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PROLOGUE

Sunday, 30th November 2015

07:56

Norman Geller opened his eyes and was instantly alert.
He scanned the room for trouble, but found only wood-panelled walls, discarded clothes and the telltale hints that this wasn’t home. Six months since the election and he still wasn’t used to waking here.
Despite that, he found no immediate danger.
He turned to the other occupant of his bed. Her back was to him, slender but curvy, bare from where the duvet slipped in the night. Once it would be a welcome sight, but he was bored with her. Before the election she'd be gone already, but while the British public elected a bachelor Prime Minister, their support wouldn’t last if he changed partners too frequently.
The gentle rise and fall of her shoulders told him she’d be asleep for hours yet. The fashion world she starred in had conditioned her for a party lifestyle and she adapted to those vampire hours by sleeping like one.
So what had woken him?
Unlike many who undertook this job, Norman never rose early by choice. He’d defend his Sunday lie-in with his life. Yet now he couldn’t shake the desire to get out of bed.
There was a knock at the door and it opened fast. A fit young man in a trendy suit entered, a member of security at Ten Downing Street. There wasn’t a hint of apology in his eyes and he didn’t even glance at the half naked fashion model who was startled awake by the knocking. There was a reason she was one of those few fashion models who became a household name, so for the young man to not even glance made Norman’s blood run cold.
“What is it?” Norman asked.
“A situation, sir. Possibly a terrorist attack.”
“Jesus. A bomb?”
“I don’t know, sir. I was just sent to get you.”
Norman slipped out of bed, only slightly more conservative with his own modesty than his sleepy partner who was on the fence between going back to sleep or finding out what was happening. Norman ignored her and stepped into fresh underwear and yesterday’s clothes before following the young man from the bedroom. The fashion model never asked a single question and Norman decided right then that she didn’t belong in his life.
He followed the guard through the halls of what felt like a stately home. They overlooked countless paintings, antiques and other decorations worthy of notice and stopped at a tall door leading to a briefing room filled with three serious faces. A large TV on the wall framed two stern, male faces being teleconferenced from other locations. The third face belonged to a woman in her middle thirties with short, mousy brown hair. She was far to put together for this early on a Sunday.
“Amelia, don’t you ever go home?” he asked.
“I thought it’d be a good opportunity to work uninterrupted. No such luck.”
“So I hear. Out with it then, what’s happening?”
“The King building in Cardiff was destroyed five minutes ago—”
“The King building?” Norman interrupted.
“Here,” one of the military men said before their windows shrank to make room for the image of an enormous black tower that belonged in a city skyline, not the industrial outskirts of Cardiff. Surrounded by a large and equally black outer wall, there was something familiar about the building.
“There was a scandal a decade ago, remember? Noses were pushed out of place and there were whispers of money changing hands, not to mention a few threats.”
As always Amelia knew what he wanted to know. There was a reason he kept her around.
“I remember. I always wondered why someone would fight so hard to build that thing way out there. So it’s been blown up? That’s a strange target.”
“We don’t think someone blew it up,” one of the men on the TV said. Norman would have to learn their names one of these days. For now he was more interested in the footage that replaced the image of the tower.
“Jesus Christ,” Norman muttered, sinking into a leather chair. Goosebumps prickled his skin as he watched the chilling footage.
No wonder they didn’t think someone blew it up.
The tower crumpled rather than exploded. One minute the building stood as normal, the next a giant, invisible hand grabbed it and squeezed so hard it resembled a tube of toothpaste. Then gravity took hold, and it crumbled.
“What on earth could do that?” he whispered.
“We don’t know yet, sir,” answered one of the talking heads.
Norman resisted the urge to pounce on his lack of knowledge. Instead, he focused on the screen that was replaying the implosion for a second time and a different angle in high definition.
“How do we have this footage?”
“There’s media all around the building,” Amelia answered, expecting the question. “Someone kidnapped a Cardiff detective last night and held her there. There wasn’t enough evidence for the police to go in so someone told the press that nothing was being done. Whoever phoned it in was credible enough to…”
Her words trailed off as her eyes focused on the TV, her mouth slack. In all the years he’d known her, this was the first time he’d ever seen her speechless.
He turned to see what caught her attention, and the goosebumps returned so severely it felt like his skin was shrinking. A news feed replaced the footage of the implosion, and there, on live TV, human beings were stepping out of thin air.
It was like a bad effect from a movie, splicing in footage of actors without subtlety. They didn’t fade, flicker or morph, they were just suddenly there. Yet, there was a quality to what he watched that told him this wasn’t special effects.
Norman sensed eyes on him and he turned to meet Amelia’s incredulous glare. Her poker face had slipped and the naked surprise was as shocking as what he’d just seen.
They shared a silent, ‘Are you seeing this shit too?’ moment before they turned back to the TV. They were just in time to see the reporters crowd the group, shouting questions to which they only got the strangest answers.
Then the group vanished as abruptly as they’d arrived, taking the nearest reporters with them. Together, Norman and Amelia watched in silence and held their breath until the stunned reporters returned with the strange, tall man who was there for only a second before disappearing again.
This time the silence didn’t last. It was Norman who broke it by speaking the same words on all their minds.
“What the hell was that?”
Flying in a helicopter was usually a novel experience for Norman. Yet his flight to a military base outside Cardiff and the steady thump, thump of the rotors barely registered amongst his manic thoughts.
He didn’t know they’d touched down until the doors opened, letting in the bitter cold and rain of a Welsh winter. The intense wind made umbrellas useless and just the twenty steps between the helicopter and the nearest building was enough to make his face sting and his hair a wet mess. 
Wiping water from his eyes and looking around the reception, he wasn’t surprised to find Amelia waiting. She was every bit as put together as three hours earlier when he’d dispatched her ahead of him. He wondered if she was waterproof or if the weather just had the common sense not to mess with her.
“Well. What do you know?” he asked as she led him down a spartan corridor.
“I… it’s…”
“Really? Is this twice in one day you’re stuck for words? Isn’t that a sign of the apocalypse?” Her answering smile was more scary than most scowls. He wisely moved on. “Were the stories true?”
“And then some,” Amelia said as she opened the nearest door. “The miracles have been occurring all morning.”
It was Norman’s turn to be lost for words.
The room was filled with busy people pinning pictures to walls, talking on phones or working at laptops. They had saturated the walls with so many images it was hard to see the paint anymore. Almost as many photos covered the conference table.
“What is this?” he asked. Then thought of another question before Amelia could answer. “Wait, miracles? Did I hear you right?”
“What would you call it?” she answered as she led him into the room and stopped by the closest picture. She plucked it down along with the two next to it, handing the first to Norman. “Here, look at this. I met this woman this morning.”
The first A4 glossy print was a photo of a man and woman on their wedding day, grinning for the camera. They were a good-looking couple, the man tall, slim and handsome, while the woman was only slightly shorter, blonde and pretty.
“Carl and Layla Weathers three years ago,” Amelia said as she handed him another photo. “Layla a year after the house fire that destroyed their first home.”
It was hard to credit that the hideously scarred woman in the newest photo was the same beautiful bride. Her face was a mass of melted flesh, one of her eyes nearly sealed, and her hair grew in clumps. The scarring continued down her body beneath her light clothing and Norman had to look away.
“Here.” Amelia offered him the third photograph. It was a shot of the woman in her underwear from before the fire, smiling as beautifully as she had before she was robbed of her good looks. “I took that photo this morning.”
Norman looked up sharply. “What? I thought this was from before the fire.”
“No. I took that myself.”
“Then this is fake,” he said, referring to the burn photo.
“I checked it out. There are more photos of her after the accident, it even made the newspapers. Her medical records check out, incident reports from the fire and everything. This woman went to bed last night looking like that.” Amelia tapped the burn photo. “Then this morning she woke up looking like that.” She tapped the photo that looked like a model on an underwear shoot.
“That’s not possible,” Norman muttered, those damned goosebumps back with a vengeance. His eyes travelled to the walls around the room. “Every one of these photos—”
“Is a story like this,” Amelia finished with a triumphant smile. “Not healings, but all miracles. Here.” She tapped a finger against the next picture on the wall. “Michael Kent went to bed last night as a twenty-nine stone man with diabetes and bad knees, he woke up this morning looking and feeling like an Olympic sprinter. This is Sasha Martel, she released a video on YouTube of her singing that horrible song from Frozen. It sounds better than the original.”
“Wow, a real miracle,” Norman deadpanned.
“Only when you consider that the video starts with her X-Factor audition from a year ago where she sang the same song while sounding like a startled elephant. There’s about thirty overnight millionaires and a guy who’s bank called him this morning because they made an error on his loan papers and wanted to forgive an eighty grand debt. I’ve got an instance of a Ford Focus turning into a Ferrari, a kidnapped woman who mysteriously woke up in her own bed, and more stories of people who look ten years younger this morning than they did last night than I can count.”
Norman was shaking, refusing to believe what he heard.
“I’ve got proof. Every one of these people woke up this morning to find their biggest dreams had come true.” She tapped the photos Norman was holding. “Carl Weathers still has the burns on his hands from where he pulled his wife from the fire. He’s been dreaming of nothing more than seeing her well again since that night. Then this happened.”
“It can’t be. This is… It’s insane.”
“Any more insane than a building imploding? People stepping from thin air? That other world they took that reporter too?”
“Dream. That’s what he called it, right?” Norman asked, suddenly remembering the extra footage. A glimpse at another world when that strange man transported those reporters to another reality. The cynical part of him wanted to call it a clever hoax, but one look at that TV told him it wasn’t some CGI wonder. It had that touch of imperfection that accompanied reality and was impossible to fake.
Amelia nodded. “That’s what he said.”
“So this is all connected. Something happened inside that tower last night and now all this.” He looked around the room where yet more photos and more stories were being placed on the walls. “This is insane.”
“Which is why I asked you to come. This isn’t something you can hear about, you need to see it. Come with me. There’s someone waiting who you'll want to meet.”
“What’s this miracle?” Norman asked as he left the organised chaos behind. “Another healing? An overnight success? What?”
Amelia just grinned as she led him to another door. It was another first for the day because he couldn’t remember the last time she’d smiled, let alone grinned. He wasn’t sure he liked it.
“No, this is something crazier.” She turned the handle of the door and said, “Norman, this is Baxter.”
Norman looked into a room filled with nothing but a small table and four chairs. As he was about to comment on that, Amelia tilted his chin up with the tip of her finger.
There, floating an inch from the ceiling, was a grinning child.
“Baxter can fly,” Amelia whispered even as the proof of her words waved at Norman from the ceiling of the room.
Norman settled into the back seat of the Range Rover and said nothing as Amelia joined him. Together they watched the idyllic Welsh cottage shrink as the luxury vehicle carried them from their meeting. This close to midnight, it wasn’t long before darkness consumed the cottage.
Norman sighed and rubbed his eyes, settling his gaze in the middle distance as he thought over the day. Amelia had to poke him in the ribs to get his attention.
“What?”
“You’re quiet. It’s not the response I expected.” Amelia frowned as she looked him over, then guessed the reason. “You don’t trust their numbers?”
He shook his head. The numbers he’d seen in that cottage were as amazing as everything else today.
Andrew and Angela Santoro ran the hugely successful Santoro Solar. As an outspoken advocate for renewable energy, Norman had dealt with the siblings before and considered them friends. Andrew, a businessman with a shrewd mind and a big bank balance, was always quick with advice and support. Angela was a genius, her mind focused on solar energy and developing the products that made their company a worldwide name.
After a busy day of looking into miracles, Andrew called to report one more. His sister had cracked the efficiency problem that held solar technology back. As Norman understood it, the premier solar panels on the market were at best twenty-five percent efficient at converting sunlight to energy, with the newest concepts struggling to get to fifty percent. The prototype he’d just seen not only boasted a ninety percent conversion rate, but it was a sub par model created in Angela’s shed on a Sunday morning after she’d got the idea in a dream. She was confident that with a few refinements they’d get an even bigger improvement and a serious reduction in cost.
The long and short of it was that Angela’s dream come true resulted in a technology that would solve the world’s energy crisis. Norman wasn’t sure how to feel about that.
“Alright, not that then,” Amelia continued when she realised she’d guessed wrong. “What is it then? You should be over the moon, not sulking.”
“I’m not sulking, I’m just…” His words trailed off as he collected his thoughts. “Today has been one miracle after another and I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel. It’s amazing…”
“But?” Amelia questioned.
“But what’s the cost?”
“The cost?”
“Nothing is free. This feels too good to be true.”
Amelia didn’t answer, just stared at him as she organised her thoughts. It was typical of her, only speaking if she had something worth saying. If he could find twenty more just like her, he could be the first Prime Minister in decades to leave the country in a better condition than he’d received it.
“What’s the cost?” he repeated into the silence, but Amelia offered no answer.
The gentle purring of the engine, the muted rush of the tyres over tarmac and the length of the day combined to make Norman’s eyelids heavy. Only the thought of the days to come kept his mind working. The media had been busy covering the events in Cardiff and weren’t looking for his take on the situation yet. That was coming though, and he needed something worth saying for when they arrived.
He needed more information. He needed to get his head around how he felt about this. He needed…
Thud!
The impact made him jump, but shocked the driver more. Norman reached for Amelia, attempting to restrain her forward momentum as the car threw him into his seatbelt. The Range Rover’s tyres squealed against the slippery surface as the vehicle skidded to a stop.
For a moment all was quiet, but it didn’t last. The driver spun, checking on his passengers while the passenger side door opened and the guard in the front seat jumped out.
“Mr Geller, are you alright?”
“Fine,” Norman answered before turning to Amelia. “We are fine, right?”
Looking only a little more dishevelled than usual, his wide-eyed aide nodded before asking the driver, “What did we hit?”
“Nothing… Something hit us,” the driver answered.
Amelia opened her mouth to ask a follow up question but Norman didn’t hear it. There was something in the road, illuminated by the headlights of the Range Rover and being investigated by men from the lead escort vehicle. Norman only caught a glimpse, but it was enough.
“Mr Geller, please stay in the car,” the driver protested, but was too late.
In the same swift movement Norman had his seatbelt undone and his door open, stepping into the cold and wet, rushing around the side of the vehicle towards where the men gathered around the object on the floor.
“Mr Geller,” the driver called again, more to let the guards know he was coming than anything else. They turned toward the sound, catching sight of Norman and trying to keep him back, but it was too late.
Close as he was to the figure on the floor, it was impossible not to recognise it.
Strong hands grabbed his arms and pulled him to a stop. He didn’t fight them. He could see well enough the tortured, terrified face, the broken bones and the awful amount of blood.
“What’s the cost?” he repeated to himself, his mind reeling from the awful sight of the young boy, barely a teenager, who Norman had met a few hours earlier. He had been grinning as he did somersaults in the air, suspended by nothing but a magical ability to fly… a dream come true.
“Oh my God. Baxter,” Amelia gasped, pulling Norman’s attention from the broken face of the dead child. He turned to find the impossible had happened. A day that started with a terrorist attack had turned into miracles unheard of and finished with world changing news, and this amazing woman barely skipped a beat. Norman now knew what it took to break past her stoic barriers and evoke real emotion.
He fought his way past the restraining hands of his guards, taking Amelia by the shoulders and turning her away from the grizzly scene. She had a hand clamped across her mouth, her eyes wide as tears ran down her cheeks, and she didn’t resist. Instead, she let him lead her back to the Range Rover, even going so far as letting him put an arm around her shoulders. She shivered as he got her into the car and closed the door behind them, sealing them off from the horror outside.
For a minute only she allowed him to hold her, crying into his chest before pulling away and asking the fatal question. “What happened?”
Norman didn’t know, but he could guess. The horror of seeing that body, broken and bloody, would stay with him for the rest of his life. He could only imagine a fall from a great height being able to do such damage. Had the magic worn off? Were these miracles temporary? Would all those healed people remain healthy tomorrow? Would the millionaires lose their money, the Ferrari turn back into a Ford Focus, would Angela’s breakthrough turn out to be dodgy numbers after all?
So many questions he needed answers for. The second word of the dead child hit the news, there’d be no stopping the reporters.
“Did we ever find out the man’s name?” he asked.
“What man?” Amelia asked, shuffling away and wiping at her tear-stained eyes.
“The one from the video who took those reporters to that other world.”
“Thaddeus Holcroft,” she said. “Why?”
“Because we need answers. There’s a price to pay for this. I want to know that price before we see anything like this again.” He nodded out the window to where the security men were still circling the body, some of them on phones as they dealt with the mess.
Amelia’s face hardened, returning to the familiar expression he knew so well. But he had seen behind the mask now, knew there were human emotions lurking under that strong facade. He suddenly made it a personal mission to keep from ever having to see her break down again.
“First thing in the morning, I want him in my office. He’s got explaining to do.”
Amelia nodded before burying her attention in her phone, leaving Norman to consider what had just happened and what would come next. He suspected these miracles weren’t the gifts they seemed on the surface.
Thaddeus Holcroft better have answers or he dreaded to think what the future might hold.
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Saturday, 19th September 1840

23:11

Charles stares at the beams overhead, listening to the wind hammering the thatch of his cottage. However, it isn’t this which keeps him awake. It’s the woman in his arms, naked but for his blanket, waiting for an answer.
Said answer is hard to find even without the warmth of her skin against his own and her large brown eyes watching. How can he hold the love of his life in his arms and make an impartial decision?
“Is the question so awful?” Lilly whispers, pained by his delay.
“Not awful, but enormous,” Charles replies. “I can not ignore the hurt it will do him. He is my best friend and your hus—”
“Is he though?” Lilly interrupts, lifting her head to better look at Charles in the dwindling light of the fire. “The man I married was kindhearted and loving. He went off to war and this… shadow… has returned. We thought him dead and mourned. Maybe he did die.”
“Don’t speak such things,” Charles snaps. “Let us not speak in riddles and half truths. We thought Wilfred dead, but the Lord returned him. He has lost his way, but he is the same man. I will not think differently just to make this easier. He deserves more than that.”
“And what do we deserve? I do not love him. Must I stay by his side even through his drunken brutality? He is so quick to anger and flies into rages that…” She pauses and shakes her head. “I will not go into it. I want only an answer. Must we forever sneak behind his back and hide our love? Or can we go somewhere new, start afresh? We could go to America.”
“The promise you made was Till death do you part,” Charles says. “Even doing as you suggest is sinful.”
She huffs and moves away, drawing the blanket about her and leaving Charles open to the cool air.
“I am fed up of this argument. You must pick a side. Are you a God fearing man who must taunt me with how horrible it is to love me or—”
“It is not horrible,” Charles interrupts, but Lilly is not finished.
“Or will you accept that this is right for us and move on? You can not live in both worlds or you will never be happy and will resent me. Tell me now or I will go home to my drunken brute of a husband and—”
“Lilly, don’t go,” Charles says, sitting up and taking her hand.
Lilly looks like she might pull away, but she slumps and her eyes fill with tears.
“Then decide, please. I can't take this anymore. Tell me now, will you love me or leave me? It must be one or the other.”
Seeing those tears and acknowledging his agony at the thought of leaving her, how could he decide any different?
“Of course I love you.”
Lilly’s head raises, the corners of her lips turn up.
“Then you will come to America?”
“I’ll come,” Charles agrees. It will mean giving up his life, his job… his calling. He can scarce credit that he will leave his studies, but Lilly is right. If he loves her, he can not trap her in this personal hell.
“You mean it?” she whispers and at Charles’ nod she launches forward, grasping his face and kissing him soundly. “Oh, Charles. It is the right decision, you will see. Mr Talbot is interested in buying your cottage. Between that and our savings we will have enough to—”
The bedroom door explodes inward, the latch springing across the room like a frightened rabbit bolting for its burrow. Charles yelps and flinches from the flying metal, all the while amazed at how the wind could be so strong. It shouldn’t be possible being as his bedroom door was internal.
Lilly’s startled scream makes Charles flinch, and he looks up to find the silhouette of a man in the doorway.
Wilfred Owens.
He is a large man, broad shouldered, much taller than Charles and filling every inch of that door frame. Even were the fire not crackling in the fireplace, Charles would recognise this figure. They had grown up together, shared a passion for learning, and were as close as brothers until Wilfred joined the army.
“I knew it,” Wilfred snarls, the clarity of his words hindered by alcohol. “A year I’ve been back and you spend less than one night a week in my bed. You think I’m stupid?”
He rushes into the room and a familiar weakness returns to Charles, making his muscles shake and his heart pound. Terror freezes him and he fights the desire to curl into a ball.
Lilly yelps, grabbing Charles’ arm and hiding behind him. It is the first time someone has looked to him for protection, and though woefully misplaced, her faith lends him strength.
“Now, Wilfred, calm down,” Charles soothes his friend with soft words and raised hands. Wilfred staggers to a stop, his momentum nearly keeling him over.
He sways at the end of the bed, staring at Charles like he has never seen him before. Charles recognises the struggle to focus in that alcoholic gaze. It boosts his confidence until Wilfred raises a pistol, waving it in Charles’ direction, its muzzle anything but steady. 
“And you. My best friend… I stood by you since we were children, protected you, went to war so you could stay here. This is how you repay me? Sleeping with my wife?”
“It’s not like that,” Charles explains, struggling with his words as he stares at the waving gun. Wilfred’s finger rests on the trigger and at this range there is no chance he will miss. “We thought you were dead and—”
“And celebrated at the wake?” Wilfred interrupts. “Did you even have a funeral?”
“We mourned you for months,” Lilly says, but it only fuels Wilfred’s rage. He turns his pistol on her and jabs it in the air accusingly.
“Months? It should be years. Longer even. Didn’t you ever love me? Didn’t—”
“Wilfred, calm down, please. We can talk in the morning,” Charles says, but Lilly is speaking also, undermining his work.
“I loved the man that went to war. I have no love for the twisted shadow that returned. Look at you. You can barely stand or hold that pistol straight, but you want to lecture me on—”
“Shut up!” Wilfred screams. “No excuses. You’re coming with me, now.” Lilly doesn’t move. “I said—”
“Let’s talk in the morning,” Charles tries again.
“What? Just leave you here to lie with my wife so we can talk like civilised people in the morning?” Wilfred asks, turning the gun back on Charles. “You think that’s—”
A loud bang interrupts him.
Wilfred looks at the smoking pistol in his hand with wide eyes, Lilly yelps in surprise, but Charles remains silent, struggling to breathe.
It is like a mule kicked him in in the ribs, punching him into the wall behind his bed and robbing him of air. Yet he is more surprised than hurt.
He looks down to see what is resting on his chest and keeping him from breathing, only to find a bloody hole waiting. He tries to brush it away, but his arms aren’t responding like they should.
The world tilts, then spins.
He sees Wilfred drop the gun and stagger away with tears in his eyes, and then there is only Lilly.
Somehow she’s looking down on him, a mask of horror on her face. Her mouth is open like she is screaming, but Charles can’t hear it. It doesn’t matter. He wants to wipe her tears away, tell her it’ll be alright.
He wants to tell her he loves her, but can’t find the strength.
Strangely, the shadows are growing behind her. Maybe the fire is going out. He should see to it. He doesn’t want her to catch a chill in this awful weather.
Maybe he could close his eyes for a second first. It’s odd how tired he feels. So tired that he must have closed them anyway because the world goes black.


Monday, 3rd March 1997

22:46



The nine-year-old boy, Tad Holcroft, isn’t interested in Charles’ first memories as a ghost, he wants to see Charles’ reaction to the memory of his death.
The ghost looks like he might be sick.
“You got what you deserve,” Tad says without sympathy.
A quiet voice in the back of his mind tells him his words are too harsh, but he says them regardless.
“How can you say that?” Charles asked. “I know we upset him but—”
“You stole his wife. You deserved death for that, you both did.”
Charles stared at the boy, stunned.
“You don’t understand. We never set out to hurt him. It devastated us when we thought he died and we took comfort in each other. By the time he came back we were already in love.”
“He had her first,” Tad insisted.
“Love doesn’t work like that, my boy.”
“Don’t call me that,” Tad snapped. “I’m not your anything. I want nothing to do with you.”
Again there is that voice in his head, telling him to calm down and not say this.
He ignored it.
“Please don’t be like this Thaddeus,” Charles said, nearly sobbing. “You’ve never been in love, you can’t know.”
“I know what’s right, and so do you. This is why you’ve been a ghost so long, isn’t it? You think you’re going to hell for this.”
“No… well… I mean…” Charles struggled to answer and again Tad had no sympathy.
“You should go to hell. You deserve it.”
Tad grinned as Charles shrank back from the accusation, his eyes wide with pain. Tad was enjoying this… though, not all of him was.
That inner voice was no longer a whisper, it was screaming now. It told him he needed to stop, that this wasn’t like him. Tad was never this mean to anyone. Why be so mean now?
This is wrong, the voice screams. This is…


Friday, 29th January 2016

05:22

…a dream.
The memory fades away as the crying ghost stands up and shrinks.
No, he isn’t shrinking, Tad’s growing. He’s not a nine-year-old boy but a man, taller than Charles ever was. That wasn’t a memory, it was a dream.
The memories of Charles’ life were true, but Tad had never said those words nor even thought them. He had comforted his new friend, helping him through the great guilt of his life and the reason for his biggest fear. Even a nine-year-old knew that the crime of loving a lonely woman wasn’t enough to damn him for eternity.
“This is wrong,” Tad said, sure that this was a dream and shouldn’t be happening. “That never happened. Why would you make me see that? It was wrong.”
“No, this is wrong,” Charles snapped.
A garden burst to life around them, pulled from Tad’s memories. At its centre stood a fountain containing statues of living rock that danced with the water. Beyond that stood a stone alter upon which lay Tad, blood oozing from a wound in his head. Standing between Tad and his friends was a monster of a man resembling an Olympian god in this strange place. He wore a suit and an evil sneer, and in one outstretched hand he held Tad’s oldest friend by the throat.
“This is wrong, the moment you turned your back on two decades of friendship. The moment you threw years of loyalty away like it was nothing.”
“That’s not how it happened,” Tad interrupted, but his voice was weak as he struggled to keep hold of the truth. It was hard in this garden, the scene of his greatest failure.
“It’s exactly how this happened. You could have fought harder, thought quicker, come to your great realisation sooner. Anything would have been preferable to this betrayal.”
The Charles of memory, held by the throat of Joshua King, stiffened as he was on the verge of being destroyed.
“Look at you, just laying there and watching, not an ounce of effort after I had done so much for you. Just like that night you watched the memories of my life, you enjoy my suffering.”
“I saved you from destruction.”
“You forced me to move on!” Charles screamed. “Nearly two hundred years dead and the reason I move on was because a man I loved as a son wouldn’t lift a finger to help.”
“It wasn’t like that,” Tad begged, then watched as he fed power into the spiderweb of energy that connected a ghost to the next life. Charles collapsed in on himself, escaping destruction by travelling to a place he wasn’t ready for.
The memory ended and Tad staggered away, tears in his eyes.
“I had no other choice,” he said. “It was that or—”
“Or what? Figure out what your power really was a few seconds earlier? Use your gift to save me rather than just yourself? Or was this your plan all along? Had you already decided you no longer needed ghosts, and this was your chance to be rid of me? Was that what this—”
“How could you ask that?”
“I wouldn’t have to of the Tad I knew,” Charles countered, calm and in control again. “But that Tad wanted only what was best for people and to live a quiet life with his ghosts and daughter. That Tad was not a murderer.”
At his words the world changed again, showing another memory. Tad was in an alley, fighting with new, supernatural strength, dealing devastating injuries. Then it changed again, this time showing Tad crushing the head of a man who had hurt Jen.
“A murderer and a neglectful parent,” Charles noted, seeing Jen on the floor with her back broken. Then they were back in the garden and Tad was watching King break Kate’s neck.
“This was your plan all along. You got a taste for power and you wanted more, no matter who paid the price.”
“I didn’t want this,” Tad said, hyperventilating as memories were thrown at him in a rush.
“Sure you did. You got a taste for power from ghosts, but that power was changing and you changed with it. Suddenly you could impress pretty women by beating people up,” he said, flashing to an image of Stella watching Tad protect her in the alley. “You had a new reason to live, but the rest of us were in your way. Kate was hanging around with Miriam, Jen would always hold you back, Maggie’s grief was too frustrating… and then there’s me. I was the symbol of your old life. You could never move on, never get what King had while I was around.”
“That’s not how it was,” Tad said. His mind scrabbled for control, trying to think clearly again, but Charles’ words carried the weight of guilt and a sprinkling of truth.
Had Tad wanted this? Had he subconsciously acted too slow out of convenience? Was this his fault?
“It’s all your fault,” Charles answered his unspoken thought. “The death of those men, forcing Maggie to move on, Kate’s death, forcing me to move on, Jen getting her back broken. Then you completed King’s ritual, anyway.”
“No. I didn’t mean—”
“Sure you did. You knew King only needed one more death. You came wanting to complete the ritual. A building collapsed, the security guards working here lost their lives. All because you wanted power.”
“No,” Tad all but sobbed. “It wasn’t like that.”
Charles was wrong, wasn’t he? He never wanted this. He just wanted to help people.
“Keep telling yourself that. But deep down you’re no better than Joshua King. You’re just a sick, broken man willing to kill to get power.”
With those words Charles rushed forward as though to attack and in an instant of panic Tad threw up his hands and…
…woke up.
He lay in a pool of sweat, panting as he looked around his room. He was alone in the dark, no ghosts in his head, no Charles. Alone and shaken with tears in his eyes, missing an old friend and fighting against nagging thoughts that wouldn’t go away.
Was Charles right?
He couldn’t be. It’s just grief talking.
No matter what he told himself, that nagging doubt remained.
That night got him Stella, he could do things with his powers he’d never even dreamed of before, and, if he was willing to accept the price, there was fame and fortune waiting. Things had worked out better than he could have hoped, but it wasn’t worth the lives of his friends.
He swung his legs out of bed and shook his head.
“Sorry Charles,” he whispered into the darkness. “I can’t feel guilty any longer.”
In an effort to believe the words and despite the early hour, Tad left his bed behind and got ready to start the new day.
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“Dad, the red one.”
Tad blinked and turned. Jen sat on his bed, cocooned by pillows and wreathed in her usual red aura. He’d never met anyone with her temper… or was that all nearly thirteen-year-old girls?
“Dad!” Jen shouted.
“What?”
“For the hundredth time, I like the red one.”
He was surprised to find himself holding two shirts, one black and one maroon. He’d forgotten he’d asked her opinion.
“Are you sure? I always thought the black one looked better.”
Jen huffed and turned to Tony who watched with malicious glee.
“Why does he even ask if he isn’t going to listen?” she asked the teenage ghost who shrugged before grinning at Tad.
“I don’t know. Tad, why do you ask if you aren’t going to listen?”
Tad frowned and threw the black shirt over the chair in the bedroom’s corner. “Fine, I’ll go with red.”
“Finally,” Jen huffed. “What’s wrong with you today?”
“He’s upset because he got fired,” Tony answered before Tad had chance.
“Fired?” Jen gasped, her aura turning grey and blue, excitement and fear, or maybe shock. With only two months of aura reading behind him, he wasn’t an expert. Some emotions, like anger, fear, irritation and happiness, were simple, solid colours. Others mixed colours, making them harder to pinpoint. Luckily, or unluckily depending on perspective, Jen ran through every colour in the spectrum at least once a day, so he had plenty of practice.
“Not fired,” he said, glaring at Tony. “I resigned.”
“Why?”
“Because Tad’s thicker than that glue you call porridge without Charles to show him how his brain works,” Tony said.
The mention of Charles threatened to send Tad into the depression he’d been fighting all day.
“What’s wrong with my porridge?” Jen asked dangerously.
“Nothing, other than it’s strong enough to build houses and sweet enough to give you diabetes.”
Jen opened her mouth to reply, but Tad beat her to it.
“Tony’s half right. I’m not the teacher I was without Charles,” he said, heading off Jen’s anger and hiding his true feelings about leaving work. They didn’t need to know about Tad’s struggle to cope with losing Charles’ knowledge, or how it felt like a huge chunk of his mind was missing. They had enough of their own troubles. Jen put on a brave face, but her back still bothered her, and Tony wasn’t adapting to his limitations since the Merging all that well. Tad was the last thing they needed to worry about.
“I thought you were doing well. Stella said your class had doubled since the Merging,” Jen pointed out.
Yet another reason for retirement.
November’s events made him a celebrity and fame wasn’t for him. The looks, the pestering, having to change his phone number twice to keep away unwanted calls; he hated it all. He’d miss the job and felt the pain of losing yet another connection to Charles, but he couldn’t stay any longer. 
“I know enough to teach the course, but the longer he’s gone, the more the details fade. I don’t have his passion. I just don’t…”
Dark thoughts stirred again, and he forced himself to change the topic.
“We’ll live off the money I made when I sold the car. That should keep us going a while.”
“You could take some TV appearance fees,” Jen suggested, but her words trailed off when she saw his expression. She’d seen his only TV interview and should have known better. “Well, there’s been loads of other offers. You could always take those endorsement deals or—”
“No,” Tad interrupted. “I’ll wait for this fame nonsense to die down, then find a normal job.”
“Maybe this guy wants to offer you something,” Tony said, moving so he could grab an envelope he’d been sitting on. “He’s persistent enough.”
Tad snatched the envelope and waved it in Tony’s face. “For the last time, stop opening my mail.”
Tony shrugged. “No one sends me mail, but I like opening letters.”
Tad suspected it had more to do with Tony enjoying the ability to touch things again. If it annoyed Tad, all the better.
“You going to answer this one?” Tony asked.
Tad shook his head while reading.
“Who’s it from?” Jen asked.
“It’s from the Prime Minister again,” Tony answered. “He’s asking for a meeting.”
“Oh,” Jen said in a tone that made Tad look up.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“What?” he repeated.
“She thinks you’re being stupid,” Tony said, then winced as Jen smacked the back of his head.
Only two months removed from her broken back, Tad didn’t like the pain in her expression at jumping halfway across the bed like that. He rushed to help her sit up, but she shrugged him off. She hated it when he, in her words, babied her, but he couldn’t help it. In a lot of ways, because of the new powers she’d inherited on the night of the Merging, the injury wasn’t as life altering as it could be. However, it was still a broken back. She shouldn’t throw herself around like that.
It’s your fault, Charles’ voice teased within his mind. He ignored it.
Jen’s embarrassment at the spectacle she caused turned to anger at Tony.
“I never said he was stupid,” she protested.
“Did so. Last week, when we got the last letter. Remember? You asked why Tad wouldn’t meet with the Prime Minister. I told you Tad was scared they’d lock him in a lab somewhere with scientists probing that pea-sized brain of his to see what made it tick, and you said—”
“I know what I said,” Jen snapped, anger fighting with embarrassment. “But, I never said stupid.”
“Did so.”
“Did not!”
“Enough,” Tad interrupted. “It doesn’t matter if you did or didn’t—”
“I didn’t,” Jen protested.
“Did,” Tony added.
Tad sighed. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not meeting him. That’s final.”
“You know he won’t kidnap you though, right?” Jen asked, glancing at Tony as he sniggered and hiding her own smile.
Tad sighed again.
“You and me are the only known Proxies out there, and therefore the latest curiosities. I don’t want to see what people in power will do about that.”
This time Jen couldn’t hold in her giggle. “That’s just in movies, dad. The government doesn’t really kidnap people.”
Tad didn’t reply. He knew everyone thought he was crazy about this, but he couldn’t back down. It was hard to put his finger on why he felt this way. He suspected it was the strange faces that looked familiar but different at the same time, like he’d seen them too many times in too many places, always watching.
Just thinking about it made him doubt his sanity, so he held up the chosen shirt.
“You sure red?”
Jen rolled her eyes. “For the last time, yes.”
“Why are you so worried about this?” Tony asked.
“I have a date with Stella, remember?”
“I know that. But what’s so special about tonight? It’s not like you two haven’t… you know…” he glanced at Jen, then turned and coughed suggestively.
“Tony,” Tad warned.
“What? You mean had sex?” Jen asked.
“Jen,” Tad blurted while Tony burst out laughing.
“What? I’m nearly thirteen, dad. I’m not an idiot. I know all about sex.”
“I’m not listening to this,” Tad said while Tony laughed it up.
Jen rolled her eyes and asked, “Well, what is so special?”
“It’s our first date,” Tad said. Jen frowned and Tony stopped laughing as they looked at each other, once more united.
“What do you mean, first date?” Tony asked.
“Yeah, you and Stella have been together loads. She’s even stayed the night. I told you, I’m not stupid. I know tha—”
“It’s our first official date,” Tad said, cutting Jen off before she could get started. “We’ve hung out a lot, but between work, the Merging and being at the hospital, we’ve never done an official first date. That’s tonight.”
“Why?” Tony asked. “You got away with it. You got the good stuff without the dating nonsense. What’s the point now?”
“Tony, come over here,” Jen said.
“Why?”
“Because I don’t want to pull my back when I hit you.”
Tony jumped off the bed and rushed out of reach. She glowered at him before turning to Tad.
“I think it’s nice. But, you didn’t have to put it off just because I was in hospital.”
“It wasn’t like that. We were just busy.”
“I still think you’re mad,” Tony said. “But I get it. Put the time in before she comes to her senses and realises just how far out of your league she is.”
“Exactly,” Tad said.
“No,” Jen argued. “That’s not how it works.”
“I know,” Tony said sadly. “It doesn’t matter how much work he puts in, she’ll figure it out eventually.”
“That’s not what I meant,” Jen scowled as the red in her aura deepened.
“Enough, both of you. I can’t take anymore. Give me some peace to get changed.”
Tony nodded, and despite arguing with Jen a moment earlier, he moved to her side to help her up. Jen looked at her legs with a frown before Tad felt a tingling in his head that told him she was pulling on her connection to that other reality, the source of their powers, Dream. A moment later, her legs moved, a miracle he’d seen so often he was getting used to it. These new powers were amazing, though he didn’t understand them as well as he should.
She stood carefully, moving with caution to keep from jostling her back. As much as she hated it, she accepted Tony’s help and kept her hand on his arm as he led her from the room.
Tad watched them go, the accusation of his nightmare playing through his mind as Jen struggled to walk.
This is your fault, he couldn’t help thinking once more before forcing the thought away less his mind travel down dark paths. Turning his back to the closed door, he changed into the outfit that Jen chose as his best look.
Tad was studying his reflection when the knock came at the front door.
The man in the mirror was tall, a touch too skinny, with dark brown eyes, equally dark hair that stuck out everywhere even when short, and a one day growth of beard. The maroon shirt, only slightly creased, was tucked into his best jeans, and he finished the ensemble with polished black shoes. Combined with the blazer he’d grabbed at the last moment, this was as good as Tad got. Tall and dark with rough edges.
Despite his obvious inadequacy, he was on his way to meet a goddess.
Mostly he accepted Tony’s teasing at face value, but now and then he had to wonder. Stella belonged on a red carpet with adoring fans and celebrities drooling over her, not spending her Friday nights with him. 
“Don’t question it,” he told himself. “Down that way, madness lies.”
Despite his admonition, he shuddered at the thought of Stella coming to her senses. It was a reminder that tonight had to go well.
There was another knock at the door.
“Is someone going to get that?” Tad shouted. It was probably Letty come to babysit Jen.
He checked his watch and was reaching for his blazer when Jen called upstairs.
“Dad, can you come down here?”
What was she doing answering the door? Considering her injuries, that was Tony’s job. He didn’t like her tone either. 
He rushed from the room, suddenly angry. If it was those damn reporters when he made it clear that such tactics wouldn’t get them anywhere, then he’d…
He lost his train of thought as he reached the bottom step. Two people stood at the entrance of his home, a man and woman. They were short enough to look lost standing in the doorway. Tad had never met them, but it didn’t take a genius to guess who they were even if he hadn’t seen memories of them.
The man was the spitting image of his son, just older and stern. The nervous smile on the woman and the softness around her eyes was Tony all over.
“Mr and Mrs Suen,” Tad said, greeting Tony’s parents for the first time. “This is a surprise.”
Mr Suen nodded but his wife answered.
“We’re sorry for not calling. We’d planned to wait until we settled back in the country. But… After seeing him on the news, I just couldn’t. I have to see him. Is my son here?”
So that was why Tony didn’t answer the door, he’d run away.
Coward.

“Why don’t we go to the living room and we’ll talk,” Tad suggested. “I’m on my way out but I’ve got five minutes.”
Mrs Suen’s face fell and were it not for the strong hand of her husband Tad worried that the rest of her might have fallen as well. She leaned into him while Mr Suen stared at Tad.
“Where is he?” he asked, no smile on his face.
“I’m not sure. He was here a minute ago,” Tad admitted, looking to Jen for help.
“I thought he was answering the door, but…” Her words ended in a shrug.
Tad could fill in the blanks. Knowing Tony as he did, his disappearance wasn’t shocking. Mr Suen, however, didn’t take the news well.
“Are you telling me my son ran away from his first chance to see his parents in fifteen years?”
“It was probably overwhelming, coming out of the blue like this. If we go through to the living room—” Tad tried to explain, but Mr Suen was having none of it.
“We did not raise our son to run from trouble. Where is he? We have a right to see him.”
“I agree. But he’s not here. I’m sure once he’s calmed down he’ll want to meet you. Do you have contact details where—”
“We’ll come back,” he interrupted again. “Next time, he better be here.”
Tad shook his head, trying to understand where the hostility was coming from. “Mr Suen, I think there’s been a miscommunication. I don’t know why you’re getting upset but—”
“You don’t know why?” he interrupted a third time, thereby proving his relationship to Tony by getting under Tad’s skin just that fast. “Maybe it’s because you have been in contact with my son for fifteen years without telling me? Or maybe it’s because you put him in danger. Now you hide him from us.”
Tad raised his hands like trying to back off an angry dog.
“No, it’s not like that. I’ve never been able to show ghosts to people until recently so I couldn’t tell you and—”
It was Mr Suen’s turn to raise a hand, again cutting Tad off. Tad was really starting to dislike this guy.
“We will be back, Mr Holcroft. Tony will be here or there’ll be consequences.”
“When will you be back?” Tad asked, but didn’t get an answer.
Mr Suen glared at him as he stepped out the door, leading his distraught wife by the shoulders toward their car, passing Letty who walked in the opposite direction.
“What was that about?” Jen asked, looking as surprised as Tad felt.
“I have no idea. What happened to Tony?”
“He went to answer the door, then I heard a squeak, and he was gone.”
“A squeak?” Tad asked.
“Might have been a meep. Whatever, it’s enough to tease him with, the wimp.”
“Maybe don’t tease him about this, Jen,” Tad said, worrying about his ghost for the first time in a long time. Usually the only emotion Tony evoked was anger. However, Tad knew how seeing his parents for the first time would hit Tony. He’d spent fifteen years living the life he’d missed out on because of his parents, one they wouldn’t approve of. It was less that he didn’t want to see them, but rather that he was scared for them to see him.
“I don’t see why not. He would tease me.”
“Not for this,” Tad said. “This one’s personal.”
“He’s always personal.”
“You know what I mean. He’s not seen them in fifteen years. Imagine if your parents came back, would you want Tony teasing you about them?”
“Oh.”
“Exactly.” He said nothing else as the kind, old woman who lived across the street made it to the door.
“Letty, you’re looking well,” Tad greeted her.
She feigned a double take. “A shirt? Blazer? Stella’s a lucky woman. If I was forty years younger…”
Tad laughed politely and shut the door behind the woman, but not before catching the evil glare from Mr Suen as he drove away. Tad shivered. It should be the easiest thing in the world to reunite them with Tony, but he had a bad feeling about this.
The door closed, and he tried to push it from his mind, he had other things to focus on tonight.




