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    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW/Nude versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for Logan Jacobs + Patreon on Google. 
 
     
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there. 
 
   

 

 Books come out every Wednesday 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Here we were. The moment of calm before the storm. 
 
    I knew from my time spent with Jackie Forest that the moment we exited the big black SUV we had been hiding out in, we’d be blinded by cameras. I’d have to say goodbye to my vision for the first portion of the VMAs, where Jackie had been nominated for an award after the success of her hit single, Darkest Dreams. 
 
    “I love New York,” Masha Pavlova sighed, and the dark-haired beauty patted down her perfectly styled 1940s curls.  
 
    The ex-gymnast was wearing a slinky black silk dress with Swarovski crystal straps, and she looked like a Bond girl from one of the early movies. The outline of her nipples and her perfectly toned abs were perfectly emphasized by the fit of the dress.  
 
    I’d never thought much about designer clothes before, but now that I saw how good my women looked in the finest that money could buy, I was sold. 
 
    “We know you love New York,” Jackie replied with a giggle. “All of your dreams seem to take place there.” 
 
    The gymnast cast Jackie a mischievous look before blinking at both of us. 
 
    “It’s all very good in dreams,” Masha said. “But nothing can compare to the real thing.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” I said with a laugh. “I have a lot of fun in your New York dreams, Masha.” 
 
    Ever since I’d discovered that I could hop into people’s dreams and fix their mental health problems, my life had completely turned around. Instead of slaving away every day as a gardener at the New Leaf Wellness Center for the rich and famous, I was now working as a full-time dream healer in only a short matter of months. I’d gained the affection of pop star Jackie Forest and ex-gymnast Masha Pavlova through my dream work with them, and I’d made some amazing friends like the old-money heir and backup dancer Grant Bates, too. Every different dream was a crazy new ride, but I was always up to the challenge. 
 
    Only two nights ago, Masha and Jackie and I had ventured into the gymnast’s subconscious for a little fun and games. But instead of dangerous hijinks and evil villains, this time it was pure bliss. We flew over the city in a yellow taxi and drank champagne at the top of the Empire State Building. Then, we crashed the Shakespeare in the Park festival and put on the show of a lifetime. Masha did backflips and Jackie sang songs on the acoustic guitar, and the audience loved it. Those were the types of dreams that I wanted all of my patients to eventually experience on their wellness journey. 
 
    “I like New York,” Jackie said with a shrug. “For this type of thing. But I’m Cali born and bred, and I’ll always be a West Coast girl at heart.” 
 
    “That’s why we love you honey,” the eager girl in the front seat of the SUV said between obnoxious smacks of gum. “I’m scheduling your behind the scenes reel to go up in exactly two hours. That way, the look will drop on the red carpet, but you’ll still get engagement during the ads.” 
 
    Rochelle was a personal assistant and events specialist who Jackie’s label had sent in to make sure that everything was perfect as well as documented. Aside from her role as social media manager, she also held all of Jackie’s personal belongings and an emergency bag of all the exact makeup that Jackie’s makeup artist had used. The day had been an absolute slog of an operation with a team that I couldn’t have even dreamed up, but now it was all coming to fruition. 
 
    “You are literally a genius, Rochelle,” Jackie said, and for a split second she rolled her eyes at me to confirm just how sick she was of all the press coverage and exposure. 
 
    I felt the ginger minx slide her soft, warm hand over mine and squeezed it. I looked down at her perfectly manicured dark blue nails and couldn’t believe that I got to call such a talented girl my own. 
 
    Masha and I had both suited up for our night at the VMAs, but Jackie was, of course, the main attraction. Her song Darkest Dreams had been filmed completely underwater, with synchronized swimmers wrapped in dark chiffon and a ghostly-looking Jackie in barely any clothing at all. Because of that general aesthetic, Jackie’s stylist had decided on a “wet-look” dark blue dress for the award ceremony tonight. Even though it was completely dry, the stretchy elastic and silk had been arranged and sewn in a way that made it look like a wet dress had been stuck to Jackie’s body.  
 
    The stylists had complimented her clothes with slicked down hair and dark, smoky eyeshadow to accentuate her gorgeous sky-blue eyes. She looked like a macabre water nymph, but everyone kept assuring me it was a showstopper. 
 
    “I’m glad that they’re doing it at Radio City this year,” I said. “Reminds me of when we came to the Christmas spectacular when I was a kid. Even though, you know, this is way more exciting.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Jackie said with a giggle, and I shot a smile at her and Masha. 
 
    “Alright guys,” Rochelle said between more nervous gum chews. “Don’t get out until an assistant opens the door. There will be cameras.” 
 
    “Not cameras,” Masha said in her low Eastern European accent, and she followed it with a sardonic laugh. “I think we’ve had enough of those.” 
 
    Rochelle spun around, and the nervous black-haired assistant let out a strained laugh. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. “It’s… it’s an awards ceremony." 
 
    “I am joking, my dear,” Masha said, and the gymnast winked at the assistant. 
 
    My God, Masha was so hot. And I was about to roll up to one of the most important events in music of the year with a nominated star. 
 
    Only a few months ago, I’d only learn about this kind of thing from a passing glance at a glossy tabloid magazine. But now, this was my reality. 
 
    “Oh, and Ollie,” Rochelle said as the car started to slow down. “What’s the schtick, huh? What’re we running with?” 
 
    “The truth,” Jackie interrupted, and she squeezed my hand again. “This man saved my life.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Rochelle asked, and she glanced over at Masha and me before turning back to Jackie. “That’s the whole line?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jackie huffed. “The photographers behind the gates might be shouting personal questions, but the ones on the red carpet will just ask about the song. You know this.” 
 
    “And what if they talk to Ollie?” Rochelle pressed, and she chewed at her exhausted gum even more frantically. “What’s his line?” 
 
    “That I saved her life,” I said with a shrug. “And I’m glad to be here. Come on, Rochelle. I know a few of the other nominees here, too. Clients abound, so there will be plenty of people who can talk about how I’ve helped them as well in case anyone starts to get too nosy. Besides, everyone’s going to be swooning over Jackie tonight. I doubt anyone will spend more than thirty seconds thinking about me.” 
 
    I decided to finish off my little speech with a wink, which made the baby-faced assistant blush before she straightened herself out and nodded. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “You guys have it down. I’m… I’m just doing protocol.” 
 
    Before we could answer, the door on Jackie’s side of the SUV flew open to reveal a tall, burly man with a shaved head in a blue tuxedo and white gloves. 
 
    “Jackie Forest?” the man asked with a smile so white that it belonged on a Crest advert. 
 
    “That’s me,” Jackie said with a smile, and the man nodded politely in response. 
 
    “Come right this way, please,” he said, and he ushered us out of the car and into the blinding lights of the press photographers. 
 
    This was a feeling I’d never get used to. 
 
    Jackie stepped out of the SUV first, and Masha and I trailed behind. I could see the red carpet beneath my brand-new Italian leather dress shoes, but other than that, I could only vaguely make out Masha and Jackie’s backs and the building far in the distance. 
 
      
 
    Jackie, how are you doing tonight, sweetie? People Magazine wants to know! 
 
      
 
    Jackie, look over here, honey! 
 
      
 
    Masha, how long has it been since your last public outing? 
 
      
 
    Jackie, who’s your friend? 
 
      
 
    Oliver Hansel, are you Jackie’s new fling? 
 
    We stepped out from the sidewalk, and the assistant who had ushered Jackie from the SUV escorted us to another fenced-in space under a large white tent. 
 
    “I can’t believe that wasn’t even the real one,” Jackie said, and she swirled around. 
 
    We were lined up behind a bunch of other celebrities who I couldn’t discern because all I could see were a long line of backs. One woman a few people up from us was wearing sparkly seven-inch stilettos and a clear chiffon dress that was just as wide as it was tall. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a Marie Antoinette type do, and even from behind she looked like a grotesque mix of a rain cloud and an oil spill. 
 
    “Hey, Ollie,” Masha whispered into my ear. “Perhaps that lady will appear in my nightmares.” 
 
    “Nonsense, my dear,” I said with a smirk. “We’ve done way too much work for anyone to hurt you.” 
 
    Masha snickered and turned around as the rest of us moved up in line. 
 
    Ahead of us, the stars were posing individually in front of a VMA background on the red carpet. These were the official pictures that would be uploaded to style watch Instagrams and published in Vogue. 
 
    “Ready to have your picture taken?” Jackie asked as the cloud woman in front of her moved into the spotlight. 
 
    “I can’t say I’m gagging for it,” I said with a shrug. “But for you, sugar? Anything.” 
 
    “You look very handsome,” Jackie said with a wink. 
 
    “I agree,” Masha whispered into my ear, and her tongue nicked my earlobe. “Very, very handsome.”  
 
    I felt a rush down my body and lifted an eyebrow at the tantalizing gymnast. But it was almost our turn, so I took a deep breath to balance myself and then looked down at my new threads to make sure I hadn’t missed some tiny piece of lint. Jackie had talked me into wearing a vintage Hugo Boss suit with wide legs and a classic blazer. I looked demure and suave, like some of the guys I’d seen from the 50s. 
 
    It was none of that whack pop star stuff for me, and my ladies liked it that way. 
 
    “Here I go,” Jackie said, and she walked onto the red carpet and posed expertly in front of the flashing lights. 
 
    “What a woman,” I said as Jackie moved out of the way. 
 
    “You go first,” Masha said, and without further ado she pushed me right in front of the cameras. 
 
    It was like clockwork. The second so much as the tip of my shoes appeared, the flashing lights went crazy again, and I had to dust myself off. I gave a quick wave before stepping out of the way and back into the safe bosom of anonymity. I liked being rich, but being photographed all the time? That shit was not for me. 
 
    “You’re amazing, honey,” Jackie said with a laugh as we waited for Masha to resurface from the sea of photographers. 
 
    Once the former Olympian joined us, we were ushered into the foyer of Radio City Music Hall, which was absolutely teeming with celebrities. Everyone seemed to have the same combination of perfect, glowing skin and strange clothing. It was like being at a party surrounded by aliens, and in my last few months as a dream doctor, I’d been in dreams that were way less weird than this. 
 
    “Jackie,” a voice said, and an exceptionally tall, lanky man with bleached hair and bright green eyes approached us. He was clad in a light gray suit that looked about seven sizes too big for him, and someone had sewn a bleeding gunshot wound into the chest with rubies. 
 
    “Oh, Mason,” she said, and the two shook hands. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Forever, I’d say,” he replied with a laugh. “I thought you’d fallen totally off the radar until you came out with an album of certified epic bangers.” 
 
    “Well,” Jackie replied, and she shot me a gushing look. “I couldn’t have done it without this guy. Ollie saved my life, you know.” 
 
    The man turned to me and held out a long, bony hand. When I shook it, his skin was a little cold, and if I had been in a dream, I would’ve assumed he was a vampire. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite place who he was. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Mason,” I said, and I gestured to the sparkling bullet wound in his jacket. “Looks like somebody got you real bad.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said with a hearty laugh. “Alexander Wang, maybe. I think he’s somewhere around here actually. But Ollie, I must say that your reputation precedes you.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I asked, and I brushed a strand of hair from my face. “Well, in a place like this, that means a lot.” 
 
    “Don’t be humble,” Mason replied. “Sounds like you’ve got a talent that none of these people possess. I’ll run into you later, Jackie, good luck up there. And Ollie, I’ll have my people talk to your people.” 
 
    He made an army salute at me before disappearing into the swathes of household names and hotly-tipped industry up-and-comers.  
 
    “He didn’t say hello to me,” Masha said with a giggle. 
 
    “That dude’s a weirdo anyway,” Jackie said. “There’s a reason I haven’t seen him in a while.” 
 
    “What’s his name?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s Mason McCarthy,” Jackie giggled, and she reached down and squeezed my hand. 
 
    Holy crap. Mason McCarthy had been a kid’s television mainstay on the public networks when I was little. No wonder I didn’t recognize him with all that bleached hair. 
 
    “I didn’t even know he made music these days,” I said. 
 
    “He doesn’t,” Jackie whispered. “I mean, of course he does it publicly. Not like he writes any of it, though. Then again, this is pop music. I’d say two thirds of these people don’t write their own songs.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re our star,” Masha said. “Come, let’s get a drink.” 
 
    Masha flagged down another man in a dark blue tuxedo, who was carrying a silver tray with champagne flutes full of various drinks. 
 
    “Are any of these non-alcoholic?” Jackie asked, and the waiter nodded. 
 
    “Take the orange one,” he said, and my two girls grabbed their drinks. 
 
    I took a small champagne flute and followed Jackie as we wove our way through the crowd. 
 
    “This is fun,” I whispered to the pop star. “But I might venture to say that it isn’t as fun as it was in your dream the other night.” 
 
    “No way,” Masha said. “That was the best time I’ve had in a dream in a long time.” 
 
    The other night we had ventured into Jackie’s dreams to fool around and see what was going on. We ended up at the VMA ceremony, but for some reason Radio City Music Hall was in the North Pole rather than New York. We skated the night away on an indoor ice rink with a bunch of penguins in couture gowns, and the culmination of the event was a giant scramble for a single fish. I made sure that Jackie got the fish just to ensure that if there was any underlying psychological meaning, she’d still come out on top. 
 
    “That was a super fun time,” Jackie said wistfully, and she took a sip of orange juice. “But I prefer spending time in the company of my human friends rather than a bunch of penguins I don’t know.” 
 
    “I liked the penguins,” Masha said with a solemn nod. “They didn’t talk too much.” 
 
    “Oliver Hansel?” a voice said, and I spun around to find a tall, tan, almost statuesque blond man in front of me. 
 
    I smiled at Jackie’s record producer, Kit Joscelin. 
 
    “Kit,” I said, and I took the hit-maker’s hand in mine. “My goodness, it’s so good to see you so well.” 
 
    “Likewise, Ollie,” he said. “Ever since your magic treatment, my life is in color again. I’m a whole new man thanks to you.” 
 
    “That’s amazing, Kit,” I said. “I’m glad I could help.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt better in my life. I used to rely on all my dark, disgusting shit for my art. But now I know there’s a way to make good work without flagellating myself. I’m free from the pain, Ollie.” 
 
    He finally stopped shaking my hand, and I offered him a polite smile. 
 
    “Oliver is very talented,” Masha added, and the record producer nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Just like our Jackie,” he said. “You guys are a good match. Or, umm…” 
 
    The record producer shot a few glances between Masha and Jackie and I before Jackie put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “He saved my life, Kit,” she said. “And he’s never been to the VMAs.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” the record producer smiled. “Look honey, I’ll see you in your seats. Ciao for now, bellas.” 
 
    He gave us a wave and disappeared back into the crowd. 
 
    “I think he was kind of onto us,” Jackie giggled. “He couldn’t tell who was with who, if anyone was even with anyone.” 
 
    “Well, luckily it’s nobody’s business,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Not one person in the world knew just how lucky I was. I had two of the hottest chicks I’d ever seen in my life, and all the perks that came from having a genuinely otherworldly talent. Even if they thought it was weird, I was already laughing my entire way to the bank, to the Hollywood Hills, to wherever the fuck I wanted. 
 
    “Nobody’s business indeed,” Jackie said with a huff. “Plus, it’s not like I have a weird gaggle of gremlins like Melissa DeVille” 
 
    Jackie gestured a few feet away at one of the celebrities who had just entered the building, and boy, what a sight the newcomer was. This woman had a jet-black mohawk with stripy tights and a black tutu as a bra. It was pretty cool as a punk look, until exactly seven midgets who were all dressed in black grim reaper cloaks and white face makeup followed her in. 
 
    “Surely that’s exploitation of some kind,” I said. “Like… this isn’t the year to be hauling around little people as accessories, surely.” 
 
    “It’s a fashion emergency,” Masha added, and she shook her head at the eccentric group. 
 
    “Yeah, plus how did she get that many people on the guest list?” Jackie asked. “If I knew I could bring the entire cast of Snow White, I would’ve at least brought Grant with us or something.” 
 
    “Ladies and Gentlemen, if you would like to take your seats, the Video Music Awards are about to begin,” a deep voice announced over the PA system. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, this is so exciting,” Masha said with a giggle. “I’ve never been to a music awards ceremony.” 
 
    “You and me both, babe,” I said, and I put my hand on the small of her back and led us into the main hall. 
 
    It’s not like I could remember much of Radio City Music Hall from when I was a kid, but I was sure that this was completely different. There were blue lights everywhere, and people talking into giant TV cameras up near the stage. There were also two giant cranes with cameras that moved over the audience so that the people at home could watch everything happening in fine detail. 
 
    “Whoa,” I heard myself say, and Jackie squeezed my hand as we were ushered into one of the rows closest to the stage. 
 
    “Wait,” Masha whispered. “We are very close. Does this mean…” 
 
    “Millions of people are watching,” Jackie said with a smile, and she smoothed down her wet-looking dress and crossed her legs. 
 
    I sat next to Jackie, and Masha sat beside me. Just as I was settling in to watch the show, I felt a tap on my back. I swung around and found none other than Roger Hollister, another one of the nominees, smiling at me through an impressively shiny pair of grills. 
 
    “What’s up, man,” he said, and he removed the fluffy orange hat that he was wearing. “I’ve been hearing some things about you, dude. All good, though.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a laugh. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, I love your work.” 
 
    I didn’t want to say that I had been obsessed with his music when his first album came out in my senior year, nor that I had listened to it religiously as I trimmed topiary flamingos back at New Leaf. But it was sure as hell nice to meet someone whose work I really got behind. 
 
    “You’re too kind,” he said. “Anyway, I hear you’re out here saving lives. I’d like to try it myself some time, if you’re into it.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said in a suddenly official tone of voice. “I’ve actually just opened my own studio to do the work in LA, if you want to swing by some time.” 
 
    “That’s safe, bro,” he said. “I’ll get my people on it. And tell Jackie good luck.” 
 
    I sat back in my seat and found that Jackie had the glassy look she got when was mentally counting backwards from one hundred, which was something she did when she was feeling anxious. 
 
    “Hey babe,” I said and took her hand.  
 
    She blinked and looked down at our hands, and then she stared up at me with her gorgeous blue eyes. The empty gaze was gone, and the smile she gave me was filled with warmth. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” she said with a laugh. “I was just, uh…” 
 
    “Roger Hollister says good luck,” I said with a wink. 
 
    Before she could reply, the lights in the theater dimmed and an eerie blue light started to emanate from the stage. 
 
    It was now officially my very first awards ceremony. 
 
    For the first half-hour, A-lister after A-lister graced the stage to either perform a musical number or offer some funny quip about everything that had happened over the past year. I was absolutely mesmerized by some of the crazy costumes and the sheer scale of the endeavor, but then there would be yet another commercial break. 
 
    “We’re cutting to commercial in three, two…” a cameraman near me said. “And one.” 
 
    The entire theater immediately erupted in whispers and laughs from the audience. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said, and my eyes readjusted to the lights. “What a wild ride.” 
 
    “The fun hasn’t even started,” Jackie said. “My nomination is being announced in the second quarter.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you performing, Jackie?” Masha asked the nominee. “Surely you’re better than all these lip-stinkers.” 
 
    “Keep it down, Masha,” I said and squeezed the brazen gymnast’s hand. 
 
    “I can’t say I disagree,” Jackie responded with a wink. “But the performers were locked in while I was still in recovery, and we didn’t think the release would be pushed up this much.” 
 
    “God, there’s so much logistics in this industry,” I said, and I privately thanked the powers that be that my talents were completely unprecedented and couldn’t be controlled by hundreds of thirsty business people with their own schedules. 
 
    “Oh, look,” Jackie said. “We’re going back on air.” 
 
    The cameras started to dim, and Lace Harlow, a winner from last year, had a last drop of sweat dabbed from her brow. A cameraman counted to three, and all eyes were on Lace Harlow and another man that I didn’t recognize on the stage. 
 
    “Welcome back everyone,” Lace said, and she pushed a strand of pink hair out of her face. “We are at the VMAs, and my favorite part of the evening is coming up. How do you feel, Hudson?” 
 
    The man, who had a pencil mustache and a bouffant hairstyle leaned into the microphone. He reminded me of a villain on a kid’s TV show or something, and it made me slightly uncomfortable. 
 
    “Why’s it your favorite part, Laceship?” He asked. 
 
    “Well,” the star responded. “I love to celebrate all the new and exciting artistry in the industry right now, and the award for best female video is a fun and educational way to do that for the VMAs and everyone around the world.” 
 
    “She sounds like Miss America,” Masha whispered into my ear. “They couldn’t have rehearsed this.” 
 
    “Isn’t that so,” the man, who was apparently called Hudson, laughed into the mic. “Anyway, the nominees for this year’s best female video are… Jenny Richler, for Eels in the Night.” 
 
    The giant screen behind the stage immediately lit up with a video of a bleach-blond girl in front of a bunch of weird psychedelic effects. The sound of her music was hyper-electronic and dance-oriented but uncomfortable, and I was glad when the emcees kept reading out the names. 
 
    “Melissa DeVille, for Smother Mother,” Lace announced. 
 
    The screen changed to a black-and-white film video of the punk woman from before being ambushed by a bunch of evil-looking children in black cloaks, which in a way was almost worse than the former video. 
 
    “Dorothy, for The Lantern,” Hudson read. 
 
    The screen cut to a pretty vanilla-looking blonde country singer whose music I actually quite enjoyed. They’d made a cute little stage in a barn with a bunch of puppets and costumes, and there was something more innocent and charming about this video than the edginess of the first two. 
 
    “And, Jackie Forest for Darkest Dreams,” Lace concluded. 
 
    The screen finally changed to Jackie, who was suspended gracefully in the middle of a giant pool with her haunting-looking dancers in the back. Compared to the other videos and songs there was something so mesmerizing and non-contrived about it that I felt my heart swell. 
 
    But I was immediately broken out of the moment when a cameraman came right up to us and shoved the impressive television cam straight in our faces. 
 
    Jackie just stared straight ahead and completely disregarded it. I decided to follow suit and looked at the stage instead of paying attention to this device which was transmitting my visage to millions and millions of people. I shot a look at Masha, who was staring directly into the lens with the confidence of a fighter.  
 
    God, I loved that girl. She was certainly not one to be fucked with. 
 
    “And the award goes to…” Lace Harlow announced in her breathy voice. “Jackie Forest, for Darkest Dreams.” 
 
    Jackie swung around to me, and covered her face in her hands. 
 
    “I did it,” she squealed. 
 
    I was so overwhelmed with joy that I didn’t even notice how hard I was clapping. I felt a hand on my shoulder, and even Roger Hollister was patting me on the back on Jackie’s behalf. 
 
    This night was completely surreal. 
 
    Jackie gathered her dress and made her way up to the stage. 
 
    “That’s our star,” Masha said as she wiped a tear from her eye.  
 
    Meanwhile, I tried to ignore the giant TV camera that was still loitering in our general area and then followed Jackie onto the stage. I kept clapping even though my hands felt like they were raw, and I even whistled as Jackie took the golden statue from Lace Harlow, who smiled vacantly at one of the TV cameras before the emcee stepped aside so that Jackie could give her acceptance speech. 
 
    “This is insane,” Jackie began and giggled. “I’d like to thank my Mom, my Dad, my brother, and my team. If I’m being honest, this song means a lot to me. I didn’t know if I’d be able to finish this record, let alone be here at all tonight, and so I’d like to thank my friend Ollie Hansel for helping me when I was in need. Darkest Dreams is for all of you. Goodnight everyone.” 
 
    The camera ran straight back up to me and focused in on my face. Masha and I exchanged a giggle as Jackie rushed back down the stairs to resume her place. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, and she tucked the award into her lap. 
 
    “For what?” I asked with a laugh. 
 
    “Shouting out to you onstage,” she said. “I was kind of overwhelmed with emotion.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all, honey,” I said. 
 
    Okay, maybe I didn’t want the life of being chased around by cameras, but after that shoutout one thing was for certain. 
 
    Business was going to be booming. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    The rest of the awards ceremony continued in an identical blur. There was artist after artist, video after video, and I was beginning to get a little bored. Masha leaned her head on my shoulder and dozed off for a bit until the lights in the theater lifted for the final time. 
 
    “Masha,” I whispered and then jostled the gymnast slightly awake. 
 
    “Sorry, hmm?” she asked and perked up. “Ah, yes. I’m still an athlete, I like to stay moving.” 
 
    “Well, then, let’s get moving,” I said, but just as I was about to grab Jackie, four men in blue tuxedos approached her. 
 
    “Where do I go now?” she asked with a laugh. 
 
    “Come with us to the press room,” the shortest guy said. “And then you’ll take photos in the main hall. Which after-party will you be attending tonight?” 
 
    “Oh, no parties,” Jackie said, and she looked back at Masha and me. “I’m stone cold sober now.” 
 
    “Well, from what I’ve heard Miss Forest, you won’t be missing much,” the assistant said politely. 
 
    “Oh, I think we all know that’s a lie,” the award-winner cackled, and before I knew it, Jackie had been whisked off. 
 
    “Come on,” Masha said with a giggle. “Let’s go make some new friends.” 
 
    We filed out of the theater amid the slew of garish outfits and massive personalities. I was looking forward to maybe running into a few people I knew from the LA scene, and maybe I’d even find a new client or two as well. 
 
    “What a night,” I said. “I knew that she’d do it.” 
 
    “You did?” Masha asked and raised an eyebrow. “Then why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “No, not literally,” I replied with a laugh. 
 
    Damn. Not only was I becoming a wellness hotshot, but my talents for prediction were also in my arsenal of things I was known for. These people might’ve been richer and more famous, but I was convinced that I had something no other guy in the world had. 
 
    And it was a damn good feeling. 
 
    “Ollie,” I heard a familiar deep, jovial voice say, and a large blond man emerged from the crowd. 
 
    It was Jack from New Leaf, and he looked way better than before. 
 
    He was still a big dude, but his skin was brighter and he looked like he’d lost about ten pounds. Unlike all the other posers at the show, he was wearing a simple blue checkered shirt and a cream suit. It was obviously expensive due to how good the cut was, but it was demure. His floppy blond hair hung into his friendly blue eyes, and I couldn’t help but respond to his infectious grin. 
 
    “Jack,” I said, and I went and gave him a hug. “Jack, you look better than ever.” 
 
    “Thanks to you,” he said, and he placed a meaty hand on my shoulder. “If I hadn’t met you, Ollie, I would be dead, or at least on my way to some horrendous after-party with a twenty-five-year-old and a Birkin Bag full of opiates.” 
 
    A very small pop star with a dark spray tan and a long ponytail sidled past us and shot the evil eye at Jack as she held a hot pink Birkin Bag to her chest. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I said and couldn’t help but let out a snicker. 
 
    “That was fully hypothetical, I’ll have you know,” the composer laughed. “But not far from the truth, either…” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad all that’s behind you,” I said. “And I’d love to see you for a check-up in my brand-new studio if you’re around. Just to make sure that everything is in shipshape.” 
 
    “I’d like nothing more, Ollie,” he said with a kind laugh. “I’ve been telling all my friends about you. They haven’t seen me this good in years.” 
 
    Jack’s dream had involved darting through the broken streets of London during the Blitz. Every night he had failed to save his first love from the wreckage, but with my help, we were finally able to drag her out from the rubble and rescue her. Since then, his depression and drug dependencies had simply vanished. There was no more ketamine, no more mindless partying, and no more time wasting.  
 
    The three of us finally filed out of the theater into the foyer, where photographers were snapping yet more shots of the award winners. Everyone smiled and held up their statues while the rest of the audience lingered while limos and SUV’s were sorted.  
 
    I caught Melissa DeVille shoot Jackie some daggers as she whisked her midgets out of the foyer and into a black SUV. It was crazy to realize that kind of pettiness could still take place when everyone around here was obviously so privileged, but I’d given up on ever understanding a lot of what happened in the industry. 
 
    “She’ll get over it,” Masha whispered in my ear when she saw who I was watching. 
 
    “I hope so,” I replied. “I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t want her as an enemy.” 
 
    “True,” Masha said. “She might sic those midgets on you.” 
 
    We laughed and turned to watch Jackie again. Our girl was being interviewed by a reporter in a cream skirt suit who looked more excited than the winners. 
 
    “Hey Jackie,” the woman said, and she flashed her pearly-whites into the camera. “Would you like to tell Vogue who you’re wearing tonight?” 
 
    “Of course,” Jackie replied, and she gestured to the deceptively wet-looking dress that she was wearing. “Her name is Ariel, and she’s a mermaid that I caught and skinned to wear here tonight." 
 
    The presenter gave her a blank expression, and I had to try my hardest not to burst into a fit of laughter. I couldn’t believe that she actually said that. 
 
    “I’m just joking,” Jackie continued. “My dress is by Baudrillard.” 
 
    “Well, we missed your humor, Jackie,” the reporter said with a laugh. “What’re your plans now that you’ve won the award this year?” 
 
    “Oh, you know,” Jackie responded. “I’m prioritizing my peace right now, so I’m probably going to go back home and have a chill one. I’ve partied enough in my day.” 
 
    “Haven’t we all,” the reporter replied. “Anyway, we’d like to thank you for your time Ms. Forest, and have an excellent rest of your evening.” 
 
    “Thanks so much,” Jackie said with a smile, and one last camera snapped before she could escape and rejoin me and Masha. 
 
    “Hello, my dears,” she said and shoved the VMA into my hands before smoothing her dress out.  
 
    I looked down at the tiny astronaut who was holding a flag and balancing on one leg. I never thought I’d hold an award like this before, and I was shocked at how heavy it was. 
 
    “How was the press?” Masha asked. 
 
    “Same as usual,” Jackie said with a shrug, and she took the award back from me. “I had to basically relive every moment of writing the record. Did you run into anyone you know?” 
 
    “Jack is here,” I said, and Jackie’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “Oh, yay,” she said. “I hear he’s doing really well. You’re a miracle worker, Ollie.” 
 
    “No need to flatter me,” I said with a laugh. “I’m just doing my job.” 
 
    The rides were now appearing in the proper order, and bit by bit, the foyer emptied out as the stars would climb back into their limo or SUV and head off to some glitzy afterparty. But the girls and I didn’t have time for that tonight. There were plenty of cool parties in LA every night so we only went when we really wanted to, and since I had business to attend to tomorrow, a party didn’t seem like a good idea. 
 
    “Rochelle should be around here somewhere,” Jackie muttered, and as if on cue, the black-haired assistant burst through the door with a man in a blue tuxedo, who was holding an umbrella. 
 
    “Jackie,” Rochelle said. “Jackie, you’re amazing. Your socials have hit two mil in the last half-hour. Two mil! Oh, and congrats on the award, you deserve it, honey.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rochelle,” Jackie said, and she peered outside the door. “Is it raining out there?” 
 
    “It is raining cats and dogs out there, girl,” Rochelle replied with a nervous laugh, and she gestured to the assistant with an umbrella. “But luckily, Paisley here will be escorting us to the car. We loaded up all your things so that they’re already in the jet.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Jackie said, and she gestured for Masha and I to follow her. 
 
    Jackie’s label had sent us all the way to New York in a private jet. We’d arrived earlier in the day so we hadn’t done much sightseeing, but I was excited as hell to get back into the skies. I hadn’t flown much as a young person, but now that I was sitting pretty, it was one of my favorite things to do. 
 
    I felt Masha grab my hand as we all ducked under the giant umbrella that Paisley had supplied for us. We darted over the now sloshing wet red carpet, and I tried to keep my nice new suit out of the rain.  
 
    “Ah, Jackie,” Masha said with a laugh. “Now your dress really is going to become a wet look.” 
 
    “I know,” Jackie said with a sigh. “But who cares? I feel so buzzed from actually winning that award after the year I had. I feel like I’m on the best high of my life.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” I asked the pop star. 
 
    Masha and I exchanged a funny look before Jackie burst out laughing. 
 
    “Yes,” Jackie said, and she nodded emphatically. “Because this time, it’s all real! No drugs at all. I earned it myself.” 
 
    As our ride pulled up, we were once again pelted by shouts from the photographers, though the professionals had been replaced by gaggles of screaming teenagers armed with iPhones. 
 
      
 
    Jackie, Jackie, I love you! I prayed for this! 
 
      
 
    Jackie, can I get a picture! 
 
      
 
    I love you so much! You’re my mother! 
 
      
 
    “Sorry guys,” Jackie said, and she flashed a smile and waved at her legions of adoring fans. 
 
    I felt like the hand of God practically shoved me into the black SUV, and then all of a sudden, we were safe again behind a shield of tinted windows and creamy leather upholstery. 
 
    “That was amazing, Jackie,” Rochelle said. “Nobody has been able to do fan pictures tonight, so you’re in the clear.” 
 
    “It’s terrifying,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Look on the bright side,” I told the pop star with a laugh. “If you ever had to mobilize for a war, you’d be able to form an army almost immediately.” 
 
    “I think they’re cute,” Masha said with a shrug. “You should have seen the fans at the Olympics. They’re all old men who love their country, who want to die for you if you win gold. It’s good, but they are not as sweet.” 
 
    “You should try being a gardener,” I said in a deadpan voice, and the girls exchanged a look before bursting into laughter. 
 
    “Mmmm…” Jackie murmured, and she rested her head on my shoulder. “We’re going straight to the airport, right?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Rochelle answered with a quick nod, and she popped another stick of spearmint gum into her mouth. “Straight to JFK. But don’t worry, we’ve already done the security details. So I’m gonna see you guys off on the runway.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Jackie said with a sigh, and she trailed her arm around my waist. 
 
    Masha shot us a look before resting her head on my shoulder as well. I didn’t care what Rochelle thought was going on, because I was just happy to spend time with my two glorious women.  
 
    And even better, now we were about to travel in style. 
 
    I tipped my head back on the seat and listened to the busy Manhattan evening. Yellow cabs zoomed by us, and I heard the shouts of people on the street until the big car sped up and we were on the highway. 
 
    “Not to disturb you, Jackie,” Rochelle said with a nervous laugh. “But I was just on the phone with the label, and they were wondering if you’re flying back tonight, could that mean…” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Jackie groaned, and she sat up in her seat. “I can go into the office tomorrow. You know, this is the first awards season that I’m actually taking care of business immediately rather than flying back to LA three days late with a deadly hangover.” 
 
    “I’m proud of you, sweetie,” Rochelle said, and she turned back around and clacked away on her phone. 
 
    “All thanks to you,” Jackie murmured into my ear, and she moved her hand closer to my thigh.  
 
    The car was dark, and nobody but Masha would be able to see us, but it felt salacious. I tried to keep the images of fucking my award-winning girlfriend out of my mind as we zoomed through traffic to JFK. 
 
    “How’re you feeling, Masha?” I asked, and I sensed Jackie blush in the light of the streetlamps. 
 
    “Ready for a nice, relaxing flight,” she said. “I hope they have good snacks on board.” 
 
    The dark-haired beauty winked at me and put her hand on my knee. 
 
    For some reason I was starting to get the impression that I was the snack onboard. 
 
    “Oh, don’t you worry about that,” Rochelle added between smacks of gum. “We have the whole thing catered with New York’s finest: there’s pizza, bagels, and a few orders from Nobu as well. We know you like that, Jackie.” 
 
    “Everyone likes Nobu,” Jackie yawned, and she looked out the window as the car made its way past the drop-off zones for the commercial airlines and toward our private jet. 
 
    I couldn’t believe that I was actually living the life of someone who took private jets everywhere. I used to think that money couldn’t buy happiness, and based on some of the crippling woes of my patients, it seemed like that was a pretty fair assessment. But stuff like traveling, eating, and living in luxury? It sure as hell didn’t hurt. 
 
    The black SUV made its way through the giant, empty strip where all the other private jets lived. I wondered who else was there, whether it was billionaires or businessmen or maybe even other VMA winners from that night. But one thing was for certain, I couldn’t wait to have some alone time with my girls once we were fully boarded and flying thousands of feet above the ground. 
 
    The black SUV came to a stop right in front of a private jet similar to the one we’d flown on that morning. It was a lot smaller than a commercial liner, but it was also a lot sleeker, with a sharp nose and swept back wings. The only ID on it was a blue logo from the private rental company and the tail number. 
 
    “Here you go, Jackie,” Rochelle said, and she handed Jackie a tote bag from the Met Museum. 
 
    “What’s this?” Jackie asked, and she peered inside. 
 
    “It’s your stuff, honey,” Rochelle said. “All your luggage is taken care of. I just put a pair of pajamas, your phone, and your makeup in here.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jackie said, and she shook her head and swiped her gelled hair out of her face. “Thanks, thanks, that’s awesome.” 
 
    “Do you need anything else?” the eager assistant asked. “A stick of gum, perhaps? It helps if your ears won’t pop, you know?” 
 
    “I’m all good, but what about you guys?” the award winner said, and she turned to Masha and I. 
 
    “I’m good,” I responded. “Just looking forward to getting back in the air.” 
 
    “I will not take the gum,” Masha said matter-of-factly. “It reminds me of my gymnastics days. I like to eat real food now.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Rochelle said shyly. “Well, it was great working with you today, and safe travels home.” 
 
    “Thank you,” we all answered, and we piled out of the car, where we were met with yet another impressively large security guy. 
 
    “You can’t get a second alone here,” Masha groaned as he led us up the stairs of the jet. 
 
    “Miss Forest,” he said. “Welcome to your blue liner for tonight. Will you be needing a safety demonstration?” 
 
    “Honey, I’ve taken upwards of fifteen flights a year since I was eighteen,” Jackie said, and she took her head. “If anything, I’m the world’s largest contributor to greenhouse gas. But no, I know the rules now inside and out.” 
 
    “Of course, Miss Forest,” the man answered, and we made our way up the final stairs and into the plane. 
 
    At first I was hit with that sickly plane smell that made me want to barf on first whiff. But as soon as I got a glimpse of our digs for the night, everything changed. 
 
    The interior of the plane was sleek and cream-colored, and everything was sparkling clean. Right in front of us there were two tables with comfortable leather seats. Behind that, there was a closed-off room with two massive queen-sized beds. The only difference between the plane we’d used earlier was the blue light that filled the cabin. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, everyone,” a man’s voice said, and I turned around to find a middle-aged man with gray hair and a salt-and-pepper mustache smiling at me. “I’m your captain for tonight. If there’s anything you’d like to know about the journey or the aircraft, please don’t hesitate to ask. However, it’s pretty late, so I’m sure you’ll want to sleep.” 
 
    “That’s my intention,” Jackie said, and she flopped down on one of the cream leather seats. “Ooh, pizza.” 
 
    She lifted the top to one of the pizza boxes and pulled out a steaming slice of New York pizza. 
 
    “That looks good,” Masha said as she grabbed a slice for herself.  
 
    “Thanks so much,” I said to the pilot. “We’ll let you know if we need anything.” 
 
    He nodded, closed the cabin door, and then disappeared into the cockpit where I could just see the copilot.  
 
    When the cockpit door was locked, I sat down at the table next to Masha. For a moment, the only sound was the girls chewing on the pizza, and then the engines whined to life. 
 
    “Are you tired?” I asked, and the dark-haired minx shot me a look. 
 
    “Not as tired as I’d like to be,” she murmured, and she pushed some hair out of my face. “I’m an athlete, you know. I like to be a little exhausted before bed.” 
 
    “And I’m just buzzing,” Jackie added, and she swallowed the last of her pizza. “I couldn’t possibly sleep with everything that has happened tonight. It’s just so… overwhelming.” 
 
    The pop star raised an eyebrow at me, and I felt my cock twitch in my pants. My girls looked hotter than ever, and I wanted to take them right then and there. 
 
    “I know you want me,” Jackie said, and she shot a look at Masha before looking at me with x-ray eyes. “But you can’t have me. Not until this plane lifts off.” 
 
    “Me, neither,” Masha added and shot me a sly look.  
 
    This was awesome. I’d wanted to join the mile-high club, and now instead of just a distant dream, this was my reality. 
 
    The plane started to move toward the runway, and we rumbled by the commercial terminals. There was a line of aircraft waiting to take off, even at this late hour, but at least it seemed to be moving quickly, so maybe we’d be able to enjoy the beds soon. 
 
    “Goodnight, New York,” Jackie said, and she waved out the window. “We’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “When are you supposed to be back?” Masha asked.  
 
    “A couple of months,” Jackie said and took another bite of pizza. 
 
    Masha fastened her grip tighter around my pant legs, and I looked up at the athletic beauty. 
 
    Her black silk dress clung to the outline of her nipples, and there was nothing I wanted more than to lock my mouth around them and make her moan. I was sure she had read my thoughts, because she bit her lip and blinked her piercing hazel eyes. 
 
    “I don’t like to be teased,” I lied, and the beauty leaned in. 
 
    “I want to wait until we’re in the air,” she said. “I want you thousands of feet above the ground.” 
 
    Masha grinned as she polished off her slice and then pulled another piece from the box. 
 
    I shook my head and turned to watch the terminal lights as we made our way to the front of the line. I could see the aircraft lined up at the gates, and I wondered how many of those flights would be heading to LA as well. And then we finally made the turn onto the end of the runway, and after a few seconds, the engines roared as our ride shot down the runway.  
 
    “Finally,” I said and grinned at the girls. 
 
    Jackie stood up and traipsed over to close a second door that would seclude us in the cabin. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Aren’t you supposed to be sitting down for takeoff?” 
 
    “Oh, but it’s so much more fun this way,” she said, and she trailed her hand down my neck and undid one of my shirt buttons. 
 
    Fuck, my girls were so hot.  
 
    I felt the weight of the plane lift from the tarmac, and soon enough, we were hurtling into the air. 
 
    Masha’s hands snaked around my neck and down to my chest. I felt a jolt of heat race down from my bare skin to my cock. 
 
    “You know,” Jackie said, and the red-haired vixen raised an eyebrow at me. “I’ve been wanting to take this dress off ever since we got in the cab. And now I can finally do it.” 
 
    She lifted an arm and unzipped the dress all the way down. The formerly wet-looking fabric came loose from her body, and she wriggled out of the water nymph-looking number and dropped it to the floor. 
 
    Damn, the girl looked good. 
 
    Her tits bounced out of the dress, and she swept her hands over her completely naked, pale body. Even in the light of the private jet, it was like she was glowing from the inside. 
 
    “Jackie,” I murmured. “You should’ve told me that you weren’t wearing any panties under there.” 
 
    “I would have,” Jackie said as she sauntered toward me. “But I didn’t want you to be distracted on my big night.” 
 
    “No?” I asked.  
 
    I reached out and grabbed her fleshy thighs. Her skin was so soft and supple that I wanted to devour her, and I growled as she leaned toward me. 
 
    Masha started to kiss my ear while I pulled the pop star’s pussy closer to my face and swept my tongue up her perfect, hairless slit. 
 
    “Oh, Ollie,” Jackie moaned, and she grabbed the top of my head and clenched at my hair. “Oh, fuck.” 
 
    I swiped between the folds of her perfect pussy with my tongue and tasted all of her juices.  
 
    She clenched her ass even tighter in my hands and pulled her body closer to mine. 
 
    Meanwhile, Masha’s hands trailed down from my neck to my cock, and she started to fondle me through my pants. This was so fucking hot, I could barely take it. 
 
    Jackie tasted so good as I drew circles around her clit with my mouth. The popstar squirmed and moaned underneath my grasp, and I didn’t plan to let her down for awhile yet. 
 
    “Ollie,” she moaned. “Mmmm… fuck…” 
 
    I trailed my hands up to Jackie’s soft, bouncy breasts and squeezed her nipples as Masha continued to rub my cock through my pants, and I felt overwhelmed with sexual desire. 
 
    This was the fucking life. I was thousands of feet in the air and practically swimming in lust. 
 
    “Do you like how I taste?” Jackie asked, and she pulled me by my hair from her pussy lips.  
 
    I loved looking at her tits swinging above me, so it was a few seconds before I arched my head and growled at her. 
 
    “I fucking love how you taste,” I said and felt Masha start to kiss and bite at my neck. 
 
    “Let’s go to the bedroom,” Masha said, and Jackie held her hand out and pulled me up from the seat. 
 
    The pop star led me through the cabin and through another white door, which led to the small room with two beds that faced each other. I was so mesmerized by her gorgeous, pale body that I barely heard the door swing shut behind us. 
 
    I turned around, and Masha was standing there fully undressed. I don’t know what she’d done with her designer gown, but her body was so fucking hot that I didn’t care if she’d flushed it down the toilet. 
 
    I’d heard somewhere that the most beautiful part of a naked woman was her face, but I couldn’t peel my eyes away from the gymnast’s stunningly athletic figure. Her muscular thighs and cut abs made her look like a fierce warrior goddess, and I wanted her to pounce on me. 
 
    “Well,” I said to the athletic beauty, and I tried to resist Jackie’s attempts to tug me back onto the bed. “I feel as if I’m a little overdressed.” 
 
    “Let us take care of that,” Masha said, and I completely relinquished all control of my body as Jackie pulled me back onto the bed and Masha climbed on top of me. 
 
    First, Jackie pulled off my smart dress jacket and cast it onto the floor of the cabin, and then Masha got to work on unbuttoning my crisp white shirt. Once the athlete had made it all the way down to my waist, she gave me a sneaky look and started to fondle my cock as she unbuttoned the last one. 
 
    “Oh,” I moaned as she undid my belt. “Oh, fuck…” 
 
    Jackie trailed down to kneel next to Masha, and the next thing I knew my shoes were off, my pants had been ripped from my legs, and the hungry girls were practically clawing off my boxers with their perfectly manicured nails. 
 
    It was heaven. 
 
    Masha started to fondle my dick in her hand, and a jolt of warm electricity raced up my spine to the top of my head. I looked down and watched as Jackie bit her lip and stared up at me coquettishly. 
 
    “We love your cock so much,” she said with a giggle, and she licked the tip of my member. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, and I felt my cock swell even more with pleasure. My entire body felt like it was floating through the air. 
 
    I looked down and saw Masha start to lick the tip of my cock while Jackie made her way up and down the shaft of my member with her mouth. Her hair was still slicked back from the awards show, and she looked feral.  
 
    I fucking loved it. 
 
    “Mmmm…” Masha moaned as she began to swirl circles around the edge of my member with her tongue.  
 
    I could barely take it anymore, and they were so hot that I wanted to spend the rest of the flight fucking them senseless. 
 
    “Get on the bed,” I said, and Jackie pounced on the perfect white duvet. 
 
    I slapped her ass and rolled her onto her back as Masha climbed onto the bed after her. 
 
    “Mmmm…” Jackie giggled underneath me, and she started to run her hands over my abs and my chest. “I’ve wanted you all night.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, and I leaned over her and started to bite at her ears. 
 
    “Oh,” Jackie moaned, and she dug her nails into my back.  
 
    The burn made me even more wild with desire, and reached down and started to massage her warm, wet slit with my cock. 
 
    “Fuck,” she moaned.  
 
    Her juices felt so good against my member that I thought I was about to explode. 
 
