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Chapter One
 
We are more often frightened than hurt; and we suffer more from imagination than from reality.  Seneca
 
Confidence is highly under-rated. All manner of good things will happen to someone who is confident. Take a nightclub, for instance. One of those cattle-market affairs which younger people who have more fun lives than me like to frequent. Many of the patrons will use alcohol to boost their self-esteem; it gives them a false sense of confidence. Unfortunately, that sort of temporary boost is often quickly lost; after all, it’s a fine line between an injection of self-assurance that will allow someone to chat up a stranger and appearing like a drunken fool who can’t stand up straight. 
Remove alcohol or drugs from the equation and the lines are much more distinct. You can have the most beautiful woman in the world but if she’s in the corner with her shoulders slumped, no one will give her a second glance. The same goes for men. Alternatively, take a less attractive counterpart who’s imbued with confidence and who grasps at the world with two willing hands, and they’ll be the most popular person in the room. Let’s face it, confidence is sexy.
The confident person will stride up to the check-in desk at an airport and ask for an upgrade. They might not get it but they’re far more likely to end up in business class sipping champagne than the shyer person who silently hands over their passport and shuffles their feet. The confident person will rise high in their career; it’s not much good having a brilliant mind, outstanding work ethic and amazing qualifications if you can’t get through an interview without tripping over your tongue.
We’ve all heard stories about the stand-up comedians or stage actors who are crippled by stage fright. But as long as they can get out on that stage and act confidently once they’re there, does it really matter? We all put on a show and we all have different personas. In the last few months, I’ve lost count of the dreams I’ve apparated into where someone whom I admire in real life spends their unconscious hours imagining themselves as an object of humiliation. 
I struggle with it myself. It wouldn’t take a genius to work that out. After all, I have spent the better part of the last two years as a prisoner in my own home. Even though I think I’m better now (I’d hesitate to say completely cured because I still have my moments), I veer between the two extremes of confidence. I’m either brimming with self-assurance to the point of sheer recklessness or I’m quaking in my boots. I can’t find an appropriate middle ground; frankly, I’m starting to wonder whether anyone can. 
It’s easier in dreams, of course. In dreams I can be anyone I want to be. If I’m feeling low, I can hop around different unconscious minds until I find someone who’ll help me feel better. I can’t shake the feeling that I’m kidding myself, though. That any confidence I have will soon come crashing down like a house of cards and I’ll be a blubbering puddle. As someone far smarter than me once said, confidence is quiet. but insecurity is very, very loud.
 
***
 
I’m standing on top of the world. The snow is crisp and perfect, untouched by another human being. The sky is a deep azure blue and the ring of mountains surrounding me stretches upwards as if it’s scraping the heavens. I suck in a deep breath of cold air and hold it in my lungs, expelling it only when the woman in the gold macramé bikini in front of me knocks the back edges of her skis together and speaks.
‘The powder is good.’
I nod, more for myself than for her. I’ve not made my presence known and she’s oblivious to me. I watch as she tilts back her head, basking in the sun. She stretches out her arms before letting out a wild whoop and pushing off. 
Sliding a few inches forward, I lean over the natural platform at the mountain’s summit and watch her. She’s already flying down the slope at an incredible speed, her hair flying out behind her. Snow sprays up as she veers first one way then another. 
I lick my dry lips. I’ve never been skiing before but there’s nothing like throwing yourself in at the deep end. I understand how it works. I’ll just have to trust that my subconscious knowledge translates itself to my unsteady limbs. 
The hairs along my arms are standing on end. It’s not from the cold – more the frisson of fear. As the figure of the woman dwindles away into a distant speck, I tense and shuffle forward. With the tips of my skis hanging over the edge, I push back on my ski poles. Then I’m off.
A lifetime ago, during my teens, my weekly chore was to do the household ironing. I’d stand there for hours, frowning at my mother’s intricate blouses and my polyester school shirts, surrounded in a cloud of steam. It was a pain in the arse in the summer months when all I wanted to do was be out with my friends. In winter, however, with the days turning dark before four during the typically bitter Scottish winter, it was almost enjoyable, especially when Ski Sunday was on television. I’d watch those athletes whizzing round slalom courses at death-defying speeds. Back then, an activity like skiing was reserved for those with high disposable incomes. Now I am doing it too, and I haven’t even had to shell out for a multi-coloured, multi-layered ski suit. Here, my slightly greying, baggy T-shirt is more than enough. 
I wobble once or twice but it’s not long before I’m hunkered down like a professional, whizzing down with my ski poles stuck out behind my elbows. Every now and then, the breeze lifts the snow and I feel the soft powder grazing my bare skin. I laugh aloud. This is much easier than it looks. The Ski Sunday theme song pounds dramatically in my head.
The slopes on either side begin to blur. I enjoy the speed for another moment then dip to my left to slow down. It’s taken me a long time tonight to find a dream as fun as this one; I don’t want it to be over too soon. Gliding first one way, then another, I’m buoyed by exhilaration. I carve my presence into the snow, alongside the woman’s tracks in front of me. Although I know she’s somewhere up ahead, right now it’s just me and the mountain. We are as one. We exist to please each other. We…
‘What the fuck are you doing?’
I lose my balance and tumble, falling painfully on my side and tangling my skis. There’s a muttered curse and a hand reaches out to grab me and pull me to my feet before I start rolling down the mountain like a human snowball. Leaning awkwardly into the hard body to avoid falling again, I scowl. There’s only one person who could have followed me here and, right now, his interruption is most unwelcome.
 It’s not that he demands attention per se – it’s just that lately it’s become hard to focus on anything else when he’s around. Not to mention that he makes my thoughts go all blurry. I’m normally adept at picking up on small details and reading people’s tics and minute facial expressions but there’s something about Dante that’s like a closed book. It’s not a conscious effort on his part, it’s because his presence makes my insides turn to mush. And that really bugs me.
‘I would have thought what I was doing was obvious,’ I snip. 
Dante’s lip curls. ‘You do realise how dangerous this is, don’t you?’
I sniff. As per usual, he’s dressed all in black, creating a stark contrast to the blinding white of the snow. ‘I was doing perfectly well until you showed up.’ I wave an airy hand behind me, indicating my swooping tracks. ‘I can ski!’
‘Really.’ His tone is dry.
Nodding vigorously and deciding to switch tack because maintaining a frown takes too much effort and isn’t fair on him, I temper his glower with a sunny smile. ‘Didn’t you just see me? I was awesome. I should try out for the Olympics.’
‘Zoe,’ he sighs, ‘have you ever skied in real life?’
‘No.’ My smile broadens. ‘I must be a natural.’
His grip tightens and he points down the mountain. ‘This isn’t a damned nursery slope. And you’re wearing a damned T-shirt,’ he says disapprovingly. ‘You could get frostbite. Even if you were properly dressed, one fall and you could break your neck.’
‘I only fell when you interrupted. Besides, she’s wearing a gold bikini.’ I wrinkle my nose and refer to the woman whose dream we’re in.
‘She’s not a Traveller,’ he says, meaning those of us who possess the uncanny ability to enter dreams.  Most people are unaware of the vast possibilities created by our subconscious minds; a few others, like Dante and myself, are very, very different.
I push my hair out of my eyes and look at him. He seems to be furious. His silver eyes have a glint of steel to them and the scar across his cheek is particularly livid. He’s clean shaven though, and his dark hair is styled and neat. I wonder if he took care over his appearance for me, then banish the thought before I can voice it aloud.
‘I’ve been moving from dream to dream all night,’ I tell him. 
‘I know,’ he growls, ‘because I’ve been trying to find you all night.’
A flare of heat zips through me but I quickly push it back down. ‘It’s taken me ages to find someone who’s having some fun. I’ve never been skiing before and I wanted to see if I could do it.’
Dante seems determined to be a killjoy. He presses his mouth into a thin line. ‘Except you can’t ski.’
‘I just did.’ I feel my exasperation returning. ‘And if you would sod off, then I could continue.’
‘You can ski here because you’re Travelling. You can’t ski in real life. What if she dreams up an avalanche? Or the Abominable Snowman?’
I knock the side of my head. ‘Hello? Dreamweaver, remember? The one and only? The sole person in the world who can manipulate and change dreams? If there’s an avalanche, I’ll stop it. If there’s a sodding Yeti then I’ll get it to take me home to its family so I can meet the Abominable Kiddies. I can control all this.’
He finally releases me and leans back, crossing his arms. I realise, faintly amused, that his feet are sinking into the soft snow. For once I’m taller than him. ‘Go on then,’ he says. ‘If you’re so in control then prove it.’
I frown. ‘How?’
Dante shrugs, considering. ‘Put a snowman over there.’
‘We’re on a slope,’ I begin. ‘It’ll just fall over.’
He raises his eyebrows. I mutter something unladylike under my breath. ‘Fine.’ Concentrating on a patch to my right, I will the snow to rise up and form a shape. Several flurries swirl up into the air and I smile in satisfaction. ‘There.’
Dante glances over. As the mist of powder snow settles, the corner of his mouth jerks up. ‘Wow. I’m so impressed.’
I frown. Damn it. Instead of a perfectly formed snowman, there’s a tiny lump no higher than my shin. It looks less like a snowman and more like a snow turd. ‘I might need some practice,’ I admit.
‘You have no idea what you’re doing. You might be a dreamweaver but until you can control yourself properly, you’re a menace to yourself.’
I open my mouth to snap at him but I’m prevented from saying anything by a high-pitched scream which abruptly rents the air. My eyes fly to Dante’s. We exchange alarmed looks and then I’m off, skiing away from him and towards the scream as quickly as I can.
‘Zoe!’ he yells. ‘Stop!’
I ignore him. If there’s one thing I’ve learnt from the last few weeks of wandering in and out of people’s slumbering minds, you’re either in a dream or in a nightmare. You can’t have both. Gold macramé bikinis and sunny ski slopes equal dreams. Screams, on the other hand…
I find the woman huddled beneath a tree, shaking. Every time her shoulders jerk, another shower of snow falls from the pine-needle covered branches above.
‘What happened?’ I ask her.
She moans softly and hugs her knees to her chest, apparently not hearing me. I crouch down and touch her arm. She still doesn’t register my presence.
‘You’re putting yourself in danger,’ Dante grinds out, appearing behind me once more. ‘She’s only dreaming.’
 ‘Piss off.’ I take hold of the woman’s head and tilt it up. I feel her tremble in my grasp. ‘Hey,’ I say gently tone. ‘You’re alright. This isn’t real. Wake up.’ 
Nothing happens. I purse my lips. Okay, I might not yet be at the level of making snowmen but I’ve got pretty good at both communicating with dreamers and waking them up. I pinch the woman’s arm and she jerks but we’re all still here. I stand up and scratch my head.
‘Zoe,’ Dante sighs, ‘you have to see how dangerous it is to flip in and out of dreams. You’re far from infallible. Until you have a better grasp on your dreamweaving skills, you need to be more careful.’
I throw up my hands. ‘The only way I’m going to become more skilled is by practising.’
‘So practise,’ he says. ‘Just don’t do it where you’re likely to get killed.’
I give him an exasperated look and glance at the woman. She’s started rocking back and forth. It doesn’t make any sense. ‘What’s wrong with her?’ I ask.
‘Who knows? She’s dreaming, Zoe. It doesn’t matter.’ 
‘She’s suffering.’ As if to add weight to my words, her trembling turns to violent shivers.
Dante exhales loudly and shrugs off his jacket, draping it round her shoulders. ‘I thought you didn’t want to manipulate people through their dreams any more.’
‘I don’t. But…’
‘But nothing. You’re doing it.’
‘I’m not manipulating her. I’m trying to help her.’
Something indefinable crosses his face. ‘She’s not your problem. It’s only a nightmare. Who is she anyway?’
‘Zumba.’
‘What kind of a name is that?’
I give a half smile. ‘And I thought I didn’t get out much. She’s in my zumba class. It’s dance fitness. I don’t know her name.’
He gazes at me in mock horror. ‘Dance fitness? Eighteen months of agoraphobia and you’re celebrating your newfound freedom by going to dance fitness classes?’
‘And skiing,’ I remind him.
‘That doesn’t count.’
I pinch the woman’s arm again. That normally works for waking someone up, and not just for me as a dreamweaver, but she only starts to sob quietly. Damn it. 
‘Anyway, why are you here?’ I ask Dante. ‘You said you’d been looking for me. Has the Department…’
‘No,’ he answers immediately. ‘There’s still no sign of them.’
‘They have to show up sooner or later.’
‘If you spent more time in the Dreamlands and less time doing daft things like this, you’d know whether it had appeared or not.’
I sigh. ‘I don’t want to bump into Ashley. She’s still pretty mad at me.’  Even the thought of the soft-hearted blonde Traveller who befriended me at her own cost makes me wince.
‘She’ll get over it.’ His voice softens. ‘You did the right thing.’
‘I used her to get rid of the Mayor. Now everyone thinks she’s the dreamweaver. When the Department does show up then…’
He places a calming hand on my shoulder. ‘Then we’ll deal with them. As I said, that’s not why I’m here.’
‘Then why?’
‘The Somnolence forum is up and running again. And I’ve found a contact in the States who might be able to help us.’
I feel a rush of excitement. ‘In that zone?’ 
Dante smiles. ‘Actually there are nine zones in the States. But yes. There’s a plane leaving Dyce airport at noon. I’ve got us tickets.’
I beam at him. We might have rid our own zone of the Department by dint of the Mayor’s death but it still has its hooks into the rest of the dream world. Until we know more about what is going everywhere else, we have no hope against the Department. ‘Seriously?’
His smile broadens. On impulse, I lean over and kiss his cheek. The silver in his eyes darkens. He stares at me. ‘Zoe…’
My zumba compatriot moans once more. Just then I feel the familiar tug on my body; she’s waking up of her own accord and that means both Dante and I are going to be flung out of her head. 
A moment later, I’m back in my own bed and blinking. The Chairman pads over and meows, then paws at my face demanding breakfast. I ruffle the soft fur by his ears and sigh. It’s almost 6am. If I could have just had a few minutes more…
 
***
 
Dante sends me an email with the flight details and I spring into action. It takes me a bit of time to locate my musty suitcase from the overflowing cupboard in the spare room – after all, it’s not as if I’ve done much real travelling over the last two years. I sniff it dubiously. There’s no sign of mould or mildew but it definitely reeks. The Chairman isn’t bothered; he simply hops inside and curls up, as if he expects to be packed away with the rest of my clothes. I put my hands on my hips and frown. Then I leave him to it and call my mother.
She arrives in a cloud of heavy perfume. ‘I’m thrilled that you’re going away, Zoe. Just thrilled. You could have given me a bit more notice, that’s all. I was only up because I had to say goodbye to Henry.’
She says the last without thinking and I immediately stiffen. ‘He stayed the night?’
She belatedly realises that she’s given the game away and colours slightly, looking at her feet. ‘His wife is away visiting her parents.’
‘Mother!’
‘What? You think that just because I’m approaching retirement age, I shouldn’t have any fun?’ Despite her words, her blush deepens.
I try hard not to be disapproving. It’s her life, after all. Despite my forced light tone, I don’t do a particularly good job. ‘I’m sure you could find someone who’s unattached. There are lots of dating agencies…’
‘Zoe Lydon. The day you get to lecture me on my love life is the day that I see you stepping out with a man of your own. Who are you going on holiday with?’ 
‘He’s just a friend,’ I mumble. How on earth did she manage to turn the tables on me so quickly?
‘And why haven’t I met him? What does he do for a living?’
I frown. ‘I think he’s a lawyer.’ Well, that’s what he’d said when he came to rescue me from the local jail.
She brightens. ‘That’s something. Although you do know a lot of doctors. Why don’t you speak to some of them? I’m sure they’d be thrilled to go out with such a charming young lady as yourself.’
I groan. ‘Mum. Let me just enjoy being me again for a while first, alright?’
She regards me seriously then smiles. ‘I’m really pleased you’re going away. You deserve it. Your employer works you far too hard.’
Shit. Jerry. ‘Thanks for bringing the suitcase and for looking after the Chairman,’ I say quickly. ‘I just need to go and make a phone call.’ I press my spare key into her hand and avoid the tremor of fear that ripples through me as I effectively hand over my personal security to another person, whether she’s my mother or not.
Somewhat nonplussed, she blinks at me. I beat a hasty retreat while I still can.
 
***
 
Unfortunately, Jerry is unimpressed at my late request. I might work from home but he still needs me to complete the latest coding for a new client’s website. ‘You had time off last month, Zoe. I know you’ve not taken many holidays recently but I need some notice. This isn’t how we do things. I have my boss to answer to as well.’
I wince. Companies and their leadership structures. A mere cog like me, who works from home, is often far removed from such matters. It doesn’t mean I don’t remember what it’s like. ‘I’m really sorry.’ It’s not so long ago that Jerry was delighted when I took a holiday. Much more of this and he’ll be convinced I’m taking advantage. 
I twist a curl of hair round my fingers. ‘It’s kind of an emergency. I’ll still get the work finished in time, I promise.’
‘Do I have much choice?’ he asks huffily.
I’m quiet. ‘There’s always a choice.’ 
I’m starting to see how easy it would be to misuse my dreamweaving abilities. If I could hop inside Jerry’s head while he’s sleeping, it would probably be a simple matter to convince his subconscious self that I deserved another holiday. My intentions might be pure but I have to be bloody careful about how I carry them out. This wasn’t like trying to wake up someone from a nightmare. This would be Manipulation 101.
He tsks. ‘Complete the Macgruber work and I can delay the next project.’
I heave a silent sigh of relief. ‘Thank you.’
‘This has to be the last time though, Zoe,’ he warns. ‘From now on, you need to go through proper channels like everyone else.’
‘I will, I will.’
‘Super.’ He still doesn’t sound particularly thrilled. 
If I want to put food on the table and continue paying my bills, I’m going to have to find some other way to stop the Department for good. I can’t afford to spend the next year travelling around the world to every single Dreamlands zone. I’ll just have to hope that this trip to America sheds some light on what can be done. I nibble at my bottom lip. The Mayor founded the Department and he was evil through and through but maybe the rest of them aren’t that bad, despite what the others have said. I have a nasty feeling that’s wishful thinking.
When the taxi honks its arrival, I grab the Chairman and give him a farewell squeeze, much to his disgust. My mother promises to lock up. Old habits die hard and I can’t help throwing a nervous look at my steel-reinforced door. ‘You will check that it’s secure?’
She rolls her eyes. ‘Yes.’
‘And all the windows too?’
‘Yes.’
‘And…’
‘Zoe. You’re not going to be here. No one’s going to come and attack you because you’ll be on the other side of the world.’
‘You’re right.’ I nod. It’ll be fine. I’ll be fine. I am a rational calm person who no longer suffers from debilitating agoraphobia. I’m doing what normal people do every day of the week and simply leaving for a short trip. No problemo.
 
***
 
I’m moaning like a caged animal in the back seat of the taxi. The driver keeps looking anxiously in the rear view window.
‘Are you okay, miss?’
I can feel the pressure building in my head. I feel like I’m going to throw up. ‘I thought I was over this,’ I whisper.
‘Excuse me?’
‘Stop the car.’
He pulls over to one side. ‘Are you hungover?’
I shake my head and push open the door, retching violently. With no breakfast in my stomach, nothing comes up other than foul-tasting yellow bile. When I’m done, I pull back and try to breathe. The driver silently hands me a crumpled tissue. I wipe my mouth and push back the tears forming in my eyes.
‘I’m fine,’ I say. ‘You’d better keep going or I’ll miss the flight.’
He puts the car back into gear. He’s barely three metres away from the curb, however, when I start feeling light-headed again. I begin pinching the tips of my fingers, one after the other. Come on, Zoe, I tell myself. You can do this. But my chest is tight and the panic is overwhelming. Much like the zumba woman, I’m shaking all over. 
I cough and croak. ‘No.’
‘Miss?’
‘I’m sorry,’ I manage. ‘You’ll have to turn back.’
‘Are you sure?’
I nod miserably. 
He’s a decent guy. He doesn’t demand explanations or even look upset at the loss of a lucrative airport fare. He simply gives me a worried smile and makes a U-turn. 
The instant that the car is facing back in the direction of home, the pain in my chest begins to lessen but it doesn’t stop me from feeling utterly defeated. I’m meant to be over this. I’ve been leaving my house now for more than a month. There haven’t been any panic attacks or any problems. The hold that Dean Salib had placed on me to ostensibly keep me safe was supposed to have gone. 
I curl my fingers into the palms of my hands and feel the sharp pain of my nails digging into my flesh. A single tear rolls down my cheek. It’s not fucking fair.
When we get back to the familiar street and my house, I almost fall out of the taxi door. The driver helps me stagger up the pathway. I keep my eyes trained on the ground. The concrete slabs are all as they were. The crack in the fifth one still looks like a deformed bolt of lightning. There’s moss edging round the seventh one, reminding me I should do some gardening. I focus on shallow breaths and gulp in as much air as I can.
I fumble into my pocket and pull out my purse, giving him a large tip. He shakes his head. ‘It’s too much.’
‘Please.’ My eyes implore him. I’ve already messed up once today. For some reason, giving him more than necessary will assuage my feelings of helplessness.
He pats me on the shoulder and I flinch. He almost looks sorrier than I feel. ‘You’ll be alright,’ he assures me.
Misery shudders through me. Alright: maybe that’s something I’ll never be.
Once he’s driven off, I search for my keys, eventually dragging them out of the zipped purse compartment. I have to compose myself because my hands are shaking too much for the key to fit in the lock. I fall in through the door, my knees buckling underneath me. When I hear the murmur of voices and a bark of loud laughter, I’m almost completely undone. The fear is paralysing.
‘Is that John?’ I stare up from the very spot where Dean Salib breathed his last as my mother waltzes in from the kitchen and stares at me. ‘Zoe? What on earth’s wrong?’ She rushes towards me.
There’s more laughter. Blood rushes in my ears. I look past her with dread to the kitchen. I don’t know what I’m expecting: an axe-wielding murderer, a scarily dressed clown, someone from the Department, even the dead Mayor... My mother’s eyes follow my gaze and she slumps in a mixture of pity and sympathy as she recognizes my expression. ‘Oh, Zoe. Not again.’
‘Who?’ I gasp. ‘Who is there?’
She places a cool hand on my forehead, just like she used to do when I was a child and I was ill. ‘I’m sorry.’ She sounds like she really is. ‘I thought our bridge group could do with a change of venue. With you away…’ She swallows. ‘It was wrong of me.’
‘Upstairs. I need to get upstairs.’
She bites her lip and nods. ‘I’ll get rid of them.’
I slump into my bedroom, throw open my wardrobe door and curl up in the bottom in the tightest ball I can possibly manage. It’s dark and safe and solid.  I close my eyes and block out the world.  No-one is going to hurt me.  I’m not in any danger.  I repeat the words over and over again in my head like a Buddhist mantra.
I don’t know how much time passes before the phone starts to ring. It sounds like it’s very far away.  I have no intention of answering it.  I’m not given much of a choice though. There’s a gentle knock on the wardrobe door. ‘Zoe? It’s for you.’
I push open the door, ignoring the creak, and take the phone from my mother and doing my best to ignore her anxious expression. I stare at the mobile dully. I was really proud when I bought it. When I was trapped inside the house I didn’t need a mobile phone, so acquiring one because I might actually need it had filled me with delight. Now it just seems like another link to the big bad world outside that I could do without.
My mother wrings her hands. ‘Should I call the doctor?’ 
I shake my head mutely. Her face remains pale and worried. I try to smile but it doesn’t work so instead I just hold the phone to my ear.
‘Zoe? Are you almost here? Check-in will be closing in five minutes so you’d better tell your taxi to put the pedal to the metal.’
I lick my lips. ‘I’m not coming,’ I whisper.
‘Pardon?’
‘I’m sorry, Dante.’ Tears leak out of my eyes. ‘I can’t do it. I tried. I really tried. But we were less than five miles out of town and…’ My voice trails off as I’m forced to take several ragged gulps of air.
There’s a moment of silence. I hug myself. He thinks I’m an idiot. What kind of person is afraid to travel more than a few miles from home? After all the dreamweaver revelations, I told him I was fully recovered from my agoraphobia. I’m nothing more than a big, fat liar.
‘Get a hold of yourself,’ he says sternly.
I jerk. ‘Wh-what?’
‘You heard me. Where are you right now? Back at home?’
 I nod, then remember to speak. ‘Yes.’
‘Are you dizzy? Sick?’
I try to focus. ‘No,’ I mumble. ‘Not now.’
‘I know you’re breathing because I can hear it. You’re not dying. You’ve not failed.’ He exhales loudly. ‘You’ve not left your town, have you? I mean in the last month since you managed to leave your house.’
‘No.’ It sounds like more of a squeak than an actual word.
‘Well then, what do you expect? You can’t just jump on a plane and travel thousands of miles without thinking about it. This is normal. It’s not a problem.’
Like an idiot, I start to sniffle. ‘Of course it is!’
‘No, it’s not.’ He curses. ‘I pushed you too hard when I should have been more thoughtful. This is my fault, not yours, so you need to stop feeling sorry for yourself and shake it off. We can go another time.’
My bottom lip juts out like a child’s. ‘We can’t. It was really difficult for me to get time off work at such short notice. I don’t know how long it’ll take before I’m brave enough to…’
‘Brave enough?’ he interrupts incredulously. ‘Last night, you skied down a monster of a mountain where anything might have happened!’
‘But that was in a dream.’
‘You could still have seriously injured yourself! Not to mention that you were the only person brave enough to take on the Mayor.’
‘But…’
‘Stop saying but. Get yourself a cup of tea. I’ll be there in an hour.’
‘But…’
‘I told you to stop saying that.’
A smile wobbles at the corner of my mouth. ‘But we need to find out exactly what’s going on in the other zones, Dante. We need to know what the Department is up to. You can’t come back here, you have to go. Meet your contact. There’s no other choice.’
I can picture Dante running a hand through his jet black hair. ‘I don’t want to leave you on your own like this.’
‘My mum’s here. I’ll be fine. And there’s always the phone.’
‘No. You need me.’
I blink, astonished. ‘I do need you. I need you to find out what you can, Dante. I need to know that the Department isn’t up to anything else.’ I pause. ‘Go. Please. You’re a tracker. You can find me any time. I’ll try to sleep later so it’s easier for you with the time difference.’
‘I’m not a tracker, Zoe. I’m the tracker.’
‘The one and only?’
He laughs without mirth. ‘The one and only.’
‘Well, then,’ I say, ‘I guess that makes two of us.’
 



Chapter Two
 
Assumptions are the termites of relationships.  Henry Winkler
 
The remnants of my mother’s impromptu bridge party linger in the kitchen. She’s energetic with her apologies and I can’t muster the energy to stay annoyed. Considering how I’d expected her to drop everything at the last minute to help me out and look after the Chairman, I’m not in a position to complain. If everything had gone to plan, I’d never have known about it – assuming the sticky gin marks had been wiped away, of course. 
I virtually push her out of the door, telling her repeatedly that I’m fine. I don’t think I’m lying. Surprisingly, the conversation with Dante calmed me down a lot. And now that I’m back within the safety of my own four walls, I do feel much better. 
I take a few experimental steps outside, worried that I may have regressed completely. When the panic remains at bay, I decide that I really am okay. Not good or normal or happy, but okay.  For now that will have to be enough.
With nothing else left to do, I get on with the last of the work that I’d promised to complete for Jerry. It’s a testament to how far I’ve come that I can put my angst from this morning aside and focus on something else. The familiar monotony of coding relaxes me even more. I’m tempted to call Jerry and say that I’ve cancelled my plans, but I decide against it. I might be able to use the free time to do other investigating; it’s not fair to leave it completely to Dante. 
The knotted tension across my shoulders begins to dissipate as I work. For a short while I even kid myself that I wasn’t the person vomiting at the thought of travelling to another country. When the doorbell rings an hour or so later, however, my stomach drops in another sickening lurch. I remind myself that it’s absolutely fine to have someone appear on my doorstep. 
Convinced that Dante’s ignored my pleas and returned to check up on me, I open the door with a heavy heart. It’s not his familiar face in front of me – it’s a different one. My mouth drops open.
‘Hi Zoe.’
‘Adam? What on earth are you doing here?’
My ex-boyfriend looks sheepish and shuffles his feet. ‘I wanted to come sooner,’ he admits. ‘But I wasn’t sure if you’d want me to.’
It’s a long time since I last saw him. It wasn’t long into my seriously agoraphobic days that he gave up on our relationship – something that actually made me feel relieved at the time. Guilt trickles through me now, though. The Mayor had grabbed him to try and find out where I was. From what I’d heard, it hadn’t been a pleasant experience. I should have called Adam afterwards.
I find my voice. ‘It’s good to see you. Come in.’
‘Are you sure?’
I smile and nod. ‘It’s fine now. I’m doing really well.’ I jump onto the path and back in again. ‘Ta da!’ Just don’t ask me to leave the country with you, I add silently.
‘That’s really good, Zo.’ He peers at me. ‘You seem kind of pale though.’
I dismiss his comment with a wave. ‘I ate something that didn’t agree with me. It’s nothing to worry about.’
‘Good. Good.’
I lead him into the kitchen. He declines my offer of a drink, although I see him look askance at the empty glasses and open bottle of gin. ‘My mother had a bridge party. Sort of.’
He tugs at his collar. ‘Oh. Okay.’
I smile involuntarily and wonder whether he really thinks I spend my days drowning my sorrows in Mother’s Ruin. Inwardly I shrug; it’s up to him what he thinks. ‘Look,’ I say finally. ‘I’m really sorry you got dragged into all that stuff last month. You know the, er, kidnapping and all.’
He sits down awkwardly. The Chairman appears out of nowhere and Adam smiles as he leans down to scratch his ears. ‘Hi, Mao.’ There’s an audible purr in response. Then he glances back up at me. ‘The police wouldn’t tell me much about what all that was about. Who was that guy?’
‘Just some nutter.’ I shake my head. ‘Nothing to worry about now. He, um, passed away. Heart attack,’ I add.
‘I heard that.’ Adam reaches over and covers my hand with his. ‘I was really concerned about you.’
‘I was concerned about you, too. It wasn’t fair that you were involved like that.’
He nods and we lapse into an uncomfortable silence. The large clock on the wall ticks loudly, filling the air. I look him over. He’s as good-looking as ever – sandy hair, soft brown eyes and a gentle smile. Except now I can’t imagine what I ever saw in him. There’s no tug inside me, just a faint nostalgic fondness and lingering guilt about what the Mayor did.
Adam licks his lips. ‘I feel really shitty about what I did to you, Zo. Abandoning you like that when you needed me.’
For a moment I think he’s read my mind then I realise he’s talking about our break-up. I shake my head. ‘It wasn’t like that. I needed to be on my own. Splitting up was for the best. For both of us.’
Adam looks crestfallen. ‘Was it?’ he asks. ‘We had some good times, Zo.’
Uh oh. ‘We did. But it’s important for the past to remain in the past.’
He takes a deep breath. ‘I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately. In fact, I had a dream about you the other night.’
I’m alarmed. ‘Oh yes?’
His cheeks turn red. ‘It was nothing really. I just wondered, you know, if maybe you’d like to go out for a meal some time. For old times’ sake.’
Goodness knows, I could do with some more friends but I don’t think that’s quite what Adam is after. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’
He pulls his hand away and his shoulders drop. ‘Oh.’
I’m desperate to change the subject. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like a drink?’
‘If you need to drink, Zo,’ he says sadly, ‘you go ahead.’
I spring to my feet and grab a clean glass, filling it with water and gulping it down. Adam watches me. His left eyebrow twitches and I frown. That used to happen whenever he felt guilty. His eyes drop to my glass and I realise he was expecting me to chug down gin instead. Maybe if I had, he’d have left already. Bugger. Missed opportunity.
‘Well,’ I say, ‘I’ve got lots of work to do so…’
‘Sure, sure.’ He gets to his feet, almost tripping over the Chairman. ‘I’m sorry I took up so much of your time.’
I’m starting to feel even more of a shit. ‘Don’t be sorry, Adam. Don’t ever be sorry. We had some great times and now they’re over.’ I punch him lightly on the arm. ‘No regrets.’
‘Sure.’ He manages a smile. ‘No regrets.’
I see him out. Well, that was fun. Not.
 
***
 
I might not be any good at making dream snowmen and I may somehow have failed to prevent my zumba mate from sobbing, but I’ve got pretty good at controlling whose dreams I end up in. 
I spent a couple of weeks after the Mayor’s demise avoiding touching anyone so I didn’t have to experience their dreams. That was too hard to maintain though, especially with my desire to go outside and experience as much of the world again as possible. At least now I can push myself out of others’ heads at will and apparate directly in the Dreamlands but I remain wary of ending back up there. It’s not that I’m afraid of Ashley, she’s about the nicest person I’ve ever met, it’s just that I don’t think I can face the disappointment and hurt in her eyes again. 
So when I feel my ears prickle and I find myself in the back of a taxi next to three supermodels, I simply go with the flow. As long as my taxi driver mate doesn’t venture into wet-dream territory, I can handle this until Dante shows up.
I peer out of the window. We seem to be in a jungle. It’s impressive that the driver’s subconscious mind thinks that his car has the wheels and the traction to traverse this muddy terrain. The supermodels beam and chatter to each other. 
‘I love taxis,’ coos Gisele, flicking back her hair.
Naomi raises one perfectly arched eyebrow. ‘Well, I love Scottish taxis.’
‘Darlings,’ interjects Heidi. ‘I love Scottish taxi drivers called Archie.’ They give each other tight smiles.
‘Ladies, ladies,’ the driver, presumably Archie, says. ‘There’s no need to fight.’ He slaps a hand on his belly. ‘There’s enough of me to go round.’
They giggle. I’m starting to feel uncomfortable; this is getting a little too close to the secret desires of the friendly driver. On a need-to-know basis, I don’t need to know. 
I tilt back my head, preparing to disapparate out of Archie’s dreams and into the next one, when a dark shape flits in front of the car and Archie slams on the brakes. All five of us are flung forward. My head crashes against the windshield with shocking pain. Tiny lights dance in front of my eyelids and I groan aloud. I’m fortunate that it’s not worse. It’s only because the car was moving so slowly through the thick mud that I didn’t go right through the glass. A dream this may be but seatbelts are still my friend. I’m reminded once more of Dante’s warning that it’s possible to get hurt, and pull back to look at the others. 
Archie is slumped over the wheel, his fingers twitching. I turn back and check on the models, even though they’re nothing more than figments of his imagination. They’ve gone, leaving not so much as an indentation in the seats.
I shake Archie. He mutters something but I can’t catch the words. He will be fine. It’s only Travellers, who possess a conscious awareness of their ability to pass through dreams, who can be physically affected in the real world. It doesn’t dampen my concern, however. There was a hauntingly similar change of pace in the ski dream too.
Abandoning Archie for the time being, I blink out of the cracked windshield. The environment outside seems exactly as it was before. Whatever the strange dark shape was, there’s no sign of it now. All the same, my curiosity is piqued. 
I use my shoulder to force open the passenger door and get out, my feet squelching in the gloopy earth. Something hot and wet is trickling down my forehead. When I realise it’s blood, I curse and hold the cuff of my sleeve against the wound. I dread to think what I’ll look like when I wake up.
I edge a few steps forward. Maybe the shape was nothing more than a mare, flitting in from the Dreamlands to cause havoc. For all I know it may even have been my old pal, Pegasus. Beyond the dark undergrowth and heavy trees, however, there’s nothing to be seen. I stand stock-still for a moment or two, cocking my head and listening hard, then I shake it off. I’m jumping to conclusions. I’m hardly an expert in the minefield of the subconscious. This is probably all perfectly natural. 
Making the decision to try and wake Archie, I pivot. Not a moment too soon; something flies towards me out of nowhere. I glimpse long dark claws and a vast body that seems to be a cloud of black just before I throw back my head and force myself away at speed. 
There’s a roar of what could be thunder and then I’m panting and falling forward onto a familiar lino-covered floor. It’s my own kitchen but I’m still not awake. I squint at the table and see my mother seated next to the Queen of Hearts. Both of them are holding playing cards. Shit. I will myself away again once more. I most definitely don’t want to see what’s going on in my mum’s head. 
I find myself in an alley. I look around quickly, double-checking that there’s nothing to be wary of, then push back against the far wall. My forehead is still throbbing but at least the bleeding seems to have stopped. I rub my eyes. What the hell was that thing? It didn’t feel like it was part of the dream; there was a sense of wrongness about the creature and, without a single action or thought or my part, it knew that I was there. Usually, unless I consciously make my presence known, dreamers are oblivious to me. 
Despite my desire to avoid Ashley at all costs, I need to get to the Dreamlands. In Dante’s absence, someone there will be able to explain what that black creature was. 
Staggering to my feet, I hear a noise to my left. Alarm fills me again but I start to relax when I see who it is,. Adam. Of course. He was the last person I touched today. That means his dreams will be the last ones I experience of the day.  He smiles slowly in my direction, causing me to frown. Can he see me? Then I realise he’s looking at something over my shoulder. 
I should snap myself out of here but I can’t help turning round to see what’s there. When I do, I blink in shock. Wearing some kind of atrociously frilly pink negligee is the unmistakable form of me. I swing my head back to Adam then back to my dream self. This is so not right. I’m in Adam’s dream watching him dream of me. 
I wonder what would happen if I made him – and as a result, my dream half ‒ see me. Would one of us immediately wink out of existence?
I cringe as my dream self saunters past me and towards him. There’s a sway to her hips that I’ve definitely never had. When she reaches him and curls her arms around his neck, kissing him passionately, my cheeks suffuse with embarrassment. Good grief. I’ve really got to get out of here.
‘I had no idea you were so passionate,’ Dante remarks in a bland voice.
I nearly jump out of my skin. ‘Bloody hell,’ I hiss. ‘Someone should put a bell on you. You need to stop creeping up on me like that. How did you get here anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be in a different zone by now?’
He completely ignores me in favour of eyeing the kissing couple. ‘Who is that?’
I stare at him. He looks more ruffled than normal, no doubt as a result of falling asleep in an awkward position on the plane. ‘It’s me, of course.’
‘That much I can see. Interesting choice of clothes. But that’s not who I meant.’ He continues to watch the noisy, slurping action. 
My mouth turns down in disgust. I don’t sound like that, do I? I’m certain I don’t try to eat people’s faces. When Adam reaches down to start pulling off my dream self’s negligee – which is barely covering her arse as it is – I hastily step in front of Dante and block his view. I’m going to assume that her thighs aren’t any more toned than mine.
‘I didn’t know you were a voyeur,’ I say nastily, although the spite in my voice is more from embarrassment than anything else. ‘Let’s get out of here.’
‘You’ve not answered my question. Who is that man? He looks familiar.’
‘Adam. My…’
A muscle jerks in Dante’s cheek. ‘Ah, yes. The ex-boyfriend.’ He finally meets my eyes. ‘So you’ve been talking to him today, have you?’ The silver in his eyes sharpens until I feel that I’m pinned in place by nothing more than his gaze. ‘Touching him?’ There’s an edge of a sneer.
‘It’s not like that. Listen, I was in another dream a few moments ago. Something happened.’
Dante raises an eyebrow, looking over my shoulder. ‘Something more than that?’
I twist my head round. My dream self is grinding her hips against Adam’s body. ‘Can we please leave?’
‘Did you really have a panic attack today or did you blow me off so you could blow him off?’ There’s no mistaking Dante’s meaning.
‘Good God!’ I explode. ‘I’m not responsible for what goes on inside other people’s heads! There’s something far more important we need to worry about. I’m leaving. I’ll meet you in the Dreamlands forest by the clearing in a few minutes and we can talk about it there.’ 
I step away from him and look up, allowing myself to snap out of Adam’s ridiculous dream. A heartbeat later I’m surrounded by familiar trees. I sit down on a patch of bare ground and wait for Dante to catch up. I guess even though he’s now out of the country and in a different time zone, Dante can still use his tracking abilities to find me. But why, oh why, didn’t he try to find me when I was with Archie? The embarrassment of Adam’s wet dream is almost too much to bear. It’s not my fault but it feels like it is. 
I press my palms to my hot cheeks and pull myself together. Dante can’t really be pissed off at me for what my ex-boyfriend is dreaming about. He’s a control freak, I decide; he needs to get over himself and I’ll tell him that the instant he shows up. He should learn that he’s not the only person in my life. I nod decisively. He was very kind with my failure to get to the airport but that doesn’t give him carte blanche to control who I speak to – or what they dream.
Ten minutes later, when Dante’s still not appeared, I grit my teeth. My forced insouciance evaporates. The idea that he’s stayed behind to watch Adam take matters to a conclusion is particularly galling and I’m equally annoyed that he thought I’d faked my freak-out. Doesn’t he realise how close I was to the brink? I shake my head and sigh. 
The ring of scorched stones around the long-dead campfire is next to me. When I finally stand up, dusting myself off, I inadvertently kick a stone out of place. I bend down to return it to its position and notice the scuff marks on the ground. I purse my lips and look closer. They seem fresh. Someone has been hanging around here recently – probably tonight, in fact ‒ and I know it wasn’t Dante. 
My stomach churns at the thought that it might have been Ashley, waiting to confront me once more. She was determined that I stay away from her, though, and it’s unlikely she’s had a sudden change of heart since I last saw her. I hope it was Bron or Esme. Either of them might help me with the mystery of the dark cloudy beast.
I give up on waiting for Dante to stop jerking off (and sincerely pray that’s not what he’s doing) and plunge into the dense woodland. I know from past experience that it’s a bad idea to touch any of the trees as they tend to be icy cold, so I take my time, keeping my eyes trained on the ground for further signs of a trail.
It’s not long before I pass the first tree with a crooked Z carved into the trunk. Apparently it’s one of the signs that I’m a dreamweaver. By being able to alter the appearance of a Dreamland constant, even something as weak-arsed as a silly mark in a tree, I can do more than any other Traveller. If I follow all the marks, I’ll eventually end up in the bright sunshine of the town. It’ll make a nice change from darkness. Dark shapes attacking me, dark alleys, dark Dante, dark thoughts… 
I scowl. How things can change in a day. 
 



