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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Just when I think I have learned the way to live, life changes. 
 
    Hugh Prather 
 
      
 
    Routine shapes our lives in every sense, from the miniscule to the majestic. The sun rises and sets every day; the tide washes in and sweeps out; the seasons guide nature, setting their own predetermined schedule for crops and flowers and bees and bears. As much as we might tell ourselves that we live by the seat of our pants and do what we want when we want to, we couldn’t survive without routine. It’s one of the first things we learn, when new parents with bruised, tired eyes try to settle babies into life. It’s one of the last things we experience in a hospital bed or an old people’s home, where mealtimes and doctors’ rounds and even The Antiques Roadshow help to tell us where we are and what we’re doing. 
 
    As individuals, routine removes the requirement for motivation or willpower. When you do something often enough, it becomes habit and with habit, we work on automatic pilot. Maybe there was a time when I despised the need to brush my teeth before I went to bed but now I do it with barely a conscious thought. I know I brushed my teeth last night; to recall the specifics, however, would be nigh on impossible. Routine guides us but it isn’t memorable. 
 
    Wake up. Stretch. Or don’t stretch, slump instead. Perform ablutions. Dress. Maybe with Monday’s shirt. Maybe with the tie or necklace or watch or belt which you’ve been wearing for years. Drink coffee or tea or juice or water or churned-up grass. Whatever. Eat. Do the dishes or throw them in the sink with the others or leave them for your butler. Either way, it’s the same. Work. Listen to Mary or Ahmed or Jacques or Mariko complaining. Have lunch on your own or with a client or in the canteen avoiding the lumpy gravy. Work more. Complain about your boss. Suck up to your boss. Maybe you are the boss. Go home or to the gym. Kiss your wife or husband or children or goldfish. Eat again because your stomach tells you it’s time. Watch TV or text your friends or have a pint or go for a walk. Everything is a variation in some way of everything else. It’s not dull or monotonous or boring, it’s safe. It’s comprehensible. It’s structured and calm. 
 
    You can learn a lot about routine by watching a cat. Stay at home for a few days on the trot and pay attention to what your feline friend does. Sleep here in this spot. Eat. Move and sleep in another spot. Go outside and stare at birds. Sleep over there. I guarantee that the sleeping locations and times of waking or moving or pouncing will follow a pattern. These things will change over time but not dramatically so. At the end of the day, we all like routine. We’re all creatures of habit. 
 
    A break in routine can be exciting. The shocking news event that makes everyone stop in their tracks. A surprise party. A squirming, butterfly-inducing, quivering flirtation. But too many breaks and you can end up exhausted. How many times has someone said they need a holiday to get over their holiday? Routines aren’t soul-crushing; it’s your partner or your job or your own deep-seated unhappiness that is getting you down. Try it. I dare you. Try to live without any kind of routine for a few days. It’s chaos. It might even kill you. 
 
    *** 
 
    I pull up the car by the deserted crossroads. This is by far the nicest mode of transport we’ve experienced so far. Trying to get hold of any working vehicle without leaving a paper trail is extraordinarily difficult. Up till now it’s involved making dodgy deals in dodgier pubs, seeking out the shifty-looking bloke who’s counting pennies for his next round of drinks and sidling over for a whispered negotiation. It’s not a perfect system. We are all, however, getting better at it. 
 
    ‘Which way?’ I ask, glancing round. 
 
    ‘Left,’ my mother says, at the exact same moment Rawlins firmly states, ‘Right.’ They flash narrowed eyes at each other for the briefest second before pasting on fake smiles. 
 
    ‘As long as we find somewhere that sells food,’ Adam says, slumped against the window, ‘I couldn’t give a shit.’ 
 
    My mother gasps in mock outrage. ‘Adam! Language!’ She pauses for a beat. ‘Although, darling, I could really do with a fucking big gin.’ 
 
    I roll my eyes. ‘Ha. Ha.’ 
 
    She blinks at me. ‘I’m perfectly serious. I’m completely parched. We haven’t stopped for three days straight and I think it’s time we took a break.’ 
 
    ‘We stopped last night,’ Rawlins points out. 
 
    ‘You know perfectly well what I mean. We need to rest properly.’ She leans forward, inadvertently nudging the Chairman’s carrier and causing him to meow in protest, while giving me an earnest, pleading look. ‘I know you’re afraid, Zoe…’ 
 
    ‘I am not afraid,’ I snap, before regretting it. Fear is a touchy subject as far as I’m concerned. I need to learn to loosen up.  
 
    ‘Wary then,’ she amends. ‘I know you’re wary but there has been no sight of anyone following us. I know you’ve told me they might be tracking you when you sleep but if they can’t catch you when you’re awake, then we have nothing to worry about. We should all go home.’ 
 
    This is becoming a recurring theme. I’m not even convinced my mother still doesn’t believe I’m making all this up. Even after I entered her dreams a few nights ago to prove it to her, she has a distinct aura of scepticism every time I bring up my dreamweaving. I can hardly blame her.  
 
    Neither Adam nor Rawlins say anything; they have obviously had enough of being on the run as well. 
 
    I sigh and push back my hair. ‘The Department is after us. Dante is after us.’ 
 
    ‘It’s you they all want,’ Adam mutters. 
 
    He’s perfectly correct. For a while the Department believed that the dreamweaver was Ashley, my friend from the Dreamlands. They abducted her and held her for several days. With Dante’s betrayal, however, there’s no longer any doubt that they know my identity ‒ and that they’ll stop at nothing to get me to work for them. ‘They will use you to get to me. They’ll hurt you. They might even kill you.’ Despite my words, I remain calm. This is nothing new. ‘We’re safer if we stick together.’ 
 
    The three of them exchange glances. The unspoken question of how long we can keep this up for hangs between us. Sooner or later we’ll run out of money. Sooner or later we’ll need to stop moving. This kind of lifestyle isn’t sustainable. 
 
    ‘We stay with the original plan,’ I say firmly. ‘We get to Eastern Europe and then I can use that time zone to find out more about the Department. Maybe negotiate with them. Or make a deal.’ 
 
    ‘Or blow them up,’ my mother suggests cheerily.  
 
    If it came to that, I could be persuaded but this isn’t the time to suggest it. ‘Right now,’ I continue, ‘we need to make sure we’re not being tracked either in dreams or in the real world. I can’t make a move until I know we’re completely safe, even temporarily. Anonymity,’ I remind them. ‘It’s the only way.’ It’s why we aren’t using airports. It’s why we are taking the most circuitous route known to man and why we have no set destination other than the next time zone.  
 
    Adam gestures behind us. The long straight road is completely empty; we haven’t seen another car for hours. ‘We’re in the clear,’ he says. ‘We’re not being followed.’ 
 
    I grimace. ‘Yes, we are.’ 
 
     Rawlins sighs, digs in her pocket and takes out a coin. ‘Heads for left, tails for right. Okay?’ She doesn’t wait for a response. She flips it, catches it then glances down. ‘Left.’ 
 
    I put the car into gear. ‘Great. Let’s go.’ 
 
    We keep moving for another couple of hours, eventually pulling into a small campsite which at least looks like it has running water. I check my watch. ‘I should find some people,’ I say.  
 
    Since we crossed into Germany, I’ve been trying hard to conceal our whereabouts. As the only dream tracker, Dante has the ability to follow me through different dreams once I’m asleep. If he finds me, he can hurt my real self by hurting my dream self. The mind is a complicated thing; any pain I sustain in dreams manifests itself in reality because, for me, both places are one and the same. Both places are real. Even if Dante doesn’t catch me up, he can still tell where I am based on the nationality of each dreamer’s mind he trails me through. If I pass across the dreams of lots of Germans, it wouldn’t take a genius to realise I’m physically in Germany. It does complicate life somewhat. 
 
    Hiding from Dante is the reason why I’ve not yet stopped to seek out other Travellers. I’m determined to make sure I’ve done enough to keep him away before I venture into the Dreamlands where dream Travellers naturally congregate. The trouble is that, in order to avoid the Dreamlands, I have to touch the skin of other people so I can apparate into their dreams. The more people I touch, the more dreams I can zip through and the less chance there is that Dante will be able to track me.  
 
    My system is not perfect; he managed to catch up to me four days ago and appeared on the edge of a French shopkeeper’s dream. I disapparated out before he could do anything, although his voice as he shouted after me rang in my ears for hours afterwards. 
 
    ‘Have you touched anyone from another country?’ Adam asks. 
 
    I shake my head. ‘No. But there have to be other people staying here.’ I glance round dubiously. ‘Maybe it’s a tourist spot.’  
 
    There aren’t any signs in English but, using my rudimentary school German, we locate the tiny reception shack. A bored-looking man with a lined face and greying hair grunts in our direction and heaves himself out of his chair, reluctantly abandoning his book. One for my mother. By unspoken agreement, she pushes forward and plasters on her prettiest smile. 
 
    ‘Hello!’ she trills. ‘Do you speak English?’ 
 
    ‘Ja.’ 
 
    She claps her hands. ‘Excellent!’ she beams. She turns to us. ‘Didn’t I tell you that people on the Continent are much more educated than we are?’ We nod and murmur in agreement, chorus-like. She returns her attention to the man. ‘We would like to pitch our tents, if you please.’ 
 
    ‘Twenty Euros.’ 
 
    ‘Perfect.’ She digs into her purse, pulls out a crisp new note and hands it over. 
 
    ‘Passports,’ he grunts. 
 
    Her face collapses into the perfect picture of dismay. ‘Our tent was burgled at the last place. We’re on our way to Berlin to the embassy but until we get there, we have no identification.’ She looks at him sadly. ‘We’re fortunate we had some money hidden away that the thieves couldn’t find. Thankfully we’ve met so many very helpful people or we’d be completely stuck.’ She leans forward. ‘Is this place secure? I’m rather traumatised by the thought that all our throats could have been slit while we slept.’ 
 
    The man stares at her unblinkingly. ‘German?’ he asks. He’s clearly not particularly ebullient. 
 
    My mother frowns. ‘The thieves? We’re not sure. We think they were English.’ 
 
    He nods, satisfied. This is all part of our set-up: it’s in our best interests to keep all our hosts on our side so we blame other nations, usually our own, for our ‘stolen’ identification. So far we’ve succeeded wherever we’ve stayed. People are generally too kind to turn us away. We could probably push them and say that all our money was stolen as well but I’m determined not to take advantage even more than we already are. I’m not going to let Dante and the Department turn me into a villain. I’m better than them and I’m going to stay that way. 
 
    I scribble a fake name in the guestbook, carefully allowing my fingers to brush against the man’s when I pass back the pen. If he notices my action, he doesn’t react to it. Instead, he points out directions and, while my mother makes one last bid at flirtation, the rest of us troop away. 
 
    At our first camp, inexperienced as we were, it took hours to set up the tents. Now, eighteen days later, we’ve all become professionals. In less than half an hour, everything is ready. There are a few other tents around us so I cross my fingers that their occupants haven’t vanished off for a day trip and release the Chairman. Happily, he’s very skilled at seeking out human contact. Perhaps he’s bored with our company all day long in the car. I don’t blame him. 
 
    He quests forward, sniffing at a lurid pink tent about the size of a small house. There’s a squeal from the distance and a young girl of about seven or eight comes skipping forward. ‘Chat!’ she yells. 
 
    I try not to smile. A French family. Perfect. I wander over and encourage the child to stroke him. Some cats would take this as an opportunity to make a run for it, dash into the nearby woods never to be seen again. The Chairman’s too smart for that; he knows where his next meal is coming from. 
 
    He lets her touch him, even though her little hand rubs back and forth in a manner he normally hates. I crouch down and show her how to pet him more effectively, my own hand covering hers. The Chairman purrs in delight and arches his back. 
 
    It’s not long before the girl’s family appear, clutching tennis racquets and with the gleam of sweat on their foreheads. I push away my jealousy at this display of simple pleasures and introduce myself in stilted French, shaking hands as I go along. If they’re bemused that I’ve brought my cat on holiday either they don’t mention it or I don’t hear it. Caring about what others think of me stopped around the time people started trying to kill or kidnap me and my friends.  
 
    As night falls, I’m satisfied that I’ve collected enough dreams to keep us safe for another twenty-four hours. And that’s all I need. 
 
    *** 
 
    The more I train myself and practise, the better I’m becoming at dropping off within moments, regardless of the time. The SAS would be proud of me, I think sardonically, as I lie down on top of the sleeping bag and close my eyes. At least I no longer have to rely on Valium or sleeping pills to enter the land of Nod. I let my body relax, from my toes up to my facial muscles. Then my ears prickle. I’m in. 
 
    I can never tell what sort of dream I’m going to end up in. Sometimes they’re completely surreal, jumping from scene to scene with no apparent underlying reason. Sometimes, however, it’s clear what’s going on inside the dreamer’s head. I’ve been in my fair share of nightmares too, although at least the Badlands are now being held at bay and I can even chat to their nightmare-creating denizens from time to time. 
 
    On this occasion, I begin inside the head of the German holiday camp owner. When I open my eyes, he’s standing right in front of me, as quiet as he was in real life. We’re in a dusty marketplace surrounded by hawkers yelling out in an indecipherable language. It’s stiflingly hot and I can smell the distinctive aroma of barbecue in the air, which makes my mouth water. Travelling through dreams is as real to me as travelling anywhere. And I don’t have to put up with grumpy passengers along the way either. 
 
    A fat, turbaned gentleman appears out of nowhere and hands the German a sack. He twirls his moustache with squat fingers, every inch the stereotypical villain, before gesturing to the burlap. Someone’s been watching too many dodgy films. The German scratches his head, places the sack carefully on the ground at his feet and starts to undo the knots. His hands are trembling. I hold my breath and step back. Whatever’s inside, it’s not going to be cute kittens and rainbows. 
 
    There’s a hiss and both the German and I jump. Snakes. Yuk. I peer closer, counting three of them in total, one large brown creature with pretty, iridescent scales which catch the light and glitter, and two smaller ones of similar colouring which I presume are the snake kids. I eye the German consideringly. He looks too old for these to represent his own children. Grandchildren, perhaps? 
 
    The turbaned man reaches down, grabs one of the babies and tosses it onto the dirty street. It freezes for a moment then takes off at a tremendous speed, zigzagging through dozens of pairs of feet and raising clouds of dust around its body. I watch it hustle away until it lunges underneath a nearby market stall and disappears from sight. The man then takes the other little snake and does the same thing. Unfortunately for the second snake baby, a wagon chooses that moment to trundle past; its heavy wheels squish the vulnerable snake into a perfect pancake. I wince.  
 
    The German isn’t paying any attention, however. He’s focused on the mother snake, who’s apparently decided to blame him. She rears up with one violent movement, spitting and baring her gleaming fangs. Uh-oh. Whatever’s about to happen, I’ve seen enough; I can’t linger here any longer. I offer him a sympathetic smile, which of course he doesn’t see, then I disapparate as he dodges the furious snake. The chaos of the market is replaced by the calm, quiet green of a forest. Thank goodness. 
 
    There’s a peal of silvery, joyous laughter from deep within the trees. It has to be the girl who petted the Chairman. I grin and head after her. Kids’ dreams are fun. Whether it’s because they’re not old enough to realise that the world will disappoint them or whether they’re simply less bowed down by the expectations of life, their subconscious minds are a lot more light hearted and I tend to enjoy myself a lot more. It’ll be good to have a pleasant distraction for a while.  
 
    I weave my way in and out. The trees themselves are monstrously tall but this isn’t like the dark, gloomy forest in the Dreamlands. Here, sunlight filters down, throwing shapes and shadows across the pine-needle-littered ground. The setting is remarkably realistic, which isn’t always the case, so I assume her family holiday is helping to set the scene. 
 
    I eventually catch up to her beside a small, babbling brook. She’s kneeling down at the water’s edge while gold-coloured fish leap out of the water in front of her. There’s such a look of intense pleasure on her face that I do little more than watch for a moment. She creates arcs with her arms for the fish to jump through; their movements become more and more elaborate as she spins her own fishy acrobatic circus. Miniature rainbows appear over the water, casting multi-coloured shadows across the girl’s face. She reaches out to one and pulls it into her before wrapping it round her neck like a scarf. Her movement disturbs the fish antics and interrupts their mid-air cartwheeling. One particularly large koi leaps upwards and spins, then fixes its glassy eyes on me as if in shock.  
 
    The girl notices and turns. She grins at me in delight. I freeze. Dream Travellers like me are usually invisible. 
 
    ‘Isn’t this amazing?’ she breathes.  
 
    As I’ve discovered, the dream world doesn’t recognise language differences. It doesn’t lessen my shock, however. I lick my lips nervously. ‘You can see me?’ 
 
    She laughs. ‘Of course, silly! You’re the English lady with the fat cat.’ 
 
    Despite the situation, I bristle on the Chairman’s behalf. He’s not that chubby. Then I shake it off. I walk over to the girl and reach out, my fingers lightly brushing her cheek. She giggles again and mimics my movement, doing the same back to me. I can feel her warm touch on my skin. Well, well, well. 
 
    ‘You’re a Traveller,’ I say. 
 
    She nods seriously. ‘We’re on holiday.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I grimace. ‘That’s not what I mean.’ I kneel down and take her hands. ‘Have you been to the Dreamlands yet?’ 
 
    She cocks her head, obviously puzzled. ‘No. Isn’t this the land of dreams?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I demur, ‘it is and it is isn’t.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not making any sense.’ 
 
    I take a deep breath. This has never happened to me before. Most Travellers – those who have the ability to journey to the Dreamlands and remember their visit – don’t manifest there until after puberty. That’s why this girl is still having dreams of her own. There’s no doubt, however, that she can see and talk to me because she’s one of us, whether she knows it yet or not. The odds against finding a future Traveller like this by accident must be astronomical. 
 
    ‘In a few years’ time,’ I tell her, ‘it will all make sense. You’re a very special girl. You just don’t know it yet.’ 
 
    She wrinkles her nose. ‘My mum says I’m special all the time. She has to say that though because she’s my mum.’ 
 
    ‘You should believe her. She’s right.’ I consider my options and weigh up how much to tell her. I found it really hard dealing with the revelations of the Dreamlands and I was an adult when I learnt about them. ‘One day in the future you’re going to visit a town when you’re asleep. It’ll be pretty and clean and there will be lots of people there who are like you, people who can travel through dreams. When it happens, don’t be afraid. You’ll make lots of friends. It’s a fun place to be.’ The lie glides off my tongue and I wince slightly. It would be fun if it weren’t for the Department. 
 
    The girl doesn’t notice; instead she gazes at me in confusion. ‘Why can’t I go there now?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. That’s just the way it is, I guess.’ 
 
    Her clear brown eyes don’t leave mine. ‘You’re very strange.’ 
 
    I laugh. ‘Yes, I suppose I am.’ 
 
    There’s a scuffle in the trees behind us, followed by the sound of snapping twigs. I spin round and almost topple over. The girl, however, claps her hands in delight. ‘A unicorn!’ 
 
    What? My eyes widen in alarm and I scramble up. ‘Stay back!’ I warn her as a dark shape emerges, its lethal pointed horn lowered as if it’s ready to charge. ‘It’s not a unicorn. It’s a night mare. They can be dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Pffft!’ She pushes past me before I can stop her, reaches out and strokes the mare’s muzzle. ‘It’s so soft.’ 
 
    I stare at the mare’s black glossy coat. It swings its head towards me and seems to snicker quietly in my direction. I frown. ‘Pegasus?’ 
 
    The French girl rolls her eyes expressively. ‘That’s a stupid name. It doesn’t have wings.’ 
 
    The mare whinnies as if in agreement. I take a step closer, trying not to alarm it. ‘Is everything okay?’ I ask carefully. 
 
    ‘No,’ a melodious voice answers. ‘Everything is not okay, Zoe from the quiet lands.’ 
 
    I stiffen as Lilith herself glides out towards us. She brushes her fingers along the mare’s mane and smiles at it gently. I simply gape. ‘How did you…?’ 
 
    She raises one perfect eyebrow. ‘How did we find you? It has not been easy. We have had to wait for a long time for you to appear. It’s only because of this young one,’ she says, gesturing towards the girl, ‘that we sensed you.’ 
 
    ‘Because she’s a Traveller?’ 
 
    Lilith inclines her head. ‘Or she will be.’ 
 
    ‘You’re so beautiful,’ the girl says, staring at her. 
 
    Lilith smiles. ‘I know.’ She raises her arm and, in an elegant motion that I could never hope to replicate no matter how many times I tried, sweeps her fingers towards the brook. ‘You should tend to your fish. They’re getting lonely.’ 
 
    The girl’s mouth forms a perfect O then she whirls round and darts over, cooing at the dream creatures.  
 
    Lilith waits for a moment and then glances at me expectantly. ‘Where have you been?’ 
 
    Running. Hiding. ‘Busy,’ I answer. Worry flits through me. ‘Is everything alright? Is there a problem? Is that why you’re here?’ There’s a gnawing lurch in my stomach. ‘Is Ashley okay? Bron?’ 
 
    Lilith looks at me. ‘I do not know who these people are.’ 
 
    I grind my teeth. ‘Yes, you do. You’ve met them before.’ 
 
    She lifts her shoulders in a slow shrug. ‘They are not important to me.’ Something hardens in her eyes. ‘But you are the dreamweaver. You are important. And you should not be here.’ 
 
    My mouth is dry. ‘Where should I be?’ 
 
    ‘Stopping them.’ 
 
    ‘The Department?’ My veins run ice cold. ‘What are they doing?’ 
 
    ‘They are looking for you. Searching … everywhere.’ An expression of disgust crosses her unblemished face. ‘Disturbing me all the time.’ 
 
    I exhale. ‘They still think I’m in Britain.’ That’s good. Very good. 
 
    ‘You are thinking of making a deal with them.’ It’s not a question. 
 
    I have no idea how Lilith knows this but there’s a great deal about the succubus I could never begin to understand. ‘I might not have a choice,’ I tell her. 
 
    ‘Do not do this.’ Her tone suggests she’s not willing to brook any argument. ‘The Dreamlands have existed since before humans. This … Department is new. And I do not like them. You must stop them.’ 
 
    I have the feeling that Lilith’s demands are more to do with her peace and tranquility being ruined rather than any concern over what the Department might do in the dream world to manipulate the real world. All the same, her words chime a chord. ‘I don’t know how to stop them,’ I say in frustration. 
 
    ‘You are the weaver. You must find a way. Otherwise, they will find you and they will use you.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    Pegasus whinnies in sudden alarm, interrupting the conversation. His ears are flat against his head. 
 
    ‘I will go now,’ Lilith says. She crooks her finger at me. ‘No deals. Destroy them.’ She pauses. ‘And him.’ 
 
    There’s a yelp from behind me. The bottom drops out of my world when I spin round to see Dante standing less than three feet away. He’s holding the French girl close to him. Lilith and Pegasus have already vanished; now it’s just the three of us. 
 
    ‘Run,’ Dante says silkily, ‘and I will hurt her.’ 
 
    He must have caught up with me in the same way that Lilith did. I stare into his silver eyes, doing what I can to quash my panic. ‘You wouldn’t hurt a child. She’s a Traveller, Dante. Or at least she will be. Hurt her here and…’ 
 
    ‘You don’t get it, Zoe. No, I wouldn’t normally hurt an innocent. I’m not an evil person, even though you seem to think I am. But you have to understand that you are more important than every Traveller and every outlier. You are more important than her. If doing this gets your attention,’ he gestures down at the girl’s writhing body as she tries to escape from him, ‘then so be it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to let you use me,’ I spit. 
 
    He sighs. ‘I’m not trying to use you. I want us to work together. You know we can make the world a better place. If we combine our strengths and skills—’ 
 
    ‘I will never, ever work with you.’ 
 
    Dante holds the squirming girl at arm’s length and takes a step towards me. His perfectly chiselled lips curve into a small, knowing smile. ‘But, Zoe,’ he purrs, ‘you already have. Together we brought the Mayor down. We’ve already made the Dreamlands a better place. I can help you stop the Department. Then the two of us can make sure that no one like that ever tries to run the Dreamlands again. We can set the world free.’ 
 
    I glare at him with bitter malevolence. ‘Like you set Ashley free?’ 
 
    ‘I made a mistake with her. But it’s not easy working against the Department on my own.’  
 
    ‘You don’t want to work against the Department, Dante. You want to lead them. You want to be like them.’ My heart hardens. ‘Worse than them.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not true. I know I made a mistake with Ashley.’ He gazes at me before dropping his voice. ‘Haven’t you ever screwed up?’ he asks huskily. ‘I can make it up to you. You need to give me the chance.’ His eyes drift down my body, lingering on my breasts. The flare of heat I feel in my groin galls me beyond belief.  
 
    ‘What happened to “if you can’t beat them, join them”?’ I say accusingly, repeating the words he said to me when I confronted him about his betrayal. 
 
    ‘By joining the Department, we can beat them. We’re the same, you and I.’ His eyes hold smoky promise. ‘Just think about what we could do together.’ 
 
    ‘Capture small children and hold them hostage, you mean?’ 
 
    Anger flares in his expression. ‘Tell me where you are and I’ll let the kid go. I don’t want to hurt her.’ 
 
    ‘Screw you.’ 
 
    ‘Zoe, if you don’t give yourself up to me the Department will find you. They know who you are now. They were going to find out sooner or later and they’re already putting plans in place to bring you in. It’s getting dangerous and I don’t want you to get hurt.’ 
 
    The worst thing is that I know he’s telling the truth: he really doesn’t want me to get hurt. But that’s only because he wants to use me. It’s only because I’m the dreamweaver. 
 
    I ball my hands up into fists. ‘Let her go.’ 
 
    ‘Zoe…’ 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see the girl raise her head then she opens her mouth and, with one swift movement, bites Dante hard on the arm. He immediately releases her and she sprints off into the trees. 
 
    ‘You’re a bastard.’ I disapparate out, waking myself up.  
 
    While Adam snores next to me, I scramble to my feet and dash out of the tent, making a beeline for the French family. Without caring what they think of me, I unzip the entrance and run inside, shaking the girl awake. There’s a torrent of angry French as her father lunges to stop me. While he shoves me violently back outside, the child blinks and stares. ‘Merci,’ I hear her say. ‘Merci.’ 
 
    Rather than wait for her to give her parents an explanation that will make sense to no one, I run back to my own tent. The others have already woken up. My mother peers sleepily at me from underneath her curlers and both Rawlins and Adam are on their feet, wide awake and poised for action. 
 
    ‘We have to leave,’ I tell them. Dante’s not here and he doesn’t know where I am but that encounter still felt too close for comfort. 
 
    The French father continues to shout. Rawlins’ eyes dart across to him. ‘Good idea,’ she says. ‘Ending up in a German jail cell for attacking a family in the middle of the night is not going help us stay incognito.’ There’s an angry question behind her words. Several angry questions. 
 
    ‘I’ll explain when we’re on the road,’ I say. ‘Let’s go. Now.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The best way to escape from your problem is to solve it. 
 
    Robert Anthony 
 
      
 
    ‘He said they’re planning something?’ Rawlins asks as we pull away from the campsite. ‘What?’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘I don’t know. I don’t even know if he was telling the truth.’ 
 
    In the back of the car, Adam pulls a clean T-shirt over his head and runs a hand through his hair. ‘There’s nothing they can do,’ he declares, his voice sounding a lot more confident than I feel. ‘They don’t know where you are. There’s no one left at home they can use to threaten you or blackmail you.’ He shrugs. ‘There’s nothing left. This Dante wanker was trying to scare you.’ 
 
    He succeeded. I sigh. ‘He sounded certain.’ 
 
    Adam snorts. ‘He probably sounded certain when he was trying to get into your knickers as well. When he was manipulating you into thinking he was a good guy.’ 
 
    I throw him an irritated look in the mirror. He’s not helping. 
 
    My mother’s hands flutter in the air. ‘What about that girl? Is she in danger now?’ 
 
    I bite my lip. ‘No. She was only useful as long as I was in her dream. He’ll leave her alone now.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you’re right,’ Adam grunts. ‘Because your boyfriend is clearly some kind of psychopath.’ 
 
    I grip the steering wheel tighter. ‘He’s not my boyfriend.’ And then, pointedly, ‘I don’t have a boyfriend.’ For a moment I think he’s going to say something else. Fortunately, however, he falls silent and sinks back into the seat. In the back mirror, I catch Rawlins throwing him a thoughtful, sidelong glance.  
 
    ‘That Frenchman was very angry,’ my mother comments.  
 
    ‘I burst into his tent and began shaking his eight-year-old daughter,’ I reply drily, ‘so I’m not surprised.’ 
 
    She tuts. ‘What I mean to say is, he may make some kind of formal complaint if he doesn’t believe his daughter’s explanations.’ 
 
    When we left, the little girl had been trying to tell him she’d been having a bad dream and that I must have heard her and woken her up. She’s a quick thinker; she’ll do well when she’s finally old enough to get to the Dreamlands. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I sigh. 
 
    ‘So we should probably get far away from here and find another car.’ 
 
    I sigh more loudly. ‘Yeah.’ I pause for a beat. ‘I’m sorry. I know I should be doing more but I don’t know what.’ 
 
    ‘This Lilith woman.’ The corners of Rawlins’ mouth turn down. ‘The succubus creature. She said making a deal with the Department would be bad.’ I nod. ‘What else is there?’ 
 
     I blow my fringe out of my eyes. ‘Finding a cave and becoming hermits for the rest of our lives?’ I suggest. ‘I’ve lived like that before. It’s not that bad.’ I’m trying to make light of the situation by referencing the agoraphobia I used to suffer from but I don’t think it’s helping. No one laughs. No one even answers. 
 
    When the silence grows too uncomfortable, I reach across the dashboard and turn on the radio. I twiddle with knob, looking for decent reception. I flip past some god-awful German country music station, a heavy metal station that makes my mother cup her hands over her ears and an incomprehensible talk show. Eventually I find some light-hearted pop music. If Britney Spears can’t cheer the lot of us up, no one can. 
 
    Our headlights illuminate a road sign that indicates we’re coming to the Swiss border. I glance at Rawlins and raise my eyebrows. She shrugs. ‘This car has German plates. We can probably slide through without a document check because of the Schengen regulations.’ She’s referring to the agreement between several European countries that allows free passage over their borders. Sounds damn good to me. I nod and take the turn-off. 
 
    ‘Switzerland?’ my mother asks. 
 
    ‘Is that okay?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve always wanted a cuckoo clock. I’m sure the Chairman would enjoy one too.’ 
 
    Adam stretches out. ‘If we were rich, we could open a Swiss bank account and live out our lives in obscurity.’ 
 
    ‘And chocolate,’ Rawlins adds. 
 
    I smirk. ‘Chocolate?’ 
 
    ‘I have a sweet tooth. Got a problem with that?’ 
 
    My smile grows. ‘It’s just that you give the impression of being a big, tough policewoman.’ 
 
    ‘I am a big, tough policewoman. I also like chocolate.’ 
 
    ‘And,’ my mother adds, ‘I like cuckoo clocks.’ 
 
    Adam snorts. ‘Well, I’d still prefer a Swiss bank account.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a neutral country,’ I say. ‘Maybe the Department don’t operate here.’ 
 
    ‘If they do, we could always yodel them to death. Or stab them with our Swiss army knives.’ 
 
    ‘Does anyone know anything useful about Switzerland beyond the stereotypes?’ I ask. 
 
    There’s a moment of silence. ‘They make very good lovers,’ my mother finally offers. 
 
    I wince. Too much information. Way too much information. ‘About that clock…’ I say. 
 
    *** 
 
    We stop briefly at customs but, as Rawlins had said, we manage to sneak through without our passports being checked. It’s probably illegal as we’re not Schengen citizens but that’s the least of our worries right now. As dawn breaks and the radio breaks from its burble of cheery pop to the news headlines, the sun starts to glimmer over the horizon. After spending years trapped inside in my own house, the sight of the sun rising over snow-topped mountains can make an awful lot of what seems wrong with the world appear right. Unfortunately that sensation barely lasts a mile beyond the border.  
 
    Rawlins lets out a tiny yelp and clamps her hand over her mouth. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ I ask. 
 
    She points a shaky hand towards the radio. The newscaster, still talking in German, is pretty much incomprehensible to my ears but I do recognise two words. If I thought I was terrified in the French girl’s dream when Dante showed up, then I wasn’t trying hard enough. 
 
    Adam shakes himself and sits up. ‘Did that guy just say your name?’ 
 
    I pull into the nearest layby, turn off the engine but keep the radio on and ramp up the sound. However, the newscaster has already moved on to other things. 
 
    ‘Did you understand what he was saying?’ I demand of Rawlins. 
 
    She shakes her head then she nods. She’s as white as a sheet. I resist the urge to shake her. ‘I’m not sure,’ she whispers. ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    ‘He did say Zoe Lydon though? I’m not imagining it?’ I feel the old panic setting in. Almost without thinking I start pinching the tips of my fingers, one after the other, in a bid to calm myself. 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Adam said. ‘That’s what I heard.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe there’s more than one Zoe Lydon.’ 
 
    We don’t look at each other. Coming hot on the heels of Dante’s hissed threat about the Department’s plans to bring me in, there’s little doubt that it was me the news was referring to. ‘Maybe I’ve been reported as a missing person.’ 
 
    ‘Why would local German news care about a missing English girl?’ 
 
    I look at Rawlins. She’s studiously avoiding my gaze but her body is rigid. Her hand snaps forward and she twists the radio dial, looking for another station. ‘World Service,’ she mutters. ‘We must be able to get it here.’ 
 
    The radio crackles. It feels like an eternity before Rawlins locates the BBC station and tunes in. I feel my chest constricting but I’m not going to have a panic attack. I’m not. Those days are behind me. 
 
    The BBC anchorman, with his deep Received Pronunciation and slow, sonorous voice, is still on the main news. I hold my breath and move in closer, even though I can already hear him loud and clear. 
 
    ‘There are no specifics being released as yet,’ he intones, ‘but intelligence suggests that British woman, Zoe Lydon, is in Western Europe and is wanted for questioning for alleged terror offences. Anyone who knows of her whereabouts is urged to contact their local police. She was last seen near Marseilles and is believed to be travelling with three other British citizens. Whether they are also involved has not been revealed. There is the possibility that they are being held hostage by Ms Lydon.’ 
 
    My mother’s face is a frozen mask. We all stare at the radio as if we’re expecting the anchor to add that he’s only joking. Instead, he moves on to other news. 
 
    Adam presses the heels of his hands against his temples. ‘Oh God, oh God, oh God,’ he moans. ‘Terror offences?’ His voice rises. ‘Terror offences?’ 
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ my mother demands. ‘What does that even mean?’ 
 
    I look at Rawlins. Her jaw is clenched tight. She clutches at the folds of fabric on her legs and answers dully, ‘It means they have evidence that Zoe is plotting to hurt people on a large scale. They wouldn’t have released that statement to the media if they didn’t believe she was a credible threat.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Adam says slowly, ‘like a bomb?’ 
 
    ‘Zoe!’ my mother shrieks. ‘What have you done? I know I said we should blow the Department up but I didn’t mean it!’ 
 
    ‘Mother!’ I yell back. At least her comment has snapped me out of my growing fear. ‘Obviously I’ve not done anything! I’ve been with you the entire time!’ 
 
    Rawlins shakes her head. ‘This is their plan,’ she says, looking sickened. ‘With the world the way it is right now, even the faintest whisper of terrorism will mean that every police force in the land is looking for you. CCTV cameras, border checks…’ 
 
    We immediately turn and look back at the Swiss border with wide eyes. It’s a miracle the officers barely looked at our faces. We got lucky but the chances of being able to slide by like that again are virtually non-existent. It’s probably only because everyone thinks we’re still in France that we weren’t looked at more closely. 
 
    I think I’m going to throw up. I push open the car door and lurch out, assailed by a chill wind that does nothing to clear my head. I stagger towards the grassy verge and begin heaving. Nothing’s coming up – it’s only a nervous reaction and I’ve not eaten for a while. My head is pounding with pressure; this is bad, this is very, very bad. When I eventually straighten, I pace up and down, counting my steps out loud. The rhythm soothes me – although I almost leap out of my skin when another car passes by. I shake myself and get back into the vehicle; freaking out will not help.  
 
    Rawlins turns to me and places her hand over mine. ‘I know you’re not going to want to hear this,’ she says, ‘but the best thing we can do right now is turn ourselves in. If you run, it’s only going to look like an admission of guilt. The fact that no one knows where you are means it probably already looks that way.’ 
 
    I draw in a deep breath. She knows how this works better than any of us, even though she was only a small-town policewoman. I have to trust her judgement. ‘Okay,’ I nod. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘This is what the Department want,’ Adam argues. ‘This is how they’ll flush her out. This is how they will catch Zoe and use her!’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have a choice,’ Rawlins snaps. ‘Don’t you see that? Zoe’s picture is probably being circulated around every European country. Her image will be plastered all over the place! You can’t hide from this sort of thing.’ 
 
    I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose. The Department are far, far smarter than I gave them credit for. It should have occurred to me they might try something like this. I’d been told they were wealthy and powerful people in the real world; I should have realised they’d have the wherewithal to pull off such a stunt. 
 
    ‘Adam’s right,’ I begin. 
 
    Rawlins opens her mouth to disagree but I hold up my hand. ‘So are you,’ I tell her. ‘I’m going to have to hand myself in. The good thing is that you three can attest to the fact that you’re not my hostages. That will work in my favour. The Department also don’t know that we’re here in Switzerland. I need to turn myself in with the absolute minimum of fuss and hope it can get sorted out before the Department get to me.’ I meet Rawlins’ eyes. ‘You’re the expert here. What’s the best way to manage this?’ 
 
    ‘You can’t lie. Any whiff of an untruth when they question you and you’ll be locked up for days.’ 
 
    I consider this. ‘I can tell the truth. I’m running away from a crazy man who I had a brief relationship with because he’s been threatening me. That’s no lie. I can even give them Dante’s name and turn all this back on him.’ 
 
    Adam smacks his hand into his fist. ‘Yes! Show that bastard that he can’t beat us. He’ll change his tune when he’s the one being locked up.’ 
 
    I glance at him over my shoulder. All this being-on-the-run business is bringing out an entirely new side to him that I never saw when we were going out. Of course, the most dramatic thing that ever happened to us back then was when the Chairman went missing for two nights because he’d decided the tuna they were serving at a house a few streets away was nicer than my offerings. 
 
    ‘Will that work?’ I ask. 
 
    Rawlins shrugs. ‘It might. But if the Department have any kind of nous, they’ll have already covered that eventuality.’ 
 
    ‘Not if they don’t trust Dante,’ I say slowly. ‘He says he’s working against them. Maybe they want the finger pointed at him.’ 
 
    ‘That could work out well for us.’ 
 
    I nod, logic and rationality finally beginning to assert themselves in my messed-up brain. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘The Swiss police won’t be expecting you. We can’t just show up on their doorstep because they might react without thinking.’ Rawlins thinks hard, scratching her head. ‘We give them advance warning. Call them up, confirm that you’re wanted for questioning and say that you’re on your way in. You don’t fit the profile of a terrorist…’ 
 
    ‘Except for the fact that I locked myself away in my own house like a lunatic for two years, once turned myself in to the Scottish police and confessed to murder, and last night apparently tried to attack an eight-year-old girl,’ I point out. 
 
    My mother shakes her head. ‘You were such a sweet child,’ she says sadly. ‘I never thought I’d turn out to be the mother of one of those terrible criminals you see on TV.’ 
 
    Strangling her right now won’t help. ‘You don’t fit the profile,’ Rawlins repeats calmly, ‘so we might be able to convince the Swiss police that this is all a mistake. They might let you go before the Department can do anything else.’ It seems like a long shot; their slimy tentacles are into everything. 
 
    ‘The media,’ Adam says. ‘We tell the media too.’ 
 
    ‘Then everyone will know where I am!’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ He folds his arms and leans back, satisfied. ‘They can’t spirit you away or do whatever nefarious shit they’re planning if the world knows where you are.’ 
 
    I ignore my fluttering heartbeat and consider his plan. ‘Good point.’ I pretend not to see the pleased blush spread across his cheeks.  
 
    ‘We don’t want a small local police station, either,’ Rawlins comments. ‘One of the bigger cities is better. They’ll be more equipped to handle this sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Zurich’s not that far.’ 
 
    ‘Perfect.’ 
 
    I nibble on my bottom lip. ‘We should get there first and hide out nearby before we alert them otherwise the Department might make a move before we get to a police station.’ 
 
    ‘I agree.’ Rawlins squeezes my hand. ‘Maybe this will end up being a good thing. It’ll get everything out in the open, flush out Dante and some of the Department. And if you’re a face that the public recognises, it’ll be hard for the Department to pick you up off the street or kidnap you like they did with Ashley. Besides,’ she shrugs, ‘like you said, you’ve been in a police cell on suspicion of murder before. What’s a little terrorism to add to the mix?’ 
 
    I try to smile but it doesn’t quite come off. ‘And to think the highlight of my day used to be data entry,’ I murmur. 
 
    My mother is still in her own world. ‘Goodness only knows what Henry will make of all this,’ she murmurs. ‘Imagine if his wife finds out he had an affair with the mother of an international criminal wanted by Interpol.’ She gestures down at the Chairman, curled up asleep in his carrier. ‘Look. You’re like that Bond villain, Blowjob. He had a cat too.’ 
 
    I put my head in my hands. At least I’ll some get peace in prison. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Zurich police headquarters is a far grander building than I imagined. All the same, after staring at it for the last two hours from underneath the peak of my baseball cap – my weak attempt at disguise – I’m getting bored. That’s a good thing. Boredom is my friend.  
 
    Rawlins checks her watch. ‘They’re expecting us at 2pm,’ she says. ‘But I don’t think it would be a bad thing to show up early. It’s a sign of good intent.’ 
 
    She’s the boss as far as law enforcement is concerned so I nod my agreement. Despite this being the location for my surrender as an apparently evil would-be terrorist, the place looks benign enough. Not long after Rawlins’ initial phone call, several plain-clothes officers wandered out and took up positions on the road and around the square in front of the main doors. I’m no spy but I have a good eye for details. It doesn’t take a genius to realise that they’re waiting for me. 
 
