
		
			[image: DreamAlchemist-The_EPUB.png]
		

	
		
			When the sun goes down, their passion awakens…and so do their nightmares. 

			Somnus, Book 1

			Centuries ago, a man with Bryn Llewelyn’s dreamwalking ability would have been a shaman or a priest. In this time, he’s merely exhausted, strung out on too much caffeine and too little sleep.

			Sleep means descent into Somnus—an alternate reality constructed of the combined dreaming consciousness of ordinary humans. A place he’d rather avoid. Trouble is, his powers don’t include the ability to go without sleep indefinitely. At some point his eyes close…and his nightmare begins.

			As a teen, the treatment that cured Laszlo Grimm’s sleep disorder stole his dreams—and his ability to feel emotion. Petrified of needing more “treatment”, he clings to familiar rituals and habits. But lately his nightly terror has returned, and when he meets Bryn in the real world, the man seems hauntingly familiar. Not only that, Bryn awakens feelings in Laszlo for the first time in years…

			Slowly Bryn and Laszlo realize they are both unknowing pawns in a plan of unspeakable evil. And that their powerful attraction could release the destinies locked within them—or be the instrument of their doom.

			Warning: Contains the stuff of your lustiest dreams—and most frightening nightmares. You may want to read with a candle at the ready…just in case the lights go out.
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			Dedication
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			Chapter One

			Bryn tossed back another double espresso and fumbled the tiny cup back onto the saucer. Even that simple task was a struggle. His eyes felt as though they were burning twin holes in his face.

			“How long is it since you slept, man?” Opposite Bryn, Dave Percy, his friend and occasional boss, lounged in a slouchy leather armchair, his own plain black coffee gone cold.

			“Let me think,” Bryn mumbled, frowning. There was so much caffeine in his system he could jump-start a locomotive—his mind was hopping so that he couldn’t think what day it was, never mind answer Dave’s question. And it wasn’t just the caffeine. He was exhausted. The bone-deep tiredness was making his brain loopy.

			“Tuesday night,” Bryn said at last. “I slept Tuesday night.” He reached for a sachet of sugar, tearing it open and pouring it into his cup, for no particular reason, watching as the heap of pale brown crystals dissolved round the edges, melting into the last drops of espresso. He’d always been a fidget. It was why he wore so many rings and bracelets—it gave him stuff to fiddle with. And he was especially fidgety when he was this buzzed.

			“Tuesday! Shit, Bryn—you really need to sleep!” Dave exclaimed, sitting up in his chair, his own bloodshot eyes creased with worry. “It’s Friday morning, man.”

			Bryn stared at Dave for several long moments, distantly aware that the fact it was Friday should probably shock him. Even though he could barely count right now, he knew it was fucked up to have held off sleeping for that long.

			It was just…he was desperate. Desperate to stay awake. Desperate to avoid the inevitability of his dreams.

			No matter what he did, he couldn’t escape sleep for more than a few days, and he’d held off for too long already.

			He dropped his head into his hands, rubbing at his face, trying to ground himself with his own touch. The smooth metal of the rings that graced his fingers was cool and hard against his heated skin, and he tried to concentrate on the sensation, to focus himself. Christ, he was so wrecked. With a huge effort, he lifted his head and blinked hard.

			“What have you been doing since you last slept?”

			Bryn frowned, trying to think. “Um—on Wednesday I went to Captain America and danced till it closed, then I took some guy home.”

			Dave chuckled. “You get lucky?”

			“Nah, we played Scrabble.”

			“Just so long as you wore a condom. What about after?”

			“We played Halo for ages. I chucked him out when I had to go to work.”

			Bryn rubbed at his eyes again. The leather cuff that circled his wrist scraped lightly against his cheek, a gnat bite of reality, a futile attempt by the world to try to pierce the fog around him. He yawned hard, and for a moment, it felt like his jaw was going to lock.

			“You went to work after staying up all that time?”

			“Yeah, course. I finished up at The Duck at two this morning, then went home and watched Alien, Aliens and Alien 3. Then you called.”

			“How the fuck did you stay awake?” Dave sounded half-appalled, half-impressed.

			Red Bull and vodka and a scary amount of coffee was the truth of it, but Bryn just shrugged.

			“The thing is, Brynno, I was kinda planning on asking you to pick up a couple of visits for me today,” Dave said now, “but I can’t let you near any of my customers like this. You’re fuckin’ out of it. You need to go home and crash.”

			Dave ran his own computer repair business. It was a modest setup, and he did most of his appointments himself, but sometimes he got a bit overbooked. Rather than turn work away, he’d get Bryn in to help out. Bryn might not have managed to finish his degree course, but that didn’t matter to Dave—Bryn knew his stuff. He was smart, knowledgeable about the hardware and personable enough not to scare the old dears who made up at least fifty percent of Dave’s clientele. Bryn usually scored five or six days of work a month out of the gig. Plus, in his lighter moments, he was sometimes able to convince himself this was enough to keep his hand in with what he had once hoped would be a real career.

			He wasn’t having a lighter moment now, though. Now he was feeling like an unreliable waster. A guy who could barely hold down a part-time bar job in the real world.

			“Sorry,” he mumbled.

			Dave shrugged. “Hey, you don’t owe me anything. It’s not like I give you regular hours. But if you could pull a couple of visits for me on Sunday, I’ll love you forever.”

			“You love me anyway,” Bryn said. “How about a blowjob instead?”

			“Sure, so long as you wear lipstick while you suck me off.”

			Bryn huffed out a helpless laugh at that. “Fuck off.”

			Dave chuckled too, adding after a pause, “So, Sunday?”

			“Yeah, okay. I’ve got a shift at The Duck Saturday night, so nothing before ten. Otherwise, any time’s good.”

			“Sweet. I’ve got a ton of home calls lined up. If you could do even a handful, that’d be great.”

			“No worries.”

			“I’ll text you the deets. Now go home and get some fuckin’ sleep, you freak.”

			Bryn stood up, scrubbing the back of his neck as he let out another huge, jaw-cracking yawn. He was ready to drop and he had to get home before he did something embarrassing. He pulled his beat-up jacket on over his hoodie and looked around woozily for his messenger bag.

			“Here,” Dave said, holding it up, his expression amused.

			“Thanks.” Bryn looped the canvas strap over his head, settling it across his body to rest at his hip. “And text me about those visits. I’ll be cool by Sunday.”

			“I will. Take care, man.”

			Half an hour later, Bryn reached his new flat. A few months ago, he’d been living in a damp squat, but then Nanette had died, and she’d left him this.

			It killed him a little that Nanette had had no one else to leave her worldly goods to. No one but him, the kid she’d spent the last seventeen years looking after, each and every night. Even after she was gone, she was still looking after him.

			Bryn let himself into the building, a 1960s concrete monstrosity Bryn had always thought ugly, and took the stairs to his floor two at a time.

			When he reached his own front door, he fumbled in the front pocket of the messenger bag for his keys, his fingers trembling with exhaustion as he tried to fit the metal into the lock, his vision blurring as he focused on the keyhole. At last, though, he got the door open and stepped inside.

			It was cosy in the flat. Nanette had left him all the contents—he was the sole beneficiary of her estate—and although the furniture was kind of old and mumsy, it was solid and well cared for. All in all, the unexpected inheritance had given Bryn a pretty sweet setup. He had no mortgage or rent to pay, just council tax and utilities, which meant that, even with his unpredictable working pattern, he actually had some disposable income at the end of each month.

			He should be pleased, he knew that. He was an ungrateful shit. But the truth was, if he could have Nanette back tomorrow, he’d happily go back to sleeping on the floor in his old squat, just to have her to speak to when he was having a bad night. Or to ask her about that irresistible call. There was no one else he trusted enough to speak to about that. Just Nanette. She’d been his rock for all these years, and now she was just…gone. And these last months without her had been hell.

			Bryn dragged himself to his bedroom, dropping the messenger bag to the floor on the way.

			The bedroom was a mess as usual, clothes all over the floor and a couple of discarded condom wrappers next to the bed.

			He swept the wrappers into the overflowing wastebasket with a disgusted grunt—he hadn’t even come during those two bouts of sex with his pickup from Captain America, though he was fairly sure the guy hadn’t noticed—or at least he hadn’t much cared.

			But then when did Bryn ever come these days? With a partner, anyway. He was getting more and more lost in himself every day.

			“You’re always away in your own little world,” his mum used to say. “You need to snap out of it.” She’d never even known the half of it.

			Bryn flopped onto the bed facedown. He was so fucking tired by now that even the ridiculous amount of caffeine in his system couldn’t stop him dropping off, no matter how much he didn’t want to. His brain was half-gone already, and his unwilling body was closing the gap.

			He always hated this part, his consciousness leaving him on one plane and emerging in the other, a sick feeling, like when a roller coaster plummets down a deep dip and leaves your stomach behind. And, as always, he found himself fighting it, his eyelids fluttering with futile effort to stay open as the dark grey hand of sleep closed over him and dragged him under.

			Down, down.

			Down to Somnus.

			He woke in his old bed in the safe house.

			He didn’t even have to open his eyes; the smell of the pillow gave it away—that clean, sunshiny fragrance that only comes from washing that’s been dried on the line outside. Whenever he smelled that scent, he thought of running around in Grandma Alys’s garden back in Llandudno while she took the washing in; actually running face-first into the big rectangular sheets she used for the guest bedrooms in the old B&B, and being surrounded by that sun-and-wind fragrance.

			His grandma laughing.

			Bryn sighed into the pillow. He was still defaulting here, even now, still with the memory of Alys melting away—just like always.

			“At last, he awakes,” said a voice beside him.

			Bryn turned his head to look at the man who’d spoken. He was lounging beside Bryn’s too-small bed. Lounging, somehow, in one of those hard orange plastic chairs from the 1970s there were so many of in the safe house, one foot propped up on the edge of the mattress, the other stretched out in front of him.

			Dylan Black.

			Bryn sat up. “What are you doing here?” he said irritably, throwing off the sheet and swinging his feet over the side of the bed.

			“Looking for you. I’ve not seen you for a while, so I thought I’d come and wait here for you. Are you in a different time zone or something?”

			Clearly Bryn was far too predictable if Dylan just needed to wait here, like a cat outside a mouse hole.

			“Nope,” he said shortly, standing up.

			“Working nights, then? It’s not even lunchtime in England.”

			Bryn shot the other man a look. He had no idea why, but over the last few weeks, Dylan had shown an unprecedented interest in Bryn, and it made him nervous. Had Dylan guessed what had been happening to Bryn since Nanette’s death? Did he know about the siren’s call that lured Bryn every night? Or every night he slept, anyway…

			“I’ve been around,” Bryn said at last, shrugging. He avoided meeting Dylan’s eyes, occupying himself by examining his appearance in the full-length mirror that hung on the wall beside his bed. As usual, he was wearing the exact same clothes he’d fallen asleep in—the same soft, worn jeans and faded black T-shirt. The same arrangement of leather and silver on his fingers and wrists. It’d always been that way for him, not like other dreamwalkers who turned up in all sorts of stuff from their real-life memories.

			“What do you see in there?” Dylan asked behind him. He’d stepped up behind Bryn, and their gazes met in the mirror, Dylan’s jade-green one more piercing than Bryn’s sable brown.

			“What do you mean? I just see—me.”

			“But what kind of you? Compared to your real-life self, I mean. Are you Bryn-now? Bryn-two-years-ago?” Dylan gestured at Bryn’s beat-up jacket. “It’s kind of hard to tell from your clothes. They’re”—he suppressed a smile—“sort of timeless.”

			Bryn scowled at him. “I’m me now,” he said tersely. “This is pretty much how I look.”

			He and Dylan had never met in real life. Hadn’t even had this conversation before, which was quite something for two dreamwalkers who happened to live in the same country and were of the same age.

			Sort of the same age anyway.

			Dylan tilted his head to one side, considering Bryn’s reflection. “Are you wearing pyjamas in bed right now?” he asked.

			“What is this, a phone-sex line? No, I’m not wearing PJs, I fell asleep in these clothes.”

			“These exact same clothes?”

			“Yes!” Bryn snapped. “For fuck’s sake, Dylan, you’ve spent the last seventeen years ignoring me. What’s with the sudden obsession with my nightwear?”

			Dylan didn’t answer, just stared at Bryn’s reflection in the mirror, and as Bryn watched the man slowly look him over, head to toe, he saw himself through Dylan’s eyes—a whip-slender young man with dark hair, heavy stubble and puppy-dog eyes. Sad eyes with a slight downward slant at the outer edges. Eyes that, right now, were shadowed with a very real-life exhaustion.

			Yes, this was Bryn, every imperfection intact. He’d bet fifty quid the stiff little hairs stubbling his cheeks were accurate to the millimetre. It was like the clothes thing—when he arrived in Somnus, he came as a replica of the man in his bed at home, complete with bedhead and pocket change. Lots of other dreamwalkers manifested in Somnus as other versions of themselves—younger, better- or worse-dressed, sporting hairstyles from bygone eras—but Bryn never did. It was why he never went to sleep naked.

			“Do you need a shave in the real world too?” Dylan asked at last, diffusing the odd tension. Bryn laughed shortly and rubbed at his jaw with one hand.

			“Yeah, I do.”

			But Dylan didn’t laugh in return, just murmured, “Interesting.”

			For some reason, that reaction chilled Bryn in ways he couldn’t put into words, and he cleared his throat, turning away and heading for the door. “I think I’ll go to the den for a bit.”

			Dylan wasn’t to be so easily put off.

			“I’ll come with you,” he said, following Bryn out into the corridor.

			Bryn said nothing, hiding his irritation.

			“So, seriously,” Dylan went on. “Where’ve you been? No one’s seen you all week.”

			The corridors of the safe house didn’t so much as waver as they strode towards the den. Completely stable, devoid of shifting, the structure of the safe house was rigorously maintained by the Guardians. Its original purpose had been to give young dreamwalkers somewhere safe to spend their time in Somnus, but now it was used by everyone. The Guardians warded the whole structure from the attentions of any lingering Shades as well as from any drones who might stumble upon it and cause disturbing shifts with their erratic thoughts.

			“Like I said,” Bryn replied vaguely, opening the door to the den. “Around.”

			He’d been hoping someone else would be in the den, a buffer between him and Dylan’s disturbing interest, but the room was empty, and when Bryn headed straight for the threadbare floral sofa in the far corner, Dylan followed on his heels, making Bryn bristle with irritation.

			The sofa was Nanette’s. It was exactly the same as the real one she’d had in her flat when Bryn used to visit her there, though by the time the flat came to Bryn, it was already gone, an empty rectangle of pristine carpet marking where it had once stood. In fact, a sofa was the only thing Bryn had had to buy when he moved into Nanette’s flat. The big, black modular IKEA one he’d chosen looked totally out of place against Nanette’s mumsy decor.

			This version of Nanette’s old sofa—the dream version that only existed in Somnus—was identical to the one Bryn remembered from that first time he’d turned up on her doorstep after taking the bus all the way to London from Cardiff when he was fourteen. God, his poor parents had been frantic, but somehow, Nanette had managed to smooth all that over and deliver him back home again.

			The dream sofa was identical to the real one in his memory, right down to the loose threads at the edge of the right-hand armrest. Bryn remembered worrying at the frayed fabric there with nervous fingers while Nanette spoke to his mum.

			Funny that it had turned up in the safe house, but then surprising things were always appearing here. Vikram, one of the Guardians, had once told Bryn such items were manifestations of dreamwalker memories. Not like the drones’ creations, which came and went, appearing abruptly only to wink out minutes later. No, these were more permanent. Sticky. When something like Nanette’s sofa arrived in Somnus, it would take possession of a space, and that was always where it came back to. Defaulting, just like Bryn did when he arrived in Somnus, waking up in his old bed, the scent of line-dried laundry in his nostrils.

			These things—these dreamwalker memories—were always better than the other things in Somnus. Brighter, sharper, better. They drew your attention, just as Nanette’s shabby sofa was doing now. When Bryn finally settled himself on the right-hand seat, his silver-ringed fingers went straight to the fraying edge of the armrest, and he felt calmer than he had since he arrived, even when Dylan sat beside him and propped his tatty red Converses up on the coffee table in front of them.

			“You’re annoyed with me,” Dylan observed mildly, turning his head to look at Bryn. “Why? I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I was worried when I didn’t see you for a few days.”

			Bryn didn’t believe that for an instant. Dylan Black didn’t worry about anyone, and he didn’t do anything without very good reason.

			Very good reason being that Dylan Black would get something out of it.

			“I’m not annoyed,” Bryn lied. He leaned forward, towards a half-played game of chess that sat on the same table Dylan’s feet occupied, and picked up a white knight, plucking it from the board and making a show of examining it. It was beautiful, the colour of very old ivory. The knight looked faintly Oriental, Japanese maybe, his horse short and stocky. It was incredibly detailed, no blurring at all. Another dreamwalker memory. He wondered whose.

			“I wasn’t the only one who was worried,” Dylan continued, as though Bryn hadn’t spoken. “We all were.”

			It was an effort not to roll his eyes at that one. This was classic Dylan. Setting himself up as some kind of authority. Some kind of leader. We. Us. With Dylan as spokesman, of course.

			Bryn had first noticed Dylan soon after he started dreamwalking. He’d been difficult to miss back then, sullen and handsome in equal measure, a teenager who looked bigger and tougher than any adolescent ought to. He’d been fascinating to Bryn, who was six full years younger, but scary too. They’d ended up being pushed into the same group for lessons. Peers—except not, because even though Bryn had started dreamwalking younger than Dylan, a nine-year-old and a fifteen-year-old would never be peers. Dylan had resented Bryn’s very presence in those lessons, and he wasn’t the only one.

			Still, the group lessons hadn’t lasted very long. Nanette had brought them to an end after the incident with the dogs and Bryn had barely crossed paths with Dylan after that. Then, a couple of years ago, Dylan had started hanging around the safe house more regularly, spending time with Nanette and the other Guardians. He’d seemed different by then—certainly less sullen—though he’d still ignored Bryn. Until recently.

			“Bryn?”

			Dylan’s voice sounded weirdly distant.

			Ah shit.

			The soft shushing began in his ears then, a sound he’d been dreading since he’d inhaled the scent of air-dried bedsheets a few minutes ago and known himself in Somnus. It was the reason he’d been struggling to stay awake for days now; the reason he’d been dreading his sleeping hours.

			That sound was as horrible as it was irresistible. He wondered if this was how a mermaid sounded. So compulsive. So appealing, even as it sent a shiver of fear up his spine. It made him want to close his eyes and let the shift happen.

			Instead, he tightened his grip on the chess piece. He turned the piece over and over in his hand, his fingers learning the shape of it. There. There was the horse’s nose, and there the knight’s sword, the edge of his helmet. He tracked the sharp edges, trying to distract himself with the here-and-now sensation.

			Bryn glanced up at Dylan and saw he was talking, gesturing, his brows drawn together in confusion. Bryn couldn’t hear him, though he could see Dylan’s mouth forming his name. All he could hear was the shushing in his ears. Desperately he concentrated on the chess piece he held, pressing his fingers hard around it. But now he couldn’t feel anything either. And then Dylan grew abruptly insubstantial, the hand he reached out to Bryn ghostly. He was too late to touch Bryn, and far too late to follow.

			Bryn was shifting.

			And he knew exactly where he was going.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			He usually arrived in an empty dust field, but this time when he opened his eyes, it was to find himself in the middle of a wood, in a fairy-like glade surrounded by ancient lichen-covered trees. Their branches formed a canopy over Bryn’s head, high as a cathedral. Green-tinged fingers of sunlight poked through the spaces between the leaves.

			The glade was beautiful, the work of a single mind, Bryn was sure. There were none of the inconsistencies or wavering here that made most of Somnus so impossible to navigate.

			Everything in Somnus was built by drones—those billions of sleeping humans that flowed in and out of Somnus without ever really seeing where they were, trapped in their own myopic dreams. Drones had no awareness. They came and went in a never-ending churn, each wakener taking his creations with him. Drones built, then destroyed, and the whole of Somnus undulated with the constant change, a living landscape.

			Except for the safe house, of course.

			And this place.

			Bryn had felt the first pull a couple of months ago. It had been slight to begin with, a tug he could’ve ignored had his curiosity not got the better of him. Since then, though, that tug had become steadily stronger, and now he had no choice about following when the call came…

			Bryn turned slowly around, taking in his unfamiliar surroundings. The presence of trees suggested someone else was here—though probably only one someone. There was nothing to suggest the presence of multiple drones. No superimposition. No blurring. No sudden winking out of objects, just a single, stark scene. Trees that whispered in an imagined breeze.

			Everything looked so real—it was strangely eerie.

			So like the real world.

			Bryn couldn’t see anyone standing amongst the trees, but he knew there had to be someone here. The last time Bryn had been summoned, he’d spied some trees a way off, and a drone—a man—trudging around them as though patrolling the perimeter.

			Was that drone the creator of this glade? And if so, was he here now?

			For long moments, Bryn stood in the clearing, listening intently, his eyes searching for some telltale movement in the trees. But there was nothing, no signs of life anywhere, just those too-real trees, and eventually he set off, zipping his jacket up to his throat and thrusting his hands in his pockets, the fingers of his left hand curling around the ivory knight.

			He aimed for an obvious gap in the trees that led to a well-trodden path. There was no point going off the beaten track in Somnus—it wasn’t as if there was anywhere to hide here. That was something you learned over years of dreamwalking: if you kept landing in the same place, on the same path, you just had to deal with whatever it was that was making you shift there.

			After a few minutes, Bryn caught the faintest echo of a familiar, sibilant whisper. It wasn’t really a whisper, but he could almost swear he heard his name, half-whistled, half-whispered. Brr-yy-nn. But no, not a voice. More a feeling, a compulsion. A magnet drawing him, despite the repulsion that ate at his gut. He shivered, fear tying his stomach in knots even as he moved towards whatever it was, entirely unable to turn away.

			At length, the path led him out of the woods. He found himself at the edge of the tree line, looking out. And there it was, a more familiar sight this: a huge, barren wasteland.

			The contrast between the lush green woods behind Bryn and the scrubby dust fields before him couldn’t be starker. As stark as life and death. And in the midst of all that dusty death, in the far distance, right in the middle of that vast field of nothing, was the thing that made Bryn’s gut twist with dread. The thing he shifted a little closer to every time he was pulled here.

			A tower. An ancient-looking tower, one that didn’t so much stand as stoop, like an old man leaning on a stick.

			The warped structure was surrounded by a swarm of Cyhyraeth, or Shades—spectres from nightmares—that gloved it in a grey, cobwebby miasma.

			Just then, a sudden noise drew Bryn’s attention away from the tower. Footsteps, heavy and uneven. He turned his head sharply to see the drone he’d spied the last time he was here, but much closer now, perhaps just twenty yards away. He was coming round the bend in the tree line—patrolling his creation.

			Like any drone, he walked clumsily. Unlike dreamwalkers, drones were unable to fully control their sleeping forms and were largely unresponsive to their surroundings. So, although this drone was close, he was unaware of Bryn and likely to remain so. Whilst there were a few drones who could engage with dreamwalkers to a limited extent, most couldn’t see beyond the end of their own noses. Their sleeping vision was limited and myopic. Even if this drone was one of the more able ones, one who could see a dreamwalker, maybe even communicate, he would be slow and uncoordinated compared to Bryn.

			Confident in that certain knowledge, Bryn made no attempt to move away from the drone, but merely stood and watched as he trudged closer. It was, after all, no hardship to do so. Despite his zombielike gait and unfocused gaze, the drone was a gorgeous human being. Not movie-star handsome, but compelling and powerful looking. Tall, broad-shouldered, lean hipped. Black hair and pale gold skin. A hard edge to his features and a slightly aggressive thrust to his jaw. A tiny frown that drew his well-shaped brows together. Bryn tilted his head and wondered what it would feel like to press his fingertips into that little knot of worried flesh and smooth it out. Kiss the annoyance off that handsome face. Find out if there might be humour there, a smile to be coaxed.

			Chances were the drone would be straight, of course, but a man could dream, and where better to dream than Somnus, after all?

			Bryn sighed.

			And in that moment, something impossible happened.

			The drone’s head snapped up. He looked at Bryn, and his eyes widened. They were startlingly blue and sharp. Aware. Entirely undrone-like.

			He was seeing Bryn.

			The drone was awake, as awake as any dreamwalker.

			Laszlo knew he had been here before.

			It wasn’t just the look of the place—it felt familiar. And wasn’t he here to do something? What was it again?

			He was staring at his feet, at his stumbling feet that felt so clumsy and heavy, when a faraway sound reached his ears.

			It wasn’t a shout or a crash—it was nothing but a gust of breath, a…sigh, but it caught at him like a baited hook, and inside his head something whispered—

			—Look!—

			Obedient to the command, he lifted his head and saw, quite near, a young man. Slim and dark and appealing.

			He was staring at Laszlo with what looked like horror.

			—Move!—

			In the instant before Laszlo obeyed that command, he absorbed everything about the man. The anxious expression and the finely drawn, slightly melancholy features. The dark, glossy hair and eyes of matching sable brown. Thick stubble not quite long enough to merit being called a beard—

			—Get him—

			Without quite deciding to do it, Laszlo was running, a strange and welcome certainty filling him as he closed in on the other man, his hunter’s instinct rejoicing to see panic flash in that soft brown gaze.

			The man reacted, but far too late. He was only just beginning to turn away as Laszlo reached for him. Laszlo’s arm was round his neck before he could even get off his marks.

			Laszlo hauled the slighter man up against his own larger body, grunting with triumph.

			“Let go, you fucker!”

			The man clawed at the arm Laszlo held across his neck as he struggled to get free. His whole body gyrated like an eel as he fought for a gap in Laszlo’s hold, but that just made Laszlo bring his other arm around him, increasing the power of his grip.

			Despite his lean build, the man was strong, but Laszlo was bigger and more powerful, and eventually his hostage went limp in his hold, his chest heaving with effort.

			It was only when their struggle ceased—when Laszlo looked down at the man’s bent head and the dark, silky hair that curled over the back of his jacket collar—that his sense of triumph at his victory began to feel…off. Suddenly, the oddest anxiety was twisting his gut. What was he doing?

			—Bring!—

			The demand momentarily cleared his muddled thoughts, and he tightened his grip, forcing the man in his arms to move forward.

			“Come on,” Laszlo grunted into his ear.

			The man’s hair tickled Laszlo’s upper lip. It smelled of eucalyptus, or tea tree, maybe. It felt silky against Laszlo’s mouth. He paused and let his lips drift over it again, inhaling. He heard a moan, and realised distantly it had come from him.

			—Bring!—

			It was difficult to ignore that demand, but somehow Laszlo managed it. He just wanted to stay like this for a moment longer, letting that eucalyptus smell waken his senses, letting him enjoy the feel of this appealing, sinuous body in his arms.

			Just then, the man squirmed in his hold again, attempting to break free, and when his taut backside ground hard against Laszlo’s already steely cock, Laszlo groaned.

			—Bring him! Bring him now!—

			This time the voice was undeniable. It didn’t just demand, it punished, delivering a psychic blow that had Laszlo reeling and his arms loosening. It was only for the briefest instant, but it was long enough for Laszlo’s hostage to buck out of his hold and take off at a run.

			Frustration and rage howled through Laszlo as the man broke free, emotions that were unfamiliar and glorious. He leapt after his quarry with a roar.

			The man was as swift as a hare, but Laszlo was swifter. With a burst of impossible acceleration, he was soon within an arm’s reach of that dark, racing figure, but when he saw the man’s form begin to shimmer at the edges, Laszlo knew—as impossible as it might seem—that he was about to disappear.

			So he leapt.

			Laszlo’s body seemed to travel much farther than it would have done usually, and he slammed into the smaller man, bearing him down to the ground. A pained whoosh escaped Laszlo’s hostage as they crashed down together, and while he gasped for breath, Laszlo turned him over and pinned him down, shoving the man’s wrists over his head and covering the slim length of his body with his own more heavily muscled one.

			Once he had the man firmly held down, Laszlo found himself grinding into the cradle of the man’s hips, once, twice. His movements stuttered to a halt when the man turned his head and fixed his gaze on Laszlo. Jesus, those eyes. They were soft and dark and…pleading. A shine to them, like good black coffee, or the sleek wet coat of an otter.

			What am I doing?

			The wrongness of it all crashed over him, and in that instant he realised he didn’t know where he was, or how he had come to be here. He was doing something entirely out of character. The excitement that his quarry’s fear had ignited in him during that brief, violent chase died abruptly, going cold and hard in his belly.

			“Who are you?” he whispered as he began to lift his weight off the man, loosening his grip.

			The man didn’t answer the question; instead, he rasped, “Do you know who you are?”

			—Bring him!—

			There it was again, that voice that wasn’t a voice. That silent command that rang as loud as a bell in his mind. It was more muffled now, as though his bolt of awareness had robbed it of some of its power, and he was able to ignore both the order and the psychic blow that followed. Instead he stared down into wide brown eyes that looked back at him anxiously.

			The man below him was beautiful. There was no other word for someone like him. He wasn’t butch handsome and he wasn’t femme pretty, especially not with that growth of dark hair over his face. Those fine, symmetrical features, together with those big brown eyes, were the stuff of teenage girls’ dreams. The man’s perfectly carved lips parted as Laszlo catalogued his features, and he repeated his last question.

			“Do you?” he asked insistently, his gaze very intent. “Do you know who you are? Think!”

			“I’m…Laszlo,” Laszlo whispered. “Where am I?”

			The man’s tense expression relaxed a little at Laszlo’s halting words. “You’re asleep,” he said gently. “You’re dreaming all of this, and now you need to wake up.”

			Laszlo stared down at the man pinned underneath him with a regret that felt too big—did that mean his captive wasn’t real?

			If so, was it still possible he could he keep this dream going? Make it go his way? Could he perhaps even manipulate this luscious figment of his imagination into sucking his cock? He gave a low moan at that last thought and lowered his head, noting the surprise in those extraordinary sable eyes as he drew closer, and then a glint of answering desire.

			Laszlo settled his mouth on the soft, parted lips of his prisoner, his hands still loosely holding the man’s wrists over his head.

			Christ, but the man’s mouth was delicious. When Laszlo pushed his tongue deeper, the other man met it with his own, kissing Laszlo back fiercely. His slim body arched against Laszlo, his narrow hips shifting to welcome the aggressive thrust of Laszlo’s groin. And, God, it was good, it was fantastic, like nothing he’d ever felt before. Something about it so right yet so unfamiliar, as though he’d never done this before.

			It occurred to him, right then, that he never had done this before. Not that he hadn’t kissed another man, but that he’d never felt this. Not just a physical hardening of his cock, but something much less corporeal, something that twisted him up inside and made his blood sing.

			This was new; it was new and it was wonderful. He wanted to hold this feeling forever. It was ridiculous, and he knew it, but he knew too that it was true. That this was real in a way nothing had ever been so real before.

			He tore his mouth away and whispered, “What is this? What’s happening to me?”

			And in that instant, something shrieked—an alarm—the sound of it grabbing him by the balls and hauling him unceremoniously out of his dream.

			Laszlo Grimm woke with his heart pounding so hard it felt like it was about to explode.

			What the fuck?

			His hand automatically went to the silver charm round his neck—a Celtic knot that rested on the dimple between his collarbones. It had been his mother’s, though the matching silver chain she’d worn it on was long gone. Now the leather cord he’d replaced the chain with years before was worn with long use.

			His heart was still thudding, but touching the silver knot calmed him. His breathing slowed, the panic slowly leaching away as he rolled the nugget of metal between his fingers and thumb.

			“My soul may find her peace in sleep.” He whispered it, his mantra, and felt his heart begin to slow. Whatever it was about the dream that had bothered him had lost its grip on him now, but something still lingered. The oddest feeling. Laszlo frowned, trying to put a name to the thing that was making him feel as though something inside his chest was twisting.

			He didn’t do feelings. Hadn’t for a long, long time. The last occasion on which he remembered experiencing strong emotion was when his mother died; after that—after the Willows—it was as though he’d closed down his emotions.

			He still felt pleasure. He was, in fact, positively hedonistic at times. He had strong appetites, sexual and otherwise, and he loved music and drinking and dancing and eating and skiing and surfing—hell, singing karaoke, if the opportunity presented itself.

			And he loved to fuck.

			But he knew too that all those things were about sensation, not emotion. Sights and sounds, tastes and touches. Laszlo only “felt” things in the most literal sense. Nothing touched him inside. It made him feel sometimes that he wasn’t quite real.

			Except that right now, he was feeling something—a twisting sort of ache that was new and unprecedented. Perhaps it would’ve done no more than intrigue him if it weren’t for the fact that he was waking up this way—and not just waking up but actually jackknifing out of his sleep instead of having to fight his way out of his usual grey fog.

			Why couldn’t he remember what had caused such an extreme reaction?

			Laszlo tried to distract himself from that frustrating question by reaching below the bedcovers to rub at his crotch. His morning erection ached, and he felt a brief pang of regret over not taking up the blatant hints offered last night by Cam, the new guy in his West Coast finance team. Not fucking around in the workplace was one of Laszlo’s few sexual limits, and although he’d been tempted last night to break that rule for the gorgeous redhead, the fact that Cam was a local rather than another hotel guest had sealed the deal. Laszlo would’ve had to invite Cam to his room—and he didn’t do overnighters.

			Laszlo always slept alone. After all those months of being observed at the Willows, he never wanted anyone to see him sleep again. Just the thought of someone seeing his facial expressions, a tic, a twitch—even worse, hearing a plea or whimper—it just made him feel ill. When you were asleep, you were exposed. Defenceless. Even without restraints and sensors and cameras.

			Laszlo ruthlessly banished those thoughts and threw the bedcovers aside, heading for the en-suite bathroom, a nicely sized wet room, plentifully supplied with tiny bottles of expensive soaps and lotions. Turning on the water, he stepped straight under the huge showerhead, sighing with pleasure as the water drenched him and the room filled with steam. Emptying one of the teeny-tiny bottles of shampoo over his head, he rubbed lime-scented gel into his thick dark hair. It felt good to erase the last traces of yesterday. He’d got off the plane and gone straight into a five-hour meeting, then taken his team out for dinner and drinks before he finally rolled into bed long after midnight California time.

			Sloughing off the remains of the shampoo, Laszlo reached for his cock again. The second his fingers brushed it, he was struck by a sudden, unexpected image. A guy, under him, straining against him. Pale skin and almost enough stubble to qualify as a beard, albeit one that did nothing to disguise the perfection of his soft, sexy mouth and the sharp line of his defined jaw. Dark, soulful eyes fringed with lashes long enough to make a woman green with envy.

			The fleeting vision was so vivid that Laszlo froze under the streaming water, utterly thrown. It had all the intensity of a real memory, but he was sure he’d never met the man. Could he be some long-ago one-night stand? Laszlo tried to remember, but his brain wasn’t at its best as his fingers curled round his solid shaft and he began to stroke.

			He felt quite suddenly and extraordinarily turned on, ready to spill, even though he’d barely started touching himself. But when he closed his eyes and tried to call the man to mind again, he found he couldn’t hold on to his image at all. Frowning, he chased the memory with his attention, but it seemed to dart out of his mind like quicksilver, and all he was left with was something flat and two-dimensional and actually diminishing. It was almost as though the more he tried to see the man again, the harder he became to visualise. At last, frustrated, he thrust his thoughts of the beautiful guy aside, and thought instead of Cam’s pretty mouth engulfing his dick, moving slowly up and down, big blue eyes fixed on Laszlo’s face.

			Laszlo’s pumping arm moved up, down, up, down, his other arm braced against the wet-room wall. The water from the shower pounded the back of his bent head as he tossed himself off with quick efficiency until his semen spurted, the first couple of splashes baptising the tiles, the rest coating his hand in sluggish pulses. After the first heady rush, it was all rather unsatisfying, and he grimaced as he washed the last traces of his orgasm away.

			He stood in the shower for a long while after his climax, letting the water run over him, raising his face to the spray and letting it drench him, letting it wash away the last cobwebs of his unremembered dreams and ready him for another day.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			As soon as the drone winked out, Bryn’s head—which had been straining up to deepen that hot kiss—thunked to the ground.

			“Shit.”

			One moment he’d been lost, grinding himself against the drone’s hard body, and the next he was circling his hips in thin air. “Laszlo” was gone that quick.

			He sat up and discovered there was no sign of the wooded glade either. It had disappeared with its creator, and Bryn was left sitting in the middle of a giant dust field. He rose slowly to standing, wincing a little at the ache in his muscles from that spectacular body slam. Even now his heart was still pounding, all that adrenaline and fear and unconsummated lust coursing round his bloodstream with each heavy thud.

			He turned on the spot, gazing around. As before, the only thing to be seen was the stooping tower with its swirl of Shades. Bryn had always harboured a gut-deep dread for the Cyhyraeth. Whenever he brushed past one, he felt a wave of physical nausea. When they were kids, Dylan and his cohorts had laughed at his obvious fear of them. “They’re just shadows of nightmares,” Dylan had said in his impatient, patronising way. “Psychic debris, nothing more.”

			He’d thought Bryn was scared of them because Bryn was a little kid, but it hadn’t been anything to do with his age. Even now, a decade and a half on, Bryn fucking hated Shades. He felt their evil. And right now, just looking at the way they swarmed that tower, like ghostly parasites, a clamouring need to get away from them assailed him.

			The question was, where to go? Not to the safe house. Dylan would probably still be there and Bryn didn’t fancy another conversation with him any time soon. There were lots of places he could go to be alone—at least, as alone as a dreamwalker could be amongst millions of oblivious drones—but he didn’t want that either.

			He wanted company. He wanted…Nanette. He wanted her quiet, nonjudgmental presence. The wry look she’d turn on him when he was being unreasonable, that made him feel simultaneously foolish and weirdly okay about his foolishness. But Nanette was dead, and he’d never see her again, and that thought hurt so much, the bright flash of pain it gave him was like a knife in his guts.

			He would go and look for someone—Naomi, maybe, or Vikram—if he thought they might be around. But thanks to his stupid sleep deprivation, here he was in the middle of the day, when all the dreamwalkers from his side of the world were probably awake.

			Wyatt, then? Wyatt was worth a try, wasn’t he? He was American; had one of those drawly laconic voices Bryn associated with cowboys. It was probably night wherever he was.

			Closing his eyes, Bryn shifted quickly to Sleepers’ Row, a dense knot of ambiguous streets, full of dead ends and duplication. For a while, he just trudged through the web of alleyways until, at last, he saw a familiar figure hunched next to pile of rubbish, covered in a filthy blanket.

			“Wyatt, is that you?”

			The figure shifted minutely, a movement that was as good as a yes. Bryn padded nearer. As he came to a halt in front of the seated figure, the man looked up, his expression vague yet wary.

			“Whaddya want?”

			Bryn dropped to his haunches and searched the older man’s face. “It’s Bryn, Wyatt. How’re you doing?”

			Wyatt’s expression sharpened, but he looked unimpressed. “Oh, it’s you. Back again, are you? What for?”

			“Thought I’d check up on you. See if you’re okay.”

			Wyatt scowled at him and gave a grunt, which Bryn ignored as he settled himself on the wet, dirty ground.

			“Why do you never go to the safe house, Wyatt?” he asked after a brief silence.

			The older man shrugged. “What for? Here, there. It’s all the same. None of it’s real, don’t you know that?”

			“Of course I do. I’m a dreamwalker.”

			“There’s knowing and there’s knowing,” Wyatt said. “You might know it, up here.” He jabbed a gloved finger at his forehead. “But I know it here.” He pointed at his belly.

			“I’m not sure what the difference is,” Bryn said with a small smile.

			Wyatt didn’t return the smile. “I hope you never find out,” he said. “Ignorance is bliss.”

			“Anyway, you should still go to the safe house. It’s secure and warm, and there are others to speak to. Don’t you ever get lonely down here?”

			“No.”

			Bryn stared at him, brows drawn together in worry. “Really?”

			“Did he send you?” Wyatt said suddenly, his eyes narrowing with suspicion.

			“Who?”

			“The big Welshman.”

			Bryn frowned. “Dylan? Dylan Black?”

			“That’s him. He comes here regular. Always at me to go with him. I said, ‘I ain’t going with you.’” Wyatt turned and gave Bryn a long look, his bleary eyes very steady suddenly. “He’s dangerous, that one. You wanna watch him.”

			Bryn shivered and wrapped his arms round his knees. The cold wet ground felt exactly like cold wet ground. But Wyatt was right; none of this was real. Bryn wasn’t really shivering, wasn’t really sitting on a wet street corner. His physical body was passed out in Nanette’s old flat, still wearing his clothes.

			“Last time I came here, you were telling me about that dreamwalker you knew who became a drone,” he said lightly.

			He felt rather than saw Wyatt look at him.

			“Is that what you want?” Wyatt asked sharply. “To be a drone?”

			Bryn gave an uneasy laugh. “Of course not!”

			Only sometimes.

			“Good, because I don’t know if Edgar ever made it. He told me he was going in for some kind of therapy, he called it, to stop his dreamwalking, and I never saw him again after. Anything could’ve happened. He could’ve died, for all I know.” Wyatt sighed and pulled the filthy blanket closer around him. “It was years ago.”

			“Nanette thought she saw him once,” Bryn offered. He glanced at Wyatt and saw the other man was watching him, his grey brows drawn together in a troubled frown.

			“Did she now?”

			Bryn nodded. “I remember it, though I was just a kid at the time. We were walking around, and we passed this drone, and she said, ‘Edgar, is that you?’ She said his name four or five times, but he just walked on. He was a proper drone, no recognition, you know? Nanette was upset, but she wouldn’t tell me why. I could tell she knew him, though.”

			“Mightn’t have been the same man,” Wyatt said.

			“I bet it was. I’ve never heard of another dreamwalker called Edgar—have you? It’s hardly a common name.” Bryn paused. “Do you ever think how peaceful it must be, to be a drone, I mean?”

			Wyatt scowled. “Don’t go getting ideas. Even if that drone was Edgar, you don’t know what shape he was in in real life. He might’ve been catatonic for all you know, after that therapy. You said he didn’t respond at all—”

			“Well, most drones don’t, do they?”

			Wyatt made a disgusted sound. “Ah, what do I care? Go and fry your brain, if that’s what you want to do. One less idiot to come bothering me.”

			Bryn gave a laugh. “That’s what I like about you, Wyatt. You’re always so pleased to see me.”