Chapter Three
 
A lie can run round the world before the truth has got its boots on.
Terry Pratchett, The Truth
 
I make a beeline for the pub, ignoring all the wide-eyed looks I receive from other Travellers. I march ahead with my shoulders pulled back, trying to quash the nervy butterflies attacking my stomach at the thought that Ashley might see me. No one approaches me directly. Even Kevin, Ashley’s friend and one-time Department stooge, allows me to pass without a word. It’s just as well. I don’t even pause at the multi-coloured fountain where Dean Salib’s statue gazes down. I’m on a mission. 
The second I push open the door, the hubbub inside dies a death. Every head turns in my direction. I force a smile, wondering what they’re all thinking and what’s been said about me. I’d like to say that it doesn’t bother me and that I’m more than used to feeling isolated but it still burns. 
At least Bron’s burnished head is visible in the far corner. He makes a point of avoiding the stares and beckons me over with an easy grin. It’s a relief to see a friendly face. Bron looks like someone who’s permanently willing to be your best friend. He’s good-looking, with tanned skin and sparkling blue eyes; he wouldn’t look out of place in a glossy American magazine. I rather think, however, that I prefer dark and brooding. Goodness knows why. I suppose I’ve never been one for taking the easy route.
‘How’s it going?’ I ask as I pull up a chair. And then, even though I know the answer, ‘Any sign of the Department?’
Bron shakes his head. ‘Nada. There haven’t been any strangers at all. Three outliers in the last week but that’s it.’ He looks at me curiously. ‘Is that why you’ve been keeping your head down?’
I decide against mentioning my forays into different dreams in search of some fun and murmur noncommittally. 
Bron points at my forehead and the dried blood that’s crusted over half of it. I grimace and take a napkin, dabbing ineffectually and brushing away his worried looks. When the buzz of conversation around us returns to normal level, I focus on what’s really important. ‘Listen,’ I say, keeping my tone low and my expression serious, ‘I need some help. I’ve been seeing some strange things.’
Bron pauses, his glass halfway to his mouth. He puts it down. ‘Go on.’
I describe the cloudy jungle monster. 
‘Where did you see it?’ he asks, crossing his arms and looking concerned.
‘In a dream. It was only a flash because I was so bloody terrified that I yanked myself out of there. It definitely saw me though, Bron.’ I shivered. ‘I swear it was out to get me.’
He relaxes. ‘Oh. I thought you meant you’d seen it here in the Dreamlands.’ He waves an airy hand in the air. ‘People dream weird shit, Zoe. I wouldn’t over-think it.’ He leans forward. ‘You wouldn’t believe what I’ve seen lately. The Mayor had all these cards in a cabinet in one of the offices in the main Department building. I’ve been going through some of them.’ An amused gleam lights his eyes. ‘There’s a certain well-known actor who dreams every night about dressing up in women’s clothing before going to Buckingham Palace to depose the Queen and take her place.’
I squint. ‘You’ve been going into the Bubble?’ I ask, referring to the strange section of the Dreamlands which is home to millions of white doors, each one leading to the dreams of different slumbering minds.
He shrugs. ‘Everyone has. We’ve got to enjoy it while we can. As soon as the Department shows up again, it’ll be locked up.’ He gives me a grin. ‘Assuming the Deaprtment ever shows up, that is. We could go now if you want. Pick a door at random and see who’s inside.’
I try to stick to the point. ‘I don’t think this monster is just one person’s dream, Bron. It seems more than that. And it’s not the only thing. Yesterday I tried to wake up a woman because she was getting really distressed and I couldn’t do it.’
‘You’re very new at this. You’re still learning what you’re capable of. You’re probably reading too much into it.’
I shake my head. ‘Something’s not right.’
He watches me carefully. ‘You’re really worried.’
‘I am.’
I can see Bron considering. ‘Very well,’ he says finally. ‘Why don’t we go and talk to Esme? If anything strange is going on, she’ll be the one to notice.’
I’m grateful that he’s at least pretending to take me seriously. I wait while he murmurs his farewells to the barman and then we wander outside, to the obvious interest of two dozen pairs of eyes. Bron hooks my arm under his.
‘I wouldn’t worry about all of them,’ he says. ‘They’re just jealous that I get to spend so much time with you.’
I sigh in frustration. ‘I don’t get it. They all think that Ashley’s the dreamweaver, not me.’
‘Yeah,’ he admits, ‘but you led a string of night mares through the town. And they all kind of think that you, well, killed the Mayor.’
What? I turn to him, mouth agape. ‘I’m no murderer,’ I protest. ‘That was Pegasus.’ I’m referring to the night mare I befriended in the forest. Considering the Mayor had held her captive and tortured her, one might say her actions were justified but it was still the most brutal thing I’d ever witnessed. There’s no way I’m capable of something like that, regardless of how much I despised the leader of the Dreamlands.
Bron grins again. ‘Have you spent much time down at the river?’
I’m confused by the question. ‘I guess. I used to talk to Ashley a few times at the oxbow lake.’
His grin broadens. ‘You didn’t go to the mill?’
‘No.’
‘Come on. This’ll be fun.’
I begin to protest. ‘But Esme…’
‘A minor diversion, Zoe. It’ll only take us ten minutes but it’ll be worth it, I promise.’
I sigh inwardly. I could do without this but if my suspicions that something is wrong aren’t entirely unfounded, I’m going to need all the help I can get. If Bron will humour me, then I’ll humour him. ‘Fine,’ I say. ‘Lead the way.’
He takes me out towards the eastern edge of the river, some distance from the bow-tied ox. On the far side, close to the fringes of the mist obscuring whatever lies beyond, he points to a ramshackle yet striking-looking wooden building. From this angle, I can just make out a large wheel turning slowly at the water’s edge.
I nibble my bottom lip. ‘Okay. It’s pretty. Now what?’
He pushes back his hair. ‘You ain’t seen nothing yet.’ Taking my hand, he tugs me towards the open door. From outside, I can smell the earthy, unmistakable aroma of hay. It’s not until we’re inside that my other senses start to kick in.
I spin round. The ground floor seems to be filled with whispers. It’s as if there are a thousand people all talking to each other in hushed tones at the same time – but the building is empty. 
Bron points me at the far wall and chooses one particular point to lean against. He cups his ear against it, then smirks and pulls back. 
‘You try it. Pick any spot you want.’
Wary about what’s happening, I copy his movements. 
‘Alicia Jones picks her nose and eats it,’ whispers a dulcet voice.
I jerk away and swirl round. ‘Who the hell said that?’
Bron points to another spot. ‘Try this one.’
Feeling more and more uneasy, I try again. This time the whisper is huskier; it’s also more chilling. ‘There were two people on the grassy knoll.’
I step away, prickles dancing down my spine. ‘What is this place?’ Bron opens his mouth to answer just as realisation dawns on me. ‘The rumour mill,’ I say suddenly.
He snaps his fingers. ‘Got it in one!’
I shake my head in disbelief. ‘Is it real? I mean, are all these real rumours being spread by people?’
He lifts up a shoulder. ‘No one knows. It’s a lot of fun though, isn’t it?’
I wrinkle my nose. I’m not convinced I like this place at all. ‘I don’t know.’
Bron pats my arm. ‘It’s harmless. They’re only words, after all. And my point is that it doesn’t matter what all those people out there are saying. At the end of the day, they’re only rumours. Nothing more than silly whispers.’
I scratch my head, still dumbfounded. ‘It brings new meaning to the saying the walls have ears.’
He holds up a finger. ‘Well, actually, one of the thatched houses round the corner…’
I grimace. ‘It’s okay. I don’t need to know. Not right now, anyway. Shall we go to the daberhashery and find Esme?’
He smiles. ‘Just one more.’ He leans in, his blue eyes crinkling as he listens to whatever secret or lie is being murmured. He motions me. I roll my eyes and pick another spot; anything to get out of here as quickly as possible. I cup my hand round my ear. For a second, I think I’ve picked the one place where, thankfully, there’s nothing to be heard. Then my blood turns to ice as I hear the harsh words.
‘The Department is coming.’
Bron frowns at my pale face. ‘What’s wrong?’
I back away. ‘Let’s get out of here.’ I stride for the exit. Frankly, it’s a miracle I’m not sprinting. I glance down at my arms and see goosebumps. This is ridiculous.
Something barrels into me, knocking me back. I’d recognise that muscled arm anywhere. ‘Dante?’
‘Get back,’ he growls. ‘Both of you. Against the wall. Now.’
Neither Bron nor I move. ‘What is it?’
He curses under his breath and yanks me towards him, one arm round my waist, pulling me away from the rectangle of sun leading to the outdoors. From above the thousands of whispers tickling my ears, I can hear shouts. 
‘Disapparate,’ he snaps. ‘Now. The Department is here.’
My mouth goes dry. The three of us stare at each other then I do exactly what I’m told. And when I’m back in my own bed, my pillow stained with blood from my forehead, I realise I’m also covered from head to foot in the sheen of a cold sweat.
 
***
 
D: I counted eight.
Robocop: Definitely more than that. They’ve been marching across town and grabbing hold of everyone they can. There’s going to be some sort of meeting tomorrow at midnight. Everyone has to attend.
B52: Or?
Robocop: Do you really want to find out?
Tam: They can’t make us. They’re not in charge any more. Ashley is.
D: Has anyone seen Ashley?
I watch the screen, desperately willing someone to answer. No one does.
D: We have to find out where she is.
I pull over the keyboard, ready to type.
D: Not you, Z. You need to stay away.
 
I stick my tongue out at the blinking cursor. I can’t help myself. If Dante and Bron keep treating me like a child, I’m going to act like one. Then I feel bloody silly and stop.
 
B52: He’s right. Leave home too. You can’t let them get you.
Robocop: Why’s Z so special? We should be worried about Ashley. She’s the one who’s the dreamweaver. If they make her work for them then things could get v v v bad.
I curl my fingers into a fist and slam it down, making the mouse and the keyboard jump an inch into the air. Ashley’s not the dreamweaver: I am. 
We all knew the Department would show up sooner or later, no matter how hard we tried to pretend otherwise. To be honest, it’s almost a relief that the inevitable has arrived. There’s no way I’m going to let them do anything to hurt Ashley though. It would be my fault if something happened to her. I’ll go to their stupid meeting and see what they want. And then I’ll do something about it. 
I check the clock: it’s still the middle of the night. I could try and fall asleep again and head back to the Dreamlands. I know instinctively, however, that I won’t be able to nod off without chemical inducement. 
My body is fizzing with an indefinable mix of emotions; whether it’s excitement or terror or just pure anticipation, I have no idea. Either way, I’m far too buoyed up. 
I pad to the kitchen and make a cup of tea, sipping it while I stare out at the dark garden. It’s still overgrown with weeds, despite the fact that I’m no longer trapped indoors. Pulling up dandelions is far down my list of priorities. I let the ticking of the clock and the familiar surroundings envelop me. Despite what Bron – because that’s who I’m assuming B52 is – said online, I’m not going to run away. I feel safer here than I do anywhere else and I’m damned if I’m going to let the Department force me out of my home. If I could beat the damn Mayor, then I can beat them.
I’m watching the Chairman’s outline as he skulks under a bush, no doubt in pursuit of prey, when I see him bolt upright, his ears cocked. I freeze. A moment later there’s the sound of a car engine from out front. I bite down so hard on my tongue that it brings tears to my eyes. Have they found me already?
Carefully placing the cup into the sink, I edge towards the front door. I’m well aware of all my neighbours’ routines ‒ that was part and parcel of my former life as a cooped-up freak. This is Wednesday. There’s no reason any of them would drive into our quiet cul-de-sac at this time of night. Most of them are either early risers with young families, or retirees. 
Avoiding the windows and keeping my movements slow and steady to avoid alerting whoever’s out there, I slink to the doorway. I touch each lock lightly; old habits die hard and I’m compelled to make sure I’ve secured every one. Unless they blow my damn house up or commandeer a tank, they’re not getting in.
I suck in a breath and peer out of the spyhole. There’s sufficient glow from the orange streetlamps for me to see most of the road, apart from the section blocked by the tree at the front. I squint. There’s definitely a car out there and there’s definitely someone in it. It’s too far away for me to tell whether there’s more than one person in it.
I step back and scoop up my phone from the little wooden table that sits in my hallway. Should I call the police? I have no cause just yet, but they’re well aware of my foibles. I grip the receiver, feeling the taut lines of tension in my tendons. I tiptoe back to the door again. Whoever is sitting in the car has not moved. 
I reach down inside myself for strength. I’m not afraid of what might happen in the Dreamlands – not like this anyway – so I shouldn’t be frozen into inaction here either. What I need to do is to find out exactly who’s out there. The more I know, the more power I’ll have. Besides, if I can be Ninja Zoe when I sleep then I have to be capable of something similar when I’m awake.
I keep hold of the phone in case I need to call for help, then I sneak back to the kitchen and, as silently as I can, open the window. With my heart beating loudly against my ribcage, I pull myself up onto the counter and squeeze out. The one good thing is that I’m already fully clothed. I learnt my lesson the hard way: it’s not much fun apparating in the Dreamlands while wearing skimpy nightwear. My mind drifts for a moment to Adam’s dream Zoe and her negligee. Yuck.
As soon as my feet land on the soft grass, the Chairman flies out from under the bushes and scampers off into the night. Glad that he’s out of the way, I turn back to the window. I should leave it open so I can get back inside when I need to but that  means it’ll be easy for someone else to get into my house. I choose the middle ground, leaving the door barely ajar. Unless you get up close, it looks locked. It’s the best I can do.
Rather than foolishly saunter out of my own back gate, I eye my neighbour’s fence. It’s not particularly high and I reckon I can vault over it easily. I sidle over, place my hands on the top and try to heave myself over. My feet scrabble against the side, desperately seeking purchase. In less than three seconds, I’m forced to let go. 
I rub my upper arms and frown. What would be a simple barrier in the Dreamlands is almost insurmountable here. It’s ridiculous. My subconscious self clearly thinks I’m capable of much more than I am.
I try again. This time I do slightly better and pull myself up far enough to straddle the fence. I’m wary of the watcher – or watchers – spotting me, so I keep my body low. It’s not only awkward but it’s rather painful. I try to ignore the uncomfortable jab of the fence into my groin and swing my leg over. The fabric of my jeans gets caught at the top and there’s an ominous rip. I yank as hard as I can, causing the fence to wobble dramatically. The wood creaks and I panic that I’m about to bring the whole thing crashing down. I pull away and try to leap off. There’s another rip as I finally free my leg. 
Rather than glide through the air and land in a forward roll as I imagined I would, I thump down with all the grace of a bull elephant, squashing half a dozen late-blooming flowers. Not only am I covered in scrapes from the rough wood, I’m also caked in mud. This is definitely not like it is in the dream world.
I groan softly and roll to one side on the dewy lawn. Placing my hands beneath my hips I push up, just in time to see a pair of sensible black shoes stride up and stop next to me. My head drops. I. Am. An. Idiot. 
‘Sergeant Rawlins,’ I murmur. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’
The policewoman bends down, a curious expression on her face. ‘You’re not the most graceful cat burglar, Ms Lydon.’
I press my lips together firmly to avoid making a snarky comment which will land me in even more trouble and get to my feet. Rawlins is dressed for duty, her hair in a tight bun and her clothing immaculate. I take my time brushing off the mud but it’s wet and claggy so maybe I’m making matters worse. When I spot the glimmer of amusement in Rawlins’ eyes, I know I’m right. I give up and drop my hands.
‘You have a new car,’ I say, as if I’m reprimanding her for daring to change vehicles. Even with the shroud of darkness, I’d have recognised her old one.
She looks surprised. ‘No. But I’m off duty now. It’s mine rather than the official police one.’
Oh. That makes sense. What remains to be asked is the obvious question. I put my hands on my hips and cock my head, giving her an enquiring – and challenging – glance. Unfortunately, before I can say anything, an upstairs light flicks on. I grimace. Our chatter must have woken up my neighbour. 
I jerk my head towards the front and Rawlins nods. Avoiding looking at the squashed flowers, I sidle out through the narrow gap between the fence and the house.
‘So,’ Rawlins says, once we’re safely back in front of my own property, ‘do you want to tell me what you were doing trespassing on your neighbour’s property? Because I’m hoping it wasn’t so you could steal from them.’
Was she kidding me? ‘You’re the one who’s loitering around here!’ I protest. ‘I was coming out to see who was parked in front of my damn house.’
She gives me an odd look. ‘Then why didn’t you just open the front door and pop your head out?’
In case you work for the Department and you’re trying to kill me because I’m the one and only dreamweaver, I think irritably. ‘Two months ago I couldn’t have done that,’ I merely mutter. ‘You should give me credit for coming outside at all. And you’ve still not explained what you’re doing here.’
She looks away. As she tilts her head, I see her face in the glow from the street light nearest us and I realise that there are faint purple shadows under her eyes. She doesn’t fidget or twitch but there’s an unnatural stillness about her body which suggests she is uncomfortable.
‘I just wanted to check that you were alright,’ she says finally. Her voice is a note higher than usual. She’s lying.
‘I’m not a criminal,’ I say softly.
Rawlins snaps, ‘I know that.’ She tosses her head and spins round, then marches back to her car. ‘It’s the middle of the night, Ms Lydon,’ she throws over her shoulder. ‘You should get some sleep.’
As should you, sergeant, I think to myself. Still puzzled, I watch her get into the car and leave. What on earth was that about?
 



Chapter Four
 
I can’t imagine a society with absolutely no solidarity. For me, it’s a nightmare.
Clare Denis
 
The two good things about waking up in the middle of the night are that by midmorning my house is about as clean as it’s ever been, and I’m yawning like a teenager in an algebra lesson. This could be exactly what I need. Choosing to forego my bed for the comfy sofa, I curl up with my head on a cushion. I don’t want to nap for too long; I still need to fall asleep tonight as well.
I end up back in the forest by the old campfire. Whatever tracks were there earlier have now vanished, probably as a result of the Dreamlands resetting themselves. I still hover around suspiciously for a short while but no one shows up. None the wiser, I head off at a jog. If I want to be awake again by midday, I need to move quickly.
I’m less than five minutes from the forest fringe when I see a flash of white out of the corner of my eye. It’s both unexpected and out of place. Within the folds of the forest, it’s permanently night. Not only that, the trees are dark, the ground is dark … everything is, well, dark. Even the mares have black coats. Admittedly, they also have quite sharp white teeth and vivid scarlet hooves and eyes, but they mostly blend in with the rest of the surroundings. I struggle to think of a time I’ve seen white here before. There’s never even been a moon or stars in the sky above.
My curiosity is piqued enough for me to veer off course and investigate. When I see Lilith draped in white and slumbering across a heavy tree limb, I stop. Of course. I should have guessed. 
Lilith is a succubus, a dream creature who flits in and out of people’s heads, feeding off their sexual desires. I’m not entirely sure whether she can be trusted but she did play an important part in ridding the Dreamlands of the Mayor. I owe her something, even if I’m not certain what that something is. Marvelling at how she manages to stay on the branch, I pick my way through the rough bracken and reach out to wake her. 
‘Don’t touch me, dreamweaver,’ she says, with her eyes still closed.  Along with Dante, Bron, Esme and Ashley, she’s the only one who’s aware of what I really am.  It doesn’t make her any more affable towards me.  She sniffs. ‘I’m resting.’
It hadn’t occurred to me that Lilith would require sleep. She’s as much of a permanent fixture in the Dreamlands as the mares. Still, I suppose there are slim pickings to be had when most people are awake, so she has to while away the daytime doing something.
‘I’m sorry for interrupting,’ I say, although I’m not really. ‘Have the Department people come through here yet? To the forest, I mean?’
Lilith still doesn’t stir although she does deign to respond. ‘What do they look like?’ she murmurs.
Er… ‘Like,’ I pause awkwardly, ‘like people.’ Unless they sport forked tails and pointy horns. Probably not. Even the Mayor appeared benign on the surface.
She sighs dramatically. ‘Zoe from the quiet lands, you are very tiresome. No one has been here apart from the boy.’
Boy? Which boy? ‘Who do you mean, Lilith?’
‘Please. Go away and leave me in peace.’
I frown. She’s not normally so abrupt. ‘Are you okay?’ I ask.
She lifts up her head and her hair falls down her back in a cascade of ebony silk that I’ll always be jealous of. I take an involuntary step backwards. Lilith is normally stunningly beautiful but right now, with her eyes open and her face turned towards me, she looks gaunt. In fact, she looks skeletal.
‘What’s wrong?’ I ask, alarmed.
She gives me a tired look. ‘I am hungry.’
‘So eat!’
‘I have tried. Many times. Usually it is easy to find men to do my bidding. Lately, however…’ Her voice trails off as she lifts up a shoulder in a gesture that looks remarkably like defeat.
I can’t help but think all this is connected to the problems I’ve been experiencing, in both Archie’s dream and the ski one. I blow air out through my mouth. ‘Lilith, are people not having normal dreams?’
She falls back down against the bough, closing her eyes once more. ‘They are not. The Badlands are coming.’
A shiver races down my bones. ‘What does that mean?’
She doesn’t answer. I reach out again to shake her out of her stupor but she pushes me away. Even in her apparently weakened condition, she has more strength than is natural. I fly backwards, slamming into a tree. Pain judders through me while the physical contact with the icy bark only serves to increase my shivers.
‘Leave me.’ Lilith’s words are distinct and her tone brooks no argument. ‘Like the mares, I am from the Badlands. Although I choose to make my home here, there is a limit to what I can say. I am bound by oaths far older than you.’ She looks at me. ‘Leave.’
Troubled, and struggling to move properly with the pain down my spine from my collision with the tree, I drag myself away. Now I’m certain I’ve not been imagining things. Something is definitely wrong and it’s affecting more than me, Archie the taxi driver and Lady Zumba. I can only surmise that in some way this is the Department’s doing. The trouble is, I don’t understand how or why.
More determined than ever to find out what the Department is up to, I reach behind awkwardly and try to massage my back as I stride towards the town. It goes some way towards alleviating the pain. I might be walking stiffly like an army recruit out on his first parade, but at least I am walking. I have a feeling I’m going to pay for my dogged need to keep going when I wake up.
As per usual, the moment I step out from the forest I’m blinded by the sunshine. I blink rapidly and move behind the nearest thatched cottage until my eyes adapt. I flick a glance upwards. In the past, I’ve crossed the whole town by skulking from one rooftop to another to keep myself hidden – but then the element of surprise was on my side. I don’t know what the Mayor told the rest of the Department goons about me but I reckon that if they’re worth their salt, they’re going to be looking for anyone darting around furtively. I’ve probably got a better chance of staying concealed as the dreamweaver if I walk openly through the town rather than clamber around in the shadows. 
My suspicions are confirmed when, rounding the first corner, I catch sight of a shadow from above that’s definitely not part of the building. The Department has posted look outs. 
I remind myself to breathe and walk normally. I relax my shoulders and swing my arms. I’m almost tempted to whistle but that would probably be taking things a step too far. The trouble with consciously trying to look normal is that every step and little movement ends up becoming entirely abnormal. I keep my expression blank and try not to overthink what I’m doing. I’m only walking; there’s nothing strange about that.
‘Hey!’ There’s a sharp call from my left. No doubt the eagle-eyed watcher up on the roof has signalled my approach to a buddy.
I look round. Casual, Zoe. Act casual. ‘Hey,’ I say, calling out in a surprised tone to the frowning figure that is approaching me.
He makes an odd gesture with his thumb and ring finger, pressing them against each other. I stare, confused and he abruptly drops his hand. ‘What are you doing here?’ He has a faint accent, maybe Eastern European though I can’t be entirely sure. Accents were never my strong suit.
I furrow my brow and look innocent. ‘Excuse me?’
‘It’s the middle of the day. What are you doing here?’
‘Ohhhh.’ I nod sagely as if I’ve just worked out what he means. ‘Night shift. I usually end up here during the day.’ I shrug and give a disarming grin. ‘It’s crap, I know. Things are far more fun around here when there are other people about but I’ve got to make a living. One more month and I reckon I can persuade my boss to let me switch to day work.’ I silently congratulate myself. I’m becoming quite the consummate liar.
I cock my head and eye him curiously. He’s in his late forties, judging by the liberal sprinkling of grey hairs in his hair and beard. He has tanned skin which is so smooth that it has to come out of a bottle, and a small scar above his eyebrow. I note that his fingernails are perfectly manicured.  Not only is this someone who takes care over his appearance, he also probably has time and money to spare. 
‘I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before,’ I say lightly. I stick my hand out in a friendly gesture. ‘I’m Zoe. What are you doing here?’
He gazes at my outstretched hand as if it’s covered in flesh-eating bacteria. I take the hint and drop it. I’m not particularly offended; I don’t want to touch him either. ‘There’s a meeting tonight,’ he grunts, without introducing himself or answering my question. ‘You need to be there.’
‘A meeting?’ I evince as much surprise as I’m capable of. I didn’t spend enough time around here before the Mayor died to know whether meetings are a typical occurrence. ‘I can’t make it. I told you. I work nights.’
With stunning speed, he grabs me by the throat and slams me against the nearest wall. My spine, which has only just started to recover from Lilith’s blow, screams in agony. ‘You will be there or I will hunt you down. I will find out everything about you and I will make your life a living hell.’
I squeak. I can’t talk, not with his hand wrapped around my neck. 
‘Understand?’ he snaps.
I nod mutely. 
He releases me and jabs a finger in my face. ‘I’ll be looking for you,’ he promises. Then he stalks off.
I cough as I watch him depart. The viciousness and speed of his reaction shocked me. For all his faults, the Mayor’s menace was steel lined with silk. This guy doesn’t seem to care; he’ll do whatever it takes, regardless of what people think of him. For some strange reason that makes me feel slightly better. Brute force is more predictable and it might give me something to work with. All the same, I’m aware that the rooftop stalker is probably still watching me so I do my best to look scared before I skedaddle off in the opposite direction.
The Department thug’s curiosity at seeing me wandering around wasn’t misplaced. At this time of day, the Dreamlands are remarkably quiet. I see a couple of other people but they scurry past me with their heads down. Clearly no one is in the mood for pleasantries. It feels like they’ve gone from being a band of merry dreamers, grouped together by nothing more negative than their suspicion of someone like me, to everyone being out for themselves. The cold inside me increases. 
After my confrontation, I alter my plans and avoid the square – and the ugly grey Department building. Instead I keep to the outskirts, hurrying along the pretty cobbled streets until I’m on the other side of the town and facing the daberhashery. 
As always, Esme’s little store looks quaint from the outside, the sign in front in curling black script and the old-fashioned panes of glass in the window smoky and dark. I can’t see or hear any signs of activity inside so, after catching my breath, I grasp hold of the wrought-iron doorknob and enter.
The shop is a tip. Shelves have been overturned. There’s a pile of ripped fabric on one side of the room and old socks scattered everywhere. I take a step forward, my feet crunching on broken glass, and am overtaken by dismay. What on earth has the Department done?
A shadow appears from the back. I look up to see Esme herself, framed against the doorway. She looks pale but there’s an anger in her eyes that I sympathise with.
‘It’s you,’ she says disdainfully and turns to walk away.
I dart forward before she disappears. ‘Esme, what the hell happened here?’
Her mouth twists. ‘What do you think happened?’ She throws an arm wide. ‘The Department came and took everything they thought they could use. Everything else they destroyed.’
I shake my head. ‘But why? It doesn’t make any sense.’ Her shop deals in exchanges: find an item lost in the real world, which somehow makes it way to the dream world, and you can exchange it for whatever you want. Even the Mayor let the place run mostly unimpeded – unless you were trying to arm yourself with a weapon. 
I stare at the grubby socks and the broken ornaments and fripperies. What danger is there in an old clock or a child’s lace-fringed teddy bear?
‘Intimidation. Bullying. Everything you’d expect from a bunch of shitheads like them.’ Her lip curls. ‘Ridiculous, isn’t it? For the first time in decades we get a dreamweaver. The one person in the entire world who might be able to stop the Department in its tracks. It’s just our luck that the person we get is you.’ Scorn drips from her, pooling in the atmosphere until it almost suffocates me.
‘That’s not fair,’ I say quietly.
‘Isn’t it?’ She bends down and starts picking up some of the destroyed items, placing them in a box.
I sigh and move to help her but she hisses at me to back off. I understand her anger. I managed to release all of the sleepers in the fairy-tale castle round the corner. Each of them was a coma victim, just like Esme. Unlike Esme, however, they remained unconscious which was probably why I was able to wake them and return their souls to the real world and their physical bodies. Although I tried it with her once the Mayor had been dealt with, nothing happened. I’d suspected as much beforehand but it didn’t stop her from thinking that the failure was somehow my fault. Perhaps it was. There is still so much that I need to learn about what I am.
‘Where are the Department thugs now?’ I ask softly. Dante seemed to think there were eight of them altogether but it will be difficult to achieve much until I am sure of their exact numbers.
Her answer is terse. ‘I don’t know.’
‘Will they come back?’
She throws her arms up into the air. ‘Here? Why would they come back here? There’s nothing left to come back for!’
Shit. It’s taken her years to build up the dabershashery from scratch. No wonder she’s taking it so badly. I gnaw on the inside of my cheek. I don’t want to broach this with her but I’m not sure I have much choice. ‘Listen, Esme, there’s something going on. The dreams I’ve been apparating in have been different, and not in a good way. Lilith is ill. She said something about the Badlands. Do you think the Department has done something to affect them?’
Esme gives me a dull stare. ‘Who cares?’
I’m startled. I get that she’s upset with the destruction of the shop but this isn’t like her at all. ‘But the Badlands, well – they’re bad, aren’t they? They’re where nightmares come from.’
‘You know more about the mares than anyone else,’ she says tiredly.
‘No, I don’t mean the unicorns, although I was told they came from there as well. Don’t real nightmares that people experience all spring from the Badlands?’
‘And what is all this,’ she asks, shoulders slumped, ‘if not a nightmare?’
I stare at her. She seems to have completely given up. ‘Esme…’
‘You are not helping, Zoe. Just go. I want to be alone.’
I search her face. The desire for solitude is something I can empathise with. I don’t want to leave her in this state but I don’t think I’m going to help by sticking around. She starts picking things up again, holding up a shard from what looks like a snow globe and sighing to herself. I reach over and touch her arm as gently as I can. For a moment her eyes meet mine in shared pain, then she pulls away.
‘Please.’ Her voice is strained. ‘Just go.’
I nod and do as she asks.
I feel like I’m out of options. Everyone is consumed with the Department’s arrival but I can’t help feeling that there are other things we should be worrying about. I bite my lip. If it is something to do with the Badlands that’s causing all these problems, then it’s clear where I ought to go. I just really, really don’t want to.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Five
 
There’s no terror in the bang, only in the anticipation of it.
Alfred Hitchcock
 
I’ve never had cause to come to this part of town before. I’ve seen it from the roof of the Department headquarters but I’ve never been this close. Despite the sunny skies and warm air, looking at the dark grubby mist of the Badlands turns my insides to ice. 
They stretch along the northern side of the Dreamlands and, at this level, are generally obscured by banks of pretty flowers. Even from this distance, though, looking towards them makes my eyeballs prickle. I guess it’s like looking directly at the sun: you know you shouldn’t do it but sometimes you still try. The trouble is that I don’t know the Badlands well enough to tell whether there’s anything different about them.
Licking my lips nervously, I push ahead. I’ve ruined enough flowers in the last twenty-four hours so this time I pick my way carefully through them to avoid crushing them. They have a sweet heady smell but it’s not pleasant. It reminds me of visiting the morgue to identify my father’s body. All I could smell there was strong disinfectant – and it was obvious what the reason for that was. I wonder if these flowers are here to hide the reek from the Badlands. When I get past the colourful border, I know I’m right. There’s a sulphurous reek which turns my stomach.
I halt in my tracks. The dark cloud reaches high into the sky, towering over me like a vaporous wall. It’s got to be twenty feet high. As far as I can tell, the entire northern side of the Dreamlands, which I estimate to be a couple of miles long, is bordered by it. I think of the black cloud monster I came across in the dream jungle. It would certainly be a match for this place.
Taking a deep breath, I edge forward. Tendrils of black smoke uncurl from the mist and stretch out towards me. I swallow hard and lift my hand, letting a tendril curl round my index finger. It snakes itself across my skin with little more than a faint tickle. When it starts to wrap round my wrist, however, I shake it off and pull back. I should be making myself wake up by now. But then, maybe I should enter the Badlands and see what’s going on. I feel distinctly underprepared for such a venture, however. 
I’m startled out of my reverie by the distant ringing of a bell. Flummoxed, I spin round then I realise it’s my own phone ringing, back in the real world. The sound makes up my mind and I force myself to disapparate. I wake up on my sofa with a crick in my neck and my back in agony.
I push myself up, my limbs stiff and awkward, and pick up the receiver. ‘Hello?’ I say cautiously.
‘It’s me.’
I roll my eyes. ‘Of course, Dante,’ I say. ‘Because if anyone is going to sneak up and surprise me, it’s going to be you.’
‘I’m telephoning, not playing hide and seek.’ He pauses. ‘Were you asleep?’
I wet my lips with the tip of my tongue. ‘Yes.’
‘In the Dreamlands?’ I don’t answer. ‘I don’t suppose telling you that you shouldn’t go there is going to make much of a difference.’ His tone is surprisingly mild.
‘No.’ I’m emphatic. ‘It’s not. Has anyone found Ashley?’
His voice tightens. ‘No. I fell asleep for a while on the plane and tried tracking her but I couldn’t sleep for long enough to get more than the vaguest impression of her.’
‘Maybe she’s just being more sensible than me and keeping well away,’ I suggest.
‘Maybe,’ he agrees, although we both know that neither of us believe it. 
A steel hand grips my heart and squeezes. Everything is going to shit. Silence stretches out between us. 
‘I’m sorry,’ Dante says suddenly. ‘I had no right to get so angry earlier about the dream.’
I tilt my head from side to side, attempting to work out the pain in my neck but it doesn’t help. Dante’s abrupt apology surprises me and I soften. ‘I didn’t go looking for Adam,’ I say quietly. ‘He came to my house. And,’ I add unnecessarily, ‘it was after the panic attack. Not before. I wasn’t trying to end up inside his head.’
‘I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions,’ he admits gruffly. ‘I was … jealous.’
I almost drop the phone. An unexpected frisson of happiness zips through me, despite the dire situation.
‘Jealous?’ I squeak.
‘You’re my dreamweaver.’ He says it matter-of-factly. I should be irritated but, for whatever reason, I’m not. ‘What were you and Bron doing anyway?’
‘He was showing me the rumour mill. I think he was trying to make me feel better about everyone gossiping about me.’
‘You can’t blame them. Things started getting really freaky once you showed up.’
‘They wander around a dream town and can see inside people’s heads when they sleep. How is that not already freaky?’
‘I take your point,’ he answers drily. There’s a brief pause. ‘So there’s nothing going on between you and Adam?’
‘No.’
‘And Bron?’
‘He’s a friend.’
‘Good.’
I take a deep breath. ‘Are you jealous of Bron too?’
‘Not if he’s just a friend.’
‘He is.’
Dante’s voice drops. ‘Am I just a friend?’
It feels like there’s a lot riding on my answer. I search for the right words. ‘I like you,’ I say finally, feeling like I’m back in high school and admitting I have a crush. ‘You’re the only person who knows who I really am in both the Dreamlands and the real world.’
‘So I know you better than anyone else?’ he asks with a note of satisfaction.
‘You do,’ I answer simply. It’s the truth. ‘You’re bloody annoying sometimes, though. Where did you go? I waited for you in the forest and you never showed up.’
He sighs. ‘I’m sorry. I disapparated out. Once I’d had a chance to calm down, I thought better of it. When I went back in and realised you were in the Dreamlands, then saw the Department…’
I nod. ‘Yeah. All hell broke loose. You used to work for the Mayor, Dante. What is the Department really?’
He sighs. ‘The Mayor set the Department up years ago. He tried to keep it under his thumb for a while but for some people a taste of power only encourages them to want more.’
‘There was a coup against him?’
‘Not exactly. He agreed to share information and to work with the Department when necessary on the understanding that it left our zone alone.’
‘But it’s in charge everywhere else?’ I ask with a shudder, thinking of the barely restrained violence from the man who confronted me.
‘Yes.’
‘What does it want?’
His voice is quiet. ‘More power. And with the Mayor’s death, all bets are off. When the Department didn’t show up immediately, I thought it might leave us in peace. No such luck.’ I hear him exhale. ‘Zoe, it’s going to know by now that there’s a dreamweaver and if they have Ashley, it won’t take them long to figure out it’s not her. You can’t go wandering around the Dreamlands. Not any more. I know you might want to play the hero and give yourself up to ensure her safety but Dean Salib risked his life to keep your identity secret for a reason. Whether you like it or not, you’re too important to risk.’
‘But I can’t do anything! All I can do is the same as you and walk through people’s dreams.’
‘That’s not true. You can change things.’
I try to convey my desperation. ‘I could. A few times.’ I shake my head. ‘But something’s wrong now. I can feel it.’ I explain to him about everything I’ve experienced, including Lilith’s comment about the Badlands.
‘Shit,’ he mutters, although he doesn’t sound particularly surprised. 
‘I remember Bron saying something ages ago,’ I say, sitting down heavily, forgetting to take care with my back and wincing in pain. ‘That the Badlands began to encroach into the town and there was a lot of trouble.’
Dante laughs without humour. ‘That was long before Bron’s time.’
‘Do you remember it?’ I prod.
‘No. I don’t think even the oldest Travellers were around when all that occurred.’
I push my hair out of my eyes. ‘I tried to speak to Esme about it but she was really upset. The Department destroyed the daberhashery and she wasn’t in the mood to listen.’
‘She’s lost a lot recently,’ he points out.
I bite my lip. Yeah, she has. ‘The Department is one thing,’ I say. ‘But affecting the dreams of people all over the country…’
‘You don’t have any proof of that.’
I shake my head. I can feel it in my bones. ‘Trust me. Something’s not right. Could the Department be doing it?’
His answer is a long time coming. ‘I don’t think so. The Badlands is a law unto itself. What humans do is probably of no more consequence than a fly is to us.’
‘Well,’ I say, ‘maybe we can be the fly in the ointment that does more damage than expected. Have you fallen asleep yet and seen what things are like in the zone there?’ I’m assuming that his call means he’s already landed in the States.
‘No.’ He curses. ‘Damn jetlag is causing havoc. Besides, it’s morning here.’
‘Take your time. I have the unhappy feeling that the Department isn’t going anywhere any time soon.’
He grunts in agreement. ‘You need to avoid the meeting tonight. Now I’m in a different country, I can’t apparate in that zone any longer. And you should stay away too.’
‘I can’t.’ I tell him about the man who accosted me. 
He sucks in an angry breath. ‘Goddamnit, Zoe. I can’t afford for you to get hurt.’
I? Or did he mean we? I swallow. ‘I told you. Whatever grip I had on dreamweaving is slipping away and what I can do is next to useless.’
‘Then,’ Dante says in a grim tone, ‘you need to practise and get better.’
‘And the Badlands?’
‘There might be records somewhere about what happened last time that will help.’
I grind my teeth. ‘Let me guess. In the crappy building that’s currently being overrun by the Department.’
‘That’s the one.’ He sighs. ‘There’s nothing we can do right now. It just means you have even more incentive to learn what you can do. You have to promise me you won’t do anything stupid like plunging into the Badlands on your own.’
I don’t immediately respond. If he hadn’t telephoned when he had, I may very well have done just that.
‘Zoe,’ Dante warns.
‘Okay,’ I say finally. ‘I promise.’
‘One thing at a time.’
I nod. ‘Yes. You’re right.’
There’s the sound of a muffled knock. ‘I have to go,’ Dante says. ‘My contact is here.’
‘Oh. Okay.’ I’m strangely reluctant to let him go. ‘Call me later if you get anything.’
‘I will.’ There’s a long pause. ‘It would be better if you were here in person to meet him. I suppose it’s just as well I only booked one hotel room.’
I blink rapidly. Er…
Dante chuckles softly. ‘Take care, Zoe. Don’t do anything stupid.’
‘Only if you do the same,’ I warn.
‘Of course.’ He hangs up.
I stay where I am for some time, looking at the phone and feeling bereft.
 
***
 
Needing to release some of my pent-up energy – as well as ensure I’m tired enough to sleep tonight – I pull on my leggings and trainers and head out for a jog. I have to take it slowly to avoid making the pain in my back worse, but it’s good to be out in the fresh air. I missed this when I was stuck indoors for months on end, so there’s no way a little dream-induced backache is going to stop me now.
I raise a hand to Mr Reynolds as I exit my cul-de-sac. He waves back bemusedly. He still seems confused that I can make it out of the house. For a short while, the Chairman trots alongside me. By the time I reach the busy main road, however, he’s given up in favour of rolling around in a patch of dust on someone’s driveway. 
It’s a lot cooler here in the real world than it is in the Dreamlands; the sky is an overcast grey rather than filled with brilliant golden sunshine. There’s something more pleasant about the outdoors here, however. I’m not sure whether it’s because it is more real or whether it just feels more real. Either way, as my lungs expand and I trot round the familiar streets of my childhood, I feel my spirit lightening. It might only be temporary but I definitely need it.
I still keep one eye trained on the road, looking for cars which might be out of place. The Mayor tracked me down to this part of the world so it’s not beyond the realms of possibility that the remainder of the Department will do the same. But no one who passes me seems intent on anything other than their own lives, from the harassed mum with screaming kids in the back seat to the haggard-looking businessman who’s already late for his meeting and is speeding down the street. The normalcy of it all is incredibly satisfying.
Unwilling to go too far in case my back seizes up, I veer left to make a large loop and end up back where I started. When I go down Antler Avenue, I’m taken aback by the large number of cars parked at the side of the road. Either someone’s having a huge house party – which is unlikely at this time on a Thursday – or something else is going on. The only thing I can think of in this part of the town is the doctor’s surgery but that has a substantial car park so there’s no reason for vehicles to be parked on the street. Curious, I head towards them.
By the time I reach the first cars, two people are standing on the pavement. ‘You too?’ exclaims the first woman, clasping her throat as she addresses her companion. ‘It sounds awful but I have to admit I’m really glad I’m not the only one.’
I frown. That doesn’t sound good. I bypass the pair of them in favour of checking out what else is going on. I don’t have to go much further to see that not only is the surgery car park already brimming with cars but there’s a queue of people snaking out from the front door. At least a dozen tired-looking people are slumped against the wall.
‘Do you think the water supply is infected?’ someone asks with a faint tremor in their voice.
‘No. It’s mobile phones,’ another responds with absolute certainty. ‘All those radioactive waves are causing damage.’
I stop and join the end of the queue. An older man with heavy shadows under his eyes glances at me. ‘Here’s another one,’ he mutters.
‘What’s going on?’ I ask nervously.
He waves a hand at the waiting people. ‘Isn’t it obvious? We’re all here to see a doctor. And,’ he leans towards me, ‘we all have the same symptoms. My sister in Bathgate says it’s happening there too.’
‘What? What’s happening?’
He gives me a long look. ‘You’re one of the lucky ones then. It’s not happened to you.’
I resist the urge to grab him by the lapels and shake him. ‘What’s not happened? I don’t understand.’
‘Sleep paralysis,’ he says with an air of finality. ‘We’ve all had it.’
Something deep inside me freezes solid. ‘What is sleep paralysis?’
He grimaces. ‘You don’t want to know. Just be thankful that you don’t have it. Yet.’
I swallow. This has to be related to my worries about what I’ve been experiencing in the Dreamlands. Rather than feeling vindicated, I feel sick. 
The only bonus is that I recognise one of the cars parked in the far corner. Rawlins. Her reasons for sitting outside my house in the middle of the night are becoming clear.
I scan the rest of the line for the police sergeant’s familiar glower. She’s not there, so I head towards the front of the line.
‘Hey!’ someone says, irritated. ‘There’s a queue here!’
Several others push themselves off the wall. I step back and put my hands up in submission. There’s nothing like loss of sleep to make people act out of character.
‘I’m not here to see the doctor,’ I say, soothingly. ‘I have a friend inside who I want to talk to.’
I receive some suspicious glares and there are a few sidelong mutters but they let me pass and I squeeze into the lobby.
I’m taken aback by the sight inside. This is a small Scottish town. The biggest thing that’s happened here recently is the summer fair committee coming to blows over whether they should allow the sale of teeth-shattering toffee after three children ended up at the emergency dentist’s last year. 
The scene that greets me now is akin to the aftermath of a terrible disaster or a war. There are people everywhere. One man is arguing vociferously with the strung-out receptionist, demanding to know why he’s not been seen yet. There are two kids asleep on the floor next to the packed chairs in the waiting area. The atmosphere reeks of desperation. 
A scuffle breaks out in the far corner. I see Rawlins extricate herself from her seat and stride over to sort it out. Her calm, professional tone smooths the ruffled feathers on both sides and she encourages the angry pair to separate. When she turns back to her chair and sees that someone has claimed it, however, there’s a flash of anger in her eyes that takes me aback. If this sleep paralysis, whatever it is, is affecting her to this point it must be serious.
Feeling my gaze, she glances in my direction. Her eyebrows raise and she strides towards me. ‘Ms Lydon.’
I incline my head. ‘Sergeant.’ I look around the room. ‘This doesn’t look good.’
‘No,’ she says grimly. ‘It doesn’t.’
‘Sleep paralysis?’ I ask. 
I receive a terse nod. She stares at me for one long drawn-out moment. ‘I have to stay here in case there’s more trouble,’ she says finally. ‘But we need to talk.’
I point to the side where there’s a small space. Together we move over and lower our voices. 
‘Are all these people here for the same thing?’ I ask.
‘Most of them. I think there’s a broken arm and a kid with the flu as well.’
I twiddle nervously with my hair. ‘That’s not good.’
Her expression is hard. ‘No. No, it’s not.’ She reaches for my arm, her fingers curling round it. ‘What are you going to do about it?’
I tense. ‘I’m not sure what I can do. I’m not a doctor.’
‘Look around you,’ she hisses. ‘Have you ever seen so many people in this surgery before?’
I refrain from pointing out that it’s been a long time since I was capable of visiting the surgery and shake my head. ‘This is why you came round, isn’t it? You wanted to talk to me about this. Why didn’t you?’
She mutters something under her breath. I hear the word ‘crazy’ and immediately understand. After speaking to the policewoman through her dreams when the Mayor was after me, I managed to smooth things over enough to make her think she’d imagined it all. A kernel of suspicion obviously remains but she thinks her idea is too far-fetched to voice aloud. I’m guessing that now she’s running out of options and is prepared to explore the unthinkable. Rawlins is the very definition of pragmatic realism. The fact that she’s considering my appearance in her dreams means something has her worried.
‘I need to understand what’s going on,’ I say urgently. ‘Explain to me exactly what’s been happening. I don’t even know what sleep paralysis is.’ I can guess but I’d rather be sure.
It helps that Rawlins is a professional. She gives a miniscule shake and focuses. ‘For me,’ she begins, ‘it started about ten days ago. I go to sleep like normal and…’ Her voice falters.
‘And?’ I prompt.
‘Not long after I drift off, something heavy starts to pin me down. It’s like a huge weight on my chest. It makes it difficult to breathe.’ Unconsciously she rubs her hand across her body. ‘It’s suffocating. I can’t move. It doesn’t matter what I do, I can’t even wiggle my toes.’
I stare at her. What she’s describing sounds similar to my agoraphobia-induced panic attacks. I know how terrifying they can be. To experience those sensations while asleep must be even worse.
‘That’s awful.’
She snorts. ‘You think?’
Shit. ‘There’s more, isn’t there?’
‘You’d better believe it. The weight on my chest moves. There are hands which hold me on. Legs which…’ She pauses and I can see her struggling for words, ‘…which knee me apart. Hot breath that covers my face. Then I feel the erection. My pyjamas are ripped off and…’
I clench my teeth. ‘You’re assaulted.’ Sickened, I look away.
‘It’s not real,’ Rawlins says quietly. ‘It seems real when it happens but when I wake up I know it was a dream. I’ve never experienced fear like it, though. I’m so helpless, I can’t do a thing to stop it from happening. But,’ she repeats, ‘I know it’s not real. It’s only happening in my head.’
The trouble is that I’m not so sure of that. Not knowing what I know. 
 ‘Sergeant, have there been any physical signs?’ I ask urgently. ‘You said your pyjamas are ripped. When you wake up, are they still torn?’
For a long moment, she doesn’t answer. Her eyes rake my face. ‘No,’ she says slowly. ‘They’re fine. And I’ve even checked myself over, as silly as that sounds. Whatever’s happening isn’t physical.’
For now. And the mental anguish of that kind of experience is going to be more damaging. I let out a long breath. As long as Rawlins can still believe that what’s happening is only in her head, she’ll find it easier to recover. Much as I want to comfort her and tell her I’ll do what I can to help by visiting her dreams as soon as I can, it’s better for her in the long run if she still believes it’s a hallucination. 
‘It sounds awful,’ I say, meaning every single word. ‘I can’t begin to imagine what you’re going through. But I’m not sure how I can help.’
There’s a sudden flare of anger. ‘Don’t you get it? I’m afraid of going to sleep!’ She throws her arms out at the other people waiting. ‘So are they! I’m not sure what I believe you’re capable of, Ms Lydon, but I know you’re capable of something. Help us.’
I shake my head. ‘I don’t know how.’ Feeling like an absolute shit, I lick my lips. ‘Have you tried a few drops of lavender on your pillow? Herbal remedies can often be very useful.’
The disappointment on her face strikes at my very core. Rawlins doesn’t believe I’m capable of visiting dreams but there’s a part of her that wants it to be true. I take her hand again sympathetically. I want to make absolutely sure I can apparate into her subconscious.
‘The best thing to do,’ I say, ‘is to go home and try to get some rest.’
She is struggling not to snap at me that the last thing she wants to do is sleep. She pulls her hand away. 
A door to the surgery opens. A woman in a crumpled suit appears and clears her throat loudly. She’s holding a prescription pad.
‘Thank you for your patience, ladies and gentlemen. We are doing the best we can and will see anyone who needs a doctor if you’re willing to wait. For anyone who is here because of sleep-paralysis symptoms, we can write you a prescription for chlomirapine hydrochloride. We require full medical histories before we do this, however, and that will take time.’ There’s a sudden buzz in the room and several people sit up straighter. ‘Let me be clear that the prescription is for a very mild dosage. We recommend that anyone with medical problems does not resort to chemical sleep inducement. The best thing for this paralysis is to avoid stress.’
Despite her warnings, people stampede towards her and clamour for help. The doctor is almost swallowed up in the crowd. Worry gnaws at me as I watch the patients. It must be unheard of for mass prescriptions to be handed out like this, regardless of how mild the dosage is. I know of chlomirapine from my agoraphobic days; it has a lot of side effects.
The doctor yells at everyone to back off. By my side, Rawlins stiffens. Fortunately, the relief that there might be something that could help them makes the crowd relax and they give the doctor some space. She calls for calm and begins to list who cannot take the pills, from breastfeeding mothers to people with kidney problems; she tells them they will be turned away unless their symptoms require emergency treatment and recommends using herbal treatments instead. The atmosphere quietens. A number of people nod thoughtfully and get up to leave, no doubt preparing to hit the small pharmacy in town for the herbal stuff before everyone else. I heave a sigh of relief. Things could be worse.
Abandoning Rawlins, I move to the door and stand next to it so that I can brush the skin of everyone who walks out. I get a few strange looks but this isn’t the time to be concerned. The more dreams I can visit where sleep paralysis is an issue, the more I’ll learn about it. 
The thought that this is happening all over the country is too terrifying to contemplate. I have to focus on the here and now or I’ll never get anywhere. I see the sergeant eyeing me curiously from the other side of the surgery. Her sharp eyes have noted what I’m doing. I give a nonchalant shrug as if to say I’m simply being polite by letting others leave before me. 
‘You should go home,’ I mouth. Please. Go home and sleep so I can see inside your head, I pray silently.
The corner of her mouth turns up in acknowledgment. As soon as I’ve touched as many of the sleep paralysis victims as I can, I give Rawlins a reassuring smile and slip out. I’m going to need some that damn herbal stuff too. It looks like I’m going to be spending a lot of time asleep.
 