3

Friday, 29th January 2016

19:08

Stella was stressed, but what else was new?
It wasn’t the stress of getting nowhere on a case, of being asked to deal with every supernatural incident since the Merging, or dealing with the madness that Cardiff had become. Dreams coming true and nightmares made real created the kind of stress that any good police woman lives for.
No, her stress had a name.
Tad Holcroft.
He had a talent for getting under her skin, making her feel things she wasn’t used to, getting her stressed over things that shouldn’t matter. It was only a date. So why had she spent the last hour destroying her tiny apartment looking for just the right outfit? She’d emptied her wardrobe onto her bed, but there wasn’t enough space in her bedroom so the madness spread outward.
Now, standing in the living room in her underwear, struggling to decide between a casual skinny jeans and top combo or her little black dress, the real thing she wondered was what the hell was wrong with her?
Frustrated, she looked at the clock over the sofa, set fifteen minutes fast to keep her punctual. She should change the system because she adjusted for those fifteen minutes anyway. But it meant she had seven minutes left to find a solution.
“It would help if I knew where we’re going,” she growled, wondering again how stupid this was.
Why did Tad have to over-think things? They were in a good place. She did her thing, he did his, and they met in the middle. It was easy, it was fun, and most importantly, she didn’t have to think. Why did he have to ruin everything by calling this a date?
An uneventful night on a casual evening and it’s a quiet night in. The same scenario on a date is a bad date. Bad dates mattered, they were memorable.
Worst of all was that for the first time in recent memory she wanted this to go well. She didn’t want to over-think it and Stella it up again like every relationship. Tad had wormed his way past her barriers and he’d dragged Jen and Tony along behind him. A funny little family who inexplicably liked her company enough to keep her around and remind her just what she’d been missing all these years. It was remarkable how quick she adjusted, and the thought of returning to a life alone made her shudder.
An internal voice screamed at her to remember why she built the barriers in the first place. She was done listening though.
Tonight had to go right.
Which was why the universe chose that moment to create the now familiar popping sound in the space behind her.
It was the noise of air being shoved aside by something large. It was the sound of a Proxy, or dreamwalker as the world knew him, using his new gift of changing the channel between realities.
Tad was early.
It was instinct to yelp in surprise, turning to face him even as she grabbed the black dress and used it to cover up. 
Alerted by her yelp, Tad turned then froze. His eyes widened, glancing up and down then darting around the room as he put together the clues of what he’d walked in on… appeared in on… whatever the hell it was dreamwalkers called it. Were it anyone else appearing in her home like that, she would have punched them. However, she doubted they would share Tad’s reaction.
The moment he realised what he’d done, his eyes slammed shut, his cheeks flamed, and he turned away, bumbling an apology that sapped Stella’s anger. This wasn’t his first time seeing her undressed. Anyone else would use that as permission to keep looking. Not Tad. He stood with eyes scrunched closed like a little boy pretending he hadn’t seen something he wasn’t supposed to because, look how tight my eyes are closed, I couldn’t see anything if I wanted to.
She choked back a laugh, not wanting to let him off the hook that easily.
“What the hell?” she snapped, stepping into the dress that had just become the winning choice. “Have you heard of knocking?”
“Shit, sorry. I… Well, there are… I saw reporters outside and didn’t want to deal with them. I didn’t expect you to be… well… you know.”
Still grinning but trying to hide it she said, “You couldn’t have waited outside the apartment?”
“I never thought—”
“Of course you didn’t. And you’re early. That’s not cool.”
“Early? I’m running late. I had an issue at home and Letty was late coming over, then I needed to talk to Jen about something and… well. It’s ten past seven.”
Stella frowned as she slipped on her shoes and looked at the clock. “But that’s the time it says on my clock.”
“That’s… well… that’s how time works, Stella.”
“I know that, smart arse. I set my clocks fifteen minutes fast. Or did I fix it already?”
“Huh?” was Tad’s genius response.
“Wait. So you’re late?” 
“Uh… yes… I mean… not on purpose. Tony’s parents showed up, then Letty was late and Jen…”
She hushed him with a finger to his lips. His right eye opened, darting around to make sure everything was safe before the other eye joined it. He blinked in surprise to find Stella smiling. She could have kept him dangling a few more minutes, but his bumbling made her feel cruel.
“Calm down. I’m not mad.”
“You’re not?”
She laughed, then pulled his head down so she could kiss him. It was a longer kiss than she intended and when she released him he blinked again, then smiled goofily.
“Oh, you’re really not mad.”
“I will be if you don’t tell me where we’re going. I’ve waited long enough.”
He grinned, regaining his confidence and shaking his head. “No, I told you. It’s a surprise.”
“But—”
“Just grab your coat and anything else you need, you’ll find out soon enough.”
“What if I refuse until you tell me where we’re going?” she asked as she searched for her coat. It was under one of these piles of clothes somewhere. It horrified part of her that Tad was seeing this manic mess, but a bigger part didn’t care now he was here.
“Then I’ll just grab you and change the channel. I’m a dreamwalker you know, there’s no denying us when we set our minds to something.”
Chuckling again, she found her coat and handbag, then turned to face him. “I guess I’ll come along quietly then. Am I dressed right for the occasion? I didn’t know what to wear being as I don’t know where we’re going.”
Tad looked her up and down, this time taking his time about it and making her blush. Finally he said, his voice a little shaky, “Uh… Yeah. That’ll be fine… Uh… You look great.”
Her blush deepened and this time she couldn’t hide her grin. You look great was a tame compliment compared to half she heard from strangers on a daily basis, but the delivery made the difference. It was her turn to be lost for words and when she realised she was just standing there grinning at him, she looked away.
Get a grip, Stella.
“Alright, let’s go.”
He offered her a hand which she took without thinking, forgetting to prepare herself.
Tad changed the channel.
Stella hated travelling like that.
Just a thought from Tad and there was a flickering glimpse at a featureless void, then they stood in an alley, Stella’s skin prickling in the winter cold. Her muscles told her brain they hadn’t moved so she couldn’t be somewhere new. Her senses, however, screamed that she was no longer in the same place. Those messages collided and her brain malfunctioned. Suddenly she was as dizzy as if she’d taken multiple turns on the teacups ride at a fairground.
It happened every time, and the nausea removed any jealousy she had for his gift.
To make things worse, Tad wasn’t even slightly out of sorts. He stood by her side, supporting her while she recovered.
She hated him for that.
“You couldn’t pretend to be sick?” she asked.
“That would make you feel better?”
“It would be fair. You’re the one making me do this.” She stood up straight as the dizziness faded. “Is it me, or was that quicker? Normally we spend more time in Dream.”
“I’ve been practising,” he said, and she looked up at the smug tone in his voice. God, he was smirking. He loved this.
“I bet you have. Where are we? This isn’t the most romantic spot you know.”
Stella scanned for clues. Tall brick walls, steel fire escapes, huge dumpster-style bins. The sound of heavy traffic came from the end of the alley and there was something strange about the light. Wait, the light. It wasn’t artificial, it was daylight.
What the hell? The sun set hours ago.
“People would freak out if we popped up somewhere closer. I had to Google a nearby alley,” Tad answered, still not giving away where they were. He was loving teasing her about this and she knew he’d keep his advantage every second he could. She tried not to smile at how childish he could be sometimes, but she wasn’t successful. 
“And just where is this alley close to?”
“That’s a surprise. Come on.”
Still holding her hand, he guided her out of the alley. Stella was about to ask another question when a car drove by, a yellow taxi that should be familiar to anyone who had encountered a TV in their lifetime.
“Are we in New York?” she asked in surprise, and not just a little awe to find herself nearly three and a half thousand miles from home.
“We might be,” he teased, earning a glare she couldn’t maintain. He was enjoying this far too much and for her part she couldn’t hide her true reaction. The stress from earlier vanished, replaced with growing amazement with every step. She gawped at tall buildings and wide streets that didn’t belong in Cardiff.
The pavement traffic, or sidewalk as the Americans called it, grew as they reached the end of the block and turned the corner. Most pedestrians wore similar expressions of awe, marking them as tourists. It helped Tad and Stella blend in, which was handy because for once Stella couldn’t control her expression. That was doubly true as they turned the next corner and stopped walking.
There were hundreds of people and more road traffic than she’d ever want to deal with. But it wasn’t that which drew her attention, but instead the vibrant lights of countless, giant screens plastered over the surface of every building.
Times Square was a sight to behold and one she’d never expected to see tonight.
“Oh my God, Tad. I’ve always wanted to come here,” she whispered.
“I heard.”
She looked at him. “From who?”
“I might have done some snooping at the police station and picked some brains.”
Stella was torn between being thrilled that he’d put in the effort and dying of shame that he’d probably struggled to find anyone who’d call her a friend.  
“I can’t… Tad, this is amazing.”
He smiled at her reaction and gave her a second to enjoy the sights. She didn’t have long before he said, “Come on, the restaurant’s this way.”
“Can’t we stay longer?”
“We’ve got an early reservation. It was the only time I could get on short notice. But we’ll come back, anytime you want. It’s just a thought away.”
Shivers ran down her spine.
That was the world to him now, nothing more than a thought away. Just three months ago she didn’t believe in ghosts, now she had to wrap her head around a man who could imagine himself in any place and he’d be there. She knew he could do it, but there’s knowing and there’s knowing.
That second kind was when her brain didn’t just accept it at face value, but actually understood the impact. It was a power not meant for humans.
Stella had to hide her awe, but was practised with this by now. It wasn’t the first time she’d reacted this way to his powers. She struggled with his aura reading, not liking how much insight it gave him into her thoughts. But she was most troubled by her memories of Tad and Jen entering another person’s mind.
Her palms grew clammy and her heart skipped a beat at just the thought. It was all she could do to keep from pulling her hand free from Tad’s in horror.
Stella’s mind was her sanctuary. The thought of someone in her head terrified her so much that she had developed a strong case of insomnia when spending the night with Tad. She knew he wouldn’t go into her head,  he wasn’t that kind of person, but subconsciously she was terrified. A decision to spend a night with Tad was a decision to skip a night of sleep.
So far she had survived sleepless nights with surprisingly little trouble, but it was another bundle of crazy packaged with Tad Holcroft. It was a good job she knew the man behind those powers or she’d be terrified right now.
She was drawn from her thoughts by extra pressure on the hand Tad held. She searched for the cause of his tension and didn’t have to look hard.
A man stared at them from ten feet away. She’d clocked him looking earlier, one of the many stares she received and ignored from strangers. But this one had turned into something different. He didn’t just look at her, he stared at Tad also, eyes wide with recognition.
“Holy shit! You’re him. The Dreamwalker,” he accused. His voice carried like he’d used a megaphone and nearby people looked up. “It is you. Mary, come look at this. It’s that Dreamwalker guy.”
His words drew more eyes their way and Tad locked up, slipping into panic mode. Of all his talents, handling his new celebrity status wasn’t amongst them.
“You’ve got the wrong guy,” Stella tried. It was no use.
“The hell I have. He’s Holcroft, and you’re the girl he rescued. You’re as famous as he is.”
Stella bristled at being called a girl but didn’t respond. The man’s words passed through the crowd like a fast spreading disease, infecting everyone within range and drawing eyes to them.
“Do something, show us a trick,” called a voice from the growing crowd.
“He can’t do anything. It’s a hoax,” shouted another.
Beside her Tad flinched at every call, wide eyes seeking the speakers. His nervousness was infectious and Stella wanted to be anywhere but here.
“The hell it is. I’ve got family in England, they’ve seen him do stuff.”
The conversation spread outward, the crowd arguing amongst themselves as even more people asked questions.
“What’s it like to talk to ghosts?”
“What’s waiting in the afterlife?”
“Where do you go when you disappear?”
“Can you contact my mom for me?”
“Can we go?”
That last question was Stella’s. She pulled Tad close and squeezed his hand for attention. The crowd was so thick that Stella felt like every person in New York had come to see them.
“Yeah, let’s go,” Tad said, snapping out of his stupor.
She prepared herself for the inevitable sickness, but seconds passed and they remained, hounded with questions, the crowd still growing. She looked at Tad to identify the problem and found him shaking free of the people nearest to him. The crowd had grown so thick that those behind were pushing the front most people forward, close enough that some were touching Tad.
Anyone touching him when he did his thing would vanish as well. They weren’t going anywhere.
Stella jumped as someone touched her arm. She turned to find a woman trying to get her attention but quickly shook her off. There was a touch from another direction, someone else seeking attention and invading her personal space.
Stella felt trapped, this swarm of humans enclosing her and bringing out an inner panic she wasn’t used to. If this crowd turned bad, there was nothing she could do.
More people touched her now, more shouting, more questions. Most directed at Tad, but some for her as well.
Then there was space.
Those people closest skidded backward, pressed away like an invisible barrier was pushing them, creating a six foot clearing around Tad and Stella.
A collective gasp washed over Times Square and the world stilled. Stella was willing to bet that in the history of this city, this particular spot had never been so unnaturally quiet.
There were shocked faces as all eyes turned to Tad, Stella’s included.
He saw none of them as his eyes were closed and he was holding his head, his face scrunched in pain.
“Tad,” Stella asked, the crowd forgotten.
His eyes opened, and he looked at her with determination as his hand tightened around hers and then they were back in her apartment with Stella feeling sick again.
“Shit,” Tad said, and she thought that summed up the situation nicely.
Stella sat beside Tad on her sofa, splitting her concern between his pain and the news reporting from Times Square.
The media loved this, interviewing as many people as they could find. The reactions varied from awe at seeing Tad use his powers, to people who were shaken, and those who were angry at Tad. No story was the same and the extent to which Tad acted grew with every telling.
Thanks to mobile phones in almost every pocket, there was even footage of Stella and Tad looking startled, and a closeup of Tad’s face crumpling in pain as he used his magic.
“What happened?” Stella asked, judging that he’d recovered enough to answer.
“I didn’t think before I acted. I pushed too hard for that dream to become real.”
Stella muted the TV then turned from it. “I need more than that. What did you do?”
“I used Dream to push them back.”
“You can do that?” She’d just seen it, so of course he could, but she couldn’t keep from blurting it out. After living her whole life believing such a thing was impossible, it was hard to believe what she’d seen.
“Yeah, that and more. Theoretically I can do a lot,” he said, his voice thick with frustration. “There’s always resistance though… pain.”
“Tad, slow down and explain it like I have no idea what you’re talking about… because I really don’t.”
He sighed, nodded, then explained.
“Finishing King’s ritual merged two realities, laid them over each other so closely that only the slightest barrier keeps them apart. As a Proxy… dreamwalker… whatever you want to call us, I’m like a doorway between those realities. That’s how I can do what I do. I open a door and let a little of one reality into the other.”
“So tonight you did what? Let in Dream and that pushed those people away?”
“Kind of. I imagined what I wanted to happen as a picture in my mind… I wanted space, you know? Then, when that picture was clear, I opened that door to fill it with Dream.”
“Fill it with Dream? What does that mean?”
Tad groaned and sat up straighter, shaking his head in frustration. “This is so hard to explain.”
“I know, but I need to hear it,” Stella said. “I can’t help you if I don’t understand what you’re doing.”
He smiled at that, but remained silent a moment longer as he collected his thoughts.
“Dream is different from our reality. When you’re there, anything you imagine is real. Think of it like water. You can move it around and shape it however you want. But the second you stop manipulating it, it flows back to normal. Our reality is rock. It’s fixed and hard to work with. It takes a lot to do anything. But, you do something in this world, it stays that way, it’s permanent.
“I open a doorway between those realities, letting a little of one into the other. In Dream I would be letting in the permanence of this reality, like freezing the water so it holds its shape. In our reality, I’m letting in the unlimited possibility of Dream, melting the rock to make it liquid so I can work with it.
“Does that make sense?”
Stella hesitated, thinking through his answer before nodding. “I think I get it. So when you open this door, you change things in our world by imagining them, just as you can in a Dream?”
“Yes, but it’s not that easy. If I try something too big, then the door is harder to open and there’s pain, a lot of it. If it’s too small, the door is easy to open, but the effect is kind of pointless. I don’t know where the line is, hence the stabbing pain followed by headaches for a week.”
“That doesn’t sound good. If it hurts that much you shouldn’t be messing with it.”
“I need to find the line,” he explained.
“Not if it’s hurting your brain like that, you could damage yourself. You could be—” She was cut off as her phone rang. She silenced it. Whoever it was could wait, this was more important. “Tad, I’m serious. You can’t—”
The phone rang again. This time she had to answer it. Not many people called her, and if those who did rang twice, she knew something was wrong.
She apologised to Tad and pressed the answer button.
“D.I. Martin.”
“Stella, it’s George. I know you’re not working tonight but—”
Stella groaned, cutting him off. “No George, not again. Can’t someone else handle it? This is my first day off in weeks. Whatever it is can either wait until the morning or be handled by someone else.”
George, quite a few levels up the food chain in the Cardiff police, was silent. Just two months ago she would have worried that a telling off was coming. That was hundreds of strange cases and almost as many calls like this ago. George wouldn’t shout at her now, he needed her too much.
“I wish this one could wait, I do. But it’s big.”
Stella sighed again, glancing at Tad who pretended not to be listening. This was happening too often. Ever since the Merging she was in high demand for anything strange that happened within a hundred-mile radius of Cardiff, the area known as the Borderlands. It started because she was the officer present at the Merging and they wanted her input. After that she was a victim of her own success.
“How big?”
“Huge.”
Stella sighed and glanced at Tad, mouthing the word sorry before giving in.
“Fine, where do you need me?”
The next sentence made her shiver and sit up straight.
“I’ll see you there,” she answered, then hung up with a quick goodbye.
“Trouble?” Tad asked, sounding resigned to their date being over. To be fair, between his early arrival and the disaster in New York, it hadn’t ever really got started.
“Definitely. I’ve been called in. He asked for you too.”
“Me?” 
“Yeah, and he’s right. We need your help on this one.”
“Why? Where are we going?”
“Back to where it all started. King Tower.”
Tad took only a second to put the clues together. “They used the Dream Gate?”
Stella nodded.
“You’re right, we should go.”
And just like that the night was over.
It was officially a bad date.
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With any destination just a thought away, it was hard to be a passenger for even ten minutes. Therefore Tad was impatiently counting down the miles as they entered the industrial park that once housed King Tower. This late at night the area should be abandoned, which made the crowd beside their double parked vans all the more obvious.
“Shit,” Stella muttered. “This is the last thing we need.”
A pack of reporters stood between them and the brightly illuminated plot of land that contained the ruins of King Tower. Not to be put off, Stella drove up behind them and beeped the horn.
They jumped but didn’t move away. Instead, they turned their cameras, the attached lights blinding as they tried to look inside the car. It took only seconds to figure out who was inside, then they swarmed like zombies, crowding the car as though trying to claw their way in.
Questions were shouted at the closed windows and cameras were pushed against the glass.
“Don’t even think about it,” Stella warned.
“What?”
“You were thinking of pushing them away like in New York.”
“No, I wasn’t,” he lied, and wondered if she was reading his mind. Was he that obvious? Probably, judging by the way her nose wrinkled in distaste. Somehow she could always tell when he was lying.
“Just don’t do it.”
She pressed the horn again, and it wasn’t long before uniformed soldiers cleared a path. Stella stepped on the accelerator, waving her thanks to the soldiers as they passed and pulled onto the ring road that once surrounded the security walls of King Tower.
Tad didn’t come here often as the place held only bad memories. However, it had changed little. An enormous pile of black stone, the rubble of the collapsed tower, was illuminated by tens of lights attached to generators ringing the site. A large metal fence encircled the perimeter, and there were three large, green, military command tents near the entrance.
The rubble should have long ago been cleared, but anyone who approached it vanished into Dream.
The ritual that caused the Merging was strongest here, leaving no barriers between Dream and the real world. It was why the place was known as the King Dream Gate. It was the one place on Earth where anyone could cross into another reality.
Tad rescued the unfortunate people who discovered this fact in the first days after the Merging. Then the barriers were erected, and no one was allowed inside.
“I’m still waiting,” Stella said as she pulled up next to the military vehicles near the first command tent.
“For what?”
“For you to admit I was right. I said it was only a matter of time before they sent someone through.”
“I thought no one would be that stupid after what I told everyone.”
Stella grinned. “Never underestimate the stupidity of groups. Individually people can be intelligent, put them in a group and stupidity takes over. A government is the biggest group of all. Like I said, it was just a matter of time.”
Tad narrowed his eyes at her smug expression. “What do you want, a medal?”
“Nothing so grand. You know I’m not into bling.” He laughed, and she grinned right back.
“Then what?”
“I need you to admit I’m always right and you should just listen instead of arguing and looking stupid. You’ll need to learn eventually, so you might as well save yourself some pain and get it over with.”
Tad snorted and shook his head. “Never.”
Before she could answer, he stepped into the cool night air, unable to hide his pleasure at escaping the confines of the car. It was strange how cramped they seemed now he no longer needed them for transport. Take away their primary purpose and they became nothing more than a small room with five chairs facing in the same direction. He’d never realised how unnatural it was.
He ignored Stella’s eye rolling at his impatience just as he ignored the reporters and their shouted questions. He instead turned to the three men with guns coming their way. It was all he could do not to grab Stella and change the channel. He wasn’t comfortable around guns. They weren’t common in Britain and since his unwanted fame that distaste had only grown.
“Mr Holcroft, D.I. Martin, please follow us,” said the first of the soldiers, a man in his early twenties, decked out as if he were in a war zone. He held his machine gun, Tad had no idea what kind, with its muzzle down, but it was no less intimidating.
“Of course,” Stella answered for them both, confidently taking charge. Tad was glad she was here. “Lead the way.”
The soldier nodded and turned, walking back to the command tent. The last two waited and fell in behind them. Tad couldn’t help but feel surrounded.
They were led to the second tent which wasn’t at all like Tad expected. Lights hung from the metal frame, illuminating long rows of desks filled with expensive computers. It looked less like a tent and more like a control room complete with a bank of sixteen, flat-panel monitors against the far wall, each the size of a large TV and covered in technical information Tad couldn’t understand.
The soldiers following them took up guard positions at the entrance while the one at front led them toward those monitors, and the man and woman waiting. Tad tried to ignore the looks he received from the computer operators, but it was hard considering the abundance of pale, green-blue light visible only to him, the colour of excited curiosity. He wondered if he’d ever get used to seeing auras or to people looking at him that way.
He knew he’d never get used to the way they looked at Stella. Wether lustful gazes from men or jealous looks from women, Tad couldn’t blame them. Having not had time to change out of that wonderfully clingy, black dress, it would take a Herculean effort not to stare. That didn’t mean Tad had to like it, especially when those stares returned to him in confusion. He could question what she was doing with him without their help, thank you very much.
The waiting man, a fit, middle-aged soldier garbed in full military gear, turned as they approached and nodded. He didn’t wear that same green-blue colour, but instead had a muted aura that was hard to make out. Tad had only seen that on one other person and she was standing next to him. Stella got that way when tamping down her emotions. It usually meant she was angry and didn’t want to show it. Considering the nod was all the greeting they received, Tad wouldn’t be surprised to find the same held true here.
The woman was a different story.
Barely an inch over five feet with long, frizzy, blonde hair and wearing jeans and a t-shirt, she stood out. She couldn’t be older than thirty, though Tad suspected she was younger, and she smiled brightly, stepping forward to shake first Tad’s hand and then Stella’s.
“Tad Holcroft. Stella Martin. It’s so amazing to meet you both. I’m Abby DeFlorin, head technician for this little operation.”
The military officer rolled his eyes at her use of the word operation.
“Nice to meet you too,” Tad replied. “So, you’re part of the exploratory team into Dream.”
She nodded, frizzy hair bouncing wildly. 
“I’m running tech support. The researchers have tools and communication equipment with them that I hoped to monitor from here, but—”
“The signals won’t cross the barrier,” Tad said, and her smile crumpled.
“Ah… Yes, we discovered that. I hoped that because of our proximity to the Dream Gate that some information could pass through, but… Well… No such luck.”
“It’s another reality,” Tad said, struggling to see where the confusion came from. It wasn’t a physical distance separating two places, Dream simply wasn’t part of this reality. You could no more communicate with it by being near the Dream Gate as you could see a person’s dreams just because you’re in their bed.
“Yes, well, you never know unless you try,” she said. Then she sighed. “That was the thinking behind this whole adventure.” She looked to the military man for approval and he nodded once, still saying nothing. “Our mission was to go into Dream, do quick tests, then come out.”
“What kind of tests?” Tad asked.
“A variety. None of us knew what to expect, so they’ve got pretty much everything. We’re looking for samples we can bring back, photos to study, anything that’ll give us a better example of what’s there.”
“There’s nothing there,” Tad said, growing annoyed and not hiding it well. He’d endured his one and only TV interview so the world would know this information. He shared what he knew about the Borderlands and Dream and thought he’d clarified that it wasn’t the kind of place where there were samples to be taken.
“What do you mean, nothing?” Abby asked.
“It’s a dream, nothing exists until you imagine it. Reality is what you think while you’re there and it only lasts so long as you’re thinking it. If you imagine standing in a field, you’d be in a field.”
“So we could take soil samples from that and—”
“No,” Tad interrupted. “You’d take the samples, but the minute you stopped imagining them they’d disappear. You’d come back with nothing but empty containers… if you came back at all.”
She blinked, struggling to understand. He was about to press on, but Stella interrupted.
“I’m sure your friends can explain it when they’re back.”
“Yes… I suppose so.” Abby suddenly brightened. “When they’re back… not if? You can do it?”
Stella glanced at Tad, indicating he should field this one. He thought back to what he’d learnt on that sacrificial table in Dream. So much of the real world was out of his control, but that place… he was as certain as he could be that he had control there. Of all the craziness since November, ironically it was that place which was most alien that he felt he knew best of all.
“I’ll need pictures and information on each researcher, but I don’t see a problem. I’ve done it before when the King Gate first appeared. How many people went over?”
“Sixteen,” she said.
Tad shook his head. He thought they’d be smart enough to send one person first to see if they came back. Maybe’s Stella’s stupidity theory had truth to it. 
“How long have they been gone?”
“They were supposed to be back three hours ago, but they entered this morning at eight.”
Tad’s eyes widened. “Wait. You’re telling me they’ve been there all day?”
He might have said it louder than expected as a lot of conversations died.
Abby blinked again. “Yes… Uh… Is that bad?”
Definitely, Tad thought. He’d never tested the theory, but his gut told him Dream was not meant for extended visits.
“Abby, please tell me you can get that information about your colleagues quickly.”
Suddenly pale with the ghostly, grey aura of fear compounding that effect, she nodded. “It’ll only take a moment.”
“Good, then do it… fast.”
She hesitated only a second before running to the closest computer and her fingers were flying over the keyboard before she even sat down. Tad watched her work until he felt a hand on his arm. He turned to find Stella looking concerned.
“What’s going on?” she whispered.
“You know how we were talking about Dream not being permanent?”
“Yeah, like water you said.”
He nodded. “Well, what happens if you stay in water too long?”
“You drown,” she guessed. “You think they’re dead?”
Tad shook his head, then hesitated, then shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe they are, maybe worse.”
“What could be worse?”
“Stella, in Dream things exist only so long as you think they exist.”
“I still don’t get it.”
“How much time do you spend reminding yourself you exist?” he asked.
Her eyes widened. “Are you saying that—”
“I don’t know,” he interrupted. “But I remember King telling us he couldn’t stay in Dream, that it was bad for him. I think this was what he was talking about.”
Stella swore. “What about Abby’s colleagues?”
As she asked the question Abby ran back with a stack of printer pages.
“I guess I’m about to find out.”
“You mean we’re about to find out,” she corrected.
“Stella, I think—”
“No. I know what you will say and you can forget it. This is my job, Holcroft. I need to be part of this. Those people are in trouble and I need to be there to help them. You’re here to help me, not the other way around.”
“If it wasn’t for me, you couldn’t do this,” he pointed out and instantly knew he’d said the wrong thing.
Stella’s aura vanished as she slipped into professional mode and he wasn’t dealing with his girlfriend any longer, but instead a brilliant detective who’d come close to sniffing out Proxies long before the Merging. She was back to being a person who wouldn’t suffer excuses, could see through lies and wouldn’t be told no if she decided otherwise. 
“I’m coming,” she said, and Tad didn’t argue. 
He looked up to see how many people had witnessed his defeat and groaned in dismay to see all eyes focused on him. He quickly looked away and handed half of Abby’s papers to Stella.
“Here, see if you can get to know these people as quick as possible, I’ll do the same.”
Stella gave no clue about whether she was still angry, but Tad forced himself not to worry and turned his attention back to the notes.
It was strange that despite his embarrassment at what just happened a sense of calm washed over him as he read through the pages. In fact, for maybe the first time since dealing with Joshua King, Tad’s thoughts weren’t occupied with worrying about the craziness of his life or mourning his lost ghosts. Instead, he focused on something only he could do.
As he approached the final page, he realised why he was smiling. For the first time in months, he had a purpose.
Fighting back a grin that would be inappropriate in this situation, he grabbed Stella’s arm and changed the channel.
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Tad’s round room was his entry to his mind for as long as he could remember. Mostly it was unremarkable. White painted walls, red carpet and a white ceiling. The only thing that stood out when they were here were the doors, entrances to the minds of the ghosts who shared his head and decorated to fit the mind they belonged to. There was one exit that stood out, taller than the rest, a set of double doors that were lavishly embellished.
The entry to Dream.
The room was a crutch he no longer needed, but it helped having something familiar when he came to this reality. Without it, Dream was a featureless void, waiting for thoughts to bring it alive. Tad couldn’t stand that emptiness.
“What now?” Stella asked, pulling Tad from his thoughts.
“Now, we think of the people we just learnt about.”
Even as he spoke a woman materialised to the right of Stella, making her jump and squeak in surprise before shooting Tad an evil glare. As usual, he was blind here, so he pretended not to notice.
To keep from grinning, he turned his attention to the broad shouldered, plump woman with greying, black hair and deep laughter lines accompanying her smile. She wore a black trouser suit with a white blouse and said nothing.
“Her name’s Darla Rogers and she’s not really here,” he explained to Stella before she asked the inevitable questions. “She was the person I knew best after reading the documents Abby gave us.”
“Why’s she here?” Stella asked.
“Because I focused on what I read and built a picture of her in my mind. Dream did the rest. She will lead us to the real Darla Rogers.”  Before Stella had chance to ask how, he spoke to the imaginary woman. “Where are you?” 
Dream Darla came to life.
She didn’t answer, instead walking toward the double doors leading to Dream, making Stella yelp in surprise again. Tad couldn’t hold back his laugh and received a smack on the arm for it. It hurt a lot more than he expected, which, judging by Stella’s smirk, made them even.
“Serves you right, you’re not supposed to enjoy this,” Stella scolded while fighting a smile. He knew her well enough to know she loved this too. Helping people was what she did, being able to help people when no one else could was the icing on the cake.
Darla approached the closed doors, then stepped through them like she was a ghost.
As soon as she was out of sight Tad knew the door would lead to the real her. Geography had no meaning here and Dream Darla had done her job, seeking the person who shared the same qualities as herself and taking Tad’s room with her.
Tad didn’t hesitate to follow, opening the doors into black space stretching on for eternity. Alone in that void was a floating platform of bare rock, flat on the top but tapered on the bottom like an oversized wooden stake. The top of the platform was like the surface of the moon, pockmarked and uneven. It was barren of life save for three humans in oversized hazmat suits, clustered together at its centre.
Tad smiled. His night would be easy if he could find them three at a time.
Beside him, Stella shivered.
“This isn’t what I expected,” she said as she followed him through the door onto the platform of bare rock. “It’s creepy.”
She struggled to walk on the uneven terrain in her stylish, heeled shoes that matched her dress. She was out of place in this strange environment but didn’t complain. Instead she looked around with wide eyes, wrapping her arms about herself to fight away a cold that Tad wasn’t feeling.
“This place is what they made it,” was his only answer before he turned to the three people on the platform.
One of the three, a narrow-faced man Tad recognised from the biographies as Dr Michael Brand, flickered like a flame caught in the wind. His shape lost focus, swelling in parts, shrinking in others, dissipating in the rest. He turned translucent and then was gone, the only parts of him remaining were his arms where they were being held by Darla Rogers and the third of their group.
Tad’s humour vanished in the same instant Stella gasped.
“What’s happening?” she asked, picking up her pace across the platform in a rush to reach the huddled scientists. 
Tad’s connection to Dream fed him the answer and he marvelled at how clever they were to act this way.
“They’re remembering him. They’re locked together so their belief in each other keeps them here. When one of them lose focus and succumbs to the pressures of Dream, the others belief in that person brings them back. Here, see, it’s happening now.”
At first nothing happened as Tad sensed their exhaustion, but then Dr Brand reappeared, growing from his arms like a time lapse video of a flower blooming.
Five seconds after the doctor disappeared, he was back. The three whispered tired affirmations to each other, forcing eye contact and not concentrating on the world around them.
It was a successful strategy, but if they’d been doing this for hours, the mental strain would be significant. It explained why they were locked together, and why, as they focused on Dr Brand, the edges of the platform fell away, shrinking the surface area and sending shuddering ripples through the ground that caused Tad to stumble. Stella, in her precarious footwear, would have fallen had Tad not been there to catch her.
“Stupid shoes. Next time, remind me to change before we rush out to do something like this.”
“How about next time we just finish the date,” Tad suggested.
Stella smiled, but it was short lived as she regained her footing and looked around at the smaller platform.
“Is this place collapsing?” she asked, and Tad could hear panic in her voice.
“They’re losing the ability to believe in the world around them as they focus on keeping each other here,” Tad said, no longer enjoying this. “It wouldn’t surprise me if they started the day standing on solid ground the size of the Earth, but lost that ground piece by piece as they diverted more concentration into reminding themselves they exist.”
“You mean, as they concentrate on each other, they forget to concentrate on the world and it vanishes?”
“Dream can’t exist if there’s no thought to shape it.”
Stella looked horrified.
“We need to do something,” she pressed, grabbing Tad’s arm for emphasis and pulling him toward the three people who remained focused on one another, murmuring under their breath. “I don’t think they have long.”
She was right, they didn’t… or at least, they didn’t use to. 
Stone at the edge of the platform fell upward, like someone had pressed rewind on a video. It returned to its original position with more stone following a moment later. The effect sped up the further out it went until there was stone along every horizon as far as the eye could see, and even that didn’t last. Grass grew from that stone as the sky lightened, turning blue as the sun slipped into the heavens. The noises were last, the chirping of birds, the gentle sound of the breeze through the long grass and the sounds of existence that had been absent upon their arrival.
A few seconds and a simple thought was all it took for Tad to transform the wasted platform in the void of space into a lush meadow baked in the summer sun.
Goosebumps prickled Tad’s skin at the indescribable feeling of the world reshaping itself to his will. It was a sensation he wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to. Sometimes in this place it was easy to feel like a god.
The researchers were so locked in their internal struggle that they didn’t notice the world change, but Stella did. Her awe at the change only added to Tad’s enjoyment of the moment until she realised she was gawping and frowned in his direction.
“Show off. What’s with the grass? You couldn’t have made something a little easier to walk on in heels?” she teased before taking one more look around, then rushing to the still oblivious scientists.
They remained oblivious until Stella, who reached them first, touched Darla on the shoulder. 
She jumped and spun, losing connection to Dr Brand. Instantly the man faded, but Tad grabbed him and with another thought he was back.
It wasn’t enough.
Tad could sense the struggle in them, the raging fight to stay alive. It was familiar. This was the fight of ghosts, losing their sense of self and being pulled apart.
Tad pushed order on these tortured souls, forcing them back from the edge of insanity. Normally he could do so just long enough to give ghosts an option, but here he could do more.
As he’d done on the streets of New York, Tad reached for his connection to the real world. He flinched, reminded of the pain from pushing too hard last time. But this was different, he didn’t need to open the door so far. He created a crack between realities, letting the permanence of the real world seep through and settle over the weary researchers, locking them in this state.
There was resistance against the door just as Tad expected and his dull headache turned into a throbbing sensation. However, it took just seconds to return sanity to these people and he let that door go, confident they would stay that way long enough to get them home.
One by one, the researchers blinked and returned to themselves with Darla being the first to recover.
“Thank God,” she cried, recognising Tad. “I don’t know how much longer we could have held on.”
That was all she managed before the exhausted tears came and she slumped to the floor. The other two said nothing, simply joining her and sobbing tears of relief as they hugged each other.
“It’s alright. You’re safe now. I’m here to take you home.” They answered his words with more tears.
“Was it just the three of you?” Stella asked.
Again it was Darla who spoke, looking up and shaking her head. “We lost track of the others as soon as we got here. But Tamara was with us. She was… she was the first to vanish. We didn’t know what happened. She faded, then blew away on the breeze. She’s not gone though, right? You can get her back?”
An icy chill gripped Tad, and it was all he could do to keep signs of his discomfort from his face. In that once sentence from Darla, any hint of enjoying this vanished as this reality fed him the answer to her question. For once he was thankful that he was blind in this place so he didn’t need to meet her gaze as he told his lie.
“I think so.”
“Oh,” was all she said, and he didn’t have the heart to analyse if she believed him. It was enough that he caught Stella’s reaction. She stiffened, her eyes hard as she spun to face him, seeking his face for signs of a lie. He knew all too well that she’d find them.
He forced those thoughts down. There were more people to find, and it was time to take these three home.
He touched Darla’s shoulder and took Stella’s hand, then brought them back to the real world. 
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To make up for sneaking out on Letty last year with Maggie, Jen sat with the old woman in the evenings whenever she babysat. As much as she liked her, it was never long before Jen was desperate for freedom. Therefore, as Letty fell asleep at ten o’clock, Jen could barely wait the five minutes required to make sure she was sleeping soundly before making her escape.
Once free, she made a stop at the kitchen before rushing to her bedroom. Unfortunately, the term rushing had a new meaning these days as she had to concentrate so hard on not falling.
Dream animated her legs, but that was only half the battle and she still couldn’t feel them. She didn’t realise how much she relied on a sense of touch to know when her feet contacted the floor. Now even something as simple as climbing stairs was a chore.
Though she tried not to feel sorry for herself, when she reached her bedroom there were tears in her eyes. At least she could move her legs, even if she couldn’t feel them. However, sometimes it was too much and she couldn’t keep the tears inside.
“You’re being stupid,” she told herself. “You’re not a baby.”
She slipped out of her jeans and jumped onto the bed, wiping away her tears and ignoring the spike of pain in her back. It was less frequent these days, but every now and again pain flared up and caught her by surprise.
Once amongst her pillows she crossed her legs and looked at the item she’d retrieved from the kitchen.
The knife was eight inches long and had a wicked edge. Proud of his cooking, Tad kept his knives sharp. She tested the edge on the pad of her thumb and swore when it sliced her delicate flesh.
She almost dropped it, something that could be disastrous.
“What’s wrong with you?” she hissed, keeping her voice low so as not to wake Letty but feeling the need to say it aloud. She wasn’t playing, this was important.
She took another calming breath, then laid the knife flat on her thigh, fighting new tears when she didn't feel the chill of the steel. She turned the blade, resting the cutting edge against her skin. Then, careful not to cut too deep, she pressed on the blade.
There was little resistance, and she felt no pain even as the blood welled up along the edge of the blade.
She was a centimetre into her leg and was probably deep enough when suddenly her door burst open. She jumped, and the knife sank deeper.
“Hey Jen. That idiot Tad has only messed u—”
Tony’s excitement vanished as his words trailed off. Jen stared, stunned by his entrance and it was a race to see who’d recover from their shock first.
Tony won.
“What are you doing?”
“Keep your voice down,” Jen hissed.
“Keep my… What are you on about?” he asked, no quieter as he rushed to the bed, lunging for the knife. He pulled it out and threw it across the room like it was toxic, then he was beside her, pressing her quilt onto the wound. “Jen, this is bad. Why did you do this? Huh. This is stupid. Shit, I need to call an ambulance. No… Wait, pressure. That’s what they always say. But we need the ambulance.”
Detached from her injury, Jen grew surprisingly calm. Despite the situation, she was touched at the depth of Tony’s concern. Were those actually tears?
His panic was making him loud, and soon he would realise he could keep the pressure on Jen’s leg and call Letty for help. Jen couldn’t have that, so she tried something new. She forced her will on him.
Tad had learnt this trick last year, but she’d never tested it herself, not wanting to do that to Tony. Now she had no choice.
The effect was immediate. His body went rigid like he was being electrocuted, and his voice died in his throat. Silence fell over the room and nothing moved save for Tony’s eyes which swivelled to face her. The betrayal she saw in them made her feel so guilty she almost released him.
“This isn’t what it looks like,” she whispered. “I can explain, but you can’t call Letty. Please.”
She waited longer than she was proud of before realising he couldn’t answer.
“Oh… I’ll release you, but please Tony, if you care for me at all, don’t shout.”
Hoping he’d make the right decision, she relaxed her will. Tony gasped a phantom breath, then scrambled away. She could see him weighing his options, but he didn’t shout.
“You get one minute, then we call an ambulance.”
“That’s all I need. Close the door.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t want to wake Letty. Close the door.”
Grumbling, Tony did just that, letting it slam louder than Jen was pleased with.
“Forty seconds,” Tony said, staying by the door like distance would keep him safe from her control.
“It hasn’t been twenty seconds already,” Jen moaned.
“Thirty seconds.”
“You’re such a dick.”
“Language. Twenty-five seconds.”
Jen shook her head, but decided it was best to move on.
“I’m not doing this to hurt myself.”
“Then you’re failing miserably. Twenty seconds.”
“I’m doing this because I can heal it.” He frowned but didn’t speak. She took that as a good sign. “I found out in the hospital that I can heal small injuries using Dream. I figured that if I practised I could get strong enough to heal my back. So I’ve been doing this.”
Despite himself, Tony was intrigued.
“What do you mean heal yourself?”
“I can… Wait. I’ll show you.” She waved him over then moved the quilt from her thigh. Jen winced at the amount of blood. She’d never be able to explain this to Tad.
God damn Tony.
She concentrated on the wound that was deeper than ever before. She imagined her leg as it used to be, imagined how the wound could close to once more resemble unmarked skin. With that image clear, she pushed on the door in her mind and let Dream in.
She shivered in pleasure as the energy from that reality rushed through her, filling that image in her mind and making it real. It was a charcoal sketch before, but with Dream it became a colourful masterpiece, perfect and photo-real. Once happy, she pushed it onto reality, then watched as the magic happened.
Dream left her in a rush, manipulating the flesh of her leg. Tony gasped as the bleeding stopped and her skin pulled itself together. It started at the edges where the wound was narrowest, skin closing and creating a perfect seal like it had never been broken. With increasing speed, the effect travelled along her injury, undoing the damage.
Soon all that remained was smooth, unbroken skin and a lot of blood.
Tony stared with his mouth agape.
“I… Jen… That’s amazing.” Tony whispered. “How long have you been able to do that?”
“Since the hospital,” Jen said. “I had cuts on my arm from the fight that were annoying and… well… the first time it happened was by accident. I wanted them gone and called Dream without thinking. Since then I’ve been practising.”
Tony frowned, looking at the blood on the bedding and the knife on the floor. Thankfully it landed on a discarded top so it wouldn’t stain the carpet.
“I can see.”
“Shut up. That’s your fault. Haven’t you heard of knocking?”
“Haven’t you heard of not cutting yourself?” Tony countered. “What if it hadn’t worked?”
“It did work.”
“But what if it hadn’t?”
“It did though. That’s a stupid question.”
“It’s hypothetical.”
“I don’t know what that means. I don’t care either. I can do it, so let it drop.”
“Jen, this is crazy. It won’t help you heal your back. That’s not the kind of injury that can be healed,” Tony said.
“I can walk with Dream. If I can do that, there must be something to work with. I just need to figure out how to make it last forever. I don’t want to stay like this.” More unwanted tears filled her eyes. God, she was a crybaby tonight… and in front of Tony. She’d never live this down. “I can fix it, I just need to find the right way.”
“I thought this wasn’t a problem in the Borderlands?”
“It’s less of a problem, but I’m either concentrating so hard I can’t do anything else or I get massive headaches from overusing Dream. Besides, do you know how hard it is to walk when you can’t feel the floor? I feel like a freak.”
“Jen—”
“Don’t! That’s the worst part. I hate it when people look at me like that. I’m not some scared little kid to feel sorry for. I’ll fix this and get back to normal.”
“Not by cutting yourself. Don’t you realise how dangerous that is?” Tony asked.
“It wouldn’t be dangerous if you didn’t sneak into my bedroom. Why didn’t you knock? You know the rules. I could have been undressed. Or was that—”
“No! You know I wouldn’t do that. Why does everyone think the worst of me? You’re—”
“Tony, I know,” Jen interrupted as his agitation increased his volume.  “You’re like my big brother, I trust you. I was just teasing.”
“Yeah, well I would never—”
“I know,” she interrupted again. “We all know. But the stupid stuff you say sometimes doesn’t help.”
Tony shook his head and was quiet for a second.
“You know you can’t keep doing this, right? For starters, when Tad finds out he'll hit the roof.”
“He won’t find out,” she interrupted, her tone dangerous.
“Come off it. I’m no snitch, but we know I don’t need to be. I live in his head. What I know he knows.”
“It doesn’t work that way. We’re not always thinking of everything we’ve ever learnt. So long as you don’t give him reason to think something is wrong then there won’t be a reason for him to remember.”
Tony looked surprised. “Huh, I never thought of it that way. It doesn’t matter though, he’ll find out. Look at this.” He motioned at the blood on her bedding and the top on the floor.
“I’ll think of something,” she said, but didn’t feel confident.
“Whatever. Just don’t do this again or I’ll have to tell Tad.”
“What happened to not being a snitch?”
“That goes out the window when my little sister is carving herself up like a Christmas turkey.”
“Little sister?” Jen teased. “You going to be calling Tad dad next?”
“Hey, you said—”
“I know,” she laughed. “I’m kidding. Why did you barge in here, anyway? You were all excited about something?”
Tony grinned. “Oh, that. Tad’s messed up his date.”
“That’s not funny. Why does that make you laugh?”
“Because it never fails to amaze me how useless he is.”
Jen forced herself to ignore that and asked, “How do you know? He hasn’t come back.”
“He’s all over the news again. Some incident in New York.”
“In America?” She knew Tad had been practising with his dreamwalking, something she would love to join in with if it weren’t for her legs, but she didn’t know he’d been going that far.
“Is there any other New York?” Tony mocked as he jumped off her bed to turn on the TV on her desk. He grabbed her remote and thumbed through the channels, stopping on a 24 hour news channel.
“Give it five minutes, they’ll do their headlines and he’ll be right there,” he said, flopping back down beside her.
“You saw this when you ran away?” Jen asked, eyeing him as he watched TV.
“Went out for air,” he countered a little too forcefully. Jen wanted to press him on it but Tony got excited.
“Here it is,” he said, thumbing the volume button.
“And now, our top headlines,” the middle-aged news anchor said to the camera, his voice the typical monotone of all TV reporters. Jen felt her attention slipping already, but it snapped back as soon as she saw the shaky footage of Tad and Stella in New York. “The Dreamwalker was spotted in New York earlier this…”
“Oh, I love Stella’s dress,” Jen said.
Everything looked good on Stella. It didn’t matter how much she grew up, Jen would never be that beautiful. Between her red hair, freckles and resting-bitch-face, which she did have no matter what Tad said, she just wasn’t ever going to be able to pull off anything on her best day like Stella could on her worst.
“Yeah, me too. That thing looks painted on,” Tony said appreciatively.
She was about to say something scathing in reply when the TV caught her attention.
“The survivors reported an invisible hand forcing them back…” the news anchor said, but Jen shut out his voice.
“No way,” she whispered, watching the footage. She didn’t know they could do that and said as much to Tony.
“Looks like he’s paying for it though,” Tony said, drawing Jen’s attention to Tad’s expression. “I guarantee his night is ruined after that. I know he had big plans for— Ow! What?”
“Stop being so happy about that. He needs to enjoy himself, or he'll get all gloomy again, like he was after Charles moved on. Stop wishing for him to fail.”
“I’m not wishing for it,” Tony argued. “I just find it funny when he… well… does Tad things. You know what he’s like. He’s a walking disaster.”
“So help him. Don't get in his head and tell him stuff like he’s not good enough for Stella.”
“Well he’s not. Have you seen her? She’s one of the most amazing people on the planet.”
“And dad’s not?” Jen asked. “Think about it. He’s just pushed people away with his mind then teleported across the world. You don’t think that’s amazing?”
“Well… I suppose,” Tony admitted. “But if you ever tell him I said that, I’ll never forgive you.”
Jen grinned and was about to tease him when something else caught her eye. “Wait, what’s this?”
“New York isn’t the only sighting of the Dreamwalker tonight. Just over an hour ago he appeared at the Cardiff King Gate. He refused to answer any questions at the time, but we suspect this is related to the exploratory government team who entered Dream nearly fourteen hours ago. We can only speculate but…”
“Did you know about this?” Jen asked.
“No. I thought it was just the New York thing. What’s going on?”
Jen didn’t know and watched the TV for answers. They didn’t know anything though and Jen was losing interest when suddenly the anchor stopped talking and put his finger to his ear.
“Sorry, one second…” He said to the audience. Jen shared a look with Tony, then leaned forward. “We have breaking news that the Dreamwalker has gone into Dream to rescue researchers who were sent through the King Gate earlier this morning. Here’s Sally Rineheart, live at the scene with more information.”
“Can you believe that?” Tony asked in disgust. “That sounds important. He should have got me.”
“Why?” Jen asked. “If he wanted help, I’d be the better choice.”
Tony shot her a disgusted glare. “I’ve been Tad’s ghost for fifteen years. We’ve been through hell together. Trust me, I’d have his back.”
“Are you saying I wouldn’t?”
“I’m saying Tad should have got me. I wonder why he didn’t.”
An angry retort was on the tip of her tongue, but something in Tony’s voice made her change her mind. Instead she thought about it and said, “It’s annoying being left behind, isn’t it? Now you know how I felt.”
“That’s different. We were trying to keep you safe.”
“Doesn’t feel different to me. Dad’s probably trying to keep you safe.”
“What from? There’s nothing that can hurt me.”
“That’s not true. Since the Merging you can’t go invisible, you can’t walk through walls, you can’t do a lot of the things you used to do. Who knows what might be out there that could hurt you now? And that’s just here. He’s gone into Dream where it’s even worse. You’re just like anyone else there.”
Tony stared at her with the look of someone who’d been living a lie for months and just now seen the truth. She could see him going over recent events in his head, looking at them with fresh eyes and coming to new conclusions.
Suddenly he jumped up and spun to face her, his features twisted in rage.
“What? So now I’m some useless idiot who’s good for nothing?”
“That’s not what I said,” Jen argued, but Tony wasn’t done.
“That’s what you meant. You said yourself, I can’t do anything now. I might as well be human. That’s why I’ve been relegated to the loser squad while he goes off and has all the fun.”
“Loser squad?” Jen asked, her eyes narrowing. “What happened to just wanting to protect me? Now I’m a loser?”
“That’s not what I said.”
“But it’s what you meant. You think I’m useless, don’t you? That’s the real reason you left me behind.”
“No, not useless. It’s just that…”
“What?” she asked as his words trailed off and he struggled to answer.
His rage left him and he sank onto the bed, defeated.
“I never thought you were useless, none of us did. But we wanted you safe.”
“And you didn’t think I could look after myself?” Jen asked hotly.
Tony opened his mouth to deny her, but shook his head. “I guess not. You’re just a child Jen, you should be playing with your friends and having sleepovers, not fighting ghosts and finding Proxies.”
“I can’t believe you didn’t think I could handle it. I’m nearly thirteen— Don’t laugh!”
“Sorry. Don’t get mad. But Jen, thirteen’s not that old. I know you feel like it is—”
“You’re only fourteen,” she interrupted.
“We both know that’s only half true. Though now, I suppose it’s more true than it has been in a long time.”
He turned back to the TV, but wasn’t really watching. Jen too wasn’t paying attention. She was thinking about history repeating itself, of being stuck at home while Tad was being a hero. Finding people in Dream would have been right up her alley and Tad should have called her.
“I’m not useless.” She only realised she’d said it out loud when Tony turned to look at her. “You’re not either. We need to show him that.”
Tony nodded, but his mind was elsewhere. She understood. She knew what it was like to feel useless, but for Tony it might be worse. Unlike her, he’d been on the team before, a Robin to Tad’s Batman. Well, Robin just got benched, and it wasn’t doing wonders for his self esteem.
“Tony, we need to show him that,” she said again, louder this time. “We need to prove we’re not useless.”
“We’re not useless,” he repeated. Then, without another word, he walked out of Jen’s room. 
A fire rose in Jen that she hadn’t felt in months. It was a desire to prove herself, to never wear an expression like Tony’s just now. She needed to heal her back and find a way to be useful. She couldn’t have her dad running into danger without backup. What happened with Maggie was proof that Jen wasn’t ready for fighting, she got that now. But, it didn’t mean she couldn’t do anything. She just needed to be stronger.
“I’m going to bed,” she shouted to Tony, then stared at her closed door until she was confident he wouldn’t barge in again. She retrieved the discarded knife and the t-shirt it rested on before climbing back onto the bed.
There was no chance she was sleeping tonight, not with Tad doing who knows what. She’d stay up until he got back. Until then, she’d get stronger, and she’d make sure she’d never be useless again.
Wiping the knife on the t-shirt, she got back to work.
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It turned out that Dream was not as safe as Tad thought.
Together they’d rescued thirteen researchers, each pulled from one situation more crazy than the last. They’d all suffered for being stranded in Dream, and two people were gone forever. It was a hard thought to shake, especially as he didn’t know if they’d died, if their ghosts had moved on, or maybe worse. Whatever the case, two people would never return. Were it not for Tad finishing Joshua King’s ritual, they’d never have left Earth. Had he not conceded so easily, Stella wouldn’t be here either, something he was regretting considering the danger.
She was here though, and she knew the routine by now.
As soon as they entered Tad’s round room, she imagined Marcus Riley, the last researcher unaccounted for. Dream manifested an image of him, and it stepped through the door. Tad was so eager to get tonight over with that he rushed to the door despite the menacing feeling from beyond. Just as he reached for the door it shook as something huge crashed into it. Stella grabbed his arm and pulled him back, her expression alone rebuking him for his lack of caution.
“What was that?” she whispered, not letting him go. Were it anyone else he might think her afraid, but she held onto him for his sake. She’d even stepped between him and the door.
“I don’t know, but I don’t want to go through that door. It’s waiting.”
“It?” Stella asked. When he didn’t answer she pressed on. “How do we get out of here?”
That question proved just how much Stella didn’t belong here. This was their sixth trip, and she still didn’t grasp the fundamental way Dream worked.
It was all imagination.
Instead of answering, Tad imagined being beyond the door, taking her with him.
He ignored Stella’s gasp and her tightened fingers as they emerged amongst a forest of trees so large they put giant sequoias to shame. The other side of his doors were nestled amongst those trees in the distance until he no longer needed the room and they vanished.
No sooner had they gone when something lunged for where they had been, something large… something enormous.
Stella flinched, pulling Tad behind a tree trunk as Tad struggled to believe his senses. In Dream anything could exist, but there’s knowing that and there’s fighting his inbuilt reaction to a super predator so large it could pick its teeth with Tyrannosaur bones. 
It was a massive worm, green, mottled, and ending in a mouth filled with sharp teeth in concentric rows. It had to be twenty foot thick and four times as long. Even for a dream that was a bit much.
“What’s wrong with this guy?” Stella whispered, grasping that this was Marcus’ nightmare.
“I don’t know. The mind does crazy things under stress.”
“Giant worms?” 
Tad didn’t answer, instead casting his senses out, searching for Marcus.
“Oh shit,” he muttered.
With another thought they appeared next to a frightened Marcus, a man in his early forties who reacted poorly to their arrival.
He swung a large branch at Tad and were it not for Stella’s quick reactions, he’d have broken Tad’s shins. Stella pulled Tad back and Marcus overbalanced and fell, though not far as he was on the floor already.
“Easy Marcus. We’re here to help. I’m D.I. Martin, this is Tad Holcroft. We’re here to get you out,” Stella whispered, not wanting to draw the attention of the giant worm.
Marcus stared in confusion, stunned by the sight of a supermodel in a black dress amongst these trees. Slowly recognition slipped through his tired mind. 
“Holcroft… the Dreamwalker?” Marcus asked, tearing his gaze from Stella to look at Tad. “Fucking hell, man. Where were you five hours ago?”
“Trying to figure out what shirt I should wear on my date tonight.”
“And that was the choice? Was it that or a Hawaiian shirt?”
Ted let himself smile, happy to see Marcus in a better mental state than the others had been. It was a shame the cost was so high.
Each researcher was damaged by their stay in Dream. The effort of hanging on to existence took its toll. Like shattered vases reassembled, they’d never be perfect again.
For most, the loss was under the surface. However, one had kept himself sane by meditating on his existence and his mind kept him whole… almost. He wasn’t as thorough as he thought, and by the time Tad found him, his hair and fingernails were gone like they had never been.
Marcus’ price was obvious. This nightmare, a constant struggle for survival against impossible creatures, had given him focus and kept him sane. But it cost him his legs.
Marcus pulled himself upright, leaning against the tree, wriggling the already healed stumps as though they could help him move. Once settled, he looked Tad in the eye and asked, “Tell me straight, can you get me my legs back?”
Tad almost shook his head, but hesitated. Imagining Marcus’ legs would make them appear, but they wouldn’t be his legs, they’d be Tad’s dreams and would stop existing as soon as he stopped thinking of them. However, there might be a way.
“I can’t do it, but you can.”
“Do we have time for this?” Stella asked, looking around for the giant worm. Marcus ignored her.
“How? I’ll do anything.”
Tad crouched so he could talk to him without drawing attention, sharing Stella’s worries about the worms. Casting his senses out, he found them. There were four, one slithering through the forest, another two underground, and the last in the treetops, moving along massive branches that could somehow take its weight.
It’s just a dream, Tad told himself, fighting his sudden fear. He wasn’t sure it helped.
“Perception is everything,” Tad explained in a hushed whisper. “Whatever you believe, you make real. You think you lost your legs because you’re used to the real world, but if you let yourself believe otherwise… really believe it… they’ll be back.”
Marcus stared at him, waiting for more. When nothing came, a scowl formed.
“That’s all you have to say? I didn’t just imagine my legs aren’t there, those damn things ate them. Fat lot of good you are. Just believe… Ha! It sounds like you’re selling religion.”
“That’s how this place works. This is Dream. You don’t realise it, but a part of you comes here every night. The only thing holding you back is that this time you brought your body with you. You’re having a harder time letting go than if you came the normal way. But you’ve got to—”
“Watch out!”
Stella’s cry came a heartbeat after Tad sensed movement above him. Marcus was instantly forgotten. Tad grabbed Stella and dived away just in time to avoid something large that dropped from above, trying to devour him in a single bite.
The worm was more nimble than its body would suggest, and though it was larger than multiple lorries laid end to end, it reacted quickly to missing its prey. Its tail, wrapped in the branches, held it upright, and the moment its jaws closed on nothing it twisted, this time going for Marcus.
It took Tad longer than he was proud of to remember where he was and he reacted just in time, imagining Marcus by his side before willing all three of them far away from this creature.
They appeared in Tad’s round room, a place that should be safe, but they were there only a second. The walls sank into the ground, the doors fell away and the trees rose from nothing.
“Not funny, Holcroft,” Stella said after finding herself back in the forest.
“It’s not me,” was all Tad had time to reply before he dived again, tackling Marcus and Stella this time. He wasn’t fast enough.
A second worm darted through the space they’d occupied, the corner of its mouth catching Tad’s ankle and spinning him round. Tad screamed as agony exploded through him, but he kept his head enough to imagine them somewhere else.
Again he changed the location, again he succeeded for only a second. At least this time when the forest grew back they weren’t being attacked, and he didn’t sense any worms nearby.
He let out a breath, trying to get his racing heart under control. Unfortunately, doing so forced him to put weight on the ankle the worm had caught. He yelped in pain as he discovered that standing wasn’t an option. An ocean of agony washed up his leg and made him crumple. Neither Stella nor Marcus could catch him and he hit the floor hard.
“Tad, what’s wrong?”
Stella knelt beside him, looking him over for sign of injury and somehow missing his leg.
“My ankle,” he gasped.
Stella hissed at what she saw. He didn’t need to look to know what was wrong, not here. The ankle had snapped when the worm caught it and he considered himself lucky not to have lost the foot.
Was this how Marcus felt when those things ate his legs?
This wasn’t supposed to happen in Dream. It was the one thing he was sure he could handle since the Merging. Panic seeped past the edges of his control, telling him he’d die in this nightmare. This pain wasn’t supposed to happen. In Dream he should be safe.
He fell back onto old instincts, reaching for his ghosts. It was a call for help as he’d done so often, but there were no ghosts. Their images appeared as he thought of their faces, then disappeared when he realised they weren’t real. 
Charles, Miriam, Tony, even Maggie. Save for Tony, echos of his past and reminders of a deeper pain.
Their appearance caused his concentration to slip and his walls holding back his panic crumbled. He groaned in agony and despair all at once. Without his ghosts he couldn’t think straight. If Charles were here, he would have advice from his two hundred years, Miriam would know first aid, and at least Tony could make him laugh.
“Tad, calm down. You’ll be alright,” Stella said, suddenly by his head again, looking in his eyes even though he couldn’t look back. She gripped his hand and squeezed hard, forcing his attention to the contact, reminding him she was there. “I know it hurts, but remember where you are. Remember what you told me when you first brought me here.”
The words triggered a memory of the first days after the Merging. Tad brought Stella to Dream, hoping to make an impression. Unprepared for this world of imagination, she struggled to cope with it. Left unchecked, any random thought became reality, and it didn’t take long for her thoughts to lead to a dark place. They didn’t stay long.
Back in reality, he explained what happened, helped put her at ease and took the time he should have taken before to explain the nature of Dream. He reminded her that Dream was a place of imagination, and she needed to learn the same lesson as every new ghost.
Perception is everything. Your reality is what you make it.
Those words fought their way past his panic, reminding him what was possible. This was Dream, and those who knew they were dreaming were the masters of their reality.
“This is a dream,” he said aloud, committing to the statement with everything he had.
In an ideal form there would be no pain. However, biology got in the way. He could only push his instincts so far, force them to believe so much, and they told him that to fix his foot, he had to feel it.
There was a crunch as bones shifted and Tad couldn’t hold in his scream as waves of agony rushed through him, fading far slower than he’d like. He was sweating, panting and squeezing Stella’s hand hard when he came out the other side. If he was hurting her though, Stella showed no signs, she just squeezed back in silent support.
“How did you do that?” Marcus asked, unable to tear his eyes from Tad’s ankle.
Tad struggled to stand, accepting Stella’s help to do so and making sure his gratitude for that help was written on his face where she could easily see it. He sensed her nod in acknowledgement before she abruptly dropped his hand and turned away, making a show of looking for danger.
“Like I told you, belief.”
“You just believed it and—”
“No, I knew it,” Tad said. “I forced myself to know that this is reality, not me with a broken ankle, but me healthy. There can’t be doubt.”
“I… I don’t think I can do that,” Marcus admitted, his face crumpling. He’d been here for hours, his tired brain manifesting this nightmare as his way of not losing himself. A constant battle for survival forced him to remain alert, but even then he’d lost his legs, and he just couldn’t take any more.
“Then we’ll go.” Given a second to think, Tad understood something. “I can’t keep us safe from you. You’ve sold yourself this dream so hard it’s following you around. I was watching for those worms earlier, but that one in the branches appeared without me knowing. That should be impossible unless you brought it to us as your thoughts darkened. I took us somewhere else, and you brought us right back. You’ve got to understand what you’re doing, that you’re the one who created this place. You need to believe you can change it or we’ve got to go.”
“Can I come back another time and—”
“No,” Tad interrupted, halting the idea before it took hold. “Going back sets this in stone. Your legs will be gone forever. It’s now or never.”
Marcus groaned, tears leaking from his eyes as he said, “Alright, what do I have to do?”
“I already said, believe it. Close your eyes and think of your legs, believe they’re still there. Force yourself to live that truth, make it real.”
“O… Okay, I’ll try.”
“No, don’t try, Marcus. Do it.”
Marcus giggled. “I thought the line was, Do, or do not. There is no try.”
Tad smiled, wanting to encourage his humour.
“Yeah, that’s the line. But this isn’t a movie and I’m not a little green dude with pointy ears. Now come on, let’s do this.”
He tried not to show it, but he needed Marcus to hurry. The man’s mental state was calling the worms to him and Tad couldn’t keep himself safe let alone the rest of them. Each near miss would only shake his confidence, making things worse. This had to be Marcus’ last chance.
Marcus closed his eyes and took a breath, his face scrunched in a frown as he concentrated.
Tad split his focus between Marcus, Stella, and sensing the worms. They were closer than ever, the ones moving over land making enough noise to be heard while the ones beneath the earth were making the ground shake. Trees shivered as the worms tore through their roots and Tad knew they had only minutes left.
Those minutes went by quickly and Tad wasn’t the only one growing antsy. He could feel Stella’s tension. In spite of her stoic outward appearance, she was every bit as afraid as he was. He couldn’t risk staying even if it was just him and Marcus. Tad was moments away from giving up when the ghostly images of legs were laid over Marcus’ stumps.
Marcus was starting to believe.
Every second those worms grew closer, but just as quick those legs became real. They were almost entirely returned when Marcus’ will faltered.
Everything changed.
One of the worms beneath them was twenty feet away when it got a mental push from Marcus as a dark thought ran through his mind. It exploded through the floor beneath them, its massive teeth tearing through Marcus’ newly formed legs, undoing his progress in an instant. But the worm didn’t stop there. Its jaws had them all in range and they closed fast, destroying the ground under Tad and Stella, knocking them both from their feet.
Tad fell forward as the world exploded around him, colliding with Stella, then Marcus. Seizing the fraction of an opportunity left to him before those jaws closed, Tad reached for that door in his mind.
The jaws snapped shut and Marcus screamed.
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Civilians, soldiers and rescued researchers, jumped as Tad, Marcus and Stella hit the tarmac inside the third command tent. They were so shocked that Tad had scrambled to his feet before anyone came to help.
“No! Take me back. I was so close. I almost had it,” Marcus screamed at Tad.
“We can’t go back. You called them to us. You were close, but you gave in.”
“The fuck I did. You gave in. Another second and they’d have been mine. Take me back.”
“It’s too late,” Tad said, helping Stella to her feet as soldiers approached Marcus. There were gasps as people saw his injuries, the skin so smooth over the stumps it looked like he’d never had legs.
“No. It can’t be too late. I can go back, I can—”
“It’s too late,” Tad repeated, feeling terrible as Marcus’ face fell.
There was a brief silence as Marcus absorbed this, then he threw himself forward as best he could, trying to get at Tad despite the soldiers holding him back.
“You bastard! This is your fault. A few seconds more and I’d have had it. I’ll kill you. You fucking bastard! You’re a dead man Holcroft. You hear me? Dead.”
The soldiers behind Marcus dragged him away while he continued to rant, shout and rave. In his rage, spittle flew, hitting a shellshocked Tad who could do nothing but stand there.
Tad had been bullied as a child, hunted a year ago, and faced Joshua King who might be the most evil person he’d ever met, but he’d never had such raw hatred directed at him. Marcus believed every word, believed Tad was at fault… and was he right?
Why did Tad bring them back? Why not take them somewhere else? Marcus almost had it, he could have done it again, couldn’t he?
At the time Tad didn’t think so. Now though…
He jumped when a hand touched his shoulder, turning in surprise to find not Stella, but the silent military officer from earlier.
“Come on, son. I’ve seen this before. He’s just lashing out at the nearest target. The best thing we can do is get out of his way.” His voice was deep and commanding, perfectly suited to his frame. There was also compassion in that voice that won Tad over.
Tad followed him out of the tent and away from Marcus’ screams.
“I couldn’t help him,” Tad said to himself.
“You brought him out. That’s enough,” Stella insisted. “That’s more than if you weren’t here. Maybe they’ll think twice before going again. Maybe everyone will.”
Tad knew he would.
He was sure that Dream was the one place he could control. He hadn’t accounted for how hard it was to believe something new when thousands of years of evolution taught you to believe the opposite.
“Lieutenant-Colonel Mathers,” Abby called as she left the second tent. “There’s still two more. Where are you going?”
Tad hadn’t realised it, but the lieutenant-colonel was leading them away. One look at the man told Tad he was more empathetic than Tad gave him credit for. He knew what Abby was yet to pick up on.
“They’re gone, Miss DeFlorin. There’s no one else to get.”
She stopped in front of him, her frizzy hair bouncing as she blinked. She turned to Tad and said, “But… the other two… you said…”
“I can’t get them,” Tad answered. “I’m sorry, I wanted to but—”
“There were risks,” the lieutenant-colonel interrupted. “They knew that before going in. I’m sorry Miss DeFlorin, but there’s nothing else Mr Holcroft can do. You should be thankful for those he brought out.”
“I am, but…” Tears welled in her eyes and she shook her head. “That’s it, we just give up?”
“There’s nothing left to find,” Tad said, wondering at the same time if it was true. Could he look harder? Was he giving up too early? Instinctively he was sure they were gone, but…
“Miss DeFlorin, go see to your colleagues. They could do with a friendly face.”
The woman blinked, wiped at her eyes, then deflated as her strength vanished. On the verge of breaking down she said, “Thank you Mr Holcroft. For everything.”
Then she was gone, hair whipping about and bouncing all the way to the third tent. Tad watched her go, feeling worse with every step.
“You saved fourteen lives. Don’t focus on the two you couldn’t save,” the lieutenant-colonel said.
“But maybe—”
He stopped talking when the man raised his hand.
“Whatever you were about to say, save it. I’ve felt that guilt. I know what it’s like to see men die and feel like I could have done more. You’ve done enough.” He held out his hand which Tad shook on instinct. “Thank you. I mean that son, you came through for us.”
Tad was about to tell the man not to worry when he noticed Stella refusing to shake the lieutenant-colonel’s hand and wearing a puzzled frown.
“Why are you trying to get rid of us?” she asked. “I thought you’d want to debrief us.”
“Actually, I do. But considering the feelings around here, I think it’s best if we do it off site.”
His tone was friendly, but Stella discomfort gave Tad pause. He stopped walking and looked at where they were being lead. He wasn’t impressed to see the same soldiers who’d escorted them to the tent waiting by a dark Land Rover Defender with equally dark windows. Tad took a step back, having no intention of getting in that vehicle.
“I don’t think so,” Tad said. “Anything you want to know, we can talk about here.”
“It’s not the right place. You should come with us,” the lieutenant-colonel answered, his voice soft as though trying to calm Tad. He approached, hands out before him like he was soothing a wild animal. Tad took another step back, pulling Stella with him.
“Stay where you are,” Tad said, not trusting him anymore. Out the corner of his eye he noticed the soldiers by the Land Rover had tensed up and there were more soldiers by the entrances to the tents. “What is this?” Tad asked.
“I don’t know what you mean. Are you sure you’re alright? You were in that place for over an hour and you’re reacting strangely. Maybe you should let one of our medical staff look at you when you get to our debriefing site.”
“Yeah, we’re not going with you people anywhere.”
The man’s face fell, the faux friendliness vanishing as though it had never been there. Had it all been an act? If so this guy was scary good.
“I’m afraid that’s not an option. It’s standard practice to debrief civilian contractors after operations like this. We don’t take no for an answer. So, one more time. Please join these—”
“Well, that’s bullshit,” Stella interrupted. “It may be policy, but when it comes to the part about not taking no for an answer, well, unless I missed a memo, you’ve got no legal right to detain us for not wanting to debrief at a new location. You want to talk, do it here, otherwise, fuck off.”
The lieutenant-colonel’s stoic face clouded over as anger took hold. He tensed up like he wanted to attack them both.
“Do it,” Stella dared, taking a step forward. “Lay a hand on me in full view of them and see how that turns out.” She nodded over his shoulder to the reporters who had twigged that something was happening. “Besides, I don’t think it’ll do you much good with Tad here. Just a thought and he’d have us on the other side of the world. Even if you dragged us off somewhere, how do you think my bosses would react to that. The last time I was kidnapped, and they did nothing, that happened.”
She pointed at the pile of black rubble, lit by the spotlights around the site and casting long shadows over the road and car park. The lieutenant-colonel looked where she pointed, and the fight left him. He looked a little nervous when he turned back, refusing to glance in Tad’s direction. It was a new experience for Tad. He couldn’t remember ever seeing fear from this side of a confrontation before. 
“Fine, we’ll do it he—”
“I don’t think so,” Stella interrupted again. “I’ve changed my mind. After this little fiasco, I’ve decided we’re leaving. You want to debrief us, come by the police station tomorrow and I’ll make sure we’re free to answer any questions you might have.”
“Now see here—”
“Tad, do me a favour and channel jump to the reporters and tell them we’re being detained against—”
“Fine,” the lieutenant-colonel snapped, his face purpling with rage and his words coming from between clenched teeth. “Go. But this isn’t the end, Miss Martin—”
“Detective Inspector Martin,” Stella corrected.
His jaw clenched so tight Tad thought he could hear the sound of teeth cracking. But, he never spoke again, just stood aside and glared at them long enough that both Tad and Stella got the hint. It was time to leave. Worried that Stella might stay and provoke him further, Tad grabbed her arm and walked toward her car, giving the lieutenant-colonel plenty of space.
“Okay, that was pretty bad-ass,” he whispered to Stella when he judged he was far enough to not be overheard.
“Yeah, well he was pissing me off, and you were just going to stand there and take it like a punk, so I—”
“The hell I was. I had it under control before you jumped in and threatened the guy.”
He didn’t need to see Stella to know she was rolling her eyes. “Whatever Holcroft. That’s like the tenth time tonight I’ve had to rescue your arse. By my reckoning, you owe me big now.”
“Yeah, well, how about we get out of here first and then we’ll discuss payment?”
Stella smirked and nodded, then glanced back at the officer.
“I can’t tell how bad that’s hit him, he’s not giving much away. What colour is he wearing?”
It took a second for Tad to figure out what she meant, but then he twigged and glanced back.
“He’s fighting the emotions, but the red’s winning through from what I can see. I think you pissed him off royally.”
Stella let her own emotions out with an earth shattering grin of triumph. It was said grin that the soldiers near the Land Rover were treated to as Tad and Stella walked by. They were uncomfortable, caught between apprehending them or letting them pass. They settled for just staring the dishevelled but beautiful woman in the cocktail dress who’d just shouted down their boss and was grinning at them.
They only moved when Stella had the nerve to call one over and ask him to move the reporters out the way. The poor soldier with no new orders from his commanding officer took the wise path of just doing what the pretty woman with the bad temper said.
A minute later Tad and Stella were manoeuvring their way through the disgruntled reporters, and then they were on their way home, putting that nightmare in Stella’s rear-view mirror.
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The touch on his arm made Tad jump, pulling his attention from the bead of rain running down the glass and his spiralling thoughts.
Stella’s car had stopped and Tad realised he was home.
This wasn’t how he hoped their date would end.
He almost laughed. They’d just seen a man lose his legs, lost two more people to a place they had no business in, and the rest of those researchers wouldn’t be normal for a long time. He should just be grateful he and Stella finished the night in one piece.
“Sorry, you were lost in your own world,” Stella said, hands raised in apology.
Tad forced a smile. “I’m fine.”
“You sure? Because it looks like your dwelling on everything that went wrong tonight rather than taking that arsehole’s advice and focusing on the lives you saved.”
“I don’t know saved is the right word,” Tad admitted, ignoring her mind reading again. It was happening so often he expected it now. “If it weren’t for me, none of tonight would have happened.”
“If it weren’t for King,” Stella said, her tone leaving no doubt about her feelings. “You didn’t systematically kidnap and kill people in a single spot for over a decade. You just stopped the arsehole who did.”
“I didn’t have to kill him. I could have just—”
“What?” Stella interrupted so sharply Tad flinched. “Subdued him and brought him back without killing him? Then what? He’d still be the most powerful Proxy on the planet. There wouldn’t be a prison that could hold him, and we wouldn’t have any proof either. Meanwhile, he only needed one more death to make all this happen regardless, only this time he’d be alive to take advantage.”
“I still didn’t have to kill him,” Tad said.
“So that’s what this is about. You know there’s people you can talk to about this sort of thing.”
Tad shook his head. “I don’t think so. I don’t feel bad about what I did, not really. I killed three people last year, and they were all trying to kill me, you, or Jen. It’s not that which is keeping me up at night. I just—”
“You’re having trouble sleeping?” Stella asked, pouncing on the point before he could move on.
Tad waved it away. “Not really. Just bad dreams. Thinking of things I could have done different.”
“Yeah, well. Forget that. I was there, remember. All three times. That night in the alley they outnumbered us five to one. The odds weren’t much better when Jen got hurt. If you remember we were in such dire straights that I got kidnapped. As for King…” She waved a hand in dismissal and shook her head. “That wasn’t you killing someone, that was the universe delivering overdue justice through you. You should feel less guilt over that than a surgeon does when he cuts out a tumour. King was cancer, and he needed to go.”
“I’m not disagreeing. There were just other ways that wouldn’t have ended where we were tonight.”
“I’m still listening. Tell me one way you could have kept the ritual from happening and still stopped King?”
Tad looked away, unable to meet her gaze as once more his thoughts spiralled out of control. He heard everything Stella was saying and agreed, but he couldn’t escape the thought that tonight couldn’t have happened if it weren’t for him. Because of his actions last November, good people were hurt and others were in danger.
Stella was in danger.
“If anything like this happens again, I’m going alone,” Tad decided aloud.
“Excuse me?” Stella asked in the dangerous tone that normally would have backed him off. Not tonight.
“I’m serious. That worm almost had you, almost had all of us. I can’t take that risk again. Next time I’ll—”
“First, there might not be a next time. Second, you don’t get to make that decision for me.”
“No?” Tad countered, his hands shaking as his body sensed conflict and pumped adrenaline. He turned to face her, veins running hot and ready to fight. “How will you force the issue? You going over to Dream yourself? How, using the King Gate? Without me, how would you get back?”
“Too right I’d use the King Gate. If it meant risking my life to help those people, I would do it every time.”
Tad snorted and turned away, his fingers clenching into frustrated fists. “You can’t be serious. You’re telling me you’d commit suicide to help some—”
“Who said anything about suicide? I said I’d go through the gate, even if it risked my life. That’s my job, it’s what I signed up to do. Now, are you telling me that if I went through you’d just leave me there?”
“Of course not. That’s not the point.”
“Yes it is. You’re saying you’re going alone next time, I’m saying you can’t stop me.”
“But you could get hurt over there. It’s not safe.”
“Neither are any of the other crazy things I have to deal with, but I can’t let that stop me doing my job. You have to accept that I’m a big girl and can look after myself. I was doing it long before you and—”
“What crazy stuff?” Tad interrupted. He was looking at her again now, watching both her aura and her expression. Her aura had been surprisingly visible so far as Stella let her emotions show and the purple-red of her frustrated anger flickered to the blue-white of shock, then the muddy brown of dread before she clamped down on her emotions and it vanished.
“You know, just the usual stuff I deal with at work.”
“No, I don’t know. What stuff?”
“Criminals, scumbags, paperwork… it all adds up.”
For the first time since he’d met her he got a sense for what it was like to be her. She could always tell when someone was lying. He hadn’t realised how frustrating it could be.
“No, you meant something specific.” Tad frowned and thought for another second, then added. “You meant really crazy, like Dream related crazy.”
“You know I work with Dream related cases,” she said, still trying to play it off as nothing. “Since the Merging the bosses send all the strange cases my way. Like I said, dreams gone wrong and—”
“No, you were talking about something dangerous,” Tad insisted. He was still angry, but he was no longer channelling that anger at her, but at himself. Tad had struggled with a lot of changes over the last few months. Jen’s back was broken, he’d lost his ghosts, his job… his whole life had changed. One of the most frustrating changes was the media attention. It was invasive, their conclusions were usually wrong, and no matter how hard he tried he couldn’t stop them. So he settled for burying his head in the sand, not watching or reading the news. He stayed clear of all of it.
Now he wondered what he’d missed. Just what was Stella caught up in?
“Tad, please, it’s not what you think. I promise.”
“Stella, I—”
“Can we not talk about this?” she interrupted, sounding exhausted. “We both know we won’t agree and that’s not how I want tonight to end. It’s been a rough night and the last thing I want is to finish it on an argument. Please?”
He was close to telling her he wouldn’t drop it, but her final please robbed the fuel from his anger. He deflated into the seat.
She was right, this wasn’t how tonight should end. If he went inside now, he’d dwell on this until he saw her again.
“I’m sorry. This was supposed to be a fun night. But first New York, then Dream, then those arseholes at the King Gate… Just… Sorry tonight didn’t go as planned.”
“It’s the thought that counts,” Stella insisted, offering Tad a tentative smile. “Though if I’m honest, the night went south earlier for me. This isn’t me, Tad,” she said, motioning to her dress that was now grubby and torn in places. Tad also noticed scratches on her legs and arms. “I’m not a dress up and go out on a fancy date kind of person. I was stressed all day wanting this to go well and… well… it obviously didn’t.”
Tad snorted a laugh and shook his head. “No, it didn’t.”
Stella smiled with him, relaxing as she reached for his hand. “Let’s go back to how things were, okay? No over-thinking things, just take it one step at a time. That was working. With both of our lives the way they are, I don’t think we should push for more right now.”
Tad struggled to respond. On the surface he was relieved, agreeing about the pressure and happy to be rid of it. Underneath, he wondered what their future was if they couldn’t get through one little date.
“Alright, let’s do that,” he agreed.
Stella smiled and leaned across the gap between their seats so she could seal the deal with a kiss. It was awkward with the tension of the night still heavy on them. But between the soft pressure of Stella’s lips, her hand on the back of his neck pulling him close, and the warmth of her hip under the hand he hadn’t realised he’d moved, the tension slowly faded. 
When Stella broke the kiss, she lingered close, those amazing eyes locked on his long enough to make him wonder if maybe that kiss might lead to more before she came to a decision and returned to her side of the car.
“What are you doing tomorrow night?” she asked.
“Quiet night in with Tony and Jen last I checked.”
Stella smiled. “That sounds good. How about I come over after work and we make it a movie night or something? I’ll bring pizza.”
“You’re working? I thought you had the weekend off?”
“After tonight any plans of a weekend off are long shot. If my phone wasn’t off right now it would be buzzing like mad.”
“You’re not in trouble, are you?”
“I doubt it. Not for tonight. I don’t know what was going on at the end there, but my bosses won’t like it. I might ask around and see what I can find out.”
“Just be careful.”
She grinned. “Of course. I always am. So, pizza?”
Tad told her it sounded great, then said his goodbyes and climbed out of the car. It wasn’t how he hoped the night would end, but considering what happened it could have been worse. Stella waved as she fired up the engine and pulled away.
Tad watched until her car turned the corner, then turned to his house, noting that the lights were on and there was a worried face in the window. He waved to his daughter, but instead of returning his wave, Jen disappeared. He couldn’t help but smile. Typical. He’d hoped he could put off this talk until morning.
As his front door opened and the electric yellow light spilled over the street, silhouetting the tiny but impatient figure of Jen in the doorway, he cursed his luck. Stella had diffused most of his frustration, and though he wouldn’t forget the subject she’d tried to make him ignore, for now he was calm enough to answer Jen’s questions.
Taking one last deep breath of the cool night air, Tad stepped out of the light drizzle and into the warmth of his daughter’s embrace.
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Jen paused, waiting at the living room door.
Fresh from bed after a stressful night, her mind was foggy, and it took her a while to recognise what she was hearing. She was so used to Tad waking early and quietly playing his guitar in the living room that it wasn’t a surprise to hear him playing now. What surprised her was the tone.
She’d never admit it to Tony, but his talent, channelled through Tad, was incredible enough to make even the most distasteful song sound good. It was the magic of a master musician that went beyond personal taste and was fascinating. Therefore, the unusually harsh, almost angry music that spiked often and hard, was still easy on the ear, it just made her uncomfortable. She wasn’t used to hearing such music from Tad, as he usually played to relax.
With a touch more caution, she opened the door and stepped into the room.
The music stopped as soon as she entered and Tad looked up, a smile coming to his face but never reaching his eyes.
“Morning,” he said in an artificially light tone. “I didn’t expect to see you for another hour.”
She ignored him, padding around the U-shaped arrangement of sofas on bare feet before sinking into the corner of the left one, never taking her eyes off him.
His hair was a mess, but that was hardly new. Likewise, the wrinkles in his t-shirt and the creases in his jeans were to be expected. Sadly, the dark circles around his eyes were common these days. However, there was still something that wasn’t right.
“What?” he asked, his smile slipping as he recognised her studying him. Almost self consciously his fingers moved over the guitar again. This wasn’t quite the discomforting music from before, but it wasn’t normal.
Jen looked at the TV and her frown deepened.
Tad was watching a YouTube video that she instantly recognised. It was footage of a skeletally thin man, barely larger than Tony, with thick-framed glasses that made his eyes look as large as pool balls. He was easily lifting an enormous rock over his head. He was one of the first people to go public with their dream made reality within the Borderlands. In his case, super strength. Jen looked away from his grinning face, knowing how this ended.
“Why are you watching this?” she asked.
Her first words of the morning triggered another change in Tad’s music, the tense tones returning. However, the change didn’t reach Tad’s voice.
“I got a wake up call last night and I realised I’ve been hiding from this stuff for too long. I thought I’d catch up.”
Nothing about that answer made Jen comfortable. “Okay, but why this? This video’s horrible.”
“How do you know?”
She was too concerned to flinch and had forgotten she wasn’t supposed to watch this stuff.
“I’ve seen it before. It doesn’t end well. The ones with magic powers never do.”
“What do you mean?” Tad asked.
“I mean it’s only a matter of time before—”
With near perfect timing, the TV interrupted her. It was the sound of an egg being smashed scaled up a thousand times. Jen tried but failed not to picture in her head what that sound meant. She shuddered and turned away from the TV before the screaming started. She was looking in exactly the right direction to see Tad’s horrified expression.
He had frozen, fingers motionless on the strings as he stared with wide eyes and a slack jaw. He held that pose for five seconds before he jumped and snatched up the remote, exiting the video by turning off the TV.
“That’s disgusting,” he said. “They didn’t blur it out or anything. How is that still on YouTube?”
“People keep re-uploading it,” Jen answered, still trying to clear the image of a dead body with a large rock in the place of a head. She never told Tad because she didn’t want to get in trouble, but that image had haunted her for weeks.
“That’s disgusting,” Tad repeated, shuddering and starting back into that creepy music again. “What did you say, about the ones with magic powers never lasting?”
“I haven’t seen much of this, but from what I can tell magic powers only last a few days at the most. No one knows why they’re different from other miracles.”
Tad frowned as he played, mulling the problem over.
“I suppose that makes sense. Everything else would require Dream to make the impossible true once, but then the change has happened, and it’s natural to stay that way. These superpowers aren’t natural and they’d require a constant connection to Dream to keep working.”
“So these people are like Proxies?” Jen asked. “They can do what we do?”
Tad shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. As far as I can tell, these dreams-come-true are happening because people dream so strongly they pull that dream back to the real world when they wake up. Only the most intense dreams are coming true… or so it seems. It seems reasonable that people only manage to keep their powers so long as they keep dreaming strong enough. Hard to keep dreaming of something after you’ve already got it though…”
His words trailed off as he noticed her expression.
“What?”
Jen didn’t answer. He’d never understand how annoying it was to have him look at something once and just understand what she and the rest of the world had been trying to figure out for months. When was her sense for this stuff going to kick in? She suspected it had something to do with how much practice he got compared to her, but thinking of that only made her angrier because it led to dark thoughts about how many times he’d refused to let her practice over the years.
“The other videos like that one,” Tad started after a few awkward minutes. “Have any of them ever been dangerous?”
“That man’s head was just crushed by a rock. I think that’s dangerous.”
“I know that. I mean dangerous to others, beyond just the dreamer. Anything the police would have to deal with.” After another slight pause he added, “Anything Stella might have been called into deal with?”
Jen searched the words, wondering if this was a trap to see how much TV she had been watching without him knowing. However, slowly a new suspicion rose.
“What didn’t you tell me last night?” she asked in a dangerous tone, all too prepared to remind him of his promise that they wouldn’t keep secrets from each other anymore.
“Nothing,” Tad answered a bit too quickly. “Or at least nothing I thought was important at the time. Stella mentioned how last night wasn’t the first time she’s been in a dangerous situation since the Merging. In fact, she implied its becoming regular. Have you heard anything like that?”
Jen shook her head.
“No, but then I’m not allowed to watch much of this, am I? Someone didn’t want—”
She didn’t get to finish her sentence because Tony chose that moment to burst through the living room door like he was angry with it. Both Tad and Jen jumped, but Tony ignored them, trudging over to the last free sofa and dropping onto it. He huffed dramatically, and when Jen or Tad didn’t immediately ask what was wrong, he did it again.
“What’s your problem?” Jen asked in a dangerous tone. His head snapped up and his eyes narrowed, but as ever Tad was there to head his anger off.
“Not this morning guys. Can’t we go just one day without you two bickering?”
“He’s the one in a mood,” Jen snapped, outraged that yet again Tad blamed her for Tony’s malfunctions.
“Please. I could hear your scowl all the way from the city centre,” Tony said.
“You can’t hear a scowl.”
“Exactly. Which is why it’s so amazing that yours was so loud.”
“You’re such a dick—”
“Jen, watch your language,” Tad said.
“He started it. You heard what—”
“I don’t care. Tony’s always been a moron. You should just ignore him.” Then to Tony he added, “Stop being cruel. What’s wrong with you this morning? Is this about your parents coming—”
“No,” Tony snapped, interrupting Tad. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”
“You could have fooled me. The way you ran out of here last night, and you barely lingered at all after I woke up this morning. Then there’s—”
“You’re a fine one to be pointing fingers,” Tony interrupted again. “You’re sat there playing that melancholy garbage with a face that looks like it's been punched.”
Tad suddenly stopped playing, looking at the guitar like he was seeing it for the first time.
“Exactly. How about you don’t throw out accusations that—”
“Enough,” Tad snapped, using his now free hand to rub his eyes. “It’s too early for this.”
An awkward silence fell over the room as they struggled with their frustrations. Predictably it was Tony who broke first, unable to stand the quiet.
“Well, is someone going to explain what’s wrong with you both?”
“Only if you explain where you’ve been hiding,” Jen countered.
“I haven’t been hiding,” Tony snapped at the same time as Tad spoke.
“I’ve been trying to find out more about the Borderlands and what sort of trouble Stella might be getting herself in.”
Tony was intrigued enough about Tad’s statement that some of his frustration vanished. Jen could barely keep from snorting in disgust. Tad always teased her for her emotions jumping all over the place, but Tony was ten times worse.
“Trouble?” he asked. “What kind?”
“The dangerous kind, judging from what she let slip last night. I asked her about it afterwards but she quickly shut up.”
Tony’s eyes widened like someone remembering something important and he nodded. “Oh, I see. Yeah, that does sound suspicious.”
This time Jen did snort in disgust. This was just like them. Tony had just remembered one of Tad’s memories, probably the talk Tad had with Stella last night, and now they’d speak about the situation like they both knew what was going on and leave her out of it. It was always like this, everyone else knowing the important stuff and not telling her anything.
“So you find anything?”
“Not yet,” Tad admitted. “Except for maybe the reason why super powers don’t last and that I should be careful what I watch on YouTube.”
Tony grinned. “You saw the boulder guy? That was disgusting wasn’t it. The way his head just—”
“That’s enough,” Tad snapped, not wanting to relive it.
Still smiling and behaving more like his old self, Tony moved onto the next topic.
“You know who you should contact about this stuff? That Lizzie girl that did your interview.”
“Lizzie Bradley,” Jen said, supplying the full name even as her eyes widened in surprise. For once Tony had a good idea.
“What? Why would I ever contact—”
“Tony’s actually onto something,” Jen interrupted, wishing she’d thought of it. “Lizzie is like the expert on the Borderlands. She knows more about what’s going on than anyone else.”
“I’m not talking to that woman,” Tad said even as Jen picked up her phone.
“You should,” Tony argued. “As much as I don’t want it to go to her head, Jen’s right. Lizzie’s the best with this stuff. She quit her job the day after your interview and struck out on her own, starting a YouTube channel. Since then she’s specialised in covering the Borderlands and she’s really good about it. She never rushes to be the first to break a story, but instead waits until she has all the facts. Of them all, she makes the most sense when she talks about this stuff.”
“She also covers loads of topics that most channels don’t cover. Here,” Jen said as she cast a video from her phone to the TV. However, it had barely had chance to start before Tad turned it off.
“I already said, I don’t want to know. I don’t care how—”
“You should,” Tony interrupted for the third time. Jen didn’t need to look up to know it would be getting under Tad’s skin. “Like Jen said, she covers everything. If anyone knows what might be going on with Stella, it’ll be her.”
“I don’t care,” Tad said, stubborn as ever. Jen ignored them both Tony continued to plead Lizzie’s case. She was suddenly too interested in her phone. An idea had struck and suddenly her fingers couldn’t move over the screen quick enough.
Five minutes later and she found herself grinning and buzzing with energy. She turned her phone off with the intention of going to get showered and dressed. Her day was looking up. However, as she tuned back into Tad and Tony’s conversation, she almost wished she’d never tuned out.
“They said they’re coming back, Tony.”
“Did they say when?” Tony asked, not at all sounding like himself. It didn’t take a genius to work out who he was talking about.
“No. They just threatened me to say that if you weren’t here, then there’d be trouble.”
“You mean dad threatened you. That’s exactly the sort of thing he’d say.”
“Regardless, I think you should be here next time. They have a right to see you Tony. It’s been fifteen years and—”
“I don’t want to talk about this,” Tony interrupted, and for once Jen suspected it wasn’t because he was trying to be annoying.
“This isn’t going away,” Tad tried to argue, but was interrupted again.
“You know what we haven’t done in a while, gone to see a movie. How about this afternoon we—”
It was Jen’s turn to interrupt.
“We won’t have time. We’ve got a meeting to get to this afternoon.”
“Meeting?” Tad and Tony asked together.
“Yeah. Lizzie has agreed to meet us for lunch to talk about this. She said she can definitely help with anything you need.”
“Hang on a second,” Tad said, suddenly sitting forward with a panicked expression his face. Jen spoke right over him.
“Don’t worry, I made her promise that it won’t be an interview or anything. She’s just going to try to help us with this.”
“When did you even talk to her?” Tony asked, sounding impressed.
“Just now. I sent her a message on Facebook and she sent me her number. We’ve been texting to sort it out.”
“I’m not going to—” Tad again tried to protest, but Jen stood up, ignoring him.
“I already said, she’s not going to use anything we talk about on her show. This is just about giving you information. I think this is her way of saying sorry.” Jen ignored the pain in her back and the numbness in her legs as she stood, just revelling in the excited feeling of being useful for a change. Tad would fight it, but she was confident that this time she was doing the right thing. Tad needed the information and Lizzie could get it for them. “I’m going to get ready” she said before walking out of the room.
“Wait a second,” Tad called after her, but Jen was already moving and her excitement carried her forward. She suspected there was a fifty fifty chance that Tad would actually go forward with their meeting, but she’d never managed to explain it to him by talking it out. Sometimes he needed a shove.
She grinned when she heard Tad ask Tony, “What just happened?”
Then she was rushing up the stairs as fast as she could, not even caring this morning at how that wasn’t very fast at all. What she cared about was that for once, despite her injuries, she was being useful. She knew Tad would never contact Lizzie on his own. He was funny like that. She’d seen him do impossible things, but sometimes he was just useless. That was where she would pick up the slack.
Grinning from ear to ear, she entered her bedroom and started the arduous task of picking out the right clothes for the day.
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Tad returned to the table as the blushing waitress backed away, repeatedly muttering thank you until she vanished into the kitchen.
“That was embarrassing,” he said, glancing around the pub to see if anyone noticed. While too early for the main lunch crowd, his plan to go unnoticed had been botched by the over-excited waitress who insisted on a photo with Cardiff’s newest celebrities. The other diners pretended not to look, but they were muttering amongst themselves.
“Not really,” Jen said, a happy smile on her face as she reached for a menu. “I liked her.”
“You would,” Tad muttered. Then in a more irritated tone he asked, “Will you stop that?”
“Stop what?” Tony asked, looking surprised.
“Looking like we’ve dragged you here and sulking. What’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing’s wrong with me. This is just how I look,” Tony said. “And I’m not sulking.”
“Yes you are.” Jen stared at him like she was trying to force her way into his mind, then suddenly her eyes widened. “You got caught somewhere you shouldn’t be again, didn’t you?”
“What?” Tony asked, sitting up and looking around to make sure no one was listening. “I don’t know what you’re—”
“Don’t play dumb,” Jen said, grinning as she seized the opportunity to tease him. “You were doing something you weren’t supposed to, just like always, and you got caught.”
“Shut up,” Tony snapped, confirming her guess in the process. Jen cackled with delight.
“What were you caught doing this time? Perving on some—”
“I said shut up.”
“Calm down you two. We’re in public and people are watching,” Tad said.
“She started it,” Tony protested, and it was all Tad could do not to groan as he felt another pang of loss for his ghosts. Without them he found himself alone with two squabbling teenagers and he had a new appreciation for just how much help two more adults could be.
“I don’t care who started it, just knock it off.”
“You’re always taking her side,” Tony snapped, no quieter despite Tad’s pleading. “She’s always teasing me about this stuff. It’s not my fault my life sucks since the Merging, I don’t need Jen reminding me about it all day.”
“What are you talking about? Just stop doing sleazy things and you’ll stop getting in this sort of mess,” Jen said, sounding genuinely confused.
“I don’t do sleazy things,” Tony protested. “I just want some fun. It’s not the same since the Merging.”
Jen instantly came back with something else that started another squabble, but Tad didn’t hear it. He was frowning at Tony words, his blood running cold. Under that sulking and what Tad passed off as teenage whining, he recognised a deeper hurt. Half of Tony’s reason for not moving on was how much fun he could have as a ghost. He was living the life he’d missed out on by dying so young. But since the Merging his ability to do the things he usually enjoyed had drastically diminished.
A spike of panic stabbed Tad’s mind at the thought of Tony, his last ghost, having enough and finally moving on.
“Have you tried doing anything supernatural since the Merging?” he asked, interrupting whatever it was Tony and Jen were bickering about.
“What?” Tony asked, surprised. “Of course not. You know I can’t do anything anymore. When the Merging happened the world changed and—”
“I know that, but why did that change things for you?” Tad interrupted.
“Because it’s made this world more like Dream,” Tony said, glancing to Jen like Tad had gone crazy. “And in Dream I’m just like anyone else.”
“Exactly. In Dream you can do everything everyone else can do in Dream, which is pretty much anything they can imagine. For a ghost that might mean they can touch things again and interact with the world like it was real. But it also means you could do anything else you want. Have you even tried to do anything like a ghost since the Merging?”
“Well… Of course I haven’t. Who goes around trying to be like a ghost?” Tony asked, sounding awed as he was starting to catch on.
“Maybe a ghost,” Jen guessed, somehow making those three words sound like Tony was the most stupid person in the world for not thinking of it.
Tony glared at her, then at Tad, looking on the verge of another angry outburst. Tad headed him off.
“Remember the first rule of being a ghost? Your reality is what you perceive it to be.”
Tony opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. His eyes widened, and he rocked back in his chair.
“Wait?” Jen said, on the verge of laughter. “Are you telling me he’s been sulking for months because he can’t do any perverted ghost stuff, and all this time it was all in his head?”
“Shut up, Jen,” Tony snapped. “We don’t know that.”
“I can’t believe you never tried it,” Jen teased. “You’re a ghost. You learnt this lesson before I was even born. I can’t believe you forgot the number one rule of—”
Tad chose that moment to interrupt and change the conversation. Tony was clearly shaken and Tad wanted to give him time to think his way through this. He needed Tony to figure it out and get back to being his old self. He couldn’t have another ghost move on… not again.
“That’s enough, Jen. What time did you say Lizzie was getting here?”
Jen was clearly torn between wanting to tease Tony and her frustration at Tad’s interruption. Instead of taking either path, she tried to act like she wasn’t bothered in the slightest by casually picking up her menu and pretending to read it over.
“She said half-past twelve but there’s been some roadworks near her studio so she might be late. Oooh, this looks good,” she said, pointing to her menu. “I’ll have this I think.”
Tad looked down, saw she was reading from the dessert menu and looked away. He shook his head and said nothing, deciding not to play Jen’s game right now.
He turned his attention to his surroundings, getting a feel for this new place. Jen had given him an address for a pub that was a twenty minute drive north of Cardiff, well away from the city and buried in the country. The pub itself was easy to find, probably why Lizzie suggested it, and full of rustic charm. The short ceilings, cramped spaces and the open fire built a cosy aesthetic. Despite his ill feelings for this meeting, Tad wasn’t too upset to find himself here as his appetite picked up.
“Here she is,” Jen noted, calling Tad’s attention to the door that was swinging closed behind a red cheeked, blonde haired woman, her hair almost covered by a dark grey beanie and her chin buried in a crimson scarf. She was wrapped in a thick, woollen, black coat with dark purple leggings and ankle high black boots. She stamped her feet and rubbed her arms as she looked around the room. When she spotted Tad, she smiled and the stamping finishing as she rushed over, her DSLR camera that hung around her neck bouncing with every step.
“Hello everyone. Sorry I’m late. A pipe burst near me a week ago. They’re taking forever to sort it and tearing up the road in the process. I hope you haven’t been waiting long. Have you ordered? They do great food here. I recommend the chef special burger, it’s amazing. Well, only amazing if you like burgers, bacon, onion rings, melted blue cheese, caramelised onions and toasted brioche buns that is. Okay, you caught me, it’s a guilty pleasure. No I don’t come here every lunch time but…”
Her words trailed off as she looked around the table, her wide green eyes blinking rapidly before she looked down, her cheeks filling with colour.
“Sorry, I’m rambling. I do that when I’m nervous.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Tad said. Then, after an awkward silence he asked, “Do you want to sit?”
“What? Oh. Ha ha.” Lizzie’s laugh was high pitched and so loud it made people look up. She clapped a crimson gloved hand over her mouth, then sank into the chair between Jen and Tony, opposite Tad on the round table. Her eyes were darting around as though seeking a way to escape.
This was not the woman who humiliated him on live TV. She was a confident reporter in her element, surrounded by studio lights with voices in her earpiece and a willingness to ask hard questions. This more lively but less confident version of her reminded Tad just how young she was. He’d be surprised if she was twenty.
“Are you alright?” he asked when she calmed down enough to peel off her gloves, making them disappear into a pocket of her coat. Her scarf and hat followed, her camera landed on the table, and finally she struggled out of the heavy black coat revealing a thick wool jumper the same colour as her hat. It was cold out, but that felt like overkill.
“What? Oh, yes. Just a little nervous. Shocked as well. I never expected you to contact me, if I’m honest. Not after… well… you know.”
“You can thank Jen for that, she didn’t give me much choice.”  
“I’m Jen by the way. Nice to meet you,” Jen said, holding out a hand for Lizzie to shake. If her smile wasn’t clue enough to just how much Jen loved this, her blazing blue aura gave it away. It was so bright that Tad was surprised no one else could see it.
“Of course. Nice to meet you. Then you must be Tony. Um… Why are you doing that?”
“Because he’s an idiot,” Jen sniped.
Tad looked over to see Tony holding the menu in front of him while repeatedly poking it with his free hand, clearly trying to push his finger through it like he could before the Merging. Not wanting to draw any more attention than they were already getting, Tad reached over and pulled the menu from Tony’s hand.
“What?” Tony asked, surprised to lose his menu. He was even more surprised to find Lizzie at their table. He gave her a quick look up and down, then grinned and offered a hand for Lizzy to shake. “Hi. I’m Tony.”
Tad rolled his eyes and Jen snorted in disgust.
“Yes, I know,” Lizzie said, trying to extract her hand from Tony’s as he held on too long.
“Tony, knock it off,” Tad said, nudging his ghost with an elbow.
“Well… uh… like I said, I’m surprised to hear from you,” Lizzie said again, still awkward. “But I’m glad you reached out. I wanted to apologise for so long. You know it wasn’t me who wanted to ask those questions, I promise. I didn’t get into journalism to bully people. But I hadn’t been with the network long and when you insisted on it being me that interviewed you it all got out of hand. I had people talking in my ear, telling me I had to do certain things and say other things a certain way or not say anything at…”
Again her words trailed off as she caught herself rambling. She shook her head in frustration.
“Sorry. That’s all I wanted to say. I felt so bad after treating you that way I quit the next day. I know that having my producers feeding me questions and egging me on isn’t an excuse, but I’ve been trying to make up for it, I promise. I don’t know if you’ve seen my stuff on Youtube—”
“I have,” Jen announced. “It’s great.”
“Oh, thanks,” Lizzie said, a little taken aback by Jen’s enthusiasm. “I appreciate that. Have you seen any of it, Tad?” Tad shook his head and she deflated a little. “Oh.”
“Don’t take it personally. I don’t watch much of anything about the Borderlands, it’s actually why we’re here.”
“Oh,” Lizzie said again. “Jen mentioned you wanted an update about something in her emails.”
Tad was about to explain what he wanted when their waitress returned, asking if they wanted drinks. As she was taking their orders, Tad noticed her eying up Lizzie until it was her turn to order. When Lizzie greeted the waitress by name, Tad wondered if the two were friends. Evidently the waitress wasn’t happy to see Lizzie meeting with Tad while she had to work. She lingered a few seconds too long after taking their orders, then blushed and ran off, shooting Lizzie a glare over her shoulder.
“You were saying why you wanted to meet?” Lizzie asked when she had Tad’s attention again. “Does it have anything to do with what happened last night? Did something happen in Dream? Was it—”
“Nothing like that,” Tad cut her off, raising both hands to hold her at bay. Each question was asked quicker than the last, the intensity behind them growing with her interest. Just three questions in and she was already on the edge of her seat, arms crossed on the table with her head leaning forward like she had trouble hearing.
Again she blushed and sat back, her hands dropping under the table to grip her seat as though to keep herself grounded.
“Sorry, I’m not normally like this, I promise. I’m just excited.”
Tad nodded but said nothing else, instead glancing to Jen who wouldn’t look at him. It was tempting to call this whole thing off, but Jen insisted that Lizzie was the best. There was also a reason why Tad offered her his interview. She impressed him on the morning of the Merging, and he suspected that the intelligent woman would show herself again once she calmed down.
“I need an update on what’s been happening in the Borderlands since the Merging, specifically information about the bad things that happened. I’ve been ignoring a lot of the news and I’m starting to feel the consequences. I’d like a catch up.”
“I can do that,” Lizzie answered. Then after a few seconds of thought she asked, “That’s it? You just want to catch up? You don’t want help with your image problem?”
“Image problem?” Tad asked, looking to Jen and Tony to see if they knew what she was talking about.
“Yeah, you know, the problem with how the media is portraying you. They’re making it sound like you went to New York last night just to assault those people, and then went to Dream to tear a man’s legs off.”
“What? That’s not how it happened,” Tad said. Lizzie rolled her eyes.
“I know that. That’s what I mean about an image problem. They’ve been running interviews with the New York survivors all day and—”
“Survivors?” Tad asked. “I barely gave them a shove.”
“That’s not how the interviews are portraying it. The stories range from scared at seeing what you did to pissed at you using your powers on them. Then there’s that Marcus guy who is adamant you’re the reason for his lost legs. Without you giving any kind of response, your starting to look really bad.”
“I don’t care about that,” Tad said after he’d got over his initial shock. “I’ve been dealing with that since all this started and it’ll blow over.”
Lizzie was looking at him like he couldn’t possibly be that stupid, but she was polite enough not to say it.
“Tad, if you don’t control how the world sees you, other people will do it for you. You need to get in front of this before—”
“I already said, I don’t care. Sooner or later I’ll be out of the news cycle and people will move on. Until then, I’m just interested in the bad stuff that’s been happening in the Borderlands.”
Lizzie clearly didn’t agree, but she didn’t press the issue. Instead she asked, “So just the bad stuff? You mean like dreams gone wrong? Nightmares. Overcrowding or—”
“Wait, nightmares?” Tad asked. “What nightmares?”
Lizzie laughed, then stopped when she realised he was serious. “You don’t know about the nightmares?”
“No.” Tad shared a glance with Tony and Jen who shook their heads and shrugged. “Should we?”
“Well… they haven’t been receiving a lot of coverage, but they have been mentioned. The dreams come true, and the ones gone wrong might overshadow them I suppose. Then there’s the problem of everyone in the world wanting their own dreams to come true so people have been flooding into the Borderlands to try to make that happen. I hear crime rates are—”
“Nightmares, Lizzie,” Tad said, trying to get the girl back on track.
“Oh, right. Yeah. Well, they haven’t been covered as much but I’m not sure why, they’re every bit as crazy. You really haven’t heard of this?”
“Why’s that so surprising? We said we haven’t payed close attention to this stuff.”
“Well…” she started, then trailed off again, looking first to Tad, then Jen, then Tony as though judging how much she should say. “I just assumed that you would because… well… I thought you were in a relationship with Stella Martin. That’s what the gossip sites say anyway, and you were both in New York last night dressed up as though—”
“What’s Stella got to do with this?” Tad interrupted, suddenly interested.
Again Lizzie blinked, looking at him like he was crazy. “Everything. From what I hear, she’s the detective in charge of dealing with every nightmare.”
Tad blinked in surprise, sharing a look with Tony and Jen. When he got his head on straight, he turned back to Lizzie.
“Tell me everything.”
Before Lizzie had chance, their drinks arrived, and the waitress was ready for their food orders.
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“This is the most famous nightmare,” Lizzie said as the video began on her large monitor. “Ignore this part,” she added as she turned the nob on a professional-looking device to scrub through the footage of her talking to the camera. Her skill with the editing software impressed Tad, as did her set up in this drafty space.
After their meal they’d caught a lift with Lizzie to her studio, a less than stellar barn conversion on a nearby farm. The place looked like a strong wind would knock it down, and it was freezing, explaining Lizzie’s many layers when she met them.
However, it had space in abundance which allowed for a large green-screen with a professional lighting and camera setup in one corner, and her editing desk in another. She’d spent her limited budget on the right things to create a professional studio without the creature comforts, like warmth. Despite her bubbly nature, the space was ordered with everything in its place.
“Here it is,” she said, drawing his attention to the video.
It was a dark, camera phone shot, pixelated and hard to see. Tad watched what looked to be a first floor landing overlooking the stairs in someone’s home.
“It’s down there, can you hear it?” someone asked off camera. The phone shook as its operator moved to a better location. “It’s over—”
The word broke into a scream that was echoed by Jen as she and Tad jumped. Heart pounding, he looked to where Jen sat on an office chair nearest the single fan heater, shivering but also staring wide eyed at the screen.
“Is that what I think it is?” she asked.
“What?” Tony shouted, rushing from where he’d been punching a wooden pillar, trying to phase through it and not paying any attention to what they were watching. “Play it again.”
Lizzie did as requested, replaying the last twenty seconds. Tony flinched when he caught sight of what made Jen and the woman in the video scream.
“No way, that’s awesome. Is that really a velociraptor, like from Jurassic Park?”
Lizzie scrubbed back a third time, and this time paused as the famous dinosaur jumped half way up the stairs.
“It is,” Lizzie said. “Or it was. This is the only footage anyone had before it vanished.”
“Vanished?” Jen asked, her eyes glued to the screen.
“The scream woke up whoever was dreaming, and the nightmare vanished. That’s why these things haven’t been bigger news, they always vanish when the dreamers wake up.”
“Do you think it’s because the nightmares use the dreamer’s connection to their bodies to come here?” Jen asked Tad.
He thought about it, then nodded. “It makes sense. Some kind of doorway between realities must open for people to go to Dream when they sleep, like how you and me get there. That door would have to stay open when they’re dreaming so their souls, or whatever goes there, can stay in contact with their bodies.”
“And that’s how the nightmares come across, they sneak through the door,” Jen guessed. 
“It sounds right, but something feels off. Think about how hard we have to shove that door to bring Dream across, especially something so big. How do these people do it for their dreams?”
Jen shook her head and shrugged, unable to answer. Tad turned to Lizzie who also had no answers, though she looked fascinated by their conversation. Uncomfortable under her scrutiny, Tad tried to move on.
“So someone had a nightmare about Jurassic Park and—”
“Who has a nightmare about Jurassic Park?” Tony interrupted, a note of condescension in his voice.
“The kid was six,” Lizzie answered. “Her parents thought the same as you and never considered that they were showing their kid a monster movie. There are a lot of death scenes in that movie, even though they’re not gory, it’s a bit much for a six-year-old.”
“Yeah, Tony. At least these have actual monsters, it’s not like it’s Toy Story or—”
“I’m not afraid of Toy Story,” Tony snapped, instantly defensive. “And I don’t care what you say, those broken toys in Sid’s room are creepy. Don’t pretend they’re not.”
“Tony’s afraid of doll heads. Tony’s afraid of doll heads,” Jen sang in the familiar tune children use when they tease other kids.
“So a nightmare is all it takes to make one of these real?” Tad asked, ignoring Jen and Tony.
“I assume so. They’re not common, but they happen enough to keep your girlfriend busy. They only last while the dreamer is asleep so don’t cause much trouble. Though, there was one a few weeks back where a boy was found naked in the middle of a school dining hall by the whole school.” Lizzie shivered. “It only lasted until someone found him sleeping in class, but who hasn’t had that nightmare? Poor kid.”
“So none of them are dangerous, not if they’re gone so quick,” Tad said.
Lizzie made a face then waggled her hand in the air. “Not dangerous physically. A lot of them damage buildings, psyches and reputations. I think that’s where Stella comes into it. She goes in for the aftermath to see if it was a nightmare, try to figure out where the responsibility lies, things like that. Some of them get heated. There was a guy a month ago who had a nightmare about a tree crashing through his house when he slept. It had been a recurring dream after it happened to him as a kid. Problem was, it took out the neighbour’s house as well.”
“How’d they know it was a nightmare?” Tony asked. “It’s not like these things don’t happen.”
“Partly because there was no wind,” Lizzie answered. “And partly because there’re no trees on their property. The closest anyone had to a tree anywhere near there were bushes, not the giant oak that crashed through his roof.”
“That would do it,” Tony admitted.
“Yeah. Well, Stella had to get involved. The neighbour’s daughter was sleeping in the room that was crushed. Though she came out unscathed, it scared her father enough to cause a scene.”
“And Stella got in the middle of that?” Tad asked.
“She’s in the middle of them all. From what I hear she’s the go-to guy… gal… no, that can’t be right. What do you call it when you’re the person everyone wants to handle something and you’re a woman? Go-to woman?” She shook her head and waved her hand dismissively. “Never mind. Whatever it is, that’s her. She’s been at the heart of these supernatural investigations, especially the nightmares.”
“Why the police presence at these nightmares?” Tad asked, still not getting why Stella needed to be involved. “I mean, I get it when there’s an argument afterwards, but it’s not like anyone’s breaking the law.”
“I think it’s a danger thing. Some can get dangerous. I mean, I bet the dinosaur would have been messy if no one screamed like that. As for why it’s a police issue… I don’t know. I don’t think anyone does. All of this is crazy at the moment and no one knows how to handle it. Until people get an idea of what’s happening and how to respond, I think it gets thrown in a melting pot that ends up on Stella’s desk.”
“Why Stella?”
“You’d have to ask her,” Lizzie said, at the end of her knowledge. “I have a few more videos that might cover nightmares. Maybe they’ll give you a better clue. Other than that, you’ll have to speak to Stella.”
Considering how cagey Stella had been about this, Tad didn’t think she would welcome that. So he watched the videos Lizzie loaded up and tried to get a better understanding of what she’d been dealing with.
As the videos rolled by, two things became clear. First was that Lizzie was every bit as good as Jen said. Each video was well put together and researched. It was obvious Lizzie never put a show live until she understood what happened and all the angles. When an opinion was called for, she gave hers but made her biases clear beforehand.
The second thing Tad noticed was that while these nightmares seemed harmless, there was a lot of potential for worse to come. Most were personal to individuals and weren’t that bad. But dreams like the Jurassic Park nightmare proved that there could be major changes to reality because of these nightmares. Tad suspected that, considering how bad some nightmares could be, they had been lucky so far. It might only be a matter of time before things got worse. He suspected Stella would have come to the same conclusion.
“What’s he doing?” Lizzie asked, and Tad looked up to find Tony had lost interest again. He had wandered to the other side of the barn and was walking face first into the wall, over and over like one of those glitches in old video games.
“He’s trying to phase through it,” Tad answered with a sigh. “It’s best to ignore him.”
“Why’s he doing that?”
“Because he’s only just remembered he’s a ghost,” Jen said. “He’s trying to figure out how to make his powers work in the Borderlands.”
“You think he can?” Lizzie asked with far too much interest.
“I don’t see why not,” Jen answered when Tad didn’t. “Ghost are more a part of Dream than our world so it should be easier for him to do stuff in the Borderlands now, not harder. He just needs to remember the number one rule of being a ghost.”
“What’s that?” Lizzie all but whispered, an almost gleeful expression on her face as Jen fed her information no one in the media knew yet.
“That their world is what they think it is. They ignore the laws of nature whenever they want, they just need to forget a lifetime of having to live by those rules.”
“Fascinating. So, if they—”
“I think that’s enough questions for now,” Tad interrupted.
Lizzie turned scarlet.
“Sorry, it’s just so fascinating. You must be used to it, right? I mean you’ve been living it all your life.”
“Not quite all of it,” Tad said, once again looking back to Tony. To give him his credit, at least he wasn’t giving up.
Snapping out of his thoughts, he shook his head.
“You know what, you’ve answered everything we needed to know. Thanks.”
He stood up as though to go, and Lizzie stood just as fast.
“Are you sure? There’s more I can show you. Not loads about nightmares, but there’s plenty about other things.”
Tad smiled. “I appreciate it, but we need to be going. We’ve taken up enough of your time. Are those other videos you mentioned on your channel?” She nodded. “I’ll give them a watch later.”
“If you have any questions, you can always ask. I don’t mind.”
“I’m sure you’ll be busy with—”
“Come off it. Too busy for the Dreamwalker?” she asked.
He sighed. They went the whole meeting without her using that title and he was hoping he’d not have to hear it again.
“I mean it. If you ever need to know anything, or need any help with anything or—”
“Lizzie, you’re forgiven,” Tad said. “I promise. No grudges about the interview.”
“Oh good. Does that mean that… I don’t know… maybe you might consider another one?”
“I don’t think so,” Tad said, shaking his head.
“Well not an interview then, but could I at least talk to you some time? Off the record. There’s so much craziness that needs clearing up and—”
“I don’t think I’ll have any more answers than anyone else,” Tad protested.
“Are you kidding? Just speaking to you today has already answered so many questions I’ve had without even meaning to.”
“Really?” Tad asked doubtfully.
“Yeah. Just you and Jen guessing about how the nightmares become real earlier is so much more detailed than any theories anyone else has come up with. The rest of us are just scrambling in the dark with this stuff. You live it.”
“I don’t know about that, we’ve been keeping a low profile since this began,” Tad argued.
“Maybe. But you still live with a ghost, and you go to Dream whenever you want. You have answers, whether you know it or not. The world needs to hear them. Can I please call you sometime? Or even just an email or two. I promise I won’t abuse the privilege. I won’t even use your name. Just a few questions from time to time? Please?”
She clasped her hands in front of her like she was praying, and stared at Tad with an innocent, hopeful expression that made him feel like refusing her would be like stealing a kid’s presents at Christmas. He tried to resist, but it was no good. Jen used the same trick to get around him all the time and he was no more resistant to it from Lizzie as he was from his daughter. He would need to look into that soon.