			The old man hrrmphed and drew an honest-to-God bottle in a brown paper bag out from under his blanket, only the clear neck visible. Pulling out the cork, he took a swig, then wiped the neck and held it out to Bryn.

			Bryn paused, strangely fascinated by Wyatt’s offering. Then he reached out and accepted the bottle, noting the soft crumple of the ancient paper against his fingertips and the way it slid against the hard glass of the bottle.

			Bryn gripped the bottle carefully and tipped his head back to take a gulp. The cool kiss of the glass against his lips was poor preparation for the liquid fire that tumbled down his throat. He felt that fire as truly—as brightly and sharply—as if he was awake. The vapoury burn of it, and the desire to retch as it hit his stomach too quickly.

			Bourbon. Unmistakably bourbon.

			Bryn slowly lowered the bottle, still staring at it.

			“How come I can taste it so perfectly?” he asked at last, proffering the bottle to Wyatt, who took it back. “I don’t usually taste the things I dream.”

			Wyatt shrugged. “You must’ve noticed it’s not…the usual sort of thing.”

			“It feels different,” Bryn admitted. “How did you get it?”

			“I made it appear,” Wyatt said simply. “It’s a gift few have. Nanette did. Maybe you do?”

			“What gift?”

			Wyatt’s small eyes were shrewd under those bushy grey brows as he scoped out Bryn’s curious expression, then finally shrugged.

			“Nothin’.” Throwing his head back, he took another deep pull from the bottle. “You should get goin’,” he said flatly after he’d recorked it and wiped his mouth with the back of a dirty sleeve. “Before Black comes here again. He’s here most nights.”

			Bryn climbed to his feet. Just before he shifted away, he said, “Take care of yourself, Wyatt. Maybe come to the safe house some time.”

			Wyatt just grunted in response and pulled his blanket up over his nose.

			When Bryn left Wyatt, he shifted somewhere he used to go a lot when he was a kid. It looked a lot like central London, and it was busy with drones whose dreams intersected more or less consistently. You could find places there that didn’t change up too much.

			He wanted to think about some of the stuff Wyatt had said, so he pulled his hood up, stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets and walked. He bent his head, avoiding eye contact in case there were any dreamwalkers around, and kept moving, pulling the anonymity of the crowd around him like a cloak. As he walked, he traced the edges of the white knight in his pocket with his thumb.

			What was the gift Wyatt had spoken of? The gift Nanette and Wyatt had shared? The thought of them sharing anything seemed ridiculous. Nanette may have looked innocuous—in real life she’d been a librarian, complete with clichéd dowdy cardigans and spectacles—but as a dreamwalker, she was incredibly powerful. By contrast, Wyatt was…well, more like Bryn really.

			At least Bryn hadn’t been driven to Sleepers’ Row yet. Not permanently anyway.

			The “gift” related to Wyatt’s bottle of bourbon, Bryn knew that much. Was it a power to imagine and manifest more authentic-seeming things in Somnus? Like those dreamwalker memories in the safe house? There was no doubt that bottle of bourbon had drawn Bryn’s attention, much as Nanette’s sofa and the chess piece drew him. The bottle of bourbon had the same detailed allure, the same sense of an object with real heft and weight.

			He couldn’t remember Nanette producing anything like that, though admittedly she’d been too busy to sit around swilling whiskey, what with her duties as a Guardian and her self-appointed role as Bryn’s mentor. For seventeen years she’d been there for Bryn, every single night. No matter how busy she was, if he needed her, she was there, and not just in Somnus but in real life too.

			And now she was gone, and he was lost.

			A wave of grief washed over him, swamping him all over again.

			Surely after eight months he should be beyond that. It wasn’t as though she was family. Hell, she hadn’t even been particularly warm towards him, not so as anyone would notice anyway.

			But she had loved him—he’d known that, even as he knew no one else probably thought of their connection like that.

			The grief today was bad. It ate at his insides and made him want to curl in on himself and howl. For a while, he managed to keep going, walking aimlessly with the tide of the drones, keeping his head down. But as his memories intensified, he couldn’t keep it together any longer. Spotting a railway bridge, he ducked out of the crowd and darted underneath, seeking out a dark corner where he could be alone.

			He found a shadowy alcove behind a thick stone pillar, just big enough for one person, and sidled into the narrow space. The walls of the alcove were grey and rough and ran with rain. Leaning his forehead against the wet brick, he took a long, deep breath, then slowly exhaled. He tried again, but this time, on the exhale, his breathing stuttered on a sob.

			Ah shit.

			Bryn pressed his hand harder around the chess piece in his pocket, trying to distract himself, but it was no good. No good at all.

			The first sob broke from him with a strangled howl, and he muffled it against his arm, trying not to draw any unwelcome attention. You never knew who might be around in Somnus; that was what Nanette always said.

			He burrowed deeper into the alcove, scraping his cheek against the brickwork, his fingers tightening painfully around the chess piece, and wept.

			He was woken by his mobile phone alarm. The sound of the beeping alone, muffled by his pocket, mightn’t have been enough to rouse him, but together with the vibration of the device against his hip, it was enough to make him stir and turn over, groaning. His mouth still held the bitter taste of coffee, and the last edgy effects of his caffeine binge lingered unpleasantly in his system.

			He dragged his phone out of his jeans and shut off the alarm, squinting at the screen to get the time: five thirty. His shift at The Duck didn’t start for another hour, thank God. He must’ve been lucid enough at some point to activate the alarm with that in mind.

			Dragging himself to his feet, he stripped away his stale clothes and shambled into the bathroom, brushing his teeth for five full minutes before taking a long shower, relishing the heat of the water even as he cursed the weakness of the spray.

			After he’d dressed in fresh clothes, he wandered into the kitchen. His stomach griped with a hunger his brain didn’t really recognise. But of course he would be hungry. He hadn’t eaten a proper meal for almost twenty-four hours. This disassociation—an odd disconnection between his mind and body—was one of the side effects Bryn experienced from his dreamwalking. Sometimes it felt like he wasn’t in his own body, even when he was awake. Sometimes it drove him to painful extremes, just to force his body to experience some kind of sensation. Like with his pickup from Captain America. The near-dry fucking hadn’t got him off, but it had been impossible to ignore. Still was. His arse still ached.

			Bryn searched the kitchen for food. The fridge and the cupboards were practically empty, but he turned up a pack of frozen macaroni cheese in the freezer that he microwaved and smothered in chilli sauce to relieve the blandness. As he worked his way through the plate of stodge, he watched a double episode of Come Dine With Me, just to rest his brain.

			Time for work, then.

			He decorated his fingers and thumbs with a half dozen rings and fastened a pile of thin leather and beaded bracelets round his wrists. He laced up his sand shoes and pulled on a faded denim jacket, checking himself quickly in the mirror on his way out. His hair was a mess, and he really should shave at some stage. Not that his pickup the other night had seemed to mind his unkempt look, given how much time he’d spent stroking Bryn’s hair and stubble.

			He’d do for The Duck anyway.

			On his way out the door, he bent to lift the jacket he’d thrown on the bedroom floor this morning when he’d gone for his shower. He dug into the pockets, looking for his keys. Except it wasn’t just keys he found. There was something else in his pocket, something hard and sharp-edged. He yanked the item out, frowning with puzzlement over what it could be, only to drop the object in shock as soon as he pulled it out.

			It was the white knight.

			The white knight from the chess set in the safe house. Small and innocent and unmistakably real. Exactly the same as the chess piece in the dream, every detail perfect.

			This was impossible. The chess piece was a dream thing, a Somnus thing. It wasn’t real, and it couldn’t exist here, in this real-world plane. It should’ve just bounced back to its coffee table position the moment Bryn woke up, rebooting itself back to where it belonged.

			Frantically, Bryn thought back over the previous night in Somnus. He’d definitely had it when he arrived in the glade, but after that? He couldn’t exactly remember.

			How the hell had it got here?

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Laszlo tipped his head forward, sighing with pleasure as hot water pounded his aching neck and shoulders. It had been another long day, but right now, he felt good.

			He’d done the deal. He owned Medea Systems.

			A couple of days ago, he’d have bet he wouldn’t be able to pull it off. Keir and Brian, the two engineers who’d owned Medea, were incredibly attached to the company they’d formed. They’d written every line of the code, invested all their personal savings and foregone salaries so they could pay their skeleton staff, and, frankly, at the end of the first meeting, they’d seemed downright hostile to the idea of selling.

			It had only made Laszlo more determined.

			He’d spent four long days crunching numbers and talking logistics with them, quickly realising they were more concerned about retaining technical control of the product than anything else. Once he’d unlocked that, he was able to show them how Holroyd Grimm’s infrastructure and critical mass in the market could help Medea develop and launch its product way quicker than Medea could on its own.

			That hadn’t been the sum total of his campaign, though—the nights had been long too, and all part of the charm offensive. He’d plied the two men and their small, dedicated team with dinners and drinks, taking them to casinos and nightclubs. He’d got drunk with them, bonding over stupid cocktails and badly played games of blackjack. Listened to their tales of triumph and woe. Shown them he was a good guy, not just some hawk-eyed businessman with an eye for a deal.

			And today they had signed on the dotted line—which meant that finally, tonight, he was free to please himself.

			And tonight he wanted to dance.

			He stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel, wrapping it round his lean hips while he used another to rub at his wet hair on his way back to the bedroom. Opening the wardrobe door, he shoved his business suits aside in a quest for something better suited to clubbing, finally pulling out his favourite jeans and a tight black shirt that hugged the broad stretch of his shoulders and the lean line of his flat stomach.

			He raided the minibar, emptying two tiny bottles of vodka into a tumbler, which he chugged while he swiped his way through a few Google searches. Within ten minutes, he was ordering a cab to take him to his destination; within half an hour, he was walking into Arctic Circle, nodding at the two massive bouncers who guarded the doors.

			Despite its name, the club was hot and dark and already heaving with customers—they thronged the space in front of the bar and swarmed the compact dance floor.

			Laszlo edged his way through the crowd, openly checking out the other patrons as he did so, his tall, lean frame drawing plenty of attention. He caught the barman’s eye and ordered a large vodka, throwing it back quickly before ordering another, and another, returning the barman’s amused look with a flirtatious wink.

			The alcohol was a cold burn in his mouth and a hot fire in his throat. He liked the raw honesty of vodka. Its naked lack of compromise. It was clean and dirty at the same time, and it made him straightforwardly drunk without any stupid tricks. He ordered another large one to sip, slipping the barman a generous tip and turning around to lean his elbows back on the bar while he checked out the dancers in a leisurely way.

			It wasn’t long before he caught someone’s eye—a clean-cut, walking toothpaste advert of a guy. He looked a little too good to be true with his sun-streaked hair, gym-honed abs and whiter-than-white smile, but he was undeniably appealing. Like the vodka, really, straightforward and uncomplicated.

			Toothpaste man gave Laszlo the eye for the rest of the song—something loud and poppy by Katy Perry—but when the music blended into something else, a darker dance track, he broke away from his companions with a wink and a grin at them before strolling in Laszlo’s direction, his suggestive smile growing as he drew nearer.

			“Wanna dance?” he said, quirking a brow.

			Laszlo returned the guy’s smile with one of his own, a smile he turned on easily in these situations and that he knew was full of promise and barely suppressed mischief. That belied the great grey emptiness inside him.

			“Sure,” he said, letting his gaze wander appreciatively over the other man. “Lead the way.”

			He let the guy take his hand and twine their fingers together, let him draw him into the sweating, writhing mass of dancing bodies, then turn to coax Laszlo closer. And then they were moving together, their hips bumping and grinding, finding the easy rhythm of the deep dance beat that throbbed under their feet and in the air around him.

			Laszlo’s hands slid up the blond’s flanks. His skin was smooth, the muscles underneath Laszlo’s fingers tight and gym perfect, and when he grinned at Laszlo, his teeth gleamed brilliant white in the UV lights. He took hold of the hem of Laszlo’s shirt and yanked it over his head, his bare chest brushing against Laszlo’s as he reached back to stuff a wad of the shirt into Laszlo’s back pocket, his laughter gusting over Laszlo’s lips.

			The hot air of the club was heavy with sexual promise, and Laszlo was as hard as a rock. He felt utterly carnal, a wild animal consumed by the need to fuck. He wanted to fuck this guy all night, then sleep away the next morning. He wanted to drink Grey Goose till he couldn’t see anymore and lose himself in this hot, willing, uncomplicated body.

			Perhaps—probably—in the morning, he’d be back to feeling empty again. But right now he intended to lose himself in these easy pleasures, overloading himself with enough sensation to blow his circuits for a few hours.

			In the few days that followed Bryn’s last disturbing visit to Somnus, and the even more disturbing appearance of that dreamed chess piece in the real world, he went out of his way to avoid Dylan Black. He made sure to sleep at deliberately irregular hours between his shifts at The Duck and the home visits Dave scheduled for him for EZ Computer Repairs. He took afternoon naps in favour of nighttime sleeping and set his alarms on hourly cycles so that he was never under for too long.

			Whenever he went under, he defaulted straight to the safe house as usual, but so far there had been no Dylan waiting for him when that happened, and he always made sure to shift away as soon as he could. When he was called to the tower by those insidious whispers, he didn’t linger long enough to get pulled in. Instead, he got himself away immediately, shifting to one of Somnus’s drone-heavy urban spaces to lose himself in the dense crowds of myopic sleepers.

			In the brief moments he spent near the tower, there was never any sign of the wooded glade, nor of the drone who dreamed it. Bryn told himself he was relieved by that, though the truth was the drone was the least of his worries—each time the call came, he manifested closer to the crooked structure with its swirling skirt of Shades. And each time the call was a little stronger, a little harder to resist. Bryn wondered how long it would be before he shifted inside the tower and came face-to-face with whatever owned that sibilant voice. Because whatever it was that called him to the empty dust fields, it was in there, of that much he was sure.

			And it was growing stronger.

			As the days passed without Dylan tracking him down, Bryn grew more exhausted. He was sleeping on and off but nowhere near enough, and with his messed-up routine, he kept forgetting to eat. He knew he couldn’t go on like this; knew too that Dylan would run him to ground eventually. You could never run away from Somnus. Eventually you’d go under, and there you’d be, trapped till your exhausted body recovered from the lack of sleep. It was something Nanette had told him over and over, frustrated by his bouts of dogged noncompliance. She’d understood why he did it, though, known that sometimes he needed to resist, even though he couldn’t win.

			With all the efforts he made to avoid Dylan in Somnus, it never occurred to him the man might run him to ground in the real world. He’d never even met Dylan in the real world. Wouldn’t have known where to look for him.

			It was a Wednesday night, and he’d just finished a slow shift at The Duck. He’d stayed on after closing for a couple of vodka and Red Bulls with the other two bar staff, and the mingled booze and caffeine had left him buzzing in a mellow way. He planned to spend a few hours in front of the box before heading to bed for a couple of hours’ kip at dawn.

			He unlocked the front door of his flat, yawning, only to stiffen when he saw a flickering glow round the edges of the living room door.

			The TV was on.

			Stupidly, automatically, he walked down the hall and pushed the door open—to find none other than Dylan Black sprawled on his couch watching a cheap reality TV show in the dark, the bluish light from the screen casting a flickering glow over his face.

			Dylan glanced up, casual. “Hey. You’re home.”

			This, as though it was the most natural thing in the world for him to be in Bryn’s flat. A man Bryn had never before met in the flesh.

			“What the fuck?”

			Bryn snapped the lights on, scowling.

			Dylan stood up in a leisurely way. He stretched, yawned hugely, then grinned and said, “Surprised to see me?”

			He looked just like he did in Somnus. Maybe a little less tall, though he still had a couple of inches on Bryn.

			“Sorry to barge in,” he added, sounding not the least bit apologetic. “I’ve been out of the country. Flew back this morning. Time change is only catching up with me now.”

			As though that explained breaking and entering, trespass and whatever other crimes his presence in Bryn’s home constituted.

			“How did you know where to find me?” Bryn’s voice was tight and defensive, and he hated how it gave him away. He didn’t want Dylan to realise how freaked out he was by his appearance.

			“I make it my business to know stuff like that.”

			“Do you make it your business to break into people’s homes too?”

			Dylan grinned. “Where necessary.” He stepped forward, moving into Bryn’s space, crowding him. With some difficulty, Bryn resisted the urge to step back.

			“So, tell me,” Dylan said softly, his eyes tracking Bryn’s face. “Where’s the chess piece?”

			Bryn felt his expression change, betraying him, before he was able to control it.

			Dismay.

			When Dylan’s gaze flashed with recognition, Bryn realized that prevarication was pointless. He closed his eyes.

			“How do you know about that?”

			“It wasn’t exactly rocket science. I was there at the safe house when you put it in your pocket. It hasn’t been back since, and there’s nowhere else it could be.” He paused and shrugged. “Plus I’ve been watching you for a while. To be honest, I’ve been half expecting this.”

			Bryn stiffened. “Half expecting what?”

			Dylan’s too-sharp gaze assessed him. “Come and sit down,” he said after a longish pause. “You want some tea?”

			“No, I don’t want tea. I want you to tell me what this is about.”

			Despite Bryn’s protests, he found himself being herded to the sofa and sat down. A moment later, Dylan pressed a glass into his hands. He sniffed the clear contents. Gordon’s. The faint aroma of the botanical herbs in the spirit teased him, and he took a healthy swig.

			Dylan grabbed another chair—a straight-backed one that he pulled up right in front of Bryn. Bryn stiffened, uncomfortable at the sudden proximity and the directness of the man’s gaze.

			“I’m not the only person who’s noticed that chess piece is gone,” Dylan said. “Naomi mentioned it to me too.”

			“Why? Was it her memory?”

			Dylan shrugged. “Could be. She was pretty freaked out by its disappearance. But that’s not important. Here’s what I want to know: can you bring it back to Somnus?”

			“Fucked if I know.”

			“You still got it?”

			Bryn nodded and reached into the pocket of his jeans, withdrawing the piece and holding it up for Dylan’s inspection.

			Dylan reached for it, his expression curiously rapt. “May I?”

			With a reluctance he couldn’t quite understand himself, Bryn dropped it into his outstretched palm. Dylan brought it close to his face to examine it.

			“Amazing,” he breathed, at last. “It’s completely perfect.” He looked at Bryn, and his eyes had stars in them. “Jesus, Bryn, do you realise what you’ve done? Have you any conception?”

			Bryn stared at him. Dylan Black was…impressed. By Bryn.

			It was such a weird feeling.

			It was then, in that moment, that Bryn realised he’d done something extraordinary. The chess piece had been imaginary, nothing more than a memory, and now it was real, a thing, here in the waking world.

			“You alchemised it,” Dylan whispered, his gaze fixed on Bryn.

			“Alchemised?”

			“Moved an object from Somnus to the real world. We call it dream alchemy. Dream alchemists are very, very rare.”

			Bryn didn’t know what to say. “I’ve never heard of dream alchemy,” he said, frowning.

			“Well, we don’t talk about this stuff much. Only a very few dreamwalkers even know about it.”

			Bryn’s mouth was dry. “Why?”

			“Dream alchemists are—special,” Dylan said carefully. “There are people who might want to use your powers. We have to make sure that—”

			“Wait—who is ‘we’?”

			Dylan paused for an instant before he answered. “The Council. We take care of things. I’m a member and so was Nanette.”

			Bryn stared at him, stunned. No one had ever mentioned any “Council” to him before. Not in seventeen years.

			Dylan put a hand on his arm. “Listen, Bryn, I know this is huge. Too much to hear in one sitting. But there’s no other way to tell you this. The truth is, we’ve been watching you for a few years. Nanette told us you were powerful—”

			Bryn pulled his arm out from under Dylan’s hand as though he’d been burned. “That’s not true. I’m nothing special.”

			“You are special. You—”

			“No,” Bryn interrupted before Dylan could say another word. “Believe me, Dylan, I know. Everyone expected great things of me because I became a dreamwalker so young, but I’m just ordinary. Not like Nanette, or you, or Vikram. Jesus, Dylan, don’t you remember me in those lessons, messing up over and over? You certainly used to give me shit about it at the time.”

			Dylan flushed at that. “I was a jealous little shit, okay? And I’m sorry.” Bryn just stared at him in disbelief. It was the first time he’d ever seen Dylan looking anything other than entirely self-possessed, and he was struck dumb at the sight. “I could see you were special even then,” Dylan continued. “And now that you’re coming into your powers, you’re going to be able to help us a great deal.”

			“Help you? Help you do what? Fuck, Dylan. This is insane!” Bryn lifted the glass and downed the rest of the gin, then stood and stalked into the kitchen. The gin bottle sat on the worktop, empty now, but he had a vague memory of a bottle of Kahlua at the back of the cupboard. He dragged the cupboard door open and searched the bottle out, arsing the last syrupy half inch of it into the glass and throwing back the treacly spirit in one gulp, retching slightly when it hit his stomach.

			Dylan had followed him into the kitchen and he watched this display with an impassive expression. “Bryn, I know this is a shock—”

			“Too fucking right!” Bryn laughed grimly and turned to face him again. “I don’t have powers, Dylan! The idea is ridiculous—”

			“You do,” Dylan insisted. “You alchemised the chess piece—”

			“I have no idea how that happened!”

			Dylan stepped closer, his gaze intent, searching. “Really? None at all?”

			Bryn shifted uncomfortably and turned away, busying himself by rinsing out the glass in his hand, filling the kettle. “All I know is that I found it in my jacket the next morning.”

			“You didn’t do anything unusual in Somnus that night?”

			Bryn laughed without humour. “I never do anything in Somnus that isn’t unusual.”

			“Nothing more unusual than normal I mean?”

			Bryn avoided looking at Dylan by fishing around in the cupboard for teabags. There had been quite a few things that night. His encounter with the drone. Their kiss. His conversation with Wyatt, then crying like a baby under the railway bridge.

			None of them were things he wanted to divulge to Dylan.

			“Not that I remember,” he said, pulling out a box of Tetley and setting it down on the counter. “So, tell me—what’s this ‘Council’ all about, and how come I’ve never heard of it before?” It was a pretty blatant change of subject, but Dylan paused only for an instant before he answered.

			“The Council’s been around for a long, long time. There are seven dreamwalkers on it—the four Guardians and three others.”

			“And you and Nanette were two of the seven.”

			Dylan nodded, adding after a pause, “She couldn’t tell you, Bryn. It’s forbidden to speak of the Council.”

			Bryn hated that Dylan had seen, and correctly interpreted, his flash of hurt.

			“If it’s forbidden, why are you telling me now?”

			“Because now you need to know. Like I said, there are people—dreamwalkers—who will want to use your alchemy powers. They went after Nanette, one of the strongest dreamwalkers around, and they destroyed her. Now I think they’re coming after you.”

			Bryn gave up his pretence of tea making, turning to face Dylan once again. “Fine, let’s roll with your theory—you reckon these people want my so-called powers? Why is that? What do they want them for?”

			For a moment Dylan just stared him, his jaw held so tight a muscle twitched in his cheek. When he finally spoke, he didn’t answer Bryn’s question, didn’t even acknowledge it.

			“When we were sitting on the couch the other night,” he said instead, “and you shifted away—did you choose to do that? Or did it just happen?”

			Bryn’s blood ran cold. Dylan knew. He knew that Bryn was being summoned; that he couldn’t resist the call.

			Bryn didn’t say anything for the longest time. He tried to read Dylan’s face, but couldn’t make out anything from his closed expression. He didn’t know whether to trust the man or not, and in the meantime, his question hovered between them, demanding an answer.

			It wasn’t as though Bryn had anyone else to turn to, now that Nanette was gone. And Nanette had trusted Dylan, hadn’t she? Though perhaps she had been foolish to do so?

			“It just happened,” Bryn said at last, and his voice sounded rusty even to his own ears. “I get…pulled there.”

			“How often?”

			Bryn shrugged. “Most times I sleep it happens. I try to shift away as soon as I get there.”

			“Why? What’s it like where you go?”

			Bryn rubbed the back of his neck uncomfortably. “Empty. I’ve never seen any place in Somnus like it. It’s empty, like a desert. Except for this tower, with all these Shades around it.”

			Something about Dylan seemed to crumple a little at that. He closed his eyes and gripped the melamine counter behind him so hard the bones of his knuckles whitened through his skin. At last he said tightly, “I need you to take me there. Next time you go.”

			Bryn watched him suspiciously. “Why?”

			“I just need you to, all right?” Dylan snapped. Then he sighed and added more gently, “If you want to know what this is all about, take me there with you. You do that, Bryn, and if it’s the same place I’m thinking of, I’ll tell you everything I know.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Laszlo was glad to leave California behind, even though, when the plane finally touched down on English soil, it was a day of grey skies and intermittent, drizzling rain. Sunny climes only reminded Laszlo of his inability to feel. Everyone else’s happiness seemed bigger in the sun. Louder and more open, shared with the world at large. People laughed more, smiled more.

			He preferred it here. Here, he felt just like everyone else, most of the time.

			Laszlo leaned his head against the plane’s tiny plastic window, looking out at the airport’s flat, grey landscape as they taxied to the gate. It had been a good trip. He’d wrapped up the Medea deal quickly after Keir and Brian had agreed to sell, working long hours to get the heads of terms in place so he could hand it over to the lawyers to write up the contracts.

			The final celebration dinner had been followed by a drinking session so long Laszlo hadn’t bothered to go to bed before his early morning flight back to London. Instead he’d just drunk some of his medicinal tea, then headed for the airport, where he boarded the plane, took a couple of Nurofen and tried to sleep. The professor would have a heart attack if he knew. He always emphasised to Laszlo how important it was for him to maintain a steady sleep routine.

			Of course, if the professor had his way, Laszlo would never travel anywhere two hours plus or minus Greenwich Mean Time.

			After exiting the plane, Laszlo walked through Passport Control and headed for Arrivals on automatic pilot. He’d managed a couple of hours of light sleep during the flight so he felt fine just now, but it was only midmorning here in London—a long time before he’d be able to go back to bed. He’d be pretty tired by then, and probably not remotely up for a night out, but he still found himself thinking about the evening ahead, wondering whether any of his regular hookups might be up for a fuck.

			It felt like a long time since that night in Arctic Circle and the spectacular blowjob he’d scored from Toothpaste guy.

			He ambled out into a busy concourse of shops, cafés and car-hire booths to find Eric, his driver, waiting for him, leaning against a broad pillar, his gaze fixed on the back page of the Daily Mirror.

			“Waiting for someone?” Laszlo said drily.

			Eric looked up. “Mornin’,” he said cheerily. “Good flight?”

			“I told you I’d take a taxi.”

			“Don’t be daft,” Eric said without heat. “I’m your driver, ain’t I? What else am I going to do?”

			A former policeman, Eric had acted as Laszlo’s grandfather’s security guard as well as driving him around. Laszlo hadn’t had the heart to let him go when the old man died, even though having a security guard had seemed ridiculous, especially one twice Laszlo’s age and half as physically fit. So, he’d become Laszlo’s driver, and they squabbled, on and off, about how little Eric had to do.

			“Yeah, it was all right,” Laszlo replied, rubbing tiredly at the back of his neck. “I slept through some of it, anyway.”

			“Best way,” Eric said, smiling broadly. “Trip go all right? Get what you wanted?”

			Laszlo grinned back, faking a pleasure he didn’t feel. The initial satisfaction he’d got from closing the deal had already worn off.

			“I sure did. Took me a few days, but I persuaded them to sell.”

			“Good stuff.” Eric reached for the handle of Laszlo’s carry-on. “Give that ’ere.”

			“You don’t need to take it,” Laszlo said, not yielding his grip. They scuffled over the lightweight case for a moment till Laszlo finally sighed and let go, and Eric set off over the concourse towards short-term parking, the case trundling behind him and Laszlo following, scrolling through the messages on his phone.

			“Office or flat?” Eric threw over his shoulder as they made their way through an army of cars towards a low-key gleaming black sedan.

			“Office first. I’m going to see Helena about getting the contracts sorted.” Helena was head of legal at Holroyd Grimm, and Laszlo liked working with her. She was meticulous, organised and, best of all, self-sufficient. She knew how Laszlo worked, and after this morning’s conversation, she’d get on with making sure the paperwork delivered the terms he’d agreed upon without coming back to him for endless instructions, something he had no patience for.

			“Office it is,” Eric confirmed, opening the electronic locks.

			Laszlo climbed into the back while Eric stuck the carryon in the boot. He’d finished with his messages and now he found himself swiping over to his contacts and opening his little-black-book folder. He scrolled down, waiting for a name to call out to him.

			Gareth… Harry… Jason… Jonathan… Kris… Lee… Luke… Marc…

			He frowned. He was sure he’d know every one of those blokes if he saw them, but thinking about them now, it was as though they’d merged into one, a series of good-looking party boys who liked to fuck, and didn’t mind that Laszlo wanted them to get their clothes on and leave straight after they had sex.

			Was that why it was so difficult to choose one—because they all seemed the same?

			He glanced down at the list of names again. Marc. Which one was he again? He’d known Marc for years, hadn’t he?

			What colour are his eyes, then?

			Laszlo realised with a lurch that he didn’t know. Light, he thought. Blue or green, maybe. Or grey?

			As he pondered the question, a sudden flash, an image, or maybe more of a feeling, came to him. Dark eyes, the drag of an early beard against his lips—

			That wasn’t Marc. Definitely not.

			The image, or feeling, was gone before he could capture it, a fleeting memory of something he just couldn’t keep a hold of. A drop of mercury sliding away.

			For some reason, the odd little moment made Laszlo feel off-balance, and he was oddly relieved when his phone rang, interrupting his thoughts.

			His relief was short-lived. When he glanced at the screen, he saw a name that always made him frown: Professor Wolffe. He considered letting the call go to voice mail, but he’d made it a rule a long time ago not to run away from the stuff that bothered him. It was always better to face up to shit. Meet it head-on and tackle it.

			Swiping at the screen, Laszlo lifted the phone to his ear.

			“Hello, Professor,” he said.

			“I wish you would call me Alun,” the polished voice on the end of the line replied. “I think we’ve known each other long enough for you to call me by my first name.”

			“Feels too weird,” Laszlo replied shortly. “Anyway, what can I do for you? Our next appointment’s not for a while.”

			“Always the busy CEO.” The professor chuckled. “Actually, I was just calling to see how you are. Can’t a friend give another friend a call?”

			We’re not friends.

			Laszlo didn’t say it, but the silence that followed the professor’s remark was awkward.

			Laszlo was grateful to the professor, of course, but he could never like him. Their…relationship, such as it was, was one based on need and habit. He appreciated that the professor’s methods had been successful, but it didn’t make the memory of them any less unpleasant.

			The professor cleared his throat. “So—how are you, Laszlo?”

			“Fine. I’m fine.” He didn’t know what else to say.

			“Sleeping all right?”

			Ah, the million-dollar question. And it had taken the man less than sixty seconds to ask.

			Eric was climbing into the car now. Laszlo watched him adjust the driver’s seat and put on his seat belt.

			“Laszlo?”

			Laszlo sighed audibly, letting the professor hear his irritation. “I’m sleeping fine,” he said, adding wearily, “Why do you ask?”

			There was a brief silence, then the professor said, “You missed your appointment in September.”

			“I was in India. On business.”

			“You should have called to let me know.”

			“I’m sure Shaheda called your office.”

			“I didn’t mean that,” the professor said mildly. “I meant you should have called me.”

			Laszlo didn’t say anything. But the silence that followed was heavy. Eric started the car and pulled smoothly out of the space, heading for the car park entrance.

			Eventually the professor sighed. “Look, Laszlo, I know you hate me checking up on you, but I just—I worry. I’ve known you since you were fourteen years old. I wanted to check how you were. It’s not good for you to go too long between appointments. Remember we talked about this last time?”

			He remembered the professor talking about it and him saying nothing, as usual.

			“I’m fine,” he said now. “You know if I need you, I’ll call. I told you that.”

			“Will you? Can you tell me here and now that you’ve had no sleep issues at all since June? Hand on heart?”

			Laszlo pressed his lips together again, but sometimes silence was its own answer.

			The professor sighed again. “Do me a favour. Have your PA call up and make an appointment for the next couple of weeks. I don’t think you should leave it till December, not after missing last month. I don’t want you to have another episode.”

			An episode. Laszlo lived in dread of another episode. Delusions so vivid he was ready to swear they were real, and if he started down that road, he knew from bitter experience that the only thing that could sort him out was a stay at the Willows. It had been years since his last visit, but the threat of it was always hanging over his head. He hated the professor a little for mentioning it, even though he knew the man was right.

			And this was why they could never be friends.

			Laszlo closed his eyes, defeated. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll have Shaheda call your office.”

			“Good man,” the professor replied, injecting his voice with that faux heartiness he used to use on Laszlo when he was kid, like they were mates. Laszlo had always hated that voice. “In the meantime, make sure you keep drinking your tea. You need to make sure you’re as relaxed as you can be when you go into and out of sleep. Observe your rituals and—”

			“—and enter sleep in a state of complete calm,” Laszlo completed automatically.

			“That’s right.” The professor sounded pleased to hear his lesson parroted back at him. Reassured that Laszlo wasn’t about to do anything crazy, maybe.

			There was another of those awkward silences. Then, just as Laszlo was about to mutter a good-bye and hang up, the professor spoke again, only this time his voice was quieter, even faintly pleading.

			“Don’t be a stranger, Laszlo. You don’t need an appointment to talk to me. You know that, don’t you?”

			There was a long beat of silence before Laszlo muttered, “Yeah. I know,” and disconnected the call.

			Afterwards, he sat staring at his phone while Eric drove smoothly into the city.

			When he’d asked Shaheda to cancel the September appointment on the eve of his trip to India, she’d asked if he wanted her to rearrange it. He’d told her no. Thought about it, then said to her not to bother.

			He hated his routines, even as he observed them. Hated drinking the medicinal tea that made him feel like he didn’t hate it at all once he was finished drinking it. Hated what he was and how he had to live to keep his madness under control.

			That hate was the only emotion he could access with any ease. He cherished it in a way. It made him feel real and alive, unlike his routines and his appointments with the professor, which made him feel flat and docile.

			Yet here he was, agreeing to another appointment. And he knew very well why—it was because there was another emotion that could still get him sometimes. Fear.

			The fear of another episode was too much for him to bear, and that was the sad truth of the matter.

			“Everyfink all right, Laz?” Eric called over his shoulder. “You look like you lost a tenner and found a pound.”

			Laszlo scrubbed a hand over his face. “Yeah, I’m all right. Just tired.”

			“You need a good night’s kip, that’s wot you need,” Eric informed him sagely.

			“Yeah,” Laszlo agreed. “That’s what I need.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Although Bryn was still suspicious about Dylan’s motives, he agreed to schedule his sleeping to coincide with the other man’s so that, for the next few days, they were in Somnus at the same time. If Dylan could do anything to help him—anything to disrupt whatever was drawing him to that godforsaken desert—then Bryn wasn’t about to reject that help. And that meant Dylan needed to be close enough to touch when Bryn shifted.

			It happened quickly, on the second night. They were hanging out in the safe house, just the two of them in the lounge, playing chess with a cigarette lighter standing in for the knight Bryn still hadn’t managed to alchemise back into Somnus, much to Dylan’s disappointment.

			Bryn was studying the board, waiting for Dylan to make his move, when the wavelike call filled his mind with its shushing ebb and flow.

			“Okay, here we go,” he said, stomach lurching. He looked up, reaching out to Dylan who glanced up, almost idly. When he realised that this was it, Dylan’s eyes widened and then he was grabbing Bryn’s outstretched hand and they were shifting together.

			The tower was a lot closer this time, just a hundred yards or so from the spot they arrived in, and Bryn wondered if that had something to do with Dylan being with him.

			They were close enough that, for the first time, Bryn could see the structure was made up of huge blocks of blackened, weathered stone. And all around it, the Shades swirled, bodies as insubstantial as cobwebs, a murky grey, malignant mass and every one of them bearing the same, almost featureless face—shadowy eye sockets and a gaping maw. The stain of a half-remembered life on a funeral shroud.

			“Shit,” Dylan whispered.

			Bryn glanced at him. “Is this the place you were expecting?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You’ve been here before, then?”

			“Yeah, though I’ve not been finding it easy to shift here lately. I think someone’s been setting up wards to keep me away. Unfortunately, I don’t know who.”

			“I’m getting through the wards,” Bryn pointed out.

			“Well, you’re being summoned here.”

			“But I was able to bring you with me.”

			“Yeah—because they want you to get through. If we’re connected, I come with you. That’s how it works.” Dylan paused. “How long did you say you’ve been shifting here?”

			“A couple of months. It happens most nights—seems like I’m getting closer each time. A lot closer today actually.”

			“So that’s why you’ve not been sleeping, is it? Because you’ve been trying to avoid the place.” When Bryn didn’t answer, Dylan sighed. “I wish you’d come to speak to me instead. Or someone else. Why didn’t you?”

			Bryn didn’t answer, just shrugged and scuffed at the dusty ground with his foot. His ancient sand shoes were perfectly realised, right down to the knot in the middle of the lace where he’d snapped it off, then tied it back in place.

			“You said you’d tell me what this is all about once I’d brought you here,” he said. “So, what’s the deal? What’s calling me here?”

			Dylan paused for a long moment before he answered.

			“Do you have any idea what’s in there?”

			The man was a pain in the arse for answering a question with a question. It was a fuck of a way to have a conversation, but if that was the way Dylan wanted to play it—

			“I’m going to take a wild stab in the dark and say, the same thing that’s calling me here?”

			Dylan ignored his sarcasm. “I reckon so. The Tower is a prison, though it has only one occupant. And it seems he’d like you to visit him.”

			The way Dylan said the Tower put a definite capital letter on it.

			“The Tower? Imaginative name.”

			“This is serious, so quit the sarcasm.”

			Bryn sighed. “Fine. Who’s in the Tower? What does he want with me?”

			Dylan’s face was expressionless, unreadable. “His name is Morfran. He’s…a monster.” His shrug was an admission of how crazy that sounded. “Or maybe abomination is a better word. And that”—he pointed at the crooked, shade-strewn Tower again—“is his prison, and has been for a long, long time. Fifteen hundred years, give or take a few decades.”

			Bryn just stared at him.

			“Fifteen hundred years?” he said at last. “There’s a fifteen-hundred-year-old monster in there, that’s what you’re telling me?”

			Dylan gave a strange, harsh laugh. “Don’t tell me this is the craziest moment of your life, because you know I won’t believe you. You are a dreamwalker.”

			“Dreamwalking’s one thing, but monsters? Fucking monsters, Dylan? If this is true, how come I never heard of it before? And how come you did?”

			“Only the Council and the dreamwalkers in my family line know about him. It was one of my ancestors who put him in there, and like every other dreamwalker in my line, I took an oath when I was eighteen to do everything in my power to keep him there.”

			Bryn stared at Dylan, stunned, then asked, “why was he imprisoned? What did he do?”

			“He started off like you and me, I suppose. A dreamwalker like any of us, though in those days, dreamwalking was a venerated gift, rather than grounds for locking someone up in a mental institution.

			“He became a powerful priest, an interpreter of dreams for a great warlord king. Rose high enough to sit at the right hand of his king, his most trusted adviser. But he wasn’t content with that. He wanted more control, more power. And by this time he’d realised he had the ability to compel.”

			“To what? Compel? What do you mean?”

			“Alchemy’s not the only power you’ve never heard of. There are some dreamwalkers who can…cause things to happen in Somnus. Bend things to their will. Objects, Shades, even drones sometimes.” He paused, catching Bryn’s eye. “He’s trying to compel us right now—it’s that pull you’re feeling. Like a magnet.”

			Bryn concentrated. He could feel something, though it was only a shadow of what he’d felt on previous occasions. “I feel it,” he admitted. “Though it’s quite weak.”

			Dylan’s eyes widened. “You think this feels weak?”

			Bryn stared at him, nonplussed. “Don’t you?” he asked uncertainly.

			“No. I can resist it, but there’s effort involved. You don’t seem to be bothered at all by it.”

			“I’ve felt it much stronger than this. Sometimes I hear a voice, and it makes me move closer to the Tower. That’s—scary.”

			Dylan just shook his head. He seemed to be having difficulty processing what Bryn was telling him.

			“How can I have been a dreamwalker for so long without knowing any of this?” Bryn asked. “All those lessons I had to go to, and no one saw fit to mention there’s a monster in a secret tower and super-dreamwalkers with extra powers?”

			“The Council thinks it’s better kept secret. Dreamwalkers with enhanced abilities are actually very rare and, until recently, Morfran’s been relatively well-contained. They think stirring up panic would be—unwise.”

			“But Nanette knew—” Bryn broke off as soon as the words were out of his mouth. Nanette had known all of this, and she’d never told him any of it. The sense of betrayal that surged in him at that thought was like a tidal wave, swamping him so that he couldn’t breathe. All those years as his mentor. Her job had been to teach him about Somnus, and she’d held all of this back? Nanette, who’d been as close—closer in some ways—than his own mother. Hadn’t she thought he could be trusted with this kind of knowledge?

			“She couldn’t tell you,” Dylan said. “You shouldn’t take it personally.”

			But how could he not?

			Bryn sighed. “Just tell me the rest of the story.”

			“Well, like I said, Morfran had the power to compel. At first, he only used it to manipulate things in Somnus—Shades particularly. But then he realised he could absorb Shades. Take them right inside himself.”

			“But how? They’re only nightmares, aren’t they? Psychic debris?” Bryn parroted back the words he’d learned when he first came to Somnus.

			“Not once they get inside a dreamwalker. Once that happens, the Shade becomes part of him, always with him, awake or asleep. And Morfran absorbed hundreds of them, thousands maybe. The sagas talk of him becoming hideously misshapen, phenomenally strong.

			“Before long, he had murdered his king and taken the throne for himself, ruling his people with horrific brutality. Others tried to overthrow him, but none were successful, and a rumour took hold he was immortal, the offspring of a goddess.

			“Worse than any of that, though, his actions compromised the threshold between the real world and Somnus, destabilising both planes. There were reports of demons that sounded like rogue Shades roaming the real world, a spate of ‘sleeping sickness’ that killed men in their sleep. The dreamwalkers of the time said ‘the veil had been pierced’ and warned that if it was ripped in two, the world would become a living hell.”

			“So, to stop him your ancestor put him in the Tower?”

			Dylan nodded. “The Tower was constructed especially for him, and a small group of handpicked dreamwalkers captured and imprisoned him. Once he was inside, the building was heavily warded with old magic to keep him there. He’s been there ever since.”