 
 



Chapter Six
 
Dreams have only one owner at a time. That’s why dreamers are lonely.
Erma Bombeck
 
When I get home, I fire off an urgent email to Dante, explaining what’s happening. Not only do I need someone else to know what’s going on, I also require him to come and find me in time. Based on our last conversation, I guess that even though he can’t apparate into our dreamlands zone, he can still track me through others’ dreams. Just when I think I’m getting an understanding of how all this Travelling malarkey works, something else comes along to change what I think I know. The rules seem to be almost as nebulous as dreams themselves.
Despite everything, I still have to be at the Dreamlands town square for the Department’s meeting. The enormity of everything I have to worry about threatens to overwhelm me. It doesn’t get better when I flick on the television and see on the news that the problem of sleep paralysis is affecting all corners of the country. Numerous experts give advice but nobody can suggest a reason for the sudden affliction. The Minister for Health is due to make a statement in the next couple of hours. I hope that it’s going to reassure, rather than panic.
I check my watch. It’s already late afternoon. It’s less than four hours since I woke up from my cat nap but, while I have no way of knowing whether Rawlins has taken my advice and has gone to sleep, I need to go under again to find out. I need to see this for myself. 
I sit cross-legged on my sofa and try to relax. I’m no meditation expert but I know the basics. I centre myself and concentrate on loosening up. Then I lie down and close my eyes. Come on, Zoe. Sleep.
My ears prickle. I hold my breath, praying that I’m in Rawlins’ subconscious and not the Dreamlands. When I open my eyes and register the small, darkened room, my skin tingles. There’s a lump in the middle of the bed and the faintest chink of light coming from the window. 
I tiptoe over and peek out. It’s still daytime. I feel a flicker of satisfaction; of course Rawlins would invest in black-out curtains when she has to work nights so often. I’m in the right place. I drop the curtains back into place and peer at the sleeping figure. It’s definitely her. The severe hairstyle she normally sports has been abandoned and her hair spreads out across her pillow. Her face is far less severe in sleep.
If landing inside people’s dreams is strange and uncomfortable, being in a dream that’s taking place inside someone’s bedroom is even worse. I’m an intruder in almost every sense of the word - but it’s not like I have much choice. 
With the edges of dream and reality blurred, I’m forced to clench and unclench my hands several times to stop them from shaking. I just about have my tremors under control when the bedroom door opens.
The first thing I see is a naked foot. From the thick, curling hair sprinkling over the toes, it’s obviously male. I bite down hard on my lip as the figure steps inside. Whoever he is, he’s wearing a long ceremonial robe with a hood covering his face. When the door shuts and I hear him pull the fabric away, I strain to make out his features. Right now, with the lack of light, he’s nothing more than a dark shape. 
He moves towards Rawlins’ bed. I hear heavy breathing, monotonous and regular. It’s just a dream, I remind myself, a dream that’s straddling everything I know to be real – but still a dream. In the real world, I might be a weakling who can barely clamber over a wooden fence without falling flat on my face. Here, however, I’m the dreamweaver, whatever that means. So when the man reaches out to touch Rawlins’ body, I launch myself at him.
He staggers backwards as I collide with him and the pair of us crash against the far wall. He grunts in pain.
‘Get out of here!’ I yell. I swing my arm round and slap him across the face. His skin is icy cold, reminding me of the bark in the Dreamlands’ forest. I’m not afraid of a bit of ice. I slap him again. He’s not getting near her, not if I have anything to say about it.
There’s a strange choking sound. I squint, attempting to work out what he’s doing. I realise he’s laughing and my insides churn. I slap him once more.
‘You can’t hurt me.’ His voice grates across my bones. It’s rough, as if he’s a sixty fags a day man though I can’t smell tobacco on him. Instead there’s the faintest edge of sulphur, just like I caught from the Badlands.
‘You want to bet?’ 
There’s another freakish laugh. ‘Traveller,’ he hisses. ‘You can watch. You cannot act.’
I change my slaps to punches and pummel his body. I’m building up to a crescendo of rage for what Rawlins has had to experience. He twitches once or twice but, other than that, he doesn’t move. 
Then he rises, throwing me off. I hit the floor, catching my back on the edge of what must be a wardrobe, and agonising pain rips through me. My damn back again. This is getting stupid. 
I stagger unsteadily to my feet just as there’s a soft moan from Rawlins. I realise he’s advancing on her once more. I grit my teeth and ignore the pain. I leap onto his back and snag my arms round his throat, pulling as tightly as I can.
‘You’ve fucked up,’ I whisper in his ear. He grunts and spins, trying to throw me off. I cling on. ‘You see,’ I say, as if I’m discussing the weather, ‘I’m not just a Traveller. I’m the dreamweaver.’
In mid-turn, the man freezes. ‘Impossible.’
‘Is it?’ I tighten my grip. ‘Do you feel that?’
A rattle sounds from his throat. I leap off and face him. With one swift kick, my foot connects with his groin. He doubles over in agony. I bend down. ‘Did you feel that?’ I enquire.
He swipes out, attempting to grab a hank of my hair. I jerk away and out of his grasp. ‘Bitch,’ he hisses.
I smile coldly. ‘Begone.’
The man’s eyes begin to glow, two slitted yellow lights glaring malevolently. He blinks once. I tut. ‘I’m not going to repeat myself.’ I raise my thumb and forefinger into the shape of a gun and pretend to cock it. 
He spits, then vanishes. My knees buckle and I half fall to the ground. 
‘Ms. Lydon?’
Shit. I pull up my head and stare at the bed. Rawlins is sitting up. I can’t make out her features because it’s too dark. I drop my head again; if I can’t see her properly, then I’m betting she can’t see me. With the man gone, I need her to believe this is exactly what it purported to be: a dream. A horrible, nightmarish dream, but a dream nonetheless. I don’t speak and I don’t move.
‘Is it you?’ she asks.
Nope. Not me. I tighten my shoulders and glance upwards, forcing myself to disapparate away, forcing myself to wake up. She’ll still have her suspicions but she’s only seen me once in her dreams. That can be put down to her subconscious. To think otherwise would be crazy.
 
***
 
I give myself a few hours of awake time and do as much I can to tire myself out. I run up and down the stairs, much to the bemusement of the Chairman who’s wandered back in from his adventures. Then I furiously clean the already sparkling kitchen and head out to the garden to pull up the weeds. 
By this point it’s dark but it doesn’t stop my next-door neighbour from making an appearance. His head pops over the fence. Either he’s grown two feet since I last saw him or he’s standing on a chair. I wipe the sweat off my brow and give an awkward wave.
‘Hi, Zoe. Strange time of day to be gardening, isn’t it?’
I shrug. I’m weird; he already knows that. ‘I’m trying to keep the moles away,’ I say knowledgeably. ‘They come out at night.’
He scratches his head. ‘Do moles roll around in flower beds?’
Ah. I purse my lips and frown as if I’m taking the question seriously. ‘I’m not sure. Has that happened to you?’
‘Mm,’ he murmurs. ‘Right here on the other side of the fence. If anyone knows about an interloper in our gardens, it’ll be you. Have you seen anything?’
I eye him cautiously. As far as I can tell, he’s not accusing me; although Rawlins and I woke him up, I’m fairly certain he didn’t see either of us. All I can do is plead ignorance. ‘No,’ I tell him. ‘But I’m not the same person I was a few months ago. I’m not as aware of everything as I used to be.’ 
As soon as I say it, I realise how true it is. Spending so much time indoors on my own meant that I was far more focused on details. I still I’m think I’m pretty observant but, as my horizons have opened up, my attention to the small stuff has dwindled. I guess you can’t have everything.
‘How have you been sleeping?’ I ask, changing the subject.
‘You mean the sleep paralysis thing that’s been on the news? I saw the queue outside the pharmacy on my way home tonight.’ He shakes his head. ‘It’s nuts.’
‘But you’ve not experienced anything yourself?’ I persist.
‘No.’
I exhale softly. That’s good. At least it’s not disturbing every damn person in the world, even if it’s still affecting far too many. I make noises of acknowledgment, lay down my tools and go back inside. 
After a hot shower to encourage sleep, I lie down once more. It’s still not late but I’m hoping that a few of the people who I touched at the doctor’s surgery are already asleep. With the Department meeting scheduled for midnight, I don’t have much time to jump from dream to dream. At least my experience with Rawlins means I know I’ll have some success.
The first dream I apparate into is again in someone’s bedroom. It’s not as dark as Rawlins’ room and I have to admit that the décor makes me blink. The whole room is decked out in baby pink: baby-pink walls, baby-pink cushions, baby-pink bedspread with, you’ve guessed it, a white and baby-pink fringe. There’s a vanity desk covered in tubes and bottles. When I see the shape of the person sleeping, I draw back in astonishment. I expected a young girl; instead I’m confronted with a middle-aged man. That’s peculiar.
I don’t have long to marvel at his taste before there’s a tapping at the window. I scoot over and lift the edge of the pink curtains. A small, fuzzy, black creature blinks at me. It’s kind of cute, with big dark eyes that are soulful and expressive. For a moment, my face relaxes into a smile – then the creature bares its teeth and I draw back. Those are some lethal fangs. I’ve seen less intimidating incisors on a shark. 
The imp raises a hand and a single claw springs out. It taps the glass again and then begins to etch out a circle. Once it’s drawn the full 360 degrees, it gives the centre a sharp kick and the glass circle falls in. A heartbeat later, the imp is inside the room with me, cocking its head like a dog.
It jumps forward and sniffs, curious as to what manner of creature I am. There is a strange humming noise coming from its throat. Then, without warning, it leaps up towards me with its jaws open wide. 
I lunge for the vanity desk and grab the nearest thing, an aerosol. Pressing down hard on the button, I spray it in the imp’s direction. It squeals in pain and covers its eyes. As it cowers, I grab it by the scruff of its neck and fling it back out of the window, then I turn back to the dreamer. 
There’s sweat on his brow. He’s definitely aware of what’s happening on some level. I place a calming hand on his cheek and sense him relax. 
Unfortunately, the imp isn’t as easy to get rid of as I thought. I’m just about to disapparate and go into the next dream when I hear another squeak; I see the curtains billow as it attempts another intrusion. Now I’m pissed off. Only just avoiding its sharp teeth, I grab it once more and hold it up in the air.
‘You’re not welcome here.’
It writhes and squirms, snapping its teeth in my direction. I gaze over its inky blackness and have a thought. In the far corner, there’s a collection of porcelain dolls. Keeping a firm grip on the imp, I quickly strip one of the dolls of its frilly pink dress. I raise my eyebrows at the dark creature. It looks from the dress to me and back again; there’s definitely sentient intelligence there. It starts to shake its head, trying hard to get away. I smile. Sorry. Not.
It’s a bit of an undertaking because I’m still avoiding those damn teeth but I manage to squeeze the dress over the imp’s head. I drop the creature onto the floor and watch. It stares down at itself in abject horror and tugs at the constricting fabric. With a malevolent glare, it springs back to the window and flees. Take that.
Every dream is different. Although I apparate into people’s bedrooms, the creatures and the mode of attack changes every time. As the night wears on, and people are drawn further into deep sleep, I find myself interrupting the attacks rather than waiting for them to happen. By the eighth one, not only is my back killing me but, when I apparate in, the dreamer is already screaming in agony while three wild dogs ravage and bite his flesh, one at his arm, one at his chest and one at his leg. 
I aim for the one at his chest, knocking it away. It howls in rage and turns to face me, although its companions don’t even look up from their meal. A black tongue lolls out of its mouth and blood drips onto the pale carpet. As with every other time, the smell of sulphur is strong. In fact, I could swear that it’s becoming stronger. 
‘This is why I’m a cat person,’ I tell the dog, a half second before it lunges at me. With the bed taking up most of the room, there’s not much space for manoeuvre. I end up underneath the bed, along with the lint balls and a pile of dirty magazines from pre-internet days. I lash out with my feet, catching the dog’s front paws. It howls again.
‘Zoe?’
I am awash with relief; at least I’m no longer alone. ‘Dante! Get the other two dogs!’
I wiggle out from under the bed in time to see him swipe at the animals. As if they’re no more substantial than air, however, his hand goes right through them. His eyes flash and he tries again. Damn it. The disgusting creep in Rawlins’ dream was right; most Travellers, in fact probably every Traveller apart from me, can’t affect any of the creatures. Before I can contemplate the enormity of what I’m up against, the first dog attacks me again. This time I’m not paying attention and I screech as it latches onto my calf. 
I bend down, thumping its back with my fists and forcing it let go. It backs off, glaring at me. I reach back under the bed and grab one of the magazines, roll it up and use it as a weapon. Three sharp blows on the muzzle and the dog cowers on the floor with its tail between its legs before winking out of existence. I turn my attention to the other two, using the same tactic until both of them follow their canine compatriot. 
I’m covered in blood and limping. Dante reaches out and pulls me into a hug, wrapping his arms round my body until I feel safe again.
‘I couldn’t help,’ he murmurs into my ear, frustration in his voice. ‘I couldn’t do a damn thing.’
I pull back and look into his eyes. Rather than their typical molten silver, they’re as dark as storm clouds. ‘You’re not the dreamweaver.’ Even to my own ears, my words sound heavy and tired.
‘How many dreams have you been to tonight, Zoe?’
‘Eight.’ Unless you count Rawlins. ‘No, make that nine.’
He sucks in a breath. ‘You’re a fucking mess.’
I glance down at myself. He’s right; I’m really hurting. ‘I’m the only one who can do this. What else am I supposed to do?’
He shakes his head. ‘You can’t go to every person in the country.’
I sigh. No, but I can damn well try. 
‘They’re not really in pain, you are. Nobody’s going to die from sleep paralysis, as awful as it is.’
I straighten my shoulders. ‘You mean nobody’s died yet. It doesn’t mean it won’t come to that. Part of sleep paralysis is awareness and, as you told me yourself, being conscious and aware is everything. Being aware means you can get hurt.’
He points to the man in the bed. ‘He’ll be fine tomorrow. You won’t be.’
I bite my lip. ‘You should have seen the things I saw today. There were dozens of people trying to get to the doctor to get medication to stop the paralysis. Dozens, Dante. A few of them even came to blows.’
‘So let them take some fucking pills and be done with it.’ He balls up his fists. ‘This isn’t fair on you.’
‘I’m not complaining.’
He growls, ‘Well, you should.’
I gaze at him, exasperated. Doesn’t he realise that I’m obliged to help these people? It’s not as if anyone else can. 
He seems to realise my frustration and he lowers his voice. ‘You’re not going to win this battle. You’ll kill yourself before you make the slightest dent.’
I tilt up my chin. ‘Is this happening in America too?’ Because if it is, he’s right. I’m already defeated.
He runs a hand through his hair. ‘No. It seems to be confined to this zone.’
I nod. That’s something at least. ‘We’re the only zone that’s not currently being run by the Department. Is that a coincidence?’
Dante sighs. ‘I don’t know. But there has to be another way. We need to find out where these dreams are coming from.’
‘Actually,’ I say absently, ‘I think they’re from the Badlands.’
He stills. ‘You suggested that before but you sound sure now. Why?’
‘They’re all black. It’s the quintessential villainous colour, just like the Badlands. They also smell the same, like rotten eggs.’
He reaches out for my hand, intertwining my fingers with his. The gesture squeezes at my heart. Dante has as many – if not more – trust issues than I do. The thought that I’m in this with him banishes a lot of my lonely frustration. He might not be physically capable of doing anything to stop the invading dream monsters but knowing he’s by my side, even if only figuratively, helps a lot.
‘You’re tired,’ he says. ‘Going to this meeting will be dangerous.’
I sigh. He seems hell-bent on telling me what not to do. ‘I have to go. I told you that.’ I fix him with a stern look although I keep my tone light. ‘You’re not my boss.’
He laughs sharply. ‘That much is clear. I realise I can’t stop you from going. Just…’ He presses his mouth together in an expression which gives him an oddly boyish look. ‘Just take care. I can’t get into that zone while I’m here in America.’
Translate that as: ‘I can’t come and rescue your sorry arse if you do something to get yourself locked up – or worse – by the Department.’ 
I smile. ‘I’m more capable than I look.’
His fingers tighten around mine for the briefest of moments. ‘Believe me, you look very capable.’
I lift myself up onto my toes and kiss him on the cheek. I feel his stubble beneath my lips. It never ceases to amaze me how strong the physical sensations are; he’s thousands of miles away and yet I can feel every part of him.
I drop down to the soles of my feet. My spine judders at the movement and I can’t stop myself wincing.
Dante stills. ‘What’s wrong?’
I grimace. ‘My back hurts. It’s nothing serious.’
His eyes flash with concern. ‘Have you seen a doctor?’
I think of the long queue at the surgery and shake my head. ‘It’s nothing a few painkillers won’t solve.’
He tuts and spins me round. ‘May I?’
‘Go ahead.’
He carefully lifts up my shirt, his warm fingers tracing over my skin. I shiver. Damn it; do I have to be so obvious? 
‘There are some nasty bruises here,’ he comments, oblivious to my lust.
‘Mmm.’ I’m not sure I’m capable of forming words right now.
Massaging gently, he avoids the most painful areas. I feel at least some of the tension ease. That’ll help. I rock back on my heels. I could stay here forever.
‘It’s almost midnight.’
I scrunch up my face, glad he can’t see my expression. ‘I should go then,’ I say reluctantly. ‘I need to get to the square.’
‘Don’t draw attention to yourself,’ he cautions.
‘I’ll be virtually invisible. I’m just a meek little girl; they’ll have no reason to single me out.’
Dante growls. ‘They’d better not.’
 



Chapter Seven
 
Inaction breeds doubt and fear. Action breeds confidence and courage.
Dale Carnegie
 
Because I have to make my way from the depths of the forest to the town, I’m almost late. I squeeze into the back of the square just in time. I’ve never seen so many people in the Dreamlands; I recognise more than a few faces but I’m still hazy on most of their names. Some dreamweaver. This is why Ashley is by far the best leader: she knows everyone.
There are a lot of tense expressions. When I catch some of the whispered comments, I know it’s not just because of the Department’s arrival. All the Travellers are starting to get wind of the sleep-paralysis situation. I frown when I hear someone mention the Bubble. Is that how the Badlands creatures are getting into people’s dreams? 
I’m prevented from asking because silence stills the crowd, from the fountain at the centre to where I’m standing at the back. Frustratingly, I’m too far away to see anything. I crane my neck up and try to catch a glimpse of who’s just arrived. It’s no good – there are too many people.
‘Good evening,’ a clipped voice states, carrying across the mass of people. ‘I thank you all for coming.’
I almost snort. Like we were given any kind of choice. I stop trying to put a face to the voice and settle down to listen.
‘Since the unfortunate demise of your Mayor, we have decided that it is only right that we help you get back on track. The Dreamlands are not to be taken lightly and for too long you have been behaving as if all this is just a game. For those of you who have seen the news today, you will know that you are paying for that complacency. People up and down the country are affected because this zone is not being run correctly. We are going to institute proper order to keep everyone safe.’
I wonder if he thinks his words will soothe the crowd. His blunt tone isn’t helping. All around me I see rigid postures and unhappy faces. 
‘Why are they doing this?’ someone mutters.
‘The Bubble. They want access to the Bubble so they can see into people’s heads,’ comes the whispered response. 
Not everyone is so afraid that they keep their comments hushed. ‘You can’t do that,’ a clear voice rings out. It sounds female but I can’t tell for sure.
I swear every person stiffens. We all look in the direction of whoever was bold enough to speak out. 
‘We don’t need you,’ the voice continues. ‘Where is the dreamweaver? We don’t need you when we have a dreamweaver to hand.’
There’s a murmur of agreement. Several people murmur Ashley’s name. I stiffen. Damn it.
‘She’s no dreamweaver,’ the Department man scoffs. ‘She’s not even here. She doesn’t care about any of you. She’s the one causing the bad dreams and the sleep paralysis.’
How dare he accuse Ashley of that? Everyone knows she wouldn’t hurt a damn fly. I’m obviously not the only person who thinks that. The mutters around me are getting louder; people are pissed off. There was a time, when the Mayor was in charge, that most of the Travellers kept their heads down and let him manipulate them into doing what he wanted. Judging by the mood of the crowd now, that’s no longer the case.
‘We have the resources you need to stay safe,’ he continues. ‘We are what you need.’
‘Bullshit!’ It’s a different voice this time, coming from closer to me. ‘Where’s Ashley? What have you done with her?’
‘I can assure you we have not seen her.’
That was a different voice. Clearly, the Department was not expecting this kind of dissension. Unlike the smooth, practised words of the previous Department wanker, there was an edge to the second voice. He was lying. 
The anger that I felt before solidifies into something far harder. I feel my cheeks turning red and it’s not because I’m embarrassed. Breathing hard, I take a step back. Panic attacks aside, I’ve never experienced such an overwhelming surge of emotion. Dante once told me that taking another person’s life is incredibly difficult, regardless of how justifiable the action may be. At this moment, I’d happily kill anyone connected to the Department for harming so much as a single blonde hair on Ashley’s head.
I focus on my breathing exercises to bring myself back under control. Almost unconsciously, I start pinching the tips of my fingers rhythmically. I tilt my head back to gulp in fresh air and, as I do, I catch sight of a head on one of the rooftops. So the Department is still using that vantage point for their archers to keep an eye on us. I commit the face to memory and swing round to see if I can spot anyone else. With my attention diverted, I miss the arrival of the outlier. It’s not long before I hear him, however.
‘Excuse me! Excuse me!’ 
I stare in the direction of the new voice. Whoever he is, he’s a tall fellow so it’s easy to pick him out. That and the fact that he’s stark naked. An outlier; at least one of them isn’t being plagued by sleep paralysis.
When I first apparated in the Dreamlands, Dante mistook me for an outlier. It happens a few times every week. Someone stumbles into the Dreamlands by accident. They’re not Travellers like everyone else, they just happen across the pathway in their unconscious minds that brings them here. As far as they’re concerned, what they experience is nothing more than a dream; in fact, they’re likely to wake up with zero memory of their visit. I don’t think any outlier has ever appeared twice.
The man seems determined to get to the front. The crowd, which is used to such appearances, parts to let him pass. To block his way might cause an argument or, worse, an actual fight. That’s not a problem for the outlier because he doesn’t have the conscious awareness that the rest of us have. Essentially, we can get hurt but he can’t. 
The bonus is that his nudity provides some much-needed levity. There are plenty of nudged elbows and titters. The Department won’t like that, I think. It’ll loosen its hold over the people in the square even more.
The outlier makes it to the centre. For a moment or two, I see nothing more than the top of his head then he swings up onto Dean Salib’s statue with his hairy bits swinging around. He favours us with a grand toothy grin and launches into a remarkably tuneful version of ‘I Will Survive’. I start to smile, just as a movement to my left catches my eye. 
By the time, I realise what it is, it’s already too late. There’s the thwack of a bow and the outlier looks surprised. He stares down at the blossoming red around his chest. ‘I’m not that bad a singer,’ he croaks, before falling backwards and disappearing.
The crowd freezes then someone starts to boo. Within heartbeats, another person and another join in. Soon the square is filled with the hisses and catcalls of almost thirty thousand people ‒ and they’re all directed at the Department.
While the reaction makes me happy, I’m concerned about what the Department is planning to do about it. I look back at the rooftop, scanning for the archer. When I see him notch another arrow, my heart lurches up to my mouth. 
‘Get out of here!’ I shriek. It’s pointless: my words are swallowed up in the chorus of boos. 
I run. I’m no longer the weak arse who can’t get over a fence, not here in the Dreamlands. I spring round the fringes of the crowd and leap, grabbing hold of the window ledge on the first floor of the building. I’m going to be too late, I think, panicking. I’m not going to be able to stop him. I swing my legs up and jump again, pulling myself onto the dark thatching. Before I can fling myself in the archer’s direction, however, there’s a loud screech followed by a strange, flapping noise. I feel the house underneath me shaking. A huge shadow appears, covering almost the whole of the square. That’s when the screaming really begins. 
It’s a fucking dragon. A huge, black cloud of a dragon. It screeches once more. 
The archer changes his aim, pointing his bow upwards and letting loose an arrow. It bounces harmlessly across the dragon’s body. There are other Department members doing the same thing from the other rooftops. They don’t all have bows; I spot two handguns and at least one rifle. Were they planning to fire into the crowd of Travellers? The thought makes me feel sick. 
Their focus is now on the dragon. They fire repeated shots at it but nothing seems to affect it. 
The people down below are in full-blown panic, running in all directions to get away. Although the streets leading from the square are now crammed, and I can see lots of Travellers who have enough control of their minds to disapparate at will winking out of existence, there are still too many people here. Either they don’t have the ability to disapparate or they’re in too much of a panic to consider it. Either way, this is going to be a bloodbath.
I don’t think about it. I draw myself back, storing power in my hamstrings, then burst into a sprint. I fly into air and latch onto the dragon’s clawed foot. It screeches again and tries to shake me off. I ignore the stares of the dark-suited men standing by the fountain. That makes four Department heavies on the roofs and five below; I’m betting there are still more cowering around. They certainly aren’t doing much to stop the damned dragon.
I pull myself upright, keeping a close hold of its leg. It stretches its neck a few times, snaps its jaws and tries to pull me off but it’s not limber enough to get close. 
‘You should try yoga!’ I yell.
Apparently unimpressed at my suggestion, the dragon beats its wings harder and starts to rise into the air. Alarmed at how quickly we gain height, I abandon my grip temporarily in favour of pushing upwards and scrambling across the heavy, dull scales onto its back. Despite my confidence at being able to move with speed and dexterity here in the Dreamlands, I still almost fall off. My head swims with nausea as the dragon rolls from one side to the other. I won’t be able to cling on for long. 
The scales are thick and like armour; this dragon’s been built for battle. I search around desperately for a weak spot as it wheels round the sky. Its wings stretch out on either side of me, dark, leathery things. I wonder if I could damage one in some way to force the dragon down to the ground but it’s too risky.
Screeching once more, the dragon swoops downwards. I fall forward and am forced to curl my fingertips underneath the scales to stay on. As it passes next to one of the taller buildings, I finally get an idea. At the very least, it’s an opportunity for me to get a weapon.
I loosen one of my hands and stretch. I’m not sure whether this will work, in fact there’s a very real chance I’ll plummet to the ground. I grit my teeth and will my body forward. I have to do this. 
Unfortunately, the dragon catches sight of a potential target, wheels round and dives in on her as she runs for cover. The movement is so swift that I’m too terrified to scream. The target, a young woman called Mary who I know, hears the dragon’s roar and makes the mistake of turning. The second she sees the dragon bearing down on her, she freezes. I squeeze my eyes shut as the dragon’s terrible jaws yawn open. Dear God. It’s going to swallow her whole and there’s nothing I can do about it. 
There’s a sudden crackle and I feel the hard body beneath me jerk and abruptly change course. I open my eyes in time to see a young boy, surely no older than eight or nine, staring upwards and shaking with anger. Inexplicably, his hair is blue. His eyes meet mine for a split second before he looks away, then he raises one hand and points towards us. The dragons shrieks once more and swerves right. This time, it gets close enough for me to do what I need to do. 
I ignore the sharp metal of the coxcomb and yank hard. Two tugs and it’s free. Thank heavens for the old-fashioned nature of the Dreamlands town – because now I have an iron wind vane in my sweaty palms, with a toothless cockerel perched on the top. 
‘North, South, East or West?’ I shout. ‘Because it doesn’t matter which way you go, you’re dogmeat.’ And I slam the vane under one of the dragon’s scales. Not a moment too soon, or the Traveller below would have been chomped. 
The dragon jerks upwards, screaming. It spirals higher and higher as I work the cockerel’s iron head deep into its body. Abandoning all thought of a quick, tasty, human Traveller meal, it goes into a frenzy. Its tail whips from side to side and its wings beat even more frantically. Air rushes past my face as the dragon makes a beeline for the Badlands. Oh shit.
It picks up speed. For a moment, I’m tempted to let it carry me straight into the grubby cloud but that means leaving behind the Department – and Ashley. Not to mention really pissing off Dante. Although I know I’ll need to enter the Badlands at some point, I’m not stupid enough to go in without being armed with some foreknowledge. My old cautious self is good for something at least. But with the border fast approaching, I’m going to have to work out a way to get back down to the ground ‒ ideally without any broken bones. I need the river.
I jam the weather vane further into the dragon, wiggling it to the right. It has the intended effect and the dragon angles itself to the right.
‘Just a little bit more,’ I urge, trying again. ‘Just to the river. I’m sorry about the yoga comment.’
The dragon screeches and I feel it vibrate and shudder. Twenty metres. Fifteen. Ten. Five. Come on. The moment I feel its muscles bunch as it tries to steady itself and head back towards its destination, I let myself drop. I tumble through the air, aiming for the river and not the hard ground. I stretch out my arms like a champion diver; three seconds later I’m in the water, my fingertips scuffing the river bed. 
Even though I landed in the water, it still hurt. I kick hard, willing myself back up to the surface as my lungs start to burn. When my head breaks free, I see the ox blinking at me in surprise as the current grabs me and takes me away, pulling me backwards.
A splash of water smacks me in the face. I start to choke and my arms flail around. I hear a shout just as my fingers find the end of the rope that’s been flung in my direction. I manage to grab onto it, praying not to let go as it’s pulled in towards the bank. Eventually, spluttering and soaked, I hit dry ground.
‘Christ, Zoe,’ Bron whistles. ‘You don’t do things by halves, do you?’
There’s a snort. I glance over and see Esme coiling the rope round one arm. I must look astonished because she rolls her eyes. ‘A useless dreamweaver has got to be better than no dreamweaver at all,’ she mutters.
I stagger to my feet as a man appears from behind them. He’s wearing a dark, severely-cut suit; there’s a sense of wiry strength concealed beneath it, despite his apparent lack of muscles. I look into a pair of cold eyes and recognise his voice immediately as that of the first Department speaker.
‘I think we need to talk.’
 



Chapter Eight
 
I always wished for this, but it’s almost turning into more a nightmare than a dream.
Eminem
 
I smile pleasantly at the three Department stooges. They’ve taken me to one of the dark rooms underneath the ugly building which the Mayor used to call his own. I could have disapparated and avoided this meeting but that would imply guilt. I need them to think I’m harmless. Frankly, until I get a handle on my dreamweaving abilities, I am pretty much harmless.
As far as I can tell, there is no hierarchy. Although the creepy man who first addressed the crowd is present, he doesn’t appear to receive any deference from the other two. Interesting. I’m sure there has to be some sort of power structure or the Department wouldn’t be able to function. Whatever it is, it’s not clear here. They all wear similar suits and hairstyles and look like identikit thugs. For all I know, they might be related. And despite their much-vaunted positions, none of them appears particularly intelligent. They strike me as the kind of people who are used to getting their own way through force and intimidation rather than smarts.
‘Who are you?’
I do my best to appear innocent. I tuck a loose curl behind my ear and lick my lips, classic signs of nerves. I can’t afford to come across as cocky. ‘Zoe. My name’s Zoe.’
He leans forward. ‘Why don’t you tell us exactly what was going on with that monster, Zoe?’
I swallow. ‘Well, I saw it appear out of nowhere. I didn’t think, I just knew that if I didn’t do something then it could kill us all.’ I shake my head as if I’m flabbergasted at my own actions. ‘I can’t believe it happened. Where did it come from? It seemed to be returning to the Badlands.’ I look anxious. ‘Is it related to the sleep paralysis? I’ve got a friend who has been suffering really badly. I wish I could do something to help her.’ 
I knit my hands together. I’m speaking just a tinge too fast, another technique to make them think I’m intimidated and thoroughly cowed. Help me, I project. Help the poor weak female who’s happy to bow to your superior majesty. ‘You’re from the Department. You must know what I can do.’ 
I think I’ve done a fairly good job of changing the subject but they aren’t having any of it. Maybe they’re shrewder than I gave them credit for. 
The man to the right fixes me with a hard stare. ‘How did you get the dragon to drop you? Our weapons had no effect on it and yet you did it come damage.’
Uh-oh. I widen my eyes. ‘Did I hurt it? It was so big that I didn’t think that my weight could do anything. I tried to punch it a few times but mostly I was just trying to hang on. I am so lucky that I landed in the river.’ I shudder. ‘If I had hit the ground…’
There’s a sharp knock at the door. The man in the middle holds up his hand to stall me and gets up to open it. When I see who’s there, my heart sinks. Kevin. He’s the last person I want to see right now.
He walks in and looks at me. He seems far too young to be involved with the Department but he did work quite happily for the Mayor, despite having a thing for Ashley. I wonder how I can let him know that she can only be missing because the Deaprtment’s done something to her. Then I wonder whether he knows that and is part of the plan. Nausea rises in my stomach again.
‘She’s the one I was telling you about,’ Kevin says. ‘She freed the night mares. She led them through the damn town as if they were docile lambs. I know Ashley; I’ve known her for years. If there’s any chance she’s a dreamweaver, I’d know about it.’ He points at me. ‘She’s the one you’re looking for.’
Damn and double damn. While there might be a heroic intention behind Kevin’s words, namely to get Ashley back, he’s not exactly helping matters. I’d sacrifice myself in an instant if it meant I could help Ashley but admitting that I’m the dreamweaver is playing right into their hands. There’s no telling what they’d be capable of if they could harness my so-called skills.
I stand up, knocking my chair over and backing away until I feel the tender bruises on my spine pressing against the wall. 
‘D…Dreamweaver?’ I stammer. ‘That’s not me. I’m just good with animals, that’s all.’
All three of the Department’s men fold their arms. If there was a competition for who could provide the most penetrating stare, these three would tie for first place.
‘Bullshit. And that’s not all that’s weird about her!’ Kevin bursts out. ‘She only started showing up here a few months ago. Who does that? Everyone else began apparating when they were teenagers. She’s obviously different from the rest of us.’ 
I hadn’t thought it possible, but the Department men’s eyes grow even colder. ‘The woman Yevgeny saw during the day fits her description,’ one of them murmurs.
I think quickly. ‘I was here during the day but that’s only because I work nights! I had to get time off to come here for your meeting. If I really was the dreamweaver, wouldn’t I have stayed away?’
‘If you work nights, then what do you do?’
Shit. I should have thought this through more carefully. ‘Emergency veterinary assistant,’ I lie. I give a desperate, albeit pointed, look. ‘I told you I was good with animals.’
The man in the middle turns to Kevin. ‘Who is she close to?’
Kevin’s jaw works; I can see he’s worried about bringing anyone else to the Department’s attention. See what you’ve done, I think. By getting yourself involved and pointing your finger, you’re making things worse for everyone. ‘Esme,’ he grunts eventually. ‘She runs the shop.’
‘The coma bitch.’
Kevin nods. I have to force myself not to visibly stiffen at his derogatory misogyny.
‘Perfect. Anyone else?’
‘Bron. And Dante. Although Dante’s almost never here. I’ve not seen him for days.’
They exchange glances. Dante’s name obviously isn’t new to them. That’s hardly surprising; he did used to work for the Mayor. It doesn’t stop the chill from spreading through me, though.
‘Find them and bring them to the Bubble.’ The middle man smiles nastily. ‘We’re going to try a little experiment.’
 
***
 
‘Look,’ I say, as we cross the threshold and pass into the myriad of white doors which represent the gateways to the slumbering minds. ‘I agree with Kevin when he says Ashley’s not the dreamweaver but I’m not either. I don’t believe that there is a dreamweaver. It’s all myth and supposition.’
They don’t deign to give me an answer. Instead, they march me down the seemingly endless corridor until they stop in front of a door, apparently at random.
There’s a clatter of footsteps from behind us. I turn and see both Esme and Bron being pushed in our direction. Neither of them look happy.
‘Leave us alone! Haven’t you screwed enough with me?’ Esme protests. ‘You’ve already destroyed my shop.’ She receives a shove in the small of her back. 
Bron snarls. ‘Don’t touch her!’
‘Tough guy. Whatchoo gonna do about it?’
I give Bron a minute shake of my head. This isn’t the time for heroics; we have to play along. And maybe, just maybe, we’ll get a clue about where Ashley is. The only sign I have that Bron has understood is faint tightening of his lips. He’s definitely not happy. I hope I’m doing the right thing.
Esme stares past us, her mouth dropping open. ‘What the hell is that?’
None of the Department men turn but Bron and I do. When I see what she’s looking at, I do a double-take. Amid the doors, there are three which stand out glaringly. Instead of the normal glossy white facades, these ones are black. I had thought that only the exit to the Bubble was that colour. 
I swallow. ‘Oh my God,’ I whisper. ‘Is that normal?’
‘No.’ Bron sounds just as horrified as I feel. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’
You can fake a lot of emotions, especially when you spend a lifetime watching people and picking up on tiny details, but surprise is one of the hardest to get right. Judging by the sudden stillness from the Department thugs, they know this. Despite my concern over the doors, satisfaction settles deep in my chest. In theory, the dreamweaver would already know about this development. The fact that I obviously didn’t will swing it in my favour. Of course, it also points to the fact that I’m bloody useless. What would make a white door turn black? 
‘You said you’d been coming in to the Bubble,’ I remind Bron. ‘This is definitely the first time you’ve noticed this?’
The first Department creep interrupts. ‘The others are deeper inside the Bubble.’
My mouth goes dry. ‘Others?’ I step back, narrowly avoiding colliding with Esme. ‘The sleep paralysis,’ I whisper, stunned. ‘Those are the people who’re being affected.’ No doubt it’s also the people whose good dreams are being inexplicably turned into nightmares. I bet that if I found the doors to both Archie the taxi driver’s and my zumba friend’s heads, they’d both be black too. My stomach churns. What about Rawlins and the others I’ve apparated into tonight? Will their doors still be black or have they returned to white?
The Department guy is oblivious to my confusion. ‘Just so. Why do you we think we are so keen to find the dreamweaver? It’s a fungus. Before long, every mind will be infected.’
‘The dreamweaver can stop it?’
He laughs without humour. ‘No. The dreamweaver is causing it.’
I feel sick. Could he be right? When he mentioned it during the aborted meeting, I assumed it was a tactic to goad us but now he seems to believe it. Everything I’ve seen suggests the ‘fungus’ is coming from the Badlands. I’m sure of it ‒ almost. 
I keep my mouth shut and scan his face, searching for a fleeting expression that will tell me otherwise. He remains studiously bland.
‘You said you didn’t think there was a dreamweaver.’ He points at the doors. ‘That’s how I know there is one. And we’re about to find out if it’s you.’ He pushes open the white door in front of us and beckons us in. I suck in a breath and follow him on shaky legs.
We find ourselves on a high clifftop. The wind gusts round us at an alarming pace. What is below us isn’t clear because, less than a foot from the cliff’s edge, there’s a swirling fog that obscures the rest of the landscape.
‘Mark Bootley. Thirty-two years old. Recurring dreams of dying.’
I turn round and watch as a pyjama-wearing man appears. He walks right up to the very edge of the cliff and spreads out his arms. 
‘You know,’ the Department man continues, ‘as irritating as the mayor of your zone was, he did know how to keep good records. Mr Bootley here does this every single night. The result is always the same. He jumps off the cliff and goes splat.’ He leans in towards me and lowers his voice to a dangerous whisper. ‘Save him.’
‘What?’ I shake my head in dismay. ‘I can’t do that. Besides, he’s not a Traveller. He’s not going to die. To him this is just a dream.’
‘You’re right. He won’t die. But your two friends will.’ He jerks his head and Esme and Bron are shoved forward. Their faces are pale. ‘Save Mark Bootley or we will boot them off the cliff.’ He smiles. ‘See what I did there?’
I don’t smile back. He’s not bluffing, he’ll actually do this. The Mayor had few qualms about killing people and clearly the Department has even fewer. 
‘This is beyond stupid,’ Bron scoffs, although I can hear a quaver in his voice. ‘We’ll just disapparate out.’
Oh no.
‘You will.’ The Department goon cocks his head towards Esme. ‘She won’t.’
He’s right; Esme is trapped here. She’s strung up to a bunch of machines somewhere in a hospital. For her, there’s no escape. She can’t wake herself up and, if she dies here, she’ll die in real life. That’s the way it goes for Travellers.
‘Disapparate,’ he tells me nastily, ‘and we’ll throw her off.’
‘We should have tried this with the other one,’ one of the others mutters.
He means Ashley. For a moment, I wonder why they didn’t do the same with her. She’s closer to Esme than I am and it would have proved that she is nothing more than a normal Traveller. Then it hits me: they’re still convinced that Ashley is the dreamweaver. They didn’t do this stupid experiment on her because they didn’t think they needed to. And that means they don’t believe that the dreamweaver is me. 
Regardless of Kevin’s allegations, this is about nothing more than flexing their muscles and using every intimidation tool they can think of. My mind whirls through the possibilities open to me to get us out of this unscathed. Every option is a gamble. 
Judging by the pristine white door to Mark Bootley’s dreams, he’s been unaffected by either the sleep paralysis or the stalking nightmares. In theory, I probably can stop him from leaping off the cliff by changing his dream but that would place a big neon sign dreamweaver sign over my head. 
The thing is, these Department guys really aren’t as clever as they think they are. There’s one very obvious loophole that they’ve forgotten. I ignore Esme and Bron’s taut expressions and roll up my sleeves. I hope this works.
I step over gingerly to Mark Bootley. It’s imperative that he remains oblivious to my presence; if he even looks at me then the game will be up. Other Travellers can use the Bubble to see into people’s dreams but they’re invisible bystanders. I’m not. Not always anyway.
I close my eyes and reach over. Just as his foot lifts and he prepares to jump, I try to pinch the flesh on his hand. It’s not only me who can perform this trick; almost any Traveller can pinch any outlier and they’ll wake up. It’ll stop Mr Bootley from leaping to his dream death ‒ and prove absolutely nothing to the Department thugs.
Unfortunately for me, I’ve been too circumspect. Before I even brush his skin, he springs up into the air. I reach out but he somersaults away and into a perfect swan dive. A second later he’s gone. Shit.
I turn round, flinging a wide-eyed stare at the watching brigade. ‘I tried! I tried the only thing I could think of!’ 
The first Department man rolls his eyes as the light around us dims. Then we’re back in the corridor and staring at the closed door of Mark Bootley’s mind.
He clicks his tongue and adjusts his cuffs. ‘Well, that was a waste of time.’
I swallow hard. I failed completely. If the Department remains intent on taking my inability to save him out on Esme, I’m not sure what I can do. The cliff dream may have vanished from our grasp but there are plenty of other doors. 
The Department man starts walking away. He’s going to let us off. ‘Wait!’ I call out, emboldened by my close shave. ‘Where’s Ashley? She’s not the dreamweaver either! Do an experiment like this on her and you’ll see.’
Esme throws me a dirty look. I can’t blame her; I don’t imagine she wants to be threatened with death every time the Department decides to accuse someone.
The other Department men don’t react, they just fall in behind the first one and march towards the exit, their footsteps echoing. A few minutes later Bron, Esme and I are alone.
Bron lets out a shaky breath. ‘That was a smart move, Zoe. I didn’t think we were going to make it out of there.’ 
‘I almost screwed up,’ I admit. ‘When he jumped, I lunged for him without thinking about it. If I’d caught him…’
Bron runs a hand through his hair. ‘We got lucky.’ His voice is grim. ‘Very lucky.’
‘You could have just told them the truth,’ Esme says. ‘Then Ashley wouldn’t be in danger. And they might leave the rest of us alone.’
Guilt cripples me and I drop my head.
Bron scowls. ‘She can’t do that. They’ll take her and break her. They’ll use her and in the end we’ll all be worse off.’
I shake my head. ‘Maybe Esme’s right. I’m sure they’ve got Ashley. And that first guy said that the sleep paralysis was being caused by the dreamweaver. I was sure it was the Badlands but what if he’s right?’
‘I think you’d know if it was you doing it,’ Bron says drily. 
Esme has gone very still. ‘Why do you think it’s the Badlands?’
I quickly run through my experiences. Her jaw clenches. ‘That’s very, very bad.’
‘I know they’ve encroached into the town before. Bron mentioned it. Were you here then?’
‘No. But I’ve heard enough from old-timers who were around.’ She bites her lip. ‘The dragon. It makes sense now. Damn it.’ She twists her fingers into knots.
Anxiety ripples through me. ‘What?’
‘The Department is only interested in this zone because they want the dreamweaver.’ The reluctance in Esme’s tone is palpable. ‘The Mayor made sure that they could live perfectly happily without us so they’ll drop us in a heartbeat if the Badlands continue causing problems. You can’t give yourself up. You’re the only person who can stop the fungus. Whatever it is.’ 
‘But how? What am I supposed to do?’
‘I don’t know!’ she snaps. ‘You’re the dreamweaver. You work it out.’ She turns on her heel and stalks off. My shoulders droop.
Bron touches my arm. ‘She’s been under a lot of stress lately.’
‘She’s not the only one,’ I mutter. 
He pats my arm sympathetically but it doesn’t make me feel better. ‘We need to focus on finding Ashley. Dante’s a tracker. He should be here. He can do it.’
‘He’s in America,’ I say.
Bron nods. ‘I heard. I’m going to disapparate and try to contact him. We need him here.’
Because I’m next to useless, I think miserably, as Bron starts to vanish. I clench my fists and sigh. I need to pick up the pace and become the dreamweaver for real. If I don’t, we could all be doomed. 
I glance back at the three black doorways, then freeze when I realise that there’s now a fourth. It’s still spreading. And it might be my fault.
 