“Fine, you can call. But not too often and—”
“Yes! Thank you, thank you, thank you. I promise. I’ll be on my best behaviour. Only two or three times a day, I promise.”
“A day?” Tad asked, instantly regretting his decision.
“Did I say day? I meant a week… maybe…. We’ll see,” Lizzie said. “Yay, I’m so excited. This will do wonders for my channel.” Sensing that she was turning Tad off the idea, she took an obvious hold of herself and changed the topic. “So what are you going to do about the nightmares?”
“What makes you think I’ll do anything?”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m not stupid. You wouldn’t be asking questions unless you had a reason. I would say you were looking into them for Stella, but as you didn’t even know she was working on them, I’m guessing it’s because you’re trying to find out what she’s doing. Now you know, you’re not just going to do nothing, right?”
Tad had to fight back another groan. What was it with him letting people into his life who could read him like an open book? Either they were living in his head and knew what he was thinking or they were so perceptive they got the same results. Whether it was ghosts, detectives or journalists, Tad guessed he just needed to get used to never having a private thought.
“I don’t know. We’ll see,” was all the answer he would give. Then, to stop any further questions, he motioned for Jen to stand. “Tony, stop walking into walls and come over here, we’re going.”
“I bet that’s a sentence you never thought you’d say,” Jen joked.
“With Tony, I’m never surprised by the things I have to say,” Tad said just as the ghost rushed over.
“What was that?” Tony asked as Jen and Lizzie giggled.
“Nothing. Come on, let’s head on out of here. Lizzie, it was good to see you. Thanks for this.”
“No problems. Anytime. I mean that,” Lizzie answered, still reluctant to let them leave.
Tad just smiled, took Jen’s hand and grabbed Tony by the shoulder. He waited for Jen and Tony to wave goodbye and then changed the channel. Somehow, Lizzie’s delighted gasp followed them back into Tad’s living room.
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Stella wound her way through the outskirts of Bristol following the blue arrow on her phone’s sat-nav. For over an hour her destination moved with the man who shared his location, but now it was fixed. 
“You can do this,” she said to herself via the rearview mirror. It wasn’t normal to talk to herself, but since the Merging Stella needed every pep talk she could get.
She turned onto a narrow street and had to slow down to avoid the cars parked on both sides of the road. The engine noise dropped with her speed and suddenly she could make out unusual sounds in the distance.
Pop… Pop, pop, pop… Pop, pop.
It sounded like fireworks, but was actually something much more unusual in Britain.
Gun fire.
She planted her foot on the accelerator, picking up too much speed in her rush to get to the action. Not that she was excited to be there, but she needed to be there. They’d asked for her personally and it had taken so long to travel from Cardiff that she felt guilty at not being there already.
This was a far cry from why she’d joined the police, but she was enjoying being the go-to person for supernatural cases. Everything was unprecedented, keeping her on her toes. There was nothing boring about work anymore. Even paperwork was more like writing fiction than tedious bureaucracy.
However, there were cases that were troublesome. From what she heard over her radio, this was turning into one. In fact, this might be the escalation she’d been dreading.
Not for the first time she considered calling Tad for help, but she pushed the thought aside yet again. Forcing herself to deal with these strange situations alone had taught her as much about her own limits as it had about Dream.
Stella ignored the voice in the back of her mind telling her she was kidding herself and pressed harder on the accelerator. She nearly lost control around the next corner, distracted by the sound that answered the gunfire; a roar lifted from the soundtrack of a movie and laid over reality.
Nothing alive should make a sound like that.
More cars lined the next street creating a single lane of traffic. She was less careful this time as she noticed the flashing blue lights around yet another corner.
Worried faces peaked out from behind curtains and others were on the street to witness the action. It was for these people that Stella slammed on her breaks, skidding to a stop just before the corner so she didn’t plough into spectators.
A crowd, thirty strong, were held from the action by a squad car and three frightened, uniformed officers on a side street. As Stella abandoned her car and pushed through the crowd, she questioned what was wrong with them that they put themselves in danger like this. Then she thought about how she was doing exactly that and decided she wasn’t one to judge.
She struggled to the front and received her share of angry shoves. When she reached the barrier she found an officer who looked like he’d just left secondary school.
“I’m sorry, ma’am, but you’ll have to…”
His words trailed off as Stella’s identity hit him. She wasn’t tall like Tad or the one with magic powers, but her face had been on the news enough that she got her share of recognition. His eyes widened, looking her up and down before there was another roar in the background that made him flinch and look away. Stella flinched also, she’d never heard anything so loud and again wondered if this might be more than she could handle. Maybe she should call Tad after all.
That nagging, internal voice said he might not always be there for her. Her history suggested it was only a matter of time before he let her down. She needed to do this on her own.
Yet another roar, so deep and loud Stella could feel it reverberate though her chest, made the constable flinch again and reminded Stella why she was here.
“I’m D.I. Martin, Sergeant Trevors called me.”
“Uh… Of course, he’s through this way.” He stood aside to let her through. The crowd hushed as the shock of her identity spread. “Sergeant, D.I. Martin is here,” he said into his radio, waving Stella toward the next corner.
She thanked him and was approaching the end of the side street when a man appeared, dressed in black with a bullet-proof vest, a helmet on his head and a menacing gun in his hand. He was in his early thirties, couldn’t have been over five foot ten, and the dark-chocolate toned skin of his arms strained over muscles straight from a comic book. She was surprised they found a vest to fit around his massive chest.
“Sergeant Vince Trevors?” Stella asked, rushing to where he waited. He shared his time between looking at what was happening around the corner and glancing at Stella as she approached.
“About time,” he said.
“Sorry, I got here as fast as I could, but—”
“Forget it. What have you got for me? How do we stop this thing?”
Stella hesitated, her mind blank. “What do you mean? I still don’t know what you’re facing. I need more information before—”
“We haven’t got time for that. Look,” he interrupted her again, something she wasn’t keen on. However, she drew the line at being grabbed hard enough to leave a bruise and dragged to the corner of the nearest house. Angrily she shook free and looked at what he wanted her to see.
Her frustration died when she saw the war zone.
Again cars lined both sides of the street, but they had paid the ultimate parking fine. Some were overturned, others were crumpled wrecks, and two had been thrown into buildings. Crouched behind the cars that remained were more men dressed like Trevors, taking it in turns to stand and fire on their enemy before taking cover again when they got its attention.
As for their enemy… Stella had never seen anything like it.
A literal nightmare made real.
Easily ten foot tall, half as wide, and covered in shaggy purple fur, the creature was a cross between a gorilla and the abominable snowman. The big difference from either of those creatures was that it didn’t have a head, just a huge mouth between its enormous shoulders that opened wide for it to roar every time bullets struck it.
The gunshots came in threes, each time hitting the creature from a new direction, drawing its attention. It would turn, rush its attacker with raised fists the size of motorbikes before there was more gunfire from another direction. As it turned this time, its fists caught an already overturned car, flipping it as casually as Sergeant Trevors might flip a table. A nearby house cracked under the impact.
It took two steps in this new direction before there were another three shots from a different location.
They had it pinned down, constantly reacting to gunfire, but the tactic couldn’t last. The bullets weren’t doing much other than annoy it.
“Holy shit,” Stella whispered in awe.
“Exactly. Now what have you got for me?” Trevors asked, again grabbing her arm as though trying to break it as he spun her around. She shrugged him off and had to fight the desire to punch this muscle-bound idiot.
She kept her anger in check… just.
“How long have you been doing this?” Stella asked.
“We first engaged it two miles west of here, two hours ago. It was smaller then, and not so violent.”
“It’s grown?” Stella asked.
“It was seven foot tall when we found it. We could crowd it out and hold it back, but then it tried to escape, and we had to open fire. Since then it’s grown and our bullets do nothing more than frustrate it now. We’ve pinned it down, but we’re running out of ammo and need a new plan… hence you. What have you got for me? I won’t ask again.”
Stella was really starting to dislike this guy.
“Do you know where the dream originated from, what house?”
“Lady, while I’m here talking to you my men are risking their lives. Unless you have a way to stop it, stop asking stupid questions and let me get back to work.”
“I’m asking, sergeant, because every nightmare I’ve ever encountered vanishes when the person dreaming it wakes up,” she said from between clenched teeth. “So if you can remove your head from your arse for one second and actually answer my questions, maybe we can find this dreamer and put an end to this.”
He sneered at her. “Over there,” he said, pointing to the shadow behind a car close to where they stood. A figure crouched in that shadow, one Stella hadn’t noticed as the giant purple monster had understandably caught her attention. “There’s your dreamer.”
Stella guessed the boy was about eight. Barefoot and wearing Batman pyjamas, he crouched behind the boot of a car, watching the monster with wide, frightened eyes. Tear stains marred pale cheeks, and he shivered, though whether with fear or from the bitter cold, Stella couldn’t tell.
She only realised she was moving toward the child when she yet again felt the iron grip on her arm. This time as she shook it off and pointed a finger at Trevor’s face.
“Stop doing that,” she snarled.
“Don’t go near him,” he said, ignoring her. “What do you think set this whole mess off in the first place? That child came running down a street, someone went to help him, and then that thing showed up to kill the good samaritan. Anytime anyone’s gone near that boy, this thing gets all kinds of angry.”
Stella shook her head. That made no sense from everything she knew about nightmares. If that was the dreamer and he was awake, why was that monster still around? She’d only ever dealt with the aftermath of nightmares, but thought she had a handle on them after talking with survivors.
“Are you sure that’s the dreamer?”
“What did I say about stupid questions? Christ! I’m starting to wish I didn’t ask for your help. They told me you knew what you were doing.”
Stella again fought down the urge to punch him and forced herself to answer calmly.
“Listen meat head,” she started… maybe not quite as calm as she thought. “If you answered my questions instead of jumping down my throat, we might get somewhere. I’m asking because if you’re sure then this goes against anything I’ve ever heard about nightmares. But, one thing I’m sure of is that if that’s the dreamer, then he’s the reason that thing’s here. That makes him our best shot of getting rid of it.”
“He’s a kid,” Trevors argued. “What can he do?”
“A kid who brought that thing here in the first place. Maybe there’s a connection, maybe he knows more about it than we do… maybe he has a way to help. We won’t know unless I talk with him.”
“And turn that creature loose on my men in the process?”
“It’s already attacking them and you’re running out of bullets. What’s the harm?”
Trevors looked away, staring at the monster that was trapped by gunfire but getting dangerously close to hitting his men. Finally he swore and shook his head.
“The best we can do is buy you a few minutes. These bullets aren’t doing shit anyway, but when it goes into a frenzy, they’ll barely be a distraction. You better be quick.”
“I will,” Stella assured him.
“Wait for me to get in position and signal you, at that point, go for it. If you’re lucky, you’ve got a minute. If not, then this is your death, lady.”
“I’ll take that risk,” she said, refusing to back down.
“Fine. Fuck it, let’s do this.”
Without a backward glance, he sprinted away, gun once more at the ready and head down as he rushed toward the monster.
Stella glanced at the hiding child. There was something strange about him. It went beyond the fact that he was a little boy in a war zone, or that he dreamt up that nightmare. There was a quality she couldn’t put her finger on. Not that she cared. All that was going through her mind was that this poor little boy was stuck in a nightmare he shouldn’t be part of.
Still, there was something off about him.
Why isn’t he running away?
She shook her head to clear the thought. She’d think on it later. Turning back to the sergeant, she was just in time to see him duck behind an overturned car before giving Stella the all clear.
She ignored her suddenly pounding heart and sprinted for the kid. No sooner had she broke cover when there was a terrifying roar, louder than the others. She flinched and glanced toward the sound, but never stopped.
The monster faced her.
There were no eyes, but she was certain it knew where she headed and why. Before it could act Trevors was on his feet, firing at the monster, drawing its attention. For a terrifying second it looked like the monster would ignore the newest attack, but then it turned on Trevors and pounded its fists on the floor before rushing forward.
Thank God, Stella thought as she turned her attention to the child.
The little boy, brown-haired, brown-eyed and pink cheeked, watched the monster intently, never once diverting his gaze even as she skidded into the space behind him.
She glanced up to make sure the creature was being dealt with, then gave the child her full attention.
She was suddenly more confident than ever that something wasn’t right. It went beyond the strangeness of him not acknowledging her. Looking at him was giving her a nauseous feeling, like when she recognised a lie, only stronger.
She ignored it and grabbed the child’s shoulder, turning him to face her. He refused to take his frightened eyes off the monster until she turned him all the way around. Despite being out in the cold, his skinny body was warm under her hand and he wasn’t shivering anywhere near as much as she thought he should be.
“Hello Sweetheart,” she began, making eye contact and adopting her most winning smile. “I don’t think you’re supposed to be out here.”
He said nothing, barely even blinked. Just looked her in the eye and slowly moved his hand to point over his shoulder at the monster.
“Yes, he’s scary, isn’t he? But it’s okay now. I’ll look after you, I promise.” The boy dropped his hand and looked back at her, eyes huge and trusting. “Can you tell me your name?”
There was no response, almost as though she’d never asked a question.
“You don’t like to talk?” Still no answer. “That’s alright. Maybe you can help me some other way. Can you answer some questions by nodding or shaking your head?”
Still nothing.
Her nauseous feeling grew stronger. She tried to ignore it, but couldn’t. She’d always been good at spotting lies, something she attributed to being raised by policemen. She’d earned an instinct for it and her gut screamed at her that something about this boy was a lie. She just couldn’t figure out what.
An explosion made her jump, and she looked up, pulling the child into a hug and turning her body to shelter him.
The monster’s violence had ruptured a fuel tank, a spark from something caught the fumes and there was an explosion. Stella saw little fires spring up all over the place with some of Trevors’ men laying face down on the floor. The monster stood, shaking off the impact, but now without gunfire directed at it.
It turned in her direction.
“That’s not good,” she muttered.
As if it heard her, the monster roared and ran her way on all fours, massive fists cracking the ground under its enormous weight and smashing any obstacle in its path.
There was no outrunning it and there was nowhere to hide. Stella could do nothing but hug the child and wait for the inevitable.
Another roar, close enough that it was deafening. Another enormous crash as a car was overturned, then another, and another. Finally, the car hiding her and the child was torn away and Stella couldn’t help but look into the gaping maw of the monster that had shrugged off bullets and explosions alike. 
It roared a final time, raised its massive fists, and sent them crashing down for the kill.
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Tad staggered out of Dream, surprisingly light headed.
He hadn’t done that many channel jumps so close together before. He hoped he was finally in the right location.
After speaking with Lizzie on Saturday, Tad had followed Stella from a distance, trying to stay unseen but be close if help was needed. No, it wasn’t stalking, no matter what anyone said… especially Tony. It was, Tad decided, investigating. Just as a detective might follow someone for a case, Tad would follow Stella to ensure she was safe.
Morality of his actions aside, so far he’d turned up nothing and decided to take the night off. Then came Lizzie’s text about something going down in Bristol. It didn’t take long to figure out that Stella would be involved and from that point he had the difficult task of finding the right place to go so he could help.
With Lizzie feeding him information as she got it, Tad had visited six different locations. Each time had required Google Maps to search for the location, and Google Street View to get an idea of where he was going. Who’d have thought that Google would be a Proxy’s best friend?
It hadn’t been hard at first, but repeating the time-consuming process while worrying about Stella made it exhausting.
Therefore he hoped this seventh jump was the last. 
The tarmac under his feet was cracked and broken, craters from huge impacts making the floor uneven. Cars lined either side of the street, some crumpled, some turned over, and some hanging from houses. There was fire everywhere and bodies in the street, black garbed police in tactical gear. Some crawled to others for help, others lay still.
Dead.
Tad didn’t have to guess that. There were no auras around those bodies and Tad saw the ghost of one man, naked and frightened, looking around with wide eyes.
Any other time Tad would help settle him into his new life, or better yet, help him move on. But all Tad could do was stare, frozen in shock.
So much destruction.
Between the two people lost in Dream, the state of those poor researchers, what happened to Marcus, and now this… Tad thought he was prepared to face the consequences of his actions last November. But this was too much and his brain was shutting down.
What was he doing here?
He was comfortable living a simple life where his greatest threat came from arguing with his daughter. He wasn’t equipped to deal with being mobbed on the streets of New York, rescuing people from other realities, or dealing with a war zone.
Who knew how long he might have stood there had that monstrous roar not distracted him from his debilitating thoughts. He looked up, startled by the sound that was so loud it made his bones rattle.
There was a monster rushing up the street.
It wasn’t as big as the worms, but those had been in Dream. Tad had discovered that even there he couldn’t take these things lightly. This one was in the real world and though he tried to fight it, his legs shook.
The hulking ape-like figure batted aside a car with the ease of a rugby player batting aside a child. The two ton vehicle was nothing to the anger of the monster, and neither was the next, or the one after that.
When the final car turned over, Tad’s overtaxed brain got the jolt it needed.
He changed the channel, ignoring the spike of pain that accompanied the overuse of this gift, and stepped back to reality behind Stella and a small child.
The monster loomed over them, roaring in triumph as it was about to pound its massive fists into the ground, crushing Stella and the child both. Tad threw himself forward, tackling the huddled pair and changing the channel. They vanished, but not before Tad felt the impact of those fists, the immense pressure shaking his bones but not having chance to do worse.
They reappeared amongst the broken cars. Beyond the agony in his head and yet more dizziness, Tad couldn’t hide his shock. This wasn’t where he meant to return. Just as Marcus’ terror had fought his ability to change the world in Dream, something else fought his ability to travel through it now. Something anchored him to this place and he couldn’t get away.
“Tad,” Stella said, and he looked up through bleary eyes to see her beautiful face marred with a concerned frown. “Tad. What are you doing here? Are you okay?”
He got the impression she had been calling his name often. He shook off the fog from his overtaxed gift and grunted. It was unintelligible, but it let her know he’d heard.
Still hugging the child against her, she crouched next to him and there was a desperate expression on her face.
“I don’t know how you knew to be here, but you need to leave and take him with you. This isn’t far enough away from that thing,” she said. “The monster’s after the boy, we can’t let it have him.”
After the boy?
Tad looked at the child, wondering what was so special about him. For the first time he saw the frightened, tear-stained face and those huge brown eyes. Answers clicked into place as a part of himself that belonged to another reality fed him information.
So that was why he couldn’t get away.
“I can’t,” he said, still struggling past the recent effects of using his powers.
“You have to. I can see you’re hurt, but this kid needs you.”
“I can’t,” he said again. “He’s not a child, Stella. He’s part of the nightmare.”
She drew back from him, a funny expression on her face like she was questioning his sanity as she drew the child closer.
“What? Tad, you’re—”
“That’s not a child. I can feel his connection to Dream. That’s part of this nightmare. It’s why the monster’s focused on him. It’s why I couldn’t take us further than here. He’s tethered to the monster.”
Stella looked like she wanted to argue, but hesitated and looked at the child.
“That’s what it was,” she said to herself. “What do we do? I’m not letting that thing get him.”
As if it heard her, there was another violent roar that made them both look up. The frantic monster, furious at being denied its kill, had flipped over cars while searching for them. It had no eyes to see, but Tad knew it didn’t matter to a creature from Dream. It was a nightmare, logic need not apply. Worse, the other part of this nightmare was probably calling to it.
It pounded its massive chest like a gorilla meeting a challenge, then hurtled forward with terrifying speed, chips of tarmac and rubble tearing free under the impact of its fists and feet. But, it drew up short when gunfire erupted to its right.
A man stepped straight out of an action movie along with the cliches of bulging muscles and a furious roar. The scene was so surreal it shocked Tad to silence and he could only watch as the giant monster shook its head in frustration and charged the man before a second, less impressive officer, opened fire.
Stella grabbed Tad’s arm to get his attention. “Travelling by Dream isn’t the only way to get out of here. Come on.”
She tried dragging him away, but he pulled free of her grasp.
She looked at him, eyes wide. He didn’t need to say anything as she did that mind reading trick again.
“Oh no you don’t. Look at you, you’re in agony. There’s nothing you can do. Now come on, we’ve got to get this kid to safety.”
He took a step back. “I can’t leave.”
“Don’t be stupid. That thing will kill you. Those men have guns and they’re not making an impact, what the hell can you do? You could barely keep from passing out after pushing those people away in New York. That thing would go through that crowd like they weren’t even there. Stop being stupid and come with us.”
She grabbed for him again, but he stepped away.
Her aura flared purple with irritation before it was replaced with the bone white of fear.
“Tad, don’t,” she pleaded, her voice breaking.
“I have to,” was all the answer he could give. He couldn’t leave that thing loose when it was his fault that it was here in the first place. Not with dead police around him and others putting their lives on the line. He had to do something, he just didn’t have time to explain that.
He turned away before she could argue and ran up the street.
Despite the inevitable decision to help, fear gripped him so hard his legs wobbled and he almost fell. He was a history teacher, not a fighter. What the hell could he do against that thing?
He fell back on old instincts, reaching for his ghosts to help… only, he had no ghosts. Only Tony remained and Tad made a point of leaving him behind. He couldn’t help without his old powers.
Faced with what could be his death, Tad had never felt more alone.
The gun of the officer to the creature’s left, Tad’s right, clicked on empty. The action hero picked up the slack, but that only drew the creature towards him with no one else to draw it away.
No one, but Tad.
He pushed his dark thoughts aside and concentrated. Stella was right, he hadn’t been much use after New York. Therefore, whatever he did now needed to count as he’d only have one chance.
In his head he crafted the image of a spear of air, thrown with enough force that it travelled through the creature’s chest, taking its heart. He concentrated hard, making the details real, focusing on that image until it was vivid and clear. Then he reached for his connection to Dream.
He shoved on that door in his head, his step faltering as he felt the immense pressure behind it. After his overused channel jumping ability, his mind was like a man who’d trained too hard at the gym, his muscles baby-weak and hurting. But he pushed at the door for all he was worth and slowly it budged.
Dream leaked around the crack he created, a primal energy flowing from that other world and energising his body. Every nerve tingled like electricity was coursing through his veins and for the first time Tad felt confident he could do this. How could he not with that power? With Dream he could do anything.
He poured the power into the image he’d crafted. It was like watching a black-and-white image fill with colour, Dream making his imagining’s real. However, as the energy left his veins to fill that image, so too went the strength and the confidence… so too went his will.
The door in his mind slammed shut, creating a feeling like a bomb had just gone off in his brain. He wanted to scream in agony and fall to the floor, but he fought through it.
He forced himself to focus on that image as the monster was almost upon the roaring officer. Tad unfolded the image on the world around him.
A spear of air, invisible save for a shimmering ripple that marked its passage, exploded from Tad in a rush. Thanks to Tad’s failure it was only half-formed, but even so it was a foot long and flew like a rocket.
Tad’s step faltered as the energy left him, the pain overcoming his broken mind. He tripped mid run and fell, but not before he saw his spear catch the creature. It didn’t tear through its heart as Tad hoped, but it hurt it as nothing had so far. The monster was hurled from its feet, its bones breaking under the impact of first the air and then the wall of the house it crashed through.
Tad saw nothing more before he collided with the ground, pain erupting all over. Combined with the pain in his head, it was too much. He’d pushed his ability too far and his brain short-circuited.
Blackness took him as Tad passed out…
…only to be shaken awake seconds later.
Through bleary eyes, head spinning and hurting so bad he wondered if he cracked his skull, he saw a face. Dark, intense eyes stared at Tad as the man’s mouth moved as though shouting. Veins bulged under dark skin and Tad wondered why he was so angry.
“He’s not out yet. Get up!”
Slowly the sounds faded into focus and Tad blinked.
He’s not out yet?
Tad groaned and struggled to stand, helped by the action hero who supported him as he staggered.
“You got another of those in you,” he asked.
Tad blinked against the dizziness. “I… no. I couldn’t do another one, I could barely do that.”
“Well I hope you have another plan, because that thing’s getting up.”
There was a rumbling sound as the creature pulled itself out of the wreckage, dust and stone falling around it. It climbed to its feet, rising to its earlier height and then kept going.
“Is… is it getting bigger?” Tad asked.
“It does that from time to time,” the policeman said dryly.
“That doesn’t seem fair,” Tad said, earning himself a chuckle from the action hero.
“No, it’s not. Any plans, or is this it for us?”
“You got access to nukes?” Tad asked, only half joking.
“I’ll take that as a no. Shit. Where the hell’s the army when we need them?”
Now there was a thought. Maybe Tad could channel jump to a military base, grab some soldiers and get them back here. He dismissed the idea. He barely had the strength to stand let alone carry people through Dream.
“Oh fuck,” the man said, pushing Tad back as he lifted his gun once more. The monster was on its feet, six foot taller and twice as wide. The muscles under all that fur bulged like they’d been pumped up and Tad swore those teeth were longer and sharper.
Whatever time Tad’s Dream spear bought was over.
This time when it roared Tad slammed his hands over his ears as glass shattered on the surrounding buildings. Then the beast was charging right at them.
The action hero raised his gun, firing on the charging creature. It ran through the rain of bullets like they were actual rain and contemptuously backhanded Tad and the action hero in a single swipe.
Tad grunted as something popped inside, maybe a rib, maybe worse. Then he was flying for twenty feet before collapsing to the ground, gasping in agony as the breath was knocked from him.
However, through the haze of pain that became his existence, Tad felt something when that massive fist collided with him. He’d felt the tingling connection between the nightmare and Dream.
An idea formed.
He tried to suck in a lungful of air but gasped as fire exploded through his ribs. The gasp only drew more pain, and it was all he could do to keep from blacking out. 
Taking shallow breaths, he looked around and wasn’t surprised to find the action hero had survived. He didn’t look healthy, but he was on his knees, gun raised, following the movement of the creature. Tad followed his line of sight. The nightmare was rushing down the street in the direction Stella had headed with the child.
“Don’t shoot,” Tad gasped.
“What?”
“Don’t shoot.”
“Why? I know it won’t do much but—”
“I don’t want you to hit me,” Tad said.
“What?” the man asked again, but Tad barely had the energy to think let alone talk.
Hopefully for the last time, he changed the channel.
The transition was sluggish as he operated that internal door like a drunk returning home after a night out. He stumbled into Dream, entering his round room and was tempted to stay before he forced himself to use the last dregs of his will to change the channel again.
He returned to reality with nothing under him but air. He fell hard, but was ready for that. What he wasn’t ready for was the overwhelming sickness that accompanied the spike of agony in his head at daring to use his powers so soon. He almost bounced off the nightmare when he landed on its back, only scrabbling for a handhold in the fur on instinct.
The monster skidded to a stop, roaring in outrage that someone dare ride it, but Tad didn’t care. Though the roar was painful, it had to fight with Tad’s other pains. He struggled to ignore them for a single moment of mental clarity as he buried his free hand under its fur, seeking skin.
A sense of familiarity fell over Tad.
The creature stilled, its muscles locking up. It glowed from within, an eerie red an orange glow at first as the bright light shone through skin and muscle, but then white as Tad fed his own power into the creature’s connection to Dream. Just as it used to with mad ghosts, that connection to Dream overloaded and exploded outward, releasing the pent up energy in a single rush of white light as the creature vanished into nothing. 
Tad continued his fall to the ground and bounced hard, once more losing his breath. It didn’t matter. The last thing he needed to worry about was breath now because the pain was all-consuming.
With nothing left in him to fight the pain, he let the darkness take him deeply this time.
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Tad blinked four times.
The first time he opened his eyes he saw the action hero standing over him, enormous arms holding people back.
The next time he was in the back of an ambulance with someone holding his hand while shouting at a paramedic. He turned his head to find out who, but his world went black again.
The third time he could see the stars overhead through a break in the clouds. Those stars were moving, and his fogged over mind took far too long to realise it was actually him moving. Someone still held his hand but again he lost his grip on consciousness before finding out who.
When he opened his eyes the final time, no one held his hand any longer, and the world had changed again. No open skies or fresh, cold air, but instead four magnolia painted walls. Other than the door and a small window, the walls were unbroken and unadorned.
Tad groaned and raised his head to get a better look at where he was, regretting it immediately. The world swam and there was an intense throbbing in his head. It was so intense his vision wavered with each throb, like someone was tuning in an old TV. It was a surprise then, when someone grabbed his arm.
He jumped, both trying to pull free and calling for his ghosts. Neither effort yielded results. He remembered far too late that there were no ghosts, and he was far too weak to break free.
“Tad?”
The word sounded like cotton wool muffled it, but when repeated, Tad heard it much clearer. He turned toward the sound and finally identified the phantom hand holder.
Stella stood over him, a concerned frown on her face and blue eyes focused on his.
“Tad?” she asked again.
“Stella,” he managed to say, and Stella groaned in relief. She sank into the chair beside the bed. “What happened?”
“You tried to kill yourself and nearly succeeded is what happened,” she snapped, releasing her grip on his arm so she could punch it. “Never do anything like that again. You hear me?”
“Sure,” Tad answered quickly, if only to stop the shouting. “Where are we?”
The world was coming back into focus and the dizziness faded. With a little more caution, Tad tried sitting.
“Easy,” Stella said, helping him up. “I don’t know where we are. Soldiers showed up after you took care of that monster and dragged us off. Trevors held them off long enough to—”
“Trevors?” Tad asked. “He’s the action hero?”
Stella snorted a laugh. “That’s as good a description as any. He’s the sergeant who stood by your side when you went full-blown idiot.”
Ignoring her last comment, Tad nodded. “I take it he couldn’t keep them from taking me.”
“Whatever gave you that idea?” Stella deadpanned. “Here, drink this. They said you’d be thirsty when you came too. Something to do with the drugs they gave you?”
She tried to hand him a glass of water but Tad got hung up on what she said.
“Drugs?” he asked.
She nodded but wouldn’t answer until he took the glass and drank enough to quench his thirst and realise it wasn’t just water.
“The paramedic came with the soldiers. He was under orders to keep you sedated until they got you here. I imagine they didn’t want you teleporting away.”
“It’s not teleporting,” Tad tried to explain, but an eye roll from Stella put an end to that. She’d heard it all before.
“You disappear one place and appear somewhere else. People don’t care what happens in between, it’s teleporting. Anyway, they gave you drugs to keep you out, then dragged us both here. We were in a helicopter at one point and that was about when I lost track of where we are.”
“Okay. Well, how about we leave? I’m not sure I like the welcome so far, and it’s not exactly a five star joint.”
“You feeling up to that?” Stella asked doubtfully.
Tad thought about it, even went so far as to probe that door in his mind. The sudden stabbing pain and the instant nausea gave him his answer.
“Maybe we’ll hang around a little longer. In fact the place is growing on me.”
Again Stella chuckled dryly. “I thought it might. Jesus Holcroft, how do you always get us in messes like this?”
Tad frowned and sat up straighter. “First, please tell me the last time we were ever in this kind of mess? Second, how the hell is this my fault?”
“Well, there was that time in the alley when we were attacked by fifty guys—”
“I remember eleven.”
“Then there was the time we went to Tenby, and I got kidnapped.”
“That wasn’t because we went to Tenby.”
“And then there was New York and that mess we got into in Dream.”
Tad huffed in disgust. “None of them are exactly like the mess we’re in now, and they weren’t my fault.”
Stella ignored him. “To answer your second question, this is your fault because you weren’t supposed to be here. Just how the hell did you know where I was?”
“We dreamwalkers have mysterious ways—” Another arm punch interrupted him and he rethought his tactics. “I’ve been following you since I found out about all the things you’ve been lying about. I wanted to—”
“I haven’t been lying about anything.”
“No? So you haven’t been dealing with nightmares for months and keeping it from me while knowing full well it’s something I’d want to know?”
“Oh, that.” Stella waved her hand as though it was nothing. “That wasn’t lying. It’s just work. That doesn’t give you the right to follow me around.”
“Don’t change the subject. You did lie by omission. That’s a sin you know.”
Stella rolled her eyes. “Grow up, Holcroft. Yes, I didn’t tell you about it. But that’s your fault. You were the one who wanted to hide from this or you’d already know about it by now. And before you give me any more shit for it, remember that the first nightmare you dealt with turned into this shit show.”
“Are you telling me you’ve dealt with a nightmare this big before?” Stella’s lack of an answer was answer enough. “Exactly. I think it’s a good job I turned up. You could have been killed.”
“Like you nearly were?”
“I was fine. I just got a little tired from overusing my powers.”
“Oh, and when that thing backhanded you and Trevors like you were nothing more than an annoyance? I suppose that was barely a flesh wound, right?”
“Okay, so there might be a few broken ribs. Nothing Tony can’t fix.”
“Well Tony’s not here, is he?”
Tad opened his mouth to answer but came up dry on the comeback front. He was only stuck for words for a second, but it was enough. Stella abruptly stood and turned away, muttering something harsh under her breath that Tad was glad he couldn’t hear.
“I knew when you found out about this you’d do something stupid. What was I supposed to say to Jen if you’d died tonight? How could I tell that little girl that because of me her dad isn’t coming home? I can’t believe you sometimes.”
Tad heard something in her voice that he couldn’t believe without seeing for himself. He grabbed Stella’s hand and turned her to face him. Sure enough, there were actually tears running down her cheeks.
It was strange that though he’d just fought a giant purple monster that had destroyed a large chunk of Bristol, this was what stunned him. He didn’t know why, but Stella crying was something he’d never expected to see.
“Stella, it’s okay,” he said as he pulled her towards him and swung his legs out of bed. “I’m sorry I put you in that situation, but I’m still here. You don’t have to worry about telling Jen anything.”
Stella struggled to fight her tears and to resist him pulling her close, but she had to pick her battles and the tears won. She sniffed hard and wiped at her eyes with her free hand while Tad pulled her close enough that her legs were touching the bed between his own. She wouldn’t meet his eye though, instead looking down at the floor.
“That’s not the point,” she said. Then sniffed and wiped her eyes again. “God. This is stupid. I knew I shouldn’t have let you talk me into this. I was fine the way I was. This was bound to happen sooner or later.”
“Talk you into what?” Tad asked.
“It doesn’t matter.” Finally she looked up. “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid like this again.”
“That depends. Will you?”
“Tad, we’ve spoken about this. It’s my job to—”
“No. We never spoke about it, you shut me down. Your job is to be a detective, to solve crimes, to catch criminals. This craziness isn’t in anyone’s job description… except maybe mine. This is my fault after all and—”
“Will you stop saying that?”
“Well it is, whether or not you want to admit it. And as it turns out, I’m also uniquely suited to this particular job.”
She frowned and wiped away the last of her tears. “The hell you are. You’re a teacher.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought too. But we both know I was a Proxy first and, thanks to King, we’re a dying breed. So unless you want to recruit Jen to this job, I’m afraid your stuck with me.”
Stella glared at him, tears forgotten as she looked for something in his expression, or maybe in his mind knowing her. Finally she sighed and nodded.
“Fine. You can help, but I have conditions.”
“Oh, you do?”
“Yes, I do. First, I’m in charge.” Tad rolled his eyes and opened his mouth to speak, but Stella smacked his shoulder to shut him up. “No jokes, I mean it. I’m the one who works for the police and I’m the one who’s got a history of thinking before I act. That means I’m in charge and in the future when I tell you to run because something is too dangerous, you run. Got that?” She glared at him as though daring him to challenge her. Sensing danger, he wisely remained silent and nodded.
“Good. Second, you don’t hide anything from me. No more sneaking around behind my back like you did on the Proxy thing—”
“That was different,” he tried to explain, but Stella wasn’t in the mood to hear it.
“No secrets. You tell me everything or you don’t get to do this. Got it?”
Again it was hard to stay quiet, but he recognised that there was no point in arguing so he also nodded.
“Right, I’m sure there are more rules coming, but they can wait until we’re not in some military base waiting to find out who just kidnapped us.”
“Military base?” Tad asked. “I thought you didn’t know where we were.”
“I don’t, but I recognise military buildings when I see them.”
“I think I’m ready to jump us out of here if you—”
“No,” Stella interrupted. “I mean, I’m glad you can do it if we need to, but now we’re here, we might as well see what all this is about. This isn’t the first time they’ve tried this and I’ve got a feeling they’ll keep doing so until they get a face to face. Let’s hear them out and see what they want.”
“Fine, but you stick close. I’m not leaving here without you so if you don’t want me doing anything stupid then you’ll need to be close enough that I can grab you and change the channel.”
Stella chuckled and shook her head. “I suppose that’s a sweet sentiment, but don’t worry about it. I’m not letting you out of punching range until you get this suicidal streak of yours under control. I might need to knock you out the next time you do something stupid.”
“So long as we’re agreed,” he said, and was about to say more when there was the sound of a bolt being pulled back as the door to their cell opened.
Stella jerked away from Tad and spun to face the lone soldier in the doorway. Without a hint of emotion, he said, “He’s ready to see you. Follow me.”
Without waiting for either of them, he walked away, leaving the door open behind him.
“What do you say, shall we go see what this is all about?” Stella asked.
“I can hardly wait,” Tad told her before climbing off the bed onto unsteady feet and following her out of the room.
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The soldier guided Tad and Stella to a room that was wide and long enough for a sixteen seater conference table, then left the room, closing the door behind him. A projector screen and maps decorated the walls, but otherwise it could be the boardroom for a modern law firm.
A man and woman sat at the far end of the left side of the table. The woman, in her middle thirties with short, mousy brown hair and a stern expression, was vaguely familiar. Dressed in a charcoal dress that was more professional than flattering, neither her attire nor expression screamed for attention. The man was her polar opposite and his name popped right to the front of Tad’s mind.
Norman Geller. Prime Minister of Great Britain.
His handsome face belonged on TV for reasons other than politics. Slim, square jaw, green eyes, blonde hair and a winning smile. He’d be killing it in Hollywood if he had any sense. Instead, at just thirty-nine, he was the youngest Prime Minister in nearly 250 years, a fact Tad wouldn’t know were it not for Charles’ fascination with such details.
In contrast to his stern companion, Norman grinned and spread his arms in welcome.
“Finally. We meet.”
Neither Tad nor Stella knew how to respond, so neither spoke. Tad struggled as his tired mind failed to absorb the impact of the moment. Here was a man who was famous the world over and more important than the likes of Tad Holcroft. He was also a man Tad had been avoiding for two months.
This should be interesting, he thought as the Prime Minister stood, offering his hand. Stella shook it first before taking a seat opposite the woman. Tad tried not to wince as he leaned over the table to shake and his cracked ribs pulled at him.
Once they were seated, the Prime Minister stared at Tad and Stella in a way that gave Tad insight into how he’d risen to his lofty position. It was more than just the refreshingly straight talk that won over the British public and other politicians. Tad couldn’t read people like Stella, but he got the impression that Norman Geller had already taken their measure and formulated a plan of how to deal with them. It would be intimidating were it not for his friendly smile that Tad suspected was carefully crafted to put people at ease.
“I feel like I know you both already,” Norman said, then chuckled at his own words. “The two most famous people in the world. That’s quite a thing to adjust to, I imagine.”
“It has its moments,” Stella agreed. “Right now is a good example. I doubt we’d have met were it not for being famous. Or for being kidnapped, let’s not forget that.”
Norman grinned. “I don’t know. Your career was going from strength to strength. It was only a matter of time before you came to my attention.”
“You spend a lot of time looking into police careers?” Stella asked doubtfully and the Prime Minister raised his hands in defeat.
“You got me. I just wanted to meet the famous people. Can you blame me? What’s the point of being Prime Minister if you can’t indulge from time to time? Though, I don’t always get what I want. After all, I’ve been trying to set this up for months.” Looking at Tad he asked, “What’s wrong? Vote for my opposition?”
In spite of himself Tad smiled.
“Tad has his reasons not to trust people in power right now,” Stella answered for him, as Tad struggled to find the right words to not sound crazy. No matter how diplomatic her words were though, Norman saw through them. He grinned and held up his hands in a gesture of innocence.
“Not all world leaders are evil masterminds in love with power. Most of us got into this job because we want to make a difference… Well, I did at least. I can’t speak for everyone, but I have no intention of locking you away to start experimenting. So, please relax.”
“You drugged me and brought us here under armed escort?” Tad pointed out.
“Ah, but would you have come otherwise? Besides, our people were careful to make you comfortable. The truth is, I’ve run out of time to be polite. We needed to meet and I can’t let your insecurities put this off any longer.”
His smile slipped and he leaned back in his chair. “I need your help, Mr Holcroft.”
“Tad.”
“What?”
“Call me Tad, it weirds me out when people call me Mr Holcroft,” Tad said and the Prime Minister’s grin returned.
“There, that’s better. Now we’re sounding like friends. Alright, Tad it is. You mind if I call you Stella?” Stella nodded, and his smile grew wider. “That feels better already. Isn’t it nicer when we pretend to get along?”
“Didn’t you have a point to make?” Tad asked and the Prime Minister’s grin slipped again.
“I need your help.”
“With what?” Tad asked.
“The Borderlands. Dream. Nightmares. Anything and everything to do with what happened last year. I know you, Stella, have been in the thick of our troubles since the start. I can’t thank you enough for that. Things would be ten times worse if it wasn’t for you. But we no longer have the luxury of time to get a handle on our issues. We need to start co-ordinating before it’s too late.”
“Too late for what?” Stella asked.
The Prime Minister shook his head. “I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me explain. How do you think the world views the Borderlands since the Merging?”
“It’s a curiosity,” Tad said after a pregnant pause.
“That’s a bit of an understatement. I’d say it’s more like it fascinates the world. For the first time in history there’s a place on Earth where the impossible not only exists, but is common.
“Since the Merging, this small corner of the world has created more millionaires, number one singles, overnight successes, world-changing inventions and breakout businesses than anywhere else. If I had to quantify it, thanks to the Borderlands we’ve seen a decade of success in two months. And that’s before you consider miraculous healings, people with magic powers and the other strangeness.”
“You're saying that like it’s a bad thing,” Stella said. “It sounds amazing to me.”
“It’s wonderful. There has ever been a more exciting time to be alive and be British.”
“Oh,” Tad said as understanding formed, another spark of insight he’d earned from spending so much time with his departed friend. For once Stella was a little slow on the uptake.
“What did I miss?”
“A decade of successes happening in Britain alone.” When Stella still didn’t get Tad added, “Imagine your neighbour won the lottery. You’d be happy for them, right? But what about when they add an extension to the house, stick nice cars in the drive and flaunt their wealth? How would you feel then?”
“Still happy for them,” Stella insisted. “Though, a little jealous, I suppose.”
“Alright. Now imagine they invested a good chunk of their winnings into more lottery tickets, one for every draw, and somehow they kept winning. There are other winners who make a few hundred thousand here and there, but no one keeps getting those millions because this one family wins every time. Now, how do you feel?”
“Oh,” Stella said as it dawned on her.
Tad nodded. “Charles used to think that every war in history could be summed up as someone wanting something that someone else had. Whether it’s power, land, riches, love, or security, there’s always something one person has that someone else will go to war for.”
“And Britain now has something that everyone wants,” Stella said, horror dawning on her expression.
“And it’s something that can only exist here,” Norman said. “At least that’s my understanding, right?”
Tad nodded. “It would require the lives of a lot of Proxies to exist anywhere else. If I’m honest, I don’t think there’s enough left, if any besides myself and Jen.”
“When all this started, I kept asking myself, what’s the cost for all this?” Norman said. “I figured it out. We get to enjoy the world’s greatest resource locked up in Britain. We can share our wealth, but we control something the rest of the world wants. It’s only a matter of time before they come to get it.”
“You’re talking about invasion?” Stella asked in amazement. “Our allies would never stand for it, surely?”
Norman laughed bitterly and shook his head. “Allies? Just who do you think I’m talking about?”
“What? Our allies are turning on us? Even America?”
“In some ways, especially America. The thing you’ve got to understand is that our special relationship has existed for nearly a hundred years with them being the headliner and us the backing singers. Now the Borderlands has done more to upset the balance of power than anything else in history. We’re taking the spotlight and America isn’t happy being relegated to the support act… especially their current President.
“The morning after the Merging, a friend of mine invented a new solar panel that, coupled with advancing battery technology, will give us the first ever stable, efficient and cost effective way to solve the energy crisis. Great news for the world, but what about people making obscene money supplying the world with power through normal means? It’ll mean lost jobs, businesses going bust, and so much more.
“That’s just one invention that came out of the Borderlands. Since the Merging there have been hundreds just like it. People with big dreams are coming here to make those dreams come true. Even our brightest minds can’t predict what will happen beyond a few months away. Without the ability to plan for the long term, people are feeling nervous about the future. So, the kind of people who want to feel secure will do the only thing they can to make sure they come out on top. They’ll try to take the Borderlands for themselves so that when the good things come, they’re the beneficiaries.”
“This is crazy,” Stella said.
“I couldn’t agree more, but it’s real. At the moment there are two things keeping us safe. The first is that there’s more than one superpower in this world. Neither Russia, China or America are just going to sit back and let any of the others control this. The second one tries, World War Three begins.”
“Oh my God,” Tad groaned, the full impact of what they were talking about settling in. He wanted to think Norman was overreacting, but he didn’t seem like the kind of man given to hyperbole.
“What’s the second thing keeping us safe?” Tad asked.
“You.” The Prime Minister paused to let that sink in. “People all over the world are fascinated with you, which buys us good will. Countries like America will have a hard time selling a third world war to their people when they see us in a positive light. When you’re doing things like stopping nightmares and rescuing scientists from Dream, it only makes people more interested. Of course, the less said about New York the better. But for now, you’re enough of a curiosity to create good will for the Borderlands, and you’re something of a safety net. I know you’ve kept your distance, but you’ve been in the news enough to make people feel like there’s at least one person who can handle whatever the Borderlands throws at us.”
He paused again, but not so long this time. “But there’s a catch. Time is running out. I think it’s a matter of weeks, months at the most, before one of the big three powers on this planet throw caution to the wind and just go for it. That’s not to mention the smaller nations that are just as interested in taking a shot.”
“And you want us to help stop this?” Tad asked incredulously. “I’m just a history teacher with a few tricks up his sleeve. I can’t stop a war.”
“No, but you can buy time. More than anyone else looking to take the Borderlands, I fear America the most. If anyone else tries to come here before them, they’ll play the ally card and come to our defence because as bad as us having this resource is, anyone else would be worse. But, if America make a play for it, then we’re on our own as the world turns to chaos.
“The main thing keeping the Americans away is that they can’t sell an invasion to their people. The American public won’t support a war against an ally with no hostile intent. So, they have to change the narrative.”
“Nightmares like tonight,” Stella guessed, the clues clicking into place. “This is why you said we’ve just run out of time. They’re waiting for a nightmare to cause serious damage like the one tonight. They’re going to focus on the death toll and the danger future nightmares pose when we have no way to stop them.”
Norman’s right hand made a pistol shape, and he pretended to shoot it at her.
“Boom. Got it in one. They’ve already started. Cameraphone footage from tonight has gone viral and the media is eating it up. That’s not so bad because Stella, you’ve contained every nightmare so far, and tonight the footage of Tad was… well… amazing to say the least. So their hurting their cause by spreading this story, but that won’t last.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Stella said.
Norman’s grin had none of the good humour from before. “It’s not about confidence, it’s inevitability. Soon, either there’ll be a nightmare so terrible that even you can’t stop it, or they’re going to figure out a way to turn the public against you. There’ll be stories painting you in a negative light to try to make people afraid of you. Once they’re afraid, it’s only a matter of time before people no longer see what we have as a good thing. They’ll see it as something the world needs to be protected from. Suddenly invading isn’t just a good idea, it’s the morally right decision.”
“How do you know it will play out this way?” Stella asked.
“Because it’s already happening. After every incident, I’m getting phone calls from foreign leaders. So far each have been polite offers to send aid in our time of need. The trouble is that every time I refuse, their offers grow less polite and more insistent. With more people travelling here every day, we’re seeing more nightmares than ever, which is making their job easier. The more nightmares, the bigger the problems, the less secure we look to the rest of the world. It’s an election year in America, so framing this nightmare problem as a threat to the world and taking decisive action on it before election day is like a guaranteed ticket to a second term.”
Stella leaned back and groaned, shooting Tad a nervous look which he returned with equal intensity.
“Where do we come in?” he asked.
“You need to buy us time to fix this.”
“How?”
“Solve the nightmares. Find the root cause and make them disappear. We do that, we take away their immediate leverage. It won’t help us in the long run, but it’ll give us time to find a more permanent solution. I’ll want your help with that as well, but this is where I need you first.
“Tad, I know you’re between jobs, so this is the opportune time to broaden your career horizons. Come work for me. At the moment that means working with Stella, but afterwards I’ll want you sitting on my Borderlands Council.” Seeing their confused looks he said, “It’s a newly formed council to deal with the Borderlands. The trouble is, at the moment there’s no dreamwalker sitting on it and we could definitely use one. Your insights are vital.”
“I’m just a history teacher,” Tad said again, his voice soft and almost pleading.
The Prime Minister’s smile softened. “I know this is an overwhelming ask, but there’s no one else to turn to. Will you help us?”
Tad looked at Stella, but couldn’t read much from her expression. He needed to make this decision on his own. However, it was never really a decision for the same reasons he ran into danger earlier that night. This was his mess, and he had to clean it up.
“Fine, I’ll help.”
“Perfect. And what about you, Stella? You in on this?”
“Me? What do I have to offer? I’m not a dreamwalker?”
“No,” Norman answered. “But you’ve got an excellent track record. You’ve been co-opted into doing this sort of thing full time anyway, but this would make it official. No more cases of any other kind. Fixing this problem will be your sole focus. In fact, you’ll get to set up a new division outside of the police command structure. Want to know what we’re calling it?” he asked with a grin.
Stella glanced at Tad before nervously asking, “What?”
“The Dream Team. Don’t you love it?” When Stella groaned and Tad stared at him as if he’d lost his mind, his grin only broadened. “I knew you would.”
For the first time since they entered the room, the woman sitting next to the Prime Minister showed some emotion, rolling her eyes at Norman’s behaviour. None of their reactions gave Norman pause, and he kept up his sales pitch.
“I’ll see that you’re compensated well of course, both of you. Again, I can’t stress how much we need you on this.”
It was Stella’s turn to glance at Tad for guidance. Unlike her, he didn’t try to stay neutral. If he was going to do this, he wanted to do it with her. While he didn’t want to see her in danger, he knew there was no one more capable to help him through this.
“Fine. I’ll do it. But I have one condition. I want to finish my current case.”
“Your current case?” Norman asked. “Wasn’t that the nightmare you were working on tonight?” Stella nodded. “Then of course you can, that will be part of your main job. Solving the cause of nightmares.”
“Yes, but even if this one doesn’t promise to get answers, I want your word that I’ll be given the time and space to deal with it.”
This was news to Tad, and it wasn’t only the Prime Minister who frowned. “Take all the space you need. Time however, is another matter.” He looked at his watch as though he were only thinking in hours. “You’ve got the rest of this week. Come Monday, I want you working on our problem. Can we agree to that?”
Stella nodded.
“Good. Then, for now that’s sorted. I’m sorry to dump this on both of you, but I didn’t have another choice. You’ll be reporting to me directly, so I’ll have my people get in touch about regular meetings.” With a sly glance at Tad he said, “I’m assuming travelling to meetings won’t be a problem.”
For the first time Tad’s smile in Norman’s presence was natural. “No, not a problem.”
“You have no idea how much easier my life would be if we could all do that,” he said, then abruptly stood, offering Tad his hand. Tad accepted and shook it before Stella did the same. “Right, I’ll leave you too it. It’s late and I’m sure you’ll want to be getting home. There are some busy times ahead. I’ll speak to you both soon.”
Then, without waiting for a response, he left the room with Amelia quick on his heels, leaving Tad and Stella stunned and alone.
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Tad’s first thought was that someone had drugged him again. He couldn’t remember falling asleep. In fact, he couldn’t remember anything after the Prime Minister left. Even that felt like a dream.
He sat up, groaning in pain as his tender ribs reminded him that last night wasn’t a dream. He looked around the room, instantly recognising his bedroom, but frowned when he noticed the changes. Somehow the room was clutter free, his clothes in his wardrobe, and his drawers shut. There wasn’t so much as a discarded sock on the floor.
He struggled out from under covers tucked in so tight they could only be the result of being put to bed. Again his ribs ached and head pounded, but it wasn’t the intense agony from last night. Those injuries were nearly healed. The presence Tad felt in his head would be responsible for that. Tony was busy at work, healing him even after Tad had woken.
It was the first time in months that he had a ghost inside him while awake. Despite the lingering aches, it felt good. He felt rested. As he swung his legs out of bed, he realised it was more than the ghost that helped, it was sleep.
Deep. Dreamless. Uninterrupted.
He needed to fight monsters to unconsciousness more often.
The flippant thought reminded him of last night, the memories heavy, threatening to crush him back to the bed. However this was a battle he was familiar with. For months he’d fought the desire to stay in bed longer, struggling for a reason to get up. He could handle this.
He climbed to his feet and searched for fresh clothes, then slipped out of the room. After a quick bathroom stop, he cracked open Jen’s door, checking if she was okay.
The room was empty.
Closing the door, he made his way down the stairs on bare feet, now looking for his daughter. The kitchen door was open, and he glanced inside. It was immaculate, the counters sparkling and not a plate out of place. His wasn’t the messiest household in the world, but it was never this clean.
Still no sign of Jen.
He found her in the living room. She was curled up on the sofa, covered in a blanket and resting her head on Stella’s lap. From what Tad could see she wore the same clothes as last night, not dressed for bed. Tad felt a pang of guilt. It meant she’d been awake when he was brought home.
He looked up from Jen to find clear blue eyes watching him, completely alert. Like Jen, Stella wore last night’s clothes, a white blouse tucked into black trousers, severely wrinkled after being worn too long. 
Stella smiled when she saw him, but her aura was muted. Not a good sign.
He stepped toward a sofa, but Stella raised her hand to stop him and slipped out from under Jen, laying the sleeping girl’s head down carefully. She nodded to the kitchen.
Tad retreated the way he’d come, trying not to read too much into Stella closing both the living room and kitchen doors. All hope that she wasn’t hiding a smouldering anger vanished the moment the door clicked closed. 
“You absolute arsehole,” she snapped, punching him in the arm hard enough for it to instantly go numb.
“Hey… Ow. What was that for?”
“You know damn well what,” she said, punching him again, and again, the same spot every time. “That’s for passing out in front of your daughter and leaving me to deal with the mess.”
Tad winced. “I don’t remember that.”
Stella rolled her eyes and stepped away, leaning against the breakfast island. “Of course you don’t.” She sighed and rubbed her eyes. Strangely, though he suspected she’d been up all night, it wasn’t a sign of tiredness. She was just getting her stress under control. “Are you feeling okay now?”
“Other than my dead arm, yeah. I suppose so.”
She flashed a smile, then shook her head. “Why did you pass out last night?” Seeing they still weren’t on the same page she added. “While I was doing my usual try not to hurl routine after you brought us back, you collapsed onto your bed. Jen and Tony found us about five seconds later and none of us could wake you. The best we could do was get Jen to go into your head so you’d let Tony in that broken brain of yours.” What little aura she was allowing to show vanished in the following pause. Before Tad could get curious why she needed such tight control on her emotions, she asked, “Tony still in there?”
Tad nodded. Now she mentioned him, Tad searched Tony’s memories for more answers. Memories of a night with Jen and Letty watching his and Stella’s adventures unfold on the news came back, along with Tad’s sudden return. He winced at the memory from their point of view and knew he’d have some explaining to do when Jen woke up.
“So, what happened?” Stella asked, impatient.
“I think it was exhaustion. I’d used that door to Dream too much and jumping us here that last time short circuited my brain… at least I think so.”
Stella rolled her eyes and groaned again. “Of course it did. It’s not enough that you’ve just got backing from our Prime Minister to get yourself in more stupid situations, you’re now killing yourself from the inside too.”
“Hardly,” Tad argued. “It’s more like overusing a muscle that hasn’t been trained properly. Push too far and it’ll break. I just need to find my limits.”
“Then find them fast. If we’re doing this, then I don’t want to have to worry about you collapsing half way through a dangerous situation.”
“I hear that,” Tad said. “I’ll get a grip on it, I promise.”
For the final time Stella sighed, then looked pointedly at the kitchen behind her. “Come on. I don’t know why you’re just standing there. Make me a coffee, Holcroft.”
Tad laughed. “What did your last slave die of?”
“Hey, I’ve earned this coffee. While you were unconscious, I calmed down your distraught daughter, cleaned up this pig stye and have been trying to get my head around what we’ve been asked to do. Coffee is the least you could do.”
Tad held up his hands in surrender and was already on the way to his espresso machine. “The house wasn’t that messy. You’re just a clean freak.” Looking back to see if he’d got a reaction, he grinned to see her frowning. “Seriously. You didn’t have to do all this.”
“I couldn’t sleep,” Stella admitted. “I was too busy thinking on everything they told us.”
“It was crazy,” Tad admitted. “Though, I bet a promotion isn’t the worst news you’ve had all year.”
He looked back in time to catch her smile, but she covered that up and tried to act put upon.
“Like I don’t have enough on my plate. Now I have to lead the supernatural squad—”
“Dream Team,” Tad corrected, but Stella ignored him.
“And it sounds like I don’t any time to get it sorted. I’ll have to head into work soon to fish out more details on what I’m supposed to do. You know, he said it will exist outside the police command structure. Considering how important this is, I get the impression I’m kitting out a whole new department.”
Tad put the finishing touches on the coffee and carried it to the breakfast island, sliding it across to her.
“Don’t tell me you don’t love the idea of that,” Tad said and Stella couldn’t hide her grin this time. “I knew it. The chance to deck out a new unit and have everything run your way. Stop trying to pretend you’re not as happy as a pig in shit right now.”
She sipped her coffee and grinned even wider. “Maybe I’m a little excited. But it’s not all going to be fun and games. I guarantee whatever budget I get will be too small, whatever time frame they want me to work with is too short and—”
“Pig in shit,” Tad repeated, cutting her off and grinning at her until she couldn’t help laughing.
“Fine, I’m loving it.”
“You got any idea who you’ll recruit?”
Stella shook her head. “A few inklings, but until I know more about what they want from me I don’t know who’d be right for the job. I was thinking of adding a certain Proxy I know though, what do you think?”
“I think Jen’s a bit young and she’ll be back in school soon.”
“Ha ha. Seriously, you going to be okay working for me? That won’t weird you out?”
“Why would it?” Tad asked, bringing his own coffee to the breakfast island and standing on the other side as he took a sip. “Besides, I wouldn’t be working for you, I’d be working with you. You heard the Prime Minister, I’m destined for other things, apparently.”
“A politician,” she agreed. “You’d be good at that.”
Tad snorted. “Really, I can’t imagine it.”
“Come off it. You were built for that sort of thing. I know your confidence is a little shaken since Charles moved on, but you’re a thinker, not a fighter. You were a great teacher, but I get why you want to move on. I think this would be perfect for you. But first we need to get through this nightmare problem. Any ideas?”
Tad almost choked on his coffee. “Ideas? I only found out about these things a week ago. I’ve barely had time to process that there are nightmares out there, let alone figure out how to deal with them.”
“Really?” Stella asked, not sounding like she believed him. “No thoughts at all?”
“Well, maybe a few ideas. At the least I figured out how to banish them. They’re like dealing with mad ghosts. Overloading their connection to Dream will destroy them.”
“Sound’s easy enough,” Stella said over the top of her mug before taking another sip.
“There’s a catch. I have to make physical contact. With ghosts that’s a lot easier since the Merging. Nightmares might be a little more difficult though.”
“Like when they’re twelve foot tall and can crumble stone beneath their fists… like a purple monster that shall not be mentioned. I can see how that might be a problem.”
“Yeah. I’ll figure it out though.”
“How?”
Tad thought about it and said, “Off the top of my head I’m thinking I start with research. I need to find out more about nightmares, what brings them over, what makes them tick, what keeps them here, things like that.”
“Good. More information never hurt anyone. You got an idea for how to do that?”
“Lizzie.”
“Lizzie? Wait, you mean Elizabeth Bradley? That reporter who interviewed you. Since when are you and her on speaking terms?”
“Since Jen became something of a fan-girl of hers and got in touch so she could help us figure out what you were hiding.” Stella frowned and Tad quickly moved on. “She’s actually good at what she does and spends a lot of time dealing with aspects of the Merging most reporters won’t cover. Last time I spoke with her she said she’d interviewed a lot of nightmare survivors. If I ask nicely she might introduce me to some so I can ask a few questions of my own.”
Stella was still frowning, but she nodded. “Okay. I’m not sold on bringing her into this, but it’s not the worst plan I’ve ever heard. Just make sure you don’t tell her anything about the Dream Team… God I hate that name. Don’t tell her anything the Prime Minister told us either. And if possible, don’t let her publish anything about you looking for this stuff.”
“That was always the plan,” he admitted.
“Of course it was. What else were you thinking, other than research?”
“I thought I need to get some training with these powers, find out where the limitations are in a situation where I won’t die if I mess up.”
“I’m liking the sound of this already,” Stella deadpanned, putting her mug down and pushing it away like she didn’t want her beloved beverage caught up in this new conversation. “I’m scared to ask, but just how will you do this?”
Tad shrugged, but when Stella kept staring he admitted, “I don’t one-hundred percent know. I might treat it like a bodybuilder treats working out. Keep testing myself, pushing my limits just enough so that next time I’ll be that little bit stronger. I’ve got a feeling Jen can help, but I’m not sure how yet. That’s the truth, I promise.”
She did that thing where she stared at him, almost like she was reading his soul, but finally she nodded.
“I believe you. Okay, I’m on board with that plan.”
“What about you?” he asked. “What’s this case you were pushing for last night?”
It was Stella’s turn to look uncomfortable. “I want to find the person who dreamt up that nightmare. That kid.”
“If it is a kid,” Tad argued. “That boy was just as much a dream as the monster. I wouldn’t read too much into it,.”
“I can’t help it,” she admitted. “The second that monster vanished, the boy did too. I couldn’t get him far from the monster or he’d scream and go crazy, so we hid at the edge of the street watching your fight. When it vanished, he did too. One minute I was holding him and the next he was gone. I can’t let that go. Not until I find out if he’s real and why he’s dreaming of that sort of thing.”
Tad wanted to tell her she might be getting herself worked up over nothing,  but knew it would fall on deaf ears. He didn’t need her people reading skills to see how much this bothered her. That she’d lost control of her aura so it flared with a mix of colours, none of them great, was enough to see how strongly she felt about this. He suspected it had something to do with her own history and why she joined the police. Stella had always had an interest for helping children. She wouldn’t let this drop and honestly, he wasn’t sure he wanted her to.
“Anything I can do to help?”
She smiled but shook her head. “No. I’ve got a few ideas where to start.”
“You’ll let me know if you need my help though?” Tad asked.
“Of course. The same goes for you.” She waited for him to nod before smiling a little more deeply, then pushing her stool away and standing up. “Alright, sounds like we have our marching orders. Being as it’s nearly twelve, we might as well get too it.”
“It’s nearly twelve?” Tad asked in surprise, glancing at the clock. “Aren’t you tired? You must have been up for a day and a half.”
She grinned as she slipped into her boots by the back door. “Plenty of time to sleep when you’re dead, Holcroft.”
“You’re talking to a Proxy, remember. I know for a fact that’s not true.”
She winked and walked over to give him a goodbye kiss. “Yeah, well, there’ll be plenty of time to sleep when this is all over then. Either way, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later. Try not to get in too much trouble.”
“What? Me?” Tad asked, trying to sound outraged.
Stella rolled her eyes, chuckled, then waved goodbye as she opened the back door and stepped out, shutting the door behind her a little too loudly. Sure enough, Tad didn’t have long to wait before Jen burst through the kitchen door and covered the distance between herself and Tad in a heartbeat. So much for her broken back.
Tad grunted as she wrapped him in a death grip, putting strain on his aching ribs, but he said nothing. He just returned her hug until she stepped away so she could first look him up and down to see if he was okay and then punch him on the arm. Amazingly, she found the exact spot Stella had punched and he wondered if maybe the two of them had planned the attack.
“Well?” Jen asked.
“Well what?”
“Tell me everything. What happened last night?” Tad hesitated, wondering just how much he should tell her, but Jen was having none of that. “You promised. Back in the hospital, you said you wouldn’t keep secrets.”
Tad winced, this wasn’t the first time she’d used that promise against him, but as much as it frustrated him, she wasn’t wrong.
So, living up to his end of the deal, Tad told Jen about the craziness of fighting a giant monster, and went into detail about meeting the Prime Minister. He couldn’t help but be worried by the fact that Jen hung on his every word and grew more excited by the minute.
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Stella stared at the paper cup in her hands, brow furrowed as she waited on a park bench in the bitter cold. She could be researching on her phone, watching the children play nearby, or preparing for her meeting. Instead, she thought about her favourite coffee and wondered if it was to blame.
It was hard to think that way about the drink, until recently the best thing in her life. But how else could she explain it?
She wasn’t sleeping.
After a night of excitement, agonising over her decision about taking Tad to a hospital, and calming a frantic Jen, Stella hadn’t been tired. Before last November she’d have chalked it up to adrenaline, but now...
The thought of Tad entering her head as Jen did to him last night terrified her. She knew he wouldn’t do it, and neither would Jen, but she feared it regardless and couldn’t sleep when with him.
The first time it happened she’d been tired the next day. The next time, not so much. Each time after that a little less. Now she felt as fresh as if she’d had a full eight hours, and she hadn’t had that since her mother died when she was a child.
So, rather than sleep, she spent the night cleaning Tad’s house, worrying for him. Tad and Jen’s casual messiness was a constant frustration, and it helped the hours tick by.
Fear wasn’t the only thing on her mind. She also thought of the boy. There was something about that child being present which made the nightmare worse for Stella. The child had been a lie in a sense as he was part of the nightmare, but there was a truth present as well which Stella couldn’t let go.
She had to find and help him in a way she couldn’t last night. Her career had changed a lot since the Merging, and in many ways she welcomed that. However, thinking of that boy’s tear-stained face and his fear, she missed her old calling. She didn’t feel right laying it aside for someone else to deal with.
A sudden cold breeze made her shiver and look up, focusing on the sound of laughter. She marvelled at those children on the swings, climbing frames and slides, chasing each other as though it was a summer day. For her part, Stella was wrapped in her heaviest coat, hands buried in the pockets, and a scarf covering enough of her face to ward off the chill. In short, it was bloody freezing, and she didn’t understand how the kids ignored it.
She thought there was something wrong with her until she noticed the parents, huddled together, most dressed in padded jackets, scarves and gloves. They talked with each other, squeezed on benches or stood by the fence, keeping an eye on the children. None relaxed completely as they watched their children play, a small nugget of worry always at the back of their minds.
They’d also noticed Stella, the adult who came to the park without a child. Distrustful gazes turned her way, some turned shocked when they realised who she was. Stella ignored them until one parent broke from the pack and approached her. Were it any other person Stella would have left, not wanting the company. This one however, she recognised.
Dr Kimberly Wayde was a woman in her early thirties. Though Stella knew at least three of the children running around this park were hers, the woman had a runner’s build. Under her thick pom-pom beanie was long, tawny brown hair, and every time Stella saw the woman she was wearing a warm smile with today being no exception.
“Stella. How are you?” she asked as she took a seat beside Stella.
“I’m good, Dr Wayde. Thanks for meeting me.”
“I’ve told you before, it’s Kimberly. And for anyone else I’d be put out, but you wouldn’t call if it wasn’t serious. I take it this has something to do with last night?” she asked as she waved at one child on the swings who was trying to get her attention. “I’m not sure how I can help with that. It’s a little out of my wheelhouse.”
“Not so much actually,” Stella reasoned. “What we faced last night was a nightmare and I could do with some help interpreting it.”
Kimberly laughed. “Oh, that old cliche. You know, not all us psychiatrists interpret dreams. I’ve always considered most dreams to be random and should be treated that way. There are exceptions of course, but whatever conclusions you draw from them are speculative at best.”
“I understand,” Stella said, trying to hide her disappointment. “But even a little help would be welcome.”
Kimberly’s smile slipped as she judged Stella. Were it anyone else Stella would resent being judged, but she knew Kimberly. They had worked together before, usually on cases with abused children in need of handling with the utmost care. Given Stella’s interest in such cases, the women formed a professional bond, something that might have turned into a friendship had Stella given it the chance.
“What are the stakes?” Kimberly asked.
“A boy, maybe eight. I think he’s the dreamer of last night’s nightmare.”
Kimberly’s smile vanished and Stella could tell she was invested.
“Alright, I’ll help. But I want you to remember what I said, most dreams and nightmares are random. It’s likely that whoever dreamt up last night’s nightmare just saw something scary before they went to bed.”
“I don’t think so,” Stella argued. “I don’t know why, but it’s a strong feeling. I’m sure this one means more.”
“Alright, describe what happened.”
Stella did just that, laying a heavy focus on the child involved, how he wouldn’t speak, and how he was linked to the monster.
“And the creature would go into a frenzy whenever the boy was approached?” Kimberly asked.
“That’s how it started, the monster killing anyone who got between it and the child.”
“Is there anything else?” Stella shook her head. “Well… and I can tell you don’t want to hear this… but there isn’t much to go on. It’s a common dream scenario, being chased by something bigger and scarier than yourself but not being able to get away. I’m worried that the nightmare was so focused on the intervention of other people, but not so much that I’m overly concerned.”
“Are you sure?” Stella asked. “No, I get it, this is subjective. But I have a strong feeling about this one Dr… Kimberly. Just humour me. If this dream was not random, how would you interpret it?”
Kimberly sighed and leaned away, looking at the playground before shaking her head. “I don’t want to answer. You’re too invested in this and—”
“I will follow it up anyway, I just wanted to know what I might walk into.”
Kimberly looked pained at that but she gave in. “Fine. This is just guess work though.”
“I’ll take what I can get.”
“Then I’d say you’re looking at a twisted version of a child’s terror carried into his dream. Maybe the child has been abused and the monster is an exaggerated version of his abuser. As for the boy not wanting to get too far from the monster… well, a dream can be like a story, it has to play out in order to reach a conclusion. The child couldn’t get away or the dream would never end.
“The part that concerns me is how the monster reacts to people intervening. I think that might be a representation of how helpless the child feels. Nothing he can do will stop this monster and he thinks there’s no one who can help.”
“I knew it,” Stella said triumphantly. “That’s exactly what I thought.”
“Stella, you’re getting too excited. It’s probably nothing. Even if the dream means something, it doesn’t have to mean that. This might be a memory from someone’s past that has grown out of control. It could, and this is a terrifying thought, be the dream from the monster’s perspective.”
“All the more reason to find the truth.”
Kimberly looked at Stella with a helpless expression. That was okay, Stella didn’t need belief. After holding that child in her arms, she had to take this as far as she could, if only so she could sleep at night… if she ever slept again.
“Thanks Kimberly, you’ve been a big help and—”
“Are you okay, Stella?” Kimberly asked in a way that made Stella pause mid way back to her feet.
“What do you mean?”
“We haven’t caught up in a while and a lot has happened. The Merging, all of these supernatural cases dumped on your desk. You’re in a new relationship, with the Dreamwalker no less, you’re famous, and you were kidnapped and held captive by a madman. Any one of those things can be a lot to deal with. All of them… I’m always here if you need to talk.”
Stella stood all the way this time. “Thanks, but I’m fine. Besides, I’ve tried therapy before and it never stuck.”
Kimberly smiled kindly. “I wasn’t talking about therapy. I was talking about one friend listening to another. Maybe over drinks in a pub, maybe several, away from my children for a night. Coming to think of it, you might be doing me more of a favour than anything else. But seriously, I mean it. Don’t struggle alone.”
“I’m fine,” Stella protested.
“Of course. Well, even better then. Maybe we could just go out because why the hell not… and as an excuse to dump the kids on my husband.”
Stella hesitated, taken back by the offer. Not long ago she would refuse outright, sure that she’d be too busy at work. But she remembered Tad in New York, telling her he’d searched for people she was close with, looking for insights so he could plan something special. She remembered the shame she felt that he probably found no one.
“I’ll take you up on that one day, Kimberly. I promise. But not right now, I’m swamped. I’m sorry.”
“Of course. Just… Don’t forget that life is for living. You work is important, maybe more important than most, but that’s not all there is.”
Were it anyone else, Stella would have bristled at the unwanted advice. But Kimberly had a way of delivering it that gave Stella pause.
“I’ll remember,” she promised. “But I have to go. Thanks, for everything.”
“Anytime.”
Stella hated coming into the city at its busiest, but her next contact insisted on meeting here. Between rush-hour traffic, finding a parking spot, and weaving her way through busy shoppers, Stella was put out by the time she reached the coffee shop at the heart of the city centre.
The aroma of coffee enticed her, but the size of the queue just added to her frustration. Luckily she didn’t have to wait. A man sat on his own at a small window table and waved to get her attention. He had two coffees in front of him and a hopeful expression. As Stella headed over, she wondered why. When the information surfaced, it was all she could do not to curl her lip in distaste.
She’d forgotten. Miles Avon was someone she used to be her friendly self around.
She had been so busy since the Merging that it had been months since she’d last played into her appearance to get what she wanted. In fact, the last person she had been her friendly self around was Tad when she tried to get him to open up about the disappearances. It was ironic that he was the one guy her act hadn’t worked on, yet was also the one guy to receive what her friendly self was selling.
She pushed thoughts of him from her mind as they made getting into this old character uncomfortable. She was reminded how rusty she was when she sat down instead of giving Miles the hug he’d stood up for.
Unable to rescue the moment, Stella acted like it hadn’t happened and smiled at him.
“If it isn’t my favourite criminal hacker turned good guy, Miles Avon,” she said making air quotes around the words good guy and sharing a grin with Miles. “It’s been too long. You’re looking good. Been hitting the gym?”
His awkwardness vanished as Miles lapped up the attention while Stella felt sick. For some reason the character was harder to get into than it used to be.
“What? The gym. No, I go running from time to time though. Does it show?”
“Definitely,” she lied, feeling even worse. Miles wasn’t the typical computer geek pop culture liked to sell. With his trendy quaff of hair, designer stubble and far too expensive clothes for the salary she knew he pulled down, he was actually far from the stereotype. However, he was also not the type to hit the gym, but instead just naturally slim.
“You look amazing as always,” he said, looking her up and down confidently. Again she had to fight her distaste.
Remember, he’s only doing it because you encouraged this, she told herself, thinking back to the case where she’d first discovered Miles.
She’d been looking for something else and followed a trail of breadcrumbs that lead back to Miles who was doing some less than legal things with his computer. Stella recognised that he wasn’t a bad guy but instead someone on the wrong life path. Her friendly persona brought him round to her way of thinking and the police gained a new tech specialist while Miles helped Stella move on with her investigation.
Since then she’d kept in touch to get his help from time to time. He was a valuable asset to the UK police and didn’t spend much time in Cardiff, but he was always happy to help the friendly version of Stella who brought him in. She’d worked hard to keep him happy, always giving the impression that she’d reward him if he played his cards right.
It hadn’t bothered her before though.
“Thank you. Did you have any luck with what I called about.”
Miles frowned at how quickly they got to business, but he also couldn’t resist showing off.
“I have, though you didn’t make it easy. Do you know how hard it is to find one person without a name or any identifying details other than a quick cameraphone photo taken at night?”
“Good job I brought it to the one person who could help, right?”
He grinned. “Yeah, good job. Actually, it’s interesting how I found him. You see I’ve just written a new program that analyses CCTV footage for not just the faces of the target but also—”
“Miles, that sounds amazing. But I’ll have to hear about it some other time, I really need to see that information.”
His smile fell and Stella knew she made a mistake. What was she thinking? The old her would never have interrupted like that. She’d have listened to every word, a stupid smile on her face while pretending to be fascinated by it all. After that he’d be so proud that he’d impressed her that he’d have given her the deeds to his house if she asked.
Now he was frowning.
“Yeah, sure. I’ve got it here,” he said, pulling a folder from a bag beside his chair. He hesitated before handing it over. “You get that this isn’t the most legal thing, right Stella? I could get in trouble for this.”
“And I appreciate it, Miles. You know that.”
“I just wanted to make sure,” he said, and she knew she had royally messed up. His work had never come with reminders like that before. She ignored her frustration and took the folder, opening it to find a sheaf of papers with a picture of the boy from last night at the front. And there, next to it, was a name, address, next of kin… the works.
“Oh Miles, this is amazing. This is exactly what I wanted,” she said, leafing through the rest of the document and having her suspicions confirmed. The boy, Simon Whitely, was nine and looked exactly as he had in his nightmare, proving Stella’s hunch right.
She didn’t see it, but Miles perked up at her praise, his smile returning. However, it vanished a second later as Stella stood up.
“Wait, you’re going?” he asked, his voice thick with disappointment.
“I wish I didn’t have to, but this is time sensitive. I have to chase this up.”
“But… uh… What about your coffee?”
“That was sweet, but I can’t hang around.” She pushed the chair back under the table and was already stepping away. “This was amazing though. I’ll thank you properly another time.”
“But…” was all he managed to say before she gave up even trying to recapture the character she had once perfected. She stood and walked out of the coffee shop, all the while thinking about the notes in her hand and the little boy she now had a name for.
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For the first time in a month, Jen felt the full impact of her injury.
Outside the Borderlands, her connection to Dream was weaker and required too much concentration to animate her legs. Unfortunately, people who lived through a nightmare rarely wanted to stay where it could happen again.
She couldn’t keep the scowl from her face as Tad pushed her wheelchair down the narrow road.
West Dunnet was, according to the Google Map she studied earlier, about as far North as you could get on the UK mainland. There was nothing there but the distant view of the ocean, grey skies, and fields with houses scattered about with the regularity of chocolate chips on a cookie. The buildings were grey and drab, ugly by Jen’s standards. It met her definition for the back end of nowhere and she shuddered at the thought of living so far from city life where everything was quiet save for the screaming wind that made her face hurt.
“What’s he doing now?” Lizzie asked.
Jen looked up, glad for the distraction. Tony was running his hands through fence posts at the side of the road, concentrating on phasing through them like he was doing it for the first time.
“He’s trying to figure out how to make his powers work in the Borderlands,” Jen answered.
She didn’t need to look to know Tad was frowning, but she didn’t care. Lizzie had been more than helpful and deserved answers. It was also good to talk about this with someone who didn’t already know everything supernatural, or think they did. Being as Stella went to Tad for answers, Jen liked getting the chance to explain things to Lizzie.
“It’s actually funny. You remember him walking into walls at your studio? He’s been doing it all week.”
“Shut up, Jen,” Tony snapped. “I did it once.”
“It was at least ten times.”
“It was not. Why are you always making shit up?”
“Tony, I told you before, watch your language,” Tad admonished.
Jen’s cheeks heated. She knew Tad really meant to watch his language around her, like she was a baby who couldn’t handle swear words. Looking away so she wouldn’t see Lizzie’s face, Jen wondered how to get him to stop treating her like a child. She’d be thirteen soon.
“Tad, I’m thirty-years-old, if I want to swear, I’ll swear,” Tony snapped, sounding like a petulant child.
“A thirty-year-old who’s too scared to meet his mum and dad,” Jen said.
Tony spun on her, his expression a mix between hate and fury, but never got chance to reply.
“Your parents have tried to get in touch?” Lizzie asked. “My God. I never thought of that. The Borderlands is a whole new chance for people to reconnect. I can’t imagine how that must feel.”
Her words hit Tony hard, and he turned away.
“It’s probably one reason the Borderlands are so busy,” Tad admitted. “But enough of that. I think we’re here.”
“Finally,” Tony remarked. “What’s the point of dreamwalking if you have to walk for half an hour in the cold?”
“This place wasn’t on Street View, I couldn’t get a feel for it,” Tad defended himself. Then in a more bitter tone he added, “And you can’t feel the cold, anyway. So what are you whingeing about?”
Tony grinned. “No, but you can. I just wanted to remind you of it.”
“You’re suck a dick,” Jen said.
“Damn it, Jen. What have I told you?” Tad didn’t sound angry, just tired, but again it set Jen’s cheeks flaming.
Lizzie opened the gate to the property, wiping her hands on her jeans when some paint peeled off.
“Bit of a creepy place,” she commented and Jen agreed wholeheartedly.
The bungalow, once white, had long since turned grey. The roof could do with being retiled, the paint on the window frames was peeling, and Jen thought the whole place looked crooked.
“It’s like a haunted house,” she said.
“Don’t say that too loud, they might hear us,” Tad answered, though he obviously agreed.
Their feet crunched on the gravel drive while the tyres of Jen’s wheelchair made a continual shushing noise and left tracks amongst the tiny stones. The sound must have carried as the front door creaked open and an old man stepped out.
His hair was white, he had plenty of wrinkles, and there were even those ugly brown spots some old people get on their skin. Jen guessed he was ancient, he had to be over fifty at least.
“Mr Johnson,” Lizzie said, taking charge. “I’m Lizzie Bradley. We spoke on the phone and—”
“I remember who you are. I’m not so old I can’t remember a pretty face, and it wasn’t that long ago.”
Jen’s face twisted in disgust. She had no idea how Lizzie kept her smile.
“I guess it wasn’t. I hope you’ve been well. You’re a long way from where I last saw you.”
“That’s the point.” He turned to the rest of them and didn’t look pleased. He saw Tad first and frowned, then frowned deeper when seeing Jen’s wheelchair. Finally he looked at Tony and his face became hard. “That is not welcome in my house.”
“Excuse me?” Lizzie asked, taken aback.
“That thing’s not coming in.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jen asked, suddenly furious.
“I moved out here to get away from things like that,” he said, pointing a gnarled finger at Tony. “Otherwise I’d have stayed in Merthyr Tydfil.”
“He belongs here as much as—” was all Jen got out before Tad squeezed her shoulder.
“We didn’t mean to upset you. Tony can wait here.”
Lizzie gasped in surprise when Tad released his grip on Dream and Tony vanished to her eyes.
The old man on the porch just glared at the space where Tony stood, then looked at Jen with an expression she wanted to slap. “You won’t get that contraption in here. You’ll have to carry her.”
“We’ll manage,” Tad said, his voice calmer than it should be. The old man grunted and walked inside.
Jen’s temper was at breaking point when Tad whispered to Tony.
“Let’s cut him some slack, he’s been through a lot. I’m sure he meant nothing by it.”
“He sounded like he did,” Jen said.
“Even if he did, who cares? After today we never have to see him again. Do me a favour and keep your thoughts to yourself. We need to hear what he has to say.”
Jen didn’t agree, but decided not to push it. She looked at a shellshocked Tony and asked if he was okay. He nodded, saying he was, but he was just trying to be brave.
“Maybe I should wait here if I can’t get my wheelchair inside.”
“Jen, it’s freezing,” Tad said, already bending to scoop her up. “You’d be an icicle by the time we got back.”
He slid a hand under her useless legs and another around her back, then picked her up. She hated how she could only feel the hand behind her back… hated all of this.
Lizzie led them inside the creepy house which was every bit as awful as outside. The hallway was dark, the wallpaper peeling, and the whole place smelt stale. Jen crinkled her nose in disgust as she saw stains on the carpet and yet more peeling paint on the skirting boards.
They followed the old man into the room at the end of the corridor which was only a little brighter than the rest of the house. A large window looked over the garden, fields in the distance, and the ocean beyond that. An old, smelly sofa sat against one wall, two wing-back chairs against another, and an LED TV stood in the corner, its thick silver bezels marking it as something ten years out of date.
An old lady sat in one of those chairs, looking small and frail under her thick, woven blanket. She stared at the TV and didn’t so much as look up when they entered. Jen bristled until she looked closer at the woman.
There was something wrong with her besides being stuck in this house. Though her eyes pointed at the TV, Jen got the impression she wasn’t seeing anything. Were it not for her wheezing or the spittle in the corners of her mouth, Jen thought the woman might be dead.
Mr Johnson sat in the other wing-back chair, not offering a drink as the other interviewees had.
“Come on, ask your questions,” the old man said as they sat on the sofa.
“Are you sure you’re okay with this, Mr Johnson?” Lizzie asked. “When we spoke on the phone you seemed happy to answer questions.”
The man shot a glare at Tad to make it clear why he was in a bad mood. Suddenly Jen understood. He wanted the pretty reporter to ask him questions on her own.
That was sick.
“Well, we were hoping we might ask you about that night,” Lizzie said.
“Of course you were. That’s all anyone wants. Go on then, ask.”
Lizzie frowned and this time it was Tad who spoke.
“We’re sorry to make you relive this, but we’re asking so we can stop it happening to anyone else.”
“I don’t care about your reasons, just ask your questions and leave.”
“Very well,” Tad said, his tone clipped. “Your nightmare, you’ve had it multiple times, right?”
The old man’s scowl deepened. “How’d you know that? I never told anyone.”
“We’ve interviewed other people, and that’s something they had in common. The nightmare was recurring. Was this the same with you?”
The old man shuddered. “Still is.”
“Could you tell me about it?”
He didn’t answer for so long that Jen thought he wasn’t going to.
“Fifty-three years ago I was in a car crash. My wife was with me, our nine-year-old was in the back. I’d been…” He sighed. “We’d been drinking. It was a family birthday, and this was 1963 mind you, the drink driving laws wouldn’t come out for another 3 years. We didn’t make it a habit, but drinking and driving wasn’t the thing back then it is now.
“We crashed on the way home. My daughter died. There’s no explaining the pain of losing a child… but knowing it’s your fault. Well, that’s something else entirely.”
His words faded to a silence that lasted long enough that it became awkward.
“Can I get you something?” Lizzie asked. “A drink? Anything that might calm your nerves.”
“No. I gave up the drink that night. Though I’ve been tempted, especially when the dreams started.”
He glared at Tad like it was his fault. Jen fidgeted. If he said one more bad thing she doubted she’d be able to keep her frustration inside.
“The nightmares are always the same,” he continued. “As I go about my normal day, I catch glimpses of something that looks like my little girl out the corner of my eye. Every time I look though, there’s nothing there and I know it’s my imagination. This repeats until I ignore the glimpses and then stop seeing them all together. Then, when I least expect it, I turn around and see…” Again he took a deep breath, struggling with the next part. “I see her. She looks like she did after the crash, but she’s standing there, judging me.
“I wake up, sweating and frustrated that I’ve been dreaming again. My wife asks me what’s wrong and I turn to tell her it’s nothing, but it’s not my wife, it’s my little girl still in that same state. I wake up again, just as frightened, but somewhere else this time. Maybe I’ve fallen asleep on the sofa, maybe in a chair, in the park, on a train, behind the wheel of my car in a car park. Each time I wake up somewhere new, never questioning where I am but always thinking this time I am awake for sure, this time she won’t be waiting.
“Sometimes she appears instantly, other times I go through the process of catching glimpses out the corner of my eye.”
“That’s awful,” Lizzie said, appalled at the nightmare. “I’m sorry you have to go through that. How many of these cycles do you go through for each nightmare?”
“I don’t keep count. Sometimes there are only a few, other times they seem endless.”
“And the night the nightmare came true?”
“It was one of the endless ones,” he said, looking at the woman in the chair beside him. She hadn’t looked away from the TV once. Jen wondered if she even knew they were there. “I was living the nightmare in my dream, but Jean was living it for real.”
He reached across the gap between the chairs, wrapping long, bony fingers around her hand.
“They tell me dreams don’t last long, but poor Jean was stuck in a loop for an hour. She went through the process I see in my head, but it was happening for real. Each time my daughter frightened her she’d wake up in another part of the house, sure she’d been dreaming, only for it to happen again.”
“How do you know it wasn’t a dream, that it actually happened?” Lizzie asked.
“From the state of the house and my daughter’s blood that was somehow real and left behind. But above all, she swears she doesn’t know the difference between that night and now. Though I feel like I’m awake in the dream, I know when I’m actually awake. There’s a difference that’s not tangible when you’re asleep, but obvious when you’re awake.”
The old man looked at Tad who was nodding.
“I thought you might know that,” he said, then sat forward, wiping his hands over his face and shaking his head. “I’m not sure this was a good idea.”
“Just a few more questions. We won’t be long,” Lizzie promised. 
The man looked on the verge of throwing them out, but glanced at Lizzie and his wife before nodding slowly.
“Five minutes,”
“That’s long enough,” Lizzie agreed. “Your wife, what happened to her after that night.”
“This,” he said, pointing to the mesmerised woman. “She never got the relief of waking up for real and knowing the nightmare was over. Even when the sun rose she was jumping at shadows. She couldn’t sleep, and the less she slept, the more she struggled with the feeling that it would happen again.
“I had a doctor see her and he had her committed for a short while before admitting there wasn’t much he could do. She would either come out of it or she wouldn’t. He gave her drugs to keep her from being a danger to herself and… well… that’s it I suppose.
“I moved us out here, figuring it was as far away as we could get from the Borderlands without actually leaving the country. I hoped distance might make a difference, but this is my life now, sitting here and watching that TV.”
“I’m sorry,” Lizzie said again. “We’ve taken up enough of your time, Mr Johnson. Thanks for—”
“Actually, just one more question,” Tad interrupted. “The night you had the nightmare, was there anything different? Anything that made this night something more than normal?”
“You mean other than my dreams coming alive and terrorising my wife into a waking coma?” he asked, on the border of fury.
“Other than that. Anything you felt that made that night different would be a big help in figuring this out and stopping it from happening again.”
The man frowned at Tad, lips clamped shut and eyes hard. Jen thought he wouldn’t say anything, but after a long pause he spoke.
“I was scared. For the first time in years, I was terrified to sleep. I’ve been having these nightmares off and on for years. Sometimes I’ll go months without one, and other times they come every night. This was after a long period of not having them, and somehow I knew they’d return.”
“How’d you know?” Lizzie asked.
“Dark moods, thoughts of my daughter… things like that. I suppose you kids would call it depression. I slip into a funk and I know the nightmares are coming. That night I didn’t want to sleep. I couldn’t face it again.”
The following silence had a note of finality to it. Lizzie looked at Tad who nodded, and in unison they stood. Lizzie thanked the old man for seeing them while Tad scooped up Jen. They returned through the creepy house and stepped into the cold. Jen was being lowered into her wheelchair when the house door slammed shut.
“It’s the fear,” Tad said as soon as the door was closed.
“It’s common with all of them,” Lizzie agreed. “Everyone we interviewed were terrified to sleep. That fear is what brought the nightmares over.”
Tad didn’t show it on his face, but Jen could tell he was surprised Lizzie had put the clues together. Maybe he was impressed. Jen felt a rush of pride. She’d made this happen. Contacting Lizzie, suggesting she work with Tad, not taking no for an answer. She was being helpful.
She was so happy with herself that she didn’t notice Tony appear beside them, stepping through the wall of the bungalow.
“Whew, glad I’m not that old dude. That sounds awful,” he said.
“You went in there?” Lizzie asked.
“What else would I do, wait here and listen to the wind?” He rolled his eyes and looked at Tad. “Fear. It makes sense. What’s the purpose of a nightmare if not to make you afraid?”
Tad nodded, taking Tony’s appearance in stride, almost as though he’d known he was there all along…
Which, of course, he had.
Jen’s pride vanished. All that time she’d focused on the old man and her distaste for the house. She’d never once thought to check for ghosts.
So much for being useful.
“So, the next name on my list is Morris Albermar—”
“I don’t think we need to do anymore interviews,” Tad interrupted Lizzie.
“What? I don’t mind. I’ve freed up the whole afternoon.”
“And I appreciate that, but we’re getting the same story each time. I don’t think we’ll find anything new. It’s time to move on.”
“Move on?” she asked, sounding desperate. “What’s our next step?”
“First we drop you off at your studio, then—”
“No.”
“Sorry?” Tad asked.
“No. I’m not going back. You brought me into this and I want to see it through. I can help.”
Tad frowned. “If any of this ends up in a story—”
“For the last time,” Lizzie snapped. “That. Isn’t. Me. I don’t do that kind of journalism. I’m not into catchy headlines or only selling conflict. I want to find the truth, to make a difference… to help people. Publishing that sort of story might sell a headline, but it won’t make a positive difference. Going with you, helping stop these nightmares. That’s different. Please, don’t kick me out. I can help, I promise.”
“For what it’s worth, I think it’s a good idea,” Tony said. “Since Miriam left, you’re not exactly Sherlock Holmes. It wouldn’t hurt to have a second set of eyes on this.” Jen was surprised Tony made a sensible argument for once. “Besides, you don’t wear your jeans as well as Lizzie, and you’ve got to think that will come in handy at some point. An arse like that and—”
“Tony!” Tad snapped even as Lizzie blushed and tugged her coat down to cover the part of her anatomy Tony was complimenting.
“What? You never said you made me visible again. You mean she heard everything… Oh no,” Tony said with no sincerity.
Though she wanted to tell Tony off, Jen had something else to say.
“I think she should stay. We wouldn’t have got this far without her.”
Tad looked from his grinning ghost, to his daughter, to a furiously blushing but equally determined Lizzie.
“Fine, I need your help for the next step, anyway.”
“You won’t regret it,” Lizzie gushed. “What is the next step?”
“Tracking down the boy who dreamt last night’s nightmare so we can figure out what was so different about his that it got loose and killed people.”
“Simon Whitely.”
“What?”
“The boy’s name. It’s Simon Whitely.”
Tony whistled appreciatively. “Boy, you are good. You didn’t need to check the internet or anything.”
“Ha ha,” Lizzie deadpanned. “I looked into it last night. I thought the boy might have something to do with the nightmare so I checked his picture—”
“His picture? Wait, how’d you even know about the boy?” Tad asked.
“A picture of Stella and the boy leaked last night,” Jen said. “It was on the news.”
“Yeah, that picture,” Lizzie agreed. “I guessed that if the nightmare was there, then it originated close by. I checked out what schools were in that area and did an online search for articles about them. I got a few hits on local news papers and found one about a class doing something for charity. The boy’s picture was with the article and his name was in the paper. It wasn’t hard to find out where he lived after that.”
Tony whistled again and even Tad looked impressed.
“Okay,” he said. “You’re in. You know the address?”
“It’s written down at my studio.”
“Alright, let’s get it, then see if we can talk to this boy and understand what happened.”
“And I can come?” Lizzie asked hopefully.
“You can come.”
“Yay.”
Her happy little smile turned quizzical when Tad held out his hand to her.
“You’re supposed to hold it so he can dreamwalk us back to Cardiff,” Tony said in a stage whisper.
“Oh,” Lizzie said, blushing. She took Tad’s hand and Jen felt Tad’s other hand on her shoulder. A moment later they said goodbye to West Dunnet.
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It can’t be, Stella thought as she slammed her car door and looked up the street.
The semi-detached houses were simple, family homes, turned out fast by developers more interested in squeezing multiple houses on one plot than building quality dwellings. However, it wasn’t these that triggered her déjà vu, but instead the people walking to her destination.
Her excitement after leaving Miles yesterday carried her straight to Bristol. However, her pace was unrealistic, and she’d only managed to track down the Whitley family, follow them at a distance, and check other points of interest to get a better sense for Simon, his family, and the life he lived.
For all her effort, she didn’t get far. The time frame was too small, it was a weekend, and the gnawing restriction of having no evidence that these people warranted her attention held her back. It led to another frustrated night without sleep, two in a row now. Maybe long enough that she was hallucinating.
She rubbed her eyes, but the view didn’t change. Tad approached a location related to her case, just like he had so often with the Proxy disappearances, and with an entourage no less.
As Tad’s shadow, she expected Tony. Jen was a little more surprising, but the girl wouldn’t stand for being left behind. The biggest surprise was the pretty, young reporter chatting to Tad like they were best friends until Tad spotted her.
“Stella? What are you doing here?” Tad asked in genuine surprise.
“No, what are you doing here? Didn’t we talk about not hiding things from me?”
As always, Tad wore his emotions openly and he obviously didn’t know he’d been hiding anything. It was hard to stay mad in the face of that. It didn’t help that he was looking worn out. Whatever he’d been doing was weighing on him.
“We wanted to speak to Simon Whitely, the boy from the nightmare on Thursday.”
“I know who he is. I spent a lot of yesterday finding that out. I’ve come to see him as part of an official investigation.”
Tony laughed. “Ha, Tad. This is just like old times. Remember how angry she used to get bumping into you on her case?”
“Oh, you used to find that funny, did you?” Stella asked, eyes narrowing.
“Of course not,” Tad answered.
“I did. You’re hot when you’re angry,” Tony said.
Stella’s glare shifted to Tony, but it had no effect.
“Stella, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about this,” Tad said. “But it came together fast, and I never twigged it was something you needed to know. Lizzie’s been helping us look into the nightmares, but we’d got as far as we could out of our interviews and needed to speak to Simon.”
Stella looked at the journalist. “And just how did you know who Simon was?”
Lizzie told Stella how she’d put the clues together, and despite herself, Stella was impressed. She hadn’t thought of doing that and she was supposed to be the detective.
“Well it doesn’t matter how you got here, you need to go. This is a police case now and—”
“Hang on,” Tad protested. “That’s not fair. We didn’t even know you were coming here.”
“That’s not the point. I have work to do and you’ll get in the way. I want to talk to these people about something important and I don’t want you getting them excited. This might have skipped your notice, but people get stirred up around you.” When it looked like he wouldn’t comply, she added, “Remember the first condition of working with me? You agreed I was in charge.”
“Too much information,” Tony teased. “For the love of God, Stella; Jen’s here. She doesn’t need to hear that.”
“Tony, shut up!” Tad and Stella said in unison.
“Surely they’d get even more stirred up if we didn’t come,” Jen said. “They’re expecting us here at half five. It would be weird if we didn’t show.”
“They’re expecting you?” Stella asked.
“Yeah, Lizzie arranged an appointment.”
Stella glared at the young woman.
“What? There’s no law against that, is there?” Lizzie asked.
“No, there’s not,” Tad said, coming to her defence. “And we’re wasting time. Stella, you’re welcome to join us, but it won’t help anyone if we don’t show. Just standing here is drawing attention.” He nodded at the houses across the street. Faces were in every window, some trying to hide the fact they were watching and others watching with open interest.
One in particular caught Stella’s eye.
There was a man in the house opposite who was only in the window for a second, but that was long enough. Maybe she recognised him from somewhere, or he had one of those faces. Whatever the case, he was a momentary distraction before she turned back to Tad.
“Fine, let’s do this. But Miss Bradley, I don’t want a word of this getting into one of your videos. This is off the record.”
“Of course.”
“I mean it. One word gets out and I’ll be on to you like—”
“Stella, she’s already off the record,” Tad said. “Are you alright? You seem worked up?”
“I’m fine, just tired,” she lied. Even though she hadn’t slept in days, she felt wide awake. She let out the last of her frustration with a sigh. As the old saying went, if you couldn’t fight them, join them; or in her case, lead them.
She stepped past them all and headed toward the Whitely home.
Morgan Whitely, an overweight blonde in her late twenties, wore a trendy jumper with tight jeans tucked into tall boots. Combined with the excess of makeup, the woman looked ready for a night out.
Kevin Whitely, just as overweight and balding despite his young age, was dressed as though getting ready for church.
This was not the Whitely’s when normal. Stella struggled with her disappointment.
Tad, Jen and Lizzie squeezed onto one two-seater sofa while the Whitely couple sat side by side on the other after offering the seat to Stella. They were overjoyed she had come, another new celebrity to add to the list, and they were practically buzzing with excitement.
Despite this excitement, the artificially clean environment, and Stella not yet meeting Simon, she was growing convinced she was barking up the wrong tree. It was a similar feeling to when she first focused on Tad for the Proxy disappearances. She knew he had nothing to do with them beyond knowing more than he let on. She trusted her instincts, and it paid off. However, could she trust them now with Simon’s wellbeing in the balance?
“Thanks for meeting us. I know it’s short notice, but we appreciate it,” Lizzie said, taking control of the conversation.
“It’s not every day we meet celebrities,” Morgan answered, excitement dripping from her voice. “You know, we watch your show every night, don’t we Kevin? It’s so much better than the regular news, and you’re always so cheery.”
Kevin nodded to his wife’s assertions and Lizzie smiled, taking everything in stride. Stella left them to it while she looked around the room to get a better feel for these people.
“I appreciate that,” Lizzie answered. “It’s always nice to meet fans.”
“We love it,” the woman said. “Though, we’re confused about why you’re here. Don’t get me wrong, meeting you will be the highlight of our year. Did you see those jealous faces when you came in? We’ll be talking about this for months. But… I guess I’m asking, why are you here?”
“We wanted to ask some questions about nightmares?” Lizzie said.
“And to talk to your son,” Stella added.
“Simon?” Morgan asked in surprise.
There was a sudden thump that made everyone look up, all eyes turning to Tony who stood by the door, swinging it open and closed, stopping it with his fist. The strangest thing was that he was focusing on the point where his fist met the wood as though it was the most fascinating thing in the world. Seeing he’d done it too hard and caught everyone’s attention, he waved in apology, and one by one, the frowning faces returned to Stella.
Shaking her head at Tony’s antics, Stella said, “I know you agreed to answer Lizzie’s questions, but I’m here on a more official capacity.”
“About Simon?” Morgan asked again, her smile gone.
“Exactly,” Stella said, pushing to make them uncomfortable, reading their reactions. The concern was real, but it could just as easily be for themselves as their son.
“Were you aware of the nightmare on Thursday?” Lizzie asked, frustrated at Stella hijacking her interview.
“Of course. It’s all anyone talks about,” Kevin said, speaking for the first time.
“I believe your son dreamt up that nightmare,” Stella said, once again hijacking Lizzie’s questions.
“What? No, we would have known,” Morgan said, all pleasantness gone from her voice. “Our Simon wouldn’t do something like that.”
“It was a nightmare. He had no more control over it than any dream. I’m concerned about why he had that nightmare.”
“Why he had it?” Morgan asked. Her confusion looked genuine but Stella couldn’t trust her gut. She wondered what Morgan’s aura looked like and felt a pang of regret for not sitting next to Tad.
“Has your son been quieter recently?” Tad asked. Something about his tone cut through the tension and everyone looked at him. Kevin blinked, as did his wife, but neither answered until Tad asked his next question. “Has he also been more reluctant to go to bed?”
“How… how did you know that?” Morgan asked.
“He’s been quiet for months,” Kevin said. “He used to chat the house down, just like his mum. We thought it might have something to do with school, but we’ve asked and they say they’ve seen no signs of bullying.”
“But he’s pulling away from other children,” Morgan said. “His teacher told us Simon is less involved with the other children, even though they make efforts to include him. He’s upstairs playing alone right now. He used to be all over people, peppering them with questions the moment they come through the door. Now we couldn’t get him to come down.”
“You think this is supernatural? That’s why you’re here?” Kevin asked, sounding hopeful that this might be the case and Tad had a solution.
They sounded like concerned parents and Stella was suddenly confident that neither of them were the cause of that nightmare. She tried keeping an open mind in case she was wrong, but it was hard when that same part of her that felt sick when someone was lying, screamed that they were telling the truth.
“I don’t think the cause is supernatural,” Tad said with genuine sympathy. “But we’ve discovered that nightmares only manifest when the dreamer has the nightmare multiple times and are too terrified to sleep. I think nightmares are attracted to fear and use it to come to this world.”
Morgan took a minute to absorb his words and shake her head.
“Not my Simon, he’d have told us. He’s never mentioned that monster once.” Anger seeped into her words, masking her denial. “You still haven’t given me proof. You’re just trying to scare us and…”
Her words trailed off as Stella brought up the picture she took the other night on her phone. Morgan glanced up, then was out of her chair lightning fast, snatching the phone from Stella and staring at the picture.
“Where did you get this?” she demanded, handing the phone to Kevin.
“I took it Thursday night.”
“Those are the pyjamas he wore, but he wasn’t there,” Kevin said, handing the phone back. “He’s dirty in this photo and there was no dirt on him. I don’t know how you got these but—”
“He wasn’t actually there,” Tad interrupted. “When the monster your son dreamt of manifested, a dream version of Simon did as well.”
“It… it can’t be. He’s a good boy, he would have told me…” Tears streamed down Morgan’s face, creating dirty black streaks as they smudged her makeup. She sank into the chair, letting her husband pull her into a one-armed hug but never taking her eyes off Tad.
“You said there were no changes at school, can you think of anything that might have triggered this?” Stella asked. “Any event you took him to? Strange people he might have met.”
“Maybe even a movie he watched but shouldn’t have,” Lizzie suggested, not being helpful in the slightest. Stella glared at her. She wanted to focus on real things that would give her clues to the child’s abusers. Suggesting it was a scary movie was the kind of leading comment they’d grab hold of. Sure enough they were nodding.
“He watches funny cartoons sometimes. I said before I’m surprised they let kids watch that stuff, didn’t I Kevin?”
“You did,” he said.
“See. That’s probably it. You’re right.” Morgan forced a relieved laugh and wiped her eyes. “God, look at me, I’m a mess. It’s those silly cartoons. And Simon wouldn’t want to talk about them because he wouldn’t want me to stop him watching them. Oh God, I’ll have to speak with him about this.”
Stella could sense the change in the woman. Morgan’s mind was in protective mode, latched onto the reason she wanted to believe and nothing short of a meteor strike could force her from that spot.
“I did it!”
Again everyone jumped and turned at the unexpected noise. Again, Tony was the cause.
This time there was no sheepish reaction, just a massive grin as he repeated his claim. “I did it. Finally.”
Tony stood with his hand sticking out the door as though the perfect sized hole had been made for it. There was no hole though, which made it all the more impressive when Tony wiggled his fingers.
Morgan, Kevin and Lizzie gasped while Tony just laughed and repeated the manoeuvre, making them gasp again. This time the gasps from Morgan and Kevin were a mix of delight and awe. Each wore expressions like they were watching a magic show. Stella knew she’d get nothing more from them, so asked the only question she had left to salvage this.
“Can I speak with Simon?”
Stella’s heart lurched when she saw Simon playing with his toys on the floor.
Unlike the rest of the house, his bedroom was a mess. The bed wasn’t made, the floor was littered with toys, and there were clothes in abundance that hadn’t found the hamper. Stella ignored it all for the little boy who hadn’t looked up.
She was alone, having got the others to agree that crowding the child would make him nervous. The best she could get from his parents was that they would wait outside but wouldn’t interfere.
She cleared a space to sit on the narrow bed, the frame creaking under her weight. The superhero action figure stopped fighting with its monstrous counterpart as the child stiffened.
“Simon,” Stella said. He didn’t look up. “Simon, my name is Stella. I work for the police. You might not remember, but we’ve met before.”
The child flinched.
“That’s right. The other night. That was scary, wasn’t it? Do you remember?” Again he flinched, but there was no other response. “I’ve been so worried since then. I didn’t know what happened to you and I needed to make sure you’re okay. Are you okay, Simon?”
It was subtle, barely even a movement, but he nodded.
“I’m glad to hear it. Do you think you could talk to me? I know it must be scary, but I can help. Like I said, I’m a police woman. Do you know what that means?”
“You catch bad guys,” the small voice said, barely a whisper. Stella smiled, feeling like she was finally getting through.
“That’s right. We do. And do you know why we do that?”
“To punish them.”
“Yes, but also so we can make people safe. We lock those bad people away where they can’t hurt anyone ever again. So that makes me a good guy, right? And it’s okay to talk to the good guys, isn’t it?”
“I guess so.”
“So, can I ask some questions? It’ll be between you and me, and if you get scared, we’ll stop. I promise.” He didn’t respond, just stared at his toys. Stella hesitated, not sure how to continue, but then asked, “Simon, are you scared right now? Is that why you’re not talking?”
“No,” the boy whispered.
Stella’s stomach churned as she sensed the lie.
“If you tell me about what’s scaring you, I promise I can help, I can keep you safe.”
It was every bit as subtle as before, but his head moved, this time from side to side. He didn’t believe her. Kimberly’s words from yesterday jumped to the front of Stella’s mind.
“The part that concerns me is how the monster reacts to people intervening. I think that might be a representation of how helpless the child feels. Nothing he can do will stop this monster and he thinks there’s no one who can help.”
Stella realised that only seeing that belief proved wrong would break past those walls he’d erected. Stella didn’t have the time to work past this road block as her new job would demand all her time. More than this, she couldn’t bear to see this child suffer another day. It was so obvious to her that this reaction wasn’t from a cartoon or movie. There was a person behind this fear, and Stella needed to find out who.
She racked her brain for a way to get through to the child and found her answer in Simon’s toys. A superhero and a monster that looked suspiciously like the monster the other night. Even though he hadn’t moved them since he noticed her presence, it was obvious who was winning. Who won the fight in all little boy’s minds? The superhero had the upper hand.
Stella found it strange that Simon would want to simulate this battle at all. She thought he would shy away from any thought of the monster, that just thinking of it would scare him all over again.
But it wasn’t. The hero was winning.
Just as the hero won the other night.
Stella looked up sharply, the thought kindling her excitement. She pulled out her phone and fired off a text. If Simon remembered her from Thursday, what else did he remember? He had refused to be pulled too far from the monster, but Stella made sure he didn’t see the end of the fight. She’d dragged him away and blocked his view as Tad rushed in like an idiot playing hero.
She tried to think of it from Simon’s perspective. So far he’d watched the monster kill anyone who tried to help. He and Stella were about to be crushed when suddenly Tad was there, magically carrying them to safety. Next thing they knew they were running from the monster again while Tad went off to fight it. And then the monster was gone, the nightmare over.
Stella didn’t know if Simon remembered the night from the monster’s perspective or just his own, but there was a chance she could show this boy that there were people who could protect him.
“I got a text from Stella asking me to come up here,” Tad said from the hall, talking to Kevin and Morgan. His voice drew the biggest reaction from Simon yet.
He looked up sharply, huge brown eyes staring at the door in disbelief? That expression intensified a moment later when a lanky shape filled the doorway and Tad stepped in. His expression was a mixture of confusion and curiosity, but it turned to surprise as Simon launched himself at Tad, throwing his arms around Tad’s legs as he started to cry.
“Hey, easy there buddy. Everything’s okay,” Tad said as he disentangled himself from the child before kneeling next to him. A second later the boy was hugging him again, this time clinging to Tad’s neck as Tad hugged him back. Behind him two startled faces stared at their son, their expressions mirroring Stella’s surprise. She hoped for a reaction from Simon, but this was a whole level beyond what she expected.
Morgan pushed her way into the room as her son sobbed into Tad’s shoulder, trying to pry her son away, but Simon refused to budge.
“What’s going on here?” Kevin asked in a shaky voice.
Stella shook her head, refusing to answer less she interfere with what she thought was happening. Still playing out her memories from the Thursday through the boy’s eyes, there was a scenario where this made sense. If he didn’t have the monster’s memories, then he knew someone could defeat the monster, but never saw that man walk away. Tad might have died trying.
Seeing Tad healthy proved to the child that not only was Tad real, but he’d defeated the monster without a scratch to show for it. Finally there was someone who could protect him, and Stella guessed the sobs were months of pent up fear being released at once.
It took a while, but those sobs faded and Simon’s death grip loosened enough that he allowed his mother to take him away into a hug of her own, one Kevin joined in on. There was no tension in the child as they hugged him, no fear. Stella had never been more sure that neither of these people were behind the fear that created these nightmares.
Unfortunately, any answers as to what caused that fear weren’t rushing from the child either. Though he was more animated than before, Simon wasn’t talking and his eyes rarely left Tad. What was worse was that every question Stella asked caused the child to regress. Were Tad not there, Stella expected he’d completely revert, but even with him there the effect was obvious. It was only minutes before his parents put an end to the conversation, not wanting to see their son upset.
Stella acted like she’d given up, allowing herself to be ushered from the room, but throwing out one last question. The question earned their anger and her instant expulsion from this house, but it was worth asking.
“Simon, is the monster a real person who hurts you outside your dreams?”
The boy looked away sharply, refusing to answer even with Tad nearby, instead staring out his bedroom window at the street it overlooked.
Unsuccessful, Stella accepted her punishment and willingly left their house.
Stella would never be welcomed back here.
If she’d found the person responsible for Simon’s suffering she’d be okay with that. However, her mood headed in a steep decline and the perfect target for her anger presented itself a moment later.
Lizzie stared at Stella, her displeasure more than obvious.
“What?”
Lizzie looked away, not ready to meet the challenge.
“Come on. What were you going to say?”
“Stella,” Tad protested, playing the white knight.
“Really, you of all people defending her? Last I checked you were still pissed about your interview. Now you’re—”
“Guys, will you give us a minute?” Tad asked the others, interrupting Stella. None were eager to leave, but they moved away. “Are you alright? I know that didn’t go how you wanted—”
“Not how I wanted? Because you and your little friend wanted to play detective, I was handicapped and didn’t get the answers I needed to figure out what caused that boy’s nightmare.”
“Look, Stella. I get that you’re angry, but none of us meant for this. We were just—”
“I know, dumb luck brought us here at the same time. But come on Tad, I need you to think. You knew I was looking into what happened to Simon. The moment you found out something you should have called me.”
“I know, I’m sorry. I just…”
His words trailed off, and he shook his head, not wanting to give her an excuse. Her anger faded as she noticed just how out of sorts he was looking.
“You look like shit.”
Tad snorted and shook his head. “Nice.”
“You know what I mean. What’s wrong?”
“Nothing, just tired I guess,” he lied. As always, she could instantly tell. She’d always been good at spotting lies, but she was getting much more confident with that ability. Just Tad telling that small lie left a foul taste in her mouth.
“No you’re not. Come on, spill it.”
Tad looked to the others before saying, “It’s been a long day. Some people we spoke to, some of the nightmares… Stella, I wish you told me sooner. It’s awful what those people have been through. I should have known. I could have done something.”
“Could have done what?”
“I don’t know, anything. I could have looked for a solution before now. You should have told me.”
“It was police business. I was—”
“That’s always your excuse,” he snapped. “You hide behind that, but we both know I needed to know this.”
“The hell you did. You’re not the only person in the world who can deal with this stuff, you know. I had the situation well in hand.”
“Clearly not or there wouldn’t be people who’ve had to move out of the Borderlands for fear of nightmares, or dead people after that nightmare got loose. You’re just trying to prove you can do it alone again, just like you did with the Proxy disappearances. You’re stroking your ego and trying to prove a point.”
The words hit Stella hard, and she stepped back, surprised by their intensity. In response to his anger she wanted to shout at him, but his words hit a little too close to the truth.
Was she stroking her ego? It wouldn’t be the first time someone accused her of that, but she’d always been able to ignore them, confident in her motivations. But, that wasn’t true, was it? 
She suddenly remembered why she’d looked into the Proxy disappearances. They weren’t what she normally worked on and never would have followed it up were Kate not solving so many murders and getting noticed by people who used to notice Stella. She’d taken that case to prove something, not because she cared.
“Stella, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I was just—”
“Yes you did,” Stella interrupted. “And maybe you’re right. But I’m not the only one who has to check their motivations. I might want to prove something to myself, but you’re doing this because you want to ease your conscience. Don’t act like you’re upset about me not telling you because of how things turned out for other people. You’re just upset because you think this is your fault. Well, stop thinking that. You’re right, those dead people and cops last night are on me—”
“That’s not what I meant. I meant I could—”
“I know,” Stella said, surprisingly not angry. “But that doesn’t mean it’s not true.” She sighed and looked at the others who were trying their best to listen without looking like they were. They weren’t the only eyes watching either. There were faces in the windows again, watching the drama unfold and reminding Stella that this wasn’t the place for it.
Then she noticed him.
The face she’d glimpsed earlier, the one that piqued her curiosity. He was a slim man with sharp features. Shadow hid most of his face but Stella could see his eyes, small and beady behind frameless glasses. They met hers and Stella shuddered.
Her gut almost painfully cramped as a feeling that had nothing to do with emotion screamed at her to pay attention. There was something off with that man, she knew it with more surety than she’d ever spotted a lie. She knew, deep down, that this man was hiding something and she needed to find out what.
He stepped back into the shadow, but not before glancing up. Stella followed his glance and looked at the Whitely home and the bedroom that looked over the street.
Simon’s bedroom.
The memory of the boy turning away when she asked her last question sprang to mind. He had looked out the window. Was he avoiding her question, or was he looking at his tormentor, letting her know what was wrong.
A hand touched her shoulder, and she jumped.
“Are you okay?” Tad asked.
“I’m fine,” she answered. “Sorry, I spaced out for a second. Look, Tad, can we talk about this later? I think you need to go.”
“Hang on. I don’t want to go with you mad at me. We need to—”
“I’m not mad, I promise,” Stella interrupted. “We both said things in the heat of the moment. Maybe they were things that needed to be said. But, this isn’t the place for this conversation. There are too many eyes watching.”
For the first time Tad looked around, growing uncomfortable.
“Fine, we’ll go. What will you do?”
“My job,” she said. After seeing the frustration return to his face she added, “I’m going to chase down a few more leads. What will you be doing? Do I have to worry about you showing up at another interview?”
Tad shook his head. “No. I’ve got all the information I’m going to get about what’s causing these nightmares. Now I figure out how to stop them. I have a few ideas I want to try.”
“Don’t do anything dangerous, okay?”
“I won’t,” he said, and she got a slight tickle in her stomach that told her that bordered on being a lie. It wasn’t as strong as an outright lie, but he wasn’t sure in his assertion.
She was done arguing though. The face she saw in the window played on her mind and she had things to do. She was about to send him on his way, but glanced at the others and saw Lizzie looking.
“Are you taking her with you for whatever you’re doing next?”
“Her?” Tad asked, turning to see who Stella meant. “Lizzie? I don’t think so. It wasn’t my idea to include her in the first place, that was Jen being her usual helpful self. Why?”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea to let her see too much. Remember, she’s a reporter. She’ll want to put this on her show, and we can’t have that.”
“I thought you liked Lizzie?”
“I do, she’s better than most of those vultures, but that doesn’t mean she won’t pick apart a carcass if you dangle it in her face.”
“Ew, nice imagery,” Tad joked and for the first time in what felt like days Stella smiled a genuine smile.
She glanced at Lizzie who still watched. On impulse, Stella decided to give the reporter a show and Tad got a goodbye kiss he clearly wasn’t expecting. When she finally released him she was pleased to see their argument was the last thing on his mind.
"Go," she said. "I’ll come over later and we’ll have a proper chat, alright?”
Tad nodded. “Yeah… sure. That sounds good.”
After a quick goodbye Tad headed to the others. He took Jen’s hand then held out his other for Lizzie to take. Stella looked away before Lizzie could see her frown at that and a second later there was the rushing sound of air flooding a vacuum. They were gone and Stella was already forcing herself to move on.
She was finally alone and staring at the dark windows of the house across the street.




