’d have to work to maintain his momentum. It didn’t take much Dream energy and the result was instantly noticeable. Kuruk continued to come on strong, giant arms throwing punches. However, he was down to heavyweight boxer pace rather than super hero speed, and with Tony’s help, Tad could work with that.
He dodged the first blow, then the second and a third before finally he got chance to throw a punch of his own. No one had ever really taught him how to punch, so it was sloppy at best and his technique was awful. However, when you have Dream enhanced strength on your side, your technique doesn’t need to be perfect. After all, a gorilla has no concept of martial arts, but in a fight between a gorilla and a cage-fighter, Tad didn’t think it would even be close.
Kuruk’s head rocked back, a spray of blood flying from a broken nose.
Tad punched him again, in the gut this time, knocking the air out of the giant’s lungs. After that he went for the knife. He grabbed Kuruk’s hand and twisted as hard as he could, turning it far enough that Kuruk yelped in pain and his fingers opened instinctively, the knife clattering uselessly to the floor.
Remembering the image of Stella being thrown face first into the ground, Tad felt the very real urge to keep twisting that arm until it snapped. The choice was taken from him as a heavy figure collided with Tad, carrying him off his feet and into the side of the van. Tad grunted as he hit, his bones crunching against the hard surface, but he stayed upright.
He pushed the dead weight of the figure that had collided with him aside and was preparing to attack the man before he recognised him.
“Jacob?” he asked.
“Sorry brother, I never saw that coming.” He raised a hand weakly and pointed back the way he had come to where a large fat man in jeans, t-shirt and a leather jacket was swinging a heavy chain. A blue glow emanated from beneath his t-shirt, telling Tad the man was tapping a dreamcatcher of his own.
That chain collided with the back of one of Trevor’s men, knocking him to the ground, before colliding with another dreamwalker in the stomach, sending him flying. The man was a wrecking ball to Tad’s people and causing untold damage.
“I don’t know what to do with him,” Jacob admitted, once again lacking the imagination needed to use their power properly. Luckily, imagination was something Tad had never struggled with.
The idea came when the chain lashed out and missed one opponent, scraping across the ground and creating sparks. Using that idea and running with it, Tad reached down to grab a stone from beneath his feet and struck it against the side of the van as hard as he could. The spark created from the impact was barely visible, but it didn’t need to be. Tad just needed something to work with.
Calling over Dream, he seriously boosted the strength of that spark and channelled it in much the same way as he had with the fire in Swansea. A bolt of lightning as thick as Tad’s wrist snaked across the space between them and the chain fighter, looking for something large and metallic to make friends with. In the blink of an eye it travelled up the length of the chain and there was a sharp crack and the leather-clad fighter dropped to the ground, twitching and foaming at the mouth.
“Jesus Christ,” Jacob whispered, eyes wide with wonder.
“Fight smart,” Tad said. “We’re dreamwalkers, use that.”
Before Jacob could reply, Tad looked for Kuruk and Stella. He needed to bring that man down once and for all, but he was also desperate to make sure Stella was okay. He’d softened the blow as much as he could, but she still went down hard.
Unfortunately, of Stella there was no sign. Kuruk, on the other hand...
Tad was moving before his brain registered that he’d even seen the man. Kuruk was pushing his way through the fighting crowd, knocking everyone aside even if they were fighting for him. Tad rushed to catch up, but could only go so far before people got in his way.
One of the Children of ADaM stepped into his path as he chased one of Trevor’s people with a cricket bat. He’d managed to get the upper hand and was swinging the bat to kill. Using Tony’s speed Tad caught the bat, utilising dream to help soften the blow as it landed in his palm. The wood was surprisingly warm as it had pushed its way through Tad’s air resistance trick, generating a lot of heat from friction in the process and giving Tad another idea. When he let go, the bat burst into flames so bright it turned the bat into ashes almost instantly, burning the wielder’s hand in the process.
Taking advantage of the man’s surprise, the Dream Team member who’d been beaten back brought his gun up as though to shoot the man. This close to other people and surrounded by so many of their own, Tad thought he was crazy. However, the gun was quickly reversed and it hammered against the man’s temple. There was a crunching sound and the man dropped like a stone. Tad wasn’t sure he’d get up again, and he cared even less. He was already moving after Kuruk.
But Kuruk was in full escape mode now, rushing away to fight another day. He threw his own people into Tad’s path and try as he might, Tad just couldn’t help but get caught up in struggle after struggle.
However, for as much as they were slowing him down, nothing was coming close to stopping him. He’d honed his skills with months of fighting nightmares. A few idiots with stolen dreams  weren’t up to the challenge of a ghost fuelled dreamwalker. They weren’t even a match for the less practiced dreamwalkers from what Tad could see. It had taken his people a little while to find their feet, but they were getting the upper hand.
However, it was growing bothersome having to find a creative way to deal with each attack. In many ways, figuring out the way their powers worked and coming up with creative solutions gave him access to something much greater than he ever dreamed of. Right now where time was a serious factor though, he wished he could just forget trying to find something to augment and just create something from nothing.
He’d already done it twice tonight with light after all, what would a few more times hurt.
A lot, a part of his mind that was still rational thought. He remembered the pain of doing it tonight. Anger and Tony had helped him, but he couldn’t rely on that going forward. Each use would hurt more than the last, leave him incapacitated longer. He had to do things the normal way.
But Kuruk is getting away.
One of the Children of ADaM practically fell into Tad’s arms as a fleeing Kuruk pushed him. As Tad caught the man his fingers brushed against the active tattoo and he flinched away from the heat, wondering how these people could stand it. However, as he pulled his hand away, he recognised another feeling.
Inspiration struck and before the man in his arms could even think of attacking, Tad reached out again, brushing that tattoo once more. The heat was there, but so too was a feeling Tad was familiar with. There was a connection to Dream, a power source, just like with nightmares and just like mad ghosts.
Tad grinned, and it was not a nice grin.
With barely a thought he channelled Dream through the doorway in his mind, not directing it into an image but directly into that power source. It didn’t take much.
The explosion of heat made Tad flinch and throw the man away from himself, but the damage to Tad wasn’t anything more than some singed hairs. The damage to the Child of ADaM was something much more severe.
The man screamed as Tad dropped him, clutching his arm where the tattoo had been and rolling around on the floor. Tad ignored him and looked for the nearest dreamcatcher to see if he could repeat his trick. There was a man next to him fighting with a dreamwalker who was using fire to keep him at a distance. Tad reached out and barely ran his hand over the man’s skin when he channelled Dream again. A second later there was another flash of light and heat, followed quickly by more screaming.
Tad’s grin grew wider.
Perfect.
Cupping a hand to the side of his mouth, he shouted and used Dream to augment his voice.
“Treat their dreamcatchers like mad ghosts,” he said, his voice rolling over the crowd loud enough to be heard back in Cardiff. Those nearest flinched away and covered their ears, while those furthest away quickly picked up the hint.
There was a flash of light followed by a scream, then another, and another, and quickly the fight turned.
Seeing that was in hand, Tad turned back to Kuruk. He was just in time to see him next to one of the cars, helping Marcus Riley out of the front seat. For a second only he turned to face Tad and grinned, before he blinked out of existence, taking Marcus Riley with him.
He hardly went alone, though. At the last second a large man in his early fifties who frustrated Tad every time he opened his mouth recently, jumped on top of the giant man just before Kuruk vanished. Brad the Texan vanished with them.
Tad swore, angry that Kuruk had got away again. As much as Brad had followed them, he didn’t believe for a second he would be a match for Kuruk. He simply didn’t have the experience.
“Tad, use him.”
Tad spun, surprised to find Stella rushing to his side with two puppies under her arm. She was passing him Freckles, which seemed to annoy the hell out of Growler, but Tad understood why she’d want to keep the other dog back. He was injured and needed to get patched up. And he wasn’t the only one.
Stella’s nose looked like it had been broken, there were scuff marks on her cheek from where she had hit the ground and a massive bruise covered half her face.
“Stella, I—” he started, stepping forward to get a better look, but Stella stopped him.
“Tad, I’m fine. Here, take Freckles and go find that freak.”
She practically shoved the puppy into his hands, and Tad had no choice but to take him.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“Use him to follow Kuruk. Stop him before he gets away.” When Tad still didn’t understand, Stella looked at him like he was mad. “Tad, the first thing these little guys did was follow you through Dream. You don’t think they can do the same to that piece of shit?”
“But what about all this?” Tad protested.
“We’ve got that in hand,” Stella argued and sure enough she was right. She’d read the course of the fight quicker than he had. With every dreamcatcher they took down, the dreamwalkers and Trevor’s guys were teaming up on the newer ones. Some dreamcatchers had run away and only a small pocket were left as a token resistance.
“Go,” Stella urged. “We’ve got this.”
Tad didn’t need to be told again. He turned away and with Freckles under one hand, sprinted for the abandoned cars and the space where Kuruk had fled.
“You think you can find them, boy?” Tad asked the dog in his arms, not sure at all if the dog would understand him. What was he thinking? Of course it couldn’t. It was a puppy. Any intelligence he assigned to the dogs before now was simply him explaining away normal stuff as something extraordinary.
However, Freckles chuffed happily like he had understood, then squirmed for Tad to let him down. He was squirming so violently that Tad had no choice but to comply less he drop the little guy. No sooner had his feet touched the ground when Freckles was off, nose to the floor as he sniffed around, making his way over to the car and the front seat where the door was still open. He went so far as to jump up into the car itself, still sniffing, when suddenly he stopped, looked at Tad, and barked once.
I must be crazy, Tad thought as he asked the dog, “Have you found his scent? You know where they are?”
Freckles wagged his tail and barked once more.
Still thinking himself crazy but also asking himself what he had to lose, Tad reached down and picked up the little dog.
The world shifted.
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Tad and Freckles appeared outside a multi-storey building made of enormous glass windows mounted into slim strips of wheat-coloured stone. The glass reflected the sunlight of a sky much bluer than the one Tad left telling him he was somewhere that was a few hours behind the UK. Fluffy white clouds filled that sky creating a picturesque scene that was in stark contrast to the destruction on the ground floor.
Windows were shattered, bricks were cracked, and even the paving stones had crumbled. It looked like a bomb had gone off. However, there were just two men wrestling in front of the lobby where smartly dressed people were peaking out from whatever shelter they could find.
Both men were large and strong, but one was impossibly so. Kuruk was all bulging muscle and the vigour of youth, while Brad had the wiry muscle of a strong man past his prime. Luckily this was more than a contest of natural strength.
Kuruk’s dreamcatchers flared brightly as he fought, but Brad’s strength was that of a dreamwalker. It was more natural than the stolen power of a dreamcatcher. Unfortunately, it required more thought as well.
Brad had fallen into the same trap as most dreamwalkers, he wasn’t imaginative enough. He used his abilities in simple ways. That meant fighting fist to fist, which was very much in Kuruk’s domain. He should have stuck to his strengths and kept the giant at a distance. Unfortunately, it was too late to correct that now, and the men too close together for Tad to intercede. All he could do was watch and cheer for his friend.
“He won’t win,” sneered a voice of pure poison from Tad’s side.
Tad looked over, then down, not even noticing Marcus until now.
“Kuruk is more than your friend and he is more than you. Even if you overcame him, it doesn’t matter. The Movement grows day by day as more people see the truth. Fight all you like, eventually we’ll be coming for you.”
“I should have left you in Dream with the rest of you,” Tad muttered just loud enough for Marcus to hear.
The man’s face purpled and Tad suspected he’d have attacked if he could. However, he was too far away and without his legs he couldn’t make up the distance. He snarled at Tad, but Freckles barked loud enough to shut him up.
“Really, you brought a puppy?” Marcus asked in disgust. “What kind of man are you?”
“Actually he brought me,” Tad said. Then to the dog he added, “That was great work, Freckles. But I’ve got it from here. Why don’t you go back to Stella?”
The dog took one last look at Marcus, barked again, then vanished.
“Really, you’re infecting dogs as well now?” Marcus asked, disgusted.
Tad just rolled his eyes and turned back to the fight. It wasn’t going well. Tad didn’t know much about wrestling, but Brad looked tired. He was down on one knee with Kuruk on his back and an arm around his neck. Tad doubted that was good.
Thinking on his feet, he shouted, “The dreamcatcher. It’s like a mad ghost, overload it.”
Somehow, through the lack of oxygen and sheer exhaustion, Brad heard.