    We go over the script one last time. ‘I’m scared,’ I repeat. It’s the truth. ‘I’m on the run from my ex. I have never entertained the thought of hurting anyone.’ Every time I say that, my mind flits back to the Mayor dying right in front of me, impaled on Pegasus’s horn. I keep reminding myself that that wasn’t my fault. The Mayor brought it on himself by torturing the night mares. Killing him was never part of my plan. 
 
    ‘Good,’ Rawlins says briskly. 
 
    I twist a length of hair round my index finger, pulling it tighter and tighter until my fingertip goes red through lack of circulation. ‘Are you sure this wouldn’t be better with a lawyer?’ 
 
    ‘Under normal circumstances, I’d always advise legal support,’ she answers. ‘But bringing someone else in is only going to muddy the waters. By turning up without one, you’ll appear more innocent and naïve. And how on earth would you manage to keep the Dreamlands concealed with a lawyer involved? Start spouting off about that and they really will think you’re nuts.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t.’ 
 
    She smiles humourlessly. ‘Actually, I did. And you didn’t reveal very much to me at the start. With a terrorism charge, you can’t afford to hint that you’re more loopy than you actually are.’ 
 
    I frown. ‘I’m not loopy.’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean.’ 
 
    I sigh and push back my hair. My hands are trembling. It doesn’t matter how many times I tell myself to be brave and not to let my panic overtake me, somehow it’s always still there, lurking like some Badlands creature. I shake my head. The quicker we get this over with, the better. 
 
    ‘There are a lot of cameras,’ my mother says nervously. She pats her hair as if to make sure that she’s looking neat and tidy.  
 
    She’s right. We made three calls to three separate news agencies and word must have travelled fast. The crowd of journalists is growing. Right now, they’re busying themselves with compacts and mirrors and phones and equipment but that won’t last long.  
 
    I steel myself for what’s to come. I can do this. I have to do this. 
 
    ‘It’ll be fine,’ Adam says, reassuring my mother even though he looks nervous himself. He didn’t sign up for this – none of us did. 
 
    ‘If there are lots of flashing cameras, it’ll freak out the Chairman. We should leave him here.’ 
 
    ‘No. Slightly unhinged cat lady, remember? Not crazed terrorist.’ 
 
    ‘I told you. That Bond villain…’ 
 
    ‘We’re not in a movie, Mother. This is real life.’ I suck in a breath. ‘Let’s do this. I can’t wait any longer.’ 
 
    Everyone nods but then I don’t move. It’s as if I’m frozen in the front seat of the car. I will my limbs to work but the message doesn’t seem to be getting through. 
 
    ‘Zoe?’ Adam questions. 
 
    I swallow. ‘Yes. I’m going.’ I push down on the handle and step out.  
 
    I estimate it’s about five hundred yards to the entrance of the police station. No one is looking at me; they’re not expecting me for another hour. If I wanted to, I could probably nip inside incognito. It wouldn’t be easy but I reckon it would be do-able. Unfortunately, we need the journalists to see us; it’s part of the plan. 
 
    My mother hands me the Chairman’s carrier. From behind the metal slats, he blinks at me and yawns as if this is nothing more than a day like any other. I smile tremulously at him. If he can cope then so can I, damn it. 
 
    As we’ve arranged, Rawlins and Adam step out in front, leading the way like they’re my own personal bodyguards. My mother falls in beside me but we’ve barely gone three steps before she falters. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers. ‘I can’t do this. I can’t.’ The stark terror on her face is something I’m very familiar with. 
 
    Rawlins turns, her expression suggesting she’s about to argue. I shake my head. I understand what it’s like to feel as if your legs are jelly. If my mother feels she can’t face the gauntlet, I’m certainly not going to force her. ‘It’s okay,’ I say softly. ‘Stay in the car.’ 
 
    She presses her hands to her cheeks. ‘I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry.’ 
 
    I put my hand on her arm. ‘Don’t worry about it.’ 
 
    ‘We might be in there for days,’ Rawlins warns. ‘They’re going to want to talk to you.’ 
 
    My mother nods. ‘I know. Let me work up to it, though. If I go in with you then…’ She swings panicked eyes towards the battery of waiting cameras. 
 
    ‘I told you, it’s fine. We’ll see you in a short while.’ I pass her the Chairman’s carrier. ‘Take the cat. Crazy cat lady image or not, he’ll do better with you than with me in jail.’ 
 
    My mother draws in a ragged breath, more of a sob than an actual need for air. She thinks she’s failed me but all she has to do is remember what the last couple of years were like for me and she’ll realise that she could never fail me. 
 
    Not wanting to make her feel guiltier than she already does, I step forward so that I’m flanked by Adam and Rawlins. It may give the appearance that I’m being frogmarched into the station but their presence on either side of me is remarkably comforting.  
 
    We move slowly past the parked cars. I keep my eyes down, using the little badges indicating designated parking spaces to distract me. Cedric Brandeberger: judging from his vehicle, he either has several small children or a penchant for Barbie dolls. Laure Caspari: her spot is empty so maybe she’s off sick. Mika Klauser has a very nice car; it’s very shiny. Markus Ingold: his spot is empty too. Next to his name there’s a little symbol made up of a globe, a set of scales and a sword. Anais Leuthold: her name sounds like a perfume. 
 
    Despite the distraction, I can hear the murmur of voices from the growing crowd. Apparently it’s not only the police and journalists who are interested in seeing this little show unfold. There’s a growing number of ordinary people too. 
 
    ‘Take off your cap,’ Rawlins mutters. 
 
    My spine stiffens. There are still four hundred yards to go to the main doors. I swear I can feel my knees knocking. I tell myself off. Fear is nothing new to me and I should know how to deal with this. I count to ten slowly in my head and then reach up, scooping off the hat and holding it loosely in my hands. There’s a further moment of peace as we continue towards the police building. And then all hell breaks loose. 
 
    The first person to spot me is one of the plain-clothed operatives. Out of the corner of my eye I see him jerk suddenly and start murmuring into a hidden microphone. He strides towards me. Several others do the same. The sudden flurry of movement makes the crowd of journalists react. Three of them break away, running towards me with outstretched microphones. Interestingly enough, the fastest one is a perfectly coiffed blonde woman on impossibly high heels. If this were anywhere else, I’d have stopped to talk to her. I’d love to know her secret; three steps in those shoes and I’d have toppled over. I look at the others who are fast approaching. Not all of them have nice shoes. I glance from one set of feet to another, my focus on the mundane helping to keep me sane. 
 
    ‘Zoe!’ the blonde woman screams. ‘Are you a terrorist?’ 
 
    For the strangest moment I’m tempted to say yes, just to see what she does. I barely have time to open my mouth to form a sensible answer, however, before she’s joined by dozens of others. They press in on us, as if by crowding and forcing us to push our way through they’ll be more likely to get answers. Adam puts a protective arm round my shoulder for which I’m incredibly grateful.  
 
    The clamour grows. ‘Are you plotting to blow up a Swiss bank?’ one reporter yells. 
 
    ‘Are these your hostages?’ 
 
    ‘Zoe!’ 
 
    ‘Ms Lydon!’ 
 
    ‘Zoeeee!’ 
 
    The world closes in over my head for a moment and I hear the blood thumping in my ears, then I swallow and compose myself. I carry on walking but I also clear my throat and manage to speak. ‘This has all been a terrible mistake. That is why I’m handing myself in to answer any questions. I’m just an IT specialist. I would never hurt anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Does that mean you’re a hacker?’ someone roars. 
 
    I wince. ‘This has all been an awful mistake,’ I repeat. ‘I’m completely innocent of any wrongdoing.’ I maintain a neutral expression, as Rawlins told me I should. No smile – that would make me look like I thought this was a joke. No frown – I’m not a nasty person. I’m nothing more than a worried woman who’s the victim of mistaken identity. 
 
    Even with the answers I’ve given them, the journalists are hungry for more. They press in closer, scurrying alongside as we reach the police headquarters. It’s becoming stifling; I gulp in air and try to stay calm. Rawlins takes my hand and squeezes it, murmuring something inaudible. We plunge towards the doors. Almost there; this will soon be over. 
 
    From ahead of us, there’s a strange sound like a muffled thud. I look up in time to see a blinding flash of light and instinctively cover my eyes. Time seems to stand still; the air itself appears to pause for breath. Then there’s a rumble of sound pulsating towards us. A heartbeat later, as if from nowhere, flames flash across the windows of the police headquarters. I barely have time to blink before glass shatters outwards in our direction and a multitude of sirens and alarms start to shriek. The screams around us are even louder. Everyone scatters – even the journalists duck for cover. 
 
    Rawlins grabs my shoulders, spinning me round and yanking me to the ground. I reach out for Adam. He’s still here. We’re all still here. ‘What?’ I gasp. ‘What’s happening?’ 
 
    The heat behind us is immense. There’s another boom, far louder this time. The ground beneath us trembles and dark smoke billows over our heads. From every direction the screams seem to grow in intensity. Some of the journalists scramble up and film the police station. Some focus on me. 
 
    I twist round and stare. It’s difficult to see much of anything with the smoke obscuring the building. I can already hear the shocked mutters around me. 
 
    ‘Bomb. More than one.’ 
 
    Most people are down on the ground to protect themselves or have already sprinted away from the area – but not everyone is cowering. Three figures run towards me from my left-hand side. They’re not wearing suits, they don’t even look like the plain-clothed officers; they are dressed more like soldiers in dark camouflage. I don’t need to see the whites of their eyes to know that they’re not the good guys. 
 
    ‘Run,’ I whisper. ‘We have to run.’ I scramble up, hauling Rawlins and Adam with me.  
 
    ‘We need to get the hell out of here!’ Adam yells over the chaos. 
 
    One of the nearby journalists lunges towards me but I push him away. I glance over my shoulder. The three figures are getting closer. ‘Come on!’ I shout. 
 
    We sprint, heading away from the burning building and back towards the car. My foot slips as I swerve to avoid a piece of flaming debris and I almost fall. Adam yanks me away, however, and I stay on my feet. 
 
    One of the real policemen yells at us to stop. I shake my head. No. They’re almost on us. 
 
    ‘Mum!’ I scream. She’s already got the engine running. We pile in and she revs the car, taking off while the doors are still swinging open. The car screeches as we speed away. 
 
    All I can do is gape at the devastation behind us and at the three dark-clad men who’ve come to a halt and are staring back at me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The silence often of pure innocence persuades when speaking fails. 
 
    William Shakespeare 
 
      
 
    We careen through the streets, swerving this way and that. It’s obvious from the shocked expressions on the faces of the pedestrians around us that the whole city is aware that something terrible has happened. 
 
    ‘They’ll be putting up roadblocks!’ Rawlins shouts. ‘We need to get out of this car and hide somewhere till we work out what to do.’ 
 
    My mother slams on the horn as a motorcyclist stops in the middle of the street to gape at the rising clouds of smoke above the roofs of Zurich. He jumps and gets out of the way. We keep on going. 
 
    ‘Hide where?’ I yell. 
 
    ‘Stop the car! We’ll be safer on foot.’ 
 
    I’m not convinced we’ll be safe anywhere. My mother does as she’s told though, pulling into the first space she sees. We leave the keys in the ignition in the hope that someone will steal it and drive it away, then tumble out onto the narrow street. Rawlins points towards an alley and begins running and we follow. All I can think is that this would be an excellent time to wake up because if this isn’t a dream, we’re all screwed.  
 
    Halfway down the alley, there’s a large building with a metal door that’s been propped ajar. There’s a pile of squashed cigarette ends outside. Rawlins veers inside and the rest of us duck in after her. I have no idea what this building is but it feels safer than being out on the streets. Inside there’s the sound of running water and clanking crockery; a kitchen, I think dully. We must have found our way into the back entrance of a restaurant or a hotel.  
 
    There’s another door on our right. Rawlins shoves it open with her shoulder, revealing a set of stairs. We launch ourselves downwards, stumbling and tripping in the dark. We go down and down and down until we reach a basement filled with bottles of wine and recycling bins. As if by unspoken agreement we all slow down and head to the darkest corner towards the back then collapse. 
 
    ‘What the fuck…’ Adam yells. He balls his hand up into a fist and punches the floor. ‘Was this the Department?’ 
 
    Everyone turns and stares at me. I can only nod. ‘Who else would it be? I didn’t think they were this violent but…’ My voice trails off. 
 
    ‘How could they have pulled it off?’ Adam demands. ‘How could anyone have that amount of power to blow up the Swiss police headquarters?’ 
 
    Rawlins exhales, twisting her fingers over and over again. I don’t think she even realises what she’s doing. ‘They must have worked bloody quickly. They couldn’t have known we were in Switzerland until a few hours ago. To play their hand as openly as this is crazy.’ She shakes her head in disbelief. 
 
    ‘We were early,’ I say aloud. ‘We were an hour early.’ 
 
    ‘You think it was timed to go off then? Before we got there?’ she demands. 
 
    I shrug weakly. ‘I guess so. Either it was designed to put the blame on us … on me,’ I amend, ‘or it was to stop us from handing ourselves in.’ 
 
    ‘Or both,’ my mother spits. ‘Those bastards. How dare they do this to my daughter?’ 
 
    At least she’s no longer suggesting that this is my fault. I offer her a weak smile, reach over for the cat carrier, open it up and draw out the Chairman. His fur is standing on end and he’s shaking. I stroke him, doing what I can to soothe both him and myself. 
 
    ‘Are your abilities really worth this?’ Adam asks. 
 
    I can’t dismiss the question; to go to these sorts of lengths seems barely credible. ‘They’ve thrown all logic and reason out of the window. How desperate do you have to be to blow up a damn police station?’ 
 
    Rawlins’ mouth flattens. ‘I think we can be sure of one thing at least: they don’t want you because you can help make the world a better place.’ 
 
    I press my lips together and try not to cry. If I start, I’ll probably never stop. Beneath my fingers, the Chairman lets out a tentative purr; apparently he can sense my skewed emotions. ‘People would have died back there. Lots of people. They’ll stop at nothing.’ 
 
    Adam sucks his bloodied and bruised fingers. ‘Is this really the Department’s actions?’ he demands. ‘Or Dante’s?’ 
 
    I can’t believe that Dante would go this far. Killing innocent people like this? He desperately wants to control my dreamweaving powers but would he go to these lengths? Even if he wanted to do something like this, he wouldn’t have the resources. ‘I’m sure it’s the Department,’ I say. I run a shaky hand through my hair and look at Rawlins. ‘Be honest,’ I tell her. ‘Is it going to look like I did this? Am I going to be blamed?’ 
 
    Rawlins licks her lips. ‘I don’t think so,’ she says slowly. ‘As you’ve already pointed out, we were early. The more I think about it, the more it seems that someone set the bomb – or bombs – to go off on a timer. We were lucky it happened before we arrived. Those cameras and journalists would have captured how shocked we were. And there was no way we could have entered the police station without them knowing.’ 
 
    ‘Can we be sure of that?’ my mother asks. 
 
    I grimace. ‘We can’t be sure of anything.’ 
 
    ‘What are we supposed to do?’ Adam asks no one in particular. ‘How are we supposed to outwit people who are prepared to use explosives? How can we hide from them? How can we…?’ He’s working himself into a frenzy. Strangely, the more panicked he becomes, the calmer I feel. I’m not the only one; Rawlins puts her hand on his arm and gives him a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    ‘I’m going to have to confront them,’ I say. ‘Find out what they really want.’ 
 
    Rawlins watches me. ‘Go into the Dreamlands and talk to them, you mean.’ 
 
    I nod again. ‘It’s the only way.’ 
 
    ‘But,’ my mother quavers, apparently beginning to believe me now, ‘they can still hurt you in there. And we won’t be able to help. They’ll still be able to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘No. They don’t want me dead, they want me to work for them. But right now we’re fighting an anonymous enemy whose motivation we don’t understand. We need to know more about them or we’re never going to survive.’ 
 
    Adam’s shoulders droop. ‘I had a life. I had a job. Things were going well for me.’ 
 
    I look at him. He’s a good guy; he’s kind and thoughtful and he’s been more than patient throughout all this. He doesn’t deserve what’s happening to him. But the more time I spend with him, the more I can’t remember what I originally saw in him. Dante’s dark good looks and hard body flash into my mind; I grimace in distaste and push the image away. ‘Welcome to my world,’ I growl. ‘We can’t whine or pull out our hair and tear our clothes. We have to find a way to wrest control from the Department. I don’t know how, but talking to them is going to be a start. Do you think we’ll be safe here?’ I ask Rawlins. 
 
    She snorts. ‘Unlikely. We probably have a few hours at best. We’re not far from the car; as soon as it’s found the police will start door-to-door searches. The city will already be on lockdown.’ 
 
    I chew my bottom lip. ‘The Department must have had an exit plan for us. I’m no good to them in a prison cell. Maybe if I promise to help them, they’ll help us.’ 
 
    I get three almost comical looks of disbelief. I sigh. ‘Yeah, yeah, I know. But unless anyone else has a better idea…?’ 
 
    There’s only silence. I take a deep breath. ‘Okay then. I’ll have to sleep.’ 
 
    My mother stares at me. ‘You can sleep? Now?’ 
 
    ‘Time is limited,’ I remind her. I swallow. ‘I can do this.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    I’m too hyped up to drop off immediately. I force myself to empty my mind. Sleep is one of those things where the more you think about it, the more elusive it becomes. Even with my increased ability to crash out at all hours, the events of today make it difficult to achieve the state of relaxation I need. I lie down and encourage the Chairman to settle on top of me. Adam hands me his balled-up jacket to use as a pillow. I imagine that I’m back in my own house, in my own bedroom and stretched out on my own bed. It’s not easy but eventually my ears prickle and I gain entrance. 
 
    I’ve had a lot of skin-to-skin contact today but it’s still barely the middle of the afternoon and no one else is sleeping. I won’t end up in anyone else’s head. I pass go, do not head directly to jail and open my eyes in Central Europe’s Dreamlands. 
 
    Most Travellers apparate in the Dreamland towns but I don’t. When I look around, I’m unsurprised to find myself in a forest, one which is almost identical to the one in my native Dreamlands. The trees seem a bit taller and sturdier, and the plant life at my feet isn’t quite the same; I’m not exactly at home but I’m not far off. 
 
    I swivel round, my eyes piercing through the gloom as I try to find the best route. Considering the time of the day, things will be quiet. I might not find more than one or two Department members lurking around – though I’m fairly confident there will be some. They wouldn’t dare leave this place unattended, not when they know there’s every possibility that I could show up. 
 
    There’s no obvious indication as to where the town is so I set off in a vaguely northerly direction. I’ll just have to hope that I come across it soon. I keep my senses peeled for the approach of any night mares or, heavens forbid, succubi like Lilith. It appears, however, that I’m completely alone. 
 
    Aware that we could be discovered in the basement back in the real world at any time, I move quickly, jogging in and out of the trees. I quash my last vestiges of fear and panic and focus on the matter in hand: find the Department and find out what they want. Beyond that, I’m going to have to wing it. 
 
    Because this forest is unfamiliar, it takes me longer than it normally would to find the town. When I finally step out into brilliant sunshine and cobbled streets, I breathe a sigh of relief. I crick my neck in preparation, first one way then the other, and glance up and down. There’s not a soul in sight. 
 
    The British Dreamlands is like Brigadoon – a picturesque place seemingly lost in time. This place is no different. The style and architecture of the buildings are more continental but it’s still quaint looking. The sky seems slightly less bright and sunny than I’m used to but there’s nothing particularly strange about this zone. If circumstances were different, I’d take time to look around but I’m not here to play tourist. I straighten my back and march off in the search of the centre. There’s no doubt in my mind that I’ll find the Department there. 
 
    I round a corner and spot a gangly teenager ambling along and picking at crumbling bit of stone on the walls around him. That figures; the only Travellers likely to be asleep at this time of day are the very young and the very old. I shout to him and he turns, bleary-eyed. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ he says. 
 
    I force a smile. ‘Hey.’ 
 
    ‘Not seen you around here before.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I don’t have time for social niceties. ‘Where is the Department?’ 
 
    He draws back with a hiss. Apparently here they are regarded in the same light as they are in my neck of the dream woods. ‘Are you one of them?’ He looks me up and down warily. 
 
    ‘Do I look like one of them?’ 
 
    He doesn’t answer, just continues to stare. I sigh. ‘Tell me where they are. I assume there are some of them around even at this time of day.’ 
 
    His brow furrows slightly. ‘What time is it?’ 
 
    ‘Mid-afternoon.’ 
 
    He winces. ‘Shit. I promised my mum I’d—’ He stops abruptly. ‘Never mind.’ 
 
    I tap my foot impatiently. ‘I told you, I’m not with the Department, I’m looking for them.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t trust them,’ he says darkly. 
 
    ‘I know that.’ I wait. 
 
    He sighs as if it’s a great imposition then jerks his head to his right. I nod my thanks and take off. He shouts something after me but, when I turn back, he’s already disappeared, disapparating to complete whatever task his mother requires of him. That’s probably for the better: I wouldn’t want him to get caught up in what might be about to go down. 
 
    I pick up speed, zipping past a few shop fronts that make me think of Esme. She was barely on speaking terms with me the last time I saw her but I still miss her company. I hope she’s alright. I’ve got few enough friends as it is.  
 
    Before long, I come out into a plaza. There’s a large fountain in the middle that makes me think of Italy. Smack-bang behind is an ugly, out-of-place building. No prizes for guessing who’s inside. I don’t waste any further time; I start walking towards it with my head held high. 
 
    I don’t get very far, in fact I’ve barely reached the fountain, when two people – one male and one female – leap down from the roofs where they were no doubt concealing themselves and watching my approach.  
 
    ‘You’re the dreamweaver,’ the woman says. I look her up and down, estimating her age at around mid-forties. She might be wearing jeans but, judging by the fit, they’re made to measure. Her hair is in a tight, shiny bun and there’s a sharp gleam in her eye. ‘I told the others you’d come. There’s no point resisting, we’re always going to win. There are too many of us and we’re too powerful.’ 
 
    I tilt up my chin and meet her eyes. ‘Are you in charge of the Department?’ 
 
    She snorts. ‘We’re not a dictatorship. No one’s in charge.’ She’s lying. There might be no overall leader but Dante told me there were individual leaders in each time zone. About this at least, I believe him. 
 
    ‘I’ve been told otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘By whom? Your boyfriend? Just because he dreams of being the overlord doesn’t mean that one already exists.’  
 
    She’s knows I was referring to Dante and she’s not wrong about him. He’s desperate to take control of the Department and, by default, the Dreamlands and the slumbering, unconscious minds of the world. If he’s not the one blowing up people, perhaps he’s the lesser of two evils. The lust I still feel for him would like things to be that way; unfortunately, we don’t always get what we want.  
 
    ‘So you’re the person I should be talking to?’ I ask. 
 
    She smirks. ‘We don’t do much talking. We’re all about action.’ 
 
    I nod. ‘Yeah. I’ve seen evidence of that action in Zurich. Congratulations on killing so many people. You must feel incredibly proud of yourself.’ 
 
    Her mouth twists into a snarl. The man intervenes. He’s slightly younger than her. His dark suit seems entirely out of place for the Dreamlands although it would be appropriate for someone in the Department. ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ he says. I don’t know whether he’s speaking to me or to her. He points upwards at the building. ‘Follow me.’ 
 
    I lick my lips and, even though it rankles, do as he says. The woman takes up the rear, as if she’s ready to stop me from fleeing. I’m here of my own volition – she needs to chill out. 
 
    Inside, there’s an unpleasant, musty smell similar to old, boiled cabbage. I wrinkle my nose and look around. ‘I can see why the Mayor broke away from you lot,’ I sniff. ‘This place is a dump.’ 
 
    The man tenses but doesn’t rise to the bait. ‘We take what we’re given,’ he says calmly. ‘After all, the only person with the ability to change things permanently is you.’ 
 
    Yeah, yeah. I roll up my sleeves. ‘Let’s get down to it then. What do you want?’ 
 
    He smirks. ‘Not here.’ He points towards a door.  
 
    I look from him to the woman and back again, then shrug and head towards it. Before I reach it, the door swings open to reveal a single figure. I immediately recognise him as one of the military-esque bastards in Zurich. He’s wearing the same clothing. Close up, I can see how pale his skin is. With his dark hair and bloodless lips, I could almost take him for a vampire. 
 
    ‘I’m impressed,’ he says. ‘I didn’t think you’d be able to fall asleep so quickly.’ 
 
    ‘I take sleeping pills,’ I lie. ‘It’s the only way I can manage it.’ If he believes my sleep is chemically induced, he won’t think I can disapparate whenever I want to. Frankly, I need every possible advantage I can get. He smirks as if he expected nothing less. Given that he’s also here – and therefore asleep – he may well use his own dodgy methods for going under but I’m not going to bank on it.  
 
    The woman and man from outside join him so that all three are facing me in a row as if I’m at the worst kind of job interview. ‘You know who I am,’ I say. ‘Why don’t you tell me who you are?’ 
 
    They seem amused. The man raises an eyebrow at my apparent naivety. ‘Why don’t you call us Larry, Curly and Moe?’ 
 
    I glance from one to the other. Yeah, it kind of fits. ‘I always thought the Department members were stooges,’ I comment lightly. 
 
    There’s a brief flash of anger from Moe; she’s definitely the loose cannon here. That could either be very helpful or very dangerous. 
 
    ‘Funny,’ Curly says. He’s no longer smiling. He points at a rickety wooden chair next to a desk. ‘Why don’t you sit down, Ms Lydon?’ 
 
    I’m tempted to argue for the sake of it but I choose the safer option and do as he asks. The chair is even more uncomfortable than it looks. As I sit, I scan the room. It’s very nondescript. On the desk, however, there are some filing cards with names on them. I’ve seen something similar before: the Mayor had similar ones on which he catalogued and tracked non-Travellers so that their subconscious minds could be located within the Bubble, the never-ending doors which open onto every individual’s dreams. I shift the chair so I can get a better look, propping my feet up on the desk to mask my curiosity. 
 
    ‘Make yourself at home, why don’t you?’ Moe sneers. 
 
    I cross my arms. ‘If you don’t want me here, just say the word.’ This time she doesn’t answer. That’s what I thought. I lean forward as I catch sight of a familiar name on one of the upturned cards. It takes all my self-control to keep my face schooled into a mask when I see it. 
 
    ‘Why?’ I ask. ‘Why plant a bomb? Why hurt innocent people?’ 
 
    Curly stares at me. ‘I should have thought the answer to that was obvious. We are tired of this game of cat and mouse. It’s important that you realise that you can run and hide but sooner or later we will find you. It’s up to you how many people get hurt before that happens.’ 
 
    My body stiffens. ‘And for what? So you can use me to plant thoughts into a few people’s heads? I can’t force anyone to do anything they don’t want to.’ 
 
    He laughs coldly. ‘You have no idea of the extent of your abilities.’ 
 
    ‘And you do?’ 
 
    ‘You’re hardly the first dreamweaver.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I say. ‘I am, however, the only one there is now.’ I unfold my arms. ‘What would happen if I decided to kill myself?’ 
 
    ‘Suicide?’ he scoffs. 
 
    I shrug. ‘It might be a better option than letting you use me for the rest of my life.’ 
 
    He calls my bluff. ‘Do it. There’ll be another dreamweaver along eventually.’ 
 
    I lean forward. ‘How many have there been in your lifetime?’ I ask, knowing full well that I’ve been the only one. ‘And how long did it take you to work out who I was?’ I inquire. ‘How many years?’ 
 
    Moe’s eyes narrow; obviously I’ve hit a nerve. They are far more desperate not to lose me than they’re letting on.  
 
    ‘Once you’re dead,’ Larry butts in, oblivious to Moe’s tension, ‘what’s to stop us from taking revenge by getting rid of everyone who knows what you are? Your mother. Your friends.’ His lip curls. ‘Your cat.’ 
 
    I’m prepared to put up with a lot of things but threatening Chairman Meow is not one of them. ‘So far you’re not endearing me to your cause.’ I move my legs, causing half of the filing cards to fall off the table and onto the floor, then I stand up. ‘I think we’re done here.’ 
 
    ‘Sit down, Ms Lydon.’ 
 
    ‘Or what?’ 
 
    A muscle twitches in Curly’s cheek. ‘Please. Sit down.’ He throws an irritated look at Larry. ‘We’re not here to threaten you. It doesn’t have to be like this. Tell us where you are and all this will end.’ 
 
    ‘If I tell you where I am, I think all this will just be the beginning.’ I bend down and pick up the fallen cards, turning them over idly until I find the one I need. I quickly memorise the coordinates as Moe reaches forward, takes them from me and tucks them out of sight. I sit down again and raise an eyebrow. ‘Let’s say I was to come to you. What exactly would you want from me?’ 
 
    Larry’s hands twitch; I note the action and smile. Curly smiles back and speaks. ‘Oh, it wouldn’t be overly onerous. Once a night, we’ll ask you to visit certain dreams and control certain aspects.’ 
 
    ‘Like what? Give me an example.’ 
 
    He purses his mouth. ‘Have you been the watching news recently?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been busy.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Well, there’s a large pharmaceutical company that’s planning to merge with a Chinese outfit. It’s going to cost thousands of jobs. All the manufacture and research will move out of Europe and our people will suffer as a result. We might ask you to visit the CEO and persuade him it’s the wrong course of action.’ He watches me carefully. ‘No one gets hurt in this scenario and you save thousands of families from ending up on the poverty line.’ 
 
    I tilt my head. ‘Let me guess. A Department member is a significant shareholder of a rival firm and they’re worried about their bottom line.’ 
 
    He doesn’t blink. ‘Does it matter?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not,’ I say quietly. 
 
    ‘We’ll look after you, Zoe. We’ll give you a nice house. We’ll pay you a very generous wage. We’ll ask you to travel a fair amount but daytimes will be yours. The people who matter to you will be safe. This is win-win for you.’ 
 
    ‘Once a night is too much. Once a month.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Moe bursts out. 
 
    Curly taps the corner of his mouth. ‘You want to negotiate? We can negotiate. Every other night.’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘No deal.’ I act like I’m considering the proposal carefully. ‘Once a fortnight.’ 
 
    Larry rolls his eyes. Curly, however, is still calm. ‘Twice a week. That’s my final offer.’ 
 
    That doesn’t sound so bad. ‘Fine.’ I meet his eyes. ‘I won’t do anything violent. I won’t cause violent dreams and I won’t plant suggestions of violence.’ 
 
    ‘We can work with that.’ 
 
    I straighten up. ‘And I don’t ever want to see Dante again.’ 
 
    He smiles. ‘I’m sure that can be arranged. Our … relationship with him has come to an end anyway.’ 
 
    Good to know. I nod. ‘There is one big problem you’ve not thought of though,’ I add. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    Is he completely stupid? ‘I’m wanted on charges of terrorism.’ 
 
    ‘You’re only a person of interest. I told you, we are powerful people. We can make all that disappear.’ 
 
    I inject an appropriate amount of disbelief into my words. ‘After the Swiss police headquarters were blown up?’ 
 
    ‘I promise you that no one was seriously hurt. It looked a lot more impressive than it really was.’ 
 
    I wonder if he’s telling the truth – and if the only reason no one is in a coffin is because the Department didn’t have time to make the detonation more powerful. ‘I’m not sure I trust you. And, frankly, it seems more likely that the police will find me before I can find you.’ 
 
    ‘We can misdirect them.’ He sounds very sure of himself. ‘Just tell us where you are.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I’m adamant. ‘Not yet. I want forty-eight hours to think about it.’ 
 
    ‘Twenty-four,’ he shoots back. 
 
    That’s better than I’d hoped for but I still make myself look unhappy. ‘Make it thirty-two. It’ll be easier for all of us to meet here again if it’s night time.’ 
 
    He adjusts his watch. ‘So you will give us your answer at 11pm on Wednesday.’ It’s a statement, not a question, but I nod in agreement anyway. From the way he’s holding himself, he’s slightly more relaxed. He’s fully expecting me to agree to all of our negotiated terms.  
 
    ‘The police,’ I remind him. 
 
    He looks at Moe. She seems more reluctant but she still offers an almost imperceptible nod. ‘We will call them off. But,’ she adds in hissed warning, ‘only temporarily. Fail to meet us and all bets are off.’ 
 
    Yeah, yeah. 
 
    She’s not done yet. ‘And don’t do anything stupid like wander around a shopping mall or try to skip the country. I can ensure that the police won’t actively look for you but if you happen to appear in front of them, it will be a different matter.’ 
 
    I act meekly now. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    Curly holds out his hand for me to shake. The last thing I want to do is touch him, even if it’s only a dream facsimile of him. I swallow my nausea and take his hand. His grip is firm; this is someone who’s used to getting what he wants. ‘Until Wednesday,’ he says. 
 
    ‘I can’t wait.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Loneliness is the poverty of self; solitude is the richness of self. 
 
    May Sarton 
 
      
 
    For a moment when I wake up, I have no earthly idea where I am. It’s dark and there’s a strange smell. The Chairman is still on my chest, his green eyes staring into mine. Rawlins, Adam and my mother are in the other corner, talking in hushed voices, no doubt trying to avoid waking me up before it’s time. I sigh. It’s a sad world when my dreams are more sane than my waking hours. 
 
    I gently push the Chairman off and sit up. The three of them bolt upright and gaze at me. 
 
    ‘Well?’ Rawlins demands. 
 
    ‘I’ve bought us some time. It’s the best I could do.’ 
 
    ‘You saw the Department?’ 
 
    ‘Three of them.’ I quickly outline what happened. 
 
    My mother is aghast. ‘You’re going to work for them? But they’re murderers!’ 
 
    ‘Of course I’m not going to work for them. Whatever deal we’ve made would only last until they have me,’ I look round, ‘us under lock and key. They can’t be trusted. Even if they could be, I’d never agree to do their dirty work for them. As far as I’m concerned, anyone who wants to manipulate someone else’s free will is a traitorous bastard.’ 
 
    Rawlins breathes out. ‘Good. That’s good.’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘So what are we going to do now?’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to stay here, hope they do what they said and keep the police at bay.’ I grimace. ‘And I’m going back under to manipulate someone else’s free will.’ 
 
    For a moment no one speaks, then the Chairman head-butts my leg and meows. Adam gives me a crooked smile. ‘The Department has painted you into a corner. You have to do what’s necessary.’ 
 
    Rawlins agrees. ‘This isn’t about money or power or jockeying for position. For us it could mean the difference between life and death.’ 
 
    I appreciate the support but the situation still doesn’t sit right with me. I feel like I’m doing for my own gain what I won’t do for the Department; to say I feel hypocritical is an understatement. But I’m not going to abuse this power, I tell myself. Not ever. 
 
    ‘Do you think,’ my mother says, ‘that you could travel to Henry’s wife’s dreams? Tell her to leave him?’ 
 
    I stare at her in horror. She grins at me. ‘Your emotions are written all over your face, darling. You’re worried about whether you’re doing the right thing or not. You know there’s no choice. There are exceptions to every rule but you’re not going to manipulate someone unnecessarily.’ 
 
    I really hope she’s right. 
 
    ‘Did you see Dante?’ Adam asks. He doesn’t quite catch my eye as he speaks. Rawlins, however, flashes him a narrow-eyed look. 
 
    ‘No.’ I run a hand through my hair. ‘He’s going to catch up with me soon though. What happened today was too public and he’s not stupid. He knows I’ll be doing what I can to find a way out of this mess.’ 
 
    ‘Can you keep yourself safe from him?’ 
 
    I force a smile. ‘I guess we’ll soon find out.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    It takes me far longer to fall asleep a second time than it should. That’s probably not a bad thing because I don’t want to run into the stooges for a second time. It’s irritating, however, to find myself back in the Dreamlands’ forest. I would rather be elsewhere. I think about what Curly said – that I have no clue about the extent of my abilities. He may well be right but for now I’d settle for being able to apparate where I want to. One day, perhaps. 
 
    At least this time I have a better idea of which way to go. I tramp through the trees in roughly the same direction as last time but I veer slightly to the left. It’s not the Department I want this time, it’s the Bubble, the gateway to the millions of doors that lead into the unconscious minds of the slumbering world. I hope I can gain access to it without being seen. If luck is on my side, there won’t be anyone guarding the entrance. If there is – well, I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. 
 
    I emerge in the town at a slightly different spot. I’m also considerably more wary. I skulk round the side streets, keeping well away from the central plaza. I consider clambering onto the roofs so I have a better chance of seeing who is hiding up there but that would also give the Department a better chance of spotting me. I keep to a steady jog instead, hugging the buildings, staying in the shadows as much as possible and hoping for the best. 
 
    Given what I’ve already experienced of this place, I’m expecting the layout to be similar to my own Dreamlands town. When I round the last corner and see the single door standing on its own, I’m both relieved and dismayed. I’ve found the Bubble without any difficulty and quickly enough for no one to have seen my approach. I’m glad I’ve timed this properly – but nothing is ever perfect. Smack bang in front of the door are two women. They’ve obviously not paused for a chat; they’re standing to attention, their eyes darting in every direction. I press my back against the wall to stay hidden. What’s the best way to get around them? 
 
    I shuffle up, getting as close as I can. The rough-hewn walls behind me are warm to the touch, as if they’ve been baked in the sun. I shimmy into an alcove. All I need is a diversion, something to distract them from the Bubble’s entrance. I chew on my bottom lip. If I can just find… 
 
    My thoughts are interrupted by the dark figure that appears abruptly in front of me. ‘Hello, Zoe.’ 
 
    I let out a tiny squeak of dismay. Dante frowns and leans in, placing one firm hand over my mouth. The hot length of his body presses against mine and he gazes at me in warning. ‘You should be quiet. They’ll hear you.’ 
 
    My knee jerks almost involuntarily. Incapacitating him by slamming it into his groin would be worth getting spotted by the Department but he’s already prepared for it. He pushes against me until I’m virtually immobile. My eyes spit hatred towards him but he tuts. 
 
    ‘Stop it,’ he says, in such a mild tone that I could be doing nothing more than flicking paper at him. ‘I understand you’re angry with me but this isn’t the time or the place.’ He tilts his head until his lips are close to my ear. ‘I’ll let you take your best shot later.’ 
 
    If only. I clench my teeth together so tightly that they hurt and force myself to relax. Dante’s silver eyes meet mine and he smiles. ‘Good girl.’ He removes his hand.  
 
    ‘Fuck off.’ 
 
    He shakes his head. ‘Such language. I didn’t think you were so crude.’ 
 
    ‘Funnily enough,’ I hiss, ‘seeing you brings out the worst in me. What are you doing here?’ 
 
    The smile still playing around the corner of his lips irritates me beyond belief – though not as much as the heady, masculine scent emanating from his smooth, tanned skin. ‘I should have thought that was obvious,’ he murmurs. ‘I’m here for you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want anything to do with you, Dante.’ And then, because I’m an idiot and I can’t help myself, I add, ‘And I hear that the Department doesn’t either.’ 
 
    His eyes darken. ‘You’ve been talking to them.’ 
 
    ‘They haven’t given me much choice.’ 
 
    He looks at me assessingly. ‘I tried to warn you.’ 
 
    ‘Did you know they were going to blow up the Swiss police headquarters?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ He gazes at me with such warmth that my toes curl. I hate him; I really bloody hate him. ‘I would never do anything to hurt you. You know that.’ 
 
    ‘But hurting others is alright?’ I’m aware my voice is getting dangerously loud. Right now, I don’t particularly care. 
 
    His hand reaches up and I think he’s about to muffle me again. This time, however, he caresses my cheek and I shiver in response. ‘I’m not a bad guy, Zoe. I’m trying to do what’s right by everyone. What’s right for all of us.’ He drops his voice huskily. ‘I can help you. We can stop the Department together.’ I look away. He laughs softly. ‘Petulance doesn’t suit you.’ 
 
    ‘Leave me alone,’ I spit. 
 
    ‘No,’ he returns. ‘Let me help you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need your help.’ 
 
    His eyes glitter. ‘Yes, you do. You’re trying to gain access to the Bubble, right?’ 
 
    I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of agreeing with him, even though it’s obvious that’s what I’m attempting. I try to pull away but he keeps me in my place. ‘Harassment now, Dante? Is that what you’re stooping to? I shouldn’t be surprised, given what you’re prepared to do a child.’ 
 
    He flares with anger but manages to tamp it down quickly and smoothes over his expression. ‘I’ll prove to you that you can trust me. I won’t even ask who it is you want to visit in the Bubble. I’m on your side.’ 
 
    Without further warning, he pulls himself away and the heat of his body leaves mine. I can feel my heart beating rapidly against my ribcage. He offers a crooked smile and then strides towards the guards and the Bubble’s front door. What the hell is he up to now? 
 
    I sidle along, cocking my head to hear what he’s saying. He gestures expansively towards the guards. ‘Ladies!’ I grimace. Well, that’s not a sleazy opening at all. ‘I would like to enter, please.’ 
 
    The woman on the left, a statuesque brunette who reminds me worryingly of Zola Budd, steps forward. ‘The Bubble is off limits to all.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not all, though.’ 
 
    ‘We know who you are.’ 
 
    ‘Then you’ll know,’ he replies smoothly, ‘that I’m on your side.’ 
 
    He’s giving them exactly the same spiel that he just gave me. Why he expects me to feel a glimmer of trust in him ever again, I have no idea. 
 
    ‘You know we’re being watched, don’t you?’ Dante continues. 
 
    I stiffen. Bastard. Not that I’m surprised any more. Should I run? My eyes dart in the direction I just came in. The street is still empty; I’ll have a head start if I go now. 
 
    ‘What?’ the second woman demands. 
 
    ‘Behind you,’ Dante comments. He points away from me towards a small side street. I catch sight of a youthful face pulling back out of sight. I breathe out – but I’m still not ready to relax. 
 
    ‘Bullshit. It’s barely gone seven. There’s no one around here yet.’ 
 
    Dante remains patient. ‘There is.’ He pauses for a beat. ‘And I think they’re kids.’ 
 
    The women exchange looks. Neither of them is surprised. With a sudden flash of insight, I realise this isn’t the first time they’ve had to fend off the terrors of young teenagers attempting to enter the Bubble. Whether Dante knew or simply got lucky, I neither know nor care. 
 
    ‘Stay here,’ the second woman snaps. She marches towards the hidden teenagers. Dante takes a few steps to the right and watches her progress. Zola Budd’s lookalike does the same. 
 