21

Saturday, 06th February 2016

18:33

Tad grabbed his guitar and collapsed onto the sofa, his fingers plucking strings and tweaking tuning pegs until he was comfortable with the sound. Then, while his mind wandered, he played.
He couldn’t say what he played, he was too busy thinking about Stella’s parting, evaluating his motives, and remembering Simon’s embrace. The thoughts rushed from his mind via the strings of his guitar. He pushed everything into the music, clearing his mind. When he returned from his trance, he felt lighter. He could have been playing for minutes or hours, but he suspected the former considering the interest of his audience.
Jen curled up in her usual corner of the left sofa, Tony sat on the central sofa with Tad, and Lizzie had the opposite corner to Jen on the right sofa. All three stared at him with varying expressions. Tony frowned, Jen was concerned, but Lizzie’s reaction was more pronounced. Her green eyes shimmered with tears, her mouth was open, and it looked like someone had told her the worst news of her life.
“Sorry,” Tad said, feeling self conscious. “I was in my own world.”
Lizzie snapped back to herself, wiping her eyes and forcing a smile.
“That was beautiful,” she said. “It was so sad… but it was amazing.”
“Thank you,” Tony said. “That’s my talent, you know. I’ve always had magic fingers. Let me know if you want to find out what the magic touch feels like, I’d be happy to oblige.”
“Leave off, Tony. You’ve done enough tonight,” Tad said, wondering again why he kept the teenage ghost around.
“Me? What have I done?”
“I don’t know, maybe ruining an interview twice by knocking on a door, then sticking your hand through it,” Jen said, sounding disgusted.
Tony’s reaction wasn’t typical for when she used that tone.
He grinned.
“I’ve cracked it. Here, check this out.” Without waiting for a response Tony jumped to his feet and stood in front of the TV. “Now you see me,” he exclaimed, making odd waving motions like he was putting on a stage show. “And now you—”
He let the sentence hang for drama and went still save for his eyes which darted from person to person, checking for their reaction. Were it not for Lizzie’s gasp, Tad would have sworn nothing happened.
“Where’d he go?” Lizzie asked, eyes wide and looking around in surprise. “Did he do that channel changing thing?”
“Nope, he’s still here,” Tad said. “I think that—”
“I’m back, baby!” Tony yelled in triumph and Lizzie yelped this time. “You see that, Tad? I’ve figured it out. Invisibility, walking through walls, the whole shebang.”
“What was there to figure out?” Jen asked. “You just had to remember the first rule.”
“Yeah, well, talk to me when you can do it,” Tony said, his good humour unwavering.
“I will. It doesn’t sound that hard. I’ll probably take to it quickly.”
“I’ll probably take to it quickly,” Tony repeated in a mocking tone. “Maybe I’ll just choke you to death and we can see how quick you get it.”
“I’d love to see you try. Why don’t you come here and say that?”
“Why? You too lazy to come to me? Shall I get your wheelchair?”
Jen lept from the sofa with an expression that said she was about to find out if you could choke the life from a ghost.
“Enough, both of you,” Tad snapped.
“Both of us?” Jen asked, disgusted. “He started it.”
“Well you’re ugly,” Tony said.
“That doesn’t even make sense,” Jen shouted, lunging forward again.
“Enough. Will you please stop fighting? I can’t imagine what Lizzie’s thinking right now.” The last part was aimed at Tony’s need to impress pretty women and Jen’s hero worship. It worked.
Jen backed off to her sofa while Tony blushed like he still had blood running through him. Neither knew what to say into the silence that followed and it quickly grew uncomfortable. Not trusting himself to start into another song right then, Tad flicked on the TV to fill the silence, but instantly wished he hadn’t.
There, filling up the whole screen, was the face of Marcus Riley. Tad didn’t even have to hear what he was saying to know he was talking about how dangerous Tad was. Tad still didn’t like watching the news much, but since he’d finally pulled his head out of the sand he saw enough to know he’d made news headlines every night. Whether it was people spreading lies about what happened in New York, other researchers coming forward to counter Marcus’ story, or news about the nightmare Tad helped stop in Bristol, it seemed like someone always had something to say.
“I can’t wait for them to finally move on to something else,” he muttered to himself.
“They never will though,” Lizzie said. “You’re too famous to be forgotten.”
“Rubbish. We’ll figure out this nightmare problem and this will all blow—”
“Tad, you introduced the world to another reality. You’re more famous than the queen at this point. And it’ll only grow from there because every time anything supernatural happens, people think of you.”
“That can’t last forever,” Tad said, almost pleading.
“Maybe not,” Lizzie admitted. “One day this might feel normal, but it’s a long way off. By that point your name will already be cemented in the history books. The real question isn’t one of being forgotten, but of how you want to be remembered. You need to get in front of this so you can control how the world views you. This sort of press isn’t good and it will only get worse if there’s no counter to what these people are saying.”
Tad groaned, then shook his head. “No. I have enough on my plate already. It can all—”
“You can’t ignore it and hope it goes away,” Lizzie said. “It’ll keep building, then one day you’ll wish you dealt with it sooner. It’ll all be easier once I—”
For once Tad was relieved to hear his doorbell as it was an excuse to cut this conversation short. Unfortunately, Tony jumped up and ran through the wall in his eagerness to escape the awkward conversation by answering the door.
“I—” Lizzie started to say, but was interrupted yet again.
“Meep!”
“What was that?” Lizzie asked, turning toward the hall. “Did he actually just say meep?”
Meanwhile Tad and Jen exchanged worried glances.
“Not again,” Jen groaned.
Sure enough, a second later there was another doorbell chime followed by knocking.  Tad cast out his senses and he couldn’t feel a ghost in the house. Tony had done another runner.
Typical.
Sure enough, the two last people he wanted to see right then were who he found waiting on the doorstep.
“It’s been over a week, Mr Holcroft, where is he?”
What a greeting. A throbbing ache started in Tad’s head. Resisting the urge to rub his temples, he forced a smile.
“Mr Suen. I’m sorry but—”
“I said that the next time I visited he would be here or there would be consequences.”
“I know,” Tad answered quickly, trying to head off where this was going. “But you know your son, he can be a impulsive at times. All this has been a bit much for him and he’s run off again.”
Mr Suen’s eyes widened and the muscles in his jaw clenched. Tad took a step back, half worrying the man might explode.
“That’s the second time you’ve insinuated that our son doesn’t want to see us,” Mr Suen said. “I warned you, Holcroft. I told you that if you didn’t have our son waiting, you’d regret it.”
“I’m not in control of Tony. I can’t force him to see you. He’s just nervous. If you could let me know where you’re staying we can work this out,” Tad tried. He might as well have been talking to himself.
“You had your chance. I want no more excuses. Remember, you brought this on yourself.”
Without giving Tad chance to reply, the Suens walked away, stiff with anger. Meanwhile Tad’s dull headache from the day’s activities and lack of sleep was turning into a full-blown migraine.
He waited at the door, wondering if he could somehow rescue this situation, but no solution came to mind. He shut the door, wishing all the while that Tony was here so he could strangle him.
Failing that, he took a deep breath and rubbed his temples before returning to the living room.
“Everything alright?” Lizzie asked. When Tad nodded she added, “Good. Um, I don’t want to be an imposition, but I should head home.”
“Of course. Sorry Lizzie. I never thought about it. I was distracted when we left the Whitely’s and came straight here. Where do you want to go? Back to the studio, or is there—”
“The studio would be good. My car’s there, thank you.”
“No, thank you. Without you, none of today could have happened?”
Laughing nervously, Lizzie stood. “Are we sure that’s a good thing?”
“I think so. It’s been a hard day, but I’ve learnt important truths.”
“Oh… Good. Um, what’s next for you.”
“What do you mean?”
“You were looking into this so you could stop nightmares. Well, what’s next?”
“I don’t know,” Tad admitted. “I haven’t thought that far yet.”
“Oh. Well… uh… Jen said something about training. To use your powers that is.”
“Did she now?” Tad asked, looking at his daughter who was looking anywhere but at him. “I suppose that was on the docket for—”
“Can I watch?” she blurted.
“What?”
“After finding these people and interviewing them, I feel like I’m part of this now. I want to see it through to the end.”
“I think we’ve wasted enough of your time—”
“It’s not wasted,” Lizzie argued. “Even though I can’t use what we’ve found, I’m learning from just spending time with you. The next time I cover a story, I’ll have a much easier time coming to the right conclusions so I can give people the correct information. Please let me come. You’ll hardly know I’m there.”
“I don’t know. I don’t think seeing us figure out how to use our powers will be helpful to you.”
“Are you kidding? You guys drop random nuggets of knowledge all the time. I’m sure there’ll be something to learn. Please.”
Tad was about to shoot her down when his traitor of a daughter came to Lizzie’s defence. “We owe her, dad. She’s helped out a lot. It wouldn’t hurt to…” Her words trailed off as Tad glared at her.
The trouble was, Jen was right. There was no way Tad could have arranged those interviews alone, and he’d never have found Simon.
Sighing in defeat, he nodded. “Fine. You can come. But under the same conditions. No part of it gets into any of your stories.”
“Radio silence,” she promised. “Cross my heart, hope to die and all that. Thank you.”
“Whatever,” Tad said, long past the point of giving up. “Come on, let’s go. Jen, get your shoes and coat. I don’t feel like cooking tonight. We’ll grab something after we drop Lizzie off.”
Jen grinned and scrambled off the sofa, going in search of her shoes and coat which were somehow scattered all over the house even though they’d only been back fifteen minutes.
Tad sighed and shot an apologetic look to Lizzie. He was about to say something to her when he frowned. He sensed a familiar presence and he turned in time to see Tony phase through the living room wall.
“You go for a nice walk?” Tad asked his ghost, taking him by surprise. Tony looked up sheepishly, then grunted as he nearly took a nose dive onto Tad’s sofa. “What’s wro—” Tad started to ask, but then he saw what happened. Somehow Tony’s foot was caught in the wall. “What are you doing?”
“This isn’t on purpose,” Tony snapped, his anger covering his embarrassment. “You surprised me and this happened.”
“I thought you had a handle on it. I’m back baby, that’s what you said.”
“I know what I said, but it doesn’t work like it used to. I have to think about it and apparently I need more concentration than I thought. Are you going to help or what?”
“I wouldn’t even know where to start,” Tad admitted. “I’ve helped you enough tonight, anyway. You promised you’d meet with your parents.”
Tony grunted as he pulled at his leg, trying to free the ankle that was locked in the wall like it had been built around it.
“I was going to, honest. I just… panicked.”
“Yeah, well now apparently I’m going to regret it. Any ideas what they have planned?”
“Their bark is worse than their bite. I wouldn’t worry about—”
“I’m ready,” Jen called as she bounced into the room. Her eyes went wide as she saw Tony, then an evil grin formed. “What’s going on?”
“Tony’s got himself stuck.”
Jen laughed and Tony looked up sharply. “It’s not funny.”
“Yes it is,” Jen said. “Ooh, wait a second.”
She fished her phone out and before Tony could protest, she took a handful of pictures.
“Jen, don’t,” Tony complained, trying to snatch the phone when Jen got too close, but he was out of luck. He tried a different tactic. “Tad, please stop her.”
“Jen, you have enough photos. Tony, we’re taking Lizzie back then going out for dinner. Either you free yourself in 5 seconds or we’ll leave you to figure it out while we’re gone.”
“That’s not fair. I’m stuck and—”
“Five, four, three—”
“Okay. Give me a second.” His face scrunched up in concentration and he tugged on his leg.
“Two, one. Alright, we’re going. See you later, Tony.”
“Wait, I’ve nearly got it. Wait. Wait. Yes!” With a cry he fell backwards, rolling into Tad’s sofa and knocking it aside. His grin was firmly in place when he got back to his feet. “I knew I could do it,” he said.
Jen laughed as she looked through her photos, removing Tony’s smile in an instant. Not in the mood for another fight, Tad grabbed Jen, told Tony to take Lizzie’s hand, then gripped Lizzie’s upper arm. He reached for that door in his mind, picturing Lizzie’s studio and changed the channel. Just before he did though, Lizzie did a strange little jump, leaving the ground in his house and landing in her studio.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“It worked,” Lizzie answered in triumph. “I don’t feel sick or dizzy.”
“Because you jumped?” Jen asked.
“I figured that if my body felt like I was moving when we vanished it might be less disorientating. It still feels weird, but not nearly so bad.”
“Hmm, I’ll let Stella know you’ve figured it out. Maybe I can get her to give up driving everywhere,” Tad said.
“She doesn’t like dreamwalking?”
“The sickness hits her hard.”
“Still,” Lizzie said with a frown. “Seems like a small price to pay. It’s kind of amazing. And you never have to brave the cold to get to your car.” To accentuate her point, she shivered as the cold of the barn-turned-studio seeped past her defences. Stepping from the warmth of Tad’s home, she was carrying her coat, scarf and gloves rather than wearing them, something she quickly remedied.
Of all the things to have come from the Merging, that ability to travel anywhere with a thought was the best. The novelty was wearing off a little, but it was hard not to love it. In fact, thinking of it made him yearn to use it again, to travel somewhere tropical, get some peace from the craziness of his life.
“I know I’m only young, but you should consider my advice,” Lizzie said, taking him by surprise. She was wrapped up again now, her words muffled by her scarf. Evidently, she still wasn’t warm enough to stand around talking in the barn because she was heading towards the exit and her car. Tad fell in beside her as she walked with Jen and Tony following.
“What advice?”
“You need to get in front of your image problem. You’ll have to deal with it sooner or later and…”
Her words trailed off as Tad raised his hands in his own defence. “I listened, I promise. I just don’t have the mental bandwidth to deal with this now. I’ll think about it though.”
“Good. So, uh, when are you doing your training thing? I need to know for my schedule. I want to be free and—”
“Some time tomorrow.”
“That soon?”
“That a problem?”
“No. Not at all. I have church on Sundays but—”
“You go to church? Really? I never pegged you as a bible thumper,” Tony interrupted. Tad rolled his eyes, wishing his ghost was still stuck in the wall and spoke up before Lizzie could take offence.
“It’ll be the afternoon. I’m not all that fond of mornings and trust me, you don’t want to see Jen before mid-day.”
“Hey!” Jen said. Tad smirked in her direction.
“I’ll send you a text some time tomorrow with something more concrete. Cheers for today. I mean it. It’s been a bigger help than you know.”
“No worries,” Lizzie said with a grin, holding open the door for Tad and the others, then locking up behind them. “Out of curiosity, has it been a big enough help that you might do something for me?”
“Something like what?” Tad asked, suddenly nervous.
“Nothing big… just maybe a little interview. Only five minutes, I promise.”
Tad was already shaking his head, but then hesitated before releasing an exhausted laugh. He tucked his hands into his pocket to protect them from the cold and said, “Maybe one day. Five minutes at most though, and not live.”
“Sounds great,” Lizzie answered, excited to the point where she was actually bouncing.
“And I get to veto anything I don’t want to go up before you post it.”
“Perfect,” Lizzie agreed. “I can’t wait. How about tomorrow? No, wait, we’ve got your training thing. Maybe—”
She never got to finish that sentence because a man dressed from head to toe in black military gear stepped out of the shadows near her car and grabbed her from behind. Before Tad could make sense of that, eleven more men appeared from the shadows.
A part of Tad went cold at the sight of a handgun pressed against Lizzie’s head, but a larger part of him locked up as he struggled to get his head around what was happening, He looked around and only one thought made it through his tired mind.
We’re surrounded.
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As Tad’s startled brain rebooted, the men moved forward, guns raised.
Not only were they decked out like a kill squad in a movie, they owned the role. Their guns never wavered, and they made it clear with their ever-tightening circle that they weren’t here to negotiate. The only upside was that no one had fired yet.
Try to sell that upside to Lizzie, his cynical mind said.
The makeshift carpark outside the barn was small and full of potholes. Besides Lizzie’s run-down Vauxhall Corsa there was a black van parked across the entrance. A second black van was tucked behind the barn with the side door thrown open. They dragged Lizzie toward that second van as she struggled against her captor, yelling into the hand that was clamped across her mouth.
How did they know to come here?
Tad couldn’t answer, nor did he have time to think on it. Lizzie thrashed and twisted her head enough that her mouth broke free and she bit the hand that held her. Her attacker yelled, and that noise finished Tad’s mental reboot.
“Jen, go home,” he snapped, then turned toward movement in his peripheral vision. Two of the armed men had gone straight for Tony, pulling him away with no more effort than it would take to snatch a fourteen-year-old boy. For all his talk of recovered powers, Tony fought as any teenager would.
Seeing his ghost dragged away struck a rage in Tad that he needed to respond to, but his priority was Jen. He turned back, knowing she hadn’t left. She watched Tony’s abduction and with fury on her face she headed toward the struggling ghost, ignoring the men behind her who moved in close, arms outstretched.
Tad grabbed her before she could take another step and the world shifted to his living room. He pushed Jen onto a sofa and the surprise on her face twisted to fury.
“You left them there,” she accused
“I wouldn’t have to if you’d left like I told you.” Jen opened her mouth to protest but Tad was having none of it. “Enough. Stay here. Oh… and this isn’t one of those times where you ignore me and it’s all cute because Jen’s doing her own thing. You ignore this and there’ll be consequences, I promise. Is that clear?”
It had been a long time since he’d spoken to her like that… if he ever had. It shocked them both, but shocked Jen more.
Her eyes filled with tears, but she nodded in understanding.
“Good, wait here,” Tad said and changed the channel again.
He reappeared to a new chaos. Two more soldiers joined those holding Tony, and they were struggling as Tony finally put up more of a fight than they were prepared for. Good for him, but still not enough.
Tad was just as surprised to find two men now dragging a struggling Lizzie.
That left six men waiting for his return, only this time it was them who were shocked by his sudden appearance.
The nearest flinched, gun jumping toward Tad. He reacted on instinct, changing the channel the moment they moved. He heard the beginnings of a loud pop before he vanished into Dream, then the echo of it when he reappeared on the other side of the car park. He was surprised to find it hadn’t been a gun that was fired. One soldier had a larger device thrust forward, two long wires protruding from it, the ends sparking on the floor.
They were so focused on the spot where Tad had been that they didn’t realise he was behind them. Tad used their disorientation to his advantage and mentally reached for his ghost.
The four people carrying Tony staggered, two actually falling, as the teenage ghost dissolved into mist that rushed across the car park toward a waiting Tad who breathed him in.
The effect was immediate. Every sense went into overdrive as the world around him became clearer, the darkness drew back and colours flowed into the world. Each footfall was so loud that Tad could picture the location of each soldier in his head. And he felt stronger… invincible.
His mind flashed back to the night in the alley when he fought off attackers that came to kill Stella. That had been before the Merging. Now it was so much more.
Soldiers were turning to follow the path of Tony’s ghost to find Tad, but moved in slow motion to his enhanced vision.
This is amazing, he thought, and for only the second time in his life, Tad felt confident when going into a fight.
He took a step forward, about to take out the nearest soldier before the others got their guns focused on him. Then he could vanish into Dream and return to pick them off one at a time. He grinned at the thought, imagining himself like a hero in an action movie.
A step later, he hesitated.
A memory surfaced. Dream Charles had been quick to call him a murderer, accused him of this very thing. Tad recoiled in horror then. What had changed that made him embrace the thought of violence now?
There was another memory, men lying still in an alley after Tad had dealt with them, the feeling of a skull crushing under his hand as he rammed it into the wall of his kitchen.
He felt sick.
That wasn’t him. He couldn’t be that person. He wasn’t a fighter.
Tad stopped behind the nearest soldier who jumped and spun, bringing his gun around and firing the first shot of the night. Had Tony not been in him, Tad’s hesitation would prove fatal. However, he changed the channel just in time, ignoring the oncoming ache at using his ability so close to the last time. This time he returned on the other side of the carpark between the van near the entrance and the soldiers dragging Lizzie.
He grabbed their necks and squeezed hard, pulling them back at the same time. With one hand each, he could snap both of their necks like twigs. The thought sickened him and he let go, recoiling in horror at what he almost did.
Surprised at being grabbed and frightened at his strength, the two men let Lizzie go and spun.
This time Tad was too slow, catching the barrel of a gun to the side of his face as they put distance between themselves and him, enough that they could use their weapons. Pain exploded in his face, making it feel thick and numb, distracting him as the second soldier kicked him.
Again it was Tony who saved him, the boost in strength, speed and reaction time allowing him to step away from that kick and change the channel once more.
The pain of overusing his gift was more real this time, a stabbing sensation in the centre of his brain. But he continued, one more task to accomplish.
He appeared behind Lizzie who screamed when Tad grabbed her arm. With Tony’s help he kept hold of her despite her struggles, but he wasn’t quick enough to avoid her punch. It caught him under the chin and made him stagger back, letting her go.
“Oh shit, sorry. I thought…” Her words trailed off as she rushed to help. It was the right move as it bought them precious seconds. The soldiers had recovered everywhere, tasers appearing in the hands of some, guns in others. Lizzie’s step toward him allowed him to grab her a second time and change the channel yet again.
It was an ice pick lodged in his head, blacking out his vision and robbing his legs of strength. He fell to his hands and knees, not surprised to find carpet under his fingers. He stayed that way for the twenty seconds it took for the pain to pass.
When it receded and his senses returned, he could feel the worried touch of people around him and slowly their voices came through.
“…ou alright? Dad, what’s wrong?”
There was panic in Jen’s voice, real fear, and that more than anything brought him back.
“I’m fine,” he said, looking up and forcing a smile. “Just dream sick.”
“That’s a thing?” Lizzie asked, kneeling on the other side of him and sheathed in the white aura of fear that was every bit as bright as Jen’s.
“It is now,” Tad answered. “It’s the benefit of this stuff being new. I get to name it.”
He struggled to his feet, Lizzie and Jen trying to help him, then he went to a sofa and flopped onto it, groaning in relief. Jen sat next to him, glued to his side and staring at him as though something might happen if she wasn’t there to stop it. Lizzie took a seat on the opposite sofa, her head in her hands as she calmed herself.
“What the hell was that?” she asked as the heat of the moment faded. “Were they actually soldiers? God, they were waiting for me. I need to call the police or—”
“I’m not sure that’ll help. Those men will already be gone. They looked like professionals and I’d be surprised if they stuck around.”
“But we were just attacked. We should tell someone.”
Tad thought about it and nodded. “You’re right. You should. Go to the police and—”
“Me? What about you? You were there as well. We should all go to the police.”
Tad shook his head. “That’s not the right play for me, it wouldn’t help.”
“How could it not?” Lizzie asked, on the verge of panic. “That’s what you’re supposed to do when something like this happens.”
“It’s what you should do. Go to them, ask for protection. Though, I’m not sure you need it. I think they were there for me. I’m not sure how they knew I’d be there, but I don’t think they’re after you. You’re right to get protection until we find out for sure though.”
“I don’t understand. Why aren’t you going with me? It doesn’t make sense for you to—”
“Enough people have died because of me,” Tad said, suddenly feeling tired as yet more weight was added to his guilt. “A week ago a guy lost his legs and two people vanished into Dream because of me. When I came out, I discovered there have been nightmares and other troubles since the Merging that have either made people’s lives worse or put their lives in danger, again because of me. Then there was that nightmare that killed all those people who were just trying to help a frightened child. I can’t have any more people die for me, it’s not right. Police are just going to annoy people like that tonight. It would mean more deaths on my conscience.”
Lizzie shook her head. “I don’t understand. How is this your fault?”
Tad was about to say something when he felt a new pressure in his head, the silent pleas from Tony to be released. He relaxed his grip and what looked like steam rose from his body into a cloud that coalesced into Tony.
“Whoa, shit.” Lizzie laughed nervously. “Sorry, that surprised me. That’s so cool, I’d only ever heard of that. Does it hurt?”
Tad shook his head but Tony was scowling.
“What the fuck was that?” he demanded.
“Tony, watch your langua—”
“Screw your fucking language. What the hell was that, Tad? Did you want to get killed by those men?”
Jen stiffened and looked at Tony. “What do you mean?”
“I mean that this raving idiot has decided he doesn’t want to hurt people sent to kill him, so instead he will stand around trying to get shot.”
“I wasn’t trying to get shot,” Tad protested.
“No, then what do you call running up to that guy’s back and stopping just in time for him to turn around and shoot you. Or when you had those two guys by the back of the neck but decided you’d rather let them club you in the face instead? What the hell is wrong with you?”
“You got hit in the face?” Jen asked, instantly worried as she turned back to Tad, scanning his face for signs of bruising. Tad knew she wouldn’t find any, Tony would have dealt with that before surfacing.
“Tony, I wasn’t trying to kill myself. I just don’t want to hurt anyone else. I’ve hurt enough people already and—”
“Bullshit. There’s nothing wrong with hurting people who are trying to hurt you. It’s called self defence and there’s a reason you don’t go to prison for it.”
“Tony, enough. We got away. What’s the problem?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the fact that there’s a kill squad out there with your name on it and they now know you’re too much of a wimp to fight back. They’ll come in twice as hard next time and not care about the consequences.” He looked at the surrounding walls, wondering the same thing as all of them.
“I don’t think they’ll attack here or they would have already,” Tad said. “I think this place is too public for them. Lizzie’s studio is out of the way, no witnesses.”
“Shit!” Lizzie swore, smacking her head. “I didn’t have my camera. I should have recorded that. Stupid Lizzie. Stupid Lizzie!”
“Hey, calm down there crazy lady,” Tony said. “You didn’t exactly have time to call in a film crew. How about you just be happy to be alive.”
“I am happy, but if I’d been filming then they’d never try again. They couldn’t risk the word getting out if you ever disappeared.”
“I don’t know about that,” Tad argued, but Lizzie wasn’t backing down.
“Cameras and the internet are the biggest protection we have. As soon as something hits the internet, if it makes a big enough splash then it’s permanent. Everyone gets a copy and passes it on, spreading it like a virus. There’s no stopping it at that point. Record everything. It’s easy. I should have at least had my phone out if nothing else.”
“Yeah, well I asked you not to use your camera today, so that’s on me,” Tad said, feeling guilty for having drawn her into this.
“I’m so stupid sometimes,” she said, still angry. “Why were they waiting there? How did they know you would come by my studio?”
That Tad didn’t have an answer for, but surprisingly Jen did.
“Text messages,” she said. “That’s how we arranged to meet, remember? Everything they needed to know about what we were doing were in those texts.”
“They’re monitoring me?” Lizzie asked, sounding outraged.
“I think it’s more likely they’re focusing on me and Jen.”
“Why me?” Jen asked.
“Because you live here. Because you’re a Proxy. Because—”
“Because you’re a pain in the arse and they’re trying to do the world a favour,” Tony interrupted, a grin on his face as he teased Jen. It was the kind of behaviour Tad normally hated, but seeing the colour return to Jen’s aura, replacing her fear, he understood why Tony did it. Even anger was a better colour on her than fear. Sometimes he forgot how smart Tony could be.
“So what now?” Lizzie asked. “Will I need to go into hiding or something?”
“No, you’ll be fine. It was me they were after,” Tad said, growing more confident in that fact by the moment. “It’s us that have to be worried.”
After a longer silence, Lizzie asked, “What about your training, are you still going ahead with that?”
What Tad really wanted was time to think. He was trying to keep it together for everyone in the room, but this scared him. He was developing some theories about why this happened, but he needed space. However, doing that didn’t negate his need for the training Lizzie spoke about.
“Yes, I still need to do that. This changes nothing. The nightmares aren’t going away anytime soon and I need to stop them or there’ll be more deaths. I don’t think you should come though. I think you should go to the police and—”
“No,” Lizzie protested. “You’re right, they weren’t after me. I’ll be fine.”
“Are you sure about that? If there was ever a reason to put distance between us, this is it.”
“I appreciate that,” Lizzie answered. “But what kind of journalist would I be if I ran away at the first sign of trouble?”
“A sane one,” Tony said, but no one paid him any attention.
“Alright. I won’t argue if you’ve made up your mind. You’ve earned that much,” Tad said. “Have you got people you can stay with tonight? Somewhere that’s not at home?”
Lizzie paled, but nodded. “I can stay with my parents. I… Uh… I won’t be putting them in danger going there, will I?”
“I don’t even think you’ll be in danger at home,” Tad said. “But best not to risk it. Actually, I’ll take you back to your house and you can set up some cameras to see if anyone comes by tonight. If not, then I’m sure you’ll be safe.”
“Okay… yeah… I can do that. Thanks.”
Tad snorted and shook his head. “Don’t thank me, if I hadn’t involved you then none of this would ever have happened.”
Lizzie grinned. “Tad, I’m a journalist. In the thick of the action is exactly where I want to be. This will make such an awesome story when it’s over and done with. I know, I know, I promised not to publish anything. But still… Trust me, I don’t regret a second and I can’t wait for tomorrow.”
“Let’s hope it’s not as exciting as today,” Tad said, meaning every word.
However, Lizzie just grinned.
Sighing to himself at letting another crazy person into his life, he climbed to his feet, and took Lizzie home, this time leaving Jen and Tony behind rather than taking them into another possible ambush.
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Tad can still feel the heat of the day radiating from the pavement. He is sweating, unused to the weather. Though, it’s not just that which makes him uncomfortable. There’s a memory playing through his mind, the image of his best friend, Maggie, kissing a boy at the house party he just left.
He shakes his head, trying to banish the image.
“I didn’t even want to go. It wasn’t like they invited me,” he says to the man beside him.
Charles is silent until now, giving Tad space.
“She was trying to get you out of your shell. You know she didn’t bring you here just to make you watch that.” He sighs. “I think spending so much time with me it’s hurting your social skills. You need to listen to the young lady, maybe even leave me behind for a night.”
“Who would I talk to if I did that?” Tad asks. “Maggie doesn’t want to talk, she’d rather—”
His words cut off as a cold feeling washes over him, making his skin prickle. It’s not a natural feeling. The sweat on his body doesn’t chill in the way it would if there was a breeze. It’s more like the cold is attacking him.
Tad shivers and looks around, not sure what’s wrong.
It may be the height of summer, but this late hour has more shadows than bright spots. He walks along the pathway of a neighbourhood close to home, one he has walked many times. The houses on either side of the street are large buildings with driveways and well-maintained gardens. The cars are nice, the street quiet, so why is Tad scared?
“Thaddeus?” Charles asks, recognising that something is wrong.
It’s not the first time Tad is hearing that wobble to his friend’s voice. In the uncharitable mood that the party has put him in, Tad thinks it cowardice. Charles is a brilliant man, but he suffers from a severe lack of a backbone.
“It’s coming from over here,” Tad says, curious enough to follow the cold feeling off the main road.
“What is? Thaddeus, this isn’t a good idea. Maybe we should call a taxi.”
“Have you got money for it?” Tad asks, obviously knowing the answer. “I thought not. Look, I just want to see what’s giving me that cold feeling. I won’t be long.”
“A cold feeling? Thaddeus, that’s bad. It’s the hottest day of the year, you shouldn’t be cold.”
“I just want to see what it is?” Tad argues, stepping onto the side street. The night seems darker on this road. It’s narrower, so maybe it’s a visual trick somehow.
Charles waits on the main road and Tad looks back to see if he will follow. He is close to the source of the cold feeling, he can tell that much, so Charles can stay there if he wants. He won’t be long.
He turns away and concentrates on where he is. Tall fences line the street, lending privacy to the gardens they shelter. One fence has seen better days and is not looking healthy. Some thin wooden slats in the fence are covered in stains and moss, some are broken, some are missing. Through those missing slats Tad sees a garden, overgrown with weeds and covered in the shadow of that tree at the back. The feeling is clear, the source of this coldness is in this garden.
Tad stills, his eyes catching movement.
The silhouette of a man, barely visible in that darkness, is rocking from side to side. Tad can’t see the face, can barely make out the figure at all, but he knows it’s looking at him. He can feel it.
It’s a mad ghost, he admits to himself.
He steps back, wishing he listened to Charles. He remembers the last time he dealt with one of these, it nearly killed him. It grabbed him, feeding on his life. It still gives Tad shivers when he thinks of it. He is sure that if he could dream, not just get locked inside his and Charles’ memories, then he would have nightmares about it.
He takes another step back, moving slowly so as not to draw attention. The ghost stands there, never moving more than to rock from side to side. He is staring at the hole in the fence, Tad can feel it.
Tad turns and runs. He is ashamed that Charles will see his fear, but more terrified of that thing. Charles is watching from where he stood earlier, a horrified look on his face as he recognises Tad’s fear. He is frozen, which is no surprise, but his eyes widen and he points behind Tad, his finger shaking.
Tad turns just in time to fight off the thing as it comes for him.
He throws up his arms, catching skeletal outstretched hands that extend from a billowing cloud of shadow. It’s a wraith with only hands and a skull that are recognisable as once human. Whips of twisted flesh hangs off those bones with only shadow everywhere else.
Tad yelps and falls back, his contact with the creature making him feel sick. There’s a feeling there too, a connection he knows he should take advantage of, but he isn’t practised with this. He has only dealt with one mad ghost.
He lands on the floor, the ghost following him down, jaw opening inhumanly wide as though trying to eat Tad whole. It’s so strong, pressing down farther and faster, jaws snapping. Tad has never been strong and regrets that now.
That ice is spreading through his bones, travelling up his arms and leaving only tingling numbness in its wake.
There’s a thud, and the ghost is gone.
The shadowy figure is a spiralling ball that rolls end over end, entangled with the large shape that hit it, the doughy figure of Charles Dickens. They roll away, locked in a death struggle and Tad is torn between amazement that Charles cast aside his fear so he could come and help, and a desire to run.
He chooses the latter choice, scrambling to his feet and staggering away. He gets one look at Charles scrapping with the ghost, scrabbling for control and losing. But Tad will not help, he is in the grips of fear and there is nothing he can do.
Crying tears of shame, he turns his back on his friend and runs.