Chapter Nine
 
The fairytale has turned into a nightmare.
Ian Thorpe
 
There’s nothing more debilitating than feeling impotent. We all like to believe we’re in charge of our own fates. Otherwise what’s the point of anything? 
I stand in front of the four dream doors, debating whether to enter one of them. They represent four minds of four separate people who are suffering right now, whether they’re ‘only’ dreaming or not. But I’m exhausted and I still have Dante’s warnings ringing in my ears: if I slip up, I could get seriously injured. Or worse. Despite that, I’m not sure I can just walk away. I know what it’s like to suffer and be alone at the same time.
I half turn and stare down the corridor. It curves off into the distance, with many other corridors branching off it. There are dozens of them. I wonder how far I would have to walk before I find more black doors. Terror squeezes at my heart. Why me? I’m not brave enough for this. I’m not strong or particularly clever. The dreamweaver should be someone else. 
I need to pull myself out of this funk but funk is what I do well. I press my palms against the surface of the first black door and draw back, hissing as an unpleasant tingle runs across my skin. My nose tickles with the faint scent of sulphur. It has to be the Badlands but how it’s leaching into the Bubble is beyond me. 
I sigh heavily and am about to turn away when something flickers up ahead. I see a flash of blue.
I glance behind; there’s no one else here. The movement was too fleeting for me to determine what it was but my curiosity is piqued. I shove my hands into my pockets and march deeper into the Bubble. Maybe whatever I glimpsed is something to do with all of this mess so I can’t afford to ignore it. It might be nothing more than one of Bron’s cronies, dipping in and out of different dreams for kicks ‒ and it might be something more.
When I reach the first crossroads, there are pure white doors stretching out in every direction. The odd black ones stand out as much as Dante did against the snow of the ski dream. I catch the movement again. Far down to my left, I see a black door open and close. From this angle, I can’t see who went in. I start to run.
Door after door blurs as I pick up speed. The urge to find out what’s going on overcomes my exhaustion; suddenly, nothing is more important than discovering who else is delving into infected dreams. Before I get close, however, the black door opens again and a small figure steps out. It’s the blue-haired boy who pointed so threateningly at the Badlands dragon. He catches sight of me and grins, then turns and starts to walk away.
‘Hey!’ I yell. ‘Wait!’
He doesn’t stop. I start to run again. There’s a paucity of children in the Dreamlands; most Travellers don’t apparate until they’re past puberty. There are always exceptions but I’ve never seen anyone this young before – and I’ve certainly never seen anyone with blue hair. He has to be the boy that Lilith mentioned. I bet he’s the one who left the tracks by the forest campfire as well. 
I dart forward and shout again. He keeps on going at a remarkable speed for one so young. He flings open another black door and steps inside. Damn it. I finally reach it, breathing heavily. I’ve gone further and faster than I realised.
This time I don’t stop to think. When I reach the door I grab the handle, ignore the unpleasant sensation as my skin touches it and then I’m inside.
Everything is bathed in red. This isn’t another sleep-paralysis victim because I’m not in a bedroom; it’s some kind of corridor. I can hear distant shouts, filled with anxiety, followed a burst of staccato gunfire. The light begins to pulse, as if it’s in tune with a heartbeat. 
Tension spreads across my shoulders and I bite my lip. I try to quash my fear and plunge further down the corridor. 
One corridor leads into another. I search desperately for a sign of the blue-haired kid. I pass a stainless-steel trolley, covered with surgical implements. The red glow makes the sharp blades look as if they’re drenched in blood; that’s not a particularly good sign. 
When I peer inside a glass-fronted room and spot a cadaver lying on a table as if awaiting a post-mortem, I flinch. No, this doesn’t look good at all. I spur myself on, carried forward more by momentum than a conscious decision. I keep looking nervously over my shoulder, worried that something’s going to spring at me from behind. 
Whoever’s mind I’m in, they certainly know hospitals. As well as the eerie red light, there are a lot of authentic details. That’s not always the case; some dreams are as insubstantial as shadows. A few weeks ago, after brushing past a stranger in the street, I found myself on a tropical island. It wasn’t as much fun as it sounds: there wasn’t a lick of air and, although it looked real enough, there were no physical sensations to support it. I couldn’t feel warm sand between my toes and I couldn’t smell the salt of the ocean. I think that happens when a dream is inspired by nothing more than an image or a television programme. 
Here, however, there’s the metallic tang of disinfectant and a heavy, oppressive feeling. This dreamer knows hospitals and dislikes them. The corridor is lined with doors, each one leading to a different room. Complicated medical terms are written on signs above each one but, curiously, most of them are spelt wrong.
I turn, gingerly peering round the corner first to make sure I’m not about to be jumped. The blue-haired kid is nowhere in sight. Another round of gunfire fills the empty space. I check behind me once more: still nothing. 
When I look ahead again, I panic. Standing about twenty feet away is a black shape. It’s wearing a white coat but the person inside is as dark and indistinct as the cloud monster was in Archie’s dream. It starts to walk towards me. The fact that it’s not in any hurry causes me more fear than if it hurtled itself in my direction. I spin round, ready to run away. 
‘This way.’ I hear a hushed, childish whisper.
I stare at another glass-fronted door. The blue-haired boy beckons to me from the other side. I can already hear the heavy footsteps of the monster doctor as he approaches. I’m too afraid to look back at him so I keep my gaze trained on the boy. He gestures to me again. 
I could apparate out and ensure I live to fight another day, or I could find out who the hell the kid is. I’ve made it this far so of course, I have to choose the latter option.
The door opens an inch. I widen the gap with my toe and enter, closing it firmly behind me and turning the key in the lock.
‘Who are you?’ I demand, inwardly praying that the creature behind me doesn’t have his own key.
‘Have you seen the dreamer?’ the boy asks, ignoring my question. His voice sounds familiar but I can’t place it.
‘Not unless he’s Doctor Evil.’ I squint at the kid. Not only is his hair blue but his eyes are too. They’re not cornflower blue or the darker shade that you see on real people; his eyes are bright chips of glowing lapis lazuli which almost hurt to look at. His skin is smooth and blemish free and he’s wearing a tunic like shepherd boys wore centuries ago. There’s a small cloth bag tied at his hips.
He folds his arms in a gesture which makes him appear older than his years. ‘We have to find her.’
I open my mouth to respond but the creepy doctor appears at the door and rattles the doorknob, his black shape looming through the glass.
I look at the kid. ‘I think we should leave.’
His expression is calm. ‘You’re correct. You go first. I’ll follow.’
I hiss in irritation. The doctor raises a fist, smashes into the door and a spider’s web of cracks appear. We’re running out of time. ‘How about you go first? Apparate out.’
The boy’s brow furrows. ‘What’s that?’
He doesn’t know what apparate means? For a moment I block out the forbidding sight of the doctor and stop worrying about his impending attack. ‘What’s your name?’ I ask softly.
The boy doesn’t answer. I don’t think he’s being rude; I don’t think he has an answer to give me. I reach out deliberately slowly and brush his arm. He doesn’t flinch or pull away and he certainly feels solid – but that doesn’t mean much.
‘Are you real?’ 
The doctor starts to howl. It’s an inhuman sound which chills me to the bone. 
‘Are you?’ the kid asks.
I crouch down and take his hands in mine. I press them to my face and his fingers dance across my skin. ‘Do I feel real?’
The boy’s blue eyes widen and he pulls back. ‘Weaver.’
The doctor thumps his body against the door, hurling himself with such force that the whole room seems to vibrate. The door frame splinters.
‘Yes. And I’m not sure I have the energy left to take that thing on. We need to get out of here now.’ 
The boy’s chin tilts stubbornly. ‘I must find the dreamer.’ He pulls away from me and blinks and a heartbeat later he’s gone. I’m left alone in the small room with only the doctor outside for company. Shit.
I look for a weapon but there’s nothing here. There’s a tinkling of glass and the doctor’s hand shoots through, flailing around. The smart thing to do would be to leave.
I spin round and launch a kick at the doctor’s arm before he can reach for the lock. He howls, his jaw dropping open to reveal even more darkness, and draws back. I pick up a shard of glass from the floor ‒ it’s as lethal a weapon as any. 
I delve inside myself to gather the last vestiges of energy from my tired body. If I’m the damned dreamweaver then it’s time I started acting like it. I can’t let little things like fatigue or fear get in my way. I eye the monster doctor and brandish the glass. ‘Come on, then.’
He steps back and turns his head to his right, then he flies out of my line of sight. My stomach drops. I’m not stupid enough to believe that my show of bravado has terrified him and he’s run away – something else has made him go. Trying not to cut myself, I kick away the last of the glass in the door and step into the corridor. The dark shape of the monster doctor is visible in the distance. He’s after something. 
I curse and run after him, still clutching the shard. With every step, I’m aware of pain shooting down my spine and flaring out at my tailbone. What had been a dull ache is now far worse. It hampers my movements but I can’t give in to it. Not yet. 
I turn the corridor in time to see the doctor advancing on the blue-haired boy. The kid’s back is turned and he’s reaching into his little bag. I make out a small girl with Oriental features in front of him. She’s wearing a hospital gown and her skin is pale with the tell-tale signs of long-term sickness. She’s the dreamer the boy was looking for. 
I’m filled with alarm. The doctor will be on them in seconds. I sprint forward ‒ just as something snaps in the small of my back and my legs give way. I crash to the floor. 
No! Not now! I try to get up but my legs don’t want to work. No matter how hard I try, I can only raise myself up on my hands. I drag myself forward, my useless legs trailing behind. Come on, Zoe. 
The boy still hasn’t turned around. There’s only a few feet between him and the doctor when he suddenly flings out some dust in the girl’s direction. The doctor roars in agony. 
Then the red light vanishes and the stark hospital walls are replaced with the sunny outdoors. I hear children yelling, not in pain or fear but in delight. I squint round. We’re in a park. The little girl squeals and runs off towards the swings while the boy turns and walks towards me. The monster doctor has vanished. 
I sag in relief while the kid bends down. ‘Are you hurt?’ he enquires, gazing at me curiously.
‘What…’ I gasp. ‘What did you do?’
He gestures at his bag. ‘I helped her.’ He smiles. The girl is on a swing; a  woman is behind her, pushing her higher and higher. Her mother.
‘Who are you?’ I ask again. Did the boy change the dream or did she? Either way, he has more power at his fingertips than I do. I feel hope spread inside me. Maybe I’m not the only one after all; maybe I don’t have to do this alone.
He pats my head, like an adult would do to a child. I decide I don’t like this role reversal at all. ‘You can go now. We both can. But come and find me later.’ His eyes sparkle. ‘We have a lot to talk about.’
And then I feel my body tugging: I’m waking of my own accord. The pain in my back must have seeped through and my conscious mind is taking over. 
‘Wait! Not yet!’ I cry out in useless protest.
It’s too late. I’m already back in my own house. Bloody hell.
 
***
 
I spend most of the day lying on my stomach with a bag of frozen peas on my lower back. I’m not convinced it’s doing me any good but it numbs the area so that I no longer moan in pain when I try to move. Getting up to use the bathroom isn’t particularly easy: I have to roll clumsily off the bed and shuffle to the toilet like I’m old enough to receive a telegram from the Queen. 
I’m wary of taking strong painkillers because I know I’ll be affected in the Dreamlands by whatever I take here in the real world. I need as clear a head as possible ‒ but I also need to be able to walk. 
The Chairman seems to be enjoying my prone state, snuggling up next to me and purring loudly. When he gets up to nibble some food and performs a series of nimble stretches, I watch him with narrow-eyed jealousy. Once or twice I try the same manoeuvres, wondering if I can work out the pain yoga-style, but I’m left hissing in agony.
The shadows are beginning to lengthen when there’s a knock at the door. I ignore it and remain slumped face down. It’s not long before I hear the door opening. Only one other person has the key but I freeze, worried that it might be the Department coming for me in real life. 
My mother knows me well. The second the door is ajar she calls out, ‘Zoe? Is everything alright?’
‘I’m in here,’ I shout, trying not to let relief overwhelm me. I’m assailed by gratitude; she’s checking up on me after my ‘episode’. I don’t want to worry her but it’s good that she cares. Everyone needs someone in their life to do that.
She appears in the living room, a scarf wrapped elaborately round her neck and the familiar scent of Chanel washing across the room. She takes in my position and frowns. ‘I think you’re meant to eat peas, my dear.’
I grimace and struggle up to a sitting position. ‘I’ve hurt my back. I was trying to relax the muscles.’
Her nose wrinkles. ‘You shouldn’t ice it for too long. You might end up with burns.’
‘I’ve been careful,’ I reassure her. I rub my spine. ‘I think it’s getting better.’
‘What on earth did you do?’
The truth will not help me but my mother’s ability to scent when I’m lying is nothing short of uncanny. I have to tread carefully. ‘I think I slept badly,’ I say. It’s not exactly a lie.
Her mouth tightens and she folds her arms. ‘And what really happened?’
Damn it. How can she always tell? ‘I’m fine,’ I say. ‘Don’t worry about it.’
‘This isn’t much of a holiday, Zoe.’
I shrug then regret it as I succumb to the pain once more. I sink down. I really don’t need this. ‘How’s Henry?’ I ask snidely, willing to do anything to change the subject.
She sighs. ‘Sleeping badly as well.’ She tuts and shakes her head. ‘Honestly, something’s not right. There are people up and down the country who are too scared to close their eyes because of what they might dream.’ She knocks her fist against her temple. ‘Touch wood, I’ll be fine. I have been so far.’
That’s because she has a dreamcatcher strung up in her window. Who’d have thought that such a twee ornament would have the power to affect dreams? I’m sure the Native Americans believed in them but I’ve always suspected that the ones which found their ways to these shores were factory made, probably in deepest China and about as far away from America as it’s possible to get. At least my mother’s dreamcatcher was a gift from the States. I wonder if I could get Dante to bring over fifty million of them, then the country would be safe. 
‘Of course,’ my mother continues, ‘they’ve been playing that silly song all day on the radio. Now I can’t get it out of my head.’ She starts humming. ‘Mr. Sandman, give me a…’
I bolt back upright. My spine twists and I suck in a breath but I still manage to gape at my mother. ‘Sandman.’
She frowns at me in confusion. ‘Pardon?’
The phone rings. ‘Can you get that?’ I ask, lurching painfully to my computer and tapping the keyboard to bring it to life.
My mother gives me another puzzled look but does as I ask. I quickly type into the search engine and scan the results. The blue-haired kid is certainly no man but everything else seems to fit. The hospital dream belonged to a young girl and, according to the first website I read, the Sandman visits the dreams of children and sprinkles dust in their eyes to bestow good dreams on them. 
Unhappily, the second website paints him as a villain, disturbing children with night terrors and stalking through dreams to cause havoc and fear. He helped the girl, though; I saw evidence of that with my own eyes. I gnaw at my bottom lip and think about the bag tied to his hip. It makes sense that he’s the Sandman, especially if that bag contains the magic dust – or sand. What doesn’t make sense is why no other Travellers have mentioned him.
‘Well, I’m very pleased to talk to you too,’ my mother murmurs, walking back into the living room with the phone glued to her ear. ‘I can’t believe Zoe hasn’t introduced us yet.’
I freeze. ‘Who is it?’
She beams at me. ‘A charming man.’ She waggles her eyebrows. ‘Is this your new beau, Zoe? He sounds very handsome.’
I close my eyes in dismay. It must be Dante. And she actually said that part about the beau aloud. And how can someone sound handsome? I curse inwardly. ‘He’s just a friend,’ I mutter, gesturing for the phone.
She holds onto it. ‘Is he the one you were going on holiday with?’
‘Mother…’
‘I must say, Dante,’ she says, making me rue the day I was born, ‘that’s a very unusual name. Are you Italian?’
I can’t hear the response. Whatever he’s saying, it clearly delights her because her expression lights up. She even giggles. Good lord. 
I’m visibly cringing by the time she hands over the phone. She gives me a little wave and a saucy wink then waltzes out of the door. 
Screwing up my face, I muster the courage to speak. ‘Hi Dante.’
His voice is full of amusement. ‘Your mother sounds like a lot of fun.’ He pauses. ‘I’ve never been called a beau before.’ There’s a definite purr.
I tense up. ‘I’m sorry about that. She got the wrong end of the stick. We’re just work colleagues.’ Sort of. Are we? I cross my fingers and wait for a response.
 ‘“Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.”’
I lose the power of speech. ‘Um…Er…’
He puts me out of my misery. ‘How are things at your end?’
I take a deep breath. That one I can answer. ‘Not great.’ 
‘Bron was in touch.’ His amusement is gone now. ‘He told me what happened with the Department. I warned you about drawing attention to yourself.’
‘It’s not like I had much choice. That dragon…’
‘People could have apparated out.’
‘Not everyone can do that, Dante. And a lot of them were panicking too much to try. There’s something else’ I tell him about the blue-haired boy.
He’s silent for a long moment. ‘I hadn’t heard the Sandman was real,’ he admits finally. ‘It’s possible though. If anyone can see him, it’ll be you.’
‘Because I’m the dreamweaver,’ I respond flatly. 
‘Nobody else could have beaten up a cloud dragon.’
‘I didn’t exactly beat it up,’ I mutter. ‘I need to find the boy again. Lilith mentioned something about a boy – she might have meant him.’
‘It’s possible.’
I sense him holding back. ‘Something’s wrong. What is it, Dante?’
‘The Department has a stranglehold on everything. I apparated into the zone here and,’ he pauses, ‘it’s fully in charge. If it’s like this in every zone I’m not sure there’s anything we can do. You might be the dreamweaver but the Department’s everywhere.’
‘More controlling than the Mayor?’
‘Yes.’
I pinch the bridge of my nose. I can feel myself spiralling into despair. ‘They’re threatening a lot of violence here.’
‘Bron said people were standing up to them,’ Dante chides. ‘That the crowd was talking back. And the Department didn’t actually hurt anyone for it.’
‘Not for lack of trying. Besides, it was the boy who stood up to them. The Sandman, or whoever he is. The voice was the same. The protest didn’t start with us.’ My tone becomes bitter. ‘We’re all too scared. I’m too scared. No wonder the Mayor found it so easy to take control.’
‘Control that you broke. And now there are more of us. We’ll work together and we’ll win, even if it means infiltrating the Department and destroying it from the inside. We can do this, Zoe.’
I wish I had his confidence. When I start to overthink things, I am overwhelmed. It’s like leaving the house and wondering whether you’ve left the iron on; you’re sure you haven’t but there’s that niggling doubt which expands until you’re convinced that if you don’t go back and turn it off right now, the building will explode into flames. 
That way lies madness. If I can stay focussed, there’s no telling what we might achieve. I force myself to laugh. ‘Either you’re telling me off for being too bold or you’re telling me to stop being so wimpy.’
‘You are a mass of contradictions, Zoe Lydon.’
He has me there. ‘You’re right. I keep doubting myself when I should be concentrating on other things.’ I purse my lips. ‘Have you had any luck tracking Ashley yet?’
‘No.’ He sounds grim. ‘I’ve been catnapping on and off constantly but I can’t find her at all.’
‘That doesn’t make sense. She has to be somewhere.’ Dante’s the only person who can find her when she’s asleep because he’s the only tracker. I might be able to change things, but I can’t find anything – or anyone – who doesn’t want to be found.
Silence. Then: ‘The thing is,’ he begins, before faltering. 
‘What?’ 
It’s not like Dante to mince words. I can tell he doesn’t want to answer. I stay quiet, giving him the time he needs to speak up. ‘When I used to work for the Mayor,’ he says eventually, ‘as a tracker…’
My fingers tighten round the phone. ‘Go on.’
‘Sometimes, when he didn’t already have their personal details, he’d get me to track people in real life.’
I stiffen. ‘You mean like you tracked me.’ Dante came to my town and found me, even though I was locked up in jail at the time. He brushed it off with a brief explanation but I feel worry settling in a heavy pool in my stomach.
‘It’s only happened a couple of times.’
‘A couple of times too many,’ I growl.
He sighs. ‘You’re right. Things were different then. I was different. You can trust me. I promise.’
I hope to high heaven that I can. It feels like he’s got my best interests at heart and I push away the nagging thought that it’s only because I’m the dreamweaver. He’s proved himself enough. People are allowed to change. Besides which, I like him. A lot. And I do need him. 
‘Why would the Mayor ask you to do that?’ I question, keeping my tone careful.
‘He wanted to know who everyone was. It helped him to stay in control. But there was one man he told me to search for. I did as he asked.’
My dread increases. ‘And?’
‘And he was never heard from again. He never returned to the Dreamlands.’
‘What happened to him?’
‘I was never very sure. I had my suspicions…’
‘Dante,’ I interrupt. ‘What happened to him?’
He curses under his breath. ‘My contact here said that when someone gets out of line, they get a visit in real life from the Department and they’re forced to stay awake. People can only go without sleep for so long.’
I feel a huge gnawing pain inside me. ‘Is that what’s happening with Ashley?’
He exhales. ‘If they think she’s the dreamweaver, it’d make sense. They wouldn’t want her falling asleep because in dreams she has power.’
‘That’s why you can’t find her,’ I whisper. ‘Oh God. They really do have Ashley. We need to do something.’
‘All the records are in the Department building.’
I nod. ‘I’ve seen the room. The Mayor showed it to me. The notes from the Bubble’s doors are there. Is that where the Travellers’ details are too?’
‘Yes. I’m booked on a flight tomorrow. There’s no point staying here any longer when everything’s going to shit with you.’
I massage my neck. ‘It’ll take you too long to get back. We need to find Ashley sooner than that. How long can someone go without sleep for?’
‘The record is eighteen days. Apparently. You’ll need to get Bron and Esme to help, Rob too if you can find him. Get into the room and find Ashley’s address then Bron and Rob can see if they can find her.’
It’s a good idea but Ashley’s in this mess because of me. Flying across the world might be too difficult for me but there’s no way I’m going to stay here at home when she might be suffering. No matter how hard things get.
 



Chapter Ten
 
We gain strength, and courage, and confidence by each experience in which we really stop to look fear in the face ... we must do that which we think we cannot.
Eleanor Roosevelt
 
About the only good thing about lying around my house all day because of the excruciating pain in my back is that, other than my mother, I’ve not seen anyone. And if I’ve not seen anyone I’ve not touched anyone, so I don’t need to worry about tripping through different dreams before I can get to the Dreamlands. I apparate straight into the forest and head for the last place I saw Lilith. My to-do list is long, so the faster I can move from place to place the more I’ll be able to get done.
She’s not far from the tree bough where I found her sleeping last time. Although this time she’s awake, she seems to be in an even worse state than last time. Her beautiful hair looks straggly and there’s a smudge of dirt on her cheek. I wouldn’t profess to know Lilith well but the first time I saw her it was clear that an immaculate appearance was part of who she was. Now she wouldn’t look out of place hanging around Aberdeen bus shelter with a bottle in a brown paper bag.
‘Hey,’ I say softly.
She moves slowly, as if she’s walking through an atmosphere made of sludge. She turns from the tree she was examining and looks me over. ‘Oh,’ she replies without interest. ‘It’s you.’
‘How are you doing, Lilith?’
She raises her shoulders in a shrug. ‘Still here.’
‘I need to ask you something.’
‘Dreamweaver,’ she sighs. ‘I don’t have all the answers. I told you there is much I cannot say, much as I may wish otherwise.’ Her eyes narrow. ‘You’re supposed to save me, not bother me with constant questions.’
It’s not like I’ve been here every day. There’s something dying swan about Lilith now that’s irritating, despite my sympathy for her current state. And save her? There are others who are a far greater priority. She’s a succubus: she’s meant to have plenty power of her own. 
As soon as the thought forms, I push it away. What’s wrong with me? I know what it’s like to struggle with life.
‘It’s important.’
She plucks a leaf from a branch above her head and stares at it. ‘Look,’ she says suddenly.
I glance down. It’s a leaf. So what? ‘Um…’
‘They came through here last night and now the trees are suffering too.’
I stiffen. ‘The Department?’
Her lip curls. ‘Not everything in this world is related to the humans. You’re all so narcissistic.’
Pot. Kettle. I shake myself and try to focus. ‘The Badlands.’
‘Just so.’ She raises her eyes to mine and I see the desperate plea flickering in them. ‘Do something.’
‘I’m trying.’ That would be a damn sight easier if I could concentrate all my energies on one thing, but I don’t think Lilith will be impressed if I tell her I’m also trying to find Ashley and beat down the Department at the same time as rescuing the Dreamlands. In my eyes, both are important but I’m certain she’d do her best to dissuade me. 
I think about the Department’s allegation that all this is the dreamweaver’s fault and draw breath. ‘Why is it happening, Lilith? Can you at least tell me why the creatures from the Badlands are coming here now?’
‘Because you’re weak.’
I step back. ‘That’s not what I meant. Lilith…’
She lifts her hand, allowing the leaf to flutter to the ground. ‘Was that your question? Is that why you’re bothering me?’
I push back my hair. ‘No.’
‘Then get on with what you really want.’
The succubus is definitely one of those people who deals badly with illness. Some suck it up and others let it destroy them. I remind myself that it’s not her fault. Maybe it’s better that she’s not going to tell me why the Badlands are coming. 
I swallow and ask for the information I need. ‘Last time I was here, you mentioned a boy. Does he have blue hair?’
For the first time, there’s a spark of interest in her eyes. ‘You have seen him.’ She reaches over and her fingers trail across my cheek. Her touch is icy cold and it takes everything I have not to shudder. ‘It has been a long time since he was here.’
‘Is he…’ I pause, wondering if my question is too ridiculous to voice aloud. Then I straighten my shoulders and get to it. ‘Is he the Sandman?’
Lilith claps her hands together slowly. ‘Zoe, the dreamweaver from the quiet lands. You are not as stupid as I imagined.’
I grit my teeth. ‘Why didn’t you say something before? He can help, can’t he? He has magic dust that he throws into faces.’ I mimic the action. 
Lilith doesn’t even blink. ‘Help? You are stupid then.’
He might be a kid but he took on the dragon; I don’t think she’s giving him enough credit. I scan her face but her fragility makes her difficult to read. ‘Where does he come from?’
‘Where do any of us come from?’
Answer a question with another question. Helpful, Lilith. Real helpful. ‘How can I find him?’
‘He comes from the same place that I do.’ She smiles humourlessly.
I step back. He comes from the Badlands? It doesn’t necessarily make him bad – after all, Lilith and the mares came from there – but it’s a troubling answer. 
‘Lilith,’ I hesitate, then plunge in. ‘Is he good? Or…’
‘Bad?’ She lets out a delicate snort. ‘The world is not simple, weaver. You know that.’
There’s a sudden high-pitched screech and a thunder of hooves. Lilith’s hand snaps out, snagging my elbow. She yanks me towards her, making me stumble and fall forward. Pain screams through my spine. A heartbeat later, a mare clatters past us at tremendous speed. It’s quite some feat considering how dense the trees are. 
‘They are restless,’ Lilith comments. ‘They know the Badlands are coming and that this time they want to stay.’
I stare after the mare but it’s already gone. It wasn’t Pegasus; I’ve not seen her for weeks. I sigh. ‘Can you help me up?’
Lilith ignores me. ‘I’m very hungry, dreamweaver.’ She flits out of reach. ‘You’re going to have to go to the Badlands. You’re going to have go to their heart and stop him there.’ Her voice drops. ‘Go soon.’ 
And then she’s gone. The forest lapses back into silence and I’m alone once more. 
I struggle to my feet. When I’m finally standing again, my fingers fumble round to my back to massage away the pain as best as I can. At least I’ve managed to confirm the blue boy’s identity and get a clue as to his whereabouts. I mull over Lilith’s exact words. Stop him, she said. Not stop them. She may be bound to speak in riddles as a result of goodness knows what, but she may also have given away more than she intended. I think of the Sandman’s innocent face and I shudder. 
 
***
 
I leave word at the Dreamlands pub for Bron to meet me there in an hour, and Rob too if anyone sees him. I don’t know Dante’s elusive cowboy friend very well so this would be a lot easier if Dante himself were here. I catch myself brushing the base of my thumb against my lips and stop. This is hardly the time to entertain myself with fantastical daydreams. I’m fighting a war on two fronts and I need to stay focused. 
The atmosphere in the pub is so despondent that it’s a relief not to linger. Not that my mood is any brighter once I’m back outside.
I scowl in the direction of Dean Salib’s statue as I stride past the square. Fine mess he left me to deal with, I think sourly. I note that there appear to be even more Department people hanging around; they seem to be spawning themselves, like gremlins. I avoid meeting their eyes and drop my head in order to appear humble. It’s not particularly hard. 
When I’m sure they’ve lost interest in me, I march towards the fringes of the town, my heels scuffing against the cobbles. I duck my head into the daberhashery as I pass but it’s empty; stale silence clings to every corner. There’s only one other place I can think of where Esme will be.
I’ve not been to the Dreamlands castle since I freed the long-term sleepers there, the coma victims who were slumbering in the giant ballroom on the second floor. At the time, back in the real world, the press made much of the sudden awakening. Nobody could explain it and, when questioned, no one who’d abruptly regained consciousness said anything that made any sense. A few enterprising people took advantage of the situation and spun tales of lights and tunnels and strange voices, but even the best medical minds couldn’t explain how several hundred people who’d been unconscious for days, weeks and even years suddenly returned to the waking world. Neither can anyone explain why so many people are now experiencing terrifying sleep paralysis or stalking nightmares. I damn well wish I could.
The castle is like a frothy Disney concoction from every little girl’s dream. When it was filled with Esme’s sleepers, the Travellers avoided the place, as if afraid that they too would be tainted. It’s still deserted, maybe because it’s too perfect. It promises happy, fairy-tale endings where the bad guys get their come-uppance and the good guys always win and get a great big passionate kiss at the end. We all know life isn’t really like that and yearning for it won’t make it any more real. 
I glance around, double-checking that I’m not being watched. I bend down, tie my shoelace and look over my shoulder once more. When I’m absolutely certain that I’m in the clear, I jog up the steps to the entrance and duck inside. My back has settled into a dull ache which is preferable to sharp, searing pain any day, but the stairs don’t help matters. If I were queen of this particular castle, I’d install escalators.
Running up to the old ballroom, I’m relieved to see Esme sitting cross-legged in the middle of the floor. She doesn’t look up, even when I call her name. There’s a solitary sadness about her that tears at my insides. 
I pad over to her and sit down, arranging my limbs into the most comfortable position I can. ‘I know you’re frustrated with me,’ I begin, ‘but I think I’m getting somewhere. I have a plan.’ Sort of.
She traces a figure of eight on the floor with the tip of her index finger. 
‘We think the Department is holding Ashley in real life. They’re stopping her from sleeping so she can’t come here and dreamweave.’
Esme laughs sharply. ‘She can’t weave though. Neither can you.’
I ignore that last part. ‘They might be keeping her at her home. I’m going to try and get her address from the Mayor’s old records.’
‘How will you get past the Department?’
‘I’m working on that bit. The thing is that we all know the Department isn’t the only issue. The world outside is going to shit, Esme. More and more people are getting ill. The sleep paralysis is … well, it’s bloody awful.’
Her voice dulls. ‘I wouldn’t know, would I?’
I grab her by her shoulders. Her chin jerks up and her eyes spit fire. I don’t care; I need Esme to believe in me. ‘Stop it,’ I say sternly. ‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself.’
She opens her mouth to speak but I don’t give her the chance.
‘You think I don’t know what it’s like?’ I continue. ‘You think you’re the only person who’s been dealt a shitty hand? I spent eighteen months trapped inside my own home, terrified of visitors. The only place I felt safe was in my wardrobe! I was the town weirdo.’ I tug at my ponytail. ‘In fact, the only reason I’m here right now and not with Dante in America is because I panicked so much when it was time to leave that I had to turn round with my tail between my legs. 
‘I’ve been moping around because I’m supposed to be the dreamweaver but, like you say, I can’t dreamweave. I was getting somewhere before and now all this has happened. I can go into individual dreams and fight off whatever monsters are there but when thousands of people are suffering and there’s only one of me, I can’t achieve any kind of real success. But if I curl up into a ball and whimper in the corner, then we’re all fucked.’ 
The pitch of my voice is rising but I don’t care. ‘You think I’ve not got doubts? You think I don’t know that I should be doing things better? I know all that but I can’t afford to keep worrying about it. You know this place better than anyone, Esme. That means I need you more than anyone else. Get up and stop feeling sorry for yourself and I’ll do the same. We need to save Ashley, save the Dreamlands and then save the goddamned world. Got that?’
I’ve done everything I can to sound self-assured but I’m not sure if I’ve come over as crazy or confident. My impassioned speech is as much for me as it is for her – but she doesn’t need to know that.
Esme blinks slowly. She jerks away and I let my hands drop. Then she gets to her feet. ‘What do you need me to do?’
I try not to let my relief show on my face. ‘What do you know about the Sandman?’
She looks confused. ‘Who?’
Damn it. I shake my head. ‘Never mind.’ I’d hoped that spending so much time here would have given Esme insights and knowledge that the rest of us don’t possess. The cute blue-eyed kid helped me with the dragon and he rescued a little girl from a terrifying nightmare. I can’t entirely discount Lilith’s allusions but I can’t give them complete credence either. 
I try not to dwell on my disappointment; there are other things to worry about. ‘This is what you have to do,’ I tell her.
 
***
 
I’m relieved to see both Bron and Rob in the pub when I get back. At least my message got through, despite the others’ obvious mistrust of me. I loop my arms round both their shoulders and guide them outside. ‘Let’s go for a walk,’ I say cheerily.
‘Well, sure,’ Rob drawls, with a quick glance over my head at Bron. ‘Some fresh air will do us good.’
Bron’s usual lazy grin is in place but I note the flicker in his expression. I squeeze his shoulders to reassure him and ignore the curious glances in our direction.
The square is quiet for this hour. I can’t blame people, what with the continued Department presence and the risk of being attacked by dangerous cloud dragons. It doesn’t suit my plan, however. I need more people outside. 
‘How’s Dante?’ Rob asks in an undertone.
‘Good, I think. He’s on his way back here.’
‘He’s worried about you.’
I ignore the thrill that his words send through me. ‘How can we get more people out here?’ I ask.
Bron scratches his chin. ‘What are you up to?’
I lower my voice. ‘I’m creating a diversion. We need to get into the Department building to get Ashley’s address and look for information on the Badlands.’ 
Numerous Department eyes are turned in our direction. We’re only going to get one shot at this so it’s going to have to be good.
Rob is startled. ‘Her real address?’ I nod and he smiles. ‘Leave it to me.’
He takes off his cowboy hat, adjusts the brim and makes a show of placing it back on his head. Then his eyes widen. ‘Lightning! I just saw lightning!’
‘Where?’
He points towards the river and we all follow his finger. ‘There! I’ve got to tell the others.’
He darts back inside the pub. A few seconds later, people are piling out into the street. ‘Where? Where was it?’
There’s a buzz about the crowd. Lightning in the Dreamlands means that’s something’s changed. The last time it happened, the statue at the centre of the square became that of Dean Salib. Nobody knows for sure what makes the changes happen but when they do, it’s big enough that even the threat of monsters looming in from the Badlands won’t keep people away.
‘The other side of the river,’ Rob says.
‘By the ox?’
He frowns. ‘I can’t tell for sure.’
‘We need to get over there!’ an older woman says urgently.
I check my watch nervously. Come on, Esme, I think to myself. Now would be a really good time.
The crowd start moving out, fanning across the square, as if safety in numbers will help them. Despite the excitement, they’re still afraid. That’s a problem, considering what’s about to happen.
Rob looks at me warningly. I give an imperceptible nod and he clears his throat. ‘I’ll show you where it was!’ he shouts. ‘Come with me!’
More figures start to appear from other buildings. At first only a few heads peep out of doors and windows but, when people realise it’s something good rather than lethal, they come out to join him. Much like Ashley, Rob is one of those people who you feel compelled to trust.
‘Come on,’ I mutter to Bron. ‘We need to get as close as possible to the Department building .’
We shuffle round the crowd, heading for the spot closest to the Department doors. Yet another suited man appears, frowning at the commotion. I tighten my fists, worried that everyone will have turned their backs by the time Esme acts. I shouldn’t have worried; suddenly there’s a loud shriek from the far side of the throng of people. 
‘It’s coming again! Look! It’s coming again!’
I close my eyes briefly as more people start to scream and run. Bron grips my hand. ‘We have to get out of here, Zoe.’
‘No,’ I tell him. ‘It’s alright.’ I look over towards the castle. If there were less fear and panic, someone would realise that what’s rising up from behind the castle walls is nothing more than black smoke, but the earlier attack has them jumping at shadows. 
Department goons start to emerge from their headquarters. I suck in a breath at their number. Are all these people really after as much power as they can get? The thought is beyond disheartening. They push past us and crane their necks to the sky. Many of them are not as brave as they pretend to be and disappear, disapparating back to the safety of their beds. A few start to run in the direction of the castle. There’s chaos; people begin crashing into each other. It’s everyone for themselves. 
‘Zoe…’
‘Hush.’
I watch the Department building carefully, counting in my head. When I get to ten and no one else comes out, I tug Bron’s hand. ‘Come on. We won’t have long.’
‘What?’
‘Just trust me,’ I mutter.
I spy Rob at the far edge of the square. He’s still here, even though he’s one of those who can leave at will. His eyes meet mine as I jerk my head at the panicking people. Understanding crosses his face and he starts to shout, his voice rising above the screams. ‘We need to run!’ he yells. ‘It’s coming again!’
I feel Bron tense but I ignore it. ‘This way.’ I pull him up the steps and, without looking back, run inside with him at my heels.
‘Is this safe?’ he gasps, once we’re past the guard’s empty desk.
‘It’s as safe as it’s ever going to be.’
‘Zoe, I don’t want throw water on your fire but you’re the only one who was able to fight that dragon. I want to help Ashley but there’s a lot of people outside who might get hurt…’
‘It’s nothing. It’s just a fire.’
He starts. ‘Eh?’
‘Esme lit a fire in one of the castle towers. It’s not another monster out there, just smoke. It’ll take the Department a while to get up there and realise that.’ I smile humourlessly. ‘Those who aren’t so scared that they’ve already disapparated.’
‘But…’ he stutters. ‘I saw it. I was sure…’
I drag him to the records room. ‘That’s what fear does,’ I say patiently. ‘You’re afraid that it is another dragon or monster or whatever, so you see something and the rest of your mind fills in the blanks. Believe me, I know. Now come on. We need to find Ashley’s address.’
He seems nonplussed but he does as I ask. He begins opening drawers in a rickety wooden desk while I explore a filing cabinet, rifling through it to find what I need. I abandon it almost as quickly as I started, realising that this side of the room is for the Bubble doors. I spot a smaller filing system across the room and run over.
‘Anything?’ I call out.
‘Not yet,’ Bron mutters.
I bite my lip. The Department people will be back here soon and we can’t afford to let them see us. I fling open drawer after drawer, trying not to disturb the order; I don’t want to leave any trace that we were here. I should be impressed at how many record cards there are but the vast number chills me. 
‘This is a needle in a haystack,’ Bron complains. His defeatist attitude is starting to bug me.
‘I’ve been meaning to ask you,’ I say casually as I open the fifth drawer. ‘Why have you been telling tales?’
‘Huh?’
‘Dante wasn’t impressed when he found out what happened with the dragon. Did you really have to tell him about it?’
‘Zoe, I didn’t…’
I let out a crow of exultation, interrupting him in mid-sentence. I’ve found it. I pull out Ashley’s card and memorise the address. Manchester. It’s in England but I don’t need a flight to get there; my nervous system might just be able to cope with the journey.
‘I’ve got it. Let’s get out of here.’
‘Zoe,’ Bron says, his voice sounding strange. ‘Who’s Adam?’
I freeze. ‘What?’
‘It’s a piece of paper with your name at the top and the name Adam McDonald underneath. There’s an address too.’ He reads it out. Every molecule in my body turns to ice.
I spin round and snatch it from his hands. It’s Adam’s address, not mine, but that doesn’t make me feel much better. The Mayor must have written it. He found Adam when I stupidly gave him Adam’s name to try and get off his radar. I’d assumed that there would be so many other men with the same name that it wouldn’t cause any problems, but the Mayor was cannier than I gave him credit for. 
I swallow hard. It’s my fault that Adam got dragged into everything. It won’t happen again. I ball up the piece of paper and ram it into my mouth, chewing vigorously. It’s harder than it looks in the movies; I gag on the paper and it takes an age to get it down. Bron stares at me, wide-eyed.
‘We need to go,’ I mumble with my mouth still full. I cast a despondent glance around the room. There’s nothing that gives clues about the Badlands and there’s no time to continue searching. 
‘Pardon?’
I don’t bother repeating myself, just grab him and propel him out the door. We have to get out of here.
We only just make it in time. As we stumble down the steps and into the now-deserted square, I catch sight of Rob in the far corner, beckoning to us in alarm. ‘They’re coming back,’ he hisses.
We run. All three of us pelt down the street and head for the safety of Esme’s destroyed shop. Bron yanks open the door and we pile inside, gasping for breath.
‘I thought they we were going to see you,’ Rob pants. ‘Another ten seconds and…’
‘They didn’t see us. They’re not as clever as they like to think they are.’ 
The door opens again and Esme appears. For the first time in days, there’s a real smile on her face. ‘I guess it worked,’ she says.
I reach over and give her a tight hug. 
‘Did you get it?’ she asks.
I nod. ‘I did. I’m going to disapparate now.’
‘We’ll come with you,’ Bron says.
‘No.’
Rob touches my arm. ‘I don’t think Dante will be happy about you waltzing off on a rescue mission all on your own.’ 
‘Don’t worry about it,’ I tell him with a smile. ‘Besides, I won’t be alone.’
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
I have indeed no abhorrence of danger, except in its absolute effect – in terror.
Edgar Allen Poe
 
‘You do realise,’ Rawlins says, her brow furrowed, ‘that I have no jurisdiction in Manchester.’
‘I know.’
‘I mean, it’s not even the same country. Not exactly, anyway.’
‘You’re still the police.’
‘Ms Lydon, I am not a vigilante. I take my job seriously. I can’t just ram down the door of some poor unsuspecting English girl’s house on your say-so. I could be suspended. Or worse. Let me contact someone down there and…’
‘No.’ On this, I am firm. ‘I don’t know who’s involved in her disappearance. It’s safer this way.’
She rolls her eyes. ‘Is the world one great big conspiracy theory to you?’
These days, yes. The trouble is, it’s not a theory. I have no way of knowing if the police are part of the Department but many of them have a military, official bent. I’m not taking any chances. 
I look at her steadily. ‘How have you been sleeping lately, sergeant?’ It’s a cheap shot but I’ll take what I can get.
She stares at me. ‘Very well. Did you…?’
I blink innocently. ‘Did I what?’
Rawlins scowls. ‘Nothing.’
‘Look,’ I say. ‘You have the day off. We’re just two friends off on a trip. Along the way, we’re going to drop in on an old mate of mine who may or may not be in a lot of trouble.’
‘Since when were we friends?’
I lick my lips. ‘Well, my friends might be worried enough about me to hang around outside my house in the middle of the night to make sure I’m alright. If it wasn’t a friend who was doing that, I’d assume it was a stalker. Or a member of the police who’s harassing…’
‘Fine!’ she snaps. ‘But I’m not doing this in my capacity as a police officer. I’ll be in plain clothes and I’m not bringing my badge.’
It’s the best I could have hoped for.
‘Perfect,’ I say serenely, ignoring her look of annoyance. ‘You’ll have to drive. I don’t have a car.’
 