    This is it. The remaining guard is still close to the door but as long as she keeps watching her colleague – and I’m quiet enough – I can sneak in. Unless Dante is trying to set me up, of course, and grabs me the second I get close. I debate for a moment and then step away from the alcove. No matter what his intentions are, I have to get inside the Bubble. 
 
    I jog forward until I’m barely ten feet away, then I slow to a tiptoed walk.  
 
    Dante takes another step away and the guard follows. ‘Did you see that?’ he asks. 
 
    She cranes her neck. ‘See what?’ she asks suspiciously. 
 
    I roll my eyes. Just how stupid is she? Then I stop myself; probably less stupid than I am. I did more than fall for Dante’s patter, I slept with the wanker.  
 
    I stop worrying about him. I reach the Bubble doorway, silently twist the handle and edge open the door. I slide in, giving Dante one last look. He doesn’t even glance in my direction but I know that he’s up to something. Even though he can’t see my expression, I glare at him. Then the door closes behind me and I’m in.  
 
    As I’d expected, I can now see door after door stretching out in front of me in seemingly infinite space. I don’t waste any time. The stolen coordinates are in my head. I’m betting that by the time I find the right door, enough time will have passed for my target to be asleep and I’ll be able to access his dreams.  
 
    I don’t want Dante to know where I’m going. Yes, he can track me but I can also lay a false trail. With that in mind, I start to sprint. The blank doors blur past as I run. I hurtle down the first corridor, turning right at a random crossroads in a bid to delay Dante or throw him off my scent, even for a few minutes. I count in my head and then double back. It’s a manoeuvre I repeat several times. 
 
    I find my target’s door faster than I expected. At first I don’t pause next to it but sweep past. I’m not sure about the logistics of Dante’s tracking but I think that he follows where I go rather than being able to pinpoint where I am from a distance. With that in mind, I keep changing direction; anything to give myself the time I need. It’s only when my limbs are starting to feel heavy with exhaustion that I head back towards the door I need. 
 
    I hold back when I reach it. The numbers 5534-2681, which I memorised from the Department office, blink down at me. I’ve waited long enough; he has to be asleep by now. With one last glance around to check that there’s no sign of Dante ‒ or anyone else for that matter ‒ I take a deep breath and turn the handle. 
 
    Normally I’d have to touch someone to enter their dreams but the Bubble offers gateways to every single person’s mind which any Traveller can make use of. Of course, if you were looking for a specific person, you could stumble around for months, years even, if you didn’t have their coordinates. The Mayor was cataloguing them gradually for his time zone; clearly the Department have been doing the same here. It’s fortunate that I have an eye for detail or coming here would have been a waste of time.  
 
    There has to be a reason why Markus Ingold’s filing card was on that desk; the same Markus Ingold whose empty parking space is outside the Swiss police station. The symbol displayed next to his name is a globe with a set of scales and a sword through it: the symbol for Interpol. If you want to know what’s going on with the guy in charge of hunting down an alleged terrorist called Zoe Lydon, you could do worse than coming here to watch his dreams. But I’m not like the others; I can do more than watch. 
 
    I exhale in relief when the door opens; Mr Ingold is definitely asleep. I congratulate myself on arriving at the right time then get down to business. I need to find the man himself and get him to listen to me. Whatever it takes. 
 
    There’s a lot of mist. There are buildings but they’re shrouded in the stuff; it clings to them, giving everything a ghostly hue. The atmosphere is thick and heavy but it’s still cold. Goosebumps rise on my arms and I rub them vigorously. The last thing I need is to wake up with a damn chill. 
 
    I peer up and down. Behind me there’s a wall of fog that looks virtually impenetrable. It’s not much better ahead of me but at least I can make out some shapes. I shove my hands in my pockets and start walking. Markus Ingold has to be here somewhere. 
 
    The ground beneath my feet is smooth and reassuringly solid. I jump, startled, when I hear a faint plop to my left then I realise that there’s a river. I edge over and peer down. I can’t see the water but I know from the sound that it’s down there. There’s no railing so, mindful of the slippery edge, I stay a couple of feet away. 
 
    I’m almost at the bridge before I see it. It’s one of those beautiful, old-fashioned wrought-iron affairs that stretches across the river. I hear a cough and, nodding to myself, I turn to the worn step leading to the bridge and stroll across it. There’s a man in the centre, standing and gazing out at nothing. He’s wearing horn-rimmed glasses and a tweed suit. For a moment I think he’s a conjuration of Markus Ingold’s mind but, when I reach out and touch him lightly, I feel his warmth and solidity. I’ve found the man himself.  
 
    Maybe this is what it’s like to be a member of the police force – you’re surrounded by fog and trying to find a way through. The fog, however, simply obscures your vision and gets thicker and thicker. I purse my lips. Nah. Rawlins’ dreams weren’t like this. 
 
    Ingold turns away from me. He puts his hand up to his eyes and frowns; he’s caught sight of something. I follow his gaze but, as far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing to be seen.  
 
    He calls out sharply. ‘Hey!’  
 
    No one answers. He tries again and then starts walking. I stay by his side, curious to see what’s going on. 
 
    There’s a woman on the opposite side of the bridge – and on the wrong side of the pretty railing. She’s wearing a floaty dress and is staring downwards with even more intensity than Ingold was a moment earlier. For a second I think he’s dreaming about me but when the woman turns and reveals her face, I gasp and pull back. 
 
    I don’t recognise her but even if I did, it would be difficult to make out her features through all the blood. Her face is coated in it and her eyes are wide and empty. I realise that what’s wearing is a wedding dress that has been cut and slashed. The bottom half is virtually in ribbons. 
 
    Ingold lets out an anguished cry. A crowd of people emerge from the end of the bridge, running from the other side of the river towards us. They’re dressed in wedding finery. When they are so close that I can make out their individual features, they halt and stare at Ingold. Ingold himself is staring at the woman. 
 
    I glance back at her and blink. The blood has gone and I can see her beautiful, fine features. Her hair, which had been unkempt and escaping from its confines, is now in a neat twist decorated with flowers. Her ruined dress is perfect once more. As I watch, her lips curve into a smile. She raises her hand and throws something to Ingold. He catches it, his hand darting into the air. When he opens his palm to reveal a wedding ring, I get an inkling of what’s going on. He smiles back at her but his expression is tinged with confusion. She blows him a kiss and then lets go; her body falls to the swirling depths below. A moment later there’s a splash. 
 
    Ingold lets out a cry and rushes over, frantically searching for her but it’s no use. She’s gone. He looks down at his palm but the ring has also disappeared. I shake my head in sympathy. I wonder who the woman was. 
 
    I massage my neck. I’ve never tried anything on this scale before but I know I can change things. I hope I can change them enough. I focus on the spot the woman fell from and concentrate with all my might. Another figure materialises there. She’s still clinging to the edge and disturbingly she’s still wearing a wedding dress. Now, however, she’s me. 
 
    Ingold looks up and gapes at my dream self. I squint and she smiles. Good. That’s good. I turn my attention to the crowd. I can work with this. 
 
    There’s a shout from towards the back. I clench my fists, weaving the scene with every spark of imagination inside me. A well-dressed man pushes forward, wearing Curly’s face. I allow myself a tiny satisfied smirk. 
 
    My Curly creation comes to a halt. The same strange mist clings to his shoulders. He holds out his fist, turning it over slowly to reveal not a wedding ring but a little stick of dynamite. I peer at Ingold but he looks puzzled. This is where I need to be very, very careful. 
 
    The dynamite begins to fizz. Admittedly, it looks more like the sort of thing you’d find in a Roadrunner cartoon than a real bomb, but this is a dream. There’s a lot I can get away with. Curly grins with an edge of real malice then he throws the dynamite at my dream self. I catch it; I’m even more puzzled than Ingold. A moment later, while the real me leaps back to protect myself, the dynamite explodes. The dream me falls into the river and once more Ingold is left desperate, his hands stretching out after my lost body. 
 
    I watch him. What I’ve planted in his head is nothing more than a dream; it’s not evidence of anything. With any luck, however, this scene will have penetrated far enough into his subconscious for him to go looking for terrorist perpetrators in other places and to realise that I need his protection rather than his pursuit.  
 
    I wonder whether I should repeat the sequence, just to be sure, but it’s not only my body that’s physically exhausted; my mind feels worn at the edges from the exertion of weaving the dream and I can feel a pulsating headache forming behind my eyes. I draw air into my lungs. No, that’ll be enough.  
 
    Then I hear clapping from behind me. Frowning, I turn round.  
 
    ‘That was pretty good.’  
 
    I stare at Lilith’s hourglass figure. A faint smile plays around her ruby-red lips and she gives the impression of being relaxed and happy. Somehow I don’t think she’d be here if that were really the case. ‘How did you find me this time?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘You used the Bubble,’ comes the melodious reply. ‘And I wanted to talk to you again.’ 
 
    ‘Is there a problem?’ My body tenses. 
 
    ‘Until you sort out your abilities, yes, there is a problem.’ 
 
    I don’t move a muscle but I feel a spreading chill. ‘You’re still concerned about the Department.’ 
 
    She nods. ‘Aren’t you?’ 
 
    It’s on the tip of my tongue to snap that the only reason I’m here is because I’m worried about the damned Department but getting antagonistic won’t help. And let’s face it, I need all the help I can get. ‘You know I am,’ I say. 
 
    ‘Then do something about them,’ Lilith says bluntly. 
 
    I grit my teeth. ‘I’m trying.’ 
 
    ‘Try harder.’ 
 
    I count slowly to ten. She watches me, her head slightly cocked as if she’s amused. I can’t believe she’s just here to tell me to do more. There’s something else she’s not saying. I look her up and down and consider. ‘You’re from the Badlands.’ 
 
    Her eyes dance. ‘I am. Once upon a time I lived there. With the demise of the Sandman I can now return whenever I desire.’ She lifts her head and bares her swan-like neck. ‘Do you want to chop my head off too?’ 
 
    My fingers curl into tight fists. That’s how I destroyed the Sandman but only because he gave me no choice. ‘Not particularly. But if you get in my way…’ 
 
    Lilith’s smile grows wider. She knows it’s an empty threat. ‘You won’t hurt me. You can’t. And you can’t run from the past either.’ She taps her temple. ‘It’s always there.’ 
 
    I gaze at her in frustration, wishing she would be clearer. ‘What do you actually want?’  
 
    ‘I can feel your tension from the other side of the Dreamlands, Zoe.’ For a brief moment her face grows serious. ‘The Sandman did not lie when he said we worry about the power of the dreamweaver. He told us that you have the potential to grow crazy with the lust for more.’ 
 
    ‘I thought all you cared about is that I sort out the Department so you can get some peace and quiet.’ 
 
    ‘That is indeed what I want.’ She tosses back her hair. ‘But beware of your methods. If you look into the abyss for too long then the…’ 
 
    ‘…abyss will look back at you.’ I stare at her. ‘Nietzsche said that.’ 
 
    ‘Where do you think he got it from?’ She examines her fingernails. ‘They are wise words but what most people don’t realise is that the abyss can help as well. It’s not all bad.’ Lilith places a faint emphasis on that last word. 
 
    ‘You’re saying the Badlands will help me?’ 
 
     ‘We don’t want another dictator,’ she answers cryptically. ‘And we are growing concerned about what is happening with our environment.’ I open my mouth to ask what she means but before I can say anything she jerks her thumb back towards the thickest of the mist. ‘You’re being watched. As much as anyone can watch anything through this fog.’ 
 
    My blood turns to ice. ‘By whom?’ I’m sure I already know the answer though. Dante. He followed me here after all. 
 
    ‘There are five of them at the edge of the bridge. I don’t know who they are.’ Lilith smirks. ‘But they seem to know you.’ 
 
    Not Dante then. The Department. I wonder if I’ve been set up. Was the Markus Ingold card a plant? My thoughts trip one after the other as I start to panic. Lilith reaches out and tugs the hem of my T-shirt and I remember to breathe.  
 
    I go back over what happened earlier. No, spotting his name was an accident. A lucky accident. I slap myself mentally. They had his card out because they were planning to come here all along. They might not be able to change what Ingold dreams but they can watch him to see what he’s thinking. The more optimistic part of me hopes that they’re keeping their end of the bargain and have already started working towards clearing my name. Somehow I doubt it. 
 
    ‘You should take care, Zoe from the quiet lands,’ Lilith says quietly. 
 
    Tell me something I don’t know. I stare at her, still unsure whether I can trust her. 
 
    ‘They’re coming over,’ Lilith tells me, raising her hand in an elegant wave. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ It’s too late; she’s already gone. I curse and stay where I am. I’m going to stand my ground and see what the Department has to say for themselves. 
 
    Like ethereal spirits, Larry, Curly and Moe emerge from the mist and stroll towards me; the other two, whoever they are, stay back. That’s interesting. The Department guard their anonymity very carefully. 
 
    This time it’s not Curly who takes the lead. He’s lurking at the back with a distinct glower; I guess he’s not very happy about me planting his image into Ingold’s dream. What a shame. 
 
    ‘Bravo, Ms Lydon,’ Moe says. ‘That was impressive.’ 
 
    ‘You could see what I was doing?’ 
 
    ‘Most of it.’ 
 
    I try a nonchalant shrug. ‘I can’t trust that you will keep your word and call off the dogs. I have to do what I can.’ 
 
    She smiles. ‘Indeed. And you proved that you are more than capable of planting thoughts and ideas into people’s minds, despite your earlier protests.’ Her smile turns nasty. ‘See? It’s not that hard, after all. If you can do it to benefit yourself, why not do it to benefit others as well?’ 
 
    I glare at her. ‘I’m only putting right what you put wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever you say. Does this mean our deal is off?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I wave irritably at Ingold’s hunched form. ‘This won’t be enough.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she allows. ‘It won’t.’ She raises an eyebrow. ‘Who was that woman?’ 
 
    I debate lying for a moment then decide that Lilith doesn’t require my protection. I’m sure she can take care of herself. ‘A succubus. From the Badlands.’ Sort of. 
 
    There’s a glimmer of surprise in Moe’s expression. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Really,’ I reply flatly. 
 
    Larry snorts. ‘Told you we didn’t have to worry about the Badlands any more. If she can tame them, so can we.’ 
 
    I manage to stop myself from rolling my eyes. He has no clue how dangerous they can be. Curly seems equally unimpressed. ‘You bitch,’ he snarls, his anger finally brimming over. 
 
    ‘Now, now,’ Moe chides. She’s obviously not unhappy that I’ve pointed the finger in his direction. 
 
    ‘It was just a dream,’ I say. ‘Ingold doesn’t know who you are. There’s no evidence you’ve done anything.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know the strength of the subconscious,’ he spits.  
 
    He’s probably right; I might be the dreamweaver but I still have a lot to learn. ‘I think you’re probably safe.’ 
 
    He shakes his head in disgust but I can’t dredge up any sympathy for him. ‘Maybe now you’ll know what it feels like to be a terror suspect,’ I say. 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ he replies, all pretence of a cultured gentleman out of the window. ‘Well maybe now you can stop acting like you’re too good to manipulate what people think.’ 
 
    Touché. A trickle of guilt filters through me. ‘I guess we’re all evil then,’ I say. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow night.’ 
 
    ‘You could tell us where you are now,’ Moe suggests. 
 
    ‘That’s not our deal.’ 
 
    Curly lunges forward, grabs my arm and wrenches it painfully behind my back. I cry out in pain. ‘Let’s see how clever you are when you’ve got several broken bones to deal with,’ he growls. 
 
    A figure flies towards him from out of nowhere, slamming into his body and knocking him off his feet. I pull back, holding my bruised arm, and stare. Dante gets between us, his handsome face twisted into a snarl. ‘Don’t you dare hurt her.’ The menace in his tone is genuinely frightening. 
 
    ‘What are you going to do about it, tracker?’ Curly sneers. 
 
    ‘I’ll do what I do best,’ Dante returns. ‘I’ll track.’ 
 
    A glimpse of real fear crosses Curly’s face. I nod to myself. We all have our fears and that’s the Department’s – that their true identities will be revealed. A lot of their power lies in their anonymity. I bite my lip to hold back the tears of pain. That knowledge doesn’t help me right now. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Dante,’ I murmur softly. 
 
    He turns towards me, his silver eyes scanning my face, pleading with me to see that he’s not the evil bastard that I think he is. I give him a half smile and then I disapparate out of Ingold’s dream and back to the Zurich basement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Be thine own palace, or the world’s thy jail. 
 
    John Donne 
 
      
 
    It turns out that the basement in which we’re hiding belongs to a rather grand hotel. After an hour or two of dodging waiters venturing down to collect bottles of wine to stock up for tomorrow’s service, Adam grows irritated enough to find us another hidey-hole. Now we’re still in the same building but we have an unoccupied guest room all to ourselves. He’s bolted it from the inside so we’ll have time to escape if any visitors appear but we’re no longer in peak tourist season so I reckon we’ll be okay. And, even better, we now have access to a television. The morning news is fascinating. 
 
    With the Chairman purring on her lap, my mother is transfixed by the screen. Every time my picture flashes up – or hers does – she emits a tiny gasp. 
 
    ‘The good thing,’ Rawlins says, ‘is that your Department stooges were correct. No one was seriously hurt in the blast.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t mean it wasn’t a criminal act,’ Adam says indignantly. 
 
    She waves a hand at him although her eyes are soft. ‘Hello? I’m the police officer here.’ 
 
    ‘The police officer on the run.’ 
 
    I sigh. ‘We’re all on the run.’ 
 
    We continue to watch the flickering images. I’ve been downgraded; I’m no longer an alleged terrorist although I am still wanted for questioning. The film loop of my obvious shock and terror when we crossed towards the police station is almost gratifying. Who knew that being scared of the world could actually be a good thing? 
 
    ‘We still have to be careful,’ I say, as much as to myself as anyone else. 
 
    Rawlins grimaces. ‘Especially after tonight. Are you going to meet with them?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I can afford to. When they realise I’m not going to fall in line, they’ll do whatever it takes either to capture me or kill me. If they can’t control me, they won’t want me running around on my own and endangering them.’ I think of the vicious anger on Curly’s face. And I’d originally pegged him as the mild-mannered one. 
 
    ‘Do we have any idea who any of them are?’ Rawlins asks. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Do we know how many of them there are?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Do we know anything at all?’ 
 
    I consider this. ‘Not really.’ I tap my finger against my mouth. ‘But for the next twelve or so hours, we have the upper hand. And I intend to use it.’ 
 
    Markus Ingold’s face flashes up on the screen as he’s interviewed by a BBC reporter. In real life, he projects confidence. He also speaks remarkably good English. 
 
    ‘I like him,’ Rawlins decides. She looks at Adam as she says this. 
 
    ‘Damaged goods,’ I tell her. ‘He’s still hankering after the one who got away.’ As soon as the words leave my mouth, I wince. I shouldn’t have said that; it’s not my secret to tell. 
 
    ‘We’re exploring every avenue,’ Ingold tells the reporter. ‘There are other suspects for the bombing whom we wish to question.’ 
 
    It’s too much to hope that a photofit of Curly will appear on the screen. No one would be daft enough to place that much credibility on a dream. All the same, Ingold’s words make me feel slightly better – and concerned about how much power I have when it comes to dreams. I repress a shudder. 
 
    ‘We need to leave Switzerland,’ I say decisively. ‘And we need to get to a different time zone without anyone realising.’ 
 
    Adam glances at me. ‘I don’t see how that’s possible. We might have slipped past the border on our way here but that’s because of relaxed European laws. Your face is everywhere. You’ll never get past again. They’ll check your passport – any of our passports, in fact – and,’ he pauses for effect, ‘kaboom.’ 
 
    I consider his words. ‘There has to be a way.’ I have to be optimistic or I might lose the plot entirely. 
 
    Rawlins fiddles with the remote control. ‘If border controls weren’t an issue, what would be the best scenario?’ 
 
    ‘The one thing the Department seem most scared of,’ I say, ‘is people finding out their real identities. They’re all wealthy and powerful people. If we can find one of them, we can find more. Threatening them with exposure might make them back off.’ 
 
    ‘But we haven’t found one of them. We haven’t found any of them.’ 
 
    I hold up my index finger. ‘If I can travel to a different Dreamlands zone where they’re not expecting me, I can snoop around. Even if no one knows their real names, if I can see their faces we can go online and look for their real-life personas. I don’t get the impression that they’re the shy and retiring types in the real world. These are all highly successful, high-profile people.’ 
 
    ‘Using your description of them to find them? Sounds like a needle in a haystack,’ Adam grumbles. 
 
    Surprisingly, my mother jumps in to my rescue. ‘Zoe is good at noticing small things which might give us a clue.’ 
 
    I nod fervently. ‘And I can already give you descriptions of Larry, Curly and Moe. You can start looking for them while we travel and I’m under.’ 
 
    ‘The trouble is,’ Adam points out, still under a cloud, ‘go anywhere when you sleep and your Dante will find you.’ 
 
    ‘Not if she’s flipping between time zones,’ Rawlins says suddenly. 
 
    I sigh. ‘Yeah. In an ideal world, I’d flit from plane to plane. I could travel between time zones and he’d almost never be able to catch me up.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know that for sure.’ 
 
    As much as Adam’s pessimistic nature bugs me, I can’t help wondering if he’s right. Maybe I’ll never escape Dante. It doesn’t improve matters when a small voice inside me whispers that I might not want to escape him. He seemed so earnest when he said he was on my side and he did help me escape from the Department. But he also helped to kidnap and torture Ashley and was prepared to do the same to the French kid.  
 
    Rawlins doesn’t look at any of us. She puts down the remote control and gets to her feet. ‘I need to make a call,’ she announces. 
 
    My mother frowns. ‘I thought the phones were off limits.’ 
 
    ‘This is worth the risk.’ 
 
    I raise my eyebrows at her. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    She shakes her head. ‘I don’t want to say until I’m sure.’ She rummages around in her bag and eventually retrieves a small mobile phone. ‘I’ll sneak out and go for a walk,’ she says. ‘Just in case. It’ll be useful to know whether the car has been spotted.’ 
 
    We watch her go. My mother’s still not happy. ‘If she can use her phone,’ she complains, ‘then surely I can too. Henry will be worried.’ 
 
    ‘Henry has a wife.’ 
 
    She shrugs. ‘What’s your point?’ 
 
    I roll my eyes. Between my cuckolding mother, grumpy ex-boyfriend and less-than-forthcoming police officer friend, it’s a wonder we’ve even got this far. 
 
    *** 
 
    An hour or so later, there’s a quiet knock at the door. I check the spyhole and let Rawlins back in. Her voice is low and there’s a sneaky glint in her eyes. ‘We have to leave,’ she whispers. 
 
    I straighten up. ‘Have we been discovered?’ 
 
    She shakes her head. ‘No. The car has gone – I don’t know whether it’s been stolen or picked up by the police. But that’s not important. I’ve got a possible exit route.’ 
 
    ‘Across the border?’ 
 
    Rawlins grins. ‘Via the airport.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to,’ she murmurs. ‘Grab your things and let’s go.’ 
 
    I’m not sure what’s going on but I have no reason not to trust her so we do as she says. We quickly scoop up our things and straighten the room so that it appears untouched. I shove the baseball cap back onto my head, tuck my hair underneath it and add a pair of sunglasses for good measure. My disguise won’t pass close inspection and I’m nervous about being out and about at this time of day but Rawlins’ calm serenity is giving me hope. 
 
    We pad down the carpeted corridor in single file. The door to one of the guest rooms is wide open and the sound of a vacuum cleaner can be heard from inside. Rawlins doesn’t change her pace but Adam darts across, his eyes swinging wildly from side to side as if he’s about to be tackled to the floor by a chambermaid at any moment. 
 
    ‘You realise,’ I say in a low voice from behind him, ‘that all you’re doing by acting like that is drawing attention to yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Says the woman who’s wearing shades indoors,’ he grunts. 
 
    Rawlins turns her head and throws us irritated glances. ‘You’ll be fine,’ she says briskly. ‘Walk normally and don’t look anyone in the eye. Don’t look down at the ground either.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t look down and don’t look up?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    The Chairman meows from the confines of his carrier. Maybe if we’re recognised, I can set him loose to be our attack cat. That’s about as ridiculous as our situation has become. 
 
    Rather than wait for the small lift, we traipse down the stairs. It’s a bit of a shock to be out in real sunlight. Even with my sunglasses on, I blink. My mother inhales deeply, drawing the fresh air into her lungs. Even Adam smiles for a moment or two. 
 
    ‘This way,’ Rawlins says, jerking her thumb down the street. 
 
    If I’m expecting the pedestrians and people who are out and about to be nervous after yesterday’s attack, I’m sorely mistaken. Most people seem to be going about their day as if nothing has happened. There’s something gratifying about that. Yes, there’s been a bomb in our city. Yes, there may be a terrorist or two on the loose. But I still have to get my groceries and I’m not interrupting the routine of my day for anyone. I could learn a lot from ordinary people. 
 
    Rawlins leads us some distance. For the first half a mile or so I’m in a state of constant tension, waiting for someone to yell after me or for armed police to appear and thrust big guns in my face, but nobody pays us any attention. I almost collide with an elderly man when I catch sight of a CCTV camera on the building on the opposite side of the street. All he does is mutter something loudly and glower at me. Bit by bit, I start to relax. Then we pass a shop front with numerous television sets displayed in the window; every one of them is showing my face and I grow tense and terrified all over again. 
 
    I pick up speed until I’m shoulder to shoulder with Rawlins. ‘Those televisions were showing my face.’ 
 
    Her expression doesn’t change. ‘Are you offering to give me your autograph?’ 
 
    ‘What I’m saying is that these streets are really busy.’ I wave my hand round. ‘Someone will recognise me even with this crappy disguise.’ 
 
    She sighs. ‘Unfortunately, people don’t tend to see what’s right in front of their faces. As long as you don’t confront anyone or strike up a conversation, they won’t notice you. They’ve all got their own problems to worry about.’ 
 
    I look around. She’s right. Everyone who passes us is either in their own world, focused on the pavement or staring at their phones. Anyone who does notice us pays more attention to the Chairman than to me. 
 
    ‘How on earth do the police ever catch anyone?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘People are stupid,’ she murmurs. 
 
    I wonder if she’s referring to me. I decide not to press the matter and toddle along after her. It’s actually quite nice to offload decisions to someone else for a change, even if I don’t have the faintest idea what we’re doing or where we’re going. Being an adult is hard. 
 
    ‘Look at that,’ my mother says. 
 
    I stiffen. ‘What? Has someone recognised us?’ 
 
    ‘No. That dress in the shop over there. Isn’t it pretty?’ I stare at her. She shrugs. ‘If you see somewhere selling cuckoo clocks, darling, be sure to let me know.’ 
 
    Fortunately Rawlins chooses that moment to swerve away from the main streets and down a narrow thoroughfare. It doesn’t look as if there are any shops down this way so there will be no more distractions. I’m particularly relieved by the lack of people. There’s a homeless guy wrapped in a sleeping bag against the wall who offers a gap-toothed smile but other than him we’re alone now. 
 
    We walk another two hundred metres or so and Rawlins stops. She turns and fixes all three of us with a hard look. ‘I want it on the record,’ she says firmly, ‘that I do not agree with what we’re about to do. I don’t condone what this man does and I don’t want you to breathe a word about it to anyone else. Ever.’ 
 
    ‘How exciting,’ my mother breathes. 
 
    ‘We won’t say anything,’ I add hastily. 
 
    For a moment, Rawlins doesn’t move. Then, satisfied that we’re all going to do as we’re told, she gives a brisk nod and turns to a grubby door. 
 
    ‘Where are we?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘I might be a small-town policewoman,’ she explains, ‘but that doesn’t mean I don’t have contacts in the bigger forces. Someone owed me a favour.’ She points at the door. ‘It’s a big favour.’ 
 
    I gaze at her, askance. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You can’t travel under your own name any longer, not unless you want to spend a few days answering questions. You might not be prime suspect right now but that doesn’t mean you can wander wherever you please. This guy is going to fix that.’  
 
    She raises her fist and knocks sharply. The door opens almost immediately and a face wearing a goatee beard peers out. ‘Name?’ 
 
    ‘Rawlins.’  
 
    He rolls his tongue around his mouth and looks at the rest of us. ‘And who are these clowns?’ 
 
    ‘They’re with me.’ 
 
    ‘This ain’t no tourist stop,’ he growls. For some reason, he has a Cockney accent; maybe Zurich is a better place for English criminals than London. How would I know? 
 
    Rawlins doesn’t react. ‘Look again.’ 
 
    The man moves his eyes from my mother to Adam to me and a slow smile spreads across his face. Unfortunately, the action reveals the crumbs that are caught in his beard. I stare, fascinated, and wonder how long they’ve been there. ‘Well, well, well. Celebrities.’ He steps back. ‘Enter.’ 
 
    I throw Rawlins a look but she avoids my eyes so I shrug and go in. Everyone else follows. As we shuffle down a dingy corridor with peeling paint and head into a little sitting room, I can’t help thinking about how different my life is now to six months ago. The old Zoe would never have done this. 
 
    The man grabs a stubby pencil from a nearby table and starts chewing on the end of it. ‘It’s going to cost you,’ he warns. 
 
    Rawlins remains calm. ‘We don’t have much money.’ 
 
    He inhales sharply. ‘Then that might be a problem.’ 
 
    Adam shoves his way forward. ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘Depends if you want biometric or not.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s say we do,’ Rawlins answers as I suddenly realise why we’re here. 
 
    The man spits out a few splinters of wood. ‘Ten grand each. Ten days for delivery.’ 
 
    We don’t have close to that much money and we certainly can’t allow for that amount of time. I turn to go. ‘This is a waste of time.’ 
 
    My mother looks confused. ‘What’s going on? Where are we?’ 
 
    ‘Hold your horses,’ the man drawls. ‘I can do you a rush job if you like but it won’t hold up to much scrutiny. If you get stopped and searched it’ll get picked up.’ 
 
    If I get stopped none of this will matter: I’ll be recognised in a heartbeat.  
 
    ‘We need something now,’ Rawlins says. 
 
    He shakes his head. ‘No can do.’ 
 
    Unruffled, Rawlins tilts up her chin and folds her arms. ‘Then what can you do? Because I was told you were the man to come to.’ 
 
    He laughs. ‘I am. But I’m not a magician.’ He sweeps his gaze over us then he jabs a dirty thumb in my direction. ‘She’s the priority, right? She’s the one everyone’s looking for.’ 
 
    I open my mouth to say that I’m not quite as wanted today as I was yesterday but Rawlins jumps in. ‘You could say that.’ 
 
    He sucks on the pencil. ‘Well, I have something for her that might work.’ He casts a critical eye over me. ‘Call it serendipity, if you will. She’ll need to cut her hair and dye it but it could work. If the rest of you want documents, you’ll have to wait. There’s nothing I can do to change that.’ 
 
    ‘And what price would you charge for this … serendipity?’ 
 
    ‘Two grand.’ 
 
    Rawlins nods. ‘Give us a moment.’ 
 
    He smiles. ‘Of course. I’ll go put on a brew.’ He whirls round and leaves the room. 
 
    ‘Two grand?’ I say as soon as he’s gone. ‘We can’t afford that.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll manage.’ 
 
    I’m not convinced. ‘Are the rest of you going to use your own passports?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t. It’s far too risky and they’re already on the lookout for a group of four. It’ll be safer for us to stay here while you go do your thing.’ 
 
    Until this point I had not appreciated how much I’d come to rely on the three of them. Despite their foibles, they have become my safety net. Venturing out on my own – especially like this – is a terrifying prospect. 
 
    My mother’s face clears. ‘Hang on. That man with the ridiculous excuse for a beard is going to make a fake passport?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mother.’ 
 
    ‘From the sound of it,’ Rawlins says, ‘he already has one in his possession. Zoe just has to match her appearance to whoever the passport belongs to. Some poor tourist who had her bag nicked, probably.’ 
 
    Adam stares at her. ‘Why aren’t you arresting this guy?’ 
 
    She looks exasperated. ‘First of all, this isn’t the UK. Secondly, he’s on a list.’ We must have looked confused because she sighs and taps her foot. ‘He works both sides.’ 
 
    I’m immediately alarmed. ‘He’s an informer? Won’t he give me up then?’ 
 
    ‘It’s pretty obvious to anyone who meets you that you’re neither a career criminal or a terrorist. It’s something about those big eyes and permanently frozen expression of fear.’ 
 
    I cross my arms. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘Get over it.’ She raises her eyebrows. ‘If you need to go abroad, this is the fastest and easiest way to manage it. It’s up to you. We have the funds.’ 
 
    Barely. ‘If I do this, you’ll need to take care. You can’t let the Department get hold of you.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be careful.’ 
 
    ‘I mean it.’ 
 
    My mother sniffs. ‘Worry about yourself, darling. We’ll be fine. You’ll be the one flitting around with a fake identity.’ 
 
    She has a point. ‘Is this really a good idea?’ I ask Rawlins anxiously. 
 
    ‘You can stay here in Zurich if you prefer. It’s your call. What’s the bigger threat? The police? Or the Department?’ 
 
    No contest. I lick my lips nervously and realise I’ve been pinching the tips of my fingers. I thrust my hands behind my back to stop myself. ‘Okay then,’ I whisper. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Since knowledge is but sorrow’s spy, it is not safe to know. 
 
    William Davenant 
 
      
 
    I walk through the terminal doors trying not to look like I’m a wanted criminal, allegedly or otherwise. My scalp is itchy from the dye and my newly cropped hair feels strange. I still don’t think it makes me look like the Elizabeth Jones in the passport but Rawlins was satisfied, telling me that no one ever looks like their passport photo. I suppose she’s right. Nevertheless, this is extraordinarily dangerous territory. Part of me keeps expecting to be rushed at and thrown to the ground by yelling men holding guns. 
 
    I find the right desk and join the back of the queue. My heart is pounding and not because I’m here on a false passport. It might be some time since I was an agoraphobe trapped in my own home but some of my old terror lingers, especially here with all the unfamiliar sounds and chattering crowds. I keep my gaze focused on the lipsticked woman at the desk whose smile is professional but whose eyes are distant. I cross my fingers tightly for some on-the-job ennui. 
 
    When she beckons me, my hands start to shake. If the woman notices, she doesn’t comment. Maybe she thinks I’m an alcoholic drying out. Whatever, she takes Elizabeth Jones’s passport and scans it in. She raises an eyebrow. ‘You’re flying to Istanbul, Ms Jones?’ I nod, not quite trusting my voice. ‘You have some time before your flight. It doesn’t depart for another four hours.’ 
 
    I lick my lips. ‘Yes, I…’ I mentally slap myself to get it together. ‘I’m a bit scared of flying. If I arrive early it usually calms me down.’ 
 
    She offers a sympathetic smile; I guess I’m more believable than I realised. ‘It’s a short flight and we have an excellent safety record.’ 
 
    I nod my head dutifully. I’m still half-expecting her to sound the alarm, even though there’s no recognition or suggestion of panic in her eyes.  
 
    ‘Do you have any bags to check in?’ 
 
    I lift my small suitcase onto the conveyor belt. I won’t be picking it up on the other side – it contains little more than some olds books for weight and one of the hotel pillows. Its purpose is to ensure that I look like a harmless tourist. She ties on the airline identity tags and returns my passport to me together with the boarding pass. ‘Have a pleasant flight.’ 
 
    I grimace. ‘I hope so,’ I manage, then I dart away before she takes another long look at my face. 
 
    Clenching and unclenching my fists, I force myself to stroll casually towards departures – and the emigration checkpoint. The airline rep might have been uninterested in me but here it’s likely to be a different story. Even from a distance, I can see the alert expressions of the security men as they sweep their eyes across the myriad of travellers. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I take my place behind a sweating, overweight man. He’s ushered forward and passes his passport to the security man. I watch carefully. It’s a long time since I flew anywhere. Eventually, after a few glares and frowns from the official, his passport is stamped and he moves off. It’s my turn. I’m not nervous, I tell myself. I’m Elizabeth Jones on my way to Turkey for a weekend trip. Why would I be nervous? 
 
    I walk up, offer a tight smile and hand the man my passport. He flips through the pages. ‘How long have you been in Switzerland?’ 
 
    I resist the urge to turn and run. ‘Three weeks,’ I answer in a half-whispered lie. Then, for no apparent reason, I add, ‘It would have been a shorter visit but I’ve been looking for the perfect cuckoo clock as a present for my mother.’ 
 
    He grunts then he stares at the photo, looks up at me and stares back down again. Oh no. He jabs his thumb. ‘You should get a new passport,’ he says. ‘You are much prettier in real life than in your photo.’ 
 
    I have no idea how to react. How would Elizabeth Jones react? I straighten my shoulders and meet his eyes, going for the simplest response I can think of rather than the bristling response I’d like to utter. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Come back to Switzerland again,’ he replies. ‘Winter is a beautiful time of year to visit.’ 
 
    I nod and hustle myself away. My legs feel like jelly and I’m still partly expecting to be stopped and thrown into a cell but another person is already taking my place at the desk. I tell myself that was the hardest part; everything from here on in will be a walk in the park. 
 
    My handbag is scanned by the X-ray machine and I step up to the metal detector. My stomach lurches when it beeps loudly but the security man simply points at my belt. Nodding in understanding, I go back to the machine’s entrance and take it off. This time I let out a silent sigh of relief as the machine silently lets me pass. 
 
    I don’t start to relax until I reach my allotted gate. I fumble in my bag for my sunglasses, painfully aware that I could still be recognised despite my terrible new hairstyle. I slump down in an uncomfortable plastic chair and take out the cheap mobile phone that Rawlins’ dodgy contact gave me for a horribly inflated price. I tap out a message to the number I memorised long ago: Meet me now.  
 
    As soon as the message is sent, I yank out the SIM card and snap it in two. Dante is a bounty hunter as well as a tracker; I can’t risk him finding me in real life. Not yet anyway. I toss the plastic away and close my eyes. Now the fun really begins. 
 
    It takes longer than usual to drift off, no doubt because of a combination of sitting half upright and the terrifying surge of adrenaline that propelled me through the airport. When my ears finally prickle and I apparate in the Dreamlands forest once again, I allow myself a moment of absolute relief. Then I scan round for as many brittle twigs and branches as I can find and arrange them in a loose – hopefully indistinguishable – circle around the area before sitting down with my back against a tree to wait.  
 
    It doesn’t take long. 
 
    ‘You rang?’ Dante’s silky voice enquires. 
 
    I tilt my head to look up at him. The bastard looks good. His white shirt contrasts with his tanned skin and he has a relaxed air, as if he knew I’d contact him sooner or later. 
 
    I shrug and point to a spot across from me, encouraging him to sit down. He eyes it for a moment then does as I ask and stretches his long legs out in front of him. He knits his hands behind his head and offers me a crooked smile. ‘Are you alright? Did that Department freak hurt you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m okay,’ I tell him. I fidget with my cuffs and try to look frightened. Unsurprisingly, it’s not very hard. ‘They want me to work for them. I’m supposed to meet them tonight to agree to their terms.’ 
 
    Dante’s silver eyes grow hard. ‘And will you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ I drop my gaze. ‘They’re not going to stop, are they? They’ll keep looking for me and manipulating me until I do what they want.’ I blink rapidly as if I’m fighting back tears. ‘You have to understand how hard this is for me. Flitting from country to country…’ My voice trails off and I gesture helplessly. Dante is well aware of my agoraphobia. 
 
    ‘Oh, Zoe,’ he sighs. He leans forward, his fingers under my chin as he gently tilts my head up. The empathy in his eyes is clear. ‘It doesn’t have to be like this. We can go home together. I’ll protect you.’ 
 
    ‘The Department painted me as a terrorist, Dante. And everyone believed it! They won’t let me sit at home and stay safe, whether you’re with me or not.’ I pull back from his touch. I need to play this carefully or he’ll realise what I’m up to. ‘And I don’t think I trust you any more than I trust them. The things you’ve done are horrifying. If you think I can forget them, you’re as insane as they are.’ 
 
    He crosses his arms and watches me for a moment, his expression hooded and dark. ‘I told you,’ he answers evenly. ‘I had my reasons.’ 
 
    ‘You hurt Ashley.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He’s adamant. ‘The Department hurt Ashley.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t deny you were working with them!’ I burst out. 
 
    ‘As a means to an end,’ he asserts. ‘That’s all. There are a lot of them and I don’t have powers like you do. I’m not saying what I did was right but I was trying to get them to trust me. You’ve seen for yourself how powerful they are.’ His eyes bore into mine. ‘And how dangerous they are. I had no choice but to play them at their own game – just as you’re doing with them now.’ He leans forward and speaks with sudden, blazing intensity. ‘The only way out of this is to make sure the Department are controlled. The only people in a position to control the Department are you and me. We can do this, Zoe. If we work together, we can stop them in their tracks.’  
 
    I bite my lip. ‘At least they’ve been honest about what they want with me,’ I point out. ‘All you’ve done is lie.’ 
 
    He runs a hand through his dark hair. ‘I was waiting for the right time. I couldn’t trust you when I first met you. Afterwards I wanted the right moment to explain everything to you.’ 
 
    ‘You had plenty of moments.’ 
 
    His gaze is steady. ‘I know. But I was afraid.’ He leans forward again. ‘You know how good we are together. You know what I feel for you.’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘No. I don’t.’ 
 
    He heaves in a breath. ‘How can you not?’ he asks. ‘Being here with you, even knowing you hate me, makes me feel like a teenager. I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about you.’ He laughs hoarsely. ‘You probably think I’m being an idiot. I can’t bear the thought of you with anyone else. That ex of yours? Adam? Is there something going on between you?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Dante’s shoulders drop. ‘You have no idea how happy that makes me.’ He takes hold of my fingers. ‘I know you feel like you can’t trust me and I know I’ve done wrong. But give me the chance to make it up to you. I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to do. I want you to realise the possibilities if both of us work together. The dream tracker and the dreamweaver.’ His eyes gleam. ‘We can change the world. We can make it a better place.’ 
 
    He keeps harping on the same lines like I’m hard of hearing. ‘You would have hurt that girl.’ 
 
    ‘The kid? The one with the fish?’ He sighs. ‘I didn’t want to. And what I did was wrong. But I didn’t realise she was a Traveller. I had to find a way to get you to listen to me. I won’t ever do anything like that again.’ 
 