Sunday, 07th February 2016

02:50



“That’s not how it happened,” Tad snapped, using the knowledge that he was dreaming to reassert control over his mind. But he wasn’t the only one with power in this place.
Charles again manipulated this dream,  growing Joshua King’s evil garden, complete with every friend Tad had with him that night. It was strange, Tad couldn’t remember Stella that bloodied, or Miriam’s face twisted in agony as she held the body of Kate, her head twisted backwards. Tony’s expression was new as well, such terror on a face that was far too youthful to be in this place. Looking at those figures, Tad felt only guilt.
None of them belonged here, this had been his fight.
“Least of all me, not after you abandoned me like that in life,” Charles said, responding to Tad’s internal thoughts. “I should have realised that you couldn’t be trusted. I faced my fears to save you and you ran away like the coward you accused me of being—”
“That’s not how it happened,” Tad asserted, forcing himself to keep his real memory. “I helped, that was how we escaped. I tackled it from behind as you were fighting and banished it.”
“Not before it nearly took the last of my life,” Charles shouted back, red in the face and shaking with rage. “It was feeding on me, Thaddeus, and you sat there watching.”
“I helped you,” Tad said, trying his best to remember that night as it actually happened. He remembered being on the floor, remembered being stunned. How long had it been while that ghost pinned Charles down? Tad couldn’t remember, but he conquered his fear and came to his friend’s aid, destroyed the ghost and saved them both.
“It was too little too late,” Charles said. “I should have known you were a coward then. You would never reward me for facing my fears by facing up to your own. All those times I helped you even though it put me in danger, and always you let me down.”
Tad tried to protest, but Charles talked over him. He stepped in close, prodding Tad in the chest in a way Tad could never remember him doing before.
“Look at you. Puffed up with your new powers, revelling in your strength. I know you wanted to kill those men today, that you fantasised about it. You were one step from breaking their necks. You really are a killer, aren’t you?” He prodded Tad one more time then stepped away in disgust.
“I didn’t want to kill them,” Tad argued. “I was just reacting and—”
“Reacting? Ha. Do you know the reason they do so many drills in military training? It’s to ingrain specific actions in a soldier, making it part of their muscle memory. They need to be sure that under the right conditions soldiers won’t lock up, that these new instincts will make them raise that gun and pull that trigger. They do this because most men have a natural reluctance to killing. In the moment they might freeze.
“But not you. No, you’re a killer to the bone. You have to fight to keep from taking lives.” He shook his head and spat at the ground. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it sooner. All this time and—”
“It wasn’t like that!” Tad screamed.
Charles grinned. “You’re picturing killing me now, aren’t you? You want to wrap your hands around my throat, choke the life from me. Maybe break my neck.”
“No,” Tad protested.
Charles grinned wider. “Sure you do, you’re thinking of it. See.”
Tad turned in the direction Charles nodded to find an image of himself strangling his old friend. 
“We’re in Dream, remember. This reality reacts to your desires. You can’t hide your true thoughts here.”
“They’re not mine,” Tad said, but he wasn’t sure of himself. He stepped away from the image, horrified as Charles was losing consciousness, falling to his knees as Tad continued to squeeze “I wouldn’t do that, that’s not me.”
“Sure it is,” Charles whispered into his ear, suddenly beside him. “You’re a killer, Tad. The only reason you didn’t do it before was because you never had the power. Now, with King’s ritual complete… My God. The lives you can take. You’re fighting it now, but how long before you justify it to yourself? Just one kill. Maybe it saves Jen’s life, or Tony’s, or most important of all, Stella’s. Got to save her, right? You can’t go back to normal women after you’ve felt perfection under your fingers, experienced the touch of a goddess—”
“Enough,” Tad snapped, pushing Charles away and growing angry. “What’s wrong with you? You were never like this.”
“Me?” Charles asked, laughing. “I’m not really here, remember? You saw to that the night you let King take me. The night you let Kate die. The night you almost got Jen killed. All so you could get more power.”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“Sure it was. You had a taste of strength, you wanted more. Now look at you. More famous than a movie star, more power than any one man is supposed to have, and enjoying the fringe benefits that go with that.”
The world changed, familiar walls growing around him, his bedroom furniture popping into existence, even the crumpled mess of discarded clothes tangling around his feet. At the centre of his dishevelled bed lay Stella, naked and sweating, panting in the aftermath of vigorous activity.
“Every man’s dream, right? How many men would kill for this?” Charles whispered in his ear. “You certainly did.”
It was too much. Tad spun on his ghost in anger, pushed past a point of reason.
“You’re twisting everything,” he said, pushing Charles angrily from himself.
The world changed, the bedroom disappearing. Instead of falling on the floor, Charles landed on the stone altar in King’s garden, falling perfectly in its centre. His head lolled to the side, and he looked at Tad with a sneering, triumphant smile.
“I knew it. A killer to the end. What are you waiting for?” He looked at Tad’s hand. Tad looked down, horrified to discover he had King’s ceremonial knife clutched in his fist. “Do it. You may as well because King robbed you of the pleasure of doing it yourself.”
Tad threw the knife to the ground and stepped back. “No. This isn’t me. You’re twisting things. You changed the world to this, you put that knife in my hands.”
“But I’m not here, Thaddeus. You’re making all this real. Finally revealing your true desires.”
“No,” Tad said one last time, taking another step from Charles’ menacing grin. This whole place was wrong, it wasn’t him, it could never be him. But how else could he be here? Charles was gone, this was all in his head. He was the master here, wasn’t he? Isn’t that what he proved in this garden last November.
His thoughts spiralled, his fears mixing with them, turning into a chaotic stream of panic that rose until at last Tad let it out in a primal scream of fear and anger. One last denial.
“No!” 
He woke up, panting like he actually had been screaming.
He was alone in his bedroom, his bed soaked, and feeling drained like he had never slept. For once he was glad he hadn’t seen Stella tonight, that she wasn’t here to witness this.
He sat up further, throwing his duvet off and contemplating getting new sheets and trying to go back to sleep. But he changed his mind, not wanting to even risk seeing Charles again.
A shiver ran down his spine as he realised what he was admitting to.
He was too terrified to sleep.
Was that the magic button? Would Dream make his nightmare real as well? Would Jen and Tony be subjected to what he’d just been through?
Whatever the case, there was no returning to sleep. Instead he climbed out of bed and got dressed.
He glanced at his bedside clock and groaned. It wasn’t yet three. There was no helping it though. Rubbing his hands over his face to force away his weariness, he wondered just how much longer he could keep this up.
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Stella drummed her fingers against the wheel, ignoring the hammering rain and the dropping temperature. All she could think about was that house, and why the hell hadn’t Miles called her back?
That wasn’t true. There were other things on her mind, but whenever she thought of them, she ruthlessly choked them down. She hadn’t returned to Cardiff last night, breaking her promise. But Tad could wait, right? This was about a little boy’s safety, he’d understand.
You could have called him, a voice in her mind whispered, making her flinch. You could have invited him here to help, not kept your secrets. He could have been—
“Enough,” Stella said, slamming the steering wheel for emphasis and forcing herself to get a grip. She wouldn’t go over this again.
After meeting the Whitelys, Stella made a visible retreat to her car and drove away. However, she’d only gone one street over and circled back, parking at the other end of the street so she could watch the house opposite the Whitelys. From the front seat she put balls in motion that would get her the information she needed.
For the third night in a row she didn’t sleep. Instead she went through Miles’ documents again and discovered why he was familiar. There was a picture taken for a local paper, a school football team on which Simon was pictured. Standing in the background was the man she saw in that window, Simon’s teacher.
It cinched it in Stella’s mind, confirming that this was the man she was after. He was in the perfect position to get away with this. Not only did he live close to Simon and see him all the time at school, but when his parents went to discuss their worries, they spoke with him. He’d given them no reason to doubt and distrust him, these people never did. To Simon though, it must have been like his parents were friendly with his abuser. He must have felt so helpless. How could he ever expect to be believed?
Stella’s heart broke for the boy and once again she was on the verge of marching across the street and breaking in the man’s door. She’d built up enough anger this weekend and she wouldn’t mind venting it. However, she was saved from that action when her phone rang.
She snatched it up without reading the screen. It could have been anyone.
“Miles? It’s about time. What have you got for me?”
“With that kind of attitude I don’t know why I bother helping you,” the man on the other end of the phone said, sounding pissed off. She couldn’t blame him.
On Friday she broke the impression she’d worked hard to cultivate and just a few hours ago she had begged him to do something else for her. In the mood she was in she couldn’t summon her friendly persona in the slightest and was less than polite. He protested about working on a Sunday and only the plea for help on behalf of Simon Whitely got him moving. Miles was a good person and Stella felt bad for treating him that way.
“Look, Miles, I’m sorry. I really am. I’ve had a shitty day… a shitty weekend if I’m honest. I’m sorry if I’ve been out of sorts but I’m up against it and I need your help. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”
“I’ll hold you to that,” Miles said. “No putting it off this time, Stella.”
She knew what he meant and the old her would have said anything just to get the information, even if it burnt the relationship. However, there was another twisting in her gut that wouldn’t let her do that. Some part of her couldn’t bring herself to lie. For the first time she was worried about all this. The not sleeping, the strange sensations, the changes she felt in herself. Something was happening to her, and she didn’t like it, but that was just one more thing she had to push down for now.
“Miles, that will never happen. I’m sorry.” There was silence on the other end of the phone long enough for Stella to think he’d hung up. “Miles? You still there?”
“I’m here,” he said, voice small and dejected. “I just… I should have known. You’re supposed to be with that Dreamwalker guy, that’s what the news says.”
Stella winced, she didn’t have time for this.
“There’s another way I can make it up to you Miles. What do you think of the Borderlands at the moment, of all the craziness here?”
The question took him by surprise. “What do you mean?”
“It’s not a trick. What are your thoughts?”
He hesitated before saying, “I don’t know. It’s cool I guess, all the dreams coming true and all that. Not sure I’m onboard for that thing you guys were fighting the other night, but even that was alright in its own way. A lot more exciting than the regular stuff. I bet your job is like something from the X-Files.”
“Something like that, just without the scepticism and ten times more crazy. It can be your job as well if you fancy a change.”
“Come again?”
“I’m offering you a job. This isn’t public knowledge so keep it to yourself, but as of tomorrow I’m being put in charge of a new division working from the Borderlands and responsible for Dream related activities. I get to pick my own team and I’m offering you a job.”
Again he hesitated, then said. “I don’t know. I’m not sure I want to work with you after the way you’ve treated me.” He laughed bitterly. “God, I sound like someone from a bad TV show whingeing about being used. But you have used me.”
“I know and I’m sorry, but think of this another way. You’re doing something good here. We’re helping a kid being plagued by nightmares and that’s only the tip of the iceberg of shitty stuff he has going on in his life if what I think is happening is true. If you’ve got what I hope, then you get to change that today. How often do you get that kind of direct result from your work?”
“Almost never,” he admitted, and she could tell she was winning him round. When he spoke again, he sounded like he was in a much better mood. “Alright, I’ll think on it. In the meantime, here’s what I’ve found about that man you asked me to look into.
“His name’s Patrick Albany, he’s Simon’s teacher, and he’s been at the school for over twenty years. He’s fifty-four, never married, and no real family to speak of. On the surface everything is squeaky clean as far as his records go.”
“On the surface?” Stella asked, sensing the best was yet to come.
“Well, I looked at his computer and—”
“Wait. How did you do that?”
“I hacked it.”
“You what?” she asked, panicking. “Miles, I need something I can use to take him down. I can’t have you illegally hacking into—”
“It wasn’t illegal.”
“What? You just said—”
“It wasn’t illegal,” Miles argued. “Or at least, it won’t be when we’re done. Look, Stella. It’s not illegal for the police to hack into any computer we want, even without a warrant. We just need the sign off from a Chief Constable or higher. I’m sure you can get that, right?”
“Of course, George would sign something like that if I ask for it. Maybe even I can sign for it now I think about it. If they’re making me head of this new division their bound to be giving me a promotion, right?”
“You don’t even know if you’re getting a promotion?” Miles asked, sounding shocked.
“It happened a little fast, and I was distracted. Either way, I can get that signature for you. It can’t be so easy though. Surely we need a warrant or something.”
“It’s the law. Computers don’t have the same right to privacy as something like your home would have. As far as our courts are concerned they’re all legal game so long as we can get sign off from a Chief Constable.”
“They won’t just be able to go around signing these things without reason,” Stella mused. “I’m assuming they need some kind of probable cause.”
“There’s the rub. Also, you normally need these things in advance. This George guy, he the kind of person who’s willing to back date one of these forms?”
“He might not need to,” Stella mused. “The stuff on his computer, will he go down for it?”
“Uh… Yeah.. There’s some sick shit on there, StellaPictures of kids.”
“Pictures of Simon?”
“No… But then I wasn’t looking all that hard if you know what I mean. As soon as I found it, I called you.”
“Okay. Did your hack leave a trace on his computer?”
Miles made a disgusted sound. “Come off it. Of course not.”
Stella grinned. “Good. Well, here’s what we do. Pull out of his system without leaving a trace and I will get us some probable cause for searching his stuff.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Leave that to me. Thanks for this Miles, I appreciate it. I’ll contact you in a day or so with something more formal in the way of a job offer.”
There was a hesitation before, “Okay, do that. I’ll think on it before then.”
“Miles?”
“Yeah.”
“I am sorry. You’re right. I was using you and I shouldn’t have. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”
“Whatever, Stella. Just get that guy before he does anything else to that kid.”
The sudden grin on Stella’s face had nothing friendly about it.
“Oh I will, count on it.”
Stella hung up and wasted no time stepping out of the car and into the rain.
Patrick Albany’s house was small. Stella lived somewhere small herself, but at least her flat had character. This place was soulless. Perfect for the man living within then, the man looking out his window with a frustrated expression.
Just the short walk from her car had soaked her through, but she barely felt it. She was fired up from finally getting to act. It had been less than three days since this started but it felt longer. It was all those hours spent awake and worrying.
That the door wasn’t open by the time she reached the porch made her worry he might run. He’d seen her coming, and he knew she’d spotted him, so he had no reason to wait for her to knock, But she did have to knock and she also had to wait for one long, drawn out second after the next, wondering all the while whether he had run. However, her patience paid off as his silhouette grew against the frosted glass of the door.
There was a loud click as a bolt was thrown back and another as the locks in the PVC door were disengaged. Finally the handle turned, and the door clicked open revealing an unassuming man on the other side.
In all physical ways there was nothing remarkable about Patrick Albany. He wasn’t tall or short, was slim without being skinny, and he was neither handsome nor ugly. He was dressed down in a simple polo shirt and jeans, and in all ways he was average. Most people wouldn’t give him a second look if he was the only person who passed them on a deserted street late at night. Stella was not most people.
Just the sight of him set her stomach churning, and it was all she could do not to show signs of her discomfort. Strangely, though the sensation was unpleasant, it wasn’t painful. It was more like the kind of unpleasant that slips over your mind when someone is angering you. It creates a fog, makes your hands shake in anticipation, and there’s that nauseous feeling that often proceeds an upcoming conflict. It created a desire that would only be satisfied with justice.
She had her warrant card ready and flashed it at him, forcing herself to smile, though there was no warmth in it.
“Patrick Albany,” she said and her smile only grew when he flinched. He hadn’t expected her to know his name. “I’m Detective Inspector Stella Martin. Would you mind if I ask you a few questions?”
A long, slim finger pushed at the bridge of his glasses, moving the lenses closer to his eyes as he stared at the card in Stella’s hand.
“I’m sorry detective, what’s this about?”
“It’s about the abuse of one of your students.”
Again his eyes widened and this time he took a step back, not expecting her bluntness. He was right not to expect it. In Stella’s experience being that blunt to a criminal was asking for trouble. This time she was counting on it.
“Abuse… How terrible. Uh… this couldn’t wait until Monday morning though? This is hardly a good time—”
“You think investigating the abuse of a child should wait until it’s convenient?” Stella asked, not even trying to maintain her smile.
“No, of course—”
“Don’t you even want to know who I’m talking about?” Stella asked, not giving him a second to get comfortable.
“Well yes, I do want—”
“Simon Whitely. The boy across the street. The boy in your class. Are you sure you don’t have a few minutes so we can talk? Maybe inside where it’s not raining?”
“Uh…” He struggled for something to say and Stella took a deliberate step forward. Patrick panicked, taking a step forward himself, stopping her coming inside. He had something to hide then. Good it would give the local police more to find when they came for him.
She could feel the eyes of the neighbours watching, looking for the latest gossip. They could be witnesses to what she hoped would follow.
“No, I don’t think so. I’ll talk out here and anything further you have to ask me can take place at school tomorrow.”
Stella took a step back, complying with his words. The move emboldened him, she could see it on his face, and he took another step forward, forcing her out from under the porch into the rain, giving him the chance to close his door.
“Ask your questions, detective,” he said his voice suddenly more confident.
“I spoke with the Whitely’s yesterday about this, they said they’d already approached you about it—”
“They what? They have done nothing of the sort.”
“No? They didn’t ask you about Simon being bullied or—”
“Oh, that. Yes, they came to me months ago, but I told them the boy isn’t being bullied. I have no idea why he has grown so quiet.” Stella’s stomach flipped as she sensed the lie. It was almost like she could see the lie pour from him, the words a poison cloud that spilled from his mouth and fouled the air. It sickened her. “Is that all this is about, following up that enquiry? If so this could have waited until tomorrow. In fact, I’m of half a mind to talk to your superiors about—”
“It’s got nothing to do with that,” Stella spat. “This is about the abuse of that poor boy and the fact that I have good reason to believe you’re the man behind that abuse.”
The smug superiority vanished, and he took a step back. The door had closed behind him though and he had nowhere to go.
Stella stared into his beady little eyes, trying to trap them with her own and keep them wide with shock. She needed him panicked, she needed him to act instinctually if this would work. Everything was riding on it.
“Wh… What? You can’t be serious. What reason could there be for—”
“Simon told me yesterday, pointed you out from across the street,” she lied, and almost choked on her words. Even her own lies tasted foul coming up, leaving a bitter aftertaste that burned like bile.
“I… No… Well.. It can’t be. I’m sorry for whatever the boy has been through but he’s mistaken. You know how children can be—”
“I do know how children can be. I have a lot of experience with abused children. I have seen the worst of what humans can do to the innocent and I have seen the worst of what our justice system does to filthy bastards like you. Not the prison sentence mind you, those are far too lenient. No, I’m talking about what the other inmates do to sick—”
“You can’t talk like this,” he demanded, the panic choking his words, making his voice squeak. “You’ve only got the lies of an eight-year-old boy.”
“That and whatever you’re hiding from me in that house,” Stella said, stepping right up to his face. “Whatever it is my friends are discovering as we speak while I keep you distracted out here.”
Even through the roiling sickness that followed yet another lie, she saw her words land, and she enjoyed the moment. His eyes, already wide, opened even further, his mouth hung slack and sweat built up so quickly Stella would be forgiven for thinking he was standing in the rain.
Then, all at once, he snapped.
He glanced back to his door, thinking to escape back into his house, but the next second he realised just what she said and knew there was no escape that way. He made the mistake she had been waiting for.
As hard as he could, he shoved her aside and ran. Stella was ready for it and while she couldn’t keep from staggering away, she didn’t fall. Instead she skidded as she kept her feet, then turned to face him, a fierce grin on her face.
That was assault.
She could spin that to say that when she came over to ask him some routine questions about her suspicions he panicked and ran, assaulting her. Those were the actions of a guilty man, maybe even probable cause to get access to his computer. It had to be, because Stella was done waiting… that churning monster in her stomach screamed for justice.
Patrick, wearing only socks that were soaked through in seconds, didn’t get far before Stella caught up. He’d made it to his car and was just opening the door when Stella came behind him, slamming it closed again. He spun in a panic, trying to push her away, but she was ready this time. She side stepped, his shoving hand catching her left shoulder and finding no resistance. She willingly turned but continued to step forward to slam into him.
She caught him with her shoulder and he fell hard against the car, grunting as the air rushed from him. Hearing his pained grunt felt like justice, and she couldn’t resist shoulder barging him again, dipping her shoulder this time and driving it into his solar plexus. He barely had his breath back from the last shove before it all left him again and this time his gasp was a more agonised groan.
Stella stepped back, grabbing his now unresisting arm and spun him to face the car. Before he could even think to resist, she planted her hand in his back and pushed hard, forcing him into the car face first with his hands behind his back.
She was grinning as she snapped the cuffs in place and read the man his rights. Patrick wept, his smugness long gone. It was music to Stella’s ears.
That strange sensation in her stomach had passed, but in its place was an aftertaste of satisfaction. Stella enjoyed it while she could. This arrest hadn’t even been close to being by the book and she would catch heat for it, but those were worries for another time. What mattered was that Simon was safe.
Thinking of the boy she looked up to the Whitely household and found faces staring back. Morgan and Kevin looked out from the living room, their faces masks of shock and surprise. The face that Stella was interested in was looking out of his bedroom window. She couldn’t see him at first as he was hiding below the sill, just his eyes peeking over the bottom of the window, wide and frightened.
He didn’t know what was happening, didn’t understand that he had nothing left to fear from this man. Nothing but more nightmares for years to come.
Her satisfaction vanished as she realised just how little she had done. Simon’s abuser was in handcuffs, but he’d already committed a crime of which there was no returning. He’d taken the innocent light from that poor boy’s eyes, and it was too late to ever get it back. Simon might get over this with support and therapy, but there would never be that innocence again.
The churning returned, driving Stella to action, telling her that justice wasn’t done. The crime this man had committed was too much to get off with a few years in prison. He needed stronger punishment, he shouldn’t even make it to jail.
That haze was falling again, the adrenaline making her heart pound and her hands shake as she curled her fingers into fists and took a step towards the sobbing man. She had even raised her fist before she caught herself.
What the hell is wrong with me?
No answers came, just the gut wrenching feeling that her work wasn’t done, that justice hadn’t been served. Feeling sick at what she had almost done, what she still wanted to do, Stella fished her phone out of her pocket and dialled the police.
Her car door closed with a familiar thud, blocking out all outside sound but the steady drumming of the rain. A display on the dashboard told her it was only 2.5 °C. She barely noticed the cold though, eyes focused on the flashing blue lights and the man being led into the back of a squad car.
The sun had long set, and the lights were on in the houses surrounding her, silhouetting the watching faces who had long since given up being covert.
She had done this.
It was a thought that might once have filled her with pride. Justice was done. A man had acted outside the law and she alone had stopped that… Only, that wasn’t true.
Were it not for Tad’s help she would never have survived the nightmare, nor would she have got a response from Simon at the interview yesterday. Were it not for Kimberly’s insights into the case she’d never have known she was on the right track, were it not for Miles she wouldn’t have been able to find Simon or get the proof she needed.
The old Stella would have considered this a solo win, given herself a mental pat on the back and started looking for her next case… her next fix.
But that wasn’t Stella any longer. The world had changed, and she had changed with it… only, that wasn’t quite right. Now she thought about it, her world had changed first. She could kid herself and believe it was Tad coming into her life that changed her, but it went beyond that.
Her world changed when a know-nothing street constable had solved a high profile murder, got herself promoted, and only gone from strength to strength. For the first time in her life Stella’s supremacy at the one thing she was good at had been challenged and she’d been forced to go a step above and beyond to regain her position at the top. And she’d succeeded. She was the go-to person again. She’d clawed her way back to the summit of her own particular mountain and she thought she’d done it alone. Now she knew otherwise.
Something was moving in her lap and she looked down in surprise to find that her hands were shaking.
What was wrong with her?
She should be celebrating. Even with the realisation she wasn’t as self reliant as she thought, she should love this.
But she remembered standing over that man, thinking she hadn’t done enough. She considered how much she relied on gut feelings and her strange aversion to lies. It worked out well this time, but it all could have just been her imagination.
She felt sick as a strong desire to flee came over her. She wanted to be away from this place. She wanted to go home.
No, not home.
Just as she understood that she couldn’t solely rely on herself for her job, she realised she didn’t even want to be that way. She was fed up of being alone. She didn’t want to go home, she wanted to be around other people.
Sat in her car just an hour from Cardiff, Stella felt the full weight of decades of loneliness and it was almost too much to bear.
Sitting in the cold so long, already wet from the rain, her hands were numb, and she was clumsy as she fished her phone out of her pocket. Finally she had Tad’s number up and she put the phone to her ear.
“Hi, this is Tad. If you’re a telemarketer or a reporter looking for a story, then my answer is still no, so fuck off and never call back. If you’re a friend or family, then sorry about that. Unfortunately, I can’t answer the phone right now, so please leave a message after the tone and I’ll get back to you. But don’t if you’re a reporter. I’m serious. It doesn’t matter what you want from me, I will never call back, so leave me alone.”
It was the first time Stella had heard that message and while she was disappointed that she couldn’t get through to him, she couldn’t help but chuckle.
“Tad. It’s Stella. I wanted to see what you were up to. I uh… I had some news I wanted to share. Sorry I didn’t call last night and… Never mind, we’ll talk when I see you. I’m heading back from Bristol now so give me a bell when you get this and maybe I can come over. I uh… I just wanted to say… uh… Never mind… Speak later. Bye.”
She hung up, swore at herself for leaving that message, then punched the steering wheel for extra measure. It hurt. Surprisingly though, it made her laugh as well. She was being stupid and she could see that which somehow made it okay. Shaking her head at herself, she made a decision that it didn’t matter whether or not Tad called back, she’d head over there and see what they were up to, anyway.
Fishing her keys out of her pocket and firing up the Mini, she flicked on the indicators and pulled away, putting the flashing lights and the mess she’d created behind her.
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Tad’s feet were buried in snow, and more of the white substance covered the mountains, treetops and bushes. Fluffy grey clouds filled the sky, but hopefully there’d be no more snow in the near future.
“That’s quite a view.” Tony said, more to show off about not feeling cold than actually enjoying it. “Where are we?”
“The Brecon Beacons, as far out as we could get while still being in the Borderlands,” Tad said.
“It’s nice. How come we never go places like this? It’s not that far? We could have been coming here for years.”
“Because before I could dreamwalk it would have taken a two-hour drive and just as much time hiking to get here.”
“Ah, lack of exercise has always been your downfall. It’s why you still look like a broomstick handle.”
Tad ignored Tony and turned to Jen and Lizzie.
“You okay?”
“It’s freezing out here,” Jen complained.
“Is it? I didn’t notice,” Tony shouted from a nearby copse of trees, running his hand through the snow that fell from the branches.
“Don’t worry Jen, you won’t be here long,” Tad said.
“But I want to help.”
“You will, just not from here. I need you in Dream.”
At the mention of that reality, Lizzie’s eyes lit up. Her gloved hand disappeared into her bulging pack and came out with a camera. However, Tad had no intention of letting her go with Jen after what happened with the researchers. He was only letting Jen go because she was a Proxy and was used to it.
“Forget it, you’re staying here,” he said to Lizzie.
“So what’s the plan?” Tony asked.
“Being as yesterday you spent five minutes stuck in my wall, I’d suggest you go to the trees and practice how to be a ghost without losing your head when your emotions spike. Try phasing through them, going invisible, whatever you can.”
Tony’s nose wrinkled in distaste, but just mentioning his time stuck in the wall robbed the fight from him. He walked away and Tad turned to Lizzie, frowning at her camera.
“Before you say anything, I’m not putting this onto my channel. I just thought it would be good to get footage to help with future training.”
Tad wanted to argue, but there’d been enough arguing over the last few days. Considering what Lizzie had been through thanks to him, if she wanted to film he wouldn’t stop her.
“So what am I doing?” Jen asked.
“You’re going to Dream to find nightmares. I want you to imagine up scary stuff then jump back here and focus on the nightmares following you. The way I see it, what better way is there to test our powers against nightmares than by having nightmares to fight. Just to be clear, I don’t want you getting involved in any fighting, you’re just here to bring them.”
Jen grinned. Having spent the last two months either in hospital or at home, she was loving this.
“You alright with that?” he asked.
She nodded eagerly. “Are you sure I can bring them back?”
“I’ve got a feeling it’ll work.”
“Oh, one of your feelings,” Tony shouted mockingly from the tree-line where he was listening and not practising.
“Don’t you have something you’re supposed to be doing?”
Tony grinned and shrugged before disappearing amongst the trees.
Turning back to Jen, Tad said, “This will work. The more I think about it, the more I know it’s right. Dream is telling me you can do it. You ever get a feeling like that?”
“I think so,” Jen said, not sounding sure.
He suspected she knew a lot of Dream related things instinctively, but whether it was aura reading or seeing the threads that stretched from ghosts to the next life, there were some things she’d never been able to grasp. Tad suspected it was because their talents were powers of the mind. No two people thought the same, so it made sense their powers wouldn’t work the same. Jen wasn’t so convinced, quick to label herself a failure.
“You can do this. Think of it as changing the channel and taking people along for the ride, only this time its dreams.”
“Does that mean I need to touch them?”
“I don’t think so. Try doing it without touching them and we’ll go from there. You up for that?”
After a moment of indecision she nodded.
“Good, I knew I could count on you.”
That brightened her spirits and suddenly Jen was grinning. Before he could say anything else, she vanished and a rushing sound filled the spot she’d been standing in.
“So that’s what that’s like.”
“What?” Lizzie asked.
“I’ve never been on this side of someone changing the channel before.”
“Oh. Uh… Out of curiosity, are you sure this plan is a good idea?”
“She can do it if that’s what you mean?”
Lizzie shook her head. “No, I mean should she be doing it? You’re talking about bringing a nightmare into the real world, like that monster the other night.”
“That’s why we’re in the middle of nowhere, so we don’t cause any trouble if things go wrong. Besides, Jen won’t bring anything over like that. She’ll start small.”
“You never told her to.”
Tad frowned. “I didn’t?”
She shook her head. “Say she brings everything back okay, what will you do?”
“I’ll try to be creative with my powers and send whatever Jen brings out of Dream back as quickly as possible.”
“And if you can’t do that?”
“Then I’ll touch them and cut their connection to Dream.”
“And if that doesn’t work.”
Tad frowned. “We’re so far from anywhere they’ll run out of fear to power them long before they get somewhere they can cause damage.”
“What about us though?”
“Hey, you’re the one who insisted on coming. If worse comes to worse, I’ll channel change us somewhere far away. I don’t think it’ll come to that, though. I just need to banish them like I used to with ghosts.”
“If it’s so easy, why bother training? Just go straight to that every time.”
“Because I want to test my powers. I need to learn where the line is. What better way to practise than to do?”
“Maybe with something that won’t get you killed.”
Tad was about to respond, but felt a chill that had nothing to do with the weather. There was a pop from behind him and suddenly Jen was back, a painful scowl on her face. She slumped to the ground, and Tad was too late to catch her. He was nearly at her side when he realised he was wrong. That wasn’t pain, it was concentration. The tingling of Dream was suddenly so strong it felt like he was standing near a powerful electric generator.
Jen’s eyes widened, and she gasped.
“Jen, are you okay?” Tad asked, helping her back to her feet.
Jen was panting and there was a sheen of sweat on her brow, but it was no longer creased in a frown and she wore a triumphant smile.
“It worked.”
“Then where are the nightmares?” Lizzie asked.
In answer there were eerie howls from all around them, the kind you’d hear in a werewolf movie. Tad turned to look behind him and sure enough a giant wolf stood up the hill, black and hulking, maybe twice the size of a normal wolf. Its head was far too big for its body, and its snarl revealed drool dripping from between massive teeth.
It wasn’t alone either as three others appeared, each at a different compass point, surrounding them.
Jen had brought the nightmares alright. Each of the giant, midnight black wolves looked big enough to cut Tad in half with a single bite. Jen had completed her job, but maybe too well.
He noticed Lizzie lifting her camera with shaking hands. For the moment, that reaction was perfect. Fear was what Tad wanted to fire up these nightmares.
Attracted by that fear, the giant wolves howled once more, then rushed in for the kill. Though they were enormous, they covered the distance like streamlined missiles, flowing over the uneven terrain. Even though he could sense they were a part of Dream, the biological part of Tad instinctively feared such predators and he couldn’t help but shiver.
“Jen, get back to Dream. I’ll come for you when these are dealt with,” Tad said.
“Dad—” she tried to argue, but he shot her a glare that showed just how serious he was. Though she didn’t like it, she vanished. She was just in time as the wolves covered the ground at a ridiculous pace. Tad had just seconds before they were on both him and Lizzie.
No one else is dying because of me, his tired brain screamed as it kicked into gear and Tad acted.
He couldn’t banish all of them at once so he needed a way to trap them. The idea of holes in the ground that would swallow their legs and close up the moment the wolves were caught came to mind. He made the image as clear as possible, but thanks to the speed of the creatures he didn’t have enough time to create the detail he wanted.
He put a mental shoulder against the door in his mind and shoved, instantly regretting it.
Whether the image wasn’t clear enough, or he was asking too much he didn’t know, but the resistance was colossal. Agony spiked through his brain with enough force to drive him to his knees. He gritted his teeth so as not to cry out and tried to salvage what he could from the situation.
He sent the trickle of Dream he managed to get into his image and through the haze of pain he laid that image on reality.
Four great cracks echoed through the mountains like four bolts of lightning had struck at the same time. A concussive force accompanied the cracks that Tad could feel through the ground. He looked up in time to see the snow cough up in clouds as holes opened in front of the charging creatures.
They weren’t as deep as Tad hoped, barely more than potholes, but they were enough to throw three wolves off balance. Their feet sank into the snow and they were bowled over, buying Tad precious time.
One managed to keep its feet, leaping over the hole and lunging for Lizzie.
She screamed, stupidly never lowering her camera to protect herself. It would have gone straight through her camera and bitten off most of her forearm had Tad not dived forward at the last second, shoulder barging her aside. She hit the ground with a grunt as Tad landed on top of her.
“Aarrgh, shit!” Tad shouted as pain exploded through his leg. Having missed its intended target the wolf caught Tad’s calf. Even without the right angle to clamp down hard, it was enough to tear Tad’s jeans and rip open his skin.
He rolled off Lizzie to inspect the damage and regretted this whole idea. This was the first nightmare of the afternoon and he’d hoped for a better showing.
The snarling wolf who’d missed his prize skidded to a stop and turned, red eyes locking once more onto Tad’s leg. It jumped in to finish the job, but Tad met the wolf half way.
He only intended to bat it away, but the second his fingers touched the super-heated body of the black wolf he felt that connection to Dream. Maybe he could salvage this after all.
Having failed to stop the creatures from a distance, he focused on an alternative aspect to his gift, speed. He tried overloading that connection to dream without establishing a proper hand hold. 
Unlike when he tried to make those holes, the door budged instantly this time, Dream flowing through him in a rush, re-energising his body before passing out his hand into the creature. Rather than a steady trickle of electricity, this time he focused his energy like a lightning bolt. Short and sharp, there was a jolt in the creature as the energy struck and white light burst from its core, tearing apart the wolf’s body like it was shadow.
“It worked,” he whispered to himself. He hoped it would, but so far everything he tried with Dream left him in agony. That actually worked, and it had been easy. He looked for the other wolves.
They were back on their feet, having recovered from their tumbles, but they were no longer rushing in. They’d seen what Tad did to their brother and were wary, circling instead of attacking. Soon they surrounded him again, making it so he could only see two at a time. His sense of success vanished as he pictured one jumping at his back.
He looked around frantically, trying to keep them in his line of sight and wishing they were mad ghosts instead of wolves. At least then he’d be able to sense them like he could with…
His eyes widened as the thought struck.
They weren’t ghosts, but they may as well be. They were creatures of Dream, just like ghosts. If he could sense ghosts, why couldn’t he sense these?
“Perception,” he said in what sounded like a frustrated snarl. Tad had fallen into the same trap as Tony, taking preconceived notions and not thinking them through. Sure enough when he searched for them, he could feel those nightmares in his mind, pressing on his senses. Close his eyes and he could picture their location.
His head stopped darting about and he stood still. The constant turning made him dizzy, so he pushed past that, focusing on the locations of the wolves in his head instead of with his eyes.
They circled, not trusting this prey. They sensed the trap and were analysing it before they made their move. Finding nothing out of place, finally one attacked.
As Tad expected it came from behind, the creature confident it couldn’t be seen and going in low for Tad’s legs. Sensing the movement gave him an extra fraction of a second to respond. He stepped aside and slapped his hand downward, catching the wolf on the top of the head and pushing it toward the ground.
He was ready this time, forcing Dream into the creature so hard it exploded almost as soon as Tad’s fingers made contact. Again came the euphoria of using Dream with none of the side effects. He didn’t know why, but using his Proxy powers in this way wasn’t painful as his dreamwalker abilities were.
Not that it wasn’t tiring. As the energy left him and the door in his mind slammed closed, he felt weary and sluggish. He was light-headed, like he’d stood up too fast, and because of that he almost got caught by the next attack.
The two wolves attacked in unison, not giving him an instant to recover. It was half his senses and a bigger half luck that saved him. Still light-headed and sidestepping from the attack he’d just stopped, he staggered when he tried to avoid the new attack, taking him just out of reach of those snapping jaws.
The wolves collided but recovered quick, turning to face him and jumping forward in unison. Tad got a flash of dagger sharp teeth and glistening pink tongues as their jaws opened wide. He raised his hands to ward off both and caught them on the side of their muzzles. It wasn’t enough to throw the creatures off target, but he made contact.
Tad channelled enough energy to do both at once. He’d never attempted this before and was shocked when Dream answered without complaint, flooding his body with more energy than he had ever felt.
Every nerve in his body was crackling, his hair standing on end and skin prickled as he felt like someone had just plugged him into a generator.
The energy flowed into the creatures, overloading their connections just in time to keep Tad alive, but not before the weight of them took him from his feet. He fell hard as twin suns of light exploded over him, the energy of the nightmares passing out of the world.
All was still.
As Tad lay in the snow, the details of reality seeped in. The sound of the wind through the mountains, the pounding of Lizzie’s footsteps, and the tingling sensation as his adrenaline faded.
Still shaking from the aftermath of the battle, but smiling, he pushed himself to his feet in time to meet a wide-eyed Lizzie.
“Well that was fun,” Tad deadpanned.
“Fun? I thought you were dead,” Lizzie said. “I thought I was dead for a second. That wolf almost had me… Oh my god, your leg.”
Tad looked down to see his left leg was covered in blood, but just a glance told him it looked worse than it was. The teeth had only broken the skin, making it sting and bleed, but not doing any lasting damage.
“I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine. That was so stupid. How was that helpful? It’s like training soldiers by dropping them in a war zone.”
Tad chuckled at her comparison, not because he thought it was funny, but because after a near death experience he was high on life.
“That’s not funny,” Lizzie argued, and Tad held up his hands in surrender.
“You’re right, but it wasn’t a waste of time.”
“Tad are you alright? Are you—”
Tony’s words cut off as Tad waved and smiled. “I’m fine. It looked worse than it was.”
“Oh good, because it looked fucking awful from where I was standing.”
Tad chuckled again. “Good to know you care.”
“Hey, if you’re not around, where am I going to sleep at nights.”
“Good point. I’m fine though. Just a little banged up and not in a rush to do that again anytime soon.”
“Soon? How about never?” Lizzie asked. “You can’t do that again. You almost got killed.”
“It was more dangerous than I expected, but I can counter that next time by having Jen bring over something less vicious. I learnt a lot from this.”
“Like what?” Tony asked.
“Well for starters I can fry these things quicker than I used to fry mad ghosts. I think all I need is to make contact for a heartbeat and it should be over.”
“A heartbeat can be a long time when something is trying to bite you in half,” Tony noted.
“I’ve also learned I can use my Proxy abilities without the pain of using my dreamwalker abilities.”
“What’s the difference between the two?” Lizzie asked, intrigue returning as she raised her camera.
“Not much. I have a distinction for them because I've used the ones I call Proxy abilities since I was a kid. I’m doing the same thing though, using Dream to make my imagination reality.”
“So maybe it’s because you’ve used it so much that it’s easier,” Lizzie suggested.
“I don’t think so. There’s something different about what I do there that I can’t put my finger on. I’ll think about it. In the meantime, we’d better find Jen before she goes mad with worry.”
“Good point,” Tony agreed.
“What about you, make progress?” Tad asked.
“Not really. I thought I might be getting somewhere but then these giant wolves appeared out of nowhere… I don’t know if you saw them.”
“Ha, funny. For that, you can stay here longer and get some practice in,” Tad said.
Before Tony could react, Tad grabbed Lizzie and changed the channel, leaving Tony alone on a frozen hillside, staring at the space where Tad and Lizzie had just vanished.
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Tad stepped out of Dream into a carpark outside Plutus, Cardiff’s newest luxury hotel. 
Of all the miracles since the Merging, getting this place renovated from a run-down hotel into this five star resort was amongst the biggest in Tad’s mind. He’d never been here much before the Merging, but knew this idyllic building in the Welsh countryside needed more than a coat of paint to reach its current state of magnificence.
It was pristine in white with gold trim, not paint but marble and precious metal. Huge glass doors, set into the marble columned extension, twenty foot high and twice as wide, opened as Tad appeared. Beyond was an enormous atrium with a gold Plutus logo emblazoned in the floor.
Having never been wealthy, Tad expected the security guards of the hyper-elite to notice him at any moment and throw him out. There was no visible security though, just a collection of guests checking in at the ornate reception desk, taking advantage of the luxurious waiting area, or heading to the hotel’s restaurant.
No one paid Tad attention, most guests caught in their own thoughts or fascinated with the celebrities amongst them.
In the weeks following the Merging, Tad had countless invitations to celebrity events. Focussed on Jen’s recovery and rebuilding his life, Tad turned them down. He wondered if he should have accepted. What he’d failed to appreciate was how celebrities drew attention, letting Tad go unnoticed. It allowed him to approach the reception desk unhindered.
“Welcome to Plutus. How can I…” The words of the bubbly, young woman, made up to look like a barbie playing receptionist, faded as her eyes widened in surprise. “Oh my God.”
It wasn’t loud, but her words drew attention. First with idle curiosity but soon growing fascination, eyes turned toward him. The nearest conversations faded to silence which caught the attention of those further out. A hush spread over the reception and soon Tad’s skin prickled with discomfort.
He swallowed, forcing himself not to turn and acknowledge that his presence was enough to make a crowd of people known for their narcissism pay attention to something beyond themselves.
“I’ve got a meeting with Mr Parrish,” Tad said, asking for the name he’d been told to request.
“What?” the stunned receptionist asked before she blinked and got hold of herself. “Oh, yes. He’s booked one of our conference suites. Would you like me to show you the way?”
“You could just tell me. I can follow directions,” Tad tried. It was no use, the young woman was already standing and turning to her stunned colleague, a brunette who had stopped in the process of checking in a Premier League footballer and his wife.
“I’ll be right back,” she said to the woman who nodded and smiled as she offered a shy wave at Tad. His answering smile and wave was every bit as nervous. 
Fingertips brushing his arm made him jump, and he was surprised to find the smiling receptionist already at his side.
“This way,” she said.
“Oh, thanks.”
Unable to resist looking around the reception at the startled faces, Tad shuddered at the attention, then chased the receptionists into the elevator. He sighed in relief as the golden doors closed behind him.
“You must get that kind of reaction all the time,” the receptionist pointed out after a brief silence.
“God I hope not,” Tad answered more to himself than her. She didn’t know how to respond and was saved from having to as the elevator chimed and the door opened onto a wide corridor. Tall wooden doors with gold trim were spaced at generous intervals and it was to one of these that the receptionist led him, though at a slow pace.
“Is this your first time at Plutus?” she asked.
“Yep. First time. This isn’t my sort of scene.”
“No? I guess you don’t need hotels when you can go anywhere with a thought. You could travel the world and be back in your own bed every night. It must be wonderful.”
Tad nodded, but suddenly realised he really wasn’t taking advantage of this power he’d been gifted.
“What’s it like? You know, magic, talking to ghosts, things like that?”
Tad hesitated, not sure how best to answer.
“It’s hard to say. I’ve talked to ghosts all my life and don’t know any other way to be, so that’s normal to me. Going to Dream though, jumping around the world…” He shrugged. “Sometimes amazing, sometimes overwhelming. It varies from day to day.”
He doubted the answer would satisfy her, but needn’t have worried. Her expression was one of wide-eyed wonder.
“Oh, here we are,” she said as though surprised they were already at the room in question.
Tad looked back, frustrated to recognise he could have covered the distance in seconds, not the minutes it had taken. She never took her eyes off Tad as she knocked on the door.
“I’m Brittany. If you need anything while you’re here, please ask. Dial 001 from any phone in the building and you’ll get through to reception. Just remember to ask for Brittany.”
“Thanks. I’ll… uh… Yeah, I’ll do that.” Almost as soon as he finished speaking the door clicked open and a familiar face appeared. Given his awkwardness, Tad didn’t even mind the stoic expression as it represented an escape from this nightmare.
“You’re late,” Amelia said. “Come on, we don’t have all day.” She stepped back to let Tad in. He waved a nervous goodbye to Brittany who wasn’t going anywhere until the door closed, then stepped into a spacious meeting room.
A large conference table dominated the middle of the room with high-backed, executive chairs lining both sides. A white projector screen was mounted on the far wall with a projector attached to the ceiling. Tad wouldn’t have paid attention to it save that there was a rather unflattering photo of him plastered on the screen with the BBC News logo in the bottom left-hand corner.
Tad gulped. This couldn’t be good.
He turned his attention to the room’s occupants. The Prime Minister sat on one side of the table with an amused smile on his face. Sitting opposite him was the hulking shape of Sergeant Trevors, the action hero from Thursday night. Though dressed in a simple open collar, white shirt over dark jeans with a black blazer to complete the ensemble, he still looked the epitome of human fitness. Tad felt inadequate with his scrawny arms and skinny frame by comparison. It was a familiar feeling and wouldn’t have bothered him save that the final occupant of the room was staring at him with a scowl on her face.
Stella sat next to Trevors, eyeing Tad with an expression that had him checking her aura. No sign of it. Damn. He was in trouble.
“Finally, here he is. Let’s get this meeting started shall we,” Norman Geller said in the way of greeting.
Tad made his way down the table, aware of Stella’s eyes on him the whole way. They stayed on him as he took his seat and he couldn’t help but ask, “What?”
Though he’d asked Stella, it was Norman who answered.
“We couldn’t wait for you to start. I’m on a tight schedule. Not all of us can move around the world with a thought.”
“Which gives you less of an excuse to be late, doesn’t it?” Trevors put in with a friendly grin.
“Quite,” Norman said. “Anyway. I don’t think you missed much because it turns out you were there for most of it.”
“Most of what?” Tad asked, still confused.
“Most of this,” he answered.
Amelia tapped the computer in front of her and the projector came to life. Tad’s eyes widened in surprise.
“Ah, so you see the problem,” the Prime Minister said. “Care to explain.”
Tad couldn’t.
The footage was of a snow-covered scene with Tad at the centre wrestling with giant wolves straight from nightmare.
Lizzie had broken her promise.
“This shouldn’t be on the news or—”
“No it shouldn’t!” The humour in the Prime Minister’s voice vanished and his expression was stony. “Wasn’t I clear the other day? You’re supposed to solve nightmares and make people feel safe. Remove the concept that this is a dangerous place. Any of that ring a bell?”
Tad opened his mouth to speak, but the Prime Minister wasn’t done.
“Last Thursday the world got a wake up call when a giant monster tore up half of Bristol. Now people have to worry about giant wolves, gremlins and killer clowns.”
Tad winced. “There’s footage of those too.”
“That and more,” Amelia answered for the Prime Minister, her face no less stern.
“None of that was supposed to be released,” Tad tried to explain.
“Then why film it?” Norman asked.
Tad had no answer. He’d already forgotten the reasons he hadn’t stopped Lizzie and suddenly wished he’d never contacted her again.
How could she betray him like this?
The memory of her turning on him in the interview sprung to mind. This wasn’t the first time she acted against his interests. He should have known better.
“This is a disaster, Holcroft,” Norman insisted. “Not only does this show the world that monsters are real, but they can be conjured at a moment's notice. It also shows you’re not equipped to deal with these things.”
Tad winced again.
Norman was right. If there was one thing his training proved it was that Tad’s control over his powers was no better than it had ever been. He still needed physical contact to banish nightmares and trying anything else was guaranteed agony.
As if to prove that point, the projector showed a moment where Tad would have had his head pulverised by a clown wielding a giant mallet had Tony not knocked Tad out of its path.
“It might be worse than that,” Stella pointed out. “We’ve discovered that nightmares are drawn here because of fear. This sort of thing,” she pointed at the screen and gave Tad a look. “Will only make people more afraid and likely to have nightmares. With more people here than ever before—”
“There’s more chance that someone will have this sort of nightmare than ever before,” Norman continued, quick on the uptake. He shook his head in Tad’s direction, making Tad feel ten inches tall, then turned to Trevors.
“You think you could handle something like that?” he asked.
“Those giant wolves and clown things? Yeah. Given the right guys and enough time to train them, we could deal with pretty much anything.”
“The men you can have. The time…” Norman’s words trailed off as he looked at Tad one more time. “I’ve asked Sergeant Trevors to join Stella in her efforts to create the Dream Team. She’s still running it, but that monster the other night and now things like this tells me we’ll need a tactical unit backing her up. Though, after seeing this footage, I’m more inclined to have you be the back-up team.”
“It won’t always be like this,” Tad insisted, feeling like he was being thrown under the bus. “This was training. I wasn’t trying to banish these things, I was testing my powers.”
Norman’s eyebrows rose, and he turned to Amelia who wore a matching expression. A lot more was said in that glance but Tad was none the wiser to it. In fact, except for Trevors who blazed with a happy blue light, everyone in this room had mastered Stella’s trick of controlling their emotions. Amelia might even be better than Stella. Her emotions were so tamped down that Tad gave some credence to the idea that she didn’t actually have emotions.
“I take it you didn’t have much success,” Trevors said into the silence.
Tad looked at the still grinning action hero. His expression was of genuine interest so Tad shook his head.
“What’s the problem?” the Prime Minister asked.
Tad explained his problem as he had with Stella after New York.
“Sounds like it’s not a strength issue, but something blocking the door. You figure out what that is and concentrate on moving it, you might have more luck,” Trevors said. All the eyes in the room turned to him in surprise. “What?”
“They weren’t expecting you to give an answer that didn’t involve getting stronger,” Stella said, then moved on before Trevors could object. “The fact is, Tad hasn’t figured this out, so I think he should stay out of dangerous situations until he has.”
“Hang on a second—” Tad protested, but Norman was already talking.
“Can’t happen. All you need is a touch to banish these things, right?” Tad nodded. “Then that’s still our best play. Trevors runs support to stall nightmares until Tad can get in close and touch them.”
Tad stared at Stella, willing her to look his way so he could get a read on what the hell was wrong with her.
Norman wiped his face as though he was exhausted and slumped into his chair. “We need to get on top of this,” he said, pointing at the paused news footage. “Tad, I want you to do interviews and—”
“Not you too,” Tad groaned.
“What?”
“I don’t want to go on TV. I don’t want to do interviews. I don’t want any part of that.”
Norman opened his mouth to answer, but it was Amelia who spoke. “If you don’t manage your public image, the media will manage it for you. A politician who lets the media control any issue is one who is accepting defeat.”
“I’m not a politician,” Tad pointed out.
“Maybe you should be,” she answered. “At least think like one. Like it or not, you’re as famous as anyone in the world. You’re also closely tied to everything that’s happened since the Merging. Therefore, any story that involves you has the potential to affect millions. Your actions, your words, your lack of either, all have consequences. The question is whether you’re willing to accept that.”
Tad groaned, not loving this one bit.
“Get yourself good people behind you, and it won’t be so bad,” Norman insisted. “What you need is an Amelia. You can’t have this one, she’s mine. But you want someone like her. Someone to handle this on your behalf. You’ll still have to get in front of a few cameras, but things go smoother when you’ve got someone who knows their way around the system. In fact, Amelia, put out some feelers for people who’d be a good match for Tad. He needs someone to hold his hand in this.”
Amelia nodded. “I know just the person. She’s a piece of work, but if she wants to represent you, you could do a lot worse.”
“Could she handle Stella as well, or would she need—” Norman started to ask, but Stella cut in.
“Handle me? What do I have to do with this?”
Norman frowned, then nodded to Amelia who apparently understood the language of nods. She tapped away on her laptop for a few seconds and the screen flickered as a new video played.
It didn’t take long for Tad to recognise the street in the footage. He’d been there a few hours ago. What he was surprised at was that it was filled with police cars and there were officers marching in and out of one house near where the Whitely’s lived.
Tad watched in fascination as the reporter laid out the story of how Stella single handedly solved a child abuse case that wasn’t on anyone’s radar. Between Stella’s celebrity status and the news that Simon Whitely was the boy from Thursday’s nightmare, the news made headlines.
Tad was only half listening as his mind put the clues together.
“Nice one,” Trevors said, nudging Stella with an elbow and grinning at her. “One more bastard locked up where he needs to be.”
Tad frowned at his playful tone even as Stella smiled at the compliment.
“You knew before you sent me away,” Tad accused, drawing her attention. That smile she had for Trevors was gone in a cold instant.
“You really going to throw mud about keeping secrets when you nearly got yourself killed with those nightmares.”
“That’s why you’re being so mardy,” Tad said. “I already told you what I was doing.”
Peeved at his wording, Stella’s face flushed.
“You promised it wouldn’t be dangerous,” she hissed. “You said nothing about giant wolves and killer clowns. You also never mentioned putting it on the internet. Just more secrets, Holcroft. Always secrets.”
“Really?” Tad said, pointing at the scene to make his point. “You really want to talk about secrets.”
“I—” Stella started to say, but was interrupted.
“As fascinating as this is,” Norman said. “You’ll have to work it out in your own time. I’m more interested in the fact that you made the news. With you heading up our new Dream Team, you’ll be on the TV even more, so you need representation as well.”
“I don’t think—” Stella tried to answer, but again was interrupted.
“Oh, and let’s get you a copy of the rule book while we’re at it. That stunt you pulled this afternoon to make this happen can’t happen again. People will study your cases from here on out and I can’t have any of this blow back on us. It’s too important that we get this right. Can you handle that, or should I be looking for someone else?”
Jaw clenched, Stella nodded and said she could handle it, but didn’t say much else.
The Prime Minister sat back and sighed. He looked at his watch, then showed his wrist to Amelia who nodded and started packing up.
“We need to do better. This isn’t a game. As of tomorrow I want you working with Trevors to put this right. No more hiccups, no more excuses. Let’s get on top of this or I’ll find people who will. Now, unless there’s anything else, I’ve got a—”
“There might be one more thing,” Tad said causing Norman, who was already half out of his chair, to sit back down. “Is there any chance other governments are trying to kill me… or capture me?”
“This again?” Stella asked. “I thought you were past the paranoia.”
“Has something happened?” Norman asked before Tad could answer.
“Last night we were attacked outside Lizzie’s studio. There was a team of twelve guys in tactical gear. They snatched Lizzie and tried for Jen and Tony before we got a handle on things.”
“What?” Stella all but yelped before punching Tad’s arm. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I never had chance,” he protested.
“Is everyone alright?” Norman asked, again cutting Stella off.
“Yes. Everyone’s fine. I got us out of there before anyone could get hurt.”
“How?” Trevors asked, sounding fascinated.
“I dreamwalked Jen out first, then merged with Tony so we could deal with the rest and get Lizzie back.”
“And they had guns?” Stella asked, with a frown.
“And tasers. The whole shebang.” Turning his attention to Norman and Amelia, he asked, “You know something about this?”
Norman shook his head. “We never thought it was likely, but we couldn’t rule it out. Did anything about them stand out? Nationality, language, things like that?”
“They were wearing balaclavas, and it was dark. Also none of them talked so…” Tad’s words ended in a shrug and Norman nodded.
“Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”
“It does to me,” Tad protested, but before he could get too angry Norman explained.
“Sorry. I meant it isn’t important who they are, but that it happened. If I had to guess, it might be some foreign government making a grab for you. Remember our talk about how important you are to all this, well we weren’t kidding. You vanish and it’ll be bad news for the Borderlands.”
“So it’s not just people trying to carry me off to a lab somewhere to dissect me and see how I tick?” Tad asked.
“Maybe that too,” Norman said with a straight face. “Amelia, let’s get a security team ready for—”
“Wait. Security? No. I don’t need that.” Tad protested. “We got away fine.”
“This time. Next time you might not be so lucky,” Norman said. “Think about what might have happened were it just your daughter, or your ghost, or your friend. We need you secured. In fact, for the time being we could probably look into security for all of you.”
“I know a few good guys,” Trevors put in.
Amelia’s answering smile wasn’t friendly. “We know more.”
“We’ll sort this tonight and let you know more tomorrow. But for now, I need to go. I have people to see and a country to run. It wouldn’t be all that bad if I could get a few hours sleep now or then either.” He stood up and Amelia stood with him. “Best behaviour guys. No more of this please,” he pointed to the screen that showed the last of the footage from Stella’s arrest before Amelia disconnected the computer and a no signal screen popped up.
Then, without chance for any of them to respond, Norman and Amelia left the room leaving Tad, Stella and Trevors behind.
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Wednesday, 10th February 2016