Slowly he released the arm holding his neck and reached back. Kuruk’s grip tightened, cutting off more air to Brad’s brain and making the man go bright red like he was about to pop. However, Brad’s hand was still moving and suddenly he was let go as Kuruk screamed in agony and Brad was thrown to the floor.
The accompanying flash of light and heat had been hidden between their bodies and it dismayed Tad to see Brad’s back was smoking as he was thrown away. However, they were finally separated and Tad could help.
“Kuruk, watch out!” Marcus screamed and Kuruk looked up just in time to catch Tad’s knee to the face.
He rolled with the blow and staggered out of reach. Through teary eyes he watched as Tad came on again and suddenly another dreamcatcher flared to life and he blurred away, running back the way Tad came and standing next to Marcus. He didn’t go any further, so Tad had time to check on his friend.
“Brad, you alright?”
“I almost had the fucker right where I wanted him,” he joked, but other than his sense of humour, he looked in a bad way. “Kick his ass, Tad.”
“Gladly,” Tad said as he turned his attention back on the dreamcatcher. “Kuruk, that’s enough. You’ve got no friends to help this time and we both know your dreamcatchers won’t be enough. It’s done. Just turn yourself in and you can have the cell next to your sister.”
“You were never moving her, were you?” Kuruk guessed.
“She’s helping us with a problem.”
“Helping you,” Kuruk sneered, clearly not believing him.
“Yes, helping us. Unlike you, she’s seen the error of her ways and wants to make up for it. She’s using those amazing designs of hers for their intended purpose, to help people. She’s creating dreamcatchers to protect people from nightmares.”
“Nightmares you caused,” Kuruk accused. “You know, I don’t even think you’re lying. That sounds like her. All she wants is to help. The trouble is she doesn’t understand how sometimes help can do more harm than good. However, this time I hope she succeeds so nightmares can’t hurt anyone else. Meanwhile, I’ll help the world by getting rid of power hungry freaks like you.”
Tad sighed and shook his head. “You don’t get it. I know how to defeat your little tricks now. There is no more fight to be had. This is already over, you’re just too stupid to know it.”
“Already over,” Kuruk sneered. “I’ve barely begun. You think those fifty men were the only dreamcatchers I created. There are thousands of Movement members all over the world being tattooed up as I speak. No, Dreamwalker. It’s only just begun.”
“You’re lying,” Tad accused, horrified at the idea of so many people who hate dreamwalkers being armed with the kind of weapons that could kill them. However, judging by Marcus’ grin, Kuruk might actually be telling the truth.
“In a way you were right, it is over. It’s just a matter of time before everyone can defend themselves against people like you and your kind are extinct.”
Tad shuddered at the thought, but realised it didn’t matter for now. The important thing was that Kuruk, the current and present danger, was taken out of play. The trouble was he was keeping his distance, and even with his strength dreamcatcher destroyed, he had plenty of others to keep himself safe.
I need him to attack me, get close so I can take him down, Tad thought. The trouble was, how to rile him up. It didn’t take long to arrive at the answer. Unfortunately, Tad hated himself for even having the idea. He didn’t see another choice though.
“I wonder what Lucy would think if she heard you saying things like that.”
The smile on Kuruk’s face vanished in an instant.
“Shut up,” he said, voice cold and hard. “Don’t even think her name.”
“I heard Lucy was a kindhearted woman. She was like your sister, just wanting to help. It’s why she started the conversation that night in the bar.”
Kuruk took a step forward, raising a finger and pointing it at Tad like it was a gun. “Shut your filthy mouth. You don’t know anything about her.”
“I know that despite what you want to think, she went to that bar looking to hook up with someone that night. She was on holiday right, it doesn’t count—”
“Shut your dirty fucking mouth!” Kuruk shouted, taking another step forward.
“What’s wrong? Don’t like the truth? Don’t like that your precious little Lucy wasn’t as faithful as—”
Nearly all of Kuruk’s dreamcatchers came alive at once and they were turned up to full power. Light shone from him so brightly it was hard to look at him as he streaked forward. However, Tad was expecting it and had Dream ready, boosting his own reaction times and speed. The world slowed, but Kuruk sprinted toward him like time was normal. Even like this he was fast, his long legs covering the distance in no time. He wasn’t ghost powered though, and Tad was faster.
He sidestepped and Kuruk rushed harmlessly past, a look of absolute hatred on his face. Tad’s hand snaked out to touch the nearest dreamcatcher and with just a thought he flooded it with Dream.
There was another flash of light followed by a scream that was half fury and half pain. Tad had no idea what the dreamcatcher he destroyed did, but when Kuruk turned back, he looked angrier than ever.
“I’ll kill you, you freak!” he yelled.
Tad had only seen hatred like that on one person before, and that man was watching the fight from twenty feet away, unable to help thanks to his missing legs. Tad hated the look as much now as he had the last time. However, he’d learned that there was no way to reason with it, so he had to use it to his advantage.
“I’m the freak? You should have heard what your girlfriend did to that—”
He never got to finish his sentence as Kuruk was running again, screaming furiously. He was every bit as fast this time even without that dreamcatcher on his shoulder, so Tad must have destroyed the wrong one, maybe the healing one Mitena spoke about. That left only speed and dreamwalking, so Tad knew what to target next.
Again he watched as Kuruk rushed closer and again Kuruk wasn’t fast enough. Tad stepped aside, but Kuruk recognised the move this time and turned away at the last second so Tad couldn’t destroy the targeted dreamcatcher. 
His fingers ended up brushing over the inactive dreamcatcher on Kuruk’s left shoulder, and again he forced Dream into it.
“Aaarrrgghh!” Kuruk screamed as he skidded to a stop. Every muscle in his body clenched as he cried out at the sky, fists shaking as he fought against impossible agony. Smoke rose from his left shoulder and horrendously blistered and burnt skin covered his right shoulder and stomach. Only the large tattoo on his chest, the side not ruined the first time he encountered Tad, remained active, and even that one looked red around the edges. Tad wondered if he’d even have to touch this one to take it out.
He didn’t have long to find out. It suddenly flared impossibly bright as Kuruk gathered his will for one last attack and rushed forward faster than ever. Maybe too fast. Even as Tad once again put Dream to use, Kuruk was still like a blur coming at him.
But it was too much, too late. He was less than three steps away when there was a final flash of light, and not from Tad’s doing this time. Kuruk had overloaded his own dreamcatcher.
Screaming in agony yet again, he collapsed to the floor, rolling on his back and crying out his anger and anguish as he writhed in pain. It was a pitiful sight. However, all Tad had to do was think of Kuruk’s victims to push any sympathy for this monster aside.
“You should have come easily,” Tad said sadly as he walked up to the downed giant. Without any of his dreamcatchers in place he wasn’t even close to a danger anymore, especially not with Tony still merged with him. “Come on, let’s get you—”
“Freeze! Back away from that man and put your hands behind your head.”
Tad turned toward the voice and was surprised to find he was surrounded by a group of twenty men and women in suits, all of whom had a pistol pointed at Tad. He was even more surprised that he recognised one of them, the man who told him to freeze.
“Agent Holmes. You’re the very last person on Earth I want to see right now.”
“Yeah, well, you’ve got a funny way of showing it. Maybe next time you want a fight, don’t stage it outside the FBI Chicago Field Office.”
Tad shook his head in confusion. “That’s where we are? Why would he come here of all…” Tad’s words trailed off as he put the clues together. “Astur. That traitorous son of a bitch. Kuruk was here for help from your messed up partner.”
“I said, step away from that man and put your hands behind your head,” Holmes repeated, raising his gun even higher like he was itching to shoot Tad dead.
“Holmes, this is ridiculous. This is the man who killed all those dreamwalkers, the same one who took out half your team. I followed him here to subdue him and now I’m taking him back to the Dream Team headquarters so we can—”
“You aren’t taking him anywhere. Now, for the last time, step away from that man, get down on your knees and put your hands behind your head. Failure to do so will be taken as an act of aggression and I will pull this trigger.”
“Like you’ve been dying to do since the first time you met me,” Tad snapped. “This is fucking ridiculous. You saw what ha—”
Tad was interrupted by a loud bang, and pain exploded through his shoulder. To his credit, agent Holmes didn’t waste a second. He quickly stepped forward and pulled the trigger of his gun twice.
Tad flinched both times, trying to escape the sound, but there was no more pain, mainly because Holmes hadn’t been aiming at him.
Tad turned to see what happened and was just in time to see Marcus Riley’s body slump over lifelessly, the gun he’d used to shoot Tad spilling out of his right hand.
“You… saved me?” Tad asked Holmes in amazement when he recognised what happened.
“Shut up, Holcroft,” Holmes snapped. “Ellis, clear that body. Thomas, Curry, grab that murderous bastard down there and take him upstairs,” he nodded at Kuruk who was still groaning on the floor. Turning back to Tad he said, “Gun shot or not. You’re under arrest for—”
“The hell I am,” Tad said, taking a step back. Fresh agony flared in his shoulder as he did so, and he was sure it would be feeling worse without Tony.
“Listen. I don’t like this,” Holmes said. “We got your message about Astur and we’ve been looking into it. It looks like you were right, the fucker was dirty. That doesn’t mean you get to come here, torture a man into a smoking ruin in front of our eyes and just run back to England as though—”
“Wales,” Tad interrupted.
“I don’t fucking care. I only know that you will be held for questioning until this mess is sorted out and we can figure out what really happened here.”
Tad looked at Brad who was finally coming back to himself enough to realise that he too was surrounded. However, he knew when enough was enough and before anyone could lay so much as a finger on him, he vanished. Maybe he had the right idea.
“No, don’t do it,” Holmes warned.
“Sorry, Holmes,” Tad said.
Swearing, Holmes rushed forward to grab him, but was already too late.
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“What the hell are you doing here?”
Miles was so startled by Tony’s sudden question he almost dropped the expensive looking, black glass panel. Considering the floor of Lizzie’s barn was concrete, it was a good job he didn’t.
“That’s my question,” Lizzie said, frowning as she walked over from her editing bay. The place had changed a lot over the last few months. Tad’s bi-weekly interviews had catapulted her to new heights and boosted her revenue. Apparently, Lizzie had re-invested every penny back into the business.
She’d built two new sets, her editing desk had a serious upgrade, and there were three expensive cameras that Tony could see. Coupled with the new lights, the working heating, and whatever it was Miles was doing, the place actually looked like a professional studio. It was probably why Amber was walking around the place with wide eyes and an open mouth.
“I asked first,” Tony protested.
“And it’s my studio,” Lizzie answered. “Come on, spit it out or move on. I’ve got a busy day.”
Tony didn’t answer, instead looking between Lizzie and Miles as a suspicion formed. The silence didn’t bother Lizzie, who had always been more than a match for Tony, but Miles squirmed.
“I’m installing some new solar panels for the studio,” he said. “These new ones are awesome and once they’re up this place will run off the grid with no problems. I heard that they’re a dream related invention and—”
“He doesn’t care, Miles,” Lizzie interrupted. “He’s just being annoying.”
“I’m annoying? How about those panels? You’d think if they were that good they’d send round someone to install them for you. I bet you payed a pretty penny for them. Seems the least they could do.”
“Normally they would but—”
This time Miles was cut off when Lizzie smacked his arm, nearly making him drop the panel he was holding for a second time.
“He’s fishing, Miles. Ignore the little pain in the arse or he’ll end up in your head. In fact, why don’t you go work somewhere else while I figure out what this moron is doing here.”
Miles glanced between Lizzie and Tony a few times, then scrambled to his feet to do as told.
“That must be nice, having your own slave,” Tony said. “Is he that submissive in the bedroom as well?”
Lizzie sighed. “Tony, your little games don’t shock or interest me. Either tell me what you’re doing here or I will shove my foot so far up your—”
“You know, it wasn’t that long ago that you’d have been thrilled to talk to a real ghost,” Tony interrupted.
Lizzie sighed again and looked back to her editing desk like it might run away if she wasn’t watching.
“That was before, now I have more important things to cover.”
“Important like what?”
“Oh, I don’t know, maybe Tad starting a dreamwalker fight outside the city and then losing the bloody cameras to the bad guys who released all the footage. There’s literally three hundred and sixty degree coverage. How does that sound for important?”
Tony waved his hand dismissively. “Yesterday’s news. That happened days ago.”