***
 
Despite my attempts to appear calm, I feel the fizz of worry shooting through my veins. Manchester might not be America but it’s still a lot further away than I’ve travelled to since the onset of my agoraphobia. I use my old meditation techniques to settle myself and I fold up a paper bag and put it in my jacket pocket within easy reach. Just in case.
I have to admit that I’m surprised at the interior of Rawlins’ car. This isn’t like the spick-and-span police vehicle she picked me up in once before. Neither does it match her austere appearance and stern personality. It’s littered with sweet wrappers and chewing gum. 
‘I have a sweet tooth,’ she mutters when she catches sight of my expression.
I nod and clear a space on the passenger seat. From the shadow of the oak tree in my front garden, the Chairman eyes me accusingly. He turns his back and starts to wash himself. It’s pouring with rain but the tree offers some protection and the Chairman has always seemed to have a penchant for the wet.
‘Sorry,’ I mouth in his direction. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow.’
‘Of course,’ Rawlins continues, ‘I might be messy but at least I don’t talk to animals.’
‘You never know,’ I say lightly, holding my breath for a second as she drives off. ‘They might talk back one of these days. Stranger things have happened.’
She shoots me a look from under her lashes. ‘Indeed.’
It’s slow going through the town; the speed limits are restrictive and there’s no way that Rawlins is going to exceed them. She’s a careful driver even though she must have taken an advanced driver’s course with the police. It helps to calm me somewhat. I button my lips and gaze out of the rain-drenched window. 
When the houses start to thin out and we reach the outer limits of the town, the tightness in my chest begins. My breathing must alter because I sense Rawlins sending me odd looks. I duck my head down and busy myself picking up the multi-coloured sweet wrappers which litter the car. As long as I concentrate on this job, I won’t worry about how we’re drawing further and further away from the safety of my house. I count in my head as I pick the wrappers up, emptying my mind of nothing more than the reassuring uniformity of numbers. I find an old plastic bag and toss them inside.
We’re just passing the last sign, stating a cheery farewell and ‘Visit us again soon!’, when there’s a click and I realise Rawlins has locked all the car doors. I flinch.
‘I thought it might help,’ she says quietly.
‘It’s unlikely anyone could get into a moving car whether the doors were unlocked or not,’ I reply, impressed at my ability to string a coherent sentence together. ‘I appreciate it though.’
‘You’re welcome.’
She speeds up once we’re out of the town. I draw in a sharp breath and my movements to clean her car become more frantic. I’m grateful that she doesn’t try to hold a conversation. I tighten my fingers round the cluster of sweet wrappers until my knuckles are white. Breathe, Zoe. Breathe.
Rawlins fiddles with radio, searching for a station. She skips by one playing country music and settles on a chirpy pop song. Unfortunately for us, the song abruptly ends and the DJ settles into what sounds like an ongoing discussion of sleep paralysis.
‘Now,’ he intones sombrely, ‘it’s been stated that up to ten percent of the country are experiencing these symptoms. The question remains, however, as to why this is happening now.’
With a vicious jerk, Rawlins turns off the radio. I don’t comment. I put down the now brimming plastic bag by my feet and try to relax my fingers. It takes considerable effort as I encourage each one to uncurl and flex separately. I close my eyes. It’s only Manchester. It’s only six hours away. It doesn’t matter how hard I try to stay rational though, the pressure inside me keeps building. I grip the edges of the car seat.
There’s a rustle and I feel Rawlins reach down for the plastic bag. I squint one eye open as she upturns it. ‘Oops,’ she says. ‘Now you’ll need to start all over again.’
And so I do. I pick the wrappers up one by one, depositing them back into the bag. When I’m done, I pass it to Rawlins. Yet again, she empties the contents and I start again. This continues until we’re through the series of roundabouts which signal the small city of Dundee. I don’t feel calm exactly, but I’m no longer about to simultaneously scream, bang my head against the windshield and throw up.
‘I think I’m okay now.’
Rawlins grunts. She overtakes a lorry smoothly, ignoring the spray of water from its huge wheels, and opens the window. The cool breeze is very welcome. 
‘Just tell me one thing, Ms Lydon.’
‘You know, you can call me Zoe.’
She doesn’t respond. ‘Am I crazy?’
I laugh shakily. ‘I just spent forty-five minutes picking up rubbish over and over and over again. Between the two of us, I’m pretty sure I know who the crazy one is.’
‘You know what I mean. It wasn’t just a dream, was it?’ I bite my lip. ‘It was you who stopped it, wasn’t it?’
I don’t know what to say. I reach behind and rest my hands against my spine to give my back some respite. ‘You’re not crazy,’ I say finally. 
I’m not sure whether I should elaborate on her assault. They were dreams; she wasn’t really assaulted – but then again, she was, kind of. I’m not sure even I understand it.
She nods. ‘That’s good enough. This woman who you think might be in trouble. Is she related to all this … stuff?’
I don’t look at her. ‘Yes.’
‘Okay then.’ And she doesn’t say another word until we hit Manchester.
 
***
 
Navigating the streets and locating Ashley’s flat is surprisingly easy. It helps that she lives in a posh part of the city. Rawlins parks and we both get out and stare up at the high-rise.
‘What did you say your friend did?’ Rawlins asks.
I’m as surprised at the apartment block as she is. It never occurred to me to wonder what Ashley did in real life; if I’d thought about it, I’d have assumed she was a primary school teacher or a nurse. Something caring and respectable. There’s no way someone on those kinds of salaries could live here though. I shrug. ‘I’m not sure,’ I mumble.
‘Do you know anything about her?’
I lift my chin. ‘I know that she doesn’t deserve the trouble she’s in.’
Rawlins chews over this. ‘Come on then.’
It’s the kind of building that has twenty-four-hour security. I don’t think anywhere within a hundred miles of my little Scottish town has that. Not for the first time, I’m glad that Rawlins is here. She doesn’t have to show her badge or to state her rank; she possesses an air that says ‘I’m with an important government organisation so don’t get in my way’. The guard buzzes us right up.
‘That was really easy,’ Rawlins mutters when we’re in the lift.
I smile. ‘I know, right?’
She looks at me like I’m an idiot, which isn’t far off the truth. ‘Security guards are there for a reason: to provide security. I shouldn’t have been able to get in that easily. In fact, even if I had told him who I was, he shouldn’t have let me in without a warrant.’
My stomach drops as I see what she’s getting at. ‘If we can get in this easily then…’
‘…so can anyone else,’ she finishes. She tuts. ‘Pay the minimum wage and that’s what you get. Minimum standards.’
I gnaw the inside of my cheek. I was so happy that I’d made it here without wrestling the steering wheel from Rawlins and speeding back in the opposite direction that I’d almost forgotten the reason why we’d come. I chide myself for my self-absorption.
Ashley’s flat is on the seventeenth floor. I knock loudly and wait but there’s no answer. That’s not a good sign. 
Rawlins steps up and knocks. ‘Ashley, it’s the police. Can you answer the door please?’
I look at Rawlins but she merely shrugs. I press my ear against the door. I can’t hear anything.
Much like the security guard downstairs, the lock isn’t anything I’ve seen before on a residential apartment. It’s a numerical keypad, like something in a bank. The thing is, I know a lot about locks. I did a lot of research before I bought my own steel-reinforced, multiple-lock front door. I know that there’s a good reason why not many places have gone high-tech like this: it’s because the locks are not much good. They’ll tell you when a door has been accessed but that’s no use after the event. 
As someone who works in IT, I have a healthy mistrust of security systems that are run solely through computers. Old-fashioned keys can be copied but that takes time and materials. A keypad like this, or one that requires a swipe card, can be hacked with nothing more than a laptop. I’m not sure I can gain access but it’s not impossible. 
Rawlins rolls her eyes again, takes out a plastic card from her wallet, slides it into the door and clicks it open in less than five seconds. I gape. I wasn’t expecting that.
‘Are you a police officer or a career criminal?’ I whisper. 
She snorts. ‘Whoever put this in place wants to dazzle you with fancy-schmancy fireworks. You know better than anyone that a good old-fashioned dead bolt is better than anything else.’
I would reply, but I’m more interested in finding Ashley than exchanging quips with Rawlins. She nudges the door with her toe and it creaks open. I clap a hand to my mouth. Oh God. I move to rush in but Rawlins bars my way.
‘It’s illegal to enter someone else’s home without permission,’ she tells me.
I point to the open door. ‘Isn’t busting open a lock illegal too?’
‘What do you mean?’ she asks, the picture of innocence. ‘It was already open. Can you see any signs that I broke the lock?’
I wonder if she realises who she’s talking to. I’m the agoraphobic who lives in a house that I’ve turned into Fort Knox to avoid experiencing exactly what she just did. ‘How about the signs that her flat has been ripped apart?’ I ask flatly.
It’s true. What was probably a beautiful home is now in a state of chaos. There’s broken glass everywhere, upturned furniture and papers strewn across the floor.
‘Ashley!’ I call. ‘Ashley!’
 I try to step inside again. Once more Rawlins stops me. ‘She might be in there. She might be hurt!’ I shout.
‘You know she’s not. And this is now a crime scene. We need to call the police.’
I open my mouth but she shakes her head. ‘The Manchester police. To do anything else would be stupid.’
I know she’s right. If I’d been here with Bron or Rob, we could have gone in and claimed ignorance but Rawlins can’t do that. My shoulders slump. We have to play this by the book. I’ve not shown all my cards just yet, though.
‘Call them,’ I tell her. ‘I’m going back down to talk to security.’
Rawlins narrows her eyes but I ignore her. It’s time for me to do my thing. And this time it had better bloody work.
 
***
 
The lift doors ping open just as my phone starts buzzing. I wrinkle my nose in irritation and check it. I don’t recognise the number but curiosity gets the better of me and I answer it. ‘Hello?’
‘Zoe!’ Adam’s voice is warm.
Suspicion rattles through my brain. ‘How did you get my number?’
‘Your mum gave it to me.’ He suddenly sounds nervous. ‘Is that alright? I felt like we ended things badly the other day and I wanted to talk to you. Is this a good time to come round?’
‘I’m not at home.’ There’s a pause; I guess Adam still isn’t used to the idea of me going outside. ‘I’m in Manchester,’ I tell him, filling the silence and wishing for a moment that I could see his expression.
‘What are you doing there?’
‘Meeting an old friend,’ I lie glibly.
‘Oh.’ He sounds disappointed and I feel awkward. I don’t want to lead him on. The memory of his dream still makes me uncomfortable.
‘Look,’ I say finally. ‘Let’s talk when I get back. We can still be friends. I just don’t think that there’s any more going to happen than that.’
He sighs heavily. ‘I understand.’
I hope so. 
I peer round the corner. The security guard is in exactly the same position as we left him. ‘Look, I have to go. Enjoy your day.’
‘Sure.’ Adam’s voice is distant. 
I hang up. Why does life always have to be so complicated? I give myself a shake and try to focus on what’s important as I walk towards the guard. He beams at me, then glances behind as if expecting to see Rawlins. I stride up to him and hold my out my hand. He looks at it then shakes it. 
‘The police are on their way,’ I say. ‘When was the last time you saw Ashley?’
‘The blonde chick?’
I frown at him and he colours instantly. At least he has some shame, I suppose.
‘Sorry, I didn’t mean any disrespect. Is she alright?’
‘Just answer the question,’ I say brusquely, checking his name badge. ‘Mr Powers, when did you last see her?’
He’s suddenly nervous. His demeanour until now has been friendly, if rather incompetent. I don’t think he has anything to do with her disappearance but at the moment he mistakenly believes that he’s talking to someone official. Sometimes that makes people fidgety; it doesn’t mean they’re criminals, they’re just conditioned. I walked in with Rawlins, who exudes police from every pore, therefore he’s assumed I work with her. 
‘Wednesday morning.’
I raise an eyebrow. ‘And was she leaving or entering?’
He swallows. ‘Entering.’
‘What time did your shift end?’
‘Midday. Carter took over then.’
I sniff. I feel like I’m getting into my stride. ‘And where is Carter now?’
In answer to my query, a door behind the desk opens and a bespectacled man appears. His uniform is ill-fitting and bulges across his stomach; at least two of the buttons are in danger of popping off with the strain. He takes one look at my folded arms and Powers’ tense face and a muscle above his eyebrow starts to twitch. Well, well, well. Carter, it appears, has a nervous tic. 
I do the same as I did to Powers: hold out my hand for him to shake and try to look official. Carter doesn’t budge from his position by the door, however. He looks at his colleague and says, ‘I don’t feel well. I think I might have to go home.’
No chance, buddy. ‘We need you to stay here, Mr Carter.’
If Powers is a bundle of nerves then his co-worker is a bag of aggression. ‘How do you know my name?’ he demands.
I sigh. ‘You’re wearing a name badge.’ And it’s pretty obvious from what your mate just said. Honestly, some people.
He backs off. ‘You can’t keep me here.’
There’s a screech of tires outside. We all turn to look. Mr Carter isn’t going anywhere: the real police are here now. Rawlins must have pulled rank for them to arrive so quickly. 
All I need is one chance to touch Carter and I’ll gain access to his dreams. It won’t take much.
Two uniformed police officers stride in. The lift pings and Rawlins appears, walks up to them and introduces herself. Rather than watch her explain the situation, I keep an eye on Carter. If he does have something to do with Ashley’s disappearance, then he must be prepared for the police to get involved sooner or later.
There’s a resigned look on his face. Poor Mr Powers looks even more agitated but I don’t feel much sympathy for him. What’s the point in paying through the nose to live somewhere with a twenty-four-hour guard when you end up getting kidnapped right in front of them?
I’m desperate to get into Ashley’s flat and see what the situation is but when I try to join the police in the lift to go up again, I receive a warning look from Rawlins. I grit my teeth and hold back. Bringing her along was a good idea; she has access to information and people that I’d never be able to contact. It’s just unfortunate that she also has to abide by the rules. 
As it is, the police don’t spend very long up there. When they appear on the ground floor again, I look at Rawlins anxiously. She shakes her head; Ashley’s definitely not there. I’d been expecting that but it doesn’t stop my stomach from sinking. Maybe it’s a good thing and it means she’s more likely to be alive. My guilt and worry still increase.
‘They’re calling a forensics team to sweep for fingerprints,’ Rawlins says quietly, as the two Manchester policemen speak to Powers and Carter. 
I watch, frustrated. I need Carter to come out from behind the desk but he seems determined to stay put.
‘What on earth’s wrong with you?’ Rawlins asks, as I hop from foot to foot. ‘It’s not the agoraphobia again, is it?’
‘You mean what is wrong apart from the fact that a…’ I pause ‘…a friend of mine’s life might be in danger?’ Rawlins’ eyes narrow. ‘Sorry,’ I mutter. ‘And it’s not the agoraphobia. I need to touch him. The, um, fat one.’
She gazes at me with an unfathomable expression. ‘I’m really not sure what I’m mixed up in.’ She exhales loudly but doesn’t ask for further details. For that, at least, I’m grateful.
She marches over to the glass entrance door and makes a great show of examining it. ‘Mr Carter,’ she calls out finally, ‘can you explain to me what this is?’
‘It’s a door.’
All three police officers’ heads snap in his direction. He rolls his eyes and trudges out from behind the desk towards Rawlins as if it’s a massive effort. Just as he’s about to pass me, I stumble and land against him. Rather than reach out to help me, he throws me an irritated scowl. I apologise profusely. Sorted. Rawlins engages the unpleasant Mr Carter in a long conversation about the undamaged lock.
Unsurprisingly, I also have to answer several questions from the police. My confidence – at least in this – is growing; other than a slight hesitation when I’m asked how I know Ashley, I think I respond satisfactorily. Rawlins promises to keep in touch and, with that, we leave them to it.
‘According to the computer, the last time the keypad on the door to her flat was accessed, it was Wednesday, around one in the afternoon. It’s a strange time of day to kidnap someone. There’s the benefit that most of her neighbours were out at work but it was also broad daylight.’
It had to have happened during the day; if she’d been sleeping, she could have alerted someone in the Dreamlands. The Department clearly wants to keep this as quiet as possible until it can bring her round to ‘its way of thinking’.
‘So,’ she says, once we’re back out on the pavement. ‘What now? Back home?’
It’s a long journey and I am desperate to return. My house, with my cat and all my belongings, not to mention my steel-reinforced door that doesn’t have a keypad, is drawing me magnetically, like an immutable force that I’m powerless to deny. 
I straighten my shoulders and shake my head. ‘Wherever she’s been taken,’ I say, ‘it’s probably nearby. It makes more sense for us to stay here.’
‘You seem confident that she’s still alive,’ Rawlins observes.
I snort. As long as the Department and whoever’s kidnapped her believe that she’s the dreamweaver, she’ll be safe. She’ll be suffering from hallucinations and a severe lack of sleep but safe. They won’t do anything to harm her because they want to use her. 
Up to this point, I’ve felt like the worst person in the world for not revealing that I’m the dreamweaver. Now it’s imperative that I don’t.
I bite the inside of my cheek. It’s the afternoon; very few people will be sleeping and Powers and Carter are definitely awake. I’m worried that the sleep paralysis and the invading dream monsters will cause me problems when I try to analyse their dreams to give me a clue about Ashley. I could, as everyone keeps telling me, do with some practice first. There will be some people napping at this hour, even if it’ll take me a while to find them. 
I yawn loudly. Rawlins looks at me sharply. ‘All that travelling takes it out of you, doesn’t it?’ I say. ‘Perhaps we should check into a hotel. I could do with a power nap.’
It’s a long while before Rawlins answers. ‘Fine,’ she says eventually, ‘we can do that. Will you be able to manage it, though?’
‘I have to,’ I say to myself. ‘There’s no choice.’
 



Chapter Twelve
 
The world’s not a very comfortable place if you have a nightmare to face.
Tommy Lee Jones
 
It doesn’t matter how many times I tell myself that I’m safe; coping with encompassing fear exhausts me completely. In the end, Rawlins and I are forced to share a room so that I don’t fold in on myself in a puddle of panic. The thought of being alone in a hotel room where anyone with a key – and, yes, here at this cheap hotel the entire system is run on keycards with all our personal information on them – is far more frightening than having Rawlins with me. I know her well enough to believe she means me no harm; I’ve been inside her head.
Rawlins flicks on the television, searching through the channels until she finds the one she wants. There’s a decisiveness about her actions that makes me pause. She shrugs. ‘I work night shifts a lot, remember?’ she says, as a genial host introduces a pretty blonde ‘wronged wife’ onto the stage. ‘I like this show.’
I’m not in a position to judge. I give an amiable shrug and lie down. Rawlins raises her eyebrows at the fact that I don’t even kick off my shoes. Her suspicions are solidifying by the hour but there’s nothing I can do about them. I’m going to need my shoes.
Despite the noise from the television, I drift off easily. I know it’s because of the tension and fear I’ve felt travelling so far from home but, for once, I’m glad. I should count myself lucky that I don’t suffer from insomnia. 
This time, as I jog through the forest I don’t catch any glimpse of Lilith. That worries me but at least when I hit the town I’m not stopped by any of the Department watchers. I’m sure they’re tracking my progress as I meander my way through the streets and towards the Bubble but I can’t worry about that now. I try not to look as though I’m moving with a purpose. It would probably be safer to avoid the Dreamlands entirely, but I need to position myself.
The good thing about apparating at this time of day is that there are fewer people to worry about. There’s a solitary guard in front of the Bubble. He frowns at me.
 ‘Hey,’ I say cheerily. ‘Can I get in?’
‘No.’
I try to appear small and unthreatening – it’s not particularly difficult. ‘The thing is,’ I say, using their own tactics against them, ‘yesterday I was dragged into a dream with a guy on a clifftop. Your friends told me I had to save him. Needless to say, I didn’t. I’ve been worrying about it all day. He’s obviously suffering. He’s probably not even sleeping right now but if he is, I’d like the chance to try again. I can’t get him out of my head. If I can stop him from leaping off the cliff then…’ My voice trails off and I gaze at the guard with mute, beseeching appeal.
‘Only the dreamweaver can do that.’
I cross my fingers tightly. ‘But your friends thought that I might be the dreamweaver. If I am, then I can help him.’
He looks me up and down. ‘You’re not the dreamweaver.’
Ha! ‘How do you know? Maybe I am. Maybe I just need to try and then…’
‘For fuck’s sake,’ he mutters. ‘Go in. Fail. You’re not going to achieve anything.’
I beam. ‘Thank you.’ Then, before he can change his mind, I skip past him.
That was easier than I expected. I congratulate myself on using the truth to blind the Department and pick up speed. The deeper I get into the Bubble, the harder it will be for the Department to drag me out. 
I head down the main corridor, pretending not to notice that there are already more doors which are turning black. A faint scent of sulphur trickles through the air. As the fear that I’ve worked so hard to control threatens to return, I grit my teeth. Being scared isn’t going to help anyone – not Ashley, not all the people suffering from ongoing nightmares and sleep paralysis – and definitely not me. Logic doesn’t help me, though and I feel my legs shaking. Rawlins is watching, I remind myself. And nobody else is here in the Bubble. I slap myself on the cheek. Get a grip, Zoe.
I’m not as far from the exit as I’d like to be but I need something to focus on other than the doors. I stop and try the nearest one: it’s locked. So is the next and the one after that. It’s the wrong time of day, too many people are awake. This could take hours.
I step from side to side so I can rattle each doorknob more quickly. Closed. Closed. Closed. Shit. The fear is being replaced by frustration. I keep going. Sooner or later I have to find someone who’s asleep if I’m going to get the practice that I need.
I reckon I’ve tried well over two hundred doors when I finally succeed. I’m so surprised that I almost fall in the door when the handle turns. I take a moment or two to prop myself back upright, both physically and mentally, and walk in. 
It’s a classroom. There’s an old-fashioned blackboard at the front, complete with chalk scrawls that looks like conjugated Latin verbs. Wooden desks with lids that flip up are laid out in regimented rows. There are even inkwells. 
Suddenly it makes sense. The only people likely to be sleeping at this time of day are either children, people who work nights or the elderly. No prizes for guessing whose dream I’m in. The only curious thing is that I can’t see anyone: no teacher, no pupils and absolutely no dreamer. I wait for a minute or two – sometimes it takes them a while to appear – but nobody shows up. 
Frowning, I walk down the rows, glancing down at the desks. Some have graffiti marring the varnished wood but others are better kept. My foot kicks a balled-up piece of paper on the floor; when I pick it up and smooth it out, there’s nothing there apart from some simple mathematical formulae. I leave it on a desk and examine the blackboard, squinting to make sense of the Latin, in case it’s a clue. It’s gobbledygook. 
I step back. This is a strange dream and the absence of any person who I can latch onto is going to make it harder, but it could take me another hour to find someone from the Bubble corridors who is asleep. I’ll just have to go with the emptiness and see if I can use it to my advantage. 
One of the first dreams I apparated into was my postman’s. It turned out to be rather illuminating because his guilty conscience had manifested itself in his dream. He’d been hoarding mail rather than delivering it and when he slept he was attacked by swirls of flying envelopes. Thinking about that gives me an idea. I gaze at the piece of paper. Maybe I can make it move.
I stare down at it but it lies motionless on the desk. I empty my mind until there’s nothing there apart from me and the paper. As I imagine a paper aeroplane, I will it to fold in on itself. For a moment I think that the corners are vibrating but nothing happens. 
There’s an odd pressure in the back of my skull. I sigh and reach up to massage my temples. 
Abandoning the paper, I squeeze my eyes shut. I’m not in a classroom, I decide, I’m in a field. I envisage Friesian cows dotted around, chomping placidly on emerald green grass; a bunny rabbit hops up, nose twitching. When I open my eyes again, however, I’m still in the classroom. Bugger. 
Maybe I need a magic word. I point at the paper. ‘Abracadabra!’
Nothing. I curse under my breath. I snap my fingers, this time imagining the paper setting itself alight. Dreary sunlight filters in from the windows but there are definitely no flames. It’s no good: I can’t interact with inanimate objects and I can’t change the dream. Not without facing the person whose mind created it in the first place – and even then it’s a long shot.
Just then, I hear a faint buzzing. I cock my head and listen harder. It’s coming from the windows. I take a cautious step forward and the buzzing gets louder. When I peer at the source of the noise I see it’s a fly, desperately seeking a way out. I watch it for a moment: it’s an ugly bluebottle. Even from a few feet away, I can make out its shiny, kaleidoscopic eyes. Its movements grow more and more frantic. I purse my lips and gaze round the empty classroom once more. I wonder…
I track it carefully. It attacks a pane of glass then, when it fails to find an escape route, moves on to the next one. I flip open the nearest desk. Inside is a battered old exercise book, a wad of used chewing gum and a pencil sharpener – one of those where the shavings are collected in a small plastic cylinder beneath the blade. I untwist the top, discarding the sharpener, and get closer to the fly. When it darts down towards the window sill, I slam the cylinder over it. The fly buzzes in frantic rage. 
‘Are you the dreamer?’ I ask, as it rattles against the sides of its small plastic prison. I wet my lips and focus. ‘Change,’ I whisper. ‘Become the person you’re supposed to be.’
The cylinder jumps. There’s a strange heat emanating from it. I hear a squeak and step back quickly, releasing the fly. The air crackles as molecules shift; it’s as if the atmosphere is expanding. A second later, there’s a young girl curled up on the floor, her head buried against her knees. Yahtzee.
I kneel down. ‘Hi there.’
Her shoulders jerk. I smooth her hair, an unruly mess of curls which someone has attempted to tie into pigtails. The result is just frizz, however.
‘I’m Zoe. What’s your name?’ She sniffs, murmuring something into the fabric of her checked dress. ‘Pardon?’
She lifts up her head, revealing a tear-stained face. ‘Rebecca.’
Judging by her clothes, my assumption is correct. This might have been what Rebecca looked like sixty years ago but I bet it’s not what she looks like now. I go with the flow and speak to her as I would to a real child.
‘What’s happened, Rebecca?’
She hiccups back another sob. ‘Elizabeth and Emilia were mean to me.’
‘What did they do?’
‘They said I was worthless. That I was just … just … an insect.’
Ah. It’s starting to make sense now. ‘You know, Rebecca,’ I say softly, ‘things do get better. We don’t remain vulnerable all our lives.’ If only that were true.
She blinks up at me. ‘Really?’
‘Of course. Show me what you’re like as an adult,’ I tell her. ‘Twenty-one. What happened when you were twenty-one?’
She frowns at me. For a moment, I think she’s going to argue but something in my face makes her trust me because suddenly there’s a flash, like lightning. 
I look round. The classroom has gone, replaced by what appears to be a dance hall. The atmosphere is smoky. There’s a live band on stage playing swing music and couples whirl around on the dance floor. An older version of Rebecca is standing next to me.
‘There he is,’ she says. Her tears have gone and I admire her shining eyes.
I look over to where she’s pointing. There, across the room, a nervous-looking young man is hovering. ‘Who’s that?’
Her lipsticked mouth turns up playfully. ‘My husband.’
I look at her hand – it’s bare of any rings. Not only is this another moment from Rebecca’s past, but she’s as aware of that fact as she is of me. I feel goose bumps on my arm. I have no way of knowing whether Rebecca’s dreams are real memories or made-up moments but, either way, she’s leading through me a history of her life. This is what it means to be a dreamweaver, to see everything that goes on inside someone’s mind. 
I feel the power surge through my veins and I throw back my head and laugh. The dancers on the floor move faster and faster until I’m dizzy. 
Rebecca clutches at my arm. ‘He’s coming over,’ she whispers.
There’s another flash and we’re in a room filled with armchairs. The strong smell of cigarettes has been replaced by something oddly clinical. I  look closer and see bottles filled with pills dotted about. There’s a line of zimmer frames, wheelchairs and walking sticks along the far end of the room; their presence is almost malevolent. As I watch, they start to move of their own accord, pushing past the chairs and into the centre of the room. They dance, although this time there’s no music. They waltz across the worn carpet, spinning and twisting to an unheard beat. 
Then an old woman, with a lined face and almost pure white hair – no longer frizzy but patchy and balding – appears in the middle of them. The walking aids dance around her while she looks up and smiles.
A grating voice interrupts. It reminds me of fingers scraping down a blackboard and I wonder whether it’s real. Perhaps it’s what sent Rebecca’s mind to another world and another time. ‘It’s time for your medicine.’ 
A young woman is approaching. There’s something not quite right about her, but I can’t put my finger on it. Rebecca shakes her head. She doesn’t say anything but I sense her thoughts: the medicine makes her fuzzy. This mirrors her real life as well: she doesn’t dream when she is drugged up and all she has left now are her dreams. 
The woman advances. She’s holding a syringe. The long sharp needle glistens in the dim light.
I shake my head. ‘Don’t do that.’ The woman pays me no attention. ‘Hey!’ I say, more sharply this time ‘Leave her alone!’
I lunge to stop her. My fingers graze her arm and she turns to me with a snarl on her face. That’s when I stumble. The woman’s skin turns into a cloud of black; her eyes become bottomless pits of nothingness, and the clothes she is wearing vanish into smoke. The Badlands.
I grab a table lamp and smash it over her head. She hesitates but it doesn’t stop her. I tighten my jaw. I’ve beaten the other monsters, I can beat this one. 
Rebecca starts to scream but I keep my attention on her would-be attacker. I throw a punch but this time I don’t even touch her. My fist swipes through her body as if it were nothing more substantial than air. As she advances on Rebecca I launch a kick, but it has no effect.
‘Get out of here!’ I yell. ‘You don’t belong!’
The woman flicks out one hand. She doesn’t even touch me but I feel a sharp pain in the centre of my chest. What the hell? I can’t breathe. It’s choking me and the pain is like nothing I’ve ever felt before. I stagger backwards, clutching at my throat with one hand and my heart with the other. 
Rebecca’s eyes are wide. She’s no longer an old woman; now she’s back to being a child again, her frizzy hair standing on end.
‘Rebecca!’ I croak. ‘Wake up! Wake up now!’ Her brow furrows as if she doesn’t understand. I meet her eyes. ‘Please,’ I whisper. ‘Wake up.’
Then she nods in understanding. A moment later I’m ejected into the Bubble corridor. There’s no sign of the woman, and the pain I felt is already dissipating. I lunge for the door and try to open it again but it’s locked. Rebecca, whoever she was, is no longer asleep. 
The door is no longer white. As I watch, it clouds into darkness. Whatever that creature was, it was damned strong, stronger than any of the creatures I’ve encountered before. I shake my head in dismay.
‘You led them to her.’
I jump backwards. Standing there, staring at the door, is the blue-haired boy.
‘No.’ I ball up my fists. ‘I didn’t do anything.’
He looks at me with his brilliant sapphire eyes. ‘They’re here because of you.’
‘Are they from the Badlands?’
He nods.
‘So how? How do I stop them?’ Desperation seeps out of my pores. 
‘You have to go there,’ he says sadly. ‘You have to stop them.’ He starts to walk away. 
‘Wait! You’re the Sandman! You’ve got that magic dust. Sprinkle it on everyone and you can save them.’
‘It doesn’t work like that.’
‘If I don’t come here to the Dreamlands again, will they stop?’
‘It’s too late, weaver. You have to go to the Badlands.’
‘Is that where you’re from? Are you forced to stay there too?’ I demand.
He doesn’t respond. I try to run after him but my body’s taken too much of a beating. The pain in my chest is fading but it’s still there and I can’t move fast enough. The boy is not running but he’s moving away from me at a speed that I couldn’t match, even if I were hale and hearty. 
I watch him go, frustration and despair coursing through me. The Department is right: this is all my fault. I put my hands over my eyes, pressing down until it hurts, and wish myself anywhere but here.
 
***
 
The television is on mute. Rawlins is in the corner of the room, as far away from as she can get. A miniature bottle of whisky is in her hand. She’s not drunk any of it, but her knuckles are white as she grips it. Her look of horror is so dramatic that I almost laugh.
‘Something wrong?’ I ask.
‘I tried to wake you.’ Her voice is barely audible. ‘I threw water over you.’
I realise that my shirt is sopping wet. I wish I’d thought to bring a change of clothes. ‘I’m a deep sleeper.’ I rub my eyes, wiping away the last of my grogginess. I can still feel the ache in my chest. I bite my lip and think of Rebecca and the fate I consigned her to. She’s not going to be able to sleep at all now, not in a good way. I curse loudly and Rawlins flinches.
‘You were screaming,’ she says. ‘And … thrashing around.’
I take a deep breath. I hadn’t realised that there is such physical evidence of what I do when I sleep. ‘Bad dreams.’
Rawlins raises the little bottle to her lips and downs it in one. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘Tell me.’
‘There’s nothing’s more boring than hearing about someone’s dreams,’ I say with a forced laugh.
‘Zoe.’
I blink. That’s the first time she’s used my first name. ‘What?’
‘I’m not stupid. I do have some idea about what’s going on. You know I do. Just tell me.’
I’m not ready to throw myself to the wolves just yet. Rawlins could probably get me committed in a heartbeat. ‘Um…’
She tosses the bottle down and folds her arms. ‘Stop me if I get any of this wrong.’ She jabs her thumb at me. ‘You have the ability to enter people’s dreams. If you touch someone, you can see inside their head when they sleep. You can interact with them and make things happen.’ Her expression hardens. ‘Or stop them from happening.’
My mouth is dry. I go to the fridge, take out a bottle of water, unscrew the top and gulp it down. When it’s half empty, I change my mind and reach for a miniature bottle of vodka instead. I finish it and manage not choke. 
‘Dutch courage.’ Rawlins nods. ‘Okay,’ I say heavily. ‘Okay.’ I sit down then I stand up again. It’s been clear for a long time that Rawlins was getting close to the truth but it’s still shocking to hear her say it aloud. ‘Yes. That’s kind of what happens.’
She sucks in a deep breath. I can’t tell whether she’s happy that I’ve confirmed her theory or if she wishes it weren’t true. ‘Is that why you didn’t leave your house? You didn’t want to touch anyone?’
I smile humourlessly. ‘Actually, no. I’m what’s known as a dreamweaver. I have the ability to change dreams. No one else can, which apparently makes me incredibly desirable.’ I think about what I’ve just said and backtrack slightly. ‘Not sexually, you understand.’ 
Rawlins looks at me.
I sigh. ‘My agoraphobia is a by-product of someone believing that keeping me safe and indoors and away from people was the best thing for me. I thought I was past it all, but I guess mental anguish lingers in the recesses of your subconscious. It isn’t as easy to recover from as you think.’
‘What do you mean that you can change dreams?’ she asks slowly.
I rub my forehead. ‘In theory, I can manipulate your thoughts and feelings. I can drop in ideas that will affect what you do in your daily life. I can see into your soul and change it as I see fit.’
I’m testing the bounds of Rawlins’ credulity here. ‘You can change me?’ she asks, disbelief colouring her tone.
‘And you would never know it.’ The corner of my mouth crooks up. ‘Creepy, right?’
She stares at her empty miniature. ‘I think I need a bigger bottle.’
‘I did say in theory. I’m supposed to be able to do those things but I can’t. Ashley, the woman we’re looking for? The people who took her think that she’s the dreamweaver. They want to use her for…’ I pause. ‘I don’t even know what for but it’s definitely nothing good. If they find out she doesn’t have those powers, then they’ll probably kill her.’
The blood drains from Rawlins’ face. ‘Murder? Seriously?’
‘Think about what you could do if you could go inside someone’s mind.’
‘You could stop them from committing a crime.’
I nod. ‘Or you could encourage them to commit one when they normally wouldn’t.’
Her skin pales even further. ‘You’re definitely the only person in the world who can do this?’ she demands. ‘You? Zoe Lydon?’
‘Yes.’
‘There’s no one else?’
I can understand her fear. ‘Not as far as I know. There are others who can visit dreams but they can only observe.’
Rawlins recoils. ‘So what you’re saying is that any time I sleep, someone could be watching what I’m dreaming?’ 
‘It’s unlikely. There are a lot of people in the world and very few who can visit dreams.’ I twist my fingers together and look down. ‘But essentially, yes. Someone could do that.’
She looks sick. ‘And the sleep paralysis? Is that do with,’ she waves a hand around, ‘all this stuff?’
‘Yes.’ I’m not sure how far I can take her but I’ve told her so much, I feel I may as well go all in. I describe the Dreamlands and the Badlands. I even include the Department’s claim that the dreamweaver is responsible for what’s happening to everyone.
Once I’m finished, Rawlins turns away. Maybe she can’t bear to look at me. I’m a freak; I was a freak when I couldn’t leave my house and now I’m an even bigger freak. 
I see her reflection in the rain-streaked window. Her expression is distant. ‘If you want me to go…’ I begin.
‘No.’
I bite my lip. For what seems like an interminable length of time, she stays in that position. I grow increasingly uncomfortable. Maybe I should leave and give her some space to think it all over. 
‘They were real, weren’t they?’ she murmurs finally. ‘My assaults.’
Damn it all to hell. I’ve been so focused on my own problems that I’ve forgotten completely about hers. I curse myself again for being so self-absorbed. I’ve spent far too much time with just myself for company.
‘They were still dreams,’ I tell her quietly. ‘They didn’t happen in real life.’
‘But they’re not a figment of my imagination.’
I swallow. ‘No.’ And then, even though it seems ineffective, ‘I’m sorry.’
There’s a hard set to her mouth. I realise in that instant that Rawlins isn’t like me at all. She’s not going to let her fear control her, she’s stronger than that. ‘He’s not appeared in my dreams since you … since you stopped him. But there are a lot of other people experiencing the same thing.’
I slump in defeat. ‘I tried. I’ve been going into dreams to stop what’s happening but there are thousands of people who are afflicted. Maybe hundreds of thousands. To stop every single dream is almost impossible.’
She purses her lips. ‘Whose dream were you in just now?’
I tell her about the Bubble and what happened with Rebecca. Rawlins’ expression hardens further. ‘So not only can you see what people are dreaming, you can also manipulate their subconscious to show you images of their lives? Their memories?’
She’s right. Almost everything that happened with Rebecca involved a memory: being taunted by school friends, meeting the love of her life, even being given drugs in her care home. Despite the surreal edge to what occurred, it wasn’t wish fulfilment or a deep-seated imagination that I experienced in her head, it was visions of her actual life. If I can replicate that with others, there’s no telling what information I could find out. I shiver. Right now I need this – but I really don’t want it.
Rawlins straightens up, recognising my epiphany. ‘If there’s one thing I’ve discovered since meeting you it’s that nothing is impossible. You need to find out how to stop all those nightmares.’
I nod. I might be no closer to working out how to keep the Badlands at bay, but I’m learning more about what I can do. If I can develop my skills sooner rather than later, we might just be in with a shot.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
Human spirit is the ability to face the uncertainty of the future with curiosity and optimism. It is the belief that problems can be solved, differences resolved. It is a type of confidence. And it is fragile. It can be blackened by fear and superstition.
Bernard Beckett
 