18:26

Jen slumped onto the sofa, exhausted and hating herself for it.
Her jeans were wet from trudging through snow, but she didn’t notice until Tad told her to change. She ignored him, not feeling up to using Dream, and Tad was too preoccupied to bug her about it.
“I hear you. You’re getting better at banishing them. But there’s a difference between what Jen conjures and going against an uncontrolled nightmare.” Stella argued. “You admitted you put limits on what you bring over.”
“Only for training,” Tad replied for the hundredth time.
They’d been having this argument for days. At first Jen was excited that Stella came over every night to be part of Tad’s training. Just that one change was a huge difference to her daily existence, and mostly it was good. She loved spending her evenings with Stella and Tad, but the training was a problem.
By monitoring Tad’s progress, Stella also saw just how weak Jen was. It didn’t matter how hard she tried, Jen couldn’t bring more than three nightmares per session if she wanted to keep walking. The effort of pulling over a nightmare was taxing in itself, but to use Dream to walk after was like pouring salt onto an open wound.
As usual, Jen the weak link.
All because of these useless legs, she thought, then changed her mind. It wasn’t her legs, it was her inability to heal her back. Despite her promise to Tony, she’d been practising. She could heal a wound almost as quick as she made it now, barely losing any blood. She was ready for the next step of healing something larger. Unfortunately, the thought of injuring herself so severely terrified her.
A knock on the front door called her from her thoughts.
“Don’t answer it,” Tad said.
“Why not?” Stella asked.
“Because every time I open the door recently, it’s never good news.”
Stella rolled her eyes and looked at Jen. “You two have been cooped up here too long. You’re getting paranoid.”
“He’s right, Stella. Don’t open the door.”
Her words drew Tad’s attention, and he frowned. “I thought I told you to change.”
She was saved from having to reply when the knock came again, and Stella went to answer it.
“It won’t be good,” Tad warned, but Stella laughed and waved him off.
“You’ll throw yourself at a nightmare but you’re too afraid to answer a door. Sometimes I worry about you, Holcroft.”
A second later Jen heard the click of the door being opened.
“Oh… Stella. It’s you. I was expecting—”
“What are you doing here?”
Jen glanced at Tad, sharing his surprised expression. She’d never heard Stella sound that icy before.
“I need to explain and he’s not answering his texts.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t have leaked that footage then. You’ve done enough damage. Why don’t you—”
Stella’s words turned into a surprised grunt as the living room door swung open and Lizzie burst in. She was dressed in her usual multiple layers, but for some reason it wasn’t working for her today. Jen wasn’t sure if it was because she’d been wearing those clothes too long, if it was the hair falling out of her ponytail, or the pale cast to her skin, but she looked stressed.
“Tad, please listen—” was all she managed before Stella was there, face flushed with anger and reaching for Lizzie like she would drag her from the house.
“Stella wait. I want to hear this,” Tad said. “You get five minutes, Lizzie, and it better be good or I might just dreamwalk you to the other side of the planet and leave you there. I can’t believe you betrayed me… again.”
Lizzie was staring at Stella with the expression of an antelope near a hungry lioness and hesitated before answering.
“That’s what I’ve been trying to say,” she said, her voice wobbling as she struggled with her words. “It wasn’t me. I never sold that footage. I have no idea how—”
“Oh, come off it,” Tad interrupted. “First the interview, now this. I should never have trusted you.”
Jen never took her eyes off Lizzie and saw how the words hit her. She looked like she wanted to cry, cringing from Tad before remembering the hungry lioness behind her. Looking from one angry face to another, she stepped in another direction and for the first time Jen realised just how small she was. Tad of course made everyone look small, but Stella was only five foot six and Lizzie was considerably shorter than her. Jen wondered why she’d never noticed before.
“I didn’t do it, I promise. You can check my channel if you want. Ask anyone at any of the news networks. The footage didn’t come from me.”
“You could have gone through a friend,” Stella said. “Sold the footage rather than post it yourself to keep your cover.”
“What?” Lizzie asked, sounding genuinely amazed like the thought never occurred to her.
Jen instantly believed her. She always liked Lizzie and knew there had to be another explanation. She was so confident that she was about to speak up and defend her before thinking again.
No matter Lizzie’s situation, the footage had leaked. That could never have happened if Jen wasn’t so insistent that Tad go to Lizzie for help. Jen just wanted to be helpful, and they’d ended up here. She couldn’t stick up for her again, not when Jen’s every decision made things worse for everyone.
Sorry Lizzie, Jen thought. You’re on your own.
“I would never do that,” Lizzie protested. “Please, you have to believe me. I would—”
“Lizzie, enough,” Tad said, suddenly sounding tired. “Maybe you leaked the footage, maybe you didn’t. The problem is that the footage is out there and I can’t risk it happening again. I have bigger things to focus on and I shouldn’t have involved you from—”
“But I can help,” Lizzie protested, not going down without a fight. “You need me more than ever after that interview went live. You need someone who knows their way around the system to help with damage control. I can—”
“What interview?” Stella interrupted.
Lizzie blinked, mouth still open as she checked to see if they were mocking her. When she realised that no one knew what she was talking about, her eyes widened.
“Oh no. I was sure you’d have seen it by now. I thought Tony might be out dealing with it.”
“Dealing with what?” Tad asked, sharing a nervous look with Stella.
“Here, I’ll show you.”
Lizzie eased herself past Tad to get the TV remote. Just a few moments later and she had a YouTube video up, a clip from a BBC News interview.
“We’re here today with Mr and Mrs Suen,” a regal woman in her early thirties spoke into the camera.
“Uh oh,” Jen said, then glanced at Tad to see he’d gone white.
“Suen?” Stella asked. “Isn’t that Tony’s last name?”
Tad nodded. “Yeah, they’re his parents.”
Stella frowned. “Why are they on TV?”
“Because when Tony didn’t want to meet them they accused me of hiding him and told me I would regret it. Apparently, this is what they meant.”
“So, Mr Suen,” the interviewer began after some introductory small talk. “You have reason to believe your son is being held against his will by the Dreamwalker?”
“I know he is,” Mr Suen barked. “That man has hidden our son from us for fifteen years, just so he can feed off him and—”
“Feed off him?” the woman interrupted. “What do you mean by that?”
“Haven’t you ever wondered how a dreamwalker gets his powers?”
“Isn’t it because of the Merging?”
“He was doing this long before the Merging, how else would he have my Tony with him. No, he’s been using my boy’s spirit to feed off all these years and—”
“This is ridiculous. No one will believe this,” Tad snapped.
“No?” Lizzie asked. “Tad, in the last fortnight people have seen you attacking New Yorkers, tearing a man’s legs off, leaving two people in Dream, and causing untold damage in Bristol resulting in fifteen lives lost. Now people hear you’re holding a minor against his will and—”
“Minor? Tony’s older than me?”
“Not to these people. They see a fourteen-year-old boy.”
“Hang on, Tad did none of those things. Nor is he holding Tony against his will. What the hell is wrong with you?” Stella demanded.
“I’m not the one saying that. Everyone else is. The longer Tad refuses to respond to these accusations, the more other people will only hear one side of the story. You need to get in front of this.”
Tad groaned and said to Stella, “I told you not to answer the door.”
“This interview just gets worse,” Lizzie said. “I told you this would happen. We can fix this. But you need to trust me and get Tony… Where is he?”
“Out punching walls,” Jen answered.
“What? Why? Actually, never mind. Just get him to my studio. We can get an interview set up so you can address what these people are saying.”
“I’m not doing that,” Tad said stubbornly.
“Tad, you have to. Trust me, these people—”
“That’s just the problem,” Tad said. “I can’t trust you. You tell me you didn’t leak that footage and I want to believe you, but the only people who even knew about the footage are in this room. Then there’s the interview—”
“I already explained that,” Lizzie protested, tears of frustration filling her eyes.
“I know you did. But that doesn’t change the fact that twice now I’ve been stung by trusting you. I can’t risk it a third time. There’s too much on the line.”
“Tad, I—” Lizzie started, but Tad was done.
“I said you had five minutes. Time’s up.”
Lizzie stared at him, mouth agape and tears rolling down her cheeks. “But that’s not fair. I never leaked the footage. It’s not my fault this time.”
“Come on,” Stella said as she took Lizzie’s arm. It was only a gentle touch, but Lizzie flinched as though Stella were electrified. Whatever shock she got from that touch was enough to reboot her system, because suddenly her expression firmed up and she wiped away her tears with the back of her hand, a deep frown on her face.
“I’ll prove it,” she promised. “One way or another, I’ll prove you can trust me.”
“Lizzie,” Tad started, but she wasn’t listening. For the second time that night she brushed past a startled Stella and before any of them could react she was slamming the front door behind her, leaving silence in her wake.
The silence stretched long enough for Tad and Stella to sit down and Jen to grow uncomfortable.
“You know, she might not be wrong,” Stell said.
“You don’t think she leaked that footage?” Tad asked.
“Actually no, I think she was telling the truth. But that’s not to say I trust her yet, and it’s not what I’m talking about. I meant she’s right that you need to get in front of this.”
“Not you too,” Tad groaned, burying his face in his hands.
Stella shuffled closer and put her hand on his back. “Tad, you already make people at work nervous, and those are people who deal with the craziness of the Borderlands. Imagine what—”
“Hey guys, watch this!”
Jen jumped as Tony burst into the room, not a care for any conversation he might be interrupting.
“I’ve been practising, watch.” He threw a punch at the nearest wall and rather than crack his knuckles against the hard surface, he pushed his hand through it. “Not a single mis-step all day. No matter what I was feeling, it worked every time. I said it before, but this time I mean it. I’m back, baby!” With his arm still in the wall he looked around and his smile died. “Jeez, what happened here? You look like someone died.”
“Lizzie and your parents,” Jen said.
“What? Where?” Tony jumped, looking around in panic, then yelping as his arm froze in the wall. “Oh shit, not again.”
“Tony, please tell me your arm’s not stuck in my wall,” Tad pleaded.
“It’s just for a second, promise,” Tony said struggled to free himself. “Just one more second and…” There was a cracking sound followed by Tony’s grunt of effort. Then, all at once, the cracking turned to a crunch as Tony escaped, taking a small portion of the wall with him.
“Oops,” Tony said as he climbed to his feet, brushing the plasterboard from his arm. “That’s never happened before.”
“Tony,” Tad said dangerously.
“It’s Jen’s fault for frightening me. Lizzie and my parent’s aren’t actually here are they?”
“Lizzie just left and your parents weren’t ever here,” Stella answered.
“Thank God for that. Hey, Jen. Your legs are wet? You should go change.”
“I know, Tony,” Jen said through gritted teeth.
Tony rolled his eyes and dropped onto a sofa. “I try to be helpful and that’s the attitude I get. I don’t know why I bother. So, what’s happening?”
Everyone stared at him, all speaking at once.
“Tony, there’s a hole in my wall,” Tad pointed out.
“Lizzie just showed us an interview with your parents,” Stella said.
“What attitude?” Jen asked dangerously.
Tony looked from Tad, to Jen, to Stella. “Uh… What?”
The room exploded into sound yet again as everyone repeated themselves, both Tad and Jen more angrily this time. Tony focused on Stella.
“What were they doing on TV?”
“Talking about how Tad’s been secretly feeding off you for years.”
Tony snorted. “Feeding off me? Honestly, the things people think of. Weird.”
“Tony, you need to take this seriously,” Tad said, forgetting the wall for now. “Your parents just spread lies on TV. This doesn’t look good.”
“Huh, you’re right. Maybe you should—”
“For God’s sake! This isn’t about me. If your distraught enough to go on TV, you need to put them out of their misery. Oh, and you can let people know I’m not some kind of vampire for ghosts while you’re at it.”
For the first time Tony looked uncomfortable. “How about I send them a letter? You know, ease them into it.”
“No, enough is enough. You need to speak to them, even if it’s only to tell them you don’t want to see them.”
“Yeah, stop being a wimp,” Jen spat.
Tony glared at her before holding up his hands in surrender. “Fine, I’ll do it. But I’m not happy about this.”
“No one cares,” Stella answered, then turned to Tad. “Why didn’t you tell me about Tony’s parents?”
“I did, when I came over for our date, remember?”
Stella scowled. “There’s a difference between people visiting and going on TV to rub your name in the mud.”
“I didn’t know they’d do that?”
“So you didn’t think it was important enough to tell me? Typical. What else have you been hiding?”
“It was never a secret,” Tad argued. “It just slipped my mind.”
Jen sank back and covered her eyes. Even she knew that was a mistake.
“Slipped your mind? Just like so much else recently. But what am I thinking, attempted kidnapping is so common these days. Why even worry about it? You know what? Sometimes you’re the most annoying man in the world.”
“Jen says that all the time,” Tony said, earning glares from everyone.
“Stella, you have to admit there’s been more important things happening,” Tad argued.
“I don’t care how crazy life gets, there’s always time to talk. In fact, that goes for all of you. I get that the idiot has a tendency to forget these things, but you could have told me Jen. Or you… actually… not you,” Stella said, not even looking at Tony. She sighed. “I need to keep a closer eye on you to make sure you don’t accidentally blow up the world or something. I get distracted for five minutes and you leave your job, anger Tony’s parents to the point of slandering you on TV, nearly get kidnapped by foreign governments, try to get yourself killed training with nightmares, and get yourself in over your head with pretty reporters who say one thing and mean another. Am I missing anything?”
“You know, it sounds bad when you say it like that,” Tad said.
Stella snorted a laugh and shook her head. “Right, here’s what’s going to happen. Tonight, we’ll plan how to deal with all this before it gets any worse, especially the media thing. The Prime Minister has arranged for security around the house and for Jen when she goes back to school. There’ll also be Trevors’ team at work, so hopefully the kidnapping thing is sorted. Jen’s back at school next week which is when you come to work full time, so we’ll figure out the rest then.”
Jen stared at Stella and read between the lines. Once again, she was the weak link. The one who had to be protected. No matter what happened, she couldn’t escape being a burden on everyone else.
She needed to get her legs sorted, needed to get stronger. Tad had so much on his plate already, he shouldn’t be worrying about her as well. Though she wasn’t ready yet, she called Dream and got her legs moving. Tad looked up as soon as he sensed her make the connection.
“Where are you going?”
“To change my jeans,” she said. “They’re wet.”
He scowled and bit back an I told you so. Jen left the room, making a pit stop in the kitchen before heading upstairs. She had practice to do, and she needed to up the pace. She was done being the anchor holding this family back. It was time to get herself fixed once and for all.
Determined, she slammed her bedroom door and settled down to work.
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Stella sat in Tad’s kitchen, conflicted about what to do next.
Her phone had just gone dark and for the first time she was glad she couldn’t sleep. If she hadn’t slipped out of bed, it ringing and the conversation that followed would have woken Tad and she wouldn’t have chance to make the latest in a long line of difficult decisions since Sunday.
The official fallout from her arrest had been minor as she was just about on the right side of the law for everything to stick. Her personal fallout however, was much more severe.
She was forced to face harsh truths. Her life had changed, and it was happening so fast she couldn’t control it. She’d planned to distract herself by going to Tad’s after leaving Bristol, but he’d been training, leaving her alone until the Prime Minister called their meeting. In many ways it was the best thing for her. That alone time forced her to evaluate her life, figure out what she wanted. The answer was simple.
Take control.
Changes were happening to her rather than because of her. They weren’t all bad, but she wanted more say in what happened. That meant being honest with herself and deciding what she wanted.
Career wise, that was simple. She loved the idea of shaping this new Dream Team. Having that much impact on the world was her dream come true. It might be a step away from her reasons for joining the force, but she had more chance to help children as head of a new division than she ever had working on individual cases. Children like Simon who, with help from Kimberly, was getting the aid he needed.
Her personal life wasn’t as simple. Thanks to the Prime Minister, Tad was now part of her work life as well. She couldn’t be professional around him, especially considering the reason he’d be working with her. His job was to throw himself into the kind of danger she’d been trying to keep him from for months. In her new position she was supposed to support that. Just the thought was making her sweat.
It left her with a choice of whether her relationship was the right thing. It was still in its early days, she could break it off cleanly… right?
A cold panic gripped her, making her close her eyes and turn away from the thought.
For now, that wasn’t an option.
She either had to get on board with him doing this job or use her position to keep him from danger. Between her and Trevors she could keep him from the worst, which would teach them how to work without the need of a dreamwalker. But it would mean betraying Tad’s trust. It was bad enough when he forgot to tell her something important, it was worse when she did the same on purpose. He’d hate it. But he’d be alive. If she left it up to him, either his guilt or that stubborn, heroic streak would get him killed.
After struggling with the decision for days, the deadline was up.
The call had been Trevors. He was assembling his fledgling team and heading to Swansea. Another nightmare was loose, and it was time to work. He didn’t have more details yet other than the damage being severe enough that fires had broken out in the city centre.
Go wake Tad or get in the car and go?
Stella looked at the clock, hating how fast those minutes were passing. 
She climbed off her stool, left the kitchen and was halfway up the stairs when she realised she’d already decided.
She couldn’t keep this from him. It was too big, and he’d never forgive her. She couldn’t betray his trust as so many had done to her over the years. When he inevitably made bad decisions, it was up to her to keep them from killing him. It was a lot of pressure, but as she shook his shoulder to wake him, she knew it was the right decision.
“Why can’t we channel hop directly there,” Tad asked.
“For the last time, I don’t know the location. By the time that Trevors arrives, gets a photo, sends it to us and you do your Google Maps routine, we might as well have driven there. Besides, I don’t want to step into a nightmare feeling sick.”
“I told you—”
“I know, the wonderful Lizzie found a way to travel without feeling sick. Good for her. I don’t want to try that at a time like this. Where not that far away.”
Tad said nothing, just went back to looking out the window at the grey and orange world that was the outer city of Swansea lit by streetlights. That silence suited Stella fine. He’d been anxious since the moment she woke him and it was driving her mad.
Stella followed the arrow on her sat-nav and headed into the city centre. Luckily, Swansea wasn’t the kind of city to suffer from night traffic and they made good time.
“Jesus, what’s that?” Tad said, coming to life as he stared ahead. Stella didn’t see what he meant until she looked up and caught an orange glow and smoke above the buildings.
“A fire,” she guessed, dreading what she was driving toward. It had been twenty minutes since her last update. She needed to make an early warning system that fed her better information.
“What do you want to bet that’s where the nightmare is?” Tad asked.
“No bet. We’re nearly there,” Stella noted, and she turned another corner to find the flashing blue lights of police cars. Tad leaned forward, almost like he could urge the car on faster. He wanted to put the skills he’d been working on with Jen to good use.
The trouble was, Stella wasn’t as confident about those skills.
She hated how he had to get so close, every interaction ending with a touch. While Jen didn’t exactly hold back her nightmares, there was nothing like the monster they faced last Thursday. She worried about how little headway he made in understanding his powers outside the usual methods. There was still the pain when he tried anything creative, and she wasn’t happy about how it immobilised him.
Tad was more confident though, and she had barely stopped the car when he jumped out.
“Tad, wait,” she snapped, then swore as he ignored her. She parked up, turned off the engine, unbuckled her belt, then fled the car, not bothering to lock it. She had to sprint to catch up, and he was almost at the line of police by the time she did.
“Wait,” she said, catching his arm. “You promised you’d let me lead on this. Don’t run off and do anything stupid.”
“Every second we waste could cost people their lives,” he argued.
“But rushing into a situation without facts could get even more people killed,” she snapped right back. “This is why you shouldn’t be doing this, you don’t have a basic understanding of emergency situations. Getting there early is good, but information is vital.” When he tried to get free from her grasp, she squeezed as hard as she could to get his attention. “Do you trust me?”
“What? Stella, now’s not the time to—”
“Do you trust me?” she asked again, more forcibly this time, trying to convey with a look how important this was.
“Of course I do.”
“Then listen. I want to save lives as well, but I know what I’m doing. I’m not trying to stop you, or baby you, or whatever it is you think I’m doing. When the time comes for you to let loose, I’m won’t stand in your way. But I’m the professional here and I need you to trust me. We’ll work best at this by working together.”
A strange feeling washed through her as she finished her sentence. It was subtle, not as strong as the gut twisting feeling she got when people lied, but coming from the same place. A quiet satisfied feeling that accompanied the truth.
“Fine, so what do we do.”
“Take a breath and think about this. Then, lets get some information off these guys and discuss it before we rush in. Okay?”
“Okay,” he agreed.
She breathed a sigh of relief and let him go.
“That was touching,” said a familiar, deep voice.
“Trevors?” Stella asked, surprised to find the man, decked out in his tactical gear, had snuck up on them.
“The one and only. About time you two got here. At least it was quicker than Bristol.”
“You only shared your location with us—”
“Don’t get your panties in a bunch, I’m teasing.” If being scowled at by a dreamwalker was worrying him, Trevors did a good job of not showing it. “I hope you’ve got some big tricks in your bag tonight because I haven’t got a clue with this one.”
“So long as I can get close enough to touch it, we’ll be alright.”
“I’m not so sure you want to touch this,” Trevors said, any hint of joking gone from his voice.
“Why, what is it?”
“It’s easier if you see it. Follow me.”
He led them past the barricade and other men dressed like him who looked eager to act, but couldn’t do so.
Stella had been to Swansea enough to know the road they walked up opened into Castle Square at the heart of the city centre. Sure enough she saw the ruins of the stone castle on her left, its grey walls flickering in gold and orange as fire illuminated it. That same orange glow flickered in the reflections on the large windows and the stone facades on the nearby shops and restaurants. It should have prepared Stella, but when she stepped into the square itself, she had to stop and gasp.
Castle Square was a relatively large, paved area, with a semicircle of steps on the castle side that descended like an amphitheatre. A portion of those steps were blocked in the centre to create a wide and shallow waterfall which dipped underground before passing into the large fountain in the centre of the open space. Though surrounded by trees with a few cultivated patches of grass, it was a space of stone and water. The surrounding buildings were stone and glass.
How then, was everything on fire?
It went beyond the trees and grass. There were flames in nearby windows and even the stones somehow burned in places. Everywhere Stella looked there was nothing but fire and shimmering heat. It was what she’d always imagined hell looked like.
The sound of screams made her turn. A group of people, six strong, fled the 24 hour McDonalds on the other side of the square, seeking shelter elsewhere. Just a moment later the door behind them exploded and an eight-foot figure of living flame stepped out.
“Are you seeing this?” she asked Tad, sparing a moment to look over and catch his nod in answer. He was speechless and Stella didn’t blame him. It was hard to make out amongst the flames, but where the fire was hottest, Stella could just make out a humanoid shape. A second later she realised it was just her mind trying to make sense of how the heart of this fire moved. It didn’t flow and roll like most flames, it stalked like it was a physical being.
“That’s the nightmare,” Trevors confirmed. “As you can see, there’s not much we can do about it. Bullets won’t touch that thing.”
“The fire brigade?” Stella asked.
“Busy putting out the earliest fires this thing set. They can’t keep up. It’s just hopping from building to building. It started down that way,” he said pointing to the left of the McDonalds. “We think maybe at a hotel a few streets down and worked its way in, chasing people on nights out. Not sure why it would do that but—”
“Fear,” Tad interrupted. “It found a source of fear and it’s following them. I’m assuming down there is the busiest part of town this time of night?”
“As I understand it, there are a few pubs, clubs and restaurants that way.”
“So the best chance to find something that can feed it enough fear to grow it into this.”
Tad nodded at the flaming city then shook his head in a mixture of awe and anguish. Stella took one look at him and knew he was thinking the same thing she was. How the hell was he going to touch that thing to banish it?
None of them got the chance to voice the question as the nightmare fire turned its attention on the fleeing group and a jet of flame, orange and terrible, burst from its hand in a liquid arc toward those fleeing figures. It happened so fast there was no chance Stella could prepare for it. The fire was so hot those six people ignited in seconds, taking the flames like they’d been doused in petrol. There was no escaping them even as they dropped to the floor and Stella gasped into her hand that now covered her mouth.
“What the fuck?” she whispered as she took an automatic step back and looked away, noting Trevors do the same thing. Tad on the other hand…
Stella saw the signs too late and in her shock she didn’t put the clues together fast enough. Tad wasn’t frightened by what he saw, he was furious. His outrage kept him locked in place, never taking his eyes off the burning people who were already overcome by the intense heat, the life gone from them.
For the first time she saw what Tad must see in that moment of death, the ghosts of the dead appearing over their own burning bodies, looking terrified and lost. Some collapsed in on themselves, moving onto another place, two stayed, huddled together, naked and terrified.
Stella felt nothing from the ghosts moving on, not like she knew Tad did. She remembered the feeling from the night of the Merging as King’s ghosts moved on, but in the real world, even in the Borderlands, she didn’t feel it.
She could see that Tad felt it. Over the last few months she’d got good at reading this man and every instinct she had screamed that he was about to do something stupid.
“Tad, no!” was all she got time to say before there was the hissing rush of him vanishing followed by the distant pop she could barely hear as Tad appeared on the other side of Castle Square, just ten feet from the centre of the flame.
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Tad didn’t care that it felt like he’d stepped into an oven, that a nightmare of fire waited nearby to burn him like it had burnt those people. He only cared that people had been killed in the most horrible way because of him.
Another nightmare, this one so much worse than he could imagine, all thanks to the Merging. If it weren’t for him, this horror couldn’t exist. He’d killed those people every bit as much as that nightmare had.
He tried not to gag on the awful smell of burning meat and hair, and focused on the flames. Those bodies were dead, but they’d been desecrated enough. He needed those flames gone, and that was the picture he built in his head, imagining those bodies without fire and throwing himself at that door in his mind.
Dream answered his call, but it came with a cost.
The door budged with heavy resistance, like pushing it through syrup. A spike of agony stabbed through his brain with enough force to drive him to one knee and send blotches of light through his vision. Despite that, he kept hold of that imagining, his outrage keeping him focused enough to lay Dream onto reality.
The flames weren’t smothered or doused, they simply vanished. No smoke, no heat, no aftermath other than the damage they already wrought. Tad removed the flames in one painful instant and from the nightmare behind him there came an agonised, furious screech. Tad barely heard it, battling with the pain in his head.
Amazingly, though his knee burnt from the contact with the stone beneath him and his shoes were melting, the temperature actually rose with the nightmare’s fury.
The heat pushed past Tad’s pain, forcing him to look up. It was worse than staring into the sun, a ball of glowing white flame that was growing more intense. There were no eyes that Tad could see, but he knew he had its full attention.
Immobilised by his pain, Tad’s brain was slowly coming back online enough for him to feel that monster through his connection to Dream, understanding its outrage and recognising there was no way he’d recover quick enough to avoid its revenge. No sooner had he thought that when another jet of flame, this one molten white, burst from the centre of that living fire, heading directly at Tad who could do nothing but watch as his vision turned white.
Then there was an impact and his world spun.
Tad tumbled hard, air escaping his lungs in a panicked rush. He tried to suck in another breath as he landed, but the air was thin thanks to the fire claiming most of it.
He didn’t know how, but he felt the heat of the flame pass overhead, a jet of fire so hot it burnt just by being near it. Tad knew it would hurt, but self preservation kicked in and he changed the channel again, vanishing into Dream and carrying his rescuer with him.
His round room was like a freezer compared to that inferno. It was a relief to bathe in the essence of Dream, allowing it to take his pain and make his mind work again.
He turned to the woman he’d dragged into Dream, panicking at the sight of her raven hair on fire. With a thought he put it out, but it already had an effect. Stella brushed at the last glowing embers at the end of her shorter hair while Tad mentally checked her for other injuries. The fire, thank God, had only caught her hair and burnt the back of her jacket. There was a nasty blister on her neck and one of her ears was painfully red, but otherwise she was okay.
Not okay, Tad told himself. Her hair that once hung past her shoulders was burnt away to her jawline in places and higher in others. Those burns, even though they weren’t life threatening shouldn’t be anywhere near her beautiful skin. Yes, she’d survive and long-term damage wouldn’t be noticeable, but she was burnt when she never should have been.
He stepped away, stunned at what he’d come close to losing.
“God damn it Tad,” Stella snapped. “What did I tell you about rushing in?”
He wasn’t listening, taking another step away and shaking his head. He couldn’t believe he let it come to this.
“Tad, I’m alright,” Stella said, her voice softening as she noticed his expression. “I’m not hurt.”
“Yes you are,” he said, taking another step away.
“A little, but not as much as you nearly were. What were you thinking?”
“I wasn’t. That won’t happen again.”
He was about to leave, to jump back to Swansea and deal with that nightmare on his own, but Stella was at his side in a thought, grabbing his arm. She wasn’t a regular visitor to Dream, but she was finally grasping the basics. She wasn’t about to let him get away that quickly.
“You’re being stupid again. You promised you wouldn’t rush into things. Then you go and nearly get yourself killed. You better not even be thinking about doing it again.”
He tried to shake her free, but she was like glue in this place.
“I can’t let anyone else get hurt,” he argued.
“Then don’t do anything stupid. I’m not mad. Frustrated, yes, but I get it. You were angry, you wanted to help those people, help their ghosts. But you nearly got yourself killed. You can’t do that again, we need a plan. We need—”
“No,” Tad interrupted. “You were wrong Stella, we both were. I’ve been struggling for your permission to join this fight, but it was never your fight to begin with.”
Before she could answer he changed the channel, taking her with him. He gave her no warning and knew what that would do to her. He took advantage of her sickness and pushed her onto one of his sofas.
“This is my fight, and I’ve got to stop letting people get hurt because of me.”
“Tad,” was all Stella managed before Tad changed the channel again and stepped back into the oven.
He returned to Swansea in time to catch the nightmare’s rage at being denied its kill. Jets of flame burst from that white hot, living fire, twirling like a water sprinkler, igniting anything it touched. Windows melted, park benches took flame and stone glowed orange as that flame touched every surface.
The McDonalds behind the nightmare was burnt out, flames flickering from the windows. There was no one left to flee. However, as Tad looked that way he caught movement coming down the street of shops to the right, not heading away from the fire but toward it. There were five in the group, two with cameras, two with microphones and a third, younger woman armed with both as she had to stick her nose in something she shouldn’t.
Lizzie.
What is she doing here? Tad thought to himself angrily, then shook his head. The answer was obvious.
They were creeping up the street, hoping for a good view of what happened while remaining unnoticed by the living fire.
They were out of luck.
That elemental flame in the fire’s centre turned its attention on them and the sprinkler of flames condensed into a single stream that headed for those reporters.
No more deaths, Tad screamed mentally, and he acted on instinct.
The flames moved too fast for him to get over there and save them, even by channel changing. Instead he used Dream, willing to accept the painful cost. He imagined those flames turning aside and striking the stone wall instead of the people, the quickest image he could visualise in the moment. Then he shoved at the door as hard as he could, tensing himself for pain.
It never came.
The door flew open, Dream rushing through and filling that image in an instant, charging him up in the process. That tingling rush he felt through his nerves and every muscle had him feeling more alive than ever. He unfolded that image on reality. For the first time he could see the result of his action without spots in his vision and agony coursing through him. The flame bent aside like it had been channelled down an invisible path, flowing in an arc that pushed it into the stone of the building, turning said stone orange.
Again there was the screech of the living entity in the fire as Tad denied it its pleasure. He sensed its focus once more shift to him. The nightmare knew who he was and what he’d done and it wasn’t happy about it.
Another jet of flame burst forward, this one coming right at Tad who was less than twenty feet away, standing by the fountain. This time Tad was ready for it.
He tried the Dream again, splitting the flame and channelling it into the water of the fountain. The white hot light split just a few feet in front of his face, arcing around him and hissing as it instantly boiled the water. Steam billowed into the air and stung where it touched Tad’s skin, but he was far enough away to not get the worst of it. The fire screeched again, growing brighter still and getting so hot it was painful from even so far away.
But Tad was more confident now. He’d stopped it twice, both times without agony. He felt weary using Dream, but that was it. The familiar pain was gone.
Another jet of flame rushed at him, so hot this time he had to close his eyes. That didn’t matter as this was flame conjured from Dream and he could sense it. He channelled it away again, directing it into the fountain that had no water left to hiss and steam. Though the fire missed him, he was still singed by the heat. Being as it sucked the oxygen out of the air, he found it hard to breathe as well.
Tad staggered back, and he turned away from the bright light of the fire as even with his eyes closed he could see the white light through his eyelids. With his back turned he opened his eyes in time to see this most recent flame he redirected into the bedrock of the fountain get absorbed and heat the stone and the walls both.
Suddenly, Tad had an idea.
What was fire but a visual manifestation of heat? The flame wasn’t actually hitting the stone and disappearing, the heat was just being dispersed against the stone.
Tad turned back, eager to get this over with. His feet were burning as his shoes melted, his clothes smoked, his skin felt like dried leather. The heat of the nightmare was all-consuming, and once again it was getting hard to breathe. Tad had one chance at this and he wouldn’t waste it.
He formed the image quickly, then threw himself recklessly at that doorway to Dream. For the first time he didn’t need to fear the pain that would come. He didn’t know why it chose now to stop hurting, but he embraced it wholeheartedly. He hit the door hard, and it opened harder. Dream flooded in.
Once again he unfolded the image on reality, using the unlimited possibility of Dream to make the world around him malleable, to make his imaginings real.
The living flame at the heart of this destruction had given up shooting jets of flame and instead rushed Tad, so hot that it was blinding. Tad’s skin reddened and blistered where it was most sensitive, but compared to the agony of using Dream when it didn’t want to be used this was nothing. He focused on that blinding light and he folded his will on that.
Like he had with the jets of flame before it, he channelled this nightmare fire in a path of his own choosing, away from himself and into the stone of the fountain. The flame swerved away from Tad like a train switching tracks, turning smoothly and following a new course. The screeching nightmare shot by Tad like a comet, continuing to burn and blister but offering no fatal wounds.
Tad focused his will on the stone of the fountain, refusing to give even a hint of weakness to let this thing escape.
So hot was the living flame that was the nightmare that a stone block cracked the moment the intense heat was channelled into it. It was not enough to deter Tad’s efforts though. The living flame hit the rock and was absorbed, heating the stone far past the point of just glowing orange.
The stone grew so bright that there was no looking at it, so Tad didn’t see the moment it lost its shape as the intense heat melted it. He could sense when all the living fire had been absorbed though as the temperature dropped considerably. It still felt like he was standing in an oven, but the fires that remained were the natural ones that burned through normal means.
Tad turned his attention to that liquid rock that oozed from the wall of what had once been a fountain and refused to even let himself think about what he had to do next. He took the remaining two steps between himself and the liquid stone and he pressed his left hand flat against the burning surface.
The pain was instant and the worst he’d ever felt. Unlike the pain in his head from using Dream, this was the pain of burning flesh, of actual lasting damage. It was unimaginable until he’d lived through it. However, this unbearable pain was also not in his head so was not as immediately immobilising as the agony of overusing Dream. It gave Tad a single moment where he made physical contact with a nightmare of pure heat and it was enough for Tad to overload that connection to Dream as he had been practising all week.
The Dream powered heat vanished from the liquid stone under Tad’s hand and the oozing material reverted back to its solid state. It went from being hot enough to melt metal to merely hot enough to burn flesh. The rock cracked and groaned under the pressure of cooling so fast, and then it was still.
Tad screamed so loud it hurt to make the sound. The agony that coursed through his body would allow for no less.
The mental barriers he erected against the pain were washed away as though they too had been attacked with liquid stone. Tad snatched his hand away from the rock, leaving a good portion of his palm with it. He staggered away from the source of his injury as though the distance might make the severity of the pain diminish. It didn’t.
The pain continued like nothing he’d ever felt and it was all he could do to control his scream and fight for focus. The world around him was still on fire and he couldn’t stay here or he would lose more than the skin on his hand. He looked around, seeking the best route for escape, but the stone was still hot beneath his feet and his shoes had finally given up the fight. Only his socks stood between the skin on his feet and the heat of the rock and he knew he couldn’t make it to safety in any direction.
For once, luck threw him a bone.
There was a distant hissing sound as the water that fed the fountain rushed to fill it again. This time the walls that contained it were no longer there, and the water flowed outward, hissing and spitting as it flowed over the once molten rock and spreading fast. The stone was still hot enough to make it steam, but it wasn’t hot enough to deal with the volume of water that poured out. Even though his hand throbbed with the kind of pain he could never ignore, he could feel the cool water pooling around his feet and giving him a slight respite from the heat.
His strength left him and he collapsed to the ground, bone tired. The effort of using Dream to channel that much energy, though not painful, had taken its toll. Out of immediate danger from the heat, Tad collapsed into the water. It did nothing to cool the agony in his hand, but there were other blisters and burns that were somewhat soothed by the reduction in temperature. It was enough of a relief that he had chance to take stock of the world around him.
The world was alight with the dancing orange glow of the flames, and though there was nothing supernatural about them any longer, left unchecked they could do untold damage. Who knew who else they could hurt? Who knew how many other deaths would be on his conscience?
The will to act was more instinct than a conscious decision.
For a final time he focused his will, imagining channelling that heat as he had done to the supernatural flame. He couldn’t help but fear the consequences for attempting this. Maybe he didn’t feel pain earlier because he dealt with Dream powered flame. With the agony he was in already though, he didn’t think a little more pain could be any worse.
He focused on channelling the heat of those flames away from their fuel source and pushing it into the sky. Then he shoved at that door in his head one last time.
Blessedly there was no more pain. If anything, the sensation of having Dream rush through him, filling his veins and making him buzz with energy was a distraction from his pain. It gave him the strength he needed to put the finishing touches on that image in his head, and then fold it onto the world around him.
The fire jumped.
It happened all at once, the flames leaping away from the materials that fuelled them and for a second only having oxygen to keep them alive. The sky above Castle Square exploded in a great orange and yellow fireball that flashed once in a brilliant light so bright that for a moment it felt like daylight, and then it was gone and the world went black. Compared to the brilliance of that fireball, the streetlights couldn’t cut it.
Slowly, Tad’s eyes adjusted. First came the silhouettes of buildings, burnt trees and broken stone. Then he picked out shapes moving at the edge of the square, police closing in and a few civilians here and there. He was dismayed to see the civilians with cameras that were heading right to him, led by Lizzie.
He didn’t have it in him to dwell on it though. With his connection to Dream closed his pain was consuming him and there was something else moving at the edges of his vision that required attention.
He turned to find the police in their tactical gear running towards him… only, he didn’t remember the police wearing balaclavas. Somehow focusing past his pain, Tad also noticed that there wasn’t a single instance of the word police anywhere on their tactical gear.
Not the police then, but someone else. He had no strength or time left to figure out who they were because they were already upon him.
The first to reach him didn’t have a gun, but instead something shiny that caught a glint of light as Tad tried to focus on it. A needle.
He raised his good hand to ward them off, but it was brushed aside and he felt the sting of that needle sinking into his neck. He tried to feel outrage, to feel scared, to feel something that would focus his mind and help him make sense of this.
But instead he felt only relief as blackness clouded his vision, his pain receded, and he passed out.
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Tad opened his eyes.
It was strange, he couldn’t remember falling asleep.
The room was too dark to see much, but he recognised he wasn’t in his bedroom. He soon realised he wasn’t even in a bed, instead sitting in a chair. Muffled voices came from behind him, the words unintelligible but spoken in the tone of a foreign language. The sound helped Tad gauge the size of the room. There was a lot of space between him and the nearest wall. A warehouse maybe.
He turned his head to look around, and the movement tugged at the tight skin on his neck and face. A numbness he hadn’t noticed vanished and pain flooded him. It was all he could do not to scream and only managed because there was something in his system blocking him from the worst of it. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he struggled not to antagonise his injuries.
Pain came from everywhere. His face was burned, his arms, his legs, his chest where drips of flame had eaten through his clothing, his neck and even the souls of his feet. Every passing second he got a better feel for his situation and that pain grew worse.
Then there was his left hand.
Agony pulsed through him and this time he whimpered and squirmed. Doing so only aggravated it more as he realised he wasn’t free to squirm as much as he would like. Rather than being in a hospital bed he was tied to a chair with his hands secured behind his back.
He wanted nothing more than to cradle his ruined hand, to see the damage and discover if it was as bad as he expected. However, he couldn’t, and his weary mind searched for answers. Why was he in this chair? Why was he tied up? Who owned those voices?
The memory of men in tactical gear, one with a needle, returned. The kidnappers from Lizzie’s studio? Those weren’t British voices he heard. He tried to concentrate on the muffled echos. He wanted to say they sounded like they were speaking Mandarin, but Tad didn’t know enough to tell it apart from many other Asian languages.
It wasn’t English though, and somewhere in his mind that registered as important.
His pain pulled his conscious thoughts back to his broken body. He should want to escape, to figure things out, get help. He could do none of that. His thoughts came in short bursts between bouts of agony that were too much to ignore.
Time lost meaning as he sat in the dark. It felt like hours, but through a haze of agony it might only have been minutes. Those few thoughts he could entertain grew darker with every passing moment as he struggled with his pain and imprisonment, the consequences of rash decisions made in anger. Yet again he’d acted without thinking of Jen and other consequences. But was that kind of thinking an excuse, a reason not to act? It was too easy to put Jen’s safety first and never act again, have that be reason enough for why people had to suffer for the mistakes Tad had made.
Even in his agony he shook his head against that thought. He couldn’t have Dream Charles be right. He needed to know he was a good man, that he wanted to help… that he wasn’t a killer.
Somehow, despite his pain and dark mood, he realised he wasn’t alone in the room. It wasn’t the footsteps that alerted him, but rather a sensation deep in his mind. He was so consumed by physical pain he didn’t pay much attention at first, but soon that inner sense was screaming for attention.
A ghost was nearby.
“Tad?”
He recognised the voice.
“Tony?”
“Finally, I found you. I fell off the van about a mile out and I wasn’t sure which building they’d taken you too. You won’t believe the places I’ve checked tonight. Trust me, you don’t know what people keep behind closed doors until you can walk through walls again. There’s a warehouse around the corner filled with some seriously kinky—”
“Tony,” Tad interrupted, his voice so quiet and dry he was surprised he could interrupt Tony’s rambling. “What are you doing here?”
“Well, despite leaving me behind yet again, it looks like I’m saving your life. Maybe next time you’ll think twice before going off alone.”
“You were supposed to be watching Jen.”
“Calm down, I got Letty to watch her. Told her it was an emergency. Then I hitchhiked to Swansea. Well, I say hitchhiked, but it was more jumping into cars while using my gifts to stay invisible. Told you I had a handle on them. You should have trusted me.”
Tad ignored that as he was struggling to just stay focused yet alone deal with Tony’s tantrums. “Where are we?”
“I’m not sure. Outside the Borderlands though, I know that much. I arrived just in time to see those men grab you. They took you to a van and sped off right by me and I jumped on to hitch a… Holy shit. Look at you.”
He was close enough now that even in the near blackness Tony could see Tad’s injuries.
“That bad?” Tad asked, trying to sound like he was joking. There was something wrong with his throat though, and his voice was little more than an agonised croak.
“Let’s not talk about that now. Let’s get out of here. Can you channel change?”
Tad shook his head and struggled for the strength to speak again. “Can’t keep my mind straight. Too much pain.”
“Well… shit. What the hell are we going to do?”
“Can you untie me?”
“Yes, of course,” Tony said, sounding triumphant. He moved around the back of Tad then gasped. “Oh my God. Your hand.”
“Just untie me, Tony,” Tad said through gritted teeth, preparing himself for the agony of what would follow.
There was a long pause as Tad waited for a fresh spike of agony. Nothing happened beyond the burning that already existed.
“Huh. Turns out we might have a problem back here.”
“What?”
“I can’t touch the cable ties. We’re outside the borderlands remember. My hands keep going through them. Any chance you could give me a boost.”
Tad cursed and tried reaching for his connection to Dream again. It was no use. No matter how hard he tried, a fresh wave of agony washed over him, pulling his concentration away and not letting him focus.
“I can’t concentrate, it hurts too much.”
Tony came round to his front again and for the first time there was genuine worry in his voice as he said, “Think of something. These people won’t be content just holding you here. They’ll have plans for you.”
Tad wanted to reply with something sarcastic, but couldn’t find the energy. Instead he focused on trying to think.
When the answer came he wondered why he hadn’t thought of it before. He just needed to merge with Tony, let Tony start healing him and use the added strength from him to escape. For the longest time doing that would have been instinctual for him and he vividly remembered reaching for his ghosts both in Dream and when facing off against the last nightmare, only they weren’t with him. Maybe Tony had a point, and he needed to start bringing him along. He’d think on it later.
“We need to merge,” he whispered.
“Oh yeah, that makes sense. I suppose it’s a good job I came along then or—”
Tad didn’t let Tony finish speaking, but instead reached for his gift once more. This time he wasn’t denied access to it. Unlike his other gifts that required focus, this one required only a decision. He touched his gift and sent out a mental call to Tony, who responded instantly as he started to break down into a vapour cloud. Tad took as deep a breath as his burned lungs would allow and he breathed that mist in.
Tony’s presence flowed into him, his consciousness taking root in an empty part of Tad’s brain while Tony’s strength flowed through Tad’s body like someone had injected adrenaline into his veins. He sensed Tony’s horror as he was subjected to Tad’s pain, but he ignored it as Tony’s presence helped to numb the agony. It wasn’t gone by any stretch of the imagination, but for the first time it felt manageable.
He blinked and looked around again, this time ignoring the stinging pain on his face.
The room brightened as his vision improved and he got a better look at where he was. He had guessed right. This was a warehouse. The walls were bare, grey breeze blocks with steel girders and pillars holding up the roof. There were empty pallets stacked in a far corner and the only exits he could see were a large, steel, roller door in front of him and a smaller door beside it.
Turning toward the source of the voices, he found another door behind him that led to another part of the building.
There were no signs of where he was, which wasn’t great news. However, there were no cameras or guards watching either. It wasn’t much, but right now he’d take all the good fortune he could get.
Even with Tony’s help, his pain was pressing at his focus and he couldn’t ignore it forever. He needed to get out of here.
With new strength in his body thanks to Tony, he toyed with the idea of snapping his bonds. However, he opted for a different trick, something he hadn’t done in a while. He willed himself to be like a ghost.
Instant bliss.
The pain fell away along with any other sensation for the real world. He was still in the real world, he could see that much, but suddenly there was no sensation to it. It was like being in a virtual reality. You could see and hear, but not touch, taste or smell.
The plastic zip ties clicked against the floor as they slipped through his body and Tad stood up. His limbs moved freely and there was no pain as he stepped away from the uncomfortable chair.
As great as it felt to be free of pain, this wasn’t something he could keep up forever, but the thought of returning to his agony overwhelmed him and he decided to deal with the efforts of remaining like a ghost a little longer.
For the first time since waking up, his mind was free to think. He considered again how these men weren’t speaking English. Before he left this place, he needed to find out who they were.
He walked to the office at the rear of the room, ignoring Tony’s urgings to flee rather than go looking for trouble. He stepped through the door into the office. It was always a strange experience stepping through solid objects and as it often did, it triggered the tugging sensation that all ghosts felt, the pull of the next life and the intangibility of Dream that slowly sent ghosts mad. Tad wasn’t a fan of the experience and this was normally where he would return to being like himself, but today he ignored it.
He’d stepped into a brightly lit office that reminded Tad of a doctor’s waiting room. Cheap padded chairs were scattered about with magazines strewn over coffee tables. Sprawled across those seats, some reading magazines, some playing on phones and others talking casually in a language Tad couldn’t understand, were a group of twelve men. They wore the same tactical gear he’d seen before, but they no longer had the helmets or balaclavas. Unfortunately, getting a good look at their faces didn’t do him much good other than to confirm his earlier suspicions based on their language.
He wondered who’d sent them. Were these private mercenaries? Were they from a foreign government?
He shivered as he realised how the odds were stacked against him. It didn’t matter who they were. Whether a government or a private interest, they wanted the same thing. He realised just how many people had an interest in getting him to see how he ticked, or even just to control him, and the whole world suddenly felt a lot smaller.
He hadn’t devoted as much time to thinking of the kidnapping attempt as he had to the nightmares, but one idea he’d been toying with was that he and Jen could leave the Borderlands and hide. But if the entire world was out to get them, where could they go?
The question filled so much of his mind he lost focus. Pain washed through him like a tidal wave, threatening to send him to his knees. He was corporeal again and everyone in the room knew it.
There was a moment of stillness following his appearance. It didn’t last.
The nearest man dived for him, but thanks to Tony’s help he sidestepped. He was only just quick enough to avoid the next two attackers, but the following three collided with him, tackling him to the ground and bringing yet more agony.
There were too many of them, too much pain. Tad cursed himself for making this terrible decision. Tony had been right, it wasn’t worth it.
The weight of the men pinning him down was unbearable and all he could think of was wanting them gone. On instinct he reached for that same trick he used in New York. He hesitated before pulling the trigger, afraid of extra pain, but he ignored that fear. He had proved in Swansea that Dream no longer hurt when he called it over, right?
Wrong.
Agony spiked his brain, somehow hurting even with all the other pain coursing through him. He had no idea why it hurt, but he could ignore it for now thanks to Tony’s help. He used the power of Dream to unfold his vision on reality and push the nearest attackers away. There was a blessed feeling of weight being lifted as startled soldiers floated as though lifted on an invisible bubble. Tad used that one moment to reach for Dream one last time and this time he changed the channel.
Even Tony couldn’t help with his pain now as it broke past any last barriers he had against it. The warehouse vanished, his bedroom appeared, and Tad screamed.
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Stella looked out the window, desperate for a break from magnolia walls.
Beyond the glass was the grey sky of a Cardiff winter, a car park jammed with cars, ambulances on the move, and people swarming like ants on a picnic. The only thing of interest was the sizeable crowd near the entrance, people who’d seen Tad on the news and had come by for… what? To show support? Maybe in some cases.
The footage went beyond viral; it was an epidemic. The general reaction, as far as Stella could tell, was gratitude for Tad throwing himself into danger to save lives. However, there were some who’d decided the nightmare wouldn’t have been there were it not for Tad.
Arguments were normal amongst that crowd and Stella suspected it was a matter of time before it turned ugly. It was like watching a train wreck in slow motion, but it was better than looking at the horrifying figure in the single bed and the little girl curled up in the chair beside him, making Stella jealous of her sleep. 
A knock on the door made her turn. She didn’t have to worry about reporters, they’d already tried and were turned away by sergeant Trevors and his men who’d taken up vigil outside the room. 
Trevors popped his head around the door, glancing at Tad in the bed, then looking at Stella. He looked different out of his tactical gear. He was still massive, that black T-shirt struggling to contain the muscles that bulged beneath, but his mean edge was gone.
“There’s a woman here to see you,” he said. “A Dr Kimberly Wade. Want me to send her away?”
Stella was about to tell him to do just that, then thought of her need to occupy her sleepless mind with something other than waiting.
“No, it’s alright. She’s a friend. Can you send her through?”
Trevors nodded then fled the room, not wanting to spend too much time with Tad. She couldn’t blame him. Even though Tad was now a mass of sterile dressings and lobster red skin rather than the blistered, swollen horror she’d encountered when hearing those screams, Tad was a hard sight to stomach.
It was only seconds before the door clicked open again and Kimberly stepped inside.
She looked much the same as the last time they met, wrapped in a thick black coat and her hair tucked under a stylish beanie with an oversize pompom wobbling on top. However, as her large brown eyes moved around the room, not flinching from Tad but absorbing the details, then frowning at Jen, Stella realised there was one important difference; her customary smile was gone. Those eyes found Stella, and the smile made a brief comeback, but it was filled with sympathy.
“Stella, I’m so sorry,” she whispered so as not to wake Jen.
“He won’t die,” Stella answered.
“Does he have to for me to be sorry?”
Stella shook her head and rubbed her eyes. If only she could sleep. She hadn’t slept since Sunday and she was getting worried.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap. I just—”
“It’s alright,” Kimberly interrupted. “I get it. This can’t be easy.”
Stella didn’t answer, worried about being judged for her thoughts. She wanted to tell Kimberly that no, it wasn’t easy, and she hated that. She’d only known Tad, really known him, for two-and-a-half months. Why was it already so hard to deal with this?
“How is he?”
“Better than he should be. He’s got Tony healing what he can, and the surgeons took care of the rest. He fascinates the doctors. They’ve estimated Tony is speeding up his healing by a factor of 50. A lot of the superficial wounds are already gone, and they said at this rate he could be nearly healed in two to three days. But, they’ve done extensive work and there wasn’t much they could do for his left hand. They’re not sure how much movement he’ll have left.”
For the first time in Stella’s memory, Kimberly looked shocked.
“A factor of fifty?” she whispered.
“That’s what they said.”
“So this is what he’d look like after twenty-five days?”
“Give or take. It’s not that much of a straight line as he only got out of surgery a few hours ago. But yeah, it’s about that. He’s looking so much better already.”
“Oh my God, Stella. He was that bad? That’s awful. I saw the footage with everyone else this morning, but it was hard to make out. There was too much fire in the way and… It must have been terrible seeing him that way.” Her eyes darted to the girl sleeping next to the bed. “How much did she see?”
“Too much,” Stella answered bitterly. “But you try keeping away a dreamwalker who wants to be with her dad. We tried dragging her away, and she’d just vanish and be right back. Jen’s tough though, she’s been through a lot. She’ll get through this.”
We both will, she silently added, but Kimberly didn’t need to hear it.   
“Here,” Kimberly said after a pregnant silence, offering Stella a carrier bag she’d brought with her. “It’s a change of clothes. There’s a hat in there that should help hide you as we leave.”
“Leave? I’m not going anywhere,” Stella said.
“My original intention was that you might appreciate a change of clothes. But a short break from here would do you good. We won’t be gone long, but… well… to put it bluntly, you’re a mess. Let me take you somewhere, get you cleaned up, maybe get some food into you. Then we’ll come back. I promise.”
“I don’t know,” Stella hesitated, but Kimberly pressed on.
“We’ll be gone two hours at the most. I’ll call a good friend on the way who’ll tidy up your hair and we’ll get you looking your best again. It’s important, if not for you then for that little girl over there. I imagine it’s almost as shocking for her to see you like this as it is for her to see her dad like that.”
“I don’t know,” Stella hesitated, but was less forceful this time. She hadn’t had chance to worry about herself since Tad first stranded her in his house. Her worry about returning to Swansea before he did something stupid had made her do something idiotic by waking up the only other dreamwalker she knew for help. When they got there, it was already over and she was left looking after a distraught little girl while trying to figure out what happened to Tad.  Through all that, her own wellbeing was the last thing on her mind.
“There’s nothing you can do here. Tad will be asleep for hours yet and you and Jen need some fresh air.”
“Okay,” Stella finally agreed. “Two hours at the most though. I want to be back by then.”
“Two hours,” Kimberly agreed and Stella accepted the offered bag.
“Thanks.”
Kimberly was right. It felt damn good to be clean again.
After waking Jen they had argued about her stubborn refusal to leave Tad’s side. Eventually they surrendered to the fact that they couldn’t take a dreamwalker somewhere they didn’t want to go, and left Jen in Trevors’ care before returning to Stella’s apartment. After a cool shower so as not to aggravate her injuries, Stella got dressed and returned to the living room to find Kimberly on her sofa with a mug of coffee in her hand and another waiting on the coffee table. It was a welcome sight.
“You’re looking better already,” Kimberly said as Stella sat.
“I needed that.”
“It feels counter productive, but it’s amazing what being clean and feeling a little fresher can do for your state of mind.”
“Please don’t go all therapist on me. I’m not in the mood right now.”
Kimberly laughed as Stella sipped her coffee which was wonderful and exactly what she needed.
“Advice isn’t always therapy, but I get your point. Do you know who kidnapped him after he magicked away all that fire?”
It was Stella’s turn to laugh, though there was no humour in it. “Not a clue. They drugged him, but I’m guessing it wore off before they could get him somewhere secure and he did his vanishing trick. God knows how he managed it considering the state he was in.”
“It’s amazing things humans do to survive. Let’s be thankful he has more resources than most to help him.” Kimberly shook her head in amazement. “The footage of what happened has been all over the news and I still can’t believe it. The way the fire moved was unbelievable, but what Tad did… I’ve never seen anything like it.” She laughed again. “That’s not the first time I’ve said that recently.”
“It gets crazy around him,” Stella admitted, trying to hide her own awe. She’d seen the footage Kimberly spoke about and didn’t know how Tad managed it. He went so far beyond what she thought he was capable of.
“A little? That’s quite a talent for understatement. Though, I suppose that’s why you’re at the centre of this. You handle it better than most.”
“I don’t know about that,” Stella argued, but Kimberly was having none of it.
“No? Your boyfriend can travel around the world with a thought, can move things with his mind, can visit other realities, can—”
“I get your point. It’s not all like that though. You’re just seeing it as the TV portrays him. He’s not all powerful.”
“You mean he can’t do those things?”
“He can but… it’s not like that, okay?”
There was a pause as Kimberly looked at Stella over the top of her mug. “I think you’re handling this really well. Even at its most basic he can do incredible things, but you accept the reality of it and move on while the rest of us stare like slack-jawed idiots. It might not be all that the media builds it up to be, but it’s still amazing. Even you must admit that.”
“It’s amazing,” Stella agreed. “But he’s not a god. He can get hurt… he can die.”
“No one ever said otherwise,” Kimberly argued.
“But that’s not how they act. The reporters bring up his name in every conversation about the Borderlands like he’s responsible for all of it, the good and the bad.”
“He did start it,” Kimberly pointed out, but was shouted down.
“No he didn’t! That was King. That sick fuck and that Mizrahi bitch were kidnapping and killing Proxies for decades. They even took children. Tad did the world a favour when he killed King. He rescued me. He rescued all of us. He—”
“Stella, calm down. I meant nothing by it.”
“I know, I’m sorry. I’m just so fed up of hearing it. It’s getting in his head. He blames himself for all this and everyone confirming that belief makes him do stupid things like last night. He feels like it’s his responsibility to throw his life away to make up for something that wasn’t his fault. Now look what happened. He’s in a hospital bed with injuries he might never recover from and for what?”
“He saved a lot of lives, Stella. That nightmare was out of control.”
“We could have come up with a better way to stop it together. He didn’t have to rush in and put himself in danger like that. It’s like he’s trying to kill himself.”
“Do you actually think that?” Kimberly asked, her tone deadly serious. “Or was he just trying to help people and not considering the cost to himself? Neither is the healthiest mindset, but one is more serious, and if that’s the case we need to have a different talk.”
Stella hesitated, playing back Tad’s recklessness with both the monster last Friday and the fire last night. Was he trying to kill himself?
“No, you’re right. I don’t think he’s trying to kill himself. But since Charles moved on he—”
“Charles?” Kimberly asked.
Stella was momentarily surprised before remembering just how little the world actually knew about Tad. She spent the next five minutes filling Kimberly in on what it meant to be a Proxy and the ghost that had been such a big part of Tad’s life. Kimberly was a good listener, which as a psychiatrist wasn’t that much of a shocker. She remained silent and never interrupted, just listened until Stella fell silent.
When a whole minute passed without a response, Stella wondered if everything was okay.
“Yes, of course. It’s just… wow. They actually share memories and knowledge?” Stella nodded. “Incredible. I knew Tony had a link with Tad, but for the link to run so deep. I can’t fathom another person sharing my mind so completely.”
Stella shuddered. “Tell me about it.” Kimberly raised an eyebrow and Stella hesitated yet again. She hadn’t shared this with anyone and didn’t want to treat Kimberly as a therapist, but before she could stop herself she was telling her about the night Jen went into Tad’s head, about the night Tad forcibly entered Dinah’s dreams, and explaining her terror of Tad ever entering her own head.
“Wait, you mean you haven’t slept since Sunday? Stella, that’s not healthy. How the hell are you not a zombie right now?”
“I don’t know. But I don’t even feel tired. My eyes were aching in the hospital but I think that was just from being cooped up so long.”
“You’re not forgetting things, finding your concentration slipping, feeling sluggish… maybe even seeing things?”
Stella shook her head, but hesitated on the last one. She thought of those strong gut feelings she’d been having, the nausea when someone told a lie, the gut wrenching intuition she had about Simon Whitely’s abuser. She was tempted to tell Kimberly everything, but decided against it. The woman already thought she was crazy.
“Nothing like that,” she said, and felt sick at telling the lie.
“That’s every bit as amazing as what Tad does. I’m telling you… this place… The rules just don’t apply in the Borderlands anymore.”
“You think that’s it? Dream changing me somehow?” Stella asked.
“I don’t see why not. It’s behind everything else around here.” She shook her head and fought to get back on point. “Regarding Tad, after you telling me that, I’m less worried about the reason for his actions. I can’t imagine the intimacy of having someone in my head, and don’t worry, you’re not crazy for fearing that. But to grow up never knowing a moment of privacy, to so totally share himself with another and survive that intimacy without going insane… I can’t imagine it without a total trust of the person you’re connected to. To lose that must be like losing a part of yourself. No wonder he’s acting irrationally. If he in any way feels responsible for that loss, then it’s common for survivors of such trauma to get consumed by their guilt. Who knows how much more intense that might feel to someone who lost so much. The pain he must be feeling…”
Her words trailed off as she shook her head and looked at the mug in her hand as though that might have answers.
“If he’s hurting that much, how can I help him? How can I stop him taking these stupid risks?”
“You can’t force it. It’s a natural part of grief. The best you can do is be there for him, be patient, and slowly change the narrative away from him blaming himself to accepting this loss as an inevitable part of life.”
“How long will that take?”
Kimberly shrugged. “As long as it takes. You can’t rush when you’re treating the mind. There are no quick fixes.”
“Are there drugs that could—”
“No,” Kimberly said firmly. “Tad’s not broken, he’s just grieving. At best, drugs can help a broken mind, but most of the time they just mask the worst of the symptoms. Drugs rarely treat the root cause, and if you want to help Tad, that’s what you have to do.”
“I just don’t want him to die,” Stella said bitterly. “I don’t want to have to go through this all over again.”
“Then be there for him, help him understand he’s not alone and this behaviour is not only self-destructive but harmful to others.”
“There must be—” Stella began, but was interrupted by a knock at her door.
“That’ll be Amber,” Kimberly said, climbing to her feet. “Try not to worry too much Stella. These things take time, you just have to be patient.”
Stella didn’t get chance to answer because Kimberly opened the door and let her friend in.
“I thought you went for a break, not to the salon,” Trevors joked as Stella approached the hospital room an hour later. Despite herself, Stella smiled. Kimberly’s friend had worked a miracle.
With other things on her mind she hadn’t given her hair much thought, but after her shower she’d seen just how much she had lost. Once hanging as low as six inches below her shoulders, she was now lucky if it reached her jawline. Never considering herself a vain woman, it was surprising how much the damage affected her. It was even more surprising how horrifying it was to see the massive clumps that fell free as Amber went to work.
The result spoke for itself. The back and sides of her hair hadn’t been this short since she was a baby. It grew thicker as it approached the top of her head, only a trim being required to tidy that damage. The result was a swept back pixie cut that was bolder than Stella would normally consider, but she liked the look.
“Kimberly’s friend helped,” Stella said, feeling the need to explain herself.
“Maybe you should give me her number because I know the first thing my wife will do when she sees it on you is want to get it done herself.”
“You’re married?”
“You think a stud like me could live this long without getting nabbed up?”
Stella snorted but couldn’t think of a comeback so just shook her head.
“Anyone been by?” she asked.
“Not a soul. No movement within either. The girl has been sleeping the entire time, I checked.”
“Thanks, Trevors. I mean it.”
Awkward, he smiled, shrugged and stepped away. “Not a problem. Actually, I’m heading off soon, now he’s on the mend and all. Decado and Marshall over there promised to stick around to scare people away and I’ll send others up to swap with them in a few hours, so you should be unbothered until tomorrow. You’re on your own then I’m afraid.”
“That’s perfect. I appreciate it, all of you.”
The collection of men in the waiting room smiled and nodded, but no more was said. Thanking Trevors one more time, Stella slipped past him into the room beyond.
All at once the weight that lifted over the last two hours settled back as Stella looked at the shape on the bed. Tad looked better than when she left, his skin a healthier shade of pink, but still raw. He was on the mend, but there was no denying what he’d been through.
Her eyes strayed to his heavily wrapped left hand, and she wondered what she’d find under those bandages. She dreaded what it would do to Tad’s already questionable mental health. Speaking to Kim eased her worries, but seeing him so beat up just made her question again how she could speed up the healing process.
Movement caught her eye as Jen’s head jerked up, her eyes blinking as she tried to figure out where she was.
“What’s going on?” she asked. Then remembering she sat up straight and stared at the figure in the bed. “Is he getting any better? Is there news?”
“Calm down. The doctors say he’ll be fine. Thanks to Tony, he’ll be his normal self soon.”
“How soon?”
“A couple of days.”
Jen stared at her dad, her eyes glistening but not crying. Instead she had an angry frown on her face as though she was determined about something. Stella never got chance to ask as suddenly steam rose from Tad’s body like someone had poured hot water over him. The sight was so unexpected it took Stella a few seconds to remember it was nothing to worry about.
The steam condensed, grouping into a cloud that became human shaped. Pale and semi-transparent, Tony had never looked more like a ghost than in the seconds between being vapour and becoming his usual self.
Jen jumped up on wobbly legs and fell forward, wrapping Tony in a surprise hug as the tears she had been holding back spilled free.
“Hey, not so tight. I can’t breathe,” Tony teased.
“You never breathe,” Jen pointed out, laughing despite herself.
“Oh, then I suppose it’s okay.”
“What are you doing out?” Stella asked. “You’re supposed to be healing him.”
“He’s on the mend,” Tony confirmed. “But I needed space. It’s been a trying night.”
“Is he awake in there? Does he know what you’re doing?”
“He knows I’m healing him, but awake is a relative term. He’s been consumed with reliving memories, and now he’s dreaming. I’ll head back in a bit and get back to work. Before that though, we need to speak about something.”
“What?” Stella asked, feeling the last of her improved mood vanish.
“Him,” Tony said, pointing his thumb at Tad. “We need to figure out how to stop him doing this again.”
“I just finished speaking with a psychiatrist about it and she says there’s not much we can do. She thinks the grief of losing Charles and Miriam is messing with his head. Until he can come to terms with the role he played we just have to be there for him.”
“That’s all well and good,” Tony said. “But if we don’t do something quicker than that, I don’t think he’ll be around long enough for us to try that.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that for the second time Tad nearly got himself killed last night because he’s too afraid to hurt people. First at Lizzie’s place and then last night, he’s just not looking after himself. He’s feeling guilty about killing those men last year and doesn’t want to hurt anyone else. He’s guilty about how much the Merging has benefited him while hurting other people, so he’s taking stupid risks. He’s guilty about Jen getting her back broken—”
“That wasn’t his fault,” Jen snapped.
“I know that, but try telling him. Finally, there’s what happened to Charles. That’s the big one.”
“The grief of losing him?” Stella asked.
“The guilt. For all the time Tad knew him, Charles was terrified to move on. It was his biggest fear. Tad forced him to face that. In his own head he sees that as a betrayal.”
“He saved him,” Stella said, confused. “King was about to destroy him and—”
“I know that. It’s him we need to convince. Look at him, this is all because he’s twisting things in his head.”
“Kimberly said we just need to be there for him, keep reminding him about the truth and he’ll get better.”
“I don’t know who Kimberly is, but I don’t think we have time for that. It’s getting worse in that head of his, not better. Marcus getting his legs ripped off, those lost researchers, the fifteen dead after the nightmare fight, God knows how many more dead last night; it’s adding up. He won’t learn from this. We need a plan for when he wakes up.”
“What can we do?” Jen asked. “We can’t lock him up, he’ll just dreamwalk out. And if we can’t force him to change his mind then—”
“That’s it,” Stella said, head snapping up to look at Jen. She fought hard against the sudden twisting in her gut, the sweat that broke out on her palms and the way her mind screamed at her not to suggest this, but spoke anyway. “We need to change his mind for him.”
“How do you plan on doing that?” Tony asked.
Stella answered with a question for Jen. “When you go into someone’s mind, can you take someone with you?”
“I don’t think I’m going in their mind,” Jen answered. “Me and dad talked about this and we think we’re  going to where their consciousness goes in Dream when they’re sleeping.”
“So you can take me there?”
“Whoa, are you suggesting you go rooting around his head to force him to change his mind?” Tony asked sounding impressed like he wished he’d thought of it.
“I’m proposing we see how his mind works, figure out the root cause and see if we can attack that rather than fighting the symptoms.” Turning to Jen she asked, “Can you do it?”
Jen hesitated, then nodded. “I can, but we’ll have to be careful. It’s different going over when we sleep than it is when we’re awake. When we’re sleeping we’re more a part of that place than ever and it’s an extension of our minds. Tad’s dreams will be much stronger than us and it will be easy to get caught up in them. I don’t know what will happen if we do that.”
Stella hesitated, not liking the sound of that, but when she glanced to Tad’s broken body the decision was made for her. 
“I won’t have to merge with him, you know, like a ghost, by staying in his head?” Stella asked, unable to keep the wobble from her voice.
“I don’t think so,” Jen said. “I don’t see why you’d have to. Ghosts need to merge because they need a Proxy to stay grounded. You shouldn’t have to do that.”
“Okay,” Stella said. “I’ll do this, but I have one more condition. When I get there, you leave,” she said to Jen. “I need to speak to him on my own and he’ll be different around you, more protective.”
“But you need me to get back.”
“So you take me to the edges of his dreams and wait there, I’ll call for you when I’m ready. Will that work?”
“In Dream? Yeah, I think so. I can handle it though, Stella. I can go with you and keep you safe.”
“I know you can,” Stella said, touched by her concern. “But this is about fixing Tad. For that I need to speak to him without him holding back like he would around you. So can you do that?”
Jen hesitated, then nodded.
Stella’s stomach twisted so hard she thought she might be sick, but she forced a smile for Jen and said, “Okay, let’s do this.”
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To escape the darkness of recent dreams, Tad spent the night reliving old memories. However, even that took its toll, leading him to sit in the silence of his round room, recovering from what felt like lifetimes of bitter memories. The only positive was that, no matter how hard things got, he had always been surrounded by people he loved. They might be ghosts, but the love was real. Maybe it was that which he missed the most.
He still had Tony and Jen, but it just wasn’t the same for some reason.
“Because the emotion is one sided,” said a familiar voice. “We loved you, but you only thought you loved us. The grass was always greener. We were never good enough and you’re finally realising it.”
Tad sighed, not having the energy for this.
“Stop twisting things. Besides, you were the one who used to remind me not to stay at home with ghosts, that I needed to live my life.”
“Because I loved you,” Charles explained. “I only wanted the best for you. I never thought doing so would make you want to kill us all.”
Tad shook his head, tired of telling him it wasn’t like that. He’d never get through to him and was fed up of wasting his breath.
The walls of his round room fell away and Tad found himself standing over the blackened and still smoking bodies of six dead people in Castle Square. He recognised them, the teenagers he was too late to save, dead because he’d failed to act.
“There’s more in there,” Charles said, pointing at the burnt out McDonald’s, then the pub across the street. “So many dead to add to your tally. Do you still think you’re a good man?”
“No,” Tad said. “I’m a failure.”
Charles laughed. “Failure? You’re hiding behind that, like you were trying to do the right thing all along and simply failed. Even now you’re creating a narrative where you’re just the tragic hero who wasn’t up to the task.”
“I’m not trying to make excuses,” Tad argued.
“Of course you are. This isn’t failure, Tad. It’s consequences. You don’t get to change the world to benefit you then hide behind an ‘Oops, I didn’t mean for that to happen’ excuse. You need to own this.”
“What is it you want from me? I’m done fighting you.”
“I just want you to see the truth, to recognise the monster you really are. You wanted to boost your powers, so you caused the Merging, no matter those cost. You wanted fame, so you did an interview with Lizzie to tell the world your name when you could have hidden. You wanted us ghosts gone so you could trade up to a bachelor lifestyle and meet girls like Stella. You wanted Jen out of the picture because—”
“Don’t! You’re going too far,” Tad snapped. “So what? You want me to admit that, to view myself as the monster you see me as. For the last time, that’s not how it happened. I’ll never see myself that way.”
“But you do. Don’t you get that? I’m a part of you, buried deep and trying to get you to accept the truth of who you are. Then we can heal and move on. But not until you admit you’re a killer, that you like this, that you got what you wanted and this false guilt over the consequences is unproductive. Just admit it.”
The world changed again, once more blossoming into the garden Tad was now familiar with, complete with long moved on ghosts, Joshua King and that same stone altar upon which Tad sat.
“This wasn’t the worst night of your life, it was the best.”
The Charles that spoke this time was hanging from the outstretched hand of Joshua King, a pained expression on his face.
“Admit it and force me to move on again. Destroy everything about your old life whilst knowing the consequences. Embrace it rather than pretending you’re some kind of failure. Just say it.”
“No,” Tad said, fighting his revulsion. “This isn’t me. I don’t want this. I’ll show you. I’ll fix it, the Borderlands, everything. I’ll prove none of this is me. Then will you stop? Will you admit that I never intended to hurt you? Will you stop haunting me?”
Charles opened his mouth to speak, but was beaten to it.
“No, he never will, and that’s the point.”
Stella climbed to her feet, trying to ignore how she looked the same as she had on the night of the Merging. Less than two hours after her new haircut and already the extra weight of her old hair was discomforting. But that was nothing compared to the pain as she returned to the beaten state she had been in that night. It wasn’t a pleasant experience.
Jen was right, this wasn’t her normal experience in Dream. She didn’t come here often, but she knew how it worked. She was surprised when she stepped into Tad’s dream to find she wasn’t just an observer, but was a part of the dream. It meant she wasn’t close enough to overhear Charles talking to Tad as they stood over the scorched bodies in Castle Square. However, it was easy to guess what they were talking about and Stella didn’t like it.
When this garden that was instantly recognisable as part of her nightmares grew around her, she was forced into her role that night. She played along, recognising she was unnoticed here and could hear what they were saying.
As the conversation flowed, pieces clicked into place. She wondered how many times Tad endured dreams like this, feeding his guilt.
“No, this isn’t me,” Tad was saying. “I don’t want this. I’ll show you. I’ll fix it, the Borderlands, everything. I’ll prove none of this is me. Then will you stop this? Will you admit that I never intended to hurt you? Will you stop haunting me?”
“No, he never will, and that’s the point,” Stella said, unable to listen any longer.
They turned to face her, eyes wide. Evidently she hadn’t been given a speaking role in this drama. That was about to change.
“That’s the point, Tad. It will never be enough because there’ll always be one thing you can’t fix. You can never bring Charles back. He’ll always eat away at you because you can never make this… thing, happy.”
Charles sneered at her. She never knew the real Charles well, but she never saw that expression on his face and suspected she never would were he still here.
“Really, Thaddeus. This is how low you will go to hide behind your excuses. You’d bring her to argue on your behalf?”
“He didn’t bring me, I came on my own. Don’t twist this like you’ve twisted everything else.” She looked around, realising just how much had been changed from that night. It was the garden she remembered, but it was wrong at the same time.
“Tony was never that terrified,” she said and just remembering his real expression changed the frozen ghost’s face. It wasn’t a major change as Tony had been scared, but it hadn’t been the naked terror this dream created.
“And Miriam was never kneeling on the floor cradling Kate’s body. By the time King had Charles, Kate was back in ghost form and Miriam and Kate were together.” Again, remembering it made it real. The heartbreaking tableau of Miriam cradling her fallen lover morphed into the two standing side by side, faces twisted in fear for what was happening to Charles.
“And I was never this beat up,” Stella realised out loud. “In fact, enough of these games.”
Rather than returning to how she was that night, Stella forced herself to look like she did in the real world. Her hair fell away, her clothing changed and the aches and pains shifted to the burn on the back of her neck and the second on her ear.
“This changes nothing,” Charles snapped, his voice like poison. “Tad forced me to move on. He could have done anything else, could have saved me. But—”
“No, let’s play this out as it really was,” Stella interrupted, and this time she attempted to change Charles himself. It was harder, Tad’s mind fighting against hers. But it wasn’t his whole mind. Most of Tad sat on the altar in stunned silence, watching the changes unfold and looking confused. Stella, however, was furious at this torment going on in Tad’s head while she knew nothing about it. Furious that even a part of him could believe what this twisted version of Charles was selling. Furious that Tad had been hurting this much and never said a word.
She channelled that fury into strength and forced the change on Charles. He turned away from Stella, his whole body locking up and glowing from within. Naked fear was written on his face and the world around them exploded into action.
“Charles, move on.”
Tad jumped from the altar, surprised to find a second version of himself staring at his ghost in horror. He was covered in bruises, there was blood running from a wound on his head and he looked woozy. He could barely talk let alone fight for his friend.
The Charles held by Joshua King shook his head.
“It’s better than this,” Tony shouted from beside Stella. “Don’t be stubborn Charles, move on.”
Again the shake of the head.
“Don’t be afraid Charles,” Tad said. “I promise, you have long since made up for your sins… they weren’t even that bad to begin with. If you ever trusted me, please, find that trust one last time. Move on, my friend. Please.”
At the time the words meant nothing to Stella as she didn’t have the knowledge to understand it. Now tears filled her eyes as she recognised the desperation in Tad’s voice, understood what this cost him.
Charles didn’t shake his head, but neither did he move on.
“The stubborn fool,” Miriam groaned. “Why doesn’t he move on? It can’t be worse than this. Surely.”
Stella ignored her, instead looking at Tad and waiting for his next words.
“Charles, my oldest friend. Please forgive me for this.”
Tears streamed down his cheeks as, left without a choice, Tad turned his power on his friend and the ghost in King’s grip collapsed in on itself until it was just a sphere of glowing white light that shot into the distance and then…
The real Tad gasped as there was a sudden, great warmth that Stella had only felt once before. It was an experience that would stay with her to the day she died. It went beyond simple temperature, it was satisfaction, it was welcome, it was everything good in the world.
In what felt like an age ago, Stella took a risk and shared her history with Tad. He’d responded by sharing something of his life and his world view. He explained the feelings he got when ghosts moved on and she thought she’d understood, but until she felt that warmth there was no way she could.
“This changes nothing.”
Charles was back, grabbing the stunned and crying Tad by the shoulders and turning him away from Stella. “You still could have come to your great realisation sooner, you could have used Dream to save me rather than—”
“What are you?”
This time Stella joined Charles and Tad as they jumped in surprise.
Jen stood in the garden near Tony, Miriam and Kate. She was out of place here, having never been to this garden.
“I told you not to follow me,” Stella complained, but Jen ignored her. Instead she was staring at Charles, naked fury written on her face.
“What are you?” she asked again, her voice so cold it made Stella’s skin prickle. “You’re not Charles. He would never behave this way.”
“You don’t understand,” Charles said, struggling to find the right words. “He turned on me, Jen.”
“I don’t care!” she snapped. “Neither would Charles. That wasn’t who he was. He never held a grudge against anyone, never got angry. You’re not Charles. What are you?”
“I’m the Charles that would have been if Tad hadn’t—”
“You’re not Charles.”
This time Charles froze. The words were barely a whisper, but they hit Charles harder than anything Jen or Stella said. It wasn’t so much that Tad had said it, but how he said it. There was a note of realisation in the words, sounding like a man who was finally waking up.
“You know that because you already made the real Charles move on,” Charles said, his words fast and panicked. “I’m a part of you, Thaddeus, because the real Charles—”
“No! Even as a part of me, you’re not Charles. Jen’s right, the real Charles would never act like this. He would…” His eyes widened, and he stepped back, breaking free from Dream Charles’ grip. “You’re a nightmare.”
The words struck Charles like a blow, making the ghost flinch and look away. When he turned back he no longer resembled Charles, but was instead a horrifying mixture of pale flesh and dark shadow. Stella had never seen a mad ghost, only heard Tad describe them. Looking at one now, she realised she could have gone her whole life without seeing one and been much happier for it.
“You’re a killer—” The ghost hissed, shadow pouring from its mouth with every word like it was spitting tar that slowly turned to smoke before vanishing all together.
“Maybe you’re right,” Tad said. “Maybe I should embrace it.”
The ghost grinned an inhumanly wide smile of broken teeth and dark shadows, but it didn’t last. Tad raised a hand, and that grin turned into a grimace of horror, its eyes going wide. It opened its mouth to speak, but no black tar came out. Instead there was light, pure, white and brilliant. It poured from the creature, growing ever brighter until Stella had to look away. There was a flash that turned the whole garden white, and then the light was gone.
She turned back, blinking against the spots in her vision. The ghost was gone, but Tad wasn’t alone.
Charles stood in front of him, looking the same as before but feeling different. There was a smile on his face that gave Stella goosebumps and made Jen gasp. This new Charles looked to Jen, winked once, then turned back to Tad. He rested his hands on Tad’s shoulders, looking him in the eye and grinning broadly.
“I’m warm,” he said.
And then he was gone, not collapsing in on himself like before, just vanishing. Again Stella felt that incredible warmth and she couldn’t keep the tears inside. She wasn’t the only one.
Near the altar, Tad fell to his knees and sobbed.
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Tuesday, 16th February 2016