Lizzie snorted. “Trust me, it’ll be a long time before this blows over. Too many people died. Granted, most of them were those Children of ADaM arseholes, but everyone is someone’s kid, right? Besides, it’s hard to forget what Tad was doing in that footage. Laser beams cutting people in half, throwing lightning bolts, blowing up dreamcatchers... If I wasn’t trying to spin all that into a good light, he’d be running away from torches and pitch forks by now.”
“Nah, he’d just dreamwalk away to a desert island until it all calms down. You don’t need to worry about it.”
Lizzie’s frown deepened.
“I hope that wasn’t you belittling everything I’ve been working on for the last few days, because I’m the last thing standing between Tad and a freaking riot. If I wasn’t working on this, you wouldn’t know what hit you. Therefore, I’m too busy for your antics today.”
“You’re not too busy for Miles though,” Tony teased. “Is that how you keep getting your scoops. Are you publishing pillow talk? Naughty naughty.”
Evidently that was one comment too far as suddenly Lizzy stepped forward, hands stretched out like she would choke Tony to death. Before she could reach him though, Amber was suddenly between them.
“Sorry about him,” Amber said, her ever-present smile and dimples in place. “Arsehole is his default setting, I’m afraid.”
Lizzie frowned. “Who are you?”
“I’m Amber.”
“Okay, Amber. What are you doing with the freak?”
“Oh, Tony’s helping me with a problem. That’s why we’re here actually, we need your help too. It’s for a good cause, I promise.”
“If it involves him, I highly doubt it.” Lizzie looked back to her editing desk yet again, sighed, and turned back, looking resigned. “Fine, you’ve got five minutes.”
“Perfect. This won’t take long, I promise.”
Amber quickly told Lizzie the story she’d told Tony a few days earlier, explaining how she’d found the kids and how she wanted to help them. Unlike Tony, Lizzie was perfectly aware of how bad things were for ghosts and was quicker to understand what Amber needed.
“So what are you doing with them at the moment?” Lizzie asked.
“We’re staying with Tony’s parents while we try to find their relatives. We’re not having much luck and hoped this was where you could come in. I thought maybe you could put the word out on your show so someone who knows the kids can get in contact with us.”
“Of course I can do that,” Lizzie said, much more warmly than she had ever spoke to Tony. “What about after, though? I mean, I hate to say it, but what if the parents don’t show up?”
“We’re thinking that for now we should get them into a school so they can be with kids their own age. We were thinking the primary school next to Jen’s school would be a good choice because she wouldn’t be far away if they needed something. The trouble is, the headmaster is flat out refusing to even let the kids on the ground, let alone enrol.”
“That’s where we thought you might be able to help,” Tony butted in. “You know, stick them on your show and bully them around like you’re so good at doing, shame them into doing the right thing. You know the drill.”
Lizzie’s frown returned as soon as Tony opened his mouth, but she didn’t yell, she just shook her head.
“It’s too early for that. You can’t just shame them when there are probably good reasons not to grant your request. Ghosts are scary to a lot of people, especially to parents. The teachers are probably just looking out for the kids.”
“That’s not fair though,” Tony complained.
“That’s just how the world sees it at the moment. You’ll need to change people’s opinion of ghosts before you’ll make proper headway with this.”
“How can we do that if they don’t let us near them?” Amber asked. “They’re good kids. They just need a chance to show they’re just like everyone else.”
“There’s the rub,” Lizzie admitted. She mulled it over for a few seconds, then turned on Tony. “Why didn’t you go to Tad with this? Surely he can help.”
“What can he do?”
“Tony, things might be weird for him at the moment, but he’s still the most famous man in the world. Most people would cut off their right arm for a five-minute chat with him. I’m sure if he asked the headmaster as a personal favour, it would go a long way. If you have Stella go with him, I’m sure that wouldn’t hurt either.”
“I don’t know, he’s kind of got a lot on his plate at the moment,” Tony protested. “He’s been through a lot recently and—”
“Oh my God. Are you actually thinking about someone other than yourself? Is the world ending?”
“Ha ha,” Tony deadpanned while Amber legitimately laughed at Lizzie’s outburst, the traitor. “I’m serious though.”
“Tony, just ask him. He won’t mind and it won’t take long. It might even be good press for him. Helping kids in need usually is, even if they are ghosts.” For a final time she looked over to her editing desk and the tension returned. “Look guys, I really have to go. Get me the parents information and some photos of the kids and I’ll put out the word. As for the school though, you’re on your own for now.”
Turning to Amber she said, “It was nice to meet you. I know what you're thinking though, and you should think again. Do yourself a favour and ditch this looser, you’re far too good for him.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Tony asked, but Lizzie just waved him off and walked away. “What did that mean?” Tony asked Amber, but she just blushed and looked away.
I’ll never understand women, Tony thought to himself before pushing the thought from his head.
“We better go talk to Tad,” he said. Then, suddenly remembering something, he brightened up. “Now might be a good time, actually. He’s been dragged into another golf game for Jen. It should be fun to watch if you want to tag along.”
“If he’s busy, we should probably just wait,” Amber protested.
“Nah, he’ll be glad to see us, trust me. Tad can’t play golf to save his life. It’s funny to watch him try, though. You in or have you got to rush back to the kids?”
Amber hesitated only for a moment, then smiled and shook her head. “No, I can hang around for a bit longer.”
“Come on then, I want to get there before he throws a tantrum.”
“This isn’t what I expected,” Amber whispered as they watched Doctor Sai Burman tee off on the eighteenth hole. Despite being dressed for the occasion, using a set of clubs that cost more than most cars and being a weekly visitor to his local club, he looked uncomfortable as he readied himself for the shot. 
This was in stark contrast to how he’d started the day. The slightly overweight, middle-aged doctor was in his element for the first five holes. But slowly his body grew more tense until it looked like he was one bad shot away from snapping.
“I know, this is so much better,” Tony whispered gleefully, and was treated to Amber’s grin in return.
“I don’t normally like golf,” she admitted.
“Who does?” Tony asked. “I think Tad’s been cheating though.”
Amber snorted and rolled her eyes, earning herself a glare from the grey-haired doctor who was halfway through an awkward practice swing.
Holding up her hand in apology, Amber took a step behind Tony like he could somehow protect her from the doctor’s anger. Tony didn’t care. He was loving every minute at this.
The doctor owned a pair of thick white eyebrows that looked like they had been glued on. They stood out sharply against the dark tone of his skin and were furrowed as he turned his attention back to his shot.
Two more awkward practice swings later, he swung for real. His shoulders jerked like he was trying to mimic a robot, his body lurched forward in an effort to get more power, and the result was a high-pitched ping as the club made only the barest contact with the ball. The doctor swore sharply and almost hammered his £3000 three-iron against the well-maintained grass beneath his feet.
He stopped at the last second as Tad coughed suggestively, while Tony, Jen and Amber sniggered as they struggled to hold in their laughter. The doctor wouldn’t look at them as he stormed back to his clubs and put the offending iron back into his bag.
“Hard luck,” Tad said as he approached the tee and positioned his ball. Unlike the doctor, he was far from dressed for the occasion. After what Tony put him through last time, he now wore jeans, a t-shirt and trainers. If he weren’t the infamous Dreamwalker, Tony doubted he’d have been allowed on the course.
With his good hand he secured the ball in place and then had Tony, who had agreed to caddy for him in return for being allowed to watch, hand him whatever club he fancied. Tony reached into the bag and pulled out one at random, handing it to Tad without even looking.
“Come on. Really?” the doctor protested, unable to hold the words inside. “You’re just mocking me now.”
To be fair, the club Tad was holding did look comically short for his giant frame. Tony checked the other clubs and saw the nine-iron was missing. Evidently it was the worst choice for this hole.
“No, this’ll work,” Tad said as he lined up his shot. From where he stood he had his back to the doctor so the furious man couldn’t see the moment Tad looked up to Jen and winked with a knowing grin. It set Tony, Jen and Amber to sniggering again which only upset the doctor more.
Considering Tad could barely grip the club with his bad hand, he didn’t even bother using it this time. He simply held it with his right hand, then without a practice swing and barely looking like he was giving it any effort, he teed off.
The connection sounded every bit as bad as the doctor’s, yet strangely the ball sailed straight down the fairway in a direct line to the hole.
“Oh, come on! That’s not possible,” the doctor protested, his voice almost despairing. “It’s just not…”
His words trailed off as suddenly the ball that was on the perfect trajectory to fall on the green suddenly lifted, actually doing a loop the loop before dropping directly into the hole without so much as making the flag twitch.
The doctor’s eyes were wide and his mouth hung open as slowly the meaning behind what just happened became clear. Then his anger erupted all at once.
“You’ve been cheating,” he snapped, finally giving in and kicking his clubs. He stormed up to Tad, a finger pointed at his face as he shook with rage. “This entire game you’ve wasted my time by using your powers to show me up. I have half a mind to—”
“To what?” Tad asked, cutting the doctor off. “Storm off in a huff? Make a complaint about my conduct? Complain to your friends that you played a round of golf with a one handed man just so you could be seen to beat the Dreamwalker over eighteen holes while never planning to take him seriously?”
The doctor struggled to answer in the face of Tad’s frustration.
“You want to complain about time wasting, doctor?” he asked. “I have taken the afternoon away from a job where I could be saving lives, a job that I can’t get cover for considering my near unique circumstances, so I could meet with a doctor about a very real problem my daughter faces. However, rather than meet with me like a professional, he instead just wants bragging rights for his friends.”
Straightening up, Tad used his height to his advantage and towered over the suddenly wide-eyed doctor. A year ago Tony would have laughed at the thought of Tad intimidating anyone, however at some point since the Merging, Tad had picked up a knack for it.
“I… Uh… This wasn’t about bragging rights,” Doctor Burman protested weakly. “I just—”
“I know, you wanted exactly what every other arrogant, up their own arse, neurosurgeon I have approached wanted; a chance to prove their superiority. You don’t really care because you don’t believe me, and you turned it to your advantage. If I’m honest, I preferred the doctors who refused to meet because they thought we were wasting their time.
“So if you expected me to just knowingly have my time wasted to give you a good story to tell your mates at your next dinner party, think again,” Tad said. “Oh, and you can tell Kimberly I said so as well. Don’t think you can use her against me just because she’s friends with Stella.”
“I… I wasn’t planning on…”
The doctor struggled for his words as Tad’s guesses hit the mark. However, slowly his anger faded and he had the grace to look ashamed.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t think. You’re right. I have acted childishly. But you have to understand my point of view, Mr Holcroft. For some celebrity to have the nerve to call me and try to place their ten-year-old daughter—”
“Nearly thirteen,” Jen protested.
“Sorry, twelve-year-old daughter, on work experience with one of the most senior surgeons in the country is ridiculous. To think that your celebrity status would—”
“Celebrity status? Work experience?” Tad interrupted. “What are you talking about?”
The doctor blinked again. “What are you talking about? I was told you wanted your daughter to come learn from me. Was that not true?”
“Yes, that’s true. But it’s not work experience. Jen has a very real problem that is in your particular area of expertise. She also has a potential solution to that problem that we think you could help her develop.”
“What’s wrong with her?” he asked, looking at Jen doubtfully.
“Just before the Merging, Jen was involved in an incident that damaged her spinal cord and left her unable to use her legs,” Tad said.
Again the doctor looked at Jen and shook his head. “If this is a joke, Mr Holcroft, I’m not getting it. She is obviously standing right now.”
“She’s a dreamwalker, like myself. She’s using her powers to animate her legs. But outside the Borderlands that isn’t possible, and even here it’s a constant effort.”
“What you are talking about is ridiculous,” he explained. “The injuries couldn’t possibly be so severe unless—”
This time when Tad held out his hand, Tony knew he wasn’t asking for a club. He fished out the file Tad had stored in the bag for just this moment and handed it over, cutting off the doctor mid sentence.
“What’s this?” Dr Burman asked as he accepted the plain, brown folder that should be familiar to anyone who had been to an NHS hospital. Even as he asked the question he was opening it and an instant frown formed as he came face to face with Jen’s medical records.
“This isn’t possible,” he whispered, but never looked up as he continued to leaf through the file. He paused on the x-ray and scan results, even going so far as to pull them out of the file and hold them up to the light for a better look. “This is a girl of about the same age, but this can’t be her,” he said, talking to Tad but still not looking away from the file.
“I assure you, it is her.”
“Then that is remarkable,” the doctor said, replacing the documents and closing the file. “It sounds like you have found quite the work around. I still don’t understand why you needed to see me.”