			“And you’re sure he’s still alive? After fifteen hundred years?”

			“We’re certain of it. Morfran might be contained, but his powers still have some influence outside the Tower. He continues to draw Shades, and others, to him.”

			Bryn digested that, glancing over at the twisted structure and the apron of Shades that hugged it almost lovingly, remembering the sly, sibilant voice he’d heard in his head before.

			He turned back to Dylan. “So what happened to Morfran’s physical body?”

			“No one knows for sure. The story goes that he’d become catatonic—that he remained alive, never waking from the dream he was captured in. It was thought his body would eventually die a natural death and that, when that happened, his Somnus-self would vanish too, leaving the Tower empty. But it never happened. Perhaps he had followers who preserved the body somehow, or perhaps he’d been so fundamentally changed by absorbing the Shades that the death of his body made no difference to his existence in Somnus. We don’t know—what we do know is that recently, he seems to have been growing stronger.”

			“What makes you think that?”

			“The Shades, for one thing,” Dylan said. “There used to only be a few here at the Tower, but now there are thousands. And in the last decade, there’s been a sharp spike in dreamwalker disappearances we can’t account for. Young dreamwalkers especially—we can’t even be sure how many, because we don’t know how many he got to before we discovered them.”

			Dreamwalking tended to start when a kid reached his or her early to mid-teens but new dreamwalkers often weren’t discovered for months—sometimes they hid out in Somnus, afraid of what felt like insanity, unaware there were others like them.

			It was a scary time, one that Bryn remembered well. He’d gone unnoticed for a long time because he’d first dreamwalked at just seven years old. No one expected a kid that young to be able to dreamwalk. For months he’d spent every night of sleep looking for somewhere to hide, away from those terrifying dead-eyed people who kept stumbling into him, and even worse, the sharp-eyed ones whose curious gazes sometimes caught on him. He hadn’t trusted anyone, till Nanette had passed him one day, huddled in the corner of a bus shelter, trembling.

			“Hello, lovey, are you all right? Oh, that’s a nice necklace! Where did you get it?”

			“Why do you think he’s going after young dreamwalkers?”

			“We’re not sure, but of the recent victims we know about, like Nanette, most of them have shown small signs of alchemic ability, so we think that’s what he’s after. We think he’s been going after new dreamwalkers while they’re young and vulnerable, hoping one of them might turn out to be an alchemist.”

			“And that’s what you think I can do? This dream alchemy?”

			Dylan gave him a level look. “You’ve already done it, Bryn. That’s why you’re being pulled here. Morfran can sense it.”

			Bryn still wasn’t convinced the chess piece hadn’t been a one-off, but for now he merely said, “And you reckon he wants my power. What for?”

			“To manifest in the real world again. If he has no real-world body to go back to, the only way back is through a dream alchemist. We can’t let that happen, Bryn. We can’t risk the threshold being compromised again.”

			“Is it even possible for an alchemist to take him over?”

			“We don’t know, but clearly he’s not found anyone with enough power yet.”

			“Not even Nanette.”

			Dylan sighed. “No,” he said. “Nanette was unique in her ability to practice all the dreamwalker powers, but in truth she wasn’t a master of any particular one, and certainly not alchemy. She told me she was never able to alchemise anything more complex than a single element—gold, copper, carbon—but no compounds. Certainly nothing like your ivory knight.”

			Bryn swallowed, hard. “What actually happened to her, Dylan? How did she die?” Not knowing had been killing him, but now he was afraid to hear the truth.

			Dylan shrugged. “You know as much as I do. One day, she didn’t wake up in the real world. The autopsy said it was heart failure, and we never found her Somnus-self.

			“The day before she died, she told me she’d found herself at the Tower a couple of times and had to shift away. I was concerned, but not concerned enough. I should have realised how serious it was when she asked me to watch out for you. She said you weren’t ready yet, but she was convinced you were about to come into your powers.” He gave a sad smile. “I’m ashamed to admit I didn’t believe her—I thought she was wrong about you, and I said so. But she was right all along. She always said you’d be magnificent one day.”

			Bryn just stared at the other man. He didn’t know what to say. Was that what Nanette had really thought? That he could be…magnificent? He wished he could be magnificent for her, but he wasn’t even convinced he had this alchemy power Dylan seemed to be so sure about.

			He shook his head. “I don’t know what she was thinking, saying that. I haven’t got a hope in hell if this thing summons me into the Tower.” He scrubbed his hands over his face.

			“Look, Bryn—” Dylan hesitated. “I—I know I was a little shit to you when we were younger, but the truth is, I always knew you were special.” He paused, then added almost teasingly, “And you know you’re still the youngest ever dreamwalker?”

			Bryn sighed. “Yeah, I know.”

			He’d been told over and over since he was seven years old.

			“I was pretty early myself—eleven—but you were seven.” Dylan gave a rueful laugh. “God, I was so jealous when you came along. Everyone had been watching me pretty carefully for a few years by then. I learned quickly, and I was strong. And then suddenly, everyone was talking about this little kid dreamwalker like you were so amazing.”

			“They soon learned different,” Bryn snorted. “Jesus, when I think of those awful lessons and how I struggled to keep up with you all…”

			Dylan looked away. “Yeah, well, we didn’t make it easy for you, did we? Me especially.” He paused. “I wish I could go back and change that, Bryn, but I can’t. And an apology doesn’t really cut it, does it?”

			Bryn blinked. In all the years since those shitty lessons stopped, Dylan had never once acknowledged how much of a dick he’d been, and now Bryn could do nothing but stare at him in shock.

			“Anyway,” Dylan went on, more briskly, “the truth is, you were fine in the lessons. Sure, you were a little weaker than the rest of us at the time, but you were six years younger. And you’re certainly not weaker now. Not judging by how resistant you are to Morfran’s pull.”

			It was kind of a novel thought—that Bryn might actually be strong? He tried out the idea in his head and found himself almost instinctively rejecting it. He’d had too many years of struggling to balance his Somnus and real-life worlds while he watched other dreamwalkers manage that balance with seeming ease. In recent years, he’d put it down to manifesting as a dreamwalker so early—perhaps it had made him unusually sensitive, inhibited his development in some way? But now Dylan was asking him to believe that he was in fact unusually strong? Even gifted somehow?

			“The thing is, Dylan, I’m not sure you’re right about me having this power,” he said now. “One chess piece? It’s not enough to draw that sort of conclusion, is it?”

			Dylan tilted his head to one side. “Yeah, it’s enough, Bryn. It’s enough when I know you’re getting summoned to this Tower, night after night. And when I can feel the power rolling off you. It’s enough when Nanette pretty much came out and told me you were an alchemist.”

			Bryn let out a huff at that. “Well, Nanette never saw me alchemise anything, I can tell you that much.”

			“So what? Powers like that take time to emerge, and there had to be a reason she mentored you all those years.”

			“I was like a son to her. That’s all it was.”

			“That’s not why she spent all that time with you. You think she was playing happy families with you? No way, Bryn. Nanette was a fierce and powerful dreamwalker. She was too dedicated to the Council to do that just for the pleasure of your company.”

			Bryn swallowed against a childish ache in his throat at that cool assurance, pressing his lips together for a moment before he spoke again. “You have no idea how she was with me. She taught me about Somnus, but she never taught me any powers. She never even mentioned alchemy. I’d never heard of it till you mentioned it to me the other day.”

			Dylan shrugged, unapologetic. “I’ll bet she taught you stuff you don’t even realise you learned. Nanette was sharp. I’m sure she’d have confided in you sooner or later. When she thought it was the right time.”

			This was too much. Dylan was asking Bryn to look back at his life and see everything differently, and he couldn’t. He took a deep breath, trying to centre himself.

			“What did you mean when you said you could feel my power?” he asked at last.

			“I sense stuff. It’s one of my gifts.”

			“One of them?”

			Dylan smiled. “That’s what I said.”

			“Going to tell me what the others are?”

			“Let’s just say I’m a talented guy.” He fell silent again, and Bryn realised he wasn’t going to get any more out of Dylan about Dylan Black.

			Bryn glanced at the Tower again, shuddering at the sight of the Shades going round and round, looking for a way in. “God, I hate those things. Every time one touches me I feel like throwing up.” He looked at Dylan. “Can we get out of here? I don’t like to hang around—I usually shift away as soon as I can.”

			Dylan opened his mouth to answer, only to jerk his gaze to the right.

			“What’s that?” he said, frowning.

			Bryn followed the direction of Dylan’s gaze. The air was shimmering like it does on a hot, hot day. And then that extraordinary glade of ancient trees exploded out of thin air, all around them.

			“Shit,” Bryn breathed. “It’s him.”

			“Who?” Dylan asked. “A drone?” He shook his head in swift, hard negation. “It can’t be. No drone could find his way here, past those wards.”

			“Someone has. He’s—”

			And suddenly, there he was. Manifesting just twenty feet away and already running hard at them.

			“Jesus!” Dylan exclaimed. He pushed Bryn roughly behind him and squared up to the drone. “Go, Bryn! Just go!”

			Laszlo was running, and it felt amazing. His legs and arms pumped as he closed in on his target. Nothing had ever felt so easy or so good.

			The man who stood waiting for him was as tall but less broad than Laszlo. A long black coat flapped around him, momentarily obscuring, then revealing, a second, slighter figure.

			It was him. The one who had come here before.

			In that instant of recognition, Laszlo launched himself at the man in the coat. Except now it wasn’t merely with the intention of dealing with an interloper—it was to eliminate an obstacle between him and his real target.

			“Go, Bryn!” the other man shouted, his voice ringing painfully in Laszlo’s ear as Laszlo slammed into him, bearing him to the ground. “Shift away, now!”

			Shift away?

			Even as Laszlo wondered what the man meant by that, even as he sat up and drove his fist into the man’s jaw with a sickening crunch, he was thinking, No!

			In an instant, he was up, leaving the other man incapacitated on the ground, sighting the one called Bryn and leaping after him.

			Despite his companion’s command, Bryn had made no attempt to run. Now his gaze darted from Laszlo to the man on the ground, calculating. He didn’t want to leave his companion behind, Laszlo realised, and though this suited Laszlo very well, the discovery made fierce jealousy burn inside him.

			He feinted left, then right, then leapt again, his fingertips grazing Bryn’s arm as the man dodged him, his movements like quicksilver. Admiration bloomed in Laszlo to see the man’s swiftness; admiration coupled with an overwhelming sense of possessiveness. He would enjoy the man’s eventual surrender more for being so hard won. And he would defeat him—the man was like a hare, but Laszlo was stronger, and determined to have his prize.

			His pursuit was brought to an abrupt end when a large, hard body crashed into him, driving him face-first to the ground. It was the bigger man again—Laszlo had been so caught up in the one called Bryn, he’d forgotten his companion. Felled, Laszlo struggled hard, thrusting an elbow into the man’s torso, his face scraping against stones and dirt.

			“Fucking shift, you moron!” the man holding him yelled—at Bryn, presumably. His grip on Laszlo weakened, and Laszlo fought to dislodge him, finally wrestling his captor down into the dirt and driving a punishing fist into his kidneys. The man’s groan made him grin with triumph, and then Laszlo was on his feet again, shaking his head to dispel the dizziness as he looked around for his real quarry.

			“Hey! Over here,” a voice said. The voice was husky and defiant and the sound of it went straight to his cock. He turned his head to see his boy, Bryn, standing maybe thirty feet away in front of a huge tree, beckoning him. “Come and get me, drone.”

			Drone?

			He spurted after Bryn, grunting with frustration when the man wheeled and took an unexpected turn, running a wide loop, then feinting sharply again. Laszlo could see what he was doing—drawing Laszlo away from the man on the ground—but he didn’t care. All that mattered was getting his hands on this Bryn. Laszlo was mad for him, reckless with it.

			“Dylan!” Bryn shouted over his shoulder as he ran, dark eyes wide and fearful. “Get up, man! I need you to fucking shift! Like, now!”

			Jealousy burned in Laszlo’s gut again and he put on a last surge of power and speed.

			“Not going anywhere till I see you’re on your way!” Dylan yelled back—Laszlo glanced over his shoulder at him and saw he was on his feet again and running their way. The momentary distraction made him lag a little, and Bryn took advantage, spurting ahead, getting a few more feet on Laszlo.

			“Fine—I’m going now!” Bryn yelled, and right then, he froze, right where he was. So close, so tantalisingly close, and Laszlo knew he was going to reach him. Except that, just as his fingertips grazed the edge of Bryn’s sleeve, his form shimmered and he vanished, leaving Laszlo pawing the air. He ground to a halt and turned to see the other man—Dylan—disappearing too.

			And then he was alone in the clearing.

			Pain in his chest, harsh and raw. Like something had been torn out. He roared, an animal noise of frustrated rage and howling misery. It drowned out everything else. He roared again, and his own voice became a call from far away, a distant hollering that he followed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			When Laszlo woke, his heart was thundering, the bed sheets twisted round his legs, his throat raw from crying out. He remembered nothing, but the residue of recent anxiety lingered and his body twitched with leftover adrenaline.

			He sat up and rubbed his shaking hands over his face in the dark. The red digits of the alarm clock beside his bed drew his gaze: 02:52.

			As much as Laszlo hated his usual experience of waking—fighting his way to the surface through a grey, dreamless fog—it was better than waking like this, knowing that he probably had been dreaming. That he couldn’t be waking up as anxious and wrecked as this for no reason.

			This was the second time he’d woken like this recently. If he’d been dreaming again, how long till he had another episode?

			The very thought made his stomach cramp with panic.

			Laszlo swung his legs over the side of the bed and leaned over his knees, forcing himself to take a few deep, calming breaths. Eventually his heart slowed.

			Tea, he thought, and slowly stood up.

			The big open-plan kitchen hummed with electronic life. A dozen tiny lights and digits winked in the dark like watchful eyes. They disappeared when Laszlo flicked the light switch, illuminating the room instantaneously. The glare of the LED spotlights on the brushed-steel work surfaces was harsh as an operating theatre, bright white and silver all around. Laszlo just stood, blinking for a moment, till the rattle of ice from the icemaker on the front of the fridge cut through his daze, and he stepped forward, reaching for the kettle.

			He fetched out his box of medicinal tea, shaking a measure of the leaves into a tea ball that he hooked over the lip of an oversize mug. When the kettle frothed to a frantic boil, he poured it over the tea ball, the anxiety in his gut already beginning to calm as the familiar astringent scent filled the air.

			Laszlo waited for the tea to brew, playing with the silver knot that rested between his collarbones. He murmured, under his breath, “My soul may find her peace in sleep.”

			Slowly, gradually, he relaxed, the tension leaving his body.

			He drank his tea.

			By the time he was finished, he couldn’t really remember why he’d got up at all.

			“Bloody hell, Bryn, what the fuck was he?”

			Dylan paced back and forth over the worn carpet in the safe house lounge. His brow was furrowed, mouth set in a grim line.

			Bryn leaned his head back against the embroidered throw on Nanette’s couch and considered the swirling plaster patterns on the ceiling.

			“I don’t know,” he muttered. “I’ve only seen him once before. He tried to catch me that time too—”

			“He’s done this before, and you never mentioned it to me?”

			Dylan sounded appalled. Bryn kept his eyes fixed on the ceiling, his mind full of the memory that had kept him silent—that kiss, the drone’s big body grinding into him. How good it had felt. The way he’d been swept up in the sensations, entirely in the moment for once in his life. He felt as though he could’ve come just from that kiss.

			He sighed. “It was only once. Just before he winked out. It’s no big deal—he’s just a drone.”

			“Are you fucking kidding me? He’s no drone!”

			“Well, he’s not a dreamwalker,” Bryn argued.

			“You don’t know what the fuck he is! Did you see the way he looked at us, really looked at us? That’s not what drones do.”

			“Some drones interact with dreamwalkers.”

			“Not like that—he didn’t just see us, he was completely focused on us. He was fucking attacking us! And he was so fast, so strong. He must be a dreamwalker!”

			“He doesn’t behave like one of us—not at all. And I’m telling you, the first time I saw him, he looked like any old drone.”

			“Well, he wasn’t like any old drone today. And you said he tried to catch you before—was he like that? Coming after you?”

			Bryn felt heat rise in his cheeks. “Um, yeah. Sort of.”

			Dylan’s gaze narrowed. “Did you try to shift away?”

			“He grabbed me before I could shift, but then I told him he was dreaming, and he winked out.” Spotting the horrified look on Dylan’s face, he hastily continued, “Don’t you remember when we were kids and we used to dare each other to go and tell drones they were dreaming? Mostly they wouldn’t even notice you, but sometimes you’d get one who’d freak and wink out.”

			Dylan’s lips tightened. “And that’s what happened with this guy?”

			“Pretty much, yeah.”

			“Pretty much?” Dylan sent him a disbelieving look. “What did he say when you told him he was dreaming? Did he freak?”

			“Not really. He—”

			Kissed me.

			“—just winked out.”

			Bryn felt his cheeks burning but kept his eyes fixed firmly on the ceiling, all through the long silence that followed.

			“I don’t think he’s a drone,” Dylan said at last. “Which means he has to be a dreamwalker.”

			Bryn glanced at him. “Really? A dreamwalker? The guy doesn’t even know he’s asleep and all dreamwalkers know that at least. How else would we recognise each other?”

			Dylan frowned and shook his head. “It’s not entirely unprecedented. We’ve had a few children who—”

			He broke off when the door opened and another man entered the room.

			Finn Sharp.

			“Oh, hi,” Finn said when he spotted them. He smiled at them, tentative. “What are you two chatting about?”

			Bryn glanced at Dylan. For a moment, he thought he saw a flash of something—guilt?—in Dylan’s eyes, but a second later it was gone, and Dylan’s trademark blank mask was firmly in place.

			Bryn had once thought that Dylan and Finn might’ve had something going on, and now he watched their silent interaction with interest, the way they both looked right at each other, then quickly away. The way Dylan’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly and Finn’s pale cheeks briefly warmed.

			“Hi Finn,” Bryn said, to break the silence. He felt like the proverbial third wheel. “Nice threads.”

			Finn wore a fitted black suit that hugged the lean planes of his body and made his pale skin look even more striking than usual. Finn always seemed to dream himself into Somnus looking incredible, while Bryn always arrived in the same shit he wore in the real world.

			Of course, perhaps Finn was just that well put together in real life?

			“Um—thanks,” Finn said. He smiled a little woodenly and tried again. “So, what’s the chat? You two’ve been thick as thieves lately.” He gave a little laugh that was probably meant to sound casual but wasn’t at all.

			“Oh, you know,” Bryn said when Dylan stayed silent. “The usual. Stuff.” He glanced at Dylan, begging him to step in, but Dylan didn’t even look his way. Instead he scowled at Finn.

			“It’s kind of private, actually,” he said flatly.

			For an instant, Finn looked so crushed that Bryn wanted to turn round and punch Dylan Black right in the middle of his handsome face—not that Dylan even saw Finn’s expression. He was too busy scowling at Bryn, as though it was Bryn’s fault this conversation was happening.

			Finn quickly masked his hurt, giving a curt nod as he backed up a couple of steps. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude.”

			“Finn,” Bryn said quickly. “You’re not intru—”

			“Thanks,” Dylan interrupted, turning his back slightly in an unmistakable gesture of exclusion.

			Bryn glanced at Finn helplessly, wishing he could apologise, but he didn’t get a chance. Finn had already spun round on one elegant black dress shoe and was leaving the room, closing the door behind him with the quietest of clicks.

			“Jesus, Dylan,” Bryn hissed. “Did you have to be so rude? I thought you and Finn were friends.”

			Dylan’s lips were pressed so tightly together, they were white round the edges. “It’s none of your fucking business what Finn is—or ever has been—to me. As for you, you need to understand that anything we discuss stays between us and only us. Understand? Finn is not privy to any of the stuff we’ve spoken about, and he never will be.”

			“Why not?” Bryn snapped. “How come you get to decide who gets to know stuff?”

			“Because someone has to decide. Someone has to take on the responsibility of deciding who needs to know, and assessing whether they can handle it.”

			The implication being that Bryn could handle it? Somehow Bryn managed to stifle the disbelieving laughter that threatened to escape him at that.

			“So why not Finn?” he said instead. “He’s strong. I remember him telling me he comes from a long line of dreamwalkers. Doesn’t that make him dreamwalker aristocracy or something, like you? Why doesn’t he get put on the fast track to the secret history?”

			Dylan’s jaw tightened. “Finn especially is not to know, do you hear?” he snapped. “If I find out you’ve told Finn anything you’ve learned from me, I will personally kill you. Slowly. In the real world. Do we understand one another?”

			Bryn stared, fascinated by this odd show of passion from the always cool Dylan Black.

			“What’s with you and Finn?”

			Dylan glared at him. “Nothing. Forget Finn. I want to talk about the drone.”

			Sensing Dylan was close to losing his temper, Bryn shrugged, backing off. “Okay. What about him?”

			“He’s key to this, somehow. I know it. The more I think about it, the more I reckon he’s a dreamwalker, except he doesn’t know it. He might behave like a drone, but he’s not one. If he was, he wouldn’t be anywhere near the Tower. Morfran might be able to lure Shades and dreamwalkers from the Tower, but drones? They’re just not sensitive enough to respond.”

			“But he doesn’t have any sleep awareness at all.”

			“But other than that, what about him is drone-like? He saw us, ran after us, acted with purpose”—Dylan rubbed at his jaw ruefully—“and to great effect. Those are not the actions of a drone.”

			Bryn shook his head, impatient. “What does it matter, anyway?”

			“It matters ’cause I think he’s being used by Morfran. I think he was there to manhandle you into the Tower.”

			A sick feeling gnawed at Bryn. He suspected Dylan was right.

			“So what do we do?” he asked after a pause.

			Dylan looked unsure. “We should start by trying to find him in the real world. Find out whether he understands what he is. If not, we see if we can get through to him, and if we can’t—well, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

			“How do we find him? He could be anyone, anywhere. All I know is his first name’s Laszlo.”

			“Well, that’s something. I’ll do some digging around, see what I can come up with. See if anyone remembers a dreamwalker matching his description who might’ve gone missing at some stage. I can’t believe that any dreamwalker who can punch like that has escaped everyone’s notice.”

			“What should I do?”

			“For now, just be vigilant while you’re in Somnus. The moment you find yourself at the Tower, shift away as soon as you can.”

			“What if I manifest inside the Tower?”

			“I’m hoping it won’t come to that. I’ll try increasing our wards on the walls of the Tower—they’re already pretty strong. As you’ve seen, not even the Shades can get past them, despite their lack of substance.”

			Bryn stared at Dylan. “If the wards are so strong, how has Morfran managed to draw all these young dreamwalkers you think might’ve disappeared?”

			“I don’t know,” Dylan admitted. “The wards are designed to prevent Morfran pulling people in. Maybe someone else is forcing them in from the outside. But if so, that person would need to be fucking powerful.” He paused. “Let’s face it—it could be this Laszlo guy.”

			“Shit,” Bryn whispered, thinking of all that lethal force pinning him down, imagining the same implacable strength forcing him over the threshold of the Tower and into the ancient hands of Morfran.

			“Yup. So stay away. And no more avoiding sleeping, okay?” Dylan’s voice was gentler now, the aggression from before fading. “I want you and me on the same sleeping schedule, as close as you can stick to it. I want to be able to keep an eye on you when you’re here.”

			“’Kay.”

			Right then, it occurred to Bryn that, for the first time since Nanette had disappeared, someone had his back. It should have eased his anxiety, but it didn’t, not much. Not when Dylan Black had him so wrong. Dylan thought Bryn was powerful. Strong. He thought Bryn could help the Council.

			It would be funny if it wasn’t so terrifying.

			Bryn’s mobile woke him from the depths of sleep long before his alarm was due to go off.

			He fumbled for the phone amongst the pile of old coffee cups, dog-eared books and scattered newspaper supplements that littered his bedside table. At last he located it and brought it to his ear.

			“’llo,” he muttered.

			“Hey, Bryn. It’s Katie!”

			Bryn’s perennially chirpy friend sounded like she’d been up for hours. Cleaning with some fucking bluebirds, maybe.

			“Jesus, what’re you phoning at this hour for?”

			“It’s nine o’clock, Bryn. Hardly early.”

			“Yeah, well I work late.”

			“Sorry. Listen—I need a favour.”

			“What?”

			“Could you waiter for me tonight?”

			Bryn turned onto his back and rubbed at his eyes. “I’d rather not—I’ve not had a night off since Tuesday, and I’ve been putting in some hours for Dave besides.”

			“Come on, Bryn, please! I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t desperate. I’ve got this great gig that could really give the business a lift. The sort of people going to this are exactly the people I need to get in front of. People who hire caterers all the time. Marco gave me a shot at it ’cause it’s for charity, and I said I’d do it for cost and—God, listen to me! I’m babbling!—basically I’m two waiters down, and I really need you, babe. Help me?”

			“Bloody hell,” Bryn groaned, running a hand over his face. He’d been looking forward to his night off, but Katie’s catering business was in its infancy, and if she said she needed help—well, it was only one night.

			“Fine,” he sighed. “Just this once. And you’re buying me drinks after.”

			“Yes! Whatever you want. Thank you!”

			“Where and when?” Bryn struggled up into a sitting position and started digging around for something to write with, finally grabbing a magazine and the worn-down stub of an IKEA pencil. He jotted the details Katie gave him across an expanse of impossibly blue sky in a photo advertising holidays on the Amalfi coast and spent the next ten minutes promising faithfully not to forget and to be on time.

			“And you’re going to need to shave. I need you smart,” Katie added before she hung up, leaving Bryn cursing at thin air before texting Dylan that he’d be late to Somnus again tonight.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Laszlo’s PA, Shaheda, was brutally efficient. In the six years they’d worked together, she’d come to know him so well she was able to arrange his calendar without really asking him anything at all. She filtered out the people he didn’t want to meet, got him in front of the people he did, made all his travel arrangements and generally made sure everything went smoothly. And she only took up five minutes of his day each morning, when they ran through his schedule.

			This morning, she stood in front of his desk, sergeant-major straight and very buttoned-up in a dark grey trouser suit, scrolling and swiping at the screen of her tablet as she talked him through his appointments for the day. She preferred to keep things formal, even called him Mr. Grimm despite the fact she was a decade older than him and they’d worked together all this time. In truth, he found her curiously soothing. Perhaps it was because he had nothing to give, and she never asked anything of him. He knew she had a family—the photograph of her twins was the only personal item that graced her desk—but she never referred to them at work, or any other personal circumstance. She just came in, did her job flawlessly, and that was that. It was a perfect working relationship.

			“I marked Nicky Lloyd-Evans’s charity auction tonight as a ‘maybe’,” she said now, glancing up from the tablet screen in mild enquiry.

			Laszlo sighed, not much enamoured with the thought of going. “What do you think?”

			Shaheda shrugged. “Yuri Batalova’s been invited. He might be there, but I can’t guarantee it.”

			Yuri was proving to be elusive.

			“Ok, I’ll go. What time?”

			“Cocktails and canapés from seven, auction starts at eight thirty. I’ll have Eric pick you up at the flat at seven.”

			“Make it eight. I’m not bothered about the pre-auction bit. I want to be in and out.”

			“Will do.” She tapped the screen one last time, then flipped the cover over and tucked the tablet under her arm. “Anything else?”

			“Not just now, thanks.”

			A quick nod and she was off, heels clicking neatly, closing the door behind her with a characteristically decisive click.

			Laszlo turned back to the document he’d been marking up before Shaheda came in. He stared down at white pages, black type, red-inked scrawls, and it all looked suddenly meaningless, a jumble of nonsense words.

			He was tired. It was a mark of last night’s unsettled sleep, another night of disturbances and sudden awakenings. Just thinking about it made his anxiety ratchet up.

			He couldn’t tolerate another episode, another stay at the Willows. He couldn’t.

			He stood abruptly, his swift action sending his chair rolling away so hard it hit the wall behind his desk. Half a dozen strides took him to the windows on the other side of his office to gaze down at the city that sprawled below him. He stared out for a while, but there were no answers out there, and eventually he turned back. His gaze caught on the oil painting that hung above his desk.

			“I know what you’d want me to do,” he told the subject of the painting flatly. George Holroyd—his grandfather, dead and away nine years now—would have him back at the Willows so fast, his feet wouldn’t touch the ground.

			For the hundredth time, Laszlo thought how thoroughly English-looking the man in the painting was with his faded once-blond hair, blue eyes and ruddy complexion. How very unlike Laszlo with his black hair and olive skin.

			Laszlo had been twelve years old when his mother, Astrid, had introduced him to George for the first time. The old man had looked at him with a very English suspicion that had never really gone away.

			“What’s wrong with his eyes?”

			“What do you mean? They’re blue, like yours.”

			But his eyes weren’t like George Holroyd’s at all, Laszlo thought now, as he regarded the portrait. George’s eyes had been a pale, watery blue, almost grey, whereas Laszlo’s were piercingly bright, intense and electric against his darker complexion. Foreign, so far as George Holroyd was concerned.

			Within a few months of that first meeting, Astrid, his mother, had been dead of the cancer that had finally driven her home, and within days of her death, Laszlo’s sleeping disorder had been triggered. The sleepwalking, the disturbingly vivid dreams, the delusions. He’d confided in George, and that had brought the professor into his life.

			He supposed he should be grateful for that, but then, he wasn’t sure what gratitude felt like anymore.

			If George had seen Laszlo last night, waking, gasping from the torment of his dreams, he’d have been straight on the phone to the professor. George had been so intent on “fixing” Laszlo that, during his first stint at the Willows, George had had cameras installed in Laszlo’s bedroom to guarantee that no episode of sleep agitation went undiscovered. Those unblinking cameras had ensured that, for the next few years, Laszlo had spent almost as much time at the Willows as he had at home, even doing his schoolwork with the private tutor George had hired to stay there with him.

			He’d learned control, in the end. The professor had trained him well, giving him techniques and routines to make sure his sleeping hours were calm. It had taken years, and the professor had warned him he couldn’t afford to let his routines slip. He would always have to monitor himself. But it had been almost eight years now since his last episode. Eight years of sleeping calmly and soundly, unmoving, untroubled by dreams.

			Except that…in these last few weeks, he’d begun to feel as though that control was slipping again, as though the dreams were coming back, even if he couldn’t remember them. In his heart of hearts, he knew he should tell the professor, maybe even face up to the possibility of going back into the Willows for a week or two.

			Laszlo ran a hand over his face, his gut clenching with something he distantly recognised as dread. Fuck. The Willows was supposed to have purged him of all this. He might have come out of each visit feeling emotionally numb, but at least he’d been sane. Was that over? Was his madness coming back to claim him again, despite the professor’s confidence that it wouldn’t recur provided Laszlo followed the rules set for him?

			Laszlo thought about how he felt when he woke, heart pounding, knowing he’d been dreaming. The sense of panic that gripped him as he tried to remember, the impossibility of it, like trying to grab handfuls of water. Even now, when he tried, a dizzying nausea rose in him, the legacy of all those therapy sessions at the Willows.

			“Nothing better to unfocus the mind than nausea,” the professor used to say as he fixed the drip in place. “And nothing better to focus it than pain.” He’d used both liberally during Laszlo’s sessions.

			Remembering those miserable hours made Laszlo’s heart beat faster and his hands go clammy. He could picture the professor right now, looking down at him with that placid expression of his, his pen poised.

			“Now, tell me honestly, Laszlo, how do you feel?”

			There was no choice about telling. Only once he’d spilled his guts were the electrodes removed, the drip taken out, the restraints loosened.

			Stupid to be dwelling on all that now.

			Laszlo turned away from his grandfather’s portrait and looked out the window again. The vastness of London stretched before him, while behind him, his computer chirped, birdlike, announcing the arrival of email after email. He told himself that he needed to pull himself together, put last night behind him. It was just one dream, perhaps caused by something he’d eaten.

			He was overreacting.

			No need to call the professor just yet.

			Laszlo stood at his office window for a long time, unmoving, watching the ebb and flow of human traffic animate the static structures of the city, listening to his computer twittering behind him, a strange sort of nature watch.

			Bryn was fifteen minutes late arriving for Katie’s party. He’d done a home visit for one of Dave’s clients, and it had overrun by a long way. On top of that he’d skipped lunch, so, by the time he arrived at the venue, he was feeling pretty lightheaded.

			From the outside, the party venue looked like a normal London townhouse, but when Bryn got in, he realised it had to be at least three houses knocked together, everything remodelled and sharply modern.

			The kitchen was bloody huge and looked as though it had been designed with the needs of catering professionals in mind. When Bryn walked in, Katie and her kitchen hands were assembling the trays of food while the waitstaff stood around, looking bored. Katie had managed to scrape together eight waiters despite the short notice and had put them all in black and red—black trousers and shirts for the men with skinny crimson ties, and crimson cheongsams for the women, who wore their hair piled up and bright slashes of crimson on their lips. Bryn waved at a girl he recognised, another one of Katie’s friends he’d got drunk with a few times. He couldn’t remember her name, but he knew she was in PR and spoke with a strong Essex accent.

			“Awight, Bryn,” she called out, looking him over theatrically. “You look well nice, all clean-shaven.”

			Katie looked up at that. “Bryn! Thank fuck!” she exclaimed. “You’re here at last! I was getting worried. Come and get changed.” She spun away, grabbing a suit bag that was hanging on a hook by the door and beckoning him to follow her into what looked like a larder.

			“Don’t I get any privacy?” he asked as she closed the door behind him

			“No, you’ll fuck up the tie, and besides, I need to do something about your hair. Come on—get dressed quick.”

			He sighed and stripped down to his underwear, quickly pulling on the ironed trousers and shirt from the suit bag. Meekly he lifted his chin so Katie could fasten the crimson tie round his neck but shied away when she pulled a jar of hair product out of her apron pocket.

			“No way.”

			Katie gave him a long, hard look. “You need to look smart, and your hair is a mess. Let me do this, or I will a have a nervous breakdown. I am this close already.” She held her finger and thumb up, a hairsbreadth apart.

			He sighed again, irritably this time. “Don’t make it too crazy.”

			She went at him with the stuff, rubbing the product in and teasing his floppy, dark hair so that his freshly shaved face was exposed, making him feel oddly naked.

			“God, you’re good looking,” she said a little wistfully when she was finished. “If you’d let me dress you, you’d have men beating your door down.”

			“Quit it,” Bryn said without heat. He knew Katie despaired of him, often wondering out loud what the point of having a gay best friend was if they wouldn’t go shopping with you.

			“Seriously. You will so pull tonight.” Katie sighed. “Right, come on, I don’t have time for this. I need to go over the canapé menu with you all.” She laughed at Bryn’s expression, which was probably panicked, and added, “Don’t worry, I’ll put you on drinks—I know you’re shit at remembering ingredients.”

			Bryn scowled at her. “Do you actually want my help?”

			Katie ignored him, striding out into the main kitchen and calling the waitstaff round to run through each of the canapés she’d prepared. She made them recite the bewildering array of ingredients that went into each one before handing over to Pete, the head waiter, to take them through the cocktails.

			By the time Pete finished, it was almost seven, and time to get into place. Bryn took up his assigned position just past the entrance to the big reception room where the drinks and canapés were being served, armed with a huge tray of champagne cocktails.

			The guests started filing in after about fifteen minutes, first a ragtag group of minor celebrities, then some not so minor ones, and only then the truly wealthy. These were the people whom the host, Nicky Lloyd-Evans, had invited here to part with some serious cash. Men and women with shark eyes, the women wearing jewels so huge Bryn would’ve thought they were fake had the air of privilege that clung to the wearers not been so obvious.

			Bryn was run off his feet for that first hour, handing out cocktail after cocktail, frequently returning to the kitchen for new trays, always wary of the possibility of a spill or trip in the congested milieu of guests. But despite all the jogging elbows and gesturing arms, and despite Bryn’s precarious blood sugar, he made it back and forth a dozen times without any glasses coming a cropper.

			Bryn was relieved when he glanced at his watch and saw that it was eight fifteen. Soon the charity auction would start, and the waitstaff would get a chance to clear up the dirty glasses and napkins and crumbs and ready the room for the post-auction party. More importantly, Bryn’d be able to scoff a few leftover canapés to hold off starvation.

			The relentless stream of guests had begun to slow now. Every now and then, a latecomer pitched up, but soon enough, even that trickle had come to a stop, and Bryn was reduced to shamelessly clock-watching from his post, willing the final minutes to pass.

			And then a shiver ran up the back of his neck.

			In that instant, Bryn knew someone else had entered the room. He felt the newcomer’s presence click into place, a strange, unsettled feeling that had come over him a few other times in his life. A feeling like a mechanism turning, or some great machine changing gears.

			Bryn turned his head then and saw, for the first time, the new arrival who’d caused the odd sensation. He was standing in the doorway, a tall, dark figure, his vividly blue gaze fastened, unflinchingly, on Bryn.

			It was as though some cosmic move had been played, as though some hand had lifted Bryn and placed him on a giant chessboard.

			Set down on a new square, he looked upon the face of his enemy.

			The man from Somnus.

			Laszlo.

			Laszlo had a very clear agenda tonight: draw attention to himself by making a generous bid on something he didn’t really want, find Yuri Batalova, have another bash at convincing him to sell Laszlo his shareholding in Silverfish, go home. Ninety minutes’ work, tops, and though he suspected Yuri wasn’t for budging, he was prepared to give it one last try.

			At least this was a social event—Yuri was always more pliable when drunk. And he would, of course, be drunk. He always was at these things.

			Laszlo was amongst the last to arrive at Nicky’s house—possibly he was the very last. Certainly there had been no other cars around when Eric had pulled up outside at eight twenty-five, and when Laszlo entered the reception room, it was plain the party was in full swing.

			He entered quietly, pausing in the entranceway to scan the room for Yuri before he moved into the crowd—except he never got that far. His gaze snagged on practically the first person he saw. A waiter, of all people.

			The waiter stood less than ten feet away, mostly turned away from Laszlo. He was holding a tray with a few champagne flutes on it. His black shirt hugged a torso that looked lean but muscled, and his hair was dark and sleek, carefully styled. A very nice-looking man, though that alone didn’t explain the draw.

			Laszlo’s immediate reaction was that he knew the man. The bolt of recognition was so profound, it was like seeing someone he’d known forever. But an instant later, he realised he was wrong—he didn’t know the man from Adam.

			Did he?

			It was weird and disconcerting—not being sure, veering between certainties.

			The guy turned then, as though he’d felt Laszlo’s gaze, and now that Laszlo could see him properly, he decided he really was good-looking. He had dark, melty brown eyes and sharp symmetrical features. A slightly sad look about him too, that was somehow very appealing.

			Laszlo realised that he was staring, and that the waiter was staring right back—he looked poleaxed, actually, seeming stunned by the sight of Laszlo. With considerable effort, Laszlo managed to tear his gaze away, walking farther into the room as he scanned the sea of guests for Yuri.

			Despite his averted gaze, and his very clear objectives for the night ahead, Laszlo found he couldn’t keep his mind on Yuri at all. His eyes wanted to find that dark-eyed waiter again. After just a minute, he looked over his shoulder to see that the guy had moved away, and the stab of disappointment this caused felt far too acute, till a voice beside him said, “Drink, sir?”

			He whipped his head round. It was the waiter—now his tray had just one glass on it, a champagne flute full of silvery bubbles, and he was looking at Laszlo expectantly.

			“Do I know you?” Laszlo blurted out.

			The waiter’s dark eyes flickered with something—disappointment? There was a long pause, then he said, “Can we maybe go somewhere? To talk?”

			It was such an unexpected question that Laszlo found himself smiling, even as he frowned. “What, now?” he said. “Here?”

			“Yes,” the waiter replied. “Is there another room we could go to? There must be somewhere in this place that’s empty—where we can be alone.”

			Where we can be alone.

			Laszlo gave an abrupt laugh. There was only one reason a man would ask another man to slip off with him, wasn’t there? And, fuck, but it was an appealing idea, even if this guy wasn’t his usual type. He wasn’t at all the buffed gym type. No, that lean body was the frame of a distance runner, the long limbs holding the promise of wiry strength. Not a blond either—his hair was dark and overlong, though carefully styled, his skin pale, his brown eyes shadowed with smudges of tiredness that were oddly sexy. The fingers of both his hands were decorated—surprisingly, Laszlo thought, for a waiter—with silver rings of various shapes and sizes. Altogether, he had an edgy, slightly careless look that was very different from the groomed, gym-honed men who populated the little-black-book folder in Laszlo’s phone.

			Yet Laszlo—wanted him. His cock was rigid with the wanting, and his fingers itched to touch, his lips to kiss and explore. He wanted to inhale the man’s scent and lick his pale skin. Consume him.

			He cleared his throat. “Aren’t you working?”

			Before the waiter could reply, the dull thud of someone tapping a microphone filled the air, and a voice announced the auction was about to start. The guests were invited to take their seats in the next room and began to shuffle in that direction. Laszlo paused, knowing he should join them. Knowing he should make sure he sat near Yuri Batalova, just as he’d planned. But right now, he couldn’t bring himself to care about Silverfish, a target he’d been pursuing for over a year. Right now, all he could think about was getting to grips with the guy standing in front of him.

			The waiter bit his lip, glancing at the departing crowd. “We’re supposed to be clearing the room while the auction’s on, but I reckon I can get away for a bit, if I slip off now. Do you know somewhere?”

			He did know somewhere. Nicky was an old friend, and Laszlo had been in the house lots of times before.

			Shit. He was going to do this.

			“There’s an office a bit further along the corridor. If you head towards the front door, it’s on the right-hand side. I’m not sure how many doors there are before it, though.” Laszlo paused, thinking, then added, “If I go now, you could follow in a couple of minutes. I’ll leave the door open a bit.”

			The waiter’s Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat as he visibly swallowed. Odd that the guy should be so bold and so nervous at the same time.

			“Okay,” he said. “Let me ditch this tray. I’ll be as quick as I can.”

			He didn’t wait for an answer but just slipped away, a lean, black figure snaking his way between the finely dressed guests.

			Laszlo watched him go as he downed the rest of his drink. When the waiter had disappeared from view and Laszlo’s drink was done, he set his glass down on a side table and calmly left the reception room the same way he’d come in. There was no one in the corridor to notice him as he strolled along to Nicky’s office and opened the door, stepping inside and leaving the door slightly ajar behind him.