10:16

Tad glanced at the bedside clock. He’d overslept again. His doctors told him to expect this, saying healing so fast took incredible amounts of energy he would need to sleep to make up for. However, he’d hoped he was done healing.
Physically he felt fine, though not all was well.
Tad could remember it, pain like he’d never felt before. The memories came unbidden, sometimes in dreams, sometimes when he cooked, and they were even triggered by the warmth of the sun. The biggest reminders were his scars. Thanks to Tony they were light in most places, but more noticeable where he received skin grafts. A rippling patch of skin over the left side of his chest and another on his right shoulder stood out strongest. If he concentrated, they felt tight like they were stickers that pulled when stretched. But, he could ignore them for the most part.
His left hand was another story.
He sat up and swung his legs out of bed, trying to shift his mind from dark thoughts and failing. He couldn’t help but look at that hand resting on his thigh, palm down so the damage was less noticeable. His fingers were slimmer and rested in a crooked, unnatural position. What remained of his hand was weaker than it had been. His middle finger twitched as he thought of it. Nerve damage, the doctor said. Over the last few days the twitching drove him to distraction, which agitated him and only made the twitching worse. 
At the edges of his fingers he saw distorted skin, like they were covered in poorly wrapped clingfilm. Committed to staring, he turned his hand over and barely recognised what remained. It was an effort to close his fingers into a fist, and when he managed it, the effect was weak at best. He could just about grip an empty glass, but there was no strength anymore.
I’m one step closer to Joshua King, he thought, remembering the crippled arm of the monster who’d started this.
You’ll never be like him, Thaddeus. Use this as a reminder of what could happen if you go too far.
This thought had a voice he knew well. He’d lived so long with Charles that he could guess his advice. As always, thinking of his friend stirred up echoes of his loss, but this time without the guilt. He’d seen the true face of that nightmare and left it behind. Now he could remember his friend as he knew Charles would want, freeing him to grieve and one day move on
.He looked up and climbed out of bed, he was done with the pity party. If he wanted that, he could spend hours tracing the silver burn scars like constellations amongst stars. Coupled with the puckered scar from being stabbed last year, and a few other scars from childhood, Tad was starting to look like a veteran. But he was alive and was thankful for that.
So many others weren’t.
He slipped into an old t-shirt and shorts, and skipped a shower in favour of coffee. The muffled sounds of the TV came from the living room, the familiar drone of a news reporter reading off headlines. Since Tad lifted his ban on watching anything involving the Borderlands, Jen developed an unnatural obsession with the news. He suspected it was because the number one topic was usually him.
Dealing with that was a post coffee activity, so he took a detour into the kitchen. He struggled with the coffee bag, but soon the delicious aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the kitchen along with the sounds of frothing milk.
The first sip put him in a better mood all on its own, and he finally felt strong enough to brave the living room.
“… where the damages are still being assessed. City officials estimate that the cost of recovering from the fire damage will be in the tens of millions.”
“Morning dad,” Jen greeted, distracting him from the pictures of the charred city centre.
“Morning. You’re up early.”
“I’m getting back into the habit oo it’s not so hard next week when I go back to school.”
Tad tried not to show his surprise, instead reaching for his guitar like always, then wincing as his clumsy fingers failed to grip it. There was a loud, echoing clang as the body of the guitar bounced from the wall and Tad had to act quickly to catch it.
I’m not feeling sorry for myself again, he reminded himself, but was unable to ignore the stab of loss that he’d never be able to play that guitar like he used to. Already it made him anxious, leaving him with stress he had no release for.
Not daring to look up to see Jen’s expression, he put the guitar back and took a seat near his daughter on the central sofa, distracting himself with her logic. Not that he thought practising for her return to school was the wrong thing to do, but rather that he was surprised she thought of it.
“You’re actually looking forward to going back?” he asked.
“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m fed up of being here. The walls are closing in.”
Tad smiled at that phrase coming from a twelve year old.
“I see. In that case I don’t blame you. You need anything before you go back? Stationary, new uniforms… things like that?”
Jen shook her head. “Stella helped with that while you were in the hospital,” she admitted. “Have you heard from her yet?”
Tad maintained his smile as he shook his head, but couldn’t keep the middle finger of his left from twitching a little more irritably. “No, not yet.”
“Don’t worry, she’ll get over it. She knows it wasn’t your fault.”
Tad wasn’t so sure. He hadn’t heard from her since she entered his mind. Considering what happened after she’d helped with Charles, he wasn’t surprised.
“Where’s Tony?” he asked, trying to distract himself.
“He went training. He’s testing invisibility today.”
“How’s he doing that?” Tad asked, dreading the answer.
“How do you think? He’s going places he shouldn’t and seeing if he gets caught.”
Tad groaned. “I thought as much. I don’t suppose he’s gone to see his parents yet?”
“No, and you need to fix that. Swansea bought us good will, but now you’re out of the hospital, people are asking questions. I’ve seen that interview with Tony’s parents three times this morning.”
Tad narrowed his eyes, staring at Jen until she blushed and turned away, confirming his thoughts. Someone put those words in her mouth.
“You’ve been talking to Lizzie,” he accused. As was natural with Jen, she went straight on the defensive.
“I’m not like you, I can’t just ignore her texts when she sends them.”
Tad struggled to think of the appropriate response and waited too long, as Jen was talking again.
“She released a video yesterday… It’s um… It’s really good. You should watch it. Just keep an open mind, okay?”
Tad’s frown deepened. “Why do I have to keep an open mind?”
Still blushing, Jen didn’t answer. Instead she fumbled with the remote as the live TV feed went off and YouTube once more appeared. It didn’t take long for Jen to find Lizzie’s channel and Tad got the answer to his question in the title of her latest video.
A week with the Dreamwalker.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he groaned, feeding fuel to the fire of Jen’s anger. Her aura flared red ,and she spun to face him.
“I said to keep an open mind,” she snapped, then pressed play decisively.
The TV came to life with the colourful graphic segment that led into Lizzie’s show. Ten seconds later they were replaced with Lizzie in her studio. Tad recognised the old, run-down, barn wall used as her backdrop, but was begrudgingly impressed at how Lizzie’s lighting transformed it into a stylish, professional production.
“Hey, what’s up guys? Lizzie here with another show and tonight I’ve got something a little different for you. Most of my eagle eyed viewers have already pointed out how little you’ve seen me recently considering how things are winding up again the Borderlands. Nightmares manifesting, the Dreamwalker out of hiding in the biggest way imaginable, and the government setting up a new police force specifically for the Borderlands headed up by our all -ime favourite cop. They’ve even called it the Dream Team! A bit on the nose, but more on that later.
“First, I want to apologise. I’ve neglected you all, but that ends tonight with this special edition where I can finally catch you up on what’s been happening.”
Tad’s stomach clenched.
“She promised she wasn’t going to—”
“Dad, just shut up and watch it,” Jen said.
Tad glared at her, but Jen wasn’t backing down and Lizzie was still talking in the background.
“…n’t right. I actually filmed that footage of the Brecon Beacon Nightmares, and those five minute clips were edited beyond belief. You all know how much I love to talk about context changing the story; well, how’s this for context?”
A video animated in that showed footage from Tad’s training session. Where the footage on TV had been edited to show the action and little else, this was the reverse. Lizzie had cut in just enough action to keep the video punchy, but had left in the conversations between nightmares that exposed Tad’s motivations.
Despite himself, by the time the footage drew to a close he had to admit that the clip showed that he was never out of control as the media portrayed, nor as out of control as he felt on the day. The fact that Jen was completely edited out of the footage was a plus as well.
“So there you have it, clear as day. These nightmares were never a danger to the public, only to Tad. It was training after Bristol so he could learn to stop them quicker, putting himself in danger so he could save people’s lives. Who knows how Swansea would have gone without that training?”
Lizzie continued to talk over the final nightmare of the night, the killer clown that almost proved too much for Tad had Tony not been there to knock him away.
“I hope you’re watching closely, because that was Tony Suen lending a hand,” Lizzie said as the video was animated out and the screen returned to a shot of her studio. “The same Tony Suen who is apparently dreamwalker food and nothing more than a reluctant prisoner. Well, how’s this for reluctance?”
Another video animated in, this one only filling half the screen. It was dedicated to Tony, a lot of it made up from clips Tad didn’t know Lizzie had footage for.
“You see him walking into walls there, punching that post here? A bit deranged, right? Well, after spending plenty of time with him myself, that word fits the bill, but no more than any fourteen-year-old boy. What you’re witnessing are the actions of a ghost trying to be useful after the Merging turned his world upside down. Don’t believe me? Let’s let Tony explain?”
The video expanded to fill the whole screen, and Tony started talking to Lizzie in her studio. Tad knew from a quick search of Tony’s memories that Tony had no idea he was being filmed.
“So you’re just like everyone else since the Merging?” Lizzie asked, to which Tony frowned and nodded. “And that’s not a good thing? I thought fifteen years of only being able to talk to Tad would make another shot at being alive a welcome change.”
“Sometimes it is,” Tony admitted. “But just because I wanted to enjoy that side of life again, didn’t mean I wanted to give up the ghost stuff. I used to be able to walk through walls and be invisible, do you know how cool that was?”
“So you’d rather be a ghost than a person?” Lizzie asked.
“No,” Tony answered, maybe a little too fast. “I like things now, I just wish that I had a bit of what I used to have as well.”
“No one else gets that choice, why should you be different?”
Tony glanced over Lizzie’s shoulder. “I need to be different,” he said. “Do you realise how many times he would have died if I wasn’t there to save his skinny arse?”
The camera turned with Lizzie to show Tad and Jen at Lizzie’s editing desk, before turning back to Tony.
“The Dreamwalker? You saved him before?”
Tony snorted. “Dreamwalker? To you lot he might be that, to me he’s just Tad. You know, before the Merging, dreamwalkers were just known as Proxies and they weren’t anywhere near as strong as they are now. No dreamwalking or magical powers. They could talk to ghosts, tie us to this world, and make a ghost’s knowledge and talents their own. Considering the most Tad ever got from me was a musical gift, an interest in history from Charles, he was never what you would call an action hero. All this danger stuff is much more recent ,and he’s not suited to it. He needs me or he’ll be a ghost himself soon.”
“So you just want to protect him?” Lizzie asked, the sympathy in her tone drawing the strongest reaction from Tony yet. He shook his head as though clearing it from a spell and took a step back.
“More like protect myself,” he said, his voice taking on that cocky tone he liked so much when being less than truthful. “Without him I have to search for another Proxy or I’ll go insane. With Joshua King killing every Proxy he could get his hands on, I’m stuck with tall and skinny over there. Someone’s got to look after him.”
“Right,” Lizzie said, clearly not believing him.
The clip cut back to the studio and Lizzie was speaking before it faded. “Yeah, those are the actions of a prisoner who exists only to be food for a dreamwalker.”
“You’ve got to admit, that will help you a lot,” Jen said, drawing Tad’s attention from the rest of the video.
“Jen, ask yourself, how did she even have that footage. I never saw her using a camera and neither did Tony. There’s a lot of footage that somehow made it into this clip that shouldn’t have existed. She’s been using secret cameras.”
Jen shrugged. “You wouldn’t let her film all that often.”
“That doesn’t mean she gets to use secret cameras.” Jen just shrugged again, and turned back to the TV. Tad wasn’t done though. “I can see you’ve made your mind up over there, but think about this. This is the third time she’s turned back on her word. She ambushed me at the interview, she released that footage when I told her not too, and now she’s—”
“She never released that footage,” Jen interrupted. “She explains it later. She was hacked.”
“Likely story.”
“She actually gets some experts in to go over her computer and they can tell.”
“Who would hack her?” Tad asked.
“If you just watch the video she’ll answer for herself.” Looking across and seeing that Tad was too impatient to wait, Jen sighed. “Let me see, who might want to hack Lizzie’s computer because they knew we were working with her? Oh, maybe the same people who tried to kidnap us? The same people who want to turn the world against us? Do you think that—”
“I get the point,” Tad interrupted, not liking her tone. “But that doesn’t make whatever Lizzie does right. She promised not to release this footage and she has.”
“To help you,” Jen all but screamed at him. “You backed her into a corner and now she’s trying to prove she can help. Yes, she went behind your back, but you didn’t give a choice. If you just trusted her then we wouldn’t even be in this mess. Lizzie could have been helping you all this time if you weren’t so stubborn.”
“Stubborn?” Tad asked, laughing at Jen using that as a slur against anyone.
“Yes you are. Otherwise you’d have already dealt with the news people like the Prime Minister asked.”
“I’ll deal with it. But if you remember, I got a little tied up with that fire nightmare. Besides, there are other things I need to get straight first.”
“Like what?” Jen pressed, turning off the video.
“Like figuring out what’s up with our powers once and for all. I was close, during the fight I stumbled across the answer, I just can’t nail it down. When I arrived and tried to put out the fire, it hurt like always. Then the rest of the fight went down with no pain. For a short time there, I had it. It was incredible…”
“But you can’t remember what it was you stumbled across?” Jen asked when his words trailed off. Tad shook his head. “Shall we go back to bringing over nightmares and—”
“No. That wasn’t doing much good.” Seeing Jen’s face fall he added, “Not that it was anything you did wrong, we were just looking in the wrong direction. If the other night proved anything, it’s that we can’t predict these nightmares.”
“You still need to banish them without touching them though,” Jen pressed, nodding at his hand which twitched under her scrutiny.
“If we figure out what’s going on with our powers, that might provide that answer.”
“So how do we do it?”
Tad gulped, not liking what he was about to say and sweating at the thought. However, he needed to get a handle on this and it was the only thing he could think of doing.
“We need to recreate what happened the other night.”
“What?” Jen asked, her aura flaring white with fear and an accompanying note of panic. “I’m not bringing that nightmare over. Not after what it did—”
“I didn’t mean bring it over. I meant we go somewhere and play with fire.”
“Oh,” Jen said, her voice small and her aura muted, but remaining mostly white. With her head down he had a chance to study her aura a little closer than she normally liked. There were other colours amongst the white, a sickly yellow mixed with a touch of brown, disgust and shame.
He took a wild stab in the dark of what those colours meant when mixed and said, “You know, I never thanked you for what you did on Thursday. You were a huge help bringing Stella to my dreams like that. I’m sorry you had to see that, but you helped more than you could know.”
“It was Stella’s idea,” Jen said, not mollified in the slightest. “I just took her there.”
“And you showed me who Charles really was. I would never have recognised the true nature of the nightmare without you.”
“Whatever,” Jen said, looking no happier.
“I mean it, you were a huge help.”
“Okay,” she said, not believing him. Rather than reduce the yellow and brown colours, they became more intense, mixing until it looked like Jen was wreathed in light the same colour as baby sick.
“Jen, I know you remember our promise from back in the hospital. You hold me to it enough. You can tell me anything that’s bothering you, you know that.”
“I know,” she said quickly, not offering anything new.
“It’s the only way—”
“I said I know. What’s with the questions? There’s nothing wrong, alright?”
Tad raised his hands in surrender and backed off.
“Okay, sorry. I was just trying to help.”
“Yeah, well sometimes you can try too hard,” she snapped. He felt the tingling of Dream a moment before she jumped off the sofa.
“Where are you going?”
“To my room. Is that okay, or are you judging me on that too?”
“I… Jen, I wasn’t judging you.”
“Whatever,” she snapped and before he could say anything else, she was out the room and pounding her way up stairs, leaving Tad shell shocked.
Not for the first time he wondered just how Jen’s mind worked and found himself going back over his conversation to see what triggered that outburst. It should be easier now he could read her emotions, but if Jen was good at anything it was keeping him guessing.
He glanced to the TV to where Lizzie was paused mid sentence. She was staring into the camera and it felt like she was looking at him. He wondered why Jen always fought so hard for Lizzie, but didn’t have to wonder long. As much as his ego didn’t want to admit he was wrong yet again, he believed what Jen said about Lizzie being hacked. She’d still betrayed him by releasing this newest video but again all that did was prove that Lizzie had been right all along. She did know what she was doing and maybe he should have trusted her.
He groaned and turned off the TV, then wiped his tired eyes. It was early but already a headache was forming. He couldn’t win recently, no matter what he did it was always the wrong thing.
Sitting here and whinging won’t change that, Charles’ voice echoed through his mind. For the first time in months Tad actually smiled when he heard it.
“You’re right,” he said aloud, though he knew he was only talking to a memory. Charles would indeed have said just that, as he had so many times, and as always it was the kick he needed. Sulking never solved anything, he had to learn from his mistakes and move on.
He needed to shower, change, and then he was going to get a grip on these powers once and for all. It was time to start making the right decisions and get a better grip on this before he did himself and his family even more damage.
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Stella was rubbing her hands together as her passenger door banged shut, drawing her attention to the familiar pom-pom wobbling away on that warm looking hat.
“I said you’d want gloves,” Kimberly teased.
“It’s not that bad,” Stella answered, her face wrinkling in disgust at even that small a lie. “You ready for this?”
Kimberly hesitated then nodded.
Together they started up the steep driveway toward the semi-detached house. It was a three-bedroom property built when housing developers recognised that humans didn’t want to live like battery hens. It was white with a red-tiled roof and large bay windows on the living room and master bedroom. The car in the driveway, a six-year-old Ford Mondeo, told Stella the Weathers were in.
Eager to get out of the cold, Stella knocked on the door.
The man who opened it wasn’t what she expected from the information Miles pulled up. Carl Weathers was a short man in his late thirties. His broad shoulders spoke of a more active past than his pronounced gut implied. His bathrobe, slippers and unkempt hair told her he wasn’t working. What shocked Stella though, was the hand that held the door.
The skin was wrinkled, pale, and unlike the rest of him, free from hair. Stella wasn’t one to stare, but it stunned her into silence as she thought of another burnt hand belonging to a man she hadn’t seen in a week. It triggered memories she’d been trying to forget which pushed the words from her mind.
“Mr Weathers?” Kimberly asked as she noticed Stella’s hesitation. “I’m Dr Kimberly Wayde, and this is D.T. Director Stella Martin. We were hoping to speak to you and your wife if she’s in.”
Dark eyes darted from Stella to Kimberly, his bushy eyebrows raised first in surprise then slumping in defeat.
“I know who you are… Well… You at least. I saw your face on TV on the best day of my life. Never thought we’d be meeting like this.”
Stella shared a glance with Kimberly. “You know why we’re here?”
“I can guess. It’s about the fire, right? We under arrest? I mean, we wanted to come forward but…”
His words trailed off as he choked back what sounded like a sob. Again Stella shared a glance with Kimberly.
“No one is arresting anyone,” Stella said. “Is your wife in, Mr Weathers?”
“She’s in the kitchen. She’s not in a good way. In fact—”
“Mr Weathers,” Stella interrupted. “Let me put you at ease. We’re not here to arrest you. We just want to help. I take it you’ve heard of my new unit?”
“The Dream Team. They’ve been talking about it on the news. It’s a dumb name,” the man said.
Stella couldn’t agree more, hence the D.T. in her title.
“That’s right. Well, one of our new responsibilities is dealing with the aftermath of nightmares. We know there’s nothing a dreamer can do to prevent nightmares, so we’re not doing this to punish anyone. Quite the opposite. We’re here to help. Kimberly’s a psychiatrist who works with us. If it’s alright with you, she’d like to talk to your wife.”
“Fine, come in.”
“Thank you,” Stella said, forcing a smile as he stepped from the door.
“I’m not dressed for this. You must think—”
“It’s okay,” Stella interrupted. “Which way is the kitchen?”
“Through there,” he said, pointing down the hall.
“Thank you,” Kimberly said, then walked that way while Stella hung back.
“You have somewhere we can talk?”
“Through here.”
He led her into a large living room complete with a leather sofa along one wall and a matching leather recliner to the right of the doorway. The room was tastefully decorated and well maintained, something of a surprise considering how Carl dressed.
Stella took a seat on the end of the sofa nearest the chair while Carl sat in the chair itself. He wouldn’t look her in the eye, instead glancing at the door.
“She’ll be fine,” Stella said, guessing his thoughts. “So, the nightmare. Want to talk about it?”
“No. But I suppose that won’t help. How’d you find us?”
“The fires were tracked back to the Holiday Lodge in the city centre. From there it was finding out who booked the rooms and coming to see you. It wasn’t hard.”
“Oh. Makes sense. I never thought… Sorry. Where do you want me to start?”
“How about what you were doing at the Holiday Lodge that night. Why not just get a taxi home? It would be cheaper.”
“We weren’t there for a night out,” he said. “We needed a change of scenery… or… well… Layla did. She’s been having nightmares so bad she was terrified of sleeping. It was my bright idea that a change of scenery might help. Fat lot of good that did…” His words trailed off as his voice caught. “All those people. They’d be alive now if I hadn’t—”
“There’s no way of knowing that,” Stella interrupted. “There’s no way to predict these things.” Once she was sure he calmed down, she asked, “Were her nightmares always about fire?”
Carl nodded. “Three years ago our old house burnt down. We were living on the other side of the city in a terrace house. A neighbour left a scented candle unattended near papers she’d been working on. They caught fire, the fire spread across the rooftops.”
“I remember that,” Stella said.
“It made the news, something about the houses not meeting fire regulations. Either way, I’d fallen asleep watching TV. Being as the fire was going along the roof, it started upstairs and the bedroom had gone up in flames before Layla woke up. She was severely burnt fighting her way out.”
Stella had read this in the file, but she didn’t interrupt.
“The smoke alarms woke me, but by the time I got upstairs she was already hurt. I got her out but her burns were awful.” Again Stella shuddered at the memory of Tad in that hospital bed, but forced herself to stay present in this conversation. “I only burnt my hand and that was bad enough, I can’t imagine the agony she was in. She was at the hospital for months and then we moved here, hoping to put distance between us and what happened. We couldn’t put it behind us though, Layla was so badly burnt.
“Then the Merging happened, and we got our miracle.” He smiled at that. “She hated her life after the fire, no matter how hard we tried to make it easier. I hated how unhappy she was and used to dream that things could go back to how they used to be. And she was healed. It was amazing, a genuine miracle.”
“But it didn’t last?” Stella guessed.
“Yes and no. Physically she was healed and we couldn’t be happier. But then came a new nightmare. You’ve got to realise, Layla spent three years with those burns. Neither of us could believe our luck when they went, but Layla struggled with a new fear. She was scared it wasn’t real and wouldn’t last. She remembered what it felt like to be burnt and her nightmares changed. She dreamed of fire returning her to the state she was in before.
“She said her nightmares were of living flames that targeted her. She told me fire hunted her and would always catch her eventually. She had trouble sleeping, the nightmare coming more often. That’s when I had my bright idea about a change of scenery and… I suppose the rest is history.”
“So the night of the fire, it started in your bedroom? Was your wife—”
“Burnt? No. Thank god. I remember waking up and feeling heat. The room was lit by this fire at the end of the bed. I thought I was having a nightmare. The flames were standing in the shape of a man, not spreading, just standing and watching us. Then it turned and spread away from the bed.”
Stella puzzled over that, wondering why the nightmare didn’t go after Layla as she always dreamed.
“It’s because Layla was dreaming it,” she mused. “It couldn’t attack your wife because she’d wake and it would be banished.” Stella frowned as a new thought struck. “Why didn’t your wife wake up when the fire alarms went off.”
“I guess it was because she’d been keeping herself awake for so long. I had to carry her from the hotel. It was the strangest thing. She didn’t wake until the Dreamwalker got rid of it. She hasn’t slept since,” he said.
That makes two of us, Stella thought. However, even though she was getting used to staying up for days at a time, she was aware just how unusual that was.
“Not at all?”
“She’s terrified to sleep again. She doesn’t want to call it back. It’s been hard. She’s exhausted, but she’s forcing herself to stay awake. She’s in the kitchen now, chain drinking coffee and talking to herself. I’ve had to take time off work to make sure she doesn’t hurt herself. She blames herself for those people who died.”
Again Stella couldn’t help but draw parallels to her own life.
“What will happen to us?” Carl asked. When Stella looked up she saw tears streaming down his cheeks and a desperate expression on his face.
“I’m not here to arrest you,” Stella reassured him. “I’m here to help. Kimberly will know how to help your wife. We’ll get you through this. However, there is one caveat.”
“What’s that?” he asked, sounding like a man who’d discovered the catch in an offer too good to be true.
“We need to move you out of the Borderlands. Stopping these nightmares is the number one priority for my new unit and while we’re still in the early days of figuring this out, the first thing we agreed is that we need to limit the chances of repeat performances. Your wife’s nightmare has already come true once. If she’s this afraid to go to sleep, it could happen again.”
“Does that happen often? Repeat occurrences? I hoped that because it had happened once, it wouldn’t happen again.”
“The truth is I don’t know,” Stella admitted. “But I’m not prepared to take the chance. We’re still looking for a way to stop these nightmares before they start, but I’m sure you can understand that this is a new problem and we’re in the early days of coming up with solutions. The only sure way to reduce the risk is to get you out of the Borderlands.”
“It doesn’t solve my problem though,” he said, glancing toward the kitchen and his wife.
“Like I said, Kimberly will get your wife the support she needs. You’ll get through this, Carl. I promise.”
“Okay.” He hesitated, then asked, “What do we tell people? I have a job here and—”
“We don’t recommend telling anyone the truth. The fewer people who know about this the better. People died in that fire and unless you want angry relatives hounding you, it’s one of those rare occasions where lying is the way forward. We’ll help you come up with a story that will explain the move. We’ll get you set up somewhere new, help you get a job, and try to make everything as smooth as possible.”
Carl was quiet for a long while before he said, “We have friends here. Family. We have—”
“I know. But that can’t be helped. People died, Carl. We can’t risk that again. I don’t think your wife wants that either.”
“I know but…” His words turned into a sigh and he hung his head. “I know. Fine, let’s do this. Where do we start?”
By the time they left the Weather’s home, wheels were in motion to move them out of the Borderlands. Building that process was the first decision Stella made in her role as Dream Team Director, but
it was awful forcing them from their home and felt like sweeping a problem under a rug.
“Well that sucked,” Kimberly said as Stella pulled onto the motorway.
“You’ll get no arguments here. It was the only way though.”
“Maybe. It’s just not something I expected to be a part of when I agreed to work with you.”
Stella glanced over, nervous that her friend was having second thoughts. It wasn’t long ago that Stella upgraded Kimberly from acquaintance to friend, but already she was attached to the woman. The thought of losing her so soon brought a genuine sense of panic.
What’s wrong with you? First Tad, now Kimberly. Get a grip.
While she agreed with that nagging voice, Stella doubted it would be so easy.
“I’m glad you were here. I’m not sure I could have helped that woman the way you did.”
“That wasn’t the part I hated,” Kimberly explained. “I signed on because your unit will make a difference to this world and I want to help with that. My issue is farming that woman off somewhere and wiping my hands of her. It feels wrong.”
“It won’t always be like that,” Stella said.
“I know. I’m just being silly. Ignore me. I’ll get over this, I just wish there was another way.”
“Me too. I’m looking into it, I promise.”
“Tad didn’t have any ideas for alternatives?”
Stella’s hesitation to answer spiked Kimberly’s interest.
“You haven’t asked him, have you? Have you even seen him since last Thursday?”
Stella thought of lying, but her twisting gut changed her mind. She shook her head.
“Okay, now you have to tell me what happened,” Kimberly pressed. “One minute you don’t want to leave his hospital room and the next you abandon him for a week immediately after he’s gone through a traumatic experience. What happened?”
Stella hesitated, not wanting to think about it, but also recognising it would do her good to share it. After a long silence, Stella opened up.
She spoke of her trip into Tad’s dream, what he faced, and how she and Jen helped him.
“That’s amazing,” Kimberly said, genuinely awed. “Do you have any idea what I’d give for that ability? To go into my patient’s mind and deal with the root cause of their issues… amazing.”
“Not so amazing if you’re not careful,” Stella admitted. “Tad was upset when he realised he’d been dealing with a nightmare all this time. Apparently Charles had been going through Tad’s memories and twisting them. Tad hated that he couldn’t trust his own memories, so I offered to help.”
“How?” Kimberly asked, fascinated.
“I…” Stella struggled with the next part. “I promised to explore those memories with him, help him recognise fact from fiction. But I wasn’t prepared for what would happen. The memories… the way ghosts merge with Proxies…” She sighed, smacking the steering wheel as her mind rejected what happened. “I didn’t realise how in depth it was. Tad was wrong. We can’t just selectively view memories. He always told me how on a first night with a ghost, they had no choice but to share memories—”
“Yes, you told me that before,” Kimberly interrupted excitedly. “And I don’t think it happens as Tad thinks. I think the merging of memories is instantaneous and what he experiences as viewing those memories side by side with a ghost is his brain’s way of dealing with the shock of having that information thrust upon it. Though it might feel like a lifetime, I expect the process happens in a second. Which is…” Her words trailed off as her eyes widened. “Oh Stella… you didn’t.”
Stella didn’t answer and Kimberly’s eyes widened further, her hand covering her mouth in horror.
“That’s awful. You didn’t just see select memories did you? You saw all of them.”
“Lived them,” Stella insisted. “It’s like you’re in his head, seeing through his eyes, experiencing what he felt as he felt it.”
“Oh my god.”
“Then he did the same to me.”
Kimberly struggled to absorb that before saying, “You know it wasn’t on purpose, right? I mean—”
“That doesn’t matter,” Stella insisted, shivering again as she tried to push the sensation away. “He saw everything. Relived every moment, no matter how personal or how hidden, as though it was happening all over again. Things I haven’t thought about in decades. Things I didn’t know I still remembered. We lived it all and…”
Stella had to stop talking as her hands shook and tears filled her eyes. Her heart hammered, her breathing grew heavy and suddenly she was indicating to pull off the road. She needed space to breathe… space to panic. She flicked on the hazard warning lights and pulled onto the hard shoulder.
She flashed back to that night, the horror of being sucked into Tad’s memories, forced to live every good and bad moment. His childhood blindness and bullying, the overwhelming sensation of Proxying for Charles, the way his family turned on him when they thought he’d gone mad, his unrequited love for Maggie, the trials of early adulthood, acquiring a daughter, the terror of nearly losing that daughter, the pain of losing his oldest friend and the guilt that followed, the indescribable agony of the burns the other night. If that wasn’t enough, she’d saw herself through his eyes, felt his attraction, and was forced to watch every moment of their relationship with no mercy as to what he truly felt.
And then it started again, this time living out her memories. Her early life as a child when things were good, losing her mother, the corruption of her father, growing up in an abusive household, her family turning on her after her suicide attempt, struggling to move past that pain and wall herself off where no one could hurt her again, her early career, the few relationships that failed because she wouldn’t let anyone in, meeting Tad, being exposed to the supernatural, the final crumbling of her walls as she let Tad into her head and grew attached far too quick and too deep.
By the time they explored her fears of sleeping near him, her ability to stay awake and her uncontrollable sensations related to her oldest ability of spotting lies, she was already reeling from having her worst nightmare come true. Not only had Tad seen inside her head, he’d done so without restrictions. He knew her past and how terrified she was of losing him.
It was every bit as bad as expected. She’d never felt so naked.
“Stella, concentrate on deep breaths. In and out. That’s right, nice and slow.” Kimberly’s voice was soothing, guiding Stella’s breathing until Stella could force her mind from that awful exposure. “That’s it. In and out. You’re just breathing, that’s all that’s important.”
“I’m okay. Sorry.”
“Nothing to be sorry about,” Kimberly assured her.
Stella wiped away tears with shaking hands and took another breath, forcing the last of her emotions out with it.
“Sorry,” she said again. “I didn’t mean—”
“Don’t worry. I’ve seen much worse for much less. How are you feeling?”
“Drained,” Stella admitted.
“You want me to drive?”
“No, I’ll be fine. I just… it took me all at once, like there was nowhere to hide, and… No. I’m fine.”
As if to prove her point, she turned off the hazard warning lights and pulled into traffic.
Silence fell over them and for once it was Stella had to break it.
“It was too much,” she admitted. “I know he didn’t mean it, but I couldn’t stop it.”
“Like I said earlier, I think what happened to you was instantaneous. Tad probably did just want to show you a few memories, but he did it in the only way he knew how, he opened his mind to you. For a fraction of a second he loaded his whole life on you and you did the same to him.”
“It felt like decades,” Stella admitted, surprised she was talking so calmly. “At least when it happened. It felt quicker when I was out of it.”
“That sounds right.” After another silence Kimberly asked, “So what now? You’ve been avoiding Tad for days, was what you saw so bad?”
Stella shook her head. “No. There was a lot I’d rather not see, but I can live with that.”
“It was him seeing your memories,” Kimberly guessed and Stella nodded. “Out of curiosity, were there many memories in Tad’s mind he’d be embarrassed for you to see.”
Stella couldn’t help but laugh. “Thousands.”
“And there were memories you saw about you that he would never have shared by choice.”
This time Stella didn’t laugh, but she nodded.
“They were disturbing?” Kimberly asked.
“No… well… there was the odd fantasy I’d rather forget. But mostly I got a sense for how he felt about me.”
“And that is?”
Stella hesitated, struggling to believe what she now knew as fact. “Sometimes it confirmed some things I always worried about, but mostly he thinks I’m the best thing that’s happened to him since the Merging. He…” She took a few seconds to compose her words, struggling to articulate her thoughts. “He’s terrified of screwing up and doesn’t think he deserves me.”
“That’s a bad thing?” Kimberly asked. “You don’t know how much I’d give to know my husband thought something like that.”
“It’s a lot of pressure,” Stella said. “He thinks I’m something I’m not.”
“Really? Or do you think you’re less than you are?” Stella didn’t answer so Kimberly continued. “So that’s the problem. You’re judging him, aren’t you? Based on what you saw in his head, you’ve come to new conclusions of him.”
“How can I not? It was a lot to take in.”
“And you’re worried he’s doing the same to you.”
Stella nodded. “How could he not? There are things in my past I’d rather forget. The time after… well my childhood wasn’t the best, and the person I became to deal with that wasn’t someone I’m proud of. I did things… I…”
Her words faded to silence that Kimberly didn’t break for a few minutes, instead watching cars pass and reading the road signs until they took the exit that would return them to Cardiff.
“I can’t imagine what it was like, but, you’re crazy if you don’t see him soon. You just told me you’ve been in the head of a man you like so much you’ll face your biggest fear for him, and now you’ll throw it away because he’s looked in your head and things might have changed.”
“It sounds stupid when you say it that way, but I just don’t want to know for sure.”
“I understand that, but I think you’re building this up too much. The longer you put off talking to him, the harder it will get. Do that long enough and you’ll end up ruining what you have. Forgive me for the football reference, but as my husband is always fond of saying, you miss a hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.”
This time the silence lasted for the rest of the journey. Stella understood Kimberly’s point, but it didn’t make her fear any less real. She still hadn’t decided when she pulled into the carpark outside the police station and killed the engine.
Being back reminded her there was work to do which was almost a welcome relief. She shifted her mental gears back into work mode, climbed from the car, and threw herself into the monumental challenge of building the Dream Team. 
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Jen gripped the hammer in a trembling fist. Her leg stretched off the end of her bed and her ankle rested on her desk chair. It was the same position she assumed every night as she built her courage for this next step.
Tomorrow was her first day at school, the first day beyond the safety of Tad, Tony, Stella and Letty. She wasn’t sure how long she’d make it in her current state.
However, no matter how hard she wanted it, she couldn’t find the strength to break her leg.
Her vision grew blurry as yet again tears filled her eyes, a constant plague since she’d taken this course. She was stronger than this, but she couldn’t stop crying like a baby.
Would she cry tomorrow at school?
A spike of panic made her sit up. She had to get on top of this.
Angrily wiping away tears, she focused on her leg. It wasn’t like she’d feel it. 
She gripped the hammer so tight her knuckles whitened. Quickly, so as not to lose her nerve, she lifted it overhead and just as she found the needed strength, her bedroom door clicked open.
“Jen, I thought we might—” was all Tad managed before the hammer fell and his eyes widened.
Deciding to do this right, Jen had chosen the largest hammer Tad had. That was a mistake. The huge head was too heavy for her to handle and now she needed it to stop she lacked the strength. The hammer was on an inescapable journey with Tad watching.
An instant before the hammer touched her skin, Jen felt a sharp jerk and she couldn’t keep her grip on the hammer. It jumped from her fingers like an animal squirming to be free, and flew across the room like she’d thrown it at Tad.
It spun at the last moment so the handle landed in Tad’s outstretched right hand.
Jen gasped.
She could feel the lingering sensation of Dream and knew Tad had called that hammer from across the room. He’d somehow called Dream to pull the hammer in an instant and there were no signs of pain on his face. She’d been in enough training sessions to know he couldn’t act so fast or pain free, yet there he was with the hammer in his hand and staring at it like he was looking at an alien object.
“Dad, don’t get mad, I can explain,” she said in a rush as the power of speech returned.
Tad flinched, his eyes wide, then they narrowed.
“Tony!” he bellowed, and it was Jen’s turn to flinch.
When Tad hadn’t stumbled upon Tony’s memory before, Jen had stopped worrying. The look on his face now however,  told her she’d been right to worry. Without thinking she cringed away, pulling her legs against her chest, wrapping her arms around them as she waited to see what Tad did next.
“What?” Tony asked as he came up the stairs. “It’s a hammer. There, mystery over. Can I go back to my movie now? It was just getting to the good… part… Oh.”
Tony’s words trailed off as he caught the expression on Tad’s face and saw Jen curled up on her bed, legs bare and a guilty expression on her face. Even Tony could put the pieces together and he backed away, hands raised.
“She promised she wouldn’t do it again,” he said in self defence.
“Get in there, I want to talk to both of you,” Tad said, his voice as dangerous as Jen had ever heard. She gulped and shared a panicked look with Tony as he rushed to do as told. He scurried across the room and mouthed the words Oh Shit, before taking a seat beside her.
She turned her attention back to Tad who stepped into the room, hammer in his good hand and his left twitching at his side.
“I don’t have the words to even—” Tad started, but was interrupted by the doorbell. Despite his anger he flinched at the sound. Between reporters, Lizzie, and Tony’s parents, that sound meant nothing good for a long time. “Either of you move so much as a muscle before I get back, you’ll regret it.”
He walked out the door and Jen watched the empty space until she could hear his footsteps on the stairs.
“Shit Jen, you said you’d stop this,” Tony hissed. “A hammer? Really?”
“I needed a bigger wound.”
“That’s not the point.” His words were harsh, but he couldn’t help but ask. “Did it work?”
“I’ve been too scared to find out. The second I got the nerve Tad walked in.”
“Shit,” Tony said again. “He’s going to kill me. No, wait, he’ll do worse. I might need to move on before he gets back. Who knows what he’ll do when he finds out I kept this from him.”
“He won’t kill y—”
“Destroy,” Tony corrected. “And yes he will. He doesn’t have a sense of humour where you’re concerned. I’m so fucked. I just figured out the whole ghost thing again as well. I was going to go to a strip club tonight. Now I’ll never get the chance. Just once more before I moved on would have been—”
“Really? That’s what you’re thinking about?” she asked disgustedly.
“Well what would you think in your last moments of life?”
“For the last time, Tad won’t kill you. Where is he? He should be back by now.”
Tony looked at the doorway. “That’s a woman’s voice,” he said as he strained to listen.
Jen did as well, then her eyes widened. “Stella. Oh God, she couldn’t have picked a worse time to come back.”
“No, this might be good, she’ll take the edge off his anger. Well, unless she’s here to dump him. Then he’ll be worse.”
“She won’t dump him.”
“She’s been radio silent for over a week.”
Jen tried to think of a comeback, but the words never formed. The truth was, Jen was a little angry at Stella herself. Though she understood her feelings about what happened, Stella hadn’t been here while Tad was healing or returned Jen’s texts.
“Where are you going?” she hissed, grabbing Tony before he could get off the bed.
“To the landing, I can’t hear what they’re saying from here.”
“Tad told us to stay here.”
“Yeah, so he could come back and kill me. Forgive me for wanting to know what mood he’s in before he comes back. He won’t even know I’m gone, I promise.”
He moved again and Jen let him go. Tony was right, she wanted to hear as well. She sat up, and this time it was Tony’s turn to stop her.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m coming with you.”
“But if you get your legs working, he’ll feel you connecting to Dream.”
“Shit,” she said.
“Language, Jen,” Tony said, then grinned and held a hand up in apology. “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself. How about this, you think you can get onto your desk chair? Then I can wheel you onto the landing.”
“Maybe… Uh… Could you help?”
Her cheeks flamed as she had to ask for help, but she wanted to hear Tad and Stella.
She shuffled to the end of the bed as Tony pulled her chair closer. With his help, they manoeuvred her off the bed and onto the chair.
“Oh my God Jen, why are you so heavy?” Tony groaned as he helped her across.
“Shut up,” she hissed, recognising he was teasing but blushing nonetheless.
With much less dignity than she was happy with, they got her into the chair and Tony wasted no time in wheeling her onto the landing. The carpet hid their movement and the sound of voices drifted up the stairs.
“They’re talking in the hallway,” Tony whispered.
“So?”
“Either he hasn’t invited her in, or she doesn’t want to come in,” Tony explained.
“Oh. Now shush, I want to hear.”
Tony stopped the chair just before Jen came into view at the top of the stairs, then they leaned forward to better hear what was happening.
“…ing up well enough. It’s not as strong as it used to be but at least I can move it,” Tad said.
“It looks better… Though, I suppose that isn’t hard. You were a cross between a mummy and a lobster last time I saw you.”
Jen glanced at Tony who returned her look with a matching expression. Though Stella was going for light-hearted, the voice barely sounded like hers. It wasn’t shaking, but it was quiet and belonged to a more timid woman than the detective they knew. 
“Yeah, well, Tony does good work. Though, I suppose I don’t have to tell you much about that anymore, do I? You’ve seen it all before.” After a brief pause he said, “Listen, Stella. I don’t know if you saw—”
“Tad, look, about the other—”
They spoke over each other before lapsing into silence. They tried again to the same result.
“Sorry, you go,” Tad said.
“Okay. Well… uh… Look. We need to talk about… Jen, is that you?”
Jen winced and sat back, but it was too late. She’d leaned forward too far and her chair had rolled as a result, the armrest clacking against the wall. It was only gentle, but it was enough.
She was about to answer when there was a light tap on the back of her head as Tony smacked it in the same way Miriam used to for him. She glowered at him, but he frowned right back.
“Nice going,” he muttered.
“Tony, Jen. Stop messing around and get down here,” Tad said. The quiet nervousness in his voice had vanished, and he was back to the Tad he had been before answering the door.
Jen climbed off the chair and stepped into view at the top of the stairs.
Sure enough Tad and Stella stood at the bottom, Tad looking like he wanted to kill her while Stella looked amazing as always. Jen hadn’t got used to her new haircut, but it looked great on her. In fact, if anything, it might even be an improvement. She’d been beautiful before, but this was more attention grabbing than Stella’s usual effortless look.
“Hey Stella,” Jen greeted. Stella was about to answer, but Tad beat her too it.
“Forget hey Stella. I told you both to wait upstairs and not move. I wasn’t done with you.”
“Tad,” Stella protested, shocked at his tone.
Tad didn’t flinch, instead glaring at Tony. “You too. I bet you put her up to this. I swear to God Tony, sometimes you make me want to strangle you.”
“Tad,” Stella said again, her eyes wide at his tone. He’d said similar things before but this was the first time there was an edge of danger in his voice. “What’s going on?”
“This is what’s going on,” Tad said, holding up the hammer in his hand. “I caught Jen trying to use this on herself.”
“What?” Stella asked, looking to Jen for answers.
“I could heal it,” Jen protested in a small voice, but didn’t get chance for further elaboration as Tad was speaking again.
“The hell you could. You’ve only practised with knives before. You could heal those wounds but you had no idea about this.”
“Heal? What? Tad, what’s going on?” Stella asked, frowning and sounding a lot more like her old self.
“Jen’s been experimenting with a butcher knife to cut her thigh and using Dream to heal it.”
“And you’ve been letting her?” Stella asked, appalled.
“Of course I didn’t. Jen’s been hiding it from me. As has numb nuts over there,” he said pointing at Tony.
“She told me she’d stop,” Tony protested, but Tad was having none of it.
“That’s not the point. You shouldn’t have kept it from me. And you Jen—”
For the second time as Tad was about to let his anger run away from him, a ringing noise interrupted him. This time it wasn’t the doorbell, but Stella’s phone.
She fished it from her pocket and her thumb hovered over the decline button before her eyes widened.
“Sorry, I’ve got to take this,” she said, thumbing the answer button. “Miles, please tell me this is important because…” Her words trailed off as the person on the other end talked so fast and loud that Jen could hear it. Something about the biggest one yet. “What? Are you serious?… No, I’m not doubting you… Oh. Where’s Trevors? Is he on this?… No Miles, I’m not micromanaging, I’m just ask… For fuck sake. Just give me the details.”
Jen watched in fascination as Stella went deathly pale before glancing at Tad.
“How many dead?… Oh shit. You can’t be serious?… No, you’re right. I’m on this… I’m here with him now actually… Yeah. Do that and I’ll speak to you when I know more… Alright Miles. Get to it. Bye.”
She hung up and turned to Tad. She opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted by a loud crashing sound from the street followed by a scream.
“What the hell was that?” Tad asked.
“I don’t know, but we don’t have time to—” Stella began, but there was another scream, louder and more intense. Whatever Stella was about to say was forgotten as she opened the door, rushing onto the street with Tad one step behind her.
Jen rushed down the remaining stairs and out the door, eager to see what was happening.
The cold hit her as she stepped out, but she ignored it as she caught sight of the screaming woman struggling in the street.
She was one of their neighbours, a woman in her forties who Jen saw with kids from time to time. She was staggering from her car, the windows of which were shattered, with blood pouring down her arms and her fingers clawing at what looked like a crimson cloth draped over her face.
“What the hell is she doing?” Tony asked, fascinated by what he was seeing.
Jen was about to answer, but got distracted by Tad breaking into a run. Something caught his attention, and he sprinted at the woman. Jen wondered what he’d spotted when she felt something familiar. Something was pulling over Dream in a steady stream. It wasn’t a dreamwalker, it didn’t feel the same.
As she watched the woman struggle, Jen got her answer.
“That cloth is moving,” she said, fascinated as it twisted and turned, trying to wrap around the woman’s face and smother her. No matter how she tried, the woman couldn’t tear free.
She stumbled back off the curb, her heel slipping off the edge. She had to throw out her hands to catch herself and the cloth on her face used that distraction to tighten, cutting off her air.
The screaming stopped and the woman on the floor thrashed and clawed again, struggling to rip the cloth free. No matter what she tried it was no good, and Jen couldn’t help but cover her mouth in horror.
Then Tad was there and Jen felt another surge of Dream. She didn’t know what he did, but suddenly the woman’s fingernails tore through the cloth, freeing space for her mouth to open and suck in a breath. Then there was screaming again, but strangely, it didn’t come from her.
The cloth untwisted from her head and jumped away, retreating for safety behind the car as Tad arrived and helped the woman to her feet.
“Holy shit. Is that what I think it is?” Tony asked, again matching Jen’s emotions.
“It’s a Welsh Dragon,” Jen said in wonder as a crimson dragon backed away from the woman, back arched and mouth open as it hissed and screeched like a cornered cat. It wasn’t much bigger than a cat, but that’s where any resemblance ended.
The creature, or nightmare as Jen suspected, was a literal Welsh Dragon as depicted on the nation’s flag. It looked like it was still on a flag as it was made of the same material, a scarlet bolt of cloth, cut and shaped like a dragon. However, though it rippled in the breeze like a flag in the wind, it moved with the grace of a living creature. It was as though the flag itself had come to life and tried to kill that woman.
With the woman back on her feet, Tad followed the dragon as it backed up, picking up his pace with hand outstretched to touch the thing. Jen had seen this countless times in their training. He was trying to cut its connection to Dream.
As if sensing the danger, the dragon matched his speed. The wings on its back quivered as if it was about to take flight. Jen had no idea if it could fly, but knew Tad wouldn’t want it to escape.
Sure enough she felt another spike of Dream as Tad tried something new. He staggered, succumbing to the accompanying pain of using his gift, but at least he was successful.
A gust of wind rose from nothing, coming from behind the dragon and heading towards Tad. It caught the dragon as it would catch a flag and with nothing for the two-dimensional claws of the nightmare to grip, it lost its footing and was sent flapping towards Tad.
Its mouth opened wide, pointed tongue extending as it screeched again, this time louder than before. The windows on the nearest cars popped and shattered, and even though it was three houses away, Jen covered her ears as that sound stabbed her brain. She wasn’t the only one to wince and duck. Tad almost crumpled in agony, his ruined left had covering his ear but keeping his right hand up high.
The wind blew the dragon onto that hand and the minute he touched it there was another spike of Dream and the screeching stopped. All motion in the flag not caused by the wind stopped as well, and the dragon became nothing more than cloth again. Physically it hadn’t changed, but it wasn’t living anymore.
Gingerly Jen removed her hands from her ears, wincing as she could still hear a high-pitched whine. She focused on Tad, just as everyone in the street did, as he returned to the injured woman to make sure she was okay, and then back to the house to check on Stella, Tony and Jen.
“You alright?” Jen asked right back, worried about how close he was to that thing.
Tad forced a smile and rubbed his ear. “A little ringing, but no real damage.” The smile didn’t last. “Why do I get the feeling that was why your phone rang?”
“Because it was,” Stella answered. “That wasn’t the only dragon in Cardiff tonight.”
“How many more?” Tad asked.
“As far as we can tell, all of them.”
“All of what?” Tony asked.
“All the dragons on all the flags in Cardiff,” Stella answered.  “Imagine what you just saw happening everywhere across the city. Every flag, every novelty item sold in a gift shop, every tattoo; they’ve all come to life and they’re attacking Cardiff.”
“Holy shit.”
For once Tad didn’t tell Jen off for swearing.
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Stella jumped from Dream and was amazed that Lizzie’s simple solution worked. For the first time she was clear-headed enough to appreciate Tad’s dreamwalking for the miracle it was.  
They appeared outside a white panelled, black glass, double storey building, half a mile outside Cardiff Bay. It was a call centre before Trevors supervised modifications and beefed up security. Now it wasn’t a key or electronic fob that got Stella access, but a six digit code and a thumbprint.
“Ooh, fancy,” Tony said when there was a beep and a click of released locks. “It’s like a spy base. Normal on the outside, high-tech on the inside. I love it.”
Not in the mood for Tony, Stella ignored him. She led them through the small reception and up the stairs, taking them two at a time and trusting them to keep up. When she reached the landing, she found Tad a step behind her, but Jen was lagging. Again, Stella ignored it.
“Where are we going? We need to deal with this nightmare,” Tad said as she entered another code and presented her thumb to open a second lock.
“I already said, we need information. I don’t want another Swansea situation.”
“That won’t happen,” Tad promised.
“Good. Now come on.” Again she rushed through the door, holding it open only long enough for Tad to catch it. They passed three offices, one of which was hers, before they came to a room on the far side of the building that was the only one with signs of life.
It was filled with glowing monitors, oversized computers and enough wires to wrap around Cardiff. Sat in the middle of that digital mayhem was Miles Avon.
“Miles, what have you got for me?” Stella asked, making him jump.
“Jesus. Where the hell did you come from? I didn’t get an alert to say your car pulled in.”
“That’s because it’s not here. He brought me,” Stella said, pointing her thumb over her shoulder but never taking her eyes off the screens. “Now what have you got?”
Miles wasn’t listening. He stared at Tad with wide eyes and a slack jaw.
“You’re the Dreamwalker,” Miles whispered.
“God, don’t say it like that. He’s not that impressive once you know him,” Tony said, causing Miles to blink and look in his direction.
“You’re a ghost,” was his response.
“Wow, he’s a sharp one, Stella. Good to see you’ve set high standards,” Tony joked.
“Shut up,” Tad and Stella said together, before Stella added. “Miles, concentrate. What’s happening?”
He blinked, then shook his head and came back to himself.
He turned to his computer, pounded his keyboard and clicked his mouse. A map jumped to life on one monitor, covered in blinking red dots.
“Ooh, pretty,” Tony said, which was followed by a grunt as Jen smacked the back of his head.
“Shut up,” she said, then added, “What’s that a map of?”
“Cardiff. I’m monitoring all the nine-nine-nine calls and have logged the locations on here,” Miles answered.
“So many,” Stella whispered, knowing it would be futile to count them. There were hundreds, and they were spread over the city.
“These are just the ones we’ve had calls about. There are other incidents. Here, watch this.”
There were more clicks before another screen showed live footage from Cardiff Bay near the restaurants. The once chic location was now a war zone of broken glass and screaming people. Fabric dragons streamed through the debris, attaching themselves to people, biting, clawing and suffocating.
“That’s awful,” Jen gasped.
“That’s not the worst part. Listen to this,” Miles said, and with another click, speakers came to life on his desk. A familiar sound flooded the room and Miles didn’t wait long before shutting it off.
“That’s the same cry the other one made,” Jen noted.
“It’s like this all over the city?” Tad asked and Miles nodded. “There’s no way I can stop that many. This is ridiculous.”
Stella agreed. “What’s Trevors doing?”
“He’s on his way there with his team.” He tapped the monitor still playing the footage from the restaurants. “I don’t know how much good they’ll do. Trevors took out a few near this building, but it was tough going. Bullets tear them up, but won’t stop them until they’re so shredded there’s not much left. He had the most luck with fire.”
Stella shook her head. “He can’t use either of those options. These things are just fabric. You fire bullets and they’ll pass through and hit innocent people. As for fire…” She glanced at Tad, unable to resist looking at his hand. “I don’t want another Swansea, Miles. We need another way.”
“Then what is it? No one knows what to do. About the best I’ve seen so far were firemen using water to keep the dragons back, but that was only a delaying tactic. If we don’t do something soon, these things will tear Cardiff to pieces.”
“The Prime Minister would love that,” Tony noted dryly.
“Not helping, Tony,” Tad said. “What about the dreamer? Any chance we can find them and wake them up, stop this that way?”
“Good idea,” Stella said. “Any idea where these started, Miles?”
“The first call came from here,” he said, pointing to a dot on the screen. “But the second came here,” he said, pointing to another dot on the other side of Cardiff. “There’s no pattern that I can see. I’d have to write a program to figure that out and by that time—”
“It’ll be too late,” Stella finished. She turned to Tad hoping for another idea, but was out of luck. “Anything else? Anyone?”
One by one everyone shook their heads and Stella swore. She turned and rubbed her eyes as she felt a headache coming. This couldn’t be happening. A week into this job and already something disastrous derailed her efforts. The Prime Minister was angry enough over the extra fear Tad’s injury created in the media. If she let this continue he’d fire her in a heartbeat. No more promotion, no chance to prove herself. No ability to keep Tad from doing anything stupid.
“What about your training?” she asked, turning back to the others. “Anything there that can help?”
Tad looked pained.
“We’re close. I stumbled on something with the fire nightmare, but I can’t recreate it. So right now we’re stuck with me touching each of these things individually and cutting their connection to dream.”
“I could help,” Jen said.
“No,” Tad and Stella shut her down, speaking in unison. Jen blushed and shrank away, but Stella noticed her usual expression of anger. 
“What are you struggling with?” she asked Tad.
“Now’s not the time?”
“What other choice do we have? Those things are tearing Cardiff apart and you know how that’ll play in the news. This’ll be the disaster that plays right into the hands of the people wanting to invade.”
“Invade?” Miles asked, but Stella ignored him.
“Come on Tad, give me something. We can figure this out. If you’re one step away I can help. Please, it’s our last chance.”
“Fine. It’s just…” He groaned. “It’s hard to put into words.”
“Try,” Stella said, trying not to sound impatient and failing.
“I don’t know. Most of the time it hurts when I’m pulling over too much Dream. There’s a pressure on that door in my mind and—”
“Door in your mind?” Miles asked, but Stella hushed him and told Tad to continue.
“The harder I press, the more it hurts.”
“The pressure’s different every time?” Stella asked, earning nods from Tad and Jen. “Why?”
“I think it has something to do with the size of the image we’re trying to fill with Dream. The more ambitious I am, the harder it is to open that door. Like that air spear I used with the monster in Bristol. That was so hard it knocked me out.”
“I remember,” Stella muttered darkly.
“But if I imagined it toothpick size, it wouldn’t be so hard. So it’s related to scale.”
“No way, dude. I saw the footage of what you were doing in Swansea, and that was so much bigger than a toothpick,” Miles interrupted. When all attention turned toward him, he backed away. “Sorry, I’ll be quiet.”
“No,” Stella said. “What did you mean?”
“Well, I saw the footage from Swansea and I didn’t see any sign of pain on your face when you did that.”
“There wasn’t any,” Tad said. “That night I could just do stuff and there was no pressure on the door.”
“Maybe it was because you were hurt in other ways,” Tony said. “Your body was in agony so the pain in your head wasn’t so bad.”
Tad shook his head. “No, there’s something different about how I used the power that night.”
“So what was different?” Stella asked, excited as she felt they were on the cusp of something.
Tad shrugged. “I have no idea, this is where I always get stuck.”
Stella huffed in frustration, glancing back at the screen where dragons were tearing up her city. In frustration she ran her hands through her hair, then stopped.
It had taken her a while to get used to her shorter hair, but she had done so. She only noticed it now when she ran her fingers through it. Doing so had triggered a memory.
“Not everything you did that night was easy. At the start when you put out those burning bodies, you got hurt so much that the nightmare nearly killed you. I had to knock you out the way, remember?”
“Of course,” Tad said.
“Well, compared to the huge fire you put out at the end, that was much smaller. Why did the first hurt when that other didn’t?”
Tad thought about it, then said, “I was so angry with the first one. I just imagined the flames not being there and used Dream to make it real.”
“Awesome,” Miles whispered.
“Those last fires though… I remember thinking it was all my fault and I couldn’t let anyone else be hurt. Even though I was exhausted, I had to do something.”
“So what did you do?” Stella pressed. “What was different?”
“I moved them.”
“Moved them?” Miles asked. “What do you mean?”
“When that fire nightmare tried to fry those reporters, I directed its attack somewhere else. That didn’t hurt, it was just tiring. Being as that worked, I did the same thing with the fire at the end. I imagined that all the heat was directed up all at once.”
“And it jumped,” Miles said excitedly. “The flame lept into the air and exploded.”
“Why explode?” Stella asked.
“Oxygen is my guess,” Miles said. “Taken away from its fuel it had only the oxygen in the air to keep it going. All of those fires pushed into a single location in an instant, they must have burnt through that oxygen in a heartbeat.”
“So the secret is moving stuff?” Tony asked.
“No,” Stella said. That didn’t feel like the truth. There was something between making flames disappear and moving them. Both were crazy options, and it was a testament to how much the Merging had changed things that thinking about this was her job now.
But it’s the same job really, she told herself. The fundamental core had always been to look for the differences in things, to spot the lie amongst the truth, then to figure out why there was that anomaly.
So what was the difference between making something disappear and moving it?
If it was something physical, the difference was that Stella couldn’t do the first one, but she could the second. If she wanted to make Miles’ computer vanish, she’d have no way of doing that. But if she wanted to move it, all she needed to do was push it.
But that was her applying natural rules to the unnatural way Tad…
Her thought trailed off, and she looked up sharply, staring at Tad with wide eyes as the answer came.
“It’s natural,” she whispered.
“What?” Tad asked.
“It’s not about how big the task is, it’s how far you want to push the laws of nature.”
Tad blinked, looked at Jen, then Tony, and finally Miles before saying, “I’m not following. What do you mean?”
“After New York, you told me how the realities differed. One was water and the other stone. You said you use your connection to Dream to change the rules of this reality. But isn’t it easier to bend something than break it? What if your limitations have less to do with how big something is, and more to do with how unnatural it is? Are you following?”
“I think so,” Tad said, suddenly looking like he was filled with new energy. “When I made that fire vanish, I was doing something unnatural. Energy isn’t supposed to vanish, it can only change. Making that energy move is a different story. It’s what energy is supposed to do, it’s natural. It doesn’t jump like it did in Swansea, but it’s much more natural than making it vanish.”
“So rather than fighting reality, you’re guiding it,” Jen whispered as she too grasped what Stella was saying.
“You following this?” Tony asked Miles, the only other person in the room with a puzzled expression.
“Let’s test it,” Tad said. “Miles, move your hand away from your mouse.”
Miles did as asked and then watched with everyone as Tad frowned.
The mouse jumped forward, only an inch, but it was enough that everyone gasped and looked at Tad. He was blinking and shaking his head as though to clear it. Stella could tell it hurt and was about to speak, but Tad wasn’t done.
“Now, Miles, push that mouse forward with your finger, slowly.”
Miles frowned but did as asked, reaching out and pushing the mouse gently. It moved with him for a second, then raced ahead, turning on the table and moving around the wooden surface as though it was driven by an invisible hand.
Stella looked away from the mouse to Tad who was grinning like a child at Christmas.
“There’s no pain?” she asked, her skin prickling as goosebumps rose.
The mouse stopped and Tad shook his head. “Not as much. Because the mouse was already moving, I just upped its momentum and directed its path. There was still resistance and my head aches, but it was easier than making it move when there wasn’t any momentum behind it already. It proves the theory. It’ll take some experimentation and getting used to, but I think you cracked it.”
His grin was infectious and Stella couldn’t help but return it. It felt good to make Tad smile and for a moment Stella’s headache diminished and her worries were forgotten. As ever Tony was there to ruin the day.
“That’s all well and good, but how does that help us? Can you use it to stop these things?”
He pointed to the monitor where one dragon in Cardiff Bay had noticed the cameraman. It stalked forward, turning its head from side to side and opening and closing its mouth as though barking. One by one, other dragons abandoned what they were doing and joined this lone dragon on its hunt. The camera shook and then hit the floor. Stella guessed the camera man had run. She didn’t blame him.
Turning back to Tad she said, “He’s right. Does it help?”
“Actually, it does,” he said. “If we can get these dragons in one place, I can stop them. It’s a long shot but… yeah, it might work. Ideally we want to get them somewhere large enough to hold them, but somewhere we can also lock them in…” His words trailed off for a second, but then he clicked his fingers. “The Millennium Stadium. We get them in there, then close the roof so they can’t get out.”
“You’re just going to trap them?” Tony asked. “Couldn’t we have done that before?”
“Once they’re in one place, I can get rid of them. The trouble is that I just don’t know how to lure them there.”
“I can help with that,” Miles said as he removed a headset Stella hadn’t seen him put on. He must have done it as Tad spoke and she was intrigued with what caused him to do so.
“Anyone else find it strange that those dragons stopped what they were doing to join their friend just then?” Miles asked, pointing to the footage he’d paused on his computer. “I think it was because of this.”
He pressed play again and once more his speakers were active, producing a sound that was anything but pleasant. It was a cross between the barking of a seal and the cry of an eagle. The noises were short, sharp, and pierced Stella’s ears.
However, as painful as it was to her, it was some kind of call to action for the dragons.
“We can use this,” Miles said, pressing pause again. “We’ll need a better audio sample, but if we get it, we can pump it through a sound system in a car and get them to chase whoever’s driving. Get multiple teams on different sides of the city and play that sound as loud as possible, and you might get them to chase you to the stadium. What do you think?”
“It’s a good idea,” Stella said. “But what about when we get to the stadium, how do we get inside? We can’t just drive onto the field.”
“No, but we can dreamwalk there,” Tad said. “I’ll go with Trevors to get this sound, then we follow Miles’ plan and get everyone to the stadium at the same time. Then we’ll switch off all the speakers except for the one I’ll be holding, and I’ll dreamwalk into the stadium and play the sound from the field. At that point the dragons should come in after me and I can just dreamwalk out of there. Then I can go set up what I need to finish them off—”
“Hang on a second,” Stella said. “There’s a lot of I in this plan. You’re taking too much on yourself. How about I get the sound with Trevors and his guys while you jump straight to the setup for whatever you need to do?”
Tad shook his head. “No way. Too dangerous. Just a touch from me will finish these things so I can just walk up to them and get the sound. You could get hurt.”
“Tad, we talked about this. If you want to do this, then you need to let us help. It won’t work any other way. This isn’t a one man show.”
“It’s dangero—”
“If you say it’s dangerous one more time, I’m going to punch you in the throat. How many times do we have to go over this? This is my job, so either make your piece with it or be somewhere else. I’m doing this, and that’s final. Besides, every second wasted is another life in danger, so we need to finish this quick. You doing everything alone will slow us down. You need to trust me.”
“I do trust you, you know that,” Tad said in a strained tone, and he was right. After last Thursday she knew everything about this man. Therefore, she knew he wasn’t trying to belittle her, he just wanted to avoid a similar pain to when he lost his ghosts. He’d trusted before, taken people into danger, and he’d lost them. But he couldn’t do everything himself, he had to see that.
“And you know I can’t sit this out,” she said.
He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. Slowly the energy that built in him as Stella figured out the secret behind his gift vanished and he deflated. Finally he said, “Fine. You do that, I’ll get set up to finish them off.”
“Thank you,” Stella said. “That’s better. Right, lets—”
“I’ll go with Tad,” Tony said. “You’ll need someone watching your back while you do your thing.”
“No, you’re—”
“I’m coming, for all the reasons Stella just said,” Tony argued. “Besides, I’ve got control of my powers now. I can help. You’ve got to stop leaving me behind, mate.”
Tad sighed again in defeat. “Fine. You can come.”
“Great.”
“Well that just leaves me. I’ll go with Stella,” Jen said.
“The hell you will,” Tad argued. “You’re staying with Miles.”
“You said it yourself, you need someone to dreamwalk into the stadium. With you off doing something else, that leaves me.”
“No, I can—”
“You can’t stop me. I’ll just dreamwalk away and help anyway, so you might as well let me. I won’t do anything too dangerous, I learnt my lesson last year. But I’m not staying behind either.”
“Jen, you’re too young. You’re staying here and that’s final.”
“You can’t stop me, dad. I’m doing this.”
“No Jen, Tad’s right,” Stella started, but Jen rounded on her sharply.
“Oh, you going to dreamwalk into that stadium on your own somehow?”
“I’ll call your dad to get me—”
“When you’re being chased by all those dragons? Just when will you get the time? Besides, I’m just as capable of banishing these nightmares as dad is. When you think about it, I won’t be in danger anyway. If anything bad happens, I’ll just dreamwalk us away.”
“No,” Tad said, but more weakly this time.
“I already said you can’t stop me. I can help. I learnt my lesson and won’t make the same mistakes I did with Maggie, I promise. If it gets too dangerous, I’ll leave. But I can do this.”
“No,” Tad said again, but this time it was Stella’s turn to protest.
She couldn’t believe she was about to say this, but Jen was making sense. “I hate to side with her Tad, but she’s right. We need her. There are no other dreamwalkers to ask for help.”
“Stella, this is—”
“I’ll keep her safe, I promise. At the first sign of anything going south, I’ll get Jen to get us both out of there.”
“But—”
“Tad, Jen can do this,” Tony said. “It’s not like last year. There’s no Maggie manipulating things and you and Jen are stronger than ever. Besides, Jen can dreamwalk out of there at a moment's notice, and she can heal herself, remember.”
“I can do this, dad. I promise,” Jen said. “I’ll stick right to Stella’s side and I’ll listen to her every command. If she tells me it’s too dangerous, I’ll go.”
Tad looked from one face to the other, before his shoulders shrugged in defeat and he turned to look at Stella. “If she goes, she’s your number one priority. I don’t care if the rest of Cardiff hangs in the balance, you put her safety first. Got it?”
“I promise,” Stella said, meaning every word. “She’ll come with me to get the sound, we’ll drive to the stadium and after she’s placed the recording, we’re gone and it’s up to you. Trust me, please.”
Tad looked at Stella and said, “If this doesn’t prove that I trust you, nothing will.” Turning to Jen he said, “No heroics. You do what Stella says and get out of there.”
“I will, I promise. Same to you though. You be careful. Tony, keep him safe.”
“Don’t I always?” Tony asked, grinning and clapping Tad on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s do this.”
Tad took one last look at Jen and Stella before finding his inner strength and nodding once. Then, with a pop and a gasp from Miles, he and Tony vanished.
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Stella swore and tugged on the wheel, forcing her overtaxed Mini around the abandoned car and narrowly avoiding a bus stop. Seventy-three miles per hour through the heart of Cardiff was officially too fast.
“Hurry, they’re catching up,” Jen said, turning in the passenger seat as far as her seatbelt would allow so she could look out the rear window.
Stella didn’t answer. The bottom dropped out of her stomach as her Mini jumped onto two wheels to get around another corner. She yelped as she nearly ran over a couple who somehow missed the revving engine, screeching tyres and the god awful, sonic wailing from Stella’s radio. She flipped them the finger as she zoomed by and got a fleeting second to enjoy their expressions of righteous indignation transform to terror as they caught sight of what chased the Mini. Then they were gone as Stella raced up the final street.
“We’re nearly there, you ready?” Stella shouted over the awful wailing playing on repeat. It didn’t help that the sound was echoed by the crimson cloud following them.
They approached the next junction much quicker than was sane, but Stella had requested it be cleared and she trusted her team.
“I don’t know,” Jen said in an unusual tone for the fiery girl. “The sound… it’s too much. It’s in my head, I can’t concentrate. I can’t change the channel if I can’t concentrate.”
“You can do it. Tad’s been telling me you’re better than him these days. If anyone can do it, it’s you.”
Jen snorted but didn’t call Stella out on her half truth. Tad said that, but they both knew it was just the proud father in Tad talking. Jen hadn’t practiced anywhere near as much.
“Tad’s counting on us, Jen” Stella said, trying to cut off her negative thoughts.
Jen hesitated, took one last look over her shoulder at the mass of dragons so large they almost blocked out her view of the sky, before she nodded.
“I can do this,” she said.
“Good, I knew I could count on you. On three, Jen. One…”
Stella hadn’t seen a single car pass on that junction, so the police had probably come through and closed that street. All it took was one car at the wrong time though…
It was her turn to interrupt bad thoughts, trusting her colleagues and never lifting her foot off the accelerator. Instead she rocketed over the junction and through the private gate.
“Two…”
She slammed her foot on the brake as hard as she could, wincing as her tyres screeched and the car lurched. As a final act before the car came to a stop outside the Millennium Stadium, Stella grabbed Jen’s hand.
“Three.”
She shouted the word as she’d turned off the engine, killing the stereo. She had a half second to revel in the absence of sound before the world flickered and Stella fell, landing in the centre of the rugby pitch at the heart of the stadium, crippled with nausea.
Unfazed by the change, Jen lay the speaker on the floor and pressed play on her iPhone. Instantly the horrendous sound returned at top volume.
Fighting down her nausea, Stella snatched the phone from Jen and dropped it beside the speaker, then grabbed Jen’s hand and scrambled to her feet. She wanted to sprint to the security guard waving from the nearest exit tunnel, but Jen was still on the floor.
“What’s wrong?”
“My legs, I can’t concentrate through that noise. I can’t make them work.”
Stella fought the urge to swear as she looked up to see the first dragon clawing its way over the edge of the roof. 
“Come on, Jen. You got us in here with that sound playing, just like I knew you would. Don’t give up now. Or do I need to ask that security guard to risk his life to come carry you?”
Jen looked where Stella pointed, her face crimson with embarrassment. Then she adopted a hard expression. There was a long second where nothing happened, then Jen’s legs twitched. With Stella’s help she climbed to her feet.
“I knew you could do it,” Stella said, proud of the stubborn girl. Jen grinned, then ran as best she could behind Stella as they raced for the exit.
“Shit, you’re Stella… Uh. I mean, D.I. Martin, right?” a pot-bellied man in a high visibility vest shouted from the exit.
“D.T. Director Martin these days, but whatever. What’s your name?”
“Larry.”
“Didn’t anyone tell you I was coming?”
“They did, but… well…” His eyes were wide and they flickered away, seeing Jen for the first time. He performed the perfect double take as he realised who she was. “Isn’t that the Dreamwalker’s daughter?”
“I have a name,” Jen sniped. Shooting Stella a dirty glance, she said, “Just once, it wouldn’t hurt if I was the famous one in the room. If it isn’t dad, it’s you.”
Stella ignored her, more interested in the guard’s attention shifting to the stadium roof. She hadn’t thought it was possible for his eyes to get wider.
She looked up in time to see the sky disappear as thousands of dragons of all sizes poured in through the open roof, seeking the source of the sound. Evidently Trevors’ team had arrived on schedule with their own dragons.
The screeching cloud of dragons poured through the roof like a waterfall, and Stella was fascinated by the beauty of it. The rising noise broke through that spell though and Stella was soon dragging both Jen and the guard to the exit. Both resisted, caught up in the spectacle, but soon they were all running.
“Holy shit,” Larry shouted when his senses returned. They burst through the double doors at the end of the corridor then slammed them shut. “They’re Welsh dragons, right? I’m not seeing things.”
“No. Definitely dragons,” Stella agreed.
He swallowed hard, looked at the door as though he wasn’t sure it would protect them, then nodded in the direction they needed to go. Suddenly he was walking with purpose away from the door and Stella fell in behind him.
Larry led them through a series of private doors until they entered the control room. The two security guards sat behind a bank of monitors jumped as they entered and Stella wasn’t fond of the awed expressions on their faces.
“You’re Ste—” One guard started, but she cut him off.
“Stella Martin. This is Jen Holcroft. You should have been expecting us.”
She looked at the monitors in time to see the last dragons enter the stadium. It was hard not to marvel at them. When she’d been told there were dragons terrorising Cardiff, she’d expected the scaly lizards from movies to be breathing fire and eating people. These were bad enough though, and she’d be glad to see the back of them. From what she’d been told, the death toll was already unimaginable. 
“Close the roof,” she ordered. “Come on, close it. We haven’t got all day.”
“I have closed it,” one of the seated guards said.
Stella looked up. “It’s still open.”
“It’s a massive roof. It doesn’t close at the snap of a finger.” 
“How long?” Stella asked, dreading the answer.
“Twenty minutes.”
“That’s too long,” Jen said. “What are we going to do? They’ll leave and we’ll be back at square one.”
“I know.” Stella looked back at the monitors to find the dragons were already growing restless, some moving away from the field to explore.
She needed to move onto Plan B. The trouble was that she had no Plan B. There was barely time for a Plan A. If only the roof could close quicker…
She spun from the monitor and Jen frowned when she noticed Stella’s attention on her.
“I can’t do it, it’s too big,” she said, correctly guessing Stella thoughts. “I’ve never tried to move anything that big before. I don’t think I can.”
“Even with it already moving? Like Tad did with the mouse.”
“Tad’s been practising for weeks. I’ve just been bringing over nightmares. It’s not the same. I can’t do it.”
She sounded on the verge of panic and Stella hated herself for putting that weight on this little girl’s shoulders. She’d already done more than she should have.
“That’s okay. It was a long shot.” Turning to the guards she asked, “Has Tad been here?”
“The Dreamwalker? Yeah. We’ve been helping him plug them in.”
“Plug what in?” Stella asked.
“Those big fans. Must be twenty out there now. He said it wasn’t enough.”
“Any idea when he’ll be back?” The guard just shrugged and Stella swore again. “We need to keep them here. How much longer before the roof is closed?”
“Eighteen minutes,” the same guard behind the control board answered.
Eighteen minutes! No matter how hard she tried, no solution came. A huge clanging sound pulled all eyes back to the monitors. The bored dragons were doing a number on the stadium. The source of the clanging sound was a set of rugby posts being torn down and crashing amongst the seats.
“Can we get on the roof?” Jen asked.
“Why?” Stella countered.
“I might be able to keep them in. I can’t affect all of them, but picking off stragglers should be okay.”
“You’re not going on the roof. That’s crazy.” Stella thought hard, fighting for one idea that wasn’t suicidal. However, as she watched dragons grow more restless, she knew time had run out.
She fished her phone from her pocket and dialled Trevors.
“Where are you?… Good. Round everyone up and get to the nearest entrance. Bring everything you’ve got, we’ve got dragons to entertain… Yeah, I think so… Great.”
She hung up and turned on the nearest security guard. “Larry, come with me. We’ll let my friends in and then you’re going to shut us onto the field with those dragons.”
“Are you crazy?” Jen asked. “Those things will tear us apart.”
“You’re staying here.”
“No I’m—”
“Jen, you promised you’d listen. You’ve done enough, and you’d just slow us down more than help. I need you here while I go deal with this.”
Tears welled in Jen’s eyes but she remained defiant. “What good would it do you going down there? You don’t have a gun. You’ll get in the way as well. If you can go down, so can I?”
“Remember the noise? How long could you hold against it do you think? How long before your legs go?”
Those tears rolled freely now and Jen’s defiance was wavering.
“Then send in Action Hero Trevors, you don’t need to go.”
“Yes I do,” Stella said.
Jen looked like she wanted to say something else, but instead she lunged forward, tackling Stella in a tight hug as though she could hold her back.
“I don’t want you to get hurt,” she whimpered, and Stella was stunned at the truth she sensed in that statement. How long was it since someone last cared so much about her? She suddenly found herself fighting tears.
Returning Jen’s hug, she said, “I’ll be careful, promise. No stupid stuff. I’m just going to give Tad chance to pull a miracle from his butt.”
Jen giggled despite herself and leaned away. “I’ll watch on the monitors. If you need me to get you, wave at a camera. I’ll be there in a flash, okay?”
Stella grinned. “I’ll do that,” she lied, and had to fight against another stomach cramp for doing so.
She stood up and disentangled herself from Jen. With a last wave at the worried girl, she followed Larry out of the room.
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“You ready for this?” Trevors asked, his shoulder pressed against the door that led to the field, his gun at the ready. “You don’t need to come.”
Stella shook her head. She couldn’t live with herself if Trevors’ people got hurt while she was locked away safe. She’d seen what guilt was doing to Tad and knew she wouldn’t be different. It might be worse for her. At least Tad was well balanced to begin with. She could already picture it, throwing herself into work, fighting too hard to ensure it never happened again, cutting herself off from everyone.
“I’m doing this,” she said, and Trevors nodded. He forced a grin, maybe trying to be reassuring, but failing miserably. He was a far cry from the man she’d met a few weeks ago.
“Alright, stick close to Marshall. I’m up front, then you and Marshall, with Damon, Marris and Decado bringing up the rear. We’re going out, getting their attention, then pulling back into the tunnel. We don’t want them surrounding us. Everyone clear on that?”
Heads nodded, but Stella just tried to control her shaking. It was more than just heading into danger, it was that she was only armed with a pressure sprayer full of petrol. She agreed with the plan to spray the dragons while Marshall, one of Trevor’s new recruits armed with spray cans and a lighter, would set them ablaze. However, now she was about to enact their plan, she was having doubts.
“Here we go,” Trevors said. Before anyone could object, he threw the door open and charged into the stadium.
Stella expected the exit to be clogged with dragons, but she ran onto the concrete path with her finger on the trigger but no target in sight. Only bare walls and a concrete floor waited, with only three dragons between the door and the field. As luck would have it, they faced the wrong way. It was a stark contrast to the writhing field of fabric ahead.
Trevors held up his fist to signal they should stop then motioned to make sure the door was shut. Once clear, he adopted a grin that wasn’t appropriate for the occasion, then got the dragons’ attention.
He raised his gun and tapped the trigger. Three loud pops, three flashes of light, and a trio of holes appeared in the head of the nearest dragon. It was good shooting, but ultimately pointless.
A scarlet head, three holes through its centre, turned as though looking away. However, it actually looked right at them. With eyes on the side of their heads and their two-dimensional bodies, they needed to turn side on to see. Trevors didn’t waste a second, firing another three shots through the creature’s eye.
The head flopped over as any unsupported fabric would, but it came up again, a jagged hole where its eye used to be.
A stillness descended over the stadium, waiting for the damaged dragon to break it.
It tilted its head back and let out that same chirping-bark that was as loud as a fire alarm. The answering screeches were every bit as loud and Stella winced even with ear plugs firmly in place.
The sound was loud enough to feel in her bones, her joints aching and her chest tight. However, it wasn’t all consuming as it could have been without ear plugs. Trevors raised his gun again, and this time kept his finger on the trigger as he tore the nearest dragon in half. The screeching stopped and Trevors turned to Stella and Marshall.
“You’re up, I’ll do what I can to keep the stragglers away.”
Taking one last breath, Stella rushed forward with Marshall at her side.
Jen sat on a chair beside the guards, eyes glued to the monitors.
“Oh shit, that got their attention,” one guard said in answer to Trevors’ three shots. “Hey, it’s not going down.”
“Guns don’t work on these things,” Jen answered automatically, only half paying attention as she watched Trevors fire another three shots and Stella move forward with a gas canister attached to a hose. “What is she doing?” she whispered to herself, leaning in for a better look.
Stella lifted the long, slender gun on the end of the hose it sprayed the nearest dragons with what looked like water. It was hard to see on the cheap monitors and Jen leaned even closer again. Therefore she was only inches away when the whole screen lit up.
Jen wasn’t the only one who jumped as the nearest dragon exploded into flames.
“Jesus Christ. Is that a flamethrower? Where the hell did she get that?” Larry asked from the seat beside Jen, his eyes never leaving the screen.
“Not a flamethrower,” Jen said as Stella sprayed a new group and the man beside her fired up a spray can and lighter.
The flaming dragons screamed so loud Jen could hear them through the walls. They fought to escape the fire, pulling away from Stella and her partner. In doing so the fire spread and soon the stadium was in chaos.
Checking the other monitors, Jen saw that the once scarlet field was green again as the dragons dispersed. In their panic some rushed for the seating while others took to the air, their wings clawing like bats. However, even bats looked aerodynamic compared to these things. Though they were getting lift, they looked like clothing blown from a washing line, flapping without control.
Meanwhile Stella was setting more fires, and the chaos only grew.
“Would you look at that,” one security guard whispered, and Jen couldn’t help but agree with the awe in his voice. Every security camera showed the dragons like a swarm of bats, so many they looked like static on the monitors.
Those in the air appeared like what they were, Welsh dragons torn free from their flags. It was strangely beautiful and blinded Jen from the danger for too long.
“Oh shit. Look where they’re going.” She pointed to the monitor that showed the widest angle, showing the swarm of dragons clawing for the skies and the still open roof. “How long before it closes?”
“Ten minutes.”
“That’s too long,” Jen muttered. “Stella’s chasing them away.” She looked at the security guards like they might come up with a plan, but they had less of a clue than she did. If she didn’t think of something soon then those things were going to escape and they’d kill even more people.
“And it’ll be my fault,” she whispered to herself, ignoring the looks the guards shot her way.
She was lost in her own thoughts, thinking of what Tad might do if he were here. She knew that just like with Joshua King, that monster in Bristol, the fire nightmare last week, somehow he’d find a way. Unlike Jen, Tad always rose to the occasion and he never let people down.
Suddenly her mouth felt dry and her palms were sweating, but she ignored that and concentrated on the crazy plan forming in her mind. Tad would be furious, which gave her pause. But Jen remembered some of the things these dragons had done, some of the horrors she saw as they drove through the city seeking a recording of the dragons' call.
She couldn’t let that craziness get out.
Before she could think better of it, she changed the channel.
The flaming dragons in front of Stella squealed as they pulled away, but some simply couldn’t escape and lay in burning heaps upon the floor. They created a flaming barrier that barred Stella’s team from the stadium while also keeping the bulk of the dragons from rushing them.
Despite being the only available prey, the dragons were losing interest. Now the only ones they had to worry about were the tiny dragons that could sneak past their defences. Small ones, probably from novelty lunchboxes and paper flags, attacked from the tiers of seating to their left and right. Small as they may be, the paper cuts and stabbing pains from their teeth and claws were more than annoying.
Irritably Stella brushed the last of these away to find that finally there was space all around them. She eased her finger from the trigger and stepped back. Even with her mind no longer occupied with just staying alive she struggled to think with that awful screeching to contend with. It was one of those sounds that bypassed the ears and echoed in her head, bouncing around the inside of her skull and attacking her brain from all directions.
Pressing her ear-plugs deeper, she gauged the situation.
Trevors stared down the sight of his gun, seeking his next target. Damon did the same for the other flame thrower team of Marris and Decado. However, there was no further action anywhere as they’d earned their respite.
Stella laughed.
There was nothing funny but she couldn’t help herself. Surprised by the sound, Marshall turned to look at her and soon he was laughing as well, then Trevors, and then it passed through the group. It had been close, dragons pressing on all sides. Even with the fire it felt like they wouldn’t be able to hold them back. And that said nothing of the intense heat from those flames.
But they had won the day and bought some time.
Stella looked up at the roof. Her laughing died.
“It’s open,” she said, stunned. “How is it still open?”
She fished her phone from her pocket and swore. How could it only have been five minutes? It felt like she was holding them off for half an hour at least.
“We’ve got a problem,” she said, nudging Trevors with an elbow to get his attention.
“I know,” he answered. “They’ll escape. Any ideas?”
“Us being here was the idea,” Stella said. “We were supposed to be the bait that kept them in the trap.”
“Yeah, well I guess bait isn’t supposed to fight back quite so hard.”
Stella swore again and looked around for anything that might help. It was no use. She was finally out of ideas.
Her frantic searching was interrupted when the dragons’ screeching reached a new extreme, the sound not just bouncing around her head, but actively trying to break it. For a second the sound reached such intensity that it became her whole world. Even earplugs couldn’t help with this and Stella’s vision swam. When she came back to herself, she was on her knees, spray can forgotten as she clutched her head.
The dragons were still screeching, but it wasn’t so bad. Compared to that last blast of sound, it was almost pleasant.
“What the hell was that?” she asked Trevors, who was down on one knee beside her, blood trickling from his ears.
“I don’t know. It was like that barking sound you used to bring them in here only l—”
His words were cut off as the sound returned, just as loud and every bit as agonising. Stella cried out, pressing her fingers into her ears, pushing the plugs in deeper. She muffled it a little, but it didn’t stop the intense pressure of the noise making her feel sick.
Blinking through the tears filling her eyes, she looked in the direction the sound seemed to be coming from. Her brain couldn’t process what she was seeing until the sound vanished again and this time it felt like Stella had gone deaf. Though disorientated, she looked up in time to see a flock of dragons fly in a single direction. It was the strangest sight, like the eastern side of the stadium was anathema to them and they had to flee.
Stella tried to see what frightened them and the sound burst back to life. She was ready this time, hands clamped over her ears. Even so it made her legs wobble and her mind swim, but she was awake enough to notice that the sound came from a little girl holding a speaker over her head from the empty side of the stadium.
Jen.
The dragons responded instantly, turning in mid-air and swarming to the other side of the stadium and this louder noise. Stella suspected Jen was doing something with that sound, using her gift to make it louder, because the dragons had been ignoring the call for the last five minutes. Now they focused on it completely. Not a single dragon was interested in Stella, Trevors or his team as they raced for Jen.
As the cloud almost reached her, Jen vanished, and the sound vanished with her. The nearest dragons to the little girl screeched in fury, a tone that was taken up by the rest quick enough.
“That’s genius,” Trevors shouted as he noticed the same thing Stella had. “Why wasn’t she doing that from the start?”
“Because she’s twelve and can’t keep it up forever,” Stella said, torn between being amazed at Jen and terrified for her. She remembered from Tad’s memories the pain when he overused his gift. As Jen popped out of Dream again and the noise returned, Stella wondered just how long Jen could keep this up before the pain made her too slow to get away before the dragons reached her.
“Come on, we need to get up there,” Stella said, pointing to the seat Jen just left.
“Why?” Trevors called, but Stella was already moving, jumping the nearest bannister and running up the steps. She ran toward the dragons, carrying her half empty tank of petrol with her. “Shit. Damon, Marris, Decado, you three stay and keep this exit open. Marshall, you’re with me.”
Stella didn’t look back, instead focusing on running and blocking out that sound as yet again the sonic wailing started up on the other side of the stadium. It was just in time as well because she was passing into the stragglers of the flying dragons and they were taking notice. However, as soon as that sound started, they lost interest and headed over to the other side of the stadium, answering its call.
Stella finally reached the point where she thought Jen had last been and paused.
“Stella, what are we doing?” Trevors shouted as he caught up.
“She’ll be back soon and she’ll be running out of juice. I don’t want that happening when there’s no one to protect her.”
“You couldn’t have picked a worse place. They’ll surround us in seconds.”
Again the sound died and Stella got her petrol gun ready.
“We’ll have to make do,” was all she said before there was a pop and a frightened Jen appeared three rows away.
“Jen,” Stella shouted, but her voice was lost to the sound of the sonic wailing. It was amazing the little speaker hadn’t exploded yet, making noises like that.
Stella climbed over the seat in front of her, heading down the rows as quick as possible to reach the little girl. She ignored the horde of dragons headed their way, instead focusing on getting to Jen.
She jumped over one seat after the next and then she grabbed Jen’s shoulder.
Jen jumped so hard she nearly dropped the speaker and the sound faded to the usual fire alarm level. A frightened and tear-stained face turned toward Stella and it broke with relief at the sight of her.
“Stella,” she gasped.
“Hey Jen.”
“Sorry I left the security office when you told me not to but they were going to escape and—”
“It’s okay,” Stella interrupted. “You’re doing a great job. How are you feeling?”
Jen turned her attention to the speaker and flinched as the sound boosted back to its earlier skull splitting level. Strangely, it wasn’t so bad from behind the speaker, almost like Jen was blocking it. It was muted enough that Stella could hear Jen whimper in pain.
“It hurts,” she said as fresh tears rushed down her face.
“I know it does,” Stella said, by her side in a second and gripping her arm. She motioned for Trevors to come join her. “How about we make this easier on you?” Jen nodded gratefully even as she was focusing on the cloud of dragons heading their way.
“I need you to do one more jump in a minute, but not to the other side of the stadium. I want you to take us back to the tunnel where the others are. Keep up the sound though, we’ll draw the dragons after us, but then we’ll stay there and fight them off as long as we can. You think you can do that?”
“I think so,” Jen said. “I don’t know how long for though. This is hard, Stella.”
“I know, you’re doing great though. We just have to hold out long enough for that roof to close or Tad to get here. Think you can do that?”
Jen nodded, then glanced at Trevors and Marshall. “They need to all be touching?”
“I know. You leave that to me and concentrate. When you need to go, just go, I’ll take care of the rest.”
“Hurry, they’re almost here.”
Stella kept her hand on Jen’s shoulder and turned to Trevors. “You catch that?” she asked. He nodded in reply. “Good. Grab my hand, then grab Marshall. Come on, hurry.”
Trevors did as asked, letting his gun hang from the strap about his neck and enveloping her hand in his much larger one before grabbing onto a stunned Marshall who watched the approaching cloud of dragons with wide eyes.
“Dont let go,” Stella shouted, then turned back in time to see the lead dragon almost upon them. “Any time, Jen.”
“Not yet,” Jen said. “Let him come closer.”
Stella didn’t like that, but Jen had been good so far so she stayed quiet and trusted the little girl.
That lead dragon, a six foot monster from some giant flag somewhere, was opening its mouth wide, its long arrow-shaped tongue tasting the air in excitement, and still Jen waited. Just when Stella was about to ask her to hurry, Jen shouted.
“Jump.”
It took Stella a moment to realise the meaning behind the order, then she jumped. Trevors and Marshall weren’t so prepared.
The world shifted. One minute they faced a cloud of angry dragons and the next they were in the tunnel beside Trevor’s startled team. Trevors and Marshall doubled over, trying not to be sick. Stella however, was clear-headed enough to catch Jen as she crumpled.
“You okay?” she asked the pain-stricken girl.
“It hurts. I can’t concentrate on my legs. I’m sorry but—”
“Shush. That’s not important. You’re doing great. Forget about your legs and just keep up the good work, okay?”
Jen nodded then focused on the speaker in her other hand. Again she flinched and once more the sound burst out, drawing the cloud of dragons in their direction.
“You guys ready?” Stella shouted to Trevors, Marshall and the other trio. One by one they nodded, though Trevors and Marshall looked worse for wear.
Stella prepped her gun and called for Marshall, bringing him to her side as the cloud of dragons changed direction. To Trevors she said, “You stay by Jen. Anything touches her, it better go through you first, got that?”
Trevors grinned.
Stella took one last look at Jen. She wore a grimace from the effort of what she was doing, but she looked more relaxed now she was on the floor and knew she didn’t have to move. It would have to do. Nudging her ear plugs deeper into her ears to escape the worst of the sound, Stella had time for one silent prayer for Tad to hurry the hell up, then she pressed the trigger on her spray gun and the heat returned.
The dragons came harder this time, the rear ones so worked up by the sound of Jen’s speaker that even the fire didn’t deter them. The front dragons that burned screeched and clawed to escape but it was no good. No matter how much they fought to go back, the ones behind pushed forward.
It created a burning wall of dragons that blocked them in, and it wasn’t long before Stella started to panic. Not only was that heat intense, but the pressure of her spray gun was dwindling.
“Come on, Tad. Where are you?” she grunted from between clenched teeth before turning and spraying at the latest breech. Marshall turned with her, flames engulfing the dragon that tried to slip through the gap.
Another dragon caught her eye, coming from above. It was only small, but she lifted her gun to spray it anyway. She pulled the trigger and nothing happened.
Marshall stepped in and sprayed the creature, making it scream and flinch away, but Stella was out.
“Shit, now what?” she mused, looking for another weapon to hold these things back. She couldn’t find one, but already she could see another dragon sneaking around the fire wall. This one was the size of a cat and without thinking Stella kicked it.
She caught it under the chin with a blow that would break bones. The dragon just folded around her foot, wrapping itself tight and suddenly Stella was screaming.
“Get it off, get it off,” she cried as she fell back clawing at her foot and trying to remove the creature. She couldn’t though, it was firmly wrapped around her foot, squeezing so tight she couldn’t even get a nail between her boot and the dragon. She screamed again as it tightened further, not just making her foot numb but causing something to pop. She had no idea what it was but the waves of agony that distorted her vision were enough that she guessed she wouldn’t be walking right for a time.
Desperately she clawed at the thing, but it was no use. There was another pop, and she screamed again and clawed harder. She started thinking there was nothing she could do other than cut her own foot off. Maybe she wouldn’t even need to do that, this thing seemed to be doing it for her.
There was one more popping sensation and another scream from her before there was a hand on her foot, one smaller than her own. It didn’t claw at the dragon, but instead touched it. Instantly the dragon went still, reverting to its natural inanimate state and relaxing its hold on Stella’s foot.
Stella had an instant to see Jen had crawled the distance between them so she could brush the flag with her fingers. She was about to say thank you when blood rushed to her foot again and it was all she could do not to scream.
She thought the popping sensations were bad, but this new agony was too much. Were Jen not watching, Stella would have given in to the scream. Instead she went slack and didn’t react as two hands looped under her arms and dragged her back.
“You two need to get out of here,” Trevors said as he dragged Stella back ten paces along with Jen who was holding Stella’s leg.
“We can’t, you still need us,” Jen insisted.
“Those things are here now, and that roof is almost closed. You can stop that sound and get the hell out of here. We’ve got this.”
Stella looked around to see the other fire spreading team had also given up and reverted to their guns. There were the constant, deafening claps of gunfire which were almost as bad as the screeching that still came from Jen’s speaker.
Trevors was right about one thing, they didn’t need that sound anymore.
“He’s right, Jen. Cut the sound and get yourself out of here.”
“You too,” Jen insisted. “All of you. If we get together, I’ve got enough strength for one jump. I can—”
“Watch out!” Marshall shouted, interrupting Jen.
They turned in time to see the flaming wall of dragons collapse as the pressure behind them grew too much and suddenly the dragons were rushing into the concrete tunnel.
Damon and Marshall were instantly consumed. Stella thought she heard one of them scream before the screeching dragons drowned them out and pressed forward. They would take out Marris and Decado next, but suddenly three things happened at once.
They hit an invisible barrier that stopped them dead, the high pitched barking from Jen’s speakers went quiet, and Jen screamed in agony.
Stella turned to see Jen holding her hand towards the creatures, her eyes focused on them even as tears poured down her cheeks and her mouth gaped in a scream that faded to silence. Veins stood out on her head and her arm was shaking, but somehow she was holding those things back.
“Shit, Trevors. Get us out of here. We’re done. She can’t hold it long.”
Trevors didn’t need to be told twice. He barked orders at his people to come help as he scooped Jen up and headed for the door. The problem was his people had just seen two of their friends consumed and they wanted them back. They were hesitating near the invisible barrier and Trevors had to scream at them again to get them to listen, but it was too late.
Jen gave one final grunt of effort before her eyes rolled back and her body went slack.
The barrier vanished and the wall of straining dragons fell in… or started to.
Marris and Decado fell back, guns raised and firing at those closest, keeping them away. However, as much as the dragons tried to move forward, they were fighting against something else. They were flapping in the air like flags in a gale, and one by one they zipped away. Stella watched in fascination as the wall of dragons slowly vanished letting light other than that of the burning dragons into the tunnel.
Beyond that tunnel the dragons were flying around the stadium in a screeching panic, all of them flapping hard but rushing like they were in a race. Whatever was pulling those dragons away was making the flames dance and putting them out.
Then Stella noticed the sound of rushing wind.
She struggled to her feet, wincing as she tried to put any weight on her right leg but staying standing as she looked into the stadium trying to make sense of what was happening.
“What the hell? Is that a tornado?” Trevors asked from beside her, awestruck.
Stella couldn’t answer other than to nod as the last of the dragons was caught up in the crimson cyclone.
Then, stepping through the tornado of dragons like it wasn’t even there, Tony appeared with a huge grin on his face.
“Hey guys. You miss us?”
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“Finally,” Tony said as Tad carried over the last fan. “They’ll be at the stadium by now.”
“And the roof will keep them there. Now for the last time, shut up and get ready.”
Tony rolled his eyes. “Please. I was born ready.”
Tad shook his head and turned to the overweight man in blue overalls. Beads of sweat ran down his face, but Tad couldn’t blame him. It was only twenty to six in Miami and it was hot, and making the poor guy fish out so many industrial sized fans had been asking a lot. However, they were the last place where Tad found them in stock, and as Tony said, time was running out.
Collecting these fans took longer than expected. Finding them was half the battle, but then he had to use Google Maps and Street View to dreamwalk to them and, in the case of Carlos just now, negotiate an agreement so he could take them.
“Remember, you need to tell people you got your fans from—” Carlos shouted, but Tad interrupted him.
“I’ll remember. Thanks Carlos.” To Tony he added, “Grab hold.” Then he grabbed the fan at the top of the pile, concentrated on the connection between that fan and the ones beneath, and changed the channel.
They stepped out of Dream into an ocean of noise.
Tad had never heard anything like it and his body had no way of dealing with this unexpected attack. His hands flew to his ears, covering them as best he could, and he doubled over to protect against the physical pressure.
Through teary eyes he looked up to find a swarm of scarlet fabric rushing from one side of the stadium to the next, focused on a horrendous, sonic barking. It was all that Tad could do to stand let alone discover what made that noise. Thankfully, a second later it vanished.
Even the outraged screeches of dragons couldn’t compete with that sound, and in the wake of its departure, Tad’s mind went into protection mode. All sound stopped as a bubble of silence formed in the field’s centre. Despite suffering from the aftermath of that noise, Tad couldn’t help but chuckle at how easy it was.
Stella was right. Tad had been fighting the rules of this world rather than working with them. The harder he fought, the more it hurt. When he worked with those laws, augmenting and bending rules rather than breaking them, it was a different story.
Protecting himself from the dragons’ noise was like protecting himself from fire. Sound travelled in waves. Diverting the path of those waves wasn’t particularly taxing.
He looked up, taking stock of their situation and checking on Tony after that audio attack. Neither were good.
The dragons were on the move again, flying to the other side of the stadium with an equal intensity to what they’d shown earlier. Tad couldn’t see why they behaved this way, but he was happy that at least they weren’t interested in him. What troubled him was that high above their heads, the roof was still open. He’d need to deal with that, but first he was worried about Tony who was hunched over like he was protecting himself.
“Tony, are you okay?” he asked, his voice loud in his artificial silence.
Tony muttered something in a tone that was instantly familiar.
“Tony,” Tad tried again, panic in his voice this time. He got the same muttered response.
Worried, Tad rushed to Tony’s side and grabbed his shoulder.
Ice spread up his arm, a cold he wasn’t ready for and one that terrified him. Awoken by the touch, Tony turned to Tad, revealing a face as shocking as the icy contact.
His eyes and mouth were wide pools of darkness, shadow trailing from them like liquid smoke. What little remained of his skin was white and translucent, and he was more skeletal than human any longer.
“No, no, no. Tony, not you too.”
Tad’s heart stopped beating.
Fired up with panic, he grabbed Tony’s other shoulder, ignoring the cold and calling Tony’s name, begging for him to return.
He never did.
No mad ghost could.
A stab of agony, months in the making, hit Tad harder than any physical pain. Tony was his last connection to an old, easy life that had been taken from Tad piece by piece. He’d been with him since childhood, just like Charles and Maggie. He’d lost Charles, he’d lost Maggie, he’d lost his job, he’d lost his anonymity, he’d lost the confidence that he knew what a Proxy was, and what he wanted from life.
He couldn’t lose Tony too.
Tears streamed down his cheeks, the cold spread through his body, but he ignored it. He couldn’t let go, not now. He’d never give in, not again… not after Charles.
He tightened his fingers on Tony and through that connection he searched for that chaotic madness of a mad ghost. For the first time Tad understood what the madness was. A ghost was like a puzzle, the pieces of which were memories, experiences and personality. The impermanence of Dream swallowed those pieces, and to hold itself together a mad ghost had to concentrate on keeping the pieces safe. The struggle to do that was so great, they didn’t have the energy left to make sure those pieces were kept in the right order. The more scrambled the pieces became, the more the madness took hold.
Tad knew this puzzle better than anyone. He’d been holding it together for fifteen years and who better than he to fit the pieces back together? With a concentrated effort he reassembled his ghost, soothing its rough edges and rebuilding the puzzle. He’d done it countless times with other ghosts, but this time he knew where the pieces went and how to keep them there.
Piece by piece, Tony fit back together, and when at last he was whole again Tad focused on his bond between himself and this ghost, anchoring him in this reality.
“Tad?” Tony asked, blinking in surprise and looking around as though not recognising where he was. “What happened?”
Tad couldn’t answer, instead pulling Tony into a hug and thanking any god that listened that he could keep his friend.
“I’m pleased to see you too, but this is awkward buddy,” Tony grunted and despite everything, Tad laughed.
He let Tony go and stepped back.
“You okay? I thought I’d lost you for a second.”
Tony smiled and tried to wave Tad off, but Tad could see how much he was shaken.
“You’re not getting rid of me that easily. I told you before, life’s just getting interesting. Besides, you need me. Who else will watch your back if I’m not around?” He nodded to Tad’s injured hand. “See what happens when you leave me behind.”
Tad grinned at the jovial tone, glad Tony was still here. But, the reprimand beneath Tony’s words was clear.
Stop leaving me behind, trust that I can do this, let me help you.
Not for the first time that night, Tad had to fight down his instinctive desire to go it alone. He had to trust the people in his life to make up their own minds.
“You sure you’re okay?”
Again Tony waved him off.
“I’m fine. Just… Never mind. Don’t we have work to do?” He nodded to the dragons overhead, once more flocking to the other side of the stadium. “Why the hell are they flying like that?”
“It’s the noise. I don’t know how they’re doing it, but Stella and her team are moving it from one side to the other, keeping the dragons busy while they shut the roof.”
Tony shuddered at the mention of the noise, then looked up.
“The roof’s still open?”
“I’ll deal with that. Let’s get these fans in place first though. We might as well take advantage of these things being distracted.”
Tony nodded and rushed to a fan, but Tad stopped him. Tony had been right. He needed to trust Tony so they could work together, just as they always had before Joshua King had so drastically shaken Tad’s confidence. He didn’t need Tony moving fans, he needed to have him play to his strengths.
“I’ve got the fans. I need you watching my back and keeping those things from me.”
Tony grinned. “About time you came to your senses. Come on then, play with your toys and leave the proper work to the grown-ups.”
Tad fought his usual response and returned Tony’s grin before grabbing the first fan and rushing into the stands toward the extension cords and travel adapters that would allow him to plug the fans in.
“Watch out,” Tony screamed as he collided with Tad, knocking them both to the ground. It was the sixth time this happened and Tad was landing on already formed bruises.
He wasn’t mad though. No sooner had they hit the ground when Tad felt the feather-light touch of tickling fabric as a dragon reached for him but missed. The weight of Tony was ripped away as the dragon took hold, but rather than shout, Tony laughed.
Tad turned to see his ghost struggle with a dragon that wrapped itself around his torso and squeezed. Tony turned insubstantial, fading out of reality long enough for the dragon’s tension to collapse it into a ball. Then Tony kicked that ball Tad’s way. The dragon unfolded, but it wasn’t quick enough. Tad’s fingers brushed the fabric and cut the connection to Dream.
“I don’t think we even need your idea. I say we keep doing that. It’s fun,” Tony said, brushing his hands as though he’d completed a monumental task.
“My bruised ribs beg to differ. This isn’t fun.”
Tony’s grin didn’t waver. “Bruised ribs. I’ll sort those in a heartbeat. Man up Tad.”
Tad again forced himself to ignore his ghost and got back to his feet. “That’s the last one. You ready?”
Tony scoffed and looked at Tad like he was crazy. “You keep asking that, but it’s you I’m worried about. You haven’t tested this yet. You sure it’ll work?”
“I guess we’ll find out.” Tad reached down and flicked the switch on the back of the fan to its highest setting. The fan whirred to life, the blades humming as they spun and the wind it created instantly noticeable.
“One down, forty-nine to go.”
Tad nodded and stood up. “You get on that, I’ll do something about this roof. I’ll keep that sound off you as best I can but—”
“That won’t be a problem. Look.”
Tony nodded to where the dragons were flocking towards one exit like a crowd fleeing a fire. That wasn’t the case though, because those dragons closest to the exit were on fire and those in the rear were pushing forward. Tad shuddered at the thought of those flames, the fingers of his left hand twitching.
“That’s crazy,” Tony said.
“No more than anything else recently. Come on, let’s end this.”
Testing the situation, Tad relaxed his concentration and the noises in the stadium returned. Both Tad and Tony winced at the screeching, but they could manage that. At least the piercing bark had stopped
“Go,” Tad said, and this time Tony rushed off, heading to the next fan and flicking it on before running to the one after that at an unnatural speed that Tad had only ever seen his ghosts achieve when they were motivated. Trusting him to get the job done, Tad walked to the centre of the field and looked up.
The roof was two-thirds closed, but the gap in the middle was too large. Hesitantly, he built an image in his head. This was bigger than anything he had done so far and it would test Stella’s theory.
He imagined the roof closing, focusing on the details of how that could happen, speeding up the gears and mechanisms that were already closing the roof, increasing its momentum.
“Here goes nothing,” he thought to himself, and he shoved at the internal door.
It opened easily.
There was resistance, but it was no more effort than moving a heavy glass door, like the ones in shopping centres, and he could deal with that. His brain ached with phantom pain, almost as though readying itself for the hurt that never came, but the sensation soon passed, being replaced with the endless energy of Dream.
For the first time in a week Tad’s fingers stopped twitching, his body stopped aching, and he felt more alert than ever. Energy crackled through his veins, powering his heart. That image in his mind of the roof closing took on greater detail, playing out like a reality of its own inside his head. Once he was confident it was full of Dream, Tad released his hold on the door and unfolded that image.
Dream left in a rush making his nerves tingle and his body weak like he was paying for a taxing gym session without ever having moved, but there was no lasting pain. Instead there was the satisfaction and tingling awe that resulted from his imagination coming true.
The crawl of the roof became a race for the two sides to reach the centre. The sliding panels that should take another five minutes covered the space in seconds, crashing together with a bang that echoed through the stadium and made the rearmost dragons take notice that something had changed.
Tad ignored them, instead grinning at the amazing feeling of moving something so large without the agony to back it up.
Stella was right, this would work.
The piercing barks returned as dragons noticed him and called to their friends, but Tad ignored them, channelling the sound away to keep his mind clear and turning his attention to the fans that Tony had just finished turning on.
As Tony made his way to Tad’s side, the air moved. Each giant fan, the largest that Tad could find and designed to move massive amounts of air, were tilted in a direction to get the air flowing in a circle. As large as the stadium was, without standing closer it was hard to feel the effects. However, Tad could see it on those dragons who crossed the air currents.
“They’re all on. Time to do your thing,” Tony said as he reached Tad’s side.
“I will. Grab that bed sheet and take it to Trevors’ team. I’ll deal with the rest.”
Tony nodded, then rushed off, going insubstantial so he could ignore the dragons that detoured for him. Others rushed towards Tad, but none made it in time. Tad was already forming a new image in his head, one more ambitious again, but this time he eagerly reached for the doorway to Dream. Despite the consequences of failure, he was excited about trying this.
Once again, the resistance was there but not overwhelming and Dream filled his body.
This time he never closed that door, he kept a mental foot in place to keep a steady flow of Dream and channelled it into that image in his mind before unfolding it onto the world.
At first it looked like nothing happened, but soon Tad noticed that the dragons crossing the path of the fans were flapping harder, and then getting caught up in the artificial wind and blown off course. They righted themselves after a short time, but not for long because soon the air moving through the stadium became more noticeable.
Using Stella’s theory of augmenting reality rather than forcing it to change, Tad focused on the moving air and gave it a boost. Soon the airflow was creating momentum of its own, flowing around the stadium in a loop. On and on the process went, the current of air whirling around the stadium picking up momentum every time it encountered a fan powered by the magic of Dream.
Soon it was flowing like a strong gale, catching up any dragon caught in its path and carrying them around the stadium like they were caught in a lazy river. The lazy river became rapids that ripped away dragons who hadn’t even tried to fly through the current, and still the wind blew.
More and more dragons got caught up in the growing wind and flowed around the stadium in ever quickening circles until Tad’s augmented wind was sucking in even the dragons that had already crossed the air stream and were headed for him, but still Tad let Dream flow.
The power was addictive like nothing he had ever felt. It was a pleasant electric current rushing through his nervous system, charging him up. However, despite that feeling, the effort of holding the door open was growing. The pressure was not impossible, but the door didn’t like staying open and it was making itself known. Even a light weight if lifted long enough can become unbearable.
For now, as the first beads of sweat appeared on his forehead, he stood alone in the field’s centre, the eye of his own personal hurricane, and he couldn’t help but laugh.
This felt amazing.
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Stella thought she couldn’t be surprised after everything she’d seen, but surprised she was.
The dragons were caught in a tornado, rushing around the stadium in a wall of scarlet that left just enough gaps so she could see the roof had closed and there was a tall man standing in the eye of this particular storm. Even seeing it with her own eyes, she struggled to believe it.
Then, Tony was there, phasing through the dragons and somehow dragging some white material behind him. Every now and again it would catch the wind and billow out, flapping like a giant flag, but Tony would get it under control and continue on his way.
When he stood in front of her, he asked, “Hey guys, you miss us?”
“What the fuck took you so long?” Trevors snapped. Tony flinched, his smile vanishing.
“We were getting set up. It wasn’t as easy as it sounds.”
Trevors got in his face, crowding the frightened ghost and poking him in the chest. “Yeah? Well, while you were taking your time, I lost two good—”
“Trevors, it’s not his fault. He doesn’t know,” Stella argued, limping to the angry man and taking his arm.
“Whatever. Cut out the fucking jokes and have some respect,” Trevors replied, torn between anger and his knowledge of what was right.
“You weren’t supposed to be here,” Tony said, looking every bit the teenager he was at times.
“The roof takes twenty minutes to close,” Stella explained. “It’s been… difficult. If it weren’t for Jen then…”
She let her words trail off as they both looked to an exhausted Jen who was propped against a wall, holding her head in her hands.
“Jen,” Tony said, seeing her for the first time and rushing in her direction before Stella caught his arm.
“She’ll be fine. She’s just exhausted.”
“Why is she here?”
“Do you think I could keep her away?”
“I guess not,” Tony admitted. “Tad won’t like it.”
“Please tell me he has a plan beyond this,” she said.
Tony nodded and held up what she now realised was a large bedsheet.
“We need you guys to hold one end of this sheet. Me and Tad will take the other and we’ll use it to catch the dragons.”
Stella glanced at Trevors who stared at Tony like he was mad. They shared a look and Stella spoke up before Trevors could lose it again.
“I’m assuming Tad has more in mind than just scooping them up in a bedsheet.”
“It’ll make sense when it happens. Trust me, Tad knows what he’s doing.”
“Are you sure?” Trevors asked, not liking this at all.
Tony motioned to the wind that was roaring through the stadium, carrying every dragon that had previously been trying to get them. It had even put out the fires and picked up the remains of the burnt dragons.
“You really need to ask? Just trust him.”
There was that word again. Trust. Whether it was Stella getting Tad to trust them to help, Jen getting Stella to trust her to fill in for Tad, or Tony trying to get them to trust that Tad could do his part, it was frustrating. She needed to ask herself, once and for all, if she trusted these people. She couldn’t keep questioning this for the rest of her life.
After everything they’d been through, it wasn’t a hard decision.
“Trevors, you stay with Marris and Decado, I’m going back with Tony.”
“Stella, this is—”
“Let’s finish this,” Stella interrupted, sounding every bit as tired as she felt. Trevors opened his mouth to answer, but shook his head and waved his remaining people over to help.
“What do you want us to do?” he asked.
“The three of you hold on to this end of the bed sheet,” Tony said, passing it to him. “Keep it low to the floor, but open it wide. When we raise our side, you do the same. We’re going to slowly open it, catching the dragons as they pass.”
Trevors looked like he wanted to say something else, but again kept his mouth shut. Wordlessly he passed a corner to Decado and had Marris stand in the middle.
“Come on,” Tony said to Stella, and he headed back into the wind, keeping the bedsheet low.
Stella took one step after him, then yelped and nearly fell, struggling with her foot. She suspected those popping sounds had been bones breaking.
“Tony, give me a hand,” she called, and he was at her side in an instant. She flung an arm over his shoulder and he put one around her waist. It was closer to the teenage ghost than she’d ever been and she could see he was about to comment on that. “Tony. Just this once, let it slide.”
He grinned, but never spoke. Instead he gave his support as they stepped into the wind.
Even with her head down the wind took her breath away. Tony tried to help, but she stumbled and with her bad leg she couldn’t catch herself. She fell and pulled Tony with her.
As if falling wasn’t bad enough, Tony landed on top of her, crushing her ribs and knocking the remaining air from her lungs.
“Well, this is awkward,” Tony said, unable to help himself.
“Get off,” she gasped, and Tony obliged, climbing off her but staying near the ground.
“Maybe we’ll make better progress if we crawl,” he suggested.
She hated the idea, but agreed. Not looking back so she wouldn’t have to see who was watching, Stella crawled forward. Tony, however, stood up.
“What? It’s not my fault you’re not a ghost. We don’t all have to crawl like a dog.” Then with a grin he stepped into the wind. Not even his hair moved. The only sign he was in the wind was his hand swaying as he somehow held his end of the sheet. Evidently, he’d learnt some new tricks.
Seeing the look on his face, Stella decided that when this was over she’d see just how much punishment a ghost could take. In the meantime there was nothing for it but to crawl.
She could barely breathe as the wind moved the air too fast past her face. Keeping her eyes open was a problem as the wind either dried them up or blew particles into them. The constant wailing was deafening, and with every inch she crawled it felt like she was descending into hell. It wasn’t long before her skin was freezing, the roots of her hair ached from where it was pulled, and there were even stinging slaps as dragons caught in the wind smacked her skin.
She was contemplating turning back when the air around her face stilled and she came out the other side. Gratefully she filled her lungs and blinked, seeing nothing but blurriness until her vision cleared and Tad was there, offering a hand.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
She nodded and let him help her stand, instantly putting the lie to her nod as her leg failed to hold her. Unlike Tony, Tad didn’t collapse when she fell into him.
“What are you doing here?” he asked. “You were supposed to be in the control room.”
“The roof wouldn’t close,” she began, then shook her head. “Explanations later, can we finish this please?”
He nodded and looked to Tony who passed her a corner of the sheet.
“Hold on tight,” Tony suggested, and Stella did just that. She crouched low, resting her weight on her good leg so she could keep the sheet near the ground, but soon realised it was easier to kneel. Tony knelt beside her, holding up the middle of the sheet and Tad dropped into a crouch, holding the final corner.
“Everyone ready?” Tad shouted. Stella doubted his words carried through the wind and she didn’t hear a reply. However, Tad acted like they responded positively and he shouted, “Follow my lead. Stella, keep your end on the floor.”
Then, before waiting to see if she got the message, he lifted his corner. The sheet arched and pulled at her fingers, trying to tear free of her grip as the wind caught it. However, through white knuckled efforts on all their parts, the sheet took the strain and held against the wind, rising higher on Tad’s end and soon dragons were colliding with it.
Stella felt the impact of the first even though it hit the top of the sheet, and she looked up expecting to find a struggling dragon fighting against the wind. Instead she found the scarlet shape pressed into the sheet as though it had always been there, still, unmoving, and returned to its natural state.
Another dragon hit a second later, splaying flat against the sheet upside down and instantly going still, merging with the cloth and becoming part of it.
Another hit, then another, and another. Each time with the same effect.
It didn’t take long before the top half of that sheet was filled and Tad lifted his corner higher.
The wind threatened to tear the sheet from their grips and Stella was forced to ignore the new agony in her fingers from the enormous effort. She wondered just how the fabric wasn’t tearing. Her answer became clear as they caught more dragons.
With each new dragon, the sheet grew thicker. After only a few minutes, the white was no more. Instead they were holding a large, scarlet sheet that was thicker than leather and covered in dragons.
As it got thicker, it got heavier and the added weight made Stella’s hands shake. It made the sheet more stable though, which allowed Tad to lift his corner higher, catching more dragons at once. This only increased the pressure, and it was all Stella could do to keep hold. 
It didn’t help when someone on Trevors’ side lost their grip. It burnt her fingers and her arms trembled, but she held on long enough for Trevors to pick up the slack and the other members of his team to catch up.
“Get behind it,” Tad shouted.
It was a struggle to hear him over the roaring wind, but she looked up in time to see him step behind the now four-inch-thick panel, resting the material against his shoulder and holding it that way.
Seeing this, Stella crawled forward, her fingers grateful for the freedom of their burden as she threw her own shoulder behind the sheet. Looking up, she found she wasn’t alone. Trevors was supporting the middle, Decado took the far left and Maris stood between them. It was still an effort to hold it, but it was considerably easier than with their fingers.
“Move over,” Tad said to Trevors, motioning for him to take some of Tad’s burden. “We need to finish this”
Stella looked up sharply, hearing the struggle in Tad’s voice. The strain she saw on his face was from more than physical exertion. His veins stood out on his head as he struggled internally. She was amazed he’d managed this long. She couldn’t imagine how he was doing this.
He said something to Trevors she couldn’t hear and Trevors shuffled across to the centre of the sheet, bracing his enormous arms against the wind and using his incredible strength to take up Tad's slack. Then, before Stella could question what was going on, Tad took a step back, grabbed Tony's shoulder, and vanished.
She looked around the stadium and found them on the top tier of seats, Tony holding a fan before him that was angled downward.
The wind changed, still spinning in a cyclone but now pushing dragons towards the ground. The dragons that were too high for Stella’s team to catch spun closer, colliding with the sheet. Unlike the others, these were not absorbed into the sheet, but instead wriggled and fought until there was another pop and Tad was back. The moment his hands touched the sheet again, the dragons stilled.
It took another five minutes, but the dragons vanished one by one. By the time the last ones were absorbed, Stella’s whole body was screaming. She could see by the look on the other’s faces that she wasn’t the only one.
The impact of each new dragon was like someone hitting them with a sledge hammer, and she winced every time. However, like the popping of popcorn as it neared completion, the impact of each dragon grew further apart until they stopped all together.
It was the noise that died first, telling her the ordeal might be over. She looked up to where she’d last seen Tony and sure enough he'd stepped back, leaving the fan on the seat behind him as he rushed toward an exit. 
The lack of noise made Stella think she’d gone deaf, but she would take deafness over that terrible shrieking any day.
Checking it was truly over, Stella peaked out around the sheet, looking for any sign of scarlet. She found none save for the weight they supported on their shoulders.
By unspoken agreement, they let the sheet, now thicker than a bookcase, fall to the ground and they moved away from it, shaking their hands and groaning.
One by one they collapsed into exhausted heaps while Stella stood up. She was as exhausted as any of them, but she had the strength to stand at least. She hopped back to look at the sheet. It was covered with dragons of all sizes, roaring and proud as they were on the Welsh flag before this happened, now collected in one place.
It was beautiful in its own way, a work of art.
She turned to find she wasn't the only one standing. Tad looked as weary as the rest, swaying on the spot, but he kept his footing and grinned.
“I think we got them all. Just in time t—”
His words turned into a grunt as Stella collided with him, wrapping him in a hug that crushed the air from his lungs. She didn’t care that she hadn’t seen him in over a week and things were awkward between them. She didn’t even care that everyone was watching.
They were both alive, and against all odds they’d got through this together. For now, that was all that mattered.
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We did it.
Tad’s world spun like he was drunk, and that thought spiralled with it. He could barely contain his disbelief. Somehow they’d collected all the dragons in Cardiff and he’d finally used Dream as it was meant to be used.
Goosebumps prickled his skin, and he grinned, looking for Charles to discuss this new development… Only, Charles wasn’t there.
For the first time Tad’s mental slip wasn’t followed by pain. Instead, he looked at Stella talking with Trevors, Tony sat with Jen, and even Lizzie lurking near an entrance with an eager expression, but somehow holding herself back. He should have known she’d be the first one to show up. It wasn’t the same as Charles, but for the first time Tad could see a future without him.
Revived a little from his rest, Tad stood from one of the few seats near the field to survive. Looking around the stadium, his grin slipped and the good feeling faded.  Now wasn’t the time for happiness.
The stadium was a wreck. Chairs were torn up, the field had deep gouges, bannisters and posts were torn free, and bullet holes decorated the concrete around one tunnel. It was a reminder of what the city must look like after over an hour of dealing with those dragons.
Further proof of that cost arrived when he spotted the bodies in tactical gear who’d never move again. They were the twisted, broken remains of Marshall and Damon. Tad had never met them, but knew they were with Trevors. How many other broken bodies littered the city? How many people had died because of him?
He shook his head. Not because of him, because of King. Tad would never forget the part he played, but he was done feeling guilty for another man’s crimes.
He gave Stella’s team space and walked to where Jen and Tony sat propped up against a wall, talking quietly. Neither noticed him which gave Tad time to check them over.
Jen looked as bad as he felt. Her skin was bone-white and there were dark rings under her eyes. He should be furious seeing her like that, but deep down he’d expected it. Until he could somehow limit her dreamwalking, she’d never settle for being on the sidelines.
She was the first to notice him and as if reading his mind, she looked away, unwilling to meet his eye.
“It looks like you had an interesting night,” Tad said, hoping his tone would carry the message that he wasn’t mad… yet. That would change. A memory surfaced of Jen on her bed, a bloody knife in her hands and Tony covering it up. He’d deal with that later. Right now he was just glad they were safe.
“You should’ve seen her Tad, she was amazing,” Tony said. “While we were putting up those fans, she was dreamwalking from one side of the stadium to the other, calling those things to her with that awful noise. Then when they retreated to the stadium she—”
“What do you mean I should have seen her? You were with me the whole time, you didn’t even see her.”
“Maybe, but while you were taking a nap, I caught up on what happened. Not all of us are getting lazy in our old age.”
“Lazy? Nap?” Tad asked, a familiar frustration seeping into his words. “Tony you—”
“I’m sorry, dad. I couldn’t just watch Stella get hurt when I could help.”
Tad stood open-mouthed as Jen caught him by surprise. She was using her little girl voice, a tone filled with innocence that triggered protective feelings. He struggled to resist long enough to figure out if she was faking. A year ago he’d feel awful even suspecting that, but he knew his daughter better now.
He checked her aura then choked back a laugh.
“Nice try. You knew exactly what you were doing and you’re not sorry in the slightest.”
Jen looked up, a spike of anger sending the familiar red through her aura.
“What did you want me to do? Sit back and watch them get hurt?”
“I never said that. Just don’t play innocent with me. You knew exactly what you were doing.”
“Yeah… Well…” Jen struggled for the right words, but settled for sticking her tongue out and blowing a raspberry. It was so out of place that Tad couldn’t help laughing. Tony joined him and Jen could help giggling either.
The levity eroded the last of Tad’s restraint and he knelt next to his daughter, pulling her into a hug. She clung to him tighter than a boa constrictor and whispered a genuine apology in his ear.
“It’s okay, Jen.”
“It is?” she asked, letting up on her death grip and leaning back. He couldn’t help notice how awkward her movements were as she wasn’t channelling Dream.
“Of course it’s not,” he answered, then laughed when her face fell. “But for now I’m not that mad.” He made a point of looking at her motionless legs before saying, “We need to talk soon.”
Her mood turned faster than a house fly escaping a rolled up newspaper. Her new aura colour was one of genuine regret.
“I know,” she said and slumped against the wall.
Tad squeezed her shoulder just hard enough to make her look up.
“I’m proud of you. It was amazing what you did tonight. Don’t forget that… just don’t do it again.”
Tony barked another laugh. “Top parenting there, Tad. Way to send mixed messages. You proud of me too? I was pretty hot shit out there keeping those dragons off you and walking through that tornado while keeping my hand solid.”
“It’s a good job you’re dead or I’d be worried you’ll hurt yourself trying to pat your own back,” Tad muttered.
“Or getting crushed under the weight of your giant head,” Jen added.
“Nice one,” Tad grinned and shared a high five with Jen to Tony’s dismay.
“Nice. Gang up on the ghost. It was never like this when Miriam and Charles were here.”
“No, then there were two more people to gang up on you,” Jen pointed out.
Tony grinned. “You have a point. Maybe it’s better this way.” His grin faded fast. “No, it’s not. I miss them.”
“Me too,” Jen said, her mood swinging again.
Tad was about to agree, but for the first time his mind moved at full speed in the face of his loss. These two had seen enough of him broken up.
“Come off it. If Charles was here, we’d still be out there dealing with this mess because he’d be distracting us with the history of the Welsh flag.”
Tony laughed. “Yeah, or off hiding like a wimp... Ow. Don’t hit me.” Tony rubbed the back of his head where Jen smacked him.
“Someone has to when Miriam isn’t here. Charles wasn’t a wimp.”
“You hit harder than Miriam,” Tony moaned, shuffling away from Jen and rubbing the sore spot. Then his frown faded, and he added, “But you can’t run as fast.”
Before Jen could react, he was running away, bumping into Stella who headed their way. Tad chuckled despite himself and caught Jen as she lurched after Tony.
“Let him go.”
“He’s such an—”
“I know what he is. But he’ll never change.”
“Why does that mean that I have to put up with it?”
“Because while he’ll never change, you will. Girls mature quicker than boys and it won’t be long before you leave him behind. Be the bigger person and let Tony be Tony. We both know he doesn’t mean it.”
“Why does it always have to be about my legs though?”
“Because it gets this reaction. You’ve got to get a thick skin about it, Jen. I know it sucks, but could the old Jen do what you did tonight? For that matter, did you even need your legs, or were you just awesome anyway?”
“Hell no she didn’t,” Stella said, hearing the tail end of his conversation. “Jen, you were amazing. You should hear Trevors talking you up. He told me we’d all be dead if it wasn’t for you.”
“Really?” Jen asked, blushing and trying not to smile.
“Really. That action hero was embarrassed at being showed up by a twelve-year-old girl.”
“Oh,” Jen said, her blush travelling all the way out to her aura.
“No one thinks less of you because you can’t walk,” Tad said. “But enough about that. We’ll talk later.” He looked at his watch and groaned. “You’re supposed to be in bed. It’s your first day back at school tomorrow.”
“If there was ever an excuse for a sick day,” Stella said, but was quickly shut down.
“No, I want to go,” Jen said. “I’m sick of staying at home.”
“Let’s see how long that lasts,” Tad deadpanned. “Alright. You head back and get ready for bed. I have some stuff to finish here, but I won’t be long. Take Tony. But no arguing, okay?”
Jen nodded and suddenly there was a tingling rush of Dream. She frowned as her headache spiked, then climbed onto shaky feet. She gave Tad a quick hug and on impulse did the same to Stella.
“I missed you,” she said as she let go, and then she was gone, walking to Tony who joked about running away. Jen barked an order at him and he stopped, but he was still grinning as he took Jen’s offered hand and they disappeared.
“I’ll never get used to that,” Stella said, looking at where they vanished.
“Dreamwalking?” Tad asked.
“Dreamwalking. Jen walking when she shouldn’t be. Any of what went down tonight. It might become the new normal one day, but right now it’s crazy.”
“I suppose you’re right.”
She turned to face him and her expression was like the one she wore when he opened the door earlier. Could that really have been just a few hours ago?
“Can we talk?” she asked.
“We are talking.”
“You know what I mean? Really talk. If Lizzie’s face is anything to go by, we don’t have long. I’m amazed she’s held back this long.”
“It’ll last until the next reporter shows up, then she’ll rush over for her scoop.”
“Not long then. So can we talk? Maybe tomorrow when Jen’s at school. I want to explain and—”
“You don’t need to explain, I understand. I’m a freak and it’s not right for me to drag you into my memories and make you live your worst fear. I get why you don’t want to be around me any—”
“Will you shut up? This is why I wanted to talk. That’s not it at all?”
“Stella, I was in your head. Don’t pretend that’s not an issue.”
“Fine, it’s part of the problem. But don’t think you know me because you peaked behind the curtain.”
“Then what is it?” Tad asked.
“I wanted to talk about this when we have time.”
“To be honest, if you’re going to end things, I’d rather get it over quick. I don’t need—”
“Me end things? I thought you’d do that,” she said, genuinely shocked.
“Why would I do that?”
“Because of what you saw in my head. I wanted to explain before—”
“Explain what?” Tad asked, confused.
“Tad, don’t tease me. It’s not funny. You can’t tell me you were okay with everything you saw.”
“Well, I suppose it was weird seeing the last few months from your point of view. And it was definitely a surprise to find out how much you like my—”
“Stop. Don’t even say that, and forget you ever saw it,” Stella said, eyes going wide and blushing furiously as she realised what he was about to say. “We’ll never speak on that again, you got that?”
Tad grinned. “My lips are sealed, I promise. I’m not judging though Stella. I’m sure it’s perfectly normal to—”
“Tad! Shut up. I said we’ll never speak of this.”
For the first time since he’d known her, her aura was wildly out of control, the deep pink easily matching her blush as she looked around with wide eyes to make sure they were alone. Tad couldn’t help but laugh which only made Stella more embarrassed.
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of—” he tried, but was shut up as she smacked his arm repeatedly, each smack stressing her words.
“I. Said. Shut. Up.”
Still laughing, he raised his hands in surrender and mimed zipping his lips.
Face flaming, Stella rubbed her temples and whispered, “That didn’t just happen.”
Tad grinned but stayed quiet, giving her time to recover. It took a minute, but she got her aura under control. She looked up and maybe he imagined it, but there was a slight upturn to the corners of her mouth.
“You can’t tell me you were okay with my past. Don’t pretend it doesn’t disgust you.”
Understanding dawned, and he shook his head.
“Of course it doesn’t disgust me. Nothing I saw in your memories did save maybe for what you had to go through. As for your past, if we’re talking about the same things, then no, it doesn’t need explanation.”
“But, Tad there must be—”
“You saw every experience I’ve ever had? Don’t you think there were things that I would have hid from you if I could?”
“It’s not the same. Other than that weird Spice Girls obsession you had as a teenager, there was nothing—”
“The Spice Girls were a phenomenon and that requires no apology,” Tad said, earning a smile from Stella. “But you’re missing my point. We all come with decades of baggage and self regret, but you’re focussing on me judging you on your worst moments. I saw everything, the good and the bad. There was nothing that changed my view on the person you are.”
Stella didn’t believe him and shook her head. “You have to—”
“Maybe I’m more impressed than ever,” Tad interrupted. “To get through what happened and come out as strong as you are, that’s amazing.”
“But… I mean…” Stella struggled to answer, so Tad talked over her, trying to bring this conversation to a close.
“Listen, you faced your biggest fear to save me from myself, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg of how amazing you are. Nothing I saw of your past changes that or makes me love you any less.”
She blinked in surprise, then asked, “You love me?”
It was Tad’s turn to struggle for an answer. He hadn’t meant to say that and the words surprised him almost as much as her. But after thinking about it, he felt himself smile as he became more sure of himself. “After what you saw in my head, can you doubt that?”
A genuine smile finally broke through her melancholy. “I don’t know… I guess that after what you saw… You mean it don’t you?” she asked.
“Of course I d—” He began, but then her arms were around his neck and her kiss cut off the end of his sentence. He barely had time to respond before Stella pushed him away, stepping back and blushing.
“You arsehole,” she snapped, still smiling but looking around to see if anyone had seen her. “This isn’t the time or place for you to say that. That’s typical of you. You’ve spent so much time around ghosts you don’t know how to behave around living people.”
“Oh, sorry. I… uh… I didn’t mean—”
“Shut up. We’ll talk about this later,” Stella said, sounding much more like herself. “Right now we need to sort this mess out. You know the Prime Minister is probably blowing a gasket right now. This is his worst nightmare.”
A little stunned at the change in topic, Tad nodded.
“We need to get ahead of this,” she said.
“How?”
“We start by you stepping into the spotlight. I know you hate it, but it’s on you anyway. So the question is, what are you going to do while the world is watching?”
Tad opened his mouth to answer, but closed it again as he thought it over. Jen had begged him to embrace his fame since the day after the Merging. Lizzie always said the same thing, and the Prime Minister had harped on about it as well.
Maybe it was time to stop thinking he was right and everyone else was wrong.
“Go give an interview to Lizzie,” Stella suggested. “Let the world know you’ve got these nightmares in hand and that between us we’ll never let anything like this happen again. The world is looking for someone to lead them through this. I think that’s you.”
“But I’m just a history teacher.”
“Stop hiding behind that. That’s your past. You were a teacher, now you’re more. Last year you stopped a monster and changed the world. Since then you’ve become someone who can move around the world with a thought, rescue people from Dream, save children from nightmare monsters, give up your left hand to fight fire demons, and start tornados with your mind.”
“It was more than—” Tad protested, but was cut off again.
“Stop playing it down. It was amazing, and you know it. I don’t care how you made it happen, the point is it did happen. We helped, but you were out front which is exactly where you need to be.”
Tad hesitated to make sure she was done, then for the first time he asked the real question that had been bothering him for months. “But what if I’m not enough? What if I fail?”
“That’s where I come in… and Trevors, and the Prime Minister, and Tony, and Jen. We’ve got your back. I know it’s scary, but I’m right here. We’re a team.”
“A dream team?” he asked with a playful grin.
She barked a laugh and punched his arm hard enough to make him lose all feeling in it.
“Shut up. We’re changing that name, even if I have to choke the Prime Minister to make it happen.”
Tad grinned, then took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh.
“Alright. Enough hiding, let’s do this. Where’s Lizzie?”
Stella grinned and grabbed his hand that still tingled from her punch. “Over here, come on.”
She dragged him towards where Lizzie was fast losing the fight of holding herself back. She already had her camera out and was recording.
“You know I love you too, right?” Stella said casually as they approached the over eager reporter and Tad’s newest ghost.
“Oh, I know.”
“Really? That confident?”
“Of course, I’ve been in your head, remember. I know you love me, especially that thing I’m not allowed to talk about.”
Just that fast Stella let go of his hand and smacked his arm again, right in the same spot. Seeing her blushing so furiously as the camera came their way made the whole thing worth it.
“I’ll get you for that,” she promised.
Tad flashed a grin before adopting a more serious expression when Lizzie was suddenly in his face talking a mile a minute, begging Tad to accept the story about being hacked and apologising for going back on her word and releasing her last video.
When Tad could finally get a word in he said, “Calm down. I believe you. Jen’s been working on your behalf for over a week and I have seen the video you released. You were right, and I was wrong. I should have trusted you.”
Lizzie blinked, looking at Stella like she couldn’t quite believe what Tad was saying and needed confirmation.
“You mean that?” she asked. “You don’t even mind that I posted that last video?”
“It probably helped a lot, actually. Just like you always said it would. I think I’m finally ready to listen if you’re still willing to help.”
“Really?” Lizzie squeaked in a tone that would make even the dragons wince. A huge smile lit up her face as she jumped up and down in excitement. “Of course I’m willing to hel—”
“Eh-hem!” Stella coughed loudly, interrupting Lizzie’s excitement. “Don’t let him off that lightly,” she said in the worst stage whisper of all time.
Lizzie instantly stopped bouncing and nodded, winking at Stella and trying to control her expression. Nothing would get rid of her grin though.
“What I meant to say,” Lizzie continued. “Is that of course I will help, but only if you agree to do some things for me.”
“What things?” Tad asked, sending a glare Stella’s way. She just smiled back, immune to his glare.
“At least one interview a mon…” Lizzie’s words trailed off as she looked at Stella. “One interview every two weeks… I mean…”
“Enough,” Tad said as her voice trailed off again, her eyes fixed on Stella who wasn’t even trying to hide how much she was egging Lizzie on. “I’ll do two interviews a month, and I promise that if anything important ever happens, I’ll let you be the one to break the story. How’s that?”
No longer looking at Stella, Lizzie started bouncing again. “That's amazing,” she squeaked. “I have so many questions.”
As much as Tad might wish otherwise, he got ready to answer them.
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Tad waited behind the breakfast island as Jen pounded down the stairs. He’d called her ten minutes ago so of course she was late. He tried not to let it bother him, he needed to be calm for this.
It had been two weeks since the Dragon incident. There had been three nightmares since, each less troubling than the last, but a distraction nonetheless. Between that, Jen settling back into school, and rekindling his relationship with Stella, there hadn’t been time to have this conversation.
Those however, were just excuses. He been putting this off because he needed to figure out the best way to make his point.
Jen barrelled through the door like she thought it was jammed shut. It swung open, leaving a mark on Tad’s paintwork as it banged against the wall. Oblivious to the damage, she skidded across the floor in her socks and landed on a stool, proud of herself.
“Can you believe I made it all the way from the door in a single slide?” she asked.
Stay calm, Tad reminded himself.
“What’s up?” Jen asked. “I thought you wanted to talk.”
Tad nodded, but instead of talking he placed a pairing knife on the counter between them. As with all of his knives, he kept it sharp, and the light from the sunset outside the window caught on its fine steel edge.
“Show me,” he said and Jen’s smile vanished.
“What?”
“Show me. Cut yourself and heal it. Not a big cut. Just touch the end of your finger.”
Jen winced. “Why?”
“Because I want to see it. Humour me.”
“Can’t I do it on the leg?” she asked as she hesitantly picked up the knife. “It hurts on the finger.”
“Of course it does, it’s supposed to. Pain tells our bodies to stop doing whatever it is that’s damaging it. When you can’t feel it on your leg, there’s nothing stopping you going too deep.”
“I never—” she began to say, but Tad talked over her.
“Just like the night Tony walked in, remember?” Jen blushed and nodded. “The other reason I don’t want you cutting yourself there is because there’s too much risk of seriously hurting yourself. I’m assuming you don’t know what a femoral artery is?” She shook her head. “It’s an artery located inside your thigh and up towards your groin. If you were to cut it you’d bleed out in minutes. If that’s not bad enough, it’s under a lot of pressure, so if cut it springs back on itself making it hard to treat. I’ve been told that even if a doctor gets to you immediately, you probably won’t survive because the injury takes longer to fix than it does for you to bleed out.”
“Oh,” Jen said in a small voice, the white of her aura becoming stronger. Faced with that fear, Tad was tempted to stop, but she needed to learn this lesson well.
“One slip, one sneeze, one jump, one anything more than you expected and you wouldn’t be here today. You get that?” She nodded but stayed silent, her fingers shaking around the knife. “Good. This is why it’s dangerous. The human body wasn’t meant to be cut open, especially not by people who don’t understand what’s under the skin. So, for today, I want you to stick to the end of a finger.”
“You still want me to cut myself?” she asked in surprise.
“Not deep, but yes. I want you to do it and then show me how you fix it. I need to see it.”
Jen slowly moved the knife, keeping her eye on Tad the whole time, expecting him to stop her. He just nodded at her finger and told her to keep her eye on what she was doing.
The blade pressed against the tip of her index finger, and when Tad still didn’t stop her, she committed to pressing harder. As he suspected, she barely broke the surface before she hissed and pulled the knife away. Before she could do anything else, Tad took the knife from her, then grabbed her other hand to stop her sucking on the injury.
“Fight that urge,” Tad said. “I want to see you heal yourself.”
Jen nodded. She looked at her finger and frowned as Tad felt the familiar tingle of Dream. Then before his eyes the wound pulled itself together. Soon the only thing left of the injury was a drop of blood that was easily wiped away.
Tad hoped Jen didn’t see the goosebumps on his skin. He’d seen Tony’s memory of her healing something much bigger, but there was remembering it and there was seeing it in person.
“What did you do?”
“I healed it,” she answered.
“I want more detail.”
“I… uh… I imagined the skin pulling closed until there was no mark of the injury left.”
“I see. What if you went deeper and cut through to the bone?” Jen snatched her hand back. “I’m not asking you to do it, I just want to know what you would do.”
“I don’t know… The same thing.”
“What if you damage the muscle or a nerve in your finger. What would you do?”
“I… uh… I guess I’d just imagine them back together again.”
“How can you imagine it if you don’t know what it’s supposed to be like?”
Jen hesitated, then shook her head.
“What about bigger injuries? You told Tony you’d been trying to heal your back. What were you doing?”
“I don’t know… uh… I guess I would—”
“You guessed? This is your spine. It was damaged and now you can only walk with the help of Dream. It’s that important and you’re just guessing?” Jen sat back, wide-eyed and silent. “What if you cut the artery in your leg, would you do the same trick?” Again Jen didn’t answer. She was stubborn as always, but the lesson was sinking in. It was time to take this down a notch.
“You don’t know what you’re doing, and you’re playing with the highest stakes. The reason you could heal these shallow wounds and not your back had nothing to do with the size of the injury, but the complexity. You can’t make something real if you can’t imagine it. If we’re going to do this, we have to get help to do it properly.”
Jen blinked in surprise.
“Do what?”
“Fix your back.”
“But I thought this was about stopping me hurting myself?”
“Of course it is,” Tad said. “I don’t want you hurting yourself ever again. That doesn’t mean I don’t want you to learn to fix yourself. See, this is why we promised to be honest with each other, remember? You assumed I’d stop you, but you never thought it through. Maybe I wouldn’t have stopped you, maybe I could have helped you.”
“You know how to fix my back?” she asked, a hint of blue excitement seeping into her aura.
“Calm down, I never said that. But I think I know the best path to take. You need to learn from someone who knows about this kind of injury. Lack of knowledge is the problem here, not lack of power. We find an expert and we learn from them what you need to do to fix it.”
The excitement in Jen’s aura grew by the second, the blue overtaking the white as a grin spread.
“This won’t be easy or quick. The kind of people who work on spines are neurosurgeons or orthopaedic surgeons. Judging by how your eyes glazed over just at the sound of those words, you should be able to guess how much you don’t know. Those people spent years learning their jobs and there won’t be shortcuts. You need to prepare yourself for years of study. It’s the only way this will work.”
“I’ll do it,” Jen said, still excited and not taking it in. “Whatever it takes. When can we start?”
Tad forced down a chuckle at her eagerness. “We’ll start as soon as I can find someone. But I mean it Jen, you have to be patient. For now you need to focus on living life without your legs. You do that, and try hard, then someday… who knows.”
“I can do it,” Jen said. “Ever since the dragons I’ve been getting more used to them, anyway.”
“I thought you were,” he admitted. “You’re more than your legs, Jen. You’ve got an amazing gift and you can do things most kids couldn’t dream of.”
“I know,” she said. “But it would be nice to walk. When can we start? Should I go looking for what a nero surgeon and an orthi-whatever-it-was does or—”
Tad chuckled and held out his hands to get her to stop. “Neurosurgeon and Orthopaedic Surgeon. But no, lets not do that now. Tonight I need your help with something else.”
“What?”
“We’re throwing a party?”
Jen blinked and looked around. “Here? For who?”
“It’s a party for Tony. He’s meeting his parents tonight… finally, but he doesn’t want to be alone with them too long. He wants an out if things get too emotional, you know what he’s like. So we’re throwing a party.”
“Just us and Tony’s parents?” Jen asked, still frowning.
“And Stella,” Tad said. “And a few of your friends from school. I sent out some invites yesterday.”
“You what?” Jen asked, her voice going up in pitch.
“Lizzie’s coming as well.”
“You invited my friends without asking me? Who?” Jen asked dangerously, but Tad ignored her. He was enjoying this.
“Oh yeah, the Prime Minister is coming with his aide and his new girlfriend. I think she’s a TV star or something.”
“He’s dating Misty Richards,” Jen whispered, her eyes wide and her hands actually shaking.
“Who?”
“You know, the lead actress from Midnight Drive. That show I watch every week. My favourite show.”
“Oh yeah, now I remember,” Tad deadpanned. “Oh, well, she’s bringing some of her friends from the show as well so—”
It was hard to describe the noise that Jen made in that moment. It blew Tad’s words away and left him partially deaf.
“Oh my God. I can’t believe the cast of Midnight Drive is coming to a party I'm hosting. I need to get ready? Wait, we can’t have them here. This place isn’t tidy enough. I’ll get on that… Wait, what about food and drink? What about music.” In a panic she looked at the clock. “We don’t have time. When are they coming? Why didn’t you let me know sooner?”
“Jen, take a breath. They’re not coming here. We’re hosting it in Dream?”
Jen was about to say something, then stopped, her eyes going wide with wonder. “Oh, that’s brilliant. We can make it whatever we want and it’ll be the best party ever. Oh my god, my friends will come to a party I’m throwing that has the whole cast of Midnight Drive, and it will be in Dream. They’ll be so jealous. I can’t wait… I need a dress. I… no it doesn’t matter, I’ll imagine one in Dream. When are we going?”
“We’ll set up shortly, then I’ll need you there to keep everything together while I ferry people across. Hang on, don’t get too excited. Before you go off the deep end, you need to promise you’ll help me tonight. I’m taking a risk doing this in Dream, but I figure that with you and me there we’ll be able to keep a handle on things and not let stuff get too crazy. Right?”
“Right,” Jen agreed. Then the message sank in and she added, “Are you sure though? What about what happened to those researchers?”
“They didn’t have us with them, did they? Don’t worry, we won’t be in there anywhere near as long as they were and we’ll keep a close eye on people. This was actually Lizzie’s plan. She said the best way to get people to see us in a better light as dreamwalkers is to show them the good side of Dream instead of the bad. Hence the party, hence my need for your help, hence—”
“Stop saying hence. I don’t know what it means.”
“It means—”
‘I don’t care,” Jen interrupted. “When can we start?”
“Stella will be here in an hour, so you have until then to get ready and—”
He never got to finish his sentence. Jen was off her stool so fast it toppled over. Tad could only watch in amazement as she ran out the door, stomped up the stairs and slammed her way into the bathroom before running the shower all within a few heartbeats.
Why the hell does she even need to fix her back? he asked himself. He laughed and turned his mind to getting himself ready. In one thing Jen was right, there was a lot to do, and there wasn’t much time.
“Nope, this was Jen all the way,” Tony said, refusing to believe that Tad dreamed this.
They stood on a large, round platform, the floor of which was like polished, black glass. A hundred feet of empty space surrounded the platform before the water started. The ocean spread as far as the eye could see in every direction before falling into the space surrounding the platform, creating an enormous waterfall. Six statues broke up the waterfall, three men and three women crafted from the same material as the platform. These sixty-foot figures jutted over the abyss with one arm outstretched pointing to the sky above the platform. Water rushed up their shoulders and out over their outstretched fingers, creating enormous fountains.
It was a vision from a fantasy epic save for a few modern touches. Chairs and tables lined the edge of the platform before the polished steel and glass barriers. Each table was filled with food and drink Tad had prepared earlier, trusting Dream to keep hot things hot, cold things cold and everything fresh. Those tables covered two-thirds of the perimeter but left enough space for the stage where the celebrity DJ who’d jumped at the chance of playing for the first ever Dream Party, was setting up with Jen’s help.
Finally there was the dance floor at the centre of the platform. If the glossy surface that reflected the lasers and lights of the DJ wasn’t impressive enough, it also reflected the stars in the sky, each brighter than real stars and changing colours to match the beat of the music. Together they illuminated the dance floor and their reflections danced with the rippling ocean surface.
“I’ll admit, Jen added the stars and colour changing sky,” Tad said. “But the rest was mine.”
“Sure it was,” Tony said like he didn’t believe him.
It didn’t matter that Tad knew he was winding him up; he was under Tad’s skin just that fast.
“You know, I could just send you back to the real world and lock you in a room with your parents and let you sort your differences there.”
“And waste all this work Jen went to? That would be a crying shame.”
“I swear to…” Tad left the thought hanging and forced calm on himself. Once more he wished Miriam was here to keep Tony in line. In this place where wishes were easily granted, she appeared, smacking Tony on the back of the head before grinning at Tad and vanishing.
“What the hell was that?” Tony asked, shaken up.
Tad didn’t answer, just smiled at the spot his old ghost had been and shook his head. He continued to struggle with her loss, but it was more manageable now he remembered the good times and was just pleased to have known her. Charles was a deeper wound, but Tad was working his way through that as well.
As much as he was in a better place though, he wasn’t in the mood to see his old friend and decided it was best to get out of Dream before he manifested as well.
“Come on. It’s time. Let’s get your parents.”
Tony blanched and swallowed hard. “Are you sure we can’t…”
“Tony, it’s time,” Tad said. Tony swallowed one more time, then straightened, tidied his hair with one hand and his shirt with another, then nodded that he was ready. Tad smiled, waved to Jen to say he was going, then gripped Tony’s shoulder and changed the channel.
They appeared outside a small, well-maintained bungalow that was a ten-minute drive from Tad’s house. It wasn’t the home Tony grew up in, but it was where Tony’s parents now lived.
Although they hadn’t arrived by car and were early, the door opened the moment they appeared. The electric yellow light from within lit up two figures standing in the doorway like they had been waiting there all night. Other than their silhouettes Tad couldn’t see much of them, but Tony froze, his whole body going rigid.
“Mum? Dad?” he whispered, his voice barely carrying over the distance. However, he was heard because Mrs Suen took a first step from her house.
“Tony,” she said, and that was all she needed to say. Tony had been running from these people for nearly a month, but now ran to them. He nearly knocked the tiny woman over as he wrapped his arms around her.
“Oh Tony,” Mrs Suen said, and it was the last thing Tad could understand as they whispered to one another, their words muffled by their hug.
Mr Suen stood behind them, still frozen like he was a cardboard cutout. But slowly he came to his senses and stepped forward. He was hesitant, but when he was just one step away from his son and his wife, he let out a cry much louder than Tad expected and he too became part of the hug.
Tad felt awkward. He didn’t belong here, intruding on this moment, but couldn’t leave. Tony would never forgive him.
So he stood and watched from a distance as the world’s longest hug continued. Soon the cold had him crossing his arms over his chest, making sure his damaged hand that felt the chill much more keenly than his good hand was sheltered from the weather. He tried to be polite, but the hug was going on far too long and he was on the border of interrupting when Tony’s father stepped back so he could better see his son.
“You’ve been hiding from us,” he accused.
Reluctantly Tony stepped away from his mother and glanced at Tad before nodding.
“Why?” his mother asked, the pain in her voice making Tony wince.
“It had nothing to do with Tad,” Tony said, like that might explain everything. “I… I’m not the Tony you remember. I know I look the same and in many ways I am, but I have changed—”
“We don’t care about that,” his mother interrupted.
“Changed how?” his father asked, putting the lie to her words. Mrs Suen turned on him, her expression hard enough to make Tony’s father step back.
“I’m… I’m just not the same, okay? For the longest time I couldn’t touch anything so I haven’t played music in ages. I can’t remember the last time I picked up a book to study and if I’m honest, I’m not sure I want to.”
“But you had so much potential.” His father would have said more, but Mrs Suen smacked his arm.
“You saw, just like I did,” she snapped, before turning back to her son and smiling. “We all saw you with the dragons. And with the other nightmares last week. You were amazing. You’re a hero.”
Tony blinked in surprise, then grinned. He turned to look at Tad, that grin expressing what was going on in his head. Tad fought back a groan. He’d be insufferable after this.
However, Tad couldn’t deny her words. Tony had been instrumental in a lot of their struggles since the dragon incident. Security camera footage and a few more professional cameras that were permanent fixtures at the stadium had picked up the action that night. Tad studied that footage and had seen what Tony had done to keep him safe while setting up the fans.
“A hero,” Tony said as if trying out the words. “I like the sound of that.”
“But…” His father began, but his words died away at a glare from his wife. Finally he forced the smile Tony had been waiting for. “It’s not what I wanted, but your mother’s right. You’re a hero, son. I couldn’t be more proud.”
Tony’s eyes widened and his grin grew even brighter. Once more he couldn’t resist looking back to make sure Tad saw this, and then he hugged his parents again and Tad was forced to go back to waiting in the cold.
For the first time since Tad met him, the Prime Minister was speechless.
Together with his date, a beautiful, blonde actress in her early twenties, he stared at the fantasy venue for this party with wide eyes. His small security detail were just as stunned and not doing their jobs.
The most satisfying reaction was from Amelia. Tad had met with her enough to know she was unflappable, and it was all he could do not to take out his phone and snap a photo.
“It’s… There aren’t words,” Norman whispered, breaking everyone from the spell.
“Not what you expected?” Tad asked.
“I didn’t know what to expect,” Norman said, then chuckled self consciously. “Which is why I’m gawping like an idiot.”
“I bet you’re taking it better than most,” Misty Richards said as she hung off his arm. “I imagine you’ve seen quite a few reactions more extreme than this tonight, right Mr Holcroft?”
“Call me Tad, please. And yes, you’re right. You’re all handling it well. I’ve seen some… interesting reactions.” He motioned behind himself to the party that was already in full swing.
“See, I told you. You shouldn’t doubt yourself so much,” Misty added, saying words Tad suspected no one had ever said to the Prime Minister before. Tad had never met anyone so self assured.
However, he couldn’t miss Norman’s reaction. The words meant more than Tad expected and he wondered just what this young woman knew that he didn’t. In fact, he suddenly looked at her in a new light. She was as beautiful as any of the Prime Minister’s previous, and very public girlfriends. Tad was ashamed to admit that he hadn’t expected more than those good looks.
However, it was clear by the way she hugged his arm, the way Amelia frowned at the woman, and the response she got from Norman, that Tad judged too quickly.
“He will be safe here, right?” Amelia asked, her face resuming its standard setting as she stared at Tad.
“Even safer than he is at home,” Tad said. “Feel free to experiment. It takes getting used to but anything you can imagine goes here.”
“So I can see,” Misty said, looking over Tad’s shoulder to where her cast mates sat on a large table with Jen at their centre. She was having them try out tricks with Dream and they watched as the hair of one actress burst into flames, though she didn’t seem to feel it. The woman herself grinned, her eyes glowing as flames overtook those as well.
“Make sure you get this on your phone, I want to post it as soon as I get back,” the woman said in an unnaturally loud voice to one of her co-stars who had his phone out recording as the flames cycled through a myriad of colours while the actress grinned.
“Seems a strange thing to practise with,” the Prime Minister noted.
“Ha, I knew you didn’t watch the show,” Misty shouted in triumph, punching the unsuspecting Prime Minister on the arm. “That’s the look of her character in the show, you ass. She’s a Reaper. I knew you’d slip up eventually.”
“You’re in Britain now, so it’s arse not ass,” the Prime Minister answered with a cheeky smile. “And fair enough, you caught me.”
“Actually, you’re in Dream,” Amelia pointed out. Then to Tad she added, “You haven’t answered my question. Is he safe? I don’t mean from any of this.” She waved her arms motioning around herself. “I mean from what happened to those researchers. I want assurances he will return with both his legs.”
Tad’s smile slipped as he thought of Marcus. In the last two weeks Tad had thrust himself in front of cameras and reporters, taking advantage of the spotlight and recovering what was left of his reputation. He’d made a lot of headway, but his most outspoken opponent was Marcus Riley.
It didn’t help that Tad still felt responsible for what happened. As a result, he often found himself speechless whenever the man’s name was brought up and this time was no different.
“There are not one, but two dreamwalkers here this time, right from the start,” said a new voice that caught everyone’s attention. “Also, we won’t be staying anywhere near as long… Oh, and we know what we’re doing. The unfortunate incident with Marcus resulted from none of that being true. Does that answer your question?”
Amelia looked unimpressed as Stella joined their little party, but it was clearly forced and she didn’t have a verbal response. Instead it took all her effort not to stare like the rest of her group.
After the pitfalls of being called into work on their failed New York date and the consequences of her wardrobe choice that day, Stella opted not to wear a dress like most of the female attendees at this party. If anything, it almost looked like she was making a point of not trying too hard, dressed similarly to how she normally did when not at work. Her figure hugging jeans and black boots were par for the course, with the closest she came to dressing up being in the long sleeve, silky, white top that covered her to her neck, but left her shoulders bare.
That lack of effort went a long way towards the reason the women who had made an effort were lost for words as Stella outshone them all. Tad might be biased, but he would swear Stella was more beautiful now than when he’d met her.
“Sounds like you have it all in hand,” the Prime Minister answered. “And that’s the last work related question I want out of you tonight, Amelia. This is a party. I know the phrase enjoy yourself isn’t one your familiar with, but try it.”
Amelia ignored him and apparently that was to be expected because the Prime Minister was already moving on.
“Stella, this is Misty Richards. Misty, Stella Martin.”
“Nice to meet you,” Stella said, offering a hand to the actress. “Jen hasn’t stopped talking about you all evening. It’s nice to put a face to a name.”
“You don’t watch the show?” Misty asked.
“I don’t watch TV in general, it’s nothing personal,” Stella answered.
“Actually Misty, that’s Tad’s daughter over there entertaining your friends. Could you do me a favour and introduce yourself while I talk with Tad and Stella for a second.”
It was obvious that Misty didn’t like being sent away, but she covered it up quick enough. “I can’t wait to meet her. Hopefully she’ll show me a few tricks as well.”
With a slightly insincere smile, she walked to the table where Jen was holding court. Tad was watching the moment Jen realised Misty was coming over, but even then wasn’t ready for that noise she made. Somehow it cut through even the loud music and the roar of the waterfall as Jen practically vibrated with excitement.
“I think you just won the father of the year award,” Stella said. While Tad wouldn’t go that far, it was good to see Jen so excited about something. That was how things should be with her, not the usual norm of paralysed legs and nightmare fighting.
“I concur,” Norman said, calling Tad’s attention back from his daughter. “Whatever noise it was she just made can only be a good thing, right? If I’m going to lose my hearing for anything, it might as well be something good.”
Tad grinned. “Try listening to it in a kitchen when there’s no other noise competing with it. That’ll really test your ears.”
“I’ll take a hard pass on that.” Norman made a point to looking at Lizzie who was busy talking with Tony and his parents, a camera hanging from one hand and her professional face on. “Good to see that little mess is sorted. I’m assuming tomorrow’s headlines will be all about how they were wrong and you’re not eating the souls of children?”
“Not sure about headlines, but there should be something to that effect, yes.”
Norman nodded. “Good. It’s about time. What about that other topic we talked about, where are you on that?”
“Other topic?” Stella asked, but Tad spoke at the same time.
“Already taken care of. I recorded an interview with her this afternoon that’s going live tomorrow. It’ll address what we spoke about.”
“You going to leave me hanging?” Stella asked, sounding peeved. Tad was about to answer but Norman grinned and moved the conversation on to something else.
“Then things might be looking up. Between your recent successes, the time you’ve put in with the media, and the Dream Team making a splash, we might finally be getting somewhere.”
“Making a splash?” Stella asked, not liking the phrase. Again, the Prime Minister didn’t know her well enough to catch the danger in her tone, but Tad did and he laid a hand on her arm in warning. She frowned at it, but when she looked up again some tension had left her.
“Don’t take it to heart, I’m impressed. Two weeks in and we already have every position filled, a back list of people looking for a transfer to your team, and some high profile successes under your belt. I’m not trying to belittle you, you’ve done a good job.”
“But is it enough?” Tad asked, cutting through to the heart of the matter. Norman’s smile faded.
“I think so, for now. I won’t lie, after the dragon thing I thought we were done for. But when the footage of you dealing with it leaked as well as how quick you dealt with the other nightmares since, we might just be fixing some of the damage. Don’t let up though, the world is still watching. Until you stop nightmares for good, they’ll always be waiting for that one slip up too many.”
“You still think we’re one step away from war?” Stella asked, tense.
“Lets just say that my sleep could be better. The important thing is that for now we have a handle on nightmares, we’ve got the Dream Team showing we have a plan to make a difference, and we have events like tonight re-framing Dream in a good light. We need people seeing the Merging as a good thing again, not something to be afraid of. This will help with that. As for tomorrow, well, when your interview goes live we should get a better feel for what comes next.”
“Is anyone going to fill me in on that?” Stella asked, but again Tad never got the chance to answer.
“Actually, no,” Norman said, his grin growing wider by the second. “We’ve just crossed the first hurdle and while I wanted to catch up with the both of you, I also wanted to tell you it’s important to celebrate the little victories. That’s why you, Tad and I will go over to that table with all that booze on it and we’ll share a drink. For one night at least I don’t want to hear anything about nightmares or war or anything else. Let’s take a break and enjoy this.”
Stella opened her mouth to say something, but Norman wasn’t done.
“Actually, there is something I’d like your help with. It’s something I’ve been trying to do for years and had almost given up on. But if there was any place miracles can happen, it’s here right?”
“What do you want us to do?” Tad asked, sharing a nervous look with Stella.
“I want you to help me convince Amelia to take a night off and actually have a drink or two. It’s been an ongoing mission of mine for—”
“This is a work event,” Amelia interrupted, looking unimpressed.
“It’s a party.”
“A work party,” Amelia insisted.
The Prime Minister sighed and turned back to Tad. “See what I have to deal with. What do you think mighty dreamwalker, you got anything that might help loosen her up?” Seeing Tad’s obvious reluctance to force someone to do something they didn’t want, the Prime Minister sighed. “Never mind. Well how about we just have a little fun instead and maybe some will rub off by accident? Come on, let me buy you a drink.”
Slipping between Tad and Stella he put an arm behind each of them and guided them to the drinks table and away from his retinue. Tad felt rude leaving them like that and Stella was more interested in answers than drink, but the Prime Minister was hard to ignore.
As they made their way to the table Tad caught sight of Jen laughing with her friends and her celebrity idols, Tony with his parents, and Lizzie working her way around the room taking photos and asking questions. Surrounded by Dream, having a drink poured by the leader of his country, and being forced to do a shot with a girlfriend who was way out of his league, Tad was suddenly struck with an odd sense of standing outside of himself looking in.
Was this his life now?
He was a long way from the simple history teacher he was so fond of claiming to be. As his damaged hand nearly dropped the now empty shot glass, he knew he’d paid a price for that change. But as he and Stella cringed at the burning sensations in their throat, then laughed as the Prime Minister poured another, telling a joke as he did so, he wondered if maybe it wasn’t so bad.
The next shot went down much easier, but not nearly as easy as the one after that. 
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The light seeping around the edges of his blinds told Tad he’d slept late yet again. However, it felt like he’d woken too early.
Something had woken him. The trouble was, he didn’t know what.
His bed was warm and comfortable, the heating was on so the room was a nice temperature, he didn’t smell smoke, his phone wasn’t buzzing, Jen didn’t have her music on… there was nothing obviously out of place.
Then he heard it.
With the house so quiet, the soft, rhythmic sound stood out. More than this, it was a sound he hadn’t heard in a long, long time. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard it, which was depressing if he dwelt on that.
That sound that woke him was the soft snoring of a beautiful woman sleeping off a hangover.
Part of Tad’s mind struggled to remember the last time he woke with someone else in his bed, while another part was just surprised to find Stella asleep at all. She slept less than once a week these days, and as luck would have it, that always fell on a night where she was in her own apartment. Even after sharing his mind, she still wasn’t comfortable sleeping around him. He knew she meant nothing by it, but it hurt nonetheless.
Therefore he couldn’t suppress his smile at her finally spending the night.
He turned to face her and settled down, intending to go back to sleep. However, used to having this bed to himself, Tad never learnt the art of moving without disturbing someone else.
The snoring stopped, and an eye cracked open. Tad caught a hint of blue as she searched for what woke her before it disappeared again. She groaned, the end of which was muffled as she buried her face in the pillow.
“Wur rire ir ir?”
“What?” Tad asked, unable to communicate through a pillow.
Stella’s head turned, both eyes opening this time.
“What time is it?”
He was surprised to find he had to move an empty wine bottle to see the clock. How much had they drunk last night?
“Half past ten.”
“What?” Stella demanded, sitting up abruptly to see for herself and tearing the quilt away in the process. Tad shivered as his bare chest was exposed to the bedroom air. The heating was on, but it didn’t mean he was ready to face the world without his quilt. He would complain had the falling quilt not revealed Stella’s bare skin as well, the sight making Tad forget the inconvenience of a little cold. 
“It’s Sunday,” Tad said, taking a stab at the reason for her panic. “We don’t have work until tomorrow.”
“Oh. Good.”
She sank back down, this time using his chest as a pillow as she snuggled into him and pulled the duvet over them both. She wriggled to get comfortable, then evidently had every intention of going back to sleep. 
“Did you know you snore?” Tad asked.
She yawned and shook her head. “No I don’t.”
“It woke me up.”
“Oh, poor baby. Did someone wake you from a nice sleep, like the kind you get every night? Because someone woke me up as well, only I don’t get the chance to sleep much these days. If I can get over it, you can too. And I don’t snore.”
Tad chuckled and decided it was best to let her win that one.
“How much did we drink last night? I remember bringing everyone back from Dream, then bringing a few people here for an after party, then it’s all a blur.”
“We drank a lot,” Stela muttered. “It’s Amelia’s fault. Who knew that woman could drink like that? She’s only small.”
“Oh yeah. Where the hell was she putting it?”
“Don’t know, but it’s the last time I underestimate her. She’s too sneaky. I think she’s an elf or something.”
“Elf?” Tad asked, wondering just how drunk Stella still was.
“You know, like in the Lord of the Rings movies. That elf and the dwarf have the drinking cont—”
“Legolas and Gimli.”
“Yeah, those two. They had that drinking contest and no matter how much the elf drinks, he can’t get drunk. She’s like that… an elf.”
Tad chuckled again. “I never knew you saw those movies.”
“What? You mean the mega blockbuster, record-breaking, Oscar winning movies that were like the biggest movies at the time? Don’t read too much into it. You’re still the biggest nerd in this bed.”
“Hey.”
It was Stella’s turn to chuckle, but it turned into another groan.
“You feel like getting me a drink?”
“No,” Tad said.
“Actually a coffee would be nice. Oh, and maybe toast. That helps with a hangover. Make sure you put plenty of butter on there… in fact, make it mainly butter.”
“What did your last slave die of?”
“He didn’t get me my coffee or toast quick enough, so I killed him. Now hurry up, I’m dying here.”
Tad tried to be outraged, but laughed instead. Since he’d first met her Stella was in one stressful situation after another, and he didn’t get to see this playful side of her anywhere near enough.
With a sigh he threw the duvet back and climbed out of bed. He wouldn’t have minded a few seconds to get used to the change in temperature but Stella had other ideas. Once he was halfway out of bed, he felt her foot in his back and with a sharp shove she kicked him onto the floor. By the time he scrambled to his feet and looked back Stella had the duvet wrapped around her like a cocoon and she was smiling innocently.
“Warm,” was all she said before closing her eyes and making a point of going back to sleep. He didn’t buy it, she was as awake as he was. Still humouring her, he slipped into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, then went to get breakfast.
There was no sign of life in the rest of the house, though the state of it told him he hadn’t imagined the after party. When he checked on Jen, he found that the normally messiest room in the house was now the tidiest, and the girl in question was sound asleep with a slight smile on her face. The sight triggered memories of her awake during the after party. She was teasing him about how drunk he was, which worried him until he remembered how much laughter accompanied those words.
In fact, he remembered more laughter from Jen last night than he’d heard in years.
A quick trip to the bathroom, two mugs of coffee and multiple rounds of toast later, Tad was once more making his way to his bedroom feeling more awake than he had any right to. Considering how drunk he’d been, he should be hanging, but strangely he wasn’t. It was especially strange as he didn’t merge with Tony as the ghost went home with his parents.
Chalking it up to a pleasant mystery, he pushed the bedroom door open to find Stella sitting up in bed wearing one of his t-shirts and watching his small TV. She smiled as he walked in and he’d barely got the tray on the bed when she claimed her mug and took a noisy sip.
“That’s better,” she said. “Hurry up, get in here. You’re blocking the TV.”
She held up the corner of the duvet for him to climb back in, flashing a shapely leg in the process. Once in, he looked up to see what she was watching and groaned. It was his interview with Lizzie.
“Do we have to watch this?”
“Yes,” Stella said around a mouthful of toast.
“Hey, watch the crumbs.”
“I’ll change the sheets later,” she said. “Now shut up, I want to watch this.”
“You don’t care about crumbs in bed? Who are you and what did you do with Stella?”
“I drowned her in tequila and wine. Now will you please shut up?”
Tad sighed and did as told after helping himself to a slice of toast.
“So what’s your role in the Dream Team?” Lizzie asked.
“For now, I’m back up. They do most of the work, then call me to help them send the nightmares back and advise on other Dream stuff.”
“But what can they do? You’re the only one who can stop the nightmares, right? If you weren’t there they’d be lost.”
“That bitch,” Stella said after swallowing her toast half chewed. “She knows damn well that we do more than—”
“Calm down. She warned me she would ask that question so I could answer it right. Here, rewind and listen.”
“I’m the only one who can send nightmares back the traditional way, but there’s so much more too it. For starters, the best way to send back any nightmare is to wake the dreamer. You find out who the dreamer is and wake them, the problem goes away.”
“And the Dream Team does that? How can they find the dreamer?” Lizzie asked.
“With nightmares currently happening, I suppose it’s not always possible. But there’s two aspects to the Dream Team. One half is our tactical team and their job is to keep the nightmares occupied and people safe. The other half is our investigative side. They try to find dreamers in real time, but their main job is nightmare prevention.”
“How can you prevent a nightmare?” Lizzie asked, leaning forward in her chair.
“Well, if the person had a nightmare before then this is where tracking them down comes in. Take the fire nightmare in Swansea. Stella and her team tracked down the dreamer responsible and got them the help they needed to stop the nightmares returning.”
“I wish you hadn’t said that,” Stella complained. “Now people are going to be pressuring me for names and someone to blame.”
“I had to say something,” Tad protested, but Stella just shook her head and kept watching.
“That doesn’t sound like prevention,” Lizzie said. “The nightmares have to happen to come on their radar.”
“But that’s not all they do. They’re creating new programmes to spread the word about nightmares and how to deal with them if they manifest. We’ve found that the most important aspect of nightmares is fear. It’s what brings them here. The more fear they get, the bigger they are. The dragon nightmare could never have got so big if the dragons didn’t create so much fear.”
“How do you combat fear?” Lizzie asked.
“It’s not so much combatting it as it is finding it and making sure people get help. They’re working closely with medical professionals, schools and other organisations that might spot the early warning signs of the kind of fear that can bring over nightmares.
“And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Nightmares aren’t the only thing the Dream Team works on. They deal with all Dream related activity, working closely with the emergency services so they can be on hand when anything supernatural happens. They’re always developing techniques for dealing with supernatural problems whenever that’s called for.”
“That sounds vague,” Lizzie pushed, playing the part of a hard-nosed reporter a little too well. Stella was once again cursing Lizzie, though under her breath this time. “If it sounds vague, it’s because this is new. We’re learning fast and getting better every day, but this is a new world for everyone, us included, so specifics might take time. The important thing is that if something happens, no matter how strange, you should call the Dream Team. Just dial the emergency services and ask for them. Even if it’s not something we’ve dealt with before, we can at least help you work through it together. You don’t have to face this alone.”
“I like that line,” Stella said, nudging him with her shoulder. “Quick thinking. It gives a little hope without being too optimistic.”
“Really, I worried it wouldn’t be enough,” Tad said.
“No, it’s perfect,” Stella answered, though she was only half listening and still watching the TV.
“So what’s next for the Borderlands? Is the Dream Team a sign that this is the new normal for us or is even more change coming?” Lizzie asked.
“Who can ever know? This has taken me by surprise every bit as much as anyone else. I know most people know me as the Dreamwalker and think I have all the answers, but this is as new to me as it is to you. We’ll just have to figure it out together.
“However, speaking of working together, there is one thing I’d like to say if that’s alright?” Tad didn’t wait for Lizzie’s nod before saying, “Thanks to Joshua King, us Dreamwalkers, or Proxies as we’re used to being called, are a rare breed. However, I have to believe that King didn’t get us all. So this is a request to dreamwalkers all over the world, please get in touch.
“I’m not looking to out you and there’ll be no obligations, but if you’re watching, please reach out. I’m sure Lizzie will put some ways to contact me in the description for this video… right Lizzie?”
Lizzie looked shellshocked. She hadn’t expected him to turn her interview into a recruitment drive.
“What? Oh, yes… of course.”
“Great. This is an open invitation to all dreamwalkers. We have spots on the Dream Team for anyone who’d like to help, we have more private options for people who just want to advise, and we also have support groups for any dreamwalker struggling in the new world. I know that when we were Proxies we kept to ourselves, but that was a mistake. So please, any dreamwalker out there, get in touch and—”
The TV went silent mid sentence as Stella pressed the mute button.
“That’s what you and the Prime Minister were so secretive about. You’re recruiting dreamwalkers.”
“I wouldn’t say secretive. That was just Norman messing around.”
“You still didn’t tell me.”
“It didn’t seem important,” Tad said.
Stella rolled her eyes. “Tad, if you say that one more time I will grab that stubborn head of yours, drag it to the nearest tattoo parlour and get them to tattoo the words Tell Stella onto the inside of your eyelids. Forget how important you think it might be, just talk to me.”
Tad held his hands up in surrender. “Fine, I’ll tell you. I didn’t think—”
“Ah!” Stella warned, a finger pointed at his face as if daring him to speak. Tad remained silent.
“So you’re planning on adding more dreamwalkers to my team?” she asked.
“Not me, the Prime Minister. I don’t think we’ll get many going down that route, though the help would be appreciated on my end. But I like the idea of meeting more people like me. Half the reason King and Dinah got away with what they were doing for so long was because Proxies didn’t talk to each other. I can’t see how changing that could be anything but good.”
“Hmm… Maybe,” Stella said.
“What?” Tad asked, recognising that tone.
“It’s just that, well… This has probably escaped your notice, but you’ve done amazing things recently. Comic book, super powered stuff. Since the night with the dragons you’ve been unstoppable. And I’m fine with that, but it’s making people nervous.”
“People?” Tad asked. “You mean Trevors?”
“Among others,” Stella agreed. “You have to admit, it’s a lot of power for one person. It’s hard for me to be scared of you after being in your head, but the thought of others like you who I don’t know and who might abuse your power… that scares me. You forming a super group and concentrating that power…”
She let the words trail off, allowing Tad to draw his own conclusions. She was right. He hadn’t thought of that, but he could see her point. The strange part was Norman Geller. From the handful of interactions Tad had with the man, he was sure this was something that wouldn’t have slipped by him. He was a thinker, he wouldn’t have missed this.
“That bastard,” Tad whispered, not liking being used. “He’s playing me. Norman knows about everything you said and he suggested I put this team together, regardless. There’s only one reason I can think of.”
“To give the rest of the world another reason not to attack,” Stella guessed. “Gather the world’s dreamwalkers in one place, get them involved in the Borderlands and, by extension, Britain, and you’ve got a big supernatural deterrent on your side. It’s not a bad plan.”
“I know. I just don’t like being played. He could have told me.”
Stella grabbed his hand and squeezed, drawing his gaze.
“Don’t get too friendly with the Prime Minister. This is one reason he’s not to be trusted. I know my default setting is to not team up with people, but it’s important to remember what Norman Geller is.”
“Prime Minister?”
“Politician,” Stella corrected. “They’re a different breed. They tell you one thing to your face and make you believe it while doing the opposite behind your back. You can only trust them to do what’s best for them and Norman’s no different. He’s probably the worst of the lot. On the surface he seems like a new kind of politician who speaks plainly, but he’s just that much better at hiding what he’s really doing. I don’t trust him and I don’t want to see you hurt.”
“I can look after myself,” Tad argued, but Stella snorted back a laugh.
“Please, you’re too trusting by far.”
“I figured you out,” Tad said.
Stella shook her head. “No, I wanted what you knew too much and jumped the gun. I should have waited, acted indifferent for a while and let you grow infatuated from a distance, then swooped in once you were already in my net.”
It was Tad’s turn to snort back a laugh. “Someone has a high opinion of herself.”
“Oh really,” she said in a strange tone as she shuffled close enough for her bare leg to touch his and giving him a good look down the neckline of her t-shirt. It really was too big for her. “And what if I said I needed another cup of coffee? If you get it for me, I promise to make it worth your while.”
Tad was half way through throwing off the covers to do as asked before he stopped himself and pushed her away.
“That’s cheating. Your half naked. You can’t expect me to think straight when you’re dressed like that.”
Stella’s laugh was wicked and though he tried not to, Tad laughed with her.
“All’s fair in love and war,” she said, sounding more like her usual self and snatching up the last slice of toast. “I think we both know I would have won eventually. The difference between you and me is that I don’t mind cheating.”
Before he could respond she grabbed the remote and turned the sound back up for the closing statements.
“…saying is that it doesn’t make much sense,” Lizzie argued. “With all you bring to the table, it should be you leading the Dream Team, not Stella.”
The toast froze half way to Stella’s mouth before it reversed direction and landed on the plate.
“That bitch,” she said again. “You know, I’m really starting to dislike her.”
“No, Stella’s definitely the right person for the job,” Tad said in the interview. “On just her record as a detective she’s more than qualified. But there’s more to Stella than meets the eye. You think the Dream Team is a new thing, but Stella’s been running her own personal version since before the Merging. Trust me, she was the best detective in the country when I met her and she's definitely the right person for the—”
Again the sound vanished mid sentence but this time it was because Stella turned the TV off. Before Tad could react, she moved the tray to the bedside cabinet and turned back to Tad, throwing a leg over him and sitting in his lap before drawing him in for a kiss that made him forget any lingering worries about Norman Geller using him.
“That’s for saying the right thing to that bitch,” Stella answered his unasked question when she let him up for air.
“Oh… Uh… You’re welcome.”
She laughed, then leaned in for another kiss only to stop suddenly and sit back. At first Tad thought she was teasing him, but that changed when she lifted her arms from his shoulders and stared at her palms like she was seeing them for the first time.
“Stella?”
He got no response, and he got worried when he noticed her aura had turned from a passionate pink to the white of fear. He looked at her hands, wondering what caught her attention, then realised it wasn’t her hands she stared at. It was her wrists.
He took one and straightened her arm, looking for himself. At first he saw nothing wrong, then his eyes widened.
“Your scars are gone.”
The insides of Stella’s wrists once held matching white scars that she covered up with watches and bracelets. Now that skin was as unblemished as the rest of her. Tad’s brain spun into gear and he used his free hand to turn her chin aside to look at her neck.
“The burn scars are gone as well, and the doctors said your foot healed up from the dragons way too quick.”
Stella was stunned.
“What’s wrong with me?” she asked. “First the sleep thing, now this. Is it something to do with the Borderlands? Did I dream this? Did you?”
The questions came quicker as she worked herself into a panic. Tad grabbed her hands, turning them over so she couldn’t see the inside of her wrists.
“Stella, calm down. These are good things.”
“Good things?” Stella snapped, pulling her hands away and turning them over again. “Those scars might not have been pretty, but they were mine. They were reminders of my past and not something to be dreamed away so I could be perfect for you.”
Tad frowned. “Really? You don’t know me better than that? I barely even think of your scars and definitely didn’t do this.”
“Oh, so you’re saying I did?”
He could tell it was the panic heating her words, so he forced himself to stay calm. “I’m just saying it wasn’t me.”
“Then it had to be me, right? I must have dreamt about it and the stupid Borderlands made it real.”
Tad frowned and shook his head. “I don’t think so. Do you remember dreaming about it?”
“Of course not,” Stella snapped. “If I ever dream about them it’s usually—”
“A nightmare,” Tad finished for her. She nodded, and this time didn’t resist as Tad turned her hands away again so she would look at him rather than her wrists. “I don’t think it’s Dream.”
“What else could it be?” Stella scoffed.
“You left something out earlier. There was the lack of sleep, this, and there’s your lie detecter thing. It’s getting stronger, isn’t it? That ability of yours to spot a lie isn’t normal, and it existed long before the Merging. I think this is something else.”
“So what? I’m a Proxy or something?”
Tad shook his head. “Not a Proxy.”
“Come off it, Tad. What else could it be?”
Tad shook his head. “I don’t know. Ask me a few minutes ago and I’d say there couldn’t be anything else, but I suppose if Dream and ghosts are real, then other things could be too, right?”
Stella was silent for a long time, struggling to get her emotions under control. Finally she asked, “Then what am I?”
“I don’t know, but don’t worry about it. It’s only done good things so far.”
“How do we know they’re good? Maybe it’s just masking the real damage. It can’t be healthy to stay awake for so long and—”
“Stella, calm down. We’ll figure this out.”
“We?” she asked in a whisper, suddenly looking vulnerable.
“Of course we. We’re a team now, right? No more going it alone, that’s what we decided. We’ll figure this out together.”
Slowly a smile lit up her face and the white in her aura lost out to a new mix of colours, a hybrid of pink and blue. Tad didn’t have chance to decipher this new mix before he was being kissed again. This time Stella didn’t ease up.
He mentally added figuring out the meaning behind those colours to a list of jobs that included solving Stella’s sleep problem, stopping nightmares for good, handling Norman Geller, and dealing with the rest of the troubles in the Borderlands.
So much to do, but for another time. Right now Stella made it hard to think about anything beyond the moment.
For the first time since before he lost his ghosts, Tad let his worries go. After all, there were better ways to spend his time than worrying.
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The cabin was a wreck.
Giant holes in the walls let in the cold air straight off the Rocky Mountains, not to mention the snow and ice. In fact, those holes were so large that Mitena was amazed the cabin still stood, and that said nothing about the rest of the damage. There wasn’t a piece of furniture unbroken, glass was shattered, pictures had come off the walls, and books were strewn over the floor. It was like a home after a Tornado had finished with it.
Yet, by some miracle, the TV was untouched and still had power.
In the silence following the battle, Mitena and her giant, twin brother, Kuruk, were drawn to the stolen seventy-two inch TV; partly because of the noise, but mainly because of the content.
The latest interview with the Dreamwalker had done the rounds again, this one getting about as much attention as anything that man did. Even here in the most rural reaches of the Rockies where the internet still hadn’t shown up, the Dreamwalker was a household name. The interview they watched now was played on one of those twenty-four-hour news channels, no doubt making that YouTube reporter-woman rich in the process.
“He’s so smug,” Kuruk rumbled from behind her, already working himself into a rage.
She shook her head and decided not to humour him by turning around. His anger came too fast recently. After that fight his rage should have been long since burnt out.
“Look at him. He turns the world on its head, kills hundreds if not thousands in the process, and he has the gall to go on TV like he’s some kind of hero who needs to be worshipped.” Kuruk hawked and spat into the rubble at his feet and finally Mitena turned around.
“I don’t know what you want me to tell you, Ruk. He doesn’t seem that bad to me.”
Kuruk looked at her like she was loosing her mind. Were she anyone else, she’d have reason to be afraid when a man the size of Kuruk stared at her like that. Two inches over seven feet, unable to get his enormous shoulders though most doorways without turning side on, and with arms as thick around as her thighs, Kuruk was a giant of a man. Their parents had named him well when they called him Kuruk, an old Native-American name for bear. He’d long since grown into that name, maybe even outgrown it.
“Are you kidding me? There’d be none of them if it weren’t for him. I’d still have Lisa and—”
“I thought it was that King guy who started it,” she interrupted.
Kuruk snorted and waved her off, turning away and grabbing one of the gas cans they’d carried from the truck.
“There’s no talking to you when you get like this,” he complained, unscrewing the cap and pouring the contents over the carpet, the walls, and anywhere within reach. “Grab a can and let’s get this finished.”
Mitena hesitated.
Her own anger was rising, and she debated the merits of starting an argument. It was a big choice to make because she rarely argued with her brother, but when she did it could go on for days. Maybe this time was worth it.
The only reason she was out here was because of him. She’d been trying to help him with his loss, showing him a new path… or an old one as their case may be. If it weren’t for her, they wouldn’t have come as far as they had and the least she deserved was a little respect.
However, she lost the desire to fight when her traitorous eyes returned to the body laid out on the floor. That wet sack of blood and broken bone had been a man before Kuruk got his hands on him, maybe even more than a man. Now he was dead.
She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.
On the one hand, he was a human being, and she never thought she’d be party in ending a life. On the other, he was a thief, a murderer and a rapist. If all that wasn’t bad enough, he was also one of them… a dreamwalker.
He had powers like that Tad guy, and he wasn’t afraid to use them. He wasn’t risking being burnt alive to save people, or using tornadoes to help his city. No, this guy was using his powers for personal gain, no matter the cost to other people.
He thought himself untouchable. No prison could hold him after all, not a dreamwalker. He thought himself a god.
Kuruk showed him the errors of his hubris.
And he’d never have been able to without me, she thought to herself, eyes twitching toward a hole in the wall where she could see the smoking remains of the design she’d spent a day painting onto the floor around the house.
Ten minutes ago it had been glowing brighter than the afternoon sun. A thick circle of brilliant, white light containing a myriad of other intricate lines of light. Together they formed a design of her own making, an adaptation of the first designs created for the tribe of her ancestors, the Ojibwe people.
Seen from the ground, those lines meant little. However, looked upon from above and an observer would see the intricate web like pattern of the design. When a dreamwalker was caught in that web it glowed with power as it did the job it was created for. At that point, standing out so clearly from its surroundings, it was hard not to see it for what it was.
A dreamcatcher.
They were seen as little more than trinkets in gift shops to most of the world. Even most of her own people thought of them as quaint charms and a symbol of their history. But Mitena had been raised on the secret stories, passed down from mother to daughter since the spider woman, Asibikaashi, taught her methods to the first of Mitena’s ancestors. 
They were tools to keep away bad dreams, but once they had been so much more. Back before the dreamwalkers were Proxies and had become shadows of their old selves, they were weapons. Now that Proxies were dreamwalkers again and were stronger than ever, Mitena would make them weapons once more.
“Mitena, are you going to help or not?” Kuruk called from the other side of the room, his can almost empty.
Mitena jumped, her thoughts scattering and her mind returning to the moment. Kuruk was right, she had work to do.
She reached for her own fuel can and took one last look at the dead body, finally deciding on how she felt. She wished it could have been cleaner and quicker, but she didn’t have it in her to regret his death. That man deserved it and the world needed to know that even a god must face the consequences for misbehaving.
Turning her back on the man, she set about the business of spreading gas around the cabin, covering her face with her scarf to escape the fumes. It didn’t take long before her can was empty and she threw it to the ground.
“You done?” Kuruk asked. When she nodded, he grinned. “Good. Come on then, let’s light this place up.”
He offered a massive hand to help Mitena over the rubble and out of the building, then he stepped after her. Once they were fifty feet away, Kuruk picked up the bottle he had waiting near their truck. It was filled with gas and had a rag sticking out the top. Kuruk struck up a lighter he’d bought just for the occasion, and no sooner had the flame touched the cloth when it spread fast.
Kuruk laughed and took two steps forward before hurling the bottle toward the cabin. It flew back through the hole they’d exited through and he was rewarded with the crashing sound of the bottle breaking.
Instantly there was a whumpf as the flame caught the fuel and then there was just heat and light as the cabin was covered in orange fire.
“Woo! Now that’s what I’m talking about,” Kuruk shouted, barking a deep laugh before turning to Mitena with a huge grin on his face. He held out his hand for a high five but Mitena ignored it, instead climbing into the passenger seat of the truck. She just wanted to be away from this place.
Kuruk pulled a face through the window, but he was in a good mood and she wouldn’t be able to change that.
He turned away from her to watch the cabin burn, leaving her alone with her thoughts.
Would it always be this hard? Would Kuruk always be this happy? She wasn’t sure she liked what she saw in her brother tonight. He’d always been a gentle giant. She wasn’t sure she wanted to encourage his shadow self.
But it was too late now. He had a taste for it and she knew him well enough to know there’d be no stopping him. There were more nights like this to come, more hunting to be done. The only question was whether she’d be there with him.
She was no closer to an answer when the driver door opened and Kuruk climbed in.
“It worked, Ten,” he said as he started the truck. “One of those freaks down and out. Bring on the next one.”
Not giving her chance to respond, he threw the truck into gear and pulled away.
Mitena watched out her window as the flaming cabin first shrank into the distance and then disappeared as the mountain road lead them away from the crime. She shivered again as she thought about what they’d done, then forced herself to lock those nagging thoughts away. It was a necessary job, and they were the only ones who could do it.
Mitena looked to the future and started the mental process of preparing for the next hunt and the many that would follow.
THE END