    “You two are so hot,” Masha said, and when I looked up the gymnast was giving me a devilish look. 
 
    I was more turned on than I had ever been in my life. There must’ve been something about the altitude. No wonder the mile high club was such a phenomenon. 
 
    I guided my cock into Jackie’s warm, wet slit and started to pump into her. 
 
    “Ollieeee…” she moaned. “Ollie, yess… deeper…” 
 
    I pumped into her tight, wet tunnel even deeper, just as the lady requested. She felt so fucking good. The harder I pumped into her, the more my body felt like it was overtaken with complete bliss.  
 
    “You feel so fucking good,” I growled, and I felt the ridges of her warm, wet pussy tighten around me. 
 
    “Oh, oh, yes…” she moaned, and I could feel her scratch at my back again. 
 
    I continued to push myself even deeper inside her until her legs were shaking with pleasure underneath me. I could feel a warm knot of pleasure forming in me, and I wanted to release everything I had into her. 
 
    “Ollie,” she moaned into my ear, and she nibbled at my earlobe. 
 
    “Yeah, baby?” I growled. 
 
    “I think I’m going to come,” she moaned. 
 
    “I love watching you make Jackie come,” Masha purred, and I was so surrounded by pure erotic bliss that I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “I’m going to come,” I said. “I’m coming inside you, Jackie…” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she moaned, and her legs shook around me as her pussy tightened around my cock. 
 
    I felt all of the heat in my body rush through my cock as I emptied everything into her. I kept pumping until nothing was left, and she lay underneath me with her mouth slightly parted. 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” she moaned, and she bit her lips. “That felt so good.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Masha said, and she pulled me back down onto the bed.  
 
    Suddenly, I was on my back, and the tanned beauty stared down at me and straddled around my waist. 
 
    “You look so good,” I said to the dark-haired beauty.  
 
    She really did. Her nipples were hard for me, and I reached up and squeezed her soft, ample cleavage. 
 
    “I love watching you fuck Jackie,” she said. “It turns me on so much.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked, and my cock became rock hard again.  
 
    The gymnast reached behind her and grabbed my member. I felt a warm flush of heat alight my body, and I knew that I wanted to fuck her immediately. 
 
    The gymnast moved back and began to massage the folds of her pussy and her wet clit with my cock. 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” she moaned, and she threw her head back in ecstasy. “My turn…” 
 
    She shifted her gorgeous, fleshy ass over my member and plunged my cock into her wet pussy. 
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped at the amazing feeling of her pussy. 
 
    Masha bounced up and down on my cock until my whole body felt like it was about to explode with heat. She clawed at my chest, and I felt mesmerized by the sight of her tits bouncing for me. 
 
    “You look amazing,” I said, and she bit her lips. 
 
    “I love fucking you,” she said.  
 
    My cock slid effortlessly into her warm, wet tunnel. She felt so good that I had to take the reins. 
 
    In one fell swoop, I plunged her onto the bed and flipped her onto her stomach. 
 
    “Oh, Ollie,” she moaned as I reached down and started to massage her clit. 
 
    “Do you like that?” I breathed down her neck, and I plunged my dick into her tight pussy. 
 
    “Fuck,” she moaned. “Yes, yes, keep fucking me like that.” 
 
    I kept pumping into her until I felt like my entire body was on fire. She was so hot, and her body felt like it was perfectly molded to mine. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed into her ear, and I pushed into her even harder. I continued to massage her pussy until she was shaking and moaning underneath me. 
 
    “Ollie, I’m going to come,” she moaned, and I fucked her even harder. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, and I felt her warm pussy tighten around me. “I want you to come for me, Masha.” 
 
    I fucked her harder and harder until I couldn’t take it any longer. All the heat in my body pushed into her soft pussy, and the release was so sweet that I lowered myself down onto her and felt her shake underneath me as she came. 
 
    “Oh, Ollie,” she moaned, and I nibbled at her back.  
 
    The feeling of her warm body and her fleshy ass underneath me was the perfect ending to a wild day. After a few more moments, I I rolled off of her body into the middle of my two beautiful ladies and stared at the white ceiling. 
 
    “I’m beat,” Jackie said, and she wriggled close to me and put her head on my chest. 
 
    “Me, too,” Masha said, and she started to feel around for a light switch in the narrow compartment. 
 
    “What a day,” I murmured. 
 
    The entire cabin was plunged into darkness as Masha finally turned off the lights. The only light came from the tips of the wings of the plane, but I couldn’t be bothered to draw the window blind closed. I was exhausted, and I knew that I had a deep sleep awaiting me. I fell into a dreamless slumber with both of my girls’ heads on my chest. 
 
    After what felt like only minutes, my eyes fluttered open. Instead of the dark cabin, however, I was greeted by a white milky light. Both of the girls were still snoozing, and I didn’t want to wake them just yet, but it was clearly morning wherever we were. 
 
    Suddenly, a friendly voice came over the intercom, and my question was answered for me. 
 
    “Rise and shine, this is your captain speaking,” the pilot said. “We now have thirty minutes ‘til landing.” 
 
    I couldn’t wait to get back to business.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    I knew that I’d never get tired of the sunrise in LA. The way the dusty light hit the top of the palm trees and the first orange splatter of light on the sidewalks signaled to me that I was back home. Sure, jet-setting around with my girls was fun, but in one way, I was exactly like Jackie. We were Cali born and bred, and we were damn proud of it. 
 
    “No need to worry about rain here,” Jackie said, and her eyes twinkled as she rested her head on the window. “Hello, Los Angeles.” 
 
    “I must say,” Masha admitted, “I do love the sunshine here.” 
 
    “Hey, would you mind turning on the radio?” Jackie asked the driver, and he obliged.  
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, and I smiled into the rearview window. 
 
    Friend of the Devil by the Grateful Dead started to play over the radio, and Jackie’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “Oh, this is a good omen!” she said and threw her head back to sing along. “Got two reasons why I cry away each lonely night. The first one’s named sweet Aaaaaaanne Marie, and she’s my heart’s delight!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. My dad used to play the Dead on every road trip we had, and it was a nice thing to remember in the car ride back with my girls. 
 
    The black SUV drew up to the familiar gate, where he tapped on a small button above the rearview mirror. The gate immediately opened, and we started up the slope that eventually led to Jackie’s house in the hills. 
 
    “Home, sweet home,” Jackie said. “We’re back at our compound.” 
 
    “That makes it sound like a cult,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure the tabloids wouldn’t disagree with that,” Masha replied.  
 
    We passed a slew of beautiful houses, each more extravagant than the last. I’d never bought my own property before, but I knew that the success of my new business meant I could start looking for my own place. And I could start to think big, like maybe a place nearby. I definitely didn’t want to settle for the usual three bedroom ranch that was so far out of the city that it might as well be in Nevada.  
 
    “I’ve missed my orange trees,” Jackie said with a sigh as we neared her gate. “You know, my day just isn’t the same without them.” 
 
    “We were gone for twenty-four hours, Jackie,” Masha said with a laugh. “You can’t have missed the oranges that much.” 
 
    Jackie winked at the Eastern-European beauty as we drove into her Tuscan-villa themed property. 
 
    The decision to move both of us in had been pretty obvious from the get-go. We were all living a high-profile life, and besides, Jackie didn’t want me out of reach. I’d ditched my old rental, even though it had been close to the water, and now I practically had my own wing of the estate. 
 
    Still, I hadn’t paid for it myself, and I couldn’t wait to get my own place now that business was going pretty well. Word had spread rapidly through the Hollywood grapevine about my therapeutic abilities. I had more potential clients than I could manage, even after I raised my rates to astronomical amounts. But even though it was only five minutes in the real world, I was spending hours, sometimes full days working in the dream universe. Some of these dreams were dangerous as hell, and whatever injury I suffered in them manifested in real life. It’s not like psychiatrists fought off evil subconscious monsters, and it felt more than fair to charge a lot for putting my life on the line. 
 
    The car pulled up in front of the house, and the door swung open. Doris, one of the housekeepers, pushed some of the gray hair out of her face and waved at the SUV. 
 
    “Hey, Doris,” Jackie yelled as she opened the car door. “It’s so good to see you!” 
 
    “And you,” the kind housekeeper said and then waved to the driver as he hopped out. 
 
    “It feels good to be back in the sunshine again,” I said as Masha and I stepped out of the car into the warm California sunlight. “I can practically feel my body thanking me for all the vitamin D.” 
 
    “I couldn’t live in a place that was gray and rainy all the time,” Jackie said. 
 
    “So you won’t be moving to Seattle or… well, anywhere in the UK anytime soon,” Masha laughed.  
 
    I went around to the back of the SUV to give the driver a hand with our bags. I grabbed Masha’s purple suitcase while the driver grabbed Jackie’s and mine. Between us, we lugged the three bags into the gorgeous, sprawling vintage foyer of her house. 
 
    I’d been in a lot of gorgeous places since spending time with Jackie, but I still couldn’t believe that this was a regular dwelling and not a film set. The checkerboard flooring always made me want to dance around a little like Fred Astaire, even though I’d never had much of a flair for dancing. But in Tinseltown, everything seemed like it was designed for fun, just in case a movie crew showed up and asked for permission to film in your house. 
 
    “I love this place,” Jackie said, and she swirled around to me.  
 
    The pop star was still wearing her pink silk pajamas, and she had taken all of her award show makeup off. It was rare to see her without at least a dab of eyeliner and some lipstick, but she glowed in the center of the foyer like she carried around her own personal spotlight. 
 
    “Me, too,” I said. “But you know, I still want to find a place of my own.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, of course,” she said, and she gestured for Masha and me to follow her into the kitchen. “Come on, let’s talk about it over some orange juice.” 
 
    “There’s some fresh juice on the table, Jackie,” Doris called after us. “The gardeners picked some yesterday.” 
 
    “You’re a genius, Doris,” she yelled back. “This is perfect. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
 
    We followed our hostess through the maze of hallways to the kitchen, which had a retro vibe despite the very modern appliances. The room smelled of juicy oranges and warm bread, and the soft California sun gave everything a shiny look. 
 
    Jackie opened the pink Smeg fridge and grabbed a clear jug full of rich, almost red orange juice while Masha reached into the cupboard to get some glasses. As soon as the gymnast set the glasses on the countertop, Jackie filled them to the rim. 
 
    “So, my friend,” Masha said, and she spun around and raised an eyebrow at me. “You mentioned a home of your own?” 
 
    Unlike Jackie, Masha had opted to not change out of her evening gown, and so now she looked like she was on a very long and confident walk of shame. But this was the exact type of thing that she would get a kick out of, so I decided to roll with it rather than questioning her on the matter. She’d become so confident and sexy since I’d helped her sort through the issues in her dreams, and I loved spending time with her. 
 
    “The rumors are true,” I responded with a wink. “I think it’s about time that I start thinking of my own digs. I have the office space, and I love that. But maybe if I had my own place, I could have a consultation room as a carriage house. It could be my own little dream estate.” 
 
    “Ooohh, I like the sounds of a dream estate,” Jackie said, and she thrust a glass of the orange juice in my hand. “Maybe that will be the name of my next album. Here, drink some of that.” 
 
    I took a swig of the good stuff, and my God, it was fresh. It was sweet and perfectly tart, and I could practically feel the sun shining out of my ears. 
 
    “This is quite a luxury,” Masha said, and she finished the whole glass in one gulp. “Jackie, you grow the best oranges.” 
 
    “Well, the gardeners do,” Jackie muttered, and she threw me a cheeky glance in reference to how we met. “But here’s the thing. I know your business is going really well at the moment, but I don’t want you to settle on a smaller house sooner just because what you really want is out of your price range.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I said matter-of-factly. “I’ll make all the money I need for exactly the house I want.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” she said and rolled her eyes playfully. “You know, I’m in a really good position because of the last single, and I’m doing all the fashion partnerships now, and you know how that goes…” 
 
    “Jackie,” I said and set my glass on the counter. “I love you, and you’re a sweetheart, but I’m making this myself. I’ve made it this far, and I’m doing it off my own back. Come on, I wasn’t born into wealth, and I want to make my own way.” 
 
    “Let him be the real man,” Masha said with a shrug. “These Americans think it’s important for the man to… bring home the bacon. And you know what? I like a man who works.” 
 
    “So do I,” Jackie said with a giggle. “But just letting you know. You never have to settle for less, Ollie. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” I said, and I lifted an eyebrow. “Why do you think I keep two dames like you around?” 
 
    The girls burst into a fit of giggles in the kitchen, and I felt my heart swell at our little throuple. Suddenly, the pop star looked at Masha, and it seemed to click with the pop star that her friend was still in yesterday’s clothing. 
 
    “Masha,” she said. “You look like a slut.” 
 
    “Did you only just notice?” Masha asked, and she gestured to the dress she was wearing. “I couldn’t be bothered to change, so I’m still looking pretty.” 
 
    “That’s so funny,” Jackie said. “I was too sleepy when we were leaving the plane to even notice. You look hot, though.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Masha said with a yawn. “But now I’m going to change, and then I’m heading straight to pilates. I want to feel the burn, you know.” 
 
    “Rather you than I,” Jackie said. “I’m going to put on some real clothes and head to the label office. What about you, Ollie?” 
 
    Both girls looked at me, and for a moment, all I could think about was our flight back from New York. I felt my cheeks start to burn, so I quickly looked down and fumbled with my pocket. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Let me check my phone.” 
 
    I’d remembered to change on the flight, unlike Masha. So I pulled my phone out of my comfy sweatpants pocket and clicked to see if anyone important had contacted me. 
 
    The answer was yes. I had upwards of fifty notifications from the last time I’d checked, but the name that popped up first was Sid Billam. 
 
    The wellness and past life regression guru had been hounding me for months now. I knew that his intentions were good, but as a businessman, I knew that he also wanted to keep a close watch on the competition. 
 
    “Anything pressing?” Jackie asked. 
 
    “Same old,” I said with a smile. “I think I’m going to head to my office.” 
 
    “I love that place,” Masha said with a sigh. “So pretty.” 
 
    “We’ll see you later, babe,” Jackie said, and she gave me a quick kiss before dragging Masha upstairs. 
 
    “You could wear that to pilates too, you know, I’m sure the instructor would love it if you flashed them,” I heard Jackie’s voice trail off. 
 
    “What, the thirty-seven-year-old ex-ballerina?” Masha quipped. “Highly unlikely.” 
 
    I snickered to myself and opened the message from Sid Billam. 
 
      
 
    Heya Ollie. Congrats to Jackie on her win, we knew she could do it. Wondering if you’re back in town for a session? Feel like dog shit. 
 
      
 
    I balked at his candor for a moment, but I knew the man would only ask for a session if he was having some serious problems.  
 
      
 
    Hey Sid. Looks like it’s your lucky day. I’m gonna drive from Jackie’s place to the office now if you want to come meet me. 
 
      
 
    Another message popped up on the screen. 
 
      
 
    You’re a life-saver. Or so I hope. See you ASAP, Sid. 
 
      
 
    I clicked the phone off and put it in my pocket. Looked like it was time to get to work. 
 
    The awards shows and fancy dinners were fun, sure, but nothing could compare to the thrill of entering other people’s dreams. And because whatever happened in the dream affected me in the real world, I was getting fucking hench. Fighting off magical creatures and running through imaginary terrains was no joke, and I was getting ripped because of it. 
 
    “See ya’, Doris,” I called out to the housekeeper as I headed back outside. 
 
    “See you later, Mr. Hansel,” the housekeeper replied from somewhere near the front of the house. 
 
    As I walked to my ride, I chuckled at my stubborn determination to buy my own place. I hadn’t known the pop star all that long, and despite what the tabloids hinted at, there was only one thing I’d let Jackie give me, and that wasn’t even under my control. For my birthday she’d practically held me hostage in the house until my prize arrived, and my God, it was the best gift I could’ve imagined. 
 
    A dark blue 1980 Aston Martin V8 Vantage had been delivered to her compound, complete with a bow on top. 
 
    I’ll admit, I might have squealed just a little bit when I saw it, and I still felt a throb of excitement every time I grabbed the keys and headed to the garage on the side of the house. I couldn’t believe that I possessed a car this amazing, let alone a girlfriend with such cool taste in vintage cars. 
 
    Luckily, the garage door was already open, and my dark blue Aston Martin was cozied in right next to Jackie’s Spider. I patted the Spider affectionately and then slid into the leather seat of my baby. I grinned as the engine roared, and then I backed out of the garage and headed for the gate. 
 
    I turned the radio on, waved to the army of gardeners who had appeared to tend to the orange trees and topiaries, and then passed through the gate on my way further into the hills. The office space was technically still in the hills, but it was a ten-minute drive from Jackie’s place. I rolled down the windows and let the sweet smell of the sun hitting the sidewalk grace my nose.  
 
    Man, I loved LA. 
 
    I passed by some more palatial houses and a few butler and nanny types walking dogs that had enjoyed more privileges than I had in the first two decades of my life. But it was hard to begrudge the pampered pets their treats and cozy beds now that I was doing so well for myself. 
 
    A silver gate soon appeared, though it was barely visible behind the flowering shrubs and leafy vines that hid the wall. The office space I’d chosen was purposefully far away from the world, since it seemed fitting to go somewhere a little disconnected from the real world for our voyages into the subconscious. 
 
    I pressed a button on the top of my rearview mirror, and the silver gate slowly opened inward. There were only three people in the world who had access to this place. The first was the owner of the property, who lived in Dubai for most of the year. The second was, of course, me. And the third, which had probably put me in New Leaf’s bad books for life, was good old Martha. 
 
    The gate shut behind me, and I drove down the labyrinthine path into the office complex. After a minute, my glistening space started to emerge like a mirage. 
 
    The only other car parked out front of the almost entirely glass building was Martha’s silver Cinquecento. But other than that, the space was clear. There was some gravel around the property, and a zen rock garden out front that reminded me a bit of New Leaf. 
 
    But the building itself was the pinnacle of tranquility. I could see straight through into the courtyard, which housed a gorgeous black marble fountain that was shaped like the slab in 2001: A Space Odyssey.  
 
    In the center of the building there was one room that was closed off by light-controlled walls. Right now they were dark, but luckily, everything else was completely visible.  
 
    I parked the Aston Martin in a shady spot and hopped out. I could see Martha jolt slightly when I slammed the door shut, and the faithful secretary looked up at me and tut-tutted before she turned back to the computer screen and whatever work she was doing. 
 
    I walked over the marble path to the clear building and waited for the electronic doors to open. Once I was inside, I was hit with the gorgeous smell of lavender and clary sage, which had been recommended to me by another wellness guru for calming my patients. 
 
    “Morning, Miss Martha,” I said, and I waved at the now blue-haired secretary, who was sitting behind a sleek marble desk. “How have you been doing?” 
 
    “Same old, same old,” my old companion said. “You know, I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    “Why, because I’m allowed to use the front doors now?” I teased. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Martha said, and she shifted her glasses. “That’s exactly why. Anyway, I got an alert on the laptop saying you were at the gate, so I made you this.” 
 
    She placed a white mug full of steaming coffee on the counter.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I reached for the mug. 
 
    “It’s not coffee, dear,” she said with a wink. “It’s chicory. Hippie-coffee. I would’ve made you a normal one, but these guys are after some kind of social media sponsorship, and they’re practically sending it in droves.” 
 
    “I can live with that,” I said with a shrug, and I took a sip of the mixture.  
 
    It was actually pretty good, a little more plant-y than what I was used to, but it certainly wasn’t the most offensive food substitute I’d ever tried. 
 
    “Good?” she asked, and her eyes widened. 
 
    “Just great, Martha, like everything you do,” I quickly reassured her. 
 
    “Oh, don’t flatter me, Ollie,” she laughed, before her eyes lit up and she tapped at her blue cat-eye glasses. “My goodness, Ollie, I just remembered that Jackie won that MTV award. Congratulations!” 
 
    “Yeah, she got the VMA for best female video,” I said proudly. “Wild night. We were up until the wee hours of the morning partying.” 
 
    “Really?” the secretary asked, and she flashed a concerned look. 
 
    “No, not at all,” I said, and I took another sip of hippie coffee. “We hopped straight on the jet and came back here. Why else do you think I’m so chipper?” 
 
    “I know I can trust you Ollie,” she replied. “But you deserve a little fun, too. And actually, on that note, I think there are a few people out there who believe you’re having a bit too much fun and taking advantage of all these poor, dumb movie stars and such.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. The tabloid news used to make my stomach drop, but now I just let the haters hate. Jackie had been the best coach in the world when it came to ignoring the idiot press, and I considered it a pretty good tradeoff for all the life-saving I’d done for her. 
 
    “What is it now?” I asked with a low laugh. 
 
    “The usual flurry after an event,” she said, and she tut-tutted again. “You’re a cult leader. You’ve hypnotized them. You’re playing mind games. You’re an underwhelming Manson-type who’s just a social climber at heart.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. “Underwhelming Manson?” 
 
    I obviously didn’t want to be compared to a mass murderer, but I didn’t want to be called underwhelming, either. 
 
    “Oh, these people will say anything for the clicks,” Martha answered, and she brushed it off. “One of my grandkids taught me that. But you know, I’ll never buy any of it, because of all the good you’ve done for me.” 
 
    It was true. As part of her onboarding as my new secretary, I’d performed dream work on Martha. It was one of the more subdued adventures I’d had, but it had bonded us for life.  
 
    We had been on the Prairie, and just like poor Dorothy in Kansas, a tornado was coming. A younger version of Martha was trying to coax her cat from the roof before it got sucked into the vortex, but she’d never succeeded before. When I was there, though, we managed to get the stubborn white kitty down just in time. It had taken a lot of coaxing and sneaking around on our end, but I managed to grab the spitting cat with a pair of gardening gloves before the house was taken. 
 
    “That was a great dream, Martha,” I said. “One of the more practical skills I learned.” 
 
    “Oh, you were like a handsome fireman,” Martha said, and she looked into the distance and batted her eyelashes. “Managing to save my little Snowy like that. Now whenever I have dreams, Snowy is better than ever.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I said with a laugh, even though that cat had clawed the hell out of my forearm. 
 
    Suddenly, a blue light on the desk popped up, and Martha flicked a switch. 
 
    “That’s the gate,” she said. “You have an early client?” 
 
    “Sid Billam,” I said, and the secretary nodded.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” she said. “The ghost-whisperer is finally here. Think he’s just keeping an eye on the competition?” 
 
    “He said he felt like dog shit, pardon my French,” I replied. “But it might just be a ruse to test my skills. Guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    “And he’ll find out,” she said with a nod. “You can fix anything, Ollie. You’ll give him a run for his money. But he’ll feel great about it, because he won’t have any issues anymore.” 
 
    I could see the leaves rustle as a vehicle came up the drive, and then a black SUV emerged from the thicket. It parked right in front of the center like the rides at the VMA’s, and then a man hopped out of the back. 
 
    Today, Sid Billam appeared to have a shaved head with a gray Carhartt beanie on. He was one of those richies who had gotten into pottery classes and unnecessarily expensive comfort-wear. But he was here to test the waters, and I had to respect a man who wanted to better himself. 
 
    The electric doors slid open, and Sid Billam stopped in his tracks before coming up to meet us fully. 
 
    “My, my, my,” he said unusually slowly.  
 
    I noticed that rich people often spoke very slowly when they were in unfamiliar situations. Normally, they would take up a lot of space, so this was a sure sign that Sid was looking for more than just another discussion about a mutually beneficial alliance. 
 
    “Pleased to see you, Sid,” I said with a friendly smile. 
 
    “Is that clary sage?” he asked, and he let out a low laugh. “My God Ollie, I’ve been in here thirty seconds, and I’m hypnotized. You hear me? Literally, hypnotized.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you’re sleepy,” I said and held out my hand for him to shake. 
 
    After an unusually soft handshake, Sid looked around and just shook his head more. 
 
    “Is this… is this Vastu architecture?” he asked. “The energy… I just feel like it’s moving in the perfect direction. Absolutely perfect.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about that,” I said. “Not on these coordinates, at least. But the designer wanted to emphasize transparency as well as seclusion in the most obvious way, which is why it has such a calm feel to it.” 
 
    I felt like a slimeball regurgitating the exact thing that the real estate person had told me, but I had to have some kind of annoying by-line for these woo-woo types. And luckily, it looked like Sid Billam was lapping it up. 
 
    “Exactly that,” he replied with a nod. “Instead of closing off a busy world with hard walls, you’re letting in a calm world with clear walls. I love it, Ollie. I almost don’t want to fall asleep!” 
 
    “Well, it’s nap time for you,” Martha chimed in with the kind of gentle authority of a woman who could corral multiple grandchildren.  
 
    “Ha,” Sid Billam laughed. “Oh, wonderful, wonderful. I won’t waste any more of your time. Let the work commence!” 
 
    I led Sid out of the main space and through another clear room. From there, I led him into the control room, which I could make opaque at a moment’s notice. 
 
    From here, the only thing that was visible was the fountain in the backyard. I could hear the rippling of the water as I led Sid to a large, comfortable cream recliner in the center of the room. 
 
    “Welcome to the dream space,” I said and gestured for him to sit in the recliner. 
 
    He obeyed without protest and sat back and made his head comfortable on the pillow like he’d done this a thousand times before. 
 
    “This is just great,” he said and took a deep breath. “I already feel sleepy.” 
 
    “Well, my conversation can do that,” I said with a laugh.  
 
    “Oh, that’s not what I meant,” he said quickly, and I put my hands up to calm him down. 
 
    “I know,” I responded with a laugh. “It was a joke. Is there anything I can get you? Some water? A melatonin?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be just fine counting backwards,” he said. “But is there anything you need to know about me? My family history, my mother’s name, why I feel the way I do.” 
 
    “Nope,” I said flatly. 
 
    It was my practice to go into the dreams cold and figure it out there. I didn’t want to subconsciously impress any of my own stuff on how a dream should look, and it was safer this way. 
 
    “Very well,” he said, and he laughed nervously before closing his eyes. 
 
    I took a deep breath and placed my hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Ten,” I started. “Nine… eight…seven…six…” 
 
    Suddenly, everything went white. I felt like the ground had been ripped from under me, and I was absorbed in a pool of light. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The first thing that hit me about Sid’s dream was the smell. My nostrils were assaulted by the aroma of horse shit and sewage right off the bat, and I had to cover my nose for a second as our new location came into view. 
 
    I blinked a few times at the scene in front of me. We were on a cobbled street lined by vendors and brick buildings. In the distance, I could see a large tower with a spire, though a thick blanket of smog made it difficult to see much else. 
 
    People were everywhere. The streets were full of women in long, dirty dresses that were practically rags, and men in dirty breeches yelled at each other to move out of the way or buy their wares. More people rode in horse-drawn carriages, and carts full of fruits, vegetables, and old furniture were pulled along the street by both man and equine. 
 
    On the right was a large wrought-iron gate, and a line of shabby-looking women stood just outside like the world’s poorest groupies. I saw a woman who was covered in ashes and soot, and she held a small baby close to her and rocked it. She was joined by a bunch of other women holding children, and I turned to Sid to try and get some idea of where we were. 
 
    “Sid,” I said in a low voice. “Can you provide any context for me, maybe?” 
 
    “I have to get to work,” he said, and he started toward the gate that was teeming with women holding children. 
 
    I looked up at the sky and saw that it was turning a dusty orange color. A moment later, the shopkeepers started to put away their wares and the carts started to roll away. It was definitely evening, and most people seemed to be wrapping up their day. 
 
    “But it looks like most people are done for the day,” I said as I followed him through the crowd. 
 
    I felt my shoes had heels and looked down to confirm that I was in fact wearing a leather pair of shoes with heels as well as knee socks. I was also clad in black woolen breeches and a white cotton shirt with a white waistcoat. 
 
    “Sid,” I asked, and I tried not to focus too hard on the sad-looking mothers with their destitute children wrapped in rags. “Sid, where are we going?” 
 
    “To my place of work,” he said in a very British accent, before he spun around to face me. 
 
    It was my first good look at Sid’s clothing in this Dickensian setting, and it was hard not to chuckle. This Sid was wearing leather shoes with white socks and a green woolen pair of breeches. He also had a white cotton shirt with a high collar and a gem placed in the buttonhole as well as a hunter-green waistcoat and a green jacket with a tail that fell around the back of his knees. He wore a monocle in this dream, and an image of Mr. Peanut flashed through my mind. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I stood up straighter because Sid was clearly serious about this. “And would you mind telling me what that place of work is?” 
 
    “The Foundling Hospital,” he said as he opened the gate and waved me through. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. “Like, a real hospital?” 
 
    “It’s an orphanage,” he said. “For destitute children. As you can see by the state of things, there are more than enough destitute children to go around at the present.” 
 
    “Please, Sir,” I heard a sad voice say.  
 
    We stopped as a woman with barely any teeth approached us. She had curly red hair and a tattered white bonnet, and she seemed like she barely had the strength to drag both the blonde toddler and the tiny baby she was holding.  
 
    “What is it, Miss?” Sid asked in a kind voice as he looked down at the woman. 
 
    “Do you know when the lottery begins this evening, Sir?” she asked. “You see, my children are growing hungry.” 
 
    “Patience, dear woman,” Sid said, and the woman merely nodded and made her way back into the line. 
 
    He nudged me through the gate, and we entered a grassy courtyard with a cobbled path that led up to a large brick building. 
 
    “Who was that?” I asked. “And what’s the lottery?” 
 
    “A game of fate, Oliver,” he said. “And a most unfortunate one, at that.” 
 
    I kind of wished that he’d cut it with the old-timey character, but maybe this was just what he was like in his dream. The combination of our Victorian English setting and my full name was really starting to make me feel like I was in the musical Oliver! 
 
    And that was without the orphans. 
 
    Either way, it wasn’t my job to interfere, so I just decided to go with it. 
 
    “And what cruel game of fate might that be, Master Billam?” I asked, and he looked at me with sparkling eyes. 
 
    “It is this,” he said. “That every night, the Foundling Hospital offers a home to one destitute child. The hospital may be an orphanage for abandoned children, but there are far too many on the streets of London for us to take in every lost waif. Why, the institution would become a small country…” 
 
    “Surely England is already a small country, Sir,” I responded. 
 
    “Yes,” he said and lifted an eyebrow. “But that aside, the charity cannot possibly function if we had to tend to every child on the streets. So each night, those who still have a mother or father are brought to the Foundling Hospital. Each child is assigned a number, and a corresponding number is placed in a velvet sack. The number that is drawn is taken into the care of the Foundling Hospital until they go to work at the age of fourteen.” 
 
    “Fourteen?” I asked. “Seems a little intense.” 
 
    “It’s a cruel world out there, Oliver,” Sid said with a shake of his head.  
 
    We finally came to a large brick building behind another gate, and I realized that the line of women had literally been an entire block long. We came up to the edge of the sidewalk and were about to cross the street when suddenly a pang of adrenaline took hold of my body. 
 
    Sid took a step forward into the middle of the road, but for some reason, I reached out and pulled him by the back of his hunter-green coat. My friend stumbled back into me just as a giant mass clattered into the street only feet away from us. 
 
    A massive black-and-white horse had gone rogue, and the man who was trying to steer his cart was screaming frantically and cracking the whip as he tried to regain control. The cart was carrying glass bottles full of some kind of elixir, but I couldn’t read what the side of the cart said before it was by us. 
 
    But the horse’s rampage came to an end a short distance away as it crashed into one of the market stands that was selling apples. Small, hard fruit flew everywhere as the horse tried to disentangle itself from the boards. 
 
    There was a crack, and the horse fell to its side as the cart toppled sideways. The horse lay on its side kicking and neighing, though the driver at least had managed to jump from the seat just in time. 
 
    A few of the women in line must have seen it as a bad sign because they quickly scurried away. But others were grabbing up the apples that rolled across the street and concealing them in pockets and bags. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I murmured and then looked at Sid. “What happens now?”  
 
    Sid looked at me and lifted an eyebrow. His monocle had fallen from his face in the shock of the moment, and he slowly wiped it on his jacket before reinserting it in his eye. 
 
    For a second, a flash of fear raced up my spine. Had I missed the one event that I was supposed to help out in? Had I fucked up this dream before it had even started? 
 
    Damn, maybe this guy was right. Maybe I wasn’t the perfect healer. But either way, now that we knew what the issue was, I was sure that I could fix it the next time I entered the dream. 
 
    “Ollie,” he said in his normal accent. “That’s never been part of the dream before.” 
 
    In the other dreams I’d entered, the NPCs usually reacted to our movements, but the general setting and series of events was always predictable. There was never a real change from the script, and certainly nothing this substantial. 
 
    “Ah,” I said with a nod, and for some strange reason I didn’t want to break character. “Well, Mister Billam, it seems like we’ve gotten ourselves into quite a pickle.” 
 
    “Ollie, this is weird,” Sid said as he bent down and picked up one of the apples. “And stop speaking in that weird accent.” 
 
    “You were doing it first,” I shot back. “And might I add, I find it rather amusing…” 
 
    “Whatever,” Sid said, and he opened his mouth to take a bite out of the apple. 
 
    “Sid,” I said and knocked it out of his hand. “Are you crazy? This dream is ridden with horse shit and fleas.” 
 
    “Don’t insult my dream!” he shot back. 
 
    “Oi!” a gruff voice barked from the market stall wreckage. 
 
    A bald guy in a strongman vest who looked like an absolute brick shithouse approached from one of the local pubs next to the market stall. A few people had gathered under the sign that read The Cock & Bull, and there were looks of excited expectation as the man marched toward the scene. 
 
    I guessed this was the entertainment for the day. 
 
    “I’m terribly, terribly sorry,” the remorseful cart driver said as he tried to help put the apples back on the stall.  
 
    The horse had somehow managed to get to its feet, and the cart driver was trying to pull it away from the wreckage. I didn’t know much about horses other than they were notoriously sensitive and could sometimes die from stress, so I put its miraculous recovery down to the power of dreams. 
 
    “You should lose your fucking job,” the man seethed, and he pointed right at the driver. “You cheeky little shit.” 
 
    “I said I’m so terribly sorry, I’ll pay for the damages,” he insisted. “Bellaggio was spooked by a white handkerchief…” 
 
    The name Bellagio lodged itself in my head, and I felt a tingling sensation in my chest. I wondered whether Sid had spent much time at the Bellagio, because why else would the horse be called something so contemporary. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to Sid as the strongman continued to accost the driver. “This situation doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” he said as we approached the market stall, where a crowd of barflies from the pub was beginning to gather. “But surely it’s none of our business. Like I said, this has never happened before.” 
 
    “Let’s just calm him down,” I suggested as we approached both men. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Sid protested. 
 
    “Hey,” I said to the strongman. 
 
    Up close, I could see the man was covered in an impressive collage of tattoos. He looked like the model for the Victorian version of some testosterone boosting drug ad, but that was the nature of dreams. Sid had probably seen the image somewhere, and now he associated it with… well, that part was something I still had to work out. 
 
    The man ignored me and started to prod the driver with his fat finger. The driver tried to step back while he made sure that Bellagio was out of harm’s way, but the muscled man persisted. The smell of rum rolled off the tattooed man in a funky cloud that left no doubt as to where he’d been all day. 
 
    “Who the fuck do you think you are?” the man slurred after a few more jabs. 
 
    “That drunk bastard can’t get away with this,” I said. 
 
    “You shouldn’t bother, love,” a woman with pin-curled brown hair and garish red lipstick said. She was wearing a brassiere that made her tits look almost cartoonishly round, as well as a black-and-white striped dress that looked like it had seen better days. 
 
    “But this isn’t helping anything,” I said. “It’s just mindless destruction.” 
 
    “That man’s got friends,” she said. “And they won’t take kindly to his entertainment being interrupted by the likes of you.” 
 
    This was crazy. Usually, the non player characters in dreams just kept their mouths shut and went about their day without much hassle unless someone talked to them. And even then, they just said the same things they always did. But this guy had a whole backstory. 
 
    “Oh, Sid…” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    I’d learned that it was best to keep random violence in dreams to a minimum since any injury I sustained in the dream had real-world consequences. I’d also read that such violence in dreams often represented other nasty things in the subconscious, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to deal with another of Sid’s issues when I still had no idea what the primary focus of the dream was supposed to be. 
 
    The drunk man snarled at the driver like a dog who was looking for a fight, and a few of the barflies cheered. The driver looked terrified, but he was determined to protect his horse. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as I debated what to do. 
 
    I could try to stop the muscle-bound man, who was now jabbing the driver in the chest again, or I could walk away. I glanced at Sid, but it was clear that he had no idea what the hell was going on or what would happen next. I sighed as I realized that the only way the dream would play out the way it was supposed to was if this distraction was ended. 
 
    “You get off me, you wanker,” the driver said as he finally took a swing at the drunk. 
 
    “That’s it, you sneaky little shit,” the tattooed man said, and he lifted his big beefy hand to slap the driver. 
 
    “Back off,” I snapped as I grabbed the drunk’s arm. 
 
    If the man had been sober, he probably would have been able to finish the punch, even with me on his arm. But I managed to knock him off balance enough that his punch went wide, and the cart driver had an extra second to duck out of the way. 
 
    The drunk actually howled and then tottered around to face me. He snarled as he took in my appearance, and if I hadn’t still had his hands wrapped in mine, he probably would have punched me in the side of the head while I was still trying to set my feet. 
 
    “Ollie,” Sid warned. 
 
    Sid tipped his head toward the pub, and I saw two other guys in cotton shirts and breeches run our way even as they guzzled the last of their drinks. 
 
    Shit. It looked like I’d made things more challenging for myself. 
 
    The cart was suddenly upright again, but before I could question how that had happened, the driver started to climb back into his seat. Clearly, I wasn’t going to get any help from that direction. 
 
    “Ollie, we’re toast,” Sid warned. 
 
    The tattooed man seemed to remember that he had two fists just as Sid spoke, because the next thing I knew, the man’s other meaty hand was whistling toward my head. I lunged out of the way but felt myself hit the shit-covered cobblestone. 
 
    The paving stones were slick, and it was hard to get up again. Sid tried to put himself between me and the drunk, but the spirit man wasn’t much of a fighter. He’d be on the cobblestones beside me if I didn’t find some way to take down the Victorian Schwarzenegger.  
 
    I looked around frantically for some of the apples, or maybe a brick, but what I found instead was the driver’s whip. I snatched it from the road, scrambled to my feet, and cracked the long strip of leather over my head. 
 
    “Get off him, you cad,” I shouted. 
 
    Tattoo man stopped and glanced at the two guys who had run from the bar with their mugs. The other two shrugged, and a moment later, all three burst out laughing. 
 
    “Come here, you shit,” the man said again, and he reached for Sid.  
 
    I lifted the whip over my head again and brought it down just as the muscle man’s hands reached Sid Billam’s neck. The leather sliced through the tattooed skin, and suddenly, bright red blood fell onto the sidewalk. The woman who warned me not to fuck with him gasped, and even his friends seemed surprised to see the other man’s blood. 
 
    I looked down at the whip and then over to Sid, who was just as shocked as me. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered. 
 
    “Show these pricks who runs the streets around ‘ere,” the tattooed man ordered his friends. 
 
    Apparently, the injury I’d inflicted was enough to force the drunk to concede, and I watched a woman pull a handkerchief from her blouse and wrap it around his hand as she led him away. But that was all I had time to register as the guy’s two friends were suddenly on us like angry dogs. 
 
    A man with scraggly black hair came for me with a wide, sloppy punch. There was plenty of time to step out of the way, but before I could retaliate with a punch of my own, the guy grabbed my wrist and started to twist. 
 
    “You should learn how to fight before you come down ‘ere,” he snarled and then bared his teeth like a jackal.  
 
    I caught a glimpse of his yellow teeth. Or at least, what was left of his teeth. I didn’t want to launch into any British stereotypes, but after spending so long in Tinseltown, I was used to everyone’s pearly-whites. 
 
    I tried to jerk my hand free, but the man’s grip was like a vise, even if he was drunk off his ass. The bastard even still had the mug in his other hand, and he grinned at me as he started to twist my wrist a few more degrees.  
 
    “Fuck this,” I muttered and kneed him in the balls. 
 
    The bastard screamed and let go of my hand, but he still had enough energy to swing the mug at my head. I managed to block it with my arm, and another swift kick to the groin sent the mug crashing to the ground. 
 
    “You lobcock,” he moaned as he joined the mug in the slime and dirt. 
 
    My opponent wasn’t going anywhere for a while, so I looked over at Sid. who was trying to claw at a tall, gangly man’s face with his hand. The other man was doing the same, and they looked like mirror images of each other. Apparently, Sid’s imagination couldn’t handle two fistfights at one time. 
 
    But the fight was enough to keep the other man distracted, so I ran up behind the pair and knocked the drunk into the pile of broken crates. More wood splintered as the man smashed head first into the pile, and a few more apples rolled away. The man groaned and started to lift himself from the pile, but Sid grabbed a broken board and smashed it across the back of the man’s head. The drunk collapsed again, and aside from a twitching finger, he was still. 
 
    The woman from earlier came up to my side and nodded. 
 
    “You know,” she said. “I didn’t think you’d be able to take them down, but you proved me wrong. Fancy an apple?” 
 
    She picked up an apple from the ground, which I politely declined. I had no doubt that the apple was probably teeming with germs and viruses after rolling around in the street. 
 
    “No thanks,” I said. “I’m not eating fructose at the moment.” 
 
    Sid snickered to himself, and the woman looked at me quizzically. I knew that she was just a dream NPC, but it was still funny to talk to a Victorian woman with woo-woo LA slang.  
 
    “Ollie,” Sid said, and he patted me on the back. “That was incredible. How did you learn to handle a whip like that?” 
 
    “It’s a dream,” I chuckled. “I can do anything. Besides, these guys were wasted, so it wasn’t the most difficult fight.” 
 
    “That was Morton Promise,” the woman interrupted again, and she took a big bite of the apple.  
 
    “Who is Morton Promise?” I asked. 
 
    “The brawniest man in Cheapside,” she answered matter-of-factly. “You’re not from round here, are you?” 
 
    “Far from it,” Sid answered politely. “And we still have business to tend to.”  
 
    Sid started to tug me back toward the hospital, and in the weird world of dreams, it was suddenly nightfall. The sky was now a gray-blue color, and most of the people were gone. Bellagio and his owner were nowhere to be seen, and a few gas lamps sputtered to life, though I was fairly sure that normally required an actual person. 
 
    “Well, that was intense,” I said. “But we did it, and that’s what’s important. You weren’t injured, were you?” 
 
    “No,” Sid said. “Not at all. Why?” 
 
    “Because the damage will show up in the real world,” I said matter-of-factly, and the ghost-whisperer’s eyes widened. 
 
    “W-what?” he stuttered. 
 
    “You heard me,” I said and then put my arm across his shoulder. “Don’t let it freak you out, it’s just a fact.” 
 
    “But this dream is already different from before,” Sid said. “That cart crash has never happened, and now I’m going to be late for work!” 
 
    “Yeah, you keep saying that,” I said. “You sound like the White Rabbit.” 
 
    “I do,” he moaned and shook his head. “But it’s important.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Then let’s keep going. I have to admit, I’m curious about this dream. The people living in your subconscious seem to have pretty rich inner lives of their own. Not to mention the cockney accents. I’ve never seen anything quite like this before.” 
 
    We stopped in front of the wrought-iron gate, and Sid pushed it forward. The hinges made an ear-piercing screech as the gate slowly swung open, and the sound sent a shiver down my spine as we walked into the green courtyard.  
 
    “Is this it?” I asked as I studied the dark, looming building.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Now stick with me, and you’ll see what’s going on.” 
 
    It looked like now we were finally getting to the real meat of the dream. And I couldn’t fucking wait. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Our heeled shoes clacked against the cobbled street, and I could feel the tension rising with each step. It was getting darker, and the building glowed with a sickly yellow light. The word jaundiced came to mind, though I had no idea if nonliving things could be jaundiced. 
 
    Sid ran up the stairs ahead of me and stopped in front of the large wooden door. He stared at the brass knocker for a moment like he wasn’t sure if he should use it, but he finally shoved the door open and stepped into the strange light. 
 
    I hesitated a moment, but I followed him inside when nothing pounced on the man. I found myself in a foyer with a large staircase and marble floors, though it was hard to judge how big the space was. I could hear other footsteps echoing around us as well as the subdued voices of women and children, but I didn’t actually see anyone. 
 
    “We have to go upstairs,” Sid said and started to walk up the stairs. 
 
    The staircase was cold and dark despite the yellow light, and it was almost impossible to see where we were going. Somehow, we made it to the top without tripping over our own two feet, only to find the outline of a door in an otherwise blank wall. 
 
    “Open it,” I said when Sid stood still for several moments. 
 
    “Of course,” he replied and yanked on the doorknob. 
 
    We both took a step back at the barrage of voices that rushed over us. It sounded like hundreds, maybe even thousands, of women and an equally large number of crying children. 
 
    “Quiet, please,” a loud, shrill voice shouted above the din. 
 
    We made our way through the door, and we found ourselves in a hall that had the same wax and incense smell as a church. But instead of the small army of women and children I expected to find, we were met by men in Victorian suits. 
 
    The men were quiet and didn’t seem to notice our arrival, though that might have been because the room was dark. All the light seemed to be downstairs, where the children and women were still seeking help. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Sid whispered, and he made his way through the crowd of men.  
 
    As I moved past the men as well, I was shocked at the level of detail that each person in this dream possessed. Each man I squeezed by had a distinct face, ruddy cheeks, and eyes that looked like they held some kind of life behind them. I had never encountered that in a dream before, but I could work that out later. For now, I needed to understand what the hell was going on in this dream. 
 
    Sid finally stopped in front of a railing, and I realized we were on a landing overlooking a large room. It reminded me of the dining hall in a medieval castle, and the strange group of men were out of sight in the musicians’ gallery above the hall, although this was the biggest musicians’ gallery that I’d ever heard about. 
 
    Below us, several bored-looking men sat in carved chairs around a long table. The men were all dressed in colorful suits that shined like silk in the lamplight, and every so often, a ring would flash on a finger or a gem would sparkle from a chain. 
 
    “Who are they?” I whispered. 
 
    “Patrons,” he said. “Of the arts.” 
 
    It took me a moment, but I quickly realized that LA was a playground for patrons of the arts, so these men must represent one of the big art funds.  
 
    “Why do they look so bored?” I asked. 
 
    “They only do this to show they care,” he said. “The truth is, they don’t think about the children once they leave the building. But it’s all about the image. That’s what matters.”  
 
    Which did sound like a few of the celebrities I’d encountered in my time in Tinseltown, though I still wasn’t sure where this was going or what it had to do with the weird lottery Sid had described. 
 
    As soon as I thought about the lottery, a tall, spindly man in plain clothes stepped to a podium. He held a black silk pouch in his hand, which he handled as carefully as an egg. 
 
    “Is that the lottery guy?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “He runs this part of the evening.” 
 
    At a nod from the emcee, another set of doors was opened, and the women and children began to enter the hall. It seemed impossible for that many people to fit, but the room was soon packed with the desperate mothers and children. 
 