At Rawlins’ insistence, we order in room service. I load up on carbohydrates; I’m going to need all the energy I can get. I feel antsy, my body fizzing with pent-up emotion. It’s going to a long wait until nightfall. I might be able to glean something from Powers but it’s Carter who I’m really after. I just hope that he’s not a night owl and decides to go to bed early. 
It’s helpful having Rawlins on hand. She’s quickly developed a rapport with the officers assigned to Ashley’s disappearance and they’re keeping her up to date with all the developments. The phone rings on and off throughout the afternoon. The crime scene guys have dusted Ashley’s flat for fingerprints and are running every one they’ve found through the national database. They’re checking the CCTV cameras but they’ve discovered nothing helpful so far. They’ve even already made a start on interviewing her friends and colleagues. 
I’m impressed at how quickly the police have sprung into action. The cynical part of me says that it’s because Ashley is a well-off woman whose disappearance could be important, but there’s no denying the evidence of violence left at the scene of the crime. Judging by the grim expression on Rawlins’ face every time she answers the phone, this is a case which deserves considerable attention.
‘Do you think she’ll be alright?’ I ask her softly, in between calls.
Rawlins doesn’t whitewash her answer. ‘It’s difficult to say. She’ll be in a weakened state, especially if they’re using drugs to keep her awake. You really have no idea who they are in real life?’
I shake my head. ‘Even if I asked around, it would be useless. These men have avoided my Dreamlands zone for years. No one knows who they are.’ I’ve described the faces of everyone I’ve seen; the police even sent someone round to our hotel room with a laptop filled with faces of known criminals for me to flick through. Naturally, I told them I’d seen her with various male ‘friends’ the last time I visited. Somehow, lying to the police is easier when I have Rawlins in tow. It was depressing to see how many photos were on the system – although that was nothing compared to the feeling when I reached the end of the files and still hadn’t seen anyone who fit the bill. So far, we’re all drawing blanks.
Rawlins is taking a shower when there’s a loud, insistent knock on the door. Assuming it’s another police officer, I answer nervously. I know they wouldn’t telephone if they found Ashley so by the time I open the door, my stomach is in knots. 
It’s not the police.
Dante’s expression is thunderous. He pushes into the room, slams the door shut and glares. His silver eyes glow with a menace that makes me step back. This only serves to piss him off even more.
I try not to react even though he’s so intimidating. ‘You really do enjoy appearing out of nowhere, don’t you?’
He snarls.
I sigh and push my hair out of my eyes. ‘I know what you’re thinking…’
His face darkens even further. ‘Do you now?’
‘I wasn’t lying before when I told you I had a panic attack on the way to the airport. And it was really hard coming here.’ I swallow. ‘Really hard. But Ashley needs me.’
For a moment, he looks dumbstruck. His jaw works as if he’s trying to formulate words. Then he grabs me by the arm and takes me to the nearest bed, pointing at me to sit down. Rather than argue, I do as he wishes. He releases me and starts to pace up and down the room.
‘I didn’t think you were lying,’ he grinds out.
Oh. ‘It’s just you look so angry,’ I say. ‘I thought…’
He interrupts me again. ‘I trust you,’ he says, frustrated. ‘Don’t you get that? At least, I trust that you’re not lying. How long are you going to punish me for thinking you were working for the Mayor?’
I hadn’t been doing that at all. ‘Dante,’ I say carefully. ‘You were the one working for the Mayor.’
‘A long time before we ever met!’
‘And I don’t hold it against you.’
He grinds to a halt. ‘The Department has taken Ashley?’
I nod. ‘Yes.’
‘Because they think she’s the dreamweaver?’
‘Yes.’
‘So you come running to where they are in real life and place yourself in serious danger. I trust you not to lie, Zoe, but I can’t trust you with your own safety! For someone who’s spent years living in fear, you have no regard for your own wellbeing! I’m taking you home right now. I’ve got a car waiting outside.’
‘Dante…’
‘Get your stuff.’
I stand up. ‘No. I’m going to find Ashley.’
‘Bron and Rob can…’
I fold my arms. ‘Bron and Rob can’t do what I can,’ I say flatly. ‘I’m her best chance.’
‘You’re an idiot,’ he dismisses. ‘Although it’s probably just as well. I’m having my doubts about Bron. He seems to be getting very cosy with Kevin.’
I stiffen. ‘Really?’
‘I’m sure it’s nothing.’
I scan his face. ‘What happened?’
‘This isn’t the time to talk about it. Come on. Stop messing around and come with me.’
His insistence is annoying. ‘I told you, I’m staying here. Besides, it’s not as if I’m here on my own,’ I say, just as the shower turns off.
Dante jerks his head in the direction of the bathroom. His dark skin turns pale and his shoulders drop slightly. ‘You’ve got company.’
‘It’s not what you think.’
He doesn’t seem to hear me. For a fleeting moment, he looks boyish and vulnerable. I reach out to touch him but he jerks away. He gazes at me for one long moment then turns.
‘Dante, stop!’ 
He’s already at the door.
I curse, just as Rawlins emerges from the bathroom, wrapped in a towel. ‘What’s going on here?’ she demands. ‘I heard shouting.’
Dante freezes in his tracks. As soon as she catches sight of him, she freezes too. The pair of them stare at each other as if they can’t decide whether to attack or run. Fight or flight – I can relate to that. In these two, though, it’s almost comical. 
‘Sergeant Rawlins, meet Dante the tracker. Dante meet Sergeant Rawlins.’ They still don’t move. I roll my eyes. ‘Relax. We’re the good guys.’
‘We’ve met.’
I nod. They must have crossed paths when Dante came to help release me from my temporary incarceration after Miller’s death. 
‘Zoe,’ Rawlins says slowly, ‘did you tell him we were here?’
I pause. ‘No.’ I frown at Dante. ‘How did you find us so quickly?’
He continues to stare at Rawlins with narrow-eyed suspicion. 
‘Dante?’ I prod, trying to quash the nerves I suddenly feel.
Without taking his eyes away from her, he holds up his palms and makes a show of reaching into his jacket. Rawlins tenses in alarm but I wave her back, trying to indicate that he can be trusted. I hope.
He takes out his wallet, flips it open and slides out a pristine white card. He passes it to Rawlins and she studies it.
‘What?’ I ask. ‘What’s on it?’
She holds the card up in my direction. ‘Your boyfriend’s a bounty hunter.’
Dante flashes a huge smile so quickly that I think I may have imagined it.
‘He’s not my boyf…’ I stop. ‘Wait. Bounty hunter?’ He shrugs. ‘I thought you were a lawyer?’
‘I can practise if I wish. I have all the paperwork and I sat all the exams. I just find it … dull.’
‘But a bounty hunter?’ I splutter. ‘Since when were we in a Hollywood movie?’
He throws me a droll look. Now that Rawlins is here, he’s all relaxed smiles and disarming charm. ‘I admit it’s not like the US,’ he says. ‘But it’s a similar concept. And to answer your original question, Bron told me you were coming to Manchester. It was a simple matter to call up hotels near Ashley’s apartment and find out where you were.’
He says it casually, like it’s no big deal. I stalk over and punch him in the arm. He frowns at me. ‘What was that for?’
‘I’m agoraphobic!’ I yell. ‘I freak out at the idea that anyone can find me! It was hard enough for me to come down here in the first place. Then you say that you can waltz off a plane and locate me in Manchester five minutes later? Is that supposed to make me feel good?’
He jabs a finger at his chest. He’s wearing a black T-shirt which moulds perfectly to his chest. Damn it. Why did I have to notice that? ‘One of the good guys, remember?’
I mutter a curse. 
‘Besides, it goes to show,’ he says with an arch look at Rawlins, ‘that you shouldn’t be here.’
Rawlins is taken aback. ‘Is he your babysitter?’
‘He likes to think he is,’ I say nastily. ‘He’s worried about the Department.’
Dante stiffens. I wave a hand. ‘She knows all about it.’
‘Are you a Traveller?’ 
Rawlins shakes her head. There’s a gleam of amusement on her face. ‘No.’
He glances at me. ‘You told her about…’
‘It’s a long story. But yes, she knows everything. The Dreamlands, the Department…’
He glares at Rawlins. ‘And you let Zoe come here?’ he demands. ‘Knowing the danger it puts her in?’
‘She’s an adult,’ Rawlins says.
I put my hands on my hips. ‘She doesn’t like being spoken about as if she’s not here. It’s a done deal, Dante. And I didn’t drag myself down here to go back with my tail between my legs. I’m going to find Ashley.’ I glance at Rawlins. ‘We’re going to find Ashley. No one else can do it, Dante.’
‘And if the Department finds you?’ he enquires, a dangerous edge to his tone.
‘Then we’ll deal with it. But,’ I muster all the confidence I can, ‘it won’t.’
‘How do you know?’
‘Because we can’t afford for them to find me. Once Ashley is safe, I have to go the Badlands and sort them out too.’
The corner of his mouth lifts. ‘Sort them out? You sound like a schoolteacher.’
I glower at him. ‘What’s happening with the Badlands is more dangerous than what the Department is doing. And it might be my fault.’ 
‘Not possible,’ he says dismissively. He gazes at me, emotion dancing in his eyes. ‘See?’ he says gently. ‘You are brave.’
‘Patronising, much?’ I growl, although his words make my heart jump.
Dante just grins.
Rawlins coughs. ‘I’ll leave you two to it. I need some clothes.’ She scoops up a pile from a nearby chair and disappears back into the bathroom.
‘She called me your boyfriend,’ he says, once the door is closed.
‘Her detective skills require some work.’
‘Your mother did too.’
‘She called you my beau,’ I correct. ‘Not my boyfriend.’
He takes a step towards me. ‘Which would you prefer?’
I lick my lips. ‘I…’ 
Dante dips his head and his lips brush against mine. ‘Don’t forget that you like me,’ he breathes. ‘I’m really glad you’re safe.’ 
Inexplicably nervous, I pull back. 
‘You’re a lot more confident in the Dreamlands,’ he tells me. ‘If you’d rather go there, I’m sure we can come to an agreement.’
I’m not sure what possesses me to do it. Perhaps it’s his observation that I’m a different person when I’m dreaming; perhaps it’s his musky scent that’s taking over my senses. Either way, I simply grab hold of his shirt and pull him towards me.
It’s not the first time we’ve kissed but it’s the first time we’ve done it for real in the real world. My head swims. His body is hard against mine and, as I coil against him, I feel the thud of his heartbeat. We explore each other’s mouths, his hands running down my back and coming to rest just above the base of my spine. He squeezes and I hiss involuntarily in pain, despite the delirium that’s attacking the rest of me.
Dante draws back immediately. ‘You’re still hurt.’
‘It’s nothing.’
He reaches out, tucking a loose curl of hair behind my ear. My mouth is dry; my hands are shaking. I tuck them behind my back but he tugs gently, bringing them forward again. He looks straight into my eyes.
‘I’m not trying to treat you as if you’re made of china,’ he says. ‘I don’t mean to be patronising. I just worry about you.’
I look into his eyes and I see the desire reflected in their silver depths. It’s mutual.
There’s a clatter from the bathroom as Rawlins drops something. She swears loudly and Dante and I share a smile. 
‘America was a bust?’ I ask.
He shrugs. ‘I learnt a few things about the Department. I’m not sure how helpful any of it will be.’
‘It’s full of thugs. Power-hungry thugs.’
‘They are. But maybe they’re not all bad. Perhaps they just need some guidance.’ At my look, he laughs. ‘We’ll stop them, Zoe. Together. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.’
‘Ashley,’ I tell him. ‘Then the Badlands.’
He bends his head. ‘You’re the boss.’
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
Dreaming ties all mankind together.
Jack Kerouac
 
It feels strange trying to sleep with Dante and Rawlins in the room. They’re watching me like hawks. I try closing my eyes and blocking them out but it’s no good. ‘Go and get a drink,’ I say eventually, sitting up. ‘I can’t fall asleep with you staring at me.’
Dante looks at Rawlins. Some unspoken communication passes between them. 
‘I’ll catch you later,’ Rawlins says with a wave. ‘I’ll be back by eleven. I don’t want to see you go through this again.’
I watch her go then frown at Dante. He lifts his eyebrows. ‘What? Do you think I’m going to let you do this alone? I might not be able to act but at least I can offer some moral support. Budge up.’
‘I have to sleep. Not…’
‘Hush,’ he says, lying down beside me. ‘Spoon.’
‘Huh?’
He gently manoeuvres me onto my side and lies against my back, one arm loosely round my waist. ‘Just sleep,’ he whispers. 
I’m convinced that there’s no way I’ll drift off when I’m so aware of his body but he regulates his breathing, encouraging me to relax. I sink against him and close my eyes once more. The bed is narrow and there’s no space to pull away so I might as well deal with it. Something about having him wrapped round me makes me feel safe. 
I shouldn’t be surprised when my ears start to prickle almost immediately.
I’m in a small enclosed space. There’s a soft green light blinking and a complicated looking control pad in front of me. I turn round and spy a pair of legs; I’m guessing they belong to Powers. I stand up and move close to him. His face is pressed against a dark green, metal tube.
‘Powers.’ I jab him with my thumb. This isn’t one of those times when I wish to remain incognito. 
He moves away and looks at me, then snaps out a crisp salute. ‘They’re on their way, commander.’
Um … okay. I give him a brisk nod. ‘Show me.’
He gestures at the tube. There’s a viewfinder on it, so I copy him and stoop down to look into it. The view is exactly the same as that from the lobby of Ashley’s building. I turn to Powers. He’s dressed in army fatigues. Ah. He’s having some kind of boy-toy dream. 
‘Are we in a tank?’
He salutes again. ‘Yes, ma’am. The enemy is approaching from the front.’
I look through the viewfinder again. On the periphery I can see several shapes dressed in ninja costumes. I smile; there’s nothing like mixing up your dream action. I try to concentrate. I need Powers to include Ashley in this dream if I’m going to discount him as a suspect. In theory, it shouldn’t be too hard, considering he spent most of the day dealing with her disappearance.
‘There’s a blonde chick out there,’ I grunt. ‘Civilian.’
Powers hisses. A moment later, Ashley’s indistinct form appears and I suppress the urge to cheer. Maybe I can learn this dreamweaving business after all.
‘We have to rescue her,’ he says matter-of-factly. ‘She’s an innocent.’
I nod, satisfied. ‘She is.’
Powers reaches across me to a lockbox, flips it open and draws out a handgun. ‘With your permission?’
‘Go ahead, soldier.’
He doesn’t require any more urging. He jumps up, pushes open the tank’s lid and disappears with a whooping war cry. I stay inside, watching the action from the viewfinder.
Powers squeezes off several shots, felling the ninja warriors one after the other. He leaps onto the road, just as one of the warriors launches himself and grapples for the gun. They struggle for a few seconds until Powers karate chops the back of the ninja’s neck and he crumples to the ground. For a moment I forget to breathe as Powers races towards Ashley’s form, then I remind myself that none of this is real. 
Another ninja emerges from a side building but Powers kicks him, knocking his head clean off his shoulders. Blood arcs from the ninja’s neck.
Two more grab hold of Ashley. Powers shoots them as she faints then scoops her up into his arms and starts to run back to the tank. She must weigh nothing more than a feather because he completes a range of close-fighting moves to get back to safety. When he drops back down inside with Ashley in his arms, she opens her eyes long enough to gasp, ‘My hero!’
It takes everything I have not to scoff. This is his dream and Ashley’s not really here. While he gazes tenderly down at her face, I touch his arm. ‘Powers, where is Ashley?’
‘She’s here. I saved her.’
I nod. ‘You did. You’re the hero. Now show me where she is.’
His brow furrows. He doesn’t understand so I try a different tack. ‘When did you last see her?’
There’s a flash. We’re no longer in the tank; I’m behind the reception desk and Powers is back in his security uniform. There’s not a single ninja warrior in sight. Ashley pushes open the glass door and gives him a brief smile before disappearing over to the lift.
‘Is that it, Powers?’ I ask. ‘Is that what you remember?’
‘I saved her,’ he repeats. Then he starts to cry.
Dante appears in front of us. ‘It’s not him.’
‘No,’ I agree. ‘I didn’t think it was.’
Powers is sobbing so much that there’s a pool of tears forming on the desk.
‘What took you so long?’ I ask.
Dante raises an eyebrow. ‘I was distracted by your body.’ He smiles. ‘Onto the next one?’
Carter. I nod grimly. ‘Yep.’
‘I’ll see you there in a few minutes.’
I tilt my head, forcing myself out of Powers’ dream. Come on, Carter, I think. I bet you’re not dreaming of being a hero.
It’s an interrogation room. There’s a two-sided mirror behind us and Carter, as seemingly afflicted by Hollywood as Powers, is wearing an orange jumpsuit and is shackled to a desk. Having found myself in this particular situation in real life, I know that real interrogation rooms are nothing like this gleaming space. 
The door opens and, unexpectedly, Sherlock Holmes appears, puffing on a pipe. This isn’t the Holmes of Conan Doyle’s imagination: this version is the complete stereotype, from his curly sideburns to his deerstalker hat. Carter obviously hasn’t met any pipe smokers in real life because there’s no tobacco-enhanced reek in the small room, despite the cloud of blue smoke. No need to worry about the smoking ban when you’re dreaming, I guess. 
I glance at Carter, whose head is drooping. Holmes always gets his guy so I reckon that, deep down, Carter expects to get caught. If he’s really involved in Ashley’s kidnapping, I’m going to make sure he’s not disappointed.
The famous detective doesn’t sit down but leans against the wall, regarding Carter’s prone figure with disinterest. ‘We meet again, Mr Carter,’ he says eventually in a posh accent.
Carter raises his head. ‘You may have caught me this time, Holmes, but you’ll never keep me here. You have no evidence.’
I roll my eyes at his clichés. 
‘Ah, but we do have evidence.’ Holmes taps his pipe against the wall and a small amount of soot falls to the floor. ‘There is the corpse.’
I stiffen immediately, staring at Carter. His face blanches. A heartbeat later, Dante winks into existence and opens his mouth to speak. I motion for him to stay quiet; I need to hear what’s going on. My hands curl into fists. If Ashley’s already dead…
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Carter says.
‘Blonde hair, mid twenties, slim figure. You know exactly what I’m talking about.’
I don’t look at Dante but I can sense his tension. 
Carter’s shackles jangle as he clutches the edge of the table. ‘She’s dead?’
‘You know she is.’
He shakes his head rapidly from side to side. ‘I didn’t know that would happen! They told me they wouldn’t hurt her. They…’
As I lean forward, there’s a crash and splintering of glass. I look up and see a dark shape fly through the mirror. It’s like some vision of hell, with black spikes covering its body and streaks of cloudy sulphur trailing behind it. Oh God. Not now.
Dante reacts first. He lunges for the spiky monster, trying to reach it before it grabs hold of Carter. As on the previous occasion, however, his efforts have no impact. His fists fly straight through the damn thing’s body as if it’s nothing more than insubstantial mist.
‘Zoe, we have to get out of here,’ he shouts.
‘No.’
I snap forward, pick up the steel chair that Sherlock Holmes ignored and use it to batter the creature’s back. It lets out a high-pitched whine and abandons Carter in favour of facing me. There’s very little room to manoeuvre and I curse the security guard for not dreaming of somewhere like a field. I tighten my grip on the chair then I slam it into the monster again.
Unfortunately not only do the black spikes add to its threatening appearance, they also give it considerable protection. Every time I slam the chair into it, it bounces off. I shuffle round, searching desperately for a weak spot. As I do so, the monster draws back and flings out one huge arm, its massive fingers latching onto the chair leg. The creature is too strong; within seconds the chair is pulled from my grasp.
The monster throws the chair with such force at Dante that he yells in pain. Shit. Dante might not be able to touch the monster but clearly it can touch him.
‘Get out of here!’ I shriek.
Dante grunts and staggers to avoid crashing to the floor. ‘No. I’m not leaving you.’
‘You’re only going to get hurt.’ I duck as the monster swipes at me. That was close.
‘I’m not leaving till you do!’
‘Well, I’m not leaving until I get some answers about Ashley.’ I kick, connecting with several spikes. They are as hard as rocks and sharp; I feel the tip of one sink through the sole of my shoe. I yank my foot away to avoid getting it trapped.
‘Help me, help me, help me,’ Carter moans. He’s in the far corner, his hands over his head to protect himself. My disgust for him increases. 
I swivel round. Attacking the thing’s body is a waste of time – it’s too well armoured – but there’s has to be some way of hurting it. It tries to smash into me and I dance round to avoid it, I look for a vulnerable spot. As I pivot, I collide with Holmes who remains frozen against the wall. As part of Carter’s subconscious, he remains here in the dream – but he’s absolutely no use. All he’s doing is getting in the way. Why couldn’t Carter have dreamt of a modern detective with something handy like a bloody Uzi strapped to his back?
The spiky monster whines once more. I swear the damn thing is trying to communicate. ‘Sorry,’ I mutter, as I dodge yet another lethal swipe, ‘I don’t speak evil.’
My feet crunch on the broken glass from the mirror and that gives me an idea. I circle round until I get to some larger shards. None of them will work on its own as a weapon – the mirror shattered too effectively for that – but that doesn’t mean I can’t use them. I pick up several of the pieces, each one no longer than an inch or two. Pain shoots across my skin but I ignore the small cuts. Unfortunately, the monster takes advantage of my pause and barrels into me, its spikes piercing my torso in several places. 
Dante shouts in alarm, throwing himself uselessly at the creature again. ‘Zoe!’
I suck in a breath and pull back. ‘It’s okay,’ I gasp, ‘they’re not too deep.’
‘You’re bleeding everywhere. Disapparate!’
I grit my teeth. ‘No.’
This would be a damn sight easier if I had something to protect myself with. Armour would be nice. Those spikes will be the death of me if I don’t keep away from them; no wonder medieval knights draped themselves in steel. 
‘Zoe,’ Dante says, his voice strange. ‘What the hell did you just do?’
I jerk my head in his direction. The moment I do, something snaps down in front of my face and I panic. What new hell is this? The thing is completely obscuring my vision and I scrabble at it as fear descends. Whatever it is, it’s cold and metal. My fingers push at it, first one way then another. Any minute now the monster is going to attack me again. Then I push up and the metal slides away with a clang. 
Dante stares at me, shocked. Even the monster pauses.
I look down and gape. I prod my chest and lift up my legs and then my arms. Armour. I’m wearing a suit of armour. ‘I thought of this,’ I whisper. ‘I thought of armour and now…’
Dante’s shock turns to approval. I want to bask in its warmth. I’m learning, I’m really learning. Unfortunately, I don’t have time to gloat – not yet, anyway.
I edge round the room. The only part of the monster that isn’t covered in spikes is its face. Malevolent eyes glare out at me. There’s no nose – I imagine that being a nightmarish creature, it has no need of oxygen. There is, however, a gaping mouth, lined with teeth. All the better to eat you with. I heft the glass shards carefully. I just need the right moment.
‘Were you sent here?’ I ask. ‘Did the Department bring you or did you follow me?’
The monster’s mouth opens for another ear-piercing whine. As soon as it does, I throw the glass with every ounce of force I can muster. I’m not the greatest shot and a few of the shards miss it entirely but some land inside its mouth. 
Rather than being hurt it chomps down, crunching the glass, then the bloody thing licks its lips.
‘Zoe, enough already,’ Dante says. ‘Even with the armour you can’t beat it. Not here. We need to get out and…’
The huge head lunges towards me. I jump out of the way just in time and careen straight into Sherlock Holmes. I wince in pain, both from the wounds round my belly and the continued ache in my spine. The metal encasing my body might be useful in protecting me from future attacks, but it’s not helping me to heal. Neither does it help that the detective’s stupid pipe has found a chink between the plates of steel and is jutting painfully into my shoulder blades. I whip round, curling my fingers round the wooden stem. As the monster lunges for me once more, I turn and ram the pipe into its mouth. If sharp glass won’t do the trick, then maybe choking on a pipe will. I shove it down as far as I can and leap out of the way.
A strange sound emits from the creature’s throat. Its black eyes bulge and red veins appear, threading up and down its smoky, spiky body. There’s a loud hacking cough while the tips of its spikes start to glow red. A moment later it explodes, splintering into the atmosphere and vanishing. 
I collapse to my knees. My armour vanishes.
‘Zoe!’
‘I’m fine.’
‘You’re not fucking fine.’ Dante leans down and helps me to my feet.
I squint at him. ‘You can’t touch or talk to Carter. You can’t affect the Badlands monsters. How come you can touch me?’
He gazes at me with worry and concern. ‘I guess we’re one and the same.’
I sigh. ‘I guess.’
His eyes travel down. My shirt is damp with blood. ‘Why won’t you ever look after yourself?’
I smile faintly. ‘I’m the boss. The buck stops with me.’ I look round for remnants of the armour but there’s no evidence that it ever existed.
‘You did it,’ Dante says quietly. ‘You really did weave. You conjured that armour up out of nothing.’
I shake my head. ‘All I did was think of it. And then…’ I shake my head again. Unbelievable.
He grins at me. ‘This changes everything. Think of the power we’ll have.’
My back is throbbing and I grimace. ‘Now if only I can learn to heal myself, I’ll be invincible.’
Dante’s smile disappears. ‘You should…’
I hold up my palm. ‘Disapparate. I know, I know.’ I point to Carter, who remains huddled in the corner. ‘But I’ve not done what I came to do.’
I hobble over and crouch down. Carter looks up at me. ‘Hey. The monster has gone for now but if you don’t tell me what I need to know, then it’ll come back.’ Any guilt I might have felt at making such an empty threat vanished when the word corpse was mentioned.
‘I know you,’ he says.
I nod. ‘Yes, you do. But you also know that this is a dream.’ I smooth my hand over his clammy forehead. ‘You’re not going to remember this tomorrow. Now show me what happened with Ashley.’
‘I can’t. I promised. I…’
Sherlock Holmes unexpectedly rouses himself. He points a long bony finger at Carter. ‘Show her.’
A single tear rolls down Carter’s cheek. ‘Alright.’
I stand up and frown. ‘Seriously? You’re going to ignore me but you’ll do what a fictional character tells you to do?’
‘Elementary, my dear Watson,’ Holmes interjects.
Good grief. I roll my eyes as there’s a familiar flash. We’re no longer in an interrogation room; this place is even more claustrophobic. There’s an odd trundling noise, as if gears are shifting. 
I hear a moan and turn. ‘Ashley?’
She blinks at me with wide, terrified eyes. Even though it’s not really her, I reach out and smile reassuringly. ‘I’m coming for you,’ I tell her. ‘Just hang on.’
Carter stands in front of me, next to Dante, and there are two faceless men on either side of Ashley.
‘Show me who they are,’ I command. Carter moans slightly but doesn’t respond. I try again. ‘Carter! Show me their faces.’
Dante peers at him. ‘I don’t think he can.’
I curse. ‘They must have worn balaclavas or something. They didn’t want him to identify them in case he caved in to the police.’
There’s a loud creak and the whole space judders. ‘We’re in a lift,’ I suddenly realise.
Dante nods. ‘Service lift. It’s probably the only way they could get her out and avoid the CCTV.’
The door slides open, revealing a well-lit car park. One of the goons shoulders past me and sticks his head out, checking for witnesses. As soon as he’s satisfied that they’re alone, he nods to his companion and Ashley is frogmarched out. She stumbles several times and there’s an odd slowness to her movements. At one point, they drop her arm and she could make a run for it, but she simply sways from side to side. The fear on her face remains.
‘She’s drugged,’ I say.
‘It makes sense,’ Dante agrees, his voice taut. ‘They’ll be using drugs to keep her awake as well as pliable.’
‘Fucking bastards.’
He touches my arm. ‘We’re getting closer. We’ll get them and we’ll get her.’
I nod. We’d better. 
The boot of a nearby black saloon car pops open and the goons shove Ashley inside with little ceremony. As soon as the lid is closed, one of the faceless pricks turns to Carter. ‘Tell anyone and you’re a dead man.’ He smiles nastily. ‘We’ll be keeping an eye on you. Believe me, if you tell a soul we will know about it.’
Sudden dread trickles through me. ‘We need to leave now.’
‘We don’t know where they’re taking her.’
I jab a finger at the car’s number plate. ‘We have enough. But if the Department is keeping tabs on Mr Carter here, then they’ll be doing it…’
‘Through his dreams,’ Dante finishes grimly. ‘Let’s leave.’
‘What do I do now?’ Carter asks forlornly. ‘What do I do?’
I give him a look of derision. ‘Go screw yourself.’
Then I tilt my head up and disapparate.
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
The interpretation of dreams is a great art.
Paracelsus
 
I let Dante tend my wounds. They look a lot worse than they are – that’s what I tell myself, anyway. His expression is tight with anger but  for once it’s not directed at me. 
We’ve not been awake long when Rawlins returns. I give her the details of the dream, including the all-important number plate.
‘Do you have any idea how much trouble I could get into for this?’ she asks.
I sigh. ‘If there was a choice, I wouldn’t ask. But how can I explain to the rest of your police buddies how I suddenly know the number plate of Ashley’s kidnappers?’
‘I’m just saying.’ She’s very pragmatic. I’m still surprised at how easily she’s taking all this on board. I’m not sure I’d believe it if I didn’t have the proof of my own experiences. ‘I’ll get onto it straight away.’ She sweeps up her bag with her laptop. ‘The wifi is better downstairs. I’ll be back as soon as I have something.’
Dante and I sit in silence after she’s gone. He dabs at the streaks of blood and occasionally mutters under his breath. I sit rigidly, trying not to let him see how much it hurts. His closeness, not to mention my bare skin, is giving me palpitations. It’s something to focus on besides the pain, I suppose.
‘Ashley’s been missing for some time now,’ Dante says quietly. ‘She might not be…’
I forestall him. ‘Don’t. Right now, we have to believe that she’s still alright.’
He runs a hand through his hair; his silver eyes look tired and dull. ‘They must have some inkling by now that she’s not the dreamweaver.’
I agree. Considering how forward Kevin was in throwing my name at the Department, it doesn’t make sense that they still think it’s Ashley.
‘I wish we could have seen their faces,’ I mutter. ‘It’s possible I already know them. After all, there are enough of the bloody wankers hanging around the Dreamlands. If we knew exactly who had Ashley, we’d be in a better position.’
He rubs my arm. ‘We’re getting close.’
My mouth curls up into a smile but it doesn’t reach my eyes. ‘I really hope so.’ I wince as he ties the last of my bandages. ‘I don’t understand the Department,’ I complain, as he starts to tidy everything away. ‘The Mayor was in charge of our zone, but no one seems to be in charge of the Department. Someone has to be calling the shots.’
‘There’s not.’
I ball up my fists. ‘It doesn’t make any sense.’
He passes me a bottle of water. ‘Think of the Department as a secret society. The Mayor set it up and then decided it was getting too big for its boots so he withdrew. Apparently the feeling was mutual; he wielded a great deal of power and the Department didn’t like it.’
I mull it over. ‘So they don’t want any one person to be in charge. They don’t want to be given orders, even if it’s by one of their own.’
‘Pretty much. They’re from all over the world, remember, and they are powerful people within their own right. They work on their mutual interests, rather than attempt to lord it over each other. That’s why they’re so dangerous.’
‘Because we can take down one man but we can’t destroy an entire organisation.’ I feel the frustrated solitude of being the sole dreamweaver. One of me and dozens of members of the Department. 
‘Indeed.’ He smiles. ‘But we didn’t have you before. Now there’s a chance we could take over the Department and run it ourselves.’
I’m not quite convinced of that. Unwilling to voice my fears, however, I change the subject. ‘Why did you do it? Why did you work for the Mayor?’
His smile vanishes. ‘I thought you didn’t hold that against me.’
‘I don’t. I’m just … curious, I guess.’
Dante sighs. ‘For a while he had lofty ideals. He could be very convincing.’
I nod. ‘I saw him in action. Even when he was murdering people and torturing animals for his own gain, he could be incredibly persuasive.’
Dante stands up and walks to the window. Even from behind, his wiry muscles are visible but I ignore the kick of lust. There are more important things to worry about.
‘It started with a job,’ he says finally. ‘A kid who went missing.’
‘This was part of your bounty-hunter work?’ I still can’t believe that’s his job title. I’m an IT nerd and he’s something from an action movie.
‘Yes.’ He stares out at the night sky. ‘Her name was Lacey. Fourteen years old, good family. There was no valid reason for her disappearance. The police traced her to an address in Birmingham and had reasonable evidence to suggest that a man called Thomas Beaufort had taken her.’ His voice is strained with the pain of the memories. I keep my lips buttoned, sensing that Dante is baring a lot of himself to me. ‘But there was no sign of either of them. By the time I was brought in as an outside contractor to look for Beaufort, she’d already been gone for five days. In terms of kidnappings, that’s a lifetime.’
I clench my teeth. Ashley has been missing for three days. I realise my hands are twisting the duvet underneath me and painfully release them, smoothing it over.
‘Were you using the Bubble to find him?’
‘I tried but there are too many people. Too many doors. It would take a lifetime to investigate them on my own.’
I think of my own efforts to beat back the Badlands’ beasts. I know that feeling.
‘Anyway,’ Dante continues, ‘to cut a long story short, the Mayor told me he had resources. He promised that he had records that included Beaufort. He said he could help if I went and worked for him.’
‘And did he?’
‘He did.’ His voice is heavy. ‘It was too late. Lacey was already gone; Beaufort had strangled her.’
I take a sharp breath. ‘Jesus. I’m so sorry.’
‘I’d agreed to work for the Mayor so I did,’ Dante says bitterly. ‘What I didn’t find out until much later is that Beaufort’s records had been in the Mayor’s possession for months. One of his goons had stumbled across Beaufort and the Mayor had him watched – he’d been visiting Beaufort’s dreams long before Lacey happened. The Mayor was more interested in seeing what made a psychopath tick than in helping anyone. Even a fourteen-year-old girl. He told me he couldn’t have saved her but he didn’t even try.’
My heart goes out to him. I stand up and walk over, wrapping my arms round him. He responds and hugs me back.
‘I did some bad things, Zoe. There’s a lot I did when I worked for the Mayor that I’m ashamed of.’
‘That was in the past,’ I tell him softly. ‘We can’t worry about what happened yesterday. We have to focus on what we’re going to do tomorrow.’
His arms tighten round me. ‘Rawlins is right to be wary of me,’ he whispers. ‘I’m not a good person.’
I reach up on my tiptoes and whisper back, ‘Yes, you are.’
***
 
My shirt, which is still damp from Rawlins’ earlier attempts to wake me, is now also covered in bloodstains. I do the best that I can to cover them by zipping up my jacket. Considering how pale my face is when I catch sight of it in the mirror, the last thing I need is a good Samaritan spotting me and becoming concerned. I don’t have time to deal with nice people right now.
I feel an odd lurch as we leave the hotel room and stop in my tracks. The hotel corridor might be as silent as the grave but the change of scenery still affects me. Dante throws me a worried look while I force a smile. ‘It’s okay. I’m fine.’
‘You know it’s probably safer out here than being asleep in there.’
I grimace. ‘Just because you’re right doesn’t mean my subconscious understands.’
A muscle jerks in his cheek. ‘If Rawlins finds the owner of the car, you should stay here while we go looking for Ashley.’
I shake my head vehemently. Not this again. ‘No way. Stop mollycoddling me.’
‘Hear me out. This isn’t about treating you like a child.’ He smiles. ‘That’s not how I think of you. But you’re in a lot of pain and you found it hard to leave the hotel room. How’s it going to be when you leave the hotel and traipse around the dark streets of an unknown city?’
‘It’s Ashley.’
‘You’ll get in the way, Zoe. It’s easier if you stay here.’
I narrow my eyes. ‘You mean like you got in the way in Carter’s dream?’
‘Touché.’ He scratches his head. ‘How about we do a deal? Next time you need me out of the way in a dream, I’ll disapparate.’
‘If I leave you and Rawlins to go after Ashley on your own, you mean.’
He nods. His eyes rake my face and I sense his desperation. 
I know he means well but I can’t commit to that kind of promise. I can’t sit in a hotel room twiddling my thumbs while someone else rescues Ashley. She’s in this terrible position because of me. ‘Let’s see what Rawlins has to say first,’ I say, hedging my bets.
Dante frowns but lets it go for now. Thank goodness. 
We find Rawlins in the tiny hotel bar. She beams at us when we arrive. ‘I was just about to come back and tell you the good news.’
I stop breathing. ‘You’ve found her?’
‘I’ve found the car owner,’ she says, pointing to her laptop. ‘But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It doesn’t necessarily mean I’ve found her.’ Despite the note of caution, there’s no denying Rawlins’ excitement.
‘Where?’ Even Dante can barely contain himself. ‘Where is he?’
‘It’s registered to someone called Marc Dupont. He lives less than two miles from here.’
‘Perfect.’ He smiles grimly. ‘I’ll drive.’
I jump up and receive a glare from him. Rawlins doesn’t move. ‘It’s almost three o’clock in the morning. We can’t go round and knock on his door. There are protocols to observe.’
‘You’re right. You can’t jeopardise your position. I’ll go and you stay here with Zoe.’ Dante looks at me pointedly. ‘Make sure she doesn’t get into any trouble.’
‘Whoa! You can’t go on your own.’
‘Oh, yes I can.’
‘Oh no…’ I stop. This isn’t a freaking pantomime. ‘I’m coming with you.’
Dante folds his arms. ‘We agreed you’d stay behind.’
‘Hello? We agreed nothing.’
Rawlins stands up. ‘It’s still the middle of the night. It’s not appropriate.’
Dante cocks his head thoughtfully. ‘It is the middle of the night. The Department has taken Ashley. Where does the Department go at night?’
I shrug, puzzled. ‘The Dreamlands?’
‘Exactly. Go back to sleep. Apparate in the Dreamlands and you can keep an eye on the Department’s men.’
I lift my eyebrows. ‘All of them? That’s ridiculous. There are loads of them around. Any of them could be holding Ashley.’
Dante snaps his fingers, then reaches into his pocket and pulls out a phone. ‘I’ll take a photo and send it to you so you’ll know who to look for. If you can keep them asleep, it’ll be easy for me to grab Ashley.’
‘If she’s there,’ Rawlins begins. ‘There’s nothing to say that she will be.’
I look out of the window. It’s very dark out there and my stomach churns at the thought. Dante’s right: wandering around the streets of Manchester will make me nothing more than a liability. If I have to stop to throw up or deal with a panic attack, I’ll slow us down or draw attention. In the Dreamlands, however, I can be Ninja Zoe. There I have a chance.
I shake my head at Rawlins. ‘Actually, I think she’ll be there. They’re not going to risk moving her around too much. Even with the drugs in her system, if she made a noise while in the boot of that car and a passerby heard her, the game would be up. I’m betting they’re not going to take that chance.’ I jab Dante in the chest. ‘If you don’t send me those photos, I’ll come after you.’
He grins unexpectedly. There’s no mistaking the relief in his eyes. ‘I’ll be counting on it.’
 
***
 
It doesn’t take him long. Less than twenty minutes after Rawlins and I wave him off and return to the hotel room to wait, my phone beeps.
There are three photos in total, three slumbering faces in peaceful repose. Three wankers who’ve brutally kidnapped Ashley. I shouldn’t be surprised that the first one is the same bastard who accosted me in the street and grabbed my throat. I glare at his sleeping image for a moment then put the phone down.
I can’t imagine how on earth Dante gained entrance to their lair so quickly. I guess it pays to be a bounty hunter. He follows the photos up with a quick text; he’s not found Ashley but there are a still a few rooms to check. I can’t help feeling that by the time I apparate into the Dreamlands, he’ll already be back here. That was probably his plan. 
Rawlins apparently has the same thought. ‘Can you really just fall asleep again so easily?’
I shrug. ‘I’m getting better at it. At least these days I manage it without a dose of valium first.’
She looks shocked. I half smile and lie down. Counting slowly in my head, I close my eyes and get comfortable. As long as I don’t try too hard, I should manage it. I let my counting drift into mental images of ambling sheep. One, two, three, four… My ears prickle. It worked. 
It irks me that I’m still apparating in the forest. This time I sprint, making it to the fringes of the town in record time. Dante’s probably found Ashley by now. I imagine him carrying her out of the front door, right under the Department goons’ noses. 
I slow to a walk to cross the border from darkness into brilliant sunshine then I make a show of jumping onto the nearest roof. If this is where the Department likes to hang out, then this is where I’ll be. I crane my neck round and spy four of its men almost immediately, although the nearest one is some distance away. I frown at his back, trying to decide whether he’s one of the three abductors. That’s when I hear the soft moan.
I freeze, spinning round and glancing down. When I see who it is, my heart skips a beat. Forgetting about the Department altogether, I throw myself down again.
‘Ashley!’
Her hair is limp and straggly and her eyes are dull. There’s a painful looking bruise across one cheekbone. ‘I’m the dreamweaver,’ she whispers. 
Oh God. I grab hold of her arm – just in time, as she almost topples over. It may have only been a few days but she already feels as insubstantial as a ghost. I crouch down and pull her onto my back, holding her legs so that she’s perched piggy-back style. ‘Put your arms round my neck,’ I order.
For a moment she doesn’t respond, then I feel her linking her hands together and holding on. I dart worried looks up and down the street but thankfully we’re too much on the periphery of town to bump into anyone. Taking advantage of the situation, I plunge straight back into the trees.
Ashley moans.
‘Hush, it’s alright. We’re coming for you.’
‘I’m the dreamweaver,’ she whispers again.
Guilt ripples through me. As much as she despises me, she’s been lying through her teeth to the Department to keep their focus on herself instead of me. No wonder they’ve been so keen to believe that she’s the one they want: it’s what she’s been telling them.
‘You stupid girl,’ I murmur. ‘You should have given me up the first chance you got.’
As soon as we’re far enough in, I come to a halt and gently lay her down. ‘Are you hurt?’ I demand.
She looks at me with her large, bruised eyes. There’s a glimmer of recognition. ‘Bitch.’
Relief washes through me. ‘Yes! Yes! I’m the bitch. I’m the one who’s put you in this position. Where are you, Ashley?’
She bites her bottom lip and turns her head. ‘Forest. Dreamlands.’ She starts to cry. ‘Am I sleeping? Am I really sleeping?’
‘You must be.’ I squeeze her arm. ‘Ashley, do you know where you are? Are there three men?’
She doesn’t hear me. Tears continue to roll down her cheeks. I stand up and walk a few paces away, turning my back so she doesn’t see the rage on my face. How dare they do this to her? How dare they take an innocent person and treat her like this? I can only pray that in the real world Dante has found Ashley’s location, bundled her into his car and they’re on their way back to the hotel. Or the nearest hospital.
‘We’re coming to get you, Ashley. Just hang on a bit longer.’
I turn back towards her. The pale shape of Lilith is hovering over her huddled body. ‘Leave her alone!’
Lilith’s white face stares at her. ‘She’s in pain,’ the succubus murmurs.
‘Lilith,’ I say through gritted teeth, ‘so help me God…’
She raises her chin in my direction. ‘They’re coming,’ she says without a trace of emotion. ‘You have to hide.’
My stomach drops. ‘Who’s coming? The Department?’
Lilith murmurs non-committally and floats away, swallowed up in an instant by the dark trees. I open my mouth to call after her then think better of it and rush back to Ashley. ‘We have to get out of here.’
Ashley barely reacts. I curse and lift her up again. In my hurry, however, I botch it. I manage to keep hold of Ashley but my back screams in agony. Goddamnit. I bite down hard on the inside of my cheek; it doesn’t lessen the pain across my spine but it gives me something else to focus on. A moment later, I’m moving away as quickly as I can. Ashley, thankfully, doesn’t make a sound.
We’re barely twenty metres away when I hear voices, followed by the sound of twigs snapping underfoot. I freeze, trying to pinpoint the sound. If I get this wrong, then we’re all screwed. Deciding that the noises are coming from my left, I crouch behind a nearby tree, still hanging on to Ashley. The one thing in our favour is that it’s so dark here, they’re unlikely to see us. As long as we keep quiet, we have a chance.
‘Ashley,’ I say urgently. ‘Don’t make a sound.’
She moans. I cup her face and stare into her eyes, pressing my finger against her mouth and shaking my head in warning. A glimmer of understanding appears and I sigh in relief. 
‘I don’t like it here,’ complains one guttural voice.
‘Quit complaining. It’s the one place the others won’t come.’
There’s a snort. ‘I can see why. It’s fucking cold and creepy. Besides, isn’t this where the night mares hang out? The last thing I want to do is run into one of them.’
This would indeed be a bloody excellent time for Pegasus or one of his mates to show up. Unfortunately for me, I’ve barely seen or heard any of them since the Mayor’s violent demise. In fact, the only time was when Lilith pulled me out of one of the mare’s path.
‘We can’t stay here.’
‘Damn right, we can’t. Nature isn’t my thing.’
There’s an irritated hiss. ‘Marek spotted some activity towards the far end of the town.’
‘Oh yeah?’
‘It’s not going to be long now. Serves the lot of them right.’
A deep sense of foreboding fills me. I’m not sure what they’re referring to but whatever it is doesn’t sound good.
‘This zone will be unusable for decades. Bring on the Badlands.’
I stiffen. They know what’s going on with the sleep paralysis and they don’t care. They really are monsters.
‘Like you care,’ the second voice continues.
‘I’m just saying that maybe we don’t need to burn it. The Travellers here are as gullible as the ones everywhere else.’
There’s a sharp laugh. ‘I’ll give you that. Two teenagers came up to me a few hours ago wanting to know if killing the dreamweaver would stop the sleep paralysis. We have them eating out of our hands.’
‘She’s more dangerous than you think. Don’t forget we were told that the Travellers rose up against the Mayor because of her.’
‘They’re easily manipulated. In either direction.’
‘We already have her. It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world to bring her here so she can stop the Badlands. We could use this zone.’
‘It’s already been decided, you know that. The people here deserve it; they shouldn’t have gone against us. As long as we have the weaver, nothing else matters.’
‘I have family in London.’
‘They’re not Travellers?’
‘No.’
‘Well, tell them to get the hell out if they ever want a decent night’s sleep again. Big deal. It’s a tiny country with a huge ego. There are far better places to settle down.’
‘So if I suggest to the others that we try to save this place, you’ll go against me?’
There’s a huge sigh. ‘The only way we can save it is by risking the weaver. We can’t afford to do that.’
‘Another one will come along.’
‘In a few decades perhaps. You know we got lucky when we found this one so easily. That might not happen with the next one. Don’t you want that contract?’
‘Yes, but…’
‘Then forget that guilty conscience. We haven’t needed this zone up till now so why give a shit about them?’
Ashley jerks and some dried leaves on the ground rustle. Both voices stop abruptly. I reach towards her in a panic but her body is already becoming insubstantial. She’s waking up. I hear footsteps move in our direction and panic threatens to consume me. As Ashley disappears completely, I tell myself to calm down. All I need to do is disapparate as well and the thugs will be none the wiser.
There are shouts from the outskirts of the forest. 
‘Can you hear that?’ Guttural-Voice asks.
‘It’ll be another stupid monster. Or fire. Someone’s out there listening to us. We need to…’
‘Wait. Something’s wrong.’
‘Didn’t you just hear that?’
‘I don’t give a fuck. Listen to what they’re shouting. It’s the weaver. I think she’s gone.’
I gulp in air. Thank goodness. It’s high time I left.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
It is best to act with confidence no matter how little right you have to it.
Lillian Hellman
 
Rawlins and I race out of the room and down to the hotel lobby just as Dante pulls up outside. We dash out, much to the night watchman’s bemusement, almost shattering the glass door at the front in our haste. Why so many buildings use glass, I have no idea; any aesthetic properties are far outweighed by its drawbacks.
I can just make out Ashley through the dark windows of Dante’s car. She’s still awake but her eyes are glazed. 
Dante flings open the door. ‘We should get her to a hospital.’
I shake my head vehemently. ‘We can’t. The Department will find her there and take her again. They’re desperate to have the dreamweaver, Dante.’
He gives me a long, unfathomable look. I grimace. I know, I know.
Rawlins curses and interrupts. ‘You’re not vigilantes in the Wild West. The Manchester police are looking for her, remember? They’ll protect her.’
‘And how do we explain how we found her?’ I demand. ‘With a ouija board? My sixth sense?’
‘The police don’t know who I am,’ Dante answers.
‘They’re not stupid either,’ Rawlins points out. ‘The first thing they’ll do is check you out. They’ll trace you back to us and the hotel. You’ll be under suspicion before you can say rock-a-bye-baby.’
‘Get in. I have an idea,’ Dante orders.
My feet refuse to move; they feel as if they’re made of cement. Rawlins jogs round the car and dives into the front seat while I try to force myself to move. It’s not any safer in the hotel than it is out here, I remind myself. 
‘You can do this, Zoe.’ Dante’s voice is calm.
I close my eyes. Breathe. Just breathe. I curl my fingernails into the palms of my hands and squeeze. The sharp pain helps and I jolt into action. I join Ashley in the back of the car, the wheels spin and Dante takes off.
‘Where are we going?’
‘Back to where I found her.’
‘What?’ I shriek. 
‘Trust me. Just make sure she’s alright.’
I suck in a breath and I nod. At this point I don’t have much choice. 
‘Zoe?’
‘Mmm.’
‘You’re going to have to keep her awake. We can’t risk her falling asleep and wandering through the square. You know what they’ll do if they see her.’
Most likely torture her into giving up her location. I murmur a grim assent and focus on Ashley. I avoid looking out of the window and worrying about where we are. This isn’t the time for an agoraphobic freak-out.
Ashley’s eyelids are starting to droop. Although she looks no more pale or ill than she did in the Dreamlands, the fact that her physical form is in front of me makes the situation seem worse. I shake her as gently as I can. ‘Stay with me, Ashley. Not much longer.’
She moans and clutches at my arm. ‘Bitch,’ she whispers.
I smooth back her hair. ‘That’s right.’
Dante screeches to a halt. ‘This one is close enough.’
I look out, see a phone box and suddenly understand. She can call the police on her own from here and make it appear as if she escaped. It’s far from a perfect plan but right now it’s all we’ve got. 
‘There’s a camera across the road,’ Rawlins says grimly. ‘She needs to get to the phone box on her own.’
‘And if they’re searching the streets for her and happen to show up here?’
‘Then,’ Dante says, ‘we’ll deal with them.’ He turns round. ‘Ashley, you need to walk over there on your own. There’s a phone box. Call 999 and tell the police your name and that you’ve escaped. Can you do that?’
Judging from the terror on her face, I’m not sure she can but she nods. I reach across and open her door to help her out. 
‘Zoe,’ Rawlins warns, ‘if you go any further, the CCTV will pick you up.’
‘I know.’ I look at Ashley. ‘Can you do this?’
‘Yes.’ Her voice might be faint but her tone is firm. She meets my eyes. ‘Don’t let them find you. They want to do terrible things. If they have a real dreamweaver, then we’re all screwed.’
My stomach lurches. ‘I’ll do my best.’ She turns to walk across the road but I reach out and touch her, silently requesting that she wait. ‘When you do fall asleep, go to the forest, Ashley. Some of the trees have marks. Follow the marks until you reach a clearing with a fire pit. We’ll come and find you there.’ I’ll just have to pray that the two goons have already left but, even with the threat of their presence, the forest will be safer than the town. Right now, it’s all we’ve got.
We wait in the car. It seems like an eternity but it’s probably no more than a few minutes from the moment Ashley replaces the receiver until the first police car shows up, quickly followed by an ambulance. By this point, she can barely stand. She points backwards and murmurs something before being bundled into the back of the ambulance. The police exchange looks and head off almost as fast as they arrived.
‘She’s given them the address of the kidnappers.’
‘They’ve probably already gone.’
‘Probably. But the police might be able to pull some fingerprints. It doesn’t mean the bastards won’t get caught.’
With any luck, Carter will be indicted along with the rest of them. I press my lips together and try to keep hold of my emotions. ‘Will Ashley be alright? Will she be safe?’
‘Probably.’
Probably is not good enough for me. ‘I told her go to the forest. You need to make sure she stays there, well out of the Department’s path.’
‘What are you going to do?’
‘Kill two birds with one stone.’
‘Zoe…’
‘We had a deal. I stayed at the hotel when you went to get Ashley so you don’t get in my way when I apparate.’
‘Tell me what you’re planning.’
I shrug. ‘I’m damned if I know. I’m making this up as I go along.’ 
But my eavesdropping proved one thing: I can stop the Badlands. I just need to be brave enough.
 