			The office was decorated all in white, and it bristled with banks of computers, a testament to Nicky’s lucrative passion and the source of his wealth. It was far too bright for a spontaneous encounter of the type Laszlo was envisaging. He fiddled with the master switch, turning off the main light and leaving a couple of side lights on, which at least softened the glare.

			Was he really going to have sex with this stranger? He wasn’t sure, but he found himself checking his inside pocket for his emergency condom, fingering the sharp foil edges.

			The two minutes the waiter had asked for stretched to ten, and Laszlo was almost on the point of giving up and leaving when the door creaked on its hinges, opening up to allow a dark figure to slip inside and close the door quietly behind him.

			“Hi,” the man breathed, leaning back against the door. He looked so fucking sexy in his tight black clothes with that strip of red silk round his neck. Laszlo nearly groaned aloud, struck by a sudden image of him lying in Laszlo’s bed, his crimson tie wrapped round his wrists, his arms over his head as Laszlo swallowed his dick.

			Laszlo’s cock throbbed heavily in his trousers at the thought.

			“Hi,” he replied softly. “Mind telling me your name?”

			“Bryn,” the guy murmured. “Bryn Llewelyn.”

			“I’m Laszlo Grimm.”

			“Nice to meet you, Laszlo.”

			“And you,” Laszlo agreed, smiling slowly. “Now, tell me—what did you invite me in here to do, Bryn?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			The drone-who-wasn’t-a-drone, the man called Laszlo Grimm, was possibly even more unsettling in real life than in Bryn’s dreams, and the most unsettling thing about him was that he genuinely didn’t seem to know who Bryn was. As strong and as swift as he was in Somnus—more than most dreamwalkers Bryn knew—it appeared he had no recollection, here and now, of their previous encounters.

			He looked very intent as he stalked towards Bryn, not halting till their chests brushed and his breath gusted against Bryn’s lips.

			“Sorry?” Bryn whispered, his mind a sudden blank. His gaze darted over Laszlo’s face, absorbing every detail of his intent expression, and the man’s scent—expensive aftershave mingled with the subtler notes of his natural fragrance—tantalised him. Bryn had to fist his hands tightly at his sides to stop himself reaching out. The strength of his reaction was overwhelming and unfamiliar.

			“I asked what you wanted,” Laszlo said. He smiled, a slow, seductive smile that acknowledged the heat between them. “But if you like, you can show me instead.”

			He dipped his head, capturing Bryn’s lips in a deceptively soft kiss, a persuasive little suckle that drew Bryn another inch or two forward. Bryn found himself leaning in to deepen the kiss, fists unfurling, hands coming up to rest on Laszlo’s hips as the man snaked his tongue into Bryn’s mouth. Bryn moaned deep in his throat and muscled closer in, his fingers tightening on Laszlo’s slim hips to shove their groins together, loving the prod of the man’s hefty shaft against his own, even through the layers of fabric between them. For the first time in ages—forever, maybe—intense physical lust, untainted by sleep or sleeplessness, surged in Bryn, gut-deep and visceral. It was glorious and astonishing, and all he could think was that he wanted more.

			Laszlo’s hands moved down to grab Bryn’s buttocks, rubbing and squeezing the firmly muscled flesh as they ground their hips together. They were kissing frantically now, breath coming quick and hot. Bryn let go of Laszlo, bringing his hands between them to fumble with the other man’s belt buckle, wanting to feel the heat of Laszlo’s cock, naked against his own. Laszlo seemed only too happy to cooperate, pulling back his hips to make room, gasping when Bryn dipped his hand into Laszlo’s briefs to extract his meaty shaft.

			“Jesus.” The exclamation gusted against Bryn’s lips, and when he opened his eyes, it was to meet a gaze so intent and searing, it burned like a blue flame. Then Laszlo’s hands were at his own belt, pulling and unsnapping and unzipping, and his hand was delving into Bryn’s underwear, fingers circling and swirling as he drew out Bryn’s weeping, needy prick.

			Bryn had never felt anything so intense before. Every sensation was sharp and bright, painfully real. Not dimmed by exhaustion or stress. As far from dreamlike as he’d ever known. And it was stunning how clear he felt, in this moment, even in the midst of heady lust.

			“You’re so fucking sexy,” Laszlo groaned, wrapping his hand round both of their cocks and dipping his head to lick and suck at the tender flesh of Bryn’s throat.

			Bryn’s mind was melting with the pleasure. He couldn’t think about anything but getting closer, getting more of that electric press and grind, more of Laszlo’s hot, dirty mouth on him. When had he ever felt as good as this before? Everything pin bright in its sharpness, his physical body racing ahead of every other part of him for once. And Christ, but he was going to come, and far, far too fast. This wasn’t what he’d come here for, but right now he didn’t care. Right now he was pistoning his hips eagerly, moaning loudly as he felt the churn of his come in his balls, the threat of imminent release thrilling him viscerally.

			Perhaps Laszlo could read his mind—he raised his head and huffed into Bryn’s ear, “I want you to come right now, all over my hand.” And it was all Bryn needed. His body took over, his climax blindsiding him. He let it. Let it swamp him like a freak wave, submerging his senses in hot pleasure so sharp it was like every bit of it—the sight and sound and taste and feel of it—all fused together in a single bright flame. Like nothing he’d ever felt before.

			He knew that Laszlo was coming too by the stutter of his gasps and the slowing of his hand. The animal part of Bryn growled with satisfaction at that, pleased they’d climaxed together, but actual words were beyond him. Beyond Laszlo too, it seemed, and for one perfect minute, neither of them spoke, just stood there, leaning against one another, spent cocks wilting in Laszlo’s hand.

			It was Bryn who was the first to break the silence, saying into Laszlo’s neck, “Believe it or not, this isn’t why I asked you to meet me.” He laughed weakly and stepped backwards, creating some much-needed space between them as he tidied up and put his clothes back in order.

			“What do you mean?” Laszlo’s voice was suddenly wary.

			Bryn braved a look at him. There was still no sign of recognition, only watchfulness. Bryn fastened his belt buckle into place and ran a hand through his hair. He felt mussed-up and grubby, while Laszlo—who’d managed to clean up their mingled come with what looked like a silk handkerchief—looked just as perfect as he had when Bryn had first walked in here.

			“You really don’t remember me at all?” Bryn asked. He cursed himself the moment the words were out. It was obvious the man didn’t recall him and stupid to feel so disappointed. Lots of people couldn’t remember their dreams.

			Though not usually dreamwalkers.

			Laszlo’s expression was careful. “Should I remember you?” he asked. “Have we met before?”

			“Sort of, yes.” Bryn screwed up his courage. “More than once, actually.”

			“I don’t remember you.” Laszlo’s tone was flat, definite. Then, after a pause, “And what do you mean sort of? How do you sort of meet someone?”

			Bryn paused, nerves churning in his gut, then made himself go on. “We met—in a dream.”

			Disbelief, he was ready for. Mockery too. But Laszlo’s reaction was entirely unexpected—those astonishing eyes fired with anger, and he seized hold of Bryn’s shirtfront in his fist, closing the gap Bryn had opened up between them. Bryn stumbled backwards till the backs of his thighs hit the edge of a desk.

			“What the fuck do you mean by that?” Laszlo demanded, his breath coming harshly, big body bristling with sudden aggression. It was as though Bryn’s words had torn aside the civilised mask and let out the beast underneath—this was the man from Bryn’s dreams, wild and fierce and angry, and weirdly, there was a part of Bryn that felt calmed to see him like this. The real-world man hadn’t matched the Somnus version till this moment, and there was a bizarre relief to finally get what he’d been expecting.

			Bryn didn’t answer the question, asking instead, his voice soft and curious, “Why are you so angry?”

			“I’m not,” Laszlo gritted out, his blue gaze burning, a cold fire. “And I don’t dream. I never dream.”

			Bryn watched Laszlo’s face, fascinated by his vehemence. “Everyone dreams,” he said. “Even if they don’t remember.”

			“Not me.”

			Bryn eyed him carefully. “You’re wrong,” he said, keeping his voice calm. “I know that for a fact, because that’s where I met you, Laszlo Grimm. Right in the middle of your dreams. Our dreams.”

			Laszlo paled. He let Bryn’s shirt go and pushed himself violently away, a disgusted expression on his face.

			“You’re crazy,” he said at last, his tone shaken. “Why would you even say that?” He retreated several more steps, putting a good few feet between them before he halted.

			He was scared.

			Bryn watched him, keeping his gaze steady and unthreatening, as though trying to calm an unpredictable animal. “We’ve met in Somnus—that’s the dream world,” he said. “I think you might be a dreamwalker; someone who can—”

			Laszlo turned away. “I’m not listening to this!”

			Bryn reached for his arm. “Wait—look, I know it sounds insane—”

			“You’re insane,” Laszlo condemned, shaking his arm free, but Bryn heard a sliver of doubt buried in there somewhere. He was sure of it, deep in his gut, and now he pressed his point, knowing he had to do it, and now, before Laszlo Grimm had time to rationalise all this away.

			“You know what?” he said, stepping closer, his gaze intent. “I think you do recognise me, a little. There was something in your eyes when you looked at me—”

			“I’ve never seen you before in my life,” Laszlo insisted. His hands were clenched by his sides, and Bryn could see him trying to calm himself, his nostrils flaring as he consciously sought to control his own breathing.

			“But you have strange dreams, don’t you?” Bryn said, watching him carefully. “And I bet you’ve been having them for years. Dreams so real you can’t explain them to other people. Dreams where you can do anything, even though everyone else seems to be bumbling around uselessly. And you look at those other people and you know—you’re real and alive in this dream, and they’re not.”

			“Who have you been speaking to?” Laszlo said at last, and his tone was dangerous.

			Bryn felt a low bolt of fear, a suspicion blooming in his gut that he’d missed something vital somehow. “No one,” he whispered. “It’s just, I understand because that’s how I am. I know how it feels. How you feel.”

			His attempt to make a connection didn’t seem to work—Laszlo still looked hostile, and when he spoke, his tone was unemotional.

			“I’ve not had a dream like that since I was fourteen years old. I’m fine now. Cured of it.”

			“Cured?”

			Laszlo didn’t explain. “Now, you tell me—who the fuck are you, and why are you asking me about this stuff?”

			“I’m—I’m no one, I—”

			“Bryn Llewelyn, you said. Is that your real name?”

			“Yeah, it is.” Bryn couldn’t tear his gaze away from Laszlo’s face, was fascinated by the blue fire of his gaze, the flare of his finely shaped nostrils. How intent he was. The power of this man’s attention was something else. It seemed to draw all of Bryn’s awareness to a sharp point of focus, making him feel real and very alive.

			“Who sent you here?”

			“No one. Not really.” The words felt like a lie in his mouth, even though they weren’t, and for the second time tonight, he was swamped by that feeling of having been played, a piece in a game, moving position. “I didn’t even know you’d be here tonight.”

			“You expect me to believe that?” Laszlo exclaimed. He shook his head, then let out a defeated sigh. “You know what? Fuck this. Just, fuck it!”

			He turned on his heel and made for the door.

			“Wait—” Bryn began. When Laszlo ignored him, Bryn leapt after him, grabbing for his arm, intent only on stopping him.

			Laszlo jerked his arm violently out of Bryn’s grasp, and Bryn stumbled, thrown off balance. The heel of his dress shoe struck the polished floor at an awkward angle, and he skidded, falling backwards, arms flailing for balance for a long helpless moment till the back of his head slammed onto something hard and unforgiving. And everything went black.

			Oh Christ, was he dead?

			Laszlo checked Bryn over with shaking hands, establishing first that he was breathing and that his pulse was strong. Thank God, thank God.

			There was no blood , despite Bryn having cracked his head on the sharp corner of the desk, but the fall had knocked him out. Laszlo pulled out his phone to call an ambulance, pausing only when Bryn stirred and groaned, opening his eyes and sitting up. Laszlo watched, heart in his mouth, as the man blinked at him blearily.

			“Ow,” Bryn said, sounding almost experimental, as though testing out his own pain. He gently examined his skull with light fingertips, wincing.

			“Don’t move,” Laszlo said gruffly, still crouching beside him. “I’m calling an ambulance.”

			Bryn frowned at him and shifted as though to stand up. “What? No. I’m fine,” he said, giving lie to the assurance an instant later when he subsided with a groan of pain.

			Laszlo put a hand on his shoulder. “You were unconscious for a couple of minutes there. You should see a doctor. You probably need an X-ray at least.”

			Bryn was opening his mouth to protest when the door creaked open and woman’s head appeared through the crack, her expression nervous as though she thought she ought not to be there.

			“Oh, sorry!” she exclaimed when her gaze touched on Laszlo. An instant later, she saw the man lying beside him. “Fuck, Bryn! What happened?”

			She came in, sidling into the room and closing the door. She was dressed in chef’s whites and wore no makeup, her fair hair pulled back in a tight plait. She looked entirely out of place in Nicky’s office, and she knew it too, if her nervous glances were anything to go by.

			She crossed the room and knelt at Bryn’s other side. “Bryn, are you all right, babe?”

			“I’m fine,” Bryn said grumpily, fingering the back of his head again. “My shoe slipped, and I fell and hit my head on the corner of that fucking desk.”

			The tone of his voice seemed to relax her, his anger at the inanimate desk somehow reassuring her. She shot another nervous glance at Laszlo, plainly unsure what part he was playing in this drama.

			“Do you think you could stand up?” she said. “I’ll get you some ice back in the kitchen and get one of the guys to take you home.”

			“He should really go to the hospital,” Laszlo found himself interrupting. “It was a nasty crack on the head, and he was out for a little bit.”

			“Don’t be silly,” Bryn said, and this time he did stand, only to stagger and grab hold of a chair.

			“He’s right, Bryn,” the girl said. She looked harassed but determined. “You can go in the van. I’ve got to finish up here, but I’m sure one of the waiters will be insured to drive it.” She didn’t look convinced, though.

			“Don’t worry about it,” Laszlo said, the words falling from his lips before he’d even had time to think them through properly. “I’ll take him. I have a driver with me tonight. It’s no trouble.”

			Bryn turned on him. “There’s no need,” he protested. “I don’t need to go to hospital. I’m fine!”

			“Bryn, please go!” the girl interrupted, her tone pleading. “I’ll be really worried if you don’t.”

			He turned his dark gaze back to her and for a moment looked undecided, not to mention a little guilty—as well he might, given this had happened when he was skiving off the job for a quick hookup. Then he glanced back at Laszlo.

			“Okay,” he said at last. “If you’re sure you don’t mind?”

			“Of course not.”

			That was the biggest understatement of Laszlo’s life. Far from being an inconvenience, this was a necessity. Something about seeing Bryn lying still and unmoving on the ground had unnerved him badly, and now he found he didn’t want to let the man out of his sight. Not yet. He needed to know Bryn was going to be all right first.

			Laszlo reached into his inside pocket to pull out one of his personal cards. He handed it to the girl. “My contact details,” he said. “Just in case you’re worried about anything. I’m sure he’ll ring you later, though.”

			“You’d better,” the girl said, turning a hard stare on Bryn.

			Bryn squirmed. “I will, I promise. And I’m sorry about messing up, Katie. Again.” His cheeks warmed, and Katie gave him a look that was part fondness and part frustration.

			“It’s fine, the busiest part’s done now. We’ll cope without you.” She turned to go, adding over her shoulder. “I’ll just grab your stuff.”

			“Okay, thanks.”

			Once she was gone, closing the door quietly behind her, Laszlo punched out a quick text to Eric. “My driver’ll need a few minutes to get here,” he said without bothering to look up from his phone.

			“All right,” Bryn said. “But if you change your mind, it’s fine. There’s no need to put yourself to all this trouble, you know.”

			“It’s no trouble,” Laszlo said. “And just for the record, even if it was, I’d still take you. It’s my fault you fell.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous, you were just trying to leave. I was the one who tried to grab you and slipped.”

			Laszlo shrugged and tucked his phone away, wondering why he felt so strangely…right. This had turned out to be a spectacularly unsuccessful evening. He’d missed a rare opportunity to catch up with Yuri Batalova—God only knew when he’d get the chance at a seemingly accidental meeting again. Instead he’d hooked up with a guy who, though sexy, was clearly either unhinged or after something, and now he was facing several hours of hanging around Accident & Emergency.

			He really should be feeling quite resentful.

			But he wasn’t.

			“Do you feel up to waiting outside?” he asked. “Eric’ll just be a minute.”

			“I’d prefer it, actually. Some fresh air would be good.”

			The door opened—Katie again, this time with a bulging carrier bag.

			“What do you want to do about the stuff I’m wearing?” Bryn asked, once he’d taken the bag from her.

			“I can pop by yours for it tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll text you to sort out a time.”

			“Thanks, hon.”

			“I need to run now, she added apologetically. “Just take care. And let me know what’s happening.”

			“I will. I’ll text you.”

			She sent him a quick smile at that and slipped round the door, disappearing in a flash of white.

			Once she was gone, Bryn turned back to Laszlo and gave a sheepish half smile.

			“I suppose that means I’m ready.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Bryn’s mind was a mess on the way to the hospital. He’d mainly agreed to Laszlo taking him to A&E because he felt guilty about worrying Katie, but that wasn’t the only reason. It also felt like too good an opportunity to miss. He wanted to find out about Laszlo, and now this chance had landed in his lap. It would be stupid not to take it.

			He’d already discovered some things. It was plain Laszlo had no idea about Somnus or dreamwalkers. He didn’t strike Bryn as a drone either, though. There was something going on, and definitely some sensitivity around the subject of dreams…

			Now though, sitting in Laszlo Grimm’s plush limo, Bryn couldn’t think what to say to elicit any more information. His first attempt at raising the subject of Somnus had been disastrous, and he wasn’t sure he fancied another altercation, especially not in the close confines of a car.

			As the drive went on, other thoughts occurred to Bryn. What if Laszlo’s appearance tonight was no coincidence? What if he’d come looking for Bryn? After all, this was the man who’d attacked him in Somnus twice now, a man who, to all intents and purposes, appeared to be associated with Morfran.

			Only now, as the car glided through the rain-slick city streets, did it occur to Bryn to wonder whether he’d been reckless to get in this car with Laszlo Grimm. He’d been stupidly reassured when the man had given Katie his business card, but a card could say anything, couldn’t it? Anyone could have business cards printed to say anything. And he’d been so angry earlier…

			Laszlo’s own silence didn’t help. He sat on the other side of the car, the middle seat yawning emptily between them, as he stared out his window. His driver had made a brief stab at conversation when they first got in but had quickly closed the soundproof screen between the front and back seats at Laszlo’s request, sealing them into a chamber of silence.

			Bryn tried to push away the incipient feeling of panic that had suddenly swamped him. He concentrated on breathing, slowly and deeply, as he tried to overcome the absurd fear that was growing in direct proportion to his paranoid thoughts. He fiddled with his rings, working them off his fingers and pushing them on again, swapping up the configurations as he considered—and rejected—a hundred conversational gambits.

			Before he could find one that would unlock the heavy silence, the car slowed, pulling into the short-term parking zone of A&E. As soon as the doors had unlocked, Bryn was wrenching his seat belt off and clambering out of the car, taking a deep breath of cool night air before bending down to look in the window and thank Laszlo for the lift.

			The back seat was empty.

			Bryn straightened up to discover Laszlo had got out too. He stood on the other side of the car, talking to his driver. The driver nodded at whatever Laszlo said and got back in. Bryn watched in disbelief as the car pulled away, leaving Laszlo standing in the middle of the road.

			“What are you doing?” Bryn asked stupidly.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I thought you were just dropping me off?”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll wait with you and take you home—Eric’ll come back for us when I call him. Come on.”

			Laszlo put his hand on the small of Bryn’s back, propelling him forward. That warm hand was like an anchor, or a magnet, maybe, drawing all of Bryn’s attention to the spot where they connected as they walked through two sets of automatic doors and approached the frazzled-looking receptionist.

			Bryn felt the loss of that warmth when Laszlo dropped his hand, turning away to politely not listen while Bryn gave his details at the desk, only joining him again when it was time to head off to the waiting area.

			They threaded their way through a maze of brown plastic chairs and waiting patients, finally settling down in the farthest corner where it was quietest. Not that there was any part of this room that could be classified as quiet. There had to be twenty people waiting already, and this was just the first triage. It would probably be ages before he was seen by an actual doctor, Bryn thought. He turned to Laszlo.

			“It was nice of you to bring me here, but I could be stuck here ages. You really don’t need to wait.”

			Laszlo frowned. “I’m not going to leave you here to find your own way home,” he replied in a tone that invited no disagreement. “That was a nasty crack on the head you got.”

			It was weird how that assertion made Bryn feel so…relieved. He stared at Laszlo for a long moment but couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t be stupid or emotional. Eventually he just cleared his throat and looked away, glancing around to get the measure of the queue he was now, presumably, at the end of.

			It was still pretty early by A&E standards, so it wasn’t too rowdy. There were a few worried-looking parents, one with a baby and two with older children. A young black guy in construction clothes, his hand wrapped up. An elderly couple, well dressed and anxious. The obligatory muttering person that everyone else was giving a wide berth.

			Laszlo leaned over Bryn to pick up an ancient women’s magazine from the table at the end of their row of ugly chairs. He began to leaf through it, frowning with the sort of concentration Bryn would’ve thought someone who looked like Laszlo Grimm might be more likely to give to the Financial Times.

			“Look at this,” Laszlo said after a while, displaying a double-page spread featuring a boy-band star outing himself. “Quelle surprise.”

			“So obvious,” Bryn agreed, chuckling, tickled that Laszlo would know who the guy was.

			“It’s always the one the girls like best, have you noticed?”

			“In fairness, he is prettier than the others,” Bryn pointed out, cocking a single eyebrow.

			“Looks a bit like you,” Laszlo said absently.

			Bryn opened his mouth and closed it again. Looked at the kid in the article again.

			“I don’t look anything like him—I’ve practically got a beard, for one thing.” He touched his face, surprised by his own smooth skin. “Well, usually,” he added. “I had to shave for tonight.”

			Laszlo looked up from the magazine again, interested. “Yeah?”

			“Yeah,” Bryn murmured. “And my hair’s usually a bit less—styled. I guess I’m not really the manscaped-and-tanned type.”

			“I kind of got that,” Laszlo said in a low, husky voice. “The rings and bracelets are a bit of a giveaway. I could see you in worn jeans and T-shirts.”

			“You’re not wrong. I’m a bit of a slob.”

			Laszlo grinned slowly. “Sexy, though.”

			Bryn’s gut clenched, but he managed a creditable, “You think?”

			Laszlo just gave a soft laugh. “I wasn’t clear about that? I thought you might have guessed when I came all over you.”

			“Jesus, keep your voice down, will you?” Bryn said, but his voice shook with laughter.

			They read the rest of that magazine, then another, until Bryn’s stomach suddenly grumbled. Loudly.

			“Wow,” Laszlo said arching a brow. “Either you’re hiding an Alsatian under your shirt, or you’re hungry.”

			“I missed dinner.” Bryn paused, thinking. “And lunch, actually.”

			Laszlo gave him a horrified look. “You haven’t eaten since breakfast? How are you still standing?”

			Bryn just laughed.

			Laszlo shook his head. “Wait here,” he said and stalked off.

			Ten minutes later, he was back. He thrust a bag at Bryn. Inside was a plastic-wrapped chicken sandwich and a bottle of orange juice.

			“Hope you’re not a vegetarian,” Laszlo said. “That’s all they had.”

			“No, no, I’m not,” Bryn replied, embarrassed. “Um—thanks. I’ll pay you back.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous.” Laszlo sounded impatient so Bryn didn’t press the point, just got on with eating his meal.

			It was cheap, plastic food, but in a weird way, it was one of the best things Bryn had ever eaten, an unfamiliar ravenousness driving him to scoff the sarnie in just a few big bites, then pour the OJ down his throat.

			“Thanks,” he said, once he’d wiped his mouth. “I needed that.”

			“Can’t have you starving, can we?” Laszlo replied with a lopsided smile, and for a moment, Bryn just stared at him, trying to connect this man with the man who’d been so filled with anger and fear earlier.

			“Mr. Llewelyn?”

			Bryn glanced up. A middle-aged nurse in crumpled scrubs stood in front of him, his name badge introducing him as “Gavin”.

			“Yes?”

			Gavin-the-nurse smiled tiredly. “The doctor will be ready to see you shortly, if you’d like to come with me.”

			Bryn glanced at Laszlo. “Um—I’ll see you then,” he said, standing up.

			“I’ll be here,” Laszlo replied, reaching for another magazine.

			Stupid to feel so relieved by that assurance.

			Bryn followed the nurse out of the waiting room and down a long corridor into a tiny examination room. It was more a generously sized cupboard than a room, with nothing in it but a high bed on wheels and a grey-painted institutional trolley holding some tired-looking medical paraphernalia—an unplugged monitor of some kind, a blood pressure cuff. Bryn stood awkwardly in the doorway while the nurse crossed over to the bed to rip away the crumpled green paper that covered the thin mattress from the last patient’s consultation, balling it up and tossing it in the bin before pulling down a fresh layer from the giant roll attached to the wall at the head of the bed.

			“If you could pop up on the bed, I’ll have a look at your head and ask you a few questions,” Gavin invited.

			While Bryn got himself on the bed, the nurse snapped on a pair of blue plastic gloves. He checked the bump at the back of Bryn’s head with ungentle hands, sifting through Bryn’s hair with his thumbs to find the injury, making him wince when he located it. Then he took Bryn through a long list of questions about what happened, and his medical history and whether he was allergic to anything, before finally leaving him to cool his heels for another twenty minutes.

			Eventually the doctor came along, a young woman, probably Bryn’s own age. She asked him another hundred questions, most of which Gavin had already asked, and probed his head again, though with more care than the nurse had shown. She left him with the unsurprising news that she thought he’d better be X-rayed, a procedure she left the examination room to arrange.

			It was a good half hour before anyone returned, a fresher-looking nurse this time who walked him round to the X-ray department to wait again.

			By the time Bryn finally returned to the reception area, he was wondering whether Laszlo might have given up and gone home—was in fact telling himself to expect exactly that. But when he walked in, there was Laszlo, still sitting in the same ugly plastic chair, fiddling with his phone. When he saw Bryn, he stood up, shoving the phone into his trouser pocket.

			“Hey,” he said as Bryn drew closer. “What’s the verdict?”

			“I just got X-rayed. They don’t think I’ve fractured anything, but they want to make sure. I’ve got to wait again now. If there’s nothing on the X-ray, it’s just the usual concussion advice, and I can go home.”

			Laszlo nodded. “You know, if you’re concussed, you shouldn’t be alone tonight.”

			Bryn gave a weak grin. “Worst pickup line ever,” he quipped. Laszlo’s lips twitched in response, though he didn’t say anything, and for a moment they just stared at each other, both half smiling. At last Laszlo cleared his throat.

			“Shall we sit down again, then?” Bryn paused. “You don’t have to wait with me,” he said. “I could be here a while yet. You’ve already given up most of your evening.”

			Laszlo didn’t answer him right away. That intense gaze searched Bryn’s face as though trying to work him out. At last he said, quietly, “If you want me to go, I’ll go. But I’d prefer to stay and see you home, if that’s all right.”

			The odd uncertainty of that response hit Bryn right in the gut. Made him want to take hold of Laszlo and just…hell, he didn’t even know. Just take hold of him.

			Instead he shrugged and dropped into one of the plastic chairs. “Okay,” he said. “But don’t say I didn’t give you the chance to escape.”

			Laszlo didn’t say anything, just took his own seat beside Bryn, stretching his long legs out in front of him. He seemed at ease, while Bryn fidgeted more or less constantly, jogging one knee up and down as he fiddled with the leather bracelets looped around his left wrist.

			“Can I ask you something?” Laszlo said after a while.

			“Sure, ask away,” Bryn replied.

			“Did you know I was going to be at that party tonight?”

			Bryn turned his head, and their eyes met, Laszlo’s electric-blue gaze making Bryn feel like he’d been zapped or something.

			Pow.

			He cleared his throat. “I had no idea,” he replied honestly.

			Laszlo’s expression was troubled. “So why did you ask to see me alone as soon as we spoke? Why did you say those things? We’ve never even met before tonight.”

			“Yes we have. I told you already. We’ve met in Somn—”

			“No!” Laszlo interrupted. His voice rang out, too loud, drawing looks—some nervous, some interested—from the other occupants of the waiting room.

			Scowling, Laszlo ducked his head closer to Bryn’s to hiss, “You’re crazy, if you think that.”

			Bryn stared at him helplessly. “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true. We’ve met in our dreams, Laszlo—that’s why I recognised you. We’ve met more than once. We may even meet again tonight.” He tried for a smile. “Maybe this time you’ll remember me, and it won’t sound so insane when you wake up tomorrow.”

			Laszlo didn’t answer that, but he shook his head no, his expression grim.

			“What if I could prove it to you?” Bryn asked, his mind racing. “Maybe if I could make something happen in your dream?”

			“I told you—I don’t dream,” Laszlo said flatly. “Or at least I don’t remember my dreams.”

			For a man who had such strong powers in Somnus, that was definitely odd. Off. Bryn filed the remark away to report to Dylan later.

			For now, he merely said, “Maybe you’d remember if what happened was surprising enough. Say, if I was able to show you something no one else could possibly have seen before. Do you have something personal you could give me now?”

			Laszlo’s gaze was suspicious. “What kind of thing?”

			“Anything. How about one of those cards you gave to Katie earlier?”

			“Is this just a ruse to get my number?” If Laszlo’s attempt at humour was intended to lighten the atmosphere, it failed badly. They were both too wound up to do more than smile tightly while Laszlo dug into the inside pocket of his tux jacket and pulled out a card.

			“Okay, now write something on it,” Bryn said. “Something personal. Something only you would know about.”

			Laszlo paused, thinking. He reached back into his jacket, pulling out a silver fountain pen, an expensive-looking thing. Turning the card over, Laszlo wrote. The ink that flowed was the deep black-blue of a sapphire, and his script was bold and slashing, difficult to read upside down. It wasn’t until he handed the card to Bryn that Bryn was able to make out the words.

			“My soul may find her peace in sleep,” he read aloud. He looked up at Laszlo, but the man’s expression was inscrutable.

			“D. H. Lawrence,” Laszlo offered.

			“Interesting. What does it mean?”

			Laszlo shrugged. “It’s just…personal. That’s what you asked for.”

			Bryn nodded and tucked the card in the back pocket of the smart trousers Katie had made him put on earlier. He found the little button to close the pocket with and fastened it, to keep the card extra secure.

			“So what’s your plan?” Laszlo said, a sneer in his voice. “You turn up in my dreams and give me that card?” He paused. “It won’t happen. And even if did, it wouldn’t prove anything. I could dream about that card because of this conversation.”

			“I thought you said you don’t dream?” Bryn said. “Or at least, that you don’t remember your dreams?”

			“I don’t,” Laszlo confirmed. “Haven’t done for years. But even if I did, it wouldn’t prove your claims.”

			Bryn stared at Laszlo, unsure what more he could say. The man’s mind was completely closed to the very idea that his dreams could be in any way meaningful. He wasn’t even just unconvinced by Bryn’s claims—he was actively hostile.

			It was exactly the sort of reaction lots of young dreamwalkers had when they first came into their powers, but Laszlo Grimm was, what, thirty?

			How could Bryn ever break through his scepticism?

			It was then that Bryn thought, quite suddenly, of Wyatt. Wyatt and his startling bottle of bourbon. Of how vivid and alluring everything about that ordinary everyday thing was, the feel of the cool glass under his fingers and the smell and the taste of the whiskey. The burn of it in Bryn’s throat. How shiningly real it was, even in a dream. How different from the other things of Somnus.

			Because it was real.

			Alchemised from the real world.

			“If I turn up in your dream with this card,” Bryn said, capturing Laszlo’s hostile gaze, “the card I show you won’t be a dream. It’ll be the real thing. And you’ll know, Laszlo. You won’t be able to deny it, because it’ll be real in a way that nothing else you’ve ever seen in Somnus has been before.”

			Laszlo’s face gave nothing away. He held Bryn’s stare for the longest time, then shrugged. “We’ll see.”

			They didn’t speak again till a nurse came along to take Bryn back to the examination room. The doctor was already there. She confirmed the X-rays were clear, signed off on a prescription for painkillers, delivered a brief lecture about the effects of concussion and handed Bryn a leaflet about domestic violence. This last she slipped across the desk with a significant look.

			“It’s all right,” Bryn said, sliding it back. “It really was an accident. I don’t even know the guy who brought me in. He just gave me a lift.”

			The doctor shrugged and put the leaflet back in the drawer. He wasn’t sure she believed him.

			By the time Bryn returned to the waiting room, Laszlo had already called his driver, and when they exited the A&E department, the car was waiting outside. Laszlo opened the rear door for Bryn, ushering him inside before climbing in behind him.

			“Do you live alone?” Laszlo asked after giving his driver Bryn’s address.

			“Yeah.”

			Bryn sensed rather than saw Laszlo’s frown. “Like I said before, you should have someone keeping an eye on you tonight.”

			The doctor had said that too.

			“I’ll be fine,” Bryn said. “I can call my friend Dave to stay the night.”

			It wasn’t untrue. Okay, he had no intention of calling Dave over a bump on the head, but if Bryn needed someone, Dave was the first person he’d call.

			“Friend—or boyfriend?”

			Laszlo’s tone was clipped, and Bryn glanced at him, surprised. He couldn’t make out anything beyond the man’s hard profile. Couldn’t see anything of Laszlo’s expression in the dark interior of the car.

			“What does it matter?” Bryn asked, and though Laszlo didn’t answer him, he detected something. Just the briefest tensing of the man’s jaw, but a reaction for all that. A reaction that made him want to reassure Laszlo Grimm.

			Which was about the stupidest thought he’d had in a long time.

			Even as he recognised that fact, though, his mouth was opening and words were tumbling out, too quick and a little breathless, his tone as betraying as Laszlo’s.

			“Friend, if you must know.”

			He noted the minute relaxation of Laszlo’s tension with astonishment. Astonishment that yielded, eventually, to a more disquieting feeling. He had no business reacting like this to this man. This man was a danger to him in so many ways, both in Somnus and the real world.

			It hardly seemed any time at all before they were pulling up outside Bryn’s flat. Bryn felt a momentary embarrassment over the shabbiness of it all, the patent roughness of the area. A group of rowdy teenagers were drinking farther down the street, a girl’s shrill voice piercing the silence with a diatribe of swear words blue enough to make a sailor flinch.

			Time to go.

			“Thanks,” Bryn said, hand hovering over the door handle. “For everything—taking me to the hospital, and waiting with me. I appreciate it.”

			He pushed the door open and began to climb out. One foot already rested on the pavement outside when Laszlo’s hand landed on his shoulder. “Bryn—”

			It was the first time he’d heard his name on Laszlo’s lips, and he realised, with a pang, that he liked it, that upper-class voice caressing his name.

			He turned his head, looking at Laszlo over his shoulder. The man was leaning towards him, his handsome face visible now, illuminated by the orange glow from the lamppost the car had stopped under.

			“Yeah?”

			“The card I gave you has my private mobile number on it. If you want, you could call me sometime.” He gave a strangely reserved smile. “I—well, I liked what we did earlier. Before you fell over, I mean.”

			Bryn’s heart thudded forcefully, and he swallowed in a way he knew had to be visible.

			“Okay,” he said. “I—um, that could be good.”

			And it definitely could, if he was a normal guy. If they both were.

			Laszlo just watched him, his expression reserved. Impossible to read.

			“I’d better let you go,” Bryn said then. His chest felt hollow. “Bye, and—ah, thanks for tonight.” He scrambled the rest of the way out of the car and shut the door, not looking back as he jogged up to the front door of his block. The car’s smooth engine purred to life as he slipped inside.

			Once he was in, he rested his back briefly against the metal door. The next time he saw Laszlo Grimm wouldn’t be when he called that private number to arrange—what, another hookup? A date?—it would be in Somnus, maybe even tonight. And when he waved that card in front of Laszlo’s face—if he was able to alchemise it—well, who knew what would happen? Maybe it would pierce the drone-like veil Laszlo wore. If it didn’t, and if Bryn got too close, it might end up being the last thing Bryn ever did.

			Bryn sighed and headed for the stairs.

			He fucking hated being a dreamwalker sometimes.

			Laszlo watched Bryn disappear inside a depressing 1960s concrete block. The big, square building squatted incongruously between two rundown Georgian terrace houses that stood on either side of it, a bad-tempered declaration of utilitarianism. As Eric pulled away from the kerb, the heavy, metal door clanged shut with a crash, and Laszlo frowned, wondering who might be lurking in the stairwells and balconies of a building like that at this time of night.

			Now that he was driving away, moving in the opposite direction from Bryn, he found himself wishing he’d asked for Bryn’s number instead of just giving his own. He’d have to wait now, to see if the man would call him. The ball was very firmly in Bryn’s court.

			And why the hell did that bother him? Laszlo never chased after anyone. If he saw someone he wanted and they seemed to return his interest, great. If not, it wasn’t worth his time. Now, as the car took him farther away from Bryn Llewelyn and closer to his own expensive apartment block, he leaned his temple against the cool glass of the window and thought back to his parting words to Bryn.

			“If you want you could call me sometime.”

			He cringed at the memory of Bryn’s reaction. There was no getting away from the fact that he’d seemed pretty underwhelmed by Laszlo’s invitation.

			Maybe even appalled.

			It had been a strange night, all in all. Thinking back, Laszlo realised how often he’d felt…well, felt. Emotions. Not just negative ones, like the anger that had assailed him when Bryn had first spoken about meeting him in their dreams, but other emotions he wouldn’t even have thought he would recognise anymore. Longing—a constant yearning to touch the other man that went beyond the passion that had flared between them in Nicky’s office. Concern too, when Bryn had been hurt. A horrible feeling that one, cramped and painful. A deep-rooted anxiety that had made him breathless and panicky.

			Feelings were fucking terrifying.

			Laszlo stared out at the city nightscape and made himself revisit the evening’s events. He tried to access some of the emotions he’d experienced again, but he couldn’t do it. Now that Bryn was gone, Laszlo was back to feeling the way he usually did, the all-pervasiveness numbness stealing back over him.

			Instead he found himself remembering odd things. Like the feeling of smiling a real smile, a noticeably different physical act from his usual effort. The curve of his mouth, the connections between his facial muscles—they had been deeper than what he was used to. His face had actually ached after a while.

			He wouldn’t have expected that. He smiled plenty in the usual way of things—he was a social guy and he did a lot of stuff he enjoyed—but tonight, his smile had been different. Not just a physical movement he would execute when the occasion called for it, but something that reflected what was happening inside him.

			Staring out at the city in darkness, his mind went back to the moment he’d first noticed the difference. They’d been looking at the stupid magazine article about the guy in the boy band. Bryn had chuckled, his sad-beautiful eyes sparkling with sudden infectious mirth, and Laszlo had been astonished to see how laughter transformed him, banishing the faint melancholy his expression seemed to default to. Just looking at him had made Laszlo smile too. So hard an ache had started in his cheeks.

			Thinking back now, Laszlo didn’t understand his own reaction to Bryn Llewelyn. There would have been other men at the party. Men who’d probably have thrown Bryn into the shade in terms of objective looks—slick, groomed, party boys. But Laszlo hadn’t even seen them. Bryn had held his total attention from the second Laszlo had laid eyes on him.

			Why Bryn?

			He was a ridiculous person to fixate on. Hell, the man had to have psychological problems if he genuinely believed he’d met Laszlo in a fucking dream, and even if that did chime weirdly with Laszlo’s own particular psychopathy, it couldn’t be anything more than coincidence, could it?

			Laszlo’s mind returned to the sudden rage that had overwhelmed him when Bryn announced they’d met in their dreams. Looking back, the depth of that anger had been…unusual.

			Maybe it was because of his history. The only thing that really got to Laszlo these days was when he thought about the possibility of having to return to the Willows. Despite the emotional fog that dogged him, that prospect still had the ability to make his heart rate pick up, and he’d long suspected that if there was any capacity left in him to feel emotion, it was bound up with that part of his life. Even that, though, was buried deep, a delicate vein of rage and fear he was wary of tapping.

			Had Bryn been shocked by Laszlo’s sudden burst of anger? Or did he already know about Laszlo’s history? Did he know Laszlo had a history with dreams, a history of delusions and madness he never wanted to think about again?

			How could he possibly know?

			Doubt slid its cold, clammy fingers into his mind.

			Laszlo found himself wondering whether Bryn knew all about him already; whether he already knew exactly who Laszlo was, and about the Willows and Professor Wolffe. About Laszlo’s condition.

			That was what he kept circling back to: why else would Bryn talk about dreams? It wasn’t really plausible that it was just a coincidence, was it? That Bryn just happened to suffer from the same delusions that had once bothered Laszlo? And they’d just happened to meet, tonight, at that party?

			Laszlo was a rich man. And a rich man with a weakness would be viewed as a soft mark by some.

			In his heart of hearts, Laszlo knew this evening’s events were no coincidence, and for some reason, that thought made another emotion rise him in now, piercing the fog. He frowned, trying to recognise it.

			What was that feeling like a weight in his gut, sour and heavy?

			He thought about it for a long time before he reached his conclusion.

			Disappointment.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Bryn woke up in Somnus with the scent of fresh laundry in his nostrils and empty hands. He sighed and sat up, scrubbing his hands over his face.

			Three nights since Laszlo Grimm had given him that card, and he hadn’t been able to alchemise it yet.

			My soul may find her peace in sleep.

			Throwing off the bedcovers, he swung his legs to the floor, only then noticing there was another occupant of the room, a teenage boy, by the look of him. The boy sat, cross-legged, on the neighbouring bed, watching Bryn with wide, scared eyes.

			“Uh—sorry for materializing in your room,” Bryn muttered. “It’s a habit I can’t seem to break.” He cleared his throat self-consciously.

			The boy blinked but said nothing. He looked to be about fifteen and had an interesting face. High, broad cheekbones, white-blond hair and very pale green eyes. Not cute in the way of some teenage boys. More startling. It was a face to grow into.

			“S’all right,” the boy mumbled at last. “Wish I could materialize here. I usually wake up somewhere crap and have to shift here.”

			Bryn nodded in brusque sympathy. “It takes practice. You pretty new to this?”

			“Yeah. It’s been a few months. Started just after my fourteenth birthday.”

			“That’s pretty typical.”

			Except for Bryn himself, of course. But then, Bryn was the exception that proved the rule.