    ‘Even if I can trust you,’ I whisper, ‘we can’t beat the Department. They’re too strong, both here and in the real world.’ 
 
    ‘There’s always a way, Zoe. Always. They’re not as intelligent as they think they are.’ 
 
    Somehow I doubt that. I stand up and brush off my hands. ‘You’re the lesser of two evils. That’s all.’ 
 
    Dante gets up and stands less than a foot away from me. ‘I’ll spend the rest of my life proving to you that I can be a good man, Zoe. That I can be the man you deserve. I don’t care how long it takes.’ He narrows the distance between us until we’re almost touching. ‘I’ve fallen for you so hard.’ He takes my hand once more and holds it against his chest. ‘There,’ he whispers. ‘Feel my heart racing. That’s what being here with you does to me.’ I stare at him mutely. He cups my face with his other hand. ‘Don’t you feel anything for me at all? Just a little bit? Nobody’s perfect and I know I’ve made mistakes. We could have such a future together, Zoe.’ 
 
    I feel his hot breath against my skin as his head dips. The yearning in his expression is almost too much. I groan and yank him towards me, sinking the length of my body against his. His kiss is hard – and coupled with a grunt of possessive triumph. Pinned between his hard body and the tree behind me, with the taste of him in my mouth and on my lips, makes it difficult to think straight. My senses swim. Then, panting, I push him away. Breathing hard, I stare at him. ‘I want you,’ I say frankly. 
 
    ‘I want you too.’ 
 
    I hold up my hand. ‘But I still don’t know if I can trust you.’ 
 
    His eyes don’t leave mine. ‘I understand.’ 
 
    ‘Give me time to think.’ 
 
    He nods. ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘I’m still in Switzerland,’ I say softly. ‘The police…’ I sigh. ‘I can’t leave the country until all that is sorted out.’ 
 
    ‘I can help with that.’ 
 
    ‘The Department…’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about them. We can work against them together. They’re too complacent. They don’t think anyone can beat them.’ His expression is earnest. ‘But we can. I’ve already saved you from them once. I’ll do it a million times over if that’s what it takes.’ 
 
    I take a deep breath and place my hand against his chest again. ‘I wish I wasn’t in love with you,’ I whisper. And then I disapparate. 
 
    When I open my eyes, my heart is still racing, thrumming an irregular beat against my ribs. Almost unconsciously, I press my fingers against my lips. They feel faintly bruised. I take a deep breath and gather up my belongings. The flight is already boarding and I need to get a move on.  
 
    I dash into the nearby toilets and change my clothes, swapping my jeans and T-shirt for dark trousers and an even darker top. As soon as I’m done I head out again, ignoring the tuts as I push past the patiently queuing tourists and Swiss business travellers. The flight isn’t going to leave without me but I’m on the clock and I’ve got very little time to manage this.  
 
    I get on board, shove my bag into the overhead locker and jostle for the window seat. It’s twenty minutes before take-off and I pray that we’re going to leave on time. I have to include being in transit and moving into a different time zone if this is going to work. Even if things go to plan, it’s still going to be dangerous.  
 
    I turn my head away from the other passengers and the polite flight attendants, and lean against the window. I block out the noise and the cramped conditions and make myself fall asleep again. It’s not easy – but there’s no choice. 
 
    When I apparate back into the forest, Dante has already gone. I pause for a moment in case he’s still near enough to sense me but I think I’m safe. I spot a few broken twigs to my left and grin. My ‘trap’ worked. Staying on tiptoe to remain as soundless as possible, I take off. It’s imperative that I find Dante before he realises I’m here. 
 
    I twist and turn through the trees. If he’s heading into town I’m effectively stuffed. It’s already almost night time again and there will be far too many people around to stay incognito, assuming he doesn’t duck inside a building for a clandestine meeting. Let’s face it, I’m supposed to be meeting the Department in less than two hours.  
 
    I’ve barely gone five hundred feet when I hear the low hum of voices. I fist-pump the air in triumph and slow down, getting close enough to hear and see exactly what’s going on. My dark clothing is a considerable bonus in keeping me hidden. 
 
    Dante is at the far side, tall enough to loom over the others. So much for his broken relationship with the Department then. ‘She’s coming around,’ he says confidently. ‘Another day or two and the dreamweaver will be eating out of the palm of my hand.’ 
 
    ‘Assuming she hasn’t already agreed to our plan,’ snorts a familiar voice. Curly. Hello, you bastard. 
 
    From my concealed position, I see Dante’s lip curl. ‘I think you rather screwed yourself on that one when you attacked her. Zoe is naïve, not stupid. You’re lucky I was there to save the day. At least now she’s beginning to trust someone.’ 
 
    ‘Do we have a bead on her real location yet?’ another voice asks. 
 
    ‘Nothing. Wherever she is, she’s keeping herself well hidden. But don’t worry, she’ll turn up sooner or later. We’ve got people checking all the CCTV footage in the area.’ 
 
    ‘And the police?’ 
 
    ‘She fucked us up on that one by manipulating Ingold.’ 
 
    There’s a curse. ‘Not to mention showing up at the station early. We should have anticipated that move.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not fair,’ someone protests. ‘We had very little time to put anything in place. We did the best we could.’ 
 
    ‘Blowing up the police headquarters was the best you could manage?’ 
 
    ‘No one was hurt.’ 
 
    Dante sighs loudly. ‘You lot can squabble amongst yourselves as much as you want. The fact remains that the only one with any hope of getting hold of Zoe Lydon is me. If you want the dreamweaver, you need to trust me and let me do this alone. Interfere again and we could lose her for good.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! We won’t lose her. She might be hiding for now but she can’t do that forever. We’re the Department. We’ll always be stronger.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be an over-confident idiot. She’s eluded you so far.’ 
 
    ‘Us,’ Curly points out. ‘She’s eluded us.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever,’ Dante dismisses. ‘I’m out of here. She won’t be asleep again yet and I want to try tracking her again in Zurich before I follow her in the Dreamlands. You lot can sort yourselves out.’ He wags an admonitory finger at them. ‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’ He disappears, disapparating back to the real world.  
 
    I suppress a shiver at the thought that he’s still searching for me and then I focus on the remaining Department goons. 
 
    ‘We can’t trust him,’ Larry says. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s a given. He wants to be in charge. He doesn’t realise that we work well because no one person has more power than anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘The dreamweaver does.’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t know half of what she’s capable of. And the only people she’s got helping her are an old woman, a country policewoman and a scared boy.’ 
 
    There’s a laugh. ‘And the cat. Don’t forget her fat cat.’ 
 
    My eyes narrow, piercing the gloom to find the person who dared to denigrate the Chairman. He’s an older-looking man, probably in his mid-fifties. He’s wearing an expensive-looking suit, although his tie is loosened. I stare at him, memorising his features. There’s a flash of metal from his tie as he turns and I focus on it, catching a glimpse of an unusual looking tie pin. It’s some kind of flower twisted round a mermaid. 
 
    ‘Do we think she’s going to show tonight?’ 
 
    ‘It’s unlikely but we should head back into town just in case. It’d show that Dante bastard if she did come.’ 
 
    ‘We need to get rid of him for good. He’s getting too big for his own damn boots.’ 
 
    ‘First we get the dreamweaver. Then we get rid of him.’ 
 
    I think they’re planning a more final farewell than slamming a door in his face. I look at them again, making sure I know everyone’s features. When I’m happy, I nod and disapparate. There’s no point in hanging around and increasing the risk that I’ll get caught. Not now I finally have something to work with.  
 
    Dante was right about one thing at least; I’m not as stupid as they think. 
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as we land, I barrel my way towards the bank of computers set up for weary commuters to use. I waste no time in creating a new, anonymous email account and type out a message to the others, informing them that I’m safe and about my progress. While I wait for an answer, I switch to a search, scanning as many images as I can for anything to do with a rose and a mermaid. I’m on the fourth page and still scrolling when a tired-looking woman plonks herself next to me and glances over. ‘English?’ she asks, with a faint accent. 
 
    I grunt in response, hoping she takes the hint and leaves me in peace. It doesn’t work. 
 
    ‘You’re waiting for the red eye too?’ She pronounces her consonants curiously. Scandinavian, I’d guess. ‘It’s the worst flight to get. Cheap, of course. But still the worst.’ 
 
    I wonder what it will take to make her piss off. Maybe I should tell her I’m wanted on international terrorism charges. It might make her go away, if nothing else. 
 
    ‘Listen,’ I begin. 
 
    Listening is the last thing she’s doing, she simply barrels on. ‘I’ve been in Istanbul for three hours. That’s it. Fly from Copenhagen. Get here. Meet an idiot about computer parts and now I have to fly back. My company wouldn’t even let me book an overnight hotel room. It’s as if they don’t want me to get any sleep.’ 
 
    I stop my internet search and slowly turn towards her. ‘You’re Danish.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I don’t eat bacon, though. That’s what you English always talk about when I say where I’m from. Danish bacon.’ She sighs. 
 
    I glance back at the computer screen and the images it displays. So far, nothing matches the tie pin I saw – but there are a lot of sites featuring mermaids. ‘I’ve never been to Denmark,’ I say. ‘But I’d love to see the Little Mermaid.’ 
 
    The woman laughs. ‘All the tourists do. It’s really not very impressive. It’s very small.’ 
 
    ‘I guess it’s very famous though.’ 
 
    She shrugs. ‘I suppose so.’ 
 
    I keep going. ‘Do you know any companies which use a mermaid as their logo? Maybe with a rose?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ She scratches her nose. ‘There’s Frandsen, but their mermaid isn’t holding a rose. She holds a snake.’ 
 
    I don’t move. It was dark when I saw the tie pin; maybe I saw a snake and not a flower. It would certainly fit better with what I know of the Department. ‘Frandsen?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ She gazes around, already bored with the conversation. 
 
    I resist the urge to grab her by the lapels and shake her until she tells me everything she knows. ‘Who are Frandsen exactly?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Corporate bastards. They make money off poor shits like us.’ She smiles again but this time it’s tinged with sadness. 
 
    A voice comes over the tannoy announcing the next flight to Copenhagen. The woman gives me a weary nod and stands up. ‘That’s me.’ Without another word, she wanders off, leaving me staring after her. The things you can learn when you actually talk to people, Zoe, I chide myself. I’ve been on my own for far too long. 
 
    I turn back to the computer and immediately search for Frandsen. The woman was right. Within seconds the company website flashes up – and its logo is indeed a mermaid holding a snake. Or rather strangling a snake. If I squint, its bulbous head does make it look slightly like a flower. I don’t really care; this is definitely the same image as the one on the Department man’s pin. 
 
    I scan down the page. Frandsen is some kind of venture capitalist company but, from the looks of things, it has fingers in many pies. My mouse hovers over the menu until I find the section labelled ‘Our Team’. I hold my breath as I click. Come on. Come ON. 
 
    There. For a moment, I’m frozen, staring at the face of the man I saw in the Dreamlands forest only moments ago. Frederik Jepsen, CEO of Frandsen Incorporated.  
 
    Gotcha. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    It soon became obvious that we were but on the threshold of discovery. 
 
    Howard Carter 
 
      
 
    Eight sleepless hours later, I’ve swapped the dubious delights of airports – and the continuing fear of my false passport being discovered – for a long, leafy Copenhagen street with some seriously expensive-looking houses.  
 
    It took some digging to find Jepsen’s address but the hour spent hunched over a computer screen was worth it. This is the first time I’ve had any kind of clue about the real identity of any of the Department members. If I play my cards right, Jepsen will lead me to more. I’ve been on the back foot for so long that identifying even one of the bastards has filled me with optimism. They’ll know by now that I’m not going to meet them and I’m not going to work with them. But they don’t know what I’m really up to. 
 
    Frederik Jepsen – never Fred and definitely not Freddie – leads a good life. He’s pushing sixty but his lifestyle, which apparently includes marathon running, makes him look considerably younger. He is old money but he took what he inherited from his family and quadrupled it. I’ve found numerous photos of him at gala fundraising events, not to mention meetings with other jet-set corporate types.  
 
    I searched through everything I could find and didn’t recognise anyone else from the Department in any of the photos but that doesn’t discourage me. They probably work hard at keeping their real lives separate to their dream ones.  
 
    Frederik certainly has the whiff of dodgy dealings about him. He’s been investigated for insider trading on several occasions but nothing has ever stuck. It’s difficult to prove someone’s got the inside track when they get that track from spying on people’s dreams. No wonder he’s been so successful. 
 
    I bounce from foot to foot, trying to decide what to do. If I walk up and knock on the door Jepsen will immediately recognise me. That kind of manoeuvre is a non-starter. Besides, as he’s a Traveller I can’t wander into his head and see what he’s thinking when he sleeps. I tap my mouth thoughtfully. Maybe I don’t have to get close to Jepsen himself; if I take a circuitous route, I’ll probably be more successful – but I need to be very, very careful. It’s lucky I’m a detail-orientated person. I can do this. 
 
    Skulking around on this street for a long time isn’t a particularly good idea. It’s the sort of neighbourhood where anyone out of place and hanging around will be the subject of a query to the police. All these houses are massive and no doubt the occupants are guarded about their privacy. I try to keep a close eye on every house for any sign of twitching curtains but it’s easier said than done. Fortunately Frederik Jepsen is an early riser and, just after seven, a sleek car pulls up with a genuine, honest-to-goodness liveried chauffeur who marches up to his door and rings the bell.  
 
    I duck behind a wall on the opposite side of the street and watch. Jepsen steps out of the door, straightens his cuffs and offers the driver a nod. Despite his age, his face is remarkably unlined; either he enjoys regular Botox treatment or he pretty much never cracks a real smile. Frankly, I could believe both theories. I suppress the involuntary shiver that runs down my spine as he gets into the back seat of the car and disappears from sight behind its tinted windows. To be this close to a member of the Department is to walk up to danger and invite it over for tea. I don’t have much choice, though; if I don’t take matters in my own hands I’ll be running until the Department catches up with me. And given their combined resources, that won’t be too far into the future. I have to go on the offensive even if it frightens the living daylights out of me. 
 
    The car barely purrs as it pulls off. I’m tempted to try and follow it but I took a taxi here and it’s long gone. Besides, I’m fairly certain I know where Jepsen is going. It’s his family I want to focus on. 
 
    Not wishing to be too obvious, I walk around the block counting off the minutes until I return to Jepsen’s front door. This time, rather than hiding I step right up and ring the bell. Moments later, a well-dressed woman appears at the door. She looks me up and down, an expression of confusion on her face. 
 
    ‘Hej,’ she says. 
 
    I beam and reach up, enveloping her in a large hug. ‘Aunt! It’s so good to meet you at last!’ 
 
    She immediately pulls away and stares at me as if I’m a madwoman. I don’t blame her. ‘You are English.’ 
 
    I blink rapidly, giving an impression of total befuddlement. ‘Yes. It’s Lucy. Your niece. Didn’t you get my message?’ 
 
    She crosses her arms and steps back. ‘I don’t have a niece.’ 
 
    I scratch my head. ‘Aren’t you Bella?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    I let dismay filter across my face. ‘But isn’t this number 27?’ 
 
    She frowns at me. ‘Yes. 27 Gronnegrade.’ 
 
    I clasp my hand over my mouth. ‘Oh no! I thought this was Gronningen.’ 
 
    She gazes at me with some sympathy. ‘It’s an easy mistake to make,’ Jepsen’s wife tells me, even though it patently isn’t. 
 
    I flush. ‘I’m so sorry to have bothered you.’ 
 
    ‘It is no problem.’ She offers another polite smile as a tall, blond-haired teenager pushes past her and marches out. I stumble and fall against him and he gives me an almighty scowl before shoving his hands in his pockets and sloping off down the street. Mrs Jepsen gazes after him and sighs. 
 
    I shake my head. ‘Sorry,’ I say again, taking advantage of her distraction to turn and start walking off in the opposite direction. I can feel my heart in my mouth and her eyes on my back; when I finally hear her close the door, I let out a sigh of relief even though my hands are still shaking. Two for the price of one. Not bad, Zoe. Not bad at all. With any luck, she’ll have so many other things going on in her day that she won’t mention the strange English girl on her doorstep to her husband. 
 
    I keep walking until I’m away from the Jepsens’ house and then I hail a cab. I make an attempt at rudimentary Danish gleaned off the internet but the driver simply answers me in English. I yield to his superior language skills and ask him to take me to Frandsen’s headquarters. I’m betting I can find people closer to Jepsen than his wife and son.  
 
    I smile to myself. Mess with me and I’ll mess with you right back. I’m not that helpless after all. 
 
    *** 
 
    I’m not quite desperate enough to waltz into the heart of the Frandsen building. I’ve got enough time before nightfall to find others who are connected to Jepsen, so there’s no need to take unnecessary risks. All the same, the longer I spend as predator rather than prey the bolder I feel. For the first time, I begin to appreciate why Dante and the Department do what they do. Power can be heady indeed. And, if I’m completely honest, the chase is as exciting as it is terrifying.  
 
    After my third cup of tea in the upmarket coffee shop across the street – and no sign of Frederik Jepsen – I begin to put alternative plans into place. After all, I am apparently a terrorist. The Department can’t blame me for doing what they started. 
 
    It takes me a bit of time to find a public phonebox. Unfortunately it’s out of sight of the Frandsen monolith, with its gleaming windows and shiny steel girders, but in this age of mobile phone technology I can’t complain that it’s a five-minute walk away. 
 
    I use my own phone to find the number for the main Frandsen desk then I take a deep breath and punch the number into the public phone. As soon as it starts to ring, I use my sleeve to muffle the receiver. It’s hardly a state-of-the-art voice garbler but I reckon it’ll do the trick. 
 
    ‘God morgen,’ a cultured voice says. ‘Dette er Frandsen Limited. Hvordan kan jeg hjælpe dig?’ 
 
    I don’t bother making an attempt at Danish. Instead, I deepen my voice to further disguise both my gender and identity. ‘There is a bomb in your building. It is timed to detonate in eight minutes.’ I pause. I suppose I could make a demand but it would only waste time and it’s probably unnecessary. I shrug. ‘Have a wonderful day.’ I immediately hang up. 
 
    Whistling in a bid to remain calm, I wander back towards the coffee shop – and the towering Frandsen headquarters. Chaotic panic greets me. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt such a gratifying thrill as when I see hundreds of people spilling out of the revolving doors at my bidding. Several alarms are screaming from somewhere deep inside the building. I try to look as worried as everyone else and join the hordes at the front. I keep my shoulders hunched but no one’s looking at me, I’m just another worker bee turfed out as a result of a dodgy bomb threat. Whether my phone call is being taken seriously or not is a moot point; corporations like Frandsen take heavy security precautions and, after the events in Switzerland, no one is taking any chances. 
 
    I keep to the edges of the crowd so that I can see as many people as possible. As a barrage of police cars pull into the street, Jepsen and the other senior executives finally exit. I pin my eyes on him; he looks more irritated than concerned. Whatever. Even if all this succeeds in doing is interrupting his day, it’ll still be worth it. When I spot the men flanking him, however, I know I’m going to manage better than that. 
 
    There are two of them, both of whom I recognise from the website: Chief Financial Officer and Chief of Security. They are keeping close to the boss. I allow myself a tiny smirk as I wonder if they’re preparing to leap on top of Frandsen to protect him should a real bomb suddenly explode or if they’ll use him as a shield to protect themselves. In any event, they’re clearly the ones I need to get close to. Even though there’s an arc of space around them, befitting their status, the milling crowds will make it easy for me to reach them – as long as I can hold off the last vestiges of my agoraphobia. 
 
    Jepsen turns to his right and barks something at some cowering minions. Yeah, he enjoys the power alright. Others are watching him, some muttering to themselves or to their colleagues, some simply waiting calmly for instructions. I take a deep breath, remind myself of the importance of what I’m doing, and plunge through the crowd. 
 
    Suddenly the air becomes stifling. The voices around me dull into an amorphous murmur, drowned out by the sound of blood rushing in my ears. I clench my fists and put my head down, pushing my way through. I have to do this. It’ll be worth it in the end. 
 
    I ignore the elbow jabs and hisses of annoyance as I make my way to the front and centre. While Jepsen is distracted by a uniformed police officer, I reach out and brush against the man on his right. He jumps at my touch and turns towards me. I mumble an apology and pull back into the crowd again.  
 
    I try to squeeze through to the Chief Security Officer but more police appear and bar my way. A woman next to me starts talking in rapid Danish, apparently addressing me. Aware that her voice is loud and she’s drawing attention in my direction, I duck back in time to see another woman step forward and say something in Jepsen’s ear. He nods and replies then, quick as a flash, I spot his hand brush against hers. It’s a fleeting movement and if I hadn’t been so close to the pair of them I’d have missed it. But there was something about the way his fingers lingered for a second too long. Without thinking about it further, I abandon my efforts to touch the Security Officer and aim for the woman instead, laying bets with myself that she’s Jepsen’s secretary. It is the oldest cliché in the book for a reason, after all. 
 
    The woman backs off, falling behind Jepsen. He clears his throat and starts to address the crowd in Danish, probably saying something reassuring. There are a few smiles from and I sense people begin to relax. Jepsen seems to have their respect – but that doesn’t make him a good person. 
 
    As he continues to talk, I push towards the front. My toes and fingers are tingling with anticipation. If I don’t get anything worthwhile from his family or his right-hand man, then I reckon I’ll definitely get the goods from this woman. This is where things are going to get hairy, however. I’ll have to time it just right. 
 
    On the far side from me, someone yells a question. I see the irritation flaring in Jepsen’s eyes before he turns to answer it. That’s when I make my move. I edge out from the crowd and circle round to the back. I spot one of the uniforms frowning at me and starting in my direction so I don’t waste any time. I move rapidly towards the woman and stretch out my hand so my fingers graze against hers. She barely feels it but unfortunately Jepsen is more aware of his surroundings than I’d anticipated. He’s noticed the policeman striding towards me and glances over his shoulder to see what’s going on. As soon as his eyes land on me, I see the shock of recognition. He opens his mouth to yell something. I turn and run. 
 
    I have no choice but to use his employees against him. ‘Bomb!’ I scream. ‘Bomb!’ I pray that the Danish word isn’t too far off the English one. 
 
    Most of the people around me are slow to react. I suck in a deep breath into my lungs and plunge back into the crowd once more, just as Jepsen’s calming effect is almost destroyed. He might understand investments and finance; I, however, understand fear. 
 
    I sprint away, still screaming at the top of my voice. Other people start to do the same – it’s like a Mexican wave of terror. It only takes one person to start a riot; sow one seed of terror and people will follow. I hear others start screaming as more than one person assumes that I’ve seen something and there really is about to be an explosion.  
 
    All around me people turn and run away from the Frandsen building in the same direction as me. The more that follow suit, the more the terror grows. There are cries as those who’ve chosen to run crush some of those who tried to stand their ground. I’m swallowed up in the mass. I know there are probably Frandsen goons – or even police – after me now but as long as I am part of the frightened mass, I should be safe. That knowledge doesn’t stop my fear from ratcheting up until my legs feel like jelly but it doesn’t stop me from moving either. 
 
    There’s a loudspeaker somewhere to the left. No doubt the police are trying to keep everyone calm but too many people have already followed my lead. We rush past the coffee shop and I smile grimly when I realise that the customers inside have also taken heed and are running away as fast as their legs can carry them. I should feel guilty at the chaos and mayhem I’ve created single-handedly on the streets of Copenhagen but instead I simply feel relieved. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    He who permits himself to tell a lie once, finds it much easier to do a second and third time, till at length it becomes habitual. 
 
    Thomas Jefferson 
 
      
 
      
 
    I end up taking cover in a nearby shopping mall. Even here, almost a mile away from Frandsen, the tannoy is blaring out warnings. I’ve done a far better job than I expected. Wary both of CCTV cameras and of anyone who might still be on my tail, I zigzag through the shops. At one point I pause to purchase a scarf. I wrap it round my head with shaky fingers; when I catch sight of myself in a mirror I realise that I look less like a glamour puss and more like a tired cleaning lady. It’s the best I can manage for now.  
 
    I spy a door marked ‘Employees only’ and make a beeline for it. My plan had been to head for the airport again and the relative safety of travel but, given what I’ve done to raise the terror level across Denmark, that’s probably no longer a good idea. 
 
    I pick up a few old magazines from a staffroom on my left and head down the corridor, looking for a quiet corner where I can hunker down. I’m going to have to force myself to stay awake until later so I can be certain that Jepsen’s family and cronies are also in the land of Nod. I’m not convinced that Danish magazines will help but I have to try something. Before long, I discover a small storeroom with little inside it other than cleaning equipment. I shrug to; this will have to do. 
 
    I barricade the door from the inside, using a mop propped against the handle to prevent anyone from barging in. Hopefully, the mall’s cleaners will have alternative cupboards to plunder for materials when the shoppers finally clear out and they won’t be too curious about this one being locked. I can’t afford to turn on the light, so I sit in the gloom and stare at my filched magazines. Even if I could speak Danish, I wouldn’t be able to read the words. I gaze at the barely visible glossy photos and force myself to keep my eyes open until nightfall. It’s a long, long wait. Twice the door handle rattles as someone tries to come in and twice I feel my fear rising. On both occasions the would-be intruder gives up and goes elsewhere. I’m safe. And I’m ready. 
 
    I give it as long as I dare. I’ve counted every crack in the ceiling and spent hours examining the expressions on the celebrity faces in the magazine for cracks of a different kind. Eventually, just before midnight, I curl up on the dirty floor and close my eyes. It takes only seconds before my ears prickle and I’m asleep. 
 
    My first dream starts as expected. I’ve landed inside the subconscious of Jepsen’s wife. We’re in what I assume is her home and she’s at the sink humming to herself and washing dishes. While I doubt she plunges up to her elbows in soapsuds in real life, this is her dream and I’m not about to gainsay it. I need to work on getting some information that can help me – and screw over her husband.  
 
    I have no doubt that Dante will already have been informed of my presence in Copenhagen by Jepsen and will be tracking me. I don’t want him to find me here so I’m mindful of the time. All the same, I don’t want to rush and miss anything vital so for the first few minutes I merely lean against the kitchen wall and watch. 
 
    There’s a large stainless steel pot on the table behind Mrs Jepsen. After washing several plates and glasses she reaches for it, frowning at its interior which appears to have old food welded to it. She takes it to the sink and begins scrubbing, sighing and tutting as her efforts don’t seem to bear fruit. Her movements become more and more frantic until steam is literally rising from the sink. She starts to sob then scream and yell. Somewhat alarmed – and curious as to what all this is about – I venture forward. Concentrating hard because it’s not always possible to alert dreamers to my presence, I touch her shoulder. 
 
    She whips round and stares at me. ‘Can you do anything with this?’ she demands. 
 
    I glance down at the pot, which is still in her hands. ‘I think it’s a lost cause,’ I say softly, eyeing the burnt bottom. ‘Maybe throw it away and get a new one?’ 
 
    She gazes at me in horror. ‘You can’t say that! I love this pot! My grandmother gave it to me. It’s been passed down our family for generations. I will never throw it out! How on earth can I make frikadeller without this?’ 
 
    I don’t have the faintest idea what frikadeller although I can hazard a guess. The pot certainly doesn’t look like a family heirloom; it’s just a pot. I step back and rub my chin. As Mrs Jepsen returns to flapping and bawling, there’s a lurch in my stomach and the scene abruptly changes. We’re no longer in her kitchen; instead it’s the bedroom. 
 
    She’s lying down, surrounded by plump cushions. She’s wearing little more than a satin negligée, which makes me feel very awkward. I drop my gaze, only to spot the offending pot at the foot of the bed. I gaze at it. The burnt remnants of the frikadeller are still there, although Mrs Jepsen seems oblivious to its presence. 
 
    There’s the sound of footsteps from deep within the house then the bedroom door opens and Frederik Jepsen walks in. Even though I know that in this scenario he’s nothing more than a figment of his wife’s mind, I can’t stop myself letting out a gasp. 
 
    Jepsen smiles at his wife; she gazes at him with an expression that even the Chairman would recognise as absolute adoration. He starts taking off his tie and walking towards her. I wince as he unbuttons his shirt; I hate being in sex dreams. They make me feel like the worst kind of voyeur.  
 
    I’m on the verge of giving up on Mrs Jepsen and disapparating to the next dream when the tempo changes abruptly. The door through which Jepsen entered flies open and a gun-wielding man appears. I gape at him, then quickly shake myself and scan the intruder’s features to see if he’s someone important. No matter how close I get, however, his face remains in shadow. 
 
    He jerks the gun threateningly towards both husband and wife. Frederik Jepsen starts babbling and pleading. He falls to his knees and clasps his hands together in obeisance. I’d be lying if I claimed that I didn’t enjoy the sight of it. His pleading doesn’t appear to be placating the gunman whose expression contorts with rage. He raises the gun, clearly getting ready to shoot, as Jepsen’s wife flings herself from the bed and towards him, using her body to shield her husband. She starts wrestling the weapon from the gunman’s fingers. There’s a loud bang as the gun goes off and Mrs Jepsen’s face goes pale. Blood blossoms across her nightgown. 
 
    Without thinking, I lunge forward to grab her and try to get her out of harm’s way. It’s not a logical move but one borne of instinct. I’ve barely moved half a foot, however, when I’m pulled back and a familiar voice murmurs in my ear, ‘Don’t be an idiot, Zoe.’ 
 
    He keeps showing up like this and it’s becoming bloody irritating, even though it’s my own damned fault for lingering too long. I hiss in annoyance, although I’m not sure whether I’m directing it at myself or at Dante. I didn’t expect him to catch up to me this quickly. I shouldn’t have been so complacent. 
 
    ‘This is not a good time,’ I say through gritted teeth. 
 
    He leans away and I spin round to face him. He raises an eyebrow and regards me carefully. Not for the first time, I feel like a mouse being watched by an eagle. ‘You have no understanding of safety, do you?’ he says. ‘If you get shot here…’ 
 
    ‘Then I’m shot in real life. Yeah, yeah,’ I mutter. I can’t muster the image of meek Zoe who’s prepared to fall into his arms when he crooks his finger, even though I know it’s the sensible thing to do. ‘You forget that I’ve also almost been blown up.’ I pause, before adding pointedly, ‘In real life.’ 
 
    He remains calm. ‘You’re after the Department.’ He jerks his thumb towards Jepsen, who’s trying to stop his wife from bleeding out. ‘How did you find him?’ 
 
    I shrug. The last thing I want is to broadcast that I turned the tables and tracked Dante to his meeting with Jepsen and the other European Department pricks. Neither do I want him to know how I was able to identify the Dane; it’s a tactic I might want to use again in the future. ‘I caught sight of him last night and recognised him from an article I read recently. After that it was easy to track down his wife. I thought I might learn something about him if I travelled to her dreams. It’s probably a waste of time.’ 
 
    He looks at me appraisingly. ‘Maybe not. It’s a clever thing to do.’ 
 
    I tell myself that Dante’s praise means nothing to me but I still feel a warm glow.  
 
    I don’t want him to dwell too long on my tactics or ask more questions about where I’m heading so I stave off his next question. ‘You were there with us too, Dante. I spotted him hiding in the mists off the bridge in the dream where you saved me.’ I run a hand through my hair and pray that I’m being convincing. ‘You know that was the dream of a highly placed Interpol officer.’ I cross my arms as much to hold Dante off as anything. ‘The same Interpol officer who was apparently investigating me as a terrorist.’ 
 
    A muscle jerks in Dante’s cheek. ‘That puts a different spin on things. Although this is a clever move, I think it’s too dangerous. You should leave the Department to me.’ 
 
    As if. I sigh and search for the necessary words then I drop my voice and toe the floor. ‘I’m still not sure I can trust you.’ 
 
    ‘I thought we’d been through this.’ 
 
    I nod and bite my lip. I hate this but it’s a necessary evil. ‘We have. But I’m still not sure. I need something to fall back on.’ I try to appear helpless. ‘Call it Plan B.’ 
 
    Frustration lights his silver eyes. ‘What’s it going to take to make you realise that I’m on your side? That I’ve always been on your side?’ 
 
    He deserves an Oscar for his efforts. Even though I know that every word that drips from his traitorous mouth is a lie, I still feel my body swaying towards his. I still desperately want to believe in him and I know the danger that I’ll be in if I let him tag along with me. Feeling trapped in more ways than one, I take a deep breath. I have to give him something; this is a calculated risk. 
 
    ‘Maybe we need to talk about this in person,’ I say finally. ‘I feel like I need to look into your eyes. Your real eyes.’ 
 
    His expression grows in intensity. ‘You mean that?’ 
 
    ‘It would prove that I’m prepared to think about trusting you again.’ My insides clench painfully; I really hope I’m doing the right thing. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Mrs Jepsen beginning to writhe. Her face is contorted and not only from the pain from her intruder-ridden nightmare. She’s waking up – and Dante hasn’t noticed. 
 
    He steps towards me again. ‘You have no idea what this means to me,’ he breathes. ‘To be able to hold you again…’ 
 
    I drop my hands to my sides; it’s either that or slap him as hard as I can. ‘This is a big leap for me.’ 
 
    Dante nods. ‘I know.’ 
 
    I force myself to meet his eyes. ‘I’m in Copenhagen,’ I tell him. ‘In a…’ Before I can complete my sentence, I’m ripped away. Mrs Jepsen has woken up in the nick of time. 
 
    I estimate I’ve got around two minutes before Dante tracks me again. I want him to think that I’m really starting to trust him so I have to be incredibly careful. And fast. I glance round seeking the star of this next dream, who I assume is Jepsen’s son.  
 
    He’s sitting cross-legged in the centre of the room. Ethereal looking butterflies dance around his head and there’s the chime of music in the background, like I’d expect to hear in a Hindu temple. As I stride over, he reaches up and skims his fingertips across one of the butterflies’ wings. ‘So pretty.’ A moment later his hand closes round it, capturing it. He stuffs it into his mouth and begins to chew. Yuk. 
 
    ‘More,’ he whispers, his eyes half-closed. ‘I need more.’ 
 
    I lunge forward and pinch him hard on the side of the neck. His eyes fly open and he stares at me in shock. It’s too late for that, though; as he wakes up I’m already being pulled away again once more. There’s no telling where I’m going to end up this time. 
 
    I’m standing in front of a castle but it’s not a picturesque, fairy-tale castle. The sky is dark and I’m pretty certain that the shapes above my head are gigantic winged bats. There’s a crack of thunder and I jump half out of my skin. ‘Don’t rain,’ I whisper. A second later, a drop lands on my nose and rolls down. Great. 
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut and bunch up my fists. ‘Lilith,’ I say aloud. ‘I need you.’  
 
    A tall woman with angular features walks up to me. She stares at the castle. She’s clutching a long sword and her expression is grim. I don’t recognise her – all I can assume is that she’s the first person I brushed against in the crowd of Frandsen employees. Rain aside, this dream looks as if it has the potential to be one of the more interesting ones. It’s a shame I’m so distracted. 
 
    ‘Lilith,’ I try again. ‘Lilith!’ 
 
    There’s a squeak, followed by a sharp bolt of pain in my left foot. I jerk away and glance down, immediately spotting an imp. Its jaws are wide open and it’s aiming for me again. Bloody creature. ‘I asked for Lilith,’ I say in exasperation. 
 
    There’s another series of squeaks. I have no earthly idea what the imp is trying to say. No doubt Lilith is busy doing whatever other nasty stuff she normally does. Or she’s trying to make a point that she’s not at my beck and call. I wipe my forehead and blink rapidly. It’s well and truly pouring down now; I really don’t want to linger here any longer than I have to. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ I sigh. ‘In about thirty seconds, another Traveller is about to show up. I need you to attack us. Make it as vicious as you possibly can.’ 
 
    The imp stares up at me with large, limpid eyes then it slowly reveals its sharp white teeth. I have no doubt that if I’d made any other request, it would refuse. Judging from the way it’s suddenly grinning at me, however, I think it’s going to relish every second of this. The Badlands creatures like this one might be relatively subdued these days, but that doesn’t mean they won’t take the opportunity to show their dark side when they can.  
 
    I smile grimly. ‘You can even tell all your little evil nightmare buddies that you attacked the dreamweaver and got away with it.’ 
 
    It leaps up and starts to chatter in delight. Apparently, I’ve released a monster, something else I might end up regretting. I shake my head in dismay. Bloody Dante has a lot to answer for. 
 
    The dreamer, whoever she is, has already left my side and is striding up to the drawbridge. She holds her sword aloft. ‘Open up!’ she commands. 
 
    The whole castle shudders in response. There’s another crack of thunder and, appropriately, Dante apparates. Within seconds, he’s soaking wet. He swings his head from the dreamer, who is still brandishing her sword, to me. ‘Who is that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know! Just a random person I touched during the day. I waited for you to catch up, Dante, but something’s wrong. There’s…’ 
 
    I don’t even have time to finish my sentence. The imp flies up towards my face, its lethal white teeth ready to plunge into my flesh. Dante yells and leaps in front of me, colliding with the imp and sending it smashing down to the ground. My hero. 
 
    ‘I thought the Badlands were at bay!’ he yells at me, although his voice is now barely audible as the storm grows in intensity all around us. There’s a brief illuminating flash of lightning, revealing the imp in all its sodden glory. It pulls itself out of a puddle and glares at him. 
 
    ‘They’re after me!’ I scream, trying desperately to make myself heard. 
 
    The imp shakes itself and launches upwards, its teeth latching onto Dante’s arm. He lets out a short bark of pain and grabs at it with his free hand, doing everything he can to pull it off. Even with his shirt soaked, I can see the blood seeping through. 
 
    ‘They were in the last dream!’ I babble, the lies tripping from my mouth in desperate haste. ‘Three of them! If you track me, you’ll only end up getting hurt. We have to disapparate, Dante!’ 
 
    ‘Tell me where you are first,’ he yells back. 
 
    ‘I told you! Copenhagen!’ 
 
    The castle drawbridge begins to lower. The dreamer is oblivious to the real-life drama playing out in her own subconscious. I gesture towards her as if in warning. It’s not entirely a lie: any kind of monster could appear from the castle’s bowels. My little finger crooks towards the imp at the same time. 
 
    ‘Where exactly in Copenhagen?’ Dante demands. ‘I’ll come to you. We’ll be safer together.’ 
 
    Thankfully, the imp recognised my surreptitious hand movement for what it was. Either that or Dante doesn’t taste all that good. It releases its hold on his arm and springs at me instead. I throw up my hands. ‘I have to disapparate! Don’t follow! I need to try and shake them off and find out why they’re after me!’  
 
    In another blink – and before Dante can say a word of protest – I zip away.  
 
    Breathing hard, I find myself next to a swimming pool and bathed in sunshine. I flash out to a small house filled with yapping dogs, then a school yard with skipping children, a stand-off with the police, a rainbow, a boat, a bicycle, a tree, a giant rabbit eating candy floss… One after the other, I apparate in and disapparate out in quick succession. My movements are so fast and so blurred with confusion that when I reach my twentieth dream I collapse on my knees and start retching. There’s a very good reason why I don’t Travel like this very often. 
 
    When my stomach is completely empty, a smooth, blemish-free face peers down and gazes at me. ‘That’s disgusting,’ Lilith says. She wafts her hand in front of her face. ‘And your breath stinks.’ 
 
    I push my sweat-soaked hair away from my forehead and gaze at her. ‘Thank you for the imp,’ I tell her. 
 
    She sweeps a curtsey, her hair flying out behind her as she does so. ‘You’re welcome. Although if I’d known you were a masochist and wanted to be attacked, I’d have done it myself.’ She cocks her head curiously. ‘What is going on with you? Is this going to stop the Department?’ 
 
    ‘I was in a temporary bind. If you’re looking for something in return…’ 
 
    She holds up her hands. ‘You seem determined to think the worst of me. I’m on your side, Zoe from the quiet lands.’ 
 
    I wonder if that’s really true. I acknowledge her words with a bob of my head. ‘I appreciate your help. Thank you for what you did.’ 
 
    Lilith’s mouth curves into a smile. ‘That’s better.’ She stretches her arms upwards and knits her fingers behind her head. ‘I will be happy to help you again, you know. But I would like to know your plans.’ Her body language is deliberately nonchalant but her stillness shows her concern. ‘What are your plans?’ 
 
    ‘Get rid of the Department.’ 
 
    ‘You should hurry up,’ she comments smoothly.  
 
    I wrinkle my nose. Lilith’s world is very black and white. She’s also not yet finished. ‘And what will you do after you get rid of them? What will you do with the Dreamlands?’ 
 
    I blink. ‘I’m not going to do anything with the Dreamlands.’ 
 
    She laughs. ‘Of course you are. Some weavers are more successful than others and some are more … irresponsible than others. Which kind of weaver are you going to be? We already know you won’t hesitate to kill.’ 
 
    I feel a surge of guilt. ‘The Sandman gave me no choice.’ 
 
    ‘And the Mayor?’ 
 
    My voice is quiet. ‘That wasn’t me.’ 
 
    She watches me for a moment. ‘I’d say it was. You put plans in motion that led directly to his death. You even involved me.’ 
 
    I glance down involuntarily at my hands; I half-expect to see blood staining my skin. I’m no Lady Macbeth, I tell myself sternly. ‘All I want is some peace and quiet.’ 
 
    Lilith raises her eyebrows. ‘Then you’re not as smart as I thought. You have a lot of power, weaver. You need to think before you use it or there will be devastation.’ 
 
    The sudden intensity in her eyes scares me and I look away. Perhaps she has a point. All I’m focused on right now is stopping the Department – and Dante – in their tracks. I’ve not given any thought to what happens if I succeed. I suppose I imagined I’d continue with the status quo but, as the weaver, I might not get that chance. 
 
    ‘I would like to be good,’ I say quietly. ‘I would like to help people. But there’s a fine line between doing what I think is right and manipulation.’ 
 
    She purses her lips. ‘Then perhaps there’s hope for you yet and my faith in you is not misplaced.’ She drops her arms. ‘Do not hesitate to call on me again. I want the Department gone. I want my peace and quiet. We can work together, weaver.’ There’s a hiss of air and she vanishes. 
 
    I stay where I am for a moment or two, staring at the spot she’s vacated. There is no doubt in my mind that the Sandman was a twisted, evil bastard and both the Dreamlands and the real world are better without him. However, I can see the argument for the Badlands and the nightmares they create, and I understand that Lilith might be concerned about what I could do to upset the balance again. But I don’t want to do anything, I just want to live in safety.  
 