***
 
We don’t go back to the hotel; instead, Dante parks round the corner from the main Manchester police station. Even at this hour there’s a steady stream of traffic entering and exiting the building. It’s generally either drunks or tired-looking police officers.
‘It shouldn’t be this busy even in a city like this,’ Rawlins mutters.
‘If I was afraid of sleeping because I knew I’d be attacked in my dreams, I might spend the night getting pissed as a fart, too,’ I mutter.
She throws a quick look in my direction. ‘I’ll keep an eye out.’
‘Aren’t you tired?’
‘I’ll sleep later. You two do what you need to.’ 
I nod and close my eyes. At least that way I don’t have to deal with Dante’s worried frown any longer. He needs to sleep too; Ashley will be safer when he’s by her dream side. 
It takes me a while, partly because of the uncomfortable car seat but more because of the fear I feel. Eventually, however, I fall asleep.
As I stride out through the town, it occurs to me that the reason I’m fighting a war on two fronts and getting absolutely nowhere is because there’s no general. There’s no head to cut off. The Badlands and the Department might well be two separate entities but neither have visible leaders so I’ve no idea where to strike. No wonder they achieve such success. Even in Powers’ ridiculous tank dream, there was a chain of command. We might rail against our bosses but someone has to be in charge; making decisions by committee simply doesn’t work. I frown and switch directions.
As soon as I round the next corner, I see Bron. He’s running a hand through his hair and looking dishevelled. When he shifts his weight, I see who he’s talking to and my heart drops. Dante was right: Kevin is gesticulating at him with great enthusiasm and considerable energy. After dropping me in it with the Department, Kevin is hardly on my list of people to be friendly towards. I can’t believe that Bron doesn’t feel the same way.
I march towards them, arms swinging. Kevin glances over Bron’s shoulder and sees me, then abruptly falls silent before spinning away.
‘What was that about?’ I snap.
‘He’s worried about Ashley.’
‘Is he now?’ I raise my eyebrows. Any plan I might have to tell Bron the good news about locating Ashley in the real world starts to fade away.
Bron sighs. ‘He’s not all bad.’
‘He worked for the Mayor!’
‘So did a lot of people.’
My eyes narrow. Is he trying to say something about Dante? ‘What does that mean?’
Bron’s brow furrows, a little line forming between his golden eyebrows. ‘Calm down, Zoe. Getting stressed isn’t going to help.’
Rather than cool me down, his words have the opposite effect. ‘Are you working with Kevin?’ I demand. ‘Feeding information to the Department as it suits you?’
He recoils. ‘Did you seriously just ask me that? After everything that’s happened, don’t you trust me?’ He looks upset. ‘If this is because of what I wrote on Somnolence…’
I’m confused. He tugs at his collar and looks away. ‘It was before I really knew you. I’m sorry. I was being an arse.’
For the life of me, I have no idea what he’s talking about. It’s probably just as well; I imagine it involved gossip, much like the rest of the town has been spreading, the sort that belongs in the rumour mill and nowhere else. ‘Bron, I just want to be sure that I can trust you. The Department is everywhere and into everything.’
The look on his face is such a mix of hurt, anger and genuine dismay that I realise I’ve made a terrible mistake. I wish I could take my words back. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I’m just…’
He shakes his head and takes a step back. ‘I thought you were better than that, Zoe. Maybe Esme and Ashley are right about you.’
That stings. Once upon a time, I got along well with all of them. ‘Bron…’
It’s too late. He turns away from me, striding away stiffly. I wince. 
‘Nice work, Zoe,’ I mutter to myself. ‘Way to lose one of the last people who’s actually on your side.’ I debate whether to go after him. Despite my weak accusations, I like Bron and I shouldn’t have said anything. He’s never given me any real cause to doubt him. I watch him march off and sigh. The trouble is that I’m on a clock; I’ll give him time to cool down and then look for him later. With a heavy heart, I head off to continue my search for Esme instead.
I find her in the daberhashery. She’s tidied up most of it, although the shelves are almost bare. She glances up when I enter but there’s little warmth in her expression. ‘I’m assuming by your entrance that you’ve still not managed to learn anything useful,’ she sniffs.
I don’t know her very well but I still long for the time when she was friendly towards me. I’m not used to be an object of tired disgust. ‘You’re talking about the dreamweaving.’
‘What else would I be referring to?’
I sigh. ‘I’m getting there, Esme.’
‘Not fast enough.’
‘We’ve found Ashley.’
Her head jerks up. ‘Is she alright?’
‘I think so. I hope so anyway. She’s in the forest. There’s a clearing towards the north side. Dante used to go there sometimes. It’s…’
‘I know where it is.’ She pushes past me, ready to bolt out of the door. 
‘Wait. You know more about this place than anyone else.’
‘I have to get to Ashley.’
‘Dante’s with her. I just have a few questions.’ I look at her beseechingly. ‘Please?’
Esme shakes her head. ‘Why me?’ she mutters in exasperation. I don’t answer; she’s not expecting me to. She rolls her eyes. ‘Fine. What do you want?’
‘What do you know about the Department structure? You were here when the Mayor set it up. You must know how it works.’
‘Each zone has a different leader. We had the Mayor. There’s a Chancellor overseeing the Western European zone, some kind of First Minister in Australasia.’ She shrugs. ‘They’re all wankers. Who cares?’
I tug my earlobe. That doesn’t tally with what Dante told me. ‘Are you sure?’
‘What? You don’t believe me?’
I watch her carefully. We may not be friends but I know her well enough to tell that she’s not lying. Her eyes are too frank – and irritated – for that. ‘I’d heard differently, that’s all,’ I say. ‘Is there someone who oversees them all? Like an uber leader?’
‘I don’t know. I’m just a shopkeeper, remember?’ She looks round and her shoulders slump. ‘I’m not even that any more.’
Shit. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘You’re always sorry.’ She sighs. ‘Look, there has to be someone in charge but I don’t know who it is.. Whoever they are, however, they’re obviously cleverer than any of us.’
‘What makes you say that?’
‘Because we don’t know who they are, of course.’
‘They don’t know who we are either.’
‘How do you know that for sure?’ I frown. It’s obvious. ‘Look,’ Esme continues. ‘You’re far better off asking Dante about all this. He’s going to know more than I do.’
I blink. ‘Why? Because he used to work for the Mayor?’
She looks at me as if I’m stupid. ‘Because until you showed up, he was the most powerful person in the Dreamlands. Not just in this zone but in every one of them.’
‘He’s the only tracker,’ I say slowly, mulling it over.
‘Exactly. Now, will you let me leave?’
I nod and step back. She strides out into the brightness of the town leaving me with nothing but my crazy thoughts.
 
***
 
I have one more stop to make. I’m not in the mood for messing around; I’ve spent days tiptoeing around like a furtive shadow and I’ve just about had enough. My bull-headed approach with Bron may not have worked but seeing Ashley and the state she’s in has banished any other feelings I had about being circumspect. Now I just want to bring these bastards down. 
I march along the cobbled streets with my shoulders pulled back and my head held high. Although there are still very few people around, they all turn to watch me. I don’t pay them any attention. The Travellers don’t interest me, not right now.
I’d been expecting more than one guard on the Bubble. It’s no longer day time so it stands to reason that the Department would place more people on the main door – but there’s not a soul standing there. I assume that’s because they’re all out looking for Ashley but something’s niggling at me, like an itch that I can’t scratch. Something doesn’t add up and I can’t work out what it is. I’m worried that if I keep worrying about it, I’ll add two and two together and end up with three hundred and sixty-seven. Not for the first time, I wish I’d been born with the gift of logic.
I jog down the corridor. There are more darkened doors and my heart feels a little heavier with every one that I pass. I tell myself there’s no point in venturing inside and fighting off whatever’s there mano a mano. I need to be smarter than that.
2432, 5698. I double check the coordinates written on the side of the door. Last time, it was pristine white but it’s certainly not now. My hands start shaking at the thought of going inside again but I have to do it. I have to know. I close my eyes and place my hand on the door handle then I take a breath and go in.
People have recurring dreams more often than they think but they rarely remember them. It’s no surprise to me that when the door closes behind me and I’m confronted with a familiar hospital setting and the glow of a red light.
If I’d thought this was a sinister nightmare the last time around, it’s nothing compared to this time. There’s blood on the floor, trailing all the way down the  corridor. It’s not just a few drops, it’s not even a pool of blood, it’s a trail as if something heavy has been dragged along. Something heavy like a body. I shiver. No child should be dreaming of a place like this.
I’m tempted to leave right now. I already have the proof I need. This isn’t a playground with swings and happy cries. I force my legs to keep going though; I want to see more. If I can grab the dreamer in a moment of lucidity, even better. 
My feet make a sucking noise as I tread carefully towards my goal. No matter how much I try to avoid it, I have to walk along the blood trail. For some reason, the marks of my footprints are more sickening than the blood itself. I go onto my toes but it’s no good. I end up fixing my eyes on a single point straight ahead. I know from past experience that I don’t want to look in any of the rooms to my left and right, not until I reach the one where the Sandman spoke to me. 
I slide inside and look around. It’s the same as it was last time ‒ apart from the child strapped to the gurney.
With a quick glance behind to double-check that we’re alone, I spring over and start undoing the restraints. She stares at me with wide eyes.
‘He’s going to come back.’
I try to smile. ‘Don’t worry, I’m here now. I’ll protect you.’
‘You can’t protect me against him.’
‘Yes, I can.’
She sits up while I move to her feet. ‘Are you a good person?’
I consider the question. ‘I try to be. That’s all we can do. We have to try.’
‘I’m not.’
I stop what I’m doing and look at her. ‘What makes you say that?’
‘It’s why he comes here. It’s because I’ve been bad.’
Fucking hell. ‘No,’ I say, more sharply than I intend. ‘He’s a bad person. You’re not.’
‘How do you know?’
I smooth her hair. ‘Because I do.’ I smile. ‘You remember the park?’ She nods. ‘Can you take me there?’
‘He’ll be angry.’
‘He’s not going to come back here. I’m not going to let him.’
I finish undoing the straps round her ankles. She puts her arms round my neck. ‘Are you sure?’
‘I really am.’
‘Okay.’
There’s a flash and she’s no longer clinging onto me. I look up and see her on the swing. She raises a hand and waves. I wave back.
‘You shouldn’t have done that.’
I turn round and the smile on my face disappears. ‘Well, well, well. It’s the Sandman.’ Bingo. The fact that my suspicions have been confirmed doesn’t fill me with joy. When Lilith scoffed at my suggestion that he could help, I’d assumed it was because she’d thought he was a child but she was actually telling me everything I needed to know. He’s the one behind all this. It just took me a long time to figure it out.
The blue-haired boy doesn’t blink; his face is expressionless. ‘Weaver,’ he says.
‘This is all down to you. The black doors. The nightmares. The sleep paralysis.’
He folds his arms. It’s painful to keep looking into his perfect blue eyes but I don’t glance away. I’m not going to let him think that he intimidates me. 
‘I’m just a kid.’
I laugh coldly. ‘Of course you are.’
A dimple forms in his cheek. ‘Okay,’ he shrugs. ‘You got me.’ He leans in and there’s a strong whiff of sulphur. ‘What gave the game away?’
‘You did. You’re the Sandman.’
‘I make innocent children’s bad dreams go away. Just like hers.’ He points at the girl. She’s still swinging and still smiling but there’s no denying her fear. It’s obvious in the way she grips onto the swing. I want to shout and tell her not to worry but somehow I don’t think the Sandman will let me. Instead I give her a reassuring wave.
‘Some stories certainly say that about you,’ I agree, turning back to him. ‘Others aren’t so kind.’
‘Propaganda can be vicious.’ 
His features are so young and his voice is so childish that even now I have to remind myself what he really is. ‘Is it propaganda if it’s true?’ I ask.
‘I’ve done nothing wrong.’
‘You’re from the Badlands. And you still live there. Lilith left, the mares left. But you remain.’
He cocks his head, his hair flopping into a blue curl across his forehead. ‘I suppose I do. So?’
‘You’re not a monster. You’re the monster.’
‘Location, location, location. What can I say? Property prices are cheap there.’
I snarl at him, ‘Bullshit! At least the other cloud freaks don’t pretend to be anything else. You cloak yourself in this ridiculous get up like you’re Wee Willie Winkie. Well, it won’t wash, not any more.’
For a moment the expression on his face is so hard and terrifying that I almost step back. As much as I try not to, I still rock on my heels. He might come in the guise of a child, but he really is the monster I just described. 
‘This is your fault. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you,’ he says.
I shake my head. ‘I don’t believe you. In fact, those kind of statements are what gave you away. You wanted me to be nervous and quake in my boots. You wanted me to think that I was the root cause of everything because I’m the only person who can beat you.’
‘I helped you with the dragon.’
‘You wanted me to think you were helping. That’s why you spoke up in the square; that’s why you made a show of shooting the dragon. You didn’t hurt it at all though ‒ it was all just smoke and mirrors. You pretended to be one of the good guys.’
He throws back his head and laughs. This time it’s not a sweet childish sound but a harsh grating noise that judders down my spine. ‘Oh, weaver. Do you really think I’m the only person who’s pulling the wool over your eyes? You’re so gullible.’ He raises an eyebrow in a perfect blue arch. ‘You should get out more.’ He winks. I lunge at him but he dances out of my grasp. ‘You’re going to have to try harder than that, weaver.’
‘Come on then.’ I beckon him towards me. 
‘Aw. Would you really hurt a child?’
‘You’re no child.’
A slow smile spreads across his face. ‘You know what?’ he asks. ‘You’re right.’
Before my eyes, the air starts to shimmer. The boy’s face folds in on itself, morphing into something entirely different. His body elongates; he’s no longer a foot shorter than me, now he towers over me. The blue hair vanishes and is replaced by a smooth bald skull. He’s gone from a cute kid to a creepy old man in seconds. All that remains are his piercing blue eyes. Okay.
From behind us, the children laugh and squeal. Only the girl is quiet. Her swing has stilled and she’s watching us in stark terror.
‘Why don’t we take this somewhere else?’ I suggest.
He follows my gaze. For a moment, I think he’s going to refuse but he gives me a sneering smile. ‘If you insist.’ 
He snaps his long bony fingers and I feel my entire body being yanked violently backwards. Usually, when someone wakes up and I’m ejected from a dream, it’s little more than a gentle tug. This is very different. Fear flickers through me; I’m not sure where we’re going to end up. When I fall backwards and blink, however, I feel relief. We’re not in the nightmarish landscape of another dreamer, we’re back in the corridor of the Bubble.
I scramble to my feet. The Sandman bares his teeth and I realise his incisors have been filed to sharp points. ‘Going for the piranha look, are you?’ I cock my head. ‘You know it’s very last season.’
His face twists. ‘How’s that back of yours doing?’
Before I can answer, he leaps up into the air and somersaults over my head. I try to spin round but it’s too late. A second later, a foot smashes into the base of my spine and I scream. My legs give away and I’m on all fours, gasping for breath.
‘Zoe!’
It’s Dante. Lights dance in front of my eyes but I still manage to turn and see him at the far end of the corridor, by the entrance to the rest of the Dreamlands. Tears of pain mar my vision but I can tell he’s running towards us.
The Sandman leans down. ‘He’s not going to save you.’
I groan and roll over. Unable to make my legs work, I thrust one sharp punch upwards, connecting with the Sandman’s groin. The flesh there isn’t soft but neither is it bulging as one might expect. He might be the Sandman but there’s little of a man there. He’s asexual.
‘Not particularly masculine, are you?’ I gasp.
He snarls, raising his foot for another kick. I roll to my side and narrowly avoid it. My thighs are tingling. Another minute or two and I’ll be able to get up. Another minute or two and I’ll probably be dead.
‘Disapparate!’ Dante is getting nearer. 
I’m not going to quit. I shake my head; I’m not giving up that easily. I swipe upwards again. My fingers brush higher this time, catching the Sandman’s belt and the small bag which hangs from it. He pulls back. I can hear Dante’s footsteps getting louder. 
There’s a hiss and the Sandman jerks downwards, his face hovering over mine. ‘Some other time, weaver,’ he spits. Then he’s gone. 
I wince in pain, and force myself into a sitting position. Dante’s next to me, crouching down and holding my shoulders.
‘Who was that? Are you alright? Zoe, what the hell just happened?’
I raise my hand, holding up one finger after another as I answer his questions. ‘The Sandman. Yes. I got my arse kicked.’
He doesn’t laugh. Instead, he pulls me into his arms and I bury my face in his chest, I sucking in his deep musky scent. He came for me; he helped me. 
‘Where’s Ashley?’ I mumble.
‘I bumped into Esme. She’s going to look for her. There’s no sign of the Department. Everything’s fine.’ He smooths my hair. ‘You’re going to get yourself killed if you keep this up.’
‘He’s the one behind it all,’ I say through stilted breaths. I clamber unsteadily to my feet. I waver for a second but, with Dante’s help, I stay upright. ‘The Sandman’s causing the nightmares and the sleep paralysis. He must be in charge of the Badlands. He’s sending them in here and they’re throwing themselves into people’s subconscious minds.’
‘I don’t care.’ His eyes rake across my face. ‘He could have seriously hurt you.’
I try to take a step. I’m not convinced that he didn’t. Pain shoots down my spine and I wince. I don’t want Dante to see how much I’m hurting so I paste on a wobbly smile. ‘I’m still here. We have to stop him. I have to go into the Badlands and…’
‘No.’ Dante shakes his head adamantly. ‘There’s no way. You’re in no condition to do that.’
‘There’s no choice.’
His jaw tightens. ‘There’s always a choice. Maybe it’s time we started thinking about going somewhere else.’ He touches my cheek. ‘It’s dangerous here. You’re too important to risk.’
This again. ‘I can’t just leave,’ I mutter. ‘I have a responsibility to sort this out otherwise what’s the point of being the damned dreamweaver in the first place? I overheard some of those Department pricks. They’re prepared to lose this entire zone to the Badlands.’
Something tightens in Dante’s expression. ‘Maybe we have to let that happen. It could already be too late, Zoe. You made it to Manchester, maybe now you can make it to a plane. I’ll help. If you’re away from here then you won’t get hurt. We can…’
‘No.’ 
I stare into his silver eyes. They’re glittering with an intensity which takes me aback. His lips brush against mine and I forget to breathe. When he pulls away, he sighs heavily. ‘You’re far too stubborn for your own good.’
I grin, attempting a joke. ‘That’s why you love me.’
Dante doesn’t smile back. ‘That’s the trouble,’ he says in a low tone. ‘I think maybe I do.’
I swallow. He continues to watch me until my skin is prickling with discomfort. ‘I…’
‘It’s okay. We can talk about it later.’ He looks at me sternly. ‘If you’re not going to disapparate then we need to get you somewhere you can recover in safety.’
‘I’m going to the Badlands. I’m going to find the Sandman.’
‘We’ll talk about it later.’ He puts an arm round me to support my weight but I shake my head.
‘I can walk. Honest.’
A muscle throbs in his cheek. ‘Okay.’ 
We set off back down the corridor. Dante walks slowly slow but I’m forced to shuffle so he keeps pulling ahead. I watch his back, with its taut muscles and tight T-shirt and I bite my lip.
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
Every moment of your life that is not a complete nightmare is happiness.
Merrill Markoe
 
I’m lying on my stomach in the middle of the room with my head resting on my hands. From this vantage point, I can see into all the corners of Esme’s shop. I’m amused by the collection of dustballs in the far corner; I guess Esme isn’t as diligent a cleaner as I’d assumed. The fact that the Dreamlands has dustballs fascinates me. Every aspect of this place is so real. The door opens, blowing more dust in the same direction. On its own, a speck of dust is nothing. Combine it with more dust, however, and it becomes something far larger and more unsightly. A dustball can be seen and targeted; a solitary bit of dust is harder to control. It can hide in plain sight because, until it’s gathered together with specks, it’s virtually invisible. I ponder this for a while, feeling disturbed.
A hand appears in front of my face, holding a glass of water. ‘Here. This might help.’
I take it and frown. ‘How does dream water help?’ I muse. ‘It’s not real. I’m not really drinking it. I’m not going to become rehydrated from drinking water in a dream.’
‘The subconscious is a funny thing,’ Dante says.
‘It really is.’ I sigh, sit up and drink all the water anyway. My mind keeps telling me to mistrust everyone I come across, but Rawlins has done nothing but help me and Dante has proved time and time again that he’s on my side. I have no reason other than my own insecurities to think that he’s anything other than what he presents. 
I’m letting the Sandman get inside my skull. He tried to destroy my confidence by making me think that I’d drawn the Badlands into the Dreamlands; now he’s trying to destroy my confidence in other ways.
Dante crouches down and massages my back. His touch sends fizzing bolts through my body and my eyes darken. He cups my face and gazes into my eyes. ‘You should disapparate. You need rest.’
I smile. ‘Only someone like me needs to wake up to get some real rest and relaxation.’
‘It’s the lot of a Traveller.’
‘I guess.’
He brushes away a loose tendril of hair and leans in towards me. When his lips touch mine, my senses swirl and I forget about the nagging pain in my spine. I hear the thud of his heartbeat matching mine almost perfectly.
‘We were meant to meet,’ he breathes. ‘We were meant to know each other.’
He sounds so sure of himself. I draw back and scan his face. 
‘You’re still holding part of yourself back. You’re still afraid.’ His tone is not accusatory; it’s matter-of-fact as if he’s talking to himself more than me.
‘I can’t help it,’ I whisper.
‘You can trust me.’ He smiles. ‘Even if I can’t trust you.’
I thump him on the arm. ‘What do you mean? Of course you can trust me!’
‘Remember when we freed the mares?’ I nod. ‘You pretended you were going to leave and then you stayed behind to risk your own safety.’
‘They were being tortured,’ I protest.
He places an index finger against my lips. ‘You have no regard for your own safety,’ he continues. ‘You ski down dangerous mountains. You take on dragons and monsters and Sandmen.’
‘I’m pretty sure there’s only one Sandman.’ 
He looks at me, amused. ‘And if you’re determined to stay here then I have no doubt that we’ll take him down.’
‘And the Department?’
Something flickers in his eyes. ‘It’s very powerful. It has its hooks into all aspects of the Dreamlands.’
‘Can we beat it?’
He runs a hand through his hair. ‘I don’t know.’
I nibble on my bottom lip. ‘Esme said that there were leaders in every zone, just like the Mayor.’
Dante presses a trail of hot kisses against my neck. I can’t help myself, I moan slightly and clutch at him. ‘There are but they’re all equal. No one leader is superior to the others.’
My thoughts are befuddled and cloudy. Dante’s fingers reach down and cup my breast. ‘There are lots of Department people here now though. None of them seem to be in charge. There has to be one person they all answer to.’
‘I’ve never heard of one.’ His thumb grazes my nipple. I feel almost dizzy. 
‘Dante.’ He kisses me again. I murmur and try to focus. ‘Dante…’
‘What is it?’
I move back. ‘Do you want me or do you want the dreamweaver?’
The silver in his eyes grows molten with heat. ‘I want you.’
I stop thinking about it. I tilt my head and kiss him and he returns my kiss with fervour. I tug at his T-shirt, pulling it upwards. Dante grins and helps, yanking it over his head in one swift movement. I gape at his broad chest.
He raises his eyebrows. ‘You like what you see?’
I seem to have lost the power of speech so I just nod.
He grins, fully aware of the effect he’s having on me. It’s been a while but somehow I don’t think it makes a difference. There’s something about him; he’s like a drug that I can’t get enough of. I match his movements and unfasten my blouse, reach behind and unclasp my bra. I flush slightly as I expose myself to his hot gaze but he licks his lips slowly, his own desire obvious.
‘Are you sure about this, Zoe?’ Yes. God, yes. ‘I don’t want to hurt you. Your back…’
‘It’s fine,’ I tell him. ‘I’ll just have to be on top.’
His grin changes slightly, taking on a wicked tinge. ‘You can be on top of me any time.’
I don’t need any further encouragement.
 
***
 
We lie entwined on the floor. ‘You know someone could come in at any moment. This is Esme’s shop after all.’
‘She’s looking after Ashley,’ Dante reminds me. ‘She’ll be busy for some time yet.’
I sigh. ‘Ashley could have died.’
‘She didn’t.’ His voice changes. ‘Maybe the Department isn’t all bad.’
I stiffen and sit up. ‘What do you mean?’
‘They didn’t really hurt her.’ He traces a figure of eight on my skin. ‘I’m worried that they’ll go after her again.’
‘We have to stop them.’
He’s silent for a moment. ‘You asked me before if we could beat the Department. Maybe we can’t. Perhaps we need to think differently.’
I frown at him. ‘Differently how?’
He shrugs and drops his gaze. ‘I don’t know. You’re smarter than I am. You’ll figure it out.’
 There’s something he’s not saying and I’m tempted to call him on it. Instead I sigh and reach for my clothes. Just now there are other things to worry about than the Department. My confrontation with the Sandman won’t have helped matters. He might be stepping up his invasion; he’ll think I’m vulnerable and suffering, so he’ll take advantage. I can’t let that happen.
‘What are you doing?’
‘I have to go.’
Dante sits up like a shot. ‘Go where?’ I meet his eyes but I don’t speak and he curses. ‘It’s too dangerous. At least wait until your back is healed.’
‘If I wait it might be too late.’
‘You can’t get hurt.’
‘I’ll be careful.’
‘At least let me come with you.’
‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘It’ll be easier on my own.’
There’s a hardness behind Dante’s expression which troubles me. ‘Take twenty-four hours,’ he says. ‘Please. It’ll give you time to recover.’
I get the feeling he’s not going to let this go. If I insist on going, he’ll come with me. He’s not a dreamweaver and we have no idea what the Badlands are going to be like. If it’s anything like the Bubble, then Dante will be able to do nothing more than watch – and get himself killed in the process. The thought is unbearable. I’m not sure I can cope if that happens. He still can’t appreciate that this is my responsibility; I might not want it but I have it and I have to deal with it. Alone. I can’t let him stop me.
‘Okay,’ I say, praying that lie isn’t visible on my face and hoping that he’ll forgive me when he realises the truth.
His relief is palpable. ‘Thank you.’
I get dressed and run my fingers through my hair. Grimacing, I glance down at Dante. He’s still watching me and I can’t help blushing. Damn it. He’s already seen everything so my reaction is daft. 
I let out a shaky laugh. ‘I really need a shower.’
‘You should disapparate. I’ll stay here to keep an eye on Ashley. Get Rawlins to take you back to the hotel for a shower.’
‘Rawlins will be worried. It’ll be good to let her know everything’s alright.’
‘Mmm. She’ll have to get back to work soon.’
He’s right; I can’t keep her with me forever, even if having a member of the police by my side is incredibly comforting. 
He drops his gaze. ‘Zoe, are you sure you can trust her?’
‘She’s a good person. And she’s a policewoman, for goodness’ sake.’
His expression is grim. ‘You know as well as I do that doesn’t mean anything.’
I reach up and brush my fingers against his rough cheek. ‘She’s not even a Traveller,’ I say simply. ‘But she’s still helping us.’
‘Then I’ll trust your judgement.’ His hand moves to my hip and rests there for a moment before edging round the curve of my belly. His fingers graze my skin, dropping lower and lower. I catch my breath. ‘You know, Zoe,’ Dante breathes, ‘now that you’re au fait with all your dreamweaving skills, and now that Ashley is safe, this might be the time to declare yourself to the Department. You know you used your dreamweaving powers to save her. The Department’s a force for good. You’re a force for good.’
I draw back, surprised. He’s changed his tune. ‘What happened to hiding out and keeping myself safe?’ I enquire.
A smile plays round his mouth. ‘Maybe it’s time the Department found out what it’s dealing with.’
‘If you think it’s a good idea…’
‘I do.’
I gaze into his eyes. ‘Then as soon as everything’s wrapped up here, I’ll do it.’ I pause. ‘Do you think the hotel will be safe?’
‘The police aren’t going to let Ashley’s kidnappers get away.’ His eyes gleam. ‘Bad publicity.’
True. ‘Okay then.’ I bend over to kiss him on the cheek. He turns his head at the last moment so I’m kissing his mouth instead. His arms curve round my waist, drawing me in until I’m lost for breath. ‘Go on,’ he whispers. ‘I’ll see you back there later.’
‘We’ll have to leave you in the car,’ I warn. ‘I don’t think either Rawlins or I will be able to carry you.’
Dante laughs. ‘I’ll manage.’
We share a smile filled with the memory of what’s just passed between us and the promise of more to come. Then I disapparate and open my eyes to the sight of Rawlins’ white knuckles gripping the steering wheel as she stares at the busy police station.
‘Hey,’ I say softly.
She jerks and spins round, then sees me and relaxes slightly. ‘Bloody hell, you gave me a fright.’ She looks at me suspiciously. ‘There was a great deal of moaning this time. I thought about trying to wake you again.’ She glances at Dante. ‘Then he started moaning too.’
The blush makes a violent return. It feels like my damn cheeks are on fire. To avoid Rawlins’ knowing expression, I look at Dante as he sleeps. His face is more relaxed than normal. It’s strange seeing him like this and knowing that he’s off in the Dreamlands right now. I run my eyes down his body. He’s mine, I think to myself in disbelief. How on earth did that happen? How did I manage to nab someone like him?
Rawlins clears her throat. ‘I hope I’m not stepping out of line here…’
‘But?’
‘But how well do you really know him?’
I almost laugh. She’s as suspicious of him as he is of her. Once they get to know each other, they’ll probably make great friends.
‘He’s the first person I met in the Dreamlands.’ I think of Esme and Ashley and Bron and my smile disappears. ‘And the only one who’s still friendly towards me.’
‘He said he was a lawyer,’ Rawlins says. ‘And now he says he’s a bounty hunter.’ There’s no denying her scepticism. ‘You don’t think that’s strange?’
‘That bounty hunters exist? In the UK?’ I grin. ‘Of course.’
Sensing her looking at me, I turn to her. She scratches her nose. ‘Where was he before? I mean, why has he only shown up now?’
‘He was in America,’ I explain. ‘He wanted me to go with him but I had a panic attack on my way to the airport.’
‘Why?’
I feel a flicker of irritation. ‘I don’t know. I thought I was over all that but I guess travelling internationally was a step too far. You saw what I was like driving down here.’
‘No,’ she says, ‘I mean why go to America? Was it a holiday?’
‘He has a contact there. We were going to find out more about how the Department operates in other zones.’
‘And what did he find out?’
I shrug. He hadn’t said much about it. ‘We’ve not really had a chance to talk.’
Rawlins nods. ‘If I understand things correctly, if you’d gone with him, you wouldn’t be able to … What’s the word? Appear?’
‘Apparate.’
‘Right. You wouldn’t be able to apparate into the Dreamlands here.’
I shrug. ‘It’s a time-zone thing. What are you getting at? That I can’t trust him?’
She sighs. ‘I’m just saying that there’s more to him than meets the eye.’
I study her expression. She looks genuinely concerned. Dante’s been nothing but helpful, even if I did have misgivings about him the first few times we met. ‘He’s a good guy,’ I say softly.
Rawlins doesn’t appear convinced but she gives me a nod anyway. ‘If you say so.’
‘I do.’ I meet her eyes. ‘Can you drive back to the hotel? I’ve got in a crick in my neck from sleeping here and I’d rather use the bed.’ 
‘What? You’re going back again? You only just woke up!’
I wince. ‘Sorry. I know this is kind of dull for you. I woke myself up because as much as I trust Dante, I don’t want him to know where I’m going. He’ll try to stop me or worse, come with me. I have to sort this out.’
‘Sort what out?’
‘The Badlands,’ I murmur. ‘I’m the only person who can do it.’
There’s a moment of silence. ‘Good luck,’ she says finally.
I nod, satisfied. She knows as much as anyone how terrifying the sleep paralysis and the bad dreams are. She’s not going to stop me. I cast a quick glance back at Dante’s relaxed features. He’ll understand too. I hope.
 
***
 
Esme freaks out at my sudden appearance, leaping backwards and brandishing a large stick at me. I hold up my palms. Ashley is sitting up and watching me with wide eyes. At least she looks more alert than last time, even if her face is still too pale.
‘Whoa! Careful there. It’s just me.’
Esme doesn’t drop the stick. ‘Are you alone?’ she demands.
‘Yes. I always apparate here. It’s a pain in the arse but I don’t seem to be able to control it.’ I glance at Ashley. ‘How are you doing?’
‘Fine,’ she mutters. At least she’s talking, I suppose.
‘I’m not staying,’ I tell them briskly. ‘You’ll have your peace.’
‘Good.’ Unfortunately, the expression on Esme’s face belies her words. Her eyes dart all over the place, as if she’s expecting someone to appear. 
‘What’s going on?’
‘Nothing.’
I blow air out through my pursed lips. ‘You’re in the middle of the forest. There’s  no one here apart from Lilith, who was half dead last time I saw her, and the mares. I know they can be scary but I’d have thought that after all that business with the Mayor…’
‘I’m not afraid of the mares.’
‘Then what is it?’
‘I told you. Nothing.’
I cock my head. Something has made her skittish but I can’t work out what. Considering that Ashley already looks slightly better and I was with Rawlins, I know all is clear back in the real world. I’m not going to find out what the problem is unless one of them tells me. Judging by the expressions on their faces, that’s not very likely. I shrug.
‘Suit yourself.’ I give them a wave. ‘I’ll see you later.’ Hopefully.
I spin round, deafened by the silence, and begin following my trail through the woods. I try not to feel disappointed that neither Esme nor Ashley seem grateful for my rescue efforts. Fair enough, it wasn’t actually me who did the heroic part and I didn’t do it to receive gratitude, but I’m hurt that my actions haven’t repaired our relationship. I think of the way Esme refused to drop the stick and frown. If anything, things seem to be worse than they were before. 
Forcing them out of my mind, I focus on the matter in hand. I can exit at the far end, where I’ll be closer to the Badlands. For now it suits me to jog through the area that I know. Besides, I’m hoping to catch Lilith; I have an idea that might just help both her and me.
I find her leaning against a large oak. Even though there’s no sunlight trickling down from the canopy of leaves, her face is dappled in shivering dark shadows. She follows my approach but doesn’t seem any happier about my presence than Esme or Ashley were.
‘How are you doing?’ I ask, trying to keep my tone friendly.
‘Sick.’
‘I’m sorry. I might be able to fix things. I’m going to the Badlands to confront the Sandman. He’s behind all this. You were trying to tell me that before and I didn’t listen. I’m sorry.’
She raises a delicate shoulder in a movement that suggests she no longer cares what I do. Lilith is all sneers and opinions; for her to be so apathetic proves that she’s fading fast.
‘Listen,’ I say. ‘I know someone you can visit.’ I bite my lip and hope I’m doing the right thing. ‘Someone you can feed from, who’s not being affected by bad dreams or sleep paralysis.’
Lilith shakes her head slowly. ‘It doesn’t work like that, Zoe from the quiet lands,’ she sighs. ‘I need someone virile. Someone with the right kind of dreams to tap into. Not the sort of person you know.’
Do I really come across as such a prude? ‘You’d be surprised. I can give you his name or the coordinates to his door in the Bubble. He’s having a few, er, wet dreams. You’ll fit right in.’
Something flickers behind her eyes. Interest. ‘By the time I get there, it’ll probably be too late.’
‘Hey,’ I snap, ‘what’s the alternative? Hanging around here and wasting away? You’ve got nothing to lose. He’s dreaming of sex. Go and feed from him.’ And stop him dreaming of having sex with me, I add silently.
My sharp tone must give her pause for thought because she struggles to her feet and peers at me. ‘You are sure of this?’
I nod. ‘Yes.’
‘Can I trust you?’
I throw my hands up in the air. Bloody hell. Trust appears to be the theme of the day. ‘Yes!’
‘Okay. What’s his name?’
‘Adam,’ I start to say, ‘Adam Mc…’
Lilith reaches out and cups my face. It takes everything I have to stand my ground and not recoil from her icy touch. Her thumbs press into temples. 
‘What are you doing?’ I ask nervously.
Her scarlet lips curve into a smile. ‘I’ve found him.’ Her eyebrows raise. ‘Well, well, well. Maybe you do know some interesting people after all.’
I yank myself away. ‘Did you just look inside my head?’ I feel tense ‒ and oddly violated.
‘To find him, yes.’ Her smile grows into something predatory and hungry. Maybe this was a mistake. ‘Now I can reach him on my own. Thank you.’
‘You won’t hurt him, will you?’ I ask nervously.
Her tongue darts out, swooping round her mouth. ‘Not unless he enjoys that kind of thing.’ Then, before I can add any caveats, she lifts her arms up and vanishes, leaving nothing but a sense of ice hanging in the dead molecules in front of me.
‘You’d better hope you’ve done the right thing, Zoe,’ I mutter to myself, passing a hand in front of my eyes. ‘And stop bloody talking to yourself. You’re crazy enough as it is.’
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
Terror made me cruel.
Emily Bronte
 