“What Jen has done is a workaround, like you say, but it's not perfect. Ideally, she would like to heal herself.”
“Impossible,” Doctor Burman answered instantly. “The human body can't heal from such an injury without more advanced surgery than I have ever heard of. I’m sorry to have wasted your time, but—”
“We’re not asking you to fix me,” Jen said, fed up of waiting for Tad to get to the point. “I want to heal myself. I can do it you see, here I’ll show you.”
“Jen, don’t,” Tad said, but he was already too late.
Removing a tee from the golf bag, she quickly reversed it and drove the pointy end into the bare flesh of her thigh below the hem of her shorts.
Amber and the doctor gasped, and even Tony winced at the gruesome sight.
“God damn it, Jen, we talked about this,” Tad snapped. Rushing forward and brushing Jen’s hand away so he could pull it out.
“It’s the fastest way,” she protested even as the doctor shouted for Tad not to pull it free just yet. He was ignored though, and Tad pulled out the offending object and shook his head as his daughter’s antics as he snatched up a cloth that came with the golf bag. He quickly wiped down the tee before returning it to the bag.
No one was watching him though, all eyes were transfixed with Jen’s leg as the doctor rushed in close to help. However, before he could even start administering aid, the small hole that was oozing blood closed.
The flowing blood stopped first, then the muscles beneath closed up like the hole was growing tighter, then finally the skin knit together. Soon there was just a trickle of sticky red blood running down Jen’s leg. Tad handed her the cloth so she could wipe it away, and a second later she looked like she had before she mutilated herself.
“Oh my god,” Amber whispered in amazement. However, for all that she was amazed, the doctor was stunned.
“What did you just do?” he demanded.
“I healed it,” Jen said, then quickly fell into an explanation of how she discovered this talent, how she had been practicing to heal her back, and how Tad said the reason she probably couldn’t fix it was because she didn’t know what she was doing. 
“It’s like the wound was never there,” Doctor Burman whispered. “There’s no scar or anything. How do you achieve that?”
“Why would I want a scar?” Jen asked like he was crazy. “I just picture the wound being like it was before and I call over Dream to make that happen.”
The doctor shook his head like she just said the most impossible thing in the world, yet he had seen it with his own eyes.
“What do you think? Is this something you can help her with?” Tad asked.
“I… Uh… Yes. Are you kidding? Of course I want to help with this. We’ll need to experiment of course, see what the depths of your talent is and how it works. I will also need to understand how your magic works so I can better figure out how we can use it, but yes, we must start working on this immediately.”
“You can help me fix my back?” Jen asked, her voice surprisingly quiet as she tried to make this point abundantly clear.
“I can… Well…” The doctor rubbed his eyes as though testing if they were working, then shook his head. “Honestly, I don’t know enough about your injury or your talents to answer for sure, but I am willing to help you try.”
“Really?”
“Of course. Don’t you understand what you did? What this could mean for the medical community?” he demanded, looking at them like they were crazy. “You just healed a deep tissue wound without a scar in mere seconds with your mind. If you could do nothing else, you would already be saving lives. Just the ability to close up surgeries like that, drastically reducing the risks of infection… We could speed up recovery times by a ridiculous degree, send people home from major operations in a day, ease up the congestion in our hospitals almost instantly. You could—”
“Easy there doctor, you’re getting ahead of yourself. Jen’s just one girl looking for help, she’s not a tool to be used to solve NHS troubles.”
“She would save lives,” the doctor argued, but he was shaking his head as he said it. He already knew it was unfair to put such a weight on Jen’s shoulders. “No, you’re right. But even studying what she could do, seeing if we could replicate it or… The possibilities are endless.”
Tad tried to say something else, but the doctor held up his hand for silence and took a step away, once again rubbing his eyes and even rubbing his temples as he mulled something over. The transformation in him was amazing. From the angry person he had been just a few minutes ago to this animated character, he looked like a man twenty years younger. After thirty long seconds, he finally looked up.
“I will have to think on this. But I would like to propose a deal if I may. We’ll hash out the full details later, but these are the broad strokes. I will relocate my practice to Cardiff so I can be closer to Jen and we can work together. I will also do everything I can to help test and prepare Jen to one day be in a position to potentially heal her back. I will help guide her schooling, sponsor her through university, anything I can to get her on the right path to either heal her back, or at least get her as close as we can. However, my help has a price.
“In return, I want Jen to actively think about gearing up for a career in medicine. Even with what little I’ve seen today, Jen could be the most revolutionary thing to happen to the medical profession since the proposal of germ theory in the late eighteen-hundreds. She could save thousands of people, maybe millions.”
He probably would have kept selling his point, but Tad stopped him. He asked the doctor to wait and pulled Jen closer to Tony and Amber, but away from the doctor.
“Jen, don’t get too caught up in what he’s saying. I don’t want him to pressure you into doing something you don’t want. We can always find another doctor. The choice is yours though and I’ll support you no matter what. You don’t have to lock yourself into this just because you feel you have no other choice.”
“Do you think he’s right?” Jen whispered. “Could I really save millions of people?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. You have to remember you’re only one person and a lot of what we do can only be replicated by other dreamwalkers. Could you save people? Definitely. You can do anything, Jen. But this isn’t the only path to that.”
“But saving people’s lives, healing them,” Jen said, her voice awed. “I never thought about healing anyone other than myself. What if I could, dad? What if I could be a doctor and I could heal every single person who came to me?”
Tad was shaking his head. “Don’t get too far ahead of yourself. We don’t know if you can heal other people yet, let alone become some super doctor. If you do this, it has to be because it’s something you want to do, not because it’s something you have been forced to do out of guilt.”
“But I want to do it,” Jen said, suddenly more animated, her voice much more eager. “Think about it,  I could save people, dad. I might be able to heal things that people would die of otherwise. I could help you when you do stupid things and get—”
“Don’t make this about me,” Tad said. “I’m not going anywhere and I certainly don’t want you doing this just to help me. I know I’ve had a bumpy year, but I’m still here and I’m stronger than ever.”
“I might be able to heal your hand,” Jen said, not listening. “If I can heal my back, a hand can’t be harder can it. I wonder if I can grow people’s limbs back.”
“Jen, you’re getting ahead of yourself. Please think about this properly.”
“I am, dad. I want to do it. I can’t do what you and Stella do to help people, but this might be an even better way. I would rather heal people than hurt them. I want to do this. Please, can I do it?”
Tad hesitated, clearly not liking something. However, Tony thought she had a point. If she could help people this way, shouldn’t she do it? Not to mention it might keep her out of harm's way. If she thought she was helping people, she’d be less likely to repeat what broke her back in the first place.
“Alright, we’ll give it a go,” he said loud enough that both Jen and the doctor could hear. Both started grinning. “But I have conditions,” Tad added.
“Name them,” the doctor said.
“The first is that you remember at all times how old Jen is. I don’t want you pushing her to see things she’s not ready for. I also don’t want you pressuring her to do things. She’s not a doctor with years of experience, she’s a young girl and you need to remember that.”
“Of course, I’ll treat her like she was my own daughter,” the doctor agreed. “What else?”
“We take it slow. Just a couple of nights a week to start until we can get a feel for how this will work. I don’t want you pressuring her to do more days because she could help. That’s not fair for—”
“I already agreed not to pressure her, Mr Holcroft. Baby steps are important… No, they’re necessary for what we’re doing. First, we experiment slowly and we get young Jennifer—”
“Jen,” Jen interrupted.
“We get Jen up to speed, then the real fun begins. Anything else?”
Tad shook his head. “Not right now. Like you said, we can hash out the details later. For now, I’m happy for Jen to do this if she’s happy.”
Jen grinned from ear to ear and started bouncing up and down on the spot. “Yep. I want to do this,” she said, barely containing her excitement.
“Fine. Then I’m on board as well,” Tad said.
“Great, when can we start,” Doctor Burman asked.
“How’d it go?” Tad asked as Tony entered the living room.
Tony sighed and slumped onto a sofa, rubbing his hands over his eyes. Sixteen years dead and he still couldn’t shake the human trappings of exhaustion every now and again. His eyes actually felt like they were aching… was that a good thing? It was easy to say no, but he hadn’t felt this… pumped might be the right word… in a long time.
“Pretty good. Lizzie got the message out and we’ve already heard from relatives for the twins. They’re coordinating with mum and dad so they can come down to explore their options. We’ve also had some calls from people looking for the ghosts of their kids, which sucks, but we’ll keep an eye out.”
“What about the other two?” Tad asked.
“Nothing yet, but it's early days. I mean, Lizzie’s show only went live a couple of hours ago. In the meantime we stick to Plan B, if you’re still willing to talk to the school.”
“First thing tomorrow, I promise.”
“I appreciate it.”
Tony continued to rub his eyes and only stopped when he sensed that he was being watched. He lifted his hands away from his face and found Tad smiling.
“What the hell’s your problem?”
“Nothing,” Tad said. “I’m just pleased to see you care about something this much. It’s a step in the right direction.”
“I’m just helping some kids. Don’t go reading anything into it.”
Tad held up his hands in defence, but he was still grinning. “I’m not saying anything. Just nice to see is all.”
Disturbed by Tad lifting his hands in the air, Growler woke up and yawned loudly. He untangled himself from the ball he’d curled into at the end of Tad’s sofa and instantly started scratching the cone-shaped collar around his neck. Unable to reach the itch, he whined and trotted over to Tad so his fingers would could scratch the spots that the dog couldn’t.
“It’s only for a little while, just until the stitches are ready to come out,” Tad said to the puppy. “It’s your reward for being so brave.”
The puppy huffed like it could understand him and wasn’t happy about it, however he accepted Tad’s fingers scratching underneath his collar with good grace and soon was sprawled across Tad’s lap looking pleased with himself. If he were a kitten, he’d be purring.
“It’s a shame he doesn’t have ghosts of his own,” Tony said. “He’d have those scratches healed up in no time.”
“Speaking of which, have you given any thought of what you want to do for Proxies for those kids?” Tad asked. “And no, before you get any ideas, I’m not offering.”
“I really don’t know. I would have tagged along with you to the next dreamwalker meeting, but I think they’re all going to be too old.”
“What about Jen?” Tad asked.
“What about her?”
“Ask her to Proxy for you.”
Tony glanced over his shoulder towards the living room door and the kitchen where Jen and Amber were talking.
“You’d be okay with that?” he asked. “I thought the last thing we ever wanted was for Jen to Proxy again.”
“Proxy for adults,” Tad corrected. “I didn’t want Jen to go through what she did with her parents and with Maggie just like I don’t want your kids—
“They’re not mine,” Tony protested.
“Just like I don’t want them to go through the same. But it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world for Jen to get experience with younger kids. She might not be ideal considering everything she’s been through, but she’s far better than getting an adult to do it and beggars can’t be choosers.”
“You think she would agree? Maggie hit her hard,” Tony noted.
“Yeah, I know. But as you are so keen of reminding me, we’ve all got to move on, eventually.”
“I never actually said that,” Tony protested, but Tad just laughed and ignored him.
Disturbed by his laugh, Growler climbed to his feet and shook himself awake. His tail started wagging and he looked Tad in the eye like he was trying to communicate.
“What?” Tad asked. Growler barked in response, just once and not in a menacing way, and Tad laughed again. “Alright. I guess it’s feeding time.”
Growler barked again and jumped down from Tad’s lap, suddenly wagging his tail so hard it was throwing his whole back end off balance. He barked again impatiently and Tony couldn’t help but laugh as well.
“I’m coming,” Tad said.
“I swear those dogs are more intelligent than most kids,” Tony noted as Tad climbed to his feet.
“I don’t think you're far wrong, which is why I won’t keep the little guy waiting?” There was another bark, this time from the kitchen where Hawk was hanging out with Jen and Amber, and Tad rolled his eyes. “Make that little guys,” he added. “I’ll be right back.”
Tony watched them go, mulling over thoughts of intelligent dogs and Jen possibly Proxying for Amber’s kids when Amber walked into the room, closing the door behind her and sitting with Tony on his sofa. Though on the next cushion over, she was a lot closer than she needed to be.
“You alright?” Tony asked.
“Yeah. Jen and Tad are just feeding the puppies, so I thought I’d see what you’re up to. Did you talk to Tad about the school?”
“Yeah, he’s on board with the idea. If what Lizzie says is true, this should all be sorted by tomorrow.”