    I run my hands through my hair. Life used to be so much simpler. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Empty threats are for dreamers. And I fancy myself a realist. 
 
    Natalya Vorobyova 
 
      
 
    I drift through several more dreams, taking care this time not to Travel too quickly and stimulate another bout of nausea. There’s no further sign of Lilith and not a glimmer of Dante. I have to hope I’ve done enough to keep him away; I don’t want him around for any of this. 
 
    There’s a depressing similarity about dreams when you experience a lot of them. We like to think that we’re individuals but, with seven billion of us on the planet and shared cultures and experiences, we’re more alike than we think. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve apparated into someone’s head and found myself falling from a great height or being chased by some menacing creature or person. Unfortunately those kinds of dreams are particularly dangerous for me. The dreamers won’t get hurt, no matter what kind of landing they make or if the shadowy shape in their nightmares grabs them and garrottes them before munching on their entrails. I’m not so lucky. So, when I find myself trapped in a room that appears to be surrounded by lethal-looking spikes, all pointed inwards, I almost disapparate immediately. I catch myself in the nick of time because Frederik Jepsen’s personal assistant is standing next to me. Jackpot. 
 
    Initially, she seems confused. She’s turning round in a slow circle and examining the area with a puzzled look on her face. There’s an unpleasant metallic tinge in the air and a rise of indistinct whispers from the gloom beyond the spikes. I cock my head for a moment, trying to make out the words. Just when I think my ears are beginning to attune to the noise and separate the syllables, there’s a deep rumble. Jepsen’s PA squeaks in alarm. There’s a shudder and the ground starts to tremble. Her squeak changes to a high-pitched scream and the spikes move inwards, albeit ridiculously slowly. 
 
    I watch the woman; I’m interested in her reaction. She gives up on screaming and darts forward, as if she thinks that she can slide through one of the gaps between the spikes. She’s pushed back almost immediately. She whirls round again, desperately seeking escape. I can taste her rising terror on my tongue. 
 
    Nibbling on my bottom lip, I consider my choices. I could help her out; after all, if she ends up impaled on a spike then I’ve learned nothing beyond the fact that she feels trapped. I could simply disapparate and leave her to it but the end result would be the same. If I weave her to safety, however, I might upset the balance of all her dreams and I’ll still learn nothing.  
 
    I ball my hands into fists and wait until the last possible moment. When the spikes are bare inches away from us, I finally act. ‘Hey,’ I say softly, transposing myself into her consciousness. 
 
    She spins towards me. ‘Help! You have to help! We have to get out of here!’ 
 
    I nod calmly. ‘You have it within yourself to escape.’ 
 
    Forgetting the proximity of the spikes, she extends a panicked hand and ends up with a nasty cut on her arm. ‘How the hell am I supposed to do that?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll find a way.’ I feel myself tensing; I estimate we have about twenty seconds left. Her blood is dripping in a steady stream onto the dark floor beneath us. ‘Think,’ I tell her. ‘Think.’ I cross my fingers tightly at the same time. 
 
    For a moment she doesn’t move. I’m starting to wonder if she’s entirely compos mentis when she straightens her shoulders. ‘I’ll ask my friend for help,’ she declares suddenly. 
 
    Just as the thought flits through my mind that her ‘friend’ had better be nearby, she raises her blood-soaked hand and waves. From out of nowhere, a gigantic clawed foot reaches down and hooks into the back of her thin shirt, lifting her body up into the air. I blink, lunge upwards and grab her dangling ankle, praying I have it within me to hang on.  
 
    Together we’re hoisted upwards by the creature she’s managed to summon. Within moments the cage of spikes vanishes and the dark edges of her dream transform into translucent blue. I crane my neck upwards. A bird, I finally realise; she’s been rescued by a gigantic bird. Okay. 
 
    A smile spreads across the woman’s face. Suddenly I realise what she’s about to do but it’s far too late. ‘Wait!’ I yell. ‘Don’t…’ 
 
    She lets go and we fall, tumbling through the air. My stomach lurches upwards with a violent heave and my arms scrabble wildly for purchase, even though I know none exists. The hairs on my arms stand up and I forget to breathe. I squash down my rising panic. Disapparate; that’s all I have to do. 
 
    The woman flaps her arms and beams down at me. ‘Isn’t this amazing?’ she asks. 
 
    Bile rises in my stomach. I open my mouth to shout an answer but my words are swallowed up when I see feathers spreading across her body. Her nose elongates into a beak and her legs are transformed, then she swoops and dives and flaps away from me. 
 
    I forget to be scared. I’m in a dream and I should no longer be surprised by the stuff that pours out of people’s imaginations. From trapped in a cage to the freedom of the skies; this woman is certainly interesting. And if she can do it, so can I. 
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut, sternly tell myself to forget that I’m falling, and concentrate on copying her transformation. I’m a bird. I’m a bird. I’m a bird. I wave my arms up and down – and then I feel it. There’s a sudden updraft of warm air and I rise. A few heartbeats ago I had no control and now I’m soaring. I open my eyes. She was right: this is amazing. 
 
    I whoop loudly, although the sound comes out as more of a harsh caw than a human yelp of delight. I glance down at myself and see sleek black feathers fluttering as I fly. No bird of paradise or colourful parrot for me then; I’m a crow, a portent of evil. I push that thought away. I’m a good person, I remind myself.  
 
    I caw once more and test my boundaries, swerving first to the right and then to the left. The motion of flying seems virtually effortless. I could get used to this. I attempt a dive, spiralling downwards as adrenaline surges through me. I can’t see the ground below, there’s just the open expanse of sky and a feeling of liberty that I don’t think I’ve ever experienced before. I can do anything. I can be anything. 
 
    Not if the Department catches you, says the tiny insistent voice in my head. I grimace. I’m here for a reason – and it’s not to swoop and soar and play around. Where has the woman gone? 
 
    I search for her. There’s no sign of the gigantic bird that rescued us. Behind me there’s only blue and it’s the same in front. When I narrow my eyes towards the left, however, I can see something there. I can’t tell what it is but anything that stands out in this turquoise desert has to be important. I veer round and head straight for it, accelerating as I do so.  
 
    It’s not until I get close that I realise it’s a tree, quite possibly the strangest-looking tree I’ve ever seen but definitely a tree. There’s no sign of its roots. I still can’t make out the ground below and there’s nothing else to be seen. The woman, still in bird form, is circling the cloud of green foliage at its top and has a look of sharp focus in her beady eyes. I slow down and join her. What’s going on now? 
 
    Tracking her gaze, I glance down. Then I see it. There’s a large, surprisingly comfortable-looking nest sitting in the crook of one of the branches. Nestled in its centre is a single speckled egg. Curious, I circle closer. So does the woman. 
 
    There’s a barely audible crack. As I stare at the egg, a small fissure appears, followed by a tiny beak poking through. Another fissure appears, then another. More of the baby bird inside starts to emerge. There’s even a little cheep. Warmth spreads through me; this might be an imaginary bird in an imaginary tree but it’s still wonderful to watch. 
 
    Then, without warning, the woman rams into me, sending my body spinning. I lurch to the side, flapping my wings vigorously to try and regain control. I right myself in time to see her swoop straight to the nest. With one sharp nudge of her beak, she knocks the egg off its perch. As its head emerges from the shell, the baby bird tumbles down into the blue nothingness below.  
 
    Shocked into inaction, I stare. Flapping her wings contentedly, the woman settles down into the spot vacated by the egg and starts to preen her wings. I feel sick. 
 
    I fly down towards her, taking care to perch on a nearby branch not too close to the apparently desirable nest. ‘It won’t work,’ I tell her sadly. 
 
    Her feathers ruffle and she puffs up. ‘It might.’ Despite her bravado, I don’t think I’m imagining the look of desperation in her eyes. She clucks to herself then her wings flutter with growing intensity. Slightly alarmed, I hop backwards but I needn’t have bothered. She raises herself up slightly and out pops a brand new egg of her own. Oh. 
 
    I shake my head. Enough of this; I have what I need, whether I want it or not. Leaving Jepsen’s PA to cluck after her egg, I finally let myself disapparate completely. 
 
    There’s something very disheartening about waking up in the gloomy cupboard. It’s cold, although the shiver running through my body isn’t because of the temperature. I’ve been backed into a corner by the Department and I can’t see a way out. It doesn’t prevent me from feeling revulsion at what I’ve allowed myself to see. I can’t dwell on it, however. If life were fair then I’d never have heard of the Dreamlands; I’d be a normal person like everyone else. 
 
    I heave a sigh, push my fingers through my hair, forgetting that it’s now short and spiky rather than long and tangled, and sit up. I did this and I can’t start regretting my actions now. I push myself up off the floor and check the time. It’s still early enough for the mall outside to be closed. That’s good; it gives me time to scout out the area and find exactly what I need. 
 
    *** 
 
    On the ground floor, directly in front of a lavish display of fake foliage, is a café. It might not be a brand name which I recognise like Starbucks, but I’m certain from its prominent position that it’ll be a busy wee place. Even better, there’s a balcony overhanging the first floor that overlooks the entire area, so there’s the potential for several excellent vantage points. Just because I feel like I have the upper hand doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t be prepared for every eventuality.  
 
    I pinch off a headache – all this cloak and dagger business really doesn’t suit me – and watch as the first of the morning shoppers bustle around. As soon as I’m satisfied that the café is the best possible place, I make my way to the payphone at the far end of the mall. I tamp down the temptation to call my mother and the others and focus on the matter in hand. 
 
    The same person answers the phone. ‘God morgen. Dette er Frandsen Limited. Hvordan kan jeg hjælpe dig?’ I may not fully understand every word but the tone is the same as yesterday. It’s good to know that my bomb scare hasn’t had any repercussions for anyone else. 
 
    ‘Hello!’ I chirp. ‘Do you speak English?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. How may I help you?’ comes the smooth rejoinder. 
 
    ‘I’d like to be put through to Mr Jepsen, please.’ 
 
    There’s a pause. ‘He’s very busy. Is he expecting your call?’ 
 
    I steel myself. ‘No. But he’ll want to speak to me.’ Believe me, he’ll want to speak to me, I add silently. ‘My name is Zoe Lydon. He knows who I am.’ 
 
    Yet another long, drawn-out pause. ‘One moment, please.’ 
 
    The sound of some twee Danish pop music immediately fills my ear and I hold the receiver at a distance. There are only a couple of things that can be happening: either the reception desk at Frandsen is on the alert for a call from me and my location is already being tracked by some expensive high-tech equipment, or Jepsen’s assistant is being informed that I’m on the line and they’re working out how to deal with me. Either way, I’m expecting the end result to be the same so I don’t worry. I drum my fingers against the wall and wait. Despite my nonchalance, it’s an interminable stretch of time before the music finally clicks off and I’m rewarded by a human voice. Alas, it’s not Freddie Jepsen. Not yet anyway. 
 
    ‘Good morning.’ I recognise her voice instantly. ‘This is Brita Lund. I am Mr Jepsen’s personal assistant. Can I confirm who I am speaking to?’ 
 
    I stop slouching. ‘Certainly,’ I respond, in as pleasant a tone as I can muster. ‘This is Zoe Lydon.’ 
 
    ‘And what is the nature of your phone call?’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather share that with Frederik himself.’ Please don’t push me on this, Brita. I don’t want to get nasty. 
 
    ‘He’s in a meeting. If you give me your number, he might be able to return your call at a later date.’ 
 
    Damn it. ‘If you tell him I’m on the line, I can guarantee he’ll want to speak to me.’ 
 
    Brita won’t be swayed. ‘I’m sure he will, Ms Lydon. What is your phone number?’ 
 
    I shake my head and sigh. ‘Are you showing yet?’ I ask, wincing even as I say the words. 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘The baby. Your baby. Do you have a bump?’ 
 
    There’s a muttered Danish expletive. ‘Who are you?’ Brita demands. ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘I told you what I want.’ My voice remains calm but my heart is hammering. ‘I just want to speak to your boss.’ 
 
    ‘Is this blackmail?’ she spits. 
 
    ‘No. It’s a phone call.’ 
 
    ‘Are you from the clinic? Because no one else knows I’m pregnant. No one. Not even my own mother.’ 
 
    I feel sick again. ‘Brita, get your boss on the line.’ 
 
    I can hear her breathing. Finally she mutters something to herself and says into the phone, ‘Wait.’ 
 
    I press the base of my palms into my temples. This is awful. I can tell myself there’s no other way out but it doesn’t stop me feeling like an utter shit.  
 
    This time around, I’m not granted any music while I wait. But this time I don’t wait for long. 
 
    Brita returns. ‘Hold the line.’ 
 
    ‘Hang on!’ I burst out in a surge of guilt. ‘I won’t tell anyone about the baby, I promise. And … and … I know you feel trapped but don’t do anything you might regret later. It pays to be nice. To everyone. He already has a wife and child, you know, and he’s not a good person. You can do better. You…’ 
 
    There’s a click and a deep male baritone fills the line. ‘Zoe Lydon. What do you want?’ 
 
    I try to dissemble and force myself to do what’s necessary for me and mine. ‘It’s you who wants me, remember?’ 
 
    ‘Are you taping this call?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Because if you’re hoping I’m going to incriminate myself…’ 
 
    ‘I’m not recording anything, Mr Jepsen.’ 
 
    ‘It was you who pulled that stunt yesterday,’ he says. ‘Why?’ 
 
    I shrug. ‘I wanted to see what you looked like.’ 
 
    ‘How did you find me?’ There’s an edge to his voice now. I feel a spark of hope. 
 
    ‘I’m the dreamweaver. There’s a lot I can do – and a lot I will do if this doesn’t go the way I want.’ 
 
    There’s a moment of silence then Jepsen seems to gather himself to try and take control of the situation. ‘Come to my office, Zoe. We can talk this over.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a complete idiot,’ I tell him. ‘You will come to me.’ 
 
    He sounds amused. ‘Is that an order?’ 
 
    ‘Take it as you will,’ I answer evenly. ‘I’ll be at the Spruce Café at Fisketorvet Mall for the next hour. Come or don’t come, it’s up to you. If you come – and if you come alone – then we’ll talk.’ 
 
    I hang up. There’s a tightness in my chest and I’m breathing heavily. A woman with two small children in tow gives me a strange look and a wide berth. Considering I spent the night in a dusty cupboard and I’m now making threats to a billionaire over the phone, it’s not surprising if I look like a crazy woman. I manage a tight smile in her direction then I thrust my hands into my pockets and stroll off. It’s time to get ready. 
 
    *** 
 
    What is surprising isn’t that Jepsen doesn’t come alone but that the goons he brings with him are so easy to spot. They all seem to shop in the same store and wear identikit suits and shiny shoes. I count five of them right straight away. Jepson certainly galvanized his troops quickly enough, I muse. I wonder exactly what he’s told them. Considering my height and weight, not to mention my shabby jeans and scuffed shoes, I hardly look like much of a threat.  
 
    I smile grimly as I watch the CEO frown at the sticky remnants on the only free table in the café before sitting down gingerly. Maybe this will work – and maybe it will be my undoing. My best chance of success is to talk to Jepsen in person in this public place before I get dragged away. For once, however, I feel more nervous with excitement than with fear. 
 
    From behind the party-dress-wearing mannequin where I’m hovering, I plan my route. There’s a lift that opens less than fifteen feet from the café. I’ve been watching the passengers drifting in and out from it for the last twenty minutes; there’s a steady stream of people who for some reason are disinclined to use the power of their legs. If I can get the right group to hide behind, I can conceal my approach until I’m almost at Jepsen’s table. It means losing sight of the goons and their positions for a few precious moments but it’s the best plan I’ve got. 
 
    A family approaches. There are too many kids in tow for this group to work. I have nothing against children per se but they are, as a rule, short. I’d tower over the lot of them and be spotted in no time. I hang back and wait a bit longer. I make my move towards the lift only when a group of taller friends, who pay me scant attention, move up and press the button. God bless those Nordic genes.  
 
    The door pings open and I rudely push my way in first so I am at the back of the group. In a manner which would be most unusual back home in Britain, the tallest woman, an icy blonde with impeccable make-up and hair, frowns at me and tells me off in incomprehensible Danish.  
 
    As the lift doors close and we begin our descent, I drop my head. ‘I’m really sorry,’ I murmur, ‘I don’t speak Danish. I’m terrified of lifts and I feel safer if I’m at the back.’ 
 
    She peers at me incredulously. Yeah, I don’t think it makes much sense either but I had to say something. ‘Then why use the lift at all?’ she enquires in English. 
 
    The lift doors open. ‘Well,’ I say, squashing down every terrified thought I’ve ever had and taking her arm to stroll out behind her other friends, ‘I’ve recently had an operation on my knee and I find walking quite difficult.’ I put on a small limp for effect. ‘I had a walking stick but it was stolen.’ 
 
    She looks shocked and, just as I’m feeling pleased with myself for my subterfuge, she halts mid-step. ‘Wait,’ she says slowly, recognition lighting her eyes. Oh shit. ‘I know you. You’re that woman who was on television. The terrorist. No?’ 
 
    Panic stations.  
 
    Three of her friends hear her words and turn round to stare at me. ‘She’s a terrorist?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a terrorist!’ I protest.  
 
    The nearest one pushes back her hair. ‘You mean that English girl with the fat cat. I saw her on the news and she had long hair. This isn’t her.’ 
 
    I’m not sure whether I should be happy or alarmed that they’re still speaking in English. In any case, out of the corner of my eye I can already see two of the goons striding towards us. So much for that plan. 
 
    ‘Just because I’m English,’ I say huffily, ‘doesn’t mean that I’m like that woman. Honestly.’ I pull away and stride towards Jepsen, cringing not at my words but the idea that I’m about to be tackled by Denmark’s answer to Charlie’s Angels. I pick up speed, landing onto the chair next to Jepsen with a skidding thump. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ I say breathlessly. I turn my head to eye the women – and the goons. The four blondes have apparently decided they were mistaken and are taking off in the direction of a department store. The goons are eyeing me as if I’m a tasty snack who may or may not be poisoned. ‘Call them off, Freddie,’ I say. ‘I told you to come alone.’ 
 
    Still unaware of what information I have on him, Frederik Jepsen leans back and casually adjusts his cuffs. ‘Actually, Ms Lydon,’ he says with a curl of his lip, ‘I don’t think I will.’ 
 
    I force a closed-mouth smile. ‘You know who I am. You know what I can do.’ I lean forward, causing at least one of his henchmen to jerk in alarm. I think the only reason he doesn’t come over and drag me away by my hair is that a goateed waiter chooses that moment to come over and hand me a menu. I ask for coffee and he gives me a vague smile and wanders away again. I drop my voice. ‘I can visit the dreams of anyone who is not a Traveller as long as I touch them.’ 
 
    Jepsen snorts. ‘Touch the lot of them. If you want to manipulate the dreams of my security men, go ahead. You won’t be able to do anything to free yourself from them. You have powers, yes, but you don’t have mind control.’ 
 
    I nod thoughtfully. ‘You’re right. All I can do is plant suggestions. It helps if the person is already susceptible to those suggestions.’ In the same tone of voice, and without missing a single beat, I continue. ‘Do you know that your son is a drug addict?’ Jepsen’s calm demeanour disappears instantly. My smile broadens. ‘I popped by your house yesterday,’ I tell him. ‘You have a nice place.’ 
 
    His face is starting to flush red. ‘What have you done to my son?’ 
 
    I try to act like a villain and tinkle out a laugh. ‘I guess you’ll find out. Wouldn’t it be terrible if everyone discovered that the son the Frandsen CEO is an addict? It would be awfully damaging for your reputation. I don’t imagine it would help your poor son either. I mean, things are bad enough for him as it is with you as a father but…’ 
 
    Jepsen reaches across the table and snatches the front of my shirt, half dragging me across the table and knocking over his cup of coffee. The other café patrons stare wide-eyed. ‘All I need to do, you bitch,’ he sneers, ‘is tell everyone who you are and then you’ll be locked up for the next ten years.’ 
 
    ‘On trumped-up charges. And,’ I shrug, ‘if I’m locked up then the Department can’t use me. You can’t use me.’ I put my hand into my pocket. ‘I have a text message ready to send to the press. I don’t only have information on your son, Freddie. There’s a whole lot more. Get your hands off me or my thumb might slip and I’ll press send without meaning to.’ 
 
    From his expression, I think he’s prepared to take that risk then he glances up and sees the waiter wandering back over and releases me. Jepsen is breathing heavily and he definitely does not look like a happy man. 
 
    I wait until I have my coffee and the waiter has gone again before continuing. ‘Does your wife know you’re having an affair with your secretary?’ I ask. I’m rewarded with a flicker of fear in his eyes. ‘You know,’ I add, ‘I met your wife too. I’ve seen inside her head.’ I tap the corner of my mouth. ‘What suggestions do you think I could have implanted there?’ 
 
    Jepsen appears to be struggling to maintain control. His skin is mottled and unhealthy looking. ‘Stay away from my family,’ he growls. 
 
    I quash the sudden sympathy I feel for him. Those kinds of feelings have no place right now. ‘You started this. You came after me. You came after my friends and my family.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s what this is about? Either I leave you alone or you destroy my life? I’m just one person. There are dozens of us in the Department. You can’t stop us all. You wouldn’t be able to find us.’ 
 
    ‘I found you.’ I lean back and take a sip of coffee. It’s scaldingly hot but I manage not to wince. ‘I’m not going away and I can be very patient. That’s what happens when you end up stuck inside in your own house with only your own thoughts for company for almost two years.’ I gaze at him consideringly. ‘You know, Freddie, your concern for your loved ones is rather admirable. I think I kind of like you so I might be lenient.’ I cock my head. ‘I tell you what: I won’t do anything more to hurt your family and you’ll tell me the names of everyone in the Department. In every region.’ 
 
    Jepsen stares at me as if I’m mad. ‘I don’t know their names.’ 
 
    ‘Bullshit.’ 
 
    He tilts his chin. ‘You said you weren’t a complete idiot, Ms Lydon. Well, we’re not either. Our success depends on our anonymity.’ 
 
    ‘Even from each other?’ 
 
    He laughs coldly. ‘Especially from each other.’ 
 
    I’m fairly certain from the look in his eye that he’s telling the truth. His lips pull back from his teeth; he’s not beaten yet. 
 
    ‘There is no single Department leader,’ he says. ‘No one person is in charge and no one person has more power than anyone else. We guard our identities in order to guard our power. I run Western Europe but that doesn’t mean I know who the others are and it doesn’t mean I run the Department in its entirety. I simply … guide.’ He raises his eyebrows. ‘As you have discovered, when everyone knows your real name, you’re instantly a target. Why do you think we let your Mayor keep going the way he did for so long? You did us a real favour by getting rid of him.’ 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him that it wasn’t me who killed the damned Mayor when I suddenly realise what he’s saying. ‘The Mayor knew who was in the Department,’ I say slowly. 
 
    Jepsen blinks as if it’s occurred to him that he’s said far too much. He recovers quickly. ‘And he took that information with him to the grave. Now no one knows.’ 
 
    ‘If you keep your identities so secret, how would the Mayor have found them out?’ 
 
    ‘He was, how do you say, a canny bastard.’ 
 
    A canny bastard who had someone like Dante working for him for a long time. Dante, who’s not only a dream tracker but also a bounty hunter. I file this away for now and focus on the present. ‘Fair enough. So this is what will happen. You will withdraw from the Department. If you apparate into the Dreamlands then you will stay away from your cronies. You won’t enter the Bubble. You won’t even talk to anyone.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t make me do that.’ 
 
    ‘Are you willing to take the chance that I won’t check up on you and that I’ll destroy your family if I find you’re not playing along?’ I ask. ‘I’m not going to forget who they are, Freddie. And you’re too big and too important to simply disappear.’ 
 
    The hatred in his eyes is genuinely terrifying. Underneath the table I start pinching the tips of my fingers together, one after the other, in a bid to stay calm. 
 
    ‘You won’t get away with this,’ he promises. 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. ‘Said every comic-book villain to the ultimately successful comic-book hero.’ I harden my voice. ‘I want your word.’ 
 
    He glares at me. I’m still on a knife edge here. He is sorely tempted to call his goons over right now. And if that means murdering me in broad daylight, whether I’m the dreamweaver or not, then so be it. 
 
    ‘I’ll give you a little titbit to sweeten the deal.’ I lower my voice to a whisper. ‘Your wife really loves you. In fact, she’s prepared to endanger her own life for yours. In one of her dreams, she threw herself in front of you to protect you. But she knows something is wrong with your marriage. She knows your relationship is … fraying … at the sides. You still have time to make things right – but probably not a lot of time.’ 
 
    Jepsen blinks. He obviously wasn’t expecting that. 
 
    ‘Your word,’ I remind him. 
 
    He dabs at his mouth with a handkerchief then tosses it onto the table and pushes his chair back and stands up. Every one of his henchmen steps forward. ‘Fine, Ms Lydon. You have it but it won’t do you any good. There are too many of us in the Department. You’re not going to win.’ 
 
    ‘I just did,’ I tell him simply. 
 
    Jepsen leaves, with his heavy-shouldered entourage attached to his heels. Part of me expects them to turn round at any moment and come after me. Instead, they all stride out of the mall. I throw some money onto the table and stroll off in the opposite direction, picking up speed only after I round the corner. Then I dash into the nearest toilets and throw up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Each morning we are born again. What we do today is what matters most. 
 
    Buddha 
 
      
 
    I might no longer feel sick but the unsettled feeling in the pit of my stomach refuses to go away. It doesn’t help that I’m stuck in a queue at Copenhagen Airport. It seems that there are even more eyes on me here than there were in Switzerland. The fact that those women in the mall almost recognised me has set me on edge and I’m still waiting to be stopped at any time. I try not to dwell on the fact that I’ve gone from being a recluse to a wanted criminal but it’s next to impossible. I’m starting to feel as if I’m living someone else’s life. This certainly isn’t what I dreamed of for myself when I was growing up. 
 
    At the front of the queue, a harassed-looking mother is arguing with an airport security guard. As loud and annoying as she is, she’s at least distracting attention from me. I smooth my trembling fingers and draw in shallow breaths while she continues to harangue the guard for not allowing her to take more liquids for her baby on board. Eventually she gives up and storms off, throwing various baby accoutrements into a nearby wheelie bin, and we shuffle forward. I tell myself that I’ve already done this once; it has to be easier the second time around. But my nervous system doesn’t deal with logic any better now than it did when I was in the throes of agoraphobia. 
 
    I move up and pass through the X-ray machine, which immediately beeps harshly and makes me half leap out of my skin. The security guard frowns at me because of my reaction and gestures at my pockets. I fumble around, growing more flustered by the second. Eventually I extract an offending coin and display it almost gleefully. The guard’s frown deepens and she sends me back through again. Unfortunately, I’m still subjected to the beeps. 
 
    The guard motions me to the side, takes a wand and waves it up and down on the off-chance that I’m secreting a slim-line explosive device about my person. Her movements are perfunctory – bored, even – and I relax slightly until I catch sight of another guard by the conveyor belt gesturing at my bag. My heart sinks. Now what? 
 
    I’m released by the first guard and beckoned over by the second one. Before I can reach him, however, his head leans slightly to the side and his eyes take on a momentarily unfocused look. I spot his earpiece. This is it, Zoe: I’ve been picked up by face-recognition technology and the gig is well and truly up. Instead of stopping me, though, he gives me a quick glance then moves on to the next passenger. 
 
    I pause, not entirely sure what to do. Something just happened. It might have had nothing to do with me but, given my circumstances, I’d be foolish to believe that. I look round anxiously but no one else is looking in my direction. There are plenty of CCTV cameras, though; anyone could be tracking my movements. 
 
    I don’t have much choice. To turn and dash out of the airport would only raise suspicions further. I take my bag, hook it over my shoulder and force myself to walk slowly into the brightly lit duty-free area. I’m turning the corner towards my gate when I spot a dark-haired man on his phone. In theory, that should be nothing out of the ordinary; he’s even facing away from me. But his reflection in the glass window next to him shows that he’s staring directly at me. For the briefest second we lock eyes via the glass then he looks away and walks off in the opposite direction. Unlike Jepsen’s henchmen, his suit is cheap with shiny patches at the elbows – but that doesn’t mean that I’m jumping at shadows. 
 
    *** 
 
    The journey back to Zurich seems to take forever. On the plane I get up and use the toilet on three separate occasions, not because I’m nervous but because it gives me a chance to scan all the other passengers’ faces. Cheap-suit Man isn’t on board and neither do I recognise any of Jepsen’s employees. When I pass through Swiss immigration, I’m barely afforded a second glance. I start to breathe more easily. Everything’s alright. 
 
    Rawlins is waiting for me on the other side. There are white lines of tension around her mouth. We exchange brief, tight smiles and she points down the hall. ‘We’ve managed to get hold of another car,’ she says in a low voice. ‘We thought it would be a good idea to get moving again as soon as possible once you returned. We’ve not found anything to identify the stooges and you’re still on the news. Even with your lower status, you’re still wanted for questioning. I suggest that we continue to avoid any exploding buildings until we can put some distance between us and the Department.’ 
 
    ‘I bet you never thought you’d be on the run with a terrorist,’ I say, making a pathetic attempt at a joke. 
 
    She glares at me. ‘It’s not going to go down particularly well on my CV,’ she grunts. 
 
    I touch her arm. She didn’t ask for any of this, none of us did, but as a policewoman Rawlins is going to feel the brunt more than anyone. ‘I’m sorry,’ I mumble. 
 
    ‘Don’t be sorry,’ she snaps. ‘Just tell me that your trip was worth it. Were you successful?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve made some headway,’ I venture cautiously. ‘I’ll fill you in when we’re all back together so I don’t need to repeat myself over and over again.’ 
 
    Rawlins nods briskly. ‘Your mother and Adam are waiting in the car. It’s not far.’ 
 
    We wend our way out of the main terminal building towards a small lift which opens on our arrival. Rawlins presses the button for the third floor and turns back towards me. ‘Is there hope at least?’ she asks me. ‘Is there a way out of all this?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll have to go back home,’ I admit reluctantly. ‘But yes, I think there’s a little hope.’ 
 
    The lift doors open as Rawlins snorts, ‘You’re not filling me with confidence.’ 
 
    A car door opens across the car park and Adam gets out. He waves vigorously in our direction with an almost maniacal grin of relief. I hear a loud, annoyed meow from the interior of the car and I can’t stop myself smiling. Waving back, I step out of the lift as another car pulls into the car park at a ridiculous speed. It screeches to halt and several people pile out. They’re carrying guns. 
 
    As if in slow motion, Adam’s head swings towards them and his mouth drops open. I freeze, rooted to the spot. There’s a garbled shout. Adam whips back towards us. ‘Run, Zoe!’ he screams. He flaps his arms up and down, not unlike Brita did during her dream, and half runs, half stumbles towards the men. There’s another indistinct shout and someone raises a gun. I sense rather than see Rawlins gesticulating wildly by my side.  
 
    I try to make my limbs work; I even try to shout but I’m completely immobile. A loud crack fills the air and I’m finally jolted into movement but it’s already far, far too late. Adam takes another step, then another, and then he’s on his knees and falling forward. There is blood everywhere. It’s not in a neat spreading blossom like I’ve seen on television, it’s a mess. It spatters across nearby cars, the floor, the walls, most of all over Adam. 
 
    Rawlins, pale-faced and more panicked than I’ve ever seen her, yanks me by the arm and hauls me backwards. ‘Adam,’ I whisper. I try to pull away from her, but it’s too late. We’re already back in the lift with the doors closing. ‘All that blood…’ 
 
    Rawlins slaps me hard on the cheek. ‘Get it together. I need you to be focused. We need to get out of here and we need to get out of here now.’ 
 
    The stinging pain and shock brings me back to reality. ‘My mother,’ I gasp. ‘She’s in the car too. We have to go back. We have to…’ 
 
    ‘If there’s anyone who can look after themselves it’s your mum,’ Rawlins answers harshly. Her eyes are bright with unshed tears. ‘Besides, you’re the one they want. We all know that.’ 
 
    ‘This is all my fault,’ I say. Rawlins glares at me. I nod. ‘I’ll wallow later. Let’s get out of here.’ 
 
    The lift door opens onto the first floor. Rawlins and I stare out, as if expecting to be greeted by more gunfire, but there’s no one there. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    ‘We need to split up,’ Rawlins says. ‘I’ll go left. You take the right. There’s an emergency staircase in the far corner. We’ll meet up again at the hotel.’ 
 
    ‘Is it safe there?’ I ask anxiously. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure anywhere is safe.’ 
 
    I swallow her answer and blink in acknowledgment. She gives me a tiny shove and then I’m off. I don’t look back. 
 
    I sprint through the chilly car park towards the door, slamming it open with my shoulder. For a second, I’m tempted to go back up again, despite Rawlins’ insistence that I run, then I hear the hammer of footsteps coming downwards. Getting caught is going to help anyone here. I don’t know who these people are but they’re most definitely not my friends. 
 
    I don’t have any time to waste. I leap down, taking the stairs three at a time, and burst onto the main airport concourse. This is not the place for a race on foot; either I get out of the airport and its heightened security or I hide. I opt for the former; CCTV is going to be far too hard to beat. 
 
    I weave in and out of the milling passengers, hoping I look like someone who’s late for their flight rather than a fleeing criminal. There’s a shout from behind me as someone yells at me to stop. I ignore it and head straight for the doors leading outside to the taxi rank. If I time this right, I could be out of here and away before my pursuers can do anything. My breathing is all over the place and my pulse is at fever pitch but I’m holding it together. I have to. 
 
    ‘Zoe! Stop!’ 
 
    I glance round. They’re gaining on me, although they’ve been smart enough to put their weapons away. I guess waving around a loaded gun in an airport wouldn’t be good for anyone. As this thought flashes through my mind, I kick open the glass door in front of me, run out and smack straight into a hard body. I pull back but it’s too late; iron hands are holding me in place. My head whips up and I stare into the face of my captor. It’s the man from Copenhagen Airport who was watching my reflection in the glass. 
 
    My mind goes blank and I act on pure instinct, heaving my knee up to connect with his groin. This isn’t the Dreamlands, though; I’m not the dreamweaver here. I’m just a woman with few skills, none of which include hand-to-hand combat.  
 
    He swivels to the side, dodging the blow easily. ‘Stop that immediately,’ he commands. ‘We do not want to hurt you.’ 
 
    I think of Adam. It’s a bit late for that now. 
 
    A black van pulls up at the kerb and the door slides open. I open my mouth to scream that I’m being kidnapped but another man leans in to my ear and whispers, ‘We have your friends and family. Don’t be stupid.’ 
 
    My mouth snaps shut and I have no choice but to let him bundle me inside. A second later the door slides shut behind me and the van takes off. 
 
    I scoot into the far corner, as far away from both men as I can, then I stare in shock at my second captor. It’s Markus Ingold. My jaw works uselessly for a moment. He clocks my reaction and frowns slightly. His mouth tightens and he starts to mutter to his shiny-suited companion. 
 
    I remind myself to breathe. Ingold is Interpol; that’s got to be better than being taken by the Department. Except for the part where Adam is bleeding out on a hard concrete floor. I bite my tongue hard. Focus, Zoe, I tell myself. Panic won’t help. 
 
    To keep my mind away from Adam and all that’s happened – and is still happening – I look around the van. The interior is filled with blinking lights and expensive-looking computer equipment. They have money but they choose not to spend it on clothing. 
 
    ‘Tell us about Frederik Jepsen,’ Ingold says. 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t play dumb,’ he answers calmly. ‘We know you met with him. I would be interested to know what your agreement is with him.’  
 
    ‘I have no agreement with him. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    Ingold smiles. ‘So you say. You’re going to need to open up to us, Zoe. There will be time for that later though.’ He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a slim leather wallet, flipping it open to reveal a badge. ‘I’m Markus Ingold.’ 
 
    I look from the Interpol badge to him and back again and resist the urge to tell him that I already know his name. Even if he remembers me from his dream the other night, it means nothing; my face was all over the television at that point. I breathe through my nose then I lick my lips. ‘I’m not a terrorist.’ 
 
    ‘We know that.’ 
 
    Under any other circumstances I’d feel relieved but instead I draw myself up. Adam’s shooting replays itself in my mind. ‘If you’re the police, you’re supposed to help people. Not shoot them in cold blood.’ 
 
    He grimaces. ‘I heard what happened to your boyfriend. That was a mistake – but he did try to rush us and we couldn’t confirm whether he was carrying a gun or not. It’s a minor wound. He’ll be alright.’ 
 
    When I think about the amount of blood I saw, that seems very unlikely. Ingold moves towards me and I can’t stop myself from flinching. He holds up his hands, palms forward. ‘Relax, Ms Lydon.’ He taps his ear twice. ‘Let’s re-route to the hospital.’ He meets my eyes. ‘I’ll prove it to you.’ 
 
    I cross my arms. I’ll believe it when I see it. ‘My mother?’ 
 
    ‘She’s with us. So is your cat. And your policewoman friend.’ 
 
    Rawlins didn’t get far, then. I try to keep my blank expression but I’m fairly certain I fail. 
 
    Ingold continues to watch me. ‘Where did the bomb come from?’ 
 
    ‘At the police headquarters? How should I know? It wasn’t me. I’m not a sodding terrorist.’ 
 
    ‘I never suggested you were. I wondered if you knew who planted it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ he probes. ‘Was it someone from the Department?’ 
 
    I freeze. Ingold’s expression doesn’t change. ‘Who are you really?’ I whisper. 
 
    ‘Markus Ingold. Interpol. I already told you.’ 
 
    I can’t tell whether he’s lying or not; he doesn’t have any tics or tell-tale giveaways and that’s incredibly unsettling. I push myself further back against the back of the van. ‘Just take me to the hospital,’ I say. 
 
    *** 
 
    We don’t speak for the rest of the journey. The van stops and the door slides open. I expect to be anywhere but the promised destination so, when I see the large red cross and the sign, I blink in astonishment. Ingold raises a sardonic eyebrow and takes my arm. ‘This way.’ 
 
    I let him lead me; right now, it’s not like I have much choice. The hospital doors glide open and we move through the white, antiseptic interior towards the emergency rooms. Another earpiece-wearing man is standing at the nearest desk. He nods a greeting at Ingold and points us to the right. My mouth is dry; even if I escape the iron grip around my arm, Ingold has got people all over this place. The gig is well and truly up.  
 
    We’re directed into a small room. There’s a bed with a bare-chested Adam lying on it and a white-coated doctor bending over him. My mother is already there. She lets out a small cry, gets up from her chair, runs towards me and hugs me. ‘Are you alright? Did they hurt you too?’ I shake my head dumbly. ‘They shot Adam,’ she says, with an accusing look at Ingold. 
 
    ‘Is he…?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine.’ Adam’s voice is weak and thready but he manages to raise his head and look at me. He’s covered in blood from the neck down but his arm, where I can see an open wound, has been cleaned. 
 
    ‘He nicked an artery,’ the doctor informs us, ‘hence all the blood.’ She taps the blood bag hanging next to the bed. ‘We’re taking care of the blood loss and the wound is clean. It should be a rapid recovery.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you were dead,’ I whisper. 
 
    Adam smiles faintly. ‘So did I. I think I fell over from shock rather than pain.’ 
 
    ‘As you can see, Zoe,’ says Ingold from behind me, ‘we’re not the monsters you seem to think we are. Sergeant Rawlins is already at the police station. Will you join us there to answer a few questions?’ 
 
    Somehow I don’t think his politely phrased question is actually a request. ‘What about my cat?’ 
 
    ‘He’s at reception,’ my mother answers. She glares around. ‘Apparently the Chairman is a health hazard.’ Her tone leaves no doubt about what she thinks of that. 
 
    ‘We’re in a hospital, Mrs Lydon,’ the doctor says mildly. ‘Not a zoo.’ 
 
    I move to Adam and squeeze his hand. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I tell him. ‘This is all my fault.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ he says huskily, ‘my life is certainly a lot more exciting than it used to be.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure that’s a good thing.’ 
 
    We smile at each other in understanding. The doctor coughs politely. ‘If you could all leave now, I can do a lot more to help your friend.’ 
 
    ‘We’re just leaving,’ Ingold says.  
 
    I scowl. ‘Fine.’ I exchange glances with my mother. What other choice is there? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Put more trust in nobility of character than in an oath. 
 
    Solon 
 
      
 
    I’m led into a small interrogation room deep in the Interpol offices rather than to the Swiss police headquarters where Ingold is often seconded. He tells me that the clean-up operation after the explosion is well under way and that it’s business as usual but this is an international matter so Interpol have managed to pull rank. I’m relieved. The last thing I need is to be in a building surrounded by cops who I think I tried to blow them up.  
 
    I’m half expecting Ingold to leave me to cool my heels but he comes in with me and sits down, gesturing at the chair opposite as if we were two friends catching up over coffee. I sigh and sit down. 
 
    I get straight to the point before he can open his mouth. ‘Are you a Traveller?’ I ask baldly. Given that I visited his dreams via the Bubble, I should already know the answer but my world seems completely upended. Almost anything is possible at this point. 
 
    Ingold smiles. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Then how…’ 
 
    ‘How do I know about the Dreamlands? How have I heard of the Department?’ He knits his fingers together and leans back. ‘We’ve been aware of what is going on for many decades. There have been Travellers, as you call them, amongst our number in the past although unfortunately we have none now. Despite the fact that most people would find it impossible to believe in a world accessed only through dreams, we are not as incredulous as you might assume.’ 
 
    ‘Am I here because of that?’ I ask carefully. ‘Or is it because of the terror allegations?’ 
 
    He grimaces. ‘The tip-off about your alleged terrorism was credible, despite your background and stable family life. We have to be careful in this current climate. It wasn’t until later that we started to connect the dots and understand what was actually going on.’ A speculative light flashes in his eyes. ‘Tell me, Ms Lydon, are you the dreamweaver?’ 
 
    I suck in a breath. However he has come by all this information, he certainly knows a great deal. Unable to place any sort of trust in him yet, I play dumb. ‘What’s a dreamweaver?’ 
 
    He chuckles. ‘You forget which organisation I work for. I’m experienced in talking to all sorts of people and you’re not as accomplished a liar as you think you are.’ 
 