			“Yeah, that’s what Tristan said.” The boy smiled uncertainly. “He’s my mentor.”

			“Tristan’s cool,” Bryn said. “It’s important to have a good mentor. I had Nanette. She was amazing. Looked like this little old lady, but she was wicked strong. She had it pretty tough with me, though, when I first dreamwalked. My speciality was finding a hidey-hole and staying there all night. Sometimes she had to spend hours looking for me.” Bryn smiled, but even now he could remember the horror of arriving in Somnus in the middle of a horde of dead-eyed drones, Shades being born out of pockets of violence in the crowd, the cacophony of a thousand voices that couldn’t hear anyone else. The terror of it all, and the relief when he spied Nanette. When she took him away from the chaos and made him safe.

			“I used to do that too,” the boy confided. “I was so freaked out. The worst of it was knowing what it’s like to be one of them—the drones, I mean. When you’re a drone, you’re just in your own crazy story and then you wake up, and it’s all gone as though it never happened. But when you’re a dreamwalker, drones are so freakin’ scary. The way they look at you and don’t even see you—” He shivered.

			“How did you arrive tonight?” Bryn asked. A standard dreamwalker question, that one, like how are you?

			“I woke up on a beach. There was this guy screaming at a woman. Right in her face. I was scared he was going to hurt her. It was intense, and I couldn’t seem to get away, but then I remembered what Tristan told me about looking for the weakest bits in the architecture, and I found this part that was kinda trembly. I managed to pass through it and shift here.”

			“It’ll get easier,” Bryn said. “You’ll get so you can tell which people are drones and which are just architecture—that helps. And you’ll find most drones find it difficult to actually do anything violent themselves.”

			“That’s what Tris said,” the boy said. “He’s teaching me loads of stuff.”

			There was a glow of hero worship in the boy’s eyes that Bryn had to suppress a smile at.

			“So, what’s your name, then? I’m Bryn.”

			“Aron.”

			“Nice to meet you, Aron. Where’re you from? That’s quite an accent.”

			“Shetland.”

			“Shetland? That’s a Scottish island? Off the west coast?”

			“No, the east. This is Scotland”—Aron sketched the shape of it quickly in the air—“and you’ve got the Outer Hebrides over here, which is what you’re thinking of. Shetland’s on the other side, all the way over here.” Aron swept his arm over the imaginary map and Bryn’s gaze snagged on a flash of gold.

			“What’s that?” Bryn reached for Aron’s hand, pulling his wrist closer to look at the simple gold link bracelet.

			“This? It was my grandad’s. It’s funny what you find yourself wearing here.” He lifted his hoodie up, exposing a bright orange-and-yellow Sponge Bob T-shirt below.

			Bryn laughed, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the bracelet. “It’s really nice,” he said “But then, you might have noticed I kinda like bracelets.” He held his hands up, displaying his own. “Do you wear it in the real world?”

			“Yeah, I do.” Aron gave a lopsided smile. “Grandad died a couple of months ago, and Mum asked me if I wanted it. That was when I started wearing it. It always seems to turn up with me here now. Which is kind of nice, especially when I turn up somewhere scary.”

			“I had a similar thing when I first came here,” Bryn confided. “When my granny died.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah. I used to play with the stuff in her jewellery box, and I just loved this St. Christopher’s pendant she had in there. Eventually, she gave it to me, and when she died, I started wearing it to bed. Then I realised I always had it on when I arrived here.” Bryn smiled, remembering. “In fact, the first thing Nanette ever said to me was ‘That’s a nice necklace’.”

			“What’s a St. Christopher’s pendant?” Aron frowned, puzzled.

			“Have you never seen one? They show St. Christopher carrying a little kid Jesus on his shoulders across a river. They’re meant to be good luck on journeys, or something.”

			“Oh yeah. I think I saw one once. You still got it?”

			“Nah. I lost it when it when I was about ten. In the real world, I mean. And I never saw it again here after that.” He shrugged and stood up. “The stuff you bring here with you, sometimes it means something.”

			“Wait—you lost it when you were ten? How old were you when started dreamwalking?”

			“Seven.”

			“Bloody hell!”

			Before either of them could say any more, the door opened and Tristan poked his head through. “Oh, hi, Bryn. You met Aron, then?” He turned to the boy. “When did you get here?”

			“A while ago. I needed to chill for a bit, Tris.”

			Tristan frowned, fair brows drawing together, and entered the room fully, closing the door behind him. “Are you all right, mate?”

			Bryn decided that was his cue to leave. “I’d better go and find Dylan,” he told Tristan. Tristan nodded, and Bryn turned his attention to the boy again. “It was good to meet you, Aron. I arrive right here most nights, so I’m sure I’ll see you again before long.”

			“Good to meet you too,” Aron said, smiling a bit self-consciously. He glanced at Tristan. “I suppose you want to put me through my paces now.”

			“You suppose right,” Tristan said as Bryn left the room.

			Dylan was already in the lounge when Bryn got there, lying on Nanette’s sofa, trainers propped up on the armrest.

			“What took you so long?” he grumbled at Bryn. “You were meant to be here an hour ago.”

			Bryn scowled and lifted Dylan’s feet up by the ankles, moving them aside so he could take a seat. “I can’t sleep on demand,” he said. “This is too early for me. I’m a night owl.”

			“Early for you?” Dylan exclaimed as he adjusted his position, pulling the coffee table a bit nearer so he could use that as a footrest instead. “I got here on time, and I’m in New York right now.” He paused, adding, “Anyway, have you got it?”

			Laszlo’s card, he meant. Bryn had filled him in on his encounter with Laszlo—most of it, anyway. Not the part where they’d frotted, or the part where Laszlo had asked Bryn to call him. Though it had to be said, Dylan had looked pretty sceptical when Bryn had claimed he’d lured Laszlo into a private room just by asking to talk to him in private.

			“Nope,” Bryn said briskly, feigning an unconcern he certainly didn’t feel. “Can’t seem to alchemise it at all.”

			Dylan frowned unhappily—an expression Bryn had become used to. Dylan regularly frowned at Bryn like that, as though Bryn was disappointing him.

			“I don’t understand,” the man said now. “You can do this—you definitely alchemised the chess piece—so what’s the problem?”

			Bryn fidgeted with his rings, twisting and turning them on his fingers. “The problem is, I don’t know how I did it.”

			Dylan gave an odd little laugh, more an expression of surprise than humour.

			“Still? You haven’t worked it out yet?” He paused, and Bryn could feel the weight of his gaze. “Surely Nanette said something about it to you?”

			Bryn looked up from his fidgeting—Dylan had been lounging a moment ago, but now he was leaning towards Bryn, his gaze intent. He thrummed with impatience and irritation, jittery with sudden energy.

			This mattered to him more than he wanted to let on.

			Bryn swallowed and finally said aloud the words that had been brewing for weeks now, words he hadn’t wanted to utter to Dylan Black, or anyone else for that matter.

			“Nanette never taught me anything, never gave me any advice. She just…looked out for me.”

			As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he felt a pang of guilt. He’d made Nanette’s role in his life sound like nothing, and he hadn’t meant that at all. “Looking out” for Bryn had been a huge commitment on her part. For the first few years, she’d had to hunt him down in Somnus every single night, making him safe. Later, she’d been the person he’d come to in the real world too, as an adolescent struggling to cope with his dreamwalking, and later still, when he dropped out of uni, exhausted and burnt out.

			She’d even made him her heir. Everything had gone to him when she died. Her modest little flat and all its contents, and a bank book with six thousand pounds in it. He hadn’t been able to bring himself to touch a penny of the money, though he lived in the flat, surrounded by the ordinary stuff of her real-world life.

			“Come on, Bryn. She must’ve said something,” Dylan insisted, interrupting his thoughts. “Think.”

			Bryn sighed. “She really didn’t. I used to ask her advice all the time. How could I be calmer? How could I be stronger? How could I be more like the others, more like you or Finn or Naomi? I used to really envy Finn, you know? He was so calm and together, even when he was really young. Do you remember?”

			Bryn watched Dylan’s guard slot smoothly into place at the mention of Finn Sharp.

			“I don’t really remember,” he said.

			Liar.

			Bryn shrugged and continued. “Well, no matter what I asked her, Nanette would just say the same thing: ‘Don’t worry about it. Everyone’s different’. Or, ‘You’ve got everything you need already, Bryn’. That was a real favourite of hers, you’ve got everything you need. If I told her I was worried about something, she’d just tell me not to worry and that it would all come right. I can’t remember a single time she ever gave me any real advice. Even when I asked how to do a specific thing, like when I wanted to learn to fly, she just told me to go and do it. ‘We learn by doing’. Yeah, that was another of hers.”

			Dylan shook his head. “There must have been something. Nanette knew you were an alchemist. She hinted it to me pretty blatantly—”

			“Yes, that sounds like her,” Bryn said, nodding.

			“What do you mean?”

			“You said she hinted it—not that she said it.”

			“Yeah, well, that wasn’t her way, was it?”

			“Exactly,” Bryn replied. “She never came out and said anything.”

			“Okay, fair point. But I’m sure she’d’ve left you clues, Bryn. There’s no way she’d’ve left you unprepared for this!”

			Bryn gusted a noisy sigh, frustrated by Dylan’s refusal to accept what he was saying. “I’m telling you, there wasn’t anything, okay? Listen, this is how she was with me.” He swallowed hard. “You remember that—that thing with the dogs?”

			Dylan closed his eyes. “Bryn, I—”

			“I know,” Bryn interrupted. “Long time ago, yada yada. Just listen.”

			Dylan looked at him again, his expression wary.

			“The whole thing that happened that day—it was because I couldn’t control myself in Somnus. I don’t mean physically. I mean emotionally.”

			“Bryn, I know. I was there. You were only, what, nine? Ten?”

			Bryn swallowed again. He couldn’t seem to clear the lump wedged in his throat. “Nine.”

			“We were just being little shits—we had no idea you’d jump in like you did. I felt like crap after, Bryn, but I didn’t know how to apologise. So I just avoided you.”

			Bryn shrugged. “You weren’t to know how far I’d go.”

			He still recalled the whole incident in vivid detail. He’d been sent off to practice shifting with Dylan and Naomi, and he’d known they were pissed off about being landed with him. When they’d seen a drone being mauled by a pack of three dogs—big, muscular, black-and-tan things with saggy red gums and yellow teeth—they’d dared him to watch. After a few minutes, though, Bryn just couldn’t bear it. He’d run in and started trying to pull one of the dogs off. Naomi had screamed at him to stop and the drone had turned his head and seen—really seen—Bryn. Such a weird feeling that. He’d been able to sense the drone’s shock at the interference, and it felt—dangerous. As though the drone’s almost-consciousness could change everything, bring down Somnus itself.

			And then the dogs turned on Bryn.

			“I just froze when you first ran in. I couldn’t believe you’d done it,” Dylan said now. “You were only a kid, but I knew how many times you’d been told never to interfere in dreams, and I just assumed you wouldn’t.” He paused, looking sick. “By the time I ran in, you had two of them on you, and you were bleeding.”

			Bryn reached for the hem of his hoodie and pulled it off in one swift movement, casting it aside. “The first one took me to the ground and went for my leg,” he said. “The other one went for my face, and I did this—” He mimed rearing back and raising an arm to ward the animal off.

			Dylan gasped, his eyes going wide as he saw the unmistakable scar on the underside of Bryn’s forearm.

			“What the fuck?”

			“That’s my souvenir.”

			“But that’s—it’s impossible,” Dylan breathed, staring at the faded white tooth marks.

			Bryn smiled. “I remember when we got back to the safe house, Vikram tore you and Naomi to shreds. I felt bad about that. I knew the whole thing was my fault—”

			“Bryn, it really wasn’t.”

			“No, it was. I had been told not to interfere in dreams.” He sighed. “Anyway, I thought that was as bad as it would get. And then I woke up in the real world with real-world bite marks.”

			“So—this must have been an early alchemy thing? Maybe something in the dog’s saliva making you carry the bite back?”

			“Maybe.” Bryn frowned. He’d never thought of that. “The point is this—Nanette didn’t say anything about it, really. You know what her only comment was on the whole thing?”

			Dylan shook his head.

			“She just said, ‘I knew I was right’.”

			“That’s it?”

			“That’s it. And when I asked her what she meant, she just laughed. And when I said it wasn’t funny and my arm hurt, she just said ‘You need to get your mam to put some Germolene on it, cariad. It’ll stop hurting soon enough and you’ll have quite an interesting scar, one day’.”

			Dylan let out a snort of laughter at that. “Christ. She always was a sarky cow.”

			Bryn gave a chuckle too, remembering. It was funny how the things that drove you mad about a person were the things you missed most, when they were gone.

			Dylan’s eyebrows furrowed as he considered Bryn’s story further. “She never told anyone else, then?”

			“No, and she told me not to.”

			Dylan thought about that. “You must’ve been scared you’d take more injuries back to the real world after that. Did you ever have anything else cross over?”

			“No, thank God. And being so young, it never really occurred to me to worry about it. I pretty much forgot about it soon after. I was much more upset about you and Naomi catching hell. I was convinced you both hated me after.”

			Dylan groaned. “God, I was a horrible kid. No wonder you looked at me like I was cockroach when I started trying to talk to you again.”

			Bryn huffed out a laugh. “I was just a bit suspicious after you’d ignored me for so long. Anyway, do you see what I mean about Nanette? She didn’t talk to me about alchemy or anything else. When the thing happened with the dogs, she just shrugged the whole thing off. No advice. No clues. Nothing. That was how she rolled.”

			For a moment, Dylan was quiet. “I think you’re wrong,” he said at last, and if anything, he sounded more definite than before. “Her saying nothing about that whole dog thing except, ‘I knew I was right’? That meant something. I remember how Vikram was when we got back that day. He didn’t just lay into me and Naomi, he tore strips off you for interfering in a drone’s dream. But Nanette didn’t. She told you you’d learn stuff by doing it. That you had everything you needed already. She was telling you that you didn’t need to be taught anything. That there was something in you—”

			“Hey, she never said that,” Bryn interrupted quickly. “She never so much as hinted at thinking I had any special powers.”

			“You went to her with a freaky dream bite that turned real—that fucking manifested in the real world—and her reaction was ‘I knew I was right’? And ‘Don’t tell anyone else about it’? That doesn’t strike you as unusual?”

			“You know what?” Bryn snapped. “She didn’t think I was special—it was the exact opposite. She helped me cope, she was my crutch!”

			And I fucking miss her.

			For a long silent moment, Dylan watched him, unblinking as a cat, while Bryn’s sudden anger bled away. It occurred to him distantly that the jade green of the man’s eyes was the calmest colour in the world.

			It was Dylan who broke the silence.

			“She didn’t think you were weak,” he said softly. “You know what she said to me about you? ‘Just leave him for a bit, he’ll get there’. And maybe she was right. Maybe that’s all an alchemist needs—to be left alone to find their own way.”

			Bryn closed his eyes, throat aching, the scar on his arm tingling. “You’re reading too much into this,” he whispered, but even he didn’t believe that anymore.

			“No, I’m not. If you didn’t know before, you’ve worked it out just now, with me. That dog bite was your first successful bit of alchemy—that we know of, anyway.”

			Bryn stared at Dylan, appalled, even though he could see that, yes, it all fitted. It had always seemed weird to him that Nanette had seemed almost pleased that day.

			Was this why?

			Dylan leaned into him, his wide green eyes mesmerising. “And now, here’s the real question, Bryn: what did you do to make that bite manifest in the real world? How did you make the alchemy happen?”

			Dylan’s gaze—suddenly hungry, disturbingly avid—made Bryn feel hunted. He got to his feet, stepping backwards when Dylan stood up too, creating space between them.

			“I don’t know,” he said. “I’m still not sure it was alchemy. That chess piece? Maybe there’s some other explanation.”

			“You don’t believe that any more than I do.”

			“I don’t know what I believe,” Bryn replied. “I think I need to be alone for a while so I can figure it out.”

			Dylan frowned at that. “Bryn, wait. Please, just listen—”

			But Bryn was already shifting by then, the sound of the waves rising to drown out Dylan’s words. He didn’t even think about his destination, just let go and allowed his unconscious mind to take him wherever it wanted.

			And it took him to the Tower.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Recently, whenever Bryn had arrived at the Tower, he’d shifted away as soon as possible. The pull was getting stronger each time he arrived, and it was better to get away more quickly before it took hold.

			This time, though, he didn’t shift. This time, Laszlo Grimm was here—Bryn knew that for sure, because he’d manifested right at the edge of Laszlo’s glade.

			Would Laszlo recognise him now they’d met in the real world?

			He hadn’t planned to go searching for Laszlo in Somnus till he’d managed to alchemise the card. The trouble was, he hadn’t alchemised it, and, after days of trying, it was time to face up to the fact that he possibly never would.

			There was no reason not see how the land lay.

			Bryn took a deep breath, then rose smoothly into the air. Flying took a lot of concentration—flying slowly and hovering were even harder. These were impossible feats in the real world, and undertaking the impossible in Somnus required a dreamwalker to achieve a complete disconnection from his real-world self. It took huge mental effort, and that was not something Bryn had ever really excelled in. While he had a certain natural ability that had put him ahead of other new dreamwalkers when he’d first arrived in Somnus, he’d later found it difficult to develop those natural abilities to the higher level Dylan and Finn had achieved.

			Today, though, Bryn’s elevation was smooth, and he managed a controlled glide over the treetops as he carefully scanned the ground below.

			At last he came upon Laszlo, sitting on the ground in the middle of a clearing, his head bowed, his hand worrying at something round his neck. The man was like no dreamwalker Bryn had ever seen, nor any drone. He sat there, alone, seemingly without purpose, without desire. He looked to be all at sea, at the mercy of tides he could not control and didn’t understand.

			Bryn had just been telling Dylan he’d been an emotional, impulsive kid, and the truth was he was still like that, still lacking in control. His impulsiveness hadn’t come to an end that day with the dogs. No, he’d continued to make stupid decisions all through his adult years, both here and in the real world. The only difference now was that, these days, he was more consumed by regret afterwards.

			Now that stupidity came on him again, and instead of shifting away when he saw the man who’d tried more than once to capture him in Somnus, he lowered his body a few feet from above the treetops to a lower elevation, coming to a halt on one of the stout upper branches of a sturdy tree.

			Sitting himself down on that broad wooden limb, Bryn waited for Laszlo to notice him.

			At first, Laszlo didn’t react to his presence at all, but after a while, his dark head lifted, in the way a dog’s head lifts when it scents something, and in one fluid movement, he stood up, unfolding his long limbs, and looked around.

			Then up.

			When he spotted Bryn, his expression transformed. One moment it was no more than vaguely curious, the next it was intensely yearning.

			“It’s you!” he said, and his voice cracked on the words.

			“Hello, Laszlo,” Bryn said, mouth dry, heart thudding with fear and something else—anticipation, maybe. “Do you remember me today?”

			Laszlo Grimm regarded him unhappily. Then he shook his head.

			“No,” he said. “Do I know you? I feel as though, perhaps—”

			His gaze locked with Bryn’s, and something flickered in his eyes. The next instant, his expression went strangely flat and he was launching himself at the tree, grabbing the lowest branch and swinging himself up before reaching for the next one, climbing so quickly that panic sent Bryn soaring upwards again, scratching himself on the branches above in his hurry to get away.

			He only slowed when he was well above the canopy, wondering sickly if Laszlo could fly too, and if he did, how fast he would be.

			He knew he should shift away now, be done with the man.

			Instead he watched Laszlo climb ever higher, swallowing against his own dread but helpless to avert his gaze as the man balanced on a branch that looked far too flimsy for his bulk, then bent his knees with the plain intention of launching himself into the air at Bryn.

			Shit, he’s actually going to do it!

			And he did.

			Laszlo leapt into the ether, his vivid blue gaze fixed on Bryn, electric bright with determination. For the briefest instant, Bryn thought the man was going to succeed. His body rose far beyond what any drone could ever manage, and for an instant, he hovered, reaching his hand towards Bryn, who floated ten or more feet above him.

			Then he dropped.

			He fell backwards, his face morphing from triumph to shock in the moment before it disappeared into the canopy of leaves, and then there was only the thwap and crack of branches as he crashed through the upper boughs, and the final sickening thud as he hit the ground.

			In the eerie silence that followed, Bryn could only hear his own panicked breaths.

			He knew he should shift away right now, while Laszlo was incapacitated, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Slowly, carefully, he lowered himself through the trees, stopping a few feet from the ground to hover anxiously above Laszlo, who lay very still on his back, his eyes open but unfocused.

			“Laszlo,” Bryn murmured. The other man stirred a little, then moaned as though in pain, and Bryn had to suppress the urge to move closer. Instead he forced himself to stay where he was and watched, his anxiety only beginning to ease when, eventually, Laszlo slowly sat up. When he spotted Bryn, he tried to rise, only to fall back with a groan.

			“Do you recognise me now?” Bryn asked. “Do you know who I am?”

			Laszlo frowned, thinking hard, but didn’t answer immediately. “I think I’ve been waiting for you,” he said at last. “For a long time, maybe.” He struggled to his knees.

			“We’ve met before,” Bryn said, his voice a little pleading.

			“I don’t remember,” Laszlo replied. He was back on his feet now and looking up, his vivid gaze growing determined. He’d leap again, Bryn knew. And again and again. He would just keep coming.

			Time to go.

			The waves began to shush in Bryn’s ears.

			“I wish you could remember me,” he said, barely able to hear his own voice.

			He saw Laszlo’s mouth move as he answered, but the waves drowned out the words. And then Bryn blinked, and when he opened his eyes again, he was in a damp alley in Sleepers’ Row.

			“Where the hell did you come from?” Wyatt snapped. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s rude to materialise in someone’s personal space?”

			Bryn looked down—he was standing on Wyatt’s grubby blanket, just inches from the man himself.

			“Sorry.” He stepped off the blanket and settled himself down on one of the flattened cardboard boxes scattered around that Wyatt used as insulation from the cold ground. “It was an accident. I didn’t think about where I was shifting to. Just arrived here.”

			Wyatt considered him from beneath bushy grey brows. “No such thing as accidents,” he grunted. “You should know that by now. What’s up, Bryn?”

			Bryn’s mouth practically fell open. Wyatt didn’t usually admit to recognising him straightaway. It usually took a bit longer to break through his barriers than this.

			“You want me to guess?” Wyatt said in the face of his silence. “Or did ya just come here for a nip of my whiskey?” He reached under his grubby blanket and pulled out the bottle, and immediately Bryn felt his eyes being drawn to it, helplessly fascinated. He felt Wyatt watching him as he examined the bottle in Wyatt’s hands, tightening his own fingers into tight fists to stop himself reaching for it. The attraction he felt for the bottle was profound, fundamental. For Bryn, the bottle shone. He wanted it, and it was a feeling he recognised. One he’d had before in Somnus. Most recently when he saw Aron’s bracelet earlier.

			In that moment, he put it together—what it was about the bracelet that made him crave to touch it, and why it was Wyatt’s whiskey burned his throat like a real flame.

			“It’s real, isn’t it?” he said.

			“Finally, the boy wonder works it out,” Wyatt drawled, uncorking the bottle and taking a long swig.

			“You’re an alchemist.”

			Wyatt lowered the bottle and glared at Bryn. “Keep your voice down, fool.”

			Bryn grimaced. “Sorry.”

			“The walls have ears. As do the alleyways, buildings, floors and furniture. As does every bit of architecture in this goddamned world. It’s all networked, you understand? It’s all part of the same crazy hive mind. And those Shades you see, drifting round these streets like pieces of garbage? Well, they pick up every little tremulation and carry it back to him. Every. Little. Thing. It ain’t safe here.”

			Bryn frowned. “Why don’t you come to the safe house, then? You’d be all right there—and we could talk without you worrying about being overheard.”

			Wyatt gave a harsh laugh. “You call that a safe house? It’s the opposite of safe! Have they convinced you to do something crazy yet? Spun you some sucker story about how they’re out to save the goddamn world?” He gave an evil grin at whatever he saw on Bryn’s face. “Oh, I see they have. You don’t want to listen to them, boy. You want to think about protecting yourself. ’Cos when you have a gift like the one we’ve got, everyone wants a little bit of it. And they might just tear you to pieces getting their hands on it.”

			Bryn didn’t say anything to that, but after a moment, he asked, “When you said about the Shades carrying news back to ‘him’, did you mean Morfran?”

			“My God, don’t you have no sense?” Wyatt hissed. “What did I just say about Shades?” He glanced from side to side, his expression anxious.

			“Is that who you meant, though?” Bryn pressed.

			“Him, the Guardians. It makes no difference,” Wyatt snapped. “What does it matter who uses you up? Do you think it feels better to get destroyed by a good guy than a bad guy?”

			Bryn stared at him. “What do you mean?”

			“Here’s how it works for the likes of us,” Wyatt said, moving so close that Bryn could feel the man’s sour breath against his face. “Whatever anyone wants from you, it’ll be more than you can give ’em. You want my advice? Get outta that safe house. Get away from Black. Make yourself useless to ’em.”

			“How do I do that?”

			Wyatt laughed, the sound of his mirth like an old squeezebox. “Turn yourself into garbage like me, kid. It’s the easiest thing in the world.”

			Bryn frowned. “Wyatt, you’re not gar—”

			“Yeah, I am. I only use the gift for one thing, kid.” He lifted the whiskey bottle again and grinned evilly. “This. It’s all I need. I drink enough of this, and I’m no good to any of them.” He tipped the bottle to his lips and took a long pull. “It keeps me safe.”

			“How do you do it, though? How do you make it happen?”

			Understanding dawned on Wyatt’s grizzled face. “Ah, I see why you’re here now.”

			“What?”

			“Lemme guess. You did the impossible. Brought something here, or maybe took it home. One or the other—’cept you don’t know how you did it. Am I right?”

			Bryn swallowed. “Something like that.

			Wyatt laughed again, but now his face was a mask of despair. “Yeah, well, it took me a long time too, kid. And then, when I discovered the knack, it was so, so easy. The easiest thing in the world.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah. All I do is, I just think about my Jenny. And y’know, it’s so fuckin’ powerful I feel like, sometimes, I could pull the whole goddamned world into Somnus with me, just from remembering her. Like I’ll go to sleep and open my eyes and here it all will be: Somnus and the real world, all mixed up. Or maybe, if they came together like that, they’d cancel each other out.” He looked at Bryn then, and his face was a mask of devastation. “What do you think, kid? Think that could happen?”

			“I don’t know,” Bryn whispered. He wanted to ask him who Jenny was, but before he could formulate the words, Wyatt began to shimmer. He was waking up. Soon he’d wink out of Somnus altogether.

			The old man looked right at Bryn. He didn’t say anything, but his grizzled features showed an expression Bryn had never seen before, one it hurt him to look at. A moment later, there was nothing beside him but a grubby blanket on some damp, flattened cardboard. Wyatt—and his whiskey—were gone, leaving Bryn sitting alone on the cold, dark street.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			The private investigator’s report on Bryn Llewelyn was…brief.

			Charlie Porter, the PI Laszlo used, was extremely thorough—if there was information to find, he would find it—and there was little of note in his report.

			Bryn Llewelyn was twenty-six and lived alone. He owned a small flat, inherited from some old dear who seemed to have been a friend of the family—that was highlighted as something to follow up on, though it didn’t strike Laszlo as a particularly fruitful line of enquiry.

			Originally from Wales, Bryn had come to London to attend university to study IT, only to drop out without completing the course. There had been several periods of absence from university while he was still there and a brief homeless period when he dropped out. It didn’t appear he’d ever resorted to sleeping rough, but he’d couch-surfed for a while.

			His job history was chequered. His list of past, and very casual, jobs was as long as Laszlo’s arm: barman, barista, waiter, cleaner. Quite a few of them had ended in Bryn being sacked, usually for not turning up on time too often.

			Not the reliable type, then.

			Bryn’s longest gig, one he still seemed to have, and the only one that had any connection to his abandoned degree course, was with some shabby computer repair business run by a stoner freelancer, a guy that Bryn had—according to one source—met during a lost weekend in Cornwall. Laszlo found himself wondering if they’d fucked and not liking the thought at all.

			Despite Bryn’s shoestring existence, he wasn’t on his own in the world. He had a family in Wales, parents still alive, two younger sisters. No real romantic relationships to speak of. No evidence of a current or even particularly recent boyfriend. One talkative coworker had suggested Bryn was more of a one-night-hookup guy than a relationship guy. A drifter, she’d said. Aimless.

			Laszlo wasn’t sure he bought that, not entirely, anyway. There had been nothing aimless about Bryn Llewelyn the night Laszlo had met him. He could see him now, standing in front of Laszlo, watchful and wary, an expression of single-minded determination firming his features as he insisted they’d met before.

			No, that memory didn’t fit the picture of a shiftless drifter at all.

			And though it would be nice to think Bryn Llewelyn’s determination to get Laszlo alone that night was motivated by sexual desire, Laszlo knew in his heart of hearts that wasn’t the case. If anything, the sex had got in the way of Bryn’s true purpose, had been a distraction the man hadn’t intended. No, his real agenda had been talking to Laszlo about his dreams.

			But why?

			That was what Laszlo really wanted to know, and the report didn’t help at all with that question.

			There was something else bothering Laszlo the report didn’t help with: Bryn wasn’t the only man who’d been asking questions about Laszlo recently. Unlike Bryn, though, the other man hadn’t approached Laszlo directly. The first Laszlo had heard about him was when Shaheda had come to him. She’d overheard her new assistant giving out information about Laszlo’s movements over the phone. When Shaheda had taken over the call, the man on the other end had quickly hung up. Afterwards, Shaheda’s assistant confessed the caller had been asking where Laszlo lived, when he came in in the morning, how late he worked. He’d been posing as a telemarketer, establishing a weeks’ long flirtation with Shaheda’s assistant before he’d asked anything.

			With her usual efficiency, Shaheda had quickly ascertained that the building receptionists had been questioned too, and the doormen. Even Eric had been approached. It sounded like the same man had spoken to them all—tall and dark with an indiscriminate Southern accent. One time he was a bike courier, another time, supposedly, a member of Laszlo’s legal team. On the third occasion, he was a tourist seeking directions. Each time, he was charming and easygoing. Unthreatening. The questions he asked never seemed to strike anyone as prying till they were asked to repeat what had been discussed.

			It was as though the guy had mesmerised them.

			When Shaheda had reported the incidents to Laszlo, he’d given her one of the photos Charlie had taken of Bryn to show the witnesses. None of them identified him.

			Yet, somehow, Laszlo knew there was a connection.

			The whole thing was disconcerting enough that Laszlo had changed his daily routine, coming into the office and leaving earlier each day, working at home in the evenings instead of staying late as he usually did. That was why he was sitting home now, in the early evening, reading this report.

			Setting Charlie’s report aside, Laszlo carried his glass into the kitchen to replenish his drink. He was drinking more than usual, he knew, and it was a sign of stress for him. He didn’t tend to recognise stress when it came upon him, other than by certain telltale behaviours, a fact he’d always assumed was related to his general emotional numbness.

			Even knowing that, though, he opened the freezer, extracted a frosty bottle of Grey Goose and poured himself a generous measure, tossing it back so quickly he barely tasted it, only felt its burn.

			Tomorrow he would get Charlie on the phone, he decided. He would speak to him about Bryn Llewelyn personally. There had to be something else Charlie had noticed—maybe something so innocuous he hadn’t thought it worth putting in his report.

			Because this report wasn’t the whole story of Bryn Llewelyn.

			That much he knew.

			When Bryn got home from his shift at The Duck on Thursday night, it was to find Dylan Black in his living room, watching a rerun of a cookery program on Bryn’s TV. He lounged on Bryn’s couch with his left hand stuck down the crotch of his jeans and his right resting in a bag of chilli-flavoured tortilla chips. Looking up at the sound of the door opening, he cast Bryn a brief glance and a wave before turning his attention back to Jamie Oliver.

			“What are you doing here?” Bryn asked irritably, slinging his jacket onto the back of a chair.

			“I need a place to crash for a few hours. Got a flight to the States at six.” Dylan offered no apology, and his gaze didn’t shift from the TV.

			“You’re flying back to New York?”

			“Yeah. I’ve got some stuff I need to do—I’ll be back in a couple days, though.”

			“My flat’s not exactly handy for the airport.”

			Dylan looked up at that and shrugged. “I wanted to talk to you too. Anyway, I won’t sleep tonight. Never do when I’ve got an early flight.”

			That struck Bryn as disingenuous, but he didn’t comment. “What do you want to talk about?” he asked instead, heading for the kitchen to fill the kettle. Dylan levered himself up from the couch and followed, pausing to lounge in the doorway.

			“I think you already know that. Why did you storm off on me last night?”

			Bryn flipped the kettle on. He snatched two mugs from the cupboard and began loading them up with teabags and milk. Dylan took his tea like Bryn, strong and unsugared.

			“I was frustrated,” Bryn said without looking directly at Dylan. “By my inability to alchemise.”

			“I see.” Dylan paused. “So…maybe we need to think about what you try as your next step? Nanette left some journals with me. You might want to look through those, in case they give you an idea of what to do.”

			“I said I was frustrated,” Bryn clarified, eyeing Dylan steadily. “Not that I am.”

			Dylan’s eyes narrowed at that, his attention sharpening. He stood up a little straighter. “You’ve made a breakthrough?” His tone was cautious.

			Bryn tried to maintain his casual pose but wasn’t sure if he managed it. “I think so. At least, I think I know what the trigger for alchemy might be. I’m going to try it tonight.”

			Dylan couldn’t quite hide his excitement. A faint glitter in those jade-green eyes belied his calm expression and relaxed posture.

			“That’s good. But be careful, Grimm’s at home tonight, and I suspect he’s already asleep. I don’t want you taking him on without me around.”

			Bryn frowned. “How do you know he’s at home?”

			“I’ve been following him. I tailed him home tonight, then sat outside his building for a while.”

			“Why are you following him? We already know he’s the guy from Somnus.”

			Dylan shook his head. “Laszlo Grimm’s story doesn’t add up. He might be acting like Samson after a haircut, but I’m in no doubt this guy’s a dreamwalker. So how has he flown under the radar all these years? And why? There’s something here, Bryn. I know it.”

			“How can you be so sure he’s a dreamwalker?”

			“Because he’s too fucking strong not to be.”

			“And yet he has no memory of Somnus or what happens there. Which is pretty much unheard of for a dreamwalker.”

			Dylan didn’t answer that, just shrugged. “Forget that for now. Tell me what you think the alchemy trigger is instead.”

			Bryn turned back to the kettle, which had flipped itself off. He topped off the mugs with boiling water and fished in the drawer for a teaspoon. “It’s difficult to explain,” he hedged, swirling the tea bag around in the first mug, watching the tea turn brick red. “It’s kind of a state of mind, I think. I’ll explain it to you if it turns out to work.” He handed Dylan the first mug of tea, then turned his attention to the second.

			“All right,” Dylan said easily. Too easily, Bryn thought. “But do me a favour. Even if you alchemise the card tonight, wait till you see me before you start looking for Grimm at the Tower.”

			“I might not have a choice. I might get lured.”

			“You might,” Dylan conceded. “But if that happens, you can just shift. And tomorrow we go back to the sleeping schedule we agreed on. I want to make sure we do this together.”

			“Get outta that safe house. Get away from Black.”

			“All right,” Bryn lied.

			He dug out a packet of chocolate biscuits, and they scoffed the whole packet while watching back-to-back Jamie Oliver reruns for a while, before Bryn went off to his room to sleep.

			To sleep, and to let himself think about Nanette.

			He clutched Laszlo’s business card in his right hand and let himself remember it all, culminating in the day Vikram had taken him aside and told him Nanette had been found, dead in her bed at home, after almost a week of absence from Somnus.

			He opened himself up to every memory. Wallowed in all the bad, self-destructive thoughts he’d been repressing for months. Let great wrenching sobs shake his whole body.

			When he woke in Somnus, the crumpled card was still in his hand. And it wasn’t a dream of the one he’d taken to bed. It was the real thing, shiningly, unmistakably real for all its humble appearance.

			He’d finally done it.

			He’d intentionally alchemised something.

			Laszlo scanned the horizon, looking for—what? It felt as though he’d been wandering these dust fields forever. He wasn’t even sure why. All he knew was he was looking for something.

			Someone?

			It was hot, and he was thirsty, his throat dry and parched. Christ, but he’d kill for something wet. He touched the silver knot that sat between his collarbones, his lips moving.

			He felt a little more settled then, and he set off again. But though he walked and walked, all he could see around him was an endless swathe of ragged nothingness—dust and rocks and shimmering heat. At last he fell to his knees in the dust in despair.

			Get up.

			The voice spoke—it seemed to Laszlo—from the very centre of his brain. It felt new and familiar at the same time, as though he’d heard it before but forgotten it.

			Get up.

			It was a true command. Not an order to follow, but a control button pressed. Laszlo lurched to his feet without having decided to do so, surprised by the sudden movement of his own limbs.

			Come.

			He turned ninety degrees and began walking, more quickly than before. When he saw a stooped tower in the distance, he felt a new surge of energy and pushed himself harder, nudging his gait up to a steady jog.

			The closer he drew to the tower, the more talkative the voice in his mind became. It began to whisper a litany of poisonous words—nothing that made any sense and all of it horrible. He wished he could switch it off, but he could no more do that than he could turn around and walk in the opposite direction.

			The voice began to fracture, multiplying into overlapping strands until it sounded like a jabbering crowd. Every now and again from this babble would come a single, comprehensible command, the individual tongues weaving back together into one powerful, unmistakable voice.

			Come.

			Then it would scatter again, like a cluster of spiders, scuttling off in a hundred different directions.

			Soon he was close enough to see that there were shadows circling the tower, ragged, faceless things. Cobwebby figures. Things that were not-things. Things that had no minds, no souls.

			Nothings.

			Laszlo slowed to a walk, and then to a stop, suddenly cautious despite the pull that drew him still. They were loathsome, these creatures, and he instinctively wanted to stay away from them.

			The Nothings didn’t feel the same way. Even as they circled the black walls of the tower, they reached fleshless, boneless arms to him, as though yearning for him, disturbingly flock-like in their synchronised movements.

			In a sudden flash of understanding, Laszlo realised the whispers in his mind were coming from the Nothings, though not the actual commands that occasionally drew their whispers together. No, someone, or something else was controlling them. Harnessing them.

			That someone or something knew Laszlo was here now—he had the oddest feeling it could see him through the creatures’ empty eye sockets. It drew their voices together, and they spoke to him in a sibilant hiss.

			Lassszlo—

			He is coming now—

			You must bring him to me—

			I won’t turn this one inside out—

			He’s strong enough—

			Look!

			He comes!

			Laszlo turned without deciding to do it. He turned like the needle on a compass. He spun on his heel, and sure enough, a man stood there, not twenty feet away. Lean and dark and beautiful, and looking at Laszlo like he knew him.

			New. But familiar too.

			Déjà vu.

			Déjà vu again. A feeling that dogged him always in this place.

			This place?

			Bring him.

			At the sight of the man, Laszlo felt a sharp tug of joy and a following pang of desperation. The voice wanted this man, but so did Laszlo. He didn’t know what for, not for either of them, the voice or his own self.

			Without deciding to do it, he was running. The man immediately floated upwards, rising up into the sky, making Laszlo stop and stare at him in astonishment.

			“Hello, Laszlo,” he said, and his husky voice carried the faintest hint of a Welsh accent. “Do you recognise me this time?”

			Laszlo stared at him in astonishment, then shook his head. “No,” he admitted. “But I know you.”

			This with miserable certainty.

			He gazed up at the man, flummoxed and angry and wanting. The wanting swamped him, and he found himself jumping up, stretching his arm to try to touch. It should have been stupid, pointless, but with that first leap, he rose farther from the ground than ought to be possible. For a moment, he even hovered there.

			The instant he looked down, he immediately dropped, stumbling when his feet made contact with the ground again. When he looked back up, the beautiful man had risen higher into the air, his dark brown eyes wide with alarm.

			“Laszlo, listen to me—I’ve brought you something”—he reached into the back pocket of his jeans and drew something out—“just like I told you I would. Look at it, okay? You have to look at it, and touch it too.”

			The man opened his hand, and something fell. A small white thing that fluttered down to the ground, drifting from side to side in an unhurried way as it made its way to earth.

			Bring him to me!

			Somehow it was easier to ignore the voice when he was watching that little…

			…white…

			…card.

			By the time he bent to pick it up, he was greedy for it, craving it. As soon as he touched it, he felt somehow more—alive. Its edges felt sharp against his fingertips, the surface smooth. He traced the faintly raised lettering with a sweep of his thumb as he read.

			It bore his own name. Numbers too, an address he knew.

			It was his.

			“Turn it over,” the man above him said, and Laszlo looked up, frowning to see the tension on that beautiful face.

			“Go on,” the man said. “Turn it over.” And this time Laszlo did.

			He looked down and read the words written there in dark blue ink.

			My soul may find her peace in sleep.

			Written on the card in his own handwriting.

			His hand went to his throat, to the silver knot, and for once, touching it didn’t soothe him at all.

			When he glanced up again, Bryn was gazing at him with fear and pity in his eyes.

			The man’s name was Bryn.

			Images hurtled through his mind. A man—Bryn—all in black except for a strip of red silk round his neck. A tray balanced on his hand. A scorching kiss and the pulse of warm semen on Laszlo’s hand. Brown plastic chairs. A hospital. A white card, his own hand moving as he wrote on it.

			A fleeting glance in the dark interior of a car.

			“If you want, you could call me sometime.”

			“Bryn?”

			“Yes,” Bryn said, his voice eager. “Yes, that’s me, I’m Bryn. Do you recognise me now?”

			Laszlo looked down at the card again.

			“The card I show you won’t be a dream. It’ll be the real thing. And you’ll know, Laszlo. You won’t be able to deny it, because it’ll be real in a way that nothing else you’ve ever seen in Somnus has been before.”

			Somnus.

			Was he asleep, then?

			The thing in his hand was just a business card, a little crumpled, but it drew his eye with an attraction he could not explain. It made him feel real. It made him feel—awake. But he couldn’t be awake, because Bryn was hovering ten feet above him in thin air, and from the corner of his eye, he could still see the stooped, black tower and those Nothings, circling, circling.

			So, yes. Asleep.

			Yet not.

			The sudden certainty of that thought made his heart beat faster and his gut clench with fear. And God, but this was his old madness, wasn’t it?

			He shook his head, moaning a denial. “No.”