Amber grinned. “Good. It’s crazy. It felt like I’ve been struggling with this for ages, and now it’s all getting sorted in just a couple of days.”
“Yeah, between my parents, Lizzie and the school, you’re finally off the hook,” Tony said. “Time to move on to more interesting things.”
For a second her smile faltered and when it returned, it didn’t quite seem as real as it had before.
“I might stick around a little longer. I’ve grown fond of them.”
“What about after that?” Tony asked. “You know, all this time I never asked what’s keeping you here? I mean I know you’re trying to help the kids, but why didn’t you move on before?”
Amber’s smile slipped again and she frowned. “Are you supposed to ask people that? It feels kind of personal.”
Tony snorted. “You want to talk to a ghost who minds social boundaries, then you’re in the wrong place. Just ask Tad and Jen.”
The smile returned, more genuine this time, and it was closely followed by a shrug.
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I just didn’t feel like moving on. I think this world has more to offer before I make that decision.”
“What about your family? You going to try to find them?”
She shook her head. “I know where they are. They know where I am. I don’t think either of us are ready yet.”
“Oh,” Tony said, suddenly uncomfortable. “So what are you going to do?”
Amber hesitated, looking away from him before she blurted, “I thought I might hang around with you for a bit… You know. If you don’t mind.”
“What? Why would you want to do that?”
Again came that shrug and then silence for a couple of seconds. Finally she looked up, looking him directly in the eye but not in a challenging way, more like she was checking for something.
“Would that be so bad?” she asked.
“No… of course not. I just can’t figure out why anyone would ever choose to hang around me when they have other options is all.”
She must have found what she was looking for because she smiled. “I don’t know. Things have a tendency to get interesting around you.”
Before he could ask her what she meant by that, she suddenly leaned in and kissed him. It was quick, barely a brush of her lips against his, and then it was over.
She quickly jumped to her feet and said, “I’ve got to go. I’ll speak to you later, okay?”
“Uh… yeah. Okay,” Tony said, suddenly unsure of himself and not able to think of a better answer.
It didn’t seem to matter though, Amber just grinned once more and then she was off. He didn’t want to say she ran out of the room, but she wasn’t hanging around. His brain rebooted just in time to shout a goodbye, but he wasn’t sure if she heard or not.
She just kissed me, he thought to himself, stunned. No one had ever kissed him before, not like that anyway. He’d had the cheek kisses of family, but they didn’t count. They had to kiss him, it was practically an obligation. But Amber… she had a choice.
My first kiss, he thought, a slow smile creeping to his face. However, then another thought came to mind which wasn’t nearly so pleasant. And she’s nearly fifteen years younger than me.
Groaning at the sudden war in his brain, Tony’s head fell into his hands. Why could nothing in his life ever be simple?
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“Tad took me and the legal guys to China this morning to talk with his dreamwalker contact, and we’ve finalised the contract,” Stella said. “We should have the first batch ready by next Wednesday. Thanks to the dreamwalkers involved, that means that if they’re okay, we’ll be able to distribute them Wednesday as well.”
Stella, Tad, and, of course, Freckles and Growler, had dreamwalked to London to have a meeting with the Prime Minister to discuss next steps. Sitting on the other side of the antique table, Norman was nodding, but not giving away any insight into his feelings beyond that.
“And they’ll definitely work?” he asked.
“I don’t see why not,” Stella said. “I made one based on Mitena’s instructions, as have a few members of my team. Mitena has checked them all over and said she would expect them to work. We obviously can’t test the nightmare ones as those would be random, but we have worked with Tad to test the effectiveness of some others and she’s not wrong. You don’t even need to be all that creative or skilled to make one work, you just need to follow the instructions.”
Norman let out a breath Stella didn’t know he’d been holding and slumped back in his chair.
“Thank God for that. So you’re telling me I should be able to tick nightmares off my problems list starting Wednesday?”
“There’ll be a transition period, we can’t supply a dreamcatcher for every bedroom in the Borderlands in just a couple of days. But I hope to see a drastic reduction in nightmares over the next few weeks and definitely in the next couple of months.”
“Thank God,” Norman said again, sharing one of his looks with Amelia before letting himself smile. “I’ve been sitting here expecting the other shoe to drop since you first got the idea to use dreamcatchers. It’s always seemed a little too simple.”
“Let’s not look a gift horse in the mouth,” Stella suggested and Norman quickly agreed. “Speaking of gift horses,” Stella was hesitant to add, not sure how this would be received. “I’d like to keep working with Mitena on her dreamcatchers.”
Norman’s smile faded. “Are you telling me you’d like to give a self admitted serial killer a pass for what she’s done, because I can tell you now that—”
“No, I’m not saying that,” Stella interrupted. “I’m just saying that with everything that’s going on in the Borderlands and all the changes we’re dealing with, it seems wasteful to throw away a potential resource. She still needs to see the inside of a jail cell and I in no way endorse the idea of letting her off… But she is useful and she is trying to make amends. I say we let her. It could be our ace in the hole…” Looking at Tad, she quickly added, “Our other ace in the hole.”
Norman caught the look and frowned deeper. “I take it still no movement on getting those dreamwalkers to come work for us? I’d hoped that now they’d outed themselves in the ambush they’d have had a change of heart.”
“They didn’t mean to out themselves,” Tad pointed out. “That was the work of an opportunistic Movement member who saw the cameras and thought he’d run with it. In hindsight, we shouldn’t have set them up to stream the footage and record it at the same time. We thought that if the stream failed, then we’d at least have video evidence, but that’s our bad.”
Norman waved that comment away.
“There’s nothing we can do about that now, we just have to live with it. It is a pain, though. Just as we get a handle on nightmares, something else comes along that undoes all our good work. Between those dreamwalkers throwing power around and your performance outside that FBI field office, the media’s having a field day. That’s enough incidents on American soil now to prove that the effects of the Merging aren’t just localised to the Borderlands and people need to be worried.”
“It’s not all bad news,” Stella corrected, bristling at the thought of their hard work being for nothing. “People will be safe from nightmares. That’s countless lives saved by my book.”
“Of course it is,” Norman said, again dismissing her comment with a wave. “I just hoped to get a reprieve from the bigger problem coming our way. No luck, though.” Turning to Tad he said, “Time to move onto stage two of the plan.”
“Stage two?” Tad asked.
“Solving the nightmares was only stage one, remember? Stage two is you getting your arse out here more often and sitting on my Borderlands council. It’s time you take a more active role in what’s coming.”
Tad groaned, but didn’t protest. He’d worked with Norman long enough to know it wouldn’t do him any good. He couldn’t say he was looking forward to it though, and for some reason that coaxed the biggest smile out of the Prime Minister yet.
“Oh, don’t look so glum. It’s a lot more interesting than it looks over here, you’ll love it.” Then to Stella he said, “I agree with your assessment of Mitena Campbell. She’s an asset we can’t ignore. Considering we’re currently refusing a very strong request to send her back to America to face justice there, we might as well get something from her. I’ll have to run it by some people and pull some strings, but I think we need to milk her for everything she’s worth.
“This isn’t in place of actual punishment though. I want to show the dreamwalkers of the world that we care about the persecution they suffered at the Campbells’ hands and the British government will have no tolerance for it. When she’s not working with you I want her locked down in the nastiest prison we can find. You got that.”
“Of course,” Stella agreed.
“Good. Then, for now, I think that’s everything. Tad, considering it’s Friday, I’ll give you the weekend off. But be here bright and early Monday morning,” he said as he climbed to his feet. “Oh, and wear something a little more work appropriate.”
Stella glanced at Tad in his jeans, shirt and blazer combo, which she knew was what Tad considered to be his best outfit.
“You’ve got more chance of getting a smile out of Amelia than you do of making Tad look presentable for the Westminster crowd,” Stella said, and she almost laughed at Tad’s hurt expression. Norman did laugh, which only made Tad frown deeper.
“Just make sure he’s wearing a tie and I’ll call it a victory,” Norman said.
“I’m not some animal who can’t dress himself,” Tad protested, but everyone ignored him which only made him more sullen, which in turn made Stella want to laugh harder.
“Right, that’s it for today. See you Monday,” Norman said.
Stella collected her things and the moment Norman and Amelia left the room, she offered her hand to Tad then jumped, her feet leaving the ground in London and landing in Cardiff.
“I don’t think that went so bad,” she said.
“I don’t see why everyone thinks I’m some kind of idiot who can’t dress himself in the morning,” Tad complained, and Stella did laugh this time.
“I meant about Mitena.”
“Yeah, that went well,” Tad begrudgingly admitted. “Are you sure, though? I know you said you trust her, but what if she does something?”
“What could she do?”
“She could give out wrong information that would put people in danger, make dreamcatchers explode or something… I don’t know. But remember, she orchestrated the killing of a lot of dreamwalkers before she had a change of heart,” Tad said, putting the last phrase in air quotes.
“Maybe,” Stella agreed. “But I have a good feeling about her, Tad. I think she made a massive mistake and now she wants to make up for it. I think she could help us.”
Tad’s phone buzzed as she was speaking and though he was still listening, he fished it out and gave the screen a once over. His eyebrows raised in surprise.
“What is it?” Stella asked.
“Jacob. He wants to meet about something.”
“Go for it, I think we’re done here,” Stella said. “I need to speak with Trevors, anyway. I’ll see you tonight for dinner, right?”
“Of course. We’ve got to get ready for Jen’s birthday party tomorrow. If you think I’m dealing with all that on my own, you’re crazy.”
Stella grinned and promised she’d be there. Tad kissed her goodbye, then vanished, leaving Stella free to go in hunt down Trevors.   
She found him in the break room with his men, all of whom looked up when she entered and none of whom looked happy to see her. Judging by what Trevors said outside the hospital, she shouldn’t be surprised. It hurt a little though as she was only doing the best she could. She’d just have to work harder to earn their approval from here on out.
Trevors was on a table with Harry and some of his men, and the two team leaders were close in conversation. Stella decided not to read too much into that and asked Trevors if he could come chat for five minutes so she could fill him in with what they had talked about with the Prime Minister. Trevors agreed and they went back to her office.
“Good news, I hope?” he asked as she closed the door behind them.
“Always,” she said, trying to keep the tone light. “It looks like we’re getting our first batch of Dreamcatchers on Wednesday, so hopefully we should start seeing a downtick in nightmare activity from Friday onwards.”
“I see,” Trevors said, neither sounding pleased nor upset about that news, just lowering himself into her guest chair with a neutral expression. “What else?”
“Tad’s leaving us, heading off to Westminster to throw some weight around there.”
Trevors frowned at this, something Stella was genuinely surprised about. Trevors got on well with Tad, most people did, but she also knew that most of the Dream Team weren’t that trusting of him. They struggled with the guy who looked like a strong wind would knock him over wielding enough power to deal with a stadium full of dragons and tidal waves big enough to wipe out Welsh coastal towns. She thought Trevors would be happy to see the back of him.
“I know these dreamcatchers are supposed to be the second coming and all that,” Trevors said cautiously. “But should we really be benching our best asset before we’ve guaranteed the win?”
“We’re not exactly benching him,” Stella said. “If we need him, he’s only a phone call away. He’s just going to be moving his focus from stopping nightmares to giving the Westminster crowd a taste of what the Borderlands is actually like. He will be fighting for us with people of power, so I think this should be a good thing.”
“I suppose so,” Trevors said, but still he didn’t look happy.
He hadn’t been comfortable around her since their talk at the hospital and she knew a rift had opened between them. She didn’t wholly agree with every point he made, but she respected the fact that he was honest with his feelings and confronted them head on. She hoped that sharing her next sliver of information might mend some bridges.
“I’ve also got the Prime Minister to agree to using Mitena for other things besides those dreamcatchers to stop nightmares. It’s pending some official approval, but that’s just a formality now.”
Trevors’ frown deepened. “Why would we want to do that?”
“Well, I was thinking… How would you feel about levelling the playing field a bit?”
“What do you mean?” Trevors asked.
“I was just curious how many of your guys might be up for getting some tattoos.”
“Tattoos?” Trevors asked, then suddenly his eyes went wide. “Wait, you mean like those tattoos?” When Stella nodded, she finally got that grin she had been waiting for. “You know what, I think I might be able to sell a few of my guys on that.”
“I thought you might,” Stella said. “I’ve been thinking of getting one or two of my own. The dreamwalking one in particular would be really, really handy.”
Trevors’ eyes widened further. “She’s agreed to do this?” he asked eagerly.