    “No pushing, please,” the sharp voice shouted. “There is space for everyone.” 
 
    “The suspense is killing me,” Sid whispered. 
 
    When everyone was packed inside, the emcee looked at the patrons. Each man nodded in turn, and the emcee started to rifle through the bag. 
 
    “So… is this it?” I asked. “We’re just here to watch some child be saved?” 
 
    “Shhh,” one of the men hissed at me. 
 
    “The child that we will be welcoming tonight,” the man announced and then glanced at the slip of paper he’d pulled from the bag, “is number forty-seven. Is there a forty-seven present?” 
 
    “Yes,” a tired voice called, and a young woman who couldn’t have been more than twenty-five made her way up to the podium. 
 
    She was carrying a small baby wrapped in a bedraggled shawl, and she gave it a kiss on the forehead before presenting it to the man on the podium. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” he murmured and took the baby delicately in his arms. 
 
    “This is so sad,” I said to Sid.  
 
    “It might seem like it,” he said. “But both the child and the mother will have a better life. The baby will live in the company of people who can take care of him, and the mother can work and earn enough money to live.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. These were hard times, especially for women and children. 
 
    Wait. What the hell was I saying? I was in a dream, not actually in Dickensian London. 
 
    And I still had no idea why Sid was having this dream. I watched the crowd start to dissipate with surprising speed, though again, I reminded myself it was a dream.  
 
    But then, a shiver raced down my spine. I’d done enough dream journeys by then to know that meant something was amiss, and I knew it was in the crowd below us. 
 
    I scanned the crowd of women who were funneling through the door, and I quickly spotted what was wrong. Mixed in with the women and kids was a bald guy in a hunter-green suit and a white shirt. And though I couldn’t see his face, I recognized the walk. 
 
    It was Sid. 
 
    I immediately turned to my left, where Sid was also standing. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I gestured into the crowd. “I think I can see the problem. Why are you up here if you’re down there?” 
 
    “I was ashamed to tell you,” he croaked.  
 
    His face turned white as he watched the other figure, and a look of disgust curled his lips. His monocle fell out of his eye again and hung limply by his side, but he didn’t seem to notice.  
 
    “Well, we’re going to fix it,” I murmured to him. 
 
    The rest of the men around us headed back to the stairs, so Sid and I were alone on the landing. We watched Sid number two as he moved through the women, though he never seemed to stop and talk to anyone or even bother to look around. 
 
    “Wanna tell me what’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s me,” he said and sighed. “But it’s not me. Basically, I’m always up here in the dream, looking down on the crowd of women. The baby is given away to the orphanage, and they all start to file out. And then I appear. And I watch myself from up here. After the baby is admitted into the orphanage, I try to bomb the place.” 
 
    “You… what?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    That was some serious self-sabotage going on, and under pretty fucking dark circumstances. 
 
    “Yeah, I try to bomb the place,” he said and shrugged. 
 
    “So,” I said. “You work for this place, a place to help impoverished children, and yet you’re also trying to blow them to smithereens?” 
 
    “I’m not trying to,” he said, and his face looked remarkably sad. “It’s torture watching myself do this. It’s like no matter how hard I try to be a good person, to help them, nothing works. I’m still that man who is actually ruining them, who doesn’t even deserve to be here.” 
 
    The word “deserve” popped out to me, And I thought about Sid Billam’s life back in LA. He was a pretty high-flying dude who could supposedly talk to the dead, and he helped a lot of people accept the loss of a loved one. 
 
    But if he thought he was secretly hurting them, the man was probably suffering from impostor syndrome. Deep down, he truly believed he was still the bad guy, and he couldn’t see the good that he was doing for the world. 
 
    “Look,” I said, “We’re going to stop him. I think I know what the problem is, and our first step is to make sure that other Sid doesn’t succeed.” 
 
    “Really?” Sid asked, and his eyes widened. He shoved his monocle back onto his right eye, which magnified it even more. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “That’s what I’m here for. But we have to be stealthy. Do we have much time?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I always follow the other men from the hospital, even though I know what will happen. Sometimes I try to follow him, but I don’t feel like I can stop it from happening.” 
 
    “Well, tonight, we’re putting a stop to all of it,” I said. “Come on, let’s go downstairs.” 
 
    We made our way back to the stairs, though the place was now hazy with candle smoke. Dust tickled my nose, and as we started down the stairs, a few cracks appeared in the steps like someone had already set off the bomb. 
 
    “Where do you put the bomb?” I asked. 
 
    “In the main hall,” he said. 
 
    Sid led me past the last few women and into the giant hall. There were still several patrons gathered around the table, where they smiled and chatted, though there was something fake about the cheerful voices. 
 
    “Good evening,” Sid said as we approached a very fat man with long gray hair and a pink suit. 
 
    “Good evening, Master Sidney,” the man said. “Will you be joining us in the dining hall tonight for supper? I believe that it’s goose.” 
 
    Suddenly something moved in the corner of my eye, and I saw a green-suited figure slink away through a door behind the main table. 
 
    “That’s him,” I whispered to Sid, and he nodded quickly. 
 
    “We will be joining you for supper, Sir,” Sid said with a nod. “But we have some business to discuss first.” 
 
    “Very well,” the man in the pink suit responded. “But don’t take too long. You know how Cook gets when anyone is later.” 
 
    Sid nodded as I started to pull him toward the door where evil Sid had disappeared just a minute before. We slipped through, and no surprise, we were in another candle-lit hallway.  
 
    “For the sake of confusion, let’s refer to your double as anti-Sid,” I whispered as we started down the hall. 
 
    “Anti-Sid,” Sid replied to me with a laugh. “That sounds like a bad punk band.” 
 
    “Damn, Sid,” I said and sniffed. “I have to admit, this part of the dream smells good at least.” 
 
    “It does, doesn’t it,” he agreed and took a deep breath. 
 
    It definitely didn’t smell like the fusion food and healthy stuff that usually filled the kitchens and restaurants of LA. Butter, thyme, and rosemary filled my nose, and I was almost pulled back into the dining hall by the scent. 
 
    The corridor ended at another large door, and after we glanced at each other, we pushed the door open together and stepped inside. We were hit by a wall of heat and bright lights, and it took me a moment to realize we had found the dining hall after all. 
 
    It was a cozy setting with a large fireplace, servers who barely made a sound as they moved around, four long tables where young nurses in white aprons mingled with workmen in leather breeches, and upper-class patrons in fine suits who sat in small clumps at more spacious tables. 
 
    “Ah, gentleman,” a man in a burgundy suit said. “Right this way, please.” 
 
    We were led to a table near the fireplace, and for the first time, I realized how dark and damp the dream had been so far. At the table, I was finally dry and comfortable again, and I could understand why Sid wouldn’t want to give up his spot just to stop himself. 
 
    “So what happens next,” I asked. “Do we wait here?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “We’ll be served food, and then he’ll reappear. For some reason, I always see him, but I can’t bring myself to get up.” 
 
    “Well, this time we’ll be getting up,” I said.  
 
    Sid nodded at me, but before he could speak, a server appeared at our table with our dinner. Plates piled with goose meat and vegetables were placed before us, and though I wasn’t hungry, the smell was too good to pass up. 
 
    “I used to love Oliver Twist as a kid,” Sid sighed, and he took a bite of the goose leg. 
 
    “I can tell,” I murmured and tried not to laugh. 
 
    I picked my goose leg up as well and took a big, hearty chomp. It was surprisingly delicious and tasted like it had been cooked to perfection in butter. 
 
    “Good, right?” Sid asked, and he popped a roasted potato in his mouth. 
 
    “My God, Sid,” I said, and I took another chomp of the goose. “Your subconscious has an absolutely excellent chef. How’d you wangle that one?” 
 
    “My dad was a cook,” he said. “I actually come from very humble beginnings.” 
 
    “You and me, Sidney,” I assured him. “But now we’ve made something of ourselves, we really have.” 
 
    We munched along for a few more minutes, but then I heard something at one of the other tables that caught my attention. It sounded like the pink-suited patron had mentioned a robbery, so I put my goose leg down and turned my head just enough that I could hear what the man was saying.  
 
    “You know,” the patron said and waved his own goose leg in the air, “there were four robberies last night. Not just in Cheapside, of course, that would be too conspicuous. But they’re all over London now. They’re in Bloomsbury, even in Mile End.” 
 
    “Abhorrent,” the man’s companion declared and smashed his fist on the table. “Desecrating our city, and desecrating the souls of the innocent!” 
 
    I shot a look at Sid, and then turned my attention back to the men at the table. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said. “I must be underinformed. But what robberies?” 
 
    The men exchanged quizzical glances before turning to me again. 
 
    “What, do you think we’re talking about someone breaking into a pie shop?” The man in the pink suit guffawed. “The grave robberies, of course.” 
 
    Suddenly, my blood ran cold. The bomb was bad news, but grave robbers also sounded like some profoundly nasty business. And all of this was in just one dream. 
 
    “That’s awful,” I said. 
 
    “Well, of course it is,” the man in the pink suit said, and he shook his head in disgust. “They’ve been exhuming the bodies and selling them to the doctors at the hospitals for a very pretty penny.” 
 
    I took a look at Sid, whose face had turned white and slightly green again. He put down his goose leg, and I had a feeling that he wasn’t going to eat any more. 
 
    “It’s a dark world we live in,” the man in the pink suit continued. “These modern times. It’s truly Godless behavior to disrupt the lives of the dead for the purpose of experimentation.” 
 
    I thought back to one of the patients at New Leaf who was an award-winning journalist and writer. He’d been admitted for six entire months after a trip to Brazil went wrong and he was narrowly saved from an organ-harvesting gang. 
 
    A shiver made its way down my spine. 
 
    “This is disgusting,” Sid said, and I nodded in agreement.  
 
    The man in the pink suit started a long diatribe about the evils of the modern world, but I’d spotted movement in the shadows. I squinted at the spot, and I soon saw that it was anti-Sid and another man. 
 
    “Sid,” I said as I pointed to the duo. 
 
    The two men looked around the room like they were searching for someone, and then they quickly scurried to the exit. No one else even noticed the pair, which made me wonder if anyone ever did. 
 
    “We have to go,” I whispered to Sid as I stood up. 
 
    “Excuse me,” the man in the pink suit said as his brow furrowed. “But where do you think you’re going? They haven’t even brought out the bread pudding.” 
 
    “Must run, terribly sorry,” I said. “As my friend said, we have some business to discuss.” 
 
    “Yes, business,” Sid said as he stood up. 
 
    “How very rude,” the man in the pink suit grumbled. 
 
    We were on the move before anyone else could complain, and we followed the anti-Sid through the door. The two men had a lead on us, but when we stepped into the hall, I could see the pair in the shadows as they scurried toward the main hall.  
 
    “Let’s catch up to them,” I said and charged after the pair. 
 
    Sid and I ran down the hallway, which slowly started to get colder and colder. The lights grew darker, and suddenly, we found ourselves in front of a dark spiral staircase that was lit only by a small candle that someone had left in a brass holder. 
 
    “There’s nowhere else to go,” I said to Sid as I picked up the brass candle holder. “We have to take these stairs.” 
 
    “Wait, I remember something else,” Sid said. 
 
    “That’s good,” I whispered, but even a whisper echoed in the dark and narrow hallway. “Do you know what happens next?” 
 
    Suddenly, a shiver raced down my spine. This was creepy as fuck, and the fact that were about to head downstairs in the dark didn’t help. 
 
    “I’ve been here before,” he whispered. “In this dream. I must have gotten out of the dining room at least once. I just couldn’t remember.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I said. “That means that we can anticipate what comes next.” 
 
    “But it’s still to no avail,” he said. “I’ve never been able to stop the bomb from going off. It’s never worked." 
 
    We started to sneak down the staircase that seemed to get narrower and narrower the farther we went down. For a second, I considered whether there was an end to the steps or if we’d just be stuck on the staircase for eternity. 
 
    As soon as I had the thought, the staircase came to an abrupt stop, and we came to a dusty stone floor that was covered with a thin layer of water. 
 
    “Ew,” Sid said as we stepped into the shallow puddle. 
 
    The hallway in front of us was dark and damp, and I held the candle further in front of me. I couldn’t make out any figures, but a few rats were splashing around, and I couldn’t help but grimace. 
 
    “That is pretty gross,” I said, but I made my way forward through the shallow water with small, barely audible steps. 
 
    Sid and I both held our breath and continued down the hallway until suddenly a door appeared on the left. A tiny speck of yellow light was on the wall adjacent to the door, and I quickly figured out that it must be from the keyhole. 
 
    “Sid,” I whispered, and I held the candle up to the door. 
 
    Sure enough, there was a keyhole and a brass doorknob. 
 
    “What should we do?” he asked. 
 
    “We must look inside,” I whispered and crouched next to the keyhole. 
 
    I closed my left eye and tried to adjust my pupil around the keyhole perfectly so that I could see what was happening inside. 
 
    At first, it looked like a regular boiler room. But then I started to put the pieces together. This wasn’t a boiler room at all. All the pipes and wires and the little furnace had nothing to do with the hospital. 
 
    They had formed a really elaborate explosive device, one which I was sure could wipe out the entire hospital in one fell swoop. 
 
    “Sid,” I said. “I see what you mean.” 
 
    “Right?” he agreed as he took my place in front of the keyhole. “Jesus, that’s a big bomb.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Now I know why you haven’t been able to stop it.” 
 
    Sid moved away, so I resumed my place. Evil Sid appeared in my line of vision and started to tinker with one of the valves. He had a wrench in his hand, and he gestured to his cloaked accomplice. 
 
    “Who is that?” I asked Sid, and he shot me a confused look. 
 
    “Who?” he asked. 
 
    “The other guy,” I said and moved aside again so Sid could take a look. 
 
    Sid watched what was happening through the keyhole for a moment before pulling back and shaking his head. 
 
    “I don’t know, Ollie,” he murmured. “He’s never usually there.” 
 
    I felt a jolt of cold, and all of the hairs on my body stood on end. The man had his back to me, but I had a bad feeling about this. First the horse, and now a second accomplice? Usually, I was the only change in the dream, but Sid’s mind seemed determined to follow this through to its normal, horrible ending. 
 
    It was scary as fuck, and the eerie Victorian setting didn’t help, but it also made me more determined than ever to actually beat this dream. There was no way in hell that I was staying in a child-bombing, grave-robbing, frightening Victorian setting forever. 
 
    Hell, I wanted to get back to sunny LA. 
 
    “This is where it ends, Ollie,” Sid said suddenly. “I’ve never been able to stop myself from doing harm. The whole place goes up in smoke no matter what I do. First, there’s a loud explosion, and then a fire starts to burn out of control. Everyone starts screaming, and then I’m back in LA, in my temperature-controlled room, in a cold sweat. What’s the fucking point of a temperature-controlled room if I’m just going to wake up in a cold sweat every day?” 
 
    I was determined to smash these guys because I definitely did not want to die in some out-of-control fire started by a madman who apparently hated kids. I was already feeling freaked out by the setting, and I did not want to see what it looked like after the bomb went off. 
 
    “Sid,” I said. “I’m not going to let that happen. Look, you’re a great person. You shouldn’t think of yourself as this… cartoon villain. You’re a hero for so many people. You help them feel safe, and you give them something that nobody else can.” 
 
    “But I’m a quack,” he replied, and he closed his eyes and shook his head. “A fraud. A fake. A snake oil salesman. I managed to make a profit off of the one thing that everyone secretly wants, which is to bring back the dead. But what does that really say about me” 
 
    I could see genuine anguish in his eyes as he turned to me. I reached out to grab his arm just to lend him some of my strength. 
 
    “But Sid--” I started to protest. 
 
    “No, Ollie,” he said and shook off my arm. “Look at us. We’re inside my dream. There is real healing out there, real… I don’t know, magic? Does that sound crazy to say? You’re the one who can do it. But I can’t do it, Ollie. You can’t bring back the dead. I can certifiably tell you that it’s impossible. And I have been profiting from it.” 
 
    “But you’ve been giving people their peace of mind,” I said. “Think about how many people feel better after speaking to you. You wouldn’t have been successful if people didn’t feel like you helped them in some way.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” he said and nodded. “Yeah, actually. People believe anything they want. Why not tell them something nice about their objectively terrible dead relatives? Anything to make someone feel safe.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said.  
 
    Sure, what Sid did might be unethical in some people’s books, but he seemed to have the whole thing down to an art. And his clients all claimed that he’d given them peace when no one else could. Hell, people believed in a bunch of whack stuff, so why not believe in the magical powers of Sid Billam? 
 
    “So, Ollie,” Sid said. “You’re the miracle worker. What the fuck are we gonna do now?” 
 
    “Fear not,” I said. “We’re going to make a plan.” 
 
    Sid blinked at me a few times.  
 
    Okay. Looked like I was going to make the plan. 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said. “Soon they’re going to try and set that bomb off, and after that they’re going to run out that door.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “That makes sense. I would do the same thing if I was going to set off a bomb.” 
 
    “And you saw the length of that staircase,” I said. “So they’ll need to set a timer that gives them plenty of time to escape.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Sid said. “Obviously.” 
 
    “So we need to stop them from leaving,” I said. “I’ll stop them from escaping, while you try to defuse the bomb.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to defuse a bomb,” he said.  
 
    “This is your dream,” I reminded him. “You can do whatever you need to do. And if worse comes to worse, we can force the anti-Sid to do it since he won’t be able to leave this time.” 
 
    “Okay, sure,” Sid said. “That makes sense. So… do we just run in there?” 
 
    “You hide down here,” I said. “Wait for them to leave and then take care of the bomb. I’m going back to the steps. When I hear them coming, I’ll knock them back down the stairs.” 
 
    “What if that kills them?” Sid asked. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I assured. “Like I said, it’s your dream. If you want to defuse a bomb, you will.” 
 
    “Right,” he said and took a deep breath. “So… I just hang out in the shadows?” 
 
    “With the rats,” I said and nodded. 
 
    “I really don’t know why my dream had to include rats,” he said and shivered. 
 
    “I have to admit, your dream is surprisingly detailed,” I said. “But we can talk about that once we’re out of here.” 
 
    Sid nodded, looked around the dark tunnel, and finally took a few steps away from me. He seemed to vanish as the shadows wrapped around him, and if I hadn’t been looking for him, I never would have picked out his outline against the stones.  
 
    I nodded, though I wasn’t sure if Sid could see that and then retreated to the stairs. I climbed up a few steps until I was out of sight of anyone below me. I blew out the candle and settled in for what I hoped would be a short wait. 
 
    The building seemed to moan around us, and the faint murmur of voices drifted in from somewhere. Tiny feet skittered by, and something soft and furry brushed against my ankle.  
 
    “Come on,” I urged as I jumped up and down a couple of times to scare away the rodents. 
 
    Finally, I heard a door slam open, and my hair stood on end at the sound of two pairs of feet running along the corridor. 
 
    It was time to end this nightmare once and for all.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    My hair stood on end as I wondered whether they would catch wind of Sid hiding in the shadows. He’d seemed pretty nervous, and I didn’t want him to blow our cover. But soon enough, I heard the clattering of footsteps on the stairs, and then the first flicker of candlelight appeared. I held my breath as I waited for the men to take that next step closer to me. 
 
    For a second I felt a static popping in my ear, and it was like I was hearing things. I made out a strange, computer-like voice muttering something, but I couldn’t discern exactly what it was. There was nothing digital in Victorian London, and I had no idea what was going on. 
 
    Still, I had to focus. 
 
    Anti-Sid and his cloaked companion came into view as they came around the next curve, though it took them a moment to register my presence. Anti-Sid looked up first, and his eyes widened in shock when he realized there was someone in his way.  
 
    I couldn’t see his cloaked companion behind him, but it didn’t matter. The narrow stairs gave me an advantage since there was only room for one person at a time, so I kicked evil Sid square in the chest. I saw him teeter for a few seconds before he fell backwards, and I heard the other man gasp in surprise as the pair fell backwards down the stairs. But the candle went flying as well, so I was plunged into darkness a moment later. 
 
    “Sid!” I yelled as I felt my way down the stairs.  
 
    I could only vaguely make out the hallway we’d just been in from the glowing, yellow light of the room with the bomb. Once I got to the bottom of the stairs, I heard groaning, and I thought that anti-Sid and his companion seemed to be in the puddle of water. It seemed like there was more water than before, but at this point, I knew to expect the unexpected when it came to dreams.  
 
    “Ollie,” Sid called out. “I need your help.” 
 
    I tried to run past the two assailants, but I felt a hand grab my ankle. Before I knew it, I was falling through the pitch blackness toward the water and a floor I couldn’t see.  
 
    “Sid!” I called out again, but suddenly my face was wet.  
 
    The grasp around my ankle tightened, but there was no way I was getting stuck. I had to make sure that Sid had defused the bomb, or we could both end up dead. 
 
    I pushed myself up and gasped for air. Then, I decided to put my stupid little Victorian heels to good use. With my free leg, I started to hammer away at the hand grasping my ankle, and a moment later there was a cry of pain from the hand’s owner. I scrambled to my feet before the man could recover, but the water was now about halfway up my calves. I knew that it was just a feature of the dream, but it was scary as fuck.  
 
    I waded through the rising water to the door and slipped inside. I slammed the door shut behind me so that we could defuse the bomb without anti-Sid or his companion interrupting us. 
 
    “Sid,” I panted. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Ollie,” he said and glanced up. “I almost have it.” 
 
    “You have to hurry,” I breathed. “The water’s still rising. You could have warned me about that.” 
 
    “I’ve never gotten this far before,” he said, and then he pulled a red wire from the large metal device. “I didn’t know it would do that.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and took a deep breath. “Good to know. I guess that means the rest of the dream is uncharted territory as well.” 
 
    “Afraid so,” he replied as he grabbed a pair of pliers the anti-Sid had left behind and started to cut the wire. 
 
    Water sloshed against the other side of the door, and I was sure that the two bombers had made it to their feet and had decided to stop us. I’d really hoped the two would just leave rather than risk getting blown up, but maybe the pair believed they could reset the timer once they’d taken care of me and Sid. 
 
    I looked around for anything I could use as a weapon, and I spotted an old piece of pipe that was floating on the water. I snatched up the pipe and then waded back to the door where I stood with my back pressed against the wood. 
 
    “What--” Sid started to ask. 
 
    “Just keep working,” I snapped. “I’ll deal with these two.” 
 
    Someone started pounding on the door, and the door started to shake.
Anti-Sid was not happy, and for the first time, I wondered if he was stronger than the real Sid. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as the blows started to work their way up my spine. 
 
    “I’ve almost got it…” Sid said. 
 
    “I don’t think I can hold this door closed much longer,” I said. 
 
    “I just need a little more time,” Sid replied. 
 
    The banging was hard enough by then to throw me off the door completely. The water was still rising as well, and the current kept dragging me away from the door. Clearly, a confrontation with evil Sid and his partner was unavoidable. But at least I could do it on my own terms. 
 
    “I’m going to open the door,” I warned. 
 
    “What?” Sid shouted in alarm. “Why?” 
 
    “They’re going to get in,” I said. “But if I open the door, it’ll give me the element of surprise. It may only be a second or two, but that’s all I need. You just keep working on the bomb.” 
 
    “But…” Sid protested. 
 
    “Just do it,” I snapped and grabbed the doorknob. 
 
    I jerked the door open and found myself face to face with the anti-Sid, who snarled and foamed at the mouth like a cartoon villain. He still looked surprised as I slammed the pipe against his head, and my stomach flopped as a nasty dent appeared in his skull and blood started to flow. 
 
    The man’s eyes rolled back in his head as he went slack-jawed, and the angry light left his eyes. The body stood there for a moment, like gravity didn’t work in the dream, and then the anti-Sid collapsed in a heap in the water. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Sid shouted. “Ollie, I’ve done it!” 
 
    I turned around just as Sid sliced through the last red wire.  
 
    We both grinned, but then I saw Sid’s face turn pale with fear. 
 
    I knew before I spun around that it had to be the second man. I raised the pipe and prepared to strike, but I froze when I finally saw the man close up. 
 
    It was the villain from so many of the other dreams I’d visited.  
 
    I was becoming way too familiar with the strangely neanderthal-like face and the dark eyes. I felt my heart skip a beat as we stared at each other, and I had to force myself to finish my swing. 
 
    He brought his hands up, and my fist crashed into his elbow. However, even though I’d knocked into his bone it felt like his skin was unusually soft. Kind of squishy, in fact. 
 
    He hurtled back toward the door and looked around at the water. Before he fell into the small lake that was forming, he lurched forward and bared some unusually yellow-tinged teeth at me. 
 
    I braced myself for the opportunity to finally knock the crap out of him.  
 
    “I travel where you travel,” he growled. 
 
    But the scene around me started to change even as the pipe started to swing down on the man’s head. The darkness was washed away by a bright light, and for a moment, it looked like a sunlit room instead of a dank basement. And then the bright white light washed away everything else. 
 
    This was a feeling I knew well, and one that I welcomed every single time.
The dream was over, and we were back in the real world. 
 
    I took a few deep breaths to center myself as I let the room materialize around me. I slowly opened my eyes and sighed in relief when I saw the windows that looked out on the courtyard and the row of trees in the distance. I soaked in the sunlight for a moment and then turned to Sid. 
 
    Sid’s eyes popped open a moment later, and he suddenly sat up with a surprised look on his face. He blinked a few times and then held his head in his hands. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he said to himself as he pulled his beanie lower. “Holy shit… holy shit…”
“Are you okay, Sid?” I asked, and then I put my hand gently on his sweaty back. “Some water, perhaps? Or tea? We also have some chicory…”
“T-tea,” he sputtered. “Chamomile, if you have it.”
“Of course,” I said, and I pulled out my phone to text Martha. 
 
    A pot of chamomile tea and two cups, please. 
 
    Already boiling the water, she replied. 
 
    “Now Sid, don’t freak out,” I said as I sat next to him. “You don’t want to cut off the oxygen supply to your brain.”
“But that was crazy,” he said and turned to look at me. “That was… that was completely real! It didn’t feel like a dream at all.”
“I know,” I said with a shrug. “I was there, too. And I wasn’t lying when I said you have a very detailed dreamscape. I’ve never seen one like that before.”
“Ollie,” he said and grabbed his arms and his legs just to make sure they were still there, “I feel very different. I feel like a great weight has been lifted from me, like there’s some darkness that’s gone.”
“That’s good,” I replied. “So would you say you no longer feel like dog shit?”
Sid straightened up and laughed to himself before shaking his head and turning to me again. 
 
    “I would,” he said. “I just feel… light. Almost like you got rid of some kind of vicious bacteria inside me, or something. Like a colonic for my mental health.” 
 
    I winced at the comparison to a colonic, but I was glad to get the usual response from another satisfied client. “Well,” I said with a low laugh, “I’m glad that the treatment worked for you, though I don’t think we’ll be using that exact quote in any promotional material.” 
 
    The door opened before Sid could reply, and Martha appeared with a silver tray laden with a teapot with two clear glass mugs for tea.  
 
    “Let me take that,” I said as I stood up. 
 
    “Oh, thanks, sonny,” she replied as she handed me the tray. “Did the treatment go well?” 
 
    “Well doesn’t begin to describe it,” Sid said, and he shook his head again in disbelief. “It was… monumental.” 
 
    “That’s just great,” Martha said, and she winked at me before leaving the treatment room. 
 
    I placed the tray on the side table and poured us each a cup of tea. It was good to get something refreshing after a long, dangerous dream like that, and chamomile had become one of my favorite post-dream options, especially after a really intense session.  
 
    “Thanks,” Sid said as he accepted one of the mugs. 
 
    “No problem,” I said as I sat back down next to him. “You seem different.” 
 
    “I am different,” he said. “I was being eaten alive by my own darkness this week. I felt like the shittiest quack doctor on the face of the earth.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” I said. “You’re a highly successful and convincing quack doctor.” 
 
    Sid looked up at me and offered a shy, one-sided smile.  
 
    “So you remember that part,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said with a laugh. “Your secrets are safe with me. Healer-dreamer confidentiality.” 
 
    “But this is crazy,” he said. “I thought it would just be a bit of hypnotism, and then you’d talk me through the dream or something. That’s the kind of thing I’ve had in the past, and I’ll admit that I’m pretty susceptible to that kind of stuff. But this actually has something to it. And it’s still light out!” 
 
    “Check the time,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    Sid held his smartwatch up to his face and almost gasped. 
 
    “Five minutes…” he squeaked. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Time effective treatment that digs deep into the subconscious. What more would you want?”
“I don’t know, Ollie,” Sid said with a sigh. “Look, I know I’m a fraud, and I know that I’ve helped people a little. But I doubt anyone I’ve worked with feels just as good as I do right now.” 
 
    “I’m sure they were happy,” I said. 
 
    “Not like this,” he said and sipped his tea. “So here’s what I’m going to do. I want to do good by my patients, so from now on, I’m going to make referrals to you.”
A jolt of excitement raced up my spine. It was well-known that Sid Billam had an impressive roster of clients that reached far outside of the celebrity sphere, even into the finance and tech world. 
 
    “That would be great,” I said. “And besides, it’s not like I can make their dead relatives appear or anything, so we won’t be in direct competition or anything.” 
 
    “Well, who knows,” Sid said with a shrug. “All that matters is that I think you’ve healed me of my self-hatred. I don’t think I’ve felt this good since before I hit puberty.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” I said, and I took a sip of my tea as well. “You know, I was surprised at how good your inner chef was.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s one of the few things I like in my dreams,” he chuckled.  
 
    “The Victorian setting was a little strange,” I said. 
 
    “Not really,” he said. “The Victorians were obsessed with bringing back the dead. They used to have parties to summon their dead relatives. I’m just building on that.” 
“I guess that makes sense,” I replied.
“I may not be a mystic,” he chuckled. “But I’m successful for a reason. I researched my methods exhaustively. I could practically write a PhD thesis on the psychology of grief. You’re right, Ollie. I’m not exactly what I say I am, but I’m damn good at what I do.”
“Well, you’re surrounded by actors most of the time,” I said with a shrug. “I guess it comes with the territory.”
Sid finished his tea and set it on the side table before holding his hand out for me to shake.
“You’re a genius, Ollie,” the medium said. “And a true miracle worker.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a smile. “I’ll see you to the door.” 
 
    I was still getting used to the profuse flattery that seemed too casual in these LA interactions. Sure, I wanted to be the best at what I did, but I didn’t just want to become a marketing point. 
 
    We walked through the long, beautiful hallway back into the main foyer, where Martha was sipping on a Diet Coke while she clacked away at the computer. 
 
    “Thanks again,” Sid said, and he made a praying gesture with his hands before waving to Martha.
“Come again soon for a check-up,” Martha said politely and then took a sip of Coke.
“I will!” he replied as he stepped outside and headed for his ride. 
 
    “Want me to order lunch?” Martha asked. “I’m starting to feel a little peckish.”
“That does sound good,” I said since all I’d consumed that day was the orange juice from Jackie’s backyard and the goose from the dream. “Tacos again?” 
 
    “Tacos it is,” she said and typed something on her computer. 
 
    I glanced over the side of the desk and saw that she was on the Uber Eats website. I watched as she pulled up the menu for our favorite Mexican place and started to place our usual order. 
 
    “You know,” I said. “I actually had a meal in the dream I was just in. It doesn’t feel too substantial now, but it was really tasty when I was in there.” 
 
    “Huh,” she said with a nod. “It makes me feel inhospitable for not offering something in my dream.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” I said with a laugh. “It’s not a common occurrence. There was something so vivid about this dream, though. Maybe it was just because I haven’t worked in a few days, but everything felt more… real.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said with a nod, and my receptionist sucked at the last of her Coke nervously, a sure sign that something was on her mind. 
 
    “Martha,” I prodded. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” 
 
    She looked up and shrugged before letting out a long sigh. “Look,” she said, and she swept some blue hair out of her face. “I was going to wait until after Sid left, and then after the food got here.” 
 
    “To tell me what?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, while you were working with Sid, this… concerning email arrived,” she replied.
Jackie had warned me about stalkers and all the protocol I’d have to follow in case someone became obsessed with me. I really didn’t want to be followed, but after the VMA appearance, I was sure that a lot more people were suddenly interested in me. 
 
    “What kind of email?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh, just a sec,” she mumbled, and she flicked the switch on the desk. “Food’s here.” 
 
    “Damn, that was quick,” I muttered. “Anyway, I’ll get the tacos, and then you spill.” 
 
    “Deal,” she said.  
 
    A silver Prius that looked a lot like my old car pulled into a parking spot. A man with a large paper bag hopped from the driver’s seat and ran up to the door, where he left the bag and ran away while I was still crossing the lobby. 
 
    “Thanks,” I shouted as I opened the door and collected our food. 
 
    “Let’s eat in the courtyard,” Martha suggested, and I nodded in agreement.  
 
    The courtyard was quiet and sunny, and aside from a few bird calls, the only sound was the trickling of the water from the giant marble domino. We found a spot in a patch of shade and settled in with our meals for a moment of peace before Martha told me about the concerning email. 
 
    “Love these,” I said as I pulled out my usual order of three birria tacos with extra sauce. 
 
    “I never would have guessed,” she snorted as she pulled out her burrito bowl. 
 
    “Okay,” I said around a mouthful of grub. “So what has you so worried?” 
 
    “It was an email from New Leaf,” she said and took a large bite of the chicken and rice. 
 
    “That is horrifying,” I said with a laugh. “I hope it didn’t give you war flashbacks or anything.” 
 
    “Well,” she replied, “just seeing that old familiar email got my heart racing.” 
 
    “Was it Melvis?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said and shook her head. “It was from their legal team.” 
 
    I took another, very slow bite out of my taco. I didn’t like the sound of that one bit. “Interesting,” I said with a sigh. “And I assume the legal team doesn’t want a group dream session?”
“Far from it,” she said. “New Leaf wants to sue on the grounds that you’ve successfully treated a lot of their clients and, well… cured them. So now New Leaf is losing business.”
“That’s insane,” I said. “So they’re pissed off that I’m better at this than they are?”
“Pretty much,” she sighed. 
 
    “But they can’t sue me for being good at my job,” I said. “And besides, they couldn’t possibly want this to end up in court. They’d have to admit that they were just exploiting the sick for a profit.”
“Well, that’s how healthcare works, Ollie,” Martha said. “It’s a big business, and it’s all about the money, not the patient.”
“Shameful,” I said. “But they can’t just sue me for being competition.”
“That’s not what they’re trying to do,” she said. “Here’s the situation as they’ve presented it. You know that the tabloids call you Doctor Dreams, right?”
“Among other things,” I replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, they’re using that to say you’re practicing medicine without a proper license,” she said. 
 
    For a second I had to take a deep breath through my nose and exhale through my mouth. This was so unbelievably petty that I felt like I was going to explode. 
 
    “This is bullshit,” I said. “That other publication called me an underwhelming Manson and nobody’s chasing me for claiming to be a serial murderer.”
“Obviously, Ollie,” Martha sighed. “But you know they’re not pissed about practicing medicine. It’s because you took their clients and the greatest secretary they’d ever had, if you don’t mind me saying.”
“I don’t at all,” I said. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have taken you with me.” 
 
    Martha smiled kindly at that and patted my leg. She took another bite of her burrito bowl and turned her gaze to the water feature.  
 
    I finished off one of my tacos while I tried to decide what to do next. I knew that the road to the top would be a little bit bumpy, but this just seemed ridiculously petty. Melvis had eaten too much shit after my departure because all of my clients showed better results after five minutes than they had in months at New Leaf. Now that things were actually kicking off for me, it made sense that people would crawl out of the woodwork to try and knock me down. 
 
    But I wouldn’t let them. 
 
    “You know, from my time in this field, I have a lot of legal contacts,” Martha offered, and she put her empty to-go box back in the paper bag. “There’s a really good lawyer named Timothy Devon that I could put you in contact with.”
“That would be fabulous,” I said with a sigh. “I definitely need a second opinion on this.”
“I think it’ll smooth out,” she said. “It’s worrisome, but it’s not the end of the world. You haven’t actually done anything wrong.”
“Yeah, but the press thinks I’m a whacko,” I said. “And everybody loves a sensational story, especially if it involves Hollywood stars.”
“Oh, there’s tons of legal proceedings every day in Hollywood that nobody ever hears about,” she said. “We’ll get this sorted out quickly. And then New Leaf can suck it.”
I’d never heard anything even remotely like that come out of Martha’s mouth, but I threw my head back and let out a loud cackle. “Martha,” I guffawed. “I hope you don’t say things like that around your grandkids!”

The secretary blushed bright pink and shot me a mischievous grin. 
 
    “I would never,” she said. “But with some of my best girlfriends, maybe.” 
 
    “You’re a fox, Martha,” I said. “And I hope you never change.” 
 
    We finished our lunch, and then I tossed the remnants in an inconspicuous-looking cement garbage can. I helped Martha to her feet, and we made our way back inside. The cool air wrapped around us, and the scent of clary sage tickled my nose again. 
 
    “I’ve got a few more emails to send,” Martha said. “But there doesn’t appear to be any more appointments today. If you want, I can loop you in with that lawyer.”
“That would be excellent, Martha,” I said. “Let me know how soon he can meet with me. In the meantime, I’m going to check on one of our other clients.”
“Send my love to Jackie,” she said with a wink. 
 
    I made my way to my Aston Martin practically on autopilot because I was so lost in thought about Sid’s dream. I still couldn’t believe the amount of detail the ghost-whisperer had conjured up, from the taste of the food to the smell of the streets. There was something very particular about that mingling of horse shit, old beer on the sidewalk, and rain that felt way more real than any other dream I’d been in.
“Think about it later,” I muttered as I slipped the key into the ignition. “You can work it out tonight.” 
 
    But Sid’s dream was still circling my brain as I started down the drive, and I nearly slammed on the brakes when I remembered that prehistoric face that had stood before me just before Sid had woken up. 
 
    “Damn it,” I muttered as I eased the car forward again. 
 
    The face hadn’t been in every single dream, but it had occurred enough times now that I couldn’t shake it. I couldn’t believe that all these people happened to have the same weird guy in their dreams, so maybe it was something my subconscious was dragging into the dream. Except the only time I saw the guy was in other people’s dreams. 
 
    So who or what was he? And how was I supposed to figure out why he kept appearing?
I sighed, but I didn’t have any easy answers. Maybe I could ask Grant to look through some ancient scrolls or something, but I somehow doubted that my mystery guy would be there. I had a bad feeling that the only way I’d get an answer was to confront the guy, though I’d never seen him long enough to do that. 
 
    Martha opened the gate for me, and I started to make my way back down the hills to Jackie’s house. It was the easiest commute I’d ever had, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was about to come crashing down. 
 
    I tried to distract myself by looking at the massive mansions on either side of the road. Okay, so things were bumpy right now. I couldn’t ignore the dream guy anymore, and I certainly couldn’t ignore this legal case that was coming up against me. 
 
    By the time Jackie’s familiar gate materialized on the left, I was in a deep funk. I couldn’t believe that I could lose the happy life I’d managed to build for myself, but I forced myself to take a deep breath as I made the turn onto Jackie’s property.  
 
    “It will be okay,” I told myself as I drove past the orange trees. 
 
    At least I had the best support system I could possibly need. Not only did I have Jackie and Masha, but there were also all the friends I’d made along the way. And I knew that I would find a way to hold on to all of it. 
 
    The universe must have felt my need, because as I drew up in front of the house, I saw a black Rolls Royce parked near the door. I felt a smile creep across my face, and I wondered if my thoughts had somehow conjured the car’s owner. 
 
    Grant was back in town from his dance workshop series on the East Coast. 
 
    I drove past the Rolls Royce, pulled into the garage, and parked next to the Spider. I knew that they’d be having fun, and after all the weird occurrences at work today, I decided I wanted to let off some steam with my pals. 
 
    So I hopped out of my baby, gently shut the door, and made my way to the front of the house. I closed my eyes for a few seconds and let the afternoon California sun wash over my face. For now, life smelled of sunshine and orange groves, and I was sure that I’d figure the rest out soon enough. 
 
    “Jackie, Masha?” I called out as I stepped inside the house, and my voice echoed back to me in the grand hall. “Where are you guys?” 
 
    “Backyard,” Doris said, and the faithful housekeeper popped her head out from one of the rooms upstairs. “They’re by the pool drinking some citrus mocktails. Try one before they’re all out!” 
 
    “Thanks, Doris,” I said and waved to her before heading through the kitchen into the backyard. 
 
    Jackie, Masha, and Grant were seated around a white wicker table on the other side of the pool. A collection of glasses took up most of the table surface, and the scent of lemon and lime mingled with the orange blossom.  
 
    I noticed that Grant had gained frosted tips in his hair, and he’d abandoned his fashionable suit for blue board shorts with a flowing white linen shirt. He looked happy, and his laughter sounded genuine. 
 
    “Hello, girls and Grant,” I called out, and the trio looked over at me. 
 
    Masha tilted her round black sunglasses onto her nose and lifted her eyebrow. She was wearing a black swimsuit that hugged her athletic figure and made me think of a shark on the prowl. 
 
    Jackie, on the other hand, looked up from underneath an impressively large sun hat and beckoned at me to join them on the other side of the pool with a little pink fan that she was snapping open and closed again. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Grant said with a smirk, and he leaned back and lifted an eyebrow. “If it isn’t Hollywood’s little miracle worker. What is it they’re calling you now, Jesus Manson?” 
 
    I knew then that I was in for a fun evening.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “Oh, Grant, don’t tease my Ollie,” Jackie said, and she slapped him on the upper arm with the fan. “You know that stuff is all tabloid trash.” 
 
    “I know honey,” he sighed. “But it’s so fun, isn’t it? Sometimes when I was away, I would miss all my high-flying west coast companions, and I’d read whatever those press vultures were saying about you for fun.” 
 
    “That’s sick, Grant,” I said, and I plopped down on a wicker chair next to him. “You could’ve just FaceTimed or something.” 
 
    “I know darling, but that wouldn’t have been anywhere near as salacious,” he replied with a cackle. 
 
    “Come to think of it, Jesus Manson would be a great name for a song,” Jackie mumbled to herself, and she whipped out her notes app. “I’m going to write that down.” 
 
    “That’s my Jackiebear,” Grant said and lifted an eyebrow. “She’s always there when inspiration strikes.” 
 
    “The label people will be here pretty soon,” Jackie said, and she looked up from her phone. “I was going to tell you that a few people were coming, Ollie, but I didn’t know when you’d be back.”’ 
 
    “That’s just fine,” I said with a laugh and then poured myself some more orange juice. “What do we have going here?” 
 
    “Party-free Prosecco mixers,” Grant said, and he waved my hands away and started to mix the drink himself. “Don’t bother, I’m making the drinks today.” 
 
    I guessed that it wasn’t the perfect time to tell them about my new legal situation with New Leaf. When I was caught up with everyone and the record people left, I could ask them their advice on the entire matter. 
 
    Plus, it had been a serious enough day. I’d been in Victorian London surrounded by starving children in an orphanage, and then I found out I was on the verge of being sued. I could spend an hour or two engaging in pleasant chitchat in the gorgeous Hollywood Hills before I dealt with any more bad news. 
 
    “So Grant,” I said. “How was the East Coast?” 
 
    “Oh, same old,” he said, and rolled his eyes in feigned disinterest. “Being an instructor at Steps studio is only every dancer’s dream job, so at least I’ve knocked that one off the bucket list.” 
 
    “That’s very impressive,” Masha added. “I should come to one of your classes soon.” 
 
    “Honey, I’d love for that, but I know you’d outshine me,” Grant said with a nervous laugh. “You gymnasts are something else.” 
 
    “What can I say?” Masha replied with a shrug. “It’s in my blood.” 
 
    “And how was New York?” I asked. “You should’ve dropped by the VMAs to come say hello.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t be caught dead at the VMAs,” Grant said with a laugh. “As a guest, at least. If I were nominated for something I’d go, but I don’t have any interest in being stuck in a room watching those absolutely clueless presenters for, what was it? Three hours straight.” 
 
    “I agree,” Masha mumbled, and Jackie stuck her tongue out at her. 
 
    “But I’m more than happy for my Jackiebear,” Grant quickly added. “Elated, in fact.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” Jackie said. “Did you get to see some of your family while you were there?” 
 
    “None of the Bates’ are too keen on my dancing career, as you well know,” he said to Jackie. “But I’m too old for them to take my trust from me, so that’s that. I can jump, leap, and turn my way through their nightmares.” 
 
    Grant shot me a look, and I couldn’t help but laugh.  
 
    “Maybe I should offer them my services,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Only if I can be there as well,” Grant replied with a smirk. 
 
    “Oh, the label people are here,” Jackie said as she looked up from her phone. “Hopefully, Doris hears the doorbell. I think she really likes those Wi-Fi noise-canceling headphones I got her for Christmas.” 
 
    Sure enough, I could hear echoing voices come from inside, and I assumed that the label people had found their way alright. Before I knew it, two somewhat familiar faces and one new one were waving at us as they made their way around the pool. 
 
    “Hello, hello,” Jackie said as she floated over to the small crowd in her light, floral kimono. 
 
    “I’m staying here,” Masha said, and she dipped her sunglasses again and winked at me. “They can come say hello to me if they want.” 
 
    “Masha, you are one of the most impossibly chic women I’ve ever met in my life,” Grant said. “And that is a large statement coming from a man of my background. They should absolutely have to walk over here to offer the proper homage.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured in her low, sexy voice and then pushed her sunglasses back over her eyes. “I’m glad someone appreciates me.” 
 
    Before I could add something, Jackie and her high-profile friends floated over. The newcomers all wore similar billowing, cream linen outfits, and I wondered whether they had coordinated them or if it was just some kind of secret rich person dress code.  
 
    I recognized Rick, the quite short and portly dude, who was the head of Cineman Productions, and Kaitlin Hackers, the head of Jackie’s label. The third person was a mystery, but I knew Jackie would make the introductions once we’d gotten through the usual greetings. 
 
    He was a tall, gangly man with a shaved head and a beard. He had thick-rimmed glasses and was wearing a linen shirt with cream linen pants and desert shoes. The only thing that separated this guy from the other two was how unnervingly thin he was. I’d never seen anyone as thin as him in my life, and as he smiled at me, his bright green eyes glowed eerily in the afternoon sunlight. 
 
    “Hey Rick,” I said and stood up to shake his hand. “How’s it hanging?” 
 
    “Everything is good if it’s good for Jackie,” he said with a smile. “I can’t believe my girl is back on her feet so soon. And all thanks to you.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Kaitlin added. “This is momentous for us. Jackie’s is our number one star again. Not that you ever weren’t, honeybee.” 
 
    “No, I get it,” Jackie said as she reclaimed her seat and took a sip of her non-alcoholic drink. “It’s hard to be one of the most visible pop stars in the world when you’re cloistered away on the funny farm.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t say that, dear,” Kaitlin said with a giggle. “You were on a healing journey, not locked up in some kind of penitentiary.” 
 