			“Yes,” Bryn insisted, above him. He sounded closer. “It’s me—you recognise me, I know it! Laszlo, look at me!”

			At the same instant, the voice in his head echoed again.

			Bring him to me, Laszlo. Do it—now.

			Laszlo’s head snapped up at that command, his gaze narrowing on the man hovering about him, and whatever it was Bryn Llewelyn saw on his face in that moment made his eager look fade away.

			“You know me, Laszlo,” he said sadly, rising again. “I know you do.”

			Then his form shimmered, freezing for a static instant before he vanished.

			Fool!

			The voice was like thunder in his head, a boom that swept his feet out from under him. He dropped to his knees in the dust, clutching the sides of his head and grunting at the psychic blows that followed.

			It only stopped when he woke up, sweat drenched and yelling in his own bed.

			Remembering everything.

			He covered his face with hands, recoiling to find his cheeks wet with tears. Bryn Llewelyn had been in his dream, just as he’d promised—

			No! That way, madness lies.

			Already it was too late to fix this. The delusion felt real, and he knew from experience it was only a matter of time till he began to believe it again.

			Shaking, he reached for the phone on his bedside table—his private landline—and dialled a number that was burned into his brain. It was probably the only number he could actually remember these days. A number he’d memorised at fourteen so that if he had an episode he could call the professor at any time.

			“I’ll always be here for you, Laszlo.”

			The man answered on the second ring.

			“Laszlo?”

			Laszlo cleared his throat. “How did you know it was me?”

			“Your name came up. Are you all right?”

			Laszlo said nothing for a few moments.

			Your name came up.

			He’d never given the professor this number; he knew that for a fact. He kept this number incredibly private and always called the professor from the office, or his mobile. Usually he got Shaheda to call.

			Something sour and heavy settled in his stomach, and he found he didn’t know what to say. Telling the professor what had just happened didn’t strike him as the best of ideas suddenly.

			“Laszlo—are you all right?” the professor repeated.

			“I’m fine,” he said faintly.

			The professor gave a disbelieving laugh. “Then why are you calling me at this time?”

			“I-I don’t—that is, I was calling to rearrange our appointment.”

			“At six in the morning?”

			Laszlo paused.

			“Yes.”

			There was a long silence on the other end of the line. At last, the professor said, “All right, how about Thursday? I could make time to see you in the afternoon.”

			“Thursday?” Laszlo repeated. Two days from now. “That’s very soon.”

			“Your last appointment was cancelled,” the professor pointed out calmly. “I’ve not seen you since June. It’s not wise for you to go too long between meetings, Laszlo.”

			It seemed that in that respect, the professor might be right.

			“All right,” Laszlo said faintly. “How about four o’clock?”

			“Four’s good,” the professor said promptly, sounding happy now.

			“Fine. I’ll see you then.”

			He disconnected without waiting to hear the professor’s good-bye.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			When Bryn woke up, he realised two things. The business card was gone—it was now in Somnus somewhere—and he’d forgotten to keep a note of the contact information on it.

			Since Bryn now needed to track down the real-world Laszlo to find out if he remembered last night’s events, he had no choice but to go to the man’s business address.

			The offices of Holroyd Grimm were, typically enough, in the City, a good walk and quite a few tube stops from Bryn’s flat. The journey gave him plenty of time for reflection and a change of heart, and he spent the whole time arguing with himself about the wisdom of what he was about to do.

			Was he really going to confront Laszlo? Would Laszlo remember their encounter in Somnus?

			Would he think Bryn was a psycho?

			By the time he reached the achingly modern building that housed Laszlo’s office, he realised there was another question that came before the ones he’d spent the journey pondering: would he even be allowed to cross the threshold?

			“Do you have an appointment, sir?” The polished receptionist’s very white smile didn’t reach her eyes.

			Bryn spent the next few minutes explaining several times that, although he didn’t have an appointment, he was quite sure that if Mr. Grimm was contacted, he’d be only too happy to see him. The receptionist made her scepticism over this claim almost insultingly plain but eventually agreed to contact Laszlo’s PA.

			Bryn was sent to sit in the cavernous foyer while the receptionist conducted several conversations in hushed tones. It took so long Bryn was convinced he was going to be shown the door, but at length he was beckoned forward and handed a Visitor Pass, before being granted entry through the electronic doors to a bank of lifts.

			“Eighth floor,” the receptionist advised him as he passed through, her smile insincere. “Have a good day.”

			The lift Bryn stepped into was huge, with gleaming mirrored walls. Faced with his own reflection, he was suddenly horribly conscious of how shabby he looked. His denim jacket was a beat-up old thing, and his well-worn sand shoes looked somehow more battered than usual under the unforgiving lights. He ran an awkward hand over his overlong hair—it was unstyled and hanging in his eyes—then rubbed awkwardly at his stubble. He realised, with faint horror, that he looked very different today from the clean-cut waiter Laszlo had met before.

			Shit.

			Well, he didn’t usually bother worrying about his appearance, and it was a bit late to start now, wasn’t it? It wasn’t as though he could do anything in the next thirty seconds to make himself more presentable.

			As though to underline that point, the lift pinged a welcome to his destination, and the doors slid open.

			A glass wall separated the bank of lifts from the offices of Holroyd Grimm. The company appeared to have no logo, merely its name etched into the glass in a plain black font.

			Behind the glass wall, at a large white desk, sat a manicured young woman. She smiled at Bryn and did something to make a door open before him. It moved aside with a businesslike swish, startling him.

			“Mr. Llewelyn,” she said once the door had closed behind him. “Mr. Grimm is expecting you. Would you follow me please?”

			“Um—okay.”

			She led him a little way down the corridor, showing him into a bright, white meeting room with a dozen chairs grouped around a blond wood table.

			“Coffee?”

			“Oh—um—yes, please,” Bryn said, pushing his hands into pockets and cringing internally over his hmmming and hawing. He must sound like such an idiot. The receptionist just smiled and left.

			A few minutes later, she was back with a pot of coffee and another of hot water. She put the jugs in the middle of the table and brought out a wooden box of fancy tea bags, posh biscuits and two bottles of mineral water from a sideboard on the other side of the room.

			“Mr. Grimm will be with you presently,” she promised.

			She was no sooner out the door than Bryn’s stomach rumbled loudly, reminding him he hadn’t eaten for a while—his last meal had been some chips and gravy during his break at The Duck last night. He poured himself a cup of coffee and scoffed a couple of packets of clotted cream shortbread.

			He was just finishing the last biscuit when the door opened and Laszlo appeared, taller and broader than Bryn remembered somehow, and snappily dressed in a dark grey suit.

			Christ, he was good looking.

			Bryn stumbled to his feet, wiping the shortbread crumbs on his fingers onto his trousers. God, he must look like a bag of shit in his crappy clothes with his hair all uncombed. He glanced warily at Laszlo to check the man’s reaction and nearly fell over when he saw the heated look in Laszlo’s eye, as though he…liked what he saw?

			“It’s good to see you again, Bryn.”

			Laszlo looked all confidence standing there in his expensive suit, but his upper-class voice was husky with a note of uncertainty.

			Bryn cleared his throat. “Sorry to drop in like this,” he said. “Unannounced, I mean. I lost your number—” The silence that followed that observation was heavy, and Bryn felt a pang of anxiety. Did Laszlo remember their shared dream?

			There was no response from Laszlo. His gaze was unreadable.

			Bryn tried again. “I don’t have your card anymore.”

			This time Laszlo bit. “Is that so? What happened to it?”

			Bryn swallowed. “I think you already know,” he said. “At least, I bloody hope you do.”

			Laszlo didn’t say anything to that, but his flame-bright eyes were fixed on Bryn with unwavering intensity, burning with that extraordinarily intense blue. Eventually, he looked away, yanking out one of the leather chairs grouped round the table and dropping into it heavily, as though his legs couldn’t hold him up any longer. Silently, he lifted the coffee pot, refilling Bryn’s empty cup and pouring another for himself, all without a word.

			Bryn sat down opposite him. He searched Laszlo’s face for clues, but there was no hint of what he was thinking.

			“You believe something happened to the card,” Laszlo said at length. “And you believe I already know what that something was.”

			Bryn hadn’t actually been sure until now. “I do, yeah.”

			Laszlo’s expression closed up at Bryn’s certainty, and in that moment, Bryn lost patience. He wasn’t interested in fencing over this—he’d never been very good at that sort of thing.

			“Fine, cards on the table,” he said flatly. “I think you remember me giving it back to you last night, in your dream. We were at the Tower. I was floating in the air above you, and I dropped it at your feet. You picked it up and read the words you’d written on it at the hospital. My soul may find her peace in sleep. Then you looked up at me, and you knew me. You said my name.”

			It was only when Laszlo blanched, his face literally paling, that Bryn realised he was genuinely shocked. Perhaps he’d truly thought, despite everything, that last night’s events could be rationally explained away.

			“I dreamt that,” Laszlo croaked. “It was only a few hours ago. How could you possibly—”

			“Because I was there, Laszlo.”

			Laszlo shook his head, a swift, hard negation of Bryn’s claims, but they both knew his denial was useless.

			“I was there,” Bryn repeated. “We both were.”

			“Fuck. Fuck.”

			Laszlo pushed his coffee aside. The cup rattled in the saucer, black liquid spilling over the side. He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket as though searching for something.

			Bryn ducked his head, trying to catch Laszlo’s eye, but the man’s attention was all on whatever it was he was searching for. “I didn’t know if you’d remember,” Bryn said. “But you do.”

			Laszlo didn’t deny it, but he didn’t agree either. He seemed far more interested in the little blue fabric bag he’d dug out of his pocket. It was no bigger than the palm of his hand, and he placed it on the desk in front of him while he grabbed a fresh cup. Then, while Bryn watched, he shook what looked like some dried black tea into the cup and added hot water from the vacuum jug at his elbow.

			“What’s that?”

			“Medicinal tea,” Laszlo muttered. “It relaxes me.”

			The smell of it, an astringent, almost acrid scent, reached Bryn’s nostrils, and he recoiled.

			“Jesus, what’s in it? It smells bloody awful!”

			“It’s prescribed,” Laszlo replied through gritted teeth.

			“What for?”

			“My…sleep disorder.”

			“Your sleep—wait, what?”

			Laszlo sent him a wild look. “I don’t know how you know what I dreamt last night—I really fucking don’t—but I will tell you this right now: I’m not going through this again. I am not going back there.”

			“What? Wait, going back where?”

			Laszlo was gripping the edge of the table, his knuckles white with strain. “It took me six years and Christ knows how many visits to the Willows to beat it, but I did beat it. And I can’t fucking go back, no matter how plausible you sound.”

			“The Willows,” Bryn repeated slowly.

			Laszlo didn’t respond to that, just reached for the cup of medicinal tea and drank the whole lot down in one go.

			The effect was instantaneous. Laszlo’s complexion flushed, his face shining with sudden perspiration. He closed his eyes and breathed noisily. One long-fingered hand groped at his shirt collar, hauling aside his tie and wrenching the top two buttons open as though he needed air. There was a dark brown leather cord round his neck, and he pulled at it, drawing out the silver charm that hung on it while he bowed his head, getting his breathing back under control.

			When at last he lifted his head and opened his eyes, he looked different. Calmer, though it wasn’t just that. Bryn frowned, wondering. Then he realised. Laszlo looked like a drone again. The recognition in his gaze was just—gone.

			“Shit—”

			In a flash, Bryn was up and heading for the meeting room door, his chair clattering to the floor behind him. He’d turned the handle and was just about to wrench the wooden door open when Laszlo’s big body hurtled into him, simultaneously closing the door and knocking the wind out of Bryn’s lungs. Bryn’s vision went briefly black, and he slumped against the wood, only to feel himself being hauled up by his collar and swung around. Then his back slammed into the opposite wall, and Laszlo’s hand was curling round his throat.

			Bryn opened his eyes to look upon a face of dead, expressionless determination, and in that instant, he felt a moment of pure, unadulterated fear.

			Then the door crashed open behind them, and Laszlo turned to see what was going on.

			There were two people standing in the doorway, a heavy-set security guard and the Holroyd Grimm receptionist who had welcomed Bryn such a short time before. She wasn’t looking at Bryn now, though. She was looking at Laszlo, and her expression was shocked.

			“Mr. Grimm?” she squeaked.

			Laszlo’s grip on Bryn’s collar loosened, and Bryn shook himself free, taking advantage of the man’s inattention to shove him away. He levered himself off the wall, pushing past Laszlo, then squeezing himself round the security guard and the receptionist with a muttered, “’Scuse me.”

			“Bryn—wait!”

			But Bryn was already gone. He was out of the room and powering down the corridor, making for the reception area that led back to the lifts, Laszlo close on his heels.

			“Bryn, please, just let me—”

			“Let me out,” Bryn demanded.

			“Bryn, please, I don’t know what happened—”

			“Let me out!” Bryn repeated, more loudly. “You can’t keep me prisoner here.”

			Laszlo raised his hands placatingly, palms outward. With his shirt undone at the throat, Bryn could see the bob of his Adam’s apple as he swallowed, a betraying gesture. Distantly, Bryn registered that Laszlo was as freaked out by what had just happened as Bryn himself was, but right now he didn’t care.

			“Please listen,” Laszlo tried again, stepping closer. “I don’t know what just happened. I—blacked out, sort of. One minute we were talking; the next thing I knew, we were struggling—”

			Bryn thrust his own hand out, holding him off. “I’ll tell you what happened. You changed. You went the way you are in Somnus when I can’t get through to you. Like a fucking drone, but worse.”

			Laszlo stared at him, seeming dumbstruck, and Bryn backed up, putting a bit more space between them. “I don’t know if it was that fucking tea you were drinking, or what, but you changed.” He looked away then, pausing before adding more calmly, “You’re dangerous, and I need to get away from you.”

			Laszlo winced at that. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I don’t know what happened.”

			“Yes, you do,” Bryn snapped back. “You’re just too much of a coward to face up to it. I’ve told you what’s going on here, and you know it’s true. You remember what happened last night.”

			“It wasn’t real—”

			“Yes, it was. It was real. Jesus, Laszlo, what do you think is in this for me? I don’t want anything from you! I just came here to try to help you.”

			He caught a movement out of the corner of his eye and turned his head to see that the receptionist was sidling back behind her desk, trying not to appear to be listening to every word they said. Bryn tore the lanyard holding his visitor pass over his head and tossed in her direction.

			“Open the door, will you, love?” he called over.

			She glanced at Laszlo first, seeking permission. When he gave her a nod, she clicked a button under the desk, releasing the door, which swished open, and Bryn strode through, heading for the lifts, Laszlo on his heels.

			“Can we please just talk?” Laszlo said as Bryn punched the lift call button with an impatient finger, once, twice, three times.

			Bryn didn’t turn round. “Are you ready to accept what I’m telling you?” he fired back.

			He heard Laszlo’s huff of frustration. “How can I? Hell, Bryn, I spent years in therapy getting over this delusion.”

			“It’s not a delusion. We were both in that dream.”

			The doors of the right-hand lift pinged open, and Bryn quickly stepped inside, jabbing at the button for the ground floor. But when the doors went to close, Laszlo moved forward, blocking them with his body, standing half in and half out.

			“Bryn—” he said again, but he didn’t seem to know what he wanted to say after that.

			“Come and see me when you’re ready to accept what I’m telling you,” Bryn told him. “I want to help you, but I’m not going to sacrifice my safety over this. Until you’re ready to take what I’m telling you seriously, there’s nothing I can do for you, Laszlo.”

			Laszlo didn’t reply to that, but he stepped back, his gaze fixed on Bryn till the moment the lift doors closed.

			Separating them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Laszlo couldn’t look at Mandy the receptionist when he walked back into the office. What the hell must she be thinking of him right now? She’d walked in on her cool-as-ice boss attacking another man like a rabid dog…

			He walked past her without a word, returning to the meeting room he’d just left. Bryn’s upset chair had been righted, the chairs all returned to their places.

			Closing the door behind him, Laszlo wearily took a seat, the same one he’d used before. His near-empty cup sat in front of him, a black debris of wet leaves sitting in half an inch of brackish-looking water. He pushed it aside. What the hell had just happened?

			His recollection of events—events that had happened only a few minutes before—had a black spot in it. A gap.

			He thought hard, trying to recall how things had played out: he’d drunk the tea down, grabbed his necklace, murmured his mantra to himself… Then…nothing.

			Nothing till he’d found himself looking at Mandy’s shocked face over his shoulder and realised he had Bryn shoved up against a wall.

			And Bryn’s face when he’d turned back round.

			Christ. He never wanted to see that expression on Bryn’s face again. Horror.

			Dread.

			Laszlo had lost himself completely, and he didn’t even know how long it had lasted. That was what was so scary—had he been out for a minute or ten minutes? What had he said and done during that time? All he had to go on was Bryn’s reaction.

			He swallowed hard, his gaze still fixed on the remnants of his tea. The dry, crumbly leaves had unfurled in the hot liquid. They undulated there, like strands of dark seaweed, and suddenly he was remembering the tower from his dream and the dark, fluid shadows that surrounded it. That called to him.

			He swallowed again and reached for his phone, scrolling quickly down the contacts and placing a call.

			“Professor Wolffe’s office. May I help you?” A woman’s voice, calm and pleasant.

			“It’s Laszlo Grimm,” he replied, amazed at how calm he sounded when his heart was thudding and he felt like throwing up. “I’m calling to cancel my appointment on Thursday.”

			“Of course. I’ll just place you on hold for a moment, Mr. Grimm.”

			Muzak flooded the line, a piano synth rendition of some middle-of-the-road song, offensively inoffensive. When the Muzak clicked off, he expected to hear the same female voice confirming the cancellation and offering another date. Instead, he got the professor.

			“Laszlo? What’s going on?” The professor sounded terse, but there was a note of anxiety in his voice too.

			“Nothing. I’m just cancelling my appointment.”

			“We only arranged it a few hours ago!”

			“It doesn’t suit me anymore.”

			“Laszlo…!” The professor’s exclamation was sharp with frustration, and the sigh that followed sounded like an attempt to regain his patience. “Laszlo, I think you need to come in, I really do. If we can’t do Thursday, how about tomorrow? Hell, if I need to, I’ll come to your office—or your home.”

			“No!”

			“Laszlo, this is serious. I think you’re having an episode. Are you? Are you imagining things again? Please don’t hide things from me. The sooner we tackle this, the better. You know that.”

			Laszlo cut the call, then stared down at the phone in his hand.

			He wasn’t imagining anything, not unless he and Bryn Llewelyn were having the exact same delusion. And all he could think about now was that Professor Wolffe was the one who prescribed the tea he drank every night.

			“…make sure you keep drinking your tea…”

			Shit.

			The little blue bag he’d pulled out of his pocket still sat on the table, innocuous-looking. Laszlo grabbed it and walked over to the bin. Yanking the bag open, he up-ended it, shaking out the black leaf bits, then dropping the bag in after. Then he strode out of the room and headed for reception again.

			“Tell Shaheda to cancel all my meetings today,” he barked at a startled Mandy. “I need to go out.”

			“Where shall I say you’re going?” she asked, wide-eyed and worried. He didn’t answer.

			Bryn’s shift at The Duck was due to start at twelve. It was eleven when he left Laszlo’s office, so he headed straight there and ended up being uncharacteristically early. Fran had everything under control, so Bryn grabbed some coffee and snagged a table at the window. Drawing his phone from his pocket, he scrolled through his contacts and rang Dylan to update him on developments.

			Dylan was still in New York and not best pleased to be woken at six a.m., at least not until Bryn told him he’d just been with Laszlo. And that he’d managed to alchemise the card last night.

			“Start at the beginning,” Dylan demanded, so Bryn rewound his story to the point at which he arrived in Somnus with the card in his hand.

			He ran through everything that had happened since then too, last night in Somnus and just now at Laszlo’s office. When he was done, the silence on the other end of the line was unnerving.

			“You said he called the place he was treated at ‘the Willows’?” Dylan asked.

			“Yeah,” Bryn confirmed. He could hear the scratch of a pencil on paper, as though Dylan had the pad close to his mouth. He could just imagine Dylan with his phone wedged between his shoulder and his cheek while he wrote.

			“I’ve never heard of it,” Dylan admitted. “But I’ll make enquiries. What about this tea? You said it had a strong smell. What like?”

			Bryn thought hard. “Horrible. Like… I don’t know to describe it. Acrid. Harsh.”

			More scratching with the pencil.

			A pause. “And once he’d drunk it, he changed?”

			“Yeah. It was like he became a drone for a minute.”

			A pause.

			“I’ve never seen anything like what you’ve just described,” Dylan admitted. He sighed heavily. “This guy’s dangerous, Bryn. Not just in Somnus, but in the real world too. We might…” He paused, and the quality of the silence between them felt almost tangible for a moment. “We might have to take him out. Get him out the way permanently, I mean. Now that we know who he is, it could be done.”

			“What? Dylan, no! You can’t do that!”

			Bryn realised he’d raised his voice and glanced over at his colleague Fran, who was polishing glasses at the bar. She quickly turned away—trying to appear not to be eavesdropping.

			“Believe me,” Dylan said in his ear, “I don’t want to have to resort to that, but this guy’s capable of overpowering you in Somnus and here too. If he got you into the Tower… Christ, Bryn, you know we can’t let Morfran escape! There’s so much more at stake here than Grimm. The threshold between the real world and Somnus could be ripped apart.”

			Bryn’s mouth went dry, and his stomach felt suddenly hollow. Dylan’s predictions were terrifying, but somehow Bryn just knew Laszlo could be brought around. And that Bryn had to protect him, whatever that might take.

			“Dylan, you can’t—”

			“He knows where you live, Bryn,” Dylan interrupted. “He’s already attacked you several times. Bad enough in Somnus, but now it’s happening here too.”

			“But it’s not him, Dylan! He’s not in control when that happens.” Bryn glanced at Fran again. This time she was eyeing him with open curiosity. She’d be bugging him for details later. He turned his shoulder in her direction and his face to the side, shielding his expression from her.

			“I know,” Dylan said. “Nevertheless, he’s a risk. A big one. And if that means I have to make a tough call, I will.”

			“You don’t have any right—”

			“I might not have any choice.”

			Bryn’s gut cramped with fear. Dylan Black would do whatever he deemed necessary to meet his purpose.

			“Listen,” Bryn said quickly. “Don’t do anything just yet, okay? This whole thing—it’s only just happened. Give Laszlo a chance to think it over and come back to me for help. He needs our help, and I think he’ll realise that once he’s had a chance to think.” There was a long silence on the line, one that Bryn finally broke, playing his last card. “He’s so powerful, Dylan,” he whispered. “You saw that. You must know he could help you if we could just get through to him.”

			A pause. Then Dylan sighed. “Look, Bryn, I’m flying back to England tomorrow. I’ll check out the stuff you’ve told me tonight, and when I get back, we can talk things over properly. Until then, I don’t want you going to see him. And I think you should maybe try to stay awake tonight.”

			“Fine, I will,” Bryn replied. “But promise you’ll do nothing about Laszlo without speaking to me first.”

			Dylan considered that. “All right,” he said at last. “But I’m coming straight to you from the airport, and we’re going to talk about this properly.”

			His tone grated on Bryn. As usual, Dylan assumed that all Bryn lived for was to fit in with what Dylan Black decided.

			“I do have a job, you know,” he said through gritted teeth, though in truth he was off tomorrow.

			“Fine. If you’re out, I’ll wait for you at the flat—I can let myself in.”

			“Oh, that’ll be with the key I didn’t give you, will it?” Bryn snapped.

			He practically heard Dylan shrug.

			“I don’t always follow the rules” he said. “But I do what needs to be done. Someone has to.”

			“Yeah? And who’s the judge of what needs to be done?”

			Dylan didn’t even answer that. “We’ll talk properly tomorrow,” he said, and cut the connection.

			It was the deadest part of the day—late afternoon—and Bryn was still only halfway through his shift. He was so bored he was actually pleased when he had to go and change a barrel in the cellar.

			When he came back upstairs, Fran had a big grin on her face. She jerked her head at the end of the bar. “Someone waiting to speak to you, Bryn. Major hottie.”

			He glanced over, and his stomach flip-flopped.

			Laszlo. Sitting on a barstool with a glass of what looked like clear spirit in front of him. He looked up, and their gazes met across the empty space, making something jolt inside Bryn like someone had slapped a couple of defibrillators on him.

			“I’ll go clear some glasses,” Fran said.

			“Yeah, okay,” Bryn muttered, avoiding her gaze.

			He walked over to where Laszlo sat at the bar, trying to look calm and in control. Not easy when his heart was thudding and his breath was coming fast and shallow.

			Jesus, what’s wrong with me?

			Halting in front of Laszlo, he crossed his arms over his chest. He didn’t say anything right away, just looked the man over.

			For once, Laszlo didn’t look so polished. His tie was awry, his jacket a little rumpled, and his hair was mussed as though he’d been running his hands through it.

			“Sorry for turning up at your workplace,” he said. “But I had to see you.”

			“Really? Why?”

			Laszlo fixed him with an intent look. “You said to let you know when I was ready to accept what you were telling me.” He paused. “So, here I am.”

			Bryn eyed him warily. Considering how vehement the man had been earlier, it seemed like a rapid sort of turnaround. “What made you change your mind?”

			Laszlo swallowed, his discomfort evident, even as he kept his gaze determinedly on Bryn. “What happened back at my office, mainly,” he admitted. “I…lost myself. That wasn’t me. You have to believe that, Bryn. Something else took over me. I don’t even know how long I was out of it.”

			Bryn paused. “It was after you drank that stuff that you changed. You looked like you do in Somnus when you don’t know who I am.”

			“Did I?” Laszlo closed his eyes. “I couldn’t believe it when I realised I had you up against that wall. What if I’d really hurt you? Jesus, Bryn, I’m—” He broke off, seeming defeated before he added, in a whisper, “I’m so fucking sorry.”

			For a moment, neither of them said anything. Bryn noted the tension in the other man’s jaw, and the bob of his throat. He opened his mouth to reassure Laszlo he was fine, but before he could say anything, Laszlo was talking again, his eyes on the bar rather than Bryn.

			“After you left, I called my therapist.”

			“Your therapist?”

			“Professor Wolffe. He specialises in…sleep disorders.”

			“Yeah? Did you tell him what happened?”

			Laszlo looked up, his expression unreadable. “No, I was calling him to cancel an appointment.”

			“Why did you do that?”

			Laszlo was silent for a while. Then he said, “I don’t trust him. I suppose I’ve been avoiding him for a while, without really acknowledging it. When I cancelled on him this morning, he was angry.” He gave a humourless laugh. “I’m pretty sure he’ll come looking for me.”

			“Well,” Bryn said slowly. “You don’t have to see him if you don’t want to.”

			Laszlo still looked troubled. “He has a lot of…ammunition on me. I’ve been under the man’s care off and on since I was fourteen years old.”

			Bryn let his arms drop from their defensive crossed position and leaned on the bar, using his change of position to catch Laszlo’s averted gaze. “What do you mean, ammunition?”

			“Hey!” a voice called from the other side of the bar. “Anyone serving in here?”

			“Just coming,” Bryn called to the waiting customer before glancing at Laszlo. “I’ll be back in a minute. Don’t go anywhere.” Laszlo nodded and lifted his glass to his lips.

			As it happened, it was a good twenty minutes before he got back to Laszlo. A big group came in for post-work drinks, then a foursome who wanted food. The place was beginning to fill up.

			“Sorry about that,” he said when he got back to Laszlo’s end of the bar. “Look, I won’t get a chance to talk much till I finish now. Are you free this evening? I finish at eight, so I could meet you here, or—”

			“Eight?” Laszlo looked dismayed.

			“I’m afraid so.” Bryn smiled. “I do need this job.”

			“It’s just—” Laszlo cleared his throat. “I don’t really want to go home or back to the office.”

			“In case this therapist of yours comes looking for you?”

			Laszlo nodded, flushing with shame. “Not till I get my head round some stuff. Maybe I could wait here for you?”

			“Yeah, course,” Bryn said. “Why don’t you grab a table while I finish my shift? I’ll get you something to eat while you wait if you like.”

			Laszlo visibly relaxed. “That sounds good.”

			“The food’s not great here, but the burgers are all right. Or the nachos. Sound okay?”

			“Um—yeah. Burger, I suppose.”

			“Fine. Grab that table over there, and I’ll bring it over in a bit.” He pulled his notepad out of his pocket and scribbled out an order.

			Laszlo nodded and slid off his barstool. “Thanks.”

			Bryn watched him amble over to an empty table near the window. Even rumpled, he looked so fucking put together in his expensive suit—but he was a mess in that handsome head. He sighed and turned away to put the check on with the kitchen, pulling out his phone to thumb a quick text to Dylan.

			Laszlo w’ me. Ready to listen. Tkg him back to mine. B

			“One burger and fries.”

			Laszlo looked up from his phone. Bryn was standing beside his table, holding a plate and napkin-wrapped cutlery in one hand and a large glass of Coke in the other. His sleeves were pushed up, baring his lean forearms, and when he leaned over to put down his bounty, Laszlo’s gaze was drawn to the leather cuff and other bracelets that circled his wrists and the silver rings that decorated his long fingers.

			The man was totally different from Laszlo’s usual type. Laszlo liked slender, well-groomed blonds. He liked them dressed in smart, expensive clothes. He liked them clean-shaven and manscaped and very cooperative. He didn’t go for scruffy. He didn’t go for grungy. He certainly didn’t go for dark hair and melting eyes that looked a little bit sad.

			Laszlo realised he was staring and felt heat invade his cheeks. He cleared his throat. “Sorry, I was miles away. Thanks for this. It looks great.”

			“Don’t get too excited,” Bryn said drily. “We basically do deep-fried frozen crap here. But it’ll fill you up. I suggest being generous with the ketchup.”

			“Um—okay.”

			Um—okay?

			Had he lost the use of his mouth as well as his brain? Feeling awkward, Laszlo reached for the basket of sauce sachets on the table and opened up a red one. A tiny glob of watery sauce dribbled out, disappointingly brownish in hue. He grabbed a few more and started emptying them into a single decent-sized splodge.

			He’d thought Bryn would head straight off, but he stayed where he was beside the table, watching, making Laszlo feel oddly self-conscious.

			“How did you know where to find me?” Bryn asked at last.

			Laszlo paused in the middle of opening his fourth sachet, setting the packet down on the table. He considered how to respond and finally decided just to be honest.

			“I had you followed after that night I took you to the hospital,” he admitted. “I have a detailed report all about you—your jobs, your family and friends. Everything.”

			Bryn’s too-expressive face showed Laszlo exactly what he thought of that—eyes widening in shock, brows knotting together in confusion and hurt. Bryn shook his head minutely without seeming to be aware of what he’d done, an automatic rejection of what he’d heard.

			Shame cramped in Laszlo’s gut. “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I was suspicious of you. You freaked me out when you started talking about the dream thing. I thought maybe you were someone who’d found out about my condition and planned to use it somehow. To con me or blackmail me or something.”

			“I-I don’t know what to say,” Bryn admitted after a long pause. “I’ve never—that is, you had me followed?”

			“I’m sorry,” Laszlo said again, and a small, unworthy part of him felt resentful that Bryn was making him feel bad about this. Was it really so weird to have someone followed in these circumstances? He was keenly aware he wasn’t the best judge of what might be considered normal.

			Bryn’s gaze shifted away as he processed what Laszlo had told him. For some reason, Laszlo found he hated that. He wanted to stand up and touch his fingers to Bryn’s chin, turn that gorgeous-sad face around and demand his attention.

			Kiss that unhappy mouth.

			Shit.

			“I better get back to work,” Bryn murmured at last.

			Laszlo wanted to protest but just nodded. He hated watching Bryn walk away, hated that the other man was leaving him with all that disappointment and bewilderment still inside him.

			For the next two hours, he couldn’t tear his gaze away from Bryn. He watched Bryn constantly as he worked, as he joked and flirted with the customers. Watched as he smiled and laughed, noting a habit he had of raising his right brow in a perfect arch while his mouth kicked up on the other side. It was a quirky little gesture that banished the resting melancholy in his expression. It charmed and fascinated Laszlo. He watched as Bryn let a chubby girl repeatedly fondle his bicep, his smile indulgent. Watched as Bryn subtly checked out a pretty blond guy waiting to be served, a guy who was exactly Laszlo’s usual type, ironically enough. Laszlo wanted to stride across the room and shove the guy aside, put his own body in his place. He wanted to tell Bryn to stop looking at the blond and to look at Laszlo instead.

			It was crazy. He was crazy.

			Laszlo didn’t get jealous. He just didn’t. He didn’t feel anything strongly enough to react in that way.

			But it seemed that, somehow, Bryn Llewelyn was making him feel things he’d never experienced before.

			Right then, the blond guy stepped forward to the bar to give his order, and Bryn smiled at him, his lips curving up in a genuine smile. Before he could formulate so much as a thought, Laszlo found himself jumping out of his seat and striding right up there, elbowing a few people out of the way and stepping in, right in front of the blond.

			“Hey!” the guy protested.

			Laszlo turned to glare him. “What?” he snarled.

			The blond paled at the expression on Laszlo’s face. “Nothing,” he said faintly and sidled away. When Laszlo turned back to the bar, Bryn was scowling at him.

			“Do you want to get thrown out?” he hissed.

			Laszlo just stared at him, mute with mingled resentment and need. He wanted to touch Bryn so badly. Needed so badly to reconnect with him. The last time he’d had his hands on Bryn had been when he’d had the man slammed up against the wall of his office, and he needed to erase that memory.

			“When can we go?” he said desperately.

			Bryn’s expression changed then, shifting from angry to concerned. He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Not long,” he said. “I finish up in twenty minutes.”

			Thank fuck. Laszlo felt himself relax a little, the tension going out of his neck and shoulders.

			“You should have another Coke before we go,” Bryn added. “We’re going to have to try to stay awake till morning.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Bryn’s place wasn’t too far from The Duck. They walked it in twenty minutes. The first time Laszlo had dropped Bryn off here, after the hospital, he’d thought it seemed like a pretty grim area, but now that he was walking through it, he could see it wasn’t so bad. Not exactly Knightsbridge, but thriving and diverse.

			They walked down a lively street bristling with cheap and cheerful restaurants, fast-food places and convenience stores. Bryn ducked into one to get some stuff, emerging with a bulging plastic bag. The street reminded Laszlo of somewhere he and his mother had lived when he was a kid, though that had been in Paris. He’d been very young then. It was when it was just the two of them, after his father had wandered off but before they’d come back to England. Before his mother had come back to die.

			Soon they were standing outside Bryn’s block, a concrete brick of a building that Laszlo found depressingly ugly. Bryn punched a code in at the bottom door, and they entered a badly lit concrete stairwell, climbing two flights before turning off onto an open walkway. They passed a number of doors before Bryn finally halted and fished out his keys, opening the door one-handed and holding it open for Laszlo to precede him.

			Laszlo walked into darkness. No sooner had the front door clanged behind him than a light came on, revealing that he stood in a narrow corridor.

			“Go on through,” Bryn said behind him. “Living room’s straight ahead.”

			The living room was a blast from the past, cluttered with clues that its original designer had long since departed. The textured wallpaper, swirling green carpet and orange-bright wood of the furniture screamed 1970s. Spattered over this dated canvas were dots of modern life: game consoles and a scattering of discs taking up half the sofa, an open laptop on the glass-topped coffee table next to a plastic box full of snarled-up leads and other computer-related paraphernalia. The sofa too—a sharp-cornered, black modular thing—was plainly a more recent addition.

			Bryn swept the consoles and discs off the sofa, dumping them on the floor. “Take a seat,” he offered. “I’ll put on some coffee.”

			Laszlo ignored that suggestion, following him into the kitchen instead. It was a tiny space with barely enough room for one person, never mind two. He stepped back into the doorway and leaned against the frame, watching as Bryn unpacked the bag of shopping. Lavazza coffee, four cans of Red Bull, another six of Coke. A pile of chocolate bars. He watched as Bryn tore a Snickers open.

			“Help yourself,” Bryn said, gesturing at the rest of the chocolate with his Snickers before taking a big bite.

			“Do you ever consume anything healthy?” Laszlo asked, eyeing Bryn’s slender form and clear skin with disbelief.

			“From time to time,” Bryn said once he’d swallowed the mouthful. “But not when I’ve missed dinner and I’m about to pull an all-nighter.” He turned away and filled the kettle, clicking it on.

			“Is that what we’re going to do?”

			“Yup. I can’t risk you falling asleep.” Bryn glanced at him, his expression serious. “And I can’t risk that thing that happened earlier happening again. Do you have any more of that stuff you were drinking in your office with you?”

			“The tea?” Laszlo shook his head. “I threw it in the bin.”

			“Good. I’d’ve flushed it down the toilet if you still had it. What the fuck is it?”

			Laszlo froze, feeling suddenly stupid that he didn’t know. He’d been young when he’d started taking it, and it had been a habit for such a long time now that it hadn’t occurred to him to question it. He cleared his throat. “I was told it was Chinese medicine. That it would help me relax.”

			“By your therapist? This…Professor Wolffe?”

			“Yes.”

			Bryn popped the last bit of Snickers into his mouth, then opened a cupboard and pulled out a cafetiére. He yanked out the press and poured a layer of coffee into the bottom before turning to face Laszlo again. Resting his elbows on the worn Formica worktop behind him, he leaned back, displaying his long, sinuous body.

			So fucking gorgeous. Laszlo thrust his hands into his pockets to stop himself reaching for him.

			“So, you don’t know exactly what was in it?” Bryn asked.

			Laszlo stared at him for a moment, befuddled.

			Oh right, the tea.

			He shook his head. “No.”

			“It smelled weird,” Bryn observed. Behind him, the kettle had reached a rumbling boil. It switched itself off with a click, and Bryn turned away to pour the water into the cafetiére. Immediately, the rich scent of coffee filled the tiny kitchen.

			“How do you take it?” Bryn asked as he pushed down the press, then sloshed black liquid into two mugs.

			The innocuous question summoned up disturbingly sexual thoughts in Laszlo’s mind. He cleared his throat and muttered, “As it is.”

			Bryn handed one of the mugs to Laszlo, then bent down to yank open the fridge and grab some milk, doctoring his own mug with a generous splash.

			“Let’s grab a seat,” he suggested, tipping his head in the direction of the living room, and Laszlo nodded, easing away from the doorframe.

			While Laszlo settled himself on the sofa, Bryn scrolled through files on his tablet before wedging the device into a docking station. A moment later, they had music, some hip folky-sounding thing. Just the sort of thing he might’ve guessed a guy who looked like Bryn Llewelyn might be into. The sound suited him. It was old and new all at once. Alive.

			Bryn kicked off his sand shoes and dropped onto the sofa next to Laszlo, turning to settle his back against the armrest and crossing his legs, tailor fashion.

			For a while, he just sat there, watching Laszlo and sipping his coffee, and eventually, Laszlo realised he was waiting for Laszlo to talk.

			Nervously, Laszlo took a gulp of his own coffee, only to discover it was hotter than he’d expected. He gasped at the burn that seared his throat.

			“Take it easy,” Bryn said, frowning.

			Laszlo waved off his concern. “I’m fine,” he muttered.

			“I don’t think you are,” Bryn said quietly. “Isn’t that why you’re here?”

			His words hit Laszlo hard.

			The truth was, he was very far from fine. He hadn’t been fine for a long, long time. Maybe since he lost his mother twenty years before. Certainly since Professor Wolffe had walked into his life and taken charge of it.

			Time to talk.

			He launched straight in, not giving himself a chance to turn back. “Back at the pub, I was telling you about the professor, my therapist.” His voice sounded rusty to his own ears. Wheezy and unused.

			Bryn gave an encouraging nod, and Laszlo took a deep breath before continuing. “I was fourteen when I met him. My mother had died a few months before, and I was devastated. We’d gone to live with my grandfather before she passed away, but I barely knew him. I was very alone.”

			Bryn’s gaze was soft with sympathy, but he said nothing, just left the silence open for Laszlo to go on.

			“I was all right during the day, but my nights were very disturbed. I was sleepwalking, screaming in my sleep. When I woke up, I was disoriented—couldn’t tell the difference between dreams and wakefulness. After a while, I began to insist my dreams were real and that it was the real world that was the dream.”

			He fell silent, remembering the mingled excitement and horror when he’d realised he could manipulate his dreams. Could decide to have his mother back, a version of her, anyway, for a few hours. His version, from his memories.

			He’d soon discovered there were others like him too. Faces that would turn to him as he passed through dreaming crowds, eyes that saw him, that knew what he was. That wanted him. Somehow he’d known he’d lose his mother if he went with them—any of them. And so he became expert at evasion. At making himself invisible.

			Then he’d lost her anyway.

			“My grandfather was horrified by the sleep disorder,” he said flatly, continuing with his story. “His wife—my mother’s mother—had spent the last years of her life in a mental hospital, latterly under Professor Wolffe. My grandfather was worried I’d inherited her ‘weakness’, as he called it.”

			“Maybe it was a gift rather than a weakness,” Bryn said gently. “An ability your grandfather couldn’t understand.”

			Laszlo shrugged. “I don’t even know what her symptoms were. Just that the professor had been treating her for a couple of years before she died, so, when I started up, my grandfather consulted the professor, and he recommended a programme of aversion therapy.”

			Bryn’s brows drew together in a wary frown. “Aversion therapy?”

			Laszlo’s throat felt tight. He had to force himself to take a deep breath and exhale before he went on. “The idea was to depress my tendency to dream. I was to learn to associate dreaming with unpleasant things. I started on a restricted programme straightaway and had some limited success with it. It didn’t stop the dreaming altogether, but it dulled it.”

			“What did the ‘restricted programme’ consist of?”

			Laszlo swallowed. “At fourteen I couldn’t be admitted to the Willows—that’s the private therapy facility the professor operates. Instead, the professor came to our house one weekend a month and for three nights in a row he’d use a variety of techniques on me. The rest of the time, there were sensors and alarms installed in my bedroom that detected where I was in my sleep cycle and woke me regularly before I could enter a full dreaming state.”

			“And what ‘techniques’ did Wolffe use on you?” Bryn asked. His jaw was tense, and a tiny muscle leapt in his cheek.

			“Nothing too drastic—mainly sleep interruption, sleep prevention. He started me on the tea as well, and got me meditating and practising various rituals each night so that I’d be in a calm state on entering and leaving sleep.”