    I swallow. Is he playing with me? I decide to stick to my story. ‘I know the Dreamlands,’ I tell him, ‘but not about this weaver.’ 
 
    ‘Then why are you being portrayed as an evil criminal?’ he asks. ‘Why was there an explosion in the headquarters just before you arrived on our doorstep? Important people seem to want you very badly.’ He leans forward. ‘Why did I dream of you?’ 
 
    I swallow hard. ‘I don’t know. And I don’t know why someone seems to have it in for me. But if you don’t think I’m a terrorist then I have no reason to be here.’ 
 
    ‘You’re safer here than out there.’ 
 
    ‘Given what happened at the Swiss police headquarters, can you be sure about that?’ 
 
    His mouth tightens. ‘Our security has been stepped up, believe me. In any case, I feel that we can help each other out quite considerably.’ 
 
    ‘You can clear my name. I don’t see what else you can do.’ 
 
    Ingold raises his eyebrows; he seems to be very amused by me right now. ‘You’ve been on the run with a British policewoman. Terrorist or not, your government is not going to look kindly on a law enforcement officer wandering around Europe with someone wanted for suspected criminal activity.’ 
 
    I stare at him. ‘You’re saying you can help her?’ 
 
    He inclines his head. ‘That is within my powers, yes. We can talk to the UK police and suggest she was helping out at our request rather than working against us and visiting known criminals in order to obtain false documents.’ He chuckles at my expression. ‘Yes, Zoe, we know all about that. We know you went to Denmark. We’ve been tracking you for quite some time. In fact, we pinpointed your location about ten minutes after the explosion here and we’ve kept track of you ever since. You didn’t really think you could pass through border controls simply because you’ve had a haircut and acquired a fake name? We made sure you weren’t stopped. We’ve been in charge all along.’ 
 
    Ingold isn’t boasting, he’s merely stating a fact. I try not to let the fear in and remind myself to breathe normally. I’m not normally that naïve. The truth is that I’d tried not to dwell on how simple it was to pass through immigration. I’m discovering that I’m incredibly optimistic; if I don’t look on the bright side, I’ll end up being swamped by how awful life has become. With that in mind, I decide not to give in yet. 
 
    ‘I’d have known if I was being followed,’ I declare. ‘I’m good at noticing things.’ 
 
    Ingold is so laid back, I’m surprised he’s not horizontal. ‘Can you notice when a satellite is tracking you? Or a drone?’ 
 
    I look into his eyes; they’re steady and hold a hint of surprising warmth. But the fact that the police – even Interpol – would expend such technological energy on me sends another chill through my body. ‘If you’ve really been following me for that long,’ I say, ‘why not pick me up earlier?’ 
 
    ‘We wanted to know what you were up to and we wanted to confirm that you were the dreamweaver. The dream I had suggests that you are.’ He leans forward, his expression suddenly alert and interested. ‘What is it like? How far have you pushed your abilities?’ 
 
    I clench my jaw until it hurts. ‘I’m the same as any other Traveller.’ 
 
    His expression dims only slightly. He reaches over to a nearby desk and takes a plain manila envelope, opens it and examines something, then slides it over to me. It’s a glossy A4 photograph. I tense when I immediately recognise the subject as Curly. 
 
    ‘Do you recognise this man?’ Ingold asks. 
 
    ‘I’ve seen him,’ I admit, aware that my body language has already given me away. 
 
    ‘In real life,’ Ingold prods, ‘or in dreams?’ 
 
    ‘Dreams.’ 
 
    He nods. ‘His real name is Alistair Hendricks. He’s a hotshot banker from London. He’s been investigated several times for insider trading but we’ve never found any evidence of wrongdoing. However, he does have a knack for spotting when to invest or divest.’ 
 
    ‘Imagine that,’ I murmur, trying to stay calm. Another name; another real identity. 
 
    ‘We have positively identified him as a Traveller. More than that, we have good intelligence that he’s a member of the Department, the controlling faction in the Dreamlands.’ 
 
    I pretend to mull this over for a moment, although I feel a chill settle in my bones. Maybe this is why the Department had Ingold’s coordinates. It was nothing to do with me, it was all about him and his investigations into the Dreamlands. ‘If you don’t have any Travellers on your team,’ I say eventually, ‘how can you know this for sure?’ 
 
    ‘We work with a number of informants. They’re not all entirely trustworthy and we have no way of verifying their information, but we can cross-check the information they give us to extrapolate the truth.’ 
 
    He sounds like a scientist. ‘And you’ve … extrapolated that Alistair Hendricks is a Traveller?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Ingold sounds pleased with himself. He takes out another photograph. ‘This was taken less than two hours ago.’ 
 
    I look at it. It’s good old Freddie Jepsen and Curly – or rather Hendricks – meeting in a car park. My chill deepens; I rub my arms then realise what I’m doing and drop my hands. ‘So?’ I ask. 
 
    Ingold’s eyebrow twitches. ‘That’s not enough?’ He shrugs and reaches into his envelope of tricks once more, this time taking out a USB stick. He plugs it into his laptop and turns it towards me. ‘Listen.’ 
 
    Jepsen’s cultured Danish accent fills the room. ‘She threatened me. Me! She has to be stopped. We can’t use her. She has to be eliminated once and for all. There will be another dreamweaver, there always is.’ 
 
    ‘The tracker disagrees with your assessment,’ Hendricks says. 
 
    ‘We can’t trust him either. We have to get rid of them both.’ 
 
    The recording clicks off. Ingold shrugs again. ‘Unfortunately that’s all we have that’s audible.’ 
 
    My mouth is dry. I lick my lips and bite the inside of my cheek; I can already feel my limbs starting to tremble. Ingold reaches across and grabs my hands. I flinch but it’s already too late. He squeezes my fingers. ‘You can trust us, Zoe.’ 
 
    ‘Does the Department know you exist?’ I ask baldly. 
 
    He shakes his head. ‘No. We’re very careful. And as you’ve heard, we have been keeping close tabs on them. But I was assigned to your case for a reason. As soon as we began to suspect this was all related to the Dreamlands, we knew we’d arouse the Department’s interest.’ He smiles without humour. ‘I didn’t expect so many people crawling around in my head though.’ 
 
    I stare at him. ‘You knew we were all there? All of us?’ 
 
    ‘Not at time but…’ He pauses for a moment. ‘Well, you’ll see. We’re the good guys, Zoe.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what everyone says. That’s probably what everyone believes. Do the bad guys know they’re the bad guys?’ 
 
    ‘Generally, yes, they do.’ 
 
    Dante doesn’t. I sigh and force myself to relax. Ingold lets go of my fingers and I pull my hands away so he can’t try that again. ‘You know,’ I say softly, ‘that now you’ve touched me, I can enter your dreams. I can see into your head, just as I’ve already done.’ 
 
    There’s no eureka moment from Ingold because he’s dragged the truth out of me. He simply smiles kindly for a moment. ‘I do know that.’ His expression grows serious. ‘What happened with Adam was a mistake. We didn’t mean to shoot him and for that I am genuinely sorry. We want you to work with us, Zoe. Together we can do a lot of good.’ 
 
    That’s becoming a remarkably familiar refrain. ‘I’ve heard that before.’ 
 
    ‘But when you sleep you’ll be able to see into my mind. Again. You’ll know more about who I really am.’ He watches me carefully. ‘With your permission, we would like to hook you up to an EEG and … other devices. We’ll track your brain activity and mine. We know a lot about what you can do but there’s still a lot we don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Other devices?’ I scoff. ‘Do you really think I’m going to let you plug me into a bunch of machines while I’m vulnerable and sleeping?’ 
 
    ‘Sergeant Rawlins and your mother can both be present to make sure we do nothing untoward. We will do what it takes to make you realise you can trust us.’  
 
    There’s a knock on the door. Ingold stands up and opens it and someone on the other side hands him a box. He thanks them, brings it in and drops it with a heavy thud onto the table. I eye it as if it’s another bomb. ‘What’s this?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘This is everything we know about the Dreamlands,’ he says. ‘The condensed version. We’re holding nothing back from you. Have a read through and think over what I’ve said. I’ll be back in a few hours.’ 
 
    I should demand to be released or to see a lawyer but all I can think about is what’s inside that box. 
 
    ‘Would you like something to eat or drink?’ he asks. ‘I can have whatever you like brought here.’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    Another smile touches his mouth. ‘Then I’ll leave you to it.’ He walks out without another word. 
 
    No doubt I’m still being watched. There’s no two-way mirror in this room but there is a camera above my head and probably microphones embedded in the walls. But they can’t tell what I’m thinking. I drum my fingers on the desk then lean forward and flip the lid off the box. 
 
    The top sheets of paper are yellowing, with tell-tale crinkles at the edges and a typewriter font that confirms their age. It’s not even an Interpol document; it’s from the ‘International Criminal Police Commission’, which I assume was an earlier incarnation of the organisation. I scan down. It’s a report from the 1930s by someone named S. Agnew who suggested the possibility of a dream world accessed only by a select few. Apparently he came across this information during a drunken conversation with a friend and, when he sobered up, was intrigued enough to follow it up. He found three more people willing to support his friend’s story. Following this, there’s a psychiatric report suggesting that Agnew isn’t entirely of sound mind. Poor guy – but hardly surprising. 
 
    The next document is from three years later. It involves an officer who pinpointed a murderer seemingly from gut instinct and luck rather than through any real detective work. When pressed, he states that the information ‘came to him in a dream’. That might have been the end of the story were it not for an enterprising man who remembered Agnew and took things further. Fascinated, I flip through page after page, losing myself in the history. Ingold wasn’t lying; there have been several Travellers among Interpol’s ranks over the years. I’m stunned that others know about the Dreamlands’ existence. It’s only when I reach the appendix, however, and scan through the notes they have about dreamweaving, that my world is completely rocked. I read the pages several time to confirm what I’m seeing then I lean back and run my hands through my hair. Wow. 
 
    My astonishment must be clear to whoever is watching because it’s not long before Ingold re-enters. He passes me a hot mug of tea and sits down again. I take the mug, curl my fingers round its welcome warmth and stare at him. He smiles. Sipping at the tea, which is far too sweet but helps calm my nerves, I keep my eyes on him. ‘Hitler?’ I ask. 
 
    Ingold nods. ‘His door in the … Bubble, if that’s what you still call it, took some time to locate. Once it was found, however, we were granted unfathomable access into his mind. The intelligence gathered from visiting his dreams was unparalleled.’ He gives me a meaningful look. ‘It helped us win the war. And, yes, he was even more psychotic that you might imagine.’ 
 
    I suck in a breath. Adolf Hitler’s name might be the most infamous in the files but he’s certainly not the only one. Over the years, numerous bastards have been brought to account as a result of the work of Travellers. Having access to people’s minds isn’t all bad, then. 
 
    I jab my finger at the piece of paper in front of me. ‘Is this true?’ I demand. 
 
    Ingold’s eyes crinkle at the edges. ‘I thought you might find that interesting,’ he murmurs. ‘We weren’t sure how much you knew about yourself and what you are capable of but we figured that if you were aware of this, you would have already done it to Jepsen.’ 
 
    I swallow. Yeah, I probably would – and I still can. Jepsen made a massive error by lying to me this morning about leaving me alone. He’ll soon realise his mistake. ‘How many people are aware of this?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Very few. It’s not easy for non-Travellers to suspend their disbelief and believe in the existence of the Dreamlands. We have a special unit dedicated to it but our numbers are small. It’s better that way.’ 
 
    I tilt up my chin. ‘Why don’t you tell everyone?’ 
 
    He laughs. ‘First of all, they’ll think we’re crazy. There will be hard questions about money being directed into looking at something that most people won’t believe exists. Like every organisation, we have strict budgets.’ 
 
    ‘But if you came clean, you might be able to recruit more Travellers. You might be able to stop people like Alistair Hendricks from using the Dreamlands for financial gain.’ 
 
    Ingold inclines his head. ‘We might. Assuming we could get the world to believe us.’ He raises an eyebrow. ‘But what do you think would happen to society if people knew that anyone at any time could wander into their minds? We’re at our most vulnerable when we sleep. No one could prove that they’d been visited but it could be used to complain of entrapment by law officials. People with genuine mental health issues would suffer even more. We already had enough problems when half of Europe was visited by terrifying nightmares.’ He shakes his head. ‘The truth serves very few.’ He pauses. ‘I’m going to ask you the question again. And I’d like you to confirm it aloud for the record. Are you the dreamweaver?’ 
 
    In a small voice, I answer him. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    My mother is still bristling. ‘You cannot trust these people, Zoe.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why you’re here,’ I tell her. ‘You and Rawlins can watch over everything that happens.’ 
 
    ‘Not if they shoot us, we can’t.’ 
 
    I sense rather than see Ingold stiffen. ‘Mrs Lydon, we are truly sorry about that. We’d been led to believe that Adam might be armed. He’s already recovering and he’ll be back on his feet in no time.’ 
 
    I twist my fingers. ‘Why did you think he might have a gun?’ I ask. 
 
    Rawlins exhales and I turn and stare at her. ‘Wait,’ I say slowly. ‘Did he…?’ 
 
    She nods reluctantly. ‘He bought one.’ She holds up her hand before I can babble a protest. ‘I didn’t know about it at the time.’ 
 
    I glance at my mother; she’s looking anywhere but at me. ‘You knew,’ I say to her. ‘You knew he had a gun.’ 
 
    She shrugs. ‘It seemed like a good idea.’ 
 
    ‘A gun?’ I shriek. ‘You don’t think that being on a list of terror suspects is bad enough? How could carrying around a bloody gun help matters?’ 
 
    ‘If he’d taken it out,’ she says pointedly, ‘then maybe he could have the shot the bastard before he was shot himself.’ 
 
    Ingold opens his mouth to answer but I beat him to it. ‘And that “bastard” wouldn’t have shot to wound. He’d have shot to kill.’ 
 
    My mother frowns but at least she doesn’t say anything else. I shake my head in despair. Was this my fault? Did I drive them to this? 
 
    ‘Stop thinking about it,’ Ingold advises. ‘We need you to fall asleep. We don’t need you tossing and turning and chewing over your problems instead of drifting off.’ 
 
    I glare at him even though he doesn’t deserve it. ‘I have no trouble falling asleep,’ I tell him icily. ‘That is what I do.’ I clamber onto the not-particularly-comfortable looking hospital-style bed. ‘Where’s the Chairman?’ 
 
    There’s a plaintive meow and his familiar weight drops onto my chest. His claws dig into me for a second and then he starts to purr. At least some things are going right, I think sardonically. 
 
    A white-coated woman, wearing the sort of horn-rimmed spectacles which I didn’t realise still existed in this century, busies herself hooking up all manner of electrodes to my skull. ‘These will measure your brain activity, Ms Lydon. They’re nothing new.’ Her tone is dismissive. Then she places a white box over my entire head. ‘This, however, is completely different. It’s the latest technology out of Japan. It tracks your neural patterns, which can then be correlated with what you’re visualizing so we can receive images back here.’ 
 
    I’m suitably impressed. ‘You’re taking photos of what’s going on inside my head?’ 
 
    ‘In layman’s terms, yes, that’s exactly what we’re doing. I need to establish a baseline first, however. It will take some time.’ She tells me to relax and starts reading out a series of words, asking me to visualize each one. ‘Red chair.’ Scribble. ‘Blue sky.’ Scribble scribble. ‘A gun.’ Lots of scribbling going on there. It seems to take an age. When she’s finally done, I hear her mutter something to Ingold and he gets onto the bed next to mine. 
 
    ‘How come he doesn’t have to do the baseline test?’ I enquire, unable to see what’s going on because of the contraption over my head. 
 
    ‘He’s already been through numerous tests,’ the doctor answers. ‘All of the Dream Team have.’ 
 
    I giggle and my shoulders start to shake in uncontrollable spasms. ‘Dream Team? That’s what you call yourselves?’ 
 
    ‘We had to come up with something,’ Ingold mutters. ‘Go to sleep. I want to see how this works and it’s already late. You don’t want to miss Jepsen.’ 
 
    I get my laughter under control. He’s right; the Dane and I are going to have some words and then I’m going to really flex my dreamweaver muscles. I relax my body. ‘Let’s do this.’ 
 
    Ingold opts for chemical inducement and, just before I feel the familiar prickle along the tips of my ears, I hear him emit a snore. Whatever he took, it was certainly powerful. The Chairman shifts his weight slightly and sighs while I blot out the rest of the world. Despite the unfamiliar surroundings and the people around me, I stay true to my word and drop off to sleep quickly. It’s time to see what’s really going on in the Interpol officer’s mind. Again. But this time it’s not about manipulating any suspicions that I’m a terrorist; this is about whether I can really trust him or not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    A dream doesn’t become reality through magic; it takes sweat, determination and hard work. 
 
    Colin Powell 
 
      
 
    I open my eyes and look around. This time there’s no fog and no bridge and no strange woman covered in blood. Instead, there are bare wooden floors beneath my feet and a reassuring feeling of solidity from the cream walls around me. A house. I glance round at the artwork, which is more modern than I’d have expected, and then at the array of photos propped up on a sideboard. I spot two older people who resemble Ingold enough to be his parents, along with other photos of his beaming face. So far, so good. 
 
    There’s a humming sound coming from my left so I head towards it, eventually entering a messy-looking kitchen. It’s Ingold himself who’s humming. He has a rag in his hand and he’s cleaning the windows, stopping every so often to pull back and admire his handiwork. Doing chores in your dreams doesn’t strike me as particularly exciting but who knows what counts as fun when you spend your days working with Interpol?  
 
    Although his conscious self knew that I was going to apparate into his dream, his unconscious self has no clue that I’m here. It’ll remain that way until I announce myself so, for now, I simply wait and watch. I want to glean as much information from him as I can. After a few moments, he tosses the cloth to one side and spins around in a manner that oddly puts me in mind of Wonder Woman. Then he opens a nearby door and walks through, while I trot behind him. 
 
    We emerge in a garage. I eye the boxes stacked neatly to one side, along with the dustsheet-covered car. Ingold strolls towards the vehicle. I expect him to pull off the sheet and go out for a drive but instead he hunkers down and lifts the whole car upwards from the bonnet, upending it with superhero ease to reveal a trapdoor underneath. I smirk. A bit of dream wish fulfilment; maybe Ingold fancies himself as Batman. 
 
    He flips the trapdoor open and drops down into a dark hole. My curiosity well and truly piqued, I follow him. 
 
    It’s a longer drop than I expect and I jar my knees when I land. I spy Ingold up ahead, striding through the gloom to his Batcave – or wherever this leads. Of course he doesn’t feel the pain that I do. I grimace and straighten up, wincing as I jog after him. It doesn’t help that he’s still humming that damn tune. 
 
    As the corridor deepens, it gets darker. I’m catching up to Ingold when he stops and purses his lips. ‘Hallie,’ he intones in a deep voice, ‘give me light.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, Markus,’ comes the robotic answer. Almost immediately, the corridor is flooded with light. I blink, adjusting my vision. Ingold thrusts his hands in his pockets and continues on his way. 
 
    I estimate we keep going for another half a mile through endless, twisting corridors; there is nothing remarkable about them except their uniformly concrete grey walls. Ingold doesn’t talk to Hallie again. In fact, I’m starting to think that this is it – that his dream is nothing more than a walk through an underground network of tunnels, perhaps symbolising his career as an investigative police officer – when we finally come to a ladder. Ingold wastes no time in shimmying up and pushing through to the other side. Sunlight glimmers down briefly from above and then he disappears from sight, closing the door behind him. The lights immediately turn off and I’m plunged back into darkness. Hissing softly in irritation, I hurry up after him. 
 
    The trapdoor is far heavier than I expect. Ingold seemed to have no trouble opening it but I struggle to move it. I shove my shoulder against it and slam it with my palms but nothing happens. Tutting at myself, I drop down a rung or two and concentrate. I’m the dreamweaver, I remind myself; I have the ability to change whatever I damn well please. 
 
    The door vanishes completely. I scurry into the daylight and start searching for Ingold. A car whizzes past, almost knocking me over, so I nip to the pavement. Rows of nondescript shops stretch in front of me. Most would barely merit a second glance but there’s one that stands out. I make a beeline for it. 
 
    It’s a flower shop or, to be more specific, an exotic flower shop. I spot Ingold inside, lightly touching the petals of an extraordinary looking orange thing that puts me in mind of The Day of the Triffids. I hope it’s not going to eat him; I’d like to talk to him first. Fortunately, as I go in to join him, he abandons it in favour of some smaller purple plants. Even though the orange flower doesn’t so much as twitch, I still give it a wide berth. It doesn’t hurt to be cautious and, considering it smells more of rotting food than of sweet fragrance, I suspect I’m doing the right thing. 
 
    Ingold grabs some seed sachets and starts putting them in his pockets. I raise an eyebrow, wondering if he’s planning to steal them. Regardless, I’ve seen enough. I tap him on the shoulder, clear my throat and say his name. It’s time to let him know I’m here. 
 
    Initially he appears befuddled then his brow clears and he starts to smile. ‘You’re here.’ He glances round as if seeing the shop for the first time. ‘You’re in my dream.’ 
 
    I give a half smile. I wasn’t sure how clear this would be for him. I probably shouldn’t do it but I can’t resist having a bit of fun. ‘How do you know you’re not just dreaming me?’ 
 
    He cocks his head. ‘Huh. Good point.’ 
 
    I pat his arm. ‘Don’t worry, I really am here.’ 
 
    ‘And? What do you think?’ 
 
    I look around. ‘I think you’re cultivating some potentially dangerous sources,’ I comment. ‘That orange flower is a monstrosity.’ 
 
    He looks at it. ‘Who’s to say it’s not just a flower?’ I shrug. Ingold grows more serious. ‘Are you willing to trust me now?’ 
 
    I think of his secret tunnel. ‘I think there are things you’re still hiding,’ I admit, ‘but I’m coming round.’ 
 
    He seems relieved. ‘Good, because…’ 
 
    The door jangles and another person walks in. I freeze. Shit. 
 
    ‘Hello Zoe,’ Dante drawls. ‘What’s new?’ 
 
    I stare at him, my jaw working uselessly. To be honest, with everything that’s been going on lately, I’ve barely given Dante a second thought. Now, confronted yet again with his smooth good looks and the dangerous glint in his silver eyes, I feel a jolt of desire. And fear. 
 
    ‘This isn’t really a good time,’ I say. 
 
    He glances at Ingold, recognition flickering in his eyes. ‘I’ve seen him before.’ 
 
    ‘He’s Interpol,’ I mutter. ‘He touched my skin when he arrested me earlier today. As I said, this really isn’t a good time.’ 
 
     ‘When is?’ he asks. ‘Are the Badlands still on your tail as well?’ 
 
    ‘No. I managed to…’ I swallow hard and hope my lie is convincing ‘…I managed to put them off for the time being.’ 
 
    Dante merely nods then darts a dismissive look at Ingold. ‘Is he giving you anything useful to use against him?’ 
 
    Fortunately for both of us, Ingold can think on his feet. He doesn’t look directly at either Dante or me but busies himself around the plants, examining each one in detail. I let out a tiny breath. If Dante finds out I’m even thinking of colluding with Interpol – or that they’re aware that the Dreamlands exist – all hell could break loose. 
 
    ‘Nothing yet,’ I reply. ‘Unless I can turn into a bloody tulip.’ 
 
    Dante walks up to me until he’s less than inch away. His expression is inscrutable. ‘Where did he arrest you?’ he asks. ‘In the airport? Or the hospital in Zurich after Adam was shot?’ 
 
    How in hell does he know all this? So much for my career as an incognito spy; clearly I’m useless at keeping a low profile. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell,’ I snap, ‘does it really matter? I’m locked up in a damned Interpol cell.’ 
 
    ‘They can’t hold you. There’s no real evidence.’ 
 
    I draw air into my lungs. ‘How do you know that, Dante? Was it you who tipped them off in the first place?’ 
 
    His eyes narrow. ‘And just when I thought we were getting somewhere. Baseless accusations aren’t going to improve matters.’ 
 
    Welcome to my world, I think sardonically. I remind myself to tread carefully before my thoughts can betray me. Because I might have the power of Interpol on my side doesn’t mean that Dante isn’t still dangerous. ‘It’s not easy for me to trust you,’ I respond in a softer tone. ‘Not after everything that’s happened.’ 
 
    For a long moment he doesn’t answer. I fix on the throbbing pulse at the base of his cheek. Eventually he reaches out and touches me lightly, his thumb brushing against my bottom lip. I shiver. ‘You suit your hair like that,’ he comments. ‘It makes you look more vulnerable.’ 
 
    Right up his alley then. At least this time I manage to keep my mouth shut. He draws even closer, making it harder for me to think coherently. ‘I’ve heard things,’ he tells me. ‘That you’ve managed to unmask one of the Department members.’ 
 
    There’s no point lying, it will only land me in deeper, choppier water. And confessing might make Dante think that I trust him. I nod. ‘Frederik Jepsen,’ I say. ‘He’s the CEO of a Danish company. That’s why I was in Copenhagen.’ 
 
    Dante watches me like a hawk. ‘You realise that this is going to make the rest of the Department even more determined to find you. Now that you’ve reneged on your deal with them and you’re on the offensive, they’re not going to hold back.’ 
 
     From behind my back, Ingold nudges me. He mutters some more about plants and giving them the right nutrients to make them grow. I bite my lip and focus on Dante. ‘I’m the dreamweaver,’ I say. ‘I have the ability to change things in the Dreamlands.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying you have a plan?’ 
 
    I nod, making things up as I go along. ‘If I can find out the identities of the Department members, I can unmask the lot of them. They’re afraid of people finding out who they really are because they don’t want anyone to disturb them in real life. I can change that. I can stop them in their tracks.’ I grab Dante’s arm. ‘You can help me. You were right before – if we work together, perhaps we can beat them.’ 
 
    ‘Revealing their identities might make them angrier. It might not solve anything.’ 
 
    ‘Or it might make them realise that if they can’t stay hidden in the real world they can’t try to rule the dream world. We aren’t the only Travellers, Dante. The others can put pressure on them once we know who they really are.’ 
 
    Dante nods slowly. I try to ignore the lock of dark hair that falls artlessly across his forehead. It doesn’t work; my fingers itch to brush it away. ‘Interesting,’ he says. He mulls it over. ‘Okay, I see how it can work. Once the majority of the Department are taken care of, we’ll be free to take over and make the Dreamlands a better place. The Mayor had the right idea, you know. He just didn’t have enough ambition.’ 
 
    I feel a bit sick but I swallow it down and stay on target. Cocking my head to one side, I make use of the opening Dante has already provided. ‘You used to work for the Mayor…’ 
 
    He winces. ‘Don’t remind me.’ 
 
    ‘The Mayor was good at keeping track of people in the Bubble and all the Travellers in our zone. Did he have any records on the Department? If he knew who some of them were, he’ll have done half our job for us.’ 
 
    Dante’s eyes glint. ‘There are some records. You’re right.’ 
 
    I manage a smile. If there are any records of the Department’s identities, Dante’s probably responsible for most of them. I seriously doubt he’d let me get my hands on them. If he wanted me to see them, he’d already have mentioned the records to me. Trying not to let my thoughts betray me, I clutch his arm. ‘Can we get to them?’ I ask, my eyes wide. 
 
    ‘They’re back in our own Dreamlands,’ he says. ‘To get to them we’d need to get back to Britain.’ 
 
    How convenient. I scowl. ‘As I keep telling you, I’m stuck in an Interpol interrogation room.’ 
 
    He rubs his chin. ‘I’ll come and find you. I’ll help get you out.’ 
 
    I pause. ‘Legally, right? I don’t want to stay a wanted criminal.’ 
 
    He laughs at me. ‘Yes. I’ll get what’s needed to make sure your name is cleared.’ 
 
    Yatzee. I paste on an expression of delight mixed with what I hope is a tinge of adoration. ‘You can do that?’ 
 
    He curves an arm round me and draws me close. ‘Babe, I can do anything.’ Then he kisses me. Squirming butterflies flash into the pit of my stomach and, as gently as I can, I push him away. ‘What’s the problem?’ he asks huskily.  
 
    I point awkwardly at Ingold who’s still pretending to be absorbed with his plants. Dante rolls his eyes. ‘He can’t see us.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I mutter, worried that I’m flushing red. ‘But it feels weird.’ Because I can’t think of what else to do, I reach up and brush my fingers against his cheek and smooth away the lock of hair from his forehead. ‘I’d rather do this in person,’ I breathe. 
 
    Triumph lights Dante’s expression. ‘Then your wish is my command. I’ll be in Zurich first thing in the morning.’ 
 
    I offer him a small smile. ‘I can’t wait.’ 
 
    There’s a crackle and he disapparates out of the dream. I double over, breathing hard. There’s a tightness in my chest that is almost suffocating me. I feel Ingold place a hand on my back. ‘It’s alright. He’s gone.’ 
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut and straighten up. ‘I know. It’s just…’ 
 
    Ingold smiles. ‘It’s okay. You don’t have to explain. I take it he’s the tracker? The one who helped you in my other dream?’ 
 
    I nod. ‘You know about him?’ 
 
    ‘We have some files on him.’ 
 
    I squash down my desperation to see them. Despite everything, there’s still part of me that wants to bring Dante round to my side – even though I don’t think it’s ever going to happen.  
 
    ‘It’s good to see you don’t trust him,’ Ingold continues. ‘He’s done some good things but all the evidence suggests he’s not a good person.’ 
 
    ‘I get that,’ I sigh. 
 
    Ingold throws me a sympathetic glance but it doesn’t make me feel any better. ‘It’s smart keeping him on side and not pushing him out of the Dreamlands just yet.’ 
 
    I’m not sure I’ll ever have either the guts or the will to do that but I don’t tell that to Ingold. ‘You should wake up,’ I tell him softly. ‘There’s a certain Dane I need to find before morning.’ 
 
    He meets my eyes. ‘Then I’ll see you on the other side.’ He coughs and looks around. ‘How do I find the door?’ 
 
    I smile slightly. ‘Just pinch yourself.’ 
 
    ‘That really works?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    He shrugs, grabs the fleshy part of his arm and pinches hard. He winces and opens his mouth to say something else but it’s too late – I can already feel myself being jerked away. ‘I’ll see you soon,’ I call.  
 
    And then I’m back in the clearing in the Dreamlands forest. 
 
    *** 
 
    The first street I come to in the town is very busy. There are people everywhere and many of them have worried expressions on their faces. I wonder if it’s because the sky seems even darker than last time; there’s a definite tinge of gloomy grey to it that seems out of place. I gaze at it warily for a moment then tuck my hair behind my ear and step out from the cover of the trees, falling in behind a group who are chatting to each other and oblivious to my presence. 
 
    One of them is saying, ‘I heard a rumour that the Department have the dreamweaver.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I heard,’ someone else interrupts, ignoring the gasps from the others. ‘I heard that she’s got them on the run. They’re terrified of what she’s going to do.’ 
 
    ‘She? How do you know it’s a woman?’ 
 
    ‘I have a contact in England,’ the speaker says smugly. 
 
    I wonder who she’s talking about and I wonder how my old acquaintances back home know what I’m doing. Maybe Lilith has been spreading tales. Or maybe Esme and Bron and the rest are simply trying to do me a favour by spreading positive gossip. Perhaps the old barn, with its network of whispers in the walls, has been passing on the information for me. I shrug; either way, it’s not going to affect what I’m about to do. And if the Department really are running scared, it can only be good for me. It’s about time someone else felt the same fear that’s dogged me for years. 
 
    When we reach the first crossroads, I peel away. I’m heading directly for the main square and the Department headquarters where I’m hoping that I’ll find Jepsen. I might be in a different country but Copenhagen and Zurich are in the same time zone so they share the same Dreamlands town. If Larry, Curly and Moe are here too, then it’ll be an extraordinary bonus. I hope I get all of my dreamweaving powers to work otherwise this could end up very badly for me. 
 
    I pull back my shoulders and march through the quaint, cobbled streets. I spot the teenager who directed me to the Department before. He opens his mouth as if to say hello or pass the time of the day but seems to think better of it when I get closer. Hopefully the expression on my face shows that I mean business. I stride past him and then stop. What the other group were saying about the Department running scared was helpful; perhaps I can add some fuel to the fire. 
 
    I whirl round and walk back to him. Another boy of a similar age is standing next to him, slouching against the wall. I guess it doesn’t matter whether you’re a teenager in the real world or the dream world – your attitude is exactly the same. I realise that I recognise him as the kid who was trying to gain access to the Bubble when I’d gone after Ingoldby. I could use that sort of foolhardy curiosity. For now, I focus on the first kid. ‘You,’ I say. ‘What’s your name?’ 
 
    His friend nudges him in the ribs. ‘Got yourself a cougar, eh, Lucas?’ 
 
    I roll my eyes. Lucas, meanwhile, groans audibly. ‘Nice going. Now you’ve told my name to the fucking Department.’ 
 
    His friend blinks, apparently realising what he’d said. I smile. ‘I told you already, Lucas, I’m not with the Department. And I know you don’t like them any more than I do.’ 
 
    His lip curls. ‘Yeah? What of it? It’s not like anyone can do anything against them. They’re too powerful.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I say, tapping my mouth thoughtfully, ‘I might be able to do something.’ 
 
    His friend snorts. ‘You?’ His disbelief is palpable. 
 
    I’m actually enjoying this. ‘I’m the dreamweaver.’ 
 
    ‘Bullshit.’ He says it quickly but I can see the doubt in his eyes. 
 
    Lucas folds his arms. ‘Prove it.’ 
 
    ‘Okay then.’ I look around for something useful. When I spy the weathervane on top of a nearby cottage, I grin. That’s perfect. ‘What’s your favourite animal?’ I ask. 
 
    His eyes dart around suspiciously as if this is some kind of trick. ‘Lion.’ 
 
    His friend laughs. ‘Tell the truth.’ 
 
    Lucas throws him another glare. ‘Fine. It’s dogs.’ 
 
    Liking dogs isn’t something to conceal. I smirk. ‘What kind of dogs?’ 
 
    His bottom lip juts out. ‘It’s only because I grew up with them. It’s not my fault my mum likes them.’ 
 
    I repeat my question. ‘What kind of dogs?’ 
 
    ‘Chihuahuas,’ he mumbles. 
 
    My grin grows. Perfect. ‘And you?’ I say to his friend. ‘What’s your favourite colour?’ 
 
    ‘Pink,’ he tosses out. The faint twitch of his eyebrows suggests he’s lying but I like the idea of a pink Chihuahua so I go with it. Besides, I don’t want to stand around here all day. 
 
    I tilt back my head and focus on the weathervane then, because I feel that it will add an edge of drama, I lift my hand and point at it. Just as Lucas starts to scoff, there’s a crash of thunder and lightning forks down, touching the edge of the vane. Lucas shrieks and all but leaps towards his mate for safety. They back away while around us other passers-by stare around in alarm. 
 
    ‘You… That… You…’ Lucas stammers, swinging his head wildly from the vane to me and back again. Where there used to be a proud iron cockerel, there’s now a pink Chihuahua. For effect, I even added a diamond-studded collar. Nice. 
 
    ‘You really are the dreamweaver.’ The pair of them stare at me with a mixture of horror, delight and fascination 
 
    I dust off my palms and smile. ‘I am. And I’m about to confront the Department. You might want to come along and watch. Bring your friends. Everyone’s welcome. The Department have ruled the roost for too long. It’s time for us Chihuahuas to take over.’ I turn back and continue my march. 
 
    For a moment I think they’re too scared to follow me then I hear a murmur and the welcome patter of footsteps. It’s not just Lucas and his friend; the others are curious enough to fall into line. There’s nothing like a bit of pressure to make me rise to the occasion. More and more people join our group; by the time I reach the square, I’m starting to feel like the Pied Piper.  
 
    There, on the steps of their ugly headquarters, stand six members of the Department. Moe’s not there but Jepsen, Larry and Curly, aka Alastair Hendricks, plus three others whom I don’t recognise, are all there, drawn no doubt by the thunder and lightning which signalled that something had permanently changed. Me. I made this happen. The Department have no idea what they started when they came for me. They’re about to learn. 
 
    The crowd behind me comes to a halt, no doubt as worried about the Department as they are fascinated by me. I ignore them and stroll forward, whistling. When I reach the foot of steps, I hail Jepsen et al and raise a hand in greeting. ‘Hey!’ I call. ‘How’s it going?’ Jepsen flinches and turns away. I wrinkle my nose. ‘Freddie! My old friend. Don’t go!’ 
 
    Larry glares at me. ‘Don’t you dare threaten him,’ he spits. 
 
    I make a show of frowning. ‘I didn’t threaten him.’ I glance back at the crowd of Travellers. ‘Did you hear a threat? Because all I heard was me telling him that he shouldn’t leave. I didn’t say “Don’t leave or I’ll cut your balls off”. I definitely didn’t say “If you leave, I’ll tell your wife about the affair you’re having with your secretary”. And I definitely didn’t say “If you leave I’ll tell everyone your real name is Frederik Jepsen, CEO of Frandsen, which is based in Copenhagen at 22…’ 
 
    ‘Enough!’ Jepsen shouts. 
 
    I wince. ‘That was pretty loud.’ 
 
    Larry smirks. ‘I never liked you anyway, Jepsen. Tough luck.’ He tosses his head at me. ‘Fair play, Ms Lydon. You got him. But you can’t get all of us.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I ask. I point at Curly. ‘He’s Alistair Hendricks. You are…’ 
 
    Larry jerks forward while Curly goes so pale I’m afraid he’s going to keel over. ‘You’ve made your point.’ 
 
    ‘Have I?’ I blink, the very picture of innocence. 
 
    ‘Go on!’ someone from the crowd shouts. ‘Keep going! Tell us who they all are!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah! Let’s see how they keep on lording it over us when we know who they really are.’ 
 
    I raise my eyebrows at Larry. His mouth flattens in a thin line. ‘Why don’t we continue this inside?’ he suggests. 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. I would hate to deny these good people,’ I wave my hand behind me, ‘a good show.’ 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, there’s a whole lot that I want. In fact, the list is so long that it’ll take us some time to get through it.’ I’m not daft enough to believe that any of these bastards will keep to the agreement we make here, so I don’t bother asking them to stay away from my friends and me. It would be a waste of breath. I have to use the immediacy of this situation to get what I want; the time for negotiations is well and truly over. 
 
    ‘I want Jepsen,’ I say, my voice ringing loud and clear. There’s a rising murmur from the crowd at my back. I hold up my hand and they fall silent. I could get used to this.  
 
    The Dane shakes his head violently and steps back. He might be a respected figure in the real world, with bodyguards at his beck and call, but in this world he can’t beat me. Not now, not with what I’ve learnt from Ingold’s files. 
 
    Something about my manner seems to convince Larry. He pushes Jepsen forward, making him stumble down the steps in my direction. ‘There’s no honour amongst thieves,’ I tut. ‘How do you lot agree on anything when you obviously can’t trust each other?’ 
 
    The five remaining Department members exchange nervous glances. Hopefully, I’ve set the cat amongst the pigeons and they’ll start tearing each other apart. The watching crowd will spread tales of this encounter far and wide and that will also help.  
 
    I clap my hands. Jepsen gazes at me balefully. ‘You lied to me,’ I tell him. ‘You’ve come back here and you’re still plotting against me.’ 
 
    Impressively, he seems to be recovering his form. He straightens his shoulders and meets me head-on with a taut rejoinder. ‘So what? You’ve already exposed my identity. Go ahead and tell the world what you know about my family. I’m not going to kowtow to you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not looking for obeisance,’ I say softly. ‘And you are the ones who started all this. I didn’t come looking for you until you threatened me and mine.’ I sigh. ‘I gave you a chance to make things right but you didn’t take it. Now you’ve left me with no choice.’ 
 
    ‘Ha,’ Jepsen sneers. ‘What are you going to do? Turn me into a small pink dog?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I say sadly. ‘Your power in the real world comes from your power and knowledge in this world. Without what you have here, you won’t last long.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t take this away from me.’ 
 
    I meet his eyes. ‘Yes, I can.’ I raise my hand and point at him. ‘I cast you out.’ 
 
    ‘You stupid bitch! You can’t…’ 
 
    There’s another crack of thunder and a bolt of lightning ricochets from above, slamming directly into Jepsen’s skull. There’s a faint sizzle of burning hair and then he’s gone; where he was standing there’s nothing more than a shadow ‒ and even that is fading away before my eyes. 
 
    The Travellers start their murmured chorus again. Larry yells at them, ‘He disapparated! He woke up so he didn’t have to listen to this stupid woman any longer.’ 
 
    ‘Then wait and see,’ I tell him. ‘Wait and see if he comes back tomorrow.’ I turn my head. ‘In fact, if that weathervane is still a pink Chihuahua after the stroke of midnight, you already have your answer. I am the dreamweaver and that means I have control over what happens in every dream realm across the world, including the ability to expel whoever I choose.’ 
 
    Larry is finally lost for words but unfortunately Hendricks takes over. ‘We’ll come after you in real life!’ he bursts out. ‘You can throw us out of the Dreamlands but we will hunt you down. There’s no longer any reason to keep you alive. We will kill you and everything you love.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know where I am right now?’ I say. ‘I’m with Interpol. How difficult do you think it would be for me to make a few suggestions to them? Not to mention that if I strip you of your Traveller status, I can visit your other dreams. I can plant suggestions in your heads too and you’ll never know.’ 
 
    Hendricks falls silent again. Thank goodness. ‘Make sure Jepsen knows that when you see him next,’ I add. ‘I know it will be soon, Alistair. After all, you must be nearby. You met him today.’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t going to work, Zoe,’ Larry says. ‘We’re powerful people. We can hurt you.’ 
 
    ‘And now you know how much I can hurt you,’ I respond. ‘If you want a war then you’ve got one.’ I sweep my gaze across them. ‘I’ll be seeing you.’  
 
    And with that I wake myself up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Oh, what a tangled web we weave. 
 
    William Shakespeare 
 
      
 
    When I open my eyes, Ingold is hunched over a computer staring at the flickering images on the screen with the giddy attitude of a schoolboy. The white-coated doctor, together with Rawlins and my mother, are crowding round him. Even the Chairman seems to be fascinated; his head is turned away from me and towards them. Feeling a bit sad and ignored, I crane my neck to try and see what’s going on. 
 