    “Who cares what she calls it?” Rick said with a laugh. “Just as long as our girl is safe now. How’s it going with you, Masha?” 
 
    Masha looked up and lifted an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “It’s going very well,” she said and took a coy sip of her drink. “Grant just got in from New York, and Ollie just got back from work, thank you for asking.” 
 
    “Ollie,” Kaitlin said and pulled me into one of those weird not-quite-hugs that were common in Hollywood.  
 
    When she released me from the hug, she pushed her glasses on top of her head, which revealed her almost bug-like blue eyes. Her scary gaze pinned me to the spot, and when she smiled, it looked like a vampire that had found its meal. 
 
    “Uh, hi Kaitlin,” I said politely. “How’s everything at the label?” 
 
    “Oh, same old, same old,” she said and waved away the question. “But your little clinic is starting to get quite the reputation. I’ve heard from a few of Jackie’s friends about the amazing job you’ve done. Everyone says you’ve done more to improve their lives than all the health regimens they’ve ever been on.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I said with a laugh. “People are responding very well to the treatment, and I’m glad about it.” 
 
    “So what’s the next step?” Rick asked. “Are you going to expand your operations? Maybe set up a wellness facility?” 
 
    “I’m renting an office right now that’s a little further up in the hills,” I said. “I love the space, but eventually, I want to get a place of my own and have a private area on the property where I can see my clients.” 
 
    “Today may be your lucky day,” Kaitlin declared and whipped out her phone. “Just a sec. My friend is putting her house on the market, and she sent me the link for the listing. It’s Jennifer Birdley, if you know her?               
 
    “Not personally,” I said politely, which was always my response when someone brought up someone cartoonishly famous around me. 
 
    Jennifer Birdley had been one of my mom’s heroes as a kid. She’d made a graceful switch from being an 80s sex symbol with a giant poof of honey-colored hair and hot pink eyeshadow to one of the most successful celebrity flower healers in history. In fact, she was pretty much the only flower healer I could imagine now that I thought of it. Either way, my mom’s bathroom cabinet was always stocked with a whole host of herbal tinctures and essences for every ailment you could imagine, and all of them had the same little Jennifer Birdley logo of a swallow carrying a daisy. 
 
    “Here,” Kaitlin said and handed me her iPhone. 
 
    She’d pulled up what looked like a draft of the listing, so some of the details were missing. But the first picture was what caught my attention, and I had to admit that Kaitlin might be onto something. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. “It’s beautiful.”
The house was magnificent, even in the picture. It wasn’t garish like a lot of the other houses in LA. Instead, it was a basic white square that reminded me of the houses in Greece. There was a simple balcony along the front, and it was easy to imagine the magnificent view across the valley. There was something about it that made me feel calm, like I was far away from the blare of the LA fame machine. 
 
    “Here’s the garden,” she said. “Not the backyard, mind you. The pool is in the back. But this is where she grows all her herbs. It’s in a courtyard in the middle of the house.” 
 
    She swiped to the next picture, which showed a stone courtyard with a medieval-looking fountain in the middle. It was surrounded by stone boxes full of different types of flowers and herbs. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” I said. “That’s quite extensive. I could use some of those in my own practice” 
 
    “There’s also a greenhouse,” she said. “But they haven’t posted a picture of that yet. So… what do you think?” 
 
    “That house is amazing,” I said, and I looked at the others. 
 
    “I thought so, too,” Jackie said. “Kaitlin sent me pictures earlier, but I didn’t have time to show you. I know you like to garden, so I thought that you could make amazing use of a space like that.”
“I could.” I nodded.  
 
    It was nice to be recognized for my gardening skills as well as my healing talents, and I’d honestly hoped to find a place that would let me do both. And I had to admit, I could imagine myself in a house that nice. I’d wake up, make some coffee, tend to my dream garden, and then walk to my dream office to conduct dream sessions with my clients. 
 
    It really was all like one big dream. 
 
    “Have a think about it,” Kaitlin said. “She hasn’t officially listed it yet, so you could work a deal with her before anyone else knows it’s even available, and I know she’d be interested in someone like you as a fellow healer yourself.” 
 
    Masha winked at me, and I felt a smile form on my lips. 
 
    “For sure, Kaitlin,” I said. “I’ll consider it.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I heard a voice say, and another guy peeped out from behind Rick. “But I just wanted to say, I heard what you can do, man. That’s totally insane.” 
 
    It was the incredibly skinny man from before. 
 
    “Oh, hi,” I said, and we shook hands briefly. 
 
    “This is Justin Frederick,” Kaitlin said, and the guy laughed nervously. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Justin,” I said. 
 
    “Justin is a composer for film,” Rick added, and he looked at the young man like he was eating him with his eyes. “He’s a real up up-and-comer, and we’re trying to get Jackie to sing on one of his next soundtracks.” 
 
    “Isn’t that exciting,” Grant added, and he held out his drink in an air-cheers to the young composer. “What’s the movie?”
“Sorry, I signed an NDA,” Justin said, and he looked nervously between Grant and Rick. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be stupid, boy,” Rick said with a laugh. “We’re among friends here. The movie is a surrealist remake of Dr. Dolittle, but all the animals are played by dancers.” 
 
    “Well, I’m a dancer,” Grant added. “If it isn’t cheap of me to throw that out there.”
“Don’t worry, Grant, we have your agent onboard,” Rick said. “But we’re not casting for a while.” 
 
    “So, what, the dancers are different animals?” Masha asked, and she lifted an eyebrow at the legendary film producer. “Do they have to wear costumes?” 
 
    “Look, I know what you’re thinking, Masha,” Rick said with a laugh. “It’s too arthouse. It’s too avant-garde. But we’re taking it onboard, and we think audiences are going to be captivated by the whole thing.” 
 
    “Of course they will,” Jackie replied. 
 
    “Sounds like Cats meets Babe,” Masha whispered as I sat down again. 
 
    I laughed quietly, but my phone started to buzz before I could make my own snarky assessment of the new Doolittle film. 
 
    “Is that a phone in your pocket, or are you just buzzing with excitement at my presence, Ollie?” Grant asked, and I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “Both are true, Grant,” I said as I reached down into my pocket. “But this time, it’s just my phone.” 
 
    I hadn’t had time to tell the others about my new legal dispute because of the small party. But when I pulled my phone out, I was happy to find that instead of a barrage of calls from angry lawyers, it was just Sid again. 
 
    “Anyone interesting?” Grant murmured. “Don’t mean to pry. I’d just like to keep clear of that little Hollywood rube as long as I can. Sometimes it’s just a little too late in the day to deal with these doe-eyed ingenues.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d quite describe him as an ingenue,” I said, and I looked over at the gangly composer, who was nodding profusely as Rick continued to detail his plans for the movie. “And this is a client, who I’m hoping is just texting to thank me for today’s session.” 
 
    “Oh, I can’t blame them for that,” Grant replied. “I still feel the need to say that every time I see you.” 
 
    I grinned at the other man as I swiped the phone to check Sid’s message. Most of my clients usually sent me an email to thank me for my help, though the ones that had my cell phone number often called or texted. 
 
    Heya Ollie. I feel like a brand-new man. Like I’ve been fumigated from all the bullshit stored up in my subconscious. 
 
    You are literally going God-mode. Not joking. 
 
    Please call me ASAP. It’s an emergency. 
 
    Okay, now that was new. My clients didn’t generally need to report an emergency after a session, but then I wondered if the neanderthal man had somehow reappeared in Sid’s mind. Had my client fallen asleep and seen the strange man again? The guy was certainly creepy enough to send a shiver up my spine, and I still had no idea how he was appearing in so many people’s dreams. 
 
    I shot a look at Grant, who had been making no secret of reading over my shoulder. 
 
    “Looks serious,” he said, and he nodded with concern. “You should call him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Not the kind of message I want to see after a session.” 
 
    I caught Jackie’s eye, held up my phone, and then stood up. I walked over to an orange tree that was out of earshot, checked for any loitering gardeners, and then hit the dial button. 
 
    “Ollie,” Sid said after half of a phone ring. “Thank God you rang. I didn’t know if you were in a session or not.”
“Well, either way they’re only five minutes,” I said. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s my friend Aubrey,” he said. 
 
    Okay. At least that didn’t sound like it had anything to do with his past dream, so maybe everything was still okay. 
 
    “Aubrey,” I answered. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Do you know her? Aubrey Pierce.” 
 
    “No idea,” I said. “Never met her.” 
 
    “Well, I’d say you’re lucky, but that would make me a terrible practitioner,” he murmured. “And I’ve already revealed myself as a quack, so I won’t go that far today. Anyway, Aubrey Pierce is one of my clients, and she is in a very, very bad state. She just had her stomach pumped at a hospital in Las Vegas.” 
 
    “Christ,” I murmured. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty bad this time,” he sighed. “She really needs some help. I’m usually her go-to guy in this situation, but I’m honestly not sure what I can do for her at this point. I think she needs something deeper than what I can do. I think she needs you.”  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” I said. “I have no idea who this girl is. And Vegas? You know I’m still in the Hills, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, obviously,” he replied. “ But I have a private jet. How do you think I reach these people at all times?” 
 
    “Jeez Louise,” I murmured to myself. Sometimes I forgot how crazy the circles I swam around in were. 
 
    Either way, I wasn’t going to say no to another private jet within the space of a week. That sounded freaking awesome. And if I could help Aubrey Pierce, whoever she was, then I had to do something. 
 
    “Look, Ollie,” Sid said. “I wouldn’t ask if this wasn’t a big deal. But Aubrey Pierce is a big deal, and she needs help fast.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I took a deep breath. “If you take care of the logistics, I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he replied. “I’ll have a car pick you up in half an hour. You should be on the ground in Vegas in under two hours, and I’ll have another car waiting for you to take you to the hospital.” 
 
    “That’s perfect,” I said. “I’ll let you know how it goes, Sid.” 
 
    “You’re a lifesaver, Ollie,” Sid said and then hung up. 
 
    I sighed and looked back at my friends. I saw that Grant was still watching me with interest, and I finally relented and motioned him over with my head. 
 
    He shot me a smirk before he put his drink down on the table, and after a hurried conversation with Masha, he stood up and sauntered over to the orange tree. Like a lot of the other hyper-wealthy people I had the pleasure to encounter on a day-to-day basis, Grant had a particular swagger and took his sweet time to get absolutely anywhere. 
 
    “Grant,” I whispered, and he made a balletic little skip and bounced over to me in his boat shoes.
“So,” he said with a smile. “I sense a little drama. Dreamland not all it’s chalked up to be, today?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “In fact, I’m going to have to disappear in about half an hour. Sid Billam’s referred me to one of his clients who apparently is in really bad shape, and he said she’s a big deal.” 
 
    “A big deal?” Grant asked in low drawl. “You’re going to have to be more specific. This town is full of big deal celebs.” 
 
    “It’s not here,” I said. “It’s in Vegas. Her name is, uh… Aubrey Pierce?” 
 
    Grant lifted his glasses from his eyes onto his head. He practically had to collect his jaw from the floor before he could come up with a response. 
 
    “You’re telling me you don’t know who Aubrey Pierce is?” he asked and shook his head. “My God, and I thought that I was the privileged one. Honey, you are in for a ride with that girl.” 
 
    “What girl?” I groaned. “I thought I knew about every afflicted member of Hollywood already at this point.” 
 
    “Oh, nuh-uh,” Grant said. “This isn’t a Hollywood girl. This girl is my kind of girl. Like, old money whispers type. Aubrey Pierce is actually a MacIntyre on her maternal side. She doesn’t have the name, but she has everything else that you can expect from one of those.” 
 
    Oh, great. So now I’d shifted from the Hollywood elite into famed American political families. The MacIntyres had held positions in the White House and on the Hill since my grandpa’s generation. I’d learned about them in history class. I’d flicked through late-night documentaries on the MacIntyre secrets at two in the morning when I got back from beers with the guys and couldn’t fall asleep. They were rivals with the Kennedys. 
 
    That kind of MacIntyre. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “So…” 
 
    “She’s bonkers,” Grant said. “If I can be so crude.” 
 
    “I’ve heard worse,” I said with a sigh. “But look, if I can fix you, I can fix anyone, huh?” 
 
    “Ha!” Grant exclaimed, but his face barely moved.  
 
    “Oh, come on,” I said with a groan. “I know you think it’s funny.” 
 
    “I will admit that it’s funny,” he said as he inspected his nails. “Anyway, all I can tell you is good luck. You’re gonna need it. If I had a top-ten list of people whose subconscious I would not want to spend a single second with, I think they’d all be MacIntyres. And not because her older brother beat the crap out of my older brother at water polo.” 
 
    I simply nodded in agreement and didn’t dig any deeper, only because I’d only recently learned that water polo didn’t involve swimming horses. But if a MacIntyre was going to be my biggest challenge yet, then so be it. 
 
    I knew that I was up to the plate. 
 
    “Alright,” I said to Grant. “Well, I’m going to have to run if I want to catch this private jet.” 
 
    “I’ll distract the guests so that you can make a French exit,” he said as we started to walk back toward the gathering. 
 
     “I appreciate that,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll expect a full report when you return,” he said and then smiled at the group. 
 
    “Jackie,” I said as I touched the pop star on the arm. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked and gave me a playful grin. “What were you and Grant conspiring about?” 
 
    “If I could just speak to you for a moment,” I said seriously. 
 
    Jackie nodded, and we took a few steps away from the table where Grant was now holding court. Masha joined us a moment later, and the two women watched me curiously as they waited for me to speak. 
 
    “So what’s the news?” Masha asked. 
 
    “I have to fly to Vegas immediately,” I said, and the girls’ eyes widened. 
 
    “You’re going to party without us?” Masha asked with a smirk. “I thought you liked us sober girls.” 
 
    “You know it’s not that,” I said, and I squeezed her impossibly soft hand. “It’s a new client. Sid just called and said this girl is in a really messed up place. He doesn’t think he can do anything else for her. He wants me to try.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad Sid asked for your help,” Jackie said with a shrug. “We’ll definitely miss you tonight, but it’s great that you’re doing an important commission. If that’s what you even refer to it as in the healing world… anyway, who is it?” 
 
    “Aubrey Pierce,” Grant said as he walked up. “Sorry, I wanted to say my last goodbyes before you descend into that messed-up territory.” 
 
    “Thanks for the encouragement, Grant,” Jackie said, and she hit him on the arm with her fan again. 
 
    “Ow,” he murmured. “You’re starting to remind me of my nanny, and I’ll have you know that I had a really, really big crush on her.” 
 
    “What happened after that?” Masha asked with a low laugh. 
 
    “I discovered Celine Dion in middle school, and from then on I developed very different priorities,” Grant replied with a shrug.  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re going to see Aubrey Pierce,” Jackie said. “You know, she was on the tail end of a New Leaf stay when I got in.” 
 
    “For all the good it did her,” Grant said. “Hey Jackiebear, if you hadn’t met Ollie, that might’ve been you in Vegas.” 
 
    “Or me,” Masha added dryly. “This guy keeps us from all the fun.” 
 
    The three of them burst into laughter, and I was glad that they were in a position to be able to joke about their previous afflictions. I hoped that all of my patients would reach the point where they could be just as light-hearted and honest as Jackie or dark-humored as Masha. 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on?” another voice said, and Justin Frederick sauntered over and smiled at all of us. “This looks like a pretty serious confab over here.” 
 
    “Oh, uh…” Jackie stuttered. 
 
    “Our Ollie must disappear for work reasons,” Masha said. “He has been asked to provide his services to a woman in desperate need.” 
 
    “That’s insane,” Justin said, and he shook his head. “I just can’t believe you enter other people’s dreams.” 
 
    “Oh, it is real,” Grant replied coolly, and once again he made no secret of judging everything that the poor composer was wearing from his desert shoes to his tent-like shirt. 
 
    “Ha,” the young composer said. “So is it, like, lucid dreaming? Like, you can control what happens or make things appear or disappear?” 
 
    I stopped for a second and looked at the composer, who had almost hypnotic emerald-green eyes. I’d never even considered trying to make things appear or disappear, but something about that last dream had been so real and so vivid that it felt like I had more control over the setting I was in.  
 
    “I guess I have control over what I do in them,” I said. “But, I’ve never tried to make anything appear or stuff like that.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said with a nod. “Interesting.” 
 
    Suddenly, I heard two loud beeps, and a moment later, Doris emerged in the backdoor. 
 
    “Oliver,” she called out. “Ollie, there’s a car here that says it’s supposed to take you to LAX. I said I didn’t know you were going to LAX.”
“I am,” I called back. “Don’t worry, it’s not a kidnapper.”
“Okay, that’s good,” she called back nonchalantly before she headed back inside. 
 
    “Bye, girls,” I said to Jackie and Masha. “I should be back soon, but don’t get into any trouble while I’m gone.” 
 
    Masha pulled me down to their height by my t-shirt, and both girls kissed me on either cheek. Yep, this really was the life. 
 
    “Well, that was cute,” Grant muttered under his breath, and Jackie hit him with the fan again. “Ow!” 
 
    Our little group started to walk back toward the pool, where I kissed the girls again before I started to walk toward the back door. 
 
    “You’re leaving us so soon?” Rick said before I’d taken two steps. “But it’s just getting to golden hour!” 
 
    “I have a flight to catch,” I said, and I shrugged. “Kaitlin, I’ll let you know about the house. Justin, it was nice to meet you. I’m sure I’ll see you around soon.” 
 
    “And me?” Grant asked and lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “You’re a menace, Grant,” I laughed and then ran away before he could come up with a reply. 
 
    “Do you need any snacks before you go?” Doris asked as I burst into the kitchen, and she offered me a blueberry wheat muffin. 
 
    “Umm, yeah, I’ll take this,” I said, and I grabbed the muffin from her.  
 
    I took a large bite of the muffin as I ran through the kitchen into the foyer. I still couldn’t believe I was about to fly to Vegas, but when I swung the front door open and saw the impressively large black SUV that was waiting for me, I started to grin. 
 
    This definitely felt like my biggest mission yet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Unlike Sid’s hyper-vivid dream from earlier that day, my dreams were fragmented and inconclusive. At some point there was a weird text message from Melvis about drinking Diet Coke, even though I hadn’t worked there in months. In another dream fragment, I was walking around the medieval-looking fountain in the house that Kaitlin had shown me. None of them led to anything pressing, and none of them seemed like they really meant much, either. 
 
    But when I woke up, all I could think about was Justin’s glowing green eyes and the question he’d asked about my dreaming capabilities. 
 
    I’d never thought that I could actually have some control over what happened in the dream. I could change the outcome, sure, but the idea of being able to simply will a gun into existence in the middle of Sid’s Victorian nightmare wasn’t something I’d even considered. But maybe it was time to start doing more in the dreams, though my clients had been pretty satisfied so far. 
 
    My ears popped, and I realized we were starting to descend. I peered through the window and saw that the vast brown sands had started to give way to roads and buildings.
I recognized several of the casinos from various TV shows over the years, and it finally sunk in that I was in Vegas. 
 
    “This is your captain speaking,” a voice said over the intercom. “Please fasten your seatbelt for our final approach into Las Vegas. Thanks for flying with us today, and I wish you a safe journey.”
Even though flying on a private jet was luxurious as hell, there was still something eerie about being the only person on the plane. But either way, I couldn’t argue with the gorgeous leather interior and personal drinks bar. I hadn’t sampled any of the alcoholic options myself because of the mission at hand, but now I knew that if I ever wanted to party thousands of feet in the air, I would call Sid Billam. 
 
    I fastened my seatbelt as instructed and sat back in my large, comfortable chair to get some final moments of shut-eye before I was inevitably drawn into more chaos with this new girl. I had no idea what the hell to expect from Aubrey Pierce, but Grant made it sound like I was getting a run for my money. 
 
    The plane touched down on the tarmac a few minutes later, and I stared at the desert that stretched away to one side and the city that loomed on the other side. The sun was starting to set, and I watched as the neon lights along the strip started to come to life. 
 
    Sid’s jet rolled past the commercial terminals and finally came to a stop near a row of hangars. There was a black SUV just like the one that had picked me up in LA, though this one had Nevada plates and a driver who was grimacing rather than smiling.
The driver didn’t say a word as I hopped into the back, and the SUV rolled away from the hangar like we were cops responding to an emergency call. The driver barely even glanced at me in the rearview mirror, so it seemed like a good time to get a little more information on my brand-new, last-minute client before I hopped into her subconscious.  
 
    “Hey, Sid,” I said as soon as the man answered his phone. 
 
    “Hello, miracle worker,” Sid said. “Did you know that I’ve had the best afternoon of my life? I think even my dogs can tell there’s something different, Daisy has been--”
“That’s great Sid,” I interjected. “But I’m in Vegas, and I need some more information on Aubrey before I meet her.”
“Oh, my,” he said, and the tone of his voice darkened into a low whisper. “Yes, I almost forgot. What is it you need to know? I told her hotel that you were taking my place today.”
“Well, I don’t know,” I said. “Is there anything that you need to tell me? Grant Bates seemed to think that Aubrey was a piece of work.”
“Aubrey has a death wish,” Sid said matter-of-factly. “Most of my work with her revolves around sensing her energy and talking to dead family members to see her through her desire to spend most of her time in a state of complete oblivion.”
“And her family is quite… prominent?” I asked. “You left that out before.”
“Ah, yes,” he said with a shy laugh. “She’s part of the MacIntyre family, though they’d probably disown her if it wouldn’t cause a scandal.” 
 
    “So most of those conversations with her dead relatives…” I said.
“I’ve had to do a lot of reading about the family, and lucky for me, there’s been a lot written about them,” he said. “A lot of it is just bullshit and speculation, but sometimes there’s a gem buried in the muck. I’d do anything to get her to stop chasing the darkness, even read some thousand-page work of fiction that tries to pass itself off as factual. But honestly? I think she’s running from something. I just haven’t figured out what.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of tragedy in that family,” I said. “Most people would probably want to escape it.” 
 
    “That’s true,” he sighed.  
 
    “Oh, looks like we’re here,” I said as we pulled into a parking garage. “Any last words of advice?” 
 
    “Be careful, I guess,” he said. “I don’t know what her dreams are, but I can’t imagine they’re pleasant.” 
 
    “As long as they don’t involve another hospital for foundlings,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Well, good luck, miracle worker,” Sid said. “After all you did for me today, I know that I can count on you."
I hung up the phone and took a deep breath.
This was ludicrous. Only this morning I’d recovered from my five-hour flight from New York. I’d been in Victorian London for the afternoon. And now, I was rounding off the evening with a nice trip to Las Vegas and a potentially dangerous trip into the mind of one of America’s most cherished families. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said to the driver, but before he could answer, the door to the SUV flew open and a dirty-blond man with ruddy, tanned skin in a navy-blue suit nodded at me. 
 
    “Mr. Hansel,” the newcomer said, and he held out his hand.  
 
    “Hey, there,” I said as I shook his hand. “Do you work for, um…”  
 
    “I’m Bert Rooney, I work for the Hotel Lambert,” he said. “Miz Pierce is in quite a state. Usually Mr. Billam is the only one who can calm her down after an episode like this, but he said that he thought you would be more effective. We trust his opinion in situations such as these due to his long-standing professional relationship with Miz Pierce.”
“Y-yes,” I answered as I looked around at the nearly empty parking lot. “I came as fast as I could.”
“Right this way,” he said, and he ushered me up a short flight of stairs and through a clear door. 
 
    We had definitely not entered through a guest entrance because we stepped into a hallway lined with bulletin boards and posters about unsafe working conditions. There was only one elevator, which turned out to be a freight elevator that smelled like stale food and laundry detergent. 
 
    “So…” I muttered.
“We’re taking the back entrance,” Bert explained to me as he ushered me into the elevator, and then he pulled out his iPhone. 
 
    “Worried about the press?” I asked. 
 
    “Always,” he replied and handed me his phone. “Now, if you could sign here please, Mr. Hansel.” 
 
    Holy shit. I usually had Martha send out a patient agreement to all of the clients I saw, but I rarely had to sign one presented by my client. I was not surprised, however, when the first words I read were Non-Disclosure Agreement. 
 
    “Ah,” I said, and I skimmed over the familiar document and signed with my finger at the bottom. In New Leaf, these things were more common than loose cash. 
 
    “You understand that any personal information pertaining to Aubrey or any family member or acquaintance that is brought up in your discussions with her will be strictly confidential,” Bert said. “Any infringement of this contract will result in legal action.” 
 
    Great. More legal action.  
 
    “That’s just fine,” I said, and I handed the phone back to him. “Most of my work doesn’t deal with cold hard facts anyway. Mainly… feelings.” 
 
    “It’s just a precaution we have to take,” Bert said with a shrug. “A lot of our clients are very high-profile individuals, and we don’t want those who are brought into their vicinity to take advantage of that. Everyone’s real trigger-happy these days when it comes to suing.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    The inside of the elevator was cold and uninspiring, and the sound of the gears turning above us wasn’t building any confidence in the contraption, either. It didn’t help that my sense of anticipation was growing with every floor we passed, and it made me feel like I was a room service hamburger being escorted upstairs and waiting to be eaten alive by whatever was up there. 
 
    The elevator finally came to a stop, and an eerie ding welcomed us. It had probably been a cheerful sound when the elevator was first installed, but now it was distorted and faded off at the end like someone was strangling it. 
 
    “This is us,” he said, and the doors to the elevator opened to reveal a long hallway with a black-and-white checkered carpet. 
 
    I followed him to the right and tried to orient myself in the weird hallway. The walls were decorated with black-and-white checkered wallpaper as well, so the only way I knew we were actually moving forward were the changing room numbers. It would be hell to have to find a room in this place after a few too many drinks at the bar. 
 
    “Quite the decorating scheme you have going here,” I said, and he looked over without a trace of humor in his face. 
 
    “Our guests come here to party, not to sleep,” he said. “They come here to gamble and test their limits. The decorating scheme reflects that.” 
 
    I thought back to the spiel I gave my clients in my own office space. But that place had been created with tranquility in mind, and here I felt like I had taken every combination of party drug imaginable.  
 
    He stopped in one of the endless black doors on the left and held out a hot pink card in front of the key monitor. The handle made a clicking noise, and he pushed it down and ushered for me to go inside.  
 
    “Are you coming?” I asked as I stepped inside. “I understand if you have to, but--” 
 
    “No, no,” he said quickly. “Best of luck, and let us know if you need anything. First aid, food, whatever, we’re just a phone call away.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bert,” I said. 
 
    He nodded, glanced inside the room, and then quietly pulled the door closed behind me. There was a soft click, and then the outside world was gone. 
 
    The room I was in was nearly freezing, and someone had pulled the curtains tightly shut. There were no lights on, but I spotted the faint glow of a control panel on one of the walls. 
 
    I stumbled across the room and discovered the control panel belonged to the AC control. I quickly adjusted the temperature to something less morgue and then looked around for some light. I finally spotted a table lamp nearby, so I clicked it on and took in the suite in all its glory. 
 
    On my left, there was a living room type space with gold lame couches and a mirrored table. Luckily, I didn’t see any lines racked up on the table, but the garish purple carpet underneath looked bright enough to give me an aneurysm.  
 
    On the right side of the room I caught a glimpse of two large, queen-sized beds. The bed closest to the window was empty, but as I stepped closer, I realized there was a lumpy shape on the bed closest to the bathroom.  
 
    “Aubrey?” I called quietly as I tiptoed closer. 
 
    The party girl had light blonde hair that looked natural, and I knew plenty of women in LA who paid a few hundred dollars every month to get that same look. But unlike the LA fashionistas, who were all meticulously put together, it seemed like Aubrey had seen better days. 
 
    She was wearing a large black t-shirt with neon pink letters that I couldn’t make out as well as pink gingham shorts. She obviously hadn’t bothered to take her shoes off before she collapsed on the bed, because she was still wearing bright pink Ugg slippers with sparkles on them.  
 
    As I neared the reckless society figure, I saw that her face was smudged with black makeup, glitter, and lipgloss that looked like it had been applied by a toddler. Whoever had escorted her back here must’ve just dumped her on the bed and left her to sleep. 
 
    I took a deep breath and sighed. Well, at least we didn’t need to bother with any introductions before I jumped into her dreams. 
 
    I spotted a full, unopened bottle of water on the bright purple bedside table, and I decided I needed something wet before I faced whatever the hell had such a hold on Aubrey. I picked up the bottle, cracked it open, and took a few swigs before I set it back down on the table. 
 
    “Alright, Aubrey,” I said as I sat down next to her. “I guess we’ll do the introductions later.” 
 
    It felt weird to be diving into the dreams of someone who was passed out in a Vegas hotel room, and I missed the tranquility of my own office space even more. There, it all felt more regimented and safe. Here, I felt like I was approaching some weird mix of Sleeping Beauty and Edie Sedgwick. 
 
    At least her breathing was steady, and she didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger. In theory, they wouldn’t have released her from the hospital if she was still at risk, but I knew from my time at New Leaf that enough money would have bought her freedom even if she’d still been high as a kite. 
 
    I realized I was stalling, so I took a deep breath and then touched her forearm with my fingertips. In a flash, the dim and garish hotel room started to fade, and then the entire world went white while I floated weightlessly in limbo. 
 
    My senses started to return one by one, and the first thing I was aware of was that I was standing on a patch of hard dirt. The air smelled arid and hot, and when my eyes adjusted to the light, I could see hills that seemed to roll on for miles. They were covered with weird, low brambly bushes and olive trees as far as the eye could see. 
 
    Birds started to tweet in the distance, and that was the only sound. Engines, farming equipment, anything loud and noisy seemed to be banned from this setting. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “This wasn’t what I was expecting.” 
 
    I looked down and realized that I was wearing simple peasant clothing of red hard-cotton pants, a long white cotton tunic, and lace-up leather shoes with wool socks. 
 
    “Hey, who are you?” a woman’s voice said, and I spun around to find a very different Aubrey Pierce in front of me. 
 
    This Aubrey Pierce looked beautiful and well-cared for. Her blonde hair flowed in the low, warm breeze of wherever we were, and her blue eyes glinted in the orange sunlight. She was wearing a long blue button-down peasant dress that fell just below her knees and brown leather boots. Her tan, freckled skin glowed with health, and she pushed back a strand of soft hair as she looked me over. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “I’m, um… My name is Ollie.” 
 
    “Hello Ollie,” she said politely, and she offered a small smile. “You’re new here.” 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Underneath her plump, pink lips I saw something white and sharp sticking out, and I concluded that she had vampire fangs. 
 
    I brought my hand up to my own mouth, and as casually as I could, I checked my own teeth. Sure enough, my canines were longer than usual, and sharp as hell, too. 
 
    “Oh,” I said with a shrug. “Looks like I’m a vampire.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” she answered with a low laugh, and she swept her shiny blonde hair out of her face. “Everyone is. In the clan, at least.” 
 
    Wow. I was completely taken by her natural beauty, even if we were both vampires wherever the hell we were. 
 
    “Where should we go now?” I asked.  
 
    I always had to be careful when I entered the dreams of someone who wasn’t expecting me. My presence was weird enough, but I didn’t want the dream to alter too dramatically before I’d had a chance to find out what was supposed to happen. It was always easier in cases like Aubrey’s to just play along and pretend I was part of the dream until I had a better idea of what we needed to do.  
 
    “Back to the clan,” she said and then turned around and pointed to the east. 
 
    I saw a fire rising from one of the hills in the distance, and it looked like there were dark spaces along the sides of the hills that must’ve been caves. I’d never heard of vampires that could survive in warmer climates and lived in caves, but I guess that was part of the fun of the dream. 
 
    “I’ll follow you,” I said. 
 
    She nodded and set off across the arid hills. She was fast, but I managed to keep up with her.  
 
    “I don’t recognize you,” she said without turning around. “And I know everyone here.” 
 
    “Well, that’s because I’m only dropping in,” I replied. 
 
    “We don’t get visitors,” she said as she pulled a piece of red twine from her pocket and began to play cat’s in the cradle. 
 
    She seemed to forget I was there for a few minutes as she focused on the game. But the dreamer moved across the uneven ground easily and without even having to look at the path in front of her. She’d clearly traveled this way many times before, which made me more curious about what was going to unfold. 
 
    “Who else lives here with you?” I finally asked. 
 
    “My family,” she said, and she turned around and shot me a look. “My family is the clan on the hill. We’ve ruled this land for generations. Some of the humans in the town resist it, but they don’t understand our power. They never will.” 
 
    Aubrey threw her head back and let out a cackle that shook me to my core. 
 
    Yep, I was getting the sense that there was something really dark about this family. 
 
    But the next moment, she ran up to me and grabbed my hand in hers. She started to skip toward the caves, and it looked like I had no choice but to follow her. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, and we skipped over the weird low bushes and through the orange soil. “We can’t be late for the clan meeting.” 
 
    I wondered whether the other members of her family would try to oust me from the town meeting, but then I remembered that I also brandished vampire teeth. So I skipped along by her side until the dark mouths of the caves were suddenly right in front of us. 
 
    “We’re here,” she announced as she suddenly started to walk slowly toward the largest cave. 
 
    “So this is where your clan lives,” I said. “It seems nice.” 
 
    A familiar smell hit my nose, and at first, I thought it was the smell of an old barbecue. But then I remembered what we were, and I knew what it must be. 
 
    It was the stench of drying blood. 
 
    “We’re right on time,” Aubrey said and tugged me inside the cave. 
 
    I could hear low whispers and murmurs the further we went in. It was still light out, but the cave was lit by lanterns and candles, and the further we went inside, the more I felt like I was being consumed by complete darkness. 
 
    “Fellows of the clan,” a deep, booming voice said, and the echoes sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    Aubrey squeezed my hand and tugged me toward a group of men who were dressed like me. There were some other women there as well, but most of the female vampires were either clinging to the men in the family or crouching down on the ground and looking up at the man in the center. 
 
    The man who had everyone’s attention wore the same simple clothing as everyone else, except for the red velvet collar on his shirt. It seemed to be a sign of his status among the clan, and I guessed that he was the patriarch of the family. 
 
    “Who is that?” I whispered to Aubrey. 
 
    “It’s my grandfather, of course,” she murmured. 
 
    Aubrey tugged me to the right so we could get a better view, but I felt myself accidentally kick a pebble on the floor. The sound echoed across the room, and I instinctively looked down to see where it had gone. 
 
    That’s when I saw that the floor of the stone cave was covered in a deep red, brownish color, and my stomach lurched. I knew that it must be blood, and I had to remind myself that this was just part of a dream, no matter how real it looked or smelled. 
 
    When I looked up again, I saw that the group of men had all turned around at the noise and were now looking at me. For a moment, I thought someone would try to turn me into the next meal, but the faces I looked at were blank, and after a brief pause, the strange group all turned to face the patriarch again. 
 
    The dream seemed to reset after the interruption, so I had a moment to look around at the clan members. Their features were similar to Aubrey’s, and they generally had light hair, light eyes, and weatherworn complexions. And yet, there was something odd about them, besides the fact that they were all vampires. 
 
    “Now that we are all gathered,” the vampire in the center said. “We can attend to the business at hand. Our family has been starving.” 
 
    “Starving,” the entire group of men chanted, and the cave practically rattled with their voices. 
 
    “We have not eaten for days,” the head vampire continued. “And we are growing weak. There can be no weakness in this clan.” 
 
    “No weakness,” the group of vampires repeated after the patriarch. 
 
    “And there is no strength without sacrifice,” the leader said. 
 
    “Sacrifice,” the clan repeated, and they started to build into a kind of frenzy. “Sacrifice, sacrifice, sacrifice…” 
 
    “There must be a blood offering to feed our family,” the patriarch now yelled. “I command two of the youngest generation to fetch a sacrifice for us to feast on.” 
 
    “Feast, feast, feast!” the vampires in the crowd started to chant. 
 
    “I call forth the sister and the second-oldest brother to bring us a feast,” the vampire said, and he started to raise his hands. “May we uphold the clan as we have done for centuries!”
The men started to stomp their feet, and the combination of almost total darkness and the loud noises started to make me feel like I was in a coffin. I was starting to get a real sense of claustrophobia, and Aubrey’s feelings about her family were becoming clearer to me. 
 
    “That’s me,” Aubrey murmured as she let go of my hand.  
 
    She flashed me a look as she wove her way through the crowd of family members, and it was completely different than how she looked before. Her beautiful, radiant skin had become pale and ghostly. Her eyes widened like a deer in the headlights, but she turned to face the patriarch and knelt down beside him. 
 
    “I will fetch the sacrifice,” she said in monotone, and she held out both hands. 
 
    Her grandfather revealed a blood-stained rope that he had been holding, and he placed it in her open palms.  
 
    Suddenly, another woman who resembled Aubrey walked into the light of the torches. The new arrival had short hair that was graying at the roots, and she wore an expression of shame on her face. Her mouth curved down into a frown as she looked at Aubrey, but when she looked up at the patriarch of the family, she nodded without saying a word. 
 
    “Come, Aubrey,” a male voice said.  
 
    A tall, handsome man stepped into the lamplight then. He had reddish-blond hair and bright blue eyes that flashed even in the lamplight, and he looked more like a young Adonis than a moldering vampire.  
 
    He pulled Aubrey to her feet and then started to lead her through the crowd. Clearly, the next part of the dream took place somewhere else, so I fell into step behind the pair as they pushed their way through the vampires. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked.
“To the town,” Aubrey said as she wriggled out of her brother’s grip. “Where the humans are. We need sustenance.”
Her brother ignored me, which made sense since I wasn’t a regular part of the dream. He marched forward like he was duty-bound to complete his assignment and there was nothing anyone could say or do to stop him. 
 
    Something was familiar about his face, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. His vampire teeth were hanging over his lips, but as soon as we started to approach the sunlight, he retracted them back into his mouth and hid them away. 
 
    “How far away is the town?” I asked as we stepped outside the cave. 
 
    “It’s very close to here,” she said. “We rule over the town. It’s where we always take our sacrifices from. And yet they never figure it out.” 
 
    She sounded sad when she said it, and a chill raced up my spine. Something about a prominent American family with a secret hold over a village and who killed the townspeople to feed themselves was leading to some pretty dark conclusions in my head.  
 
    I thought back to the NDA I’d signed in the elevator and almost scoffed. This dream was getting a hell of a lot darker than I imagined. 
 
    And I still didn’t know what our main objective was. 
 
    I shot another look at her brother, and now that he was in the sunlight, I realized why I recognized him. 
 
    He wasn’t just any brother. 
 
    He was Kenneth Pierce, who was currently running for congress. I’d seen his picture emblazoned across Twitter for weeks already, and obviously Aubrey was well aware of the campaign trail. 
 
    At least some things were starting to make sense, though I still didn’t want to draw any conclusions. The only thing I was sure about was that the human sacrifice did not seem like a good sign at all. 
 
    Not in the slightest. 
 
    “Down there,” Kenneth suddenly said, and he pointed ahead of us. 
 
    Either I’d been so lost in thought that I didn’t notice it, or the town had materialized out of nowhere. But we were in a dream after all, and it was perfectly feasible that it had simply appeared out of convenience. 
 
    The town was full of small cottages with thatched roofs and market stalls. I could see chickens walking around freely and could definitely smell some kind of livestock in the distance. 
 
    Kenneth darted ahead of us, and Aubrey and I followed. Somehow, we made it to the edge of the village without being noticed, and we stopped in a shadowed spot between two houses.  
 
    For some reason, there was a large boulder between the homes, and when I squinted at it, I saw there was something carved into it. I leaned in closer and saw that it said Vegas. 
 
    “That’s weird,” I mumbled to myself.  
 
    Something about the town being called Vegas just didn’t seem to fit with the territory, but Aubrey didn’t seem phased. 
 
    Aubrey turned around before we reached the town center and pointed to her mouth. She tucked her teeth in under her lips, and the imploring look in her eyes signaled that she wanted me to do it, too. 
 
    Kenneth and I joined Aubrey behind the wall of one of the thatched cottages and stared into the town center. 
 
    There were a crowd of people with baskets who looked like they were making some kind of exchange. I didn’t know what they were trading, but it looked like it must’ve been some kind of fruit. 
 
    “There will be a weak one there,” Kenneth said under his breath as we watched the people trade their wares. 
 
    Aubrey scowled at his sentiment, and I was starting to get the idea that she didn’t want to be part of this whole mission to steal and sacrifice the innocent. 
 
    Suddenly, I saw some of the pebbles move underneath my feet, and I could sense movement in the distance. I heard the galloping of hooves against the ground and shot a look at Aubrey. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s happening,” she said, and she looked over at Kenneth. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered and motioned us to crouch down. 
 
    We quickly obeyed, but I had a bad feeling that I would see something I had seen before. 
 
    Suddenly, a massive brown horse with a wooden cart attached to it went rushing before our eyes. It hurtled itself at the crowd of people before crashing into the small market that had formed. 
 
    The horse tried to draw to a stop, but it had gained too much velocity. The cart skidded into the crowd, and the people, the horse, and the fruit they were trading all dissolved into a massive heap in the middle of the town. 
 
    I took a deep breath. This couldn’t be a coincidence. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    The dust in the town center started to clear, and I could hear the shouts and cries of those who had been part of the wreckage. 
 
    Aubrey stood up slowly and practically pinned herself to the side of the house we were leaning on. 
 
    “That’s new as well,” she said and then looked at me. “It seems it’s a day for strange, new things.”
“I had a funny feeling you’d say that,” I said.  
 
    “I’m still not sure who you are,” she said and squinted at me. “And why did you come with us?” 
 
    “There’s no time for this,” Kenneth said. “We have to feed our clan.” 
 
    Kenneth led the way toward the scene, but the dust had almost cleared by then, and it appeared that nobody had been grievously injured. There was a woman hugging a small child, and a man who was limping around, but unlike the vampire lair, there was no blood on the ground or the foul stench of decay. 
 
    “We can’t look for a sacrifice here,” Aubrey whispered to Kenneth. “It’s too obvious.” 
 
    “But they’re distracted,” her brother said as he surveyed the wreckage for any particularly weak members of the community. 
 
    Just like in the other dream, the horse had managed to get back to its feet, and a very apologetic-looking carriage driver was trying to get it out of the town square. 
 
    “Come now, Bellagio,” the driver said in a soothing voice. 
 
    My hair stood on end, and I looked more closely at both the horse and the driver. There was no way that this could be a coincidence, though I couldn’t imagine what I was supposed to glean from the two cart crashes. Maybe there was a horse named Bellagio that I was supposed to bet on?  
 
    A church bell started to toll in the distance, and the townspeople suddenly looked toward the sound. Several people smiled, while others nodded like they were part of a conversation I couldn’t hear. 
 
    I felt a hand on my back then and turned around. It was Kenneth, and for the first time he was staring at me straight in the eyes. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” the vampire said. “We need to hide. Follow me.” 
 
    Aubrey took my hand, and we followed Kenneth back to the edge of the town to some large bales of hay. Though we weren’t that close to the town center, we could still hear the people as they murmured to each other. They seemed to be waiting for someone, and whoever it was, the locals clearly respected this person. 
 
    After the church bells fell silent, a very tall, slim man started to emerge through the crowd with his hands in the air. He was wearing a long red cloak with a stiff collar, a bright red cap shaped like a fortune cookie, and a shiny gold cross necklace that looked like something a rapper would wear. 
 
    I couldn’t see his face, but I got a really strong feeling that this guy was bad news. 
 
    “That’s Clement,” Aubrey murmured under her breath. “He’s a vampire hunter.” 
 
    Two very large men appeared a moment later, and they trailed behind Clement like secret service agents. They were shorter than their charge, but significantly wider, and their muscles rippled beneath the black fabric of their clothing. Each bodyguard carried a canvas sack in one hand and sharp wooden stakes in the other. 
 
    A few people made gracious prayer symbols with their hands to the figure, and he lifted his cap off of his head. He touched their brows with his fingertips and said something that seemed to reassure the people, and then he turned to say something to one of his men. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    A shiver raced up my spine as I saw the neanderthal face that had become a recurring theme in so many dreams. I took in the wide, flat nose, the heavy brow, and the small tufts of scraggly hair and wondered how anyone could mistake the creature for a holy man. 
 
    But this was Aubrey’s dream, and she clearly knew who the hell this guy was supposed to be, at least in this reality. So he’d been in her dream before, just like he’d been in Jackie’s and several other client dreams. 
 
    “You said this guy was Clement?” I whispered. 
 
    “Shhh!” Kenneth hissed and pulled me into a low crouch behind the bale. 
 
    The evil man opened his mouth, and his voice sounded almost like one of those recordings of people speaking backwards. It was like the sound was coming out of a computer, but nobody else seemed to find it unnerving. 
 
    “Citizens of the village,” Clement declared as I peered around the edge of the hay. “Fear not. Evil lurks in the corners and shadows of beautiful places such as towns like our own. But through goodness and vigilance, we can keep our bountiful village safe.” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” a voice in the crowd said, and the others joined in another chant. 
 
    “Hear, hear,” the town started to sing. “Down with the vampires!” 
 
    “Shit,” Aubrey muttered under her breath.  
 
    I was about to suggest a hasty retreat, but I felt a hand clamp onto the back of my shirt, and then in the weird way of dreams, I was suddenly in a dark alley between two of the houses. I saw Kenneth let go of my shirt at the same time he released Aubrey’s arm, and for the moment, we seemed to be safe from the local citizenry. 
 
    “They seem very… energized today,” Aubrey said.  
 
    “Is that unusual as well?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged, but her nervousness was clear. She was worried about the crowd and Clement’s control over them, though not enough to give up the hunt. 
 
    “We still have work to do,” Kenneth reminded us.  
 
    “But Clement--” Aubrey started to protest. 
 
    “He’ll lead them on one of his silly processions through the town,” Kenneth scoffed. “People will fall behind or wander off to do something else. That will be our chance to strike.”
I felt a shiver down my spine at how serious he seemed, and I could feel the intensity that seemed to surround him. I didn’t need any special vampire senses to know this guy didn’t accept ‘no’ as an answer.  
 
    “I--” Aubrey started, and I looked down at the stuttering dreamer. “I don’t want to do that. I don’t know if we should be stealing any more townspeople.” 
 
    “Do you wish to go against the clan?” Her brother asked. 
 
    “No,” she said quickly. “But with Clement here, and…” 
 
    “Did you listen to anything I just said?” he shot back. “Soon there will be a procession, and we can pick off one of the stragglers. What the hell is wrong with you? You never do as you’re told.” 
 
    Suddenly, he reached out and grabbed the rope that was in Aubrey’s hands and yanked it away.  
 
    “Ow!” Aubrey gasped, and she held her hands up to her face. 
 
    I saw that her hands were red and raw from other attacks, and I realized this wasn’t the first time Kenneth had hurt his sister. 
 
    “Hey,” I snarled. “Don’t hurt her.” 
 
    “She doesn’t do as she’s told,” Kenneth seethed. “She’s trying to bring the family to ruin, but she’s only ruining herself in the process. Don’t you understand that if we starve, you starve as well?”               
 
    “I don’t want to bring anyone to ruin,” she protested. “But this isn’t right. They’re after us, they know what we’re doing.” 
 
    “So you’d rather hand yourself in and have your head on a stake than feed your own family?” Kenneth whispered, and he shook his head in feigned disgust. 
 
    This guy was starting to make me kind of sick. It was obvious he was both violent and manipulative as hell. He made feeding their family sound like it was something valiant, and so Aubrey was committing a horrible sin that would destroy the whole clan because she was empathetic to the townspeople.  
 
    But the reality was that they were conspiring to kidnap and murder someone from the village. And even though they were vampires, it seemed like Aubrey didn’t want to partake in the carnage anymore.  
 
    She was powerless against the clan, though, just like she was powerless against the MacIntyre family. 
 
    “I don’t want to watch the clan starve,” Aubrey said in a weak voice.
“Of course you don’t,” he replied with a dark scowl. “You’re just selfish is all. Well, it’s your selfishness that will drive you to ruin. I’m going to find this sacrifice, and you can go and hand yourself into Clement like a good little sinner. Maybe he’ll have some sympathy for a traitor like you, but I doubt it.”
“Kenneth, no,” Aubrey said, and she tried to take him by the arm.  
 
    However, her brother flinched and started to back away. 
 
    “It’s too late,” he said. “I’m going to tell the clan that you betrayed them.” 
 
    My blood was starting to boil, and I was getting sick of this guy’s shit. I clenched my fist, but before I could take a swing at the political figure, he darted down the narrow pass between houses and ran out of sight almost immediately. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    I turned around to face Aubrey, who looked like she was in shock. Her eyes were wider than saucers, and her skin was finally as pale as a vampire’s should look. 
 
    “Hey, Aubrey,” I said, and I took her arm. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “This always happens,” she said, and she looked up at me. “In this dream. You’re in my dream with me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a nod. “Yes, you’re dreaming right now. But we have to be just as careful as we would be in real life.” 
 
    I heard a rooster call out from the town center, and it seemed almost unimaginable that this couldn’t be real. Everything from the hot sun against the orange dirt to the smell of horse shit made me feel like I’d been plunged straight into a different time. 
 
    “Kenneth is angry at me,” she said as she looked up into my eyes. 
 
    “I can tell,” I sighed. “Look, Aubrey, your brother is an asshole. A giant asshole, in fact. But that man in the red cloak is also bad news. You should stay away from him.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “It’s all a mess. I’m between a rock and a hard place. My brother thinks I’m a traitor, and Clement wants me dead at all costs. Not just me. All of my family. He’s after us.” 
 
    “But you need to eat,” I said. “Everyone does.” 
 
    It felt weird playing devil’s advocate with a patient, but then again, I’d never been in a dream like this before. The good guys and the bad guys were unclear, and instead of a straightforward fight, it seemed like this girl had no allies at all. 
 
    Maybe that was a clue. 
 
    “I know,” she sighed, and shrugged her shoulders. “But I don’t want any of this anymore. The carnage is too much. I don’t want to be part of the clan and take the blood of innocents. I just want a normal life.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand, and I felt an electric wave race up my arm. I really felt for her plight, and I knew I could help. But I had the feeling that this dream would take a little more strategizing than was usually required. 
 
    “Okay,” I said after a moment. “This is a lot to deal with, but I’m going to help you. I promise. We’re going to fix everything, so when you leave this dream, you won’t have to worry about this place ever again.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked as a tear trickled down her cheek. “You can do that?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” I said. “That’s why I’m in your dream. We’re going to defeat whoever we need to defeat, save whoever we need to save, and do whatever we need to do to get out. I promise.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement and then quickly wiped away the last few tears. Her glow was back, and she seemed more determined than she had before. 
 
    “So tell me about your dream,” I prompted. “What usually happens?” 
 
    “Okay,” she said and took a deep breath. “Most of this is still the same as it always is. I don’t want to take one of the innocents from the town. My brother storms away and does it himself. The last thing I see every night is him taking a gagged and bound girl from the church in the square. He drags her up the mountain, and the sun sets. It gets completely dark, and I wake up.” 
 
    A shiver raced down my spine. There was something really fucking dark about that brother, and I had a bad feeling that it corresponded to some evil in the waking world as well. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “So what should we do? Stop your brother from taking the girl?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied with a nod. “Yes. I don’t want to watch him hurt other people any more. And I’m sick of our family feeding off of their blood. If we can stop him, then maybe this nightmare will end.” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” I said. “You know where he’s going, so we can get ahead of him on the path and ambush him before he reaches the caves.” 
 
    “That might work,” she said.  
 
    “Have you tried to stop him before?” I asked. 
 
    “Sometimes,” she said and frowned. “But usually I’m just stuck here, feeling sorry for myself.” 
 
    “That’s all about to change,” I said. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” she said and smiled shyly. “This feels different, somehow. It feels like… like I can beat him this time.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, and I felt a smirk creep across my face. “That’s exactly what I’m here for. Now show me where he’s gone.” 
 
    “He usually goes this way,” she said as we tiptoed along the narrow alley.  
 
    When we reached the back end of the house, we stopped and peered around the corner. There was no sign of Kenneth, or anyone else for that matter, so we started to slink past the chicken coops and herb gardens. We could still hear people chanting, though the parade seemed to have moved away from us. 
 
    “Frances,” a voice suddenly called out.  
 
    Aubrey jumped in fear and then pulled me past another chicken coop. She pulled me into another dark alley and pushed me against the wall so no one would see us. 
 
    A moment later, a woman with a flour-coated apron came out of one of the cottages and put her hand over her brow to shade her eyes. She looked around and shook her head before she dropped a pail of oats into one of the chicken coops. 
 
    “There’s a lot of chickens in your dream,” I mumbled to try and lighten the mood. 
 
    “My maternal grandma has a farm in Greece that we always used to stay at when we were little,” Aubrey said with a smile. “It’s some of the best memories of my life.” 
 
    “So chickens are a good thing,” I suggested. 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighed. “I grew up on the Upper East Side, though I spent a lot of time in DC as well. Those places weren’t nearly as fun.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said.  
 
    The terrain of the dream was starting to make a little more sense. It also made sense that Aubrey was so relaxed at the beginning of the dream. This town was a safe place, even though the evil specter of her powerful family was always lurking nearby. 
 
    The woman in the apron clucked at the chickens one more time, checked for Frances again, and then finally disappeared back inside. When the woman started to sing, we started to pick our way through the streets again until we were sure that nobody could see us. 
 
    “Huh,” I muttered as I tried to figure out how everyone seemed to have just disappeared.  
 
    “He doesn’t seem to be here yet with the girl,” Aubrey said. “We can still stop him.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked as I peered up at the trail. 
 
    “Yes,” she said and nodded. “He retrieves her from the church. If we can get there, we can stop him.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said and then turned to study the town. “But just out of interest, can’t the townspeople see you guys coming down the mountain when you go hunting?” 
 
    “They can’t recognize us from that far away,” Aubrey murmured. “It’s only Clement, the red cloaked man, who knows who we are. To the others, we just look like peasants from a distance. Look like them, sound like them… but we’re nothing like them.”
Aubrey looked to her right and her left before gesturing at me to follow her. Aubrey took my hand, and we darted between houses and gardens until she pulled me behind a very large olive tree with a thick trunk. 
 
    I could see the church in the distance. The townspeople had pretty much cleared out since the crash, and I couldn’t hear the chanting people following Clement, either. 
 
    “This seems like a good hiding spot,” I said. 
 
    “It is,” she assured me. “We just have to make sure that none of the townspeople recognize us as vampires. They’d have a stake through our hearts in a second.” 
 
    “And when does he usually appear?” I asked. 
 
    “When the sun begins to set,” she replied. 
 
    Which could be minutes or hours away, in the weird time warp of dreams. But it seemed that I had a few minutes to think about what I’d learned about my charge, so I leaned against a house and rehashed what I’d seen so far.  
 
    It was obvious that Aubrey wanted to break from her family, who saw the rest of the populace as little more than things to be used and then tossed away. There were people who hated her family, like Clement, and Aubrey seemed to understand that sentiment even though she still cared about her relatives. It was a mishmash of emotions, but it seemed clear that what Aubrey really wanted was to break free of her family’s grasp. 
 
    The diagnosis seemed easy enough, but as I looked across the sunny, arid town center, I started to wonder if I’d missed something. 
 
    Sure, it made sense. But it was almost too easy. 
 
    I couldn’t get the image of the evil dream man’s face out of my mind. This was the first time I’d found him lurking around in a dream instead of seeing him at the end, and I wanted to avoid him at all costs until I was sure we were in the endgame. In fact, I wanted to stop Aubrey’s evil brother and get the fuck out of here without seeing his face again. 
 
    “Look,” Aubrey murmured, and she pointed at the town center. 
 
    The scene suddenly shifted to an evening setting as quickly as if someone just dimmed the lights. The sun started to burn orange in the sky, and a bright light came over the cobbles. 
 
    All the people in the market square started to clear up their wares and pack their stalls away. Some mothers started to lead children back into their houses, and slowly candles started to flicker in the windows of the houses. There was a sense of calm, but I knew that we were going to have to strategize. 
 
    “We need to get across to the church,” I said. “Then we can ambush him the second he leaves.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” Aubrey said with a sigh. “We just need to get across without being recognized as vampires.” 
 
    “Well, surely it’s dark enough that nobody will care,” I said, and I looked around at the evening scene. 
 
    “I have another idea,” Aubrey said, and she looked around a few times before skipping away and disappearing behind one of the houses. 
 
    Holy shit. Maybe I’d imbued her with a little too much confidence about the success of our mission. I didn’t want her to blow our cover, after all. Where had she disappeared to? 
 
    In a flash, she reappeared with a donkey attached to a harness in her hand. 
 
    I blinked a few times at the brown donkey, who had a piece of hay hanging out of his mouth. He stomped on the floor a few times and seemed to lift an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Look,” she said. “I’ve got a hold of someone’s ass.” 
 
    “Whoa,” I said with a laugh. “I guess as long as nobody recognizes the donkey, we’re in the clear.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Aubrey said. “We’ll just kind of hide behind him.” 
 
    She led the donkey through to the opening between the houses, and I looked to the left and the right. 
 
    There didn’t seem to be anybody on the small strip on our left, and on our right I watched a few people packing away the last of their fruit and their tools. 
 
    “Great,” I whispered. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We crouched behind the animal and made our way across the street to the church. 
 
    We hid behind the building and I took a deep breath. 
 
    “So this is where he usually steals the girl?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Aubrey said. “Here.” 
 
    The town seemed to go quiet as the last of the people left the market square. The sun started to set, and I could feel the adrenaline begin to build in my body. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said to Aubrey, who was practically radiating with anxiety. “We’ll get him.” 
 
    “What should we do?” Aubrey whispered. “He’s so much stronger than me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about your brother,” I said. “Your job is to free the girl. Leave your brother to me.” 
 
    “Right,” she said in surprise. “It is my dream. So… let’s pulverize him. There shouldn’t be so much as a scrap of cloth left for someone to find.” 
 
    “Jeez, Aubrey,” I said with a low laugh. 
 
    Evidently, the sibling hatred ran deep. 
 
    I was starting to get excited at the thought of a smackdown. I was even enjoying the thought of using my vampire teeth for the first time, though I wasn’t really sure how useful they’d be unless we were really close to each other. But I’d never lost in a dream yet, and I wasn’t about to lose this one. 
 
    Suddenly, the wooden doors to the church flew open.  
 
    Aubrey and I held ourselves flat against the side of the church, but a twig snapped. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Kenneth’s voice demanded. 
 
    Aubrey looked at me, but I shook my head. 
 
    The donkey that we’d hidden behind started to trot in front of the church and eventually stood in the middle of the town square. 
 
    “Shit,” Aubrey muttered, but the donkey was the last thing on my mind. 
 
    “Come on,” I heard Kenneth say, and he started on his way out of the church. 
 
    We watched as he dragged a young girl with black hair in a white dress that looked similar to Aubrey’s. She was bound in rope and gagged, and even through the gag I could hear her crying. 
 
    “Shut up,” Kenneth muttered, and he pushed her forward a few paces. “Nobody is going to save you.” 
 
    Kenneth and the girl were a few paces ahead of us, and I looked between the two of them. There was something familiar about the pair, like I’d seen Kenneth with her before, but that didn’t make sense since the only time I’d seen Kenneth before was in his ads, and I was sure I didn’t know the girl. But there was a sickly feeling in the base of my stomach when I looked at them together, and I knew that it couldn’t have been good. 
 
    “On the count of three, we strike,” I said. “One, two, three…” 
 
    Aubrey and I jumped out of our hiding spots and went straight for the duo. But just as we leaped out, another figure galloped up on the back of a large black steed. 
 
    It was the man with the red cloak, only this time, the dream creeper had found us before the end of the dream. 
 
    Yep, my instincts were right. This dream was one hell of a lot more complicated than I thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “Ah, it’s you,” a bored-sounding Clement said to Kenneth from the top of his horse. “And it looks like you’ve found dinner for you and your friends. 
 
    I exchanged a look with Aubrey, who straightened up. 
 
    The sacrifice looked up at Clement with a glimmer of hope in her eyes. 
 
    But I wasn’t convinced. Why was Clement, a known vampire hunter, being so nonchalant in front of a literal family of vampires with a human sacrifice? 
 
    I braced myself for a fight, but for some reason it didn’t seem like Clement had any intention of exerting himself. 
 
    “What do you want this time?” Kenneth groaned, and he pulled the sacrifice closer to him. 
 
    “Don’t ask questions you already know the answer to,” Clement replied with a laugh. “Come inside.” 
 
    I exchanged a confused look with Aubrey, who just shrugged.  
 
    Kenneth dragged the sacrifice back over to the door while Clement dismounted his horse and handed the reins over to his cronies. He took a few looks around the empty town strip before gesturing for us to follow him inside. 
 
    Was this some sort of trap? 
 
    “Come on, Aubrey,” Kenneth snarled. “We’ll be home soon.” 
 
    There was obviously some sort of agreement between Clement and Kenneth that we didn’t know about, and I shuddered at the thought of it. 
 
    Aubrey and I followed them into the church. I knew that in order to cure Aubrey we’d have to free the girl, but we’d need to strategize. 
 
    I was beginning to get the impression that Aubrey thought she was a monster from a family of monsters. I could tell she wanted to be something other than just another McIntyre, but it was a difficult fate to escape. The fact that she was helping her brother conceal something in the real world only made it that much harder, but I knew that I could help her if I could just figure out what was going on. 
 
    So I just had more questions, fewer answers, and no idea what was going to happen next since Aubrey claimed this was new territory. 
 
    This, in my professional opinion, was an absolute shit show. 
 
    But I had a sneaking suspicion that we’d be able to take Kenneth out if we were just a little patient. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I whispered to Aubrey. “We will get that girl free.” 
 
    The moment we were inside, I was hit with a strange wave of calm. It felt like we were miles away from the village, the mountain, and even the real world beyond that. It was only a simple white room with an altar and a golden cross, but I felt hopeful. 
 
    Clement paced around while one of the other men twiddled their thumbs and looked around authoritatively. The cronies quickly stepped back into the shadows, and we were left with the strange, deformed man. 
 
    “Alright,” he snarled, and my hair stood on end. “Enough of these games. Just give me what I want.” 
 
    I exchanged a look with Aubrey before turning my attention to her brother, who rolled his eyes and reached into his pocket. I wasn’t all that surprised when Kenneth produced a heavy canvas pouch that clinked when he threw it into the hands of the red-cloaked man because bribery seemed like just the kind of thing Kenneth would accept as par for the course. 
 
    “Here you go,” he said. “You’re really costing me, you know.” 
 
    “Normal people have to pay to feed their families,” the man in the red cloak muttered as he opened the sack.  
 
    I saw a flash of gold, and Clement’s eyes glittered happily as he rubbed one of the coins between his fingers. I heard Aubrey sigh, and I was sure this whole scene was playing out because Kenneth, or maybe the family on Kenneth’s behalf, had bribed someone back in the real world. I found myself looking at the victim again, and something tickled at the back of my mind. 
 
    “That should be everything,” Kenneth said as he tugged on the ropes that still bound the girl.  
 
    A shiver leapt up my spine when I realized that these men of God were going to let vampire Kenneth bring that girl back to the clan to be murdered and devoured. 
 
    “It is,” the man in the red cloak said. “Just perfect. Well, this has certainly been a long day, hasn’t it? You’re all free to go.” 
 
    “Wait,” Aubrey said, and she looked at the man in the red cloak. “But… but I thought you were going to kill me.” 
 
    “Well, then why don’t you run along back to your cave before I change my mind?” He asked with a terrifying grin. “Enjoy your lunch.” 
 
    The sacrifice now had tears streaming down her face, and her body shook as she sobbed behind the gag. She must’ve thought that she’d have justice delivered to her, and all along, this guy was just looking for some spare change. 
 
    “Come with us, Aubrey,” Kenneth said, and he started to head for the door with the victim in tow. “Now you understand everything the family does to protect you.” 
 
    “W-what…” Aubrey stammered in confusion. 
 
    Clement’s cronies suddenly slithered out of the shadows and slunk through the door. The door slammed shut behind them, and both Aubrey and I jumped at the sound.  
 
    “Aubrey, come,” Kenneth ordered like he was talking to his pet dog. 
 
    Aubrey looked at her brother and then at me. She couldn’t seem to decide what to do, probably because this was a chapter she’d never seen before. 
 
    I took a deep breath. Usually the point of these dreams was to escape trouble, but this time, it looked like we were going to have to start it.  
 
    I could have punched Kenneth, and I certainly would have enjoyed that, or I could have attacked Clement. But I felt like we needed to do something completely unexpected if we were going to buy ourselves enough time to free the girl and figure out what Clement was up to. 
 
    So maybe it was time to test my lucid dreaming skills. I didn’t know just how much I could control in my patient’s dreams, but it was worth a shot. 
 
    Kenneth had reached the door by then, and he beckoned to Aubrey one more time. His sister took a few steps toward him, but then she stopped and looked around again. 
 
    The door was locked, and they couldn’t get out. 
 
    Kenneth reached for the door and tried to turn the large brass doorknob, but the door refused to budge.  
 
    “Damn lock,” Kenneth muttered. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “It’s just a door,” Clement said. “You just pull it open.” 
 
    “I know that,” Kenneth snapped. “But it’s locked.” 
 
    Holy shit. It had actually worked. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Clement said in a suspicious tone. 
 
    “It obviously is,” Kenneth said in an exasperated voice. “Aubrey, help me with the fucking door.” 
 
    “O-okay…” she stuttered and took another step toward her brother. 
 
    Her appearance changed again as she inched closer to Kenneth. Her hair became thin and brittle, and her complexion became slightly green again. She refused to look at anyone, especially the young girl. 
 
    “Hey,” I whispered as I moved up beside her. “Are you ready?”  
 
    She stopped for a moment and finally lifted her eyes from the floor. 
 
    “We’re still doing that?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course we are,” I whispered. “I’ll take down Clement while you free the girl.” 
 
    She nodded once, just barely, to let me know she was ready. 
 
    Kenneth was still fussing with the door, though he stopped long enough to glare at his sister. He had apparently decided to ignore me, which would make it easier for us. 
 
    Aubrey took two more hesitant steps toward her brother, and I heard Clement huff like he couldn’t believe we were still here. I saw the man in the red cloak open his mouth like he was about to remind us that we needed to leave before he changed his mind, and then I was in motion. 
 
    Since I was a vampire in this dream, it would make sense if I had vampire abilities. So I decided I would fly at the neanderthal, and the next thing I knew, the wind was carrying me across the church and straight toward the man’s back. 
 
    I clobbered the evil dream man to the ground before he could even turn around to see what hit him. 
 
    “Shit!” I heard Kenneth yell, but I was focused on the man underneath me.  
 
    I opened my mouth and hissed at Clement before baring my teeth. I felt the sharp point sink through the fabric of the cloak, through his skin, and all the way down to his collarbone. I heard him yell as he started to writhe beneath me, but I was too strong for the man to simply buck me off. 
 
    Footsteps clattered across the stone floor, but they were too heavy to be Aubrey’s. It had to be Kenneth, who must have decided to fight me. 
 
    Bonehead. I had a lot on my plate, but I knew that I was pissed off enough to want to fuck up Aubrey’s bastard of a brother. 
 
    The cross is going to fall on top of Clement. 
 
    I sprang to my feet and backed away two steps as something creaked overhead.  
 
    “Fucker,” Clement growled as he wrapped a hand around his wound. “Do you really think this will stop me?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    The massive cross from the altar suddenly toppled over. The priest’s eyes went wide, and he lifted an arm like that would stop what was about to happen, but things moved too quickly. The cross smashed into the floor and crushed the priest. 
 
    “But I think that will stop you,” I said. 
 
    A white, powdery dust was stirred up by the collapse of the cross, and I took a few more steps back to get out of the worst of the fog. When I could see again, I was greeted with Kenneth’s menacing smirk. 
 
    “You don’t belong here,” he growled. “You’re an outsider, and we kill outsiders.” 
 
    He lunged at me, and I tried to move to my right, but I started to feel a stinging pain in my ear. I lifted my hand and found that I’d started to bleed red blood even though I was a vampire. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, but I had something that he didn’t have. 
 
    I could lucid dream. 
 
    I have super vampire strength, I told myself like it was one of those affirmations that they made the New Leaf patients chant to themselves every morning. I have super vampire strength, super super extra vampire strength. 
 
    I took a few steps back while he planned his next move and lunged for the giant, five-foot cross. I grasped it and picked it up with almost no effort at all, even though it had to weigh a couple hundred pounds at least. 
 
    “You will be torn apart by my family,” Kenneth bellowed. “We will suck your bones dry.” 
 
    “Not with God on my side,” I said and swung the cross. 
 
    Kenneth fell out of the way, but not before the cross smashed into his shoulder. Bone crunched, and the vampire howled as his arm hung limply at his side. 
 
    “Aubrey,” Kenneth growled. “Kill him.” 
 
    Aubrey looked at me for a moment and then shook her head. 
 
    “Traitor!” Kenneth howled. 
 
    He lunged for me again, but his steps were unsteady. He must have been in serious pain after the blow to the shoulder, but the fucker was determined.  
 
    I swung the cross again, and this time I managed to land a blow against his torso. My strike was so hard that I knocked him into the wall, and the vampire slowly sank to the floor.  
 
    “The door is unlocked,” I whispered, and I heard a tiny click. 
 
    “Run,” Aubrey urged the girl. 
 
    The young woman didn’t need to be told twice. She grabbed the door handle, yanked the door open, and ran outside as fast as she could. 
 
    “Aubrey,” I started to say. “We should--”  
 
    “Ollie, behind you!” Aubrey shouted. 
 
    I spun around and saw that the evil dream man had shed his red robe. I could smell the blood that stained the white gown he now wore, and I had to remind myself that I wasn’t really a vampire. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, but this is our realm,” he said, and his snarl twisted upwards into a terrifying smile. “And I will destroy you if you keep interfering. I will follow.” 
 
    The church started to glow, and then the neanderthal face faded away. A bright white light washed over everything, the next thing I knew, I was back in the dark hotel room in Vegas, and the air conditioning was on full blast. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I heard a familiar voice say, and Aubrey rolled over and clutched her head. “It’s fucking freezing in here.” 
 
    “Aubrey,” I said, and I touched her on the arm. 
 
    Her body went completely tense as she rolled around and shot back up. 
 
    “Holy flipping shit,” she said, and she pushed her scraggly blonde hair out of her face. “You’re real!” 
 
    “I am,” I agreed and laughed. “Sid Billam asked me to check on you.” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t expecting that,” she said matter-of-factly, and she scanned my whole body with her tired, blue eyes. “Anyway, there’s some information I’d like from you.” 
 
    Whoa. This girl was already getting to business. I was kind of shocked at how different her real-life demeanor was from her dream self, but I went with it. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked, and I straightened up. “And what would that be?” 
 
    “Well, to be blunt,” she said. “What the fuck just happened back there?” 
 
    Looks like I had some explaining to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “So,” I said with a friendly, professional smile. “My name is Ollie.” 
 
    “Ollie,” she repeated back to me as she fixed herself into a cross-legged position. “Got it. I’m Aubrey. That sounds kind of like Ollie, if you think about it.” 
 
    “I know,” I said with a laugh. “You’re Aubrey Pierce.” 
 
    “Well, maybe I also knew your name was Ollie,” she insisted. “Because that was your name in my dream. Am I suddenly psychic or something? Wait. I had to have my stomach pumped, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered with a nod.  
 
    I was surprised at how chipper she was being, considering that Sid had called me when she’d just been taken from the hospital. But maybe that was just something she was used to? 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Aubrey said with a deep sigh. “So I’m dead I guess.” 
 
    She looked up at me with her big, blue eyes, but for some reason I couldn’t sense any sadness. The fact that she thought she was dead must’ve seemed as obvious as how freezing the room was. 
 
    “No, you’re actually very much alive,” I replied. “Alive and in Vegas.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” she insisted and then smoothed down some of her unruly hair. “You’re just being nice. See, I must’ve just died at the hospital, and you’re an angel that’s come to take me away to heaven. That’s why all this freaky shit is going on. I don’t recall any archangels called Ollie, though, and my family are staunch Catholics.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m not an angel,” I replied. “I’m just a regular dude with a really weird gift. I promise.” 
 
    Aubrey straightened up and brushed herself off, and I finally got a glimpse at what her black t-shirt said. The sparkly, hot pink letters read Fuck Bitches, Get Money in giant block print. 
 
    She really was a party girl. 
 
    “If I’m not dead, then why do I feel so light?” she asked in a girlish voice like the one in the dream. 
 
    “I’m glad you feel light,” I said. “Because that’s my job. I’m a dream healer. My job is to go into your subconscious and fix the problems in there. Sid Billam sent me. He thought I could help you.” 
 
    “Sid Billam?” she asked, and her big blue eyes widened ever more. “Wait. I really am alive. And you can’t be lying, because the hotel would never let a random guy in my suite. Do you have any idea how much I’m paying for this thing?” 
 
    “I’d say a lot,” I replied with a shrug. “But most of my clients are, um, of your ilk if you get my drift.” 
 
    “This is insane,” she said as she stared out into the distance. “You know, my stomach was just pumped, but I think I might still be a little drunk. You ever get that? When you wake up all giddy. Actually, I can’t tell. I just feel really fucking good, Ollie. The best I’ve felt in a long, long time.” 
 
    “Good,” I said with a nod. “That’s why I was sent here.” 
 
    “No, but actually,” she said while she shook her head in sheer disbelief. “I feel like a great weight has been lifted off my chest. Even Sid’s work with me has never even come close to this. And my family tried to get me exorcized once, but…” 
 
    She trailed off and sunk down into the bed for a second. She’d told me in the dream that there was something wrong with her family, but she hadn’t revealed to me just what. 
 
    But I had a feeling that she was about to. 
 
    “Your family,” I prodded. “They seemed to be the source of a lot of your problems in that dream.” 
 
    “So you remember it all as well?” she asked. “Sometimes I forget most of what happens. But not this time.” 
 
    “Every minute,” I answered. “I don’t know why, but when I enter a dream, it’s just like the real world. I remember what happens and what people do. If I get hurt in the dream, I’ll have a bruise in the real world.” 
 
    “Is that why your ear is bleeding?” she murmured and pointed to her ear.
“Yes,” I said and ran a hand over the dried, crusted blood. “Damn, I’d forgotten about that.” 
 
    “Kenneth is such a dick,” she sighed. “Both in my dreams and in real life.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never met him in real life, but he’s certainly a dick in the dream,” I replied with a nervous laugh. 
 
    “You’re not missing anything,” she grinned. “In fact, I envy you.” 
 
    She continued to smooth down her hair and bit her lip ever so slightly. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was flirting with me. Still, I had business to attend to. 
 
    “So who was the girl?” I finally asked. “The one in the dream. You said she had something to do with your brother.” 
 
    Aubrey went silent for a moment, and it seemed like the family’s need to keep its secrets might win out. But the blonde beauty finally took a deep breath and wrapped herself in the cover. 
 
    “I trust you, Ollie,” she sighed. “And not to make this too Catholic, but… can I confess something?”
“Of course you can,” I said with a nod. “Everything you tell me is confidential.”
“Okay,” she said as she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “This was a while back, about ten years ago. My brother Kenneth was finishing up college at the time. He was graduating from undergrad at Princeton, and he was about to start an MBA at Harvard.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “He was a party animal who got into both places largely because of his family.”
“Yeah,” she said. “Anyway, as soon as he finished his last final, he went to the Hamptons with his friends. They were all legacy students, just like Kenneth, with lots of money to throw around. Except for one girl, named Alyssa.” 
 
    “Who was Alyssa?” I asked. “Did you meet her?” 
 
    “I did,” she sighed. “She was nice. She was from Staten Island, from a blue collar family. She was the first one in her family to go to college, and she made it to Princeton on a scholarship.” 
 
    “That’s impressive,” I said. 
 
    “She was smart, but also a little naive,” Aubrey said. “She honestly believed that my brother and his friends liked to have her around because she was from New York, like they were.”  
 
    “But that wasn’t good enough?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said and shook her head. “You have to understand, with those guys, if your family didn’t have a home in the Hamptons, then you weren’t real New York. Kenneth invited Alyssa to stay at our home for the weekend, and he sold her on some bullshit story about how the New Yorkers stuck together for four years and now it was time to party.” 
 
    “I can see Kenneth doing that,” I said. “Were you there?” 
 
    “I was,” she said. “Which is part of the reason Alyssa agreed to come. But I was fifteen at the time, so I spent most of my time at the beach with my friends or riding horses on the trails. I wasn’t around as much as Alyssa probably thought I would be.”
“What about your parents?” I asked. 
 
    “They drove out for a charity dinner,” she said. “Which means they came out the night before, so everyone was on their best behavior. They spent the day getting ready for the gala, made us promise to be good, and then left us alone. Kenneth basically told me to fuck off as soon as they were gone because he was having some friends over.” 
 
    “Naturally,” I said and rolled my eyes. 
 
    “That was the night I had my first beer,” she said. “Kenneth handed me one to make me go away. Now look at me.” 
 
    “I think things are about to change for Aubrey Pierce,” I replied.  
 
    “I think so, too,” she said and smiled. “God, that was such a bad fucking night.” 
 
    “I gather the beer wasn’t the only first that night,” I said. 
 
    “It started out well enough,” she sighed. “But the beer gave way to shots. I was still having fun, though some of Kenneth’s friends started to get a little handsy. Of course, I was too drunk to really understand that they wanted to do more than just cop a feel. But then the ecstasy came out, and things got… scary. I threatened to tell Mom and Dad. Kenneth got really angry at me and locked me in the closet. He hid my phone, too, so I couldn’t call anyone.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” I said. “That’s… genuinely fucking terrifying.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” she sighed. “Anyway, I’m a drunk fifteen year old, so I just pass out surrounded by my dad’s boat shoes eventually. But the next morning, I woke up to my mom talking to the staff and telling them to leave. She’s saying that I went missing, and that it’s a family emergency.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I furrowed my brow.  
 
    “So I was immediately the scapegoat,” she sighed. “I don’t really remember exactly how the rest goes. I’ve replayed it in my head so many times that now it’s just a blur. But it basically goes along the lines of this. Everyone who usually works in the house leaves. My mom gets me out of the closet. I’m immediately brought into the coach house for police questioning. Kenneth is in handcuffs, and… there’s a bunch of people in green suits.” 
 
    “Green suits?” I asked. 
 
    “They carry a black bag out of one of the spare rooms,” she explained. “It’s a body bag. And Alyssa is in the body bag, because Kenneth was so high on pills that he choked her to death during sex by accident. Of course, by the time it made it into the news, Alyssa had simply overdosed.” 
 
    For a second, I felt like my heart stopped beating. My blood ran cold, and I could only stare at the girl in front of me. 
 
    “Fuck,” I finally said. “Fucking hell, Aubrey. That’s awful.” 
 
    “It was torture to live with,” she said with a sigh. “It’s the first thing I think about when I wake up and the last thing I try to deal with before I fall asleep. Why hadn’t I been able to stop them? Why do I still have to keep this secret?” 
 
    “But he’s running for Congress,” I said as I shook my head in disbelief. “How is he even covering something like that up?” 
 
    “With my complicity,” she said, and her eyes met mine. “With my moral failing, and my family’s, too. And with money, obviously. That was the worst part of the whole ordeal. Not only did we pay the authorities off, we also paid off Alyssa’s family. They’d never seen ten million in their lives, and as my mother kept reminding them, their daughter wasn’t coming home. Ten million would go a long way to helping their other kids as long as they all agreed that Alyssa had OD’d.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t wish that on anyone,” I said. “Not even my worst enemy.” 
 
    “Well, for a while I was my own worst enemy,” Aubrey said. “But for some reason, I feel better now. I just wanted to feel like I wasn’t the bad guy. Like I wasn’t one of her killers, even though I’d played my part by keeping quiet.” 
 
    “You were passed out in the closet,” I said. “You don’t need to feel guilty about it.” 
 
    “And thanks to that dream, I feel like I’m a new woman,” she said. “I feel better than I ever have since the day they dragged me out of that closet for police questioning.” 
 
    “You know, Aubrey,” I said. “Your brother seemed like a piece of work in your dream, but after this, I can tell you that he sure as hell isn’t getting my vote.” 
 
    The girl threw her head back and laughed like she had when she was running through the fields in her dream, and that was what my work was all about. Just to see her smile again after she had spent so long in the mental prison of guilt was a huge success. 
 
    “You know, Ollie,” she whispered. “Has anyone told you that you’re a miracle worker?” 
 
    “I don’t want to blow my own trumpet too much,” I said with a shrug, “but I’m not gonna lie, I actually get that one a lot.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said and nodded. “I feel like I’ve been scrubbed clean from the inside out. No guilt, no pain, nothing. Even though my shit-bag brother is still out there running for political office. But I can deal with that tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a yawn.  
 
    Even though it had only been five minutes in the real world, I was beginning to feel pretty tired from the day’s exploits. My body clock was messed up from so much flying, let alone spending hours in different people’s dreams.
For a moment, I wished that there was someone who could show me the ropes of this whole whacky business. But I was proud of everything I had done so far, and I was confident I could keep expanding my services, especially since I could now control at least some of what happened. 
 
    “Where are you staying tonight?” Aubrey asked. 
 
    I realized I must have been daydreaming and that I hadn’t said anything for a couple of minutes. I looked at Aubrey, who gave me a grin. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “I don’t know. Sid got me here on his private jet, and I’m not sure if I’ll stay or go home.” 
 
    “What, you’re going to get on a plane and fly back to, um…?” Aubrey started and then looked at me. 
 
    “Los Angeles,” I said with a smile. “Where I was born and raised.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s not a long flight at all,” she said with a shrug. “You could be back in your own bed in less time than it would probably take you to drive across the city.” 
 
    “I could,” I laughed. 
 
    “But you look kind of tired,” she added. “And your ear could use some attention.” 
 
    “Hey, go easy on the compliments,” I said with a laugh. “I may not look my best today, but I just saved your subconscious.” 
 
    “I’m being silly, you know,” she said. “But that scar does make you look very rugged.” 
 
    There was definitely an attraction between us. Despite looking kind of like a mess, she was still as hot as hell. Her silly t-shirt draped perfectly over her round breasts, and her teeny-weeny pink shorts revealed perfectly tanned legs. Even though she was practically American royalty, she was dressed like one of the girls next door, and I was a sucker for it. She reminded me of the hotties who I used to sneak a glance at in the glossy magazines when I was growing up, before you could browse the internet for nude pictures of pretty much anyone. Hell, it wasn’t classy, but it was sexy for sure. 
 
    “Well,” I said in a low voice. “Maybe you’ll just have to go easy on the flattery, then.”
“I’m a good charmer,” she said, and she bounced a few times on the large bed before crawling off and stepping onto the floor. “I know how to do the whole political bit. I’ve been kissing babies on the head since I was a baby myself.”
“Until your brother locked you in a closet,” I said. 
 
    “He was always a bastard,” she said with a shrug. “But he was older and the boy, so I was always relegated to the back-up position. He was told early on that he would run for President one day, while I was basically ignored unless I did something that threatened his career.” 
 
    “Like becoming an uncontrollable party girl,” I said. 
 
    “Well, no more of that for me,” she said happily. “Looks like I’ll have to find something else to fill my time with. So are you staying the night, or what?” 
 
    I was shocked at her forwardness and almost started to explain that no matter how attractive I found her, I was here on business. 
 
    “Oh, Aubrey,” I said with a low laugh. “You’re a client, and--” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that, silly,” she said with a giggle. “I meant in Vegas. I’m sure that the concierge could sort something out at the last minute if you really want your own room. But there’s another bedroom in this suite.” 
 
    “There is?” I asked as I looked around. 
 
    “That mirror isn’t just a mirror,” she laughed and pointed at the oversized mirror. “It’s the door to the other room. It’s where I’m supposed to be sleeping, but I was too drunk my first night here to make it that far. So I just set up camp out here.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to intrude,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she said with a wave of the hand. “I won’t be offended if you leave, or if you stay and close the door. But at least let me order you some room service while you decide. I’m starving, and I’m sure you are as well.”  
 
    I couldn’t deny that after the day I’d had, I was nothing short of absolutely starving. And after all, Sid’s jet was practically at my beck and call. I wasn’t on a super tight schedule, and I certainly needed some sustenance. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said. “I’ll admit, I could go for something to eat.” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Aubrey said with a giggle. “I can do something in return for the man who fixed me. What do you want? They make a great cheeseburger here.”
“A cheeseburger sounds perfect,” I said. “With fries.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said as she snatched up the phone by the bed. 
 
    “What are you grinning at?” she asked me as she waited for someone to answer the phone. 
 
    “You’re not quite what I imagined,” I said. “You’re…” 
 
    “Not at all snobby?” she suggested and then started to place our order. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said quietly and nodded. “You seem like you’d be a lot of fun, as long as it doesn’t get out of hand.” 
 
    But she was busy placing our order, so she didn’t hear my comment. She gave me a thumbs up and then asked about milkshakes.  
 
    While she debated which flavor to get, I stood up and walked over to the windows. I could just see the lights through a crack in the curtains, but when I pushed one of the curtains to the side, I was still surprised at just how bright it was.  
 
    “Whoa,” I said and shook my head.  
 
    I felt like I was inside of a pinball machine with all the flashing lights and neon colors. But even though it was exciting, I still preferred the tranquil vibe of my office back home. 
 
    “Hey, Ollie,” Aubrey said, and she bounced over.  
 
    She still looked utterly ridiculous with black eyeliner smudged all over her face, but there was something really cute about how happy she was. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Room service on the way?”
“It is,” she said. “So I’m going to take a quick shower before the server gets here. I’m sure I look really scary right now, which is not how I want people to see me. Even when I’m drunk off my ass, I try to avoid the Bride of Frankenstein look.”
“I’m sure you’ll feel better as well,” I laughed. 
 
    She winked and then sauntered into the bathroom. For a moment, she was visible as she sniffed at a towel, and then she closed the door. Another minute passed, and then the sound of the shower filled the room. 
 
    I went over to one of the large gold lamps and turned it on. The room lit up with a warm buttery glow, and I sat on one of the gold lame chairs that had a view of the city.
I took a deep breath and thought about the scary guy from the dream. I had so many questions about him, though I had to admit that his warning had spooked the shit out of me. And what did he mean he was the dream master, and how the hell was I interfering with… well, whatever the hell he was doing?
It would be easy to say he was just the manifestation of my subconscious, but that answer was… too easy. I’d already been tricked once today by something that seemed too good to be true, and I had a feeling that the reason why the man was there was a whole lot more complicated than I had thought. 
 
    And that wasn’t the only thing. There had now been two horses crashing into something in both dreams. Sure, some symbols were common, but that hadn’t happened in either of the dreams before. 
 
    The horses were called Belaggio. Hell, the Belaggio was right around the corner from us now. Aubrey’s dream had included a road called Vegas, but that might’ve just been because we were in Vegas now. 
 
    I heard a knock at the door and shook my head. Maybe when I was less deliriously tired and had a full stomach, I could think a little more clearly about everything.  
 
    But first things first. I picked my way through the jumble of clothes and trinkets on the floor and opened the door. I wasn’t all that surprised to find Bert instead of a server, though at least he had two large silver trays on a cart. 
 
    “Hey,” he whispered as he peered over my shoulder. “Just wanted to see if everything is okay. How’s the progress on Aubrey?”
“In my professional opinion, Aubrey has made significant improvements,” I said. “We just thought it would be wise to get some food in her, now that she feels so much better.”
“That’s good,” Bert said with a nod. “So she’s not…?”
“Going to keel over?” I suggested. “Not unless she gets hit by a bus. You can tell your bosses not to worry. There’s no lawsuit here.” 
 
    “Good,” he said with a nod. “That’s really good.” 
 
    His eyes drifted toward my ear, and he frowned as he took in the dried blood. 
 
    “I don’t mean to pry, but did she, um… did she bite your ear?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” I said with a polite smile. “No, she didn’t.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” he said and blinked a few times. 
 
    “So, do you actually have our food under there?” I said and pointed to the trays. 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Hansel,” he said quickly. “And just let me know if you need anything else. A Band-Aid, or--” 
 
    “We’ll be just fine,” I assured him as I pulled the cart into the room. 
 
    I thought Bert was about to follow me into the room, so I quickly closed the door and then pulled the cart toward the chairs. I lifted the lid on one of the trays and drank in the smell of grilled meat and melted cheese, but the bathroom door opened a moment later, and the scent of citrus and lavender flooded the room as well. 
 
    “Hey, Ollie,” Aubrey said as she joined me.  
 
    She grinned as she patted her wet hair dry with a white fluffy towel, and then she sighed as she caught a whiff of the burgers. She’d changed into a short sleeve black silk pajama top with matching shorts and big white fluffy socks that would have been more appropriate in Alaska.  
 
    And without the smeared makeup and green-tinged skin, she looked radiant. In fact, she looked like someone that had just been offered a brand-new lease on life. 
 
    “Wow,” I said and then shook my head. “Um, you look much better. And the food is here.”
“Thanks,” she said with a smile. “I don’t remember the last time I actually put on pajamas for bed, let alone ate a real meal with company instead of by myself at three in the morning. My family is usually good at scraping me up and getting me into fancy restaurants whenever necessary, but you know, I don’t really have a choice in that…” 
 
    She took one of the trays from the cart and sat across from me. I set my tray on the table and lifted the silver dome to reveal a very appetizing cheeseburger with a big pickle and a bunch of rosemary fries with big grains of pink Himalayan sea salt. 
 
    It was the perfect end to a stressful day. 
 
    “Well, this is just great.” I smiled at my new friend.  
 
    She pulled herself into a cross-legged position and started off with some French fries. She closed her eyes for a moment as she snarfed down three at a time, and then she opened her eyes and grinned at me. 
 
    I took a bite of the cheeseburger and moaned happily as the gooey, greasy mix of beef and sharp cheddar melted on my tongue. I hadn’t realized just how long it had been since I’d eaten something so fatty and unhealthy, and I swore I wouldn’t go so long between Happy Meals again. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said after I’d eaten half the burger. “This is great.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied between mouthfuls. “Best burger in Vegas.” 
 
    “You know,” I said. “You look a lot better than before. I don’t mean that in a creepy way. You just look a whole lot healthier.” 
 
    “I feel a whole lot healthier,” she said with a smile, and her eyelashes fluttered. “You’ve really changed me for the better, Ollie. How did Sid even find out about you?” 
 
    “Oh, man,” I said as I shoved a fry in my mouth. “We met through Jackie Forest.” 
 
    “Wait,” she said, and her eyes narrowed. “You mean like the pop star Jackie Forest?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said with a nod. “She’s the first person who ever experienced my dream therapy, and the results were great. It was completely by accident, though. I didn’t even know that I had these powers until I tried to wake her up, and we just ended up in her dream together.” 
 
    “That’s completely insane,” Aubrey said with a shake of her head. “I’ve never heard of anything like it.” 
 
    “I know,” I said and shook my head. “After that, she introduced me to a lot of her friends, and that’s how I met Sid. Sid was the one Bert called after you returned from the hospital, and then Sid called me.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad he did,” she said. “Sid’s one of the few people who ever really tried to understand me.” 
 
    I noticed something soften in her gaze, and her mouth parted slightly when she looked at me. If it had been one of my girls, I would’ve known exactly what something like that meant. But I was far away from home, and I was here strictly on business this time. 
 
    “There’s nothing that makes me happier than seeing a patient recover,” I said to break the silence. 
 
    “Really,” she said in a low voice, and I felt like her eyes were devouring me just as much as I was devouring the burger. “That’s what makes you the happiest?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a nod. “What makes you happiest?” 
 
    I was kind of surprised that the question came out of my mouth, but we were under pretty weird circumstances. I’d just saved her in a dream, discovered that there might be more evil powers at play, and now we were in an ice-cold hotel room with a fantastic view that we could enjoy while we devoured some of the best cheeseburgers and fries I’d ever had. 
 
    “Well,” she said and looked into the distance. “I suppose visiting my grandma in Greece when I was little would be at the top of the list. That and going to the beach with my family when I was growing up. Until that accident happened, I loved the beach.” 
 
    “Maybe you should come visit Los Angeles,” I said before realizing that I had effectively invited her over. “We do have a beach.” 
 
    I felt the heat start to creep up my neck, and I quickly shoved a couple of more fries in my mouth as I looked down at my half-empty plate. Holy shit, Ollie, what were you playing at? 
 
    “You think I haven’t been to California before?” she laughed. 
 
    “No,” I said and looked up from my food. “But you might enjoy the view a little more now that the fog has been lifted from your vision.” 
 
    “What were you before you became a dream therapist, Ollie?” she asked with a blush. “Were you a poet?” 
 
    “Not even close,” I chuckled. “I was a gardener.” 
 
    “A gardener?” she said as she crossed her legs and leaned back in the gold lame chair. “So, you know about plants?” 
 
    “Oh, all of them,” I said. “Name a plant, and I know about it.” 
 
    “Venus flytraps?” she asked with a cock of the head. 
 
    I got the feeling that she was playing at something, but I didn’t know what. Usually my patients were happy to take a nap after a session or go on their way, but this girl seemed like she wanted a little more personal time with me. 
 
    And for some reason, I was here for it. 
 
    “That’s an odd choice of plant,” I said after a moment. “Why that one?” 
 
    “My mother kept them in the conservatory at our house,” she said. “She would tell me that the flies smelled something sweet, and that’s why they landed in the soup.” 
 
    “What, in the mouth of the plant?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s sticky,” Aubrey continued. “It’s like a swamp. But to the flies it smells like a paradise. And that’s how they get stuck. Anyway, that’s what good old Mother MacIntyre told me the first time I entered rehab. My type of fun was like the plant, and I was just the poor little fly, drawn into the goo.” 
 
    “That’s… an interesting comparison,” I replied. 
 
    “That wasn’t the end of it,” Aubrey replied. “She brought me one of the flytraps and put it beside my bed.” 
 
    “She sounds like an interesting character,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “She did try,” Aubrey said with a sigh. “And I know she had a tough life as well. She didn’t have much choice about anything, since she was a MacIntrye.” 
 
    “What about your dad?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, not a MacIntrye, obviously,” she said. “Although there is a suspicion that he’s a distant cousin or something. Anyway, he’s old money as well. It was not a love match, but they get along well enough. What about your family?”  
 
    “I had a very different upbringing,” I said. “My dad had a landscaping business, and they both worked hard to make it a success. Both of my parents loved plants, and they probably taught me more about every type of plant than I ever learned in any classes. My mom even taught me some natural remedies that I use in my dream practice.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” she said in a dreamy voice. “I’ll bet you guys took family vacations and all that stuff, too.” 
 
    “We did,” I said and then yawned. “Sorry, I guess all that running around in your dream has made me tired.”  
 
    “I’m feeling it, too,” she said and stretched her arms above her head. “Let me order some coffee. For your flight.” 
 
    “If it isn’t too much trouble,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Hardly,” she laughed as she picked up the phone. “Since I’m not the one making it.” 
 
    “Is it good?” I asked. 
 
    “Not as good as the burger, but it’ll keep you awake,” she replied. 
 
    I tilted my head back and looked up at the ceiling while she dialed room service. As I did so, I noticed that there was a large spiral that led from the chandelier in the center out to the rest of the room. How the hell hadn’t I noticed that before?  
 
    It was like the ceiling was enticing me into some weird disco fever dream. Man, this place really was hypnotic. My eyes traced over the dark spirals from the tip of the room to the middle of the chandelier before they finally reached the center. 
 
    “Ollie,” I heard a voice say, and my eyes fluttered open.  
 
    When I looked up, I saw Aubrey standing over me, though she’d changed out of her pajamas. I took in the white t-shirt and cream slacks with black Converses that she now wore and wondered why she’d bothered to change. I then saw that she had pulled her hair back into two neat braids as well, and I realized that I must have been out for more than just a few seconds. 
 
    “Aubrey,” I said, and I blinked a few times as I looked around the room. 
 
    The curtains were open, and bright sunlight bathed the suite in a yellow glow. The neon lights of the night before were barely visible against the morning sun, and crowds of people were already moving along the sidewalks. 
 
    Oh, shit. Had I fallen asleep? 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Aubrey said, and she handed me a cup of coffee. “I got you your coffee. It’s just eight hours later than anticipated.” 
 
    “Oh, man,” I said as I sat up.  
 
    I ran my hand through my hair and took a few deep breaths of the caffeine heavy drink. I could feel the fog lift from my brain just from the aroma, and the cup was hot enough to warm the tips of my fingers after a night in the cold room. 
 
    “I couldn’t wake you up,” Aubrey said with a low laugh. “It’s the ceiling, I think it’s supposed to put you in a type of trance.” 
 
    “Well, it did,” I said and then took a sip of coffee. “I’m sorry if I overstayed my welcome.” 
 
    “You’re good,” she said and shook her head. “I would have let you sleep all day, but I have to turn on the TV. I just got a text from my mom. It’s about my brother.” 
 
    Oh, great, that bastard that had made my life hell yesterday, even in dream form. 
 
    “You just can’t escape the guy,” I said. 
 
    “No, I can’t,” she snorted as she plopped down on one of the gold chairs and switched on the TV.  
 
    This is Fox News coming to you live from Washington D.C.. 
 
    The past few weeks have been tense for this country. Following the death of congressman Hugh O’Neill, this special election has been a total whirlwind for everyone involved. However, the suspense has drawn to a close, because now we are witnessing American history right before our eyes. 
 
    Kenneth Pierce, a member of the MacIntyre family, continues his family legacy as our nation’s newest congressman. 
 
    My heart sank as the camera panned to Kenneth Pierce, who looked exactly like he had in Aubrey’s dream. Sandy hair, the ruddy complexion of a sportsman rather than a drinker, and the same dazzling blue eyes as the woman next to me. He was only in his thirties, so he had plenty of time to make a name for himself in the political world before he ran for President. 
 
    “This is a tragedy for our country,” Aubrey said under her breath as the camera zoomed in for a close-up. 
 
    Kenneth was wearing the standard dark blue suit with an American flag pinned proudly over the breast pocket. Members of the Pierce and MacIntyre families stood behind him, while a polite-looking blonde woman in a pink suit stood by his side and held his hand.  
 
    But my gaze was drawn to the two secret service agents. One was watching the people who moved around behind the stage while the other one, a burly man with a shaved head, kept his gaze on the crowd. 
 
    I started to feel my hands tingle, even though I didn’t know why. It felt like some nasty shit was about to go down, though I usually only had that feeling in dreams. 
 
    The first agent moved closer to the edge of the stage and started to talk to someone. He nodded once, held his hand to his earpiece, and then nodded again. When the agent moved back to his position, the camera briefly caught the person who had been talking to the agent. 
 
    My hand rushed up to my face, and I’m pretty sure I gasped.  
 
    He wasn’t the caricature of a caveman that I usually saw, but I recognized the eyes, the wide nose, and the heavy-set forehead.  
 
    It was the evil man from so many dreams. There he was, on Fox TV, in the flesh. 
 
    “Ollie,” Aubrey whispered. “Is that…”
“Yes,” I said with a nod. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    I had to figure out what the fuck was going on, and I had to do it before the shit hit the fan. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    For a second I felt like my whole body was hot-wired. My nerves were electric, and my heart pounded in my head. I’d never ever felt this instinctively like something really fucking bad was about to happen. 
 
    “Ollie,” Aubrey said as she put her hand on my forearm. “Are you okay?” 
 
    When she touched me I felt myself calm down somewhat, but I looked over to her and shook my head. 
 
    “I have a really bad feeling, Aubrey,” I said. “Something is going to happen, and I think it’s going to be soon. I’ve had moments like this with the lottery and with other things. First patterns repeat themselves in dreams, and then something turns up in the real world.”
“Like what?” She asked. 
 
    “Like the horse in the dream,” I said as I stared into her light blue eyes. “You remember that happening in the dream, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied. “But that doesn’t usually happen. Usually we just…” 
 
    “It happened in another dream,” I interrupted. “The one from earlier that day. The exact same thing. There was a crash, and the horse was called Bellagio…” 
 
    “Like the hotel?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied.  
 
    I replayed both of the crashes in my head again, but I felt like I had missed an important clue. I replayed both crashes, but the only thing besides the horse named Bellagio was the fruit.  
 
    But that didn’t seem right. The fruit could have been anything, so what was the detail that I was overlooking? There had been a crash, by a horse named Bellagio… 
 
    Was there going to be an actual crash at the Bellagio? 
 
    Or maybe something even more serious? 
 
    “Here,” Aubrey said as she pulled a bottle of water from the mini-fridge. “Drink some of this. You look like you need it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I accepted the bottle. 
 
    I took a swig of the cold water and tried to put my mom’s warning about using the hotel mini fridge out of my head. I was certain something was going to happen at the Bellagio, but I had no idea when it would take place. I went over every detail of both dreams, but I couldn’t uncover anything else. 
 
    “Ollie?” Aubrey asked a few minutes later. “You look very serious.” 
 
    “I’m replaying the dreams,” I said. “But all I know for sure is that something bad’s going to happen at the Bellagio.” 
 
    “Okay…” she replied doubtfully. 
 
    “I know this sounds like something from The X-Files, but I’ve had these feelings before, and they’re always right,” I said.
She studied me for a moment and then glanced toward the TV. The news was still on, and Kenneth was front and center, but for a moment, the neanderthal was in the background again.
“I believe you, Ollie,” Aubrey said as she looked at me. “If you say something bad is going to happen, then I’m sure it will. So, what do we need to do?”
“We should head to the strip,” I said. “Whatever is going to happen will happen there.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said as she hopped to her feet. “Just let me grab my purse.” 
 
    While Aubrey retreated to the mystery bedroom that I had yet to see, I made quick use of the facilities, slurped down the rest of my coffee, and then watched the news for a few minutes on the off chance that I might spot the caveman again. But the talking heads had moved on to the next topic, so there were no more screenshots of Kenneth’s flunkies. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Aubrey announced. 
 
    I clicked off the TV and joined her by the door. I saw her double-check that she had the room key as I opened the door, and then I waited for her to step into the hallway. 
 
    “This place is fucking crazy,” I muttered as I found myself in the checkerboard hallway. “I don’t know how anyone could call this relaxing.” 
 
    “The drinks help,” Aubrey replied. “I’m sure drugs would work even better.” 
 
    “Where’s the elevator in this place?” I asked. “I came up in the service elevator last time, but I’m not even sure I could find it again.” 
 
    “This way,” Aubrey said and started to walk away from me.  
 
    We hurried to the end of the hallway, made a left, hurried down that hallway, and then made a right. The crazy checkerboard pattern followed us everywhere, and I wondered how many people had called for help after getting lost in this Alice in Wonderland hellscape. 
 
    Even Aubrey hesitated when we reached another hallway, and her brow furrowed as she tried to make sense of where we were. It felt like we’d run a couple of miles already, and I was about to suggest a call to 9-1-1 when Aubrey nodded and kept going straight ahead. 
 
    We went around another corner and a line of bright pink elevator doors greeted us. We both sighed in relief, and it was a race to see who could press the button for the elevator first. 
 
    “Maybe the dream about Kenneth was all bull, and it was actually the wallpaper that was driving me insane,” Aubrey suggested. 
 
    “Normally, I’d disagree with that assessment,” I said. “But after the last ten minutes in this place, I’d say that was a distinct possibility.” 
 
    “It would probably be easier to move to a new hotel than to find my room again,” she laughed. 
 
    The bell dinged to signal the elevator’s arrival, and we both sighed in relief. There was a brief pause, and then the doors opened to reveal an empty elevator car. But neither of us moved right away as we took in the artwork that graced the elevator’s interior. 
 
    The walls had been painted to resemble a giant red monster with yellow bug eyes and a black mouth that stretched around the entire width of the elevator. There weren’t any of the usual mirrors, just the giant back mouth of the painted beast. 
 
    “Oh, man,” Aubrey said. “That’s not the fucking vibe I was after.” 
 
    “Come on,” I said as I pulled her inside before the door closed. 
 
    I pressed the button for the Ground floor, which was a bright green glowing eyeball with a massive G on it. 
 
    “This place is a lot more abrasive now that I’m in a better place in my mind,” Aubrey muttered. 
 
    “Insanity does seem to be a requirement here,” I said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if this elevator literally descends into hell.”
“Well, I was in a rough place,” Aubrey said. “Things were dark for me. This just felt… right.” 
 
    “I’m starting to wonder if I should offer my services to the rest of the guests,” I said. “Anyone who would willingly stay here could probably use my help.” 
 
    “The hotel would probably ban you for life,” she laughed. “After you cost them their clientele.” 
 
    The elevator finally stopped and the bell sounded again. When the doors parted, we were greeted by a shocking banana-yellow lobby filled with soft carpets, yellow furniture, and barely audible calypso music. 
 
    “Aubrey, this is insane,” I muttered as we ran over to the concierge. “I mean, you were brought up in beautiful houses and five-star hotels. How did you end up here?”
“I obviously have a weird streak,” she huffed.  
 
    We stopped in front of the bright banana-yellow desk where a balding man in a normal-looking suit held up his finger for a moment before pausing his call. 
 
    “Hello,” the man said in an annoyingly slow voice. “I see that you are the guest of Ms. Pierce. How can we assist you today?” 
 
    “Something really, really bad is going to happen,” Aubrey declared.  
 
    The concierge’s eyes widened, and for a moment, he seemed to consider calling 9-1-1. He shot a warning look at a family of four that had overheard Aubrey’s statement, and the group quickly retreated toward a candy shop. 
 
    “Now, Ms. Pierce,” the concierge drawled. “There’s no need for such theatrics. If you have something you need to report--” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “We’re just in a rush. We need to get to the Bellagio before we’re late for our… um…” 
 
    “Out of the building to the right,” he said as he waved the phone toward the main exit. 
 
    “Thanks,” Aubrey called out as we ran toward the automatic doors. 
 
    I pulled my phone out of my pocket and saw that I had a whole host of missed messages from Sid, Jackie, and Martha that had come in while I’d been asleep. But I didn’t have time to answer their questions right now. I had to stop whatever was about to happen at the casino. 
 
    I opened the telephone feature and dialed 911 immediately. 
 
    The phone rang for two unsatisfying tones while I hurried down the street with Aubrey by my side. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” I murmured. “Why the hell would they take so long to answer?” 
 
    “Hello, 911, what’s your emergency?” a slightly bored female voice said. 
 
    “Hi,” I panted as we came to a stop in front of a red light. “I think something bad is going to happen.” 
 
    “Can you provide me with more information?” the dispatcher practically yawned. “Is there someone with a gun? Or did you see someone driving in an unsafe manner?”
“Something’s happening at the Bellagio,” I said as the light turned green again.  
 
    “Are you at the Bellagio?” she asked. 
 
    “A truck… or some other large vehicle is going to crash,” I said. “And I think it’s going to happen at the Bellagio.” 
 
    “I’m sorry sir, but is this some kind of threat?” the voice at the other end of the line said. “We don’t take terrorist threats lightly, and we will have police dispatched to your location immediately.” 
 
    “It’s not a threat,” I said as we ran down the street. “I don’t know exactly what’s going to happen, but the Bellagio is in danger.” 
 
    “Nothing, just another crazy,” I heard the woman say on the phone. 
 
    “I’m not just another crazy,” I insisted. “My name is Oliver Hansel, and I have experience with this.” 
 
    “Sir, you told me you’re not making a threat,” the woman said. “So what is the point of this call? 
 
    “I have this…” I paused because I wasn’t sure how to explain what I knew. 
 
    “Let me guess,” the woman sighed. “You had a feeling? A premonition? We get a lot of those in Vegas. You’d be surprised how many people feel like something bad is going to happen at a casino. Here’s a tip for you. Something bad will definitely happen at the casino.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” I shouted. 
 
    “I think I do,” she replied. “Now, unless you have a real emergency to report, I’ll send an officer to make a wellness check for you, where are you now--” 
 
    “God damn it!” I shouted as the woman hung up. 
 
    “They didn’t believe you?” Aubrey asked. 
 
    “No,” I panted. “I mean, I realize I probably sound like one of those fake psychics who always claim to know what really happened, but I know that something is going to happen. I’ve been in situations like this before where my intuition was going wild, and I just know that there’s something going on.” 
 
    “I believe you, Ollie,” Aubrey said. “But what can we do? We don’t even know what’s going to happen.”
“I know,” I said as I took a few deep breaths to gather myself. “And I promise, I’m going to find out what the hell it is.” 
 
    I took a few deep breaths through my nose and exhaled through my mouth like a yoga teacher had taught me back in LA. Then I thought of one of the people I could always count on to give me advice in times of need. 
 
    I pulled my phone back out of my pocket and swiped up around until I found Jackie’s number. Unlike the police, the phone only half-rang once before she picked up. 
 
    “Olliiiiiieeeee,” she sang down the line with a giggle. “We miss you! Sid said that you were still in Vegas. What’s going on, huh? Placing any bets in the casinos?” 
 
    “Not so much, Jackie,” I replied. “Things have gotten out of hand.” 
 
    “You sound stressed,” she said with a tone of concern. “What’s going on? You did two dreams almost back to back yesterday, and that’s a crazy amount of work to be doing in such a short time…” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “But here’s the thing. I’ve had a bad premonition appear in two dreams, and I have a really strong feeling that something bad is going to happen at the Bellagio. I don’t know what it is, but I think it’s going to be intense. The police didn’t believe me, so it’s just me and Aubrey.” 
 
    “Whoa,” she said. “Well, you know that I believe you. Everything you’ve predicted has always come true. So, how can we help?” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I think I’m going to have to do some kind of public announcement, even though I don’t know what the fuck is going on.” 
 
    “You have to keep the people safe, Ollie,” she said. “I know that’s what you care about. That’s why you’re a healer, too.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said with a nod. “Okay, we’re going to make our way over now and see what’s up.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” Jackie warned. “This is the real world, so you can’t do any superhero routines.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “That’s why I think we need to make an announcement or something. But we’re almost there.” 
 
    “Is she nice?” Jackie asked with a giggle. 
 
    “She is,” I said and glanced at Aubrey. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Aubrey asked when she caught my look. 
 
    “Jackie Forest,” I said to Aubrey, whose eyes widened in excitement.  
 
    “Oh, man, she rocks!” the heiress said with a giggle. 
 
    “Aubrey said you rock,” I said to Jackie.  
 
    I couldn’t believe that I was actually having this exchange in the middle of a quest that I knew absolutely nothing about except that it was bad and it might happen any time. But my life was pretty damn weird, and I’d gotten used to that by now. 
 
    “Oh, my God, that’s so sweet,” Jackie cooed. “Tell her thanks, and then you better go. All those people are counting on you. We miss you!” 
 
    “Miss you, too,” I said as I hung up the phone and shoved it back in my pocket. 
 
    “Should we run again?” Aubrey asked in a reluctant voice. 
 
    “Speed walk and strategize,” I answered, and we started to pad down the street. “We don’t even know what’s going to happen yet. I still feel like I’m waiting for another sign.” 
 
    “So this is a common occurrence for you?” Aubrey asked. “Receiving signs?”
“Yeah,” I said with a shrug. “Call me crazy, if you want. Just like that dispatcher.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re crazy,” Aubrey said. “And I just recovered from being crazy so, you know, my opinion goes a long way in this arena.” 
 
    I looked over at her and smiled. She wasn’t anything like I’d expected someone from a wealthy, politically connected family to be. Even though we’d just met, I felt like she was one of the girls I could’ve been with in high school.  
 
    The large, sweeping luxury hotel and casino appeared in the distance. I’d never been there in the flesh before, but I’d seen the dancing water fountains on TV. I’d often dreamed about seeing it in person after watching a Discovery channel special about it, but now that we were finally on our way, I wished that we were going under less pressing circumstances. 
 
    “So have you ever been to the Bellagio before?” I asked Aubrey. 
 
    “I think I was there the other night,” she sighed. “But who’s to say? Ecstasy is one hell of a drug. That’s why I ended up drinking myself into a stupor the following night, which landed me in hospital. The comedown was so depressing that I just tried to party it away.” 
 
    “Well, you’re obviously a very talented partier,” I said with a laugh. “But I’m glad that time of your life has drawn to a close.” 
 
    Aubrey giggled and reached into her pocket. 
 
    “I haven’t actually spoken to anyone since our session,” she said, and she whipped her phone out and started to scroll through. “Well, other than that call from my mother to let me know that Kenneth was in the news for all the right reasons again.” 
 
    I continued walking to the Bellagio. I knew that something would hit me, but I just didn’t know exactly what that would be yet. Maybe it had something to do with all the fruit that I’d seen in the dreams, though that seemed unlikely. 
 
    I glanced over at Aubrey but found that there was nobody walking beside me anymore. 
 
    Shit. A chill raced up my spine as I started to look around frantically. 
 
    “Aubrey!” I called out, but I realized that she was practically frozen in place about ten yards behind me. 
 
    She was completely still, and she stared into her phone like it was a vortex that had completely sucked her in. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, and I put my hand on her shoulder.  
 
    A shiver raced through my body, but I tried to ignore it. Something wasn’t right, and I had to find out what it was. 
 
    “Ollie,” she said, and she handed her phone to me. 
 
    I looked at her phone screen and saw that she’d opened Instagram. The picture she’d opened was of us only minutes ago exiting the hotel she’d been staying at. 
 
    I looked pretty damn handsome. I needed a shave, sure, but my sandy hair flopped over my face, and the on-the-go shot made me look like I was a James Bond type of figure being trailed by a sexy blonde. 
 
    Wait. What the hell was I saying? I’d been so caught up in the Hollywood glam machine that I didn’t even pause to think about the repercussions of a photo. 
 
    I was shocked to find that in the last fifteen minutes it had already racked up a grand total of sixty-seven thousand likes and counting. And what was worse, TMZ had obviously put the shit-stirring intern of the month on the caption duty. 
 
    TMZ: Political Playgirl Aubrey Pierce is spotted on the Vegas strip with none other than Oliver Hansel, celebrity dream healer and cult leader. What kind of crazy business is happening in Las Vegas this weekend? Guess we’ll just have to find out. 
 
    I felt my face heat up. Those fuckers were having too much fun ruining people’s lives. 
 
    “Bastards,” I said, and suddenly the phone started to ring in my hand. The screen simply read ‘Bianca’. 
 
    “Who’s calling?” Aubrey said as she glanced at the phone. 
 
    “It’s Bianca,” I answered. “Want me to answer it?” 
 
    Aubrey snatched the phone out of my hand and smiled at me as she took the call. 
 
    “Hey, babes,” the heiress said with a nervous laugh that belied her lack of comfort. “What’s going on?” 
 
    I couldn’t hear what the response was, but it sounded like a lot of loud, angry squabbling. Aubrey just nodded silently, and I noticed that her face started to glow green like it had in the dream. 
 
    She hung up the phone and looked up to me. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked, despite my strong instinct that it was not at all okay.
“Not quite,” she answered in a light and nervous voice. “You see, I knew that picture would spell trouble for us.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “That was the MacIntyre family’s PR girl,” she said. “Giant bitch. And I know for a fact that Kenneth used to bang her, too. She’s wrapped around his finger, which means she’s already out to get me.” 
 
    “Okay, so we don’t like her,” I said with a nod. “But let’s get out of the feelings stage and into the solutions stage. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Well, you’re a hot topic,” Aubrey said with a shrug. “And according to people in the media, you run a crazy mystical sex cult.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I sighed. 
 
    “Of course,” she sighed and swept some blonde strands of hair out of her face. “But I’ve been given an ultimatum. If I continue to associate with you, they’re going to cut me out of the family and terminate my trust.” 
 
    “But that’s fucked,” I protested. “They gaslight you into keeping quiet about their skeevy shit, but they’ll kick you out of the family without a dime just for being seen with me? At least I haven’t killed anyone.” 
 
    “It’s not good,” she said. “But it’s how they work. They’ve been looking for a reason to call me crazy for years, and this is their perfect opportunity. That way, anything I might say about Kenneth in the future can be discounted as the ramblings of the crazy sister.” 
 
    I knew from my time at New Leaf that it was lonely at the top, but this was one of the most insane stories I’d heard about. Life at the top wasn’t just lonely, it was kind of fucked. 
 
    I sighed and thought back to my own Mom and Dad. Hell, we didn’t have much, but we sure loved each other. They’d passed on their tricks of the trade and made me into a good, respectful man. 
 
    And that was something that money could never buy. 
 
    “This is fucked,” I said. “But it’ll be okay. I don’t know how right now, but I’m good at finding my way out of messes like this. I promise.” 
 
    “I believe you, Ollie,” she said and looked up at me. “You’re a really great guy, and I haven’t felt this good in years. And not just about myself. I just feel like I can trust people again.” 
 
    My heart swelled at her faith in me, but I started to feel chills race up my spine, and for a moment it was like all of time stood still. Whatever was going to happen was about to go down. 
 
    “Aubrey,” I murmured. “I think another sign is coming.” 
 
    I looked around the street, which was littered with tourists and taxis. There was nothing out of the ordinary, but the tingling was only growing stronger. I frantically scanned the street again, and then I saw a rental truck turn onto the Strip from one of the side streets. 
 
    “That’s strange,” Aubrey murmured. “You don’t see many U-Hauls on the Strip.” 
 
    This was it. This had to be the sign. 
 
    The truck neared us, and I noticed something on the side that I’d never seen before. It was a logo of a giant black horse that had reared up. Its mane was flowing, and suddenly everything clicked in my mind. 
 
    Bellagio. The horse. The fruit must’ve been the slot machines inside the casino. And the crash must’ve been into the hotel. 
 
    “Aubrey,” I said. “I’ve figured it out.” 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “That truck is going to crash into the casino,” I said. “And we need to stop it.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    We started to chase the truck along the sidewalk, but luckily, there was enough traffic that the big truck wasn’t moving very fast. Still, we were running hard, and I only stopped for a moment when I realized that I had a megaphone of sorts in my pocket. 
 
    I pulled out my phone and opened Instagram. Even though I’d only posted one picture of my surfboard on the beach way before all of this dream business, the Jackie Forest Rangers and the press had found my account, and now I had two hundred and sixty-seven thousand followers. I typed in a message as quickly as I could and then posted it. 
 
    Clear the area around the Bellagio in Vegas immediately. If you are there, move away now. 
 
    The last thing I wanted to do was cause mass hysteria, because that wouldn’t be effective at all. But I also didn’t want to beat around the bush with this kind of thing. I knew that evil was afoot, and I wanted to do whatever I could to stop it. 
 
    I tried to put my phone back in my pocket as I was running, with little success. It started to vibrate in my hand a moment later, and out of habit, I answered. 
 
    “Hello?” I panted. 
 
    “Hello,” a familiar Eastern-European voice answered. 
 
    “Hey there, Masha,” I said and smiled. “I’m kind of on the run right now.” 
 
    “That is alright,” she said. “I just wanted you to know that we saw your post, and we are going to make sure that word gets around. Be safe.” 
 
    “Thanks so much,” I answered. “Don’t worry, I’ll get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    My second attempt to return my phone to my pocket was more successful, and it was just in time. The Bellagio was just ahead of us, and a crowd of people were gathered around the fountains as they waited for the next performance. 
 
    “Where’s the truck?” Aubrey asked. “How could it just disappear?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said as I looked around. “But do you hear that?”
There was a buzzing sound in the air that started to get louder and louder the closer we got to the Bellagio. I almost covered my ears, but when I looked up into the sky, I could see what it was. 
 
    Two helicopters had started to circle the sky around the Bellagio hotel. The noise drowned out nearly everything else, but I felt some tiny modicum of hope that the authorities would actually help us stop whatever was about to happen. 
 
    “Whoa,” Aubrey said as she shaded her eyes against the sun. “Are those on your account?” 
 
    “Maybe they actually believed that I was making a threat earlier,” I said. 
 
    “Let’s see,” I said and pulled out my phone yet again. 
 
    “That’s a lot of messages,” Aubrey said as she peered over my arm. “And most of them aren’t very polite.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “There’s a lot of nonbelievers out there. Which is fine. I wouldn’t believe it if it hadn’t happened to me.” 
 
    Who the fuck do you think you are, Rasputin? 
 
    Why Oliver, what’s going on?  
 
    Is it true that you can predict the future? 
 
    I love Jackie Forest please please please tell her I love her from Idaho! 
 
    Hey Oliver I’m a MILF in your area, and I’d love to show you around for an awesome time! 
 
    Well, good to know that even a national emergency couldn’t deter porn bots. But I continued to scroll down and saw that I had a notification from TMZ again on Twitter. 
 
    Real time trouble. Jackie Forest has taken to Instagram to back up crazy “miracle worker” boyfriend’s claims that there is trouble at the Bellagio Hotel. After being spotted this morning with none other than American princess Aubrey Pierce, rumors have been swirling about Jackie’s alleged attempts to recruit new members for Oliver Hansel’s alleged brainwashing sex cult.  
 
    Fuck. I felt my blood begin to boil in anger, but I decided to shove my phone back in my pocket and ignore them. 
 
    “Jackie’s message is already causing a stir,” I said. “I just hope people listen to it. Come on.” 
 
    We pushed our way through the crowd around the fountains and ran up to the grand entrance. Despite the helicopters overhead, the casino appeared to be going about its business as usual. 
 
    “Beautiful day for a national emergency,” Aubrey panted. 
 
    “So was September 11th,” I reminded her. “Damn it, I’d feel better if people were actually leaving the place.” 
 
    Just as I said that, several cops poured out of the hotel. I spotted ten guys in bulletproof vests who quickly took up positions around the main entrance, and it looked like there were more inside. 
 
    “I haven’t been to Vegas before,” I said. “But I have a feeling that isn’t normal for this kind of establishment.” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” she said. “They must have been sent here after your call. Just in case you really were making a threat.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed. “So they’re looking for me and not the real problem.” 
 
    “Probably,” she replied. 
 
    I slowly turned away from the cops and held my phone up like I was taking a picture of the fountains. I tugged Aubrey away from the entrance as I tried to figure out what to do next. I knew we needed to get inside, but the cops were probably all looking for me.  
 
    “We need a disguise,” I said. 
 
    “Um… okay,” she hummed and looked around casually. “Oh, over there.”  
 
    She pointed to something just to our right, and a moment later, I spotted a flash of silver. It was a pair of cycling glasses with bright orange and pink lenses and turquoise frames. Someone must have dropped them, but they’re loss was my gain. I quickly scooped them up and put them on before the owner could return.  
 
    “How do I look?” I asked. 
 
    “They do a good job of covering your face without looking suspicious,” she said.  
 
    “Good,” I said and nodded. “Hopefully, this will buy us enough time to figure out what’s going to happen. So, where the hell is that truck?”
“Keep your phone up,” Aubrey suggested. “Pretend like your shooting a video.” 
 
    I nodded and then slowly panned my phone along the length of the Strip near the casino. But there was no sign of the truck. 
 
    “No U-Hauls in sight,” she sighed. “Who knows what the hell they’re up to?” 
 
    I felt my stomach drop with disappointment. The morning sun started to beat down on me, and I felt beads of sweat roll down my forehead.  
 
    It didn’t make any sense. All the signs in the dreams and all the strong instincts I’d had about it meant that something was about to happen. So why did everything seem so normal? 
 
    “I know that truck is involved,” I insisted. “It had the horse on it, and I felt like my body was being electrocuted when I saw it turn the corner." 
 
    “Is that generally a good thing?” Aubrey asked and lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “In this context, yes,” I replied. 
 
    A Cadillac rolled up to the entrance, and the valet leaped into action. There was a flurry of movement, despite the cops who were on duty. Cops and guests ignored each other, even as the valet started to move the car. 
 
    “We’re in the wrong place,” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Aubrey asked. “Is it going to happen at one of the other casinos?” 
 
    “No, it’s here already,” I said. “You were right when you said you don’t see a lot of U-Hauls on the strip, and they sure as hell couldn’t pull up in front where the valets are.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said and perked up. “But there’s always a staff entrance, and a loading zone for the trucks that keep this place running.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “I used one last night when I arrived.” 
 
    “I use it a lot, too,” she said. “My family prefers it that way.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I started to lead her away from the main entrance. “We need to find the other entrances. It’s got to be one where a truck wouldn’t be out of place.”
“Let me check the map,” she said as she tugged her phone from her purse. 
 
    I nodded as we started to walk to the fountain just like the rest of the tourists. The water show had started, so we stood there for a few minutes, hidden by the crowd, while Aubrey scrolled through the local map. 
 
    “ I think that the south parking lot is our best bet,” she said. “That’s the direction the truck was heading, and it looks like there’s a drop-off point there for trucks. It’s marked as employees only on the map, but the satellite picture shows a loading ramp.”
“That sounds like our place,” I agreed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We started to push our way through the crowd, a difficult feat since the water show had just ended. We also didn’t want to draw the attention of the police, but we were losing precious seconds as we walked by the cops. 
 
    “Is that Aubrey Pierce?” someone asked. 
 
    “This way,” Aubrey said and pulled me through a set of gates. 
 
    We were in a parking lot the size of two football fields. There were a lot more police officers in the lot, though most of them seemed to be receiving their orders. Every so often, one would run or quick-walk toward another part of the casino, and the buzz from their radios could be heard despite the helicopters overhead.  
 
    “I guess they took you seriously,” Aubrey noted. 
 
    “There’s the truck,” I said. 
 
    The white U-Haul truck was parked next to a group of palm trees. The black horse on the side shined in the sun, and I felt a jolt of adrenaline race down my spine. 
 
    Yep. That was it. Something was going to happen with that truck, even though I didn’t know what the hell it was. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, and we started to sprint toward the truck. 
 
    “Hey!” a voice shouted from behind a palm tree.  
 
    For a second, I thought the tree was talking to me, and I wondered if I was somehow still in Aubrey’s dream. But we both skidded to a stop as a group of officers in bulletproof vests stepped out from behind the trees and waved us over. 
 
    “Officer,” I panted. “Officer, there’s something really bad about to happen, and I think it’s with that U-Haul truck.” 
 
    “Is that so?” the officer asked suspiciously. “And how would you know about that?” 
 
    “Oh… uh… We saw a post on Instagram,” I said quickly. “And we saw a suspicious-looking guy run back here.” 
 
    “Oh, you did?” the officer said and rolled his eyes.  
 
    “We did,” Aubrey insisted. “Isn’t it your job to investigate?” 
 
    “Don’t I know you?” another officer asked as he squinted at Aubrey. 
 
    “You do not,” she said sharply. 
 
    The man didn’t look convinced, but this version of Aubrey looked so different from the usual doped up, drunk version that most people knew that the officer was having trouble placing her. 
 
    “Come on, man,” I pleaded. “This guy’s been right before. And Jackie Forest said--” 
 
    “Here it comes,” another officer snorted. 
 
    “Look, you have all these men out here,” I said. “So you must believe there’s some sort of threat.” 
 
    That might have been the wrong thing to say, because the officers went silent and glared at us. I swallowed hard and wondered what I could say next that wouldn’t result in our arrest. 
 
    “What do you know about that?” the first officer asked. 
 
    “On Instagram--” I started to say. 
 
    “Just get the hell out of here,” one of the others sighed and waved us away. 
 
    We backed up a couple of steps as the officers stomped by us. They muttered to each other about ‘stupid fanboys’, but at least they didn’t try to forcibly remove us from the parking lot. 
 
    “Shit,” I said as I stared at the truck. “Should we try to… I don’t know, move it or something?” 
 
    “One of the cops is coming back,” Aubrey whispered. 
 
    A younger guy had fallen behind his peers, and he only hesitated a moment before he walked slowly back toward us. He glanced over his shoulder like he wanted to be sure no one saw him talking to us, and he took a deep breath before he stopped in front of us. 
 
    “Okay,” he sighed. “I’ll probably never hear the end of it for coming back to talk to you, but did you really hear about this on Instagram?” 
 
    “There was a post,” Aubrey said.  
 
    “Yeah, I heard,” he said. “After some nutcase called 9-1-1.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re all here,” I said and nodded. “Look, all we want to do is help.”
“I don’t know what you can--”
Before the officer could finish, the U-Haul’s engine suddenly came to life. The gears growled as it shifted out of park, and then it was suddenly backing up as fast as it could go. It was heading straight toward the back of the casino as well as a group of officers. 
 
    “Shit!” the cop exclaimed as he pulled out his weapon. 
 
    The cop ran after the U-Haul and fired several rounds in quick succession. He managed to take out one of the tires, which made a popping sound as it suddenly exploded. The truck jerked around for a moment like the driver had lost control, but at least the cops had time to dodge out of the way. 
 
    “What the fuck?” an angry cop yelled as the U-Haul finally stopped. 
 
    “Get out of the truck!” another officer yelled. 
 
    There was a split second when nothing happened, and then the doors popped open. Two men hopped out of either side of the truck and landed on the asphalt. They were both wearing all-black clothing and black balaclavas, and they both had AK-47s clasped in their hands. 
 
    Yep. Things were about to get ugly real fast. 
 
    The two men in black opened fire as they sprinted toward the casino, and the cops all ducked for cover behind whatever car was closest. Someone knocked me and Aubrey behind a car just before bullets started to pound into the asphalt where we’d been standing. 
 
    “Move it, move it!” a gruff voice shouted. 
 
    The cops started to return fire, though it was clear they were outgunned. The men in black managed to get behind another delivery truck where they were out of sight of most of the cops. 
 
    “Shit,” I said. “If they get inside the hotel, a lot of people could be killed.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Aubrey asked. “There are innocent people in there. Oh, my God, Ollie, I can’t believe that you predicted all of this was going to happen…”
“I wouldn’t say I predicted all this,” I said. “But I knew something really bad was going to happen.” 
 
    “It’s going to be a bloodbath,” Aubrey whimpered. 
 
    “I’m going to follow them inside,” I said as I peered around the edge of the car. 
 
    “You’re what?” she asked in surprise. “You’ll be killed.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, which felt like an undeniable truth. “I can help stop them before this gets any worse. Just stay here, and I’ll come back for you.” 
 
    “I trust you, Ollie,” she said as she squeezed my hand. 
 
    I nodded, checked for any nearby bad guys or cops, and then sprinted toward the door where the two masked men had just disappeared. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    It was hard to believe that two masked gunmen had just burst inside the casino. The hallway I stepped into was definitely a service area, and the scent of laundry detergent and bleach hit my nose as soon as I stepped inside. I could hear people talking to each other in some of the rooms that I ran by, but no one sounded panicked or scared.  
 
    “Everyone, please exit the building in an orderly fashion,” a cop shouted as he ran through the doors behind me. 
 
    A few people appeared in the doorways and looked around in confusion, but I kept going. I followed the long hallway to another door, and when I opened that one, I found myself in the main lobby of the hotel. 
 
    I stopped for a moment as I tried to figure out where to go next. The lobby, like everything in the casino, was enormous, but the cops who had been out front were trying to hustle the guests outside while they used their radios to talk to their fellow officers. The cream and gold floor still glittered like it had never been stepped on in its life, and the Dale Chihuly glass ceiling was absolutely breathtaking. On any other day, I would have happily stopped to admire it all, but a shot suddenly rang out, and several people screamed.  
 
    A blonde woman with long extensions clutched her chihuahua as she made her way to the concierge desk. In one impressively agile movement, she placed the dog on the counter, launched herself over the desk, and then grabbed the dog just before she ducked out of sight. 
 
    It was suddenly absolute mayhem in the lobby as people started to shove and push their way outside while the cops tried to find the shooter. Garbled messages from the cop radios made for a staticky background noise as more bullets were fired and holes started to appear in the walls.  
 
    I darted behind the base of a silver and gold statue of a horse, of all things, and scrunched up in a ball to figure out my next move. I could still hear bullets whizzing around and cops shouting, but most of the guests and employees seemed to have made it out of the lobby at least. 
 
    It was almost impossible to tell where the gunmen had disappeared to because of how large the lobby was and just how many corners and crannies it had. I tried to follow the figures clad in black with my eyes, but then they’d disappear for a few moments and the entire room would erupt again in gunfire. 
 
    The police weren’t doing much better, and I realized that the masked men had probably spent a lot of time memorizing every inch of the casino. It must have taken them months, at least, and somehow, they’d gotten access to the areas that were off limits to the guests. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as another round of automatic fire erupted. 
 
    There was yelling from the cops, a pained shout, and then someone started shouting for help. I said a quick prayer and then peered around the edge of the statue. I saw that one of the cops was down and bleeding, and two more were trying to drag him from the casino while the other cops provided cover. 
 
    It seemed like half the police force had to be here, and yet, the two masked gunmen were clearly in control. I tried to remember if it looked like they were carrying extra ammo, but I’d been too far away to notice. 
 
    As another round of automatic fire ripped through the walls, I crouched down even further and met with a pair of glowing green eyes that peeped out from underneath a desk. I knew that someone must’ve pancaked their entire body to slip under there and avoid the gunfire, and I was impressed. 
 
    This needed to come to an end. If the big guys weren’t able to find the assailants, then I needed to find a way to get them, and fast. 
 
    There was movement near the main entrance, and I saw what looked like a SWAT team move into place. But the jackets they wore all said FBI, and I wondered if Aubrey had somehow managed that. Had she called the local office and claimed to be inside? It’s only been a few minutes, how could they have gotten here so quickly? 
 
    “We have you surrounded,” one of the FBI agents shouted. “Come out with your hands up.” 
 
    The response was another round of gunfire, but that faded, and soon, there was nothing but an eerie silence. It felt like an eternity passed, but two of the FBI agents finally darted into the lobby. 
 
    “It’s clear,” one of the agents declared. 
 
    “They must be moving to one of the other exits,” another agent said as he stepped inside and then spoke into his radio. “All teams, they’re in the hotel and probably heading for one of the other exits. Get in place and be ready to shoot anything that steps outside.” 
 
    Well, that didn’t sound good. 
 
    A few more guests appeared from some of the stores in the lobby, and they were quickly hustled outside with their hands in the air. One young guy had a toddler with pink bows in her hair who refused to let go of her dad’s arms. He finally had to lift her in the air and carry her outside like a trophy, where they were promptly swarmed by medics and cops.  
 
    But no one seemed to know where the gunmen had gone, and I knew that meant the FBI would probably just lock down the building and then start a very slow and tedious grid search. That could take hours in a complex this size, and a lot more people could end up dead before the gunmen were cornered. 
 
    I had to think. I’d had the premonition that they’d be here, and I knew that I could help the police and FBI in some way. 
 
    The other civilians from the main lobby had already evacuated, so I stood up with my hands in the air and started to walk toward one of the agents. It took everything I had to keep moving forward when the agent pointed his gun at me, and I tried to look as harmless as I could. 
 
    “Sir, please evacuate the building,” the agent shouted when he realized I didn’t have a weapon. 
 
    “Hey, that’s the dream guy from LA,” one of the LVPD officers said. “He’s the one that said something bad was going to happen here today.” 
 
    “Keep your hands where I can see them,” the FBI agent snapped as his gun found me again. 
 
    “I’m just trying to help,” I said as I stopped in the middle of the lobby. 
 
    “How the hell did you know what was going to happen?” the FBI agent growled. 
 
    “I didn’t,” I said. “Or not exactly. I just had this premonition that something bad was going to happen here.” 
 
    “A premonition?” the agent snorted. “I don’t suppose that premonition included any more useful information? Like maybe the names of the perps?” 
 
    “Nothing like that,” I said as I racked my mind for every detail of the dream. “There was the horse and the Bellagio…” 
 
    “The horse?” the LVPD officer asked. 
 
    “A horse named Bellagio,” I said as I glanced at the statue I’d been hiding behind. “But… wait! The fruit stands!” 
 
    “There aren’t any fruit stands in the casino,” the FBI agent retorted. 
 
    “No, but there are slot machines,” I said. 
 
    “Shit,” the LVPD officer said. “The casino floor. It’s one of the largest in the city. They must have planned to hit the casino floor.” 
 
    The FBI agent squinted at me, and I could tell he still thought I had something to do with the attack. But the LVPD officer was already moving toward the casino floor with the other police officers and several of the FBI agents. 
 
    “Get the hell out of the casino and wait outside,” the agent said as he started to run after his fellow agents. “We’ll want to interview you after this is over.” 
 
    I let a couple more agents run after the FBI man before I joined the crowd of officers and agents who were running toward the casino floor. Our footsteps echoed against the marble floors, and it was weird to see how normal everything looked, except for the fact that the place was now empty. I passed a sign for the spa and a five-star restaurant that had Oysters Rockefeller as one of the specials of the day.  
 
    It was the weirdest race I’d ever been in, and I had just started to chuckle when there was another burst of gunfire up ahead. Agents and police officers started to shout commands at someone, and the group I’d been with suddenly ducked behind whatever cover they could find. I dove behind a potted palm and waited until the agents started forward again before I snuck out from my hiding spot. 
 
    I heard a few more shots as I got closer to the casino floor, but I told myself to keep going. I still wasn’t sure what I could do since nothing in the dream had told me where these bastards might be hiding, but I knew I had to help. 
 
    I came around a corner and saw a splash of red against the white marble. It was the young officer who had come back to talk to us, and I nearly gagged as I took in the pool of blood that was spreading across the tiles. His shirt was soaked in so much blood that I couldn’t tell how many times he’d been shot, but I had to believe it was more than once. 
 
    My stomach dropped. I couldn’t believe that someone I had spoken to what felt like only moments ago was now lying on the floor after being shot. 
 
    And he was the only one who’d believed me. 
 
    Anger started to pulse through me as I looked at the young policeman. All of this could have been avoided if the dispatcher had believed me. Or, maybe it was more accurate to say, if the dispatcher had believed me when I’d said I was trying to help.  
 
    I heard footsteps moving forward again, and I realized that the cops and agents were closing in on the casino without me. I was suddenly alone with a dead policeman in a casino filled with armed robbers and angry cops.  
 
    It felt wrong, but my eyes were drawn to the gun in the cop’s hands. I knew I had to protect myself in case something went completely awry, and this was the only weapon available. 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered as I reached down and pried the gun out of his death grip.  
 
    I had no doubt that there were more bodies scattered around the place, but I also knew there would be more if I didn’t act quickly. I took a deep breath and started to head toward the casino with my new weapon at the ready. 
 
    There were more blood splatters on the ground, and I passed a pair of legs that stuck out from behind one of the columns. I tried to ignore the signs of chaos and focus on the voices I could hear just ahead. Above the din, I heard a door slam shut and heavy footsteps start to head my way. I ducked behind one of the columns and waited to see who would appear. 
 
    At first, I thought it was one of the FBI agents because the man was dressed in black and wore a bulletproof vest. But then I saw the balaclava over his face, and I knew it was one of the assailants. 
 
    Holy shit. I looked around frantically, but there was no one else around. The FBI agents and the police had converged on the casino, and I could hear their shouts as they frantically scoured the floor. 
 
    It was just me and him, and he had no idea that I was there. 
 
    I took a deep breath as quietly as I could. Even though I could hear my heart pounding like a drum in my head, I knew that I had to stay calm. 
 
    My life was on the line, and so were many other people’s. But I knew that I had the chance to do something now, something that would put a stop to all of this. 
 
    As I clutched the gun in my hand, I knew what I had to do. I had never shot a gun before, but I was starting to find that I was good at handling the unknown. Hell, I’d fought aliens, escaped from a clan of vampire hunters, and even flown before without a hitch. Shooting a gun was positively boring compared to any of those things, and I knew that I could do it. 
 
    I took a deep breath and then stepped from behind the column as I raised the pistol and pointed it at the robber. I was looking at the man’s back, and while I didn’t want to kill a man, I certainly wanted to make sure that he was incapacitated. 
 
    So I pointed the gun at the center of his mass and squeezed the trigger. The power of the weapon seemed to run up my arm even as the gun tried to buck in my hands. It was an amazing feeling, and it was one I could get used to. 
 
    Everything moved in slow motion after that. The bullet slammed into the man before he could react, and he started to fall toward the ground. I started to tell him to put down his weapon, but he was already swinging it in my direction even as he collapsed onto the tiles. 
 
    I ducked behind the column again as more bullets sprayed the area, and chips of marble flew around me like a deadly snowfall. I made myself as small as possible until I heard the man smash into the floor. The gunfire continued for a moment, but I realized it was now aimed at the ceiling. 
 
    “Fuck!” the man shouted. 
 
    There was a scrambling sound, and when I peeked around the edge of the column, I saw the man was struggling to get back up. I aimed the gun at one of his shoulders, but then I heard footsteps racing back our way. A moment later, I saw several agents and officers appear from the casino, all with their weapons pointed at the robber. 
 
    “Toss the gun away and stay down!” a woman agent yelled.  
 
    “Do it, or we’ll open fire!” an officer warned. 
 
    The would-be thief shouted a couple of obscenities, but when he started to move the gun, the woman agent kicked him hard in the shoulder. The robber yowled, but the blow was hard enough to force him to drop the weapon. It had barely clattered to the floor when several agents and officers leaped on the man. He was pinned to the floor while handcuffs were slapped around his wrists, and while I wasn’t sure, it looked like a fist or two might have made contact with the man’s head. 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ!” the robber yelled. “I surrender!” 
 
    The agents seemed to have things under control, so I slowly stepped out from behind the column. Two officers instantly pointed their guns at me, but I gave them my best smile and held out my hands. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I’m not with him. I just shot him when I saw him coming back this way.” 
 
    “Put the gun down!” one of the officers shouted. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said quickly and set the weapon on the ground. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” the other officer asked. 
 
    “My name’s Oliver Hansel,” I replied. 
 
    “Shit,” the female agent who’d kicked the guy said. “You’re the one that called 911.” 
 
    “I am,” I said and nodded. 
 
    “So…” one of the officers said and glanced at the agent. 
 
    “So we’ll need to interview him,” the FBI agent said. “We need to be sure he’s not part of this.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I’m happy to help. Um… but do you mind if I ask what happened to the other guy?” 
 
    The officer glanced at the agent again, who merely shrugged. 
 
    “We nailed one guy in the casino,” the officer said as he lowered his gun. “We found two more in the back of the truck. They’re all in custody.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I sighed. “That’s really good.” 
 
    The agents and officers dragged the last of the robbers to his feet, and I noticed the dark stain on his pants. He stumbled, and it looked like every step was sheer agony for him. Not that anyone in the corridor was at all sympathetic to the man. 
 
    “Make sure the place is clear,” one of the FBI agents ordered. “Go room to room.” 
 
    “That’ll take forever,” one of the LVPD officers muttered, but he quickly joined one of the search parties. 
 
    “You!” the FBI agent who had first told me to leave the building yelled. “Come with us!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I replied and trotted after the group that was hauling the gunman back toward the exit. 
 
    The lobby was full again, although everyone in there had a uniform or a badge. The pristine floor was covered in dust and rubble, and red smears were everywhere. A few of the Chihuly pieces lay broken on the marble, though the horse appeared to be unscathed. 
 
    No one paid much attention to me as I picked my way through the wreckage. I took a few deep breaths to steady myself, and all I could think about as I looked around was that I would soon be back in LA with my girls. 
 
    “It’s a short flight,” I chanted over and over again. 
 
    The FBI agent seemed to remember I was there, because he suddenly appeared at my side and walked outside with me. I was nearly blinded by the bright Vegas sunlight, and I stopped for a few moments while my eyes adjusted.  
 
    The place was still swarming with FBI agents and LVPD officers, and the usual high-end cars had been replaced with ambulances. The guy I’d shot was being shoved into the back of one of the ambulances, which was probably the best thing for him since several of the cops looked like they were ready to kill him with their bare hands. 
 
    “This way,” the FBI agent said as he nudged me toward a small group gathered around a black SUV. 
 
    The two men and one woman were deep in conversation, but they fell silent as we approached. Two of the agents were still fairly young looking, but the older guy had gray hair, blue eyes, and an air of authority. Everyone else seemed to defer to him, so there was no doubt who was in charge. 
 
    “The locals are handling the witness interviews,” the gray-haired agent said when we stopped in front of him. 
 
    “This is the guy that called in the threat,” my FBI agent replied. 
 
    “It wasn’t a threat,” I huffed. “I had a premonition. I was trying to warn someone in authority that something bad was about to happen.” 
 
    The FBI agents all stared at me like I’d suddenly sprouted another head. One of them even snickered, though he quickly stopped when the older man glared at him. 
 
    “I’m Special Agent Bryce Kelly,” the gray-haired man finally said. “I guess your premonition was right.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and shook my head. “I wish it hadn’t been…” 
 
    “So, had very many premonitions?” he asked. 
 
    “Not about crimes,” I said. 
 
    “Then what?” he asked. 
 
    “I once knew the outcome of a basketball game,” I said. “And I also knew when a stock was about to go up.” 
 
    “So this is a little out of your wheelhouse,” he said. 
 
    “It’s not something I control,” I said and frowned. “They just… come to me.”
“Riiiight,” Agent Kelly drawled. 
 
    “Can you tell me what the plan was?” I asked. “Were they really going to rob the casino?” 
 
    The agents all exchanged another series of looks that I had a hard time reading, but Kelly finally shooed the others away. When there was no one else within earshot, he studied me for a moment while he debated what he wanted to tell me. 
 
    “I’m curious how you knew about this plot,” he said. “Because the FBI has been investigating this group for… a while. We only learned early this morning about their plan to make a suicide run to draw attention to their cause, but before we could get everyone into place, you called 911 and told them something was going to happen.” 
 
    “Their cause?” I said and looked back at the casino. 
 
    “Anti-government types,” Kelly said.  
 
    “So why hit a casino instead of a government office?” I asked. 
 
    “Anti-government, anti-business, anti-anything that makes money,” he sighed. “Now tell me about this premonition.” 
 
    “I saw it in a dream,” I said as I looked back at him. “Actually, it was in two different dreams. A horse named Bellagio ran into a fruit stand.” 
 
    “That’s it?” he asked after a moment of silence. “That’s what made you believe that something was going to happen?” 
 
    “You have to understand,” I said. “I get these--” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” he cut in and waved his hands. “I’ve seen the report on you, Mr. Hansel. Jesus, I can’t believe we have a fucking mentalist out here.” 
 
    “I’m not--” I started to protest. 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Mr. Hansel,” Agent Kelly replied. “You can give your statement to the LVPD.”
He made a curt nod and quickly walked away. He met two other agents, and after another quick conversation, all three of them turned to look in my direction before they started to head back into the casino. 
 
    “Well, shit,” I said as I felt a familiar gnawing sensation in my stomach. 
 
    There was something else going on, but I couldn’t figure out what it could be. The only link between the dreams had been the horse and the fruit stands, so why was my Spidey-Sense still tingling? 
 
    I made my way to the edge of the crowd and managed to slip past the barricades without anyone from the LVPD stopping me. I looked back at the hotel, but the feeling was still there. 
 
    “Ollie,” Aubrey whispered as she sidled up next to me. “We heard the gunshots out here. I was so worried.” 
 
    “Aubrey,” I said as I felt a big smile stretch across my face. 
 
    But my smile faded as I felt something burn along the side of my neck. I turned around and saw that Agent Kelly was staring at me and Aubrey with an indecipherable look. 
 
    “What is his problem?” Aubrey asked and then shivered.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “No doubt he’ll let us know at some point, but for now, I’d just like to get out of here. I think I’ve done enough for one day.” 
 
    “What was that old Marine Corps slogan?” she said with a laugh. “We do more before six a.m. than most people do all day?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said with a grin. “And it’s a little later than six a.m..” 
 
    “Only just,” she said with a pout and then grinned. “You really did it.” 
 
    “Well, that FBI guy claimed they already knew about the plan,” I said. “But apparently, they hadn’t told anyone yet.”
“I don’t believe it,” she said and rolled her eyes. “You’re the real hero.”
“A hero who you can’t be seen with,” I jested and looked around. “And there are a lot of people with their phones out. We’ll probably be on the TMZ website again.”
“I don’t care,” she replied. “I don’t care what my family thinks anymore. I know you’re right, and if my family can’t accept that, then I don’t need them. All they’ve ever done is hold me back, and I’m ready to live my life my way for the first time since… forever." 
 
    I took a deep breath and thought about the repercussions of all this. It’d be national news, for sure, and not just in the tabloids. My name was about to be everywhere, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that.  
 
    I heard a camera click near us, and I knew the longer we stayed near the Bellagio, the more attention we would draw.  
 
    “Aubrey,” I said, and I looked down at the American beauty. “Forgive me if this sounds forward, but you said you liked beaches, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Sure did,” she agreed with a laugh. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Well, I think that I’ve had enough of Vegas for the moment,” I said. “And since your family is probably going to disown you soon, I thought you might like to join me in another sunny spot.” 
 
    “I’d love nothing more,” she said with a grin. 
 
    It was time to go home. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Once again, I was sitting comfortably in the back of a massive black SUV. It felt like since I’d become a somebody, I was just carted around in these things like they were my own private spaceship. 
 
    However, instead of being alone this time, Aubrey was sitting in the seat to my right. She was clad in a pair of large black shades that reminded me of Jackie Kennedy, and her hands were folded demurely over her lap as she stared out of the window. Before she had looked like a party girl, but now she had a certain poise about her that gave me a sense of the long and storied history that she was part of. 
 
    “I bet there’s going to be something on the news about all this,” a voice from the front seat said, and I was reminded that our journey back to LA would be accompanied by a reporter, who was set to interview me on everything that had happened back in Vegas. “Mind if I turn it on? It’ll help for the article, give it some context, you know. Get the readers to really feel like they’re there with us, even though I cherry-pick the details of course.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I murmured. “Go right ahead.” 
 
    Being in the back of a limo on the way to a private jet reminded me of our journey back from the VMAs. But instead of a happy ending with two wonderful women and a gold statue, I had just pried a gun out of a dead man’s hands and used it to take down a gunman who’d been looking to make a ‘statement’ about his cause. 
 
    It had been terrifying, though the fear hadn’t really caught up to me until I was outside and had time to think about what had happened. I’d hung around long enough to answer a few more questions, and then Aubrey and I had slipped away from the crowd. 
 
    We’d been followed by one of the reporters, though, who had somehow convinced Aubrey that the interview would go a long way to getting the heiress back into her family’s good graces. Aubrey had done interviews with the woman before and had assured me it would be okay. So here we were, on the way to the airport, with the reporter in tow. 
 
    I sighed and watched as the polite, brown-haired woman turned the volume dial up, and a fervent male voice wafted over the air waves. 
 
    I’m John Port from KLVR 102 live from Vegas reporting on the scene. Rising mystic Oliver Hansel has proven himself to be an American hero after correctly predicting what could’ve been a deadly disaster at the famed Bellagio Hotel on the Vegas strip. We don’t know the how or the why of his mysterious abilities, but what we do know is that he placed at least one call to emergency services that was ignored by the authorities. He then posted a warning on Instagram that the FBI and local LVPD are now admitting may have saved lives. We have special analyst Bart McKenzie here to talk about just what this means for Oliver Hansel. 
 
    “Define exactly what a special analyst is…” Aubrey muttered to herself, and she flashed me a look that made my insides melt. 
 
    I quickly shook the feeling off. I had two girls back home, and there was a journalist in the car with us. The last thing I wanted to do was to give the reporter something else to write about, other than the whole mystical cult leader thing. 
 
    Hey John, thanks for having me. 
 
    Thanks Bart. So what’re your thoughts on this whole operation?  
 
    Well, Oliver Hansel has built quite a staggering reputation in the past few months as a cult leader. We know quite a few people in Hollywood swear by his techniques for… curing people, though his reputation really took off when pop star Jackie Forest became a client, and I use that term loosely. Of course, he’s also been seen in public with ex-gymnast Masha Pavlova, so there’s plenty of speculation that this is a sex cult. 
 
    From what I gather, he was seen on the Vegas strip before this all went down with American royalty Aubrey Pierce of the MacIntyre family. Do you think she’s the latest victim to fall under this con man’s spell? 
 
    He does seem to focus on powerful women, like so many cult leaders do. I feel sorry for the MacIntyre family, honestly. They should have been celebrating Aubrey’s brother, Kenneth Pierce, who just won the special election. But you can bet that his sister’s latest antics will be all anyone is talking about. 
 
    So do you think Oliver Hansel is a cult leader or a genuine mystic? 
 
    Well, I can’t deny that he did save lives today. The LVPD and FBI were on the scene quickly because of him, and while there were some injuries and a couple of deaths, it could have been so much worse. I don’t know if he’s a mystic or just a guy who overheard something in a bar, but I will say he did a good thing. 
 
    The journalist switched off the radio just as the SUV made its way onto the tarmac. Another day, another private jet.  
 
    As a former gardener who was raised by environmentalists and plant enthusiasts, I felt somewhat guilty for watching the world burn with my frequent use of private jets. But I knew that at least I was giving back in other ways, even if the FBI still thought I was somehow involved. 
 
    As we reached the plane, I saw another pack of paparazzi with large cameras being held back by police. They were all wearing sunglasses, and their cameras were poised like weapons. I thought back to the FBI agents hunting down the assailants today, and I couldn’t help but draw a comparison in my head between the two. 
 
    Luckily, the SUV driver doubled as a bodyguard, and we covered our eyes and made our way up the metal staircase to the private jet while the cameras snapped in the background. Questions followed us up the metal steps, though we both played deaf. 
 
    Ollie, can you predict the future? 
 
    Aubrey Pierce, are you an American Princess for an American hero? 
 
    Ollie, when did you know that you had special powers? 
 
    Oliver, who is going to win the next election? 
 
    I rolled my eyes once we were safely inside the jet. I flopped into one of the leather seats as the door was pulled shut behind us, and I yanked down the plastic window blind just so I wouldn’t have to see the rest of the reporters while we waited to take-off. 
 
    The journalist quickly pulled a laptop from her bag and set it up on one of the tray tables. She typed in what I assumed was her password, checked a couple of items on her screen, and then smiled at me and Aubrey. 
 
    “Alright,” she said. “It’s such a short flight, so why don’t we get started?”
“Let me get some water,” Aubrey said, and she went over to the mini bar and grabbed two small bottles of San Pellegrino. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said as Aubrey handed me one of the bottles. “Fire away.” 
 
    “Well--” the reporter started. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, everyone,” the Captain interrupted. “We have a short flight back to Los Angeles this afternoon. It sounds like you had an adventurous day, so we’ll try to keep things smooth in case you want to relax.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I yelled and then chuckled. 
 
    The engines roared to life, and a moment later, the plane began to taxi toward the runway. The reporter looked surprised that we were underway so soon, but I had no doubt that our quick getaway had been approved by Aubrey’s family. No doubt they were hoping the press would die down if they could get her out of Las Vegas. That would be followed by an attempt to pry her from my evil influence, though that wouldn’t be nearly as easy. 
 
    “Alright,” the reporter said. “Aubrey, are you comfortable being featured in this interview? It is with Oliver, of course, but you know I love the readers to feel like they’re in the room with us, and you’re right here…” 
 
    “I’d like my involvement to be as sparing as possible,” Aubrey replied. “I’m just a witness, like so many others who were there today.” 
 
    “I can work with that,” the reporter replied, and she looked between me and my new companion. “So Mr. Hansel, how did you and Ms. Pierce meet?” 
 
    “Through work,” I said and shrugged. 
 
    “What kind of work?” the reporter asked. 
 
    “He saved my life,” Aubrey said. 
 
    When I looked over to her, she held my gaze as she circled her lips around the tip of the San Pellegrino bottle. She parted her lips slightly and brought them down on the mouth, all the while holding my gaze.
Shit. It was so hot. But I had to focus if I was going to get this interview off my back. 
 
    “Oliver,” the reporter said, and I tore my eyes away from Aubrey’s lips. “Oliver? 
 
    “Call me Ollie,” I said with a smile, and I put on my public face. “My friends call me Ollie.” 
 
    The reporter nodded, and from that point on, I was Ollie, though she managed to make it sound more like Owlie. She peppered us with questions about the day’s events as well as my business, all of which I answered honestly. She was still asking questions as we started our descent into Los Angeles, and the questions started to come more quickly, since we’d only agreed to be a part of the interview until we were ready to leave the plane. 
 
    We finally rolled to a stop near a small hangar, and I saw that yet another black SUV was waiting for us. I recognized the plate right away, and I felt my heart swell.
It was Jackie’s. 
 
    “I hope you got what you need,” I said as the plane’s door slid open. 
 
    “I did, thank you,” the woman replied as she packed her bag. “I’ll let you know when it’s published.” 
 
    We shook hands, and then I guided Aubrey to the waiting SUV while the reporter pulled out her phone and checked for a nearby Uber. At least there weren’t any paparazzi waiting for us at this end of the trip, and it was a relief to open the back door of the SUV and climb inside.
“It’s good to be home,” I declared as I climbed inside. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too, stud,” a familiar voice said, but it wasn’t Jackie. 
 
    It was Grant. 
 
    He was wearing cream-colored board shorts and a crisp blue cotton shirt with red buttons. His eyes were obscured by dark Ray Bans, which he placed on top of his head to reveal an intense glare. 
 
    “Grant,” I said in surprise. 
 
    “In the flesh,” he replied, though his gaze was on my companion. “Is that Miss Aubrey Pierce?” 
 
    “The one and only,” Aubrey giggled as she slammed the door shut. “I haven’t seen you in, like, a billion years!”
“Honey, you were so blasted the last time I saw you, you climbed halfway up a palm tree,” Grant laughed. “Alright driver, let’s get back to the girls. I have a feeling we’re going to have a lot of fun tonight.”
“But not too much fun,” Aubrey insisted as we pulled away from the hangar. “Ollie has turned me into a brand-new woman.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised at how much I hear that, babes,” Grant said with a wink. 
 
    “So why are you here Grant?” I asked. “Have you taken up welcome wagon duties or something?” 
 
    “Can’t a guy just want to say hi to his friends?” Grant asked in an offended voice. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “But you’re not that kind of guy.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Grant replied with a grin. “Okay, yes. I’ve been watching the news all day. I knew Sid’s jet would be waiting for Ollie here, and I had a feeling that little Aubrey would want to take refuge with the handsome Oliver Hansel rather than her cursed family on the East Coast. I just wanted to be the first one to welcome her to sunny LA.” 
 
    “Damn dude, don’t mince your words,” I said and glanced at Aubrey. 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” she said. “He can say it, because he’s also from the same kind of family. And he knows from personal experience just how messed up Kenneth is.” 
 
    “I mean, he’s an asshole for sure, but I thought he’d cleaned up his act now that he’s been elected into office,” Grant said with a lifted eyebrow. “But if I’m wrong, I’d obviously love to know.” 
 
    I looked between Aubrey and Grant, and then I shot a glance into the rearview mirror.  
 
    Grant pressed a button on the door handle that I thought must’ve been for the window. But I was surprised to find that the roof of the car started to make a noise before a large screen came down between the driver’s seat and the backseats where we were sitting. 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked and looked at Grant. “I’m being driven around all the time in this thing, and I never knew that you could do that.” 
 
    “Why do you think the back is so big?” Grant asked. “For leg room?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a shrug. “That’s exactly what I thought it was for.” 
 
    “Rookie error,” he sighed. “Anyway Aubrey, I want the tea. Spill.” 
 
    “It’s a lot,” Aubrey murmured, and I felt her squeeze my hand. 
 
    I spent the rest of the drive from LAX to the Hollywood Hills listening to Aubrey retell the story of everything that had happened with Kenneth and Alyssa, and how the MacIntyre family had covered it up. But this time, something in her voice sounded different. Rather than sounding like she needed to get something terrible off of her chest, she was determined. She owned her story, and she no longer had to be a victim to it. 
 
    Grant nodded the entire time and stared out the window until it drew to an end. He didn’t seem surprised by anything he heard, though he did at least flinch when Aubrey explained how hard her family had worked to make her out to be the crazy one. 
 
    “Okay, Aubrey,” he said in a low voice. “In the Bates family, we’ve always known that you guys were cracked, but that’s like level seventeen fucked up. That’s like… absurdly fucked up.”
“I know,” she said. “But Ollie has really helped, and I’m feeling more confident."
“Just how confident?” I asked and squeezed her hand. “Like, going public kind of confident?”
“I’m not so sure about that,” she sighed. “I don’t trust my family. Not with my life, and especially not when Kenneth’s future road to the Presidency is at stake.” 
 
    I shuddered at the thought of someone’s own family turning against them, but Aubrey wasn’t just from any family. They were an American Institution, and a highly storied one at that. I didn’t want to admit to her just how much I knew about some of her great uncles and their great uncles, but it was common knowledge that there was some sketchy business when it came to the MacIntyre dynasty.  
 
    “I don’t trust your family, either, darling,” Grant sighed. “And that’s not just because of that failed fundraiser regarding the Horseman Museum all those years ago.” 
 
    “Oh, man, I forgot about that,” Aubrey murmured. “That was completely disastrous.” 
 
    “It was,” Grant said with a smile. “But I have a brilliant solution to the whole matter.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked. “And what would that be?” 
 
    On paper, Grant was highly educated, but most of his important knowledge had come from deciphering and understanding old money. He knew how it thought and why it did what it did, which made him invaluable when dealing with certain clients, or more importantly, their families.  
 
    So I was totally expecting Grant to suggest another interview followed by a meeting with the MacIntrye representatives to broker a peace deal. 
 
    “Aubrey Pierce,” he asked and fluttered his eyelashes. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    For a second, the car went silent before Aubrey threw her head back and laughed harder than I’d ever heard her. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” she sputtered. “Grant, you’re going to make me cry.” 
 
    “So it’s a yes?” he asked and fluttered his lashes again. 
 
    “Oh, Grant Bates,” Aubrey said as she put both hands over her heart. “If I married you, I’m pretty sure my mom would forgive me for every sin I’ve ever committed. Though I should warn you that the wedding preparations will take years.” 
 
    “Well, I assumed they would,” Grant replied. “It’s not much fun if it’s just thrown together in a couple of months. And wouldn’t that set all the tongues wagging? They’ll wonder when I got you pregnant.” 
 
    “Maybe we should elope,” Aubrey said gleefully. 
 
    “We could get back on Sid’s plane and head to Vegas,” Grant suggested. “We should find that chapel where Elvis does the officiating.” 
 
    “Aren’t your families related somehow?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, probably,” Grant said with a wave of the hand. “But the same is probably true of my grandmother’s pool boy. These kinds of things just happen.” 
 
    “That they do,” Aubrey said and then sighed. “Anyway, Grant, if I ever need to save face for publicity purposes I’ll consider your proposal. But I’m trying to live my truth, and I have a feeling that a marriage of convenience will be going in the wrong direction for that.” 
 
    “Ah, well,” Grant sighed. “I did offer, and if you should change your mind before I walk down the aisle, I will always be available for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Grant,” Aubrey said and gave him a quick kiss on one check. “But I hardly think I’m your type.” 
 
    “You’re not,” he agreed. “I was only doing it for the money.” 
 
    The two of them burst into a fit of giggles that was even more impressive than the last one. Man, this way of life was miles away from mine, but I got a kick out of how self-aware they were about the whole thing. 
 
    “Oh, Grant, I missed you,” Aubrey said. “We used to have such fun in the Hamptons.” 
 
    “I know, baby, I know,” he said. “We black sheep had to stick together.” 
 
    “Is it true you’re a dancer now?” she asked. 
 
    “I am,” he said proudly. “Like you, I had a session with Ollie here, and after that, I realized I had to stick up for myself. I’ve been dancing ever since.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” she said and looked at me. “Though I’m guessing the Bates family wasn’t worried about what family secrets you might reveal.” 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Grant mused. “I’m afraid I don’t really know any. Once my democratic tendencies became evident, I wasn’t entrusted with many.” 
 
    “Wish I could say the same,” Aubrey said quietly. 
 
    “But you’re not a party girl anymore,” Grant said. “That has to count for something?” 
 
    “If I’m seen with Ollie, they’re not going to be happy,” Aubrey said. 
 
    Grant looked at me and snickered. 
 
    “You’re screwed, Ollie,” he said. “Those MacIntyres are going to orchestrate some kind of bizarre accident for you to die in. I hear they have a team of comedy writers who they take inspiration from, and they give it to your hit men. For all you know, you could be knocked off the balcony at a party by a flying rubber chicken.” 
 
    “Grant, that is wildly fucked up,” I said. “Aubrey Pierce is sitting right there.” 
 
    “But it’s true,” she said. “A lot of people in and around my family have died in weird accidents. Some of them really do sound like they were supposed to be the plot line in a bad sitcom.” 
 
    “But they don’t actually have a team of comedy writers who make up how their enemies are going to die, right?” I asked. 
 
    Aubrey just stared at me and smirked. 
 
    “Right?” I pressed. 
 
    “Oh, of course not,” she said with a giggle. “I was just trying to freak you out.” 
 
    “The MacIntyres can’t do anything right away, anyway,” Grant said. “It would look too suspicious, especially since Kenneth just got elected.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Aubrey said and nodded. “They’ll wait until you start to fade from the public’s imagination before they strike.” 
 
    “Good reason to keep doing those interviews,” Grant said and winked. 
 
    “Okay, my assassination aside,” I said and rolled my eyes. “What have you been up to since I left?” 
 
    “I’ve just been hungover in your house,” he said. 
 
    “But--” I started to say and then felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. 
 
    I’d put it on focus mode so that I didn’t get calls from any press people. This way, it would only ring if I had a call from Jackie, Masha, or Martha back at my practice. A quick glance at the screen showed it was Martha. 
 
    “Just a sec,” I said, and I picked up the call. “Hey Martha, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Well, the good news is that you’re in the news,” Martha almost sang down the phone. “Did you hear?” 
 
    “Yep, I’ve got an internet connection,” I laughed. “How are things back at the practice?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, time for the bad news,” she said with a nervous laugh. “Basically, New Leaf has been in touch. They’re moving forward with the motion to sue you for practicing medicine without a license.” 
 
    “Those fuckwits,” I snarled, and Aubrey shot me a look. “I mean, oh, gosh, sorry  that was kind of unprofessional…” 
 
    “Quite alright,” Martha replied. “I was thinking the exact same thing. They are fuckwits. But hey, we’re free of them! Or we will be once this is resolved. I’ve scheduled a meeting with our legal team next Tuesday to discuss what we need to do next.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “You’re a miracle worker, Martha.” 
 
    “Oh, coming from you?” she asked. “That’s quite the compliment. Get some rest. You deserve it after your little crisis management lesson in Las Vegas. Spend some time by the pool with those girls of yours.” 
 
    “I will,” I said with a laugh. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    I ended the call and sighed as I put my phone back in my pocket. I was really fucking pissed about this legal motion, especially because it was just them being petty. 
 
    I’d never ever personally stated that I was a medical doctor. The press might’ve dubbed me as one thing, but I’d never made the claim myself. I’d been very careful about that, and I was damn sure not going to go down because the morons at New Leaf were jealous. 
 
    “Something wrong, Ollie?” Aubrey asked.  
 
    “I guess you could say that,” I responded. “Basically, New Leaf, where I used to work and where I met Jackie, is suing me for taking all their clients. My method of healing was actually effective, and apparently, they care more about making a buck than they do about the actual welfare of their clients."
“So what’s the problem?” Grant asked. “It doesn’t sound like you did anything wrong. Imagine if Apple sued Samsung every time someone swapped an iPhone for a Galaxy.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Aubrey said. “It’s what the big guys do to the little guys all the time. It’s how they stay in business.” 
 
    “That might be true, but I’ve never been sued before,” I said. “It’s hard not to worry about it.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, really?” Aubrey asked as her eyes lit up with excitement. 
 
    “That’s… yeah, why do you look so happy about that?” I asked. 
 
    “We should get him a cake,” Grant said with a nod. “Ollie, you might not understand this, but this is your coming of age. Not only are you officially rich, you’re officially a hot shit dude with haters who are putting energy into your downfall. I suggest you enjoy the moment while they sink back into the sludge heap where they belong.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Aubrey said. “In my house, my dad was always fending off lawsuits. It’s a true initiation into the world of wealth. I say let them eat cake.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Grant said with a laugh. “And we should, too.” 
 
    “Chocolate, of course,” Aubrey said. 
 
    Grant pressed the button to the screen again, and it started to lift from the floor and suck right back into the ceiling of the car. 
 
    “I will be using that in the future,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, when you plan your world takeover,” Grant sighed. “Anyway, it looks like we’re back among Jackie’s groves.” 
 
    I looked out of the window and saw that we were pulling into the familiar gate that led to Jackie’s house. Even though I’d only been gone for around twenty-four hours, it felt like it had been a month. 
 
    “This place is beautiful,” Aubrey said as she looked out at the orange groves to either side of us. “I bet it smells amazing here, too.” 
 
    “Well, it certainly smells orangey,” Grant said.  
 
    “Why are you being so snarky?” I asked with a laugh. “Do you prefer the New York scent of hot piss on the sidewalk to the aroma of orange blossoms and lavender?”
“Well, I don’t miss the piss smell,” Grant sighed. “But the cigar bars, the roasted chestnuts in winter, the smell of the Hudson in the spring, all of it. I’m a city rat, Ollie, and sometimes I miss it out here.” 
 
    “But you just got back,” I said. 
 
    “I know,” he sighed. “But I’m a complicated character.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at my dramatic friend and shook my head as the SUV came to a stop in front of the house. I watched as the main door to the house opened, and my two girls were standing and waving to me. 
 
    “Olliieeeeeee!” Masha shouted as she jumped up and down. 
 
    Yep. We were home alright, and I’d never been happier to say those words. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Masha ran over to the big black SUV, and before I could make a move, she’d swung the door open. 
 
    “Oh,” she said as she took stock of Aubrey. “Hello, and very nice to meet you.”
Aubrey laughed nervously and unbuckled her seatbelt as she hopped out of the SUV. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, too,” she said and held out her hand for Masha to shake.  
 
    “Did Oliver save your life as well?” the gymnast asked as she pulled the other woman into a tight hug. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Aubrey managed to mutter. 
 
    “Masha, I think you’re going to choke all the air out of Aubrey,” I laughed. 
 
    “So sorry,” Masha said as she released the heiress. “But I’m always so happy to meet the people that Ollie has helped.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s nice,” Aubrey said as she took a deep breath. 
 
    “And sometimes I forget how strong I am,” Masha added. 
 
    Man, Masha was so hot. The fact that she didn’t even know the extent of her physical strength was so cool, too. Today, the gymnast was wearing ripped denim shorts that barely covered her ass and showed off her smooth, powerful legs. Her perky breasts were barely covered by a black halter sports bra with silver stripes. She looked like an ancient Greek goddess, though she was definitely more kick-ass than any of the ones I remembered. 
 
    “So, this is Aubrey Pierce,” I said. 
 
    “We are glad that you’re here,” Masha told Aubrey. 
 
    “I’m glad to be here,” Aubrey said with a smile. 
 
    “Come on guys, move it,” Grant groaned. “I need to use the facilities!” 
 
    That was enough to move the women away from the SUV so Grant and I could climb out. I slammed the door shut behind us, and the SUV started to roll away to wherever it lived, which I still hadn’t figured out. 
 
    “Ollie!” I heard a familiar voice sing, and a moment later, Jackie launched herself in my direction. 
 
    I’d gotten better at this, but I always liked a challenge. I held my arms out as the gorgeous redhead sailed toward me and fastened her grip around my neck.  
 
    “Caught you,” I said into her ear, and I gave her a big kiss on the neck. 
 
    Jackie was in typical vintage attire. She was wearing a white halter top that I knew for a fact was from the 1970s, because she’d bought it out of the trunk of an old hippie who had absolutely no idea who she was. She was also wearing a long black skirt with big, sequin sunflowers that glittered in the California sunlight.  
 
    Who would’ve thought that I would have both a tough-love athlete and a free-flowing musical hippie as my companions? I really got the best of the best.  
 
    “We were so worried about you,” Jackie said as I plopped her back on the ground. “And you know, before the FBI actually descended on the Bellagio, I’m pretty sure the label people almost came here to strangle me to death for causing such a stir.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad they didn’t,” I said. “There would’ve been hell to pay if they tried.” 
 
    Now that I was back in the arms of my girls, I was feeling powerful. Nothing could get by Oliver Hansel. 
 
    Jackie took a few steps back and looked over at Aubrey, who seemed kind of shy now that she was around strangers while sober. She drew circles with her feet and twisted her blonde hair around her finger like a schoolgirl. 
 
    “Are you Aubrey Pierce?” Jackie asked, and she went over to the American heiress. “Welcome to my home.” 
 
    “That’s the one,” Grant answered for her. “From the most fucked-up family in America.”
“Oh, my God, Grant, shut up,” Jackie said with an eye roll. “It’s amazing to meet you, Aubrey.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jackie,” Aubrey said, and they took each other’s hands. “I’ve been a fan of your music for so long. In some of my darkest days, I would always put on your songs and get lost in my headphones. I can’t believe that I actually get to meet you in real life.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I get to meet you as well,” Jackie giggled. “And that Ollie saved your life, too.” 
 
    “I think you’ll find you have a lot of company soon,” Grant said. “Ollie saved a lot of lives, thanks to his superhero antics. He’s not just a hero for the elite anymore, he’s a hero for the people, too.” 
 
    “Good,” Masha said as she swept her dark hair out of her face. “I hate to share him with so many people, but no one else can do what he does.” 
 
    “He really is one of a kind,” Jackie sighed, and she did a little twirl. 
 
    “Well, I’m not so sure how I feel about the general public getting a piece of Ollie,” Grant chuckled. “But I suppose I can deal with him being celebrated for his talents.” 
 
    “Speaking of the general public,” Jackie started. “You’re kind of hot shit right now. It’s both a good and a bad thing, because on the one hand you’re an American Hero who stopped hundreds of people dying…” 
 
    “And on the bad hand, you are a Rasputin,” Masha said with a shrug.  
 
    I sighed. These people were never happy. Even though I’d prevented a major assault on American soil, I was still labeled as a dangerous sex cult fiend who used mind control to keep his supporters in line. 
 
    “Why can’t they just leave me to be rich and cool in peace?” I groaned. 
 
    “You know that isn’t how this world works, Ollie,” Grant said. “As long as you’re hot shit, you have to pay the piper, and that means tabloid coverage twenty-four seven.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” Aubrey murmured. 
 
    “And they have a lot to talk about right now,” Jackie added. “Because you know, if you predicted the events today for real, which you did, then you have special powers. But if you have special powers, they’re just going to hound you for being a freak.” 
 
    "And a sex cult leader,” Aubrey added, and I frowned at her. “Sorry… I just think it’s funny. Come on, I’ve been labeled a crazy freak for years by the public and my family alike, so I can laugh about this kind of thing.” 
 
    “Of course we can,” Grant replied. “Because we’re laughing all the way to the bank.” 
 
    Grant had a pretty brazen attitude toward being in the top one percent of the world’s wealth. It was the kind of thing that I would’ve found obnoxious back when I was a gardener, but he was charming enough to pull it off. 
 
    Plus, I was part of the club now, and it was like living in a completely different universe. I’d always been around wealth at New Leaf, but now I felt like I had been initiated into some kind of secret clan with bizarre powers, even when I wasn’t hopping in and out of other people’s dreams. 
 
    “Let’s go out back,” Jackie said, and I snapped out of my daydreaming. “I’ll get Doris to bring out some iced tea.”
“Sounds delightful,” Grant said with a yawn. “Dare I even say, a bit June Cleaver?” 
 
    Masha and I exchanged eye rolls as Grant followed Jackie back inside.  
 
    “She’ll make him pay for that,” Masha said. 
 
    “Probably,” I agreed. “If anything, she’s more Carol Brady.” 
 
    We both laughed, and then started toward the house. I felt Masha snake her hand around my waist, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I motioned Aubrey to follow us. I was amazed that she still acted like a shy schoolgirl, but she hurried after us like she was more afraid of being left behind. 
 
    “We were so worried about you, Ollie,” Masha murmured. “You have been working too hard. We don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “I’ll be just fine, Masha,” I replied. 
 
    Before I had discovered that I could jump into dreams, I thought the hardest thing about work was just keeping my brain occupied while I did the same thing all day. Sure, I loved caring for flowers and plants and everything that involved, but it was also way too easy to slip into a rut, especially since I had worked on the same gardens day after day. 
 
    But being a dream healer was difficult in ways I never imagined. I was putting my life on the line every single time I was in a dream. I’d come back with plenty of bruises and gashes after many of my dream adventures, and while I always tried to be careful, it wasn’t always possible to avoid a fight or a fall. And I could certainly never say that I’d fallen into a rut. 
 
    “What a gorgeous evening,” I said as we stepped back outside onto the patio. “And with the best company, too.” 
 
    “These are the days when I know there’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” Masha replied. 
 
    “Grab a seat,” Jackie said and waved us to the chairs. 
 
    Masha and Aubrey both sat down, but I felt my phone buzz again before I could plant myself. I sighed, pulled out my phone, and saw that it was Martha again. 
 
    “Just a moment,” I said and then headed to the orange tree where I’d taken the call from Sid. 
 
    “Hey there, Martha,” I said. “What’s up? Did the legal team get in touch with you already?” 
 
    “Hey, Ollie,” Martha replied. “I’m sorry I keep bothering you after such a busy day.” 
 
    “You can bother me all you want, Martha,” I laughed. 
 
    Even if this was about getting sued, I didn’t care. I felt ten times more confident after what Grant and Aubrey had said in the back of the car, though it was an initiation I could have done without. Still, if New Leaf was dumb enough to go after me, I’d make sure they regretted it. 
 
    “Here’s the situation,” Martha said. “And don’t worry, it’s a good one. Basically, your schedule is all booked up until the end of the year. So far, I’m giving you one client per day, minus weekends and holidays, obviously. Now, you’re welcome to change that if you want, and of course, you’ll probably want to take some vacation days at some point. It’ll be easy enough to move some people around if we have to… of course, we don’t want to have too many days where you do more than a dream or two a day, so--” 
 
    “Did you just say I’m booked for the rest of the year?” I asked in disbelief. “How is that even possible?” 
 
    “You’re on the national news, Ollie,” Martha laughed. “All the important people have had their representatives calling all day. Do you have any idea how much money we’re talking about?” 
 
    For a second, I tried to do some mental math, but my brain was fried. I’d practically been doing physical and mental gymnastics all day, and I couldn’t be bothered with any more calculating. 
 
    “Seven billion dollars?” I suggested in a tired voice. 
 
    “Oliver Hansel, American Hero and comedian extraordinaire,” she gasped and then chuckled. “No, I’m going to have to disappoint you if you think it’s that much. But it’s a nice sum. We’re looking at about fifteen million before tax.” 
 
    I almost stopped breathing. Fifteen million dollars in less than half a year? 
 
    It was completely surreal. Before I’d gotten into this, that type of money was just something to speculate about. Something that other people had. But now I could get my own place for sure, and it would be plain sailing. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I eventually responded. “That’s a lot of dough.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “No worries about how you’ll pay for those legal fees now.” 
 
    “I don’t care about that anymore,” I said. “I just want to rub their faces in it.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” Martha said. “Just between you and me, I don’t see New Leaf pursuing this much longer. You’re too popular right now, and you’ve got some powerful names in your corner. If they want to stay in business, they’ll back off.” 
 
    “You sound like a member of the mafia,” I laughed. 
 
    “When you’ve been around as long as I have, you learn a few things,” she said.
“That’s why I love you, Martha,” I said. “Why don’t you take the rest of the day off? We can figure out the schedule tomorrow. And we can talk about the raise you’re getting.” 
 
    “Aw, thanks, Ollie,” she said with a laugh. “I’ll speak to you soon.” 
 
    She hung up before I could say good-bye, but I barely noticed. All I could see were giant dollar signs, and I suddenly felt like a cartoon character.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” I called out as I ran to the pool. “Guess what?” 
 
    “You’ve been called on commission to take care of some ailing Swedish princess who has nightmares about sheep eating her hair?” Grant said without missing a beat. 
 
    “Jeez, Grant,” Aubrey said. “Where does this shit come from?” 
 
    “I’m very precocious,” Grant insisted, and he took a loud sip of iced tea. 
 
    “Sorry, no princesses,” I laughed. “In fact, there’s no travel in my foreseeable future.” 
 
    “Good,” Masha added as she leaned back and lifted an eyebrow. “I’m sick of the people calling you today. You need to rest.” 
 
    “What’s the news, Ollie?” Jackie said with a radiant smile. “You’re obviously very excited, even if there isn’t any travel involved.” 
 
    “No biggie,” I said as I tried to act cool. “But I’m booked for the rest of the year, and I’m about to be rich as balls.” 
 
    “How rich are balls?” Masha asked, but Jackie started clapping her hands. 
 
    “That’s amazing, Ollie,” the red-haired beauty giggled, and then she stood up and gave me a hug.
Her skin was impossibly soft, and it smelled like lavender oil, sunscreen, and sweet tea from her neck. My girls really were heavenly, and it was hard as hell to let go when she stepped back. 
 
    “I’m glad that you’ve finally reached the noble distinction of being rich as balls,” Grant said. “Because I just received this from my neighbor, Jane Randitch.” 
 
    “Another listing?” Masha said as she peered over his shoulder at his phone. “So many options, Ollie.” 
 
    “And I fucking love it,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    Grant stood up and swaggered over with the phone in hand. 
 
    “Take a gander at this, miracle boy,” he said, and he handed the phone to me. “Swipe over the next five pictures. I think you’ll get a kick out of it.” 
 
    “Jeez,” I muttered as I scrolled through the images. 
 
    This house couldn’t have been farther away from the white, island-inspired house that Jackie’s label manager Kaitlin had showed me. Instead, this one looked like it had been dropped into LA from a Disney movie. 
 
    It had pleasant brown bricks and arch-shaped windows with a tiled roof and two spires jutting from either side. There were vines growing down the front of the house, and they extended to a beautiful front lawn bordered by every type of herb that I could imagine. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. “Looks like it’s from Beauty and the Beast or something.” 
 
    “Jane Randitch is an animator,” he said. “She designed the house herself, but now she’s sick of it. She wants to actually go and live in Europe rather than her LA replica.”
“This is so weird,” I said and shook my head. “I had no idea there were all these crazy houses out there, but I guess you can buy any type of house in LA.” 
 
    “As long as you have the money,” Grant added. 
 
    “Because you people have no history,” Masha shrugged. “You can create anything you want.” 
 
    “Umm, I’ll have you know that we have a long and storied history, Masha,” Aubrey laughed, and then she bumped fists with Grant.  
 
    I swiped through more photos of a pond-style swimming pool with a deck in the back and a large trampoline that had been set into the ground. 
 
    “A trampoline?” I asked. “Does she have kids?” 
 
    “Trampolines are wonderful,” Masha said.
“Just swipe to the kitchen,” Grant said. “It’s berserk.”
I swiped over to the next picture to find a completely dragon-fly themed kitchen. The wallpaper had dragonflies on it as well as the cupboards, and wooden dragonflies hung from the ceiling. 
 
    “Cute,” I said. “But I’m not sure I could live with that for very long. I like dragonflies, but I don’t want them on everything.” 
 
    I swiped to the next photo, which was a selfie of Grant with four muscly guys with short haircuts, very white teeth, and identical blue sparkling leotards. 
 
    “Umm, nice rehearsal shots,” I said, and Grant snatched the phone out of my hands. 
 
    “Those are private,” he mumbled, and shoved the phone back in his pocket. “So, now you’ve got two killer properties to choose from. You can either go to the Greek island with a medieval garden or take up this Disney fantasy.” 
 
    “Those are two very different options,” I said. “But I don’t think either one is quite right for me.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find something,” Jackie said.  
 
    “And don’t forget, you can always do a reno,” Grant said. “You can get rid of the dragonflies and go with something more modern.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I said as I sat down.  
 
    I didn’t want to have a single coherent thought for the rest of the day. I just wanted to vegetate in the beautiful California sunlight and reap the benefits of my rewards. 
 
    “There’s some real potential in this place,” Grant said after a few minutes of silence. 
 
    “Are you her real estate agent now?” Masha asked. 
 
    “Sorry,” he replied. “I just get excited when someone’s ready to make a big purchase. I like to live vicariously for those moments.” 
 
    “I can’t see Ollie in a Disney set piece,” Aubrey replied.  
 
    “I’m sure the right place will come along,” I said. 
 
    “But I’ll miss having you here,” Jackie sighed. “And I don’t care if the press is claiming this is now some cult compound.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I said with a laugh. “Let them eat cake.” 
 
    Aubrey winked at me, and I felt a flush of heat down my back. I didn’t want to think like a cult leader, but the girls seemed to like her, and I couldn’t argue with another friend joining us. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” Grant muttered, and his eyes practically bounced out of his head as he stared at his phone. “I was meant to be in rehearsal an hour ago. Oh, dear God, I’m such an idiot.” 
 
    “Your commitment is everything, Grant,” Masha said with a nod. “You must stay disciplined. That’s what my instructors always told me, and it’s wisdom that I am now bestowing upon you.” 
 
    “Oh, stop, Masha, I’m no Olympian,” Grant said. “But I’m in charge of the rehearsals for Blake Courtney’s new music video all weekend. How dumb am I?” 
 
    “You want me to answer that?” Jackie asked with a swish of her red mane. 
 
    “No, I’d rather you didn’t,” he answered with a lifted eyebrow. “Okay, girls and Ollie. I’ll see you on the flipside.” 
 
    Masha waved, and Aubrey blew a kiss at him as he danced around the pool and disappeared back into the house. 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It was approaching golden hour, and the light was absolutely perfect. 
 
    “So, Aubrey, you’re welcome to stay here tonight,” I heard Jackie say. “We’ve got plenty of room for you, and you won’t have to pay some ridiculous fee for trying to get a room at the last minute.” 
 
    “That would be amazing,” Aubrey replied. “You know, this is a real Godsend for me. My family are going to give me hell because of how much I’ve been hanging out with Ollie, so you know…” 
 
    “My family are also difficult,” Masha agreed. “If I did not do a headstand every day, they would become angry with me.” 
 
    “Jeez,” Aubrey said. “Well, they’ve never forced me to do a headstand. Only, like, long-standing psychological abuse…” 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked out at the three beauties in front of me. Maybe I really had died and gone to heaven. 
 
    “Ah, he’s awake,” Masha said when she caught my eye. “We were talking all about you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t even asleep,” I said and crossed my arms. “So I know exactly what you were saying.” 
 
    Masha looked at me and bit her bottom lip. I felt a warm rush down my torso at how good she looked. I knew she wanted me, and I wanted her just as much. 
 
    “I’m so glad that Ollie changed your life as well, Aubrey,” Jackie said, and my attention snapped to her. “He’s made a world of difference to us.” 
 
    Aubrey’s glance lingered between Masha and Jackie. I knew that she had a slight inkling of our unconventional relationship from the fact that we were all living together in Jackie’s house. Also, the press was happy to reprint all sorts of stories about what we were all doing in the house, so there wasn’t much point in denying it. 
 
    “You should’ve seen me before Ollie found me,” Aubrey laughed. “I looked like a rapper’s hype man. I’d spent about five days on the Vegas strip in a giant stupor. I was a total mess, basically.” 
 
    “Honey, I’ve been there,” Jackie giggled. 
 
    The beautiful, ginger-haired pop star leaned over to Aubrey and pushed her hair out of her face. She smiled for a moment before looking at me. 
 
    “We’ve all been there,” Masha said softly, and she took my hand. 
 
    I felt a warm rush race up my arm and make my neck tingle. I was starting to get the impression that she wanted me just as much as I wanted her. 
 
    “Ollie,” Jackie said, and her sky-blue eyes met mine. “Isn’t Aubrey beautiful?” 
 
    My cock twitched in my pants, and I took a deep breath. 
 
    “She’s very beautiful,” I said. 
 
    Aubrey’s cheeks flushed pink, which made her blue eyes pop. She parted her lips ever so slightly and batted her dark eyelashes. 
 
    “Thank you Ollie,” Aubrey said in a low voice. “You know, I think you’re really hot, too. I’ve wanted you since the moment we stepped out of my dream, but… we were kind of busy.” 
 
    Damn. I’d thought that she wanted me, but there hadn’t been time to do anything about it. Between my all-night nap and our race to save the Bellagio, I hadn’t been able to ask what she wanted. 
 
    “I felt the same way,” I murmured. “But I wanted to keep it professional since you were still in my care.” 
 
    Masha dug her nails into my hand slightly, and I gasped. Fuck, it felt so good to be surrounded by my girls. 
 
    “I felt like I was a completely new woman after that last dream,” she said. “And I just wanted to keep that feeling.” 
 
    “That’s how I felt,” Masha said, and she nodded in agreement. “Ollie’s the best.”
“He is,” Jackie murmured, and she started to trace her arm up and down Aubrey’s freckled arm. 
 
    “One of the first things I did after the session was take a shower,” Aubrey said. “For the first time in a long time, I really felt clean, and I wished that you were in there with me. In the shower, with the steam surrounding us. I wanted to feel you washing everything off of my body.”  
 
    Oh, shit. That was hot as fuck. By now, my cock was rock hard in my pants and there was nothing that I wanted to do more than take Aubrey right then and there. 
 
    And by the looks of things, it seemed like Masha and Jackie wanted that as well. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Masha said, and she threw me a devilish grin.  
 
    “Yeah?” I asked as I felt a smirk creep across my face. “And what would that be?” 
 
    “We have a pool right here,” she said and nodded toward the sparkling water. “It may not be steaming, but it’s warm. And there’s room for all of us. Why don’t we go skinny dipping?” 
 
    Damn. That was a good idea if I ever heard one. 
 
    “How do you feel about that, Aubrey?” Jackie giggled at our new companion. “Does that sound fun to you?” 
 
    “Oh, I know fun,” Aubrey said. “And that sounds like a whole lot of fun to me.”
It may have been a crazy day, but I had a feeling that our night had only just begun. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Masha stood up and the sun glistened against her gorgeous tanned skin. She looked directly at me as she started to pull off her black and silver sports bra, and I could barely keep myself from salivating over her. 
 
    Her round, perky breasts bounced out of her top, and with one fell swoop she cast the sports bra behind her, where it plopped down gracefully into the pool. 
 
    “Ten,” Jackie giggled, and Masha shot her a look. 
 
    “What,” Masha started. “My technique, or my body?” 
 
    “Both,” Aubrey answered, and she and Jackie burst into a fit of giggles. 
 
    I stood up as well. Then, I ripped my top off and looked over at the other two girls, who were still sitting on the wicker lawn chairs while they played with each other’s hair.  
 
    “Come on ladies,” I said. “You don’t want to be the last ones in the water, do you?”  
 
    “No way,” Aubrey said as she clambered out of her chair. “I’ve got a competitive streak, and there’s no way that you guys are going to beat me at this one.”
“Be my guest,” I laughed. 
 
    A competition over which one of these gorgeous ladies who were all into me could undress the fastest? Now that was an Olympic sport that I could get behind in a second. 
 
    “I want to help,” Jackie said, and she circled her arms around Aubrey’s waist. 
 
    She pulled her blouse out of her pants and started to run her hands up and down her skin underneath. 
 
    “Mmmm…” she moaned, and the gorgeous redhead bit her lip. “Your skin is so soft, Aubrey.” 
 
    This was hot as fuck. I felt overjoyed that not only did I find Aubrey to be beautiful as hell, but the other girls seemed more than happy to welcome her. 
 
    And so what? Just because there were a few more of us than a usual couple didn’t mean that we were a cult. I knew the truth. I knew that they were just really grateful for everything I’d done for them, and that we all had a beautiful relationship because of it. 
 
    I watched as Jackie slowly lifted Aubrey’s blouse over her head. A flush of heat ran down my cock as Jackie revealed Aubrey’s beautiful, tan form. 
 
    Her shoulders were slight and defined, and I could see her collarbones peeping out from under her perfect, tanned skin. Her breasts and upper arms were covered with a light smattering of freckles that reminded me of the carefree girl in the dream.  
 
    She had large, sun-kissed breasts with light pink nipples that I wanted to run my mouth over and suck on. 
 
    “Aubrey,” Jackie said as she bit her lip. “You’re so beautiful. And how on Earth do you get to look like this with no tan lines?” 
 
    “I have a private spot on the roof of the hotel in Vegas,” she said as she shot a look at me with her light blue eyes. “Out of the eye of the public. I always sunbathe in the nude.” 
 
    “That’s so risky,” I replied. “A little rebel. I love it.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked. “I thought that you’d cured me of being a party girl. You’re saying you could still abide by me sunbathing in the nude if I want to?” 
 
    “I’d love nothing more,” I growled, and I felt a hand snake around my neck. 
 
    I turned around to find Masha, who had completely stripped down. I felt my cock throb as I gazed upon her perfect, hairless body.  
 
    “Mmmmm,” she said, and she tightened her arms around my neck and practically put me in a chokehold. “We’re keeping you right here.” 
 
    I reached behind me and felt for Masha’s perfectly round ass. Her skin was smooth and creamy, and I took both of her cheeks in my hand and squeezed them. 
 
    “Oh,” she moaned into my ear.  
 
    It was like a sensory picnic. I could hear and touch Masha while I was watching Aubrey and Jackie undress each other. Sex with multiple women had been the greatest revelation of my life as a dream healer, and I was more and more grateful every day that the girls were so down with it, too. 
 
    Aubrey looked down into Jackie’s eyes and swept her ginger hair out of her face. 
 
    “I’ve never kissed a girl before,” the heiress said, and she shot a look at me. “But there’s a first time for everything, I guess.” 
 
    “Let me help you,” Jackie said, and she looked into Aubrey’s eyes and bit her lower lip. 
 
    Masha’s hand trailed down my chest, over my abs, and then she started to massage my cock through my pants. I leaned back into her grasp and felt the hot waves of pleasure rise up my body. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned as I watched Aubrey remove Jackie’s white halter top over her head.  
 
    The pop star’s pale breasts bounced out of her shirt, and she was left with just the long, flowing sunflower skirt covering her legs. 
 
    Okay. This wasn’t a cult, but Jackie sure did look like a hippie goddess. She started to shrug out of her skirt and dropped it by her ankles to reveal her perfectly smooth, curvaceous ass. She wasn’t wearing any panties at all, and I hadn’t known this whole time. 
 
    “So you like going commando?” Aubrey asked as she started to pull off her pants. 
 
    “I do,” Jackie said with a wink in my direction. 
 
    Aubrey shrugged off her pants to reveal a light pink thong that split her fleshy, tanned ass. I loved the fact that she liked to sunbathe naked. I loved the fact that she used to be a crazy party girl and that she’d stopped thanks to me.
Life was fucking amazing. 
 
    “Last one in the pool loses the Olympics,” Masha said quickly, and she tore her hands away from my member and raced over to the pool. 
 
    “Fuck,” Aubrey replied, and suddenly her eyes lit up as she quickly stripped out of her thong. She raced over to the pool and threw a mischievous glance at me before launching off the side and plopping in right after Masha. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Jackie murmured with a tone of false sadness before making her way over to me. “It looks like I don’t win this time. 
 
    I felt pinned in place as I looked over her insanely hot body. I hadn’t been gone a long time, but I’d sure missed the comfort of my women. I felt instantly at home as I watched the sun light up her delicate curves so that she practically glowed in the golden hour light. 
 
    “You look amazing,” I said, and she bit her lip at me.  
 
    “Yeah?” she asked before cocking her head.  
 
    Jackie stopped in place and crossed her arms, which squeezed her tits and made it look like she was wearing a corset. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Better than in my memory.” 
 
    “Well, this is what you’re missing when you’re away working so hard,” she said with a giggle, and paced further toward me. 
 
    “Come on, Jackie,” I heard Masha say, and I looked down into the pool, where the two girls were splashing each other and laughing.  
 
    “Yeah, Jackie,” I growled, and in one sudden movement I went straight for the smoking hot pop star and swept her off her feet. 
 
    “Ollieeeee,” she squealed as I slung her over my shoulder and carried her to the pool. 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “The other girls hopped right in, and it looks like you’ve lost this round. Sorry, Jackie, but this is what happens when you lose.” 
 
    The feeling of her toned, naked body against my grip was intoxicating, but I was having just too much fun. I took her in both hands and swung her into the pool while Aubrey and Masha went wild with laughter. 
 
    Jackie landed with a giant splash, and the other girls ducked out of the way. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” she said when she surfaced.  
 
    Masha held out her hands and waved her perfectly-manicured black fingernails at me. 
 
    “Come on, Ollie,” she said with a pout. “We’ve waited so long for you, and now you won’t even come and swim with us. 
 
    I looked down at the three beauties, and I felt like I was being enticed to my death by three gorgeous sirens. But I knew that if I had been a sailor and they were my sirens, I would’ve been an idiot to say no. 
 
    “Come on, Ollie,” Aubrey said with a laugh. “Don’t you want to have fun with us?” 
 
    I reached down and unzipped my pants. 
 
    “Yes,” Jackie said. “It’s only fair that we finally get to see you naked. We’ve waited so long.” 
 
    “Now you’re making me self-conscious,” I laughed. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Aubrey said. “I’ve had the hots for you ever since I woke up with you next to me.” 
 
    I finally kicked off my boxers to reveal my rock-hard, throbbing cock. 
 
    “Looks like you’re happy to see us,” Jackie said as she bit her lip. “But could you help me with this?” 
 
    “Help you with what?” I asked, and I took her elegant, outstretched hand. 
 
    I should’ve known that she’d pull me right into the pool. 
 
    I hit the cold, refreshing water with a loud splash, and even under the water, I could hear the laughs of all the women around me. I opened my eyes for a brief second and gazed on Aubrey’s toned and tanned body, which was surrounded by a flurry of bubbles. She was gorgeous. 
 
    When I emerged from the water I took a deep breath. I felt like all my muscles had relaxed and that the day’s drama was slowly washing off of me. 
 
    “Fuck,” I sighed and felt an arm stretch around my torso. 
 
    Aubrey was staring up at me with big, sexy eyes while she bit her lip. She reached down and started to play with my member under the water. 
 
    “Oh,” I murmured as her hand made her way up and down the shaft of my cock.  
 
    The water might’ve been cool and refreshing, but my whole body was heating up like a furnace. I wanted Aubrey so fucking bad, and now I got to have her. 
 
    “You’re so big,” she murmured, and she leaned in and started to bite at my collarbone. “I love the feeling of your cock in my grip. I’ve wanted to fuck you for so long now.” 
 
    Man, this was hot as hell. I felt the sun beat down on my back and thought about what a perfect moment this was. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Jackie murmured as she swam over.  
 
    The pop star latched onto my other side and started to play with my ear with her tongue. I almost gasped with pleasure as a warm jolt of adrenaline raced from my ear down my body. My senses were completely overwhelmed in the best way possible, while Aubrey continued to tug at my cock the tips of her teeth grazed my chest. 
 
    “You’re so hard,” Aubrey said. “God, I love your cock.” 
 
    “I want to watch you fuck Aubrey,” Jackie murmured into my ear before nibbling at my earlobe. “Do you want to do that for me?” 
 
    “I want to watch you fuck Aubrey, too,” Masha said as she swam over to the three of us. 
 
    Masha’s tits bobbed in the water before she placed her feet firmly on the floor of the pool and stood upright. She slicked her hair back with the water from the pool and revealed her perfectly round tits. Water droplets slid down her perfectly tanned skin, and the light of the sun bounced off every curve of her muscular body. 
 
    “Do you want to fuck me?” Aubrey asked, and she looked up at me and pouted. “Because I really, really want to feel you inside me.” 
 
    I felt like all the blood in my body had raced to my cock, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. I reached down and cupped her soft, freckled breast in my hand. Then I ventured to one of her hard, wet nipples and squeezed it between my fingers. 
 
    “Oh,” she cried, and her mouth formed a perfect ‘O’ shape. 
 
     She closed her eyes, and I took her by the bottom of her chin and guided her further out of the water. Her eyes flew open, and strands of wet blonde hair stuck to her face and plump lips. She looked up at me, and I caught a glimpse of her perfect, wet torso before I held her face close to mine. 
 
    “Of course I want to fuck you,” I murmured.  
 
    She gasped, and I could feel the heat of her breath against my wet mouth. I squeezed her chin tighter in my hand and looked down at her face before kissing her on the mouth. 
 
    I felt jolts of pleasure race down my spine as she kissed me back while massaging my cock. Her warm tongue glided over my teeth and started to tease my tongue back. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” she said with a giggle and pulled away for a second. "You know, maybe you didn’t turn me into such a good girl after all…" 
 
    “That’s my curse,” I said, and I slid my arm around her soft waist and pulled her in closer to me. 
 
    I reached down and traced my fingers over her ribs, abs, and bellybutton before reaching her pussy. 
 
    “Oh,” she gasped into my ear as I started to play with her folds with my fingers. 
 
    “Do you like how that feels?” I murmured into her ear. 
 
    “Yes,” she gasped, and I clutched her even closer to me. 
 
    I squeezed her ass and felt my cock grow harder as she gasped into my ear. 
 
    “Ollie,” she murmured. “Fuck, you feel so good.” 
 
    I massaged the folds of her pussy and felt my cock harden even more as she breathed down my neck. She was so fucking hot, I needed to take her right now, so I took her by the waist and pulled her in closer. She straddled her legs around me, and I started to guide my cock around her wet folds. 
 
    “Fuck,” I murmured as my cock touched her warm pussy.  
 
    I’d never had sex underwater like this before, but I couldn’t wait to try it out. She wrapped her legs around me, and I guided my cock into her warm, tight hole. As my member slid into her tunnel, she tightened her legs around me even more and moaned. 
 
    “Oh, Ollie,” she murmured, and I took both her asscheeks in my hands and started to press my cock even deeper into her. 
 
    “Fuck,” I murmured as I pulled myself deeper into her warm, ridged tunnel. 
 
    Her pussy was so tight that I felt like I was being cushioned in pure warmth. Electric jolts of pleasure raced up my spine as I pulled her in even more and fucked her harder. I tightened my grip around her warm, fleshy ass and felt the heat of her skin as she wrapped her arms around me and begged for more. 
 
    “Ollie,” she moaned into my ear. “Fuck, you feel so good inside me.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I gasped in her ear, and I traced my tongue from the bottom of her neck up to her earlobe. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” she moaned, and she started to bite at my collarbones. 
 
    “You’re so good at fucking Aubrey,” Jackie whispered in my ear. 
 
    The sun was setting, and the pop star glowed like a sexy mermaid in the orange light, and I was reminded of the wet-look dress that she’d worn to the VMAs. If the people thought she looked good in that, then they had no idea just how fucking smoking she looked without anything on at all. I was a lucky man, and I wasn’t going to forget it.
I felt hands on my neck, and another mouth started to bite at my shoulders. 
 
    “Ollie,” Masha murmured. “We want you so much.” 
 
    Aubrey tightened her grip around me as I pressed deeper and deeper into her. I began to feel my body practically radiate with lust, and I wanted to fuck her as hard as I could. 
 
    “Aubrey,” I growled into her ear. “You feel fucking amazing. You’re so fucking tight.” 
 
    I began to feel her pussy contract around my cock and squeeze me in even tighter. Even though my feet were planted on the floor of the pool, I felt like I was floating in some kind of sexual abyss. 
 
    “Ollie,” the heiress gasped as she dug her nails into my neck.  
 
    I could feel Masha biting and licking my shoulders as well, and my senses were completely overwhelmed in the best way possible. 
 
    “Aubrey,” I breathed into her ear. “Are you going to come for me?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she moaned, and she clutched me even tighter. 
 
    “I want you to make Aubrey cum,” Masha whispered in my ear, and I fucked the American heiress even harder. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I groaned as I felt a warm knot of pleasure move from the base of my abdomen to my cock. Her pussy tightened around me, and she felt fucking amazing. 
 
    “I’m going to come,” she moaned into my ear, and I grabbed her ass and fucked her as hard as I could. 
 
    I pumped faster and faster inside her before feeling the warm pleasure radiating in my cock. I had to release everything inside her. She felt so good that I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “I’m going to cum in you,” I said, and she gasped underneath me. “Come for me, Aubrey…” 
 
    “I’m… I’m coming,” she moaned. 
 
    I felt my cock practically explode with pleasure as I pumped deeper and deeper inside her and released everything that I had into her warm, wet hole. I felt her pussy tighten around me and her legs shake as she moaned into my ear. 
 
    “Ollie, Olliieeee,” she sighed.  
 
    I breathed heavily into her and pumped into her slower and slower as she took in all of my juices. I waited for a second before pulling away and looking down at the now pink-faced Aubrey Pierce. 
 
    “Fuck,” she finally said after a few deep, confused breaths. “You’re so good at that. I feel like I’m floating on cloud nine.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked with a laugh.  
 
    Aubrey detached from me and maintained eye contact as she slowly floated to the surface of the water. Her long, blonde hair splayed to the side, and she eventually closed her eyes as her body bobbed and floated in the pool. 
 
    I looked at her exposed body. Her soft pink nipples still stood upright from the cold of the water, and I gazed at her pink, juicy pussy. 
 
    I couldn’t believe that I’d gotten to fuck all of that. 
 
    “Ollieee,” I heard a familiar voice sing, and I whipped around to find Masha sitting by the edge of the pool. 
 
    Small droplets of water raced down her shoulders and her tits, and she sloshed her delicate feet in the water. 
 
    “Why’re you all the way out there?” I asked, and I edged over to the side of the pool. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she responded with a shrug. “Guess I just felt like it.” 
 
    She lifted a dark eyebrow and gave me an intense look as she parted her legs to reveal her warm, wet pussy lips. She looked so juicy and delicious, there was no way I could resist her. 
 
    I began to feel my cock swell from arousal once again, even though I’d just fucked Aubrey to my heart’s content. Still, I had three women now who I had to please, and I was never one to disappoint 
 
    So I swam over to the side of the pool and put my face between her legs. Then, I looked up at the tanned, dark-haired beauty, whose tits swayed above me. God, I loved Masha from this angle. 
 
    “Is that an invitation?” I asked, and my gaze trailed down from her tits to her muscular abs to her soft, juicy pussy. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said with a smile. 
 
    I felt a smile creep across my lips as well as I took both of the gymnast’s legs in my hands. Then, I lowered my mouth to her pussy and teased the very tip of her folds with my tongue. 
 
    “Oh,” she gasped, and her hands made their way to the top of my head. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” I said into her pussy, which tasted amazing. 
 
    “Yes,” she moaned, and she pushed my face deeper into her slit. 
 
    I swept my tongue up her wet, slippery folds and massaged her lips. Her grip fastened around my hair as I pleasured her with my mouth and listened to her moan. 
 
    “Ollie,” she gasped, and she started to move her hips against my tongue. “Oh, fuck.”
Her juices tasted fucking amazing. I pulled her in closer as she rubbed herself against me and tugged at my hair. I loved that I had the power to make her squirm underneath me, and I could feel her legs begin to shake by my hand. 
 
    “That’s so hot,” I heard Jackie say, and her arms circled around my waist. She traced all the way down from my abs to my now hard cock, and started to massage my member under the water. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I groaned as she moved her hand back and forth across my cock. 
 
    I sucked and licked at Masha’s pussy while Jackie massaged my cock and nibbled at my back. 
 
    “You’re so good at fucking us, Ollie,” Jackie murmured. “It turns me on so much.”
Masha pressed my face deeper into her mound until she was shaking and moaning so much that she couldn’t take it.
“Ollie, I’m going to come,” the gymnast moaned. “Yes, yes…”
Jackie continued to tug at my cock as I felt Masha’s legs shake around me. I loved the taste of her juices as she came on my tongue. 
 
    Masha took a few deep breaths and pulled away from me as Jackie started to nibble at my neck. 
 
    “That was so good,” the Olympian gasped, and she took a few deep breaths and rolled into the last of the evening sunlight before the sun set. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Jackie said into my ear, and she slowly swam around me so that she was by the edge of the pool. “I want you to fuck me, Ollie…” 
 
    “Well, I certainly wouldn’t want to disappoint you,” I replied. 
 
    She giggled and turned around so that I had a close-up view of her peachy ass. She looked over her shoulder and gave me a sly smile when she saw the way my eyes were devouring her curves. 
 
    I immediately circled my hand around her waist and pulled her in closer. Then, I reached over for her breast and started to squeeze her nipple between my fingers.
“Oh, fuck,” she gasped.
“I know you like that,” I said, and I nibbled behind her ear. 
 
    I reached down and started to massage her pussy lips. I heard her gasp, and then she knocked her soft, fleshy ass into my cock as if asking me to penetrate her. 
 
    “Ollie,” she moaned. “Mmmm, I want to feel you inside me…” 
 
    Damn, she wanted me so bad. I wished that I could tease her longer, but I couldn’t take it. There was nothing sexier than my women begging me to fuck them. All I could do was oblige. 
 
    I reached down and guided my hot, throbbing cock into her pussy lips. I rubbed her clit with the tip of my dick and felt her shudder underneath me before plunging my member into her tight hole. 
 
    “Oh,” she gasped as I pressed myself inside her warm, ridged tunnel. 
 
    “Jackie,” I growled into her ear, and I bit down on her neck and squeezed her tits as I pumped in and out of her tight hole. 
 
    “Ollie, Ollie…” she moaned. “Yes, deeper…” 
 
    Her body was so soft and pliable in my grip. I fucked her harder and harder and guided my hands down from her breasts to her hips to pull her in closer. 
 
    I grabbed a tight hold of her hips and pressed further into her. Fuck, she was so good. Warm bolts of pleasure raced up my spine as I felt completely surrounded by the warm wetness of her tunnel. 
 
    “Jackie,” I moaned as I pumped deeper inside her.  
 
    My body was radiating with pure electric pleasure. I loved fucking her so much. 
 
    “Mmmmm, your cock feels so good,” she gasped, and she reached around and pulled me closer into her so I fucked her harder. 
 
    “You like that?” I breathed into her ear as she moaned in pleasure. 
 
    “Yes,” she gasped. “I want you to pull my hair.” 
 
    I reached up and grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her head back so that I could see her face. Her mouth hung open in pleasure, and she stared up at me with her bright blue eyes. I licked her ear and kissed her on her soft, plump lips as I continued to fuck her even deeper. 
 
    “Ollie,” she moaned underneath me. “Ollie you’re going to make me come.” 
 
    Fuck, I loved hearing the sound of me making my women go wild. I pumped harder and harder into her and started to feel myself radiate with pleasure. 
 
    “I want you to come for me, Jackie,” I growled at the redheaded bombshell, and I let go of her hair and pulled her ass in closer to me. 
 
    “Fuck,” she said. “Ollie, I’m going to cum…” 
 
    I pumped harder and harder inside of her until I couldn’t take it anymore. Her legs shook, and I felt the inside of her warm tunnel contract around me. I felt all of the warmth in my body rush to my cock, and I released everything inside of her as she pressed herself against me. 
 
    “Mmmmmm…” she murmured.  
 
    I squeezed her body tightly and pumped slower and slower until my entire body relaxed. For a moment, we just stood there and breathed until she spun around and placed her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Mmmm, Ollie,” she said as she looked into my eyes. 
 
    “That was amazing,” I heard Aubrey say. 
 
    When I looked up, I saw that the heiress and the gymnast were lying underneath one of the orange trees on the lawn. By now, the sky had turned a deep blue color, and the sun was about to set. 
 
    Jackie and I waded over to the steps of the pool and slowly made our way out. We held hands as we glided over the patio and joined Masha and Aubrey on the grass.  
 
    The girls were still completely naked, and they cuddled next to each other among a patch of daisies. Their eyes were half-closed in a dreamy, post-coital bliss, and for a moment, I even thought I heard someone purr in contentment. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Masha said with a yawn. “Oliver, you’re the best swimmer I’ve ever met in my life.” 
 
    “If that’s what you call swimming,” Aubrey said with a giggle. 
 
    I sidled in next to Masha, who curled up to me and put her head on my chest. Jackie lay next to me and played with tufts of my hair. 
 
    We watched the sky turn from a dark blue to almost completely black as the stars started to emerge. The moon was nearly full and cast a silver glow over the yard.
“You know,” Aubrey said with a yawn. “I think this might be perfect.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “It really is.” 
 
    I had three gorgeous women at my side, and each was incredible for different reasons. I was going to be making a shit-ton of money just for seeing one person a day, excluding weekends and holidays, and all because of this power that I’d just discovered. 
 
    Life was pretty damn good. 
 
    The sound of my girls giggling and cooing around me was the most calming, perfect sound on Earth. I smiled to myself as I thought of all the things I’d accomplished in the past forty-eight hours. And who gave a single shit if I was being sued? Soon, I’d be figuratively shoving their faces in the mud, and they’d regret the day they tried to fuck over Oliver Hansel. 
 
    My eyelids were heavy, and as the stars started to come out, I let myself surrender to the tiredness that had been calling me for the past day. The sound of the girls around me disappeared as I felt my body being carried away into sleep. 
 
    Without any dreams to bother me through the night, I woke up on the lawn of Jackie’s house with a start. 
 
    I blinked a few times and looked down at the dappled light on Masha’s nude frame. She was still fast asleep on me even though the sun was shining and the birds were tweeting. 
 
    “Masha,” I whispered and shook her slightly. 
 
    The other girls were nowhere to be found. Still, there were way worse ways to wake up than with a hot naked girl asleep on me. 
 
    She wriggled around a few times before grasping me even tighter and straddling her legs around me.  
 
    “Oh, Olliiieeeee,” Jackie called out.  
 
    Jackie and Aubrey stepped out of the house with a tray and a coffee pot. Aubrey was wearing one of Jackie’s pink flowing dressing gowns, while Jackie had opted for a classic terry robe. 
 
    “I’m kind of stuck here,” I laughed, and I looked down at Masha, who was fast asleep on me. 
 
    “Masha, wake up,” Jackie laughed.  
 
    “Ollie,” Aubrey said as she neared us. “I got some calls this morning from the PR girl.”
“Shit,” I said. “Did they send drones to spy on us sleeping naked on the lawn?”
“Not quite,” she laughed. “But you wouldn’t be far off.” 
 
    Jackie shot her a look and then looked at me again. 
 
    “What is it?” I sighed.  
 
    “It’s my parents,” she replied. “They saw that you’re a hero now, even if some people still think you’re running a cult. They’ve had to rethink their position, I believe is the way she phrased it. Anyway, it wouldn’t look good for them to completely disown me for hanging out with someone who both Fox and CNN are calling a hero.”
“Well, that’s good news,” I said as I squinted up at her. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “That depends,” she said and looked at Jackie. 
 
    “On what?” I finally asked. 
 
    “They want to meet you,” Aubrey said. “So they can make a decision based on their own firsthand knowledge of you.” 
 
    “And then they can call you a cult leader who corrupted their poor girl without having to explain that they’re relying on the tabloids for their information,” Jackie added. 
 
    “Ah,” I replied with a nod. “So, I’m guessing this means I have to get dressed?” 
 
    “Preferably,” the beautiful blonde said with a giggle. 
 
    “Just another day on the job,” I said with a grin.  
 
   

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Aubrey squeezed my hand as we rolled onto the tarmac. 
 
    This was my fifth private jet journey in a week, and I sure as hell wasn’t complaining. In fact, I was kind of getting used to feeling like anywhere in America was just one private flight away. 
 
    “Sorry that they’re on the East Coast,” Aubrey sighed, and she flashed me a pearly-white smile. 
 
    The blonde beauty looked miles different from when I’d first met her. She was wearing a crisp white blouse with ruffles and a smart navy-blue pencil skirt that made her look like one of the sexy women on Mad Men. Even though she wasn’t dressed to look sexy, I was still blown away by her poise and elegance. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said with a laugh. “I’ve never been to Washington D.C., so this is bound to be fun.”
“Well, maybe some sightseeing will be a relief after meeting my folks,” she sighed. “I’m sorry if Grant scared the crap out of you with all of his tales of how crazy they were.”
“He didn’t,” I assured her. “If anything, he made me even more excited to meet them.”
“Well, I’m glad for that,” Aubrey said as she shot me a smile. “That’s not the reaction most people have.”
The black SUV rolled to a stop, and one of the employees from the private airline ran up and opened Aubrey’s door before she could even undo her seatbelt. She flashed a brilliant smile as he helped her out of the car, and then she turned to wait for me. 
 
    I had to open my own door, which was mildly disappointing. I thanked the driver as I stepped into the hot sun, and then I nodded to the other employees who scurried around like ants on a mission. 
 
    “This way, Miss Pierce,” another man said once I’d joined Aubrey.  
 
    We walked over to the stairs for another private jet. This one was larger than Sid’s, though as Aubrey had told me, her father frequently had other government officials on board, and there was more business conducted on the plane than in most offices. 
 
    It even looked like a government agency on the inside. Everything was in shades of blue, from the navy-blue walls to the light blue seats. There was even an American flag painted on the door to the cockpit, though there weren’t any framed photos of the President.  
 
    “Welcome to my father’s office in the sky,” she said as she took a seat. “I don’t know why he wanted this place to feel like a government office, but here it is.” 
 
    “It’s sort of a 60s vibe,” I said. “Like, I wouldn’t be surprised to see a couple of sexy airline hostesses offer us a cigarette for takeoff.” 
 
    “Oh, stop,” she said with a laugh. “I’m sure my dad would love that kind of thing if my mother wasn’t around.” 
 
    She sighed and flopped back even further on the seat while the crew prepared the plane for departure. A small frown formed on her face, and she started to twist a strand of hair again. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I whispered. “I’ll charm the pants off of them, and then we’ll fly back to Cali with their blessing.” 
 
    “I really hope you’re right,” she replied. “But my parents are pretty immune to charm.” 
 
    “They haven’t met me yet,” I said.  
 
    “Welcome aboard,” the captain announced over the intercom. “This is your captain speaking. Our estimated flight time today is five hours. We should have good weather for the trip, so feel free to move around the cabin once we’re airborne. And I’ve been told that the cherry blossoms are in full bloom, so I would encourage you to go by the National Mall if you have a chance.” 
 
    “Oh, great, can’t wait to see the cherry blossoms,” Aubrey yawned.
Aubrey finally removed her sunglasses and clicked her seatbelt shut. 
 
    “Hey Aubrey,” I said and lifted an eyebrow at the heiress. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I just want to get this over with,” she sighed. “Just so you know, this will be a masterclass in media training. Everything my parents say will be part of some script that they’ve used on numerous congressmen, business owners, museum docents…” 
 
    “I get the picture,” I laughed. “Maybe I’ll even pick up a few tips from them. I’ve never had official media training before.” 
 
    “Well, you’re lucky,” she replied with a low laugh. “The whole deal is basically learning how to say absolutely nothing that could possibly offend anyone or provoke anything in as many words as possible. So it appears like you’re having a conversation, but really, you’re just stroking the other person’s ego and revealing nothing substantial about yourself.” 
 
    “Meow,” I laughed. “So lay some of it on me. What’s your relationship with sex god Oliver Hansel?” 
 
    “I’m very grateful for the relationship that Oliver Hansel and I have cultivated through our mutual interests,” she said in a robotic voice. “And we both think it’s such a privilege to be here.” 
 
    “And what kind of mutual interests would those be?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Mainly sucking and fucking, now that you ask,” Aubrey said before bursting into laughter. 
 
    I threw my head back and laughed. I couldn’t believe that one of the MacIntyre daughters was this down to earth. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound very media friendly,” I replied to the naughty heiress. “In fact, I think it would cause quite a scandal if you said that to a reporter… or anyone else, for that matter. Except Grant, obviously.” 
 
    “Another relationship my parents would prefer did not exist,” she laughed. “They think he’s a bad influence.” 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that,” I said.  
 
    We both laughed, and then we sat back in our seats as the plane rolled toward the runway. We waited for two more planes to take off and one to land, and then our office in the sky rolled to the end of the runway. There was a brief moment when I could feel the plane fighting to break free, and then the pilot released the brake and we were flying across the concrete.  
 
    “Goodbye, Los Angeles,” I said as the plane became airborne.  
 
    We were only going away for a day, but I already missed home. Some people didn’t like the lack of seasons in California, but I felt like the luckiest man in the world for living in such a sunny place. 
 
    “You look sharp,” Aubrey commented when the engine noise died down. 
 
    I looked down at my newly-acquired Brooks Brothers suit and loosened the tie.  
 
    “Jackie said I needed a nice suit for business meetings,” I replied. “I tried to tell her that no one in LA wears a suit, but she insisted. I have to admit, she was right.” 
 
    “You’ll certainly impress my dad just by showing up in that,” she said. “He’s convinced that no one on the West Coast knows how to dress properly.” 
 
    “So, one thing in our favor,” I said and winked. 
 
    “I should probably warn you that it’s that time of year when my mom gets her refreshment,” Aubrey said. 
 
    “Her… what?” I asked. 
 
    “Her refreshment,” she sighed. “Hollywood starlets aren’t the only ones who get botox and plastic surgery.” 
 
    “Ah, so your mom…” I prodded. 
 
    “Gets botox on a regular basis,” Aubrey said. “Like clockwork. But her forehead doesn’t move for a few days, and it’s impossible for her to show any emotions.” 
 
    “Well, I am familiar with the side effects,” I said. “You wouldn’t believe how many people at New Leaf got botox as part of their treatment.” 
 
    I put my head back on the light blue seat and yawned. We’d been out until three in the morning last night at a party at Grant’s house, and even though the girls were sober, we’d danced the night away. Normally, I would’ve liked to sleep in until the afternoon, but Aubrey and I had an early morning flight to the East Coast that her parents had insisted we make. 
 
    “I could use a nap,” I said as I reclined the seat all the way back and let my fatigued muscles sink into the chair. 
 
    “I might get some shut-eye, too,” Aubrey replied and yawned. “I want to look as chipper as possible for my folks.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I muttered as I closed my eyelids. 
 
    For a moment, I felt all the weight in my body disappear, and then everything around me turned white. It was like I was entering someone else’s dream again, but I knew that wasn’t right. I knew this was my dream, though it felt different from my usual dream state. 
 
    In fact, like most people, I simply found myself in my dreams. They felt like little movies that just started and ended when they wanted, or an alarm would go off and pull me back into the land of the living. On a good day, one of the girls would be by my side, and I could spend a few minutes with Masha or Jackie before I had to get ready for work that day.  
 
    But this felt like I was spawning in a video game. The backdrop and the environment around me appeared slowly, like it was pixelated, but eventually, I was able to make sense of where I was. 
 
    The crickets hummed around me, and I could smell the burnt grass of another long, dry summer. I was outside my old high school, and it was the end of the summer break. 
 
    I looked down and saw my old, scuffed-up orange Adidas with dirty laces and the red clay of the baseball diamond. I felt a weight in my hand, and I realized that I was holding a baseball bat. 
 
    I looked out over at the pitcher’s mound, which was suddenly littered with middle-school aged kids wearing really old-fashioned looking baseball outfits. They had striped, baggy pants and shirts with numbers as well as the old cylindrical caps. 
 
    “Uh…” I muttered. 
 
    “Hey, kid,” a low voice growled, and I looked over my shoulder at the umpire. 
 
    He was a tubby kid with a scowl that I could see despite the mask. I don’t think I’d ever seen the kid before, so I couldn’t figure out how he’d ended up in my dream. 
 
    “You look like a toad,” I heard myself say, and suddenly, the crouching umpire’s skin started to turn a sickly green.  
 
    His helmet seemed to sink into his skin, and the stripes from his pants became black and green and swelled into the body of a toad. 
 
    Holy shit. Had I turned him into a frog just by saying it out loud? 
 
    Within seconds, the grumpy-looking kid had transformed into a toad, warts and all. He blinked at me a few times with large, beady eyes before turning his attention to first base and hopping away with quick, heavy movements. 
 
    “Ooookay,” I drawled. 
 
    No one else seemed to care that the umpire was now a toad who was hopping away, so I turned back to face the pitcher. What the hell, I was clearly having a lucid dream, so why not have some fun and hit the homerun I’d always dreamed about making. 
 
    I tapped the bottom of my aluminum bat against the ground and then got into my stance. The strange little kids were gone, so the only one I was facing was the pitcher, though he looked like he was throwing from the wall instead of the mound. 
 
    The pitcher nodded even though there wasn’t a catcher, and then lifted his arm. But his right arm turned into a windmill that turned over and over again frantically, like he had no shoulder socket. 
 
    I backed out of the box and watched the kid for a moment. It looked like something out of a horror movie, and it should have scared the shit out of me. But this was a dream, and my mind seemed to accept that this was normal, so I stepped back into the box and tapped my bat again. 
 
    And that was when a chill ran down my spine. 
 
    Instead of the empty, aluminum noise it sounded more like I was knocking on a door. 
 
    “That’s weird,” I said to myself, but I put it down to the dream logic. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the pitcher and watched as he let go of the ball. The baseball became a blur as it hurtled toward me, but it had to travel so far to reach me that I had plenty of time to prepare. 
 
    As the ball got closer, I realized that I wasn’t looking at a baseball, but a tiny replica of planet earth. It was also moving so slowly that I could actually see the continents and the oceans like I was looking at a photograph from the Apollo missions.  
 
    “I can do this,” I said as I tightened my grip. 
 
    When the ball was in the sweet spot, I swung the bat around and smashed the ball as hard as I could. I smiled as I heard the ping of an aluminum bat, but then I felt a massive jolt of electric current race down my spine as the ball went hurtling toward the far wall. 
 
    “What the…?” I asked as I dropped the bat.  
 
    I looked down at my hands and saw that they were covered in blisters. 
 
    “This isn’t right,” I muttered. 
 
    In a flash, the sky darkened and gray clouds rolled overhead. Lightning bolts that looked like they were drawn with a bright-yellow highlighter started to rain down from the sky, and I recognized them as the many doodles I made during math class when I should’ve been paying attention to geometry. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, and for some reason, I instinctively grabbed the baseball bat, which soon became an umbrella. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” I muttered, and I held the umbrella above my head and watched as the baseball continued to whirr into the sky. 
 
    I had an odd feeling in my stomach, and I didn’t quite know what it was. I looked around the baseball field, but instead of orange clay, the ground started to turn into a dark, barren grass. The wind started to pick up around me as well, and I watched the last cartoon lightning bolts fade away. The baseball kept flying higher into the sky, and then suddenly, the sky cracked open. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    At first it looked like smashed glass. It was like the seams of reality were being torn apart, and the fibers that made up the night sky completely disappeared. The harsh blue hue turned into a dark black, and suddenly everything was cold. 
 
    The world looked empty and terrifying, and I was the only one there. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out. 
 
    I began to smell something burning around me, and the odor of old engine fuel lingered. White and gray humanoid shapes started to appear from the fragments of light that leaked from the rip in the sky, but none of them spoke. They took form and began to fly around me like ghosts, and I had the distinct impression that I couldn’t simply will them away. 
 
    I took a few breaths as the humanoid shapes swirled around me. Every time one came within a few inches of me, it felt like my skin was being touched by dry ice, and I flinched.  
 
    I wanted to leave this dream immediately. It was weird and terrifying, and for some reason, it was way more lucid than the usual old onstage in my underwear type of dreams. 
 
    Wait. What the hell was I saying?  
 
    I’m Oliver Hansel, first and only dream healer, and I don’t back away from any type of dream. I’d succeeded in every dream that had been handed to me so far, so what was so strange about this one? 
 
    The shapes reminded me of something that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. They made me feel fearful and hopeless, and I wanted to run away and escape. But as a single lightning bolt shot out of the black ether, it all clicked in my head. 
 
    These dark, shadowy figures reminded me of the terrible feelings that all of my patients had. It was like they were the embodiment of darkness that seemed to pass through people’s subconsciousness. 
 
    I slowly backed away and looked out at the barren landscape. The sky was black and full of hovering creatures who were waiting for something. Or someone. 
 
    I took a few steps back and looked around me. It smelled like scorched earth, like the world had been destroyed by something. 
 
    Then, in the distance, a glimmer of something silver appeared. At first I thought it was a star, but it looked like it was getting closer to me. 
 
    It looked like metal. 
 
    The large silver contraption seemed to be producing flames and more dark entities by the second. I looked up at the sky, and I realized that the darkness wasn’t the night. 
 
    It was a swarm of dark, ghostly creatures who emanated misery and darkness. I felt like I was stuck in some kind of nether dimension where all the terrible energy in the world dwelled, and then it struck me. 
 
    This was no dream.
It was a premonition. 
 
    I felt the ground rumble underneath me like there was an earthquake, and the next thing I knew, I was confronted with a giant round robot with eight long, bendable metal arms. It was about five feet in front of me, and its many eyes swiveled around to focus entirely on me. 
 
    The robot spider had a giant black ball in the middle of it that spun around a few times before it stopped and pointed in my direction as well. This was one seriously mixed-up dream, and it was starting to give me the creeps. 
 
    I grasped my now-umbrella and took a gulp. I pointed the umbrella in front of me, and a giant metal chain seemed to grow out of the tip 
 
    A metal lasso for a giant metal spider? Why the hell not? 
 
    Before I could move, the spider lifted one of its giant legs and pointed it at me. I had no idea what was supposed to happen next, but I decided I wasn’t going to wait around for a demonstration. 
 
    I cracked the chain like a whip, and the heavy links smashed into the spider’s raised leg. There was a cracking sound, and then the leg splintered apart. Pieces of the leg tumbled to the ground, though it took the robot a moment to realize what had happened. 
 
    When it did, a deep rumbling noise came out of the robot, and I noticed that there were more giant robots everywhere in the field of my vision. In the distance, a giant bird-shaped robot soared through the air, and when I looked down, there was a ten-foot metal snake making its way to me. 
 
    This was freaking crazy. I heard thunderbolts as I brought the whip over my shoulders again and again while I hit the spider and the snake. I saw pieces of each fall off, but I could never seem to destroy the creatures once and for all. 
 
    I could hear thunder in the distance, and occasionally, the scene was lit up by lightning. I felt like I was in a robot apocalypse surrounded by dark and horrible beings. 
 
    What the hell could this mean? It felt so real that I shivers ran down my spine as the metal screeched and snapped under my grip. I realized this wasn’t just a weird montage of events like my usual dreams. 
 
    This was a real battle. 
 
    I cracked my whip into the spinning object in the middle of the robot spider, and the spider finally crashed to the ground. Black shards of glass fell at my feet, but I took a few steps back as a hand emerged from the gaping hole. 
 
    Holy shit. This wasn’t a robot. 
 
    It was a ship. 
 
    The hand was wearing red gloves, and soon a head emerged from the ship. 
 
    I gasped when I recognized the flat nose and the prominent forehead. It was the evil man who had appeared in so many of my clients’ dreams as of late.  
 
    “Hello, Ollie,” he said in a voice that sounded like it was being spoken backwards. “I told you that I travel where you travel.” 
 
    I took a few steps back and tried to swing my umbrella-turned-metal whip at the man, but suddenly, it was as if the weapon weighed more than I did. 
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded, and my voice echoed as if it was reverberating through every inch of the universe. 
 
    “Who cares?” he said, and he climbed out of the ship.  
 
    He looked more like a normal person in my dream, but he was wearing a red suit. And that face… that face was quite literally haunting my dreams.
And everyone else’s, for that matter. 
 
    A bunch of gray spectors began to swirl around him, and his face darkened as an evil grin stretched across his features. 
 
    “I said, who are you?” I demanded. 
 
    “Just know this,” he said. “If you die, Ollie, we win…” 
 
    I took a few breaths and felt myself step onto a shattered piece of metal. My heart started to pound in my ears as I watched lightning bolts crack and darkness swirl around the sky. There were more creatures, more ships, and I had to do something, quickly. 
 
    “Ollie,” he said, but his voice started to heighten in pitch. 
 
    The sky started to lighten, and I looked around to find that everything around me was turning white. 
 
    “Ollie,” a woman’s voice said, and I slowly felt the weight of my body return to me. 
 
    I looked up and took a few deep breaths. 
 
    It was Aubrey. She had woken me up from that hyper-realistic dream, and she was standing right above me. 
 
    “Ollie, are you okay?” Aubrey asked, and her brow furrowed in concern. “You were talking in your sleep.”
“Wh-what?” I asked, and I looked around. 
 
    I was still on the airplane, but we’d landed. The sun streamed through the windows, and I could see another hangar and line of planes outside the window. 
 
    “We just landed,” Aubrey said, and she pushed her sunglasses onto her face. “I didn’t want to wake you up. You were in such a deep sleep, and I figured you needed the rest after you’d had such a long day yesterday. But then you started shouting, and I thought that it would be good to get you out of there. Are you okay?” 
 
    I took a few deep breaths and nodded. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Just, uh, very vivid stuff.” 
 
    I unbuckled my seat belt and got to my feet. That dream had felt unusually realistic. More so than before, more so than any of them. 
 
    I followed Aubrey over to the door of the plane, which had been opened already. Bright sunlight streamed in, and I braced myself for the most intense meet the parents’ experience of my entire damn life. 
 
    I followed Aubrey down the stairs as she waved to a group of people standing beside a black limousine. Their clothes were too nice to be the hired help, so I assumed the MacIntyre clan had decided to meet us at the airport. Maybe they were hoping they could just put us back on the plane after a quick fifteen-minute meeting and send us back to LA to be with the rest of the West Coast weirdos. 
 
    “Hi Mom,” Aubrey called, and the woman nodded in response without saying anything 
 
    Mrs. Pierce had light blonde hair and was wearing a cream suit paired with, oddly enough, white gloves. She had a serious and almost robotic expression on her face, but she shared the same bright blue eyes as Aubrey. 
 
    To her right was a tall, strong-looking man with gray hair and a weathered expression. He had a polite smile on his lips, but his eyes didn’t seem to hold any sort of light or joy.  
 
    As we descended the stairs, a few security guys formed a tight circle around our group. The security guys all wore sunglasses and earpieces, and it was hard not to snicker at the overkill. 
 
    But then my gaze fell on the face of one of the men, and I froze in my tracks. It was a face I’d never forget, and in fact, I’d only just seen him. 
 
    It was the man from the dream. 
 
    End of Book 2 
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