			“Sleep prevention? You don’t think that sounds drastic?” Bryn shook his head. “They use that as torture in some places.”

			“It wasn’t that drastic, not compared to some of the stuff that came after it.” A faint nausea stirred in him. Could he really admit everything that had been done to him? The thought filled him with horror. Bryn was looking at him with anger and pity, and it made him feel so fucking stupid. That he’d allowed all of this to happen to him and never fought against it. Even now he was hiding out in Bryn’s flat, too scared to face the professor.

			“Laszlo?” Bryn prompted, his voice low and gentle. “What happened then?”

			He made himself go on. “Like I said, the restricted programme wasn’t enough. It helped dull my dreams, but the feeling that I was awake as I dreamt didn’t completely go, and my nights were still very disturbed. I couldn’t control or manipulate my dreams any more, though, and I could tell, as I dreamt, that I was behaving like the other dreamers.”

			“Like the drones, you mean,” Bryn said. “And you told all this to the professor?”

			“Yes. Everything. He was trying to help me, I thought, and it seemed to be working. I wanted to get better. I wanted to be normal.” He paused, swallowing. “When I was sixteen and old enough to consent to the adult programme, I signed myself in to the Willows. That was when it really started. It took two years, but by the time I was eighteen, I felt like I had it under control.”

			“You were in there two years?”

			“On and off. My first stay was the longest—seven months. By the time the last one was over, I had stopped dreaming altogether.”

			“What did they do to you?”

			That favourite saying of the professor’s ran through Laszlo’s mind again: “Nothing better to unfocus the mind than nausea… And nothing better to focus it than pain.”

			“Lots of stuff,” Laszlo said vaguely and dropped his gaze to his knees, ashamed.

			“Like what?”

			Laszlo sighed. “Like, at night, they had these sensors that read your brain waves. Way more sensitive than the ones the professor brought to my house. When they detected the wrong sort of activity, you’d get an aversion lesson—a shock or some drugs.”

			“Fuck,” Bryn whispered.

			“When I got out, I felt like—well, I felt nothing, is the truth. I was pretty much numb, whether I was awake or asleep.” He huffed out a humourless laugh. “I suppose I got complacent after a while—began to slide a little on my rituals and started to dream again. Then when I was twenty-two, I had to go back into the Willows for another spell. That was the worst time. I told the professor he had four weeks to get me right. So—he went for it.” Laszlo closed his eyes against the hated memories. “After that, I thought, never again. I was careful to stick to all the rules after that.”

			He opened his eyes and saw that Bryn looked wrecked.

			“Laszlo—” Bryn said, but he couldn’t seem to go on. Just shook his head in shocked disbelief. “Fucking hell.”

			“It’s okay,” Laszlo said. Even though it wasn’t. Not at all. Even now, he still had occasional flashbacks that took him right back to that time.

			“Jesus,” Bryn said at last. “No wonder you were so angry when I tried to tell you you’re a dreamwalker.”

			“I’m still not sure what I think about that,” Laszlo admitted. “But—well, you dreamed what I dreamed. We were there together, and for the first time, this isn’t just me and my delusions. There’s someone else saying, yes, this happened. It’s real. It scares the fuck out of me, though.”

			“Yeah, I know,” Bryn said. “It’s hard for every dreamwalker, but probably worse for you, coming so late and after what you’ve been through. Most of us find out what we are in our teens, and we all try to help the new ones adjust. You’ve never had that.”

			Laszlo tilted his head, trying to imagine what Bryn would look like at thirteen, fourteen. Skinny, he decided. Shy. “How old were you when it started?”

			Bryn shrugged. “I was seven, but I was a bit of an aberration.”

			“Seven! Shit, that must’ve been—” He broke off. It was difficult even to imagine how it must’ve been.

			“It was okay,” Bryn said, dismissing the subject. “You know what I’m wondering, though?”

			“What?”

			“Why was this therapist of yours so angry when you spoke to him? It’s him that prescribed that stuff you were drinking in your office, wasn’t it?”

			Laszlo nodded. “I’ve been taking it since I was fourteen.” He paused. “You think it was the tea that made me change like that?”

			“Well, that’s when it happened—right after you drank it.” Bryn paused, considering. “It may be your Professor Wolffe is just angry because he’s committed to his methods and you’re going against his advice. But…it may be more. It may be he knows what you are. That he’s been using you somehow.”

			“Using me?”

			Bryn nodded. “You’re very strong in Somnus. Quick too. Untrained but powerful.”

			“Am I?”

			“Yes. And I only ever see you in one place—at the Tower. It’s like you’re guarding it or something.” He stopped talking then, his expression troubled.

			“Tell me more.”

			Bryn shook his head. “Better not. Not till Dylan gets here. I spoke to him already, and he’s looking into Wolffe. He might even have some answers for us when he gets here.”

			“Who’s Dylan?”

			“He’s another dreamwalker—you’ve actually met him in Somnus. He’s on his way back to England from the States right now and he’s coming straight here from the airport, so you’ll see him tomorrow. Later today, I mean.”

			Laszlo scowled. “Is he your boyfriend?”

			Bryn seemed to find that funny, giving a strange little snort. “No. Dylan’s not really the boyfriend type. More of a lone wolf.” He paused then. “Actually, the two of you are pretty alike.”

			“I’m not a lone wolf,” Laszlo said. It was only once the words were out of his mouth that it occurred to him he’d been just that for twenty years. Yet when he looked at Bryn Llewelyn, he didn’t want to be alone anymore.

			“No?” Bryn lifted a questioning eyebrow.

			“I don’t want to be,” Laszlo said, fixing his gaze on Bryn.

			Whatever Bryn saw in Laszlo’s eyes made his challenging expression soften, and he leaned forward, reaching his hand out to touch Laszlo’s cheek. The cool silver of his rings kissed Laszlo’s skin, and Laszlo found himself leaning into the touch, like a cat. He turned his head, and Bryn’s palm was warm and real against his lips. He pressed a kiss there, closing his eyes in pleasure. When he turned his head back, it was to find Bryn looking at him, lips parted, dark gaze heavy with desire.

			“This is not a good idea,” Bryn told Laszlo. Then he leaned forward and captured Laszlo’s mouth with his own.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Laszlo tasted of coffee. His face was rough with short stubble, but his black hair was impossibly soft. His lips were pliable and warm, and his tongue was a slick sinuous muscle in Bryn’s mouth.

			They hadn’t been kissing for more than half a minute before Laszlo pressed forward, bearing Bryn down to his back on the sofa. Bryn untangled his crossed legs, straightening himself out so Laszlo could cover him. When he did, Bryn’s groan infused their kiss.

			Sensation. Everywhere, sensation.

			He felt utterly alive, as though Laszlo’s touch awakened him, somehow, from his inward life, coaxing him out of his head and into the world.

			He raised a hand to cup the back of Laszlo’s head, twisting even closer, another groan emerging from his throat as he felt the hard strain of Laszlo’s cock brushing his thigh. A shift of position and the next roll of Laszlo’s hips had their cocks meeting, making them both groan this time and Laszlo repeat the action over and over, till Bryn was writhing and panting beneath him.

			He’d never felt so turned on in his life.

			Abruptly Laszlo stopped and lifted his head. The high planes of his cheekbones were faintly flushed, and his breathing was quick with excitement. “What do you want?” he said. “If you’re up for fucking, I’m versatile. And honestly, either way would work for me right now. Or something else, if you prefer.”

			“Fucking works for me,” Bryn gasped. He thought for a second about the options. He’d got into the habit of letting his partners fuck him, mainly for pragmatic reasons. If you weren’t sure you’d be able to maintain an erection, it was better to bottom.

			Maintaining an erection wasn’t going to be a problem with Laszlo.

			Laszlo was looking at him expectantly, a half smile on his lips. “Top or bottom, then?”

			“I’d love to fuck you,” Bryn whispered. “If that’s okay?”

			The half smile became a grin. “It’s more than okay.” Laszlo sat up and reached into the inside pocket of his suit jacket, drawing out a condom and mini packet of lube and dropping them onto Bryn’s chest.

			“Jesus, were you a Boy Scout in a previous life?”

			Laszlo chuckled. “Always prepared, that’s me,” he agreed, tearing off the jacket and sending it sailing across the room, swiftly followed by his tie and shirt.

			Bryn watched him strip, mouth dry. Laszlo’s skin was the same even hue all over, a pale, blemish-free gold that Bryn ached to touch, and his lightly furred chest had the sort of subtle musculature that came from all-round fitness rather than a carefully designed regime of reps and weights.

			“You like?” Laszlo asked, smiling slowly.

			“Fuck, yeah,” Bryn breathed.

			“You are allowed to touch, you know.”

			“I don’t know where to start,” Bryn confessed, meeting Laszlo’s amused gaze. “Wait, I do. Bedroom. This couch sucks.”

			Laszlo laughed and climbed off him. “It does, actually. Hopefully you do too.”

			Bryn groaned at the bad joke as he rose to his feet, grabbing the condom and lube. “Come on, through here.”

			The bedroom was a mess as usual. Bryn chucked a pile of clean laundry off the bed and kicked some stuff aside to make a bit of room.

			“Sorry, I’m not the tidiest,” he said without any real sense of apology.

			He met Laszlo’s eyes, then grabbed the hem of his own shirt, ripping it off in one smooth movement before starting on his trousers. Laszlo’s gaze tracked over his body, his expression gratifyingly admiring.

			“You know, you’re not my usual type,” Laszlo said, his tone wondering. His fingers crept to his own fly, and he began stripping away his remaining clothes, gaze still locked on Bryn.

			“Yeah? What’s your usual type?” They were both naked now, and Bryn could barely breathe. Laszlo’s perfect cock, long and slender, was aimed right at him like an arrow, making it very clear that, whatever Laszlo’s type usually was, right now, Bryn was doing it for him.

			Laszlo stepped forward and placed his hands on Bryn’s shoulders, shaping their roundness as he pulled Bryn close enough for their cocks to meet and stroke together again.

			Bryn whimpered.

			“Smoother, I suppose,” Laszlo said, his restless gaze travelling over Bryn’s body with fascinated admiration.

			“Smoother?”

			“Groomed. Pretty.”

			Bryn gusted out a laugh, tickled, then mock pouted. “You don’t think I’m pretty?”

			“I think you’re fucking gorgeous.” Laszlo reached down and ran his hand over Bryn’s hip. “You’re the hottest guy I’ve ever seen.” And before Bryn could respond to that wild claim, Laszlo was taking his mouth again.

			Bryn had never been much of a one for kissing but Laszlo’s kisses were addictive. Hot and sweet, like being fucked in the mouth in the very best way. He gave himself up to it, just letting Laszlo plunder and dominate him, relishing it all, the tongue-fucking and the press of Laszlo’s bigger body against his own, all hot and hard.

			Laszlo muscled him backwards till his knees hit the mattress and they toppled over together, landing in a tangle of limbs on the mattress.

			Tearing his mouth from Bryn’s, Laszlo levered himself up on one arm and grinned down at him. “How about I do the work and ride your cock?”

			“Okay,” Bryn said breathlessly,

			He watched, dry-mouthed, as Laszlo rose up on his knees, snatched up the lube packet and ripped it open, then slicked himself up with rough, impatient fingers, his gaze fixed on Bryn.

			“Want to taste you first,” he murmured when he’d readied himself. He slid down Bryn’s body and dipped his head, first to lick at, then to fully envelop Bryn’s dick in his hot, demanding mouth.

			Bryn gasped and his hips bucked up, curses falling from his lips at the sheer intensity of sensation. He wasn’t sure how Laszlo did it, but he managed to make an act Bryn had always considered a service into an instrument of control and dominance.

			At last, just as Bryn worried he was about to blow, Laszlo stopped, drawing his mouth off with a lascivious slurp. Then, sitting back on his heels, he grabbed the condom and carefully rolled it over Bryn’s cock before maneuvering his body into position.

			Bryn was mesmerised by the man’s powerful, animal beauty—the shifting of his lean muscles as he tensed his thighs to align Bryn’s cock with his entrance, his slow, dirty grin as he took Bryn into his body.

			And fuck, but the hot clasp of the man’s body was so mind-blowing there was nothing Bryn could do but simply surrender. He reached for Laszlo’s hips, gripping him with desperate fingers as he bucked up, over and over. Laszlo groaned with each thrust, fragments of curse words and incoherent pleas falling from his lips, his expression one of abandoned, unselfconscious pleasure.

			Bryn was feeling it all. Everything was pin-sharp and perfect. He was—maybe for the first time in his life—fully in the present, and he could feel every single nerve in his body straining for the release that was so very close.

			He tightened his grip on Laszlo’s hips and thrust harder, deeper. “Laszlo—I’m going to come—please—”

			“Yes,” Laszlo hissed. “Do it. Come now.” He grabbed his own dick, working it with smooth, practiced motions, while Bryn kept driving into him. Seconds later, Laszlo jerked and spurted, white fluid spilling over his long fingers and dripping down onto Bryn’s belly. The sight—so fucking hot—set Bryn off too. He came like a volcano, an orgasm more intense than any he’d ever had before.

			Laszlo collapsed on top of him, turning his head in search of a kiss, the deep curve of his lips a testament to his satisfaction. Bryn kissed him back eagerly, his heart tripping over itself, giddy with joy.

			It wasn’t sensible to be feeling like this, but he couldn’t do anything about it. For some reason, Laszlo Grimm lit something in him, drawing out his latent passion and reconnecting him with the world.

			Bryn found he wanted to say something crazy and stupid about Laszlo being the most beautiful, fascinating, compelling man he’d ever met. But he didn’t. He didn’t say anything at all. Just lay there feeling simultaneously blindsided by happiness and overwhelmed with panic.

			“We should probably get up before we fall asleep,” Laszlo murmured at last, interrupting Bryn’s thoughts.

			“Yeah,” Bryn sighed. “We should. Come on. Let’s put a movie on.”

			“Here you go.”

			“What’s this?” Laszlo took the long drink Bryn was holding out to him and regarded it curiously. It was pale as tea and effervescent with a squished-up quarter lime in it. Smelled good.

			“Vodka Red Bull,” Bryn replied, settling himself next to Laszlo on the sofa and taking a long slug of his own identical drink. “The Red Bull keeps you awake, and the vodka takes the edge off the caffeine.” He shrugged. “It’s a bit of a balancing act with this one ’cause the alcohol makes you sleepy. But you can’t drink coffee all night. This is slightly more relaxing.” He nodded at the Netflix menu Laszlo had been scrolling through. “See anything you fancy?”

			“Apart from you?” Laszlo asked. He let his eyes drift up and down Bryn’s lean frame again. Like Laszlo, Bryn was only wearing underwear—tight black shorts in his case. Bryn had reckoned the colder they were, the less likely they were to fall asleep. “Not really.”

			Bryn chuckled and Laszlo smiled at him, not looking away, just letting himself enjoy the view.

			Fuck, but the man was hot.

			Nothing delicate or pretty about him, but not built or super-manly either. Just—beautiful. That pale skin and overlong dark hair. And those eyes, so knowing and sad one minute, then dancing with amusement a minute later. Like he always had to be at one extreme or the other.

			Laszlo realised his heart was racing, his stomach tight. His breath was coming a little fast too. Unfamiliar sensations that signalled long-forgotten feelings. Excitement and anticipation and…something he didn’t recognise at all.

			Thrown, he took a deep swallow of his drink while Bryn settled himself back down on the sofa.

			“Like the drink?”

			Laszlo made a face—it was too sweet for his taste. “I prefer unadulterated vodka,” he said.

			Bryn smiled. “I can’t recommend it without the Red Bull. Not tonight.”

			Tonight? Already the sky was beginning to lighten. Laszlo glanced at his watch. 03:41.

			“It’s getting late,” he said. “Or early, depending on how you look at it.”

			He felt distinctly weird. All those odd sensations rushing through him, plus he was buzzy and exhausted at the same time. Edgy. Another deep pull of the vodka drink, and he rested his head back against the sofa. “Drinking vodka this close to dawn feels wrong.”

			“Not to me,” Bryn said beside him. “I’m used to being awake at this time of the morning, and dosing myself with stuff to wake me up or put me to sleep.”

			“Do you often stay up like this, then?”

			“Often enough. Sometimes, I just don’t want to sleep.”

			“Why not?”

			Bryn’s gaze was trained on the moisture-beaded glass in his hands. He frowned down at it. “Lately I keep getting pulled to the Tower—that’s where I’ve been seeing you, in Somnus. There’s something there. Something evil.”

			Laszlo looked at him, frowning. “Something evil?”

			“Maybe you’ve felt it? Can you remember ever waking up with that kind of feeling?” Bryn’s dark gaze was curious, seeming to search Laszlo’s face for some answer.

			Laszlo thought back to the previous night’s dream—it seemed ages now.

			A feeling of evil? He’d had something like that, from those strange shadows around the Tower Bryn had mentioned. The way they’d reached for him.

			“There was something that bothered me,” Laszlo said. “There were these creatures. They were going round and round the Tower.”

			“The cyhyraeth.”

			“The what?”

			“The cyhyraeth. Shades. They’re like…debris. Of nightmares. They don’t have a real consciousness. They’re a sort of embodiment, I suppose, of bad dreams. The fear. The horror. They linger for a while, then fade away. Some last longer than others but they’re meant to be harmless.”

			“You don’t sound convinced about that.”

			Bryn shuddered. “I’ve always hated them. A few of the other dreamwalkers think I’m a pussy ’cause I’ll go out of my way to avoid them.”

			“I felt like they were…talking to me,” Laszlo offered slowly.

			Bryn looked at him sharply. “Talking to you?”

			“Sort of. It was more like they were a voice for someone else. Someone else’s thoughts. A conduit.”

			“Like, maybe a conduit for whatever’s in that Tower?”

			Laszlo glanced at him. “It sounds crazy, doesn’t it? I wasn’t going to say it, but yes. Exactly that.”

			Bryn nodded, seeming to weigh that up. “What did they say to you?” he asked.

			“At first they just called my name. Then the closer I got to them, the clearer they got. Soon enough, it was like—well, I felt like they were telling me to get you. To bring you to the Tower.”

			Bryn’s dark eyes flashed with alarm, though he didn’t say anything, just sat there, looking worried.

			It hit Laszlo in the gut to see him like that, and to know he was the cause of it, even if he was just acting as a puppet. He swallowed painfully then asked, “Why do they want you?”

			Bryn scrubbed his hands over his face, as though trying to rub away his exhaustion. “It’s the thing in the Tower that wants me. Dylan reckons it wants to use me to try to free itself. I have certain…abilities.” He sent Laszlo a weak smile. “If it gets hold of me, I’m probably pretty much fucked. So—just stay awake, okay? At least till Dylan gets here. I’m hoping he might have some ideas as to what to do next.”

			“So what is this thing in the Tower?

			“An ancient being—a monster—called Morfran.” Bryn gave a huff of a laugh. “I feel stupid saying this to you. It sounds ridiculous.”

			And it did, it really did. Except that Laszlo was discovering he wasn’t prepared to dismiss this stuff while his gut was telling him Bryn was in danger.

			“How ancient?”

			“Fifteen hundred years at least. That’s how long he’s been in the Tower, anyway. Dylan reckons Morfran wants to get back to the real world, using me as a bridge.”

			“How does that work?”

			“I’m—well, I’m a ‘dream alchemist’. It means I can move stuff between Somnus and our world. Your card from the dream? That was the real card you gave me yesterday. It pricked your awareness ’cause stuff that crosses over feels special. Different.”

			Laszlo frowned. “So, this Morfran. He wants you to take him to the real world?”

			“That’s what Dylan thinks.”

			“And he’s trying to get me to bring you to him?”

			Bryn nodded. “Yeah. Every time you’ve attacked me in Somnus it seems to have been with the intention of taking me somewhere else. And from what you say, the Shades were telling you to take me to the Tower.”

			Laszlo felt sick. He’d been used as a weapon against Bryn. He might’ve had difficulty believing he was capable of it had he not woken up in his own office with his hand round Bryn’s throat and no memory of how he’d got there.

			“I’m sorry,” he said hoarsely. “I have no memory of attacking you—I hope you believe me when I say I would never do that while I’m in control of my own mind.” He swallowed, realising how lame that sounded. Why should Bryn believe a word he said? Or that he would ever be in control of himself?

			He reached out a hand and touched Bryn’s cheek. His heart was racing even harder now, and it was like he couldn’t get a breath at all.

			“I don’t ever want to hurt you, Bryn. I won’t be able to live with myself if I end up hurting you.” He swallowed hard.

			Bryn leaned in and his sad-dark eyes were serious. He laid his hand over Laszlo’s and his silver rings were cool on Laszlo’s skin.

			“It’s going to be okay,” he said gently. “We just have to find out how much of a grip Morfran—or Wolffe, or whoever it is that’s been controlling you—has on you. And how we break that control. That’s what we need Dylan’s help with. Just...try to stay awake a little longer.”

			Outside, the dawn chorus began.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			By the time Dylan rang Bryn’s doorbell at ten in the morning, Laszlo was wired to the moon.

			Bryn, who had a high tolerance for caffeine, felt pretty normal, just tired. But Laszlo—who had disclosed that avoiding caffeine had been part of the Professor Wolffe programme—was now practically climbing the walls. It was kind of funny, given how contained Laszlo was the rest of the time.

			“That’ll be Dylan,” Bryn said when the bell chimed. “I’ll let him in.”

			He took a diversion into his bedroom to grab an ancient T-shirt off the floor, dragging it over his head as he approached the door. Releasing the chain, he pulled it open to find Dylan already rifling through a bunch of keys.

			“I see you weren’t kidding about letting yourself in,” Bryn said drily, stepping aside to let Dylan past.

			Dylan hoisted his rucksack onto his shoulder and glared at him. “You let your fucking mobile run out of juice again, didn’t you?”

			Bryn bit his lip. “Did I?”

			Dylan glared at him. “I’m thinking yes, since you’ve not answered any of the many fucking calls I’ve made to you since I got off the plane. I’ve been having fucking palpitations at the thought of you and lover boy falling asleep together, so thanks for that!” He shouldered his way past Bryn into the corridor.

			“Don’t call him ‘lover boy’,” Bryn hissed. “He’s just in there.”

			“Fine. Your fuck buddy, then.”

			“Dylan! We’re not—” Bryn hissed, grabbing the other man’s arm before he could pass through the door to the living room where Laszlo waited.

			Dylan raised a challenging brow.

			“Shit, how can you tell?” Bryn muttered.

			Dylan just laughed and turned away again, pushing the living room door open.

			Laszlo stood in the middle of the room in his dress shirt and underwear. He should’ve looked incongruous, but even in a rumpled shirt and no trousers, Laszlo somehow looked like he meant business—like he was half-dressed for some important meeting. Unlike Bryn, who just looked, well, like a guy who’d been slobbing around in his underpants playing video games.

			Dylan stepped forward, holding his hand out to Laszlo. “Dylan Black.” He offered a half smile. “We’ve met before, though I don’t expect you remember.”

			Laszlo shook his hand and nodded. “Laszlo Grimm.”

			Dylan turned to Bryn, looking impressed. “He looks just the same as he does in Somnus.”

			Bryn nodded, conscious the significance of that comment would pass Laszlo by. Hell, it would have passed Bryn by a few weeks ago. It was only recently he’d learned from Dylan that looking the same in Somnus as in the real world—a detail he’d never thought anything of before now—was significant. The ability of a dreamwalker to manifest himself accurate to his present state of being was, Dylan said, a sign of power.

			Bryn still hadn’t confided to Dylan that his own manifestation wasn’t just accurate, it was exact—he arrived in Somnus in the same clothes he fell asleep in, with his hair in the same state and his stubble precise to the millimetre. He used to think of it as another one of his inconvenient oddities, but now that he knew what it really meant, the closeness of his own manifestation scared him, especially when he noticed that even Dylan’s manifestation was slightly off in tiny ways—his hair a little longer or shorter, his fingernails out of synch. Small things, but noticeable if you were looking.

			“It’s good to meet you, Laszlo,” Dylan said.

			“I’d say the same, but I’m going to reserve judgment for now,” Laszlo replied coolly, his blue gaze electric-bright in the unforgiving morning light streaming through the window.

			Dylan’s mouth quirked. He seemed amused rather than offended by Laszlo’s bluntness. “It may depend on what we find out about this ‘therapist’ of yours, and whether we can break you out of Morfran’s control.”

			“That’s what you think, is it?” Laszlo asked. “That I’m under his control.”

			Bryn opened his mouth to say they didn’t know anything for sure yet, but Dylan spoke first, with typical frankness.

			“Yes. I think so.”

			Laszlo swallowed hard.

			“I think you’re a dreamwalker,” Dylan went on. “And I think this professor of yours is a dreamwalker too—and a follower of Morfran. I think he got hold of you early, probably not long after you first manifested, and I think the treatment you’ve had from him—which probably includes magic—has turned you into Morfran’s slave.” There was a long beat of silence after that.

			Bryn cleared his throat. “Have you managed to find out anything about Professor Wolffe or the Willows yet?”

			“Just the official stuff so far. It’s a genuine psychiatric facility. It caters to wealthy private patients who want all the home comforts while they’re being treated. Assures its clientele of complete privacy and discretion, so it’s impossible to get anywhere near it. I’ve got Naomi trying to find Wolffe for me. He’s the one we need to locate—” He broke off then, frowning in Laszlo’s direction. “You look like you’re about to fall asleep on your feet. How long has it been?”

			Laszlo glanced at his watch, blinking a couple of times as though he was having difficulty focusing. “Twenty-nine hours,” he said at last, talking with the slow care of a drunk.

			Dylan gave another half smile. “You been counting?”

			“Yeah. I’m getting obsessed by it, actually. I’m not used to going without sleep, and the caffeine doesn’t feel like it’s working anymore.” His words slurred a little, underlining his point, and Bryn was stabbed by a bolt of tenderness at this sign of frailty, the first he’d detected in Laszlo.

			“You’re going to have to sleep for a bit,” Bryn said, putting his hand on Laszlo’s shoulder and stroking with his thumb. He glanced at Dylan. “Now that you’re here, maybe he can catch a few hours? So long as we’re not asleep at the same time, it should be all right, yeah?”

			Dylan grimaced. “Sorry, but I need to go under—now, actually. And I think it’s best you keep Laszlo awake. That new kid’s gone missing. I promised Tris I’d get to Somnus as soon as I could. I’m going to have to take a pill ’cause my sleep pattern’s shot with the jet lag.”

			“Aron?” Bryn said, shocked. “The kid Tristan’s been mentoring?” He thought back to his encounter with Aron in the safe house, and suddenly it hit him.

			“Shit, he’s an alchemist too,” Bryn said. The realisation was nearly simultaneous with the words that fell from his lips.

			Dylan looked at him sharply. “What makes you say that? Has Tristan said something?”

			“No. I just realised—he has this bracelet, and it’s mesmerising. Like the chess piece I showed you.” Bryn glanced at Laszlo. “And the card you wrote on.” Laszlo’s eyes flickered with understanding.

			“What makes you think Aron alchemised the bracelet?” Dylan said, dragging Bryn’s attention back to him.

			“I didn’t know at the time I met him, but now it makes sense—now that I know it’s emotion that makes me alchemise stuff. It’s his grandad’s, you see, and Aron’s still grieving for him. I had something like that when I first dreamwalked, and Nanette knew. She saw it on me when I first met her. She must have known about me right then.”

			A sudden memory assailed him, of being very small and Nanette gently tucking his St. Christopher inside his pyjamas.

			“Keep this inside your clothes, lambkin. Remember, it’s your little secret. No one else needs to see it.”

			She’d known.

			A lump rose in his throat, and he swallowed hard against it. “How long has Aron been missing?” he asked.

			“Just a day, but he always checks in with Tris, and there was no sign of him at all last night.” Dylan paused before adding, “I thought Tris was overreacting, actually, but after talking to you, I’m way more anxious. I didn’t take Tris that seriously when he mentioned about the alchemy thing.” He began rifling in his pack, eventually pulling out a blister pack of pills.

			“You’re going under now? Here?”

			“Yup.”

			Bryn hesitated for a moment, torn. “I should come with you.”

			Dylan shook his head without looking up, thumbing a fat pill out of the pack and swallowing it dry. He jerked his head at Laszlo. “We can’t risk him going under—if the kid’s at the Tower, the last thing I need is him attacking. You need to be here to keep him awake.”

			“Wait. What’s going on?” Laszlo interrupted.

			Bryn turned to him. God, the man’s brain had to be spinning with all the new information he was having to take in. “I’ll explain in a bit. First, Dylan needs to get to Somnus. And you and I need to stay awake as long we possibly can. For now, the most important thing is that we keep you out of Somnus.”

			Laszlo frowned and nodded.

			Bryn turned back to Dylan. “How long will you be out?”

			“Five hours, and I can’t get back while I’m out, so I need you to be here for me. If I’m not awake by four o’clock, wake me. Do whatever you need to do to make it happen.” He paused. “Do you think you can stay awake that much longer?”

			“Yeah,” Bryn replied, “I reckon Laszlo’ll start dropping soon, but I can just keep waking him. I’ll set triple alarms and keep him drinking coffee too. It’ll be fine. Don’t worry about us.”

			Dylan gave them both a long, hard look, though he addressed his words to Bryn. “What if he has another waking episode—like the one in his office?”

			Bryn glanced at Laszlo, whose jaw tightened, a dark flush staining his cheeks.

			“That’s not going to happen,” Bryn replied calmly. “It was the herbal tea he drank that made him like that.” He glanced at Laszlo, who stayed stubbornly silent, his own expression as troubled as Dylan’s.

			“Are you sure?” Dylan said. “What if he gets so tired he falls into some kind of halfway state and Morfran can control him that way?”

			“That’s not going to happ—”

			“He’s right,” Laszlo interrupted. “The truth is, you don’t know what might happen, Bryn, and neither do I. I’ve never had an episode like the one in my office. The fact is, we can’t know for sure how this’ll go.”

			“Well, it’s academic,” Bryn said bluntly. “We’ve got no choice. Dylan’s got to go to Somnus—he’ll be under in five minutes anyway, if those pills are what I think they are, and you and I just need to get through a few more hours.”

			“Five minutes is a bit of an over…overstatement, actually,” Dylan said beside him, his voice slow with effort. “I need to…lie down.” He turned towards the living room door, managing two steps before he staggered, crashed into the wall and slid to the floor in a heap.

			“Shit,” Laszlo said. “Those are some strong sleeping tablets.”

			“Internet crap,” Bryn said tightly. “Nanette would’ve killed him.”

			They lifted the comatose man between them, propping their shoulders under his armpits and dragging him into Bryn’s tiny spare bedroom, lowering him onto the bare mattress of the single bed.

			“Jesus, what are you, fourteen?” Laszlo muttered incredulously as he took in the stark room. “You can’t even manage to put some bed sheets on?”

			“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Bryn groused as he dug around in the cupboard, unearthing a flowery eiderdown of Nanette’s and tossing it over Dylan’s prone body. “We can’t all afford housekeepers, you know.”

			Laszlo just snorted.

			“So,” he said as he followed Bryn out of the bedroom. “What are we going to do now?”

			Bryn sighed. “Now we open all the windows so we get too cold to sleep, and break out the video games.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			“Fucking yes!” Bryn crowed, chucking his controller down. “That makes it, what, four-one?” On the TV screen, animated footballers jogged around an artificial field while a pounding dance track played and an icy draught blew through the open window.

			Laszlo’s head felt heavy, glued to the back of the sofa. With effort, he managed to turn it away from the screen to look at his opponent and smile dopily, enjoying the excited pleasure on Bryn’s face. Enjoying even more the sight of Bryn wearing nothing but a faded green, shrunk-in-the-wash T-shirt and tight black underpants.

			Once again, Laszlo was struck by this man’s, well, beauty. There was no other word that would do. He liked everything about Bryn’s appearance. So much so it was changing what he’d thought were hard-and-fast preferences. Suddenly, gym-toned abs were off-putting compared to the subtler ripple of muscle on Bryn’s lean torso, and a smooth face couldn’t begin to compete with Bryn’s dark stubble.

			Despite Laszlo’s exhaustion, despite the cold and his anxiety about the professor and all the rest of it, Laszlo’s libido was pricked, spiking in his gut as he let himself drink in the lovely sight of Bryn Llewelyn celebrating his victory.

			Bryn turned his head to meet Laszlo’s gaze. He was grinning with triumph, his warm brown eyes sparkling with mischief. When he saw the way Laszlo was looking at him, the grin changed, softening into a slow, sleepy smile, his eyes darkening with a lust that matched Laszlo’s.

			It made Laszlo’s breath catch in his throat, seeing Bryn look like that. Made his breath catch and his already hard cock stiffen further and his hands itch with the need to touch.

			“You’re so fucking gorgeous,” Laszlo murmured. “I want to suck you again.”

			He was so exhausted, his usual filters weren’t working, and the words surprised him even as they dropped from his lips. It wasn’t the sort of thing he would usually say. In fact, until he’d met Bryn, he’d not really viewed giving a blowjob as something he’d want to do for his own pleasure. More as a polite, reciprocal gesture. But earlier, when they’d fucked, he’d been swamped by an overwhelming desire to take Bryn into his mouth—not just to please Bryn but to please himself too, and the whole act had felt so right, so weirdly powerful. He wanted to do it again, to fill his mouth with Bryn’s flesh, and drink in his scent and make Bryn feel so good he’d ruin him for any other man.

			Bryn shuffled closer, till his bare knees were touching Laszlo’s thigh. He cocked that single sexy eyebrow, and Laszlo wondered what he’d look like with a silver hoop in there, a match to the silver rings he seemed to like so much.

			“Yeah?” Bryn whispered. “You want to go down on me?”

			“Fuck, yeah,” Laszlo breathed, half whisper, half groan.

			“What else do you want to do with me?”

			“Everything. Fuck you. Eat you. Kiss you. Right now, I want to kiss you so bad.” He groaned. “And I’m so tired I can’t move.”

			Bryn chuckled at that, his gaze affectionate. He raised a hand, smoothing Laszlo’s hair away from his forehead, a simple caress that Laszlo found he wanted to arch into, seeking out more. And, fuck, but that was a very new feeling.

			But then, everything about Bryn was new, wasn’t it? Before Bryn, he’d always been able to keep sex completely straightforward. A bodily need, emotion-free. Friendly enough, in a remote sort of way, but nothing more.

			With Bryn, it was getting muddled up with other stuff. Friendship, admiration—and something else, something much more than either of those things, and more ephemeral too. Impossible to name. Something that felt like joy and excitement and fear and need, all mixed up together.

			Laszlo swallowed as Bryn moved to straddle him, his lean thighs bracketing Laszlo’s and his firm arse pressing down—grinding down, actually—on Laszlo’s pulsing cock through the thin fabric of their underwear.

			“Jesus,” Laszlo groaned. “I want you so bad, Bryn. I never wanted anyone like this before. I think—I think I’m obsessed with you.”

			And where was that fucking filter? Jesus, he was blurting out every secret in his heart here. But maybe it was worth it, because Bryn’s expression was warm with sudden wonder.

			“Yeah?” he said, a shy smile tickling the corner of his mouth. “I’m—well, same here, really.” He gave a husky chuckle that caused a weird feeling in Laszlo’s chest, a strange aching pang. Something that ought to be bad but instead was very, very good.

			Somehow, Laszlo managed to lift his right arm, curling his hand round the back of Bryn’s neck, enjoying the softness of the man’s hair against his fingertips as he drew him down, angling his own head so that their mouths met perfectly, opening his lips to receive Bryn’s sleek tongue, and to share his own.

			He might be exhausted, but it was still fucking good. Bryn’s lean body was hard against Laszlo’s own, and his natural masculine scent was so heady and good that Laszlo wanted to rub himself against Bryn till he was marked with it all over.

			Laszlo groaned into the kiss, sliding his other hand up Bryn’s smooth flank, enjoying the warm, silken feel of the man’s skin under his cold hand.

			“How can you be so warm?” he murmured against Bryn’s lips. “It’s freezing in here.”

			A soft huff of a laugh ghosted against his lips. “Fast metabolism.”

			Laszlo explored further, running his hand under Bryn’s T-shirt to thumb one of his small flat nipples, enjoying the way it peaked for him and the gasp of pleasure it provoked.

			“You like that?”

			“Yeah,” Bryn sighed, his head going back, exposing the long, strong line of his throat. “A lot. I like having them sucked too.”

			Laszlo took the hint, pushing up Bryn’s faded green T-shirt and bending his head to take a tiny peak between his teeth, nibbling gently and sucking, first one nipple, then the other, then back again. God, the man smelled good. And the grunts and moans that dropped from his lips made Laszlo’s cock jump under that grinding arse.

			Already, Laszlo’s exhaustion was beginning to feel distant as his excitement mounted. He could do this. This time he wanted to fuck Bryn and it might be even better than last time, because apparently the more he touched Bryn, the more he wanted him.

			He pulled back a little, tugging at Bryn to bring him down into another heady, drugging kiss. Bryn’s hands were roaming everywhere, now sifting through Laszlo’s hair, now smoothing down the sides of his throat. Bryn’s fingers encountered the leather cord Laszlo always wore, and he tugged on it playfully, breaking their kiss to smile down at Laszlo.

			“I like this,” he murmured, taking hold of the cord and letting it slide slowly through his fingers. Laszlo watched, smiling, enjoying the intimacy and the faint possessiveness in Bryn’s touch and in his gaze.

			“Do you always wear it?” Bryn asked.

			Laszlo nodded. “It was my mother’s. It used to be on a silver chain, but the chain broke. I put it on this cord years ago. I should get another really. It’s getting pretty worn.”

			As Bryn’s fingers slid farther down the cord, Laszlo began to feel weirdly on edge. A sudden urge to grab Bryn’s wrist and pull it away surged in him, and his body jerked with the effort of containing it. His sudden, odd reaction shocked them both, and their gazes met just as Bryn’s fingertips finally encountered the silver knot.

			“Fuck!” Bryn exclaimed, yanking his hand back. He stared at his fingers, his dark eyes wide and surprised.

			“What is it?” Laszlo demanded.

			“It shocked me,” Bryn said. He laughed uncertainly. “Must be static electricity or something.”

			Laszlo’s own hand crept up. As soon as his fingertips brushed the silver knot, he knew it wasn’t static electricity. It was something else, something black and wrong and…magical. Power thrummed from the knot, seeping into his fingers and dancing down his arm, spreading into his chest and starbursting from there in every direction till his whole body was suffused with it. Power that felt malevolent and gleeful, that clouded his reason and whispered in his mind.

			Brinnnng himmm…

			“Laszlo?”

			He glanced up at the sound of his own name.

			The speaker was a beautiful man with dark hair and eyes that were a little sad-looking. Eyes that widened with shock as Laszlo met his gaze.

			“Who are you?” Laszlo said. He let go of the silver knot and reached out. The man didn’t answer. As soon as Laszlo’s fingers touched his cheek, his eyes rolled back in his head, his body going limp and slumping forward, a warm, heavy weight.

			Ah. He was tired, then.

			Exhausted, like Laszlo himself.

			He needed to sleep. They both did.

			Laszlo wriggled out from under the sleeping man and tenderly straightened his limbs. He crossed the room to shut the window and close the blinds against the bright sun. Then he stretched out beside his unconscious companion and let his dreams take him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Bryn woke in his old bed in the safe house, surrounded by the scent of freshly washed sheets.

			“Thank fuck,” someone muttered. Then, more loudly, “Dylan, Bryn’s here!”

			He sat up to find Tristan sitting on a stool at the end of his bed, looking like something out of Brideshead Revisited in cricket whites, his dark blond hair perfect and smooth. He looked like he’d just walked off the village green.

			“Tris—” Bryn began, breaking off when Dylan stormed into the room. He looked like hell, hair standing on end as though he’d been running his hands through it, his whole body tense with stress.

			“What the hell are you doing here?” he yelled at Bryn. “You’re supposed to be keeping your fuck buddy awake!”

			Bryn shook his head as though to clear it, trying to remember how he fell asleep. “I’m not sure. One minute we were kissing—”

			“For fuck’s sake,” Dylan muttered. “You went into a postcoital doze, didn’t you?”

			“No! I—”

			“Forget it,” Tristan interrupted, addressing his remark to Dylan. “It doesn’t matter how it happened, I’m just glad he’s here.”

			“It fucking does matter if he’s asleep in a flat with that lunatic Grimm!” Dylan snapped.

			Bryn ignored that and concentrated on searching his memory. He and Laszlo had just been getting hot and heavy and then—

			“Laszlo’s necklace,” he said, glancing up. “He has this necklace he wears—it was his mother’s—I touched it, and it gave me a shock. Then he touched it and went weird again. That’s the last thing I remember.”

			Dylan let out a sound of strangled frustration and rubbed his face hard with both his hands. When he finally looked up, he let out a long, hard breath, and when he spoke, he sounded weirdly calm. “So, you and I are both asleep in a flat with a man who is—probably—under Morfran’s control.” He paused. “I hope you can see you need to wake yourself up?”

			Bryn nodded.

			“Do it now.”

			“No,” Tristan interrupted, his gaze fixed on Dylan. “He needs to shift us to the Tower first.”

			“Tris, he can’t—”

			“Please!” Tristan begged. “It’ll take less than a minute. There’s no one else, Dylan.” He turned his gaze on Bryn. “Please, Bryn. Dylan’s already tried to shift there, and he can’t, and he’s the only dreamwalker we know of who’s been there other than you.”

			“It’s just some wards, Tris,” Dylan argued. “I’ve got through them before, and I will again. Just let me keep trying. There’s no reason to think Bryn’ll have any better chance than me.”

			“Don’t bullshit me, Dylan,” Tristan said in a low voice. “Morfran wants Bryn—so he’ll get through the wards, won’t he? At least he’s got a better chance than you.”

			Bryn shoved the bed sheets aside and got out of bed. “You know about Morfran?”

			“Probably about as much as you do,” Tristan replied. “But I’ve got no idea what the Council’s game plan with him is. Right now, though, I don’t care. I’m just trying save Aron. Will you help me?”

			Bryn didn’t pause. “Yeah, I will.” Then he shot a glance at Dylan. “We’ve got to do this. I’ll wake myself up as soon as we get there, okay?” He held out his hand to Dylan. “You coming?”

			Dylan sighed and took his hand in a firm grip. “You’re an idiot,” he said. “We’re all idiots. This is going to be a disaster.”

			Bryn sent him a grateful smile, then grabbed Tris’s hand and closed his eyes, summoning the image of the Tower, fixing its psychic location in his mind.