    Rawlins is obviously fascinated. ‘So you remember everything?’ she probes. ‘And that’s what it looked like?’ 
 
    ‘The images are a bit cloudy and unclear but generally yes.’ Ingold exhales loudly. ‘This is amazing. We’ve tried out the machine under varying different circumstances but the results have never been this good.’ 
 
    My mother sniffs. ‘That’s because you didn’t have Zoe.’ 
 
    Ingold responds quietly, ‘You’re right. She makes all the difference.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ the doctor asks, jabbing at the screen. ‘I take it he’s part of your dream?’ 
 
    Even from my awkward position I can see Rawlins stiffen. ‘He’s not from your subconscious,’ she says, a hint of steely anger in her voice. ‘That’s Dante.’ 
 
    Ingold pulls back and glances at her. ‘You know him?’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately I’ve had the displeasure of meeting him.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t know who I am,’ Ingold says. ‘And he didn’t realise what we were up to.’ 
 
    ‘That’s something. He’s been on Zoe’s tail for weeks now. It’s probably only a matter of time before he works out what’s going on here,’ she adds darkly. ‘He has knack for keeping abreast of current events.’ 
 
    ‘He’s coming here tomorrow morning.’ 
 
    My mother squeaks and puts her hand to her throat. ‘Here?’ 
 
    ‘He wants the dreamweaver.’ 
 
    Everyone wants the damned dreamweaver. I mutter an expletive and everyone turns towards me. 
 
    ‘Darling! How are you feeling?’ my mother asks. 
 
    I sit up and smile. ‘I’m fine. A bit groggy, but fine.’ I glance meaningfully at Ingold. ‘I kicked out Jepsen. He’s no longer a Traveller so he’s no longer a member of the Department.’ 
 
    Rawlins stares. ‘You can do that?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently so.’ I run a hand through my hair. ‘The point is that he’s going to be on the warpath after me. And so are all the others. They’re afraid of me and what I can do to them. They’re not going to want me to continue.’ 
 
    Ingold drums his fingers on the table. ‘We’ll need to manage that somehow. I wouldn’t worry. I think we can deal with them.’ 
 
    ‘They have a large network of resources at their fingertips,’ I remind him. ‘They’re all wealthy, powerful people.’ Despite my warning that I’d mess with their dreaming minds once I’d expelled them from the Dreamlands, I don’t think they’re going to stop coming after me. The only option left to the Department now is to completely obliterate me. 
 
    ‘Well,’ my mother huffs, ‘we’ll get these lovely people here to arrest them all and then you’ll be perfectly safe.’ 
 
    ‘We need a reason to arrest them, Mrs Lydon,’ Ingold replies gently. 
 
    She rolls her eyes. ‘I’m not sure what the point is in having the police on your side when the police aren’t prepared to do anything.’ Rawlins looks at her from beneath her eyelashes. My mother shrugs expressively.  
 
    Ingold scratches his chin. ‘Do you have any real evidence of wrongdoing?’ 
 
    ‘They kidnapped that girl!’ 
 
    ‘Ashley,’ I say. ‘They took Ashley.’ 
 
    ‘She’s British?’ 
 
    I nod. ‘Yes. But I don’t think she saw anyone she could name. Even if she could, it would be her word against theirs.’ I meet Ingold’s eyes. ‘Everyone has tried for so long to keep the Dreamlands secret because…’ 
 
    ‘Because it makes you look crazy.’ 
 
    I sigh. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    The doctor, who up until now has been busy at the computer, finally speaks up. ‘We have proof now.’ She gestures at the screen. ‘We can do more.’ 
 
    ‘Do you actually know who else is in the Department?’ I ask. ‘Beyond Hendricks and Jepsen?’ 
 
    She exchanges fleeting glances with Ingold. He opens his mouth to answer but I hold up my hand. ‘It’s alright,’ I say drily. ‘They are adept at concealing their identities, after all.’ 
 
    ‘And,’ Ingold adds, ‘it’s been a while since we’ve been able to gain access to the Dreamlands.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to give you that access.’ 
 
    He inclines his head. ‘You don’t even need to stay here or do very much to help us.’ 
 
    My eyes narrow. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    Ingold smiles. ‘You have the ability to remove people from that world. That means that the reverse is probably also true.’ 
 
    I suck in a breath. ‘You think I can make you a Traveller.’ 
 
    ‘We think it’s a possibility.’ 
 
    My mind races. There’s so much that could go right – and very wrong – in such a scenario. This time it’s Rawlins who voices my concerns. ‘That’s a lot of power to have.’ 
 
    ‘It is.’ Ingold’s response is calm but his words are edged with steel. ‘But think of all the good we could do.’ He points at me. ‘You saw the file, you know what’s happened in the past. You’ve also been inside my head. You know, Zoe, that you can trust me.’ 
 
    The trouble is that he’s asking me not just to trust him but to trust an entire organisation. While I have no doubt that Interpol is filled to the rafters with people who possess integrity and goodwill, I find it impossible to believe that there aren’t those who are less trustworthy. 
 
    ‘And would you tell the world what you can do?’ Rawlins persists. ‘That you can visit the dreams of potential criminals and prevent crimes before they begin?’ 
 
    ‘People wouldn’t believe us.’ 
 
    She smiles humourlessly. ‘But the good doctor here has just said you have proof. It would not be too difficult to broadcast what you could do and prove it.’ 
 
    ‘In theory no, it wouldn’t be. However, you know as well as I do, sergeant, that if the public at large are aware of all your methods then you’re at a disadvantage.’ 
 
    ‘So you’d keep it secret. You’d rattle around inside the minds of anyone who takes your interest and no one would ever know.’ 
 
    Ingold’s jaw tightens fractionally. ‘It’s for the greater good.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ my mother says, ‘the last thing I want is for strangers to peer inside my brain. It’s wrong.’ 
 
    ‘We wouldn’t be looking at you, Mrs Lydon,’ he replies. ‘You’re not a criminal. Besides, if you have nothing to hide, why would it be an issue?’ 
 
    ‘Security versus privacy, you mean.’ 
 
    ‘More like liberty versus control,’ Rawlins mutters. I throw her a surprised glance; it’s not a point of view I’d expect her to hold. People keep on surprising me, in both good and bad ways. 
 
    ‘In any case,’ I interrupt, ‘this is all hypothetical. We don’t know whether I’d be able to do it. I’d need to enter your dreams and then…’ I shrug helplessly. ‘Then I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘It’s worth trying,’ Ingold says. 
 
    I don’t answer him. Frankly, right now there are more pressing matters to consider. ‘The Department is my immediate concern,’ I say. ‘We have to sort them out first and release their stranglehold on the Dreamlands. We also need to stop them coming after me or anyone else in revenge.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already posted surveillance on Jepsen,’ Ingold says. His tone is pointed; he’s pulling out all the stops to make sure I know he’s with me all the way. ‘I’ll do the same for Hendricks. If they make any move against you we’ll know about it and prevent it from happening.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a lot more to the Department than those two.’ 
 
    He nods. ‘So you need to work with the tracker and locate the identities of the others.’ 
 
    My mother scowls. ‘She should stay away from that man.’ 
 
    I run a hand through my hair. ‘I’m not sure I have much choice at this point. Besides, he’s still under the impression that I’m starting to trust him again.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure about that?’ Rawlins asks. ‘We already know how dangerous he can be.’ 
 
    Ingold puts a hand on my arm. ‘We’ll help out. We won’t let him touch you.’ 
 
    I bite my lip. It’s not them I’m worried about as far as Dante’s concerned. It’s me.  
 
    *** 
 
    It’s mid-morning before he appears. Ingold and I are sitting together, thrashing out the last details, and I can tell he’s itching to get back to persuading me to grant him access to the Dreamlands. Every time I think he’s going to bring it up, I change the subject. I’m aware that I’m only useful because of my potential to be used. There are very few people who are interested in me regardless of my status as dreamweaver. I try not to dwell on it because it’s remarkably depressing if I do. 
 
    ‘So,’ Ingold says, for what must be the umpteenth time, ‘if we lose track of you and the transmitter in your shoe stops working and you need to contact us, what’s the number?’ I recite it from memory. He nods approvingly. ‘And the code?’ 
 
    I roll my eyes. ‘We’ve been through this. Several times.’ 
 
    ‘Humour me.’ He isn’t smiling. 
 
    I sigh. ‘The lion sleeps tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. And if that fails…’ 
 
    ‘It won’t.’ 
 
    ‘If it does…’ 
 
    ‘I present myself to the nearest police station and tell them to contact you.’ 
 
    Ingold nods. ‘I’ll be ready and waiting.’ 
 
    I should be pleased that there are contingency plans on top of contingency plans. The trouble is that Ingold can only control what happens in the real world – and right now that’s not my concern. I’m alone in the Dreamlands and only have myself to rely on. And I can be hurt there just as easily as here. 
 
    He passes me a folded sheet of paper. ‘I’m not sure this is the best plan.’ 
 
    I shrug as I put it into my pocket. ‘Right now it’s the only plan we’ve got.’ 
 
    There’s a sharp knock on the door and Shiny-suit Man’s face peers round. ‘He’s arrived.’ 
 
    Ingold gets up and throws me a meaningful glance. ‘You know what to do?’ 
 
    I nod. ‘Yes. Don’t worry.’ I ignore the thread of fear rising through the pit of my stomach and wrap my arms round myself. 
 
    ‘You’re shivering.’ 
 
    ‘I’m cold.’ 
 
    Ingold pauses for a moment. I think he’s going to argue with me but he merely nods. He reaches out as if to touch my arm then withdraws, clearly thinking better of it. He doesn’t want me in his dreams again. Not that I blame him. ‘Look after yourself, Zoe,’ he says instead. ‘We’ll be watching.’  
 
    I follow him into the corridor, take a few steps forward and then pause in my tracks. ‘Ingold?’ I ask softly. 
 
    He turns round. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    I choose my words carefully, hoping I’m not about to mess this up. ‘Whoever she is,’ I say, keeping my voice low enough so that anyone else in the vicinity doesn’t overhear, ‘and whatever happened to her, you know deep down that she’s not coming back. You know that you need to move on.’ I attempt a smile. ‘And you will, sooner or later.’ 
 
    He stares at me. He knows what I’m referring to. ‘My wife,’ he says finally. ‘She left me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    He watches me for a moment then he straightens up. ‘Thank you,’ he says. He holds my gaze. ‘I think for the first time in a long time I can see that there might be a future for me without her.’ 
 
    There’s something about the expression in his eyes that makes me swallow and step back. I lick my lips then incline my head in acknowledgment. A grin threatens the corner of his mouth and he turns forward once more. I fall in behind. Now that I have time to appreciate it, he does indeed cut a very fine figure. I realise I’m staring at his arse and hastily look at the floor instead. 
 
    We head back towards another interrogation room where he gently cuffs me. ‘Is that too tight?’ he asks. I shake my head. ‘What you said in the corridor?’ he continues. ‘You were trying to help me. You should see that it proves Travellers can do good. We can do good.’ 
 
    Somehow I doubt that Interpol – or anyone else for that matter – would care about making someone like Ingold feel better about their personal problems. I give him a tentative smile and take a deep breath. ‘Let’s get this over and done with.’ 
 
    Ingold nods, suddenly all business-like, and points at the camera before taking a seat opposite me. ‘So, Ms Lydon,’ he says carefully, ‘why don’t you tell me more about the explosion that happened here?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again,’ I begin. ‘I had nothing to do with that.’ 
 
    The door bursts open and Dante strides through. ‘I am Ms Lydon’s lawyer,’ he barks, ‘and you have no right to question her without legal representation being present.’ 
 
    I flash Dante what I hope is a relieved smile. His attention remains fixed on Ingold, who casually stands up, exuding as much authority as Dante does. ‘Ms Lydon waived her rights to a lawyer,’ he says. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    Dante passes over a card. Ingold takes it and examines it for a second before shrugging and glancing at me. ‘Is this man your lawyer?’ I’m impressed at the sneer he manages to inject into his voice. I nod mutely.  
 
    Dante glares at Ingold. ‘You’ve obviously terrified her.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ I say, although I bristle at the patronising nature of his words. 
 
    Ingold nods towards the spare chair but Dante remains standing. ‘Has my client been charged?’ he demands. 
 
    ‘Not yet—’ 
 
    ‘Then,’ he interrupts, ‘it’s high time she was released. You have no evidence and no reason to hold her.’ 
 
    ‘She is here for questioning regarding allegations of terrorism.’ Ingold’s gaze hardens. ‘I’m sure you can appreciate that we take such allegations very seriously.’ 
 
    ‘Does she look like a terrorist to you?’ 
 
    ‘What exactly does a terrorist look like?’ Ingold asks. ‘Because in my experience they rarely go around wearing labels to advertise themselves.’ 
 
    Dante’s lip curls. ‘You know very well what I mean. Where exactly do these allegations come from?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not at liberty to say.’ 
 
    I can almost see the steam coming out of Dante’s ears. Ingold has already told me that there were three separate phone calls traced to three separate European countries naming me as someone who was planning something ‘large’. Obviously it was the Department’s doing. The international nature of the tip-offs lent weight to the allegations but at no point was there any proof. In fact, if the press hadn’t been tipped off at the same time, it was unlikely anyone else would have ever heard my name. Another reason to despise the bastards. 
 
    ‘If you can’t show any concrete proof you need to let Ms Lydon go. The embassy has already been contacted and—’ 
 
    ‘I can assure you that we communicated fully with all the relevant authorities,’ Ingold states stiffly. ‘We have a few more questions pertaining to the explosion which took place on Wednesday.’ 
 
    ‘Given that my client was videoed walking towards the building when the explosion occurred, any suggestion of her involvement can hardly be credible.’ There’s an angry fire in Dante’s eyes. I sigh inwardly; if I didn’t know better, I’d be falling into his arms right about now. 
 
    Ingold glares at him. ‘Wait here.’ He stalks out of the room, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    I turn to Dante. ‘You came,’ I breathe. Come on, Zoe. You can do this. ‘You really came.’ 
 
    ‘I told you I would.’ He glances at my cuffed wrists. ‘I can’t believe they tied you up.’ 
 
    ‘They said it was procedure.’ 
 
    He snorts. ‘This whole thing is a sham and they know it.’ 
 
    ‘The Department…’ 
 
    He flashes me a warning glare, gesturing surreptitiously upwards to the camera in the corner of the room. I fall silent. A moment later, Ingold returns and passes an official-looking document to Dante. He scans through it and nods, apparently satisfied, before placing it in front of me so I can also read it. 
 
    ‘We will release Ms Lydon,’ Ingold intones, ‘on the proviso that she returns directly to the United Kingdom and presents herself at her local police station immediately upon arrival. There may well be more questions to be answered.’ 
 
    Dante considers this then nods. ‘That is acceptable.’ 
 
    My mouth falls open. ‘That’s it? You’ve held me overnight on suspicion of terrorism and now you’re going to let me go?’ 
 
    Ingold smirks. ‘Oh, don’t worry. There’s still the matter of your false passport to consider. You’re not off the hook.’ 
 
    A muscle throbs in Dante’s jaw. ‘And her mother? Her friends?’ 
 
    ‘My cat?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘They are also free to leave. Even the cat.’ 
 
    Ingold’s attempt at humour falls on deaf ears. ‘You shot Adam McDonald,’ Dante says. ‘You’re most certainly not off the hook either.’ 
 
    Ingold raises his eyebrows. ‘We’ll see.’ He leans over and unlocks the cuffs. I rub my wrists.  
 
    ‘Let’s get out of here,’ I tell Dante. He nods. Without further ado, the pair of us stroll out, not looking back even once. 
 
    ‘There aren’t any journalists around,’ Dante tells me in a low voice as we go out into the chill morning air. ‘I made sure of it.’ 
 
    ‘Good. What about at the hospital?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t go there.’ 
 
    I put up a protest. ‘But my mother and Rawlins and Adam are there.’ 
 
    ‘Your ex-boyfriend is recovering nicely. I checked. I’m sure they can make their own way back.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘You heard the detective, Zoe. You need to get back home. Besides, it’ll be easier to fly under the radar from both the media and the Department if we travel alone.’ 
 
    I consider trying a bit harder but, as this is what I wanted all along, I nod in agreement. Dante takes my arm whether as support or to ensure I don’t run off in the opposite direction I’m not entirely sure. ‘Now what?’ I whisper. ‘Are we going to be able to access those records? Do you really think we can we stop the Department?’ 
 
    Dante stops walking and turns to me. ‘Of course we can.’ His thumb brushes lightly against my cheek. ‘If we work together, we can achieve anything.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t hurt anyone, will you?’ There’s a quaver in my voice that’s not faked. 
 
    ‘Not if you don’t want me to.’ 
 
    I curve my lips into a smile. ‘Thank you, Dante. Thank you for coming to get me. Thank you for not giving up on me when I’d given up on you.’ 
 
    ‘I love you, Zoe. I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to stick to you like glue from now on.’ 
 
    My stomach lurches. My smile broadens. ‘Fantastic. I’m so lucky to have you.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    It is during our darkest moments that we must focus to see the light. 
 
    Aristotle Onassis 
 
      
 
    Our journey back to the cold shores of Britain is uneventful. When I make a point of calling the hospital and speaking to my mother and Rawlins, I’m painfully aware that every word is being recorded. I use Ingold’s pre-determined code words to assure everyone that things are going to plan.  
 
    Dante, by my side, doesn’t seem to react. I know that half the reason my behaviour around him is so credible is because my heart is still conflicted. I think he senses that I still have doubts because he twines my fingers with his and won’t let go, even when we’re getting on and off the plane.  
 
    We’re barely out of the gate and walking towards immigration when two burly looking uniforms step in behind us. I stiffen nervously but Dante squeezes my hand in reassurance. ‘Don’t worry,’ he tells me. ‘Their presence is a good thing.’ 
 
    ‘How do you reckon that?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ he says, ‘first of all, they know who you are and they’re not throwing you into a cell.’ 
 
    ‘That could mean they want to see who I make contact with and what my plans are,’ I tell him. 
 
    ‘It could be. But they’re not hiding their presence either. They’ll follow you around until they can confirm Interpol’s analysis that you’re not a threat.’ He pauses. ‘No one in the Department will dare make a move against you while you have the law on your tail.’ 
 
    He has a point. Although what Dante doesn’t know – and what I do – is that Interpol are already watching my every move. I’m as valuable to the Dream Team as I am to the Department. Still, at least I can rest easy that for the time being I’m unlikely to be snatched off the street or gunned down in cold blood. Unless Dante manages something when we’re alone, that is. 
 
    I force a smile and try to relax. ‘You’re right. It’s just…’ 
 
    ‘That this is everything you were terrified of.’ 
 
    I nod. My agoraphobia feels like it was in a different life that involved a different Zoe but some of those old fears still linger. I shudder delicately. If everything goes to plan, I won’t have to worry again. I send up a silent prayer: please let it all go to plan. 
 
    We’re followed out of the airport. When we reach our hire car I think the two men have decided to leave us alone but, as we reach the roundabout on the way out of the complex, I spot them behind us. They’re not taking any chances. I still find it difficult to believe I’m a credible threat but the British security forces obviously think otherwise. 
 
    ‘So,’ Dante says, once we’re on the motorway, ‘what exactly did Interpol question you about?’ 
 
    ‘Bombs mostly,’ I grunt. I fiddle with the radio, turning it up loud to distract him from making conversation. The less I say about what happened with Ingold, the less I’ll have to lie. I need to keep Dante on side for as long as possible. 
 
    ‘Did they ask you about your dreams?’ he asks, raising his voice to be heard. 
 
    I start. ‘No. Why would they?’ 
 
    He grips the steering wheel. ‘There have been rumours for a long time that some law enforcement officials are aware of the Dreamlands.’ 
 
    I scratch my nose. ‘Well, obviously they’re not just rumours.’ 
 
    He straightens up. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘Rawlins. She’s in the police and she knows all about them.’ 
 
    I sense him relax again. ‘Oh. Her.’ 
 
    My insides tighten. ‘She’s a good person.’ 
 
    ‘She encouraged you to run away.’ 
 
    No, she didn’t; I made her come with me to keep her safe. ‘Mmm,’ I murmur noncommittally. I close my eyes and lean my head against the window. 
 
    ‘Zoe!’ Dante barks. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t go to sleep. I don’t you want you in the Dreamlands without me.’ 
 
    I bet he doesn’t. ‘I’m just resting my eyes,’ I say, keeping calm. 
 
    ‘If you drift off and wake up there, there’s no telling what might happen. The Department know you’re coming back. They’ll have people ready and waiting. If they try to hurt you and I’m not there to protect you…’ 
 
    I wonder when Dante decided I was weak and helpless and in need of his protection to survive. Of course, I know he doesn’t want me alone in the Dreamlands because he wants to keep tabs on my every move. But I genuinely think he also believes protection is his job. He doesn’t want to lose his investment – and he doesn’t think I can look after myself. 
 
    ‘It’ll be fine,’ I tell him.  
 
    ‘I know you, Zoe, better than you know yourself. You’re exhausted. Why don’t we pull over and both take a nap?’ 
 
    I’m not sure I’m ready for this just yet. ‘We’ll be too vulnerable in the car. The Department…’ 
 
    ‘If we park at the next service station, there’ll be enough people coming and going that even if someone from the Department is on our tail they won’t dare to do anything. Besides,’ he adds with a dark edge, ‘we’re vulnerable everywhere.’ 
 
    I’m not sure why he thinks he’s vulnerable but I’m out of arguments and I suppose I’m only prolonging the inevitable. ‘Fair enough,’ I say quietly. 
 
    Dante takes his eyes off the road for a moment to glance at me. ‘You’re afraid.’ 
 
    I twist my fingers in my lap. ‘I didn’t leave things with Ashley, Bron or Esme in a particularly good state.’ 
 
    ‘You did better than me. It’ll be good to get back. I should apologise to Ashley.’ 
 
    I bite back the response that an apology is hardly going to make up for kidnapping her and holding her captive. There’s still a lot to be done and I need Dante on side for at least part of it. 
 
    Dante finds us a spot directly opposite the main service station doors. He turns off the engine while my eyes follow the various people wandering in and out. Some look harassed, some look excited, some look bored. Lucky them. 
 
    I unclip my seatbelt and push my seat back to try and get more comfortable. Dante turns to me. ‘We can sleep together on the backseat if you want.’ 
 
    We might only be within a hand’s breadth of each other but the thought of spooning with him – feeling his hard body next to mine with all its traitorous reactions – is too much. I know I can’t trust him; I can say the same about my libido. 
 
    ‘It’ll be too cramped,’ I manage. ‘Here is comfortable.’ 
 
    His silver eyes search my face for a moment. ‘You’re probably right,’ he says finally. He leans back his seat. ‘I’ll see you on the other side.’ He shifts his weight and closes his eyes.  
 
    Swallowing, I do the same. I need to relax if I’m going to fall asleep. I count in my head, the familiarity of the action helping to calm my mind. By the time I’ve reached thirty, my ears are starting to prickle. It’s show time. 
 
    I’d been expecting to apparate in the same forest clearing where I always do. When I open my eyes and look around, however, it’s clear that’s not the case. I’m in a large – and incredibly familiar – marble-floored room. It’s the ballroom in the fairy-tale castle that overlooks my native Dreamlands town. This is where all those poor people trapped in comas were before I came along and woke them up. I pointed the finger at Ashley for the deed, effectively telling the world that she was the dreamweaver rather than me. I wonder how things would have gone if I’d acted differently.  
 
    I shake myself. Rather than worrying over what can’t be changed, or stressing about why I’ve apparated in a different place, I need to take full advantage of my solitude. It won’t be long before Dante catches up to me but if I can find Esme first and explain to her what’s going on, my odds of success will increase a little. 
 
    I don’t waste any more time. Sprinting ahead, my shoes squeaking on the shiny floor, I dash out of the room and hurl myself down the stairs. It’s still daytime so there will be few other Travellers here and my progress will be unimpeded. All I need to do is to find Esme before Dante arrives. 
 
    I skid towards the ornate doors that lead outside and slam them open, then come to an abrupt halt. Something is wrong. The town shouldn’t look like this. 
 
    Instead of the brilliant sunshine that normally beams down on the quaint rooftops and cobbled streets, the sky is dark and stormy. I hadn’t imagined the grey of the Western European zone; here things are even worse. The dark grey clouds remind me of Dante’s eyes and there’s a chill in the air that I’ve never felt here before. My bones feel as if they’re turning to ice ‒ and it’s not just because of the temperature. Is this related to why I apparated into the castle instead of the forest? Is this somehow happening because of me? 
 
    I look around anxiously. The street in front of me is silent and empty. On the one hand that’s good because it means I won’t be interrupted; on the other hand, there’s no one to ask about the weather. I have no way of knowing whether this is typical and I’ve not been coming here long enough for me to tell. I suppress a shiver. My need to find Esme is even more urgent than before. 
 
    I start running again. I pray that she’s at her little shop, the one she runs on a barter system to help out Travellers who find bits and pieces during their dream travels that they wish to exchange for something more fun or more useful. Esme isn’t like the others; she’s always here. In the real world, she’s hooked up to machines which are keeping her alive in a hospital. Unlike the coma victims I rescued, Esme remains awake every day and every night. I can’t begin to imagine how trapped she feels. Even when I was agoraphobic, I always knew I could escape if I had to. Esme can’t do that, no matter what happens. 
 
    I swerve round the corner onto her street. When I see her familiar figure ahead, her hand shielding her eyes as she gazes up at the strange sky, I exhale loudly in relief and open my mouth to call her. She’s already turning in my direction. ‘Esme,’ I shout, rather unnecessarily. 
 
    She doesn’t move. At least she’s not running away from me. I catch up to her, slightly breathless. ‘We don’t have long. Dante is here as well and I have no idea where he apparated. We fell asleep at the same time but I apparated into the castle. The only other time I’ve done that is when I was knocked unconscious.’ I’m aware that I’m babbling so I force myself to take a breath. ‘What’s happened to the sky? Has it been like this before?’ 
 
    Esme’s expression doesn’t change. She cocks her head slightly and watches me but I have no idea whether she’s pleased to see me or whether she’d prefer me to be dead in a ditch somewhere. Finally she asks, ‘Is it true?’  
 
    I blink. ‘That I’m a terrorist? You heard about that? Definitely not! The Department made all that up. You know I’m not like that.’ 
 
    Her brow furrows ever so slightly. ‘Terrorism?’ 
 
    I step back. ‘You haven’t heard about that?’ I pause. ‘So what do you mean? What’s true?’ 
 
    A faraway light comes into her eyes but there’s no denying her focus. ‘That you kick people out of the Dreamlands. For good.’ 
 
    I stare at her. She taps her foot. ‘I … er…’ I stammer. 
 
    ‘Just tell me if it’s true, Zoe.’ 
 
    I sigh. ‘It’s true.’ 
 
    ‘Then do it.’ 
 
    I’m taken aback. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘Kick me out.’ Now there’s a trace of impatience in her voice. ‘Throw me out. Exile me. Do it, Zoe.’ 
 
    My mouth drops open. ‘But you’re in a coma. If I do that you might die.’ 
 
    She laughs but there’s no humour in it. ‘I’m already half dead.’ She reaches out and takes my hand, squeezing it almost painfully. ‘Let me leave, Zoe. Please.’ 
 
    Of all the things I was expecting, this wasn’t one of them. I pull my hand away before it loses all circulation. ‘If that’s what you want, Esme, then I can look into it and…’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want you to look into it! I want you to do it!’ 
 
    ‘There are more important things first.’ As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I regret them. 
 
    Esme draws herself up, her rage palpable. ‘More important? You know how long I’ve been stuck here! You, of all people, should know what it’s like to have your life out of your control! Now you’re in a position to help me and the most you can say is that you’ll look into it? Bloody hell, Zoe…’ 
 
    ‘Well, well, well,’ Dante drawls from behind me. ‘This isn’t the happy homecoming Zoe expected.’ 
 
    My heart sinks. Damn it, he got here far too quickly. And if I thought Esme was angry with me, it’s nothing compared to her reaction to Dante. She glares at him, angry fire sparking from her eyes. ‘You,’ she spits. ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    He loops a heavy arm over my shoulders. ‘Zoe and I are here to save you all. Again.’ He points upwards. ‘When did that happen?’ 
 
    ‘What do you care?’ she snarls. 
 
    ‘I belong here as much as you do. How long has the sky been that colour?’ 
 
    Esme still doesn’t answer his question. Instead she turns back to me, hopelessness in her expression. ‘You’re still with him?’ she asks, in quiet desperation. 
 
    My jaw works. ‘I…’ 
 
    She rolls her eyes. ‘I should have expected as much.’ Her shoulders slump. ‘No wonder things are falling apart here.’ She turns to go inside the daberhashery. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ I call. 
 
    Esme isn’t listening. She stomps in and slams the door behind her. Dante tuts. ‘We don’t have time for this. Let’s go.’ 
 
    I touch his arm. ‘We need people on our side, Dante.’ 
 
    ‘We can worry about that later.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have any idea why the sky is like that?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He looks at me and I have the sudden feeling that he’s looking right through me. ‘Do you?’ he asks. ‘Why didn’t you apparate into the forest?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ I mutter. ‘And I need to talk to Esme.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s get to the Mayor’s records first.’ 
 
    I shake my head; I’m not going to let him gainsay me on this. ‘She can help us,’ I insist. ‘But she’s not going to if you’re around.’ 
 
    His silvered eyes narrow. ‘We don’t need her.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we do.’ I take a deep breath. ‘Let me go in and speak to her. You keep saying you need me to trust you again. Well, you need to trust me too. Give me fifteen minutes then I’ll meet you at the Department building in the square. We’ll take things from there.’ 
 
    He scans my face. ‘I don’t want her to plant ideas in your head.’ 
 
    ‘I’m capable of thinking for myself.’ 
 
    He grimaces. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to insinuate that—’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine,’ I interrupt. ‘Fifteen minutes and then we’ll get the records we need. Okay?’ 
 
    His eyebrow twitches. He obviously wants to deny me but he knows I’m still not entirely his. He thinks he’s going to have to tread carefully to keep me on side. Unfortunately for him, he has no idea how carefully. Eventually he gives me a reluctant nod. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I tell him. I reach up to kiss him on the cheek, to show him that I’m not abandoning him, but he turns his head at the last minute and I find my lips planted on his. He groans and draws me close. I feel myself yield almost instantly. Goddamn it. 
 
    ‘I love you, Zoe,’ he husks. 
 
    My insides harden. ‘I love you too.’ And then, somehow, I manage to pull away. ‘Fifteen minutes.’ Without another look, I turn away and enter Esme’s shop. 
 
    At first glance, she’s nowhere to be soon then I hear a loud curse from the back of the shop. I walk across a floor covered with detritus – old toys and scraps of metal and various bits and pieces – and peer over the counter. Esme is hunched there, her hands balled into fists. ‘Get lost, Zoe,’ she says dully, not even trying to hide the fact that she’s crying. 
 
    I close my eyes briefly then vault over the counter to join her. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say softly. ‘If you really want me to try and kick you out of the Dreamlands, that’s what I’ll do. I promise. But I want you to think about it first. It could cause irreparable damage to your physical body. We have no idea…’ 
 
    She draws in a shaky breath. ‘I can’t stay here any more. Damn the consequences. Do it, Zoe. Just do it.’ 
 
    I crouch down beside her. ‘I will. I give you my word.’ The hope in Esme’s eyes is painful to look at. ‘But I need your help first.’ 
 
    She wipes her eyes and looks at me. ‘The sky?’ 
 
    I shake my head. ‘I don’t know what that’s about. Maybe something to do with me, maybe not.’ I gesture helplessly. ‘I can’t worry about it now. I’ve got to stop the Department.’ 
 
    She laughs harshly. ‘Take a look around. The Department are still here. Every time I try to re-organise the shop, they come in and destroy everything again. They don’t like that I’m here. They think I have power that I don’t.’ She curses under her breath. ‘I’m the least bloody powerful person here.’ 
 
    ‘You’re wrong,’ I say quietly. ‘You’re stronger and more powerful than you could ever realise. And not just because you’re here all the time, not just because you have this shop.’ I take her hands. ‘You see through them. And you see through me. You have your own mind and you’re not going to let yourself be swayed by anyone. That’s power. What the Department have is intimidation.’ 
 
    ‘They’re in every zone, Zoe. They have their hooks into everything. You can’t stop them all.’ 
 
    My voice is grim. ‘Watch me.’ 
 
    For a long moment, Esme doesn’t say anything. Then she sighs and pushes back her hair. She gets to her feet and dusts herself off. ‘Tell me what you need.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I’m staring back at the imposing – and incredibly ugly, out-of-place – Department building. Dante is leaning against the wall, his eyes hooded. I raise my hand to wave but when he turns his head he motions at me urgently. I stare at him; I don’t have the faintest idea what he wants me to do. 
 
    He points to the side and gestures again. Suddenly, I understand: he wants me to hide. My eyes narrow but for now I do as he says, taking shelter behind the familiar fountain in the town square. Dean Salib smiles benevolently down at me. As I crouch behind his stone figure, I throw him a glare for good measure. There’s a part of me that still blames him for all of this, even if he has been dead for months. 
 
    I peek over the edge. Dante has resumed his casual position. My eyes narrow – what exactly is going on here? A moment later, when the Department doors open, I finally realise. 
 
    Two Department bastards step out, Moe and another one I don’t recognise. Dante pushes off the wall and greets them. From above the sound of the fountain, I can just make out their words. 
 
    ‘Where is she?’ Moe demands. 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Dante’s voice is grim. ‘She got away from me in Switzerland but I know she was heading back here. She always apparates in the forest. We should go there and head her off. Goodness only knows what she’s planning. I can go to her home and see if she shows up there. That way we’ve got all bases covered.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like it,’ Moe mutters. ‘There’s too much left to chance. And what the hell is up with that sky?’ 
 
    ‘It’s her,’ Dante says. ‘It has to be. We have to stop her.’ 
 
    ‘You were supposed to keep tabs on her,’ the other Department prick says. ‘You were supposed to bring her on side.’ 
 
    Dante shrugs. ‘I can’t help it if she’s a lunatic. That’s what happens when you spend the best part of two years trapped inside your own house. She can’t see the good that we do here and she thinks that we’re all evil maniacs.’ He points upwards. ‘She’s the one we need to worry about.’ 
 
    Moe arches an eyebrow. ‘She might have a point about evil maniacs where you’re concerned.’ 
 
    Dante’s mouth turns down. ‘We’re supposed to be working together.’ 
 
    She pats him on the arm. ‘And we are. Get to her house, find her and don’t lose her again.’ She whirls off, her Department buddy following in her wake. 
 
    I wait until they’re both out of sight. Only when I’m sure the coast is clear do I poke my head out. Dante nods for me to join him. ‘I’m sorry about that,’ he says. ‘I had to play hard ball to get them out of the way.’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ 
 
    ‘Do you? Sometimes your expression is a mask, Zoe. I wish I could tell what you’re thinking.’ 
 
    I’m thinking that I no longer have the faintest idea which side he’s really on. He seems to be playing the Department as much as he’s playing me. I prevaricate. ‘If they’ve been hanging around here all this time, won’t they have found the records and destroyed them already?’ 
 
    He smirks. ‘They’re not that smart. And the Mayor was never that stupid. He made sure all the really important records were kept hidden out of the way.’ He tugs at my sleeve. ‘Come on. We don’t have any time to spare.’ 
 
    I follow him through the door and into the same shabby corridor that I remember from before. The faint smell of cabbages still seems to linger. There’s no sign of anyone else in here but I’m still wary. ‘Are you sure we’re alone now?’ 
 
    He nods. ‘I’m sure – but we probably don’t have long. The Department will be sending all the reinforcements they have to this zone now they know that you’re on your way here.’ 
 
    ‘Do they still want me to work for them?’ I ask. ‘Or have they realised that’s never going to happen and they want to kill me instead?’ 
 
    Dante doesn’t answer, which I suppose is answer enough. I trail after him, past the Mayor’s old office and the room with the filing cabinets with the coordinates of all the people he managed to document from the Bubble. We keep going to the end of the corridor. Dante turns and looks at me. ‘Are you ready?’ 
 
    I nod, my heart in my mouth. He smiles back, satisfied, and turns the door knob. 
 
    Whatever I’d been expecting, it isn’t this. Facing us is a bare room; the walls have peeling wallpaper, the floor is covered by a worn carpet and there’s not a single stick of furniture. Suddenly I’m wary. Has he been leading me into a trap all along? I tense; I’ll defend myself to the death if need be. I can still use my dreamweaving skills if I have to. 
 
    Dante doesn’t glance at me. Instead he starts looking around, placing his hands along the walls and occasionally knocking. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘The records have to be here,’ he says. 
 
    I watch him as if he’s mad. ‘Dante, there’s nothing here.’ I can already feel disappointment gnawing at me, even if it’s not entirely unexpected. 
 
    ‘There has to be.’ He continues feeling his way around. Then he gets down onto his hands and knees and starts lifting up the carpet. 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘I watched the Mayor come in here on several occasions,’ he says. ‘If he kept those records anywhere, it would be here. Help me look.’ 
 
    This is a waste of time; Dante’s been merrily leading me up the garden path. I hang back for a moment then shrug and move to the opposite corner, mimicking his actions with the carpet. When I’m sure he’s no longer looking, I pull out the folded piece of paper from my pocket. 
 
    ‘Dante,’ I breathe. ‘I think I have something.’ 
 
    He freezes. ‘What?’ he asks slowly. 
 
    I pretend to pull out the paper triumphantly from a gap between the floorboards. ‘Look.’ I unfold it. ‘There are names on it. Lots and lots and lots of names.’ My face shines. ‘We’ve found it. We’ve found the Mayor’s records.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. 
 
    Martin Luther King Jr 
 
      
 
    Dante’s eyes travel from me to the piece of paper and back again. He stares at the floorboard where I ‘retrieved’ it and, for the first time since I’ve known him, he is utterly nonplussed. Ha! 
 
    ‘That’s … wonderful,’ he manages.  
 
    ‘You were right all along,’ I tell him. ‘I wasn’t sure before but now I know.’ 
 
    ‘Know what?’ 
 
    I smile happily. ‘That I can really trust you.’ 
 
    It takes him a moment but then his silver eyes flicker with warmth. ‘I’m glad, Zoe. You don’t know how glad.’ He holds his hand out for the paper but I look down and pretend not to notice. 
 
    ‘There are a lot of names on here,’ I say. ‘More than I could have imagined.’ I whistle for added effect and carefully place the paper in my back pocket. ‘We should get out of here before more of the Department show up.’ 
 
    Dante’s eyebrow twitches as he tries to decide whether to argue or not. Fortunately he accedes to my request and nods, pushing back his dark hair with one hand and gazing at me in a manner that seems designed to show off his chiselled features to best effect. It’s in that one movement when I really know that I’m done with him. The gulf of lies and deceit that he created between us has finally penetrated my physical desires as well as my rational thought. I’m not sure what I feel when I look at him now but it’s certainly not lust. Sadness, perhaps. 
 
    Before he can read what’s written on my face, I whirl round and speed back down the corridor. I don’t look back but I know Dante is on my heels. I smirk. His eyes are no doubt fixed on my arse at the moment, not because he thinks it’s pert or cute but because that’s where the golden list is hiding. Let him look, I think sardonically, for all the good it will do him. 
 
    Pushing open the door, I blink rapidly. The sky seems even darker than it was before. My plans might be well under way but I don’t feel good about what’s happening because the Dreamlands are acting so strangely. I look around; it’s later now so there are more people milling around. All of them are looking upwards and all of them appear as troubled as I am. 
 
    ‘Zoe!’ There’s a shout from across the square. I glance over and my heart immediately lightens when I spot Bron. I ignore Dante’s irritated huff and jog over towards him. Several heads turn in my direction but no one approaches me. 
 
    The second I’m close, Bron reaches out and envelops me in a bear hug. It’s nice to feel wanted for once. ‘I was worried about you,’ he says in my ear, although I know he’s eyeing up Dante behind me. ‘You’ve been gone for months.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not been that long,’ I chide. 
 
    ‘It feels that long.’ He pulls back slightly, his lips at my ear. ‘Esme filled me in.’ 
 
    I smile. ‘Good. Do you have what I need?’ 
 
    He grins, his blond hair flopping over his forehead and the cheeky twinkle in his eye filling me with optimism. ‘Esme’s gone one better.’ He reaches into his coat and pulls out a can.  
 
    I stare at it, delight coursing through me. ‘That’s perfect!’ I’d asked her to search for chalk or paint, anything like that. What she’s managed to unearth is far better: a spray can of lurid green paint.  
 
    Dante moves up beside me. ‘What’s that?’ His voice is a low growl; he’s obviously unhappy about being kept out of the loop. 
 
    Bron doesn’t answer. Instead he looks to me, as if for approval. Undaunted, I turn to Dante and force my mouth into an even wider smile. ‘Isn’t it perfect? Now I can graffiti all those names anywhere I please! And because I’m the dreamweaver, they’ll stay there until I decide otherwise.’ I rock back on my heels, satisfied. ‘Every single Department member will be unmasked. Jepsen and Hendricks are already screwed. It won’t be long until the others are too.’ 
 
    Dante smiles back. He seems to have recovered from his earlier shock and is getting better at dissembling. ‘That’s great.’  
 
    ‘I know!’ I crow. 
 
    There’s a muffled shout as if from a great distance. I abandon my self-congratulatory mood and look round. Several of the other Travellers hastily look away when I try to meet their eyes. I scratch my head. ‘Hang on…’ 
 
    Dante curses. ‘I heard it too.’ 
 
    The shout comes again but louder this time. Of all the bloody times… Without thinking, I thrust the spray can back at Bron then pull the paper out of my pocket. ‘Here! Take these and keep them safe. You can’t disapparate or they’ll disappear, Bron. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’ 
 
    Bron looks confused but he takes them. ‘Is everything okay?’ 
 
    Dante’s already starting to disappear. I clench my teeth. If this is Ingold’s doing, I’m going to be mightily pissed off. ‘We’re being woken up,’ I tell him. 
 
    A shocked expression crosses Bron’s normally happy-go-lucky face. ‘We? You’re with that prick in real life too?’ 
 
    My answer is ripped away from me. My eyelids flutter open and I’m back in the car in the dreary service station car park. Outside are the two security men who started following us back at the airport. Bloody hell. 
 