“Not yet, but I know she will. She’s ashamed of what she’s done so far and wants to make it right. I take it you approve?”
Trevors grinned wider than ever and leaned forward eagerly. “When can we start?”
Stella looked up at the knock on her door and waved Denise inside.
“I thought you’d gone home,” Stella said.
“Just heading out now. There’s someone here to see you though, said he’s family.”
Stella sat back as she tried to think of who would dare use that to get in to see her.
“He have a name?”
“Leon Galanis. You want me to chase him off?”
It took Stella a second to recall the name, then suddenly her eyes widened and she shook her head. “No, I want to hear what he has to say.”
“You want me to stick around? Maybe get you in five minutes in case you need an escape?” Denise asked, correctly reading Stella’s mood.
Stella shook her head. “No, go home. I’ll be fine.”
“I know you’ll be fine, it doesn’t hurt to get help now and again though.”
Stella smiled. “Go home, Denise. Have a good weekend.”
“Fine. Yeah, you too,” Denise said, waving at her as she left the room.
Less than a minute later there was another knock. This time when Stella looked up she found her newly discovered cousin standing in the doorway looking awkward. That being said, he was dressed a lot more casually than when last she’d seen him, this time wearing a t-shirt and jeans.
“Hello,” he said as he nervously stepped inside.
“I thought you’d be back in Greece by now,” Stella noted.
“I was. I came back. I didn’t like how we left things.”
“Oh?” Stella asked, not giving an inch.
“Can I sit?” Stella nodded and he slipped into the chair in front of her desk, though he never really relaxed. “Our first meeting did not go as I hoped. I mean, I didn’t even know you existed. I knew Stella Martin existed, but even with you looking so much like yia-yia, I never realised. I…” He paused and took a deep breath. “There’s not many of us Galanis’ left. There’s only me, yia-yia, and now you.”
“I’m a Martin,” Stella pointed out.
“You know what I mean. I was so happy when I found out you existed. I had a long, angry talk about why yia-yia kept you secret.”
“Did you get an answer?” Stella asked, trying to sound casual but hating how much her voice shook. Though she wished otherwise, she cared more about his answer than she would admit.
“I think she was ashamed,” Leon said. “Yia-yia and your mother were always fighting. She feels like that drove Sophia away. Then Sophia died in a foreign country thousands of miles from her family. I don’t think she could bear seeing you and remind herself of that.”
“Oh, well, so long as she was comfortable, then she made the right choice,” Stella said bitterly.
“She is just human. Everyone makes mistakes.”
Stella sighed, trying her best to let go of her anger, but never quite succeeding.
“Oh, I know that. I’ve made enough of my own. But some mistakes cost more than others, and I am a big believer in personal responsibility. We all make choices, good and bad. It’s important that we pay for them.”
“I made a choice. I decided that the last time we spoke was not how I wanted to meet my cousin, so I came back to make things right. I hoped that maybe… I just want to show you we’re not all bad.”
Stella frowned, not sure how to deal with this. Falling back on bad habits, she analysed his reasoning through a detective’s perspective and soon found his explanation wanting.
“That’s not the only reason you came here, is it?”
Leon sighed. “The only one that matters. But no, not the only reason.”
“What’s the other one?”
“I came to warn you.”
“Warn me of what?”
“The librarian the Dreamwalker... I mean Tad... spoke to about finding yia-yia has guessed who you were. She is a gossip.”
“So other people on the island know I’m a long-lost relative, so what?”
“Stella, Hydra is one of the most heavily populated communities of Eidolon in the world. They know you exist, and they’re watching. I wanted you to be careful because if they think you are growing beyond what they think is safe, then they will come for you.”
“Another threat?” Stella asked, her tone cold.
“No. I’m not threatening, I’m warning. These are powerful people. They don’t have the abilities they once did, but they have power in other ways. They are scary people and I don’t want to see you hurt.”
“You know, your warnings sound an awful lot like threats, whether you mean them to or not. I don’t like threats, I never have. So give them a message from me. I’m not looking for more power or to become a god or whatever the hell it is you think I’m doing. I just want to get on with my life and help as many people as I can along the way. But if they come for me, then I won’t just sit by and let them do whatever they want. That is a threat.”
Leon looked pained. “Please, Stella. I beg you. I have just found out about you. I don’t want to lose another family member so soon.”
“You’ve given your warning, and it’s been heard,” Stella said coldly. “If that’s all, I’m a busy woman.”
For a second Leon looked like he wanted to argue, but then he slumped into the chair, head hanging low in defeat.
“Of course,” he said. “I’ll leave you too it.”
Slowly he climbed to his feet, hesitated like he wanted to say something else, and then walked out the office without looking back.
Stella swore the moment her door closed and threw her pen at the desk in annoyance. Damn Tad for sticking his nose into things that didn’t concern him. She really didn’t need complications like this in her life.
Yet you’ve wanted them regardless, a small voice said from the back of her mind. It was a voice she’d locked behind a wall for years without letting it see the light of day, but it had been freed recently.
Stella hesitated another second, wondering just what that voice meant, then she swore again because it was right. Jumping up from her chair, she ran out of her office as quick as she could. She rushed down the hall, through the door and down the stairs, eventually throwing herself through the entrance of the building just in time to catch a young man climbing into the back of a taxi.
“Leon, wait,” she called, horrified once more to hear the shake in her voice and to feel her hand trembling on the door she held open.
Leon looked up from the car in surprise but said nothing. He just waited for Stella to speak again.
“What time is your flight home?”
“It’s not booked yet,” he admitted. “I wasn’t sure how long I would need to be here.”
“Tad’s daughter, Jen. She’s turning thirteen tomorrow and we’re throwing a party. We need another adult to help control the guests. Can you stick around long enough to lend a hand?”
He hesitated a moment, but slowly a smile spread across his face and he nodded.
“Yes. I would only be waiting for a new flight anyway, so why not?”
Stella nodded, then reached into her pocket and came out with a business card. “Send me your contact details to the email on there, and I’ll let you know the specifics later on tonight.”
His smile growing, Leon accepted the card and held it up to her.
“I will do that,” he promised, before slipping it into his trouser pocket. “See you tomorrow.”
Stella nodded. “See you then,” she said.
He smiled a final time and climbed into the back of the taxi. A few seconds later it was accelerating away, and Stella gave a brief wave of farewell. The moment he was out of sight, she slumped against the door, her whole body shaking. She’d just done something she thought she’d never do. She’d willingly invited her family back into her life.
He wasn’t lying, that small voice in the back of her mind whispered. When he was talking about meeting you and getting to know you, he wasn’t lying.
No, Stella thought back to that inner voice, he wasn’t.
Slowly a smile spread across her face as she realised just how huge that simple truth was. 
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Once again Jacob had created a familiar space in Dream and had given up on the competition he used to have with Tad. This wasn’t a scheduled Dreamwalker meeting, but Tad was disappointed at appearing in a Dream version of Jacob’s garden, regardless.
Jacob rose from his chair, leaving behind Brad and two other dreamwalkers who often stayed after meetings. Tad greeted them with a friendly smile, but inside something felt wrong. 
“Jacob. Everything okay?” Tad asked. “From your text it sounded urgent.”
“Sorry about that. Everything’s fine, I just wanted to have a catch up.”
“And we’re doing it here because?”
“Because I’m not comfortable going home at the moment. None of us are. But come, take a seat and have a beer.”
Tad let himself get led to a free chair but waved off the beer when he was offered one. “I’ve got birthday celebrations to plan, so I better not.”
Jacob grinned. “Jen’s finally turning thirteen. She’s been talking about that since I first met you.”
“She’s been talking about that since she turned twelve,” Tad replied and Jacob laughed.
“Look, I know I offered to come over and help, but I will have to take a raincheck. Sorry, brother.”
“Of course,” Tad said, waving it off. “We’ve got it covered, anyway. You were more for sanity reasons than anything else.”
“Don’t say that. Now I feel worse than ever for letting you down.”
Again Tad waved the comment off. He turned his attention to Brad, who he hadn’t seen since the confrontation outside the FBI field office.
“Hey Brad, how you feeling?”
“I’m on the mend. That big fucker was stronger than he looked.”
“He looks like a cross between a man and a bear,” Tad noted and Brad grinned.
“Exactly. But I was wrong, there’s no man in that boy. He’s all bear. If I’d have known I’d have used my gun.”
“So long as you’re feeling alright,” Tad said and Brad tilted his beer in Tad’s direction in response. “So guys, what’s up? Is everything alright?”
Jacob took a pull from his beer and sighed, drawing Tad’s attention.
“Don’t take this the wrong way because we really don’t mean anything by it, but we just finished up a dreamwalker meeting.”
“You did?”
“Yes, and the reason we didn’t invite you was because we wanted to figure out where we stood without wasting your time. We know you’re busy doing important work and didn’t want to pull you away.”
Tad didn’t believe him for a second, but he nodded like it was the most normal thing in the world.
“So what did you talk about?”
“We were discussing what happened, the news coverage, and what’s next for us. The truth is brother, a lot of us have gone into hiding.”
“Why?” Tad asked, genuinely confused.
“Because we’ve been outed. That video showed a lot of faces who’d rather be kept in the dark. It went everywhere. To friends, family, governments… everywhere.”
“I never thought about that. I’m so sorry, guys—”
“Water under the bridge,” Jacob interrupted. “You told us what to expect when you shared your plans. We knew what we were getting into and again we’re thankful you respected us enough to let us in it. We all respect that.”
“No problem,” Tad said, suddenly awkward. He didn’t like where this was leading.
“Anyway, we’re in hiding while we wait to see how this turns out. But after watching the news, we’re not liking the way the wind is blowing. Some people like your reporter friend have spun things in a good light, but most are scaremongering. The public is starting to fear us. A lot of us are worried about just where this will go.”
“Things will settle again. We have dreamcatchers rolling out on Wednesday that should free the Borderlands from Nightmares. Trust me, when that gets out people will see things better and opinions will change.”
“Maybe, maybe not. The truth is, we’re fighting a losing battle. Every day more people are joining the Movement, speaking out on TV about how much they hate us, and the world is becoming a scary place for dreamwalkers.”
“What are you saying?” Tad asked.
“I’m saying it’s time we take a more firm hand with things. We need stronger action to protect ourselves. You’ve done an amazing job, but it's just not enough anymore. People didn’t like what they saw on those cameras, and liked what happened in Chicago even less. Normals are picking sides and they wouldn’t do that unless there’s a fight coming. We have to stop hesitating, brother. We have to get ourselves ready to fight.”
“Come off it. Things aren’t that bad,” Tad argued. “Besides, if you gear up to fight, people will see that and think we want a fight.”
“We don’t have to publicise this, but we’d be stupid not to act,” Jacob disagreed. “Those dreamcatcher twins were just the first to come at us like this. Now dreamcatchers are in the hands of the Children of ADaM, it’s only a matter of time before more people come after us.”
Tad tried to argue, but Jacob talked over him.
“Sorry, but this isn’t a request anymore. We’re not asking for advice, we’re telling you what we will do and asking you to join us. Like I said, we appreciate everything you’ve done, but we can’t have this sit on just your shoulders anymore.”
“It never had to sit with me alone,” Tad argued. “You could have joined the Dream Team, come work with the Prime Minister, taken any job. It never had to come to this, it still doesn’t. This is the wrong move, Jacob. You’re just going to get people worked up over nothing.”
“Hardly nothing. But I hear what you’re saying. You’re not ready for this and that’s okay. You’ll have a chance to give us your reasons at the dreamwalker meeting on Sunday. I just wanted to let you know that some of us are preparing to do our own thing. We have to.”
“Look, guys. I appreciate you telling me this, but do me a favour and think on it until the meeting. Give me time to find more ways to change your—”
“Tad, enough. You’ve done your best and it’s more than any of us could do. But we’ve made up our minds. Don’t worry, we’re not going out causing trouble. We’re just protecting ourselves so what happened with the Campbell twins can’t happen again.”
Tad wanted to argue some more, but he could see they had made up their minds. So, he bit his tongue and shook his head, and let that be all the argument he had left to give while the conversation turned to other things.
Jacob waited just long enough to be sure Tad was gone before sitting back down.
“That didn’t go well,” Brad pointed out.
“Not as well as I’d hoped,” Jacob agreed. “I didn’t dare tell him everything. You could see in his eyes that he’s not with us. It will disappoint the others.”