			The world wavered around him, and his gut gave the usual sickening lurch. A shushing noise like the sea filled his ears. Not really his ears, of course. His mind. But then all of Somnus was a construct of the mind. Of his mind, and a billion other minds. All of them connected, all of them making it real because here he was, experiencing it, hearing waves in his nonphysical ears and feeling nausea in his nonphysical stomach.

			There was a long moment of stillness as he poised there, right on the cusp of the shift. He felt a brief resistance, a strong buffeting back. Then it gave way, and he surged forward, drawing his friends behind him, by the hands.

			He closed his eyes and shifted.

			He closed his eyes and the waves filled his ears, and his gut lurched as he launched them all on the winds and waves of Somnus.

			And when he opened his eyes, he was right there, next to the Tower, Tristan and Dylan beside him. Except, this time, they were in the middle of a wood.

			The Tower was, as always, shrouded in Shades, but now it stood in a small clearing and all around were trees and vines and verdant growth. A leafy canopy overhead, and great strong roots poking out of the ground under their feet.

			Laszlo.

			“Looks like your fuck buddy got here first,” Dylan muttered. “Can you sense anything?”

			When Bryn turned his head to ask Dylan what he meant by that, he saw the question had not been directed at him but at Tristan.

			Tristan’s head was bowed, his hands in fists at his sides. He appeared to be deep in thought.

			“I don’t think Aron’s in the Tower,” he said at last, pausing a long moment before adding in a tight voice, “Unless he’s already dead.”

			Dylan ignored the second comment. “Okay, so you and I need to look for him.” He glanced up at Bryn. “And you need to go and wake up your boyfriend.”

			Bryn nodded. He closed his eyes and willed himself awake, thinking himself into his real-life body at home. It was a simple thing, usually, but apparently not today.

			He tried again, and still it didn’t work.

			Opening his eyes, he stared at Dylan, alarmed.

			“Try again,” Dylan said tersely, and he did.

			Still nothing.

			“I don’t understand,” he whispered. “What’s happening?”

			“I don’t know. It’s some kind of magic I’ve never seen,” Dylan replied. “Try to shift back to the safe house instead. Concentrate.”

			That didn’t work either. Bryn fixed the most compelling places he could think of in his mind—his bed, Nanette’s sofa, Wyatt’s perch on Sleepwalker Row, but nothing worked. He couldn’t so much as waver.

			“I’m just going to have to come with you,” he said at last, dismayed.

			All he could think of was how long it would be before they came upon Laszlo. Would Laszlo recognise him? Or would he be drone-like again, as he was before? Would he attack?

			Shit.

			Dylan looked grim, but he gave a short nod, then sent Tristan a filthy look. “This kid had better be worth it,” he bit out. “Have you got a signal on him yet?”

			Tristan went into the same pose as before, head bowed, hands in fists. “There’s something close, but I don’t recognise it,” he said when he raised his head. “Let’s try walking round the perimeter of the Tower.”

			“Fine,” Dylan said, falling into step behind him. “Just make sure you stay alert. Grimm could arrive any minute.”

			The path was so narrow they had to walk in single file, fighting low-hanging branches that got in their faces and stumbling over huge tree roots that tried to trip them up. The trees that surrounded them were heavier and taller than the ones Bryn had seen before, as though Laszlo’s wood was maturing a hundred years every time he dreamt it.

			Bryn was so busy concentrating on not falling over—he was in bare feet, underpants and a too-small T-shirt, for God’s sake—that he neither saw nor heard any sign of the lean, silver-haired man who dropped into his path until the man appeared, cutting him neatly off from his companions.

			“Uh—Dylan,” Bryn called out, stopping in his tracks. “It looks like we have company.”

			It was then he saw the man held a gun. Its casing was a dull, matte black and it looked heavy and capable. Bryn’s heart began to thump as he regarded the weapon, wondering what the man intended to do with it. Generally speaking, there wasn’t much point to guns in Somnus. A gunshot would pretty much wake a dreamwalker instantly, but that was the sum total of its effect.

			Unless, perhaps, the dreamwalker was also an alchemist.

			The sudden quiet ahead signalled that Dylan and Tristan had stopped. The silver-haired man turned ninety degrees so they could see the gun too, though he kept his gaze—and his weapon—fixed on Bryn.

			“Don’t move another millimetre, gentlemen,” he said, smiling at Bryn. “You wouldn’t want your alchemist friend here to take a bullet back to the real world with him, would you? It’s a distinct possibility, if he gets scared enough to transmute it.” He smiled at Bryn, creepily affable. “And if you even think about moving, I’ll shoot you before you can blink.”

			“Who are you?” Bryn said. “What do you want?”

			“Really?” The man gave a soft laugh. “What unimaginative questions, Mr. Llewelyn. Let me show you how it’s done. Now, you are Bryn Llewelyn, aren’t you?”

			Bryn nodded carefully.

			“How very interesting,” the man said politely, tilting his head an inch or two. “You’re not Laszlo’s usual type at all.”

			He gestured at the other two men with his eyes. “And he’s Dylan Black?”

			Bryn nodded again.

			“I don’t know the other one,” he admitted. “But I think he might be a hunter. Is he?”

			Bryn said nothing, and Tristan didn’t either. His beautiful, refined face remained blank.

			“We could do with someone like him,” the man told Bryn conversationally. “Morfran doesn’t have a hunter.”

			“No, thank you,” Tristan said politely, and the man laughed, seeming genuinely amused by that reaction.

			“And you’re Professor Wolffe,” said Dylan, his voice emerging with unexpected nonchalance.

			The professor’s laughter stopped. He kept the gun trained on Bryn, but he turned his head to regard Dylan with his oddly penetrating gaze. He didn’t deny Dylan’s assertion, just looked right into him, as though seeing more than the surface of the man.

			“Read him, Tris,” Dylan said, his gaze still fixed on Wolffe. “What does he really want?”

			“Not Aron,” Tristan said. His voice sounded strange, somehow disembodied.

			“Bryn, then,” Dylan said. “Aron was the bait.”

			Wolffe smiled in confirmation of Dylan’s theory.

			“You haven’t got a hope of getting Bryn into the Tower,” Dylan continued. “Not on your own against three of us.”

			“But I’m not on my own,” Wolffe replied, smiling. He raised his chin and called out, “Come out, Laszlo.”

			Oh God, no…

			When Laszlo emerged, he was not alone. He held Aron in his arms, the boy resting there limply. Bryn stared, horrified, distantly aware of Tristan frantically saying the boy’s name, then exhaling a gust of relief when Laszlo put the boy on the ground, none too gently, and Aron stirred, moaning a vague protest.

			“He looks like he’s been anaesthetised,” Dylan bit out. “Visiting your little holiday camp at the Willows, is he?”

			Bryn missed Wolffe’s response to that—he was too busy staring at Laszlo, who stood, unmoving, his face dead of any expression. He was dressed more casually than Bryn had ever seen him, in soft jeans and a black fitted shirt. Not so much as a shadow of emotion crossed his face.

			“Laszlo,” Bryn said, his voice breaking on the man’s name, betraying his horror. “Laszlo, it’s me. It’s Bryn. Don’t you remember me at all?”

			“He hasn’t got a clue who you are,” Wolffe said cheerfully. He flicked his gaze to Laszlo. “Leave the boy there,” he told him, a clipped order. He nodded at Bryn. “And take this one into the Tower—”

			“No fucking way!”

			Tris.

			He leapt at Wolffe, his body a blur of white, supernaturally swift—far swifter than Bryn could ever hope to be. Wolffe whirled, turning, crouching and firing his piece in a single move, plugging Tristan with what sounded like more than one round. Tristan’s body seized midflight, and he slammed to the ground with a grunt.

			“Bryn, try to shift again!” Dylan yelled. “While he’s distracted.” He was already bowling into Wolffe, knocking the man off his feet and landing a powerful punch to his jaw.

			As Bryn watched, Tristan winked out, his body disappearing as the shock of the bullet woke him from his dream. Bryn’s gut demanded that he go and help Dylan, but he knew Dylan was right—he had to get out of here. Especially now that Laszlo was stepping over Aron and skirting the skirmish between the other two men, his electric-blue gaze intent on Bryn…

			Bryn closed his eyes, fixing the location of the safe house in his mind, praying that whatever magic was keeping him here might have begun to wear off.

			Nothing.

			Nothing.

			He couldn’t do it, couldn’t shift.

			“Shit, fuck, fuck.”

			“Laszlo—take him to Morfran, now!” Wolffe yelled, his desperate order muffled as he and Dylan tussled. Bryn’s eyes snapped open, his heart pounding, and he saw that Laszlo was close, just over an arm’s length away.

			He was smiling. Sauntering. A cocky predator.

			“Fucking go, Bryn!” Dylan shouted. “Try again! Keep trying!”

			“I can’t!” Bryn yelled back, his voice panicked. “It’s not working!”

			He tried to lift himself into the air but couldn’t even do that, his feet as stuck to the ground as if he was in the real world. All he could do was back up, stumbling a little as his heel hit a tree root.

			Dylan wasn’t saying anything now, just grunting with effort and pain, as he fought on, keeping Wolffe occupied. He was trying to give Bryn a chance to get away, but it was no good.

			Desperate, Bryn caught Laszlo’s eye.

			“Do you really not remember me, Laszlo?” he pleaded. “Bryn—from the party? And the hospital? I came to your office. I-I showed you that special card, you remember? The one with your writing on it. My soul may find her peace in sleep?” His voice rose, hoarse with disbelief as Laszlo just kept moving towards him with that flat, half-smiling expression. “Come on, Laszlo, you have to remember something! Don’t you even remember when you—when you kissed me earlier?”

			No recognition flickered in Laszlo’s gaze, but a faint sneer curled his upper lip as though he found Bryn’s desperation amusing.

			“Fuck you!” Bryn yelled, angry now. “A few hours ago, you were blowing me and loving it, you fucking monumental shit!”

			Laszlo just kept moving forward—this wasn’t getting Bryn anywhere. He tried to calm himself, to think. Back to the moment he’d gone under. What had happened again?

			The necklace.

			Yes—it had been the necklace. Their kiss, then Bryn’s fingers on the leather cord. The inexplicable shock when Bryn touched the silver Celtic knot.

			Laszlo’s eyes going dead again.

			“Who are you?”

			It was the necklace. Not the tea—or not just the tea, anyway.

			Bryn stopped in his tracks, coming to halt. Suddenly certain as to what to do. He let Laszlo come closer and closer, let the other man reach lazily for him.

			“Bryn, no!” Dylan yelled. Over Laszlo’s shoulder, Bryn saw Dylan scrabbling to his feet. “You have to get away!” He began running towards them, his gait uneven and limping. Behind him, Wolffe got to his knees and began searching the ground.

			Now or never.

			Laszlo grabbed a fistful of Bryn’s T-shirt and yanked him closer. He wasn’t a lot taller than Bryn—two or three inches maybe—but he outweighed him by quite a bit, and this close, Bryn felt the difference in their sizes keenly.

			He looked up, staring deeply into Laszlo’s eyes. In that instant something flickered in Laszlo’s gaze, a sudden uncertainty, and Bryn felt a moment’s doubt over his plan.

			“Do I know you?” Laszlo whispered.

			“Yes,” Bryn whispered. He felt sick. “You do. I’m Bryn. And—I’m sorry.”

			In one swift movement, he dipped his head down and smacked it back up again as fast as he could. He caught Laszlo under the chin—hard—and the other man staggered back with a shout of mingled pain and rage, sprawling to the ground.

			Ignoring Dylan’s bellowed order to run, ignoring his own blurring vision, Bryn leapt on top of Laszlo, grabbing at the length of leather he could see at the side of the man’s throat and hauling at it with all his strength.

			Thank God it was old and thin. Bryn had to pull hard, but the worn-out fibres snapped, and it came away in his hand, free and light, the silver knot dancing like a kite on its leather string.

			“Bryn!” Laszlo gasped beneath him. “Jesus, Bryn!”

			Bryn looked down, blinking against sudden wooziness. Laszlo was flat on his back and staring up at him, his expression transformed. The sneering predator was gone—this was the man Bryn knew.

			He smiled dizzily, opening his mouth to answer. To say what, he didn’t know yet.

			Before the words could come, something smacked hard into Bryn’s shoulder, piercing him, felling him.

			Ending him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Bryn stared at his shoulder. He looked befuddled.

			Then the stain began to spread, black against the faded green fabric of his T-shirt.

			“Shit!” Laszlo exclaimed. “You’ve been shot, Bryn!” He lurched up, reaching for the man who still straddled him, but already Bryn was listing to one side, his eyelids falling closed.

			“Bryn!” he yelled, scrambling up. He managed to grab hold of the man just before he hit the ground, laying him carefully down.

			By now, Dylan Black had reached them. He tore off his shirt, wadding it up and dropping to his knees to press the fabric against the wound. Laszlo moved aside to give him room to work—then he saw the professor. He stood, some distance away, the gun slack in his hand, watching them.

			Something exploded in Laszlo.

			The rage struck him like a tidal wave, bringing with it a surge of pure power. He ran at his enemy—or maybe he flew. In the blink of an eye, he was knocking the weapon from the professor’s hand and grabbing the man by the throat.

			He felt like a god, blazing with righteous anger.

			The professor choked in his grip, eyes wide with panic. He tried to speak, but nothing came out, and for an instant, Laszlo couldn’t understand why—till he realised he was strangling the man one-handed, holding his whole body up with that single arm, and it was so fucking easy.

			Jesus, the power.

			It surged in him, awing him, a threatening swell, choppy with anger, white-tipped with decades of hatred and resentment. In a moment, less, they were right in front of the Tower, as though Laszlo had simply willed them there, and perhaps he had. He dropped the professor onto the ground.

			The man gasped and retched on the ground while the Shades stretched their ghostly arms to Laszlo and he knew them for his slaves.

			“Open,” Laszlo ordered them, filled with sudden certainty and knowing.

			“L-Laszlo,” the professor stammered. “Please, no—”

			Every time Laszlo had seen the Shades at the Tower, they had been swirling and turning round the crooked building, always moving in the same direction

			Now, they stopped.

			They stopped, and drew apart like the curtains of a theatre.

			And so did the stones. The great black stones of the Tower wrenched apart with a painful grating sound, making a space big enough for a man—one man—to enter.

			“Laszlo, please—he’ll devour me. I b-beg you!”

			The power surged again. Laszlo didn’t even have to touch him.

			“Go inside,” he said. “Be forever with your master.”

			The professor got up and walked towards the opening. Pleas and protests kept falling from his lips, but his limbs moved with quiet obedience, and when he finally stepped into the shadowy hole and the black stones slid back into place, his voice could be heard no longer.

			“Keep them here,” Laszlo told the Shades. “They are not to pass.”

			The Shades moved back into place and resumed their circling, and for a moment, he watched them, overcome by what had just happened and the incredible power that had filled him. By what he’d done.

			“Laszlo, get over here!”

			Dylan’s voice.

			God, Bryn.

			In an instant, he was kneeling beside Dylan, leaning over Bryn’s still form. Panic surged in him to see Bryn so still and unresponsive.

			“You need to wake him up,” Dylan said.

			“Are you sure he’s not already awake?” Laszlo asked tentatively. “He’s unconscious here after all.”

			Dylan shook his head. “If he was awake, he’d wink out—vanish. For some reason, he can’t wake himself up, so you need to do it, in the real world. Which means waking yourself first.”

			“I don’t know how!” Laszlo cast around for another solution. “You do it! You’re at Bryn’s flat too.”

			I can’t—I took a pill, remember? Besides, someone’s got to check out the kid. It’s got to be you, man.”

			“Shit,” Laszlo breathed. “Shit.”

			“Laszlo, you can do it. Not only are you a dreamwalker, you’ve got the ability to compel.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“What you just did to Wolffe. I’ve never seen anything like that before. I just—Christ, we’ll talk about this later. Right now you need to wake your boy. So listen—Bryn is an alchemist. That means he has the power to move things between Somnus and the real world. You get why that’s important here?”

			Laszlo shook his head dumbly, and Dylan sighed.

			“It means that when he wakes in the real world, he could wake up with that bullet in him. You need to be ready for that. You need to be ready to call an ambulance, do first aid, whatever’s needed. Can you do that?”

			“Yeah,” Laszlo whispered. He looked back down at Bryn, who lay deathly pale, his long eyelashes densely black against his high cheekbones. Laszlo’s necklace was still in Bryn’s hand, the leather cord tangled round his limp fingers.

			“Yeah,” Laszlo repeated more firmly. “I can do it.”

			“Good. This is what you do—it’s easy, just a mind shift. Think of where you’re going to wake up. Bryn’s place, yeah? Think of the exact place you fell asleep, and imagine yourself returning there, returning to your body. Go there in your head.” He paused. “And be ready to deal with Bryn.”

			Laszlo nodded and did what Dylan said. He closed his eyes and thought of Bryn’s 1970s living room with its out-of-place modular sofa. Thought of Bryn lying there, looking up at him with sleepy brown eyes. Smiling at him.

			Bryn had to be okay. He had to be. If he wasn’t, Laszlo was never ever going to be okay again either.

			“That’s it,” Dylan said, except his voice sounded very far away. Like he was speaking to on a bad phone line. “That’s it, you’re doing it, Laszlo…”

			And he woke.

			This kind of waking wasn’t like the ordinary sort of waking. It wasn’t a gradual coming-to, blinking into awareness. It was an abrupt arrival in his physical body, rude and shocking.

			Laszlo opened his eyes and was fully, instantly awake. And the first thing he saw when he turned his head was Bryn, beside him on the couch, as still and pale as he’d been in Somnus. Laszlo scrambled to his knees, taking hold of Bryn’s shoulders and shaking him lightly.

			“Bryn,” he pleaded. “Bryn, wake up!”

			There was a moment—sickening and too long—when he thought it wasn’t going to happen. A moment when Bryn’s head sagged limply, unresponsive to Laszlo’s shaking. A moment when panic gripped Laszlo’s guts in an iron fist.

			“Bryn!” Laszlo begged, shocked by the break in his voice. “Bryn, please wake up!”

			He knew the instant Bryn arrived in his body. He…animated, his limp limbs gaining tension and presence. Then his eyelids twitched, dense black eyelashes fluttering against his cheekbones.

			The first thing he did as he opened his eyes was to lift his empty hand to his face. And right then—as Laszlo watched—Bryn alchemised the necklace he’d ripped from Laszlo’s neck in Somnus. One moment his hand was empty, and the next, Laszlo’s necklace was manifesting there. At first it was no more than a transparent image, but an instant later it was real—it was there. It was there and round Laszlo’s neck at the same time. He checked, letting his hand creep up to the hollow between his collarbones, to gingerly touch the leather, careful not to brush the silver charm. Yes, there it was. Round his neck and in Bryn’s hand at the same time.

			Vibrating on his neck and in Bryn’s hand.

			And now humming.

			“What’s happening?” he said.

			“Don’t know,” Bryn whispered below him, his sad-beautiful eyes very wide. “But it feels powerful. I can feel it throbbing right up my arm.”

			The necklace in Bryn’s hand seemed suddenly to lose its substance, going transparent again. At the same time, the leather cord under Laszlo’s fingertips felt as though it was dissolving. Disappearing, like the object Bryn held, the two necklaces winking out together, as though cancelling each other out.

			Just…

			…gone.

			For a long moment, they stared at one another.

			“Are you okay?” Laszlo asked.

			“I’m fine,” Bryn whispered, sounding almost surprised. His gaze searched Laszlo’s face. “What about you?”

			Laszlo swallowed. “Never better.”

			It was true. The instant the leather vanished under his fingertips, it was as though some numbing pall lifted from him. As though scales had been dashed from his eyes, or the ice in his heart had melted. Something that had been there, oppressing him, was gone, and he felt the absence of that invisible chain in a way he had never felt its presence.

			He bent his head, taking Bryn’s mouth, pouring all his gratitude and yearning and pent-up emotions into the kiss. And it felt like Bryn was doing the same, parting his lips to welcome Laszlo’s tongue, arching up as he pulled Laszlo closer.

			After a minute, Laszlo tore himself away. “Let me see your shoulder—you seem all right, but you were shot in Somnus.” He sat up, pushing Bryn’s faded green T-shirt up, easing it over his head, tossing it aside. The skin of Bryn’s right shoulder was smooth and unbroken, pale and perfect. No lumps, no sign of trauma or anything inside. Unable to believe it, Laszlo probed carefully with his fingers.

			“It’s fine, Laszlo,” Bryn murmured.

			“Dylan said the bullet could still be in there.”

			“It’s not,” Bryn said firmly.

			“How do you know?”

			“I know. I’d feel it if it was there.” He smiled. “Maybe I’m getting better at alchemy. I made the decision to take the necklace with me, so maybe I was able to decide not to take the bullet? Or maybe it was just that the necklace was connected with emotion, but the bullet wasn’t. Getting shot was a bit of a surprise.” He shrugged. “Maybe one day I’ll figure all this alchemy stuff out.”

			Laszlo frowned, trying to understand. “What do you mean ‘the necklace was connected with emotion’?”

			“I pulled it off you, and you changed.” Bryn’s voice was soft, wondering. “You were you again. And I was just so fucking happy to see you.”

			“Oh.” Laszlo swallowed, flooded suddenly with a mix of unfamiliar emotions his mind started trying to sort and name. Happiness. Gratitude. Love.

			Love?

			Bloody hell.

			Bryn levered himself up, sending Laszlo a regretful look. “Much as I want to stay here with you, I need to check on Dylan. And we need to find Aron too. I think he may be at the Willows.”

			Laszlo struggled to process the emotions surging through him as he watched Bryn grab his crumpled T-shirt off the floor and pull it back on. Without the numbing fog he’d grown so used to, his brain felt too full. It was a struggle just to keep up with the conversation, never mind anything else.

			“Sorry,” he said now. “Who’s Aron?”

			“Do you remember the kid, back in Somnus? You were carrying him, and he was out cold.”

			The moment the memory came back, he was swamped with more emotion—guilt and regret and anxiety.

			“The fair-haired kid,” he said faintly.

			“That’s the one,” Bryn confirmed. “Wolffe used him as bait to get us to the Tower. Dylan reckons the fact he was unconscious in Somnus meant he’d been drugged in the real world. When Dylan asked Wolffe if he had Aron at the Willows—well, Wolffe didn’t admit it, but he seemed amused. I’m pretty sure that’s where he is.”

			Laszlo’s gut twisted at the thought of another kid—another dreamwalker kid—being subjected to the treatment he’d undergone at the Willows.

			“I’ll get someone to start looking into Aron’s situation, if you like, while you check on Dylan.”

			Bryn sent him a grateful smile. “That would be great. Thanks.”

			He turned to leave the room then, giving Laszlo his back, and Laszlo reached out, touching one chilly, naked shoulder.

			“Bryn—”

			Bryn turned, and Laszlo found he didn’t know what to say. After a long pause, he mumbled, “I’m really glad you’re okay.”

			As stiff and awkward as those words were, Laszlo had an idea that Bryn understood the twisted-up, crazy feelings inside him that prompted them. Bryn smiled, a slow curving smile, eyes lighting up with what looked like discovery.

			“You know what? I’ve never felt better.”

			They stared at one another for a while, then Bryn lifted one hand to touch Laszlo’s cheek, brushing the skin lightly with his thumb.

			“All I want right now is to be alone with you,” he said. “But we need to sort some stuff first.”

			“Yeah, I know,” Laszlo whispered.

			Bryn leaned in and brushed his lips over Laszlo’s. A light whisper of affection, delivered with open eyes.

			“Don’t leave, okay?” he said.

			Laszlo smiled. “Okay.”

			While Bryn went off to see to Dylan, Laszlo called Charlie Porter. Charlie was discreet, reliable and ex-force. Shortly after their first brief call, Charlie called back to confirm that one Aron Sigmasson was missing, presumed to be a runaway. Laszlo gave him the address of the Willows, and Charlie promised to get onto it straightaway.

			When Bryn came back into the living room, he was swiping at the screen of a phone.

			“This is Dylan’s,” he explained. “I’m looking for Finn’s number.”

			“No luck waking him, then?”

			“None, and when I tried Tristan, it turned out he lives in Yorkshire, so he can’t get over here, not any time soon, anyway. He told me to try Finn.” Bryn swiped the screen a couple of times and lifted the phone to his ear, adding, “Finn lives pretty near here, and Tristan reckons he’ll know what to do.”

			“Finn’s another dreamwalker?”

			“Yeah. I’ve known him for—” He broke off, his attention on the phone now, and the man who had answered his call. “Finn, it’s Bryn Llewelyn here. I need your help.”

			When Bryn opened the front door half an hour later, it was to be confronted by a man who was a little taller, broader, and more masculine looking than the Finn Bryn knew from Somnus. He was, however, just as stylish as his Somnus self, his clothes obviously expensive, his whole look carefully styled.

			Interesting that Finn would manifest in Somnus looking younger and less capable, less impressive, than he was in real life.

			“Can I come in?” Finn asked impatiently when Bryn just stood there, staring.

			“Oh, sorry,” Bryn muttered, standing aside to let him pass. “I’m in a bit of a daze. I’ve not had much sleep.”

			“Unlike our Mr. Black, eh?” Finn bit out. “Right—where to?”

			Bryn gestured at the bedroom door. “In there.”

			Finn preceded him into the room, frowning when he saw Laszlo sitting next to the bed.

			“Who’s this?”

			Laszlo stood, offering his hand. “Laszlo Grimm. I’m—well, I guess I’m a dreamwalker too.”

			Finn yanked his brown leather messenger bag over his head and dumped it on the bed before shaking Laszlo’s hand in a perfunctory way. “No offence,” he said, “but you’re a bit old to be starting as a dreamwalker.”

			“It’s a long story,” Bryn said behind him. “We’ll tell you later.”

			Finn shrugged, apparently not that curious.

			“You got the pill pack?” he asked.

			Bryn pulled it out of his pocket and handed it over.

			Finn turned it over his fingers. He didn’t seem surprised by what he saw. “Stupid bastard,” he sighed. He turned to Bryn. “Are you sure we really need to wake him? It’s better to sleep this stuff off.”

			“Yeah,” he said. “He said I was to make sure he was awake by four, and it’s after that now.”

			“All right, then.” Finn turned back to his bag and began to rummage inside, drawing out a brown bottle and a sterile syringe packet.

			“What’s that?” Laszlo said as Finn filled the syringe.

			“Something to wake him up,” Finn replied, yanking the syringe out of the bottle and squirting a drop or two of liquid into the air before plunging the needle straight into Dylan’s thigh.

			Dylan immediately jackknifed up with a yell.

			“Fuck! Oh, Jesus fuck—Finn! What the hell are you doing here?”

			“Bryn called me. He said you took a pill, and you needed to wake up.” Finn glared at Dylan. “I thought you said you were done with those things?”

			“And I thought I told you to back off!” Dylan snapped. “I don’t care who calls you, or what they say. Stay away from me!”

			For a long, horrible moment, they just stared at one another, then Finn just grabbed his bag and hooked it over his head.

			“You’re right,” he said. “And I’m done with this.”

			“Finn—” Dylan began, but when Finn paused, giving him the chance to finish, there was no follow-up. Dylan just kept staring at him with an unhappy, resentful expression.

			“Fine. Fuck this,” Finn muttered and turned on his heel, striding out the bedroom door.

			Bryn went after him. “Finn, wait.”

			He caught the man up at the front door, where Finn was struggling to open the Yale lock.

			“I’m sorry for calling you over, Finn,” he said. “I just didn’t know who else to ask, and I don’t know why Dylan’s so…” He broke off, unsure how to put what he’d just witnessed into words.

			Finn turned his head to meet Bryn’s gaze. He didn’t look angry anymore. Just sad. “Why he’s such a shit to me?”

			“I suppose.”

			“I don’t know either. We used to be—well, we were pretty close.” He finally managed the lock and pulled the door open. “But those days are over now, and I need to accept that.”

			“Finn, I wish there was something I could do.”

			Finn smiled weakly. “Me too, but there really isn’t. I’ll see you around, Bryn.”

			Laszlo couldn’t wait to get Bryn alone again. It seemed like forever before Dylan Black finally left the flat to follow up on the Aron situation.

			“You two need to get some sleep,” he said as he shouldered his rucksack. “Now the necklace is gone, Laszlo’ll be able to dreamwalk properly, but you’ll need to look out for him, Bryn. Get yourselves to bed. I’ll be in touch when I have news.”

			“I’ll call you as soon as I hear from Charlie,” Laszlo promised.

			“Thanks.” Dylan gave him a long look. “We’ll need to have a talk too. About your gifts.”

			Right now, Laszlo couldn’t care less about his “gifts”, but he nodded. “Fine,” he said. “But later.”

			Dylan’s lips twitched. “Yeah, all right. I hear you.”

			And then he was gone, and Laszlo and Bryn were finally alone.

			They collapsed onto the sofa together, side by side.

			“How do you feel?” Bryn asked.

			“There’s a question,” Laszlo replied softly.

			The answer to Bryn’s question couldn’t be put into words—Laszlo felt so much. Years of numbness and now emotions were flooding him, like colours gushing into a world of black and white and grey. And chief amongst those feelings were the ones connected with the man sitting at his side.

			Was it too early to feel like this? He’d known Bryn for only a few days.

			It was definitely too early to say anything.

			“I feel…free,” he said. “Thanks to you.”

			“It’s different, then, without the necklace?”

			“God, yes. Do you remember me telling you about how, after the Willows, I couldn’t feel anything?”

			“Yeah?” Bryn’s warm brown eyes were curious.

			“I meant that literally. I didn’t feel anything for years. Emotion, I mean—other than some negative stuff. But now, it’s all coming back.” He paused. “It actually started coming back before you took the necklace off me. It started when I met you.”

			“Did it?”

			“Yeah, when we first met at that party. I fancied you straightaway, but it was only later I felt emotion. It was in the hospital. You made me smile—really smile. I hadn’t felt that in years.”

			“That wasn’t our first meeting, you know.”

			“No? Oh, you mean Somnus.”

			Bryn grinned. “The first time we met, you chased me down, slammed me to the ground and kissed me. I was terrified and unbelievably turned on at the same time.”

			Laszlo chuckled. “God, I wish I could remember that.”

			Bryn laughed too, then his expression went oddly wistful. “In a funny way, you made me feel again too.”

			“I did?” Laszlo couldn’t imagine Bryn struggling to feel.

			“It’s hard sometimes,” Bryn said. “Being a dreamwalker. Dylan makes it look it easy. He thrives on it, I think. But I’ve always found it difficult, balancing Somnus and the real world. Sometimes, it gets like I can’t even tell when I’m tired, when I’m hungry. Like I’m not even awake in my real life. Like I’m not really…here. In the real world.”

			“Bryn—” Laszlo breathed. The thought of Bryn feeling that way made him hurt inside.

			“But when I’m with you…” Bryn reached out to him, touching Laszlo’s face with tentative fingertips. “I feel completely alive. Completely here.”

			Laszlo felt that strange aching pang in his chest again. He’d felt it before, before they’d gone to Somnus, and he hadn’t been sure what it was, But now he knew.

			Laszlo leaned forward, and Bryn met him halfway, their lips meeting in a kiss that was like no other kiss Laszlo could remember. It was tender and grateful and full of emotion. Full of anticipation and promise.

			Full of love.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Four months later

			“Time for bed, Mr. Llewelyn.”

			Bryn looked over his shoulder. Laszlo stood, framed in the doorway of the room Bryn had started using as a study. He lounged against the doorframe, bare-chested, a pair of sleep pants resting low on his hips.

			Bryn swallowed hard and turned back to his computer screen, quickly saving the document he’d been working on and powering the laptop down before getting to his feet and crossing the room, blatantly admiring his lover as he approached.

			Laszlo smiled slowly.

			“I’m not that sleepy,” Bryn said.

			Laszlo arched a brow. “I wasn’t thinking of sleeping,” he said. “Not yet. You don’t have any lectures tomorrow morning, and I don’t have to go into the office till later, so…we could have a long lie in.”

			“Oh,” Bryn breathed. “That sounds nice.”

			Going to bed—to sleep, wasn’t so bad these days. It was amazing how beautiful Somnus could be when you had someone by your side to share it with. Someone like Laszlo who was endlessly curious about the wonders of the place. Not to mention strong enough to compel Bryn to stay by his side and resist the pull of the Tower.

			It was a lesser pull these days, but still there. The Shades still circled the Tower, still drawn by whatever was trapped inside, whether Morfran or Wolffe or both. No one knew for sure.

			So far as the real world was concerned, Professor Alun Wolffe had disappeared two days after kidnapping a fourteen-year-old boy, drugging him unconscious and taking him to the private psychiatric facility he’d been running for the last twenty years. The rescue of Aron Sigmasson had been huge news, and when the professor couldn’t be found, the press speculated over whether he’d committed suicide or fled abroad, assuming a new identity. Several staff members at the Willows were under arrest, and an investigation into the running of the facility and the treatments practiced by the professor and his team was underway. Laszlo had already given a statement to the police about his time there.

			“I was thinking I could maybe give you a little neck-and-shoulder massage, and then…” Laszlo trailed off suggestively, rubbing his hand slowly over his perfect, golden torso. Bryn’s mouth went dry. Sometimes he wondered what Laszlo saw in him, with his crap dress sense and invariable need for a shave and haircut, but Laszlo assured him he had his own attractions.

			“A massage would be good,” he croaked.

			Laszlo’s sleepy smile became a grin. He reached forward, curling one hand round the back of Bryn’s neck to draw him forward. “Come on, then.”

			Bryn went up the stairs first, Laszlo dogging his heels, his big hands stroking Bryn’s arse as they climbed, making him groan with lust and frustration.

			“We may have to skip the massage,” he said when they reached the top. “I’m so desperate.”

			Laszlo chuckled as he followed Bryn into the bedroom—their bedroom for the last month. “Serves you right for ignoring me all evening.”

			Bryn turned, contrite. “God, sorry, I didn’t mean to do that. I just got a bit caught up in my reading.”

			“Hey, I was kidding,” Laszlo said gently. “I’m proud of you for going back to university. The way you’re studying, you could end up with a first.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Bryn mumbled, though his tutor had expressed the same view. Bryn considered mentioning that fact now, but the thought fled when Laszlo’s hands tugged at the hem of his T-shirt, pulling it over his head and tossing it to the floor.

			Laszlo’s electric-blue gaze burned as he ran his eyes over Bryn’s body.

			“Hmmm—want you in my mouth,” he murmured, and Bryn was quick to speed along the removal of his clothes to grant his lover’s wish.

			Laszlo dropped to his knees as soon as Bryn’s cock was free and leaned forward, rubbing his face over Bryn’s crotch before sucking Bryn’s sensitive dick into the hot velvety cavern of his mouth.

			Oh Christ.

			Bryn moaned, winding his fingers into Laszlo’s dark hair, more to steady his own wobbly legs than to guide Laszlo’s mouth, which was expertly bobbing on Bryn’s cock.

			“Fuck, but you’re good at this,” Bryn muttered. His heartfelt tone made Laszlo chuckle round his shaft before he extended his tongue and began to lick hard, drawing another tortured groan from the bottom of Bryn’s guts.

			“Bloody hell, Laszlo, I’m only going to last about ten more seconds if you don’t stop—”

			Laszlo pulled off of Bryn’s dick with a pop. “Can’t have that,” he said in a throaty voice. “I don’t want you to come till my cock’s buried inside you. Get on the bed.”

			Bryn settled on his back, spreading his legs wide in invitation, watching Laszlo’s predatory approach with mounting excitement.

			Then the phone in his jeans rang—“Dream a Little Dream”, Dylan’s ringtone—and suddenly Bryn remembered tonight was his weekly “without-fail” catch-up with Dylan. He was supposed to be in Somnus right now, and if he didn’t answer, Dylan would assume something was wrong.

			“Give me a sec,” he muttered, rolling off the bed and reaching for his jeans while Laszlo groaned and fell backwards onto the mattress, draping his arm over his eyes.

			He managed to answer on the last ring before it would’ve gone to voice mail.

			“I’ve had to wake myself up to call you,” Dylan grumbled in lieu of a greeting. “You’re late. And I wanted to talk to you.”

			“Unless the end of the world is happening in the next hour, it’s going to have to wait,” Bryn replied, glancing at Laszlo. “So don’t call me or text me or come round here, okay? I’ll get there after midnight sometime. Promise.”

			“You know, you’ve turned into a right little upstart since you met that fucking Laszlo Gr—”

			Bryn cut the call.

			He switched the phone off too and tossed it aside, launching himself at the bed and landing on Laszlo, making him laugh and groan at once. Then he muscled in closer, loving the hardness of Laszlo’s big body against his own, and took his mouth in a swift, fierce kiss.

			“I love you,” he mumbled against Laszlo’s lips. “You know that, don’t you?”

			Laszlo’s lips curved under his own. God, he loved that smile. It was Laszlo’s heartfelt one, his real one.

			“I love you too,” Laszlo murmured back, and the words themselves were kisses, the “L” of “love” delivered by the tip of Laszlo’s tongue, to the seam of Bryn’s lips, making his mouth part so Laszlo could deepen their kiss again, and soon they were right back to where they’d been before the phone rang.

			Everything else forgotten.

			On the wall, the clock ticked on, marking the minutes, marking the hours.

			Till morning.

			Dylan stared at his phone in disbelief.

			“Little shit,” he muttered. “Blowing me off so he can go and blow that fucking Laszlo Grimm.”

			He tossed the phone aside and lay down on his hotel bed. Stared up at the ceiling.

			He wasn’t really angry at Bryn. He knew that if—when—he really needed him, or Laszlo, they’d come through for him. They’d already proved as much. No, the lurching feeling in his gut was entirely due to something else.

			He tried to resist the urge to check. Had muted his phone so he wouldn’t jump at every alert, but inevitably his fingers crept across the bed to pick it up again. To lift it and swipe at the screen and check.

			No messages.

			Shit.

			He’d never been a patient man. Muttering curses, he placed the call.

			Tris answered on the second ring.

			“What do you want, Dylan?” His tone was weary.

			“What do you think? An update. News.”

			“I don’t have any news. I told you yesterday. The fucking knife doesn’t exist. It’s a myth.”

			“No it’s not. The knife exists.”

			He said it not because he believed it, but because he had to believe it. If Ceridwen’s knife wasn’t real, Dylan would never be able to fulfil his destiny and slay Morfran.

			His destiny. No one else’s.

			Tris sighed. “Dylan—”

			“Dylan nothing. You’ll find the knife, Tris. You’ll put those hunter powers to some use and track it down.”

			“You can’t just will the impossible to happen,” Tris replied. He sounded annoyed but sympathetic too, and Dylan hated the edge of pity in his voice. Tris knew how desperate Dylan was to finish this—he couldn’t not know with how often Dylan called him.

			“Yes, you can,” Dylan replied. “You can make all kinds of things happen, just by wanting them enough. I’ll will this knife to be, and I’ll will you to find it for me. Bryn to alchemise it to Somnus. And then I’ll use it to kill Morfran and this will finally be over.”

			And Finn Sharp wouldn’t even suspect.

			It would all happen without him knowing a thing about it.
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			The cruelest duel may not spill a drop of blood…but it could break their hearts.

			Enlightened

			© 2014 Joanna Chambers

			Enlightenment, Book 3

			Five months ago, David Lauriston was badly hurt helping his friend Elizabeth escape her violent husband. Since then, David has been living with his lover, Lord Murdo Balfour, while he recuperates.

			Despite the pain of his injuries, David’s time with Murdo has been the happiest of his life. The only things that trouble him are Murdo’s occasional bouts of preoccupation, and the fact that one day soon, David will have to return to his legal practice in Edinburgh.

			That day comes too soon when David’s friend and mentor takes to his deathbed, and David finds himself agreeing to take on a private mission in London. Murdo is at his side in the journey, but a shocking revelation by Murdo’s ruthless father leaves David questioning everything they’ve shared.

			As tensions mount and the stakes grow higher, David and Murdo are forced to ask themselves how far they’re prepared to go—and how much they’re prepared to give up—to stay together. And whether there’s any chance of lasting happiness for men like them.

			Warning: Men in love, men with secrets, and men armed with dueling pistols.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Enlightened:

			Murdo wouldn’t be happy about today’s events. He’d brought David to Laverock House to recuperate and was continually lecturing him about taking things easier. It was Murdo who’d arranged for the physician to come every few weeks to check how David’s leg was healing, and who’d instructed the kitchen to make up regular batches of David’s mother’s liniment recipe. Murdo who’d presented David with a new ebony cane with a silver derby handle to take on his walks.

			It wasn’t only David’s physical well-being that Murdo looked after. He’d had boxes of books brought to Laverock House from his Edinburgh townhouse to keep David amused; he’d even read to David himself in those early days when, listless and melancholy with his lot, David hadn’t been inclined to do so. And it was Murdo who’d brought him Sir Hamish’s papers to look through when, as his leg began to improve, he’d complained about needing something to test his wits on.

			Now, that project had seized David’s attention to such an extent that he was becoming known locally as Lord Murdo Balfour’s very efficient new man of business, the learned lawyer who was helping Lord Murdo make peace with all his new neighbours and bury all the old disputes Sir Hamish had started.

			And why not let them think that? It was true, after all—and it was no one else’s concern that, besides that, he and Murdo were lovers. That was their affair and theirs alone. The servants at Laverock House certainly appeared to be oblivious. The manor was a good size, but it was compact enough that the proximity of their bedchambers, with only Murdo’s untidy study between them, merited no comment.

			By day, they were circumspect. By night—well, the nights were their own. It hadn’t been easy to make love with David’s injured leg—for months he’d been all but immobilised by the leg harness—but with a bit of inventiveness, they’d managed, and now that David was up and about again, it was getting easier every day.

			Right now, though, as David took the last turn-off that led to Laverock House and the manor house finally hoved into view, he couldn’t think of doing anything but lying down. He was limping badly now, all attempts to conceal his disability long given up. The idea of sinking into his soft featherbed and warming his chilled feet under the blankets had become his Holy Grail. There was simply nothing else.

			He’d barely taken a dozen steps down the long front drive when the door opened and a tall, broad-shouldered man emerged.

			Murdo.

			Even now, after living here for months, the unexpected sight of his lover lit something inside David. He felt a stab of pure happiness, an accompanying flare of anticipation, even as he winced with each step he took.

			“Where have you been?” Murdo said, walking toward him, his dark eyes concerned as he took in