Afterword

Even though Proxy was the first novel I published, it was far from the first novel I’ve ever written. Sixteen years of practice lead to that book and as a result the road to getting it finished was surprisingly smooth. Nightmares however, is the first sequel I’ve ever written, so writing this has been an interesting experience.
It didn’t take long to figure out that there’s a lot to learn about writing a sequel. From staying true to characters and situations set up in the first novel, to writing a book knowing that someone else besides myself will read it, and everything in between, there were a few false starts and this book ended up taking longer than planned. By far my biggest problem is wanting to jump too far ahead in the story as I’ve always had big plans for Tad, Stella, Jen and Tony, and I can’t wait to write it all.
So for everyone who has been waiting for this book and politely (and sometimes not so politely) urging me to hurry up, thanks for your patience. I hope you enjoyed it.
The good news is that I think I’ve got the hang of writing sequels now (famous last words), and I’m prepared for the rest of the series. In fact, it’s all planned out and all I need to do is write it. There are three more books to come, the first of which is Dreamcatchers, which I plan to release before the end of 2019.
In the meantime, 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.
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 (gareth-otton.com). I promise to get a lot more active on all of these soon, so plenty of updates are on their way.
Finally, I want to say a genuine, heartfelt thank you for reading this book. I can't tell you how much it means to me that you not only took a chance on my first book, but you actually came back for more.
Gareth Otton.
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