Two of the three dreamwalkers nodded in agreement. It was Simon, a twenty-six-year-old man from New York, who was the lone holdout. He was one of the more recent members of their Sunday meetings and didn’t speak much in the circle. He only came out of his shell to Jacob after Tad and most other dreamwalkers had left. That was when he was loudest, just like now.
“He’s a coward and too afraid to admit the truth or pick a side,” he said.
“Shut your fucking mouth,” Jacob snarled, loud and angry for the first time in longer than he could remember. He didn’t mean to, but the kid’s comment got under his skin. His brother always teased Jacob about his temper, telling him he held it too long. He acted calm and collected all the time, letting the pressure build rather than snapping at people. The trouble was that eventually something would cause him to blow, and like now it wasn’t always anything big.
Simon flinched from Jacob’s angry response even as the other two jumped in surprise.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—” the boy started, but Jacob interrupted him.
“Tad Holcroft has done more for you, me and our people than you will ever be able to appreciate. You’ve just got to look at the scars on the man to know he isn’t a coward.”
“I didn’t mean like that. I meant he’s afraid to choose sides.”
Jacob shook his head. “No, he’s picked his side. The problem is that the side he picked isn’t actually a side he can pick. He doesn’t realise yet that there’s normal people, and there’s us. He’s tried to pick both. He’ll come around eventually though, have no doubt.”
An awkward silence fell over them, and again it was Simon who broke it.
“How could he do that light blast?” he asked. “Twice I saw him use it. That was pure Dream, I know you all felt it. I couldn’t come close to doing that if I tried.”
“He’s right,” Brad said. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been amazed at what Tad can do. He’s not like the rest of us, is he? I used to think it was just training and using his powers more than us, but it’s more. What he did with those dragons, the way he blew that giant through your wall, the light that cut those damn people in half. He’s not normal, Jacob.”
Jacob hesitated before answering, as this was a question he’d been pondering himself. Finally he shook his head.
“No, you’re right. There’s more to Tad than we know, but I don’t think even he knows it.”
“It’ll be a problem if he turns against us,” Brad said. “Don’t get me wrong, I would love it if he didn’t, but we both know he will never come round to our way of thinking in time. If we end up crossing horns with that man… I don’t know, Jacob. He’s got a habit of doing the impossible. He could ruin everything.”
Jacob shook his head again, all anger gone and just feeling cold inside. Though it hurt him to admit it, he knew Brad was right. Tad wouldn’t be with them on this, at least not at first. It meant he’d have to neutralise him while they got the ball rolling. Once their plan was in motion, there’d be no stopping them, but until then…
“Leave Tad to me,” Jacob said.
“What are you going to do?” Simon asked, not getting the hint.
Having already spent his anger, Jacob didn’t snap at the kid. Just counted to ten and answered his question.
“For all that Tad is strong when he needs to be, he’s got a serious weakness that I’d hoped never to exploit. If he ever finds out it’s me, he’ll never forgive me.”
“What is it?” Simon asked, his voice little more than a whisper in his excitement.
“He cares too much,” Jacob answered. “You get between him and something he cares about and he no longer thinks clearly.”
“Hang on,” Brad protested. “I want to neutralise the man, not do something drastic.”
“Drastic action is all that’s left,” Jacob said. “Sacrifices are necessary in the grand scheme of things. Trust me, this time tomorrow Tad won’t be a problem for us.”
Downing the last of his beer, Jacob mentally prepared himself for what he had to do, and hated himself for being the one to do it.
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Friday, 22nd July 2016
18:14
Stella passed the colander to Tad so he could drain the steaming pasta into the sink.
“He basically said they’d kill me if I show signs of changing,” she explained as she returned to her spot at the breakfast island. “I don’t think he meant it as a threat, but he was serious. The last thing I need is to be on the lookout for these arseholes.”
Tad glanced back at her and was clearly thinking dark thoughts.
“Don’t worry,” she said, guessing at those thoughts. “I’m surrounded by Trevors’ people at work, and they’ll all be suped up soon. Whenever I’m not there, I’m usually with you, so no one will get to me.”
“Maybe we should speak with the Prime Minister about getting that security detail back,” Tad suggested as he put the pasta back in the now empty pan, pouring over the sauce he’d made before returning it to the stove and stirring it with a wooden spoon. “He protested hard enough when we asked them to remove everyone’s but Jens so—”
“No, I’m not going back to that,” Stella said. “Besides, it’ll blow over. So I can tell when people are lying, it's hardly divine.”
“Your strength is pretty serious,” Tad said. “I saw what you did to that guy during the fight.”
“Yeah, and what did Kuruk do to me five minutes later?”
“A suped up Kuruk,” Tad protested. “Come on Stella, even you admit you’re changing.”
“I know I am, I just don’t think I have to worry about becoming some kind of goddess anytime soon.” Before he could question her further she added, “Anyway, I’ve invited Leon to help with Jen’s party tomorrow. Sounds like it was a good shout now Jacob’s not coming.”
“Really?” Tad asked, so surprised he turned away from what he was doing for the first time in the conversation. “You actually invited him over.”
“I just thought it would be good to speak with him a bit while he’s here,” she answered defensively.
“I’m not saying it wasn’t a good idea,” Tad tried to explain.
“No. Well, what were you saying?”
He frowned at her tone and turned back to the pasta.
“Nothing I guess. Can you shout Jen and Tony to tell them dinner’s ready?”
She snorted at his clumsy attempt to change the topic, but did as asked. A few seconds later there was the heavy pounding of Jen rushing down the stairs followed by the awkward thumping of Hawk following her. Half a second after that, the kitchen door exploded inward and they both skidded to a stop.
“Tony’s not here,” Jen said in way of greeting, walking straight to her usual spot at the kitchen table and dropping into the seat. “He’s with Amber.”
Tad glanced up from where he was dishing out the pasta.
“Why did you say it like that?”
Jen giggled. “Oh, come on, dad. It’s clear he’s got a thing for her. That’s why he’s so interested in helping those kids.”
“Maybe he just wanted to do something nice for a change,” Tad protested.
“Maybe it’s both,” Stella said. “You have to admit, he does stare at her a lot when he thinks we’re not looking.”
“This is Tony we’re talking about,” Tad scoffed. He finished dishing up the meal and dropped the pan in the sink. “What else would you expect from him?”
“That’s what I mean, normally he’d be looking at her whether we were watching or not,” Stella said. “That he’s trying to hide it says a lot.”
“Exactly,” Jen agreed. “That’s what I’m talking about. Thank you,” she added as Tad placed her dinner in front of her. Stella repeated the sentiment as she received her own and carried it over to the spot next to Jen. Tad joined them a moment later with his own food and a large salad bowl balanced in his good hand. Stella took that from him and put it in the centre of the table next to the already dished up garlic bread.
“I think you’re making mountains out of molehills,” Tad said.
“Whatever, can we talk about my party now? Is everything set up for it?” Jen asked, eagerly changing topic to her new favourite point of interest.
“Wait… Your party. Damn. With everything that’s been happening I completely forgot,” Tad said with a straight face. “Did you remember, Stella?”
“Denise might have said something, but it completely slipped my mind,” Stella teased, ignoring the sickness that came from telling even that white lie.
“Ha ha, very funny. Seriously, have we got everything ready? We need to make sure we can somehow top the party for Tony’s parents in Dream. My friends still talk about that.” Her words came out in a rush as she got more excited and Tad had to tell her to slow down and not forget about her food while Stella just laughed at how excited she was getting. “Are there any celebrities coming?” Jen asked around a mouthful of pasta and salad. Judging by the way she struggled to even close her mouth afterwards, it was probably too big a mouthful and Stella couldn’t help but laugh.
“Not when you eat like that,” Tad said and was about to say more when the doorbell rang.
“Stay there, I’ll get it,” Stella said, jumping out of her chair before Tad could protest. He smiled at her in thanks and then quickly fell back into conversation with Jen, saying something that Stella missed but made Jen snort around her food.
Again Stella smiled. It had been a few weeks since they’d been able to sit down together like this and she’d forgotten how much she liked it. Even when Tony was here being his usual self, it was often a high point of the day. That she could be a part of it and didn’t feel like a third wheel was something for which the novelty still hadn’t worn off. Therefore, she was still wearing her smile when she opened the door. Her smile quickly faded.
“Trevors, what’s wrong?”
“Stella, thank God it’s you. Can we have a quick chat?”
Stella frowned, staring past Trevors to the four uniformed officers and another woman in plain clothes behind him who were definitely not part of the Dream Team. Stella had never seen them before.
“What’s wrong?” she asked again, more concerned than ever.
Trevors winced and shuffled about, clearly uncomfortable. In fact, she had never seen him so reluctant to speak. Even during that awkward conversation outside the hospital he had not been this bad.
“Um… Look. If we were to give Tad some bad news right now, do you think you could keep him under control?”
That happy feeling Stella had from dinner vanished and her stomach twisted as she sensed that whatever came next really wouldn’t be good.
The kitchen door opened and Stella poked her head inside.
“You were a long time. Who was it?” Tad asked.
“You got a sec. Trevors is in the other room and he needs to speak to us.”
There was something in the way Stella held herself that he didn’t like, but Tad just nodded and pushed that thought aside.
“Of course,” he said, standing and telling Jen there was pie in the fridge and to help herself. Then he followed Stella out of the kitchen toward the living room where he got his second shock. The front door was still open and there were uniformed officers coming inside.
“What’s going on?” he asked, about to follow them as they headed toward the kitchen. Stella told him not to worry about it and asked him to follow her into the living room. Still not happy but deciding to trust her, he followed her and was greeted with a grumpy Trevors and a stern-faced woman with steel grey hair sitting on his sofa.
“Okay, what’s going on,” Tad said, suddenly sure he wouldn’t like this. He didn’t miss the fact that Trevors stepped between him and the door, trying to look casual but making Tad feel like he was being penned in.
“Tad, this is Andrea Heartman,” Stella explained. “She’s from social services and she’s here to talk to you about Jen.”
“Excuse me?” Tad asked.
“Please sit down, Mr Holcroft,” Andrea said, not a hint of warmth in her voice.
“Not until someone tells me what’s going on,” Tad snapped, growing angry.
“I’m here to talk to you about the adoption of Jennifer Larson four years ago.”
“What about it?” Tad asked, glaring at Stella as he tried to work out her part in this.
“We received an anonymous tip this afternoon, and we’ve found some anomalies that we would like to talk to you about.”
The bottom dropped out of Tad’s stomach as he realised exactly what was happening. Suddenly he felt a desperate need to get back to the kitchen, but again Stella stopped him, this time with both hands on his chest as she forced him to look her in the eyes.
“Please, Tad. Don’t do anything stupid. There are right ways to deal with this and what you’re thinking will only get you into trouble.”
“Then get those policemen out of my house and let’s talk,” Tad snapped. “What are they doing here, anyway?”
“They are taking Miss Larson to a safe location while we figure this out.”
“Stop calling her that. Her name is Jen Holcroft now.”
“No, it’s not,” the woman snapped, her tone ice cold. “And you know that, don’t you, Mr Holcroft? As I said, I’ve been looking into the adoption of Jennifer. I know you lied in pre-adoption interviews, that the papers you provided proving kinship to Jennifer are false, as were the documents pertaining to the wishes of Jen’s parents.”
“No, they weren’t false. Her parents wanted me to have Jen,” Tad snapped.
“But they did not sign those documents, did they?” the woman asked, unfazed by Tad’s anger. When Tad didn’t answer straight away, she leaned back and wrote on the clipboard in her hand. “I thought not.”
“Her parents were dead,” Tad said. “They were ghosts when they made those wishes clear to me. They are their wishes, though.”
“The system doesn’t work that way, Mr Holcroft. Was anyone else witness to their wishes when they made them?”
“You know they weren’t,” Tad snapped. “No one but a Proxy could see ghosts at the time.”
“I see. And when you claimed kinship to Jennifer—”
“This is bullshit,” Tad snapped, interrupting the woman. “I did what was right and took her in when she had nowhere to go. You weren’t equipped to deal with a young Proxy who’d just played host to her parents for six months while she helped solve their murder. She needed another Proxy to guide her.”
“That is not your place to decide,” Andrea said, writing something else on her stupid clipboard. Then she put her pen down and looked up. “I think it would be in everyone’s best interest that Jennifer be removed from your custody immediately, and you need to come in for further questioning.”
“You’re fucking arresting me?” Tad asked, incredulous and turning to Stella. “You brought me in here for this? Really?”