Because I don’t know exactly where Dante is, I’m forced to skulk round to the Badlands like a guilty spouse wandering home at three o’clock in the morning with whisky on their breath and a love bite on their neck. The Dreamlands streets are still quiet, and I make it across the bank of sweet-smelling flowers without being noticed.
I gaze with foreboding into the gloomy, cloud of dark smoke. No wonder almost all the buildings in the town look as if they’re hundreds of years old. Standing here, less than a metre away from the Badlands border, I feel like I’m about to plunge into some Victorian dystopia, replete with pea-souper smog, Dickensian characters and Jack the Ripper. Knowing what I do, I shouldn’t be surprised if that’s what I’m confronted with. It certainly smells bad enough.
I clench and unclench my fists, hopping from one foot to another as my adrenaline builds. One step inside and I could be a dead woman. Even if I get out alive, Dante will probably gut me from head to toe for making such a foolish move. Whether I’m putting my life in danger or not, though, I have to do this. I can’t consign all those people in the real world to more nights of terrifying dreams, sleep paralysis and assaults, whether they are real or otherwise. But I wish I’d taken the time to leave a note. If something goes wrong, Dante will have Rawlins’ glowering face to deal with. No doubt she’ll blame it all on him and he’ll blame it all on her. 
A ghost of a smile crosses my face. I have to make it back if only to prevent the two of them from scowling each other to death.
I bounce back on my heels. I’m afraid but I’m not panicking. I can do this.
‘Ninja Zoe,’ I whisper. I snap off a salute though it’s far sloppier than the one that Powers gave me when I was in his dream. Then I stop thinking, hold my breath and plunge ahead.
The smoke sears my skin and my vision is totally obscured. The ground beneath my feet feels solid so I stride forward, hoping I won’t bang into anything. I cover my eyes with my arm. When my lungs begin to burn, I exhale and gulp in the foul air – and immediately start choking and spluttering. I do what I can to muffle the sound. I have no desire to bring a thousand cloudy monsters, dragons and goodness knows what else down upon my head but my chest is spasming and it’s virtually impossible. No wonder curious teenagers, who often land themselves in trouble in the rest of the Dreamlands, never come here.  
Working on the premise that smoke rises, I fall to my hands and knees and crawl forward. The sulphurous cloud has to end somewhere, if only because it’ll kill me if it doesn’t. I push my body forward as fast as I can. The ground is smooth under my palms but it’s also hot; I try to limit the time I’m touching it but I’m certain that blisters are already forming. Even with my eyes squeezed shut, painful tears are welling up and leaking out. I can’t breathe and I can’t see. My progress is growing slower and slower. I’ve really screwed up, I think dully. I should have done more to prepare. I’ve never been a gung-ho, look-before-you-leap kind of person so why I did I start now? This is going to be my undoing. Despair nudges at me.
I breathe once more, as shallowly as I dare. My lungs are on fire and, as my arms give way, I fall and hit my cheek on the hot earth. With a squeal of pain, I yank myself back up. This is too much.
Dreamweaver. The word trickles through my skull, echoing round my mind. I’m supposed to be able control this world. 
I collapse, rolling onto my back and drawing myself into a foetal position. I’m shivering uncontrollably, not from cold so it must be something else. It doesn’t matter though. Less than ten metres in and I’m already done for.
I clasp my hands together and imagine a ball of air, pure and crisp and cold, like a bubble in my palms. I raise it to my mouth and suck in a breath. Ice hits my lungs and expands with the smoke that’s already there. I try again. Please make it not so cold this time. I cup my hands and breathe once more and the frigid air travels down my windpipe. I need more. I picture it in my head. It’s no longer a bubble in my hands, it’s a bubble all around me. What do they call it? I struggle to retrieve the word. My head is an incoherent mess. I can’t think straight.
I raise a heavy hand and pinch the flesh of my forearm: pain to banish pain. For a moment it works and my thoughts clear, before slipping out of my grasp again. I pinch harder. This time, I use my time more wisely and focus hard. A large bubble. Pure air, all for me, surrounding my body, giving me a cushion between the harsh, hot smoke and my vulnerable human state. 
I blink. My skin feels strange. I rub my fingertips uneasily over my arms and realise what’s wrong. Goosebumps.
For the first time since I stepped inside the Badlands, I open one eye. My vision is still swimming from the tears but it’s not painful so I open the other one. I gaze around me. It worked. I created a bubble of my own. I laugh aloud, although the sound is more of a wheeze. I created this. I stretch my arms out and my fingertips brush its edges. 
I force it outwards, expanding it until I have metres to work with. Then I grin. Zorbing, that’s what it’s called. A giant plastic hamster ball in which thrill seekers bounce down hillsides. I’m doing exactly the same thing, except I’m using it to walk across a plain of dark nightmares.
I push out with my hands, take an experimental step and my air bubble moves with me. I wrap it around me so it’s as much a part of me as my hair and my nails, then I start to relax. Watch me dreamweave, world.
All of a sudden, the silence is broken by a sharp noise. I look to my left, trying to pierce the smoky gloom beyond my imaginary zorb. The noise continues: clapping. Someone is clapping. 
A moment later, a face appears. It’s not the boyish young blue-haired version, it’s not the wizened creepy older version; this is some monstrous vision from hell. It towers above me. Vast wings spread out from its back, its chest is broad and covered in thick wiry hairs and its thighs are as wide as tree trunks. I’m forced to crane my neck upwards to see its face. Only the bright lapis-lazuli eyes that gleam at me from the smoke tell me who I’m facing. 
I stand my ground. ‘You know,’ I say, amazed that I can speak, ‘size isn’t everything.’
The Sandman booms a laugh. He stretches out a long finger and pokes the air surrounding me before withdrawing his hand. ‘A bubble,’ he muses. ‘Clever, but it won’t save you.’
‘This is my bubble,’ I tell him. ‘The Bubble in the town is also mine. You will leave it alone.’
‘Or what?’
‘Or I’ll destroy you.’
He circles me. ‘You’re in my territory now,’ he says. ‘I’m the one with the power.’
I smile. ‘Oh yeah?’ 
I glance down at my hands. I wasn’t wrong about the blisters: pus-filled lumps cover my skin. If I can control the damn Dreamlands, I can control my own body so I will them away. My fingertips tingle but the damn blisters remain. So much for that. Still, even if I can’t heal myself, there is one thing I can do. 
I gaze down at my empty palms, looking past the sores and using my imagination. Light fills me, stretching to the very soles of my feet. The power fills me with confidence. I picture a sword, lightweight and long, with a lethal sharp blade. It flashes into existence and I swing it round my head experimentally. Nice.
I glance up. The Sandman is watching me. ‘So,’ he says, ‘you’ve learnt a few tricks. It’s not enough. You can’t even begin to conceive how long I’ve been around. The knowledge I possess in my little finger is greater than everything you hold in your head. Give in now or suffer the consequences.’
I swipe a figure of eight in the air with the sword. Then, using whatever element of surprise I can, I thrust it forward, aiming high. He hisses.
Unfortunately for me, the blade barely skims his torso. He hawks up a huge gob of phlegm and spits it noisily on the ground. ‘I guess you’ve made your choice,’ he snarls.
‘I guess so,’ I reply.
He leans back his head and howls, an eerie sound which seems to travel for miles. I batten down the urge to cover my ears. ‘Watch this,’ he smirks.
From out of nowhere, dozens of creatures appear – they must have been hanging around in the thick dark smoke of the Badlands, waiting for the Sandman’s call before they showed themselves. I spot many of the monsters I’ve already encountered, from cute imps to dark-robed men and hard-faced women. 
There are so many of them that it cannot be a coincidence. I’ve not collided with any of them. I realise I’ve been given a free passage to this point. Now the Sandman wants this fight. I try to look on the bright side: I can still only see one dragon.
The denizens of the Badlands form a circle around us, about a metre away from my air bubble. I’m not sure whether it’s because they think it’ll hurt them or whether they simply want to keep out of the way of what’s about to happen. I can only make out the first few rows from the smoke which surrounds them. I’m pretty certain there are a lot more of them who remain invisible to my weak human eyes.
‘You brought your buddies along,’ I say. ‘How sweet.’
The Sandman bares his teeth. ‘It’s been a while since any of us have tasted the blood of a dreamweaver.’ He smacks his lips. ‘It’s particularly sweet.’
I’m getting bored with the chatter. He’s like a sportsman using unsportsmanlike behaviour, taunting me to throw me off my game. I block out the terrifying images of our audience and focus. I achieved some success against the dragon by finding the chink in its armour; if I can do the same with the Sandman, I’ll win, unlikely as that outcome seems right now. 
His wings, I decide. They’re as good a place to start as any.
I lunge forward again. It’s more of a feint than an attempt to injure him. It gives me the chance I need to twist round so I’m facing the Sandman’s back. I jab upwards before he can turn and face me. The sword slices into his left wing and several feathers drift downwards; otherwise my action has little effect.
He roars and kicks, a spinning action that comes at me in such a blur that I have no option but to dive onto the searing ground. I slide my foot forward and scramble up once more. Missed. Ha! Then he catches me on the side of my head with a dizzying blow and I go flying. I catch sight of a cluster of strange ogre-type beasts stepping backwards as I slam down with a heavy thump. I try to get back up again but my senses are swimming. Lights dance in front of my eyes and, even though I try to shake them off, they seem determined to remain. 
I roll over and over then strike out again, catching the Sandman on his ankle. The blow doesn’t notch his Achilles tendon but his abrupt exhalation of air tells me I’ve caused some damage. The knowledge emboldens and, using the adrenaline flooding my system, I drag myself to my feet once more. 
Rather than be obvious about hitting his wings, I sidestep and aim at them from an angle. This time a chunk of feathers floats down but before I can bathe in my success, he lets out a bellow and slams his head downwards. I freeze and only just manage to lift the blade to block his head butt in time. The sword glances off his forehead, causing another shallow cut. This time it’s located perfectly: blood drips down, edging towards his eyes. He wipes it off but he doesn’t do a good enough job. 
I edge left, then right, waiting for the next time I need to defend myself and for the blood to do what I need it to. The second that he blinks when it trickles onto his eyelashes, I make another move. 
Leaping to the side where he’ll least expect it, I thrust again. I have enough momentum to strike hard. The blade slices into his wing and the Sandman screams. I pull back to regroup but he’s no longer playing. 
He flicks his fingers and points at the sword. ‘I grow tired of your needle, weaver.’
I start to smile but my mirth disappears when the weapon almost drops from my grasp. What was a light, easy-to-wield sword is now cumbersome – it feels like it weighs half a ton. I struggle to keep a hold of it as it start to slip from my sweaty grasp. I stare at it, willing it back to its original weight. I feel it jerk but nothing changes. Oh shit.
The Sandman’s huge arm curls round and swings through the air. I try to duck but this time he’s moving too fast. He grabs a hank of my hair and pulls me up. The pain is like nothing I’ve ever felt before; it’s as if my scalp is being ripped off. 
I desperately try to lift the sword but it’s no good; whatever he’s done to it, it’s beyond my ability to change it. As he raises me up and I swing the blade uselessly, I think that this is it. This is how it’s going to end; not trapped in my own home or because the Department has got me. No: I’m going to die at the hands of a character from a children’s story.
The sword drops and, for the briefest moment, he hesitates. His hold on my hair loosens enough for the pain to ease slightly. I kick out and he lets go. He’s still holding a chunk of my hair; the trouble is that it’s no longer attached to my head. 
I cast around, searching for the sword. The Sandman may have rendered it all but useless but it’s all I’ve got. I know that I don’t have the energy to conjure myself another one so I’m stuck with what I’ve got. Except I don’t have it. 
My foot kicks something and I pause. That didn’t feel like the sword.
The Sandman comes in for another punch. I lurch away and scoop up the object. As soon as it’s in my hands, I realise what it is. It’s not a weapon; it’s his bag of dream sand. The sword must have sliced its cord and made it fall.
I’m about to discard the bag when I remember his reaction. I look up. That’s when I realise the last punch wasn’t aimed at me – he was trying to get the bag back. He gives me a long look as I glance from the bag to him and back again. 
I reach inside and take out a handful of sand. It’s finer than I expected. The Sandman watches me warily. The sand is supposed to be for rubbing in the eyes of children. I’m pretty certain that even Ninja Zoe can’t leap up high enough to throw a grain into the Sandman’s eyes. 
He steps towards me. Shit. Whatever I do, I’m going to have to do it quickly. I pull out my hand from the bag, holding as much sand as I can, and run at him. I slam into his left thigh and fling my arm upwards. I’m not aiming for his face; instead I rub the sand as hard as I can into the first scratch I made in his belly. 
He howls and staggers backwards. I finally spy the sword and run for it, grabbing its hilt. It’s still heavy but I’m determined not to let go of it. I scowl at it, willing it to change, and I’m so surprised when it does that it flies up in the air, far higher than I intended. I just manage to keep hold of it. 
I swing to the side and, as the tip of the blade arcs back down, I swipe it in the opposite direction. It cuts into the edge of the Sandman’s wing once more and his body jerks backwards. Then he’s falling as his knees buckle underneath him. I use the flat of the blade to aid his descent and, as his head crashes finally down, I twist it so the tip is pointed directly at his jugular. 
‘You got lucky,’ he croaks.
Yeah, I’ll give him that. I drop my gaze to his hand and realise he’s still holding the hank of my hair. I gingerly touch my scalp and wince. It really bloody hurts.
‘Why?’ I demand. ‘Why attack the Bubble? Why send out the monsters and cause so much suffering?’
The creatures on all sides press in but I don’t take my eyes off the Sandman. I edge forward so that the point of the blade is embedded further into his throat. They hiss and snarl but they don’t advance any further.
‘I already told you why,’ he sneers.
‘No, you didn’t.’ 
His body shimmers and the broken wings behind his back melt away. I’m no longer confronted by the fierce monster; now it’s the small blue-haired boy. A trickle of blood appears on his neck and he gasps.
‘Do you really think that I’m stupid?’ I ask. ‘I’m not going to let you go just because you look like a kid. I know what really lurks in your heart.’
‘Do you?’ 
I steel myself against his childish voice. ‘Of course I do! Torturing kids. Forcing people to go crazy. Assaults. Monsters. There’s no end to what you’re capable of.’
‘Ask me again.’
‘Huh?’
He blinks slowly. ‘Ask me your question again.’
I draw in a breath. ‘Why attack the Bubble?’
He licks his lips. Blood bubbles up at his mouth. ‘You.’
‘Bullshit.’
The Sandman’s head drops back as if it’s too much effort to hold it up. I adjust my grip on the sword’s hilt in case he tries anything. ‘It was only a matter of time,’ he whispers, ‘before you came calling. Every dreamweaver does.’
I frown. ‘What do you mean?’
‘Power. You become giddy with your own power. You start to crave more. You look around. Soon the Dreamlands aren’t enough. The doors to a million minds aren’t enough. You look to us.’
I gaze at him with scepticism. ‘So you’re trying to say that all this is just a pre-emptive strike? Against me?’
‘Evil doesn’t come from our world, it comes from yours. We exist because of you.’
‘Fuck you.’
He chokes out a laugh. ‘It’s true.’ He waves an arm around. ‘Look around you. These aren’t the stuff of nightmares.’
‘Imps? Dragons? Rapists?’ My voice is rising. ‘If these aren’t nightmares then what are they?’
‘Terrors.’
My lip curls. ‘What’s the difference?’
‘Nightmares are necessary. That’s why the mares run freely in the Dreamlands. Your people need nightmares to work through their day-to-day problems. Nightmares will point you towards problems you might not have realised you have. They’re as essential as dreams in solving the mess that goes on in your heads. Terrors, however, are because of the mess you create.’ He sniffs. ‘It’s far more complicated than you could ever hope to come to terms with.’
‘Go ahead,’ I say softly. ‘Keep up with those insults. At some point you’ll realise that I’m the one the sharp pointy sword and you’re entirely at my mercy.’
He snarls suddenly, ‘Kill me and you’ll never make it out of here alive.’
‘Maybe not, but I’m prepared for that.’ I lean down until my face is close to his. ‘Maybe it’ll be worth it.’
He gazes up at me and, for the first time, I see fear reflected in the brilliant blue depths of his eyes. ‘You see? It’s already changing you, it’s taking over. All dreamweavers are the same.’
I mull over his words carefully. ‘You’re saying all this is my fault? People are suffering because of me? Because I’m going to grow too big for my boots and want to annexe your cloudy hell hole?’
He smiles. ‘Exactly. You think you’re getting stronger. It’s true, you are – but you’re also losing yourself. You’ll become power hungry. The only way we can survive is to strike first.’
My shoulders drop. ‘I’m not evil.’
‘No. You’re human. I’ve been here since the dawn of the human race. I know how the world works. I know how humans work. I’ve seen inside enough heads to appreciate the truth. You would attack us to gain more strength and destroy everything.’
‘How do I stop it from happening?’ I whisper. ‘How do I stop myself from becoming like that?’
‘There’s only one way.’
I loosen my grip on the sword. The Sandman doesn’t react. ‘What?’
‘Give me what you have. I can take your skills and put them to good use. I help children.’ He points to the fallen sack of sand. ‘That is for helping. I can control the Badlands and stop more terrors from happening. You’ll just mess things up. I made a mistake by attacking first but I’ve seen it happen so many times. You’ll try to take us over and, in return, you’ll destroy your world. All those wars in your global past, they happened because dreamweavers thought they were superior. They thought they could take all the power for themselves. You’ll screw it up. You’re just not strong enough.’ His eyes meet mine. ‘How could you be?’
I look away. I have been worried about my potential to manipulate people; I hadn’t considered how large a scale that manipulation could be. 
‘Even when you win, you’ll lose,’ he continues.
I nod. ‘There is great potential to screw things up,’ I admit.
He raises himself up on his elbows while I move the sword from his neck; his expression is that of an anxious child. ‘You’re doing the right thing. I have the experience to do what needs to be done.’ He smiles at the collection of horrendous creatures. ‘They will do my bidding and I will keep them back. Maybe with your skills, I can even diminish them. Together we can win.’
‘I don’t know much about previous dreamweavers,’ I admit. ‘Hell, I don’t even know much about my own dreamweaving.’
‘I can help you,’ he soothes.
I smile. ‘That’s kind but the thing is, I’m a quick study. You make an art out of messing with people’s heads. That’s what the terrors are about. And, unlike previous dreamweavers, if there’s one thing I understand it’s terror. I understand how terror twists your mind and warps your thoughts. It forces every iota of logic into something that makes no sense. It really, really fucks you up.’ I shake my head. ‘Believe me, I know. And I’m just not terrified of you.’
I adjust my hold on the blade and swing it upwards. The Sandman’s face contorts, twisting once more from the sweet young face of a boy to something far more evil. I strike downwards in a swift movement because, unlike him, I’m not a monster: I can be merciful.
I drop the sword and stare at the fiends. They’ve not twitched but if I play this wrongly, I won’t make it out of here.
I clear my throat and hope they can understand me. ‘He couldn’t defeat me physically so he tried to defeat me emotionally. But I’m stronger than that and I’ve got more self-confidence. I don’t want to take over the Badlands; I don’t even want the Dreamlands! He tried to play me with words but he still sent you all out to cause terror where none was needed.’ My face twists. ‘He went after children and then pretended to be one himself.’ I tilt my chin. ‘Stay here. Stay away from the Bubble and the town and the forest, and I’ll leave you in peace. I’ll even make sure future dreamweavers don’t come here. Everybody wins.’ I think about what I’ve just said and add, ‘Apart from the Sandman, of course.’
‘If we don’t feed, we die!’ a voice yells. 
‘I’m guessing that wasn’t a dragon that just spoke,’ I say drily.  No one cracks a smile. I sweep a glance over them all, estimating their numbers. This is why I don’t want anything to do with power – compromise is never fun. But the Sandman was right about two things: the Badlands have been around far longer than I have, and my understanding about how this works is almost non-existent. If I make too many changes, I could disrupt all kinds of things. As much as I want to ban them completely, that could cause more harm than good. 
If I can’t destroy the fiends then I have to negotiate. Terror is as much a part of our world as anything else. If I’m going to help Lilith get access to feed on sex – or at least not stop her – then I can’t prevent this lot from staying away either.
‘Fine,’ I snap. ‘One visit each, once every month. You never visit the same door twice.’ I point randomly at the crowd. ‘I will check. If you step out of line in any way, you will meet the same fate as the Sandman. No rapes. No assaults.’
Rather than fear or anger, there’s a collective sigh of relief. I hope I’m doing the right thing. If I deny them entirely then who knows how bad the situation could get. This way, the night terrors are kept to a minimum and the bloody monsters don’t starve. Dying makes creatures – probably even these creatures – violently unpredictable. I hope this compromise makes them controllable and me a benign dictator. 
I shiver. I’m not happy but I don’t see what choice I’ve got.
I throw down the sword and turn, facing towards the town. I can’t see a damn thing through the smoke. My stomach lurches at the thought of making the return journey, even though I have my air bubble to help me, but I can’t lose my confidence now. I’m not out of the woods yet.
‘Wait! What do we call you?’ Huh? ‘If we need to contact you?’ 
I don’t want to turn round and see what manner of beastie is asking that question but appearing indecisive or confused is not good idea. Neither do I wish to give them my real name. I think quickly. I have to give them something or they may not let me leave.  There’s about a thousand of them; those odds are not good.
‘Zorb,’ I say finally. ‘Call me Zorb.’ It sounds like some weird alien leader but it’ll have to do.
I stride away. Thankfully, the crowd parts and I pass through. I keep my back straight and walk without looking back. At one point I stumble and fear rips through me. I’m some distance away from them but my legs are close to giving away, not from pain or injury from the fight but because I’m more scared than I realised. 
I breathe slowly, counting in my head. I bloody did it, I remind myself, avoiding looking at the dark smoke which even now threatens me. I won.
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
The best way to make your dreams come true is to wake up.
Paul Valery
              
I step back into the Dreamlands without further mishap. It’s strange looking at the buildings from this angle; everything is different somehow. Maybe that’s because I feel different. 
The sunlight is glaring and I shield my eyes until my vision adjusts. I walk forward until I reach the flowers then I inhale their sickly-sweet scent. It tickles my nostrils but it doesn’t distract from the merciless throbbing across my scalp. Long hair, I decide, is not particularly conducive to being a warrior, even a dream warrior who in real life can’t clamber over a wooden fence. I shrug. I guess being feeble in the real world doesn’t matter. Not now. 
I turn and stare back at the Badlands. They look exactly the same but I no longer feel deep foreboding when I stare at them. I don’t even register the sulphuric smell any more.
Despite the throbbing pain in my body, I’m exultant. Adrenaline still races through me and I grin from ear to ear. I see distant figures moving about the streets of the town; none of them realise yet what I’ve achieved. Screw the Department; if I can go into the damn Badlands and take down the Sandman, it will be a piece of cake, regardless of how many of its people there are.
The urge to find Dante and share the news overtakes me. I know he’ll be pissed off that I lied but, when he realises how successful I’ve been, I’m sure he’ll get over it. All’s well that ends well.
Assuming that he’s still in the Dreamlands, I try to work out where he might be. He said he was staying behind to look out for Ashley but he definitely wasn’t with her. The only other thing that makes sense is that he’s watching the Department to ensure its goons don’t venture into the forest and find her. He’ll be lingering somewhere around the square. 
I set off with a bouncy spring which immediately falters because of the pain. Okay, forget skipping jauntily; I’ll limp instead. It doesn’t mean I can’t still grin.
I plod along at a snail’s pace until I reach the first of the cobbled streets. For the first time, I’m irked that they’re not paved with modern materials; their uneven surface forces me to walk more slowly and I have to stop every few metres because the shooting pain is too much. Maybe it would be easier to disapparate and talk to Dante back in Manchester. I can shake him awake. At least that will lay Rawlins’ worries to rest.
With that thought in mind, I tilt back my head. Just before I feel the first familiar tug, however, something grabs my arm. I’m so surprised that I stagger and fall against a nearby wall. I yell out in agony. Goddamnit.
‘You will draw attention to yourself if you continue to make such noise.’
I rub my arm, which is still burning from the icy freeze of Lilith’s touch. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ I hiss. ‘You should stick to the forest. Goodness only knows what the Department will do if it gets hold of you.’
‘I’m looking for you,’ she says. She taps the corner of her mouth. There’s an air of menace about her; even though we’re outside in the sunshine, I feel as stifled as I did in the Badlands. ‘I did not enjoy your trap.’ Her eyes narrow.
Irritation floods through me. I don’t have time for Lilith’s ramblings; I’ve already helped her out far more than I needed to. She’s got no right to come here and try to intimidate me. ‘What trap?’ I snap.
Lilith snarls and glides closer. ‘He was not alone.’
Eh? I blink at her as something crawls uneasily through the pit of my stomach. ‘Do you mean Adam? What do you mean he wasn’t alone?’
She runs her tongue across her teeth. Her face hovers above me and realise that she doesn’t look any healthier than she did a couple of hours ago. If she fed from Adam, she should be slightly better by now. 
‘He was being watched, Zoe from the quiet lands. But I see now you did not know this.’ She snaps her fingers and moves back. ‘So be it.’
The tension emanating from her evaporates – but I think it has simply transferred to me. My pulse quickens as I search her face. ‘Watched by whom?’
‘I am very hungry,’ she says. Her gaze drops and her expression is mournful. ‘I need to eat.’
‘I’ve stopped the damn monsters. You can go and feed from whoever you want. But first tell me who was watching Adam.’
Her eyes go round. ‘Anyone? I can go to anyone?’
‘Lilith…’
She sighs. ‘The watcher had pretty fingers. And a mark here.’ She points above her arched eyebrow.
My stomach sinks further. I know exactly who she means: the Department thug who grabbed me in the street and half-strangled me had a scar there. I’ve fucking done it again, I’ve landed Adam in danger once more. ‘What was he dreaming of? What was Adam dreaming of?’
She pats her stomach. ‘I’m going to eat now.’
‘Wait!’ I protest. If they’re watching Adam it’s because the cat is finally out of the bag. They know I’m the dreamweaver and they’ll be coming after me. I straighten my shoulders. Let them: I’m coming into my own. They’ll rue the day they tried to screw with me. ‘Where is he now? Is the watcher still inside Adam’s dream?’
She nods. ‘With the other one. Your friend.’
Everything around me goes very, very quiet. ‘My friend?’
‘Mmm.’
I close my eyes in pain. I can’t believe Dante was right all along. I had been so sure I could trust Bron. I’m normally a far better judge of character. 
There’s an ache in my heart because I’ve been betrayed. I lean back against the wall and look at Lilith, as if I’m expecting her to tell me she’s making it up. Somehow I don’t think Lilith is the joking type.
‘I’ve seen him in the forest many times. He has a mark as well, you know,’ Lilith continues. She points to her cheek this time. 
My tongue claws to the roof of my mouth. ‘Wh–what?’
‘Is it a club?’ she inquires. ‘Do many of your kind do it? Brand yourselves?’
‘His hair.’ There’s a tremble to my voice but I don’t care. ‘What colour is his hair?’
Lilith frowns at me. ‘Black, of course.’
There’s a roaring in my ears. I can’t breathe. No, no, no, no, no.
‘Are you alright?’
I think I’m going to pass out. Nausea rises up my gullet. ‘What…’ I gasp. ‘Did… No. What…’ Shit. I point to my mouth.
‘I do not like vomit.’
Something about the disgust in her tone helps me and I suck in air, filling my lungs. ‘I’m not going to be sick. Did they talk?’ I lunge forward and snatch her wrist, ignoring the freezing touch of her skin. ‘What did they say?’
‘They wanted you, dreamweaver.’
Breath rushes out of me once more. It’s not Dante. He knows exactly where I am. 
‘Pretty Fingers wanted to know where the dreamweaver was. They knew  that it wasn’t Ashley and they’d been holding the wrong person.’ Lilith shrugs as if it makes no sense. ‘Black Hair said he had the dreamweaver but was keeping her until she came around to his way of thinking.’
No. ‘You’re lying.’
She considers this. ‘I do not lie. Make of it what you will.’ She blinks languidly and disappears.
I sag against the wall. Lilith is playing with my mind, just like the Sandman. I know from my discovery of the card with Adam’s details that the Department may have found him already. It was the Mayor’s record-keeping that led them to him, nothing else; they’ve been watching him in case he leads them to me. 
Dante’s the only friend I’ve got and there’s nothing to point to his culpability. Bron’s not been around since I accused him of playing both sides. Ashley hates me and so does Esme.
I freeze. I only accused Bron at Dante’s behest. And there was something definitely wrong when I saw Ashley and Esme in the forest. 
I straighten up. I have to talk to both of them and I have to do it now.
 
***
 
I circle round them. I’m aware it makes me look like some kind of predator but my pent-up emotion is going to burst out if I don’t do something to release it. The big stick Esme was holding before is lying by their feet and she drops nervous glances in its direction. I almost scoff. I can conjure up swords from nothing; a stick is going to bother me.
‘What’s wrong with the pair of you?’ I demand. ‘You’re antsy and worked up and I want to know why.’
They exchange looks. Esme runs her tongue across her teeth. ‘Do you know why Ashley was taken?’ she asks finally.
‘Because the Department thought she was the dreamweaver,’ I say impatiently. That’s hardly news.
‘That’s what they wanted us to think.’
I stare at her. ‘What does that mean?’
Ashley clears her throat. ‘They only thought I was the dreamweaver to start off with. They injected me with something that made my heart race. Every six hours they came and injected me again.’
I swallow. ‘Drugs to stop you from sleeping.’
She nods. ‘Most of them didn’t talk to me, but one of them was chattier than the others. I knew that I could die there if I didn’t get someone on my side so I tried to be nice. I tried to get him to help me.’
I’m guessing that didn’t pan out but at least Ashley continued to fight. None of us were going to let these bastards take us down. ‘Go on.’
‘He said that they’d been told to kidnap me. That someone knew I was the dreamweaver, someone from our zone. A few people had doubts but Inferno was sure.’
‘Inferno?’ I press the base of my palms against my temples and switch direction. Dante’s Inferno. It doesn’t mean anything though; it could be a coincidence. It could be a ploy to make us think he’s not one of us.
Ashley’s eyes are clear. ‘That’s what they said. I was too befuddled to think anything of it. Later the guard apologised. He knew the truth and that I wasn’t the weaver but they needed me to capture the real dreamweaver.’ She looks at me meaningfully. ‘That’s when I realised I was nothing more than bait. I tried to tell them I was the dreamweaver, to give myself a chance, but they didn’t believe me.’
‘Lack of sleep will make you hallucinate…’
‘I know the fucking difference between a hallucination and reality, okay?’ Ashley snaps.
I stop pacing and look at her. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. She’s just been to hell and back; I should be more empathetic.
She nods. ‘I was getting sweats, screaming. Things were getting bad. The nice one left off a dosage. He said not to tell anyone but he was worried I was going to end up with permanent brain damage.’ As she says those words, she turns pale. ‘That’s why I managed to finally fall asleep.’
‘And I bumped into you?’
‘Yes. Then I woke up and some of the fog had gone. Dante was there. He said something to the guard and then picked me up and carried me out.’
I don’t move a muscle. ‘The guard knew he was there?’
‘Yes. Dante thought I was out of it but I saw him make some kind of gesture.’ She concentrates and then shows me, her thumb touching her ring finger.
I stare at it. ‘Dante did that?’
‘Yes.’
I’ve seen that gesture before. The Department thug who half-throttled me in the street made it before he started speaking. Is it some kind of secret signal? Maybe Dante learnt it and is using it against them but if that’s the case, why didn’t he tell the rest of us about it?
Esme puts a hand on her shoulder. ‘He used to work for the Mayor, Zoe.’
I shake my head. That’s proof of nothing. ‘And,’ I say, ‘he stopped when he realised how dangerous and evil the Mayor was.’
‘So he told us.’ She meets my eyes. ‘You forget that a lot happened before you showed up. Dante lurked in the forest. The few times that he came into the town, he sat in a corner and watched people.’
I saw him do that, the first time I was in the pub. I shake my head and re-focus. ‘That’s still not proof of anything.’ My protests are becoming feebler. I think of what happened with Ashley and seize upon it. ‘He’s the one who said the Department might have Ashley and would be forcing her to stay awake! He wouldn’t have done that if he was part of it.’
Esme’s expression doesn’t change. ‘What did you do when he told you that?’
I frown. ‘What do you mean?’
‘You left home, didn’t you? Even though you were terrified, you left the safety of your house and your town and travelled to Manchester.’
‘But Dante didn’t want me to do that!’ I burst out. ‘He wanted Bron and Rob to go, not me!’
‘But he knew that you would go. You wouldn’t be able to resist going after her on your own because it was your fault she was taken. You were in a strange place, on your own and entirely vulnerable.’
Except I didn’t go to Manchester on my own. I went with Rawlins. Doubt snakes through me. Dante wasn’t happy when he saw her.
‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘He was angry when he realised I was in Manchester. Really angry. There’s no way it was an act.’
‘Then he wanted to keep you to himself. Some kind of Department power-play shit.’
‘He wouldn’t do that.’
Esme sighs. ‘When was the last time you spoke to Bron? I know you had some kind of fight. Why did you argue with each other?’
I look away.
‘And,’ she continues, ‘I’m pretty certain Rob is out of the country. He travels a lot for his work. Neither of them was in a position to look for Ashley.’
If it’s true that Rob travels a lot, he would know a lot about the different zones. I could have asked him what the Department was like in other places – if I’d known. Dante didn’t mention his friend’s travels. ‘It’s coincidence,’ I say heavily. ‘Not evidence.’
Esme gives me a sad, knowing smile. ‘Dante only became friendly when you arrived, Zoe.’
‘He wasn’t friendly when I arrived. In fact, he was an arse.’
‘Until he discovered you were the dreamweaver,’ she says softly. ‘Then everything changed. He went from being Grizzly Adams to everyone’s best friend.’
I’m still not prepared to believe it. ‘He hung out on that forum! Somnolence.  He’s D.’
Esme looks confused but Ashley turns even paler. ‘He reads Somnolence?’ she whispers.
‘Ash…’
She shakes her head. ‘D is Bron. His last name is Daniels.’
I frown. ‘No. Bron is B52.'
‘You’re wrong.’ The truth is written all across her face.
‘That’s stupid!’ I explode. ‘Why the hell don’t you all use your real names? And how can you be sure? That doesn’t…’ I pause. Bron apologised to me for what he wrote on Somnolence. Someone had posted a question asking if I was pretty and ‘D’ had responded: ‘If you like that sort of thing’. I’d assumed it was Dante – in fact, he’d all but confirmed it. Have I really been so wrong about everything?
‘Rob’s a good person and Dante and he are friends,’ I whisper. I’m searching desperately for reasons to defend him. ‘The first time I saw him, Rob was trying to get Dante to rise up against the Mayor!’
‘So what? Rob’s friendly and he knows the difference between right and wrong. Dante’s not like that. I keep telling you, he used to work for the Mayor, Zoe. Think about it. Why would we invite him onto the forum that was trying to subvert the Mayor?’
‘But...’ It’s possible. Dante could have been monitoring the forum. ‘Stockholm Syndrome,’ I say suddenly. ‘You’ve got Stockholm Syndrome. You’re identifying with your kidnappers. You like this Department wanker who was nice to you and you’re looking for a way to pin the blame on someone else. Dante’s not that person. He helped me free the mares! He was working with Bron to take the Mayor down!’
Esme rolls her eyes. ‘Give it up. We all wanted to trust him but the truth is staring us right in the face. Dante is the Department. He wanted the dreamweaver all to himself, probably so he could get more power. When the Department found out there was a dreamweaver, Dante misdirected them to Ashley so he could get you on side. Seducing you until you’d do what the hell he wanted you to do.’
I open my mouth to tell her it’s not true but before I can speak, a twig snaps. We all freeze and turn. There, standing in the gloom, is the man himself.
Dante folds his arms. ‘Sorry,’ he says to Ashley. ‘It wasn’t personal.’
 



Chapter Twenty
 
The caged bird sings with fearful trill.
Maya Angelou
 
I disapparate in a heartbeat and leap off the bed. Rawlins is on the other one, gently snoring. I shake her awake.
‘What?’ she stutters, raising a hand to ward me off.
‘We have to leave now.’
‘Eh?’
‘Dante,’ I say through gritted teeth. ‘It was Dante all along.’
She blinks at me in sleepy confusion. ‘I don’t understand.’
I curse. ‘Rawlins, he’s responsible for Ashley’s kidnapping and he knows that I know. He’s outside in your car. He’ll be here in seconds. We need to get out now.’
She stares at me, then she springs up and grabs her bag. ‘Let’s go.’
We fling open the door and run down the corridor. 
‘Lift?’
Rawlins shakes her head. ‘Too slow. Take the stairs.’
We fling open the door to the emergency staircase. I’m about to rush down but she snatches my arm. ‘No. If he really is going to after you…’
‘He is.’
‘Then he’ll expect you to go down.’ She jerks her head. ‘We should go up instead.’
‘We’ll be trapped.’ 
‘I’m with the police, remember? Trust me on this.’
I have no choice. I give a sharp nod and pivot on my heel. The pair of us race upwards. My spine is screaming and bolts of agony tear through my body but I can’t worry about that now. 
I can’t believe it. Dante. All along it was the person I felt confident about. I’m such a fucking idiot.
We reach the top floor and Rawlins wrenches open the door, her hand on her phone as we run. Sprinting back down another corridor which looks exactly like the one we just left, we start trying door handles. None of them open. Rawlins dials while I feel terror rising inside me. There’s no way out of here. 
‘Travelodge, Tamar Street. Code 0.’ There’s a pause. ‘Get here now, damn it.’
I spy another door at the far end which looks different: it might be a closet. Right now, it’s the best we can do. ‘Come on.’
It takes seconds to reach it but it feels like an eternity. My heart pounds in my chest and I expect Dante to appear at any moment. We get to the door and push it open. There’s another flight of steps leading upwards and a faint gust of cold wind; the steps lead to the roof.
‘If we go up there, there’s nowhere we can hide.’
Rawlins looks grim. Behind us there’s a ping as the lift stops at our floor. There’s no choice. ‘Come on.’
The door clangs behind us. Rawlins takes the steps three at a time but I’m struggling; the pain from my earlier injuries is almost too much and I can feel my vision blurring. It’s too hard. He’s going to catch up.
Rawlins bounds back down and, in one swift motion, pulls me up and throws me over her back, fireman-style. I gasp aloud. ‘Quit your moaning,’ she says. ‘I’m trained and you’re slow.’
I suffer the indignity; compared to the alternative, it’s almost pleasant. Once we reach the roof, she drops me.
‘Ashley,’ I say. ‘We have to make sure she’s safe.’
‘She’s got a police guard. I checked already.’
I nod and back away, staring at the entrance to the stairs. Out here there’s nothing but some ancient heating units and a few discarded cigarette butts. The only way out of here is by jumping down ten storeys. 
I knew it: I should never have left my house.
We hear a clank as the door on the floor below is opened. Rawlins and I glance at each other and I realise that she’s as scared as I am. She reaches for my hand and squeezes it. And then there’s the sound of sirens coming our way.
 
***
 
I stand in the rumour mill, surrounded by whispers. They rise up around me in swirls, some more urgent than others. The longer I wait, the more the indistinct ebb and flow becomes comforting. 
I don’t have any desire to get closer and listen in to the specifics. Some things should be kept private. Knowing that the world is continuing outside of my own little life makes me feel better. Not everything is about me, even if it seems that way sometimes. 
The door at the far end opens, drenching me in a golden sunbeam. I shield my eyes and squint. There’s no surprise as to who has followed me here.
‘Hi, Dante.’
‘Hello, Zoe.’ He walks in, closing the door behind him, and strides towards me, stopping less than a metre away. I drink him in. His jaw is covered in faint stubble and his eyes are hooded. He reaches out for me but, when I take a step back, he drops his hands.
‘Did you really think I’d allow the police to catch me?’ he asks.
I counter his faint sneer with one of my own. ‘Did you really think I’d just let you grab me like you did with Ashley?’ He doesn’t answer.  I knit my fingers together. ‘Tell me one thing,’ I say, my voice dropping so that it’s barely audible over the whispers. ‘Why her? Why Ashley?’
A muscle jerks in his cheek. ‘She didn’t get hurt.’
‘That’s an interesting definition of not getting hurt. She was kept awake for three days, Dante. Hallucinations. Mania. Depression. All side-effects of lack of sleep.’
He doesn’t look away. ‘It was a calculated risk. She wouldn’t have come to any real harm.’
A tight ball of anger forms in my stomach. ‘Why? Was it all just a diversion to keep me busy?’
‘The Department was after you so I had to keep their men busy. I had to give them someone or they’d have been on to you like a shot.’
I shake my head. ‘Even when Kevin told them otherwise, they wouldn’t believe that Ashley was innocent. No wonder – they believed you.’
He runs a hand through his hair. ‘They had no reason not to. I kept you safe from them, Zoe, you should remember that. But the Department has more power than you can ever imagine. You needed to know what it’s capable of.’
‘You mean what you’re capable of. What power you have.’
‘If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.’
‘Fuck you!’ I burst out. ‘That was your plan? I can’t believe I was so stupid. I can’t believe you thought that would work.’
He sighs. ‘I’m not a monster. I’m not like those things from the Badlands.’
‘No,’ I say sadly. ‘They were under orders from the Sandman. You give the orders. Or you want to.’
‘It’s not as simple as that.’
I fold my arms across my chest. It’s not much of a barrier but it’s the best I can do. ‘Was it all lies?’
‘I’m not a bad person. I didn’t tell the others who you were,’ he repeats, as if getting Ashley tortured instead counts for something. ‘Don’t you remember that you told me I was a good person?’
‘I don’t care what you are!’ The high-pitched note in my voice belies my words but, right now, I don’t care. ‘I asked whether it was all lies. The girl you tried to rescue – Lacey. Was that true?’ His face tells me everything I need to know. My stomach roils queasily. How could I have been taken in so easily? ‘She was a lie. In fact, you were even lying to the people you supposedly work with. Was everything you said to me false?’
He steps towards me but this time I hold my ground. ‘No,’ he says finally. ‘I do care for you.’
I roll my eyes. ‘Really.’ My voice is flat.
A shaft of light from one of the upper windows hits his face. ‘You’re desirable.’ He laughs. ‘Don’t look so surprised. You know there’s a connection between us, there always has been. Even before I knew what you were, I wanted you. You desire me as much as I desire you. Together, we could be unstoppable.’
‘You pretended to Bron that you were on his side. You pretended to me. But you only helped bring down the Mayor because you wanted control of this zone. You skulked around the forest waiting for the best moment to destroy him. And when you met me, you sat back and watched me do it for you.’
He doesn’t disagree.
‘Did you even go to America?’
‘I wouldn’t have been able to track you in all those dreams if I had. If you’d thought about it, you’d have realised. The truth was staring you in the face all along.’
There’s a hollow ache where my heart used to be. I used to be good at noticing little details; I should have noticed that. Being with Dante clouded my thinking. It won’t happen again; I won’t let it. 
I meet his eyes. ‘You only wanted me to go so I’d be out of the way when the Department arrived.’
‘Proving that I care about your safety. That I’m on your side.’
My mouth twists. ‘You want me on your side so you can use me. Everything you’ve done up to now was a ploy to get me to trust you. You wanted me to practise dreamweaving so I could become better at it, because unless I was skilled enough to change what was going on inside people’s heads, I was useless. You’ve been determined to stop me hurting myself not because you cared about me and my well-being, but because you needed me alive so you could use me. And then,’ I add, vibrating with rage, ‘when I pissed you off by showing up in Manchester, you helped me rescue Ashley so I believed that dreamweaving could be used for good.’
‘I’m not the Sandman. I’m not an evil mastermind, Zoe.’
‘Fuck you! Don’t you dare say my name! I don’t want to hear it on your lips ever again.’
His eyes glitter. ‘Zoe.’
I reach out and slap him once, hard round the face. He hisses but otherwise doesn’t react. ‘How do you think this ends, Zoe? You live out your days wandering through the Bubble and fixing people’s problems? How about you do something worthwhile and make the whole world a better place? I know what happened in the Badlands. You must have done something to stop the fungus. If we work together, it’ll be just like what you did there but on an even larger scale.’
‘Ha! Is that what the Department is doing? Helping people by keeping them in their place? Creating an atmosphere of terror? You want me to manipulate people to fulfil your every whim.’
‘And what’s wrong with that? Do you think letting Travellers wander in and out of the world’s dreams is really a good idea? Because without the Department, that’s what would happen. Not everyone is a damned saint. There are thirty thousand Travellers in this zone. Imagine them knowing everything about the people they meet, their secret desires and innermost thoughts. That’s not responsible; making sure that the power we wield isn’t abused is. That’s what we do. Someone has to be in charge.’
I gaze at him in dismay. ‘And that someone is you.’
‘Fucking hell!’ he explodes. ‘It’s not as simple as you make out, Zoe. There are lots of zones. They all have power.’
‘You told me there’s no single Department leader,’ I say slowly. ‘But really it’s you, isn’t it? You’re in charge.’
A muscle jerks in his cheek, and the scar there pulsates. ‘Actually no. I’m the only tracker. I’m more powerful than they are put together. But it wasn’t enough.’
‘If you had me, then it would be enough. You could convince everyone that the leader should be you.’ I shake my head. ‘I trusted you. I gave myself to you.’
‘And I wasn’t lying with that. I want you. I want Zoe, not the dreamweaver.’
‘You want me in your bed. You want the dreamweaver in your pocket.’
He throws his up his hands. ‘Don’t you get it? I’ll make the Department better! And if you don’t want to weave, then don’t! I won’t make you.’
For the first time, I understand the Sandman’s motives in attacking first. Power is apparently more desirable than I’d realised. ‘No,’ I say softly. ‘You won’t make me at first but you’ll sneak things in, won’t you? You’ll tell me there’s a kid that needs my help. Maybe that kid has powerful parents. You’ll ask me to help you change someone’s mind. Nothing serious to start off with. You’ll get me doing little things, and you’ll think I won’t be able to say no. Those little things will grow and sooner or later I’ll do whatever you want.’
‘You don’t think very highly of yourself if you believe I can manipulate you so easily.’ 
I stare at him. Despite his words, I know what I’m saying is true. ‘You want to have your cake and eat it. Me and the dreamweaving, all in one.’
‘Would that really be so bad? I can keep you safe from the others. They won’t dare to touch you if you’re with me.’
‘The others,’ I say dully. ‘You mean the other Department pricks.’
‘They’re not as bad as you think. I know I’ve said things about them but that was what you wanted to hear at the time. The truth is that we can work together, we can make things better. Just because someone’s in charge doesn’t mean they’re evil, for fuck’s sake.’
‘No,’ I say quietly. ‘But lying and kidnapping and subverting people’s dreams and threatening to murder them are pretty evil.’
‘The world is not black and white.’
I tilt my chin. ‘Sometimes it is.’
He grabs my shoulders. I try to escape but his grip is too strong. ‘Tell me where you are. We can talk about this in person in the real world. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m in love with you.’
‘Everything you’ve said is a lie, Dante,’ I say, pain colouring every word.
‘No. It’s not. Tell me where you are and I’ll prove it.’
‘No.’ 
‘Zoe, you know I’ll be able to find you whenever you sleep. You might as well tell me where you are in the real…’
I look upwards. Dante shouts but it’s too late. In a matter of seconds, I disapparate and wake myself up. Rawlins is sitting next to me, her expression worried. In the back of the car, I can hear the Chairman meow loudly. My mother hushes him.
‘I still don’t understand what’s going on,’ she says. ‘Why do we have to leave? I’m supposed to be meeting Henry for dinner tonight.’
I rub my eyes. ‘Henry is married. You need to stay away from him. It’s for the best.’ As long as I can convince myself of that then we’ll all be a lot happier.
‘One minute you won’t leave your house and the next you’re running away. What on earth is going on?’
I sigh. ‘It’s a long, long story.’ On the rushed journey back to Scotland to fetch everyone, Rawlins and I had discussed how to approach this and come up with squat. With Dante managing to melt away into the night leaving behind no trace of his existence, we’d been forced to use old evidence of my terror-stricken agoraphobia to get the Manchester police off our backs. They’d been suspicious but in the end had no choice but to let it pass.  I know my mother won’t be taken in that easily. I’m not sure she’s ready for the truth though. ‘Everything’s going to be fine,’ I say aloud. ‘It’ll work out sooner or later. For now I just need you to trust me.’
‘I have a job to go to, Zoe,’ Adam complains. ‘I can’t just run away.’
‘It’s either this or stay at home and put us all in danger,’ I tell him calmly. ‘Believe me on that at least.  The rest will take more time.’
Rawlins gives them both a reassuring smile. My mother sinks back and mutters. ‘I wish I had your confidence.’
Someone behind us honks loudly. There’s a man ahead waving us onto the ferry. Rawlins puts the car into gear and rolls forward. ‘Time to go,’ she says quietly.
I give her a brilliant smile. ‘Great.’
 



Thank you so much for reading Night Terrors.  I sincerely hope you enjoyed it!  It would mean a huge amount if you could take a minute or two to write a review.  Not only is any feedback vastly helpful but reviews are vital for every independent author and can make a massive difference that is genuinely appreciated.
 
Look out for the final instalment in the Dreamweaver series, Night Light, coming in 2016.
 
All the best,
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