    Dante is already opening the car door and beginning to remonstrate with them. The nearest one puts his hands up and tells him in Glaswegian brogue to calm down. 
 
    ‘We weren’t doing anything wrong!’ Dante barks. His fists are clenched and his skin is turning a mottled red. 
 
    I stare, fascinated. I’ve never seen him lose his cool to this extent before. 
 
    ‘It’s a two-hour parking limit here, sir. Any longer and you have to pay.’ The security guy checks his watch. ‘You’re already thirty-two minutes over.’ 
 
    Dante shifts his weight. Before this gets out of hand, I roll down the window and pop my head out. ‘Let’s go, Dante. We can get more sleep at home.’ 
 
    His jaw is tight but he gives me a brief nod, followed by an extra glare at the two men for good measure. Then he gets back into the car and revs the engine. I don’t have the chance to re-align my seat and re-fasten my seatbelt before he takes off, gravel flying up from the car’s wheels. 
 
    ‘There’s no rush,’ I say conversationally. ‘They probably know exactly where we’re heading.’ 
 
    He grips the steering wheel, his knuckles white. ‘That’s not the point. We were getting somewhere,’ he snaps. ‘Now Bron, of all people, has the list.’ 
 
    ‘We can trust him.’ Well, I can; of that, I’m certain. 
 
    For a moment, Dante doesn’t respond. Then he relaxes slightly. ‘You’re right. Everything will be fine.’ 
 
    I adjust my seat, keeping a watch on him from the corner of my eye. It’s fear, I realise: Dante is scared. That means there’s no doubt now. Whether the Department are going to prove loyal to him or not, he’s more aligned with them than he is with me. The realisation no longer does anything other than harden my resolve. 
 
    *** 
 
    A couple of hours later, we finally make it home. I didn’t expect to feel such a surge of warmth when I saw my little cul-de-sac, with its familiar houses and familiar foliage. The tree that always blocked my view stands proud and tall, as if waiting for my return. I let out a happy sigh. Until I see my front door.  
 
    ‘What the hell…?’ I gasp. 
 
    It’s hanging off its hinges. Despite my expensive and supposedly state-of-the-art, steel-reinforced door, someone has managed to barrel their way in easily. I can’t believe my neighbours left it like that. Surely one of them would have boarded it up or at least tried to close it? 
 
    I half-leap, half-fall out of the car door and run up the path, my heart thudding painfully in my chest. Not all that long ago the thought of this scenario sent me in paroxysms of shuddering fear. I stare open-mouthed; through the yawning gap, I can see utter devastation. My hall table has been upended and there are books and papers strewn all over the floor. 
 
    In my peripheral vision, I see something fluttering. I turn, not quite sure what to expect. One of my neighbours, who’s stepped outside, sees me and then rushes back in again. From across the street, net curtains rustle. 
 
    ‘Everyone’s watching,’ I mutter.  
 
    Dante doesn’t say anything; he simply takes my hand and squeezes it. I bite down the urge to slam my fist into his face. I walk forward, gingerly ducking under the ruined door, and take in a full picture of the devastation. 
 
    My computer is gone. The sofa has been ripped, the cushions sliced and the foam contents poured onto the floor. In the kitchen, every single cupboard lies open. Some are relatively untouched, others have been ransacked. I’m too shocked to cry. All I can do is stare in horror. 
 
    ‘It was the police,’ Dante says. ‘They must have got a search warrant after you were accused…’ His voice drifts off. 
 
    ‘I’m not a fucking terrorist and they know that.’ I press the base of my palms against my temples. Rawlins would have known they’d do this; it’s probably standard procedure. I guess she thought she was sparing me more worry and anguish by not mentioning it but a little forewarning would have helped. 
 
    I bend down to start picking up broken crockery and almost immediately cut myself on a shard of porcelain. I wince in pain. Dante pulls me gently to my feet and leads me over to the sink, running the cut under cool water. ‘It’s only stuff,’ he says. ‘All this can be replaced.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not my belongings,’ I tell him distantly, watching the blood mingle with the water and coil away down the plughole. ‘It’s the invasion.’ 
 
    ‘You’re still breathing,’ he responds. ‘You’re not having a panic attack. You’re not running upstairs to hide in the wardrobe.’ 
 
    ‘The wardrobe is obviously no longer safe.’ I sigh. ‘You’re right, though. Once upon a time this would have destroyed me.’ I guess I now have more important things to worry about than the police breaking into my house and rummaging through everything I own while breaking half of it. Not to mention that my neighbours clearly think I’m hiding bomb-making equipment in the garden shed. 
 
    ‘We can work it out later,’ Dante soothes. ‘Why don’t you sit down and I’ll make you a cup of tea.’ 
 
    I smooth over my shaking hands and manage to nod. What a freaking mess. 
 
    *** 
 
    I’m just finishing the dregs, although the tea has done little to make me feel better, when there’s a knock on the door and I almost jump out of my skin. Dante leaps to his feet and goes to the window. There’s an irritated flash in his eyes. ‘It’s your mother,’ he says. 
 
    Bloody hell. She was supposed to stay in Switzerland with Rawlins and Adam until all this was over. What on earth is she doing here? 
 
    ‘It’s probably better if she doesn’t talk to you,’ I say, thinking quickly. ‘You’re not her favourite person in the world.’ 
 
    Dante raises an eyebrow as she knocks again, this time more insistently. ‘She doesn’t like me?’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t trust you. And she’s … over-protective.’ 
 
    He considers this for a moment. ‘Fair enough. I need to take a shower anyway. May I…?’ He points upstairs. 
 
    Beyond relieved, I nod. ‘There are clean towels in the cupboard.’ Or at least there used to be; they’re probably strewn all over the floor now. 
 
    I watch Dante pad upstairs then go to the door, undoing the complicated locks. When I finally open it, my mother is literally wringing her hands. ‘What took so long?’ she shrieks. ‘What happened to your door? Did Dante do this? Was it the Department? Did…?’ 
 
    I gesture to her impatiently to be quiet then step out and try to pull the door shut behind me so we can talk without being overheard. Unfortunately, the door is in such a state that it won’t close properly. I stop trying and focus on keeping my voice low. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ I hiss. ‘This isn’t the plan.’ 
 
    ‘We decided it would be a good idea to come back and keep an eye on you.’ 
 
    ‘We?’ 
 
    She sniffs. ‘Me. You’re my daughter, after all.’ 
 
    I rake my fingers through my hair in exasperation. ‘You don’t need to look after me! I’m perfectly capable of managing this on my own.’ I ignore her raised eyebrows and pointed look at my ruined front door and continue. ‘Not to mention that it’s dangerous for you to be here too.’ 
 
    Her expression doesn’t change. ‘I thought you’d be pleased to see me.’ 
 
    ‘I am pleased. But I’m worried as well.’ I grimace. ‘I only spoke to you half a day ago. Where’s Adam? Is he with you?’ 
 
    ‘They’re keeping him in the Swiss hospital for another day. Rawlins was with him. She insisted on staying a bit longer for some reason. She’s on her way back here now.’ 
 
    My alarm increases. ‘So you’re here on your own?’ 
 
    She suddenly beams. ‘No. The Chairman is here.’ She points behind her. His carrier is there and I can make out his furry shape curled into a tight ball. As if aware that he’s being spoken about, he starts to stir, lifts his head and looks round. 
 
    ‘Does Ingold know you’re here?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘Of course!’ she trills. ‘How do you think I made it back so quickly?’ She jerks her head to the left and I spot the car waiting at the corner, with tinted windows and gleaming exterior. 
 
    At least she’s not alone but I’m terrified of what might happen if Dante spots the car. At least the bathroom is round the other side of the house. ‘You still shouldn’t be here. It’s too dangerous.’ 
 
    She dismisses my concerns airily. ‘Ingold has been talking to me about all that making him a Traveller business.’ 
 
    I immediately still. ‘He has, has he?’ No wonder he didn’t object to her coming back so early. 
 
    ‘Yes. I’ve been mulling it over and I’ve changed my mind. I actually think it’s a wonderful idea. You make him and all those other nice policemen into dream people and then you no longer have to worry. You can relax.’ She gives me a meaningful glance. The obvious destruction of my once perfect little house has affected her more than she’s letting on. ‘You’ll be safe.’ 
 
    ‘You already said you don’t want people inside your mind. Even if I have the ability to grant him access, that’s what would end up happening.’ I shake my head. ‘It’s not right. Besides,’ I add, ‘I’ll still be the only dreamweaver. I’ll still be in danger.’ 
 
    She pats my shoulder. ‘You’ve not seen the news, have you?’ 
 
    I decide against telling her that my television is face down on the floor with its screen smashed. ‘No,’ I say slowly. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘A certain Danish CEO is currently in custody for possessing pornography of a rather questionable nature on his computer. There was an anonymous tip-off.’ 
 
    I suck in a breath. ‘Seriously?’ That seemed both coincidental and unlikely. 
 
    She nods eagerly. ‘And that other fellow, Hendricks, has had to deal with a terrible fire. His whole house has burnt down. He barely escaped with his life.’ She says this last part with considerable relish – and a tinge of regret that I don’t think I’m imagining. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand. Did Ingold…’ 
 
    ‘No. He says they had nothing to do with it. It must be someone else.’ 
 
    I think of all those people in the Western European Dreamlands town who heard me denounce both Jepsen and Hendricks and suddenly I feel faintly nauseous. By revealing their identities, I opened them up for other Travellers to take their revenge for years of dictatorial leadership. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ I whisper. I might not have liked them and they might be guilty of many things but I wouldn’t have wished for this. Vigilante justice is more up Dante’s street than mine. Do two wrongs make a right? Somehow I don’t think so. 
 
    ‘Karma,’ my mother says. ‘They got their just desserts.’ She grins. ‘And now, when you get the other Department names, they’ll be sure to back off because they won’t want the same thing happening to them.’ 
 
    I mull it over. No wonder the Department are so desperate to keep their real personas hidden; they knew this kind of thing would happen if the other Travellers found out who they are.  
 
    My mother peers at me. ‘You don’t seem very happy.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a lot to take in,’ I respond weakly. 
 
    Something flickers in her eyes. Damn her for seeing right through me. ‘Now hear me, Zoe,’ she says, a stern note entering her voice. ‘This is not your fault. These are evil men who would have hurt you. You are not responsible for the actions of others. Free will, remember? Isn’t that what you keep fighting for? Isn’t that why you don’t want Ingold to become a Traveller?’ 
 
    ‘I guess,’ I mumble. It still makes me feel uncomfortable. 
 
    There’s a thump from upstairs. My mother scowls. ‘He’s here, isn’t he? Dante.’ 
 
    ‘I need to keep him on my side. He knows you’re here but he’ll be suspicious if you stay around for too long. You should go home.’ 
 
    ‘What are you going to do?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to have to go to sleep again.’ I sigh. ‘Or all this might blow up in our faces.’ 
 
    ‘It’s already done that, dear. Literally.’ 
 
    I grimace. ‘Yeah,’ I say reluctantly. ‘I guess it has.’ 
 
    There’s another twitch of curtains from the house across the road. I throw a glare in their direction. ‘Go home,’ I repeat. ‘And try to stay there.’ I push my mother out of the door. She’s not a good enough liar to deal with Dante; something in her expression will give her away, even if her mouth doesn’t betray her.  
 
    ‘Call me if you need me, darling,’ she says. ‘Day or night. I don’t like the idea of you alone with that man. And anyone can waltz in through your door.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be fine,’ I reassure her. I hold up the pet carrier. ‘Besides, I have the Chairman to help me.’ 
 
    She casts a dubious look in his direction. ‘I hardly think Chairman Meow is going to be much use.’ He stares back at her with languid green eyes before yawning. She rolls her eyes. ‘You should get a dog,’ she advises. ‘And train it to kill.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah.’ I give her a gentle nudge. ‘Off you go. Catch up with Henry or whatever.’ 
 
    She purses her lips. ‘After all the excitement we’ve had on our travels, I’m not sure Henry is going to cut the mustard any more. Having an illicit affair was exciting but it’s nothing compared to tearing around Europe with my terrorist daughter.’ 
 
    I roll my eyes. She drifted between two emotional states, either bored out of her mind or absolutely terrified. I can put my hand on my heart and state quite categorically that there was no point at which she was excited but it’s nice of her to make light of everything, I suppose. If she were anyone else, she’d probably disown me. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing wrong with a quiet life,’ I say primly. ‘Now go.’ 
 
    She nods, her expression suddenly serious. ‘Don’t let him hurt you.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t,’ I promise. 
 
    I make an attempt at closing the door – although there’s still a gap of half a foot no matter how I prop it up – and bring the Chairman indoors. If I thought he would be happy to be home, I’m sadly mistaken. When I open his cage door he pokes his head out slightly, glances round and then withdraws back into the cage, unimpressed. 
 
    ‘What?’ I ask. ‘This isn’t good enough for you any more? The mess bothers you? You’d rather still be travelling?’ 
 
    He lets out a tiny meow in response. I pull back and study him. If Ingold is right and I can create Travellers, in theory I could bring the Chairman into the Dreamlands. It seems unlikely; I’ve never been to his dreams. Animals must work on a different system to humans. All the same, if I try I can tell Ingold that I gave it a shot and it didn’t work. The decision about whether to grant him and his cronies access will be taken out of my hands. 
 
    The Chairman curls up and closes his eyes. As good as I am at falling asleep when I need to, I’ve got nothing on a cat. I reach out and stroke his head then bite my bottom lip and concentrate. ‘You are now a Traveller,’ I intone, feeling utterly ridiculous. ‘You can visit the Dreamlands when you sleep.’ 
 
    Nothing happens. I will my energy into his body but he doesn’t even twitch. Satisfied, I lean back on my haunches. Well, I tried. Sort of. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ Dante asks from behind. 
 
    I jump and turn guiltily. He’s wearing nothing but a towel wrapped round his waist to cover his modesty; it leaves little to the imagination. He’s probably done it deliberately. But at least he’s holding his mobile phone. ‘My, er, mother brought the Chairman round.’ 
 
    He looks at the carrier. ‘Hi, Kitty.’ 
 
    The Chairman ignores him. I scratch my head. ‘She also brought some news.’ 
 
    Dante raises an eyebrow. ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    I tell him the truth about Jepsen and Hendricks. His pupils flare and he sits down heavily on the sofa, the towel baring far more of his thighs than I want to see. ‘Wow,’ he says. ‘That’s…’ He pauses, unable to find the words and shakes his head.  
 
    ‘It must have been other Travellers,’ I say helpfully, filling the silence. 
 
    He nods, distracted. Then he looks up at me with a sombre expression. ‘You know what this means?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘It’s far too dangerous for you to go out again, Zoe. The Department will be even more afraid of you. They’ll do whatever it takes to get you out of the way. We need to get your door fixed and you need to stay here. You should get Rawlins to speak to the local police, have them do regular drives past to make sure everything’s okay. In fact,’ he adds, ‘if they could post someone outside on a permanent basis that would be even better.’ 
 
    ‘Dante,’ I say, ‘it was the police who broke down my door in the first place. I hardly think they’re going to help me out.’ 
 
    He leaps to his feet. ‘You’re right. You can’t trust anyone.’ He reaches out and cups my face and I manage – just – not to flinch. ‘You’re too precious, Zoe. I can’t let anything happen to you.’ 
 
    I meet his eyes. Is he deliberately trying to scare me? It would certainly suit his purpose if I returned to cowering inside my house for the rest of my life. It would make it easier for him to control me. There’s a tightness in my chest, although whether it’s from fear or my own emotions getting the better of me, I couldn’t say. 
 
    ‘We have to stop the Department, Dante. Hiding isn’t going to solve anything. I know that now.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes. But you can stop them in the Dreamlands. You’ve got the list of their names.’ He nods decisively. ‘It’s the only way forward. We expose them all and let the cards fall where they may. You and I take control of the Dreamlands and make sure that everything and everyone there is safe. Then we deal with the Department in real life. We can use our skills in dreams to get the funds and power we need. Once the Department members are kicked out, we’ll be able to visit their dreams and do whatever we want to them.’ 
 
    My heart sinks. He still wants to be in control and he doesn’t see that doing to the Department what they do to others is just as wrong. I scan his face, searching for the truth. I think what he’s saying is what he means; this time anyway. 
 
    I nod, not sure I trust myself to say anything. ‘We’ll sort it out,’ I tell him. I look at the phone in his hand. ‘Expecting a call?’ I ask casually. 
 
    Dante blinks, surprised. ‘Oh. No.’ He makes a point of tossing it casually onto the table. ‘I was checking for any updates from the police about your status. I still don’t like the way we were woken up at that service station.’ 
 
    I smile faintly. ‘See? I don’t need to call the police. They’re probably out there watching us right now.’ He grunts, but I know my words haven’t gone unheeded. Just as well. ‘You should get dressed,’ I continue. ‘And I need a shower too. I positively reek of jail.’ 
 
    ‘You smell beautiful.’ 
 
    My smile grows, even though I know he’s lying. ‘Thank you. But I need to get clean all the same.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep watch down here,’ he assures me. ‘No one will hurt you while I’m around.’ 
 
    I bite my lip then head upstairs. As soon as I’m in the bathroom, I get ready. I make sure the door is locked, bunch up a towel and lay it on the floor then turn on the shower to full blast. I press my ear against the door but I can’t hear anything so I assume Dante is true to his word and staying where he is. At least that’s something. I pray that he’s going to make some phone calls while he has the chance to be alone; I’ve not gone through this charade just for his benefit. 
 
    I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My face looks gaunt and there are dark bruises under my eyes. You’d think with all the sleep I’ve been getting recently I’d look more rested. I sigh and look away. Leaving my clothes on, I lie down on the floor, curl up and force myself to sleep once more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    There are two ways of spreading light: to be the candle or the mirror that reflects it. 
 
    Edith Wharton 
 
      
 
    This time I don’t apparate into either the forest or the castle. Instead I find myself back where I was when I left – in the square with the Department building frowning down at me on one side and the pretty town buildings on the other side. The sky seems even darker now, as if a great storm is about to roll in. 
 
    I cast around, looking for Bron. He’s in the far corner, his head bowed in conversation with someone. When I see that it’s Ashley, my heart rate picks up. I take a deep breath and walk over, checking around me for signs of the Department. For now I think I’m in the clear. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ I say, the very picture of awkwardness. The pair of them look around guiltily. 
 
    ‘You’re back!’ Bron beams in relief. He glances over my shoulder. ‘Where’s Dante?’ 
 
    ‘Awake,’ I say grimly. ‘For now anyway. We probably don’t have long.’ I look at Ashley, who’s standing quietly by Bron’s side and watching me like a hawk. ‘How are you doing?’ 
 
    Her hand reaches up to her hair as if to smooth it over then she seems to think better of it and lets her arm drop to her side. ‘I’m good,’ she says quietly. ‘Recovering.’ 
 
    I shift my weight and look away. ‘I have to ask,’ I begin. ‘Can you remember anything new from your abduction? Can you—’ 
 
    ‘Identify any of the people who took me?’ I nod. ‘Not with any certainty.’ 
 
    ‘Dante…’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see his face until he carried me out of there,’ she says. ‘I don’t have proof of anything other than his supposed rescue. Although we all know that was part of the manipulation.’ She nibbles on her bottom lip. ‘I take it he thinks you trust him fully again.’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    ‘You’re playing a dangerous game, Zoe.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no choice.’ My shoulders drop. ‘I’m sorry, Ashley. I’m so sorry for what happened to you. If I’d known…’ 
 
    She holds up her hand. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it does.’ 
 
    ‘If you can stop the Department, it’ll all be worth it.’ 
 
    We all know she’s lying but there’s no point challenging her. I sigh and nod while Bron holds out the spray can. I take it from him. It’s surprisingly cold to the touch. I heft it in my hands and glance towards the Department building. At least I can’t make it look any more unattractive than it already is. 
 
    ‘Is this going to work?’ Ashley murmurs to Bron. 
 
    ‘It’ll have to,’ I answer grimly for him. ‘Because I’m out of options.’  
 
    I pull my shoulders back and stride across the square. It’s now or never. As soon as I reach the nearest wall, I stop. I pull the lid of the can and hold it up, poised over the grey cement. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ It’s Esme. She comes running over, her normally tidy hair unkempt. ‘You promised, Zoe.’ 
 
    I glance around nervously. I don’t have much time and I need to get this right if it’s going to work. Besides, I wasn’t lying to Esme when I told her about the potential dangers of booting her from the Dreamlands. It might kill her, and I’m pretty certain I’ve got enough blood on my hands already. I don’t need to look at the haunted expression lingering in Ashley’s eyes to know that. 
 
    ‘It might not work,’ I warn. ‘And the others—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about the others. They know what to do.’ 
 
    I meet her eyes. For the briefest moment, butterflies flutter in my stomach before I push them down and steel myself for what’s to come. 
 
    ‘What’s happening, Zoe?’ 
 
    An involuntary smile flashes across my mouth and I turn to see Moe, with both Larry and Hendricks not too far behind. I straighten my shoulders. ‘I thought I’d do a little redecorating.’ I rattle the spray can at her. ‘This building is so out of place, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘We know what you’re up to,’ Larry snarls. ‘And you won’t get away with it.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know what I’m going to do,’ I reply calmly. ‘You can’t.’ 
 
    His lip curls nastily. ‘Your boyfriend told us everything.’ 
 
    Thank goodness. I raise my eyebrows. ‘I doubt that. He’s on my side, not yours. He wants to bring you down as much as I do.’ I wave a hand behind me. ‘As much as they do.’ The three stooges lift their eyes to the small crowd of Travellers already gathering behind me thanks to Ashley, Bron and Esme’s efforts. I grin. ‘There’s nothing like an audience, is there? I learnt that from you lot.’ 
 
    Without warning, Larry lunges for me. I sidestep just in time and tut. ‘Now, now.’ I frown at him then focus on the air around them, muttering to myself. I’d been particularly unsure about this part but when the air starts to shimmer, I relax. I really am capable of more than I’d realised. Larry, Hendricks and Moe are now surrounded by steel bars on all sides. 
 
    There are several gasps from the growing crowd of onlookers. I sweep a curtsey. ‘Thank you very much. I’m here all week.’ 
 
    Moe folds her arms and glares at me while Larry and Curly fling themselves against the bars as if they think that physical strength is going to be a match for the metaphysical. I snort derisively and turn my attention to the spray can. 
 
    ‘This will go badly for you if you continue, Zoe,’ Moe says. ‘It’s not too late to turn back and change your mind. We are still willing to negotiate.’ 
 
    ‘No dice.’ I shake the can again and then pause. ‘Hang on,’ I say. ‘I’m forgetting something.’ I reach into my back pocket and take out the folded piece of paper. ‘This is what I need.’ 
 
    ‘You will regret this, Zoe.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know, I don’t think I will.’ And with that, I beckon over Bron. ‘There are a lot of names here,’ I say to him. ‘I’m going to need a lot of space. Give me a boost, will you?’ 
 
    He salutes; I could get used to this. A second or two later, I’m balanced on his shoulders. I test the paint, making a rather unsightly blob halfway up the ugly grey Department wall. ‘Oops,’ I grin. ‘Let me try that again.’ And then I write the words: The Department. 
 
    There’s a loud crash and the Department door slams open. Several people pile out, tumbling after one another to get to me. The number of them fills me with delight. I’d been banking on the Department sending as many people as possible to this zone once they knew I was coming here, and that they’d all apparate once Dante told them about the list of names that I’m supposed to have. The more the merrier.  
 
    I flick my fingers in their direction, barricading them in like I did with the stooges. I hold the paper aloft. The number of people crowding round the square is extraordinary. 
 
    ‘You all know the Mayor kept records,’ I say, raising my voice so I can be heard at the back. ‘And that the Department feed off their anonymity, using it to keep every other Traveller in the world in check.’ There is a rising murmur of agreement. ‘Well,’ I say, ‘here are the names of everyone who was in the Department until the day the Mayor, er, left office. I am the dreamweaver.’  
 
    I point to the cages I’ve created. ‘Those prove it. And I can spray paint the name of every Department member onto this wall and those names will remain there until I choose otherwise.’ I smile again. ‘I hope there’s enough room. There’s a lot of these bastards.’ 
 
    At first the people watching me don’t say a thing then someone shouts, ‘Why is the sky dark? Is that you?’ 
 
    ‘No. Not deliberately anyway. But we all know how things can work around here. I suspect the Dreamlands realises that it’s on a knife-edge between continued dictatorial and destructive leadership or absolute freedom. When I write these names on the wall here, the die will be cast.’ I take a breath. ‘In favour of you. Not them.’ 
 
    Something flickers in the corner of my eye and I spot Lilith, hovering in the background. The succubus wouldn’t normally be welcome here but, with the town’s attention focused on me, no one has noticed her appearance. I lower my head slightly to acknowledge her and she gestures towards me as if in warning. A heartbeat later, something – or someone – slams into Bron and he crumples to the ground, taking me with him. Shit. I didn’t get all of the bastards behind bars yet. 
 
    I struggle out from underneath Bron’s body. He chokes and groans; although he’s in pain, I sense that it’s nothing serious. Before I can fully extricate myself, however, a large hand reaches down, grabs me by the throat and hauls me upwards. I drop the spray can, although I’m determined not to loosen my grip on the paper as well, and find myself staring Dante in the face. 
 
    ‘You had to be headstrong, didn’t you?’ he murmurs in a quiet voice that’s scarier than a shout or snarl. ‘You had to go off and do things your own way. If you’d stuck to our plan, you wouldn’t be in this trouble now.’ 
 
    ‘Kill her now!’ Larry screams. ‘While you still can!’ 
 
    I try desperately to use my dreamweaving skills to push him away or to create something between us that’ll keep him from me, but Dante’s grip around my throat is too tight. All I can think about is that I can’t breathe. The pressure increases and, as if from nowhere, a throbbing pain starts in my skull. 
 
    ‘Don’t you dare!’ Ashley shrieks. ‘Let her go!’ 
 
    A slow, dangerous smile spreads across Dante’s face. ‘My pleasure.’ He releases me and I fall to the ground.  
 
    It’s not over, though. Dante lunges for Ashley and grabs her instead. Choking and spluttering, I climb to my feet. My eyes are streaming but I can still see the abject fear and panic on Ashley’s face. No. Not again. ‘Let her go,’ I croak. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to hurt you, Zoe.’ There’s an odd pleading note in Dante’s voice that entirely contradicts his actions. 
 
    ‘You tried to kill me and now you’re threatening Ashley. Again.’ I stare at him. Ashley squirms, trying desperately to wriggle out of his grasp. She kicks backwards against his shins but can’t gain enough leverage to do any damage. He continues to hold her easily. She’s not the focus of his attention: I am. 
 
    ‘Only because you’re leaving me with no choice. I thought you’d come round to my way of thinking, that you’d see the Department can’t be beaten. That we can use them to make the Dreamlands better. Then you found that damned list.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t get it, Dante.’ It still hurts to speak but I have to soldier on. ‘The only thing that will make the Dreamlands better is having people like you and those Department bastards out of them for good.’ 
 
    He shakes his head. ‘It doesn’t have to be like this. I won’t hurt you, Zoe. I love you. But I can’t let you destroy the Department. They’re too important.’ He tilts up his head and looks at the imprisoned Department members. ‘Make a deal. We can still work with her.’ 
 
    Larry’s mouth drops open in disbelief. ‘Are you kidding? That time has long since passed. Get rid of her now. Slit that bitch’s throat.’ 
 
    Dante looks at me. ‘I’m not going to do that. But make a move – any kind of move, whether you’re using your dreamweaving powers or not – and your friend here won’t make it.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a crowd of people at your back, Dante. Do you really think you can hurt her and get away with it?’ 
 
    His expression doesn’t flicker. ‘Are you going to take the chance that I will?’ He sighs. ‘I’m not a bad person. Neither are they and neither are you. We just have different points of view. I’m sure we can reach a compromise. What will it take for you to back down?’ 
 
    My mouth twists. ‘First of all, you are a bad person and the Department is full of bad people too. You’ll go to any lengths to keep a stranglehold on this place. And let’s not forget that the reason you all want control of the Dreamlands is because of the power it can grant you back in the real world. Secondly, there is no compromise to be had, not unless you all leave now and never return.’ 
 
    ‘I think, Zoe, you forget who has the upper hand here.’ 
 
    ‘Look at the sky,’ I say softly. ‘Look at what’s happening. This is because of what’s happening here, it’s because of this fight for control. Less than an hour ago, in my own home, you said you would help me bring the Department down.’ 
 
    I can see him trying to think of an answer, of some way to come out of this still smelling of roses, but even Dante’s realised he can’t manipulate, bluff or lie his way out of this one. Eventually he shrugs. ‘I lied.’ His silver eyes darken with intensity. ‘Give it up, Zoe. You’ve given it your best shot but this was bound to happen eventually. Just hand me the list.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    He moves his hands to Ashley’s neck. ‘You know how it works. She dies here, she dies in reality. That will be on you. And you’ll still lose.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to you?’ I whisper. ‘We could have worked together. We could have been together.’ 
 
    His eyes flash. ‘Don’t worry,’ he promises. ‘We still will be. You’ll see. Now give me that piece of paper.’ 
 
    I look from Ashley to him and back again. Her eyes are wide with fear and I can see that she’s shaking. Bron is struggling to get to his feet but he’s still too winded. Lilith seems to have vanished entirely. The crowd, who could make a move if they all banded together, seem to be holding their breath and waiting for me to act. 
 
    ‘Oh for fuck’s sake,’ Esme mutters. ‘Enough of this.’ She darts forward and, before I can react, snatches the list out of my hand and flings it at Dante. ‘I want to be part of the Department. If I’m stuck here for all eternity then I might as well be where the power is.’ 
 
    Dante smiles unpleasantly. ‘Done.’ But he keeps hold of Ashley – and keeps one eye on me. Then he addresses the Department. ‘If you want to survive, you’ll agree to put me in charge. Clearly, without my help you’re all incompetent. I’ll keep the dreamweaver in place and you’ll be free to do whatever it is you do. With certain caveats and benefits for me, of course.’ 
 
    They mutter among themselves. The last thing those bastards want is Dante at the helm; he’s even crazier than they are. When it seems that they’re stalling, Dante raises the paper. ‘Don’t forget I have your real names.’ His eyes glitter. 
 
    Before any of them can respond, there’s a blur of motion and a shape flies towards him. He releases his hold on Ashley and she falls away, scrambling backwards out of his reach. Dante raises his hands to shield his face but cats can be vicious when they want to be. I stare open-mouthed at the Chairman as he yowls and shrieks, jaws open and claws extended, then I spring into action.  
 
    I pivot and leap upwards, pressing my palms against my graffiti. ‘I cast the Department out,’ I mutter. I fall back down, jarring my knee as I drop. 
 
    The effect is almost instantaneous. Thunder roars and the dark sky is filled with lightning bolts. People scream and dash for cover. There is a strange scorched smell. Suddenly all of them have gone – Larry, Moe, Curly and the other Department pricks. Dante has vanished. So has Esme. The only thing that seems out of place is the Chairman, sitting in the middle of the square with a piece of paper dangling from his mouth. He chews thoughtfully for a moment and then drops it, sauntering away into a beam of sunlight that suddenly shatters the clouds. 
 
    ‘It worked.’ Bron coughs and tries to stand up. ‘It actually worked.’ 
 
    ‘Here,’ I say grimly. ‘But now Dante is awake and I’m vulnerable. I need to go.’ Without another word, I disapparate. 
 
    I open my eyes to the sound of splintering wood. Dante is shoving his shoulder against the bathroom door again and again. ‘What have you done? Zoe, bloody hell! What have you done?’ 
 
    I scramble to my feet as he bursts through but before he grabs me there are shouts and the sound of pounding feet downstairs. Dante freezes, stunned beyond action, while Ingold and various uniformed police officers – Rawlins included – suddenly appear. 
 
    She takes in the scene in one swift glance. ‘You’re under arrest for the attempted murder of Zoe Lydon.’ 
 
    Dante’s mouth drops open. ‘I didn’t touch her! Zoe, tell them!’ 
 
    ‘If you didn’t touch her,’ Ingold says, ‘why are those marks around her neck?’ 
 
    I gingerly touch my skin. It’s very tender and sore but I’ll live. ‘He did that,’ I admit. 
 
    ‘Yes, but...’ Dante holds up his hands. ‘It happened in a dream! It wasn’t real!’ He swings his head towards Ingold. ‘Wait. I know you! You were in a dream too. I saw you there.’ 
 
    Before Dante can say anything else, Rawlins interrupts him. ‘I think we need to section this gentleman,’ she says. ‘He’s clearly psychotic and hallucinating.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Ingold says. ‘Dreams?’ He shakes his head. ‘Dear me. That’s crazy talk.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Let your hopes, not your hurts, shape your future. 
 
    Robert H. Schuller 
 
      
 
    I meet Ashley and Bron in the Dreamlands pub. A lot of people are casting glances in my direction, nudging each other and whispering. Maybe it’s not me they’re discussing; the Chairman has perched in the centre of our table and is surveying the place as if he owns it. 
 
    ‘It seems like they’re really gone,’ Bron says, taking a gulp of his lager. ‘Even the building has vanished. And not just from here. We’ve heard from other zones and all traces of the Department have disappeared.’ He shakes his head in awe. ‘It’s as if they never existed.’ 
 
    ‘Did you know that was going to work?’ Ashley asks. ‘Using their names to exile them all?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I admit. ‘Obviously I hoped it would but there were no guarantees.’ 
 
    ‘Then why didn’t you do it before? Why wait until there was a showdown? Until there was a chance we could actually get hurt?’ There’s the faintest hint of accusation in her voice. I don’t blame her. 
 
    ‘Because I needed to give them the opportunity to realise that they had no moves left. They know who you are in real life, Ashley. They know plenty of other Travellers too. They know me. There was every possibility that they’d come after me – or anyone else they could get their grubby hands on – in revenge. I tried to deal with a Department guy before, a Danish man. He promised he’d leave me alone but he didn’t. The only way they can be stopped completely is if they believe that we know who they really are. That if they make any kind of move in the real world we won’t let them escape.’ 
 
    ‘So that list is real?’ 
 
    ‘Completely fake but I needed Dante to believe I had it. I knew he’d alert the Department that they were in danger if he thought I had their names.’ 
 
    Bron whistles. ‘That was smart.’ 
 
    It almost ended in disaster. I reach out and tickle the Chairman’s chin. ‘I’m sorry for everything,’ I say softly. I look at Ashley. ‘Especially for everything that happened to you.’ 
 
    ‘All’s well that ends well,’ she murmurs. Then she gives me a slight smile and I know everything will be alright between us. It might take time but I think we can be friends again. 
 
    The door to the pub opens and everyone falls silent. Lilith glides over and stops at our table. ‘You did well, Zoe from the Quiet Lands. Peace is restored.’ 
 
    Bron and Ashley stare at her. I get to my feet. ‘Thank you for your help, Lilith.’ 
 
    She inclines her head. ‘Do you have any more young men I can visit? I exhausted that friend of yours, Adam, rather quickly.’ 
 
    I purse my lips. ‘I think from now on you’ll probably have to find your own victims.’ 
 
    She wrinkles her nose. ‘So be it.’ 
 
    ‘Will you be staying around here?’ 
 
    She shrugs languidly. ‘I might hang around the Badlands for a while. Some of those fiends are quite remarkable. I’d forgotten how much fun one can have when creating nightmares.’ For a moment she bares her teeth and I suppress a shudder. She can be quite frightening when she wants to be. 
 
    ‘You know there are rules in place…’ 
 
    Lilith throws me a sour look. ‘I do. There are rules in place for you, too, weaver. Or there should be.’ 
 
    I acknowledge her words. ‘I’m not going to upset the balance. Nothing more will be changed without good reason.’ I glance at Ashley and Bron. ‘Or consultation.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re going to stay around here? Take charge?’ 
 
    I laugh. ‘No, I don’t think so. I can help people. My dreamweaving skills can do a lot of good in this world but only for people who are happy to accept that help. I’m not going to invade anyone’s mind or manipulate their subconscious. There’s been enough of that.’ I smile. ‘I like the sunshine, not the clouds.’ 
 
    ‘Amen to that,’ Ashley murmurs. 
 
    I drain the last of my drink and stand up. ‘I should be going. I’ll pop in from time to time, make sure everything’s okay and that no one’s lurking in the forest and making evil plans.’ My tone is jokey but there’s an underlying seriousness to my words. 
 
    I turn to go but Bron catches my wrist. ‘You shouldn’t feel bad, Zoe. Despite everything, I think Dante really did love you. In his own way.’ 
 
    I don’t trust myself to answer. 
 
    ‘What will happen to him?’ 
 
    ‘He’s safely under lock and key – for now, anyway. He won’t ever be able to return here.’ The infinite sadness that I feel about the way things turned out with Dante will remain with me forever. He could have been so much but he couldn’t see that; from the moment he colluded with the Department to abduct Ashley, he turned away from the right path, never to return.  
 
    I sigh heavily and disapparate. 
 
    *** 
 
    The curtains in my cul-de-sac are twitching more than ever. I ignore them and lift my face up to the sky, enjoying the sensation of the faint drizzle on my skin. 
 
    Ingold looks at me. ‘You know what I’m going to say.’ 
 
    I meet his gaze. ‘You want me to work for you. For Interpol and the … Dream Team.’ 
 
    He doesn’t waver. ‘Together we can do a lot of good, even if you can’t find a way to bring us into the Dreamlands.’ 
 
    I don’t doubt he believes that. Ingold is a good guy and he has good intentions. So does Interpol. Probably. But Dante thought his intentions were pure, even if he acknowledged that his way of achieving them left something to be desired. Good intentions aren’t enough for me, not any more. 
 
    ‘How long,’ I say softly, ‘until you want me to peek inside the head of some President or Prime Minister because you’re concerned about what they’re up to?’ 
 
    ‘When we’re concerned, we usually have good reason.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t mean poking around in someone’s head is right. Some things should remain private. You’ll end up using me. Or the next guy will. There’s no way this can have a happy ending.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know that.’ 
 
    I answer quietly. ‘Yes, I do.’ 
 
    His eyes drop. ‘Yeah,’ he admits. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    I pass him a scrap of paper. ‘That’s my email address. If you need me, send a message and I’ll get back to you when I can. But,’ my voice hardens, ‘I won’t be used. Not by anyone.’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ He examines the paper for a moment then tucks it away. ‘What will you do? Are you going to stay here?’ 
 
    I lift my chin and look over his shoulder at the road leading out from my little house. ‘I’ve spent enough time at home. There’s a whole world out there.’ I hold up my passport, the one that actually says Zoe Lydon. ‘I’m going to travel. See what there is to see and learn what I can.’ 
 
    The corner of Ingold’s mouth crooks up. ‘Take each day as it comes?’ 
 
    I smile back. ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    His eyes hold mine. ‘Then maybe we can meet up again soon somewhere.’ He holds up his hands. ‘Not because I want to pressure you about the Dreamlands but because I want to talk to you. Get to know you better, I mean.’ For a moment he actually looks awkward. ‘Maybe we can grab a drink somewhere. I’ve got some holiday time coming up. We could share a cocktail on a tropical beach.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like that,’ I tell him quietly. I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him on the cheek. He flushes pink. I smile slightly then leave him and move to Rawlins. ‘It’s been fun.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s not.’ 
 
    I laugh. ‘You’re right. It’s been horrific.’ 
 
    She gives me a tight hug. ‘You’ll look after yourself?’ 
 
    I nod and bite my lip. ‘I will.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ she says gruffly. ‘Because if you get into trouble, leave me out of it. I’m looking forward to getting back to complaints about stolen garden gnomes. I don’t need dream terrorists or alleged terrorists or fake passports or real shootings or…’ She looks at me. ‘Too much?’ 
 
    ‘Kind of.’ 
 
    She grins and thumps my arm. ‘Take care, Zoe.’  
 
    I press my lips together tightly and crouch down by Adam’s wheelchair. ‘How are you feeling?’ I ask. 
 
    ‘I’m good. And I have a hell of a story to tell the guys down the pub next time I see them.’ 
 
    I laugh. He’d better not say a word. ‘You’re heading home too?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ He flicks a sidelong look at Rawlins; there is considerable warmth in his expression. ‘I’d quite like to be on the right side of the law.’ 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. ‘You and Rawlins?’ 
 
    ‘Do you think she’ll have me?’ 
 
    I smile. ‘You’ll have to ask.’ Somehow I don’t think she’s going to turn him down.  
 
    Before I can say anything else, my mother clears her throat loudly and all but shoves Adam’s wheelchair out of the way. ‘Darling! Are you really going to leave?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I really am. I need to stretch my wings. Besides, there are many different time zones out there and a lot of places to explore. Both real and imaginary.’  
 
    ‘Well, make sure you don’t go talking to any strange man who are too handsome for their own good.’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘And don’t let anyone push you around.’ 
 
    ‘No chance.’ 
 
    ‘And definitely don’t become a terrorist again. I’m not sure my constitution can take it.’ 
 
    ‘Mother!’ 
 
    She smiles and hugs me. ‘I’m going to miss you so much, Zoe,’ she whispers. ‘You’ll come back, won’t you?’ 
 
    I blink back tears. ‘Always.’ 
 
    She sniffs. ‘I can take the Chairman,’ she offers. 
 
    I glance down at his carrier. From behind the metal bars, he blinks up at me, yawns and blithely starts washing his face. ‘Nah. I think the two of us are going to have some fun adventures together. Besides,’ I grin, ‘he’s got my back.’ 
 
    ‘Amen to that.’ 
 
    I step back and look at them all. ‘I owe you so much. I’m so sorry your lives were turned upside down by all this. I promise to leave your dreams undisturbed from now on.’ 
 
    ‘You can tread through my dreams whenever you want to,’ Rawlins says. ‘And I mean that.’ 
 
    Adam raises his eyebrows. ‘Just tread softly.’ 
 
    I grin. ‘We are such stuff as dreams are made on, after all.’  
 
    I turn away from them and scan the sky. In the distance, I can make out Esme’s figure waiting patiently beside a battered-looking Volkswagen Beetle. I raise my hand to her and wave to indicate that I’m on my way. I’m not scared. Not any more. I’m ready to meet the world head on.  
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