“Tad I—”
She said more but Tad didn’t hear it as a noise from the other room became more important, something that sounded suspiciously like Jen shouting. There was no thought about what action to take, Tad just suddenly headed for the door and completely ignored Stella’s call to come back.
“Tad, I can’t let you go in there,” Trevors said, holding out an arm. “In fact, I need to take you into—”
Tad didn’t wait to hear what he had to say, he simply shoved Trevor’s aside. A man of Tad’s stature needed a little help to move a man Trevor’s size anywhere and in Tad’s state of mind he might have been a little less reserved than he could have been when he called for Dream.
Trevors flew like a train had struck him, not touching the floor until he hit the wall on the other side of the room. Tad didn’t wait to see if he was alright. He was already in the hallway where he saw two men dragging Jen from the kitchen while two more had a snarling puppy each and were struggling with them.
Again Tad didn’t think, there was no time for that, he simply acted.
He reached for Dream, targeting the officer’s backward momentum as they tugged at Jen and augmenting it a hundred times over. The effect was like the wall behind them had suddenly turned into the world’s largest magnet and they were made entirely of iron. They were pulled into the wall hard enough to leave cracks and Jen tumbled free.
Tad was still rushing down the corridor and before she even had chance to right herself he’d scooped her up and was about to dreamwalk away when suddenly Stella was there again, clinging onto him with all her considerable strength.
“Please Tad, not like this,” she begged, a note of desperation in her voice.
“I’m not letting them take her, Stella,” he snapped.
“I know you won’t. I won’t either,” she said. “I’ll fight with you all the way, help them see the truth that there are extenuating circumstances and you had no other choice but to go about things the way you did. But this isn’t the way, Tad. You run now and you’ll lose any chance of legally keeping Jen for the rest of your life. You’ll be running until they catch you and even if you stay ahead of them, what kind of life will you be giving Jen? She won’t be able to train with Doctor Burman, she’ll won’t be able to go to school, she’ll never be able to relax.”
“This is her home, she’s not going anywhere,” Tad said when he couldn’t think of a logical answer to what she was saying.
“I know it is, and I agree. But you have to see it from their point of view. I know you didn’t have a choice, but you broke the law.”
“The law doesn’t cover ghosts,” Tad argued.
“No, they don’t mention them at all. The truth is that Jen’s parents wanted you to have her, and I bet there’s nothing that says they have to be alive to make their wishes known. We just have to stand aside so we can make that clear legally. It’s the best way, I promise. It’s the only way.”
“No, I’m not going anywhere,” Jen snapped when Tad suddenly couldn’t speak. “I don’t care about Doctor Burman or any of that. I’m staying with dad.”
“Tad, please see reason,” Stella begged, not even trying to deal with Jen.
“No!” Jen shouted.
“She’s right, Jen” Tad said, and they were the hardest sounds he’d ever had to make.
“What? No. I don’t want to go anywhere, please don’t let them take me.”
“Jen, if Tad keeps you he’ll become a criminal. People will hunt him for the rest of his life. Even when you’re old enough that they won’t be able to force you anymore, they’ll still want to arrest your dad. We can’t let that happen.”
“I don’t want to go,” Jen complained, her voice shaking. “Please, I don’t want to go.”
Tad’s legs wobbled as the realisation of what he was about to do washed over him and tears streamed down his face, but he had no choice.
“Jen, she’s right. This is the only way.”
“No,” Jen wailed. “No. Don’t make me go. Please, I don’t want to go.”
“I know, I don’t want you to go either. And no matter what, you won’t be gone long because nothing… Jen, listen to me. Nothing will ever stop me coming for you, you hear that. We have to do what they say for now, but this isn’t forever. I promise.”
Jen stared at him, eyes wide and lip trembling as she struggled to understand what he was saying, to understand why he was giving her away.
“Jen, listen to me. This won’t be forever. You’ve got to believe that. I will fight this until they give you back.” He dipped his head so his forehead touched hers and then, quietly so Stella wouldn’t hear, he added, “Remember. We’re dreamwalkers. There’s nothing any of them can ever do to keep you from me. We’ll try it their way, but if that doesn’t work I’m coming for you. But I need you to be strong until then, can you do that?”
“I don’t want to,” Jen sobbed.
“I know, and I don’t want you to either, but Stella’s right. We don’t have a choice. Please be strong for me. I love you, Jen. I won’t let this be forever, I promise. You just need to be strong.”
Jen sobbed and said nothing for the longest time, but finally he heard her whisper, “I will. I’ll be strong, daddy.”
It almost broke him, but Tad hugged his daughter one last time and almost broke, almost dreamwalked them away. Finally though, before the last of his nerve failed, he did what he knew deep down was the right thing and handed Jen to Stella.
The next fifteen minutes passed in a blur. A sobbing Jen who clutched Hawk as though her life depended on it was put into the back of a car and driven away. Tad watched and hated himself for giving in. He constantly questioned himself about whether he’d done the right thing, whether he’d given in too easily. The only thing that kept him sane was Stella’s constant contact and her softly spoken words telling him this wouldn’t be forever, that it would only be a couple of days at most, then she’d be back.
Soon the car with Jen was gone and the ambulances turned up to deal with the people Tad had injured while trying to get to his daughter. Tad was led to the living room while they were being checked over and he was dimly aware that there was no lasting damage to any of them, but he didn’t really care. He was stuck in that same loop, questioning his decision and already hating himself for it.
“Tad, we’ve got to go.”
Tad looked up and was surprised to see Stella standing over him, an expectant look on her face. How long had she been talking to him?
“Tad, please. Let’s go,” she said again.
He climbed to his feet, accepting the jacket she held out for him and slipping into it. While she did that he was vaguely aware of Trevors, the action hero, staring daggers at him. How many times in his life had Tad looked away from such expressions? How many times had he played the meek history teacher, keeping his head down so he wouldn’t be trouble to anyone?
That felt like so long ago now. He’d had to change to stop King, had to change to get over losing Charles and Miriam, had to change more to stop the nightmares, change even more again to adapt to fame, to the pressure of being caught between dreamwalkers and normal people. Now they’d just taken his daughter, and Trevors had the nerve to stare at him like that.
No, the history teacher was long gone. The man he’d changed into was all that was left. It was that man who stared right back and said, “What the fuck is your problem?”
Stella tensed behind him, but he barely registered it. He just stared the action hero in the eye, refusing to take one more ounce of pain or intimidation from anyone.
“I tell you what, Tad. You get a pass tonight because of what you’re going through,” Trevors said. “But you ever attack me again and I won’t be so forgiving.”
Stella would later tell him he must have dreamwalked, but he didn’t remember it. All he knew was that one moment he was on one side of the room with Stella and the next he was on the other, the ridge of his right forearm on Trevors’ neck as he held him off the ground with Dream aided strength that Trevors couldn’t hope to overcome.
“Trevors, your threats mean less than nothing to me. But let me give you some advice back in kind. You ever step between me and my daughter again and there’ll be nothing but ashes left of you before you can even think about raising a hand against me. Do I make myself clear?”
Wide eyed and probably feeling genuine fear for the first time in his life, Trevors did his best to nod his agreement. He didn’t have much luck as he had no leverage to work with.
“Tad,” Stella said, her voice as soft as the touch on his shoulder. “This isn’t helping.”
All at once Tad’s fury left him and he let Trevors go, the bulky man collapsing into a puddle at Tad’s feet, coughing and choking as he tried to catch his breath. 
Tad had already forgotten him. He just let Stella lead him out to the waiting police car and he climbed into the open back seat when she asked him to. He didn’t notice how the police flinched as he came close, how the neighbours lined every window watching him get led away, or even the reporters who had somehow got wind of this and shown up with cameras.
He’d already turned his mind inward again, thinking of Jen being led away, sobbing and begging for him to keep her home where she belonged.
“What have I done?” he whispered as Stella climbed in after him, took his hand, and together they were led away into the night.




EPILOGUE

Sunday, 24th July 2016
03:00
Despite the late hour, Kuruk was awake.
How could he not be? The pain was constant. They gave him drugs to deal with it, but at best they took the edge off. So he lay atop the covers of his bed, covered in bandages and wishing there was a breeze at least to caress his horrendously burnt skin. But no such luck. He had only the stuffy hospital air and constant pain.
He didn’t even leave my healing dreamcatcher, he thought bitterly to himself. It was the wrong thought as it brought back the feeling of pain, of humiliation, of helplessness as the Dreamwalker took him apart, one dreamcatcher at a time like he was nothing.
I failed, he thought.
He had no dreamcatchers left, there was a handcuff on his wrist, his sister was in prison, and that bastard dreamcatcher was still alive to keep doing what he did to Lucy. He’d failed her just like he had everyone else.
Somehow, through the dark thoughts and constant pain, he slowly became aware that he wasn’t alone. The light had come on in his room and there was a woman standing at the edge of his bed. She was only short, barely an inch over five feet, and she had steel grey hair that was worn at shoulder length. Intelligent grey eyes sat behind rimless glasses, and they studied him carefully as he slowly became aware of her presence.
“I’m delirious,” he muttered to himself. How else could he explain seeing this woman of all people at the end of his bed? She was even dressed as she always was on TV, in a navy pantsuit that made her look even older than she already was.
“Not quite,” Candice Andrews answered. “Though I wouldn’t blame you if you were.”
“You can’t be here,” Kuruk said. “What would the President of the United States want with me.”
The woman stepped around the bed, coming closer so Kuruk didn’t have to strain and lift his head to see her. She was studying his scars, tracing the designs with her eyes and smiling gently.
“You know my history?” she asked. “You know I served, that I understand what it means to go to war and risk everything for what you believe in. Well, surely it makes sense that I would respect a man who had done the same and got hurt in the process.”
“You… You agree with what I did?”
“Of course I do,” she answered. “It was me who set up the task force Astur was running, and it was me who gave the command to get the names to you. You don’t realise it, but you’ve been working for your country this whole time.”
“But… I mean… Why didn’t anyone tell me?”
“Because the rest of the world doesn’t know what we know. They see these changes as good things, as something to admire and be fascinated by. They don’t understand the evil that has been unleashed on our world or why we have to fight it. But they’re starting to.”
Before Kuruk could say anything, she traced the shape of one of his burnt dreamcatchers in the air with her finger, and asked another question.
“Tell me. Was it just your sister who knew how to make these?”
Kuruk hesitated, wondering where this was leading. Finally he shook his head. “No. She just remembered them first. Ten’s a genius and she came up with the idea of how to make them and she’s the only person I know of who can design new ones. But once they’re designed, all you have to do is copy them exactly under the right circumstances.”
She smiled at that and her hand dropped back to her side.
“That is good news. Tell me, how would you feel about getting out of this bed soon and rather than going to prison, coming to work for me. You’ll be given people to train in these arts, to learn dreamcatchers as you used them. Then, together, you’ll start training more people in a slightly different way. You’ll be tattooing them, just as you were tattooed, and you’ll be preparing them for how to use their new powers effectively.”
“Why?” he asked, knowing he shouldn’t but unable to help himself. He should be grabbing this gift with both hands and never looking back. However, his question was out there now and there was no helping it.
“Because unnatural beings walk this earth, devils in human form. America needs to deal with them now before they get a foothold in our world and become too strong to be removed. I need you, Kuruk, because when I go to the Borderlands to rid the world of this evil, I can not have the magic of their devils holding me back.
“So, tell me, Kuruk Campbell. Is this something you can help with?”
Kuruk hoped this wasn’t just his pain addled brain playing tricks on him, because he desperately wanted this to be true.
“How soon can I start,” was all he said in answer, and it brought a triumphant smile to her face.
“Soon, brave hero. I’ll be back before you know it, so rest up, because we’ve got a lot of work to do.”


The End
 




Afterword

I want to thank everyone who has read this book and have stuck with me on this journey. I hope you’ve enjoyed the story so far, and you’re as eager as I am to explore what comes next for Tad, Stella, Jen and Tony. 
This book takes us past the halfway point of this series as there are only two books left. I would love to give you expected dates for those books, but I tried to do that at the end of the last novel and look where that got me (Sorry, by the way). So I’ve learnt my lesson about promises and I’ll only say that I’ve already started writing the next book and it’ll be here as soon as possible.
While waiting for that, 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 in general 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), Twitter (@gjotton) and my website (www.gareth-otton.com). 
Thanks again.


Gareth Otton.
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