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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. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    It was a day of firsts, that was for sure. It was my first time in DC, my first time meeting Aubrey’s parents, and my first encounter with a blue-blooded family as distinguished as the Pierces. 
 
    Oh, yeah, and the first time that I ran into the terrifying man that had plagued so many of our dreams in the real world. 
 
    Aubrey and I had tried to have some kind of exchange on the tarmac, but that was all drowned out by the various hello’s and how-are-you’s that come with meeting the parents. And there, in the background, the creepy man looked over and watched as the entire thing unfolded. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Oliver,” Aubrey’s dad said, and he gave me a stony smile as the wind rustled through his gray hair. “I’ve heard many things about you.” 
 
    “I think a lot of people have,” I smiled, and I tried to keep my heart from leaping out of my chest as the strange man watched us closely. 
 
    I couldn’t believe the man in charge of the Pierce family’s security detail was actually that creeper who had played the villain in all of our dreams.  
 
    And now he was here? Something just wasn’t adding up. 
 
    “Come on, darling,” Aubrey’s mother said, and she placed a stiff, wrinkly hand on her daughter’s back and led her to the long limousine waiting on the tarmac. 
 
    Aubrey threw me one last uncomfortable glance as I followed her into the car. I knew that she wasn’t particularly close to her mother, and that if anything, the older woman was just putting her arm around her to make sure Aubrey didn’t make a run for it. 
 
    I climbed into the limousine with the family, and then breathed a sigh of relief when the creepy guy got into a large black SUV instead. I glanced at Aubrey again, but my client was staring out the window while her mother patted her hand. I took another deep breath and was hit with the smell of leather and a vanilla air freshener, and then the limo started to pull away from the airport. 
 
    There was an awkward silence as the four of us in the back of the limo looked at each other. Mr. and Mrs. Pierce were watching me with interest, and I felt like an animal at the zoo, though I couldn’t really blame them. After all, I was the alleged cult leader who had subsumed their daughter into my erotic grip. What wasn’t there to be curious about? 
 
    I cleared my throat like I was going to say something, but I really couldn’t come up with anything. So I just smiled and settled back into the seat while I watched the tree-lined streets roll by outside. No one turned the radio on, or even the small TV that hung from the ceiling right behind the driver. It was the quietest car trip I’d ever been on, and it made me uncomfortable as hell. But that was probably part of the Pierces’ plan, so I kept my expression neutral and my eyes on the scenery, even though my brain was still trying to figure out how the man from so many nightmares had turned up to greet us. 
 
    “How was your trip?” the icy-blonde Mrs. Pierce asked several minutes later. 
 
    “It was fine, thanks,” Aubrey said with a forced smile. “Turbulence wasn’t too bad.” 
 
    “Well at least you were on time,” Aubrey’s father said, and he placed a hand on his wife’s knee. “We know that’s been quite a difficulty for you in the past.” 
 
    I could almost feel Aubrey trying not to roll her eyes as her mother adjusted her cream suit and touched the pearl necklace around her neck as if to remind herself that it was still there. I saw her dad look out the window as we rolled past the country club entrance, and he nodded in approval at whatever he saw. I took a quick look as well, but all I saw were a bunch of old men on the golf course. 
 
    My phone buzzed in my pocket just as the clubhouse came into view, and I pulled it out just to have something to do. 
 
    It was a message from Aubrey. 
 
    What is that guy doing here??? 
 
    I looked up at the worried blonde, who was tapping her foot on the floor of the limousine. 
 
    “Everything alright, Aubrey?” her mother as she touched her pearls again. “You’re starting to fidget. What medication are you on right now? Did you take it before you left LA or should you take some before we head inside?” 
 
    “I’m not currently on medication, mother,” she said. “I’ve learned to face my problems, not hide from them.” 
 
    “Well...” Mrs. Pierce murmured and glanced at her husband. “That’s very good, dear.” 
 
    I shrugged when Aubrey glanced my way because I really didn’t know how to answer her question. I was pretty freaked out by the guy’s sudden appearance as well, but the more I thought about it, the stranger it all seemed. I don’t think the guy even recognized us, and the evil vibe that usually rolled off the dream version of the man was definitely missing in this one. So was some dream version of himself entering other people’s dreams? And if that was true, how could he not know who we were? 
 
    The door to the limousine swung open while I was still trying to come up with an answer, and we got out of the car. It was a sunny day, and Aubrey took my hand as we followed her parents toward the shaded portico of the clubhouse. 
 
    The security guy followed a few steps behind us, and both Aubrey and I tensed. But again, when I glanced over my shoulder, the man seemed to be all business and there wasn’t a flicker of recognition or even a quick burst of hate like he always radiated in the dreams. 
 
    “Did you see my text?” Aubrey hissed as she leaned in closer to me.  
 
    “I did,” I whispered as we started up the stairs. “But I was thinking. Even though he looks exactly like the guy, there’s just something… different about this one.” 
 
    The creepy-looking guy stepped in front of us and touched his hand to his ear, where there was a wired earpiece. Aubrey’s dad muttered something to him, and he nodded and took note of it on a phone. 
 
    “But this can’t be a coincidence,” Aubrey said. “This is insane… I mean, maybe it’s normal for you? Do things you see in dreams often appear in the real world?” 
 
    “Not like this,” I answered as I thought back to my previous experiences with the lottery and the stock market.  
 
    Sure, I’d been lucky as hell because I could get messages from my dreams that corresponded to the real world, but it had always been signs that I’d had to interpret. If the head of the family security unit was supposed to be an omen, I had no idea what it was other than there was some seriously bad mojo in the air. 
 
    “All we have to do is get through this meal,” Aubrey said as much to herself as to me. 
 
    Mr. Pierce held the door open so the rest of us could step inside, and we walked into a quiet but busy lobby. Several staff members hurried by, but they barely made a sound as they moved across the marble floor. Everyone smiled as they passed by, and Mrs. Pierce tipped her chin like she was the Queen of England acknowledging the masses. There was a large and very old front desk along the back wall that looked like it had been airlifted from a New York hotel, and Mrs. Pierce waved to the lone woman who was manning the spot. 
 
    “Ugh,” Aubrey grumbled. “The amount of interventions I’ve had in places like this. You know, I actually think I’ve lost count at this point.” 
 
    “You are one crazy chick, Aubrey,” I murmured into her ear. 
 
    She tucked her dirty-blonde hair out of her face and offered me a wink. Her blue eyes glittered as we sat down, and I was glad that I could cheer her up even while we were trapped with her powerful and emotionally removed family. 
 
    “Look,” she whispered and then pointed out more security people in black uniforms. 
 
    It felt like they were hovering around us, which I thought I’d be used to after spending so much time with Jackie, but the only time her security stayed so close was when she was at a performance venue. When the pop star was just living her life, the security detail was nowhere to be seen. But evidently, the Pierces were used to this kind of thing, because they acted like all of the men who kept tapping at their wire earpieces weren’t even there as we sat down at one of the tables. 
 
    The leather on the chair made a slight squeaking noise underneath me, and I offered a stiff smile to Aubrey’s folks as a waiter in a baby-blue polo shirt and khakis raced over with a menu. 
 
    “What a pleasure to see you again, Ms. Pierce,” he said as he handed a menu over to Aubrey. 
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured, and then she glanced quickly at the menu before handing it to her father, who gave her a terse smile. 
 
    “We’ll just take a bottle of sparkling water, please,” he smiled at the waiter. 
 
    “And I’d like a gimlet,” Aubrey’s mother added quickly and then ignored the look Mr. Pierce gave her.. 
 
    I didn’t realize that I’d been holding my breath until I finally exhaled. If Mr. Pierce wasn’t going to allow me to order my own drink, then I guess that’s just the way things were for today. These two were going to be two tough nuts to crack, and my usual success rate at meeting the parents didn’t seem like it was going to work here. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Aubrey said to both of them before either had a chance to say something to the other. “Really. I’m completely different now. I haven’t even craved the stuff.” 
 
    “You seem healthy,” her mother said as she smoothed her cream skirt, though she didn’t even look up at her daughter to try and sell the point. 
 
    Jeez. My family sure as hell weren’t perfect, but I felt like I was in a business meeting rather than a family reunion. The security men lingered nearby, the other guests quickly looked away from our table, and her parents were so stiff I was surprised they could even sit down. Even though this was a fancy place with expensive-looking decor and suspiciously happy wait staff, I almost felt suffocated. 
 
    Maybe this was how Aubrey had felt the entire time she was around her prestigious, historic family, which explained why she’d been so determined to escape. Yet we’d made the journey back together, if only to show that Aubrey was finally on the road to recovery. 
 
    “Well,” Aubrey’s mother said, and her blue eyes met mine.  
 
    I noticed she had the same eyes as Aubrey, but something about them seemed less lively, like she’d trained herself to look detached. 
 
    “Well,” Aubrey answered and then sighed as the waiter returned. 
 
    The waiter placed a gimlet in front of Mrs. Pierce and then set a green bottle of sparkling water on the table at a nod from Mr. Pierce. He then hustled away without another word while Mr. Pierce poured a glass of water for everyone. 
 
    “Perfect,” Mrs. Pierce said as she cleared her throat. “Well, Oliver, cheers to you for stopping the attack in Las Vegas. And of course, to Aubrey’s good health.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Pierce,” I said as I lifted my glass, and I saw Aubrey’s old-money socialite mother grin for a moment as she took a large sip from her gimlet. 
 
    Man. This family really did seem like a treasure trove of psychological mayhem. I knew that every family was messed up in its own way, but I’m pretty sure my mom would’ve been more grateful for my safety than the optics of preventing an attack on a busy hotel. 
 
    “It was a real act of bravery,” Mr. Pierce said as he made a strange signal to the waiter. “You know, all the news outlets are calling you an American Hero now. Had you ever even shot a gun before the incident?” 
 
    “Teddie, we don’t need to talk about guns,” Aubrey’s mother hissed as the waiter brought over a cold plate of oysters. 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine,” I laughed as I thought back. “It was actually my first time shooting a gun, yes.” 
 
    “Well, you’re a fine, fine shot then, son,” Aubrey’s father laughed as he picked up an oyster. “And I’d say that fits the ethos of an American Hero as well.” 
 
    “Aubrey was also exceptionally helpful,” I said. 
 
    “Oh,” Aubrey laughed as her cheeks turned pink, and she swept a string of blonde hair out of her face. “I wouldn’t go that far. I was just… there…” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short,” I told her. “We were there together, and we made it out alive together, as well.” 
 
    I could feel the side of my face starting to burn, and when I looked over, Aubrey’s mother was looking between the both of us with a furrowed brow and a fake smile on her face. The display of conflicting emotions was very bizarre to see, and I wondered how many people were actually fooled by the frozen expression. 
 
    “Ollie saved my life,” Aubrey said, and she took a sip of sparkling water. “If it wasn’t for him, I’d still be…” 
 
    “In recovery,” her mother said without looking up. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure there’s a lot of vices you’ve had to give up, Aubrey,” her father said in a surprising moment of frankness. “But hopefully oysters aren’t one of them?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Aubrey laughed. “Why?” 
 
    “Because you haven’t touched them,” her father said, and a kind smile crossed his face. “Come on, I know you like them.” 
 
    Aubrey reached out and grabbed an oyster shell before pouring some pink vinegar and lemon juice over it. I watched as she scraped the silky flesh from the shell with a miniature fork and tipped the delicacy back into her mouth. 
 
    “Mmm,” she swallowed in one gulp. “Yeah, I haven’t had good oysters in a while. It’s the texture that gets me, just so slimy.” 
 
    “Don’t,” her mother whispered, and she finished the rest of the gimlet in one gulp. “Don’t say slimy.” 
 
    “It is slimy,” Aubrey answered. “Won’t you have one, mother?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” her mother sneered, and the waiter somehow knew that it was time to arrive again. “I’ll have another gimlet, thank you.” 
 
    “Certainly, Mrs. Pierce,” the waiter said with a smile before he rushed away. 
 
    I could see the security men hovering on the other side of the room and flipping through some show jumping magazines. I felt more comfortable now that they weren’t listening in on everything, but it was still disconcerting to look up and realize they were still there. 
 
    And of course, I had to look at the creeper dude every time, even though he just looked like any other guy who was on the job. It really was like someone in the dream just happened to look like him, because I didn’t sense a shred of danger at all.
This was freaking weird. Really weird. Every time I thought something would become obvious, it just kept getting more complicated. 
 
    Just like Aubrey’s dream. 
 
    “So as I understand it,” Teddy Pierce said through a mouthful of oyster. “You somehow… predicted this attack that you ended up stopping? That’s how it worked?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “That’s, uh… that’s how it worked.” 
 
    “How interesting,” Mrs. Pierce said after a sip of her fresh drink. “Do you have much of a history with these predictions? What are you, a weather man? Or was it the stock market that made you so attuned to fate?” 
 
    “Darling,” Teddy laughed and looked over to his wife. 
 
    “I’m serious,” she said, and suddenly I felt her blue eyes staring into the back of my head like cold fire.  
 
    Something about Aubrey’s mother was robotic, like she had been trained for years to act like a human but didn’t know how to actually be one. It was unnerving, especially since I knew how wonderful Aubrey was. 
 
    “Mom,” Aubrey huffed. 
 
    But Mrs. Pierce held up her hand to forestall any more complaints. The older woman’s eyes never left mine, and even Mr. Pierce seemed unwilling to challenge his wife. 
 
    “Well, it’s a little hard to explain,” I replied and then shot a look at Aubrey. “I mean… it’s dream therapy. Ummm, because, as you’ve probably heard, dreams are where our subconscious… um…” 
 
    “It’s actually not at all complicated,” Aubrey declared and shrugged. “I think it’s perfectly easy to explain. If anything, it’s just a little hard to understand.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll be able to wrap my head around it,” her father murmured, and his eyes widened with curiosity. “So what exactly is going on? Have you always had these… so-called powers?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “I only developed them within the last six months. I was working at New Leaf rehabilitation clinic, and I discovered that I could help people.” 
 
    “Help people?” Her mother laughed as she clanked her gimlet down on the table. “I understand that can be quite a loose term, Oliver. A lot of people have claimed that they can help others, when really all they are doing is… well, to be frank, brainwashing them--” 
 
    “He saved the Bellaggio,” Aubrey cut in. “It’s not brainwashing. He saved my life, and he’s an American Hero.” 
 
    “I was saying it to be theoretical,” her mother hissed. 
 
    “Well, the proof is here, mother,” Aubrey answered. “He’s done more good for me in the past few days than all those years of therapy.” 
 
    “Oh, you poor dear,” her mother said, but she never took her eyes from me. “You can be so trusting.”  
 
    “Girls,” her father laughed and took a long gulp of water. “Girls, please settle down. I know you two haven’t seen each other in a while, but you can catch up when we have a spare moment.” 
 
    The two women eyed each other, and Aubrey finally nodded, though I saw the eye roll she gave when her mother smirked. 
 
    “So,” Mrs. Pierce said. “Tell me what this dream therapy of yours is. I’ve heard all sorts of wild stories, but I’d like to hear you explain it.” 
 
    And this, I knew, was the reason we’d been invited to this meeting. I could lie and claim I was using some form of hypnosis or some psychotherapy technique that I’d learned while I worked at New Leaf, but I didn’t see why I should hide what I could do, especially when I’d already helped so many people. I didn’t really care if people thought I was crazy as long as they didn’t try to stop me from helping others. So I took a deep breath and faced my toughest critic yet. 
 
    “I can jump into people’s dreams,” I explained. “I can dive into their subconscious and solve the problems that rest there. The problems that can’t be solved through superficial means. That’s my power.” 
 
    “So how did you know that something was going to happen in the real world?” her father asked as his brow furrowed. “Was there some kind of message? Or can you dive into the collective subconscious as well?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mr. Pierce,” I said in all honesty. “I just don’t know. All I do know is that a bunch of symbols came to me over multiple dreams Like omens, I guess. Once I saw the connections, I knew what would happen in the waking world. ” 
 
    “The latent content,” he nodded. “The latent content of the collective subconscious becomes manifest in chosen individuals.” 
 
    I was surprised that he was so familiar with the topic, and I felt a shiver up my spine. I’d expected hostility, but something about her father’s demeanor made me believe that he’d done his background research not only on me, but on my new skill set as well, and I had a feeling the man probably knew more about it than I did. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Mrs. Pierce huffed. “Do you know about this nonsense?” 
 
    “Of course not,” he shook his head. “I just remember a course I took about Freud in college. That’s how he described dreams, the latent and the manifest content.” 
 
    “Well, this sounds very different from the Freud I studied,” his wife sniffed. “It sounds more… supernatural. More like something you’d see in a movie.” 
 
    “I guess it does seem a little strange,” I agreed. 
 
    “Don’t keep us in suspense,” the older woman continued. “Tell us, what did you find in Aubrey’s dreams?” 
 
    Aubrey shot me a frightened look, like she was terrified I would reveal what we’d uncovered. She managed to bury it, but not before her mother squinted at both of us, like a cat waiting for the right moment to pounce. 
 
    I shook my head slightly as the memory of Aubrey’s dreams flooded back. I remembered the feeling of having vampire teeth, and the vibe of pure evil that emanated from her murderous brother. Her parents had no idea that I knew about the terrible secret that Aubrey was hiding and how much it had been weighing on her, and I certainly wasn’t about to fill them in now. 
 
    “Of course, I can’t provide any details,” I said flatly. “Client confidentiality.” 
 
    “Pffft,” Mrs. Pierce snorted. 
 
    “Dear,” her husband sighed. 
 
    “But Aubrey’s dreams were very creative,” I continued. “Just like her. And I’ve helped her out of her, um… rabid need to party hard.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it sticks this time,” her mother said and nodded. “I always wondered what drives that kind of thing, you know… that ugly instinct for self-destruction.” 
 
    “Boredom,” I answered and shrugged. 
 
    I heard Aubrey snort, but no one else at the table seemed to notice. I watched my client scoop up an oyster and devour it just to bury the laughter that clearly wanted to bubble to the surface. 
 
    “This must be why I have such a calm disposition,” her mother declared. “I was never bored. I value stability over excitement. I don’t search for trouble. And I play a lot of golf, which helps to clear my mind.” 
 
    “No amount of golf was ever going to save me, mother,” Aubrey replied. “And it won’t save you, either.” 
 
    “Ladies,” her father snapped. “We have company present and important business at hand.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard your voice sound so clear in months,” Mrs. Pierce continued as if her husband hadn’t spoken. “I can’t remember the last time you weren’t slurring your words.”  
 
    Aubrey clutched the sides of her chair so hard that her knuckles turned white. 
 
    “Patricia,” Mr. Pierce smiled at his shit-stirring wife. “Have a glass of water. Aubrey, it’s lovely to see you in such good health.” 
 
    “You too, Papa,” Aubrey answered as she slowly released her grip on the chair.  
 
    The energy between Aubrey and her mother was so tense that I couldn’t even imagine eating an oyster or taking a sip of water. It was like my head was in a vise. And that was without all those security people floating around while they watched our every move and listened to our every exchange. 
 
    “Well, there’s a great amount of news about you, Ollie,” Aubrey’s father laughed, and he met my eyes. “One needn’t look too far for any information about the man they’re deeming America’s next Rasputin.” 
 
    “There was never a first Rasputin in America,” I answered. “So looks like I’ll have to be the first. And either way, it’s all a pack of lies. I’m not starting a cult or offering a miracle cure. I’m simply offering a new service that’s never been available before, because I’m the first man in history with these powers, as far as I know.” 
 
    “This is an absolutely ludicrous suggestion,” Mrs. Pierce laughed. “Jumping into dreams? Oh, come on. Tell us the truth. It’s hypnotism, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s the best treatment I’ve ever had,” Aubrey added. 
 
    “That’s quite a statement,” her father said and nodded. “But you seem to have a lot of confidence in your abilities, Mr. Hansel… in whatever it is you seem to do.” 
 
    “Look, Mr. Pierce,” I shrugged. “I’m not… I’m not like you. I don’t come from a wealthy family and I don’t have an ivy-league education. In fact, I was working the grounds at New Leaf when this started. My family had a landscaping business, and that’s what I thought I’d do for the rest of my life because it made me happy. It still makes me happy, but then I found out I could do this dream jumping and that I could really help people with it. So that’s what I decided I would do instead.” 
 
    “How noble,” Mrs. Pierce sniffed. 
 
    “I’ve never tried to swindle anyone,” I said. “And I’m not trying to build some crazy cult. I didn’t ask for these powers, but they were bestowed on me by forces that even I don’t understand. So why not use them to help people?” 
 
    Aubrey’s father nodded in response as her mother tried to call over the waiter for another gimlet, but neither of them seemed to know what to say to me. Our table was an island of tension and chaos in a sea of calm, and I was starting to understand why Aubrey was so desperate to avoid her family. 
 
    “Dreams,” Mrs. Pierce sighed and shook her head. “Now really. You’re an imaginative storyteller, that’s for certain.” 
 
    “Well, Ollie,” Mr. Pierce laughed as he adjusted his navy-blue tie. “I can at least commend your, uh… willingness to help others. A man after my own heart, if you will.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow and looked over at Aubrey. I didn’t actually know what her father did for a living, other than to play the part of an old-money type who had married into one of the most prominent political families in America. 
 
    “Papa used to be in the CIA,” Aubrey explained with a smile.  
 
    “Oh, wow,” I said and looked at her inquisitive father with interest. 
 
    I knew as well as anyone that nobody in the CIA ever really left the CIA. It was one of those roles that stayed with you for a lifetime, and that included whatever connections he had built both inside and outside the agency. I also knew that the agency had conducted its own experiments on dream jumping, and Mr. Pierce’s knowledge of the topic suddenly made more sense. 
 
    “Wow indeed,” he said and smiled.  
 
    “There’s a very patriotic streak in our family,” Aubrey’s mother said as she slurped down another gimlet.  
 
    I noticed that Mrs. Pierce’s eyes were glazed over, and the placid look on her face told me that she’d finally drunk enough that she probably wouldn’t pick any more fights with Aubrey. 
 
    “There is,” Mr. Pierce nodded. “I suppose that you know about Kenneth.” 
 
    A shiver raced up my spine at the mention of Aubrey’s brother. Kenneth Pierce, the murderer whose crimes had been paid away and swept under the rug. If they could keep a secret as horrible as that, I wondered what other things they were capable of hiding. 
 
    “Oh, he knows about Kenneth,” Aubrey laughed, and she glanced at her mother to gauge her reaction.  
 
    But rather than leaping to Kenneth’s defense, her mother stared straight past her in a kind of half-drunken haze. She obviously had a very genteel way of numbing herself to the world. Maybe she’d buried the guilt of her actions so deep inside her that she’d just never addressed them.  
 
    “Yes, I do,” I answered after an awkward pause. “We saw that he just got elected.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” Teddy said as he shook his head. “Yes, yes, of course you did. Quite the election, huh?” 
 
    “You know, it means so much to me to have a family member back in the White House,” Patricia grinned. “My father was… well, you might know that my father was a vice back when I was little. I used to run around with ribbons in my hair! So it’s really something to have someone from the younger generation in the House.” 
 
    “Of course,” I nodded. “Yes, it must be thrilling.” 
 
    “It is, Oliver,” she insisted with a wobbly nod. “It really is.” 
 
    I winced slightly at how much these guys were calling me Oliver instead of Ollie. But after all, it was my name, and in these types of circles, it didn’t seem like informal was the way until they’d determined whether or not you were really part of the pack. 
 
    “We were wondering about your security,” Aubrey said suddenly. 
 
    “Why?” her father asked and cast a look toward some of the muscle in suits. “You thinking about getting some guys yourselves? You know, you really should, especially now that you’ll be in the public eye more often. Same goes for you, Oliver, especially if you plan on taking down more terrorists.” 
 
    “It’s just… I don’t recognize any of them,” Aubrey said. “It’s like you have a whole new team. Like, who is… that one?” 
 
    She pointed casually at the creeper, who was inspecting a painting of a fox hunt. He had his hands clasped neatly behind his back, and if I hadn’t seen his eyes scan the crowd, I would have thought he was just an average, if ugly, guy. He didn’t seem like the evil genius from the dreams, even though the physical resemblance was uncanny. 
 
    “Oh, Christiansen?” Teddie answered with a confused smile. “He’s, umm... He’s my protégée at the moment.” 
 
    Aubrey squinted at me and shuffled forward in her seat. 
 
    “Protegee?” she asked her father. “In what, going to public events and…” 
 
    “CIA business, honey,” he smiled. “There are a few things that can only really be passed down from agent to agent when you’re working that kind of job. As I’m sure Ollie could tell you.” 
 
    “Well,” I laughed. “I don’t know if anyone could quite do my job, but I’d like to see someone try.” 
 
    Aubrey’s father squinted at me and nodded. I was a little freaked out by how much attention he seemed to be paying to me, and I tried to tell myself it was only because I was the new guy in the group. But I also couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more about dream jumping than he’d admitted, and I was starting to wonder if there was another reason we’d been summoned to DC.  
 
    My palms were getting a little sweaty from the tension, and I had a feeling that we’d run out of conversation. I heard tasteful piano music start up in one of the other rooms, and a few moments later, it was joined by the sound of hearty laughter. I was starting to wonder if I could just go hide in the men’s bathroom for a few minutes when Teddy took Aubrey’s hand in his own and then nodded to me. 
 
    “Honey,” he said to Aubrey. “I have an idea. There’s a painting upstairs that I want you to see, a real Rothko. Let’s show Ollie, too. If he’s a hypnotist he probably knows about it.” 
 
    “Oh, you show Ollie,” Aubrey said as she tried not to roll her eyes. “I’ve seen that Rothko a million times.” 
 
    “Don’t be a brat,” her mother sniped and then smiled and waved at a couple of ladies in golf clothes. 
 
    “I’m not,” Aubrey grumbled. “But I’ve been coming here for as long as I can remember, and I’ve seen everything that there is to see.” 
 
    “Well, would you rather join your old man and Mr. Hansel for a talk, or do you want to stay down here and keep your mother company?” Mr. Pierce murmured so his wife couldn’t hear. 
 
    Teddy raised an eyebrow at his daughter and then looked over at his wife. He’d somehow managed to deliver the threat as if Aubrey really wanted the option, but I had a feeling that she wouldn’t want to stay for a single moment alone with her mother. 
 
    “Well,” Aubrey shrugged. “When you put it like that, Papa, maybe I would like to look at the Rothko.” 
 
    “Atta girl,” he said and nodded. “Oliver, I’d love to hear your thoughts on the painting. Are you a fan?” 
 
    The ex-CIA agent stood up out of his seat and offered a tight-lipped smile to his wife. 
 
    “Off to see the painting?” Patricia asked as she swayed in her seat. 
 
    “Won’t be gone long,” Teddy replied. 
 
    Teddy signaled the waiter for yet another gimlet before he marched across the thick carpet toward another door. He moved like a man on a mission, and Aubrey and I exchanged confused looks as we followed after him. 
 
    We walked into a dining room, though it wasn’t open yet. The tables had already been covered with white tablecloths, and two younger guys were setting out the place settings. Vases of lilies were lined up on a sideboard, ready to be placed on the tables, but there were so many that the room smelled sickeningly sweet.  
 
    “Right up here,” Teddy said as he led us toward a curtain at the back of the room. 
 
    The curtain concealed a small, carpeted staircase, and Teddy started up like he’d made the climb a thousand times. Aubrey and I were right behind him, but heavy footsteps behind us told me that we still had an escort. I glanced over my shoulder and saw two security men, which included the creeper.  
 
    Well, Christiansen. Yep. I didn’t trust him one bit. 
 
    “Is anyone in the hallway?” Aubrey’s dad asked, and he shot me an intense glare. 
 
    I looked around and shook my head, and he nodded as he opened one of the doors to his left and ushered us in. 
 
    “Papa this isn’t the right room…” 
 
    “I know,” he said, and then he waved us all inside before he slammed the door shut.  
 
    Aubrey and I glanced at each other, and then around the room, which was full of maps. We watched her father pace over to the window and look outside like he was checking for spies, and then he turned to face us. 
 
    The pleasant Teddy was gone, and the man who faced us looked hard and uncompromising. Whatever the hell Teddy Pierce had to say, it wasn’t going to be pleasant. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Alright, you two,” Mr. Pierce said as he turned around. “I think it’s about time that--” 
 
    “No,” Aubrey cut in and held her hand up before he could continue. 
 
    Aubrey was holding her ground, and it seemed like the first time that she had ever done so. Her chin quivered slightly when her father stared at her in surprise, but she didn’t back down. 
 
    Mr. Pierce blinked a few times and shot me a glance before turning to his daughter. 
 
    “Umm, excuse me?” he asked. “Do you even know what I was about to say?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Aubrey said, and suddenly she gestured at the two security guards who were following us around like flies. “If you’re going to talk to us, it has to be just us. I don’t want either of them here.” 
 
    “Aubrey,” her dad laughed. “These are highly trained agents who know how to keep a secret--” 
 
    “If they don’t leave, I will,” Aubrey said, and she shot her dad a glare. 
 
    Hell yeah. This girl was starting to embrace her power, and I fucking loved it. 
 
    “Very well,” her father eventually acquiesced, and he nodded at the security men. 
 
    “But, Sir,” the older guy said as he shot a look at the guy who henceforth I was only going to refer to as the creeper. “This isn’t our usual protocol.” 
 
    “But you also work for me,” Teddy said. “And I’m agreeing with her. Go keep Patricia company and make sure that she doesn’t drink any more gimlets. A task that monumental will surely keep you on your toes.” 
 
    “Of course, Sir,” the older one nodded and practically pushed the creeper from the room. 
 
    Aubrey looked at the floor as we heard them pad down the stairs, and she refused to say anything until the only sound in the room was the old grandfather clock near the window. 
 
    “Okay,” the newly self-assured blonde said as she looked at her father. “So what did you want to talk to us about?” 
 
    “Well, I think I need to explain something to you first, Aubrey,” Teddy sighed as he put his hands on his hips. “With Kenneth in office, things are going to change in our family.” 
 
    “I’ll get more PR people,” Aubrey rolled her eyes. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” he shot back. “I mean the security. Look, I know the people who run this club, and I know that it’s safe, but we have to be careful in public. Remember what happened to your grandfather?” 
 
    Aubrey bristled, and I tried not to butt in even though I knew exactly what he was talking about. Patricia’s father, Johnson, who was the vice president at the time, had been the intended victim of two assassination attempts in his time in office. It had been a running joke at the time that he’d been attacked more than most presidents, but the harsh reality for his family was that they lived under a constant threat. 
 
    “Of course,” Aubrey scoffed. “But that’s not why we don’t trust one of them. What’s his name again?” 
 
    “Christiansen,” I answered.  
 
    Aubrey’s dad frowned and cocked his head at his daughter, but like any good interrogator, he let the silence drag on until we started to talk. 
 
    “We’ve seen him before,” she explained. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Mr. Pierce asked. “And how is that?” 
 
    Aubrey and I exchanged another look, and then she nodded at me. It made sense for me to do the talking, but that didn’t make it any easier. At least Mr. Pierce actually seemed to know something about dream jumping, and he hadn’t discounted it.  
 
    “I’ve seen him in several dreams,” I answered. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she said and nodded. “In fact, he was in my dream as an evil figure who was accepting bribes.” 
 
    “Maybe you saw him standing behind us or something,” her father suggested. 
 
    “But I’ve seen him in other people’s dreams as well,” I said. “And he’s always either the villain or the villain’s accomplice. Your security guy isn’t acting like him at all, but the resemblance is unreal. Look, I know that this might sound crazy, but that’s why I have to tell you. It’s so insane that I couldn’t make it up.” 
 
    Aubrey’s dad gave me a hard, wide-eyed look for a moment before sighing and shaking his head. 
 
    “He’s not totally crazy dad, and neither am I,” Aubrey said as she put her hand on his shoulder. “I promise. I know that it sounds far-fetched, but…” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” her father murmured, and he lifted his head and took a quick cautionary glance around the room. 
 
    But damn. I knew that this guy was up to something, and this just confirmed it. 
 
    “What?” Aubrey asked, and she looked over at me. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean it doesn’t sound crazy,” he sighed. 
 
    “Well, you’ve gotten more open-minded than I thought,” Aubrey said in surprise. “I mean, I know that you always thought the yoga stuff and the energy healing was just woo-woo, but…” 
 
    “That stuff is just woo-woo,” her dad answered. “But this isn’t. I know it for a fact. Look Aubrey, as tuned out as you may think your old man is, I know exactly what you’re referring to. And we’ve been doing research on it for years.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked. “Like… in that movie?” 
 
    “Not like that movie at all,” he said as he rolled his eyes. “For one thing, we’ve never harmed a goat... Well, not intentionally.” 
 
    “But… how?” Aubrey asked. “I mean, how could you even study it? No one else can even do it.” 
 
    “I literally searched through ancient texts,” I practically sputtered. “I had no idea that anyone knew about these types of powers.” 
 
    “Guys, guys,” her dad laughed. “I worked for the CIA, remember. Ancient texts? There’s nothing in public circulation that is ever going to point you to answers for something like this Ollie, trust me. We scrubbed those years ago. This stuff is top secret.” 
 
    “What stuff is top secret?” I demanded. 
 
    I knew that I sounded angry, but I couldn’t help it. If there were more people out there like me, people who knew about the full extent of my powers, then maybe I could be part of a bigger group.  
 
    “The dreams,” he answered. “The ability to jump into them. But it’s not what you think, Ollie. Now tell me, when you’re in these dreams, you can get hurt right? You come back with cuts and bruises?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “Yes, if I die in the dream, I die in real life, or so I assume. Obviously, I haven’t tested that yet.” 
 
    “And the world you enter is more real than a normal dream,” he continued. “Almost like another dimension entirely?” 
 
    “Papa, what’s going on?” Aubrey asked. “Can you do it, too?” 
 
    “No, I can’t,” he shrugged. “And I’ve never met anyone with these natural capabilities. So unfortunately for you, Ollie, if that’s what you were looking for, then I don’t have many answers. But I do have more answers about the origin of these entities, the ones that are causing so much pain in dreams. The villains, as you said.” 
 
    “But they’re just latent content,” I shrugged. “The subconscious. Like what you said back downstairs.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple, kid,” he laughed. “Latent content is your mother not turning up to your dance recital, so you feel rejected well into your adult life. It’s not visions of the apocalypse alongside voyages into different times and places in history.” 
 
    “But how do you know what my work looks like?” I asked. “If you don’t do it yourself?” 
 
    “Because of the CIA, Oliver,” he said. “Because of MK Ultra. You heard of it?” 
 
    Aubrey and I exchanged a puzzled look. I knew about MK Ultra from a few late-night Reddit wormholes I’d gotten to on conspiracy theories as well as the movie that Mr. Pierce had so quickly discounted, but most of what I knew was just wild rumors. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of… MK Ultra?” Aubrey replied and shrugged. “You’re going to have to fill me in. Honestly, it sounds like a cheap beer brand.” 
 
    “And what about you, Oliver?” he asked. “You mentioned the movie.” 
 
    “I’ve heard about it,” I said. “I read some threads about it. Is it like… mind reading stuff?” 
 
    “Close,” her dad nodded. “It is like mind-reading. But that wasn’t the only part. Astral projection and manifesting was a big part of our research back in my heyday. And they’re still doing it.” 
 
    “Astral projection?” Aubrey gawked. “And you tell me my stuff is woo-woo.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” her dad nodded. “Astral projection indeed. But here’s the thing, kids. Something went wrong during our plans. Or not wrong, but it was sure as hell unexpected. These thought experiments became first contact.” 
 
    “First contact,” Aubrey muttered. “That’s a movie, too.” 
 
    “Are you saying… you contacted alien life forms?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” he replied.  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” I said and shook my head. “What do you mean by aliens?” 
 
    “Extra-terrestrials,” he clarified. “Life forms derived from outside of our planet. And they were life forms, but they didn’t have physical forms. So, they used the host of the one who was dreaming, manifesting, or astral projecting.” 
 
    I felt like I had been hit by a truck. Was this guy actually implying that my powers were born of some kind of fucked-up connection with aliens rather than just jumping into people’s dreams in their heads? 
 
    “Sorry,” Aubrey laughed. “But Papa, what the fuck are you on about?” 
 
    “Language Aubrey, your brother’s all over the news now,” her father said automatically and then winced. 
 
    “Oh, and my using a swear word is the problem,” she laughed. “Not his whole schtick and your whole secret past with… with literal aliens? Are you insane?” 
 
    “We didn’t think we’d run into those things out there,” her father pleaded. “We didn’t think we’d have anyone taken over as hosts.” 
 
    “Hosts?” I asked, and my stomach churned. “That sounds really bad.” 
 
    “Wait, I know this movie,” Aubrey said. “Alien, right?” 
 
    “This is serious, Aubrey,” her father sighed. “And yes, I said hosts, and yes, it’s as bad as it sounds. The project was shut down once we realized the aliens could use people as weapons against themselves.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” I asked. 
 
    “You saw it with Aubrey,” he said and nodded to his daughter. “It starts with self-doubt, and they keep working on the victim until they’re filled with self-loathing. Addiction isn’t far behind. Once the mind is laid to waste, they can take over the body and use it to move around in our world.” 
 
    “So I was a host for aliens?” Aubrey started to cry. “And you never fucking told me?” 
 
    “I didn’t know, Aubrey,” her father told her. “And I don’t think it’s that simple. If anything, it sounds like my protégée has been compromised, and an alien is using him to travel through the collective subconscious to find others they can control. It’s no surprise that they’d try and go for someone like you, Aubrey. You’re powerful.” 
 
    “And so are the people at New Leaf,” I murmured. “All that money, all that power, and no one there really knows what’s happening.” 
 
    “Exactly,” her father nodded. “It sounds like the aliens are back, and they’re wreaking havoc. And if my mentee is involved, then this is potentially disastrous. Because what’re the odds of him being able to travel through the dimensions but not actually do anything disastrous?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “They’re wrecking people’s mental health. Isn’t that disastrous enough?” 
 
    “Ollie,” Teddy said, and he put his hands on his hips and raised his eyebrows. “Don’t tell me you actually believe that’s the worst that an extra-terrestrial can do.” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I’m not from the CIA. This stuff is wacky enough for an ex-gardener. Besides, they’re not actually here. They’re just messing with people’s dreams.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate them,” he said. “There’s a reason the program was shut down and the information about it destroyed. We thought we’d destroyed the connection, but if they’re back and searching for people to corrupt, then they must have a plan. And I doubt their plan is one of peace and harmony.” 
 
    “Because who the hell would want that?” Aubrey snorted and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “But if the aliens have found a portal or a… a route back into our world, how did they get there?” I asked. “Did they just get lucky?” 
 
    “Of course not,” he shook his head. “It means that someone in the government has revived the experiments. Or worse, some other country’s government.” 
 
    For a second, the room was quiet as we tried to digest what Teddy Pierce was telling us. It sounded so ludicrous, but it explained a lot about what I’d seen in the dreams I entered. I wasn’t witnessing the internal struggles of the individuals, but a grand scheme to sneak into the minds of the rich and powerful and snatch their bodies. 
 
    Great. I thought meeting one of America’s most privileged families was going to be the kicker today, but this really blew it all out of the water for me. 
 
    “Excellent,” I laughed. “Great. Well, this really changes everything.” 
 
    “What does it mean, Papa?” Aubrey asked. “If… if the CIA or someone else in the government is trying to re-establish the connection with those entities?” 
 
    “It means trouble,” her father said, and he slammed his fist down on one of the glass tables. “Plain and simple. This is a mess, but I’m glad that I know now what’s happening. And Ollie, you really do have a strange talent. I’ve never been able to meet someone who can take part in this type of thing without extensive training or involvement in the program.” 
 
    “So do others hop into dreams?” I asked. “Or is it just me?” 
 
    “As far as I know, I don’t think there are others who can hop into dreams,” he said. “But we had some success projecting to other planes, which is where we met the aliens. Of course, I’ve been out of the agency for twenty years, so things might have changed.” 
 
    “But this is just too much of a coincidence,” Aubrey said. “That you participated in the first experiments, and now the person you’re mentoring has apparently been compromised, whether he knows it or not. Something’s going on here, and I think we need to know what.” 
 
    “I agree,” her father said and glanced toward the door. “I’ll admit that I didn’t know about Christiansen, and as you said, he may not even be aware of it, either. But that just raises a lot more questions about what the hell is going on these days.” 
 
    “I feel like I’ve wandered into a Reddit about alien conspiracies,” I sighed. “But I have to admit, if you’re right, it does explain a lot about what I’ve seen in some of the dreams I’ve visited.” 
 
    “Look, I’m going to get more information,” Teddy replied. “I’ll talk to a few of my contacts and see if anyone knows anything about MK Ultra being revived. I’ll just have to be careful to keep Christiansen out of this, because if he learns that I’m asking questions about the program, the aliens will pick up on that.” 
 
    “So why not just kill him?” Aubrey asked. 
 
    “What, really?” I asked in surprise as I looked at the heiress. 
 
    “Yes,” she declared. “If he’s really in their power, then he’s a threat..” 
 
    Man, I couldn’t believe how cut-throat she was, but it was hot as fuck. I kind of couldn’t handle just how assertive she’d gotten since I’d worked with her, and I loved it.  
 
    “Kill him?” her father chuckled. “My goodness Aubrey, we can’t just order people to be killed.” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” she insisted. “The CIA makes people disappear all the time, and nobody asks questions. I’m not dumb, Papa, even though you and mom have convinced yourself of that to make your life a little easier.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re dumb, sweetheart,” her father sighed. “Far from it. If anything, you’re a little too smart for your own good, which is why you had to shield yourself from the world with drugs and alcohol for so long. But I can’t have him killed. To be frank, it’s not for his protection, it’s for ours. If he is infected, we can use that to learn what we need.” 
 
    “But if we kill him, the alien will just move on to someone else,” I said. “And we’ll lose control over the one person we know is one of their victims.” 
 
    “He gets it,” Mr. Pierce said and nodded at me. 
 
    “Fine,” Aubrey huffed. 
 
    “So, now what?” I asked casually like an alien invasion was something I dealt with every day. 
 
    Hell, it wasn’t all that long ago that I’d been working my ass off at New Leaf making sure the lawns were mowed and the flowers watered. And now I was overhearing some of the most top secret information in the history of the United States, and all because I could suddenly leap into other people’s dreams. I still had no idea why I could do it, though it sounded like I might find a few answers during our visit to DC. 
 
    “As I said,” Teddy Pierce replied. “I still have some contacts I can reach out to. Someone will know about the program.” 
 
    “I always thought New Leaf was a little strange,” I chuckled. “But I’m not sure I would have believed aliens were using it to control society. I mean, it’s mostly pop stars and washed-up actors.” 
 
    “But it makes sense,” Pierce replied. “Performers are some of the most influential people. I’m sure if we managed to get inside the politicians’ version of New Leaf, we’d find the same problem.” 
 
    “You know what this means,” Aubrey said. “This is even bigger than we thought. There could be hundreds, or maybe thousands, of people who are being controlled subconsciously by these aliens.” 
 
    “The dream I had,” I murmured. 
 
    “Which dream?” Mr. Pierce asked. 
 
    “On the flight here, I had this crazy dream,” I said and frowned as I tried to remember the details. “It looked like the apocalypse, and aliens were destroying the world. That’s their endgame. To destroy humanity.” 
 
    “We always suspected as much,” Teddy sighed. 
 
    “But they weren’t counting on someone like me,” I said. “I’ve already disrupted their plans, and now that I know what’s really going on, I can stop them.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” Teddy said and chuckled. “I see self-doubt is not an issue for you.” 
 
    “Trust me, Papa, he can handle this,” Aubrey replied. 
 
    “Before we all head off into battle, we should probably try to learn more about our enemy,” Mr. Pierce said and grinned at his daughter.  
 
    “Of course,” she agreed. “So what should Ollie and I do now? Do we just… hang back and stand by until you have more information?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what you do,” her dad said. “Just keep doing your dream therapy and go about your lives like normal. When I have something useful, I’ll call and tell you there’s a family emergency. We’ll meet, exchange information, and then we can start to plan our attack.” 
 
    “We can do that,” I said. “And I’ll try to keep notes on the dreams I enter as well as any more run-ins I have with Christiansen.” 
 
    “That would be helpful,” her father replied. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Aubrey said as she shook her head. “And we thought that Ollie’s healing powers were just a fun skill that he had… when really it’s to defend against a parasitic invasion of aliens.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” her father said. “Not until we know more. But I have to admit, this is probably the first time I’ve actually been happy to meet one of Aubrey’s boyfriends.” 
 
    “Papa!” Aubrey gasped and then giggled. “Okay, I did drag home some very shady characters.” 
 
    “I’m glad I made it off the shady characters list,” I said. 
 
    “Well, you’re still shady,” her father said. “But in a good way.” 
 
    Aubrey rolled her eyes at her father’s grin, and though I wasn’t sure if I’d been complimented or not, I smiled back. 
 
    “I suppose you were just anticipating your run-of-the-mill family tension and a stuffy country club when you got the invitation to meet us,” he said. 
 
    “It was more like an order than an invitation,” Aubrey noted. 
 
    “Well, your mother is hard to say no to,” he replied. “But so is everyone else on her side of the family.” 
 
    “A Pierce is hardly a shrinking violet,” Aubrey pointed out. “You’re just as tough.” 
 
    “As are you,” her father replied.  
 
    “Ugh, don’t remind me,” she said. 
 
    “And we’re in the public eye now, honey,” Teddy answered. “Right now more than ever before.” 
 
    “Great,” she groaned. “This old shit again.” 
 
    “Honey,” he said. “This is what I’m talking about. We didn’t throw away five grand on media training for you to swear in public. Ollie, you think you can fix that little habit?” 
 
    “I’m a big picture thinker, Mr, Pierce,” I laughed. “I only sort out the deep-seeded issues and the alien plans to take over the minds of the wealthy and influential. But maybe I could set up a swear jar.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a good place to start,” Mr. Pierce laughed. “Because now that you’re associated with Kenneth Pierce, even if it is only tangentially, you’re about to find yourself under some intense scrutiny.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about it,” I replied and rolled my eyes. “I’ve been weathering that storm ever since Jackie Forest and I became friends.” 
 
    “You know, I really did think you were a cult leader at first,” Teddy Pierce admitted. “I was a little scared that Aubrey was getting wrapped up in something that would tarnish the Pierce name and ruin Kenneth’s political aspirations.” 
 
    I winced slightly, but I managed to nod in agreement. I couldn’t believe the cognitive dissonance in this family, which would happily bury a murder while planning the best way to expose an alien invasion. 
 
    “I’m not a cult leader,” I said after a moment. “As I said, I don’t really have an agenda other than to help people and live a good life for myself. The American dream is what I want.” 
 
    “Well, America can be a dark place,” Aubrey muttered.  
 
    “But I’ll do my damndest to fight for her,” Teddy replied as he gave his daughter a stern look. 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and we all froze for a moment. And then we all turned to face it while we tried to look like we hadn’t been discussing the fate of humanity just moments before. 
 
    “Do come in,” Teddy called out in a bored voice as he adjusted his collar.  
 
    The door swung open to reveal a very drunk Patricia Pierce and Christiansen the creeper. 
 
    “Darling,” she smiled. “It’s time to return to lunch. Also, this isn’t the room with the Rothko, you old codger, it’s down the hall. Come on now, we haven’t got all day.” 
 
    Teddy Pierce shot me a wink and led the way out of the map room. 
 
    As we followed the Pierce parents down the stairs, Aubrey took my hand and gave it a squeeze. 
 
    Yep. This just kept getting stranger and stranger. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “God, I’m glad to be back in LA,” Aubrey yawned as the jet touched down on the runway. “You know, I don’t reserve this term for many people, because I’m a feminist and all that. But even as an innocent bystander, I think you can agree that my mom was acting like a total bitch.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t put it that way either due to my upbringing,” I laughed. “But she was certainly… catty with you. Is it always like that?” 
 
    “She never liked me,” Aubrey shrugged. “I mean, I know she loves me because she’s my mother, and I’m continuing the family line and all of that, but it’s been made pretty damn clear my whole life that she doesn’t exactly like me. I mean, we’d never be friends in the real world. She’s old-fashioned, judgmental, small-minded, and as you just saw, remarkably passive-aggressive.” 
 
    “Well, you seem to have quite the arsenal of descriptors,” I said. “And to describe a problem in great detail is to make it a little easier to cope with.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Aubrey laughed. “That’s what years of expensive therapy will do to you. Might as well buy a hundred thousand dollar dictionary for all the good it did until you came along.” 
 
    I smiled to myself as Aubrey threw me a wink. I wasn’t a cult leader, but I really was the real deal when it came to this stuff, and boy, was I happy about it. 
 
    As the doors to the private jet came down, I looked around and saw that I actually didn’t have anything to grab. All I had with me were my phone and my wallet, which were in my pants. It felt strange to have flown all the way across the country without packing at least an overnight bag, but this was one of the benefits of private planes,  
 
    Damn. I could really get used to this jet-set lifestyle. If only it wasn’t going to burn a fat hole in the ozone layer, that was. 
 
    “Are there any eco-friendly options for this type of air travel?” I asked Aubrey. “I don’t want to be tearing up the sky every time we have to go anywhere.” 
 
    “No,” she shrugged as we stepped into the warm California sunlight. “There isn’t. Unless you want to travel everywhere by hot air balloon, that is.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I answered.  
 
    We made our way down the short staircase into the black SUV that was waiting for us. 
 
    “Olliiiiiieeeeeeeee!” a familiar voice sang as soon as I slipped inside. 
 
    I was surprised to find that both Jackie and Masha were seated in the cream-colored leather interior of the car. And man, did they look as good as always. 
 
    Masha was wearing a hot pink sports bra and tiny running shorts, and her black hair had been scraped back into a fierce bun that hinted at her devoted past as an Olympic gymnast. Jackie, on the other hand, was wearing a white flowing skirt that came to just under her knees and a tiny black halter tank with brown Birkenstocks. 
 
    “Ladies, ladies, ladies,” I laughed as I hopped next to Jackie.  
 
    The pop star held my arm and gave me a kiss on the cheek that sent a shiver from the top of my head to the bottom of my toes. 
 
    “Oh, Ollie,” Jackie sighed. “We missed our little Rasputin so much.” 
 
    “Oh, brother,” I rolled my eyes as Aubrey laughed and pulled the door closed behind us. 
 
    The car set off, and Masha leaned over and gave my cheek a pinch. 
 
    “How is my flower man?” she asked in her thick eastern European accent as she batted her eyelashes. 
 
    “He is tired,” I said. “And so is your friend Aubrey here.” 
 
    “Have this,” Jackie said, and she handed me one of those giant Stanley flasks that looked like they were made for moms who doubled as military SEALs.  
 
    I could hear the ice sloshing around inside, and I winced for a second. I knew Jackie was making an effort to eat clean, but after meeting the Pierce family, I was starting to understand the attraction to alcohol and drugs.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Please tell me you’re not into amphetamines now, Jackie darling. Are we going to have to go back to Mars?” 
 
    “It’s orange juice from the backyard with an energy supplement in it, you goon,” she laughed.  
 
    I sighed in relief and then took a sip of the juice. It was actually pretty damn good, with hints of papaya or something. And it made me feel energized in a less abrasive way than the usual caffeine high that I was used to. 
 
    Man, I really was starting to sound like the rich bitch valley girl that I was slowly becoming with all my newfound life luxuries. 
 
    “This is good,” I answered. “Here, Aubrey, try some. It’s the best pick-me-up you could ask for.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” she said as she grabbed the tankard from my hands. 
 
    “It’s from this company that wants me to endorse them,” Jackie yawned. “Obviously, I’m not going to do it, but I love the stuff anyway.” 
 
    “If you love it so much, why don’t you endorse?” Masha asked as she lifted an eyebrow. “Isn’t that the point?” 
 
    “It’s owned by Brandy LaChiava, who was arrested on charges of tax evasion two years ago,” Jackie sighed. “She’s a sweetheart, and I’m sure it was just an accident, but I don’t want to endorse something that’s going to make me look like I’m linked to some kind of fruity girl mob. Plus, my manager would never let me post that on Instagram. The optics would be terrible… I mean… Jackie Forest, original voice of a generation, purveyor of fruity energy drinks?” 
 
    “Voice of a generation is a little generous,” Aubrey laughed 
 
    “I know, but I can’t help it,” Jackie sighed as her cheeks turned pink. “That’s what the label brands me as.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t look good,” I admitted. “But the phrase fruity girl mob is sort of awesome.” 
 
    For a moment I felt the cool air conditioning wash over me as I imagined what a fruity girl mob would even be. Suddenly, my head was clouded with images of my gorgeous ladies in coconut and palm bikinis wielding samurai swords. Giant oranges, lemons, and pears would fly at them, just like in Fruit Ninja, and they’d slice them to the ground. There would be juice and pulp everywhere as the girls destroyed each and every giant fruit, and I imagined myself lost in a hedonistic mix of neon colors with just me and the three most gorgeous women in the world. It was like Charlie’s Angels, but the smell would be better than the inside of a juice bar… 
 
    “Ollie,” Masha said. 
 
    “Huh?” I muttered and then looked at the girls. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Five minutes,” she answered. “But now it is time to get back to business. What did you find out in Washington DC?” 
 
    Aubrey and I shot a glance at each other, and then the heiress pressed the button underneath the door handle that raised the privacy screen. 
 
    “I can’t believe that those are actually real,” Jackie said as the screen between us and the driver went up. “I mean, I’ve had them installed for years, but it’s still a marvel to me. You know when I was little, my mom would make a fake one? Like, she’d hold her hand up and say ‘I can’t hear you!’ My friends and I would sit in the back and gossip, and she’d act like she couldn’t hear. I guess most of it was just stupid crushes, but it’s how she found out about the family of toads that I was hiding under my sink in second grade.” 
 
    “That’s fucking weird, Jackie Forest,” Aubrey said. “I never would’ve pinned that kind of madness on you.” 
 
    “Kids like animals, you blue-blooded princess,” Jackie shot back, and the whole car erupted in giggles. 
 
    “Okay,” I laughed. “You’re all girls. I understand.” 
 
    “There are some things you’ll never know, Ollie,” Jackie laughed. 
 
    “There are some things I wouldn’t like to know, darling,” I added, and I gave her a peck on the top of her ginger head. 
 
    She turned her head and looked up at me with her sky-blue eyes, and I swore that I could’ve melted into the sun. 
 
    “We have surprise for you,” Masha announced in a flat voice. 
 
    “Oh, how exciting,” I laughed as I looked up at her. “What’s the surprise?” 
 
    “We saw a house we thought you’d like,” Jackie giggled, and my senses perked up. 
 
    I had barely been gone a day and the girls had already found a house? Damn. This life was really catching up to me. It was hard to believe that all the luxury and all the good stuff that I’d dreamed about was finally mine. And all I had to do was ask for it. 
 
    “Stop distracting,” Masha said suddenly. “What happened in Washington? Don’t keep secret.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” I said as I noticed that the ex-gymnast was staring me down. 
 
    “Tell me,” she said. “I want to know.” 
 
    “It’s worse than you think,” I said to the girls. 
 
    “So is everything,” Jackie shrugged. “That’s why I got hooked on opiates. Life is hard.” 
 
    “But this is insane,” Aubrey said. “Out of your wildest dreams.” 
 
    “It’s a little late for that,” Jackie added. “Life is already different than what I imagined.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said. “Basically, Aubrey’s dad worked for the CIA. And they used to do big studies on mind reading, astral projecting, and all that stuff. It was part of a project called MK Ultra.”  
 
    “No way,” Jackie laughed. “I know what MK ultra is.” 
 
    “Of course you do, you Reddit freak,” Aubrey giggled, and the girls started to swat at each other. 
 
    “I’m being serious,” I said. “Aliens are trying to inhabit the bodies of the rich and the powerful. They’re wearing them down with despair in hopes to possess them, and that process starts in dreams. The portal has already been opened. Or, I don’t know if it’s a portal exactly, but the astral projection opens a kind of bridge between the two worlds.” 
 
    Suddenly the girls went completely silent. I could see Jackie trying to x-ray me with her gaze, and Masha stared out of the window and put her fist to her chin. 
 
    “You’re kidding,” Jackie laughed, though she looked like she was trying to hold back tears. 
 
    “I wish I was,” I sighed. “But that strange man who keeps popping up in everyone’s dreams… he’s part of it.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Jackie sighed. “I knew there had to be something more going on. It was just too easy.” 
 
    “What was?” I asked. 
 
    “You,” she said. “Just hopping into dreams and helping people. Of course there would be aliens behind it. Because why not?” 
 
    Jackie sniffled and dabbed at her eyes, but when Aubrey tried to hug her, the pop star shook her head. 
 
    “What is it?” Aubrey asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Jackie sniffed. “It’s just… I don’t want any of you to get hurt. And aliens? Are you fucking kidding me? We have enough to worry about without aliens.” 
 
    “Yes, like paying rent,” Masha said under her breath before trying to stop herself from laughing. 
 
    “Shut up,” Jackie laughed at the ex-gymnast.  
 
    “So what is happening?” Masha asked. “What do you have to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Right now, we’re just waiting for a call from Aubrey’s dad. He’s supposed to be meeting with some of his contacts. Once he does, he’ll call and let us know what’s happening and what we should do next.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Masha said. 
 
    “Can we talk about the new and pretty house now?” Jackie sniffed. “I don’t want to think about this anymore.” 
 
    “Same here,” Aubrey laughed. “I’d much rather hear about this house you’ve uncovered. Tell us what it’s like.” 
 
    Just as she said it, I heard my phone vibrating in my pocket, and since I had no idea how long it would take Teddy Pierce to talk to his contacts, I decided I would answer instead of letting it go to voicemail. 
 
    “Just a moment, ladies,” I said as I retrieved my phone. 
 
    “Busy man,” Masha muttered under her breath as she stared out of the window. 
 
    “Hello,” I said after I tapped the screen. “You’ve reached Oliver Hans--” 
 
    “Ollie, it’s me,” a comforting voice came from the other end of the receiver. 
 
    “Martha,” I laughed. “Where are you calling from? I thought you were a new client or… well, someone else.” 
 
    “We’ve had some problems with the phone,” she huffed. “I’ve been on my cell all day trying to get them to send a repairman. He finally arrived, but my battery is nearly dead, so I convinced the nice young man to let me make one call on his phone while he’s working.” 
 
    “You can be very persuasive,” I noted. 
 
    “Comes with the job,” she replied. “Anyway, I have some news.” 
 
    My stomach churned at the thought of any more news, which usually meant either something related to the paparazzi or something going wrong with the business.  
 
    “What kind of news?” I sighed. “Did something blow up in the kitchen? Or wait, maybe someone else decided to sue.” 
 
    “Sorry, news isn’t the right term,” she said. “It’s more of a proposition from this investigative journalist. She wants to do a piece on you, a day in the life kind of thing.” 
 
    “No,” I said right off the bat. “I’m not doing anything like that. This is not a process that I’m dying for anyone else to see, especially an investigative journalist.” 
 
    “Well, apparently she has a great reputation,” Martha offered. “And there’s another small thing. She, uh… said that if she doesn’t get a response from you within the next week, she’s going to go ahead with the piece.” 
 
    “What?” I demanded. “How can she go forward with a day in the life article if she can’t spend a day in the life with me? That would just be pure fiction. 
 
    “Oh, it wouldn’t be that kind of piece,” Martha replied. “She said that she had no problem calling friends, relatives, and former co-workers to cobble a kind of speculative essay out of it. Either way, you’re getting written about.” 
 
    “What?” I groaned as the girls looked at me. “Okay, fine, fine. It’s fine. Let her come tomorrow so that we can talk it all over and get some things on paper. I want to set some boundaries before I let her follow me around.” 
 
    “You need some assurances about the type of piece she’ll write,” Martha said. “I understand. I used to deal with the same thing at New Leaf all the time. Just remember that the meeting with the lawyers is the day after tomorrow, and I’m not sure you want her tagging along for that.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I sighed. “The lawyers.” 
 
     I still couldn’t believe that New Leaf was actually trying to sue me because I had beaten them at their own game, but I knew that sudden success always attracted haters. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the lawyers,” Martha said. “You’ve got the best of the best on our side.” 
 
    “More importantly, I’ve got you,” I laughed, and my old friend guffawed on the other side of the line. 
 
    “Oh, Ollie, you charmer,” Martha laughed. “Anyway, send my love to those girls. They said that they had a surprise for you.” 
 
    “Oh, so everyone’s in on it but me?” I rolled my eyes. “I just love it when you all gang up on me.” 
 
    I saw Jackie turn pink, and Masha gave me a naughty wink. But even though I didn’t know what the surprise house looked like, I was excited as hell to see it. 
 
    “I’ve got a few more calls to make today, Ollie,” Martha said. “But I’ll catch up with you later.” 
 
    “Catch you later, Martha,” I said to my faithful secretary before hanging up the phone. 
 
    “Bad news?” Masha asked. 
 
    “Just… unbelievable,” I muttered as my head hit the back of the seat. 
 
    “What is it, honey?” Jackie asked, and the delectable redhead pushed some hair out of my face. “What’ve they done now?” 
 
    “Nothing too pressing,” I said. “I just have to get this case together with the lawyers. It shouldn’t be too taxing, but it also doesn’t look like it’s going to be much fun, either.” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s just haters, Ollie,” Jackie shrugged.  
 
    I felt kind of smug knowing that I had haters on my back. Jackie had told me time and time again that it was a mark of success when people went after you like that. 
 
    But if I was honest with myself, they were also kind of a pain in my ass. I was enjoying my success, and the last thing I wanted was for a bunch of shitty lawyers to come and stop the fun that I was having. 
 
    I sighed and turned my attention to the houses we were driving by. I saw some gorgeous stucco homes shrouded by trees, houses that were made completely out of glass, cedar shingled Craftsman-style, and a couple I couldn’t even come up with the words to describe besides alien-spaceship-crash-site. 
 
    It took me a moment, but I realized we’d passed Jackie’s house maybe a mile ago. I hadn’t driven through this area much before, though some of the homes were vaguely familiar. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. “These are some impressive places. I don’t think I’ve been this way before.” 
 
    Jackie and Masha exchanged a giggle, and Masha looked especially nefarious as she swiped a perfectly straight lock of black hair out of her face and gave me a grin. 
 
    “You noticed,” Masha said with a nod, and she raised a razor-sharp eyebrow at me. “You are very observant.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m saying this,” I sighed. “But where are you taking me?” 
 
    “Didn’t we say we had somewhere fun to show you?” Jackie replied. “I promise, you’ll love it.” 
 
    “I’m beat,” Aubrey yawned. “But I’m always up for some fun.” 
 
    “We are nearly there,” Masha announced.  
 
    I leaned toward the window as I tried to get a better look at whatever was here. But all I could see were trees and bushes that had been carefully planted to hide the house from the street. 
 
    “Here it is,” Jackie said, and she started to bounce up and down in her seat. “You’re going to love this place.” 
 
    Jackie’s face glowed when she was happy, and at the moment, her skin looked radiant. Her baby blues were brimming with excitement as the car turned down a gravel path, and she clapped her hands when we pulled up to a large, white wrought-iron gate. 
 
    “This looks nice,” Aubrey nodded. “Certainly more subtle than some of the other properties we’ve passed.” 
 
    “Ah, but the best is yet to come,” the ex-gymnast replied. 
 
    I looked out of the window as the gate opened and the SUV pulled forward. I couldn’t see the house yet, but the grounds were amazing.  
 
    Shade trees protected the sugar bushes and blue elderberry that had been carefully trimmed to form tidy patterns across the lawn. At the center of it all was a pond surrounded by a variety of white flowers that included camellias, Matilija poppies, and bear’s breeches. A pair of doves cooed nearby, but otherwise, the place was a peaceful oasis in the middle of the city. 
 
    “Very, very beautiful,” Aubrey murmured. “Discrete, too. And not too showy. Looks…” 
 
    “Old money?” Jackie giggled. 
 
    “I suppose that’s one way of putting it,” Aubrey replied as she rolled her eyes. “Though I was thinking more along the lines of a family home. One you’d be happy to pass along to your kids.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” I said as the house finally appeared. 
 
    It was a handsome mix of gray stone and glass, with a waterfall that trickled down the eastern wall and a stunning cherry blossom tree that stood as a sentinel near the front door. It felt warm and soothing, despite the hard stone, and it was easy to picture myself returning home at the end of the day to this serene setting. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Jackie gasped, and she climbed over me to get a better look. “Masha, look. It’s even more gorgeous than it looked in the pictures.” 
 
    “I’d certainly hope so,” she shrugged. “Stanley Cooper is supposed to be a genius.” 
 
    “Wait, wait wait,” I laughed. “You’re… you’re saying that this house was designed by Stanley Cooper?” 
 
    “Makes sense now, doesn’t it?” Jackie giggled.  
 
    I’d never heard the name Stanley Cooper until I started my job at New Leaf, but I’d never spent much time thinking about architecture before. Truthfully, I’d never spent much time thinking about buildings before then, since I tended to prefer to spend most of my time outside. 
 
    But Cooper had given a few talks on the poetics of space at New Leaf that I’d managed to sneak into. He’d explained how the space we lived in was a direct reflection of a person’s mental state, which wasn’t really anything new in mental health circles, and then he’d talked about how he created spaces that were designed to make you feel a certain way.  
 
    After that, I’d started paying more attention to the buildings around me, though I’d never thought I’d be able to afford such a carefully crafted home of my own. 
 
    “I’m surprised you know him,” Aubrey said. 
 
    “He spoke at New Leaf a few times,” I replied. “He was… impressive.” 
 
    Right on queue, a man in blue jeans and an impossibly crisp white shirt opened the front door. He looked understated until I noticed the Rolex on his left hand, a not so subtle sign of affluence. 
 
    “Well, go on,” Jackie said as she prodded my arm. “I want to see inside! I mean… for you to see inside, of course…” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I laughed.  
 
    I opened the door and took my time stepping out of the SUV. I could feel the girls getting impatient behind me, so I finally moved out of their way while I drank in some of the warm California sunshine. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you,” the man said as he stepped toward me. “I’m Dave. Jackie called me up earlier and said that this was exactly the type of home that you were looking for.” 
 
    “Well, I guess,” I laughed. “I’ve been looking, but then things gots a little busy…” 
 
    “So we took the liberty of helping out,” Jackie said with a wink. “Dave found my house for me, and I can personally attest to the fact that he is very good at matching people with houses.” 
 
    “Well, there’s only one real miracle worker here,” he laughed as he patted me on the arm. “Let’s get you guys a nice cold drink. I heard you just flew back from DC.” 
 
    Aubrey and I exchanged a look and shrugged as he led us through a cool foyer with stone flooring into the most magnificent kitchen I’d ever seen in my life. All the surfaces were made of gray stone, and I fell in love with the earth tones of the room. 
 
    “Wow,” I murmured. “This is great.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” the man laughed. “Jackie told me a little bit about you, and I had an idea of what might work. You know, I know that you’re the one they call the dream therapist, but I also like to think that I make people’s dreams come to life.” 
 
    Masha rolled her eyes at how saccharine the sentiment was, but Jackie gave her an elbow in the ribs. 
 
    “Your prowess at choosing houses is well understood in our home,” she giggled. “It’s the perfect place for me. Who would’ve thought that a girl who had never been to Italy would feel most at home in a Tuscan villa?” 
 
    “Exactly,” he replied. “Anyway, would you like to see the upstairs Mr. Hansel? We can take the servant stairs.” 
 
    “Servant stairs?” I asked as he pressed on a dark wood cupboard that sprang open. 
 
    I had seen these types of secret entryways before, but I’d never dreamed that I’d ever actually own a house that had secret stairs and passageways. There were no windows, but the steps were lit by recessed lights that gave the wood a glow, and I could feel the relaxed vibe of the place, even in the confines of the narrow stairwell. 
 
    “Why would there be stairs for servants?” Masha asked. “If this house was built recently? Isn’t that an old-fashioned house type of thing?” 
 
    “Well, these days we don’t call them servants,” I laughed, and I could sense the realtor turning a little embarrassed. 
 
    “No,” he laughed. “But this architect likes to have a little fun when he can. Provide a little social commentary, if you get my drift.” 
 
    I doubted that the staircase was a statement about the class war and more a testimony to the extraordinarily wealthy clientele that the house had been designed for, but I didn’t care. Now I was one of those clients, and I was pretty damn impressed with the house. 
 
    We emerged from the stairwell into a long hallway with cream-colored walls and polished wood floors. There was a giant window at one end that looked out onto the front lawn, but the realtor turned around and pointed toward the other end of the hallway. 
 
    “Look out there,” he said. “If you really want to see the property.” 
 
    I walked to the other end of the property to a window that looked out over the backyard. I was sure I’d find a swimming pool and probably some well-trimmed bushes, since every other home I’d looked at in the area seemed to have those. But I still wasn’t prepared for what I found. 
 
    It had a pond-style swimming pool surrounded by rocks that was half-hidden under the shade of palm trees. And there was an herb and vegetable garden that looked like it had been taken care of with the utmost amount of love. 
 
    “Oh, man,” I murmured. “Are those…” 
 
    “Tomatoes?” The realtor laughed. “And cucumbers, green onions, and all the herbs that your heart desires? Sure are. The pool is a natural ecosystem, by the way, so minimal amount of work to keep it functioning. Ms. Forest here told me that you had quite the green thumb and that you’d appreciate a good garden.” 
 
    “Well, Ms. Forest is being very kind,” I laughed, and the red-headed pop star offered me a wink. “But she’s right. I used to be a gardener before I got into the business of helping people.” 
 
    “Isn’t that something,” he said. “Well, as you can see, it’s quite a wonderful garden if you like to grow your own food.” 
 
    He gestured at us to follow him down the hallway, where he pushed open one of the doors to the right to reveal a bedroom that practically glowed white like a beacon of calm. 
 
    I stepped in the space and felt instantly clear-headed. The entire far wall was a window, and the only furniture in the room at the moment was a large round bed and a small oil diffuser in the corner. 
 
    “It’s sparse,” Masha said. “But very nice. I feel like I’m in a cloud.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said as I walked further into the room. 
 
    I didn’t know what it was, but something about being surrounded by the whiteness of the room while I looked out at the blue California sky made me feel like I was back in a dreamworld. I probably would add some more furniture in the place when I moved in, but I didn’t think that would disturb the feel of the room, especially if I was careful about what I kept in the space. 
 
    “You can imagine the sunsets you get in here,” Jackie continued.  
 
    “It’s true,” the estate agent said. “It may look white now, but in the evening, this whole room glows just like the sunset. Pink, orange, purple... Whatever color the sunset is that night is the color of the room. It’s a real shapeshifter of a house, a special place for sure. Know who the previous owner was?” 
 
    “Do I want to?” I asked. 
 
    “Al Morley,” he replied with a smile. 
 
    “No way,” Jackie spun around. “You didn’t tell me it belonged to Al Morley. That makes so much sense.” 
 
    “Wait,” I laughed. “The saxophone player? The one who has quite the reputation for being, well, you know… the epitome of sex, drugs, and rock-n-roll?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” he shrugged. “But he stopped all that stuff back in the 2000s. Was a real feral guy in the eighties, as I’m sure you all know… but then he went on a meditation retreat somewhere in India and gave up all that stuff completely. Just did a complete u-turn one day. But he’s selling now because he’s moving to Cambodia full time to establish a music foundation for descendants of victims of the Khmer regime.” 
 
    “That’s awesome,” Aubrey said. “Good for him.” 
 
    “Full u-turn,” Jackie nodded. “That’s kind of what we did after meeting Ollie.” 
 
    “I might have to make an appointment,” Dave said and laughed. “Come on, I’ll show you the rest of the house.” 
 
    Our first stop was a room across the hall from the main bedroom. There was no wall of glass, just a couple of windows, and at the moment, it was set up like a living room, with leather couches, a large-screen TV, a mini-fridge, and a couple of speakers that looked like they could blast the roof off if you cranked the volume all the way up. 
 
    “This is the upstairs lounge,” the realtor said. “Good for private meetings, could be turned into an office…” 
 
    “It’s amazing,” I said as I looked around at the space and dreamed of the possibilities. 
 
    I knew that I was still a simple boy at heart, because I was impressed as hell with the notion of an upstairs lounge as well as a downstairs one. In fact, Jackie had hit the nail on the head with this house. Just like my place of work, everything about it screamed tranquility, and my mind felt calmer than ever. 
 
    “I like this house,” Masha said as we moved on to the next room. 
 
    “Me, too,” I said. “Look, I haven’t bought property like this before. What’s the going rate?” 
 
    Aubrey covered her mouth with her hands and tried to suppress a giggle. I’m sure in her genteel world, such information was never discussed so openly. I knew that old money whispered, but since I was new to this game, I didn’t care if I seemed gauche as long as I didn’t get ripped off. 
 
    “Wow, so enthusiastic,” the realtor laughed. “I love to see it, Ollie, I really do. And right now we’re accepting offers at around seven million, with a ten percent deposit.” 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded. “Interesting. Give me a second.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe that I was actually doing this, but part of me loved it. I dipped my hand into my pocket and pressed Martha’s speed dial before holding it up to my ear. It rang exactly three times before my trusty secretary picked up. 
 
    “Hi, Ollie,” her warm, familiar voice said. “You’ve reached me, Martha.” 
 
    “Hey, Miss Martha,” I laughed. “I have a question. It’s about money.” 
 
    “I’ve told you this before Ollie, I’m not the best accountant,” she said. “But I can give some rough guesstimates.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I shuffled from side to side. “Can I afford a seven million dollar house with ten percent deposit?” 
 
    “Ha!” A laugh came down the line. “Ollie, of course you can. You could do a higher deposit even, and--” 
 
    “I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it,” I said. “Thanks! See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, see you later, Ollie!” she said as she hung up the phone. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said to everyone. “Just had to call my mom to ask for permission.” 
 
    The girls threw their heads back and laughed because they knew who Martha was, but the realtor only gave me a slightly pained smile because he thought I was being serious. 
 
    “Oh,” he laughed. “Is she, umm… are you under a conservatorship or something?”  
 
    “I’m joking,” I assured him. “That was my assistant and secretary. I’m not like some guy from a Hitchcock film or something…” 
 
    “Oh, you mean Psycho?” Jackie teased. “With the reveal at the end that he’s been carrying around his mother’s corpse? Oh, I love that movie. I watched it every day when I was twelve.” 
 
    “That’s fucked,” Aubrey added. “Excuse my French.” 
 
    “You’re excused only this time,” Masha said quietly. “Once, I lost second place to French in Junior Olympics. Curses to them.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” I said, and the man’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Wait, what?” he said with a laugh. “Just… just like that?” 
 
    “Yes,” I shrugged. “Jackie was right. And so were you. This house is perfect. I loved it from the second I walked in. It’s close to my work, and I can already tell that it will help clear my mind. That’s very important in my line of work. So I’ll take the house, and I’d like it as soon as possible.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The girls started jumping up and down and whispering to themselves as the realtor pulled out his phone. 
 
    “Well, let me just check here,” he said as he started to look over a bunch of figures. “I mean, we could get this started as early as you want… it’ll take about a week to get everything going, if that suits you?” 
 
    “That suits me perfectly,” I shrugged, turned around, and then gave the girls a wink. 
 
    It seemed like they were turned on by my impulsiveness and my power, because they all blushed and started to hug each other. 
 
    “Okay,” Jackie giggled as she slinked her arm around my shoulder. “Now, don’t say I don’t do anything for you. Alright?” 
 
    “Jackie, I’ve never said anything like that in my life,” I laughed. “You’ve done a hell of a lot for me. And this really is the cherry on top of the cake.” 
 
    “And even better,” the realtor laughed. “You’ll be in contact with Mr. Morley himself. He was adamant that he wanted the house to go to someone who was helping humanity in an innovative way, and it seems as if you’re the ideal candidate.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, oh, my God, oh, my God,” Jackie squealed. “Al Morley! I want to say hi, too!” 
 
    “You haven’t met him?” I asked. “You’re, like, one of the biggest stars in the world.” 
 
    “Ugh, don’t say that, it’s in my press release,” the pop star answered as she waved her hand. “But, be sure to include me in the origin story. I don’t know if he even listens to my music, but I want him to know that I’m at least responsible for something, you know… good about this whole situation.” 
 
    “Of course I’ll pass that on,” I laughed. “Wow, what a day, what a day, what a day! My goodness Jackie, I’m picking up your habit of repeating things.” 
 
    “I love it,” she said. “Good things come in threes. My gemstone healer used to tell me that.” 
 
    “I’ve also seen it on a greeting card, I think,” Aubrey murmured. “But I’m sure the gemstone guy also knew what he was talking about.” 
 
    “Well, want to shake on it?” I asked, and I held out my hand. “I mean, I know we have to wait for Mr. Morley to accept the offer, but I have a good feeling about this.” 
 
    The realtor took my hand in his and smiled at us. 
 
    “You know, Ollie,” he said. “I know they call you a miracle worker for different reasons, but I have to say, that was probably the easiest sale of my life. And I’m smooth, you know. But I don’t think anything has ever gone that smoothly.” 
 
    “What about mine?” Jackie lifted an eyebrow. “I had an easy sale, too.” 
 
    “Yes, but you remember how you wanted a full vineyard at first?” he asked. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” she blushed. “I’m sure that wouldn’t have been ideal in my former, um… state.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t wait,” I said.  
 
    I’d never been excited for a move before in my life. This time I wouldn’t have to rent a U-Haul myself and do all the heavy lifting with my dad and the boys. 
 
    Nope. All of my stuff was going to be taken care of by other people, and I was just going to direct the movers to the right room. I couldn’t believe that I’d finally have a place that was really, truly mine. Of course, I’d always dreamed about owning a house, and now I finally had it in the space of a single afternoon. 
 
    Things certainly weren’t going too bad out here in California. I had the girls, the job, the house… 
 
    And the court case. And the nefarious CIA program that was threatening the minds of the rich and powerful across America and, if the program extended elsewhere, possibly the world. 
 
    But that was all in a day’s work. Now, all I wanted to do was go back to Jackie’s and bask in the glow of my successes before any more heavy hitting missions to save the world came my way. 
 
    “I think that’s all we need now, Mr. Hansel,” the realtor said as he shook my hand firmly. “I’m more than happy to get this started. I’ll keep in touch via email, Jackie gave it to me.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said. “Pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    We headed back down the servant stairs of what I hoped would soon be my new home, and as we stepped into the kitchen, I felt a sense of pride at being entrusted with such a gorgeous home. Of course, it wasn’t mine yet, but I felt like I belonged in this space, and I was sure I’d soon be able to call it mine for real.  
 
    I waved goodbye to Dave, and then the girls and I filed back out of the house, where the black SUV was waiting for us right where we left it. 
 
    “How long were we in there?” I asked. 
 
    “Ollie, I wasn’t keeping track of--” Jackie laughed. 
 
    “Thirty-five minutes,” Masha cut in with a wink and then skipped over to the car and pulled the door open. 
 
    “Wow,” Jackie said. “That really was quick. You’re setting a high bar, Ollie.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I always do,” I said as I slid into the car.  
 
    Jackie and Aubrey joined us, and Aubrey, as the last one in, pulled the door shut. 
 
    “We’re heading home!” Jackie announced to the driver, who was someone I didn’t recognize today. 
 
    The SUV started to head back down the drive, and I drank in the property. I was glad to see that the trees, shrubs, and winding road hid the house from prying eyes. I hadn’t been famous all that long, but I was already sick as hell of the paparazzi, who followed us around like they had a right to know what we were up to. 
 
    “What do you want to do when we get back?” Masha asked. 
 
    “What, is this some kind of playdate?” Aubrey laughed, and the ex-gymnast winked at her. 
 
    “Well, we could make it one,” Jackie offered. “Masha and I were thinking of some fun parlor games to play.” 
 
    “Parlor games?” I rolled my eyes. “That sounds like something that I’d find in someone’s dream! And then it would be, like… something to do with showing their true face to the world or something.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not our fault that your workday is positively Kafkaesque,” Jackie said. “I’m sure whatever we do will be a lot more fun than anything you’d find in someone’s dream.” 
 
    “So what’re we playing?” I asked as the car approached the gate to Jackie’s mansion. “Charades?” 
 
    “What about hide-and-seek?” Masha asked. “That’s fun.” 
 
    “Oh, I like that,” Jackie agreed. 
 
    “No,” Aubrey laughed, and she pushed a strand of blonde hair out of her face. “No, I’m not going to do that.” 
 
    I couldn’t blame the heiress for her quick refusal, since her worst trauma was being locked in a closet while a murder was carried out in the other room. I’d probably steer clear of any games that involved hiding in closets as well. 
 
    “Hmm, okay,” Jackie said. “But what about sardines? That’s fun. The point is that someone finds you and then they have to hide with you. And there’s one seeker.” 
 
    Aubrey looked up like she was mulling it over in her head before nodding. 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “Yeah, I think that I could do that version. It might even be a little healing to know that someone was there with me, too.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Masha said. “Also, that sounds more fun.” 
 
    “I call being seeker,” I declared. 
 
    “Oh, that’s even better,” Jackie cackled. “How delicious. Our cult leader slash sex god slash boyfriend searching for his three brainwashed damsels in their Hollywood compound!” 
 
    “Oh, God,” I murmured as the car came to a halt. “If that’s what they’re saying about me… then I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Well, now you do know,” Jackie said. 
 
    We all hopped out of the car and started to walk toward Jackie’s door. Just as she was about to turn the knob, she swung around and looked at all of us. 
 
    “I’ll hide first,” she said. “And then Masha and Aubrey, you count with Ollie. When he’s counted to twenty-five, you’re going to all start looking for me.” 
 
    “We get it,” Aubrey said. “If a girl finds you, she hides with you. If it’s Ollie, well…” 
 
    “Game over,” Masha said. 
 
    “Okay,” I laughed. “When should I start counting?” 
 
    “Just a sec,” Jackie said as she fumbled with the door.  
 
    When it flew open, she gave a quick glance over her shoulder before giving me a thumbs up, while the girls and I covered our eyes. 
 
    “One Mississippi…” I started. “Two Mississippi…” 
 
    I got to twenty-five Mississippis, and then the girls and I opened our eyes. 
 
    “Ready or not, here we come,” Aubrey shouted.  
 
    “I will take this section,” Masha declared and headed to the left. 
 
    “I’m going this way,” Aubrey said as she veered to the right. 
 
    “Guess that leaves the bedrooms for me,” I said with a wink.  
 
    I headed upstairs and searched every hiding spot I could think of. I checked under the beds, in the closets, behind the shower curtains, and even inside a linen closet packed so tight with sheet sets and towels that there wasn’t even enough room for a mouse.  
 
    But there was no sign of the redhead, let alone a gaggle of three women. Even though I hadn’t succeeded yet, something about the thrill of the chase was setting me on fire, and I started to make plans for what I would do when I did win.  
 
    When I walked back to the staircase, I realized just how quiet the place was. The gardeners had come and gone, and the woman who often cooked and cleaned for Jackie had already finished for the day. If I hadn’t known that there were three beautiful women inside with me, I would have thought the place was empty. 
 
    “Girls?” I called out with a smirk on my face. 
 
    Masha and Aubrey must have found Jackie, which meant they were all in the same place. It was definitely going to be more gratifying to find all of them together, and my plans for the afternoon started to grow more heated as I made my way down the stairs. 
 
    I stopped in the middle of the foyer and tried to think. I knew the girls well enough to know where they were likely to hide, so I drew a mental map of the house in my head as I tried to decide where all three of them had ended up. I’d eliminated the upstairs, but that left the ground floor, the backyard, and the basement. 
 
    “Where, oh, where did my pretty girls go?” I hummed as I closed my eyes. 
 
    Jackie wouldn’t have picked anything that was obvious, like a closet, and she probably figured she knew the house better than anyone, so she’d pick a place she thought no one else would remember. And that, I decided, meant she’d gone to the basement. She might have dashed into the private recording studio that was down there, but again, that seemed too obvious. 
 
    No, I decided, it was more likely she’d gone to the storage rooms. She had broken up the basement into the studio and several smaller storage areas where she kept things like the goody bag stuff that she’d accumulated from her appearances at award ceremonies, the gowns that she wore, and even the shoes that she kept from her tours.  
 
    And in my head I could see one of the closets, and I just knew they were there. 
 
    “Geez,” I muttered as I opened my eyes. “Are my powers seeping into the real world, too? Only one way to find out.” 
 
    I made my way through the kitchen and down the wooden stairs into the basement where Jackie and I had first had sex in her studio. Just the thought of it made a chill race up my spine, and I smiled at the thought of the girls gathered together just a few feet from that spot. 
 
    Man, I loved how fun they could be. I envisioned Masha, Jackie, and Aubrey all squished together in one of the closets as they tried not to giggle. It was like I was searching for the ultimate prize, and I knew that I was going to find it.  
 
    I veered right to Jackie’s dressing hallway, which was full of big wooden closets and a large mirror that took up the entire hallway. But before I went for them, I stopped completely. 
 
    “Girls?” I called out, just to see if anyone would give away their spot.  
 
    But they were good at this. I didn’t so much as hear a peep. 
 
    For a second I felt my blood rush. I wanted to find these girls, and I knew that they were here somewhere. 
 
    I went over to one of the closets and took the metal handle. Then, I flung open the door. 
 
    I found a bright pink sequinned dress that looked like it probably cost more than my life savings, but no women. However, when I shut the door I heard a tiny snicker coming from one of the other closets. 
 
    “Girls?” I couldn’t help but laugh as I made my way forward a few steps. 
 
    I heard another low giggle, and I felt a rush down my back. I knew that I was in the money, so I tiptoed to the door so they wouldn’t know I was there. 
 
    As they began to shuffle again, I took the handle of the door and swung it open to find the three girls in there. 
 
    Aubrey’s hand was covering Jackie’s mouth because she couldn’t stop giggling. I lifted an eyebrow at them, but before I knew it, Masha’s delicate hands took the chest of my shirt and pulled me into the closet. 
 
    “Wait!” I said as she dragged me inside, and the door slammed shut behind us. 
 
    We were plunged into darkness, but I didn’t care. I was more than happy to be squished between three sexy women, and I started to feel myself getting harder in the warmth of the closet. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Masha said, and I felt her arms wrap around my neck. “It looks like you found us.” 
 
    “What a shame,” Jackie giggled, and I felt her trace her hand down the front of my neck. “You know, we missed you while we were hiding in here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Aubrey laughed. “It was getting cold in here with just the three of us squished together like this. This basement is chilly.” 
 
    “Well, it’s nice to know that you were all conspiring against me,” I laughed in return, and I started to feel Aubrey’s hand fondling my crotch. 
 
    “Well, seeing as you found us,” Aubrey laughed. “It seems like you deserve a little reward.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jackie giggled, and she leaned over and started to kiss my earlobe. 
 
    Oh, man, this was certainly the reward I had in mind. Yeah, I was pretty damn ready for this. 
 
    As Aubrey fondled my crotch, Jackie nibbled at my jawbone, and then my lips. The redhead’s lips were so soft against mine, and she tasted vaguely of vanilla.  
 
    “You taste delicious,” I murmured into her mouth, and I felt another pair of arms snake their way down my torso. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said.  
 
    “How do I taste?” I heard Masha say, and I felt a hand grab a tuft of hair and pull my head back. 
 
    Oh, man, this was hot. It was painful as hell, but the Eastern European beauty planted a pair of lips that tasted of coconut right on mine. 
 
    “Amazing, Masha,” I said. “As always.” 
 
    I waited for Aubrey to chime in, but instead I felt shuffling around before I felt something around my knees. 
 
    “I don’t care how you think I taste,” Aubrey said from lower down. “I want to know how you taste.” 
 
    Jackie had disappeared from in front of me, but I felt two pairs of hands grasp my legs. Both girls started to undo the zipper of my pants. 
 
    By now I was rock hard and could barely contain myself. The girls undid my pants as Masha kissed my ear, and they started to pull down my underwear. 
 
    “Mmm,” I heard Jackie say as she started to fondle my cock. “Looks like someone is excited to be locked in a closet with three hot girls.” 
 
    And what kind of man would I have been if I wasn’t? This was every guy’s dream. 
 
    I felt rushes of hot pleasure up my spine, and a hand pulled my member out of my boxers. I heard the girls giggle as they neared my cock and started to lick it. 
 
    They caressed the sides of my member with their warm, wet tongues. I felt like I was going to explode, it was so good. 
 
    “Mmm,” I heard myself say, and I grabbed one of their heads. I could tell that it was Aubrey’s because her hair was straight and smooth. 
 
    “Do you like that?” the blonde asked in the dark as both girls continued to lick my cock. 
 
    “Of course I do,” I said, and I felt Masha’s hands around my neck. 
 
    “You’re trapped here,” she giggled into my ear. 
 
    If I was powerless to leave, then so be it. This was better than anything I could’ve imagined when I was working at New Leaf, and now I had three of the sexiest women I’d ever seen in my life ready to do whatever I wanted. 
 
    “Good,” I growled as the girls started to make their way up my body. 
 
    One of the girls must’ve pushed their hand against the door of the closet, because all of the sudden the door swung open, and the four of us fell onto the soft carpeted floor of Jackie’s storage hallway. 
 
    “Shit!” Jackie called out as we tumbled onto the floor.  
 
    But before I knew it, Masha had swung her legs over me and trapped me. She looked down at me and raised an eyebrow. The ex-athlete pulled off her shirt to reveal her perfect, round breasts. I admired her pink nipples for a moment and then started to squeeze them between my fingers. 
 
    She pushed a strand of dark hair out of her face as her hands crept up to my neck. 
 
    “You’re not free yet,” Masha laughed. “I want you now.” 
 
    I loved this view of her from underneath her ample breasts. She bit her lip and gasped as I continued to fondle her nipples. 
 
    “Mmm,” she murmured. “Ollie, that feels so good…” 
 
    I could feel my cock pulsing with desire for Masha. The sexy ex-athlete pushed aside her panties and started to move rhythmically over my cock to massage her clit. 
 
    “Fuck,” I heard myself say as she swept her juicy folds over the tip of my member. “You’re so wet.” 
 
    “The dark thrills me,” she murmured, and she lowered herself onto my cock. 
 
    The insides of her warm, wet tunnel made me gasp with pleasure as she started to move up and down over my member. I felt spasms of pleasure rush through my body as the ex-gymnast bounced up and down on my cock. 
 
    “Masha,” I groaned. “Fuck, you feel amazing.” 
 
    She continued to ride me and massage her clit against me. I could feel the warmth in my belly begin to move down into my hips as she pumped up and down over me. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Jackie moaned. “You two are so hot.” 
 
    I knew she was right because my body was heating up like I was on fire. I knew that I was going to explode, and I could feel Masha’s legs start to shake around me. 
 
    “Mmmm, Olliiieeeee,” she inhaled. “Oh, oh…” 
 
    “Come for me,” I breathed as she started to bounce on my cock even faster. 
 
    I could feel the ridges on the inside of her pussy start to contract and squeeze my cock. The warm pleasure melted down my hips as I pumped deeper into her, and I knew I was about to come. 
 
    “Masha,” I groaned, and I released everything I had inside of her. 
 
    The ex-athlete moved slowly over me as I filled her with all of my juices. Then, she crawled over and gave me a kiss on the nose before rolling over. 
 
    I looked up at the ceiling as the girls sidled up to me. 
 
    “What a fucking day,” I murmured. And it really had been. 
 
    “Ollie?” I heard Jackie say into my ear, and my eyes flew open. 
 
    I was still in her hallway, but my pants were back on, and I was the only one there. 
 
    “Huh?” I asked. I was flustered as hell. 
 
    “You fell asleep down here,” she giggled. “Come upstairs, Grant is here, and he knows the journalist you’re meeting with."
Shit. Guess it was time to confront that shit show. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    As I dragged my feet up the stairs, I wiggled around my hips to try and stretch out the aches from sleeping on the floor. I couldn’t believe that the girls had actually left me in the storage room the whole night, but I was probably too wiped out after the long day to be woken up by a nudge anyway. 
 
    I made my way through the kitchen and into the foyer, where Grant and Aubrey were laughing together. 
 
    The blue-blooded dancer was wearing a white striped t-shirt and khaki pants with boat shoes. He removed his Ray-Bans and raised an eyebrow at me as I approached the pair. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t the miracle worker himself,” Grant said, and he held his hands out for a hug. 
 
    I embraced my pal just as Jackie joined us in the foyer. 
 
    “Come on, boys and Aubrey,” she said. “We’re eating breakfast in the backyard.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Grant replied. “Breakfast in the sun. You know, the weather was just disgusting upstate. It stormed the entire time.” 
 
    “Oh, I bet,” Aubrey said as we made our way through the kitchen. “South Hampton is gross at this time of year, too. I don’t know why everyone insists on staying there.” 
 
    Jackie rolled her eyes as the two old money compatriots commiserated about the less favorable parts of their extremely WASPish upbringing. 
 
    “You’ll never believe this,” Grant huffed as we stepped outside. “So my ridiculous cousin was in Thailand for God only knows what reason. Bangkok. And he fell in love.” 
 
    “That’s not that ridiculous,” Jackie shrugged as we sat at the table. “People fall in love all the time.” 
 
    “I wasn’t finished,” he said with an emphatic hand movement. “It’s my cousin Harry. He’s literally twenty-four.” 
 
    “I don’t see the catch,” I shrugged. “It seems normal.” 
 
    “Okay, I didn’t tell this well,” Grant said and frowned. “He’s dating a fifty-year-old member of the Thai aristocracy.” 
 
    “Wait,” Aubrey laughed. “She’s… she’s fifty?” 
 
    “Yes!” he shouted and clapped his hands. “Fifty! I mean, she looks great for her age. But you know, she’s… fifty! And he’s half her age. His own mother is younger than her!” 
 
    “So, he likes older women, or she’s just a particularly talented cougar?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s always had a thing for older girls,” Grant admitted. “But a couple of years isn’t really that big of a deal. But twenty-six years… this is just weird.” 
 
    “It’s nice to hear about an older woman dating a younger man for a change,” Aubrey said. “No one thinks twice when it’s the other way around. 
 
    “Oh, but that’s not all,” Grant said. “His girlfriend and my aunt get along famously. Usually, my aunt is picky about who her darling boy can date, but a woman from the Thai aristocracy who has also been burned by high society all her life? Those two women get along like a house on fire. Well, once my aunt got over the fact that her son’s latest love interest had more botox than his mom, obviously.” 
 
    “Well, that sounds like a truly weird family vacation,” Jackie shrugged.  
 
    The new private chef that Jackie was testing out brought out a plate of what looked like warm pastries and oatmeal with fruit on top. 
 
    “Here’s the damage this morning,” the cook said as she smiled at us. “Jackie said she was in a sweet mood, so I have fresh pain au chocolat baked by yours truly as well as overnight oats with caramelized peaches and cinnamon.” 
 
    “Smells amazing,” Grant said as he bent over the table. 
 
    I took a bowl of the overnight oats and spooned some of the syrupy fruit mixture with the porridge into my mouth. 
 
    Holy shit. This stuff was delicious. It was like eating a peach cobbler but made into a healthy pudding. The texture was to die for, and I started to shovel more spoonfuls into my mouth. 
 
    “Slow down, big boy,” Grant laughed as he grabbed a pastry. 
 
    “No,” I protested between mouthfuls. “This is heavenly. Dear God, Jackie, you have to keep this girl on.” 
 
    For a second I realized what I had just said and felt shocked at myself. Keep this girl on? I was sounding more upper class by the hour. 
 
    “This is very good,” Masha said with a yawn as she spooned the oatmeal into her mouth. “This tastes like home.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think we should keep her,” Jackie said. “I said I would try another personal chef next month, but I saw the menu this chef prepared, and it’s all very impressive.” 
 
    “I love being rich,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “What was that?” Grant asked mid-bite. “Also, if anyone asks, you didn’t see me eating a pastry. I’m supposed to be doing keto to train for my next tour.” 
 
    “Fat chance knowing you,” Jackie laughed. 
 
    “Did you just call me fat?” Grant demanded. 
 
    “No,” Jackie giggled. “I just know that you’re not a man who likes to deny himself anything.” 
 
    “That is very true, doll face,” he sighed. “Anyway, Ollie, I’ve come to bother you. I heard some extremely interesting gossip through the grapevine.” 
 
    “It’s all fake news,” I said automatically, just like I’d been taught by my three media-trained paramours.  
 
    “No, it isn’t, Oliver,” Grant said. “Because I heard from the source herself. Elena Morrison the journalist, ring any bells?” 
 
    “Oh, God,” I said as I held my head in my hands. “It’s all coming back to me now.” 
 
    “What is this?” Masha asked, and she looked between all of us. 
 
    “Elena Morrison has been requesting an interview with our dear Oliver here for quite a while now,” Grant said. “And she finally found her way in. The bargain was that if he didn’t give her the interview, she would write a speculative profile on him.” 
 
    “Once again, you’re not really selling why this is something we should be worried or excited about,” Jackie shrugged between spoonfuls of fancy oatmeal. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Grant rolled his eyes. “Do you all live under a rock? Elena Morrison is the most hateful journalist working on the East Coast. She wrote that scathing piece about that rapper’s charity last year. You know the one, where she was supposed to write about how much good it had done for the community, but she uncovered how most of the money was going to the guy’s family.” 
 
    “Then tell her to stay there and leave us alone,” I groaned.  
 
    “Ollie, you didn’t tell us that you were being blackmailed by a respected member of the press,” Aubrey raised her eyebrow.  
 
    “It’s no biggie,” I shrugged. “I said she could shadow me for a day in the life piece she wanted to write. I said no at first, but then I realized it might help clear up some of those rumors that I’m a cult leader… seeing as, you know, I’m not one.” 
 
    “You most certainly are not a cult leader,” Grant agreed. “But she has a reputation for being ruthless. Jackie, don’t you remember that article she wrote on Christina BK?” 
 
    “Oh, my God, shut up!” Jackie said, and her eyes widened with excitement. “That was her? That made me feel good about myself for weeks.” 
 
    “What are you two yapping about?” Aubrey asked, and Grant pulled out his phone and started to scroll. 
 
    “No, it’s too good,” Grant murmured. “If any of you were longtime Jackie Forest followers, you would know that two years ago, which was also around the peak of Miss Forest’s addiction problems, Jackie and Christina released their albums on the same day. It was widely anticipated, and Elena Morrison’s take-down of the other album was one of the deciding factor’s in Jackie’s triumph.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I forgot about this,” Jackie mused. “It was so delicious.” 
 
    “Found it,” Grant said. “Okay, here’s the review.” 
 
    I am not a music reviewer. But due to the cultural implications of the double release that everyone has been talking about, I was asked to review the album Barn Bop by Christina BK. 
 
    In my universe, it’s already a battle of the industries. As a writer who covers both the presidential election and the latest trends in underground rave culture in equal measure, I’m no stranger to taking in the discrepancies between the two worlds and applying them accordingly to my coverage.  
 
    So when the nation was split over the release of singer-songwriter Jackie Forest’s highly anticipated album Purple Trees or Christina BK’s new dance mixtape Barn Bop, I was excited to compare the two. And as we all know, the discussion has been rife. Everyone’s been asking, who got it right? 
 
    But here’s where I come in with my rebuttal: who got it wrong? The meme page admins comparing the two biggest-budget albums of the year, or every music publication who has willingly followed in the public fascination with what was supposed to be the double listening bill of the century? 
 
    I like to think that they all got it wrong, because the albums are not comparable. The fact that they were born on the same day shouldn’t affect the way that any of you consumers listen at all. 
 
    Because here are the facts. Whereas Jackie Forest’s sophomore album was an unexpectedly brilliant coming of age for the seasoned songstress, Barn Bop was exactly what it was titled. 
 
    Pigs are intelligent creatures, but are they hailed as arbiters of taste? No, never. They’ll eat any slop that they come across. And that’s exactly what this album is. Merely a pail of slop. 
 
    “She starts to talk about all the boring production technicalities now,” Grant shrugged. “But you get the gist.” 
 
    “Those boring production things are my entire job, Grant,” Jackie said. “So be careful what you say next.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Grant said. “Anyway, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think she sounds big for her boots,” Aubrey said. “But that album did suck. I went to the release party.” 
 
    “Traitor,” Jackie said with a wink. “But yeah. She doesn’t mince her words. And she doesn’t really give a fuck, either. A lot of review journalism is just an extension of advertising, but… not with her. Nope, not at all.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Masha said. “You’re a good man.” 
 
    “But she’s looking for a story,” I said. “She’s going to be trying to sniff out any funny business… she’ll want to know if I’m a fraud.” 
 
    “You’re not a fraud,” Jackie shrugged. “And you can show her.” 
 
    “It’s just another pain in my ass,” I sighed. “First the court case, now this. I just can’t catch a break.” 
 
    “Awww, Ollieeee,” Jackie sang. “I’m sure she’ll be very impressed by you.” 
 
    “I know she will,” I smirked. “I just wish I didn’t have to prove it all the damn time.” 
 
    Well, there was a part of me that kind of enjoyed proving it all the damn time. It was pretty fun, and I got to see the sweet look on people’s faces when they realized that I was actually just as good as they had heard. 
 
    “That’s not all,” Grant said. “She’s also apparently a massive prude.” 
 
    “Why should that bother me?” I asked. “It already seems like she has a giant stick up her ass. A California redwood, in fact.” 
 
    The girls and Grant burst out in laughter, and I felt proud of myself for making the joke. 
 
    “Oh, Ollie,” Masha said, and she squeezed my hand. 
 
    Memories of the previous night rattled through my head, but I had things to do today, so I quickly buried the rising urge and pulled my phone out of my pocket. I saw that it was a quarter to ten in the morning, so I stood up, brushed off a few crumbs, and then smiled at the group. 
 
    “Alright, gang,” I said. “I have to go to work. You know, earn the dough so that I can seal the deal on the house of my dreams.” 
 
    “Um, excuse me?” Grant said, and he fluttered his eyelashes. 
 
    “You tell him, Jackie,” I laughed. “I need to change and leave.” 
 
    Jackie’s excited voice followed me back into the house, where I quickly showered, changed into a billowy white linen shirt and a pair of jeans, and then headed to the garage. I still liked to drive myself to work every day, because it gave me a chance to gather my thoughts while I drank in the beautiful landscape. 
 
    And then there was the office itself, which was tucked away behind a gate and shaded by carefully placed trees. It was all designed to be as peaceful as possible, and every day I pulled in, I could feel the worries of the world fade away. 
 
    “Elena Morrison,” I murmured to myself as the gate to the office swung open. 
 
    I had no idea what to expect of her, but I was sure Martha would fill me in on anything I needed to know about my tail. I hated to rely on stereotypes, but I was willing to bet that the reporter was one of those uptight East Coast types who had interned for the New York Times or the Washington Post the second she graduated from some Ivy League or Liberal Arts College. I imagined a tall, skinny girl in a suit with bleach-blonde hair, like the ones on the news. And based on what I knew about her other pieces, she was probably tough as hell and just as pleasant. 
 
    I spotted Martha clacking away at her keyboard as I pulled into the small parking lot, and I almost laughed when I saw the cotton candy pink hair and matching cat-eye reading glasses that she’d selected for today. I had no idea how she always found glasses that matched her hair color, but it was one of the reasons I loved her.  
 
    But there was another car in the lot as well, and I knew it didn’t belong to any of my regular clients. I took a quick glance inside as I put the car in park, and I saw a woman in a pink and white striped dress with puffy sleeves that came up to her neck was seated in one of the guest chairs. I could see thick curly dark hair and olive skin, which was not at all how I had pictured Elena Morrison. 
 
    So much for the East Coast stereotype. 
 
    The woman glanced out the window as I climbed out of the car, and I had a brief glimpse of long lashes and dark eyebrows. I smiled just before she looked away with a frown, and I sighed as I sauntered up the sidewalk to the automatic door. I stepped into the quiet office, where the only sound was Martha’s fingers on the keyboard and a faint whirring sound from the air conditioner. I took a deep breath of the lavender-scented air and then smiled at my assistant. 
 
    “Morning Ms. Martha,” I said in a breezy tone. 
 
    “Morning Ollie,” she said just as happily. “Ms. Morrison is here to see you.” 
 
    The woman in the pink and white dress stood up and brushed at the stiff fabric before she held out her right hand for me to shake. 
 
    “Pleasure,” she said as her gaze locked on mine. 
 
    I felt myself freeze for a moment as I stared into her dark green eyes. I’d never seen eyes that color before, and I wondered if she was wearing tinted contact lenses. Usually when I saw green eyes, they were bright and jarring, but Elena’s had a depth of color that reminded me of a Champagne bottle. 
 
    “Good to meet you, Ms. Morrison,” I answered. 
 
    We finally shook hands, and I found that her hand was cold and soft, and her handshake was brief. But she maintained eye contact the entire time, like she could see the secrets of my soul written in my own eyes. 
 
    “You look different in real life,” she said as she took a step back. “You look taller that I imagined.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “So do you.” 
 
    Holy shit. Why had I said that? Yes, I’d literally just come up with a totally different image of her in my head, but there was no reason for me to just blurt that out. It was like saying ‘you too’ to the waiter when they wished you a good meal.  
 
    “Oh?” she asked without missing a beat. “I didn’t believe that there were any pictures of me on the internet. I’m very particular about that kind of thing.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I mean, umm, sorry. I didn’t know what you looked like. For some reason, I assumed you were blonde.” 
 
    Why the hell did I say that? 
 
    “Do you like blondes?” she asked, and she looked genuinely curious. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I have some blonde friends, and I like them.” 
 
    Something about her made me feel like she’d taken the words from my mouth before I even said them. It was a curious kind of power, and I was impressed. 
 
    “I’ve never heard that from anyone,” she continued, which made me squirm a little. 
 
    “We thought you might be related to Henry Morrison,” Martha suddenly piped in. “You know, the tennis player? The Swedish one with very blond hair.” 
 
    “Ah,” the reporter nodded and smiled. “That makes sense. But no. My ancestry is half Brazilian on my mom’s side, and just a regular WASP on my dad’s. No Scandinavian in there to speak of.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. Good old Martha was always there to save the day when I needed her, and I was sure my assistant could probably tell just how uncomfortable I was with Elena Morrison. 
 
    “Ah, Brazil,” I said. “I’ve never been there, but I’ve heard it’s amazing.” 
 
    “It’s got its good points,” she replied. “Anyway, I have a lot of material I’d like to cover, and I’d like to get started right away. That’s actually why I showed up early this morning. I was hoping we could have some extra time...” 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” I said and waved away her concerns like I hadn’t been worried about the interview since she’d asked for it. 
 
    “I can get you two some tea or coffee,” Martha said as she stood up. “Which do you prefer?” 
 
    “I’ll just have a coffee,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t drink caffeine,” Elena answered. “So I’ll have whatever herbal tea you have. Peppermint, if possible.” 
 
    “Coming right up,” Martha mumbled as she made her way into the kitchen. 
 
    “No caffeine, huh?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “None,” she said with a quick shake of the head. “It doesn’t actually help focus. It just builds up in the body over time, and it ruins my sleep schedule.” 
 
    “I thought you were more lax on the East Coast about that kind of thing,” I laughed. “But you’re sounding like one of those real West Coast health nuts.” 
 
    “I come out here a lot for work,” she said as we walked toward the practice room. “So, what kind of personal routine do you keep? You like caffeine, you look like you exercise a lot…” 
 
    “Well, I used to work outside,” I said as I opened the door to the interior room. “I used to be a landscaper and a gardener, so I like to work with my hands, feel the soil beneath my feet, and… well, you get the idea.” 
 
    “Do you ever miss it?” she asked as we stepped into the tranquil glass room with the leather chaise lounge in the middle. 
 
    “Well, nobody’s stopping me from gardening,” I explained. “And I sure as hell don’t miss the pay.” 
 
    “Can you disclose how much you make now?” she asked. “Maybe not exact figures, but maybe…you know, a rough figure?” 
 
    “Ha,” I laughed, and I gestured for her to sit on the chaise lounge. “Well, I’d rather not disclose the particulars. But I guess I could say that I’m making more than a hundred times as much as I was before.” 
 
    “That’s a substantial amount of money,” she nodded as she sat down and crossed her legs. “Eye-watering, in fact. Did you come from wealth?” 
 
    “Hardly,” I chuckled. “We’re as middle class as you can be. My dad owns his own landscaping business, which is a fancy way of saying he mows lawns, and my mother is a homemaker and an herbalist.” 
 
    “And you used to work at New Leaf hospital, correct?” she asked. 
 
    I noticed that she was either committing everything to memory or recording the conversation, because she didn’t take out a notepad or even her cell phone. 
 
    “Just a sec,” I said. “Don’t you need to take notes or something?” 
 
    “I’ve been recording since you arrived,” she explained. “I prefer a high-quality recording to pages of notes. Aside from saving a few trees, it also helps me remember other details, like the feeling I got when I first met someone.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I get that.” 
 
    “Does it bother you to be recorded?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I said and shook my head. “It actually makes sense. I guess I’m so used to seeing reporters pull out pads of paper that I expected you to do the same.” 
 
    “Ah,” she said and smiled for a second. “The old Hollywood trope. No one uses notebooks anymore.” 
 
    “I think they still do it in the White House press room,” I said and frowned. “Everyone always seems to have a pad of paper with them during the daily briefings.” 
 
    “And how often do you actually see someone write something down?” she asked. 
 
    “Not often,” I admitted and then laughed. “And I guess you really don’t need to, with all those cameras there.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and then Martha opened it enough to peer around the edge. 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” my assistant said once she confirmed we weren’t in the middle of a session. 
 
    Martha stepped inside and handed us each a mug. The smell of coffee and peppermint filled the room, and Martha smiled widely as Elena and I both took a sip of our drinks.  
 
    “Oh,” Elena said in surprise. “You used real mint leaves. What a treat.” 
 
    “There’s a mint plant in the kitchen,” Martha replied. “Just call if you need anything.” 
 
    My assistant offered us another smile before she retreated from the room and quietly closed the door behind her.  
 
    Once we were alone again, Elena turned to me and adjusted herself on the chaise. She looked around for a place to set her mug and then turned to me with a serious expression. 
 
    “Okay, back to business,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Yes,” she nodded. “Let’s get back to New Leaf. You were exposed to a lot of wealth while you were there. The rich and famous, the top members of society.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “I was.” 
 
    “Did that inspire you to want to live like them?” Elena asked. 
 
    “I was born and raised in LA,” I said. “Everyone wants to be rich and famous. I wasn’t any more or less inspired by the vague notion of celebrity than anyone else.” 
 
    “Did you like your job?” she asked. “Did you feel appreciated, or did you feel you deserved more recognition?” 
 
    “I’ve always enjoyed gardening,” I said. “It’s good work, and I never really felt the need to be in the spotlight. I like the outdoors, so I was happy working the grounds.” 
 
    I smiled and took a sip of my coffee as if it was just another average day because I knew her plan. It was obvious she wanted to prove that I was running a scam that was designed to take advantage of the wealthy clients I’d encountered at New Leaf just so I could enjoy a similar lifestyle.  
 
    But she wasn’t going to get much mileage from that plan of attack. I knew the truth, and eventually she would as well. 
 
    And once Elena saw the truth, the high-profile journalist could then dispel all those rumors about what I was. And if I had the public on my side, then the case that New Leaf had against me would hopefully go away. 
 
    “So no delusions of grandeur,” she murmured with a nod. 
 
    “I feel like you’re trying to psychoanalyze me,” I said with a smile. “I’m just a healer, and I do what I can to help my clients. It really is that simple.” 
 
    “And healer is the title you prefer?” she asked. “Not… guru, or dream god, or something like that.”  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Healer is the title I prefer. That’s what I do with my gifts. I wasn’t expecting them, but it seems like it’s the best use of my powers. I’ve been able to help others, build friendships, and create a life that I’d never imagined could be mine. But it’s only because of what I do to help others, so… healer.” 
 
    “Mmm,” she nodded. “And can you describe those powers? Because I have to be honest, it’s hard to find any information on what it is you do. Your clients all talk about how wonderful you are, but no one really explains how you’ve helped them.” 
 
    “Well,” I sighed. “It’s a little difficult to believe, which is why my clients don’t really talk about it much. They don’t want people to say that they’ve been swindled.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she said in a tone that was clearly dubious of my claims. 
 
    “And to be honest, I prefer it that way,” I said. “I don’t want hundreds of other people to suddenly pop up and claim they can do what I do.” 
 
    “Because they really would be swindling people,” she said. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I promise to keep it all very vague,” she said. “So, why don’t you tell me about this healing you do?’ 
 
    She shifted her legs and ran a hand along her thigh as she adjusted her skirt. She gave me a small smile, and though I knew she was just trying to see if I would rise to the bait, I had to admit that she looked pretty damn hot. 
 
    “Well,” I said and forced my eyes back to her face. “The process is simple. My patient lies down on the lounge and goes to sleep.” 
 
    “They just go to sleep?” she asked. “You don’t give them something to help? Like melatonin?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said and shook my head. “As you can see, I’ve created a place of complete calm. That, or I’m so boring that nobody can stay awake around me.” 
 
    “I doubt it’s that,” she smiled, and she brought her fist to her chin and leaned over a little more. “But you still haven’t told me what you do. Do you just give them a nice place to sleep?”  
 
    “Ah, no,” I said and shook my head. “This is where my gift comes in. Once my client falls asleep, I can enter their dreams.” 
 
    She frowned and sat up again. 
 
    “What do you mean you enter their dreams?” she asked. 
 
    “Exactly what it sounds like,” I said. “I appear in their dream. And once I’m in the dream, I help them symbolically destroy whatever has been troubling them. I mean, the thing we destroy is usually something trivial like a toy from their childhood or something, but sometimes, for a client who is seriously troubled it can be quite a challenge, like a super villain or a space alien. But that latent content could represent addiction, feelings of inadequacy, or unhealthy behavioral patterns that stem from abuse. Those kinds of things.” 
 
    “Latent and manifest content,” she said. “Those are Freudian terms. Do you have any psychological qualifications?” 
 
    “I don’t have any qualifications,” I said. “Except for first aid. But I’ve never claimed to be practicing any recognized science or medicine, despite what New Leaf claims.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the lawsuit,” she murmured. “They claim you’re practicing medicine without a license.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I replied. “There’s no drugs involved, no psychoanalysis, no diagnosis, or anything like that. It’s just me stepping into someone’s dream and helping them defeat the bad guy. But New Leaf is angry that I stole their clients and actually cured them, rather than dragging out their treatment for money.” 
 
    “That’s a bold claim,” she said.  
 
    “This is what happens when you have to pay for healthcare,” I said. “The system becomes abusive. But I’m not going to get on a whole tangent about that.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Because I don’t want this to turn into a piece about public healthcare. And if I can be perfectly honest, I don’t really want it to turn into a piece about your lawsuit, either. All I want to do is uncover the truth.” 
 
    “The truth,” I laughed. “You want to see if I’m really selling snake oil.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t doubt that you’re charming,” she said as she studied me. “And I don’t doubt that all of your patients think that they’re healed.” 
 
    “But you want to see if I’m actually a charismatic sociopath or a masterful hypnotist,” I said.  
 
    “You took the words out of my mouth,” she nodded. “Well, actually, I probably wouldn’t say that to someone I was interviewing… so let’s say that you took the thoughts out of my head.” 
 
    “Who’s the master manipulator now?” I laughed. 
 
    “I’m an investigative journalist,” she remarked. “It’s my job to antagonize. But I’m interested in these dreams you claim you can enter. Obviously, it would make sense if I were to undergo a session with you, unless there’s some reason you don’t want to show me what you can do? Do I have to pay up front first?” 
 
    “I think we can squeeze in a session,” I assured her. “And yes, normally I’d require payment, but for the sake of the article, I’d be happy to do a demonstration.” 
 
    “Could you take me into someone else’s dream?” she asked. “Just to prove that you are entering other people’s dreams and not just manipulating them into believing you’ve done that?” 
 
    I felt a rush race down my spine. I knew that it would be a bad idea to take her with me into someone’s dream. It was usually dangerous as hell, and I didn’t know if I could keep her safe. 
 
    “I’m afraid this is where it gets complicated,” I replied. “Basically, whatever damage I take in the dream occurs to my real-life body too. I don’t know why it happens, but it does, like a psychosomatic reaction. And I often find myself in some pretty risky situations.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “That seems almost impossible.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “But it’s not an excuse. I’m just not sure if I could keep you safe. And then there’s the legal side of things. I have a general NDA policy with people’s dreams, so we’d have to have my client’s permission first. Honestly, I doubt they’d want a reporter poking around in their darkest trauma. No offense, of course.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that,” she shrugged. “I guess I wouldn’t want a reporter poking around in my head, either.” 
 
    For a moment we waited in loaded silence. She looked me over, and I could tell that it wasn’t for journalistic reasons. She was checking me out, and she thought she was being subtle about it.  
 
    Man, maybe I was a hot commodity with the ladies for reasons beyond my almost supernatural healing capacity. 
 
    More importantly, though, I had the opportunity to have one of the most famously cynical reporters in America corroborate my story, and I didn’t want to pass up that opportunity. I just had to find a way to get that to happen. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I can’t share a client’s dream with you, but I’m willing to enter your dreams. If you’re willing to let me in, of course.” 
 
    Elena stared at me and nodded slowly. 
 
    “Sure,” she said, though she didn’t seem as enthusiastic about that idea. “Maybe you could just enter my dream, and then we could continue the interview in there? That way I would know that it was really you and not something my mind dreamed up after you hypnotized me.” 
 
    “Dreams are funny places, Elena,” I said. “There’s never any way to predict where we’ll find ourselves. But yes, we can keep the interview going in the dream, if that’s what you want to do.” 
 
    “Okay,” she shrugged. “Fine. You hop into my dream, and I’ll see what all of the hype is about.” 
 
    “Good,” I said and then pulled out my phone.  
 
    “Rude,” she said and laughed. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said with a grin. “I just need to find a time when I can see you. Usually, each session is a couple of hours long… and it looks like I’m booked for today.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” she replied. “I’ve been in this business long enough to know that a day in the life profile usually calls for a week of my time.”  
 
    “How about tomorrow?” I suggested. “You can come in at noon, after my meeting with the lawyers. And then we can get down to business.” 
 
    “Great,” she said, and she stood up and brushed herself off. “Well, I’ve gotten all I need today. Some introductions, some information on you, and the general vibe. I’m going to work by the poolside for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” I said. “Where are you staying?” 
 
    “The Chateau Marmont,” she replied. “I always like to stay there when I’m in town.” 
 
    “You know, somehow I’ve still never been there,” I said. “Not much of a cult leader living the high life, am I?” 
 
    “Well, maybe when this is done I can show you around,” she said, and her eyes widened with surprise at her own boldness. 
 
    I could tell that the comment had caught her off guard, and I felt relieved. I’d blurted out some stupid shit around her as well, and now she was doing the same. We were even. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” she said as a slight blush crept up her cheeks. “See you tomorrow, Ollie.” 
 
    As the door shut behind her, I felt another rush up my spine. 
 
    I had a feeling that tomorrow was going to be very interesting indeed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “Alright, alright, alright,” Arthur, my lawyer, groaned. “So things are looking exactly as I thought that they would.” 
 
    “Care to explain what you mean by that Artie?” Steve asked. 
 
    Martha had somehow pulled together one of the most impressive legal teams in Hollywood at a moment’s notice after calling her friends and family members. Her own son was a lawyer, and while we’d agreed that the optics wouldn’t be good if he was involved, he’d been able to steer us toward a dream team of lawyers that made O.J.’s team look like first-year law students. 
 
    Arthur was a tall, gangly man with a beard and red-rimmed eyeglasses. He had prominent lips and kept his hair buzzed short even though he wasn’t balding. 
 
    Steve, on the other hand, was suffering from male pattern baldness and trying to hide it with an awkward comb-over and a very bushy mustache that felt incongruous with the amount of hair on top of his head. 
 
    “Oh, you know what I mean Steve,” Artie rolled his eyes. “Like we discussed. Look, Ollie, we don’t think these guys have much of a case. If anything, they’re just trying to ruffle your feathers a little because they feel threatened.” 
 
    “Not an uncommon practice of businesses on this level,” Steve said and nodded. “And that guy who runs it is a real piece of work… what’s his name? Marvin?” 
 
    “Melvin,” I replied, and I shuddered slightly at the thought of my old boss. “His name is Melvin.” 
 
    “Right, Melvin,” Steve replied. “Trust me, no lawyer would want to put that guy on the stand if he was your client. No jury would be sympathetic to him, at all.” 
 
    “The man could use some of that therapy he’s always touting for others,” Artie laughed. “But all that aside, New Leaf might not have a case, but they have a hell of a network.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Steve nodded. “New Leaf’s top donor is the Buckley family.” 
 
    “Buckley?” I asked. “I’m not sure if I know about them.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t unless you’ve been keeping up with all the latest in pharmaceuticals and art auctions,” Artie said. “Their company is one of the leading drug manufacturers in the world today, and it’s still a privately held company, so they’re also very wealthy. The family spends a lot of that money on art, which they occasionally donate to museums, but mostly just keep in one of their many homes.” 
 
    “What a combination,” Steve said and shook his head. “But yeah, they are powerful.” 
 
    I hadn’t heard the name Buckley when I worked at New Leaf, but that was normal. It wasn’t like Melvin discussed the institution’s finances with me. But I did find it curious that a drug company was apparently one of the big backers for a place that was supposed to be all about natural healing.  
 
    “I guess I’m a little surprised,” I said. “Melvin always preached natural everything. We weren’t even allowed to drink caffeine while we were at work.” 
 
    “Well, we were a bit surprised as well,” Artie said and glanced at his fellow lawyer. “As you said, New Leaf preaches using natural remedies. And then there are the questions that have been raised about the company’s drug trial practices.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    “Several museums have recently stopped accepting monetary donations from the family after protests from other supporters,” Artie said. 
 
    “And then there’s you,” Steve said. “You’ve got public opinion behind you right now, after the events in Vegas. Your favorability rating is quite high.” 
 
    “Does that matter in a lawsuit?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, believe me, it does,” Steve said.  
 
    “Melvin has quite an ego on him,” I said. “He won’t react well to being the less popular guy.” 
 
    “Which is probably why he brought this bullshit case,” Artie said. “But he’ll regret that soon enough.” 
 
    “So what’s the next step?” I asked. 
 
    “Settlement negotiations,” Steve said. 
 
    “But do we want to settle?” I asked. “If the case is really nothing...” 
 
    “We’ll see what they offer,” Steve said. “It’s clear the only thing they’re really worried about is the loss of clientele, so we’re expecting them to offer a non-compete agreement.” 
 
    “I’m not sure --” I started to protest. 
 
    “But we’ll deal with that once we have something from them,” Artie cut in.  
 
    “Is there anything I should do in the meantime?” I asked. 
 
    “Just sit tight and keep doing your thing,” Steve said. “And make sure you never refer to anything you do as medicine or practicing medicine. Anything else, Artie?” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t murder anyone,” the gangly lawyer shrugged. “That’s about the only sure way to lose public favor.” 
 
    “Well, that sounds easy enough,” I nodded. 
 
    As the lawyers stood up to leave, I actually thought about whether that was easy at all. For a normal guy, maybe, but ever since this dream business started, I seemed to have a talent for finding myself in the most peculiar situations. I wanted to think that I wouldn’t kill anybody or find myself back in the public eye for bad reasons, but I really had no idea. 
 
    Either way, I had enough on my plate for one day. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” I said as the lawyers tipped their heads and made their way into the foyer. 
 
    “You’ll hear from us once we’ve talked to opposing counsel,” Artie said. “Or at least, Ms. Martha here will.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Martha laughed. “And if you need me to give any sort of testimony to Ollie’s good character, I’m right there for it.” 
 
    “Thanks Martha,” I laughed.  
 
    The alert for the gate buzzed gently as the lawyers stepped outside, and Martha checked the video feed. She checked the schedule on the computer and then pressed the button that opened the gate. 
 
    “Your twelve o’clock is here,” Martha announced. “Elena Morrison agreed to a session?” 
 
    “Only way to see if I’m legit,” I shrugged. “And I can’t wait to show her just how good I am at what I do. Any of the remaining rumors about me being a hack will be dispelled.” 
 
    “We can only hope,” my assistant replied. 
 
    As the lawyers pulled out of their respective parking places, another black SUV rolled up the drive and pulled into a spot near the door. Elena hopped out of the backseat and removed a pair of extremely large sunglasses from her head. She shook her head from side to side to free her hair, and I couldn’t help noticing how beautifully her dark curly hair shined in the early afternoon sunlight. 
 
    I took a deep breath and snapped out of it. Ok, I was intrigued by Elena sure, but I didn’t want that to get in the way of the work that we were both doing. 
 
    “Afternoon,” the journalist called out as the automatic glass doors opened for her. 
 
    She was wearing a light pink silk spaghetti strap shirt and a denim skirt with light blue suede sneakers. She looked a little more approachable than the previous day, and I smiled at my newest patient. 
 
    “Afternoon,” I said. “Hope you’re sleepy.” 
 
    “Oh, I slept terribly last night,” she smiled. “So a little nap would go a long way.” 
 
    “Out partying at the Chateau Marmont?” I asked. “I hear they have quite the gatherings there.” 
 
    “Oh, I never drink on a work trip,” she said with a shake of the head. “I don’t have a good reaction to alcohol. It keeps me up and gives me brain fog for at least two days after.” 
 
    Okay, so a drinking problem and addiction were out of the question. She didn’t drink caffeine or alcohol, and she seemed pretty conscious and in control of what she put in her body. That or she was lying through her teeth, but I didn’t get the impression that she was trying to hide a secret urge to eat fried food when no one was looking. Maybe she had no secret demons and her dream would be a literal walk in the park. 
 
    I noticed that she was carrying a tote bag with a diagram of a nasturtium on it and smiled. 
 
    “I like your bag,” I said. “Orange nasturtiums are one of my favorite flowers. You can eat them, too.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” She asked. “A friend got me this. I’ve never tried edible flowers.” 
 
    “Ollie brought some in for me in New Leaf once,” Martha added. “They’re so much fun. I couldn’t wait to tell my grandchildren that I’d eaten a flower in my salad.” 
 
    “That does sound fun,” Elena nodded. “I’ll give it a try sometime.” 
 
    “Would you like some tea or anything before your session?” Martha asked. 
 
    “I’ll have more peppermint tea if possible,” Elena answered. “And… uh… Ollie, is there somewhere I can go change? Into pajamas, I mean.” 
 
    Wow. That was a request I’d never gotten before. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Yes, yes, of course. You can go into the treatment room and press the dimming button by the door to close the blinds. Will five minutes be enough time?” 
 
    “That should be fine,” she said and then hurried toward the treatment room. 
 
    Martha peeped around the corner to see if she had shut the door before turning back to me. 
 
    “Pajamas?” she asked. “That’s something you don’t see every day in here.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “Maybe I should tell her that she’s being really weird and that she might ruin my reputation as a healer.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t kamikaze yourself like that,” Martha laughed. “Even though it would be kind of funny in a sick way.” 
 
    “You have anything fun going on at the moment, Martha?” I asked. “Outside of our thrilling routine at the dream clinic?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what Ollie,” she said with a sly grin. “I have a date later.” 
 
    “A date?” I asked, and I could feel my lips stretch into a smile. “That’s amazing. He’s a lucky fellow, Martha.” 
 
    “Oh, stop,” she laughed. “We’re just playing mini-golf, not getting married.” 
 
    “Well, anyone who has the supreme pleasure of getting to spend an hour in your company is a lucky man,” I assured her. “Where did you meet him?” 
 
    “At a potluck that my friend Marie had,” she said. “He brought a killer paella. Used to be a Spanish professor, so he’s spent a lot of time there.” 
 
    “Sounds fancy,” I said. “Well, I hope the date is magnifico.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” she giggled. “Anyway, let me grab some tea real quick…” 
 
    Martha disappeared into the kitchen, and I mused about what I might find in Elena Morrison’s mind. 
 
    It was difficult to anticipate these things. There were usually absolutely no clues in someone’s real life that would suggest what I would encounter in the dream world. For instance, Jackie’s recurring dream was about space. It had some of the 1960s flair that she loved, but I’d never seen her take any interest in aliens or science fiction outside of the world of her subconscious. 
 
    “Here,” Martha said as she handed me a steaming mug of peppermint tea. “Do you want any coffee?” 
 
    “No,” I said as I headed down the hallway. “I want to make sure I’m focused on the dream.” 
 
    Martha nodded and returned to her desk, where she promptly pulled out a bottle of her favorite sweet tea and took a long sip through a curly straw. She winked at me and then turned back to her computer. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out as I knocked on the door. “Are you decent?” 
 
    “All good,” Elena replied. 
 
    I opened the door and stopped for a moment when I saw how dark it was. It took my eyes a moment to adjust, and then I crept into the room with the steaming cup of tea. 
 
    Elena had changed into a pair of pink silk pajamas with a short-sleeved button-up shirt and drawstring shorts as well as a pair of fuzzy socks and a fuzzy sleeping mask that had been placed on her forehead. She had certainly made herself comfortable, and she even grinned as I handed her the mug of tea. She popped a supplement out of her pocket and guzzled it down with the tea, then handed me the empty mug. 
 
    “Wow,” I laughed. “You really have a whole setup in here, don’t you?” 
 
    “Ha,” she laughed, and she actually looked a little nervous for the first time since I’d met her. “Funny you should say that. I have to practice really good sleep hygiene because, well… I have a lot of sleep issues.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “What kind of difficulties?” 
 
    “Well, I’m a little bit of an insomniac,” she said. “I’m naturally a night owl, but if I’m not careful, I’ll turn into a true nocturnal. Throughout college and my early twenties, I used to wake up at noon and go to bed at four in the morning.” 
 
    “Jeez,” I said. “I mean, you’re pretty successful though, so the impact wasn’t that terrible.” 
 
    “Well, I’m a writer,” she said. “So I can set my own hours as long as I make my deadline. But it’s a double-edged sword. If I’m not careful, I can go weeks without talking to even my friends because I’m just not awake when they are.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “I’d hate to go that long without talking to my friends.” 
 
    Okay. Now I was starting to uncover some interesting ground. I wondered what the cause of that sleeplessness was, but I figured I’d find out soon enough. 
 
    “Okay, I just took my valerian root,” she said. “Mind if we play some white noise? Usually a few minutes of that and I’m out.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I have a playlist and wall speakers set up for that very reason.” 
 
    “I figured you would,” she said. “Though I’ve got my own playlist on my phone if yours doesn’t work.” 
 
    I nodded and then walked over to the neatly hidden controls for the sound system. I slipped the phone into the slot, scrolled through the white noise options, and then selected a nice soundscape of an approaching thunderstorm. 
 
    It was a program that always made me feel sleepy, and I could feel my eyelids flicker after a couple of minutes. I looked over at Elena, who did some deep breathing exercises before she finally relaxed against the leather seat and closed her eyes. 
 
    I took a few moments while she was falling asleep to ready myself for whatever lay ahead. I was obviously used to the weirder parts of the dreams, but I wanted to make sure that I was focused so that I could take down whatever came at me. 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths. The sound of the approaching storm filled my senses, and I started to tingle with excitement at the thought of entering another dream. It was rare that I met the people I was going to treat before their treatment. But I was interested in Elena, and I wanted to know what was going on in that extremely meticulous brain of hers. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, Elena was out. She might’ve had sleeping difficulties, but the crazy blend of rituals obviously worked for her. 
 
    Now it was time for me to get to work. 
 
    I went over to the sleeping journalist and sat on the pillow beside her. Then, I took a deep breath and touched her arm. 
 
    The entire world went completely white, and my body was weightless for a few seconds. This was always how it was at the beginning of the dream, and I impatiently waited for the moment to pass so I could see what kind of world Elena lived in. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt the ground reconfigure underneath my feet. But before I could see anything, I was struck by the sound that surrounded me. Wailing, screaming, howling, whatever you wanted to call it, it was coming at me from all directions and bouncing off the metal walls of whatever place I was in. 
 
    When the whiteness completely faded, I blinked a few times to get a good look at where I was. 
 
    Holy Shit. 
 
    I found myself in a dark rectangular hallway with metal walls that were covered in scratches and bloodstains. There was banging on the walls, and I could make out small windows on each of the doors. The horrifying ambience of the place was only amplified by the flickering lights on the walls. 
 
    Okay. So I was in a prison of some kind.  
 
    But I looked over to the side of the hallway and saw that there were numerous trays on wheels. They were covered in syringes, jars of pills, and other scary-looking medical instruments. 
 
    And then it dawned on me. This wasn’t a prison at all.  
 
    This was a hospital. And by the sounds of it, it was some kind of asylum. 
 
    “Great,” I muttered to myself. “And I thought that New Leaf was a funny farm.” 
 
    This place was truly terrifying, but I had to find out exactly what my place in this dream was, because for some reason, I couldn’t find Elena. 
 
    Huh. That was a problem that I rarely came across in the dream setting.  
 
    I looked down and saw that I was wearing some early twentieth century uniform for an orderly. I had long linen pants that came up above my waist fastened with a belt as well as a t-shirt and another buttoned shirt over it. There was a big red cross sewn to the breast pocket. 
 
    Okay, so at least I wasn’t a patient in this place. But I had to find Elena and get to the bottom of whatever was going on in this freak fest. 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself first despite all the chaos that surrounded me. I let the dream wrap around me as I tried to decide where to go, but the place was so disturbing that I decided I was better off just moving. I couldn’t believe that Elena, who had seemed so composed, was the person behind this nightmare. 
 
    I took a few steps down the hall, and every time I moved, more screams erupted from the small rooms that lined the corridor. I shook my head as the wails grew louder, but it only made me more determined to find Elena and put an end to the dream. 
 
    “Let me out!” a man demanded. “I shouldn’t be in here.” 
 
    I glanced to my right and saw a man with an unkempt beard and an almost sideways-looking face. He saw me look in his direction, so he gnashed his teeth at me as he gripped the metal bars on the small window to his cell. I saw blood and dirt on his hands, and when he grinned at me, I saw the same mixture on his teeth.  
 
    “Eww,” I muttered as I started walking again. 
 
    The other prisoners seemed to be just as crazy, and I wondered if these were Elena’s personal demons that she had locked away. It made sense, though I wasn’t sure if I was up to battling an entire horde of angry creatures.  
 
    “Gotta find Elena,” I said as a woman with a strangely plastic face threw herself against the cell door. 
 
    I heard something creak behind me, and that was followed by the horrible sound of nails on a chalkboard. I flinched as the ear-piercing sound drove straight through my skull, and I found I couldn’t move until the noise stopped. 
 
    When it did, I saw that one of the doors had opened. It looked ancient, older certainly than the rest of the doors in the place, and it led to a room that was so dark that I couldn’t see what was inside. Something dark fluttered around the edges of the door, and I swallowed as a feeling of dread oozed out of the room. 
 
    “Who’s there?” I called out. 
 
    A moment passed, and then a hunch-backed man emerged from the shadows. His head and face was unevenly shaven, and tufts of hair peeked out from the sides of his scalp and the corners of his mouth. It looked like someone had done a once-over with a dull razor, and uneven tufts of hair were sprouting out from the most random of places. 
 
    He was wearing a long, blue cotton gown that had been stained with some kind of liquid, and drool was running down his face. For a second, I tried to remember that this was just a dream, that the liquid couldn’t be real at all, but something about him was so viscerally gross that it was hard to believe that none of this was real. 
 
    But that wasn’t exactly true, as I well knew. If I got hurt in here, I would feel the consequences back in the real world as well. So I decided that it would be better to get along with the inmates until I could find Elena and figure out what was going on. 
 
    “I’m free!” the man declared with a smile that revealed the orange and decaying teeth in his mouth.  
 
    My stomach did a turn, and I winced at how dilapidated and unkempt he looked. Somehow, I managed to smile back, though, and I thought we were doing fine when he clapped his hands together and did a little dance. 
 
    And then the prisoner lunged toward me as he held out his gruesome, overgrown nails. His fingers looked like misshapen animal horns, and for a moment, all I could see were the curved and sharpened nails that were pointed at my eyes. 
 
    “Stay back!” I shouted as I stepped away.  
 
    The guy stopped for a moment and grinned, and then he stomped his feet against the floor and started to charge toward me again. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as I looked around for a weapon. 
 
    Time was always weird in dreams, and this one was no exception. The guy was only a few steps away from me, but I had time to look around the hallway while I searched for something I could defend myself with. I spotted a rusted metal pot outside one of the other rooms, and I flung myself toward it. 
 
    A raw, rank stench poured out of the pot when I picked it up, and I realized that it must’ve been a chamber pot for one of the prisoners. I’d encountered shit in people’s dreams before, but this was a particularly potent batch. I tried not to gag as I swung back toward the hunchback. 
 
    “Free!” the hunchback shouted again and then stopped to do his weird little dance. 
 
    “Stay back!” I retorted, but I knew he wouldn’t listen. In fact, part of me wanted to provoke him, just so I could get this over with. 
 
    “I’m free!” he yelled again. 
 
    Suddenly, the other patients started to bang on the doors and screech through the windows. The sound was deafening, but I paid attention to my breath and tried to keep my cool as the giant hunchback started to lunge at me. 
 
    The noise in the hallway reached a fevered pitch, but I could still hear the hunchback hiss at me through his orange teeth. He started to swing his arms in wide circles, and he smiled at the other prisoners as he passed their windows.  
 
    And then he was finally in range, and his smile turned into a scowl as he started to swing a massive fist at my head. But I’d started to swing first, and the bedpan made contact with his head as he started to bring his fist forward. 
 
    His skull collapsed under the weight of the bedpan, and the top flew off as rancid black shit spewed all over his bleeding head. The patients went wild in their cells, and it reminded me of apes going crazy while they watched a fight. 
 
    The hunchback’s eyes rolled back into his head as he wailed in anguish, but I knew that he wasn’t done for yet. I lifted the pan over my head one more time and brought it down on his almost flattened skull again. 
 
    The sound of metal meeting flesh reverberated in the tight hallway, and it was accompanied by a guttural cry of pain from the hunchbacked prisoner. He crumpled to the floor below me, and his body convulsed as he clutched his bleeding head. 
 
    For a moment, he lay there shaking in pain, while I clutched the bedpan with my chest heaving. I still held tight to it like it was a gun or a machete, and not just a pot full of shit, but the smell was enough to remind me that I probably didn’t want to keep it around much longer.  
 
    The hunchbacked patient finally collapsed completely, so I took a few deep breaths. The shouts and screams of the other prisoners died out, and I heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” a familiar voice said, and I spun around. 
 
    I was shocked to find a woman in front of me in the same blue cotton gown that the other patients wore. Her hair was matted and unkempt, and she had dirt on her face, but I would recognize her anywhere. 
 
    It was Elena. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “Ollie,” Elena said, and she took a few steps back. “Come on, we need to see the dentist now.” 
 
    “Elena,” I said. “Where the hell were you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. “I’m looking for the dentist! I can’t be late.” 
 
    “I’m in your dream, and you weren’t even here,” I said as I pointed at the bleeding man on the floor. “Who the hell are these people?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” the journalist said as she took my hand. 
 
    She clutched me with a strength that I didn’t know was possible from such a tiny woman, and then she started to run down the dark and seemingly never-ending hallway. 
 
    Part of me was taken aback by how stereotypical this dream was. Long hallways, entrances and exits that made no sense, and plenty of random screaming people. But I didn’t think we’d found the real heart of the dream yet, so I ran alongside her as she tried to find the dentist. 
 
    “Where is he?” She groaned. “My teeth need to be perfect, Ollie. They need to be perfect, or… or else!” 
 
    “Or else what?” I asked. 
 
    But she shook her head and kept running, and I could feel her growing more panicked the longer we ran. We came to a fork in the hallway, and our only options were to turn right into a dark hallway where the only light came from the windows into the patients’ rooms, or to turn left, where there was a blinding light and more screaming. 
 
    “This way,” Elena said as she tried to pull me to the left. 
 
    But for some reason, I resisted. I had the feeling that there would be more to uncover in the darkened hallway, and that if she usually went to the left, then the right might take us to the place that we really needed to be. 
 
    “No.” I pulled her to my side, and then she straightened up and stared at me with her piercing, bottle-green eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she demanded. “The dentist is that way.” 
 
    “Is the dentist ever that way?” I asked. “All the times that you’ve had this dream, did you ever find the dentist by going to the left?” 
 
    “N-no…” she stammered and then frowned. “The dentist is never there. I just end up running down the hallway forever while prisoners scream at me from their cells. You know what, Ollie? I’ve never even seen the dentist. I just know that I need to find him.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said and then pulled her toward the dark hallway. 
 
    “Wait,” she called out, and she squeezed my hand and looked up at me. 
 
    I looked down at the dream Elena, who was wearing a patient gown and looked a lot more scared than normal. It seemed that her normal facade had completely dropped and that she was just a scared child in the space of the dream. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m scared,” she whispered and pointed into the dark hallway. “I’m scared of what we’re going to find in there.” 
 
    “But we have to go,” I said. 
 
    I didn’t know why my intuition was so strong. Well, it was usually pretty strong in these settings, but this time, it was like there was a clear voice in my head. I’d performed so much dream therapy that I recognized most of the symbolism, and a dark, scary hallway was the perfect opportunity to uncover something that Elena didn’t want to confront. 
 
    “I’ve never been down there,” Elena said. “Who knows what we’re going to find?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” I insisted as I pulled her into the hallway. 
 
    “Maybe the dentist is this way,” Elena whispered. 
 
    I looked into one of the cells and saw an attractive woman with high cheekbones. She looked to be in her twenties, and she’d dyed the left side of her hair blue and the right side red, presumably as a statement about her rebellious streak. It took me a moment, but I finally recognized who it was. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “That’s Christina BK…” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “She’s in here.” 
 
    Suddenly, things were starting to make sense. If one of the inmates was a woman whom she had written a scathing article about, then it only stood to reason that the others would also be the subjects of her writing… 
 
    So as we made our way down the hallway, I checked the prisoners in the other cells to see if I recognized anyone else. 
 
    There was a sad-looking man in a priest’s habit who paced around his cell. He was clutching a rosary, though he swung it around like 1930’s gangster with a pocket watch.  
 
    “Who is that?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s Father Richelieu,” she replied. “I exposed him for his inappropriate relationships with children in his parish. Textbook stuff, but nobody had ever looked too closely at him before. It won me my scholarship into Columbia for my Masters.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I peered into the next cell. 
 
    I knew that these weren’t real people, just weird dream dummies that had been formed by Elena’s mind. But it was starting to become increasingly evident that her work had done a lot of damage to a lot of people. I saw politicians there who I knew had disappeared from the public eye, but I didn’t know why. There were also formerly famous film executives, corporate bigwigs, and near the end, one familiar face that I had seen in another dream. 
 
    Only it wasn’t the face I expected to see. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, and I stopped Elena in her tracks as I pointed to the sandy-haired man in one of the cells. “Is that Kenneth Pierce?” 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded. 
 
    Kenneth Pierce, who was also Aubrey’s brother. The real man was now in congress, but the bastard was a murderous piece of shit who had tormented his little sister into silence. He was also the reason the Pierce-Macintyre clan had paid a large sum of money to the victim’s family, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if he was the reason that Aubrey’s mom was so fond of her gin and tonics. 
 
    “Elena,” I murmured, and I looked over to her. “What… what do you know about Kenneth Pierce?” 
 
    It seemed impossible that anyone else knew about all the damage that he left in his wake. From what Aubrey had told me, I knew that Kenneth’s worst behavior had been buried so deep that it would take a backhoe and a team of archeologists to uncover it. 
 
    But maybe I had underestimated Elena’s talent. 
 
    “Can I be honest with you?” Elena asked, and I nodded. 
 
    For a second, the hallway seemed to go quiet. This section of the hospital, which was full of Elena’s exposed victims, was a lot more solemn than the rest of the place, and maybe that was because she had already exposed their crimes.  
 
    “Of course you can,” I murmured. 
 
    We looked at Kenneth, who was pacing around his cell like an animal. He reminded me of someone in the Sims game, which made sense since this was all Elena’s subconscious. Everything we saw was just a projection of what she knew and felt. 
 
    “I started writing about him when he started to run for office,” she said. “I don’t know why, but I got an extremely bad feeling about him. You know when someone just seems a little too good to be true? A little too clean cut.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I nodded. “I know exactly what you mean.” 
 
    “Well, I started investigating him,” she continued. “Looking through all the records for that one little piece of dirt. And then, of course, I started contacting friends I have in other places who might be able to help. I’m actually still waiting to hear back from them. And then one of my editors suggested I do the interview with you while I waited, and I figured why not.” 
 
    So this girl did have amazing instincts. I considered whether I should tell her what I knew about Kenneth, but I didn’t know if I had the right to tell her what I knew, especially since I’d learned about it from Aubrey’s dream. 
 
    “The MacIntyres are a dark family,” I said. “One of my close friends is Aubrey Pierce…” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, and her eyes widened. “But that means--” 
 
    “Hey!” a voice suddenly shouted out. “Hey you!” 
 
    We swung around to find that a figure had appeared out of nowhere. He was wearing the same orderly suit as me, but I couldn’t see his face, not because it was dark, but because it seemed unformed somehow. His most distinctive feature was his piercing blue eyes, and I could almost feel the heat from his angry glare as he stomped up to us. He grabbed Elena by her forearm and started dragging her further down the hallway, and he did it so quickly that I didn’t even realize at first what had happened. 
 
    “Ollie!” Elena shouted.  
 
    I started to run after the pair, but the few lights in the hallway suddenly went out. I was all alone in complete darkness, and I had no sense of where I was or where they had gone. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, and the word rolled around the hallway and echoed back to me,  
 
    I tried to remember what I could of the hallway, but all I could pull up was a straight corridor lined by doors. I couldn’t remember if there were any obstacles along the way, but I figured there was only one way to find out. I started to run down the hall, though I let my fingertips trail along one wall just so I would know I was still moving forward. 
 
    Frustration coursed through me as I ran after Elena, because I’d thought that I’d figured out what the purpose of the dream was. But I also knew that the logic of dreams was ever-changing, and most of the time, I had to learn the rules while I was in the middle of the dream. The only constant was the dreamer, and if I lost Elena, I’d be screwed.  
 
    My breath became more ragged as the long hallway dragged on and on, but at long last, I spotted a light at the end of the hall. It still looked extremely small, but I knew that was where I had to be. 
 
    “God dammit,” I murmured under my breath.  
 
    Sometimes the dream symbolism was so stereotypical that it got to me. Long hallways, shifting floors, the feeling of someone being there even though they’re not… all of that crazy stuff that everyone dealt with. 
 
    But still, I plowed forward until I heard another call. 
 
    “Ollie!” Elena shouted again. 
 
    I froze for a moment and tried to judge where the sound had come from. It still wasn’t close, but it had definitely come from my left and not out in front of me. I turned to the left, and wasn’t surprised to find that there was a door there. It was hidden by the darkness, but it didn’t seem to lead to a cell. There was really only one thing to do then, so I opened the door and then shielded my eyes as bright light nearly blinded me. 
 
    But I’d found a staircase, lit by a buzzing fluorescent bulb, that seemed to lead downward toward something I couldn’t see. It was another common symbol in dreams, where the basement or attic was the subconscious, and that’s where I knew I would find all of the real gritty stuff. 
 
    “Elena!” I shouted and then started to run down the stairs. 
 
    My feet clanged against the metal steps, and strange hisses and moans seemed to float out of the walls around me. The lower I got, the louder the noises were, and I could feel my heart thud against my chest as I wondered what would meet me at the bottom. Would it be a sea monster, or maybe some egregious manifestation of Elena’s parents? I had no idea, but I was about to find out. 
 
    The hissing and moans were at a fevered pitch as I finally reached the bottom, and I braced myself for a fight. But all I could see was another dimly-lit hallway ahead of me, though the floor seemed to be gravel rather than tile. 
 
    I thought at first that this was just some poorly maintained part of the hospital, but then I realized that the pieces of gravel were very small. I leaned down for a closer look and felt a chill run down my spine. 
 
    It wasn’t gravel I was stepping on. It was teeth. I could see canines and molars, in all shades of yellow, white, and orange. 
 
    It made me never want to visit a dentist’s office ever again. 
 
    “And dentists wonder why they’re in so many people’s nightmares,” I murmured as I started to walk across the teeth. 
 
    The sounds of the screaming got louder and louder the deeper I went, until I could barely think straight. And even worse, it seemed like the teeth were somehow starting to rise out of the ground. 
 
    I climbed over the growing piles of teeth, though the discarded teeth seemed determined to keep me away from Elena. I found myself climbing a steep hill at one point, a feat made more difficult because I refused to touch the teeth. 
 
    Once I made it over the hill, I was hit by the smells of ammonia and bleach, but the screams were very close now. I covered my nose and mouth so I wouldn’t pass out from the overwhelming stench, and as I neared the room that I knew was the source of the screams, the fluorescent light was replaced by an eerie white glow that reminded me of, well, a dentist’s office. 
 
    Suddenly, a door to my right opened to reveal another patient who wore a cotton nightdress just like Elena’s. But it wasn’t the journalist. It was an emaciated-looking man with a patchy shaved head. 
 
    I jumped back at first, but when he didn’t charge at me, I slowly stepped closer until I could see him more clearly. I didn’t recognize the man, but he looked tired and forlorn. It was so different from the other prisoners that I just stared at him for a moment. 
 
    He seemed to realize I was there, and he lifted one of his frail hands to his mouth very slowly. At first, he tapped a few times on his temples, and then he opened his mouth and peered up at me. 
 
    And then his mouth fell open, and viscous blood dribbled down his chin and stained the cotton nightdress that he was wearing. 
 
    It was a disgusting sight, but it only got worse when he lifted his hands to his chin and tried to wipe the blood away. The maneuver obviously didn’t work, because he just swiped blood all over his face and onto his shaven head. 
 
    I took a few more steps closer, but the teeth on the floor started to break under my weight. The cracking sound caught the man’s attention, and before I could back away again, he opened his mouth and shrieked so loudly that it reverberated through the entire hallway. 
 
    Shit. This was go time. 
 
    I started to run, but the man swung his head around and chased after me while he spouted evil-sounding gibberish. It reminded me of a crackhead I’d encountered in downtown LA one night, and that was not a scene I wanted to relive. 
 
    Suddenly, another one of the doors flew open and slammed against the hallway. The echo sent a pain through my entire body, and I covered my ears as I tried not to stumble. 
 
    “Shit,” I murmured as an identical crazy man hopped through the door and started to shriek as well. 
 
    He had the same blood dripping down his front, and his raw pink gums glinted in the fluorescent light of the hallway. Despite the overwhelming smell of bleach and ammonia, I could smell decay rolling off the guy, and I had to fight the urge to puke. 
 
    “Damn it,” I murmured as the second geezer started to chase me as well. 
 
    I looked around for a weapon as I ran, but there were no handy trays or chamber pots anywhere. And of course, the teeth were shifting under my feet, so I stumbled several times, though I never went down. 
 
    But the footsteps behind me were getting closer, and when I looked back, I saw that one of the crazy men was gaining quickly. He suddenly lunged forward, and I did what any good dream master would and kicked him in the chest.  
 
    The man grunted, and his arms flailed wildly as he soared backwards into the other crazy geezer. The two old men hissed at each other, but before they could get back to their feet, the teeth started to crawl over their bodies like millions of small roaches. The old geezers tried to break free, but they soon disappeared below the surface. 
 
    Holy shit. Were the teeth actually eating them? This was one of the craziest things I’d seen in a dream. I looked down at my own feet, and though I could feel the ground shifting beneath me, I apparently was safe as long as I managed to stay on my feet. 
 
    “Ollie!” Elena shrieked again. 
 
    Another door flew open, and this time a naked, emaciated man with blood dripping down his front held out his spindly hands and howled into the hallway. He took one look at me and hissed, and I knew that this was going to be a more dangerous fight. 
 
    I looked around for a weapon again, but there was nothing. I couldn’t believe there wasn’t even a tray I could use to smash against the guy’s head, because all I had to do was knock the guy off his feet and the teeth would do the rest.  
 
    “A broomstick, a baseball bat,” I murmured as I backed away from the man. “Hell, I’d even take another pile of poo.” 
 
    The man hissed again and then opened his mouth to screech. All I really wanted was to end that sound, and I could even imagine the perfect weapon. Since we were in a medical setting, I pictured one of those trays used to hold surgical tools. It would be about two feet wide and slightly rusty because that just seemed to fit the vibe of the place. But it would be heavier than a normal tray, so I could take the guy down with a single blow. 
 
    And as soon as I finished supplying the details, I saw something silver moving toward me. One moment, it was sailing through the air, and then the next moment it was in my hands like I’d been carrying it all along. 
 
    It was a perfect match for the tray I’d just conjured up. 
 
    Holy shit. Had I just summoned something in the dream world solely by imagining it? 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I shouted as I slammed the tray against the guy’s head. 
 
    There was a solid thunk, and the guy’s head left a small dent in the tray. But he fell sideways and landed on the teeth, which started to crawl over him as he screamed and writhed in pain. 
 
    “What else can I create?” I muttered as I started to move again. 
 
    I pictured one of those big medical syringes that I had seen upstairs, and I mentally added as much detail as I could. There was another weird moment when something seemed to be flying at me, and then when I looked down, I had a giant syringe in my hands. 
 
    But before I could test it again, another door flew open and another screaming patient ran out. 
 
    “Ollie!” Elena cried frantically.  
 
    But the new guy held his hand up and tried to stop me from getting through the hallway. 
 
    “No,” he hissed, and then he smiled to reveal his empty mouth. 
 
    This one seemed to be more intelligent than the others, and he certainly knew how to fight. He threw a couple of quick punches, which I managed to block with my arm, and then he tried to claw at my face with his long nails.  
 
    I managed to kick him away, but the freak stayed on his feet. He shook his head and then offered me another grin before he charged forward. He tried to wrap his arms around me, and I felt one of his needle-like claws graze my back. 
 
    But I plunged the syringe deep into his bony chest, and I must have hit a lung, because he made a faint gasping sound and then curled up like a dead spider. He fell onto the killer teeth and was sucked below the surface.  
 
    With my newfound power, I was unstoppable. It didn’t matter if I had to clamber over an endless pile of teeth or if more crazy old men leapt out at me. I was going to get to Elena, and we were going to find out what the fuck was happening in her subconscious. 
 
    But first I had to figure out where she was. 
 
    I started to run toward her voice again, though I noticed that the ground wasn’t shifting as much. I looked down and saw that there were now fewer teeth on the floor, and I could even see tile in a few places. 
 
    “Carnivorous teeth,” I chuckled. 
 
    Tooth dreams were actually common as hell, but they could represent a wide range of worries, from fear of aging to the loss of a loved one. But this seemed more nefarious, and the old geezer guards were definitely there to protect some deep secret. 
 
    Maybe she felt guilt over all of the people she put away. But that didn’t quite make sense, either. A lot of the guys in that other hallway had committed terrible atrocities, and she’d been the catalyst to making sure that justice was paid.  
 
    And I didn’t see how they connected to the teeth. Maybe she had some deep suspicions that she was actually insane, or that she was one of the only sane people in a world full of madness. 
 
    I mean, it wasn’t a completely uncommon thing to feel. But she was dressed as a patient as well, instead of an orderly like me. And those guys were out to get her just as much as they were out to get the other patients. 
 
    The problem was that I still didn’t know enough about what was happening in the dream. If I wanted to see what kept Elena up at night, I had to be with Elena so I could experience the dream the way she did. 
 
    “Elena!” I called out. 
 
    “Ollie!” she cried. 
 
    Her voice had come from a doorway at the end of the hall. It was open just a crack, and I could hear a faint humming sound coming from the other side. As I got closer, I realized that the humming sound was a drill, and like everyone who had ever had a cavity filled, I felt a shiver race down my spine. 
 
    “Ollie!” Elena shouted desperately. 
 
    I reached the end of the hall and threw the door open. The sound of the drill vibrated through my body, and every fiber of my being wanted to turn around and leave. But two orderlies were strapping Elena into a big, white leather recliner while she tried to break free. 
 
    “Ollie!” she screamed when she saw me in the door. 
 
    “Elena,” I said as I scrambled to the chair. 
 
    And that’s when I realized there was one other person in the room. A dark figure in a white coat had been standing in the shadows, but he turned around as I reached the journalist. 
 
    It looked like I was going to meet the dentist after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    The man swiveled around as one of the orderlies tightened the final strap. He was extremely tall and thin, and he had a mop of dark brown hair as well as goggles for some reason. 
 
    His outfit was a sparkling white, though he wore a light blue apron that made him look more like he worked at a butcher shop than a hospital. And as he turned to face me, I could hear the sound of knives sharpening. 
 
    I furrowed my brow into confusion until I looked down at his hands, which were made out of drills. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” I murmured.  
 
    So that was where the sound of the drilling was coming from. This dream was a full-on nightmare, from the carnivorous teeth to the creepy dentist, but I was confident that I could use my newfound powers yet again. 
 
    “Where were you?” he hissed. “We were waiting for our third. We can’t complete the surgery with only two orderlies.” 
 
    “I don’t want perfect teeth anymore,” Elena screamed, and one of the orderlies rolled his eyes. 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” the dentist cackled. “Everyone wants perfect teeth. But you’re lucky, because you have the opportunity to get them.” 
 
    Suddenly, it all clicked in my head. The obsession with the people she investigated, the need for perfect teeth, and even her decision to avoid caffeine and alcohol were all tied to her own crippling need for perfection. Everything from her well-coordinated outfits to her fuzzy sleeping mask to her terse handshake had been carefully crafted to create the image of who she thought she should be. 
 
    And it looked like it was eating her alive, just like all those teeth that were strewn around the hallway. She was obviously overworking herself, though she couldn’t admit that, because that would mean she was merely mortal, and mere mortals never reached the heights of Olympus. But her drive to be perfect was taking a toll on her psyche, and it was sending up a warning flag the only way it could. 
 
    “You don’t need perfect teeth,” I said. “Elena, you’re a talented and hard worker, and you don’t need to punish yourself into perfection. You can just be you, okay? It’s good enough.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ollie,” she smiled as a single tear dribbled down her cheek. 
 
    “That’s nonsense!” the dentist suddenly roared again, and his eyes started to turn blood red with fury. “Everyone wants perfect teeth! You have to have perfect teeth to succeed in the world!” 
 
    “I don’t know who the hell told you that as a kid, but it sure as hell isn’t true,” I laughed as I walked over to the recliner. “Now, let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    The dentist threw himself toward us as soon as I touched one of the straps. But I turned to my left and grabbed one of the orderlies by the back of his shirt. 
 
    The guy yelped in surprise, but since I was in a dream, I knew I could do impossible things. So I lifted the man about six inches off the ground and then swung him around like a shield. The dude was heavy, but I knew that if I believed I could do it, it would happen. 
 
    “What the hell…?” the guy started to protest. 
 
    But that was all he managed to say before the dentist’s drills plunged into the man’s belly. My shield let out one blood-curdling scream, but the dentist only hissed in frustration. The doctor jerked his hands from the orderly’s stomach, and blood, bile, and gore came with it. The guy started to scream again as he looked down, but he was already a dead man. 
 
    “Jesus!” Elena screamed as she tried to wriggle away from the blood and guts.  
 
    One long and worm-like intestine draped over her knees, and Elena screamed even louder. I dropped the orderly, and the intestine slithered after the rest of the body, but Elena looked like she was about to pass out as the slimy mess left a trail across her legs. 
 
    “Sorry,” I shouted as I turned to face the second orderly. 
 
    He was holding a novocaine needle, but in a moment of panic, I kicked the torso over to the orderly so that he tripped. The novocaine needle went flying through the air, and I ducked as both the orderly and his weapon clattered to the ground. 
 
    By now, the entire floor was covered in the first orderly’s blood. I was grateful that the room smelled so pungently of bleach and ammonia so that I didn’t have to become familiar with the stench of his innards. I slipped through the blood over to the novocaine needle and grabbed the rusted metal end. 
 
    “You will pay!” the dentist screamed. “You will pay for interrupting my surgery!” 
 
    For a brief second, I remembered Elena’s quip about not wanting to write an article about for-profit healthcare, but before I knew it, the surviving orderly was on my tail, and I knew that he wanted me dead. 
 
    I turned around just as the man reached me, and I barely had time to duck below a wild jab. I drove the top of my head against his chin, and I heard a satisfying crunch as his head snapped backwards. Before he could recover, I jabbed the syringe into his neck, but somehow, the needle kept going. It drilled a hole from one side of his neck to the other, and I winced even though this was just a dream. 
 
    I let the body fall to the floor, though as it fell, the needle stayed in my hand. There was a disgusting squelching sound as the orderly slid off the tip, but at least I still had my weapon. I turned to the journalist then and started to unstrap Elena’s right foot. But a whirring noise caught my attention, and when I looked up, I saw the dentist was waving his drills at me. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” I said as I started to untie Elena’s right hand. 
 
    “You can’t defeat me,” he said with a nasty smile. “Your left canine veers slightly to the left. Mind if I… fix it for you?” 
 
    The dentist started to run at me, and for a second, it was like time stood still. I looked at the novocaine needle in my hand and knew that it certainly wasn’t going to be enough to defeat a crazed, obsessed dentist with drills for hands. 
 
    I needed something that I could shoot so I could take the bastard down before he got too close. What I needed was a gun. 
 
    I looked down at the novocaine needle and tried to summon the same mental energy that I had felt before when the medical tray and the syringe had appeared in my hand. I mean, those had both been items I’d seen in an earlier part of the dream, but why would I be limited by what was in the dream? The whole point of the subconscious world was that you could alter it in ways that defied the real world. 
 
    But the gun didn’t appear, and I frowned as I stared at the needle. I realized that I’d imagined the weight and the feel of the tray and the syringe earlier, so maybe I had to do the same thing with whatever I created. Since the dentist was still taking his long, slow time to get to me, I tried to imagine the weight of a gun in my hand instead of a giant, rusted novocaine needle. 
 
    There was another strange sensation of something flying toward me, and then the gun was in my hand. It looked like the one I’d fired in Las Vegas, which was the first time I’d ever fired a gun. I nodded in approval, held up the gun, and fired a shot at the dentist.  
 
    But somehow, he ducked down just in time to avoid the bullet. 
 
    Dammit. I heard clambering to my side, and I saw that Elena had managed to untie the rest of her limbs. She ran behind me, and a moment later, I felt her wrap her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Go for the stomach,” she suggested.  
 
    I aimed for his torso, but the bastard somehow moved out of the way just in time. He was also a lot closer, and he waved his drill hands at us as he tried to smack me in the face. I fired another shot, this time at one of the drills. There was a spark followed by a grinding sound, and then smoke started to puff out from the man’s sleeve. 
 
    “What have you done?” he wailed as he examined the damaged drill. 
 
    Now was my best chance to shoot the bastard, since he seemed so interested in the drill. But where to shoot him? It was Elena’s dream, and she seemed sure it had to be the stomach. Yet, I thought it made more sense to hit the dentist in the place he valued most, his mouth. 
 
    So when he started to turn to face us, I looked straight at his gross, shining mouth and pulled the trigger. 
 
    But just as I pulled the trigger, a glint of light from his shining teeth hit me in the eye. When I looked up, he was perfectly fine, and I could tell by the weight that the gun was empty of bullets. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” I said to myself. 
 
    “What is it?” Elena whispered into my ear as the dentist cackled. 
 
    “It’s the gun,” I said. “I ran out of bullets.” 
 
    “Where did you get a gun in the first place?” she asked. 
 
    And then I had a lightbulb moment. If I had somehow procured a gun in the first place solely from my imagination, then I could get some bullets as well. So I imagined the weight of the gun when it was fully loaded, and then pictured how the magazine would look with each precious bullet. 
 
    “Let her go,” the dentist hissed. “Her teeth look terrible. I need to fix them.” 
 
    “Her teeth are just fine,” I snapped as the gun in my hand grew heavier.  
 
    Holy shit. I really was able to summon things now with lucid dreaming. This was a real game-changer for my career as a dream healer. 
 
    “That’s nonsense!” the dentist said. “Why do you think she never smiles?” 
 
    I cocked the gun and held it straight up to his face. 
 
    “Her teeth are fine!” I shouted as I pulled the trigger.  
 
    The remaining drill stopped whirring as the dentist’s face seemed to implode. Blood splattered across the white leather of the recliner and sprayed the instrument tray. The dentist’s body slammed into the recliner face-first and then slid to the floor in a crumpled heap. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” I said as I grabbed Elena’s hand and started to tug her toward the door. 
 
    The room suddenly turned into a scene of carnage worthy of a battlefield. Everything was covered in blood, guts, and teeth, and vaguely human shapes started to pile up on the floor like so many dead bodies. Elena screamed as she nearly tripped over what looked like an arm, but we reached the door before anything could grab us. 
 
    And then the doorknob disappeared. 
 
    “Oh, God,” Elena panted. 
 
    The door started to fade as well, followed by the walls. And then there was nothing but a white light and a feeling of weightlessness. 
 
    The next thing I knew, I could hear birds tweeting and smell the bergamot oil dispenser in the treatment room. I blinked a few times before I heard someone rustling next to me, and then I saw Elena fling her mask off like it was suffocating her. 
 
    “Holy shit!” she shouted as she sat up in the chair and looked at me. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    “What… what… how...?” she burbled and then held her hands up to her teeth. 
 
    She made sure that they were all intact, and then she stared up at me with her bottle-green eyes. She smoothed down her top, but her eyes never left my face. 
 
    “Elena,” I laughed. “Elena, you’re fine. And your teeth are fine. I wasn’t lying back there--” 
 
    “Of course they’re fine,” she huffed. “I had braces for like ten million years. But how the hell did you do that? You were really there, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “That was me. That’s what my job is.” 
 
    “And you had a gun!” she suddenly shouted. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, and I thought about the weapon that I had wielded back in the abandoned hospital. “I did have a gun. But I don’t usually have that. In fact, your dream was the first one where I could actually control the weapons I had.” 
 
    “I don’t know how that compares to your other dreams,” she said. “But I was certainly impressed. Actually… how does it compare to what you’ve seen before? Was it super weird, or was it just really boring?” 
 
    “You know I can’t talk about my other patients,” I said. “But I think what you’re really asking me is if I think you’re weird because of your dreams.” 
 
    She blushed for a minute and nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “That’s what I’m wondering.” 
 
    “Like I told you, this is my job,” I assured her. “I’m not a doctor or anything like that, but I do try to help people. I’ve seen all sorts of things in people’s dreams, and I wouldn’t say that yours were any weirder than anyone else’s. You’re very normal, Elena, and you really don’t need to worry so much about being perfect. It’s okay to just be you sometimes.” 
 
    “It’s amazing…” Elena sighed. “I feel so different… I feel about ten pounds lighter without the weight of all of that psychological crap that I had before.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad that you came out of a work trip with that kind of insight into yourself,” I said. 
 
    “It’s insane,” the journalist said. “All my life, it was always about impressing people. You know, my parents were always the strictest. I was never ever allowed to have a sleepover, and whenever other kids came to play, we had to do homework first. It feels like all my life, all I’ve known what to do is just work, work, work. Even in kindergarten, I had about seventeen extracurricular activities to complete. I’ve never known a life that wasn’t about the constant grind or need to perform. 
 
    “That sucks,” I said. “I mean, I always used to help my dad out at work, but I had a choice about it. And then it became my career, too. You know, until all this dream stuff happened.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” she said. “Even now, my parents are hard to impress. They wanted me to be a doctor, but I always liked writing instead. And about real people, too, not just stories. At first, I wanted to be a news anchor, but there was no way my parents would accept that. The idea of performing to them was… not very appealing, even if I was just reading the news in front of a camera.” 
 
    “But at least you’re an amazing writer,” I laughed. “I mean, your investigative skills are so good that you’ve uncovered scandals that no one else knew about. Like that priest.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she shrugged. “I’m happy about where my career has taken me now. But I don’t let myself off the hook.” 
 
    “I definitely got that,” I said, and I thought back to those teeth that had been eating the other orderlies alive. 
 
    “But I feel so different now,” she said. “Like I’ve turned over a new leaf… oh, wait, sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I laughed, but I did shudder a little bit at the mention of my old place of work. “It’s the reason they chose that name.” 
 
    “Too bad they aren’t as successful at helping their patients,” she replied with a smirk. “I gotta say, I feel like I want to live my life differently. I want to feel like I’m taking care of myself, for myself, rather than just the version that people see.” 
 
    “You should,” I nodded. “Because at the end of the day, you’re your own biggest advocate.” 
 
    Elena stared at me with her dark green eyes and took in my entire frame. She wasn’t shy about it, either. I remember that Grant had told me she was a total prude, and for some reason the idea of freeing her from her self-imposed chains was kind of… 
 
    Hot? Come on, Ollie, she’s wearing pink pajamas for crying out loud. 
 
    Elena must’ve noticed that I’d been looking at her pajamas, because she blushed slightly and stood up.  
 
    “I think I should change back into my normal clothing now,” she laughed. “I feel kind of stupid for wearing pajamas.” 
 
    “Don’t feel stupid,” I assured her. “You don’t have to feel embarrassed for your needs. If it makes it easier for you to wear pajamas when you’re going to sleep, then wear pajamas. It’s not like I’m going to tell anyone.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ollie,” she smiled and then looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Oh, and you can turn off the storm noises as well,” she said. “It’s not very relaxing anymore.” 
 
    I hadn’t even noticed, but the white noise playlist was still blasting from the speakers. Now it was a full-blown thunderstorm, and it was pretty damn convincing. 
 
    “Good call,” I laughed as I made my way over to my phone and shut it off. “You can just come out to the lobby whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” she smiled. 
 
    I made my way into the lobby, where Martha was busy clacking away on her computer. 
 
    “I see you’re alive,” she said, and she looked over and dipped her cat-eye glasses over her nose. “How was the session?” 
 
    “A nightmare,” I sighed. “But it wasn’t too long in the dream world, actually. Just had to get to the bottom of some gruesome business.” 
 
    “Gruesome, indeed,” she sighed. “Well, it was only ten minutes on my watch. And I suppose that includes the recuperation time after.” 
 
    “It’s crazy that New Leaf thinks I’m trying to pretend to be a doctor,” I said. “I don’t even know how this magic works myself. I mean, five minutes? I was gone easily an hour or a few hours in there… who knows, Martha. It’s impossible to tell the time in dreams.” 
 
    “Truly,” she nodded. “Anyway, I have some exciting news for you.” 
 
    “Please tell me it’s good,” I rolled my eyes. “And not another lawsuit.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” she smiled, and she held up a manila envelope. “These got dropped off. Your new house keys.” 
 
    “House keys?” I asked, and my eyes widened. “But we haven’t even sealed the deal yet. Did the girls do something?” 
 
    “No, no, for the inspection,” she assured me. “You need to have a professional check that everything is in order and make sure that there aren’t any significant damages that you don’t know about before you buy it. The realtor dropped them off.” 
 
    “Aah,” I said and took the envelope. “I didn’t even think about the inspection. I don’t suppose…?” 
 
    “Already have a call in,” she assured me. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I shook the envelope and listened to the keys clink. It was hard to believe that in the middle of all the doom and gloom of the court case and the knowledge that aliens existed and had an interest in invading human minds, I somehow had found the time to score the perfect house. Well, I’d had some help, but at least I’d finally have a place to call my own. 
 
    “You’ll invite me to your housewarming, won’t you?” Martha asked with a cheeky smile. “Even though I’m no A-lister.” 
 
    “Martha,” I chuckled. “You’re sure to be the guest of honor at any event in my house. Don’t ever say something so silly again.” 
 
    “Well, I have to admit,” she replied. “My spinach dip is usually a showstopper. And the chocolate tort… don’t get me started on the chocolate tort. It’s LA safe, too, by which I mean it’s gluten free.” 
 
    We both glanced toward the hallway as we heard a pair of heels tap-tapping against the floor, and a moment later, Elena appeared in her regular clothes. She looked happy as she swung the tote bag with the nasturtiums on it, and there was something in her walk that looked more relaxed. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, and she nodded at Martha, too. “I’m, uh… I guess I’m ready to go. I’m feeling much better.” 
 
    “And you have that glow,” Martha commented, and she raised an eyebrow at me. “I like to call it the post-dream glow. Ollie’s patients always seem to have it when they come out of that room, like a giant weight has been lifted off of their chest.” 
 
    “Well, it has,” Elena said. “I mean, I feel like a different person. Or the same person, but just upgraded.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I laughed. “So, what’s the plan now?” 
 
    “Technically, I guess I’m still at work,” Elena shrugged then looked around. “And therefore I should probably continue interviewing you.” 
 
    “I thought you were leaving,” I teased. 
 
    “We could go somewhere else if you prefer,” she said with a coy smile. “But I’m assuming you’d like to finish the interview here before your next client shows up.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I replied. 
 
    She bit her lip, and her pupils widened. It didn’t take a dream genius to know that she was into me, and she was being shameless about it. 
 
    Damn. That was kind of freaking hot. She’d gone from shy as a mouse to openly checking me out. 
 
    “Oh,” she said as she shook her head. “Umm… yes, questions. So, should we go back to the… therapy room? Is that what you call it?” 
 
    “I have an even better idea,” I said as I waved the envelope. “How about we do a walk and talk in my brand-new house? It might add an interesting angle to the article that you’re writing. You’ll get to see it before I move in, and then if you come back to interview me again later, you can see what it looks like after I move in. I’m sure that will give you plenty of fodder to serve up to your readers.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, and her face flushed with color. “You’d feel comfortable showing me?” 
 
    “Of course,” I shrugged. “It’s completely empty. And there aren’t any skeletons in the closet as far as I know.” 
 
    “Ha, that’s funny,” she giggled.  
 
    It was amazing to see how much she’d changed after a single session. The prudish and formal journalist had a softer, happier side, and I was glad that I finally got to see it. I always felt good when my treatments were so successful, but it was especially important in this case, when I was hoping I might get a glowing review from the hard-nosed journalist. 
 
    “Ollie will invite you to the housewarming party,” Martha said. “And I’m bringing my spinach dip.” 
 
    “Sounds amazing,” Elena nodded, and she looked between us. “You two feel like family to me. How long have you known each other?” 
 
    “Years,” I laughed. “Ever since I started at New Leaf.” 
 
    “And I was one of the oldest receptionists there,” Martha added. “I trained as a librarian, but then I had my kids, and after they grew up, I decided I was ready to work again, but I wanted to do something a little different.” 
 
    “So you ended up as a receptionist?” Elena asked.  
 
    “Well, I tried a couple of things,” Martha admitted. “But the pay at New Leaf was hard to say no to. And despite the lawsuit against Ollie, it was actually a nice place to work.” 
 
    “But you left anyway,” Elena pointed out. 
 
    “Only when Ollie hit it big,” Martha said. “And then he made an even better offer than New Leaf.” 
 
    “So it was just about the money?” Elena asked with a grin. 
 
    “Oh, Lord, no,” Martha said. “This office is a thousand times better than New Leaf. At least I can drink tea and coffee here.”  
 
    “There was no way I was leaving Martha behind,” I said. “She’s an essential part of the operation.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll get an honorable mention in my article,” Elena said. “I suspect you’re the one who keeps everything running smoothly.” 
 
    “Finally, someone who appreciates me,” Martha replied. 
 
    “I appreciate you,” I said. 
 
    “Of course you do,” Martha said and winked. “So, will you come to Ollie’s housewarming party?” 
 
    “I’d love to attend,” Elena said. “Unless you’re trying to bribe me, of course.” 
 
    “I’d never bribe anyone,” I said with a wave of the hand. “Never had the money to, and when I did, I didn’t have to.” 
 
    “Besides, a housewarming party doesn’t sound like much of a bribe,” Martha said. “My spinach dip, on the other hand, is worthy of much bribery.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Elena laughed.  
 
    “We should get going if we want to squeeze this in before my next session,” I said. “We can order food if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” she said. 
 
    I waved goodbye to Martha and then followed Elena as she skipped outside. The California heat hit me as soon as the door opened, but it felt good after prowling around the weird asylum slash hospital in Elena’s dream. I was more than happy to feel the sunlight again, and I drank in the hot breeze that smelled vaguely of oranges. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked.  
 
    Elena’s eyes twinkled with desire, and she batted her eyelashes like a schoolgirl. 
 
    “A million times better,” she said. “But that was insane. I mean, all the blood… that was absolutely gross.” 
 
    “It was gross,” I shrugged. “But I’ve seen worse, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Really?” she said and shook her head. “I don’t suppose you can tell me about any of them.” 
 
    “Nope,” I said as I ushered her into my car. “Non-disclosure, remember? You wouldn’t want me to tell your dreams to a random journalist, would you?” 
 
    “I guess not,” she said. “Sweet ride, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “One of my first little treats after the dream business took off.” 
 
    I closed the door as I walked around to the driver’s side with some pep in my step as well. I slid into the leather seat, fastened my seatbelt, and then started the engine while Elena watched everything I did. 
 
    “You know, I was convinced you were a fraud,” she said. “I was sure you were using hypnotism or something.” 
 
    “Is that why you had the mask?” I asked as I started down the driveway. 
 
    “Partly,” she said. “Actually, I do usually need one to fall asleep, though I don’t think I’ll need one tonight.” 
 
    “Well, I can assure you that I didn’t hypnotize you or drug you,” I said. “I really did step into your dream. Which, I gotta say, the teeth on the floor were really creepy.” 
 
    “Ugh, don’t remind me,” she said and shivered. “But you know a lot of people are skeptical of you.” 
 
    “It comes with the esoteric territory,” I said. “I’m used to it.” 
 
    “But this is the real deal,” she said. “I mean, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve had that dream before. But this time, it felt so… real. I mean, it always feels real when I’m dreaming, but this time, it was more...” 
 
    “I know what you’re trying to say,” I laughed. “Real is a good word for it.” 
 
    “And now I feel like I’m a brand-new woman,” she said. “I haven’t felt this carefree since I was a kid at my grandmother’s house.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it, Elena,” I said. “I really am.” 
 
    I pulled through the gate and headed into the hills. 
 
    It was time to look at my brand-new house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “So how’d you find this house?” she asked. “Is it a private purchase?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “And Jackie and Masha found it for me.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the brainwashed slaves,” she noted, and I shot her a look. “I’m kidding, of course. I feel pretty confident that you aren’t doing this to hurt people or steal their life savings.” 
 
    “Not exactly a ringing endorsement,” I noted. “But I guess I’ll take it as a compliment. Next question.” 
 
    “Did you have any psychic abilities as a child?” she continued. 
 
    “None,” I said. “Only a very green thumb, which I inherited from my parents.” 
 
    “Were they hippies?” she asked. “Did they smoke a lot of pot?” 
 
    “Why would you assume they were hippies?” I laughed. “Or that they smoked pot? No, they were very ordinary, working class kind of people. My dad liked beer on a hot day, and my mom liked to watch anything with Burt Reynolds in it.” 
 
    “So no woo-woo upbringing,” Elena said. “What about any spiritual experiences? Or near-death experiences?” 
 
    “Nope,” I shrugged. “I never saw any ghosts or heard any voices, I didn’t talk to people that no one could see, and the closest I ever came to dying was when I jabbed my finger in a socket when I was, like, three years old.” 
 
    “And what happened?” she asked in an excited voice. 
 
    “Not much,” I said. “I pulled my finger out pretty quickly and started to cry. I had a small burn mark on the tip of my finger for like a week.”  
 
    “What’s your ancestry?” the journalist asked. “Any stories about mind readers or dream hoppers in the family tree?” 
 
    “Not that I know of,” I laughed. “I’m mostly Scottish and Irish on my dad’s side, French and a little Native American on my mom’s.” 
 
    “You know, many of the tribes have stories about dream walkers,” she said. 
 
    “It’s only a tiny fraction of my family tree,” I said. “I’m not one of those jerks who claims he’s an Indian because he’s got, like, one relative three generations back who belonged to a tribe.” 
 
    “Reasonable enough,” she shouted over the wind and the engine. “Let’s switch gears for a moment. Are there any social causes that you care particularly about?” 
 
    “Well, that’s a big question,” I said. “I mean, I’ve worked with plants for most of my adult life, so of course I care about the environment. But unfortunately, I’ve been taking a few too many private jets lately to really feel like I’m doing anything good for the planet.” 
 
    “Yeah, those private jets will inflate your carbon footprint,” she replied. “Any other causes that are close to your heart?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Mental health?” 
 
    “Makes sense,” she said. 
 
    We’d reached the gate of my soon-to-be home by then, but the gate was still closed. I pulled out the envelope with the keys and saw that Martha had written a five-digit code in the corner. I grinned as I leaned out of the window and typed the code on the keypad. I heard a faint buzz, and then the gate started to swing open. 
 
    “This is impressive,” she said as we drove through the gate. 
 
    “Sure as hell is,” I said. “Guess who used to own it.” 
 
    “Hey,” she giggled. “I’m the one that’s supposed to ask the questions. So, Oliver Hansel, who owned this house before you?” 
 
    “Smartass,” I shot back, and Elena erupted into a fit of giggles. “It used to belong to the jazz saxophonist Al Morley.” 
 
    “You’re kidding!” she said. “He’s in Cambodia now, right?” 
 
    “Do you know everything about everyone?” I asked as I shook my head. 
 
    “Not everything,” she said. “But I do know a lot. Also, Al Morley is within my sector. I’m interested in the work he’s doing to establish a music foundation.” 
 
    “It’s good work,” I said. “I’m glad that someone is doing it as well. Not that I’m sure how much it can help victims of the Khmer Rouge, but you know…” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” she said as the house came into view. “This is very modern. But also timeless. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “I want all of my spaces to be a step away from the stresses of the everyday world,” I said as I pulled up by the front door. “My aim is to cultivate a feeling of calm, so that I can focus on the dream worlds I enter and give the patients the best experience possible. It also has a gorgeous garden, and I’m excited to get my hands dirty again in my spare time.” 
 
    “Huh,” she murmured as we climbed out of the car. 
 
    We stood in the yard for a moment, and then I led her to the front door. There was a satisfying click when I turned the key in the lock, and then we walked into the first house that was truly mine. 
 
    “This is amazing,” she said. “You must be very happy with your choice.” 
 
    “Well, the sale isn’t final yet,” I told the olive-skinned journalist. “The inspector still has to come by, which is why the realtor dropped off the keys. But I wanted to come take another look, and like I said, I thought you might enjoy it as well. Sort of a compare and contrast thing.” 
 
    “You sound like my high school English teacher,” she laughed. “But I get your point.” 
 
    “So, where should we start?” I asked as we wandered into the living room and looked at the view. 
 
    “Well, it’s certainly… spacious,” she noted. “And beautiful. But… why not visit the garden first? I have a feeling that’s your favorite part of the property.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with a smile. 
 
    I led the way to the kitchen, where the stainless steel appliances all gleamed and the counters sparkled in the sunlight. A part of me still couldn’t believe that I was actually going to buy this with cold, hard cash, but I was damn proud of myself. I’d succeeded on my own, and yeah, my powers had come out of nowhere, but at least I’d figured out how to make money and help people. 
 
    “Is that a pool or a pond?”she asked as we stepped into the backyard. 
 
    “It’s both,” I laughed. “The pond is its own ecosystem, and it’s also a pool. Isn’t that wild? There aren’t many of those around here.” 
 
    “It’s a good practice,” she said. “Less chemicals.” 
 
    We sat down on a stone bench and looked out at the tomatoes and the cucumbers, which were growing neatly up a few wooden stakes. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, who was your first patient?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, I don’t usually mention names, but she’ll happily tell you herself that she was my first patient,” I said. “It was Jackie Forest, the pop singer.” 
 
    “That matches with the timeline I put together,” she murmured.  
 
    “You have a timeline?” I asked. 
 
    “I always put together a timeline,” she replied. “But we’ve talked a lot about your dream healing, haven’t we? Maybe it’s time to get into some of the juicier stuff.” 
 
    “The juicier stuff?” I raised an eyebrow. “Whatever could you mean by that?” 
 
    “The shooting in Las Vegas at the Bellagio, obviously,” she said. “You’ve been all over the news since then. It’s the reason why I blackmailed you into this interview.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, of course,” I rolled my eyes. “At least you admitted that you blackmailed me. Is that a common tactic of yours?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, it is,” she shrugged. “And it usually works.” 
 
    “You’re shifty,” I said, and she bit her lower lip. I tried to ignore how obviously turned on she was by me and let her do the talking. 
 
    “So you said that you received psychic messages in dreams,” she said. “And in real life.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Well, there were some patterns in recent dreams. Patterns that all represented the same thing. The symbolism was heavily connected with the real world, too. The Belaggio, the truck, it all seemed interconnected. And I’d never even shot a gun before that experience.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” she asked. “Well, you shot a gun in my dream.”  
 
    “I know,” I shrugged. “That was the second to seventh time, or whatever the exact figure was.” 
 
    “You’re funny,” she giggled. “Who was your first kiss?” 
 
    I was a little shocked at how forward she suddenly was, but I loved it. I really wanted to drag this interview out a little more just so I could watch her try to flirt with me. 
 
    “My first kiss?” I chuckled. “How is that relevant to an interview about my dream work?” 
 
    “Oh, you know,” she shrugged. “I like to find out as much as I can about all of the people that I interview. It’s very important that I get a clear picture of them.” 
 
    “My first kiss was a girl named Jennifer,” I said. “She was my next door neighbor.” 
 
    “Ah, that old trope,” Elena chuckled. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t very romantic, because we were fourteen, and our braces got stuck together,” I replied. “We weren’t even dating, if you can believe that. We were only practicing.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” she said as her face turned pink. She was trying very hard not to laugh, but her body shook from the effort. 
 
    “Oh, it gets better,” I said. “Her mom had to come out and unfasten them. We never ever spoke about it again.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Elena snorted. 
 
    “You heard me,” I groaned. “Her mother, Lisa, spent several minutes trying to untangle our braces. We were both so embarrassed that we tried to avoid each other for… well, maybe not years, but certainly months. And our families did everything together, so you can imagine how awkward that was.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” the journalist replied between snorts. “Don’t worry, I won’t mention that story, if only to protect Jennifer. But that’s really something.” 
 
    “What about your first kiss?” I asked.  
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” she replied quickly. “I’m the one asking the questions here.” 
 
    “Sure thing, officer,” I shot back and then stood up and dusted off my pants. “Alright, why don’t I give you the grand tour now?” 
 
    “You just don’t want to answer any more questions,” she said as she stood up. 
 
    “Well, not about my first kiss,” I replied as I led the way into the kitchen. 
 
    “Hmmm,” she murmured. “Maybe I should ask about… your first girlfriend?” 
 
    “That’s a very boring topic,” I replied as we stepped inside. “Here, we can take the servants’ stairs.” 
 
    “Servants’ stairs?” she asked. “Do you intend on having servants?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “It’s just what they’re called, apparently. I guess I could call them the backstairs, though that doesn’t really sound much better.” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” she agreed. 
 
    I brought her upstairs to the upper lounge, which still made me feel slightly giddy. And I enjoyed it even more without Dave there to give me the hard sell.  
 
    “This is amazing,” she said. “What kind of furniture are you going to fill it with?” 
 
    “No idea,” I said. “I’ve never thought about that kind of thing in my life, not once.” 
 
    I took her through the lounge, and we explored the rooms, though I really had no idea what type of things I should be looking for other than mold on the ceiling. Everything looked pristine to me, so we walked down the hallway to the top of the regular stairs. 
 
    “We should finish looking around up here,” I said. “Though I haven’t seen anything bad so far. Have you?” 
 
    “I haven’t,” she replied and shook her head. 
 
    I opened the next door and found yet another bedroom. This one had been painted white as well, from the high ceiling to the floorboards. Without any furniture to break up the room, it felt like we’d stepped into a warehouse. 
 
    “Huh,” she said. “This is a very modern-feeling room.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” I murmured. “Here, this looks like a walk-in closet. Let’s see if there are any skeletons in there.” 
 
    “But then I’d have to write an exposé on Al Morley,” she said as she trailed behind me. 
 
    I could practically feel her green eyes searing into my back. The level of attraction was so high that I could feel it pressing against me, and it was starting to turn me on. 
 
    I hadn’t thought about her that way at first, but my intrigue was starting to turn to lust. It was kind of hard to ignore just how much someone wanted you when they were making it so obvious. 
 
    “He can join your prison,” I laughed, and the journalist turned red. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” she shook her head. “The amount of crap I had lurking down there.” 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” I said. “Or else I’ll have to go back in.” 
 
    “Oh, I won’t,” she mused. “Honestly, I’m just amazed at how good you made me feel. Who knew facing down your subconscious fears could be so… liberating?” 
 
    It felt like a kind of loaded response, so I just laughed as I opened the closet door. There were no skeletons, just a few empty hangers and a spare curtain rod that someone had left propped up in a corner. The overhead light came on automatically as soon as I opened the door, so I could appreciate just how large the closet was. 
 
    “Isn’t that spiffy,” I said. “I can imagine one of the girls making good use of this.” 
 
    “That reminds me,” she said, “remember how Kenneth Pierce was in there? Well, didn’t you say that you were close friends with Aubrey Pierce or something?” 
 
    “Very close friends,” I nodded.  
 
    “Have you met any of the other members of the family?” she asked. 
 
    “I recently met her parents,” I said. “But that’s it.” 
 
    “So, is Aubrey close with her brother?” Elena asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” I said. “But he is her brother.” 
 
    She nodded and then studied the closet for a moment. She ran a finger over one of the shelves and then checked the tip like she was looking for dust. 
 
    “So what does she say about her brother?” Elena asked. “I mean, obviously you can’t tell me anything that happened in her dreams, but, has she ever talked about his political career?” 
 
    “Not really,” I said with a shrug. “Being a MacIntrye, it’s sort of expected that he would run for office. She wasn’t really surprised when he won the Senate seat.” 
 
    “But does she think he’d make a good Senator?” she asked. “Or even a good President?” 
 
    “I thought we were here to talk about me,” I said. “But I’m going to be very disappointed if all this is just so you can dig up dirt on Aubrey’s brother.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she replied. “I’m here to talk about you. But you have to admit, the timing for Kenneth couldn’t have been better?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “Well, Aubrey had quite a reputation as a real party girl,” she said. “And then you came along and saved her as well as Las Vegas. Suddenly, the coked-up little sister is hanging out with America’s next great hero.” 
 
    “And you think Kenneth arranged that?” I said and laughed. 
 
    “Or her parents,” she said. 
 
    “Well, you’re right that Aubrey wasn’t the one who called me,” I said. “It was a friend who was very concerned about her who asked me to step in. And that’s all I’m going to say about that.” 
 
    “A friend who had used your services?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head and smiled politely to let her know that I wasn’t going to discuss it any more. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad to know that you don’t spill secrets,” she purred as she walked around the closet. 
 
    “And yet, I suspect you’re also disappointed,” I replied. 
 
    “Maybe just a bit,” she sighed before turning to face me. “It’s actually rather nice in here.” 
 
    I took in her curves, her delicate arms, and her sun-kissed skin. Damn, she looked good. And the fact that she couldn’t keep herself from flirting with me was just making her more attractive to me. 
 
    “Yes, this is a very good closet,” I laughed. 
 
    By now, the sexual tension was thick as a fog, and I could barely think straight. 
 
    The journalist who had frozen me out at our first meeting took a step toward me. And then, she pressed her hands against my chest and pinned me against the wall of the closet. 
 
    She smelled like peppermint and orange peel, and she gazed up at me with those irresistibly deep eyes. I knew that she’d been into me, and now I felt like putty in her hands. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her waist as she held my shoulders back and pressed her lips against mine. 
 
    For a moment, I was lost as she ran her fingers through my hair. I felt fire race up my body from the tips of my toes to the top of my spine, and I could feel her heart racing as I pulled her in closer. 
 
    Her tongue teased mine, and she stood on her tiptoes and bit my cheekbone before stepping back down and looking up at me again. 
 
    I was breathless and my heart was racing, and I couldn’t believe that this girl who I’d dreaded meeting so much couldn’t keep her hands off me. Hell fucking yeah. The ladies were smitten. 
 
    I looked down into her bottle-green eyes, and she batted her lashes at me. She let out a few deep exhales, and I tried to calm the heat racing up and down my spine. 
 
    “I liked that,” she said. “Mind if I do it again?” 
 
    I took her in my arms again and pulled her in for another kiss. This time, I didn’t want to sustain any illusions of restraint. I wanted Elena right here, right now, in my empty walk-in closet. 
 
    “Mmmm, Ollie,” she breathed, and she started to pull up my shirt and feel around my back. The feeling of her skin against mine was electrifying, and I tightened my grip around her dark brown curls and tilted her head back a little so that she had no choice but to look at me. 
 
    “What,” she smiled from between my fingers. 
 
    Goddamn, she was so hot. I looked down at her and licked my lips. 
 
    “Do you want this?” I asked. “Now?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered without so much as a second thought. “I want you, Ollie. I thought I wanted you since I saw you, but then when you fixed my brain I made up my mind.” 
 
    “Good,” I growled. “Because I want you, too…” 
 
    “There’s just,” she started, “something, umm… that you should know…” 
 
    I softened my grip around her hair and looked down at the journalist. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she said, and I could sense her heart beating even from where I was standing. “Everything is fine, I just… I’m new to this…” 
 
    “What, hooking up in a closet?” I asked with a laugh. 
 
    “No,” she said quietly, and she bit her lip and looked up at me. “Hooking up… at all.” 
 
    She shuffled around a little, and my confidence just grew. For some reason feeling like she was safe with me, like she could confide in me, made me feel amazing. 
 
    “That’s just fine,” I said, and I squeezed her waist. “We can…” 
 
    “I want you, Ollie,” she said, and she raised an eyebrow. “I want you now. I just thought I’d tell you. But that doesn’t change how much I desire you. Take me right here.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said, and in one fell swoop I pulled off her pink spaghetti-strap top. 
 
    Her body was slight and tanned, but there were white bikini tan lines that drew a perfect triangle around her beautiful, round breasts. She looked so good that I just wanted to taste her.  
 
    I leaned down and started to lick at her right breast. My tongue made its way over her dark nipple, and I started to suck lightly on one breast while I flicked the other between my fingers. 
 
    “Oh,” she gasped, and she started to wrap her arms around me. “Oh, fuck…” 
 
    I couldn’t believe that she’d never been with anyone before. But knowing that I could show her the best time that she could ask for made me feel like this was meant to happen. 
 
    As I dragged my tongue around her breasts, I tasted salt and sunscreen. It was like taking a bite out of summer and taking it for myself. 
 
    “That feels so good,” she moaned and arched her head back in ecstasy. 
 
    “Just wait,” I smiled, and I started to kiss my way down her belly to the top of her denim skirt. 
 
    I could feel her shiver beneath me as I got to my knees and reached under her skirt. Her panties were soaked, and a flash of heat raced up my spine as she bit her lip and moaned. 
 
    “Ollie,” she inhaled as I started to massage small circles on her panties. 
 
    Even though the cotton was soaked, I could feel her getting wetter beneath my touch. I was so turned on by how much she wanted me, all I wanted to do was suck at her juices and taste her on my tongue. 
 
    I slipped my finger into her panties and started to massage her warm, wet folds. 
 
    “Do you like that?” I looked up and asked. I could see her arched back and biting her tongue as she sputtered and nodded. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she moaned. “Oh, fuck…” 
 
    I continued to slip my fingers between her dripping, pulsating folds until I couldn’t take it any longer. Her panties stuck to her at first, but I pulled them off and fastened my hands around her fleshy ass underneath her skirt. 
 
    At first I breathed on her warm, wet sex and felt as she dug her fingers into the back of my head. 
 
    “Ollie,” she murmured. “I think… oh, fuck…” 
 
    I lifted my head to her pussy lips and started to lick back and forth. Her juices were sweet and welcoming, and I dug my face deeper into her and started to draw circles with my tongue. 
 
    “Oh, yessssss,” she moaned, and she started to tug at my hair tighter and push me into her. “Yess, yess… that feels so good…” 
 
    I could feel myself getting hard in my pants. The sound of her voice was so hot, and it was the only thing I could hear at all. We were so secluded, in such a blank space, that there was absolutely nothing to focus on but each other. 
 
    I dug my tongue deeper into her folds and started to lap her up. She moved rhythmically against my mouth and held my head down as I could feel the pressure mounting inside of her. 
 
    “Ollie,” she breathed as she moved against me faster and faster. “Ollie, I think I’m going to come…” 
 
    “Mmm,” I replied, and the vibration of my mouth sent shockwaves through her system. 
 
    “I’m coming,” she gasped. “Ollie, Ollie, I’m coming…” 
 
    I tasted all of her juices as she came from my stimulation. She was delicious, and I was so turned on that I could barely think straight. 
 
    I stood up and the journalist bit her lips and looked up at me. 
 
    “That was amazing,” she panted. “But I still want you, Ollie… I still…” 
 
    “I want you, too,” I said, and I took her by the waist and pushed her against the wall. 
 
    She started to bite at my jaw, and fuck it felt good. Then, she traced her hands down my pants and started to fumble with my top button. 
 
    She undid the button, pulled down my pants, and started to play with my cock through my boxers. I felt rushes up and down my spine as she played with my member and continued to bite at me. 
 
    “Do you like that?” She whispered into my ear.  
 
    “Of course I do,” I growled. “Fuck, Elena, I want you so much.” 
 
    She pulled down my boxers to reveal my absolutely rock-hard, throbbing member. I looked down and started to rub myself on her folds as she gasped in pleasure. 
 
    “I want to feel you inside me,” she murmured into my ear, and that was all the encouragement I needed. 
 
    I slowly guided myself to her opening and pushed myself against her. As her fingers dug into my back I pushed myself all the way into her warm, slippery opening. 
 
    “Ohhhh,” she moaned, “Ollliiieeeee! Yes, yes, yes…” 
 
    Fuck, she felt amazing. Her insides squeezed against me as I pounded into her faster and faster.  
 
    “Does that feel good?” I whispered in her ear. “Do you like that?” 
 
    “Fuck me harder,” she breathed. “I don’t want you to be gentle with me.” 
 
    I felt lightning crack up my spine. Man, it really was always the quiet ones. 
 
    “As you wish,” I said, and I bit her lower lip as her bottle-green gaze seared into the back of my head. 
 
    I plunged into her harder and faster, and felt her warm wet insides tighten and contract around my member. For a moment all I could hear was the sound of us panting and moaning, and it felt like I was encased in a completely different blank world in that closet.  
 
    “Elena,” I growled into her ear. “God, Elena, you feel so fucking good.” 
 
    I pulled out of her for a second, and her eyes opened wide like a doe’s. But I spun her around, and she pressed her hands and chest against the wall as I slid back into her hole and took her from behind. 
 
    “Olliiiieeee,” she moaned as I bit the back of her neck. “Yes, yes, you feel so good…” 
 
    “Mmmm,” I growled, and I squeezed her perfect ass cheeks in my hands. Just like her tits, her ass was white from her bikini tan, and it looked so fucking cute. 
 
    “I’m going to come,” she moaned as she pressed herself deeper into my cock. “I want to feel you come with me…” 
 
    “I’m going to come with you,” I murmured, and I pumped into her even more. The walls of her tunnel tightened and contracted around my member, and I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “I’m coming,” I murmured, and the journalist gasped. 
 
    “Ollie,” she moaned. “Yes, yes, Olliee!” 
 
    For a few seconds we shook in each other’s grasp as I emptied everything I had into her. The sweet release felt like a ray of sunlight, and I fell into her neck as I sweated and panted. 
 
    “Fuck,” I murmured into her ear. “I was not expecting that.” 
 
    “Really?” She giggled as she turned around. 
 
    Her face was puffed out and red, and I thought it was irresistible. 
 
    “So that was your first time?” I asked, and she bit her lip and nodded. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Didn’t seem like yours, though… you’re really, really good at that. Or… I hope that isn’t a weird thing to say?” 
 
    “No,” I smirked, and I planted a gentle kiss on her cheek before buttoning up my pants again. 
 
    Elena gradually dressed herself too, and we smoothed our hair down and looked at each other before laughing slightly. 
 
    “Wow,” she finally said. “And in the closet of this gorgeous house, too. I suppose you’ll have to take it now whether you like it or not… you’ve claimed your territory.” 
 
    “If my territory is you?” I cocked an eyebrow, and I saw a wave of lust race through her body. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said with a soft smile. “Or I’ll tie you up and make you take me again.” 
 
    “Gladly,” I said, and I pulled her in for another kiss. 
 
    Not such a bad day after all. If the scariest journalist in America couldn’t help but fall into my arms, then I was bound to have the best reviews in no time. 
 
    Elena opened her mouth to say something, but suddenly I felt my right pocket vibrate. 
 
    “J-just a sec,” I managed to stammer, and I plucked the phone out from my jeans. 
 
    It was Jackie. 
 
    “Hello?” I asked. 
 
    “Ooooh, hi Olliieeeeeee,” the red-haired songstress sang down the phone. “How is my favorite witch doctor today?” 
 
    “Don’t call me a doctor,” I laughed, and I straightened my back to quickly regain my composure. “Because I’m under intense scrutiny right now. I’m just doing a quick tour of the house with Elena right now. We’re checking for cracks, ghosts, and skeletons in the closet.”  
 
    “Oh, Elena is there?” the redhead chirped. “Interesting place for an interview. Well, sorry to interrupt, but I’m sure you remember that I have a meet-and-greet in Provo today, and you said that you would come with me…” 
 
    Crap. Jackie did have a meet-and-greet in Utah, and I’d promised to keep her company because the other girls were going to some kind of screening with Grant. 
 
    “Of course I remembered,” I lied. “What time do you need me there?” 
 
    “Well, as soon as you can I guess,” she said. “The meet-and-greet isn’t until this evening, but it’s best that we fly out earlier rather than later.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” I nodded. “Well, I can be there in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Amaaaaazing,” she sang. “Yay, we’re going to Utah! Thanks a bunch, Ollie. Love you!” 
 
    Before I could respond, she hung up the phone. 
 
    “Ah,” Elena said as she bit her lip. “Sounds like you have to run off somewhere. Where do you have to be?” 
 
    “Provo, Utah,” I shrugged. 
 
    “In fifteen minutes?” she asked as she crossed her arms over her chest. “Sounds really legit. So that’s how badly you want to get away from me?” 
 
    “Stop it,” I rolled my eyes. “I’m going back to Jackie Forest’s house to meet her, and then we’re getting on a jet to fly to Utah for her meet-and-greet. I kind of blanked on the fact that I said I’d accompany her there.” 
 
    “Ah,” Elena shrugged. “Yes, that does sound like a very real excuse. And Jackie wouldn’t be, you know…” 
 
    “Jealous?” I asked. “No, we have a pretty open policy in my witch doctor sex cult.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” she said. “And don’t worry, I won’t put that in the article.” 
 
    “The witch doctor part?” I asked. “Or the… other part?” 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked, and she pressed me against the wall and kissed me again. 
 
    This time she held the back of my head against her like she didn’t want me to leave. I could feel myself getting harder, and I sure as hell didn’t want to leave, but I also wanted to make good on my promise to Jackie. 
 
    “‘Til next time,” I said as she pulled away, and she offered me a grin. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I know that you’re a good guy, and I don’t want to make you late to Utah. But you know, I really do think that there’s some more ground I need to cover for this interview, if you have the time this week.” 
 
    “Oh, but of course,” I laughed. “I think there’s a few things we should clarify as well.” 
 
    Damn, this was so fucking hot.  
 
    “What’re you going to tell the estate agents?” she asked once we were back outside. “Did it all look good to you?” 
 
    “Well, I was a tad distracted,” I said. “But you know, I think that the place looked pretty damn good. Didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did,” she agreed. “Even the closets were spic-and-span.” 
 
    “I’ll let Martha know that the inspector can come out whenever it’s convenient then,” I said as I locked the house. “Is there somewhere I can drop you off?”  
 
    “I’ll tell my driver to get me at your clinic,” she said as we climbed into my car. “If it’s on the way to Jackie’s. I don’t want to make you late.” 
 
    “Well, you’re in luck,” I said. “Because it is. And it’ll give me a chance to leave the keys with Martha.” 
 
    We pulled out of my brand-new property, and I drove through the gate and down the hills back to my dream clinic. By the time we got there, there was already a big black SUV waiting to take the journalist back to her place. 
 
    “I’ll see you later, Ollie,” she said, and she waved at me as she closed the door of my convertible. 
 
    “I’ll see you later,” I said. “I’ll let you know when I’m back from Utah, and we can pick up where we left off. I should be back tonight, unless something you know… catastrophic happens.” 
 
    “Well, knowing the situations you get into, it might,” she giggled. “But yes… business when you’re back.” 
 
    She waggled her fingers at me before hopping into the black SUV. 
 
    I watched the SUV head down the driveway, and then I headed inside the office. I dropped the keys on Martha’s desk while she was talking to a client about available appointments, grabbed a packet of almonds from my assistant’s snack collection, and then returned to my car. I munched on the almonds as I drove to Jackie’s house, then wished I’d grabbed a bottle of water as well. I spotted the SUV she used for trips to the airport as I pulled in, and I waved to the driver as I walked up to the front door. 
 
    “Olliiieeeeee!” the red-haired starlet greeted me at the door with a single leather bag and giant sunglasses over her face. “Look! Look how light I packed!” 
 
    “Well, we are only going for one evening,” I laughed. 
 
    “I know,” she said and giggled. “But I like to have all my little things on the flight, just so it feels homey. It can get really disorienting when you’re on tour and always on the move. 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “Well, I have everything I need I think.” 
 
    “You sure?” She asked. “It’s not as hot as here, so you might want a jacket.” 
 
    “I should have something in here,” I mumbled as I walked over to the coat closet. 
 
    I spotted a black leather jacket that was one of my favorites, so I tossed it over my shoulder and then followed Jackie to the SUV. The giant vehicle was fine, though I did have more fun when we rode around in one of our personal cars. But I understood that when the goal was to slip in and out without drawing a lot of attention, then the SUV was the way to go. 
 
    “Oh, uh, hi,” I muttered when I climbed into the backseat and found someone else already there. 
 
    The man looked up from his cell phone long enough to nod, and I took in the tattoos that covered his face and the fire-engine red hair that flopped over his forehead. He was also very thin, and though it was hard to be sure while he was sitting down, I thought he was probably on the tall side. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “I’m Skinny Jim. I’m also coming on this trip.” 
 
    “Hello, Skinny Jim,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” Jackie said in a surprised voice. “I didn’t know that the label had sent anyone else.” 
 
    “Yep,” he nodded as the SUV started to roll down the driveway. “They’re sending me to shadow you. I just got signed.” 
 
    “Well done,” Jackie nodded. “So what kind of gigs were you doing before?” 
 
    “Oh, mainly writing for other artists actually,” he replied. “I went to Berklee College of music to study production, and after I graduated, I was working with some smaller European dance labels.” 
 
    “That must have been fun,” she said. 
 
    “Nah,” he replied. “It was a load of crap. You know, summer club hits and that kind of stuff.” 
 
    “Is it repetitive?” Jackie asked. “Not that it…” 
 
    “No, it is,” he laughed. “It’s the stuff that gets panned by the public and sends all the critics into a frenzy. I can’t tell you how many people would ask me why I wasn’t producing real music.” 
 
    “Ouch,” I said. “Harsh.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighed. “But the truth is, if you aren’t on a big label, real songwriting doesn’t pay.” 
 
    “Sure doesn’t,” Jackie said and nodded. “I know all about trying to survive until you sign that contract. So would I know any of your songs?” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” he nodded. “But luckily for my burgeoning career as a big label artist, I signed an NDA. So I didn’t put my name on any of it… who knew there was a market for fifteen club songs about getting dumped?” 
 
    “The only time I went to a club was when I got dumped,” I laughed. “So it kind of makes sense, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, looks like I’m turning over a new leaf,” he replied with a grin. 
 
    I blinked in surprise that someone else had used that same expression in a single day, but maybe I shouldn’t have been. It was certainly common enough, and there was no reason to believe the universe or the aliens were trying to send me coded messages.  
 
    But as Jackie and Skinny Jim exchanged some idle chit-chat about label politics, I looked out the window and thought about everything that had happened that day. 
 
    I was feeling good about Elena’s piece about me, and that would go a long way toward cleaning up the public’s perception of me. Of course, there would always be the internet forum losers who said that I was just a talented sociopath who could convince any woman of anything, but they didn’t know what they were missing out on. My healing capabilities were doing good for the world, and that was before I even dealt with the alien invasion. 
 
    And that made me wonder how Teddy Pierce was doing on his end. I pulled out my phone and checked my calls, but Aubrey’s father hadn’t tried to contact me. I sighed as I shoved my phone back into my pocket, but at least Jackie and Skinny Jim didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    The SUV pulled into its usual spot at the airport, just a few short steps from the jet. A smiling attendant took Jackie’s bag, and then we walked up the stairs. 
 
    “We’re going to Utaaaah,” Jackie smiled. “Oh, I love an evening trip. And we’ll be home for a little midnight snack!” 
 
    “This is my first time on a private jet,” Skinny Jim said as he marveled at the interior of the plane. “I’ve never even flown business class before.” 
 
    “Well, get ready for the most comfortable trip of your life,” I replied.  
 
    As usual, there were snacks and drinks available, and I quickly claimed a bottle of water before I sank into one of the comfy leather seats. The pilot welcomed us aboard while Jackie pulled her hair back and started to apply a green face mask. And then the engines rumbled to life, and the plane started to roll toward the runway. 
 
    “Whoa, there’s wifi!” Skinny Jim said, and he whipped out his laptop and pulled on a pair of headphones. 
 
    “Going to Utaaah,” Jackie hummed. 
 
    The air traffic must not have been that heavy, because we rolled onto the runway after only a couple of minutes. The plane sat at the starting line for a few seconds, and then it suddenly barreled down the runway like a racehorse coming out of the gate. 
 
    As the plane ascended and LA got smaller underneath us, I started to feel sleepy. I didn’t know what it was, but something about flying always made me a little bit tired. 
 
    As I drifted off, I could have sworn I smelled the summer air rather than the canned air of the plane. It was arid and hot, and it reminded me of all those lawns I’d mowed for pocket change when I was a teenager.
And then, I stepped up to homebase. But as soon as I picked up the bat, the sky started to change color. 
 
    It wasn’t like a storm, though. It was more like someone had dropped engine oil in water, and the sky started to paint itself black. There weren’t any stars, but I could feel the hot orange glow of what felt like fire nearby. 
 
    Even though there wasn’t a pitcher on the mound, I felt like a ball was coming. I braced myself to hit it, and soon enough a baseball started flying toward me. 
 
    As the ball came closer and closer, I noticed that it didn’t look like a normal baseball. It shimmered and sparkled even though there wasn’t much light, and as it got closer, I saw it was made of glass. I swung the bat anyway, and the ball burst apart. 
 
    But instead of pieces of glass, I saw pieces of Earth, like I’d smashed a globe or something. There weren’t any boundaries or anything, and I realized it was the way Earth looked from space. I bent down and tried to piece the planet back together, but it was no use. 
 
    “Give up!” a frightening voice hissed at me. 
 
    I looked up and saw glowing orange objects in the sky. At first, they almost looked like fireflies, but as they moved closer, I realized they were huge spaceships.  
 
    “No!” I screamed. “No, I won’t! I…” 
 
    “Ollie!” a familiar voice called out, and I felt something shaking me. 
 
    My eyes flew open, and I saw that Jackie was standing over me. 
 
    “Huh?” I asked in an almost drunken haze. “Where am I?” 
 
    “Provo, Utah,” Skinny Jim answered from behind her. “Home of tonight’s party.” 
 
    “Come on, the car is waiting,” Jackie said. 
 
    I nodded and unbuckled my seatbelt. 
 
    As I made my way down the steps, I tried to calm myself. But that felt almost impossible, because it seemed that the aliens knew who I was, and I had no doubt they were ready to strike. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “So how do these things even work?” Skinny Jim asked as we zoomed down the highway in yet another boring black SUV. “What’s the whole process?” 
 
    “I think you’re over-intellectualizing it,” Jackie laughed. 
 
    I looked out the window as we drove toward the random mall where Jackie was supposed to be attending the meet-and-greet. Everything was so disorienting at this level of fame, and I was glad that even though I had a public profile, I had a practice firmly established in my own state that didn’t require a lot of travel. My entire career up until this point had revolved around being close to the ground and knowing the natural ecosystem of one place in and out. But now I was thrust into different environments every single day. I was kind of starting to understand why some touring artists really felt insane when they were away from home for long stretches. 
 
    And plane rides aside, that dream had really reminded me of everything that I’d been fighting for this time. I knew that there was something coming, but I didn’t know anything beyond that. Was it happening tomorrow night or two years down the road? And would it involve actual spaceships or would the aliens simply take over everyone’s dreams? 
 
    “What a gorgeous skyline,” Jackie said as she stared out of the window. 
 
    I had to admit, it really was gorgeous out here. I could see the mountains in the distance, and the sky was a pleasant light blue and pink color. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured. “Definitely a nice change from Vegas.” 
 
    “I forgot that you were just here,” Jackie giggled. “Anyway, here’s the itinerary. Security meets us at the mall. Then, we sit around wherever they tell us to and we sign autographs while we smile and try not to look bored. There will be lots of fans with cameras, so we’ll have to do some selfies as well.” 
 
    “Crazy teenage girls?” Skinny Jim asked. 
 
    “Well, I think that contractually I’m not allowed to call them that,” Jackie mused. “Plus, you’d be surprised at the demographics for my fans. There’s a surprisingly large age range.” 
 
    “But…” Skinny Jim lifted a dyed-red eyebrow. 
 
    “But yes,” Jackie laughed. “That’s the main crowd that I pull in.” 
 
    “And you’re used to this, Ollie?” Skinny Jim laughed.  
 
    “Yep,” I shrugged. “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do when Jackie Forest comes calling.” 
 
    “Oh, stop,” the musician blushed, and I smiled at my red-headed paramour. 
 
    The starlet looked absolutely stunning, and I realized that she must’ve done her makeup when I was snoozing on the plane, because I could’ve sworn that she didn’t have pink and silver rhinestones around her eyes when we had left. Her hair was waved to perfection, and she was wearing a pink tie-dye shirt and flared hippie jeans that made her look comfy but fun at the same time. If I had been a teenage girl, I probably would’ve been obsessed with her, too. 
 
    “Here we are,” the driver said as we pulled into the mall parking lot. 
 
    I hadn’t been to a mall since I was a kid, and the place looked a little dilapidated from the outside. But there were blue security gates and a bunch of men in hi-vis where we were headed. I assumed that the fans had been directed to the other side of the building so that we could step inside without facing a phalanx of rabid teens. 
 
    The car rolled to a stop, and when Skinny Jim started to reach for the door handle, both Jackie and I stopped him. He sat back and looked at both of us, and I could tell he was thinking we were spoiled celebs. 
 
    “Security,” Jackie said. “Places like this, you have to wait until the security personnel decide it’s safe. If you don’t, you’ll have to listen to a very long lecture on why you need to obey your security team, and if you’re really unlucky, someone will show up with a gun or a knife and try to kill you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Skinny Jim muttered. 
 
    The door flew open a moment later, and a couple of men in hi-vis greeted us and practically shoved us through the backdoors of the mall and through a few dimly-lit hallways. Then, we came to the other side of an emergency exit where we could see into the main space of the mall. 
 
    I could see that a group of about a hundred and fifty teenagers was waiting for their icon to appear. The buzzing sound of their voices bounced off the tiles, and many of them seemed to be holding albums in their hands, no doubt for Jackie to sign. 
 
    “Do the types of fans vary from state to state?” Skinny Jim asked as he peered at the crowd. 
 
    “They’re usually nicer in smaller towns, if I’m being honest,” Jackie said. “Okay, looks like it’s time to go. You two follow a few yards behind me so that you’re not completely bombarded.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads-up,” I laughed.  
 
    Jackie nodded to the security guy she’d been assigned, who quickly put away his phone and opened the door. Skinny Jim and I waited as the mall started to erupt with the terrifying screeches of adoring teenage girls. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” I heard about a million times, and the second, slightly less imposing security guy looked at us and shrugged. 
 
    “You boys ready to go sit there?” he asked in broken English. “Seems pretty noisy.” 
 
    “I’m just doing what I said I would,” I shrugged. “Let’s go out.” 
 
    Jackie had already been absorbed into a swamp of flashing lights and screaming fans. I didn’t know how she hadn’t gone deaf and blind already from all of the brouhaha that constantly surrounded her. 
 
    “Let’s hit it,” Skinny Jim said as we swaggered to the little fenced-in area. “I was excited to get on the label, but… damn. This shit’s whack.” 
 
    “Who is that?” a fan screeched, and I looked over to see a blonde girl with hot pink streaks in her hair and braces with black and white elastics. 
 
    “Hello,” Skinny Jim said. “I’m…” 
 
    “That’s Oliver Hansel!” some of the girls screeched. “Jackie’s boyfriend!” 
 
    I smiled and waved as we were ushered over to a seat at the table beside a woman in a pinstriped suit who was clacking away on a laptop. 
 
    “Oh, good, there’s moral support,” the icy woman said, and she looked Skinny Jim over. “You must be James. I’m from your management company, Optimus.” 
 
    “Sweet,” he said, and he plucked a Diet Coke from a bowl of iced drinks on the table. 
 
    I’d never noticed that celebrities brought people with them to these things, but then again, I’d never been to a meet-and-greet by choice before. Jackie stood against a background that was plastered with pictures of her face and high-fived all of her screechy teenaged fans who were lined up to meet her. 
 
    “We’re trying to discourage hugging,” the label person said without even the slightest glance upwards. “You know it’s just asking for lawsuits from some of the weirder ones.” 
 
    “Ollie!” someone shouted, and I looked over to see a girl with curly black hair and braces waving at me. 
 
    “Umm, hi,” I said and waved back.  
 
    I looked over at the label person for a few tips on how to handle a random fan. But she was disinterested in helping me since I wasn’t actually signed with the label. I sighed, plastered a smile on my face, and secretly prayed that we’d leave the mall early. 
 
    “There he is,” another girl said and pointed. “Ollie, how did you and Jackie meet? Are you going to get married?” 
 
    “Please direct your questions to Ms. Forest,” one of the PR people said. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting my whole life for this moment, Jackie,” one tear-stricken girl wept as she reached the designated meeting area. Her mom was holding a big Canon camera and looked just as zealous as the girl herself. 
 
    “We’re big fans,” her mom said. 
 
    “Thank you so much!” Jackie replied and smiled like her life depended on it. 
 
    “We listen to your album every single day on the drive to school,” the girl cried. “I learned to play the bass guitar because of you.” 
 
    I smiled to myself. It was nice to know that even though some of Jackie’s fans were a little bananas and definitely worth an intense study in parasocial relationships, she actually made an impact in lots of people’s lives around the country. 
 
    “You better stick with it, okay?” Jackie asked as she pulled the girl in closer for a picture. 
 
    The label rep looked over and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “They better not hug too closely,” she murmured. “I don’t want a lawsuit on our hands.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone is going to sue Jackie,” Skinny Jim murmured. “On the other hand, if a weird noodle like me with bright red hair had a bunch of girls climbing on top of him, I imagine the lawyers would be lining up.” 
 
    “You’re smart,” the label rep said without looking up from her laptop. “You’ll do well in this industry with an attitude like that. And don’t respond to any personal messages from fans either, you never know how old people are online.” 
 
    The amount of cynicism that came from the label people always confounded me, but I knew it was often based on personal experience, so I usually just shrugged and kept quiet. I saw Skinny Jim nod, though, like he’d just heard some deep wisdom from the label rep.  
 
    As the meet-and-greet dragged on, I started to scan the crowd for fun costumes. A lot of Jackie’s fans liked to show up at these kinds of events in some funky outfit that was supposed to be a tribute to Jackie or one of her songs, and so I’d seen everything from a woman in an Easter bunny costume to a drag queen dressed up like Queen Victoria.  
 
    But it didn’t look like anyone in Utah had opted to wear their heart on their sleeve, so to speak. There were a lot of t-shirts with local high school logos, and a few tour shirts from Jackie’s last road gig. It was disappointing, and I tried not to sigh as I watched the teenage girls bounce up and down while they waited for their turn to meet Jackie. 
 
    Except that it wasn’t just teenage girls and their moms. There were two guys in the line as well, and they were wearing matching gray t-shirts and ripped jeans. One guy had topped his outfit off with a dirty red hoodie, but otherwise, they were interchangeable.  
 
    They also looked a little bit older than me, probably in their mid-thirties. It was always possible that a couple of guys in Utah were huge fans of Jackie Forest, though the guys were well outside the age range of Jackie’s normal followers.  
 
    I watched them for a moment and decided they weren’t there to chaperone any of the kids, nor did they have any records or magazines for Jackie to sign. I got an uneasy feeling as I realized their eyes were locked on Jackie, and neither of the creeps had even bothered to check his phone once while they waited.  
 
    “Hey,” I said to Jim, who was biting his painted-black nails. “What do you make of those two? Don’t they seem a little out of place?” 
 
    “Well, they’re not the first guys I would imagine at a Jackie Forest meet-and-greet,” he admitted. “But they seem pretty innocuous. And like Jackie said, she’s got a pretty wide fan base.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. 
 
    I leaned back as casually as I could, but I didn’t take my eyes off the pair. I was never so glad to be surrounded by security, though I didn’t know if these guys really had any sort of training or if they were more like bouncers looking for a few extra bucks. 
 
    “Jackie, can you sign my hoodie?” a blonde girl with straightened hair that came down to her thighs asked, and she offered the starlet a big, toothy smile. 
 
    “Sure thing, sweetie,” Jackie said as she grabbed the pink marker the girl offered.  
 
    The girl swept her hair out of the way and grinned as Jackie leaned in to scrawl her signature across the fabric. 
 
    “This is amazing,” the girl declared, and she started to jump up and down. “I’m never ever going to wash this again.” 
 
    “Like hell you won’t,” her tired-looking dad said as he rolled his eyes. “Thank you, Ms. Forest. I’ve heard your first album at least seven hundred times due to your number one fan here.” 
 
    “Well, do you like it?” Jackie asked, and the man stopped and thought for a minute. 
 
    “Oh, my God, stop embarrassing me!” the girl said as she tugged on his arm, but he was so stalwart that it was like nothing was pulling him at all. 
 
    “You know, I do,” he admitted. “One of the best riffs in there since Something by the Beatles, as my pal Joe said. That’s a pretty big statement, but you’ve got chops, kid.” 
 
    “Thanks so much,” Jackie laughed, and she shot me a look. 
 
    Overall, most of these fans were pretty sweet. And even better, they’d only been allowed to sell a limited amount of tickets, so the line was starting to die down.  
 
    “Seems simple enough,” Skinny Jim said. “I figure I could do this kind of thing. Everyone seems nice, respectful…” 
 
    “Ha!” the label rep threw her head back and laughed. “Kid, these are teenage girls and their parents. You’ll be on the electronic circuit, and those people are a whole different kettle of fish. Very fun, but very, very different.” 
 
    The star-to-be shrugged and gave me a look. 
 
    “Guess this whole thing is about to be a crazy ride for me,” he muttered.  
 
    “It’s a crazy ride for everyone,” I chuckled. “But it can also be the most fun you’ll ever have. You just have to--” 
 
    There was a horrible, ear-piercing sound, and I covered my ears as it grew louder. I thought it was a fire alarm gone rogue, but when I looked at the stage, I saw it wasn’t an alarm at all. It was a desperate-looking middle-schooler wearing a black tracksuit and thick, round glasses. To her credit, Jackie didn’t cringe away in horror, though I could tell from the pop star’s expression that the sound was boring into her skull. 
 
    “Jackie!” the girl in glasses started to cry. “Jackie, please, I love you, I love you!” 
 
    “McKayla!” a woman’s voice shouted from the back of the crowd. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on,” I stood up and started to move toward Jackie. 
 
    But before I had taken two steps, the place was swarmed with fans from all directions. They broke down the rope barricades and started to swirl around Jackie like she was their queen bee. 
 
    “Get back!” the security guards shouted as they tried to push the fans back.  
 
    But it was no use. It was practically a revolt, and the girl with the horrible scream was now running around the stool where Jackie had been posing like a demented terrier. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted as I tried to move through the crowd. 
 
    “What should we--?” Skinny Jim started to ask as he looked around. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, but can you sign this?” one of the teens asked as she thrust a record toward him. 
 
    “What?” he asked in disbelief as he stood up. “No way man, what the fuck is going on?” 
 
    “James, don’t swear in front of a minor!” the label rep scolded. “Young lady, get back in line and wait your turn.” 
 
    “Jackie!” I called out as I started to shove people out of my way.  
 
    My eyes darted between the security guards, who weren’t doing much other than trying to shove the girls and their guardians away from the meet-and-greet area. I tried to look for Jackie’s red hair, but all I saw was a sea of blonde, brunettes, and lots of pink. 
 
    “Jackie!” I shouted. “Where are you?” 
 
    There was no sign of Jackie, and I really hoped that meant that someone in the security detail had managed to get her out. I tried to remember how many guards were on duty and then tried to count how many were still near us, and I felt a chill when I realized that all of the security guards were still at the meet-and-greet. 
 
    “Where is she, man?” Skinny Jim asked. “I don’t see her.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I tried to reach the stool where she’d been sitting. 
 
    “Hey, can I have your autograph?” some girl asked me as she held out a Teen Vogue with Jackie on the cover.  
 
    I shooed her away and shook my head. Jeez, and these people said that they were fans, and yet not one of them seemed to care about their idol’s wellbeing. 
 
    I finally reached one of the security guards who had ushered us inside, and I had to stop myself from grabbing his shirt. 
 
    “Where is she?” I demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said and looked around. “I thought she was with you.” 
 
    “Why the hell would she be with me?” I shouted. “You were supposed to be next to her the whole time, and you were supposed to get her out if something went wrong.” 
 
    “Son of…” the guard muttered as one of the girls slammed into him and then started to scream. 
 
    “She’s got to be here somewhere,” the guard huffed.  
 
    “The mall’s closed except for the fans with tickets,” another guard said. “She wouldn’t be able to go far. She’s probably back at the SUV.” 
 
    “She would have called me if she’d gone back to the SUV,” I snapped as I pulled my phone out to confirm she hadn’t called. 
 
    “What do we do?” Skinny Jim asked when he reached me. “Did the muscle get her to the SUV?” 
 
    “They did not,” I said and took a couple of calming breaths. 
 
    I tried to view the situation more critically, but it was hard to concentrate with all the screaming teenagers and snarling security guards still running around. 
 
    “We don’t have the talent?” the label rep asked, and she actually looked me in the eyes for once.  
 
    Even though she looked concerned, I couldn’t help thinking that she was more worried about all the money that they would lose if something happened to Jackie. 
 
    “We don’t,” I said. “Security doesn’t know where she is. We need to call the police.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” she said as she pulled out her phone.  
 
    The craziness started to die down, and when I looked around, I saw that a lot of the girls had also pulled out their phones and were now filming the scene. They were all narrating what was happening at the same time and shooting each other daggers for ruining their shots. 
 
    I managed to fight my way back to the table where Skinny and I had been sitting, and I climbed on top of it for a better view of the mall. At first, all I could see were screaming girls with cameras, overwhelmed security men, and a wildly gesturing label rep.  
 
    But then I spotted someone moving away from the pandemonium, and I realized it was the two unlikely fans that had kept their eyes fastened on Jackie. The pair was scurrying toward the exit with a burlap sack, which appeared to be wriggling around. 
 
    It had to be Jackie inside the sack, and either they had simply waited for the right moment to strike, or they had planted the screamer in the crowd. I’d understood that Jackie was a prime target for these types of weirdos, but I never thought any of them would ever get this close to her. 
 
    “Everybody stop!” I shouted and then leapt off the table. “Out of the way!”  
 
    “Oliver Hansel!” some girls screamed, but their parents started to pull them toward the exits. 
 
    “Ollie, where are you going?” I heard Skinny Jim call out behind me, but I didn’t have time to explain. 
 
    I had to save Jackie, and I had to do it quickly. 
 
    At least my shouting had actually gotten some of the maniacs to step back, and I was able to push my way through the rest of them. Despite the screams and pandemonium that still echoed through the empty mall, I could hear my own footsteps as I ran past the closed storefronts after the two men. 
 
    But I couldn’t see the guys anymore, and I knew running aimlessly around the empty mall wasn’t a good idea. The place was so big that if I didn’t pick the right direction, I’d probably never find the guys.  
 
    Like any mall, there were plenty of exits, though most of the public entrances would have been closed, and the fans would have been herded through one set of doors. It was possible the guys had gone that way, but there was more security out front, and I was sure I’d seen them heading deeper into the mall. 
 
    So maybe they were heading for an employee entrance or an emergency door. 
 
    Even though it was dark, the escalators were still going up and down. There were a few flickering lights from the storefronts, and all of them seemed to be in a kind of defunct pastel blue or pink like everything had been locked in the nineties. 
 
    “Come on,” I murmured to myself. “I know you’re out there…” 
 
    I took a few deep breaths and blocked out everything else except Jackie. I focused on the dreams we’d shared and the feeling of her hand in mine. I thought about the way she laughed and the scent of her skin after she’d showered. 
 
    And then suddenly, I could smell greasy french fries. I felt something hard brush against my leg, but when I looked down, there was nothing there.  
 
    “She’s in the food court,” I muttered. 
 
    But where the hell was that? 
 
    There was a map near the escalators, so I ran over and scanned the list. There wasn’t an officially designated food court shown, but most of the restaurants were gathered near one end of the first floor, and that included a couple of well-known burger chains. 
 
    I ran down the mall and hooked a right near a fountain. As I did, I heard a few clicking noises overhead, and then blue and red lights started to flash all over the mall. I realized the guards must’ve finally gotten the memo that something bad was happening, and even though mere minutes had passed, it felt like they’d taken their sweet time about it. 
 
    I stopped when I reached the unofficial food court and looked around at the closed restaurants. The smell of old grease and bleach hung in the air, and I could see the reflection of the flashing lights on the grills and counters. I could almost feel Jackie next to me, and I knew she was close by. 
 
    And then I heard a muffled scream to my left, and despite the weird strobe effect of the lights, I saw two people dragging something across the floor. 
 
    It was time to get Jackie and get the fuck out of here. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    I felt like a fucking superhero as I flew forwards toward the assholes with the sack. This might’ve been real life, but it felt like just another day of fucking up bad guys and saving whoever need to be saved. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted over the loud sirens. “You two get the fuck away from her!” 
 
    “Shit!” one of the men yelped. 
 
    But they must have realized that I hadn’t shouted ‘police’ because they kept moving toward the emergency exit. Luckily, it looked like Jackie was squirming around and making their job difficult, but it was time to intervene. 
 
    There wasn’t much in the way of weapons available, so I grabbed one of the chairs from a table and tossed it at the guys as I started to run after them. I heard one of the guys grunt as the chair caught him in the back, but they kept going. I grabbed another chair and tossed it, but the guys ducked down.  
 
    I realized that the emergency exit had been propped open, and I could smell fresh air seeping inside. The sirens were still going off inside the mall, but I was sure I heard sirens outside as well. I hoped that meant that the rep had reached the police, though I couldn’t figure out how close the cops were. 
 
    Jackie was really struggling now, and the men were moving at a crawl. One of the men lifted his fist like he was going to punch the redhead, but I was nearly on them. 
 
    I roared at the two men, and the one I’d hit with the chair dropped the sack. I thought he was going to run off without his partner, but the second guy grabbed his arm. 
 
    “He’s not a cop,” the one still holding the sack shouted. 
 
    The other guy pulled out a knife just as I latched onto the sack. There was a brief tug of war over the sack while I tried to dance away from the guy with the knife, and then I finally yanked hard enough on the fabric that it started to rip. I saw a flash of red hair, so I jerked even harder, and as the fabric started to split apart, Jackie tumbled to the floor. 
 
    “Jackie, run!” I shouted as the man with the knife lunged forward. 
 
    I kicked the guy in the shin as he tried to grab Jackie. The pop star darted out of his reach, and when he went for her again, I kicked him into a table. Something cracked as he bent over the table, and the guy fell to the ground with a moan. 
 
    “Fuck!” the guy shouted at me. 
 
    “What the hell did you do?” the other guy asked. 
 
    The second guy still had the torn sack in his hands, though when he saw me staring at it, he quickly tossed it aside. Unlike his buddy, he didn’t seem to be armed, and after looking around at the tables and chairs for a moment, he finally just charged toward me. 
 
    He came in swinging, but I was ready for that. I blocked his punch and his jab, and then landed a quick uppercut. I followed that with a fist to the nose that rocked his head backward, and before he could recover, I laid him out with a shot to the forehead. 
 
    His eyes rolled back in his head, and he fell to the ground like a sack of potatoes. His face was bloody from the broken nose, but his breathing looked steady, so I hadn’t actually killed the guy. 
 
    Well, that was a shame. 
 
    I heard a groan and looked back at the guy with the knife. I watched him try to stand up again, and then I grabbed another chair, walked over calmly, and then slammed the back of the chair against the guy’s head. There was a heavy thwack as the chair made contact with the guy’s skull, and then he crashed to the floor again and didn’t move. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Jackie cried.  
 
    “I told you to run,” I said as I ran over to her. 
 
    “I… I … couldn’t just leave you,” she hiccuped.  
 
    She looked absolutely terrified, and her mascara had started to ooze down her face. When she grabbed my hand, she squeezed it harder than she ever had, but she also gave me a tentative smile. 
 
    “Put your hands up!” someone shouted. 
 
    “I think the police are here,” I whispered and then took a step away from Jackie and held up my hands to find two cops with guns pointed at us. “The men you’re looking for are behind us.” 
 
    “Where the fuck were you?” Jackie demanded. “Those men almost kidnapped me! Thank God Ollie figured out what was happening because those so-called security officers didn’t have a clue.” 
 
    “Ollie?” one of the policemen asked. 
 
    “Oliver Hansel,” Jackie replied and rolled her eyes. “He rescued me.” 
 
    “We got a call--” the other officer started to say. 
 
    “From the label rep,” I said. “I told her to call before I ran after Jackie.” 
 
    “So you saw her get kidnapped?” the second officer asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “But when all hell broke loose, I realized she wasn’t at the meet-and-greet station anymore.” 
 
    “Can you point that gun somewhere else?” Jackie asked. “And why aren’t you arresting them?” 
 
    The two officers didn’t holster their weapons, but they did move past us to look at the kidnappers. One of them used his radio to say that they’d found the victim and had the assailants in custody while his partner snapped the cuffs on the two men. 
 
    “Can you tell us what happened?” the first cop asked. 
 
    “I think they must’ve planted a distraction,” I said. “Because one girl started losing her mind, and that seemed to trigger the rest of them. The security guards lost control of the situation, and that’s when those two men took Jackie and tried to…” 
 
    “They shoved me in a bag,” Jackie cried, and she brought her hands to her face. 
 
    Several more cops began to pour into the area, followed closely by the label rep and Skinny Jim. A woman officer led Jackie to a chair and wrapped one of those silver emergency blankets around the redhead. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Skinny Jim said as he knelt next to Jackie. “What the fuck is going on? Did those guys really just try to kidnap you?” 
 
    “They did,” Jackie replied. “But Ollie figured it out.” 
 
    “Oh, he did?” an officer with a mustache and dark brown hair hummed.  
 
    “I did,” I snapped. “And it’s a good thing I realized it, because no one else knew what the fuck was going on. Those two fucks would have gotten out of here and been who knows where by now if I hadn’t stepped in.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ollie,” Jackie said and smiled. “Once again, you saved me.” 
 
    “Anything for you,” I replied. 
 
    “Ma’am,” an EMT cut in as she and another EMT appeared next to the pop star. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Nervous, scared… but I don’t think there’s anything physically wrong with me,” Jackie replied. 
 
    “We’d like to do a quick exam just to be sure,” the EMT replied. “It would probably be a good idea to get checked out at the hospital--” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no,” Jackie huffed. “I will not go to the hospital.” 
 
    The EMTs nodded in understanding and then started a quick exam. There was a quiet moment as we watched the medics work, and the only sound other than the sirens came from the radios of the police officers who were converging on the food court. Skinny Jim was still kneeling by Jackie, though he backed up to give the EMTs space to work, while the label rep paced back and forth behind us.  
 
    The sirens finally shut off, and it sounded like everyone breathed a sigh of relief at the same time. By then, there were about twenty police officers in the food court, and that included a couple of detectives, both women, who insisted on interviewing Jackie while everything was still fresh in her mind. 
 
    Jackie managed to hold it together long enough to describe what had happened, and then she waited patiently for me, Skinny Jim, and the rep to give our statements as well. When that was done, we were finally given permission to leave, and the four of us stumbled back through the mall with a police officer as our guide. 
 
    The SUV was waiting for us as we stepped outside, and a couple of cops quickly scanned the area before they motioned us toward our ride. We hopped inside, and then the cops slammed the doors shut. 
 
    The SUV drove away from the mall, and no one spoke until the flashing lights had faded from view. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Jackie blurted out. “I… I just can’t believe that happened. I can’t believe that they were actually trying to kidnap me.” 
 
    “It’s fucked,” Skinny Jim said and then grinned. “I’m guessing that’s not a normal part of a meet-and-greet.” 
 
    “No,” Jackie said, and for the first time since I’d rescued her, she cracked a little bit of a smile. “No, I can confidently say that that isn’t normal at all, not one bit.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief,” Skinny Jim replied. 
 
    Jackie held out her hand and squeezed mine again. She felt so soft and frail in my grip, and I couldn’t believe that if I hadn’t stepped in, we could have lost her. 
 
    “I know I keep saying this, but you really saved me, Ollie,” she said. “You know, for the second time.” 
 
    “It’s no trouble at all,” I replied. “Especially for you, Jackie. I’m so sorry that happened to you.” 
 
    “Well, it figures,” she sighed. “I don’t know what they would’ve done with me, but something tells me that there would’ve been a sizable ransom on my head. And someone probably would’ve paid it, I guess. Unless, you know, they wanted to sacrifice me or something.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t have to consider the alternative scenarios,” I said. “You’re safe. Soon we’ll be at the airport, then we’ll be in LA, and then…” 
 
    “By which time this will be all over the news,” Jackie sighed and shrugged. “I’m not even checking my phone. I bet the fans are going absolutely haywire.” 
 
    “I know you said that you’re not allowed to call them crazy teenage girls,” Skinny Jim said. “But, you know, if the shoe fits…” 
 
    “I know,” Jackie laughed. “That was pandemonium in there. But get this. If I ever have to fight some kind of epic war, I’ll have the raging power of millions of hormonal adolescents on my side.” 
 
    “That sounds absolutely terrifying,” I said.  
 
    Jackie put her headphones on for the rest of the trip and closed her eyes as she listened to some soothing folk music, which is what she liked to do in times of stress. Skinny Jim, on the other hand, did his best not to bite his nails and looked like he was counting down the seconds until we were back at the airport. 
 
    “So what do you think of the high life so far, James?” I asked. “Good?” 
 
    “Ha,” he said nervously, and he pushed some of his fire engine red hair out of his face. “Now that you mention it, Ollie, I think I could’ve happily stayed writing the same club banger in different forms for eons rather than have to face that.” 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I didn’t think anyone was going to try and kidnap a relatively niche electronic artist. But hey, weirder things had happened, and one day, the guy could tell his grandkids the story about how he’d helped save Jackie Forest.  
 
    The bright lights of the runway greeted us as we rolled into the private section of the airport. Jackie’s eyes perked up as the smell of jet fuel wafted into the SUV, and she smiled as our jet came into view. 
 
    “Finally,” she sighed. “This is really what I need after such a stressful day. Just a nice flight to make me feel a million miles away from everything that I’ve been through. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I laughed. 
 
    The SUV came to a stop just a short distance from the plane, and the cabin attendant rushed forward to open the door. She greeted us with a concerned look, so word of the attack had clearly already started to spread. 
 
    “Ms. Forest,” the attendant cooed as she led the starlet up the stairs. 
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes, and then I glanced over my shoulder to look for Skinny Jim. I spotted him by the SUV, where he was talking to the driver. 
 
    “You know there were paparazzi at the airport,” the driver said. “Someone must have told them she was flying commercial, though, because that’s where they were gathered.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Jim asked. “After everything tonight the paparazzi still want a picture?” 
 
    “Nature of the beast, kid,” the driver said. 
 
    Skinny Jim nodded and then seemed to realize Jackie was already on the plane, and I was waiting for him at the steps. He waved to the driver and then hurried over to the plane, and then the two of us bounded up the steps. 
 
    Jackie had dropped her bag in one of the seats and was fishing around inside when we stepped into the cabin. She finally pulled out a pair of silk paisley pajamas as we each took a seat, along with her facial supplies and her eye mask. 
 
    “I’m going to change into these,” she said. “And then I am going to bite the bullet and look at the social media comments when I’m back.” 
 
    “You sure?” Skinny Jim asked. “It’s going to be a real shitshow…” 
 
    “The fans will want to know what happened and that I’m alright,” she said as she ducked into the bathroom. 
 
    The attendant closed the door to the plane, and after a few minutes, the engines started to rev. Jackie reappeared not long after that and curled up in one of the seats. Once we were all seated, the plane started to roll along the taxiway. 
 
    I tried to focus on the lights of the town and the mountains I could still see despite the dark sky, but it was impossible to ignore the constant vibrations of my phone. I knew Masha and Aubrey were probably trying to get in touch with us, but I didn’t have the strength to wade through the crap just to find their messages. 
 
    As soon as we were airborne, Jackie took a deep breath and then pulled out her phone. Her eyes widened as she stared at the screen, and then she shook her head. 
 
    “Gosh, that’s a lot of notifications,” she sighed. “Okay, better make a story that says I’m fine…” 
 
    I watched as she started typing away furiously, and I knew she wouldn’t want to talk for a while. So I pulled out my phone to see what was going on, and I shuddered when I saw that TMZ news had managed to run yet another feature on me, this one in rocket time. 
 
      
 
    American Hero Oliver Hansel saves Jackie Forest in a kidnapping attempt at her meet-and-greet in Provo, Utah. The star was taken by two anonymous assailants after the meet-and-greet descended into chaos. 
 
      
 
    “Well, they don’t seem to have made anything up,” I sighed. “Looks like they’re actually reporting what happened without any embellishments.” 
 
    “It says here on your Reddit page that it’s part of an elaborate plot to remove your clone and return the real you to the world,” Skinny Jim said, and he blinked a few times at us. 
 
    “Oh, great,” Jackie rolled her eyes. “I didn’t know anyone was still going with that clone shit. Well, whether they like it or not, I’m me, and I’m alive.” 
 
    I finally shot Masha and Aubrey a quick message in our group chat to say that we were on the flight back and to watch out for any paparazzi at the house. Then, just as I was about to put my phone away, I received another message from Elena. 
 
    EM 
 
    Ollie! What the fuck? 
 
    OH 
 
    Good evening to you too, Ms. Morrison. 
 
    EM 
 
    Oh, ok. So you’re alive? Is Jackie ok? Where are you? 
 
    OH 
 
    On the flight back to LA. She’s shaken, but she’s fine. 
 
    EM 
 
    Oh, thank God!  
 
    OH 
 
    I’ll let you know when I’m around. Stay safe. 
 
    I sighed as I put away my phone. I couldn’t believe that this was just the type of thing I had to deal with now. 
 
    “So Ollie…” Skinny Jim asked. “How did you… know to go to the food court? It was all the way at the other end of the mall, and the security guards kept insisting that the kidnappers must have used the nearest door.” 
 
    “He can sense things,” Jackie said without looking up. “He has a very keen intuition.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I shrugged. “I did have a very keen intuition about the entire thing, and I knew that they’d be in the food court.” 
 
    “Does that kind of thing usually happen to you?” Skinny Jim asked. “I mean, I read about the premonition regarding the Las Vegas thing, not to make it weird or anything…” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” I shrugged. “I guess I just keep figuring out new ways to use my talents.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” he said. “It’s like you’re leveling up in real life.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of it that way,” I laughed. “But yeah, that’s a pretty good way to describe it.” 
 
    “Shhh,” Jackie said. “It’s quiet time now.” 
 
    Jackie pulled the eye mask over her eyes and snuggled into her seat while Skinny Jim played around with his phone a while longer. I’d let everyone know that we were okay, so I leaned against the window and watched the world pass by below us.  
 
    Much too soon, we were back in LA, and while there were a few photographers nearby, we managed to hustle over to the two SUVs without having to fight our way through a crowd of fans and paparazzi. 
 
    “This is where I leave you,” Skinny Jim said as he hopped into the other SUV. “But it was, uhh… a really great teaching moment.” 
 
    “Bye, James,” Jackie called out as she climbed into our ride. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure he’s all that happy to have inked a deal,” I said once the door closed behind me.  
 
    “Eh, he’ll be fine,” Jackie said and shrugged, and then she tightened her arms around my waist and put her head on my shoulder. “Oh, Ollie, that was terrifying. I thought that I was going to be taken to some dark basement or something and tied up…” 
 
    “Well, you weren’t,” I said as I stroked her hair. “And that’s what’s important. And now you can write a whole slew of songs about it.” 
 
    “That’s true,” she nodded. “Everything else in my life is going so peachy, it’ll be good to capitalize on the one problem I have.” 
 
    “How about some music for the ride?” I said with a grin as I turned on the radio for the back seat. 
 
    “Something soft and a little sultry,” she replied. 
 
    I found a station with some good jazz music, and we settled into the seats for the drive back to Jackie’s place. She kept her head on my shoulder the whole way home, and I held her hand and stroked her hair until I could feel the tension leave her body.  
 
    It had been a short trip, but I’d never been so happy to be back on our home turf. I sighed in relief when the gates to Jackie’s place came into view, and I chuckled when I saw Aubrey and Grant waiting for us by the front door. 
 
    “There they are,” Jackie sang happily when she spotted the pair. 
 
    “Jackie!” I saw Grant mouth through the window, and Masha appeared in the doorway, too. 
 
    All three of them were dressed in their pajamas. It looked like I’d walked in on a sleepover that someone had forgotten to tell me about. I noticed that Grant was wearing his typical red and blue gingham PJs, whereas Masha wore a black slip dress. Aubrey was clad in a pair of my boxers and a black t-shirt that was emblazoned with hot pink sparkly lettering that said “fuck bitches get money.” 
 
    “I can’t believe America’s princess owns that shirt,” I said under my breath as Jackie pushed the door open and hopped out. 
 
    “I’m aliiiiive!” she sang, and the three of them rushed up and hugged her. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Masha said. “We would have had them killed. Easy.” 
 
    “Aubrey’s family would have had them killed, darling,” Grant assured her, and the blonde rolled her eyes. 
 
    I hopped out of the car, and Masha threw herself against my chest and wrapped her arms around my neck. She straddled me with her legs, and all of her hair fell into my face. For some reason she smelled like oranges. 
 
    “Hey Masha,” I said into her ear, and I spun the Eastern European beauty around before plopping her back down on the ground. 
 
    “Ollie,” Aubrey said as she rushed up to me. “You’re a genius. A real hero.” 
 
    “Well, if the shoe fits,” I laughed as both girls kissed my cheeks. 
 
    Okay, so the evening had been pretty damn terrifying. But honestly, as long as I could get home to the loving attention of my girls, I felt pretty confident that things were going to be okay. 
 
    “Hello, darling,” Grant said, and we patted each other on the back. 
 
    “I see you held down the fort while we were away,” I said. “Weren’t you all at a screening?” 
 
    “We left when we saw what happened,” Masha explained as Jackie put her arms around the ex-gymnast’s shoulders.  
 
    “It was horrible,” the pop star said with a grimace.  
 
    “Come in, honey,” Grant said as he ushered us into the house. “We made you some tea. And you don’t have to talk about any of the details if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “No, I do want to,” Jackie said as we made our way into the kitchen. “It all happened so quickly. Those fans pushed past the security guards so fast, and they just overwhelmed those guys. When they finally managed to get some space between me and the fans, somebody dropped the sack over my head, and I couldn’t see anything.” 
 
    “How terrifying,” Masha replied. 
 
    “It was,” Jackie sighed as she took a seat at the kitchen table. “Though they were also complete idiots. They kept arguing over where to go and what to do. I almost wanted to pop my head out and give them advice.” 
 
    “That would’ve been funny,” Aubrey nodded as she poured us each a mug of peppermint tea. “But sometimes it’s the dumb ones you have to watch out for. You don’t know what might set them off.” 
 
    “Well, they’re in the Provo jail for now,” I said. “And hopefully that’s where they’ll stay for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “Good,” Grant said. “They’re lowlifes. Filthy lowlifes who would rather try and collect ransom money than get a job like a normal person.” 
 
    “I mean, I doubt that’s why they were doing it,” Jackie said. “But who even knows why they were trying to kidnap me? It’s almost too scary to think about.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “But now that they’re in police custody, they’ll be able to find out if it’s just a one-off or if it’s part of some bigger scheme. To be honest, though, it’s hard to believe either one of them could be part of an organized scheme.” 
 
    “Unless someone else was doing the organizing and those guys were just the muscle,” Aubrey said. 
 
    “Oh, please don’t say that,” Jackie replied. “I refuse to believe there are more crazy people out there who would try to kidnap me.” 
 
    “There’s lots of crazy people out there,” Aubrey said. “And they’ve got nothing better to do than watch your every move.” 
 
    “You’re scaring me,” Jackie said and then frowned. “Wait, didn’t that guy pull a knife on you?” 
 
    “Exactly my point,” I said. “He was stupid enough to bring a knife to a table fight.” 
 
    “Come again?” Aubrey asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I laughed. “I guess they didn’t tell the newspapers about that part. My weapon of choice for the fight was a table.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the chair,” Jackie said. “I didn’t see it myself, but I heard you telling the detective about it.” 
 
    “The chair?” Grant asked. 
 
    “It was just like a wrestling match,” I laughed. “I tossed a chair at a guy and knocked him down.”  
 
    “Did you crack any bones?” Masha asked, and a dark grin spread across her face.” 
 
    “Who knows?” I said and shrugged. “I think I must’ve, though. I heard a cracking sound when I bent the guy over the table.” 
 
    “How terrible,” Grant gasped and shook his head. “I had a family member taken for ransom once. They tried to milk six million out of us. Ha! Little did they know, my aunt didn’t even really care for John.” 
 
    “So what happened?” Jackie asked as she blew on her tea. “Did you just… never pay the money?” 
 
    “Well, we said we would,” Grant replied. “But then my aunt called in the FBI, despite the kidnappers’ threats, and they managed to track down their hideout. We got John back without paying a cent, which made my aunt very happy. I mean, John’s a nice guy, but he’s a little lackluster for six million dollars.” 
 
    “Jeez,” I muttered. “Thank goodness I wasn’t raised in high society. If I knew that my family members were speaking about me like that, I don’t think I’d get out of bed in the morning.” 
 
    “It’s not the life for everyone, darling,” Grant said. “But it’s the life for us. Isn’t it, Aubrey?” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” the blonde rolled her eyes. “My family’s been on my ass for years. If I hadn’t done a one-eighty with my life, there’s no way they would shell out six mil for the coke queen of the MacIntyre Mansion.” 
 
    “That sounds like an amazing TV show,” Jackie said. “We should stage it and film it here.” 
 
    “Honey, I’m sure your parents wasted far more than six mil in therapy bills before Ollie came along,” Grant assured her. “Anyway, I’m tired. I wanted to make sure that you weren’t shell-shocked, Jackie, but I think I’m going to have to hit the hay here soon.”
“Don’t worry,” Jackie yawned. “I’m tired, too. But thank you for staying up to welcome me home. It’s been quite the day of work for me.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Masha sighed. “I wish I had been there to kill the stupid fuckers.” 
 
    “I’m glad you weren’t there, then,” I said. “Or we’d probably still be in Provo trying to explain why you shouldn’t be arrested.” 
 
    “Self-defense,” Masha declared. 
 
    “Or defense of others,” Grant added. 
 
    “Sure, sure,” I said and yawned. “But we’d still be in Provo, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    Masha snorted, but there was a moment of quiet as we all sipped our tea. It felt good to be back in the house, and after the day’s drama, I was happy to forget everything for a few moments. 
 
    “You don’t think any of that clone bullshit had anything to do with this?” Grant whispered and then looked around like he thought they were about to leap out of the cupboards. 
 
    “Not this,” Jackie sighed. “But they’re on the Reddit thread talking about it. Those conspiracy weirdo fans are the worst. And I’m not the only one who gets it. Pretty much everyone in the public spotlight has some cock and bull story going about them.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think you’re a clone,” Masha smiled. “And that’s all that matters.” 
 
    Jackie laughed a few times, and then we all stood up. The day had definitely caught up with us, but at least we were all back together and no one had been stabbed. 
 
    “Alrighty, gang,” Jackie said. “Let’s head up.” 
 
    Grant waved at us and headed through the kitchen to the basement, where there was a pretty luxe spare room that he liked to sleep in. The girls yawned and waved good night, and then we headed for the foyer and the stairs. 
 
    “You just can’t seem to stay out of trouble now, can you Ollie?” Aubrey laughed. “Kind of like how I used to be, but at least your trouble comes from helping other people.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I shrugged. “But I’m always glad that I can help. Even if it does include fending off multiple bad guys a day. I mean, I haven’t been seriously injured yet.” 
 
    “Knock on wood,” Jackie said as she knocked the hardwood banister. “God, I’m going to be having nightmares about that for weeks now.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” I smirked, and Jackie’s eyes widened.  
 
    “Really?” She asked as we got into her room. “You’d really do a little work on the fly?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” I laughed as we all piled into her luxurious Alaskan King-sized four-poster bed. 
 
    She’d recently acquired it from an estate sale, and she’d had to order custom cherry-printed bedding that fit the ginormous bed. But it was big enough for all of us, and right then, I couldn’t wait to enjoy its comforts. 
 
    I stripped down to my boxers and let my body fall into the comforting memory foam. It was like lying on a cloud, and I sighed happily as the day’s worries faded away. 
 
    “I wonder what we will dream of tonight,” Jackie said as the girls climbed into bed, too. 
 
    Jackie and Masha laid their heads on my chest, while Aubrey switched off the light and plunged us into darkness. I’d never been so ready to go to bed in my life. 
 
    As I felt my eyes shut, I floated away into a negative space for a bit. And then suddenly everything turned incredibly bright, like I was standing in the headlights of a truck. 
 
    I started to hear dance music playing around me, and the lights turned into various shades of red, blue, and yellow. As the scene became clearer, I realized that I was in a roller rink with the girls.  
 
    Oh, hell yeah. This kind of dream was the perfect end to a stressful day, and I couldn’t wait to see what we found. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The girls appeared looking fucking amazing. Jackie was wearing a bright red sparkly bikini and black thigh-high socks with pink roller skates. The fabric clung to her round, fleshy ass perfectly, and I could see her nipples through her bikini top. 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “You look amazing.” 
 
    “What about us?” Aubrey and Masha crooned as they zoomed over. 
 
    Masha was wearing a similar number but in black, and her toned ex-olympian abs looked amazing. Aubrey, on the other hand, wore a large pink sports jersey with the number one on it and little white socks with white roller skates. 
 
    I looked down to find that I was wearing a bright blue jersey with the number one on it too, and I wondered if we were about to join a roller league or something. 
 
    “Lookin’ good, huh?” I laughed and posed for the girls. 
 
    “Always,” Jackie replied and winked. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I looked around. “Seems like we have some sort of game to play out here.” 
 
    "Welcome, welcome!” a voice suddenly boomed over the music, and I looked up to find a TV screen with Skinny Jim speaking into a microphone. “You’re at the first annual Jacqueline Roller Derby. First team to knock down all the opponents wins!” 
 
    “Is that even how you play roller derby?” Jackie asked. “I’ve never done this before.” 
 
    “No idea,” Masha smirked. “But I love competition. Let me at ‘em!”  
 
    I looked to the other side of the roller rink, which was suddenly lit by a disco ball. But on the other side of the roller rink wasn’t another team like us. Instead, it was four undead-looking girls with green, rotting skin and gaping mouths. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Aubrey shouted over the music. “They’re only motherfucking zombie girls on roller skates.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” I laughed.  
 
    Even though they weren’t pretty to look at, I was pumped. This was going to be fun as hell. 
 
    “We can take them down,” Jackie laughed. “Come on. They barely have legs to stand on.” 
 
    Jackie was right. Some of their green, rotting flesh was falling off their legs, and I could see bones through their muscles. 
 
    “Let’s fucking go!” I said. 
 
    “Teams at the ready,” Skinny Jim announced. “On your marks, get set…” 
 
    “Wait, what are the rules?” Masha asked. 
 
    “Who gives a shit?” I asked. “They’re zombies, so just get rid of ‘em!” 
 
    “Go!” Skinny Jim shouted. 
 
    I’d never roller skated before in my life, but in the context of the dream, I was pretty damn good. Jackie and I took the lead and glided forward toward the zombies, who were rolling around and gnashing their teeth. 
 
    They were only a few feet away when I heard Aubrey’s voice. 
 
    “Ollie, are you ready for this?” she called out. 
 
    “Let’s do it!” I shouted. 
 
    Our wheels rumbled against the wooden floor, and Staying Alive by the Bee Gees started to blare over the speakers. The zombies lunged toward us with their arms outstretched, and I marveled at how fast they were for the undead. 
 
    Jackie and I zipped past them at first, but one of them broke away from the pack and started to close in on us. I could feel myself starting to break a sweat as I saw a gruesome, rotting hand come toward me. 
 
    I ducked under the hand, and the girls followed my lead. We had avoided them in this circuit, but I knew that we were going to have to get closer so we could whack some zombie knees if we wanted to win. 
 
    And I couldn’t wait. 
 
    “They’re behind us!” Masha shouted.  
 
    I swerved around and saw the other team closing in. It seemed like there were no rules at all to this game of roller derby, but that was fine with me. It meant we could do whatever we wanted, and I was damn sure we could come up with plenty of ways to kill a zombie if we didn’t have to worry about any rules. 
 
    We gained momentum and dodged the zombie girls again, who shrieked in frustration. The shriek sounded almost exactly like those fans that had been at the meet-and-greet, and I couldn’t help but compare the two. 
 
    Those screams had been the distraction that made Jackie’s kidnapping possible, and I knew what Jackie needed was to put an end to that sound. 
 
    We had to kick their asses. 
 
    We pushed around the bend again and were about to meet the zombies head-on. But I didn’t just want to win the roller derby. I wanted to go to war. 
 
    “Okay,” I shouted to the girls. “This time, we plunder them!” 
 
    “Plunder!” I heard Masha shout. 
 
    They started snarling and holding out their rotting hands again, which I noticed were now manicured with bright pink, sparkly claws. But I didn’t care how cool these zombie roller derby girls would be in any other context. Right now, it was time to take them down. 
 
    I rushed toward the zombie on my right and took her by one of her gross pigtails. Then I tugged it down and watched as her entire green, fleshy scalp peeled off. 
 
    She roared in anger, but I wasn’t finished. I pushed her to the ground and slammed her onto the wooden roller rink with a force that I wasn’t even aware I possessed. 
 
    The second her whole body hit the ground, it disappeared into a pile of dust, and a sparkly red heart appeared where the corpse should have been. 
 
    I looked up and saw that Masha and Aubrey had also defeated their zombies, who lay in a pile of sparkly pink dust as well. But Jackie was still struggling with a particularly belligerent zombie, who was wearing braces and round glasses. 
 
    “We’ll do it together,” I shouted as I made my way to the pop singer. 
 
    Jackie threw a roundhouse punch at the zombie, but she still couldn’t get her to the floor. The red-headed beauty nodded at me, and I zoomed over. 
 
    “On the count of three,” she said.  
 
    “Let’s do it!” I shouted as I took the zombie by the left shoulder. 
 
    She gnashed her teeth at us and spat and hissed, and a blob of green goo went flying past my head. 
 
    “Ew,” I muttered as Jackie and I pushed her to the ground. 
 
    With a final shove, she hit the floor in a mess of bones and flesh and exploded into a cloud of pink glitter. 
 
    “We did it!” Jackie laughed. “We defeated them! Let’s go! Let’s go!” 
 
    We started to spin around the rink again while the disco ball cast flashes of light around the arena. Everyone was laughing and having a grand time, but a speck of light got in my eye. And then the entire room seemed to be enveloped in the light, and before I knew it, the entire place disappeared into a blank white page. 
 
    “Holy shit!” was the first thing I heard as I woke up. 
 
    My eyes flew open, and I was back in Jackie’s room. But the pop star next to me was sitting up and looking down at us. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too,” I groaned and rolled over. My body felt marginally less tired than the day before, but I was still pretty wiped after everything that had occurred. 
 
    “That was awesome,” I heard Aubrey laugh from next to me, and the blonde moved some tousled hair out of her face. “I smashed that zombie to death! Or like… whatever happens to you when you’re a zombie.” 
 
    “I liked the glitter,” Masha said and nodded. “It was very good touch. Classy.” 
 
    “That was so much fun,” Jackie giggled. “And you know, I really do feel a million times better than before. I wasn’t going to relapse or anything, but… you know… it’s scary being kidnapped!” 
 
    “I bet,” I sighed. “I had a lot of fun in that dream, too, but more importantly, we helped you beat back the trauma.” 
 
    “Oh, man,” Aubrey said, and she looked down at her phone. “Guys, it’s noon.” 
 
    “Noon?” I asked, and I looked outside. I couldn’t really tell what time it was by the light outside because it was always just sunny in California, but it was still an instinct.  
 
    “Ah, man,” Jackie said as she flopped out of bed. “I guess that’s as good a sign as any that I need to get my ass up and out of this dump.” 
 
    “Dump?” Aubrey laughed as she and Masha rolled out of bed. “That’s the funniest thing you’ve said today Jackie, and it’s only noon.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Jackie answered as she trundled over to her walk-in closet. “Alright folks, what should we do today? I’m calling a universal sick day because I almost got kidnapped yesterday.” 
 
    “I’m easy,” I said shrugged. “I don’t have any appointments anyway.” 
 
    “What about that journalist that was obsessed with you?” Masha asked. “Won’t she want to see you?” 
 
    I felt a flush of heat as I remembered the previous day. Damn, Elena had been all over me. She couldn’t even keep her hands off of me, and I hadn’t explained to the girls the extent of quite how obsessed she’d been… 
 
    “Let’s invite her over,” I suggested. “We can do a big brunch. How does that sound? Girls love brunch, right?” 
 
    The girls all exchanged a look before Aubrey surrendered with a sigh.  
 
    “You’re right,” the blonde said. “We do love brunch. And that personal chef is… to die for.” 
 
    “Yayyyy!” Jackie smiled. “Okay, I’m going to throw on a sundress.” 
 
    “Then I’m claiming the shower first,” I said. “Or I’ll never get cleaned up today.”  
 
    I ducked a pillow and ran into Jackie’s orangy-red tiled bathroom to wash myself in her absurd gold and glass vintage shower. After I’d pulled on a t-shirt and some jeans, I headed downstairs to find Grant talking with Aubrey. 
 
    “Hello,” he smirked, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “I feel like you’re eating me alive,” I said. “What is it?” 
 
    “I hear that we’re having a bruuunnnch,” he said. “With none other than Queen Bitch Elena Morrison! We love to see iiiiiit.” 
 
    “Elena and I have actually become quite good friends over the course of our time together,” I shrugged, and Aubrey started to giggle. 
 
    “Oh, reeeeally?” she asked. “Good friends you say? Just how good? Because if I know anything, it’s that you’re very good at making friends, Mr. Hansel…” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a kiss on the cheek.  
 
    I felt a rush of heat down my body, but I couldn’t be distracted from my entire life just because these girls couldn’t keep their hands off of me. Though it was a pretty damn good feeling to have all these girls on me all the time. 
 
    “Did you invite her yet?” Grant asked. “It is noon already, so it’s really more of a lunch than a brunch...” 
 
    I picked up the phone and called Elena while Grant smirked at me. 
 
    “Ollie?” she said as soon as she picked up. “You’re still alive, I hope?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’m very much alive.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” she said. “So you, um… want to continue with that interview?” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “But I was actually thinking that you might want to come here. Get a glimpse of my life. We’re having brunch.” 
 
    “But it’s lunch time,” she said. “Or at least, it almost is.” 
 
    “Any time can be brunch when you’ve survived a kidnapping attempt,” I replied. “But how does that sound, want to come?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” she giggled.  
 
    “Great,” I said. “I’ll text you the details. I can’t wait to see you again!” 
 
    “Sure will,” she purred and then hung up. 
 
    “Can’t wait to see you again,” Grant mimicked.  
 
    “What?” I sniffed and then stuck out my tongue. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that, Oliver,” Grant huffed. “You know I can’t wait to see Ms. Elena.” 
 
    “How do you even know her?” I asked. “Does she move in your social circles?” 
 
    “Of course not, honey,” he laughed. “But I do know everyone. Who doesn’t want to know a loveable dancer with a heart of gold and a tongue of… um…” 
 
    “Fire?” I offered. 
 
    “See, this is why you’re the genius around here,” he smiled. “Anyway, let’s go outside and join the others. I’ve been up for hours, and I need to gossip or else I’ll drop dead.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure we can arrange that,” I laughed. 
 
    By the time Jackie had told the chef what the plan was and we’d sufficiently filled Grant in on every detail of the kidnapping, it was time for lunch. The doorbell rang, and I ran to get it. 
 
    “I know who that iiiisss,” Jackie sang, and she followed me to greet Elena. 
 
    I opened the door, and the dark-haired journalist was joined by a stream of bright yellow California sunlight. She looked ravishing in a white billowy dress with no bra, and she wore leather sandals and carried a wicker handbag. 
 
    “Hey,” she smiled and twirled her hair. “I hope I’m not too early. Or too late.” 
 
    “You’re right on time,” I replied as I ushered her into the house. “Welcome to Jackie’s place.” 
 
    “Hiiii!” Jackie called out as she rushed up to Elena and gave her a hug. 
 
    Elena looked a little surprised, but she relented to Jackie’s friendliness and patted her on the back. 
 
    “It’s such an honor to meet you,” Elena said. “I really enjoy your music.” 
 
    “I know,” Jackie smiled. “I’ve read all of your reviews of it.” 
 
    I tried not to laugh as Elena came over to me and gave me a kiss on the cheek. When her soft lips met my face I felt a rush of lust down my spine. I freaking loved how much she liked me now. 
 
    “Hey Ollie,” the journalist giggled. “How are you feeling after you helped prevent another catastrophe?” 
 
    “It’s just my job to protect the people,” I shrugged. “Come on outside. The weather’s perfect so we’re eating on the patio. This chef is amazing, by the way.” 
 
    “It sounds wonderful already,” Elena replied.  
 
    The journalist followed us through the kitchen to the patio outside, where we passed by the glimmering pool and headed for the round table. Grant was already in his favorite spot, and he waved at the new arrival. 
 
    “Hello, darling,” he laughed. “It’s so good to see you here. I was afraid that you were going to rip our Ollie to shreds in the news.” 
 
    “No such luck,” she laughed as she sat down. “Ollie actually did some dream work on me.” 
 
    The girls and Grant exchanged a knowing glance and nodded. 
 
    “Aaah,” Grant said. “He forgot to mention that, you know.” 
 
    “Don’t side-eye me,” I said. “I was a little busy making sure that Jackie wasn’t going to get held for ransom.” 
 
    “So you know just how powerful he is,” Aubrey added. “I’m glad. How do you feel now?” 
 
    “Incredible,” the journalist admitted. “I feel absolutely brand new. Like a weight has been lifted off of my body.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said. “That’s what I like to hear from patients.” 
 
    “Ollie never fails,” Masha added. “He always helps his patients. He saved me.” 
 
    “So how long are you in LA?” Jackie asked as the chef started to serve us some protein pancakes with blueberries. 
 
    “Oh, just until I get this story finished,” Elena shrugged. “But I’ve really enjoyed my time here. You know, usually it gets pretty boring, but now I feel like the world is completely open to me in a new way. 
 
    “That’s Ollie’s magic,” Jackie nodded. “He really knows how to treat a girl right.” 
 
    The red-headed pop singer shot me a knowing glance, but I took a pancake and decided to keep quiet. 
 
    “Aubrey, I’ve seen a lot about your brother in the news,” Elena said, and I looked at the heiress, who didn’t seem too fazed by the question. 
 
    “Yes,” the blonde responded. “He’s everywhere right now.” 
 
    “Is your family proud of how much he’s achieved?” Elena prodded. 
 
    I didn’t want this to turn into an interrogation, and I would quickly call an end to it if I thought Aubrey was uncomfortable. But when I looked at Aubrey, she looked vaguely bored with the question, which was one she’d probably heard for most of her life. 
 
    “My family always knew that he was the next public servant,” Aubrey said. “They pretty much groomed him into that lifestyle since we were toddlers. Not that it’s a bad thing, of course. It’s just the facts of what it’s like to be a MacIntyre.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Elena murmured as she poured herself some fresh orange juice. “Jackie, this is a gorgeous property you have.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jackie responded. “You know, Ollie just made an offer on a house. You saw it, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did,” she nodded. “It was wonderful.” 
 
    “What do you think of my brother’s election?” Aubrey asked. “I mean, I know you do a lot of political correspondence, so I’d expect you to have some thoughts on the matter.” 
 
    “I did have some thoughts,” Elena shrugged. “He seems to have solid policy. I like his leanings.” 
 
    “And what about his character?” Aubrey asked. 
 
    Grant shot me a look, and I pretended that I didn’t know anything. I knew that Aubrey wanted to get the truth about her brother’s evil out in some way, but I also knew that she was loyal to her family and didn’t want a crisis on her hands. But either way, it seemed like she was testing the waters and trying to see where the public stood on Kenneth’s election. 
 
    “His character,” Elena smiled. “Well, I don’t know him. And if I’m being honest, he seems like a dark horse. Not in the sense that he came out of nowhere. I mean, there’s always someone from your family in politics. But, sometimes, it’s hard to get a good read on him.” 
 
    “There’s something about him,” Aubrey said as she pushed a pancake into her mouth. “Something that’s difficult to place. He seems there, but I don’t really know if he is.” 
 
    All of us went silent until Masha finally broke the tension. 
 
    “These pancakes are really good,” she said. “I wish that I could make pancakes like this.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to, Masha,” Jackie smiled. “Meredith can make them for you.” 
 
    “How do you intend to decorate your new house?” Elena asked me with a bright smile. “You said you didn’t have much expertise in interior design.” 
 
    “Is this going to be part of the article?” I asked, and everyone laughed to themselves. 
 
    “No,” Elena said. “It’s not. This is off the record.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Grant said. “I love when my actions aren’t being scrutinized.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Masha said. “It’s because you’re a dancer, and I’m an athlete. We only want people to see the finale, when all the hard work pays off.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Grant said. “I just hate having visitors when I’m practicing.” 
 
    “Umm, yeah,” I said. “But no, I have no idea how to decorate. I just loved the air of calm around the place so much.” 
 
    “Well, we can get a designer on the case,” Jackie said. “I have several people I would recommend.” 
 
    After the brief political blip, the conversation eased into a discussion of my housewarming party and who I should invite. I told Grant that he was allowed to invite whoever he wanted as long as they promised not to publish anything about the entire ordeal. 
 
    “But you could end up in Architectural Digest,” he whined. “And you could do a house tour. Come on, it’s so fun.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what the house is going to look like, Grant,” I laughed. “I don’t know what the vibe will be. Maybe I’ll keep the completely white exterior and have a totally goth interior, all black with black furniture. And I’ll sleep in a coffin.” 
 
    “It’ll be interesting for your image, that’s for sure,” Masha chuckled.  
 
    I took a sip of orange juice, which was delicious and not too sweet. It felt like sunshine hitting my lips, and as I placed the glass back on the table I started to feel my pocket vibrate. 
 
    “Excuse me, folks,” I said as I stood up. “I’m getting a call.” 
 
    “But I thought I called a universal sick day,” Jackie raised her eyebrow. “I thought that you didn’t have any clients.” 
 
    “Yes, but I do have a legal case and a brand-new property to close on,” I reminded her.  
 
    “Oh, fine,” the red-headed singer huffed and then winked at me. 
 
    I didn’t recognize the number immediately, but I knew with so much going on, I couldn’t just ignore it. I went over to one of the orange trees where I was just out of earshot and then answered. 
 
    “Hello?” I asked. 
 
    “Oliver,” a familiar voice said, and I immediately straightened up. 
 
    It was Aubrey’s father, Mr. Pierce. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting…” 
 
    “You weren’t expecting me to call so soon, I know,” he said. “But I have new information. A lot of it. And time is of the essence, because there’s somewhere I need you to be tonight.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked. “Where?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when you and Aubrey get to DC,” he said, and the reality of what was happening sunk in. “It’s a family emergency, okay? You two should come as soon as you possibly can.” 
 
    I heard him hang up the phone, and I brought my hand down and looked out over the Hollywood hills. 
 
    This was it. It was time to get to the bottom of whatever the hell was causing those beings to hop between the dreams of the rich and powerful. 
 
    And it looked like I was in for another day of action. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “Aubrey,” I called out as I made my way back to the table. 
 
    The heiress looked up at me, and the blood started to drain from her face. I didn’t know how I looked, but it must’ve been pretty damn worried. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “We have to go to DC,” I said. “It’s a family emergency.” 
 
    “I thought you said you were from California,” Elena raised an eyebrow. “That you were from these parts.” 
 
    “I am,” I explained. “It’s not my family. It’s Aubrey’s.” 
 
    “So then why did you get the call?” Elena asked. 
 
    Dammit. This girl really was quick as hell and smart as a whip. But Aubrey and I had bigger things on our hands.
“My phone must be dead,” Aubrey said. “So my dad called… Ollie instead of me.” 
 
    “Everyone stop,” Grant said as he held his hands up. “Just stop. Now can someone tell us what is actually going on?” 
 
    We all looked at each other, and Aubrey finally sighed.  
 
    “My dad used to be in the CIA,” she said. “We think that some of the work that they did there years ago is beginning to coincide with Ollie’s work…” 
 
    “With dreams?” Jackie asked. “How the hell does that work?” 
 
    “MK Ultra,” Aubrey explained. “Mind reading. And dreams were a part of their work, too. We think that some of the experiments might’ve actually caused some pretty dire consequences, and Ollie and I are going to investigate it.” 
 
    “Did someone say investigate?” Elena asked, and the table turned to look at her. 
 
    “Yes, I did,” Aubrey said matter-of-factly. “You just heard me say it. Why do you care?” 
 
    “Because it’s what I do,” Elena replied. “If you’re looking into something big, I want to come with you.” 
 
    “No,” Aubrey said. “How are we going to explain an investigative journalist coming with us? No offense, but nobody in the CIA is going to want the press poking around in their business, not even a retired operative like my dad.”
“I get that,” Elena replied, and she crossed her arms. “They spend their whole lives working in the shadows, so it’s hard to face the light. But I promise I’m not a pain in the ass. I can really help you with this. I have some connections of my own that might be helpful” 
 
    “And she doesn’t have the reputation of acting like a coked-up wreckhead who would literally talk to a radiator if she’s bored,” Grant added, and Aubrey’s eyes widened with embarrassment. “Sorry, I know you’re not like that now, but you know a lot of people haven’t met the new and improved you.” 
 
    “I have a lot to answer for after my party years,” Aubrey sighed. “But I’m not sure. A lot of what we know is top secret stuff, and my dad wasn’t supposed to even share it with us…” 
 
    “I know a lot of top secret stuff, and I know how to get information out of people, too,” Elena said. “Look, I know what people say about me and that they think I’m just out to make a name for myself off other people’s misery. But I’ve made sure some very dangerous people were in jail, and my only goal has always been to help people. Just like Ollie.” 
 
    “I know,” Aubrey sighed, and I could sense that she was thinking of Kenneth. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    For a moment we were all silent as everyone looked at each other. I knew that Elena was a brand-new addition to our entire operation, but this was exactly the type of thing that the journalist was good at.  
 
    “I vote that Elena can come,” I said. “But we have to leave soon. After all, it is… an emergency.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Elena shrugged. “How about you two?” 
 
    Aubrey and I exchanged a look and nodded at each other. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Aubrey said. “And I suppose this will be one hell of a way to get to know each other.” 
 
    “Then that settles it,” I said. “The three of us will head to DC. The rest of you can see if you can uncover anything else about the program through your contacts and… whatever.” 
 
    “Oooh, it sounds so James Bond,” Grant cooed. “Hmmm, who do I know in the spy business?” 
 
    “I’ll get the jet,” Jackie said as she whipped out her phone. “Even though you’re leaving us behind again to go on yet another dangerous mission.” 
 
    “Well, we wouldn’t be of any use in a fight anyway, honey,” Grant said. “We’re all artists. You’re not going to be able to sing your way out of danger, and I don’t think my talent at twists, leaps, and turns will come into much use. I guess that Masha can probably do a backflip.” 
 
    “A triple,” Masha corrected him. “Like Nastia Liukin.” 
 
    “Okay, so the circus freak can outshine us all,” he shrugged. “But still, we’re not the men for the job. We’ll hold down the fort while you get to the bottom of whatever the hell it is you’re doing in the first place and maybe ask a few carefully placed questions. Maybe we’ll get lucky and discover the important clue that sends our fearless friends into the aliens’ top secret headquarters.” 
 
    “Please don’t die,” Jackie said, and her baby blues widened with fear. “Top secret headquarters or not, I don’t want you to end up as just another name in some government file somewhere.” 
 
    “Jackie, I’m not going to die,” I smiled. “I haven’t died yet, and I’ve been in some pretty bad situations, haven’t I?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Masha shrugged. “You’re strong man. You can take it. Just don’t be gone too long.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I smiled. “Now come on, you two, we have a plane to catch.” 
 
    Masha and Jackie stood up as well and gave me a kiss each on either cheek. I gave them a reassuring smile, even though there was a chance that I was about to square off with some dangerous beings who wanted to take over the human race through mind control. But I’d already defeated them before, so I was feeling confident I could do it again.  
 
    Elena, Aubrey, and I greeted the driver out front and hopped in the car. And before I knew it, we were zooming back through the Hollywood hills to the airport for what felt like the millionth time that week. 
 
    “How many states have you been in these past two weeks, Ollie?” Aubrey asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “But my carbon footprint must be catastrophically large right now. Either way, when we get to the bottom of whatever the hell is happening, I’m taking a long vacation. In California. A staycation in my house where nobody can get to me and where there’s no service.” 
 
    “Fat chance of that happening,” Elena said. “Once it all comes out, everyone will demand an interview with you. Even if only part of the story is made public, you’ll be the hero again.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Aubrey replied. “You’re a hot commodity.” 
 
    “Thank God I have Martha to keep everyone away,” I laughed. 
 
    “So… we’re taking a private plane?” Elena asked. 
 
    “We are,” Aubrey confirmed. “Ever been on one before?”  
 
    “I’m a writer, what kind of money do you think I’m making?” the journalist asked. 
 
    “True,” Aubrey chuckled. 
 
    We sat back and enjoyed the rest of the drive, and once we were through the airport gates, the SUV dropped us off just a few steps from the plane. The co-pilot ushered us aboard this time, and we quickly took our seats and buckled in.  
 
    I glanced at the girls, and I could tell that Aubrey was as tired as I was. But I chuckled when I saw Elena’s face light up at the sight of the mini bar, and she was soon mixing drinks while we taxied to the runway. 
 
    “Rosemary flavored Coca-Cola…” she said to herself as she poured a considerable amount of vodka into the mix. “This is going to be fun.” 
 
    “I take it that partying wasn’t one of the problems that Ollie cured you of,” Aubrey said. “That, or he hasn’t done his job for once in his life.” 
 
    “Quite the contrary,” Elena said as the plane coasted through the evening skies. “If anything, my therapy revolved around making me loosen up.” 
 
    “Well, if I could transfuse all of the fun I had in my life to you, I would,” Aubrey said as she pressed her leather seat back all the way. “At some point, it’s possible to stay too long at the party, and lord knows, I overstayed my welcome.” 
 
    “You’re being silly,” I said. “I’m sure that the party would’ve had you for as long as you wanted.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, I’m still glad that I got out,” Aubrey replied as she closed her eyes. “And now, if you don’t mind, I could use a nap.” 
 
    I looked out the window as we zoomed above the clouds. It was pretty peaceful so far up, even though I knew that we had some pretty damn wild business to attend to once we were back down on the ground.  
 
    I thought about catching a short nap as well, but memories of the crazy dream I had kept me awake. I found myself pondering the meaning of what I’d seen, and then I decided that I needed to stay awake if only to keep our plans secret from the aliens. 
 
    “Flyyy me to the mooooon,” Elena sang as she conducted an invisible orchestra with her hands. “I want to daaaance among the caaars…” 
 
    “Don’t drink any more,” I warned. “We don’t want a drunk journalist spilling state secrets.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, I’m a heavyweight,” Elena assured me. “And where are we even going once we land?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said. “We were just told to come.” 
 
    “Do you have, like… a slight idea?” Elena asked as she pinched her fingers together. 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “For all I know, we’re just meeting Mr. Pierce at his house.” 
 
    “That’s not very exciting,” Elena sniffed. 
 
    “But it’s probably safe,” I replied. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she mumbled and then peered at the mini bar again. 
 
    “No more,” I said again. 
 
    “Fine,” she huffed. “Though you should know I’m not drunk. I’m only stopping to make you feel better.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said and shook my head. 
 
    Elena rolled her eyes so hard she almost fell out of her seat. I watched her fumble with the seat controls after that, and once she finally had the seat back, she closed her eyes just like Aubrey and apparently fell asleep. 
 
    I watched both women for a few minutes, and then I pulled out my phone and let Martha know to reschedule my appointments for the next day or so. I told her I was helping Aubrey with some family business, which earned me a prayer hands emoji, a smiling face emoji, and for some reason, a gorilla emoji. I pondered that for a moment, then shrugged it off and started to play the latest version of Candy Crush. 
 
    Once I felt the wheels hit the earth again, something in me just knew that it was game time. Maybe it was my heightened senses, or maybe it was the fact that I knew Aubrey’s dad meant business, but I was sure we were going to find out what the fuck was happening with the CIA and the aliens they’d contacted. 
 
    “Come on, gang,” Aubrey yawned as she stretched. “Oh, God, is it raining?” 
 
    “It is,” I replied as I watched the rain pour down. “But it looks like security came prepared.” 
 
    The co-pilot opened the door, and we darted down the steps and under the umbrellas that the security guys were holding up for us. The rain was coming down so hard though that it was hard to hear what anyone was saying, so the guards just pointed us toward another black SUV. The door popped open as we ran over, and we climbed into the back seat, where we were met by Teddy Pierce and a blast of cold air. 
 
    “Dad, what the hell?” Aubrey asked as we buckled our seatbelts. 
 
    Teddy Pierce was wearing a smart navy-blue suit that looked like it had been ironed within an inch of its life. His light hair was parted at the side and combed back, so his tortoiseshell glasses were prominently displayed. He looked like any other golf club WASP, though I saw his eyes narrow as he took in the third member of our party. 
 
    “Great Scott, Aubrey,” he rolled his eyes. “You’ve brought Elena Morrison along with you.” 
 
    “Pleasure to finally meet you, Mr. Pierce,” Elena said as she shivered in the air conditioning. 
 
    The retired CIA agent frowned at his daughter, but his good manners finally won out. He shook her wet hand and forced a smile on his face, even though his eyes still sparked with anger. 
 
    “Pleasure is all mine, Ms. Morrison,” he said. “Your prowess… precedes you. But unfortunately, I believe that only Aubrey and Oliver here were actually requested, and this is a private family affair…” 
 
    “She has to come,” I said, and I felt a jolt of courage rise through me. 
 
    “Oh?” Teddy Pierce asked, and he looked genuinely bewildered. “And why is that? Did I… did I miss something? Is she involved in the dream therapy, too?” 
 
    “I have participated in dream therapy, yes,” Elena said. 
 
    “But more importantly, we need to keep her close,” Aubrey said, and she took a deep breath. “She’s writing a speculative profile on Kenneth, and we all need to put in a good word.” 
 
    For a moment, Aubrey’s dad froze. I had no idea why the hell Aubrey would say something like that, but I could tell that Mr. Pierce was trying his hardest not to squirm at the idea that his murderous son was being investigated. 
 
    “Interesting,” he nodded. “Anyway, let’s get going.” 
 
    Pierce tapped on the driver’s shoulder, and the SUV started to drive away. The rain was coming down so hard that I couldn’t even see where we were going, though the driver seemed to know the route. 
 
    “Mr. Pierce,” I said. “With all due respect, I don’t even know where we’re going. Are we--” 
 
    “Do you know the Buckleys?” Teddy interrupted. 
 
    It took me a moment, but I finally managed to dredge up the name. The Buckleys were the donors that my legal team had mentioned, the ones that practically ran their own pharmaceutical industry and had a vested interest in the art world. 
 
    “Yes,” Elena and I said at the same time, and Aubrey furrowed her brow in confusion. 
 
    “Yes,” Aubrey said a heartbeat later. “I remember them from the country club. But what do they have to do with this?” 
 
    “Here’s what I know,” he replied. “The Buckleys are in trials for a new sleeping drug. They’ve convinced the FDA to let them use an accelerated schedule, which means the drug could be available sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Parasites,” Elena said under her breath. 
 
    “Now look here, Ms. Morrison,” Teddy Pierce said in a suddenly stern and very fatherly voice. “I know you’re a member of the press, but you’re going to have to behave yourself where we’re going. If you’re going to argue with the guests, you’ll get us kicked out before we even have a chance to learn anything useful.” 
 
    “Guests?” Aubrey asked. 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Pierce,” Elena smiled. “I can assure you, I understand how to blend in while undercover.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Teddy murmured and shook his head. 
 
    Clearly, Mr. Pierce wasn’t so sure that Elena could blend in. He sniffed the air and then looked back and forth between the two women like he wasn’t sure which one had been drinking. 
 
    “Dad,” Aubrey huffed. “Would you just tell us why you’ve dragged us out here?” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” he said. “We’re going to the Buckley museum for the centennial gala dinner.” 
 
    “What?” Aubrey huffed as she slammed her head back, and she started to run her fingers through her hair. “A gala? You got me all the way over here to go to a gala? This is the most mom-move you’ve ever made! Plus… I can’t go to a gala in this!” 
 
    She pointed down at her fluorescent pink t-shirt, and her father tut-tutted to himself. 
 
    “Of course not,” he said as he waved his hand. “There’s evening wear in the back of the car. Multiple changes, in fact. So I have enough for all of you. Elena, I wasn’t expecting you, but I brought several possibilities for Aubrey, so I’m sure we can find something that will fit you well enough to get you through the evening.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Aubrey said. “So why the hell are we going to this gala?” 
 
    “As I said,” Mr. Pierce replied, “the Buckleys are in the trial phase of their new sleeping medication. Most of these trials are being conducted at… um...” 
 
    “Places that cater to people with money,” Elena suggested. 
 
    “Exactly,” he said, and he smoothed out his pants.  
 
    I was beginning to notice that many of the rich didn’t like pointing out just how rich they were, which was why it was such a breath of fresh air that Aubrey and Grant were both extremely laid-back about their wealth and position in society. 
 
    “So they’re testing out a new drug,” Elena said. “How does that lead us here to the Buckley Centennial Gala in DC?” 
 
    “Because the Buckleys are one of the top donors to New Leaf Rehabilitation,” Aubrey’s dad said. “And New Leaf was one of the first places that was granted access to this amazing new sleep medication. You might know it under the name of Slaftrank.” 
 
    “Oh, what?” Aubrey’s eyes widened. “Slaftrank… I was prescribed that by Dr. Longbranch.” 
 
    “Yes, he told us about it when he gave us an update,” Teddy replied. 
 
    “Really?” Aubrey asked. “Is he allowed to do that?” 
 
    “With the state you were in, yes,” he replied with a shrug. 
 
    “I never heard of it,” I shrugged. “But it’s not like anyone ever discussed the medications they were using with me. I was just the gardener.” 
 
    “So what have you learned about the drug?” Aubrey asked. 
 
    “The trials have been quite successful so far,” Teddy replied. “Even accounting for the company’s tendency to skew the results, it’s a damn near miracle drug.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of Slaftrank,” Elena said. “Which is odd, because something that good would usually be mentioned in all the press releases.” 
 
    “I thought that was curious, too,” Teddy said and nodded. “But maybe it’s a good thing you’re here, after all. You can help test my theory.” 
 
    “What theory?” I asked, and I felt a chill down my spine that definitely wasn’t from the air conditioning this time. 
 
    “Tell me this, Oliver,” he said. “Aubrey has taken the medicine, and I think we can safely assume that your other patients who spent time at New Leaf had as well. But Elena didn’t. Was there any significant difference between those dreams?” 
 
    Damn. I sat back in the chair and racked my memory as I listened to the rain smack against the window like drums. 
 
    I tried to put them all together. Outer space, superheroes, the vampire village… Elena’s had that crazy dentist that I had to defeat, and usually there was one main antagonist that symbolized something ugly. 
 
    But then a lightning strike practically hit me as I realized I hadn’t even thought twice about the fact that the creeper hadn’t appeared in Elena’s dream. The dentist must’ve been someone from her past that her subconscious had recreated instead, but the caveman-like figure was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I murmured. “Your CIA guy… the corrupted one… he wasn’t in Elena’s dream.” 
 
    “I thought as much,” he said.  
 
    “But what does it mean?” Aubrey asked. 
 
    “I think that they’re using the drug as a portal into the minds of the wealthy and powerful,” Teddy said. 
 
    “Wait, hold up,” Elena said, and she held her hands in the air. “A portal? Minds of the wealthy and powerful? Is this MK Ultra stuff?” 
 
    “How the hell do you know everything?” Teddy asked Elena. 
 
    “I’m a journalist,” she shrugged. “I know where to look for information.” 
 
    “We think that the dreams are acting as a portal for dark entities to get into their minds,” I explained to Elena. “Does that clarify it?” 
 
    “Well, it sounds totally crazy,” she said. “But I guess I’m going to have to believe you.” 
 
    “You will,” Mr. Pierce said. “Because now you’re complicit in this. And don’t give me that bullshit about her writing a profile on Kenneth. If that was really the case, someone would have contacted Kenneth’s office first.” 
 
    “Sorry, dad,” Aubrey replied. “We just didn’t want you to toss her out.” 
 
    “It’s fine that she’s here,” he sighed. “Like I said, we can probably use her.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “So what happens at this gala?” 
 
    “We have a plan,” Teddy said. “Don’t we, Craig?” 
 
    “Damn right,” the guy driving the car said, and I had the feeling that he wasn’t just your everyday chauffeur. 
 
    “This sounds exciting,” Elena said and clapped her hands. “And I get to wear a gown. I am so glad I came on this trip.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said when Teddy frowned. “But it’s all business, no messing around.” 
 
    “Of course,” Elena agreed quickly. 
 
    Teddy was still frowning, and he sniffed the air again. He glanced at me and Aubrey, but we both shrugged. 
 
    “We have two agents in plain clothing who are already at the gala,” Mr. Pierce finally said. “They’re going to disable the security for the private chambers.” 
 
    “Damn,” Aubrey said. “You guys really do have a plan.” 
 
    “I know you think most of my job was just sitting behind a desk and staring at reports,” Teddy replied. “But I can assure you that I’m perfectly capable of running an operation. Now turn your phones off. They’ve already been disabled because of the vehicle we’re in, but I want to make sure no one is tracking us once we leave the protection of the SUV.” 
 
    Aubrey, Elena, and I nodded as we made sure that all of our electronic devices were off. Once that was done, we looked at Teddy again. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “So the security system will be disabled. Once that’s done, we’ll grab Gerard Buckley, take him to a room where we won’t be disturbed, and then Ollie is going to dive into his dream and find out what the hell is happening.” 
 
    “You think he knows what the drug is really for?” I asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Teddy replied. “Most of the Buckleys might be happy to leave the running of the company to the hired help, but not Gerard. He’s kept a firm hand on everything the company does, and if he’s pushing this product so hard, it’s probably because he’s been corrupted by dark entities.” 
 
    “Why can’t you just take him in for questioning?” Aubrey asked. “Why do you have to… you know… take him to a dark room for Ollie to do his thing?” 
 
    “This is highly confidential business, Aubrey,” her dad replied. “What the hell would we even tell a judge that wouldn’t get us laughed out of court? Sure, we could probably find enough dirt to come up with a fake reason for a warrant, but we don’t have time for that. This thing is a lot bigger than we realized, and if we’re going to stop it, we need to take drastic measures.” 
 
    “Of course,” Aubrey huffed. “Why worry about small things like the law?” 
 
    “Do you really think he’d answer any of our questions even if we had a warrant?” Teddy snapped. “The man has an entire army of lawyers at his beck and call.” 
 
    “No, Siree,” Elena muttered. “That man wouldn’t say a word.” 
 
    “She understands,” Teddy said and nodded to Elena. 
 
    Aubrey looked like she wanted to protest some more, but she also knew that wealth bought a lot of protection. She sighed and finally nodded at her father. 
 
    “So what’s our job while we’re there?” I asked. “Mingle with the rich and privileged?” 
 
    “Gerard Buckley will give a toast,” Teddy explained. “At exactly eight-fifty. These private gala events are planned down to the minute, and we managed to gain access to the interface that included the scheduled proceedings for the evening.” 
 
    “By ‘gain access’, do you mean hack?” Elena asked, and she cocked her head to the side like a curious puppy. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered flatly. “Anyway, once the speech is done, keep your eye on him. We have men stationed all over the party. We’ll lure him to the Eastern wing ivory collection… you understand?” 
 
    “Got it,” I replied.  
 
    “Very good,” he nodded. “We’ll tranquilize him, and once he’s under, you’ll enter his dreams. If I’m right, you should find evidence that he’s been corrupted.” 
 
    “But it could be dangerous,” Aubrey protested. “What if Ollie gets hurt? You can’t use him as a sacrificial lamb for the CIA!” 
 
    “Honey,” Mr. Pierce said in a tired voice. “With all due respect, Ollie is the only man on earth that possesses this gift. And with that kind of power comes, well… like the old saying goes, with great power comes great responsibility.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I said. “It’s the same thing I do every day. And you know most of these sessions don’t take long. I’ll be in and out before anyone realizes that Gerard Buckley is missing.” 
 
    “That’s what I want to hear,” Teddy said and smiled. 
 
    “And while he’s doing that?” Elena asked. 
 
    “You two stand around and look pretty,” Teddy smirked before correcting himself. “Just kidding. That kind of thing would’ve flown in the eighties, but it’s a different society now… I don’t know. Elena, you’re practically a spy, you get information on the Buckley cause.” 
 
    “Will do,” she nodded. 
 
    “And as for you,” Teddy said as his own daughter lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “Don’t worry dad, I won’t cause a scene,” Aubrey sighed. “Or talk to a radiator, or whatever those horrible tabloid magazines said about me.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, I know you’re not like that anymore,” he said. “But to be honest, it’s good to hear that coming out of your mouth.” 
 
    “Unless you need a distraction, of course,” Aubrey added. “In which case, I have more than enough practice making a fool out of myself at high society events.” 
 
    “Only a little more than your mother,” he added with a nervous laugh. “Who is there as we speak.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Aubrey murmured as Elena’s eyes lit up.  
 
    “So when are we going to change?” the journalist asked. “It looks like we’re pretty close to the museum.” 
 
    “Pull in here, Craig,” Mr. Pierce said, and the driver who I assumed was also a CIA man pulled into an underwhelming gas station parking lot. 
 
    “It’s the silver Swiss suitcase in the back,” Teddy said. “Don’t fight over the pink one.” 
 
    “I hate pink,” Elena said and shuddered. 
 
    “Well, looks like this is your lucky day,” the heiress said with a smile. “I happen to be a big fan.” 
 
    The gas station boasted one bathroom, so we all took turns heading into the bathroom with the same suitcase. I was sure someone would say something, but the other patrons were in and out so fast that they didn’t notice, and the one guy on duty behind the cash register was glued to one of the Housewives shows that was playing on the small TV on the counter. 
 
    Aubrey went first and emerged in a light pink gown with a halter neck. She’d managed to brush out her hair until it shone, and she’d even found a clip to give herself a fashionably messy twist. 
 
    Elena, on the other hand, went with a long-sleeved olive-green number with black ribbons sewn around her breasts. The fabric was heavier than Aubrey’s gown, so she looked like a Greek statue come to life. 
 
    I, on the other hand, opted for a navy-blue suit. Since this wasn’t a black tie event, I took the opportunity to wear the most flattering thing that was in the suitcase. The other suit was brown and looked like it had last been tailored in the seventies, and even though I knew Jackie was into that retro kind of look, I was into something a little bit sleeker. 
 
    Once we’d clambered back in the car, Mr. Pierce took one look at my wrists and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Here,” he said, and he produced a pair of mother of pearl and gold cufflinks. “They’re a whole lot more tasteful than whatever that came with.” 
 
    I looked down at the brass cufflinks with the black square at the end. I hadn’t thought they were terrible, but I had to admit, the mother of pearl looked a lot sharper.  
 
    “Thanks, Teddy,” I said as I swapped out the cufflinks. 
 
    “Alright, Craig,” Teddy said. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Craig replied and started to pull out of the gas station. 
 
    “Now, Aubrey, you know who everyone is,” Teddy said. “And Elena, I assume that you’ll also recognize most of the other people who are attending.” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Elena assured him. 
 
    “And me?” I asked. “I don’t really follow the gossip pages.” 
 
    “Everyone knows who you are,” Aubrey laughed. “People will be running up to you and introducing themselves.”  
 
    “You can use that,” Teddy said and nodded. “Keep everyone busy. It’ll give us time to grab Gerard.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “So that’s why I was invited.” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t for your sparkling conversation,” Teddy said and then laughed. “You’ll be fine. Just toss a few tidbits about what you do, and they’ll lap it up.” 
 
    By then, we’d joined a line of large and expensive vehicles that were slowly making their way up a snaking drive. I spotted a sign for the Buckley Museum, and a moment later, the building itself came into view. 
 
    It looked like a replica of a medieval castle, complete with turrets, narrow windows, and weathered stone. But the effect was ruined by the burgundy carpet and swarm of photographers who shouted every time a car pulled up to the door to reveal the next notable personage. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. “This is the Buckleys’? I’ve never been here before…” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Aubrey sighed. “More cameras. We’ll probably end up in the worst-dressed section.” 
 
    “You two look amazing,” I said. “Certainly better than anyone else I’ve seen on the red carpet so far.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Aubrey said, and she raised an eyebrow at her dad. “You know, it’s a good thing Elena had the good sense to bring a makeup bag with her, because otherwise we would’ve looked like we’d just rolled off a commercial flight.” 
 
    “You two look gorgeous,” Teddy insisted. “Now come on, let’s get this part out of the way. The cameras won’t be here for long.” 
 
    The rain had stopped by now, and so people were loitering outside and talking. I took a deep breath to try and center myself, but before I knew it, someone yanked open the door and smiled at us. 
 
    “Welcome,” the man nodded, who like every other valet I’d met, had impeccably white teeth. 
 
    “Thank you,” Teddy said, and he stepped out and waved at a few people. 
 
    “Well, girls,” I sighed. “Here we go.” 
 
    The three of us stepped out into the open. The evening was nice and cool, and it actually felt like the rain had cleared out a lot of the humidity. 
 
    “Oliver Hansel,” I heard someone whisper, and a few cameras snapped in our direction.  
 
    It was annoying to be photographed again, but it wasn’t anywhere near as bad as when we went to an awards show with Jackie. I didn’t know how she wasn’t blind by this point from all those flashes. 
 
    We walked slowly across the burgundy carpet, and Elena stopped to talk to a few of the reporters. Aubrey smiled and waved in a way that looked shy to me, but I realized might look snobby and standoffish to someone else. If all I knew about her was a picture of her offering a coy smile and a delicate wave, I probably would’ve judged her a lot differently than I did as someone who actually knew her. 
 
    “Holy...” I muttered once we made it inside the castle. 
 
    The exterior might have been medieval, but the interior was anything but. A brilliant chandelier lit the grand entryway, and the sound of a few hundred people laughing and chatting bounced off the shiny marble floors. Modern paintings graced the walls, and carefully placed vases of white jasmine and roses filled the air with a heady scent. Everything was bright and shining, and that included the people who were guzzling champagne like it was tap water. 
 
    “Let’s split up,” Elena said. “I’m going to go talk to Governor Mendelson, since I told my fellow reporters I was here to talk to the family about Kenneth. People will expect me to ask the party leadership what he thinks of the newest star.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Aubrey whispered. “Now’s when I’d usually disappear and get trashed at the bar, but I don’t do things like that anymore.” 
 
    “And aren’t we glad for it, sweetie,” her father said. “Now, you all disperse. And remember, toast.” 
 
    “Of course,” I nodded and then started to pick my way through the throng. 
 
    This was a way crazier vibe than any of the openings I’d been to. At least in the recording industry, everyone wanted to be seen, to stand out the most, and be the most outlandish. But here, I had the feeling that there was some undercurrent of order that everyone else knew. It was like some indefinable knowledge that they all had, and it covered everything from who was allowed to speak first to who was offered the freshest glass of champagne. 
 
    “Mr. Hansel,” I heard an icy female voice say, and I turned around to find a platinum-blonde woman with bright blue eyes and pink cheeks. 
 
    It took me a moment to realize that she was Carrie Bartlett, a popular magazine mogul who had risen through the ranks and married into the biggest media empire in America, Bartlett Inc. She was wearing a simple off the shoulder dress, and the bones of her pale shoulders peeped out and made me feel cold. 
 
    “H-hello,” I stammered and then smiled. “Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “I’ve read a lot about your work,” she said as she studied me. “It sounds like a very interesting practice you have. John, come over here.” 
 
    She waved over an extremely tall man with bushy brown hair and tan skin. He was wearing a tartan shirt with a blue leather collar and green corduroy pants. I knew that this wasn’t a black tie event, but his LL Bean look in the middle of all these gowns and suits was actually a bizarre indication of just how rich he was. 
 
    “John Bartlett,” he said as he shook my hand. “Pleasure, real pleasure to meet you. We were reading about your work. But more importantly, you’ve proven to be quite the man to go to in times of trouble, right?” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said. “I’ve been able to handle some tough situations. But it’s an honor and a privilege to help others.” 
 
    The two of them smiled at me, and I couldn’t help thinking that they looked a little dead behind the eyes. Or maybe not dead, but more like… 
 
    Lacking in sleep? 
 
    “I know that Elena Morrison is producing a feature on you,” Carrie said as she lifted an icy-blonde eyebrow. “She’s going to publish it in our magazine, I think. We’ve been talking to her lawyers, trying to get her out of any clauses about working for someone else. You know, you’re quite a hot commodity, Mr. Hansel.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “It’s… uh, it’s just my job.” 
 
    The two of them nodded at me before gracefully striking up a conversation with someone right behind me. They had been so elegant about it that I didn’t even notice it happening. 
 
    I went over to one of the waiters and grabbed a small flute of champagne. Then, before I knew it, another person came up behind me. 
 
    “Mr. Hansel,” a man breathed, and I swung around to find a short, quite stocky bald man who sounded like a pug when he inhaled. 
 
    “Hello,” I said, and it briefly crossed my mind that I hadn’t been introduced to most of the partygoers. 
 
    “Sam Filligreed,” he said. “I work for WTVG.” 
 
    Holy shit. Only the biggest broadcast network in the country. 
 
    “Pleasure,” I said, and we shook hands. 
 
    When he looked up at me, I noticed that there was something similar in his countenance to Carrie and John. He had dark circles under his eyes, and the same kind of sleepless look as the others. 
 
    “You flooded the newsrooms the other day,” he said. “We got a staff email about you. How’s that feel, Mr. Hansel? Are you proud? Should be.” 
 
    “I guess I am,” I smiled. “Just as long as I’m helping the people.” 
 
    “You seem like a nice guy,” he said and looked around at the other guests. “You’re not… showy. You just do what you’re good at and take pride in it. Am I right? My wife always said I was good at reading people.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I shrugged. “That’s my whole modus operandi. Lay low, strike where it counts.” 
 
    “You’ll get far with that mentality,” he smiled, and for a moment, he looked like he wanted to ask me another question. 
 
    But someone called his name, and he gave me a shrug before he wandered off to answer the summons. 
 
    Something about this whole affair felt super weird. I knew I’d feel like the odd man out since I didn’t even know most of these people, but the same was true with most of the events I attended with the girls. So what was so different about this one? Something about it seemed just so… 
 
    Cold. 
 
    I looked around at the guests in question. I didn’t even know what the host looked like, so I couldn’t point him out. 
 
    But still, the crowds of people looked strange and dilapidated, no matter how fancy they were dressed. And I was starting to get that foreboding feeling that I sometimes felt in dreams. 
 
    It was like all the hairs on my body were standing on end. Something seemed cold in here, but I didn’t think it was the temperature. 
 
    And then it struck me. These were the elite of society, people who were probably given access to Slaftrank. For all I knew, I was in a minefield of psychically corrupted individuals. 
 
    And who the hell knew what kind of danger that meant? 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    My first instinct was that I had to tell the girls. Some pretty evil shit could be afoot, and even though there was a plan in place, I wanted to make sure that if something ugly was about to strike, I could keep my ladies safe. 
 
    I began to head through the crowd toward where I last saw the girls in the foyer. But a large crowd was starting to gather, and it was impossible to find them among all the people. I felt like the volume of noise went up in the entire museum as well, so I couldn’t just call their names and hope that they heard me. 
 
    Even though some of the people had that drowsy look in their eyes, some people looked alert and happy to be there. But everyone was well behaved, unlike the parties I’d been to with Jackie and Masha, where people tended to let loose, especially later in the evening. And there was no standing around and waving at someone at the opposite side of the room, like at the awards shows. Instead, everyone moved around in a slinky and mysterious way. 
 
    I saw a flash of thick hair and an olive dress, but I couldn’t be sure if it was Elena. I called her name and tried to squeeze through a cluster of men and women who were laughing a little too loudly when I felt another tap on my shoulder. 
 
    I spun around to find a short, slight woman in a navy-blue skirt suit with a dyed black bob. She had dark brown eyes, and she stared up at me with a kind of ferocity that startled me. 
 
    “Hello,” I said as I took a step back. 
 
    “Oliver,” she said. “You don’t know me. My name is Gemma.” 
 
    “Hi, Gemma,” I said, and I held my hand out to shake. 
 
    Instead of shaking my hand, she just looked at it, and then she offered me the tired gaze that I had become so accustomed to here. She smiled and tilted her head slightly. 
 
    “No need for that,” she told me. “I feel as if we’re already friends.” 
 
    “Ah,” I nodded as I let my hand fall back to my side. 
 
    Great. Another rich whacko to make me feel uncomfortable. Couldn’t wait to stammer my way through this conversation. 
 
    “Come and look at these pocket watches,” she said, and she beckoned for me to follow her. 
 
    I felt like I was being moved by a strange force that had taken over control of my muscles, and I looked around helplessly even as I followed in her tracks. It was kind of unnerving to be in such a full room where everyone seemed to know each other but me, and after all, I still had about fifteen minutes before the toast was going to take place. 
 
    “How, uh, do you know the host?” I asked, and the woman turned around and smiled. 
 
    “I’m Gemma Buckley,” she said. “Daughter of Gerard Buckley. This museum is in my family.” 
 
    “Oh, gosh,” I backtracked. “I, uh-- didn’t recognize you…” 
 
    “I don’t allow any photographs of me in the public sphere,” she answered. “So you wouldn’t know what I look like. Come here.” 
 
    She pointed at a case that held what looked like a magnificent jade watch. I’d never seen anything like it before in my life, and I wondered what it would feel like on my wrist. 
 
    “Wow,” I said as I took in the light green face with gold detailing. “That’s… that’s beautiful.” 
 
    “My great-great-grandfather was a jade dealer,” she shrugged. “He pilfered a lot from the East, had them turned into more Western designs such as this. It’s a history that we own up to, and not only because we have a responsibility now to point out those types of misdeeds. Even though it came from a bad place, my family is still proud of being able to cultivate such beauty.” 
 
    I felt a chill race up my spine as I looked at the watch again. I could imagine that a powerful family like the Buckleys had done a lot of damage in their trade days, as most colonial powers tended to do. And yet, I’d never heard someone speak so brazenly about the harm their family had caused and then declare it was fine because it was all done for the sake of beauty. It seemed like there was a quiet understanding among a lot of these rich and powerful people that to make an omelet you had to crack a few eggs, even if those eggs were thousands of people and centuries of civilization. 
 
    She looked up at me, and I caught a weird glint in her eye. Something told me that she wanted to say something else, and I tried to steer the conversation in that direction. 
 
    “That’s quite a position to take,” I answered. 
 
    “Yes,” she shrugged. “But some of the most beautiful experiences in the world are frowned down upon. I’m sure that someone such as yourself knows that.” 
 
    I looked down at the small woman, who seemed to be egging me on. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re referring to,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” she said as she put her hands on her hips. “I know about your… arrangement. Of course, it’s not uncommon in these circles, though no one talks about it. You know, in college I was quite the wild child… I lived on a campus at Piper College in rural Vermont. Some of our friends, including myself, had similar types of… arrangements.” 
 
    For a moment I was confused. I had never even been to college, let alone in rural Vermont. I was feeling lost as she gave me a saucy grin, and then I realized what she was referring to. 
 
    Oliver Hansel, rumored leader of a sex cult. 
 
    “Aaah,” I nodded. “Well, Gemma… Here’s the thing. I hope I don’t disappoint you, but the, umm, arrangement you’re speaking of is actually just a rumor. The gossip rags will push any old nonsense to make a quick buck, as I’m sure you’re aware, but I’m not in a sex cult.” 
 
    It seemed weird to say out loud, but I had to get the facts straight. 
 
    “Oh, really?” She lifted an eyebrow. “What a shame. I had such an impressive view of the American Hero. Kicking ass and taking names by day, taking the devotion of his adoring followers at night.” 
 
    I mean, she wasn’t completely wrong. I did have a legion of adoring girlfriends, but I hadn’t seduced them with weird ideology or anything. We were simply a quintuple. 
 
    “Well, ‘American Hero’ is another term that the papers are throwing around a lot,” I smiled. “And it’s flattering, but I just like to think that I’m doing my job. I’m using my talents to protect people.” 
 
    From people like her father, I wanted to add, but I didn’t have a chance to get that in. 
 
    “Do you want to see something that we don’t keep in the main space?” She lifted an eyebrow. “A secret, if you will?” 
 
    I looked down at her, and I noticed that the weird glint in her eye was back. But I knew that I had to follow her. My job, after all, was to get information on the Buckleys, and this seemed like the ideal opportunity to do so. 
 
    “I’d be delighted,” I said. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said as she wrapped her arm around mine. 
 
     She took me through the room toward a wooden door with a gold knocker. But she twisted the knocker all the way to the right, and I realized that it was actually a lock. Then, she led me inside a fluorescent white room that was full of metal shelves and boxes.  
 
    “Wow,” I murmured, and I began to feel something creep up my spine.  
 
    Even though it was intriguing, something in me wanted to get back to the others. Everything about the place and the woman with me felt off, and the weird look she kept giving me didn’t help.  
 
    “Look at this,” she said as she pulled out one of the boxes and produced a jade object. 
 
    It was a palm-sized skull. 
 
    “My dad inherited this as a teenager,” she laughed. “But we keep it in the collection. It’s from the seventeenth century.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I asked as she handed it to me. 
 
    I looked into the eyes of the perfectly polished jade skull. It seemed to stare up at me, and I thought about what a frightening and prominent family she was from to have a legacy like this. 
 
    “Mm,” she said, and when she went to take the jade skull again she grabbed my hand and traced a long nail around my wrist. 
 
    Our eyes met, and I felt a chill sweep through my body. Something about her was cold and unapproachable, and I had the feeling that she was corrupted, and not just because of the aliens. 
 
    “I think we should return to the party,” I said.  
 
    “So my father can give one of his toasts?” She rolled her eyes. “I’ve heard all of them before. We all have. But he does love to give a little speech.” 
 
    “It’s my first time here,” I smiled. “I think that it would only be polite. 
 
    “Pity,” she sighed as she returned the box to its spot with a bit more energy than it required. 
 
    I knew that she’d wanted more than to just get to know about my work or to show off another piece of her family’s legacy. 
 
    But I had a mission, and I had to keep clear-minded. Plus, I didn’t want to get trapped in this unpleasant room that looked like it should be in a hospital. 
 
    So I turned around and opened the door, even though I was half-expecting Gemma to wrap her arms around my neck and attack me. It just seemed like I was getting into those situations left, right, and center these days, and I was surprised when I made my way back into the party unscathed.  
 
    People were starting to move through the hall, and I thought that they must be going to hear the host speak. I managed to join the flow without Gemma by my side, and soon we were all gathered in one of the exhibit areas. 
 
    The room was more spacious than the entryway, so the crowd was able to spread out more. I finally caught sight of Aubrey and Elena, and I breathed a sigh of relief that they seemed to be okay. 
 
    Aubrey shot me a look from across the crowd. She was as gorgeous as ever in her pink dress, and she rolled her eyes slightly at some guy who was about four inches shorter than her and looked like he was trying to explain something to her. 
 
    Elena, on the other hand, looked rapt in a conversation with a woman that I didn’t recognize. The stranger was wearing a white suit that matched her bleach-blonde hair, and I got the sense that my journalist friend was collecting some interesting information from the woman. 
 
    I heard a clinking noise, and everyone in the room slowly turned to face a tall, gangly man wearing a black suit. 
 
    He was supermodel thin, though his face was not one that would be on the cover of a magazine. His piggy eyes and too-long face were framed by tufts of dark hair on either side of his head. He pulled a pair of glasses from his pocket and placed them on his face before he clinked his glass with a fork again. 
 
    “Friends,” he said and then smiled as he waited for the room to go quiet. 
 
    “Friends,” he continued. “I’d like to thank all of you for joining me here today on this… incredibly special day. It’s such an honor to be able to welcome some of the most important innovators in society to my love letter to the art world.” 
 
    Ugh. This guy was slimy as hell, and I could see where Gemma had gotten her own slimy habits. I couldn’t handle that someone who seemed to devote much of their time to leading a pharmaceutical behemoth would call his museum a love letter to the world, like that was supposed to make up for all the harm the family had caused. 
 
    “As I’m sure you all know, this is a new era for us,” he said. “Our research has helped us develop a more powerful sleep aid the last few months, and many of you will be familiar with some of the projects that we will be launching. But I won’t bore you with all those fine details. What’s important is that we’re turning over a New Leaf.” 
 
    I shuddered and tried not to retch into the champagne glass I was holding. I was pretty damn sick of everyone saying that damn phrase, especially when they didn’t mean it. 
 
    “To turning over a New Leaf,” the blonde woman who Elena was talking to said as she lifted a glass of champagne. “Cheers.” 
 
    “Cheers,” everyone replied as they raised their glasses. 
 
    Elena shot me a look as she lifted hers, and then she tilted her head toward the woman in white. I was guessing that the blonde woman was Gerard Buckley’s wife, since she had made the perfectly timed toast, though I’d have to wait for Elena to confirm that. 
 
    “Well, that was a short one,” a familiar voice said, and I turned around to find none other than Teddy Pierce standing behind me. 
 
    “Mr. Pierce…” I said. “What will we--” 
 
    “Follow me,” he murmured and motioned me to follow him. 
 
    We passed through the crowd, which was slowly spreading out across the gallery. As we approached Aubrey, the heiress looked at me and winked, and then she squeezed my hand for a moment as we passed by. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I whispered. “We’ll be quick.” 
 
    Teddy and I made our way through a gallery full of European paintings and then into a hall filled with small black marble statues while Buckley and the blonde woman strolled a few feet ahead of us. 
 
    Teddy Pierce lifted his wrist to his mouth and mumbled something. At first I was a little confused, but then it hit me. He must’ve been telling his team it was time to take out the host of the party. 
 
    I took a deep breath and prepared myself for whatever was about to happen. The blonde woman who was accompanying Buckley made a motion to go back to the party, and then started to turn around. 
 
    “Gerard,” Mr. Pierce smiled. “It’s been a real long time.” 
 
    “Theodore,” he nodded. “Thank you for coming. We’re really excited for everything coming up this year. And you’ve brought a young friend.” 
 
    “Yes,” Teddy said. “This is Oliver Hansel. He’s a… friend of Aubrey’s.” 
 
    “Pleasure,” I said, and I held out my hand to shake. 
 
    I noticed that his skin was unusually cold, and he gave me an intent look as he shook my hand. Soon though, I would be in his dreams, and then we’d have more than enough time to get to know each other. 
 
    “I’ve heard of the work you’re doing,” he smiled. “I saw it in some news outlet or another. Seems you’re very… gifted.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “It’s been wonderful, being able to help people.” 
 
    “Well, I can understand that,” Gerard replied. “We feel the same way about our company. All we want to do is help people.” 
 
    There were probably plenty of people at the company who worked day and night to develop drugs that would genuinely help people, but I didn’t think Gerard Buckley was one of those. 
 
    “Gerard,” Teddy said into the growing silence. “I don’t mean to trouble you, but how about you show us around some of the ivories? I saw them once during one of these galas, but I don’t think I’ve seen them since. I really wanted to show them to Oliver here. They’re such amazing pieces of work.” 
 
    “We can take a secret route,” the billionaire mogul replied. “I’ll take absolutely any excuse to show the ivories.” 
 
    Gerard picked up the pace as he headed over to an unlabeled door at the far end of the gallery. He swung it open to reveal a set of stairs, and he started up with a happy grin on his face. 
 
    Teddy and I started up after him, and the sound of our footsteps bounced off the walls. We sounded like an entire army marching along, and even when we stopped at the door at the top of the steps, the noise still bounced through the stairwell. 
 
    “You should put some carpet in here,” Teddy suggested. “Might cut down on some of the noise.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Gerard grunted as he shoved the door open. “There aren’t many people who come up here, and even fewer who are allowed to use these stairs.” 
 
    For a moment, I thought the room we were in was completely barren except for a few empty display cases. I walked over to one and saw that there were actually several small figurines inside, and I let out a small gasp of surprise at how detailed the carving was. 
 
    “Right?” Buckley chuckled behind me. “Now, in that dis--” 
 
    And then there was a dull thud, and whatever Gerard had been about to say was cut off. 
 
    I turned around just as two men in suits and glasses appeared from behind a plinth. One of them was holding a gun, and he quickly bent over Gerard Buckley and pulled a dart from the billionaire’s neck. 
 
    “Close the doors,” Teddy ordered.  
 
    The two CIA guys nodded and each moved toward a different set of doors. They made sure the doors were shut, and then they pulled some metal disc-like contraptions that looked like CD’s from their pockets and started to place them over the locks on the doors. 
 
    “That was crazy,” I said to Teddy.  
 
    “Thrilling, isn’t it?” he asked as we dragged the body to a corner. 
 
    “Chief,” one of the CIA men said. “We’ve secured all entry points. How long will this stage take?” 
 
    “That’s for Ollie to answer,” Mr. Pierce said as he looked up at me. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Umm, usually it’s about five to ten minutes.” 
 
    “Okay,” the agent said and nodded to his companion. “We should be okay. But if it runs much longer than ten, we might need to use our backup route.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Teddy grunted. “Everyone knows Gerard likes to show off his private collections. The rest of the guests will just assume he’s doing his usual routine.”  
 
    “But there’s something else you should know,” I said, and all three of them looked up at me. “A potential risk.” 
 
    “What would that be?” Teddy asked. 
 
    “Well, if you’re injured in the dream while I’m there, you’re injured in real life,” I explained. “I usually keep all the wounds I incur in the dream state. The dreamer is also affected.” 
 
    “Well, then let’s hope we can find out what’s going on before any significant damage occurs,” Mr. Pierce said. “Alright, Ollie, time to do your thing.” 
 
    “Absolutely, Sir,” I replied as I sat down beside Buckley. 
 
    I’d never really had an audience for this before, and part of me was worried that it would somehow affect my dream performance. I didn’t even know how I really looked as I was performing the work. But once I was in the mind of the dreamer, I wouldn’t have any time to think about that. 
 
    “Good luck, Ollie,” Teddy whispered. 
 
    I closed my eyes and took Gerard Buckley’s cold, knobbly hand in mine. And just like always, everything started to turn white. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    If Gerard Buckley’s hands were cold, then the inside of his mind was practically Siberia. As the dream turned from a vague white color and the contours of my surroundings started to appear, I stood around and took it all in. 
 
    A wave of awe washed over me. A city unfolded before my eyes, and it was a grand tapestry of history and opulence. It couldn’t have been anywhere in America, because everything was just too old. In fact, the grandeur of this capital city was palpable in every direction I looked. But my vague knowledge of world history and a few articles I’d read in National Geographic gave me the impression that I was standing in imperial Russia. 
 
    To my left were the imposing walls of the Kremlin that rose like a fortress over the surrounding area. Its red-bricked towers stood sentinel over what I gathered was centuries of Russian history. The golden domes of cathedrals and churches glittered in the sunlight, and even though we were in a dream, they had intricate details that stood testament to the craftsmanship of the past. 
 
    As I turned my gaze to the right, I beheld the vast expanse of Red Square, which we’d learned about in history class. The iconic St. Basil’s cathedral dominated the square, and its colorful onion domes looked like they’d been plucked from a children’s storybook. Vague NPC dream people bustled about in fur coats and hats, and I could see a few carts with horses. 
 
    Wow. There was an alarming amount of detail in here, and I felt like maybe Buckley’s preoccupation with art had something to do with his obvious obsession with opulence. But Buckley wasn’t beside me, and I knew that I had to find him quickly if we were going to get the information we needed. 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Usually I was able to find the dreamer pretty quickly if I just tuned into what was happening around me. And as I’d discovered in some of my recent dream work, I could also find a lost dreamer through our connection, which would manifest itself as a burning sensation along my skin. 
 
    As I focused on an image of Gerard, I felt the front of my body start to burn, so at least I knew which direction I would find him. It was like a real-life game of hot and cold, and I knew that I had to be close to him. 
 
    I took another look at the official-looking building in front of me. It was a stark, concrete structure that was far less opulent than the other surroundings, and I almost felt like it didn’t fit in. But things that didn’t fit in were usually an important part of the dream, so I walked toward the building and swung the door open. 
 
    The first thing that struck me was the rhythmic stamping that I heard. Every three seconds, I could hear something like someone slamming down their fist on a table. 
 
    I crept forward a few paces to find a long metal hall full of men at desks. It looked like an exam facility, and the men all wore the same gray suits and sported shaved heads. 
 
    A thin layer of fog rose up from the mouths of the workers. They were taking envelopes and papers and stamping them with stamps before shoving them into a bin on the left-hand side of the table. I knew that they were just dream NPCs, but something felt eerie about how identical they all were and the robotic way they all went about their jobs. 
 
    The light was dim, and the place smelled of damp. This was a pretty miserable environment, especially against the backdrop of all the luxury outside. There were definitely some deep-seated issues here, but there wasn’t time to explore Buckley’s demons. 
 
    I had to remind myself that I wasn’t here on a healing mission, but to discover the true purpose behind the new drug. And to do that, I had to find Buckley. 
 
    I took a few steps forward, and the sound of my shoes against the floor aroused some attention. The workers turned as one and stared at me, and I was once again amazed at how robotic they all were. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” someone near the back suddenly called out. 
 
    And all of the heads turned in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Where are you?” I asked as I scanned the endless rows of men in gray suits. 
 
    A man stood up on the opposite side of the hall, and I looked closer. 
 
    It was Buckley. 
 
    Judging by the amount of power he wielded in the real world, I’d kind of expected that he’d be the head honcho at this place. But he was clad in the same gray suit as the other workers. The only difference here was that he was still wearing his glasses, and he still had tufts of black hair on the sides of his head. 
 
    “I’m here to see you,” I replied loud enough that there was actually an echo.  
 
    And just like the good little robots they were, all of the faces turned to look at me again. 
 
    “Gerard is to have a meeting,” one of the men whispered to the man next to him.  
 
    The recipient of the whispered message nodded, and he turned to the next man and repeated the message. The workers maintained this chain of whispers, and the sound of hushed voices delivered the message all the way to Buckley like a snake. 
 
    “I am to have a meeting,” Gerard called back, and I sighed. 
 
    Man, sometimes these dreams were so damn weird. But if I was going to get anywhere and see whether the aliens were trying to take over his brain, I was going to have to play along with the entire thing. 
 
    “Yes,” I called back. “With me. Come here.” 
 
    “No, you must come here,” he called back.  
 
    I rolled my eyes, but it was his dream, so I started to make my way over to the dreamer. As I walked around the desks and veered right, I could feel all those pairs of eyes pressed against me. 
 
    “Who are you?” Gerard asked, and the stamping of papers started again in the background. 
 
    “I’m Ollie,” I explained to him. “I just met you in the gallery.” 
 
    “Of course,” he nodded. “You’re a guest at my gala. But why am I no longer there? And why are you in my dream?” 
 
    “We think that you’re compromised,” I whispered. “We think that there’s some kind of parasite that’s trying to take over your brain.” 
 
    At first Buckley just blinked at me, and then he shook his head. 
 
    “Surely that can’t be true,” he said. “I meditate twice a day.” 
 
    “Sir, this is very serious,” I said. “He could be with us right now.” 
 
    “Who?” the billionaire asked, but he was cut off by the unpleasant sound of a large siren that sounded one sharp tone throughout the building. 
 
    The stamping stopped, and Buckley immediately sat back down in his chair. I didn’t have anywhere to sit, so I just stood beside him and folded my arms as I heard the sound of boots against the metal floor. 
 
    All of the workers went completely silent, and I could have sworn that everyone had suddenly stopped breathing. My own breath sounded far too loud in my ears as the sound of the footsteps got closer. 
 
    The door suddenly banged open, and a tall man in knee-high leather boots and a woolen coat with lots of badges suddenly stormed inside. He moved his black hair out of his face, and a chill raced up my spine. 
 
    That same prominent forehead and nose was no stranger to me. My suspicions about Buckley had been correct, and the creeper man was here to prove it. 
 
    “You!” the man said, and he pointed at me and Buckley. “You must be punished!” 
 
    “But why?” Buckley cried, and I took his forearm and started to run in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “We need to get somewhere with less people.” 
 
    My heart raced as I sprinted past worker after identical worker, and my breath came in frantic gasps. I turned around and saw that the creeper man had started to trudge over. 
 
    “Hey!” one of the workers shouted. “You can’t do that!”  
 
    I kept running toward the other door, but as I looked across the sea of bureaucrats, I could’ve sworn that there were more rows of desks between us and our escape. 
 
    More workers started to stand up and point at us as we ran over to the other side of the facility. But every time I thought that we were about to come to the door, there were more rows of workers. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on,” I murmured under my breath, but then it started to make sense. 
 
    It was always just a part of the dream. Somehow, we had to outsmart the dream logic in order to get out of this room. It wasn’t anything I’d done before, but I knew that I had to try my damndest to figure it out. And after all, I’d gained multiple new skills recently, so another one couldn’t hurt. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Buckley asked, and he tugged on my shirt. “You can’t just… run away. You’re going to get in trouble. You can’t misbehave here.” 
 
    “Well, unfortunately that’s exactly what we’re going to do,” I said.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a sea of workers in gray suits start to make their way toward us. They were walking slowly and patiently, and I wondered why they weren’t just running like us. 
 
    I skidded to a halt. Everything made sense all of the sudden, and I turned to Buckley. 
 
    “I have it,” I said.  
 
    “Have what?” he asked as his brow furrowed in confusion. “They’re heading right toward us, Ollie! We’re going to get in trouble!” 
 
    “Stop,” I said as I held my hand up. “We can’t keep running. The more we run, the more powerful their army becomes. You see? If we avoid them, the problems get bigger.” 
 
    I was sure I was uncovering some of Buckley’s psychology, even though that wasn’t the purpose of this dream jump. But it seemed like it was the only way I’d get the information I needed, so I turned to face the army of workers that were still marching toward us. 
 
    By then, it looked like there were a hundred of them, and if we kept running, we’d only create more. So our best option was to stay where we were, just like Gerard had said. 
 
    “They’re against us, Ollie,” Buckley whimpered. “It’s too late. We’re in trouble. Oh, my God… I’ve never gotten in trouble before.”
“We’re going to have to fight them,” I whispered to him as they came closer. 
 
    The workers’ eyes were zombified, and they just pointed at us without saying anything. It wasn’t immediately threatening, but it was by far one of the creepier things that I’d seen. And to make it even creepier, I could hear the sounds of shuffling feet and hushed whispers in the hallway that was forever out of reach. 
 
    “What should we do?” Gerard asked. 
 
    “Brace yourself,” I replied. “Do you know how to fight?” 
 
    “Yes!” he said quickly but then shook his head. “I boxed a little when I was younger, but I haven’t done anything in years.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I replied. 
 
    “Really?” he asked in disbelief. “That’s the best you’ve got?” 
 
    I knew I must have seemed far too cool to Buckley, but I knew that we were going to make it out due to my secret weapon. All I had to do was decide what weapon that would be. 
 
    Before I could conjure anything, a man finally lunged at me and swung around a canvas bag full of envelopes. I barely had time to raise my arm to block the blow. Pain shot through my forearm as the bag collided with it, and I stumbled back as I ducked out of the way of the return swing. I gritted my teeth and growled at the clone, but now the fucker had pissed me off.  
 
    Looked like these guys were getting gunned down. 
 
    I jabbed my foot into the assailant and tried to think of the feeling of a gun, but more powerful than the one I’d held in a previous dream. I thought of how heavy it would feel in my arms, and what it would sound and smell like as I opened fire. 
 
    As the attacker stumbled away, I felt a weight in my arm, and I looked down. It was hazy at first, like an out of focus photo, but as I crafted the image in my head, the black bullpup assault rifle appeared in my hands. 
 
    Oh, fuck, yeah. Lucid dreamer skills for the win. 
 
    “Step back,” I ordered Buckley as I pointed the gun in the direction of the wall of men. 
 
    “Where the hell did you get that?” Buckley asked. “That’s never happened before.”  
 
    “It’s what I do,” I replied as I looked through the scope.  
 
    The men in gray suits had cold and expressionless faces, but once I started to open fire, that all changed very quickly. Once imposing and confident, the men started to scramble for cover as bullets tore through the air and ripped through fabric and flesh. The dim, unpleasant lights above cast eerie shadows and made their desperate movements seem almost ghostly. 
 
    Time seemed to slow down as I fired round after round. Each time the gun seemed to get lighter from a lack of bullets, I simply felt the weight of new ones in my hand and the gun was magically reloaded. The acrid scent of gunpowder mingled with the metallic tang of cleaning products in the air, and the cold air that had laid so heavily on the room started to warm up. 
 
    “There’s more!” Buckley said and pointed to another wave of clones.  
 
    “Just stay close to me,” I replied as I started to move through the bodies. 
 
    The ground was littered with corpses, but more of the bureaucrats would pop up and point their fingers at us. I’d never encountered such a persistent dream, but I had to keep going. I had no idea what would happen if I didn’t kill off all the clones, and I really didn’t want to find out, either. 
 
    At some point, the suited men stopped appearing, and as the last man in gray fell to the floor in a pool of scarlet blood, a chilling silence descended on the room. Smoke and the faint echoes of my gunfire lingered in the air, and I couldn’t believe that’s how I had to take them down. 
 
    “Where is the boss?” Buckley asked as he looked around. “Surely the boss has to be here somewhere…” 
 
    “Was that the man in the coat?” I asked as I scanned the bodies. 
 
    “Yes,” Buckley said and nodded. 
 
    “We need to find him,” I said and started to head for the door again. 
 
    Now that the workers were all dead, the room didn’t keep growing. We made it to the door, and I jerked it open so hard that it crashed against the wall. But instead of a hallway filled with people, we were faced with a set of stairs. 
 
    “This isn’t right,” Buckley muttered as he eyed the staircase.  
 
    “Shit,” I said as we started to clamber up the stairs. “Well, there’s only one way to go.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Buckley dithered as he looked back at the bodies and then at the stairs. “This shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “It’s okay if it’s changing,” I said. “That’s what’s supposed to happen.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” he said. 
 
    I didn’t want to tell him that I thought it was the creeper who was making the changes, and if that was true, it probably wasn’t a good thing. But I needed to keep him close while I tried to figure out what was going on, so I smiled and then tugged him up the first few steps. 
 
    He started to trudge along on his own, so I released his sleeve and focused on climbing the steps. We passed a window on the way up, and I looked out to see that it was night. But I was shocked to also find that instead of the imperial Moscow I’d started out in, the place was littered with fluorescent Japanese signs. The buildings were a lot higher as well and packed together, and I got a vague buzz of energy. 
 
    The entire dream landscape was constantly shifting and changing, though I wasn’t sure if that was Buckley’s doing or the creeper. 
 
    “Do you travel a lot?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course… I do,” he puffed. “I have… to travel… for work… all of the time.” 
 
    “And what exactly is it that you do?” I asked as we came to a door. “I mean, I know your family sells pharmaceuticals, but what’s your job?” 
 
    The stairs had come to an end at another door, and when I glanced back down the stairs, the ground looked a lot further away than I expected. I shook my head and then looked at Buckley. 
 
    “Let me… catch my breath,” he muttered. 
 
    “Might as well open the door while you’re doing that,” I said and rolled my eyes. “Unless you know a reason why we shouldn’t.” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    I opened the door slowly, but the creeper didn’t leap at us or open fire with a rifle of his own. In fact, all I found was an entire office full of workers who were throwing around papers and making a racket. There were fax machines and crude boxy computers, and everyone had big hair and shouted at each other. 
 
    “What?” I asked when Buckley held his hand to his face. 
 
    “This is the very first job I had,” he said.  
 
    And suddenly everyone stopped shouting and turned to look at us. 
 
    I felt all the breath leave my body as they stared at us. It was incredibly eerie, and they lifted their arms and pointed at us in the same manner that the other had. 
 
    “Shit,” Buckley murmured under his breath as a few of them started to take steps toward us. I noted that they had the same kind of dress shoes that one of my dad’s friends wore, but it wasn’t time to be thinking of those things. 
 
    I felt the weight of the gun in my mind, and thought about the contours of it against this background. And then, before I knew it, I had summoned the gun in my arms. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I held it up and started to open fire into the room of 80s businessmen. 
 
    A few of them tried to come for me, but it was too late. I knew how this guy’s dream worked now, and I was going to have to get through all of them if we were going to be allowed out of this place. 
 
    Their white shirts blossomed with red bloodstains, and I kept going until every man who had been clutching a phone or yelling about something was on the ground. 
 
    As the last man fell to the floor, I took a deep breath and looked out at my handiwork. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Buckley said. 
 
    I looked around for another door, but the only exit seemed to be the one we’d gone through. Still, due to the changeable nature of this dream, I had the feeling that we would find ourselves somewhere completely different. 
 
    I swung the door open and, lo and behold, found another staircase that this time only led upstairs. 
 
    “Come on,” I ordered Buckley. I knew that we had to go up, I just didn’t know why. 
 
    This staircase had a golden bannister, and it was carpeted. I felt like we were in some kind of hotel, and Buckley’s gasp only confirmed it. 
 
    “This is where I lived when I was a kid,” I said. “At the top of a hotel. You know, like Eloise…” 
 
    “Wow,” I said as I looked for another door that would take us somewhere. 
 
    The staircase started to get narrower and narrower, and then we reached a trapdoor at the top. I knew that attics and basements were usually a symbol of getting deep in this field, and that we were likely to expect something there. 
 
    “What is that?” Buckley asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “You tell me. Do you know what it is?” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” he said. “What if we went back down?” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything for us back down the stairs,” I told him. “We have to go here.” 
 
    Suddenly a single piece of string fell from the top of the trapdoor, and I pulled on it. 
 
    As the door swung open, a ladder appeared before us and jutted all the way down. Immediately, I took the handles and began to climb into a bright light at the top of the ladder, and Buckley followed me. 
 
    “Where are we going?” He asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “After all, this is your dream.” 
 
    “I never climb this far,” he said. “Usually I just stay downstairs and wait until I wake up.” 
 
    If he had been one of my patients I would’ve looked more into the psychological underpinnings of that, but instead I just climbed into the bright room. 
 
    I looked around to find that I was in a music studio that was completely white, like how I imagined a spaceship. But the studio looked like it was the size of a football field, and there wasn’t a window in sight. 
 
    “I’ve never seen this place before,” he said as we looked around. 
 
    “It’s very odd,” I said. 
 
    This time, there was no one there with us. We’d mowed down all of the workers on the lower floors, but this just seemed to be some kind of negative space. 
 
    “It’s like a blank canvas,” he said. “You know, I wanted to go to art school.” 
 
    “Is that why you have such an interest in the arts?” I asked him. 
 
    “Well, my family was always known for their antiquity collection,” he shrugged. “But I was the artist of the family. I loved to paint, draw, all of it… shame that I was the first son. It’s like royalty.” 
 
    Suddenly I could feel the ground beneath me begin to shake, and I looked up and found that mountains were literally growing out of the white space. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said, and I grabbed Buckley as we moved back, away from the sudden alp-like formations that were coming out of the ground. 
 
    It was insane. Grass and streams and hills formed before our eyes like they had randomly spawned, and I even heard a few birds tweeting. 
 
    “You’re here to keep me safe, right?” He asked, and I looked at him and nodded. 
 
    “Of course I am,” I said and noticed his features soften. “That’s my job.”
I heard something crack in the distance, and I assumed that it was the branch of one of the trees that was also spouting out of the ground. But when I looked over to Buckley, his eyes rolled back into his head. 
 
    I furrowed my brow and made a step over to him, but red droplets started to stain his shirt. The droplets turned into splotches, and then I realized what had happened. 
 
    He’d been shot from behind, and the neanderthal-like man stood behind him and grinned. 
 
    Time seemed to go in slow motion as I actually took in what had just happened. 
 
    Buckley was dream dead, which as far as I knew meant that he was really dead. That had never happened to me before. 
 
    Shit. He did seem like he was doing some incredibly sketchy stuff, but it was still kind of sad that he died just as we were trying to free him from the corruption. 
 
    But why would the creature need Buckley dead anyway? Maybe it had figured out that it was a kill or be killed environment, and that if I was there, there was no chance that Buckley would be able to continue with his corrupted behavior. 
 
    It was go time. I took a deep breath and imagined the weight of a pistol in my hand again. But as soon as I felt close to receiving it, the creeper laughed and shot up into the air with a pair of cherry-red wings. 
 
    I looked up and practically had to pick my jaw up from the ground. I hadn’t done anything as fancy as conjuring wings yet, but I knew that I needed to get him. 
 
    I took a deep breath and felt the wind swoosh under me as if I was flying. If he could rapidly change form in this blank dream canvas space, then surely so could I. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt something stretch out of my back. It was like I’d grown another pair of arms, but they were going in the wrong direction. 
 
    When I looked back, I saw that a large and angelic pair of bright blue wings had sprouted from my back. I closed my eyes and lifted my arms as if to swim through the air, and I felt myself being carried away. 
 
    Fuck, yeah.  
 
    Even though we’d taken a loss, I still knew that I was growing. My powers were currently at their highest, and as I sailed through the air toward the creeper, I felt invincible. 
 
    Suddenly he turned around and roared at me, and I felt my wings pumping behind me like I was treading water. He started to make a rolling motion with his hands and suddenly something started to glow between them. 
 
    As he threw what looked like a small cloud of dried ice at me, I dove to my left. My wings carried me down and away from the creeper, but I couldn’t stay on the offensive the whole time. 
 
    I copied his motion and furiously turned my hand around in little balls. Before I knew it, a small white flame had appeared, and then it grew larger. 
 
    I lifted my arm and threw the blazing ball of fire at him and watched as it singed the top half of his right wing. He yelped out and fell about twenty feet as I looked out into the clouds, which had begun to form around us. 
 
    The creeper zoomed away, but I followed him. He moved his arms in front of him and flew in a completely horizontal position, and I watched as the red feathers from his wings started to morph around him into a… 
 
    Plane? 
 
    Holy shit. Before I knew it, his wings had turned to metal and turned into what looked like a vintage plane, something that they would’ve flown in world war two. It wasn’t big by any means, but it was a hell of a lot faster than I was. 
 
    I felt like I was in an episode of Looney Tunes the way things were changing so rapidly. But I imagined myself encased in a fighter jet with a bomber jacket, and I took the same horizontal position that he had taken. 
 
    My wings started to grow and shape themselves around me, and the softness of their feathers morphed into a cold metal exterior with white stars on the wings. I grabbed the control yoke and followed the red plane through the skies. 
 
    It was exhilarating. The roar of the engine reverberated through my bones, and the smell of aviation fuel and leather filled my nostrils as I tightened my grip on the controls. The cold metal tingled beneath my hands as I kept the red bullet in my sight. 
 
    The creeper swerved down and right, and I guess I had to stay hot on the pursuit. Banking into a turn, I felt the g-forces press against me. I’d read about g-force in aerial combat, but I had no idea what it would feel like until the tingles rushed all over my body. 
 
    Once I felt more in command of the plane, I pressed a control on the right and tried to shoot at the creeper. A large, fiery bullet raced through the skies toward him and managed to hit the right wing. 
 
    I dove down as the creeper’s fighter started to fall out of the sky. But as the plane went down, a parachute blossomed into the clouds, and I watched as he made his way back down to the Earth.
Shit. Looked like I had to follow suit, even if it did mean jumping out of a plane. 
 
    I put aside all my usual reservations as I unbuckled myself and opened the canopy. And then, I simply gulped and fell right out. 
 
    I saw the creeper as I plummeted into the void and disappeared into the abyss below. The rush of cold air hit me like a physical force, but I kept my thoughts on the parachute. 
 
    For a second I was completely weightless. I couldn’t believe that this was just another day on the job. As the noise of the plane disappeared into the distance, all I could hear was the deafening rush of the wind in my ears. 
 
    My parachute deployed with a sharp jolt and suddenly slowed my descent. It was a wake-up call from my previously blissful fall, but it was much needed. 
 
    I spotted the creeper as we descended onto what looked like a beach. Instead of sand it had pebbles, and there were a few very old-looking wooden ships in the harbor. 
 
    This was my chance. I imagined the feeling again of a gun in my hand. There wasn’t much distance between me and the ground, and I wanted to be as prepared as possible when it was time for me to get the creeper. 
 
    I looked down and found that I was holding a neat pistol. Hell yeah. I was lucid dreaming like a boss right now. 
 
    As we touched down on the pebbly bleach, I heard the waves splash against the shore. The creeper turned around and smiled at me. 
 
    This was it. I held up the gun and focused right on his chest. Then, I took a deep breath and fired three shots. 
 
    I was expecting him to fall, because my aim was on point. But instead, the bullets simply sailed through his chest and left him unscathed. 
 
    For a moment I froze. What the hell was happening? 
 
    “You fool,” he laughed. “That isn’t a real gun. This is only a dream.” 
 
    “We both know that’s not true,” I said, but I was immediately hit with a wave of self-doubt. “Is it?” 
 
    “Perhaps not for you,” he smiled and lifted an eyebrow. “Ollie, Ollie, Ollie. You poor soul. You think that you can kill me that easily?” 
 
    He took a few steps toward me, and I thought about turning into a jet again. But this time nothing happened. 
 
    I looked around the pebble beach, but there wasn’t even an NPC dream person there. Every time I tried to lift my legs they felt like lead, like someone had pinned me down.  
 
    This was bad. Really bad. It was like I was experiencing sleep paralysis in the dream, and the demon was right there trying to make his way to me. 
 
    Come on, Ollie, think. Try and get out. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked as he smiled at me. “Tell me where you come from.” 
 
    “You will never catch me,” he laughed and then broke into a run straight at me. 
 
    As he approached, I raised my arms in self-defense. But I couldn’t see anything. The entire world turned from the beach into a white canvas again, and then… 
 
    The gallery? 
 
    “He’s alive,” a voice said, and I opened my eyes to find that I was still in the Buckley Museum. 
 
    I was beginning to get the feeling that this was a much larger operation than we had anticipated. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 16 
 
    “H-hello?” I asked, and Teddy crouched beside me. 
 
    “Oliver,” he said, and he patted my forehead with a damp towel. “Something must’ve happened in there. You were… you were thrashing around.” 
 
    “Me?” I asked as I tried to sit up. 
 
    Oh, man, my arms were fucking tired. I felt like I’d run three marathons in one day, and in a way, I kind of had. 
 
    I rolled onto my side to find that the two CIA guys were taking Buckley’s pulse. 
 
    “How’s he looking?” Teddy Pierce asked, and one of the guys shook his head. 
 
    “It’s not good,” he sighed. “He’s completely gone.” 
 
    “Okay,” Teddy nodded. “Well, that’s a shame.” 
 
    I felt a twinge of sadness that he’d had to die in his own dream. But dying in your sleep wasn’t the worst death out there, and it meant that whatever was controlling him would have to reorganize. 
 
    “So he’s dead?” I asked as I sat up. “Like… completely dead?” 
 
    “Yes,” Teddy nodded. “Alright, you two need to get back to work, and we’re going to have to tell the main party that we… found him here. Oliver, are you good at acting?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I am pretty good at it. But Mr. Pierce… there’s so much I have to tell you about his dream world.” 
 
    “That can wait,” he said. “We’re going to have to make this look legit.” 
 
    As I looked down at the dead billionaire, I was almost expecting blood to be dripping from his chest. But instead, he looked peaceful lying there. 
 
    “What’s the official cause of death?” I asked. 
 
    “Brain aneurysm,” Mr. Pierce answered. “At least, that’s what it looked like. It happened about a minute into your work.” 
 
    “How long was I gone?” I asked, and the old CIA man started to stand up. 
 
    “Exactly five minutes,” he said, and he held out his hand and swept me up. 
 
    I patted down my pants from the debris on the floor and looked around. The CIA guys were gone, and it was just the three of us. 
 
    “Shit,” I murmured, and I took one last look at the billionaire before we headed out. 
 
    “On second thought,” Mr. Pierce said as we came to the door that led to the secret stairs. “You take these stairs and return to the party. Don’t say anything. I’m going to go down the main entrance and tell someone that I found him that way.” 
 
    “Won’t that implicate you?” I asked. “I mean, he’s a super wealthy guy who suddenly died of an aneurysm at his own party while the security was malfunctioning… surely it will look suspicious.” 
 
    “Ollie,” he smiled, and he placed his hand on my shoulder. “This is the CIA. The techies have already supplanted the security footage with an AI rendering of him having an aneurysm. And multiple people are in on this. High-ups. Not the public.” 
 
    The reality of how much power he had kind of floored me. It was hard to think of how much the CIA could accomplish under our noses. 
 
    “Well, the creeper is still out there,” I said. “Or, the corruptor. Or the alien. I don’t know what to call it.” 
 
    “I assumed that we had more work to do when we lost Buckley,” he said. “A hell of a lot more work to do.” 
 
    I nodded, and he shook my hand. 
 
    “We’ll get there,” I said. “Shame about Buckley.” 
 
    “He’s not a good guy, and he was too far gone to have made it anyway,” he shrugged. “Something has seemed off about him for a few years, and this is beginning to explain why.” 
 
    I nodded, and Mr. Pierce offered me a salute before we parted ways. I raced down the secret staircase again, and then I cracked the door open slightly to see whether anyone was out there. 
 
    The coast was clear, and I moved back into the gallery and mingled around in the crowd. Then, I spotted Elena and Aubrey speaking in the corner next to a few marble statues. 
 
    Aubrey caught me first, and her eyes widened with pride. She poked Elena, who turned around and smiled at me. 
 
    Man, that journalist was gorgeous. Her thick curls bounced down over her head as she giggled. 
 
    “He’s here,” Aubrey said, and she held out her long, tanned hand and squeezed mine. But we had to get the hell out before all the chaos broke loose. 
 
    “Hey,” I smiled. “I’m really sorry about this, but we need to leave.” 
 
    “Why?” Aubrey asked, and her face began to darken. “What happened? You look fine.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I am the only one who is fine. Well, your father is also fine.” 
 
    Elena and Aubrey exchanged a look as the reality of what I’d told them sank in. I couldn’t even take the risk of whispering the reality to them, because anyone could be listening. 
 
    “Understood,” Aubrey said, and she placed her glass of water on a table. “I hate galas anyway.” 
 
    Elena smiled at me as we made our way through the crowd. Luckily everyone seemed pretty engrossed in their own conversations, and certainly nobody had realized that I’d even been gone.
I looked around to try and see if Buckley’s strange daughter was around, but Gemma seemed to be gone. It was probably better that I didn’t say goodbye, as I didn’t want to be dragged into another weird encounter. 
 
    Aubrey took my right hand and gave me a look as we exited the museum and stepped out into the balmy, post-storm night. 
 
    “How are we going to find our car?” Elena asked, but a black SUV appeared as if I’d summoned it in one of my dreams.  
 
    “Dad must’ve said something,” Aubrey said, and we swung open the door to find Craig, the same guy as before. 
 
    “Hey you three,” he said. “Get in and close the doors right now. I have all of your things. You’re going straight to the airport.” 
 
    We had barely shut the doors by the time he zoomed away from the museum and onto the highway. 
 
    “Okay,” Aubrey said. “Tell us everything.” 
 
    “What happened?” Elena asked. “Did everything go according to plan?” 
 
    I shot a look at Craig, who waved his hand. 
 
    “Mr. Pierce’s squadron have filled me in on Mr. Buckley’s passing,” he said. “And that’s why we need to get you out of DC as soon as possible. It’s going to be a media shitstorm here.”
“Wait, what?” Aubrey asked. “Buckley’s dead?”
“Yes,” I nodded. “Buckley was heavily corrupted. The creeper guy was there, and I was lucid dreaming more than I’d ever done before in my life. It was totally crazy.” 
 
    “What happened?” Elena asked. “What kind of scene was it?” 
 
    “It was changing the entire time I was there,” I shrugged. “It was by far one of the strangest things that I’ve ever experienced. But the important thing is that the creeper is still out here, and he’s going to be looking for a new host.” 
 
    “Did you learn more about the entity?” Aubrey asked. “How to like… defeat him? And where he even comes from?”
“It’s hard to say,” I sighed. “But I know that he’s pretty much invincible, because he didn’t even flinch when I shot him. So I’m going to have to find a new way to take him down.”
“I believe in you, Ollie,” Elena said. “It’s amazing what you did back there. If Buckley had stayed in power, bad things would’ve started happening. And as we all know, the Buckleys are up to skeevy business anyway.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Craig added. “They’ve been on our radar since before Gerard Buckley was even born. Nasty business goes on in pharmaceuticals, and you know they still have some off the record antiquity dealings in the East. They make a lot of untaxed income through illegal exports.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” I asked. “And if it’s public knowledge, why is nobody prosecuting them?” 
 
    “Buckley has enough money to start his own army,” Elena sighed. “Or at least, he did. I was talking to his wife, and she confirmed a lot of my suspicions about their art dealing in Japan. I guess she’s going to be one extraordinarily wealthy woman now.” 
 
    “He has a daughter, too,” Aubrey said. “I used to go to the country club and play tennis with her. She’s kind of a freak.” 
 
    “I met her,” I shrugged. “She was super weird. Thought I was in a sex cult.” 
 
    “Well, I wonder what made her think a thing like that?” Elena smiled, and I shot a wink at the journalist. 
 
    I laid my head back on my seat and thought about everything that I’d encountered in the dream. I couldn’t believe how tired my body was after all that crazy shifting. Even just running up all of those stairs was enough of a trek for me to feel totally toasted. If any of these lazy journalists who thought I was just some hack sex cult leader could see what I actually did, they’d think I was some kind of Olympian. 
 
    I took a deep breath and watched the cars zoom by until we headed onto the runway. It was finally time to go back to California and deal with the several other things that were on my plate. 
 
    But as I looked at the girls beside me, I felt a little warmer and happier. I got to go back to the place that I’d called home pretty much forever and hang out with the coolest people I’d ever met. 
 
    We still didn’t know where the hell those entities were coming from, but we were further along on the journey than before, and that’s what mattered to me. 
 
    “Time for another flight,” Aubrey yawned as security men started to take our luggage. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to change out of the suit, but I had to admit that the three of us did look pretty dapper as we stepped onto the private plane. The bright lights on the tarmac lit us up like we were on a film set, and it was pretty freaking cool. Between Elena and her flattering olive-green number and Aubrey in her bright pink gown, I felt like I was in perfect company. 
 
    “Thanks Craig,” I shouted down at the CIA man in the car, who waved back at us. 
 
    “Stay safe, you three,” he said before rolling up the window. 
 
    I watched as he zoomed away, and we turned and boarded the plane. 
 
    I looked around the familiar private jet and realized that I was starting to feel kind of at home in those cream leather seats. But I had to admit, it really had nothing on flying my own world war two fighter jet. That was one of the most exhilarating experiences of my life. 
 
    Not to mention actually growing a pair of wings and flying. Unlike many others, I had the rare pleasure of being able to remember these dreams in vivid detail once I was out of them. 
 
    “Okay,” Elena said. “So, you said it wasn’t successful, but I’m going to need more information.” 
 
    “You won’t publish this, will you?” Aubrey lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “Are you insane, Aubrey?” The journalist rolled her eyes. “Of course not. But I thought I’d tell you that my phone has been vibrating with notifications for the past half hour, so I think that some news outlets might’ve gotten word about Buckley.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as the plane started to roll down the tarmac. “Here’s the situation. The creeper man obviously wants access to wealthy and powerful people.” 
 
    “Yes,” Aubrey said. “That’s why he had corrupted Buckley.” 
 
    “And his daughter,” I added. “I didn’t mention that before. But I think she’s been corrupted. She has a strange look in her eye that I can’t quite place.” 
 
    “So did her mother,” Elena nodded. “That’s why I wanted to share the information. Because the woman seemed like something weird was up with her, and not in the same way as Aubrey’s mom.” 
 
    “I know it would be polite to protest, but I did see you two talking,” the blue-blooded American sighed. “And I’m fully aware that my mother is a piece of work.” 
 
    “Parents, hey?” Elena asked. 
 
    “Anyway,” I continued. “If New Leaf is leading trials with new versions of this drug, then I have a feeling that it’s probably going to grant complete access to people. And maybe that’s why they keep trying out the drug. To try and grant as much access to these entities as possible.”
“Whoa,” Aubrey said. “To think that if you hadn’t found me… I could’ve been slowly corrupted over time through my dreams.”
“Yes,” I said. “Exactly. These things that I’ve had to fight in people… the things that sometimes manifest themselves as emptiness, or addiction, or eating disorders and all of that… it keeps them down. The aliens can siphon off their energy, and they’re in a weaker state.” 
 
    “It makes a lot of sense to me,” Elena said. “I mean, there’s a mental health crisis at the moment. The way it’s ravaging America is a big concern to a lot of doctors right now.”
“These entities want the people weak,” I said. “They want us weak, and they especially want the people at the top to be compromised. Because then they can do their bidding.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this is real,” Aubrey murmured. “This changes everything. It completely changes how I think about everything I’ve been through…” 
 
    “So basically, bad vibes are deadly,” Elena said, and we nodded in response. 
 
    “It seems so,” I told her. “Bad vibes kill. And it means that I need to figure out how to kill the entity, or to get it so far away that it doesn’t appear again.” 
 
    “Sounds simple enough,” Aubrey shrugged. “Simple for you, anyway. You seem to be able to do anything, Mr. Oliver Hansel.” 
 
    “That’s very flattering,” I smiled. “And my skills have actually increased quite a lot recently. But it’s going to take a little thought in order to bring these guys down.” 
 
    In some ways, I didn’t even know where to begin. The creeper was floating around in the ether somewhere. I didn’t know exactly where he came from or how he even got there, but I knew that I was going to do my damndest to find out. 
 
    Hell, I’d gotten this far already, and I didn’t want the adventure to end. I mean, having a ritzy job and living in the Hollywood Hills was one thing. But actually being able to fight off evil entities and help people in danger? That made all of this worth it.
Aubrey sat back and looked out the window of the flight, whereas Elena stood up and started to rummage around in her bag. 
 
    “I need to get out of this dress,” she said. “Aubrey, your dad has good taste in formal attire.” 
 
    “He’s seen enough of it,” she yawned. “But I assume that the CIA has these kind of things on hand.” 
 
    I lifted my sleeves to see that the mother of pearl cufflinks were still perfectly in place. They were a really nice detail to my suit, even though part of me still did want to slip into something a little more comfortable. 
 
    We took turns changing back into our street clothes as the plane raced through the sky. I could begin to see some orange clouds amid the blue peeping out, and I knew that I’d completely lost track of time at this point. 
 
    “So Ollie,” Elena yawned. “Are you still thinking about that staycation that you were talking about?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” I smiled. “I think it would be the perfect thing after that dream. I had to take out so many guys, and run up so many stairs.” 
 
    “You really are risking your life every day,” Elena said. “And to think that I assumed you were only the humble leader of Hollywood’s next up-and-coming sex cult.” 
 
    “Well, maybe in my spare time now I can come up with some doctrines for all you gorgeous ladies to follow,” I smiled. 
 
    “We can all wear matching outfits,” Aubrey added. “And sing creepy little songs. Something like that, right?” 
 
    “I’ll be honest with you,” I shrugged. “I just have absolutely no idea. 
 
    Our spots in the plane became bathed in pinkish light as the sun rose in the sky. I was going to make it all the way back to Jackie’s house, and then my plan was to pass the fuck out. 
 
    “We will now be arriving into LA,” the pilot said over the intercom. “I hope you’ve had a safe and enjoyable flight.” 
 
    The girls flashed me a sleepy smile as LA became clearer underneath us. While the plane descended and I felt the comforting rumble of the wheels on the tarmac, I let out a deep sigh of relief. Finally, I was home. 
 
    We made our way from the plane into another car, and I looked out at the calm California morning. 
 
    “My phone is going insane,” Elena yawned, and she pulled it out of her pocket and started to flip through notifications. 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she brought her hand to her mouth. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, and she looked up at the both of us. 
 
    “It’s Buckley,” she said. “They’ve already got an obit out.” 
 
    “They must’ve been saving that for years,” Aubrey yawned. “In case he got whacked or something.” 
 
    “What does it say?” I asked, and Elena cleared her throat and held her phone out. 
 
    “Gerard Buckley, philanthropist and pharmaceutical mogul has died of a brain aneurysm that occurred at the Buckley centennial gala. He was found by friends in the evening, and confirmed dead on site. There is no suspicion of foul play. Read more for a history of his charitable contributions, yada yada yada and there we go.” 
 
    “Charitable contributions,” I laughed. “Like, a mental health crisis?” 
 
    “I guess so,” the journalist sighed. “And I reckon that I could’ve written a way better obituary than this one.” 
 
    “He told me that he’d wanted to be an artist,” I added. “He said that he was always interested in painting, but that the family business got in the way.” 
 
    “Coward,” Aubrey said. “It takes guts to go out there and embarrass your family name, just like me.” 
 
    “Sure does,” I laughed. 
 
    “I’m looking at the comments,” Elena said. “There’s pretty much not one single person who actually believes that this wasn’t foul play.” 
 
    “Well, maybe they’re right,” I shrugged. “But they’re never going to be able to prove it. He’s a powerful guy.” 
 
    Aubrey looked over at the cab driver and then back to me. I knew that I hadn’t said anything that alluded to my involvement in his death, but I was definitely treading a line. 
 
    The cab turned off the highway and into the Hollywood Hills. It was such a relief to be away from the hum of traffic, and I was delighted to see Jackie’s miniature orange grove again. 
 
    We took all our stuff from the backseat, and a housekeeper let us in. I didn’t know what the others had been up to all night, but nobody seemed to be awake other than a few gardeners and the kitchen staff. 
 
    I sauntered upstairs and found that Jackie wasn’t in her bedroom, and neither was Masha. Huh, maybe they’d gone to a super early yoga class or something. 
 
    I peeled off all my clothing as I heard the girls traipse up the stairs. But the feeling of tiredness was so extreme that I couldn’t resist it anymore. I yawned my way over to the bed and plopped myself down into a deep, dreamless sleep. 
 
    “Ollie,” I heard someone whisper, and I felt a finger prodding my shoulder. My eyes flew open, and Masha was sitting right over me holding my phone. 
 
    “Masha,” I said as I rubbed my eyes. “What-- what time is it?” 
 
    “Three in afternoon,” the Eastern European beauty responded. “I will allow you this sleep because you were on important mission and did not go to bed. Your phone is screaming.” 
 
    She handed me my phone, which had apparently been screaming, or vibrating, for the last hour. 
 
    I flipped through my notifications and saw what looked like a million news outlets were reporting about Buckley. And besides that, Martha had also called me twice. 
 
    “Thank you Masha,” I yawned. “How are you?” 
 
    “I tell you after business,” she smiled as she sauntered out of the room. I loved how driven by work ethic she was. 
 
    I dialed my faithful assistant and held the phone up to my ear. 
 
    “Hello this is Martha, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Martha, it’s me, didn’t you see the number?” 
 
    “Oh, Ollie!” She laughed down the line. “I guess I just picked it up without looking. But I’ve spoken to the lawyers, and they want to get back on the case as soon as possible. Can you come down here?” 
 
    “Are they there?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I think we should just have a little catch-up.” 
 
    “Okay,” I yawned, and I stretched my arms. 
 
    Man, I was pretty tired. And if the lawyers weren’t there, I had half a mind to stay in this lap of luxury rather than go all the way to the office. 
 
    A light bulb went off in my head. The new cook, Meredith, would definitely make an impression on Martha, and I’d always wanted to show her around. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what Martha,” I said. “Take the rest of the day off, and we can discuss business by Jackie’s pool. Sound good?” 
 
    “Oh, excellent!” She laughed. “I’ll be over in a jiffy.” 
 
   

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “This is amazing,” my faithful secretary said as she took another spoonful of Meredith’s banana cream pudding. “This is the best pudding I’ve ever eaten in my life.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” I laughed. “And it softens the blow of all this legal drama.” 
 
    “Well, it isn’t exactly a drama,” she added. “It’s just annoying. They’re going to continue with the motion, but as we know, it’s not as if they have much ground.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Elena nodded in response as she plopped down her pudding on the table. “And I think my article will help with your public reputation. Not that you need my help at this point anyway, I mean you’re saving people left, right, and center.” 
 
    “I just can’t help it I guess,” I sighed. “I seem to have a knack for getting into trouble.” 
 
    “Okay,” Martha said as she licked the spoon. “This has been a pleasant meeting, folks, but if I’m getting the rest of the day off, I’m gonna go check up on my grandkids.” 
 
    “That sounds great, Martha,” Elena smiled.  
 
    Jackie, Aubrey, and Masha appeared from the orange groves and came up to us. 
 
    Jackie looked amazing. She was wearing a black swimsuit underneath a flowing, pink kimono. Masha was wearing the same but in blue, and Aubrey was clad in some shorts and one of my pink hoodies. The look was adorable. 
 
    “Leaving so soon, Martha?” Jackie asked. “It’s been lovely to have you.” 
 
    “And it’s been lovely to spend the afternoon here,” Martha told them. “But I’m going to get going! You all have a great evening. And Ollie, don’t you worry one bit. We’re on it with this case.” 
 
    “I think we’ll be just fine,” I smiled, and Jackie showed the secretary out of the house. 
 
    “What a gorgeous evening,” Elena yawned. “And thank god I’m in California and not DC.” 
 
    “I second that,” Aubrey nodded. “I’m glad to be far away from all the culture there.” 
 
    “Your father seemed nice,” Elena shrugged. “Your mom is a bit intense, but it didn’t seem that toxic as far as I could see.” 
 
    Aubrey looked at the ground and then back up at the journalist. 
 
    “I think there’s something I should tell you,” she said to Elena, and my hair stood on end. 
 
    Masha literally scooted up to the edge of her seat as Jackie came out whistling from the house. 
 
    “What would that be?” Elena asked. She sat up straighter and had the poise of a seasoned writer and interviewer. 
 
    “It’s about Kenneth,” Aubrey said. “Who is now in the fabric of the American Government, just like so many other people in my family… basically… Kenneth has been on the receiving end of a large cover-up regarding something that happened in college. Basically, our family paid off another family a huge amount of money to cover up a murder.” 
 
    Elena’s face went pale, and she looked like she’d stopped breathing entirely. 
 
    “A… a murder?” Elena asked. “Who did he murder?” 
 
    “It was an accident, but it wasn’t good,” Aubrey said. “A girl. During sex. They got too rough, and something happened. They’ve never been forthright about it, and they act like it never happened. I love my dad, but it’s difficult knowing that he’s someone who could take part in a cover-up like that.” 
 
    It was brave as hell, but I was proud of Aubrey. Because now that we knew that this entity was going to be moving around the circles at the top of society, we needed all the special knowledge and intel that we could get. And luckily, Elena was the right girl to go to when it came to uncovering corruption at the top. 
 
    “I’m sorry that you’ve had to keep that secret, Aubrey,” Elena said. “That would drive me pretty nuts, too.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Aubrey laughed. “I will say that it’s quite maddening. But Kenneth and I were never close anyway. And even though that girl’s death was framed as an accident… I don’t know. There’s something about him that just isn’t there. He’s definitely fucked up. It’s just bad vibes.” 
 
    The girls gave her a sympathetic smile, and suddenly I felt a lightbulb go off in my head. Bad vibes could kill, and if Kenneth was full of them, then the entities would have an easier time taking over his body. 
 
    Aubrey’s brother was currently in the American government at the very top of society. He was obviously going to be the ideal host for this kind of takeover.
“Oh, my God,” I murmured. “Guys, Kenneth is the perfect host. He’s morally corrupt anyway, what’s a little dark alien energy corruption going to do?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Elena said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Jackie nodded. “It’s messed up, but it’s true.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. There were always threats around in life, but usually there were pretty standard ways of dealing with them. We had a military, we had lawyers, we had people protecting us. But this time, there wasn’t a single other guy in the world who had the skills and the knowledge that I had. I was going to have to take the duty of saving people from these entities completely on my shoulders, which were currently still aching from the last dream. 
 
    “Ollie’s going to save the world,” Aubrey smiled, and I felt a rush of hope through me. 
 
    “Yeah,” Elena said. “Ollie, if you could make everyone feel just as good as you made us feel…” 
 
    “Then the whole world will become my sex cult?” I lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “Honestly, who knows?” Jackie offered. “But I wouldn’t be able to host the entire population of the world at my house for a sleepover. And the orgies would be exhausting.” 
 
    “Okay, sex cult aside,” I said. “Martha left me something.” 
 
    “Oh, what is it?” Masha asked. “A present?”
“Nope,” I laughed, and I plucked the keys for my new house from my pocket and jangled them in the air. “It’s these. They’re for my new house, want to go and take a look?” 
 
    “What, so this dump isn’t good enough for you anymore?” Jackie asked, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Come on, it’s exciting,” I laughed, and as I got up the red-headed singer skipped up to me and took me by the arm. 
 
    “I’m just pulling your leg,” she said with a kiss, and she blinked her eyelashes at me. “I’ve been dreaming of that gorgeous kitchen…” 
 
    “Now that’s a dream I can get behind,” I laughed, and the five of us went over to the garage. 
 
    Aubrey grabbed a pair of keys for one of security’s SUV’s, and I hopped in the passenger’s seat. The girls jumped in the back, and Aubrey got the car going. 
 
    “I’ve missed driving,” she said. “Getting flown out everywhere is starting to wear on me…” 
 
    “Oh, you poor dear,” Jackie laughed. “Getting flown around in private jets, however will you manage? I’m texting security to say that we’re the ones in the car, otherwise they’re going to think that someone snuck onto the property or something.” 
 
    “And we wouldn’t want that,” Aubrey said as we pulled out of the garage. 
 
    It felt amazing to be surrounded by the California evening sunlight and the chatter of my girls. They were all so effervescent and positive that I knew none of us were going to meet any harm from the forces that were at work. 
 
    “How do I get there again?” Aubrey said, and I directed her all the way to the new house.
“A fifteen-minute drive,” Jackie nodded. “I think that’s pretty good. Not too short and not too long.” 
 
    “Not too short?” I laughed. “Do you need some kind of a breather before seeing me?”
“You know that’s not what I mean,” she giggled, and we hopped out of the car. 
 
    My goodness, the house was beautiful. The white glistened in the sunlight, and I could see the outline of the kitchen through the large windows. 
 
    I turned the key in the lock, and we stepped inside the cool, inviting space. 
 
    “This is so amazing,” Masha said with a twirl, and I made my way over to the giant living room area. 
 
    I hadn’t taken much time to look at this part of the house yet, but it was really special. I could see all around the property, but we were far enough from the road that it felt like we were secluded from all the hubbub of Hollywood. 
 
    “I love it here,” I laughed, and Jackie came up to me and planted another kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “So do we,” she said, and she looked over at Elena, who was inspecting a dumbwaiter on the kitchen island. 
 
    “This is definitely the most beautiful house I’ve ever seen,” Elena admitted. “And for the second time now.”
“Oh, yes,” Jackie lifted an eyebrow. “It seems that Ollie gave you a grand tour?” 
 
    “I only really saw the upstairs closet,” she admitted, and I felt a rush of lust down my spine. 
 
    Man, that had been quite the encounter. It was a great way to christen the house, even though I still thirsted for my other women. 
 
    “Oh, well,” Jackie giggled. “Sounds like a real seven minutes in heaven.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Aubrey said, and she leaned on the white wall of the starkly empty house. “I heard you’re quite the prude Elena, is that true?” 
 
    Oh, man. There was something so hot about the girls talking to each other like this, and I could feel my cock twitch. 
 
    “I was a prude,” Elena said. “But I think Ollie changed that.” 
 
    “Ollie really is the best at that,” Masha smiled. “As well as saving the world, too.” 
 
    “Now ladies,” I feigned embarrassment, but I was fucking loving every minute of it. 
 
    I was saving the world, I’d gotten this massive place, and now I had a hungry pack of hot women who looked like they wanted to eat me alive. And man, I felt like I deserved every single one of those things. 
 
    “How did Ollie teach you how to feel good?” Aubrey asked, and I could feel myself getting harder. 
 
    “He pinned me against a wall and fucked me,” Elena said matter-of-factly as she crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    Fuck. Listening to her talk about me like that turned me on so much. I had half a mind to sling her over my shoulder and do it again judging by how highly she was singing my praises. 
 
    “I love when he does that,” Jackie said, and she started to draw circles around my chest with her hand and bite my chin. 
 
    I felt a rush of heat down my spine as she continued down to my pants and started to massage my cock through the fabric. 
 
    “You know, we’re all so amazed by you Ollie,” Jackie said. “It only makes sense that we would… thank you for all your hard work.” 
 
    Hard indeed. The girls prowled toward me like a pack of hungry lionesses, and I was enraptured by their spell. Now this was the staycation at home that I’d had in mind. 
 
    “What are you all going to do to me?” I asked, and Aubrey stepped forward. 
 
    “Well, if we can make you feel half as good as you made us feel, then that would be an accomplishment on our behalf,” she smiled, and Jackie beckoned Elena over. 
 
    “Come here, Elena,” she said. “Let me show you how to do something. 
 
    Elena stepped over, and Jackie continued to massage my cock. I almost couldn’t hear the girls talking because of how good it all felt, and I tipped my head back and bit my lip. 
 
    “Mmm,” I growled, and Jackie looked up and smiled. 
 
    She started to lower herself down to her knees and beckoned for Elena to do the same. The two sexy women looked up at me, and I felt like it was Christmas. 
 
    “Here,” Jackie said, and she undid my belt and started to unzip my pants. 
 
    Oh, man. This was so hot. Elena bit her lip as Jackie fondled my boxers and pulled out my rock-hard member. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Elena said, and she batted her eyelashes and looked up at me. 
 
    I could barely take how sexy it was to have two women who were obsessed with me looking at me like that.  
 
    “Like this,” Jackie said, and she started to lick the sides of my shaft. She felt warm and inviting, and I felt myself melt into her mouth. 
 
    “Fuck,” I murmured to myself as she started licking me up and down. When Elena started to join in and copy her movements, I was completely transfixed. 
 
    “That feels so good,” I murmured to the girls as they dragged their tongues along my member. Jackie started to lick the tip, and I felt a ring of pleasure form around me. Fuck, they were so good at this. 
 
    Jackie started to push the tip of my cock down her throat, and I felt like I was in heaven. Her warm, wet mouth felt so good against me that I felt my whole body erupt in heat. 
 
    Elena looked up at me and bit her lip. 
 
    “I love the way you taste,” she said. “I’ve never tasted anyone before.”
Jackie kept pumping her mouth around my cock, and her lips encircled me while Elena bit my leg. It was too much to take, and I had to have Jackie. 
 
    I put my hands on her shoulders and made my way down to the floor, where the girls were. Jackie bit her lip and smiled at me as I started to pull her to the floor with me. 
 
    “I want to show Elena more,” she smiled, and she untied the ribbon to her pink kimono. She cast it aside, and it floated to the floor. 
 
    She pulled off her black bathing suit to reveal her large, perfectly round breasts. Her nipples were pink and hard from arousal, and I reached up and started to fondle them between my fingers. 
 
    “Oh, Ollie,” she moaned, and the red-headed beauty bit her lip. I loved how much I turned her on, and how much Elena was turned on, too. 
 
    “I want to watch you take Jackie,” she giggled, and she pulled off her spaghetti strap top to reveal her perfectly tanned body. 
 
    Jackie sat on top of me and started to guide my member between her legs. 
 
    “Mmm,” she murmured. “I love feeling you against me.” 
 
    I could feel her folds get wetter against me, and I fucking loved it. I swished back and forth against her before she plunged my member into her tight, warm pussy. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said out loud, and Elena fondled her breasts as Jackie moved up and down on my member. 
 
    She felt amazing. Ripples of pleasure raced up my spine, and I felt like I was floating. She was so tight and wet that I felt like I was being hugged from all directions, like my entire body was being bathed in warmth. 
 
    “You feel great,” I said. “And you look incredible. You all look incredible.” 
 
    “I love how you feel inside me, Ollie,” she moaned. “Mmmmmm… yes… deeper!” 
 
    She bounced up and down on my cock faster and harder, and I could feel myself plunging deeper into her warm tunnel. 
 
    “Mmm,” I growled as she started to clutch my chest and pump up and down even faster. 
 
    I took her by her hips and started to press her against my cock even harder. Our bodies felt amazing together, like they were meant to be connected. 
 
    “Ollie…” she moaned. “Ollie, I think I’m going to come…” 
 
    I could feel her contract and tighten around me, and it felt amazing. She tilted her head back and continued to moan in ecstasy as she rode my cock. 
 
    “Jackie, I’m going to come with you,” I growled.  
 
    “Yes, yes, yess!” She squealed, and I felt an avalanche of pleasure from my entire body releasing into her. 
 
    She bounced up and down on me and shook as she came in waves. I fucking loved feeling so connected to my women, and I gasped as the last dregs of my juices emptied into her body. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, and I laid back on the ground. In the morning I’d still been sore as hell from all that fighting in the dreams, but now I felt like a new man completely. Hell, maybe making love on an empty hardwood floor was going to be the brand-new health trend. And then people would really have a reason to call me the leader of a sex cult. 
 
    “I want to try,” Elena said, and the journalist crawled over to me.
Damn, a lesson from Jackie on how to pleasure me? This was the best kind of schooling that I could think of. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked the journalist, and I lifted an eyebrow.  
 
    She stood up and shimmied out of her skirt to reveal that she wasn’t wearing any underwear. Her hairless pussy was already glistening with wetness from watching me take Jackie, and I wanted nothing more than to taste it. 
 
    “I’m so wet,” she murmured. “Before I met you I’d never been so turned on before… I’d never even had an orgasm.” 
 
    “Well, those days are over,” I said, and I crawled over to her and clutched her plump, pale asscheeks in my hands. Her bikini tan was so damn cute, and I loved that even the sun hadn’t touched all the soft parts of her body. 
 
    I brought my face closer to her pussy and smelled her warm, sweet juices. Then, I started to drag the tip of my tongue from the center of her folds all the way to her clit. 
 
    “Oh,” she gasped, and she grasped the top of my head. 
 
    “Do you like that?” I murmured as I started to lick her slit. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she moaned, and she grasped my head harder. I breathed hot air onto her, and she felt like she was melting in my arms. 
 
    “Mmmm, Ollieee!” She moaned. “Yess, yess!” 
 
    She dragged her nails down my neck and bent over as I continued to taste her delicious juices. I could feel myself getting hard again the more she scraped my skin, and I knew that I needed her right now. 
 
    “Get on the floor,” I ordered her, and she lowered down to her knees and laid down. 
 
    I pushed her legs to the side and lowered myself over her. She looked up and down my body, like she was trying to pin it in place with her bottle-green gaze. 
 
    “You’re so hot,” she murmured, and I smiled. She seemed so naive and innocent, and I fucking loved it. 
 
    “So are you,” I laughed, and I bent down and kissed her neck.  
 
    She gasped in pleasure and traced her hand down my back. I felt spasms of lust throughout my body, and I started to tease her pussy by rubbing myself against her. 
 
    Fuck, she was so wet. I ran my cock up and down her slit until she was practically dripping onto the floor. 
 
    “How much do you want me to take you?” I asked her, and she looked up at me and bit her lip. 
 
    “Please, Ollie,” she begged. “I want to feel that good again. I’m scared I won’t be able to get enough now…” 
 
    “Good,” I growled, and I pushed my cock inside of her. 
 
    She was so tight, and waves of warmth encased my entire body as I moved in and out of her slowly. 
 
    “Olliiieeeee,” she moaned. “Oh, fuck…” 
 
    The burning of her nails against my skin felt so fucking good. I continued to pump inside of her until I wanted to go even deeper. 
 
    I climbed onto my knees and pushed her feet above my shoulders to get a better angle. She looked so good underneath me, and her breasts bounced up and down the harder I pressed into her. 
 
    “Fuck,” she moaned. “Ohhh… yess...” 
 
    I could feel her grow tighter and contract around me as she writhed with pleasure. I couldn’t help but pump harder and faster into her, that’s how irresistible her body was. 
 
    “I’m going to come,” she moaned, and I could feel myself starting to shake with pleasure. 
 
    “Come for me,” I breathed, and she bit her lip and arched her neck back as she moaned in ecstasy. 
 
    I felt a massive release like a dam breaking as I emptied all of my juices into her. I pumped slower and slower a few times until I had released everything that I had. 
 
    For a moment I just looked down at the naked woman beneath me and smiled. 
 
    “Ollie,” she sighed. “You’re the best at that.” 
 
    “He is,” Jackie smiled, and I felt a wash of pride come over me. 
 
    We spent the rest of the evening in the garden watching the sun set over all the fresh vegetables. I couldn’t believe that this place was actually going to be mine, and that we were going to have so many more nights like this. 
 
    Elena and Masha were discussing something to do with corrupt Olympic judges, and Jackie and Aubrey were picking the day lilies and sucking all the sweet juices from their stems. It was a little paradise of my own, and all thanks to the crazy powers I had as a dream therapist. 
 
    I knew that there was a lot to fight for. I had to clear my name from those assholes at New Leaf and get to the bottom of whatever the hell was going on in the dream universe with those dark entities. 
 
    But as I looked around at the tranquility that I’d cultivated through my skills, I couldn’t help but feel like I was heading in a great direction. And hell, I’d survived this long. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to see what would come next. 
 
    End of Book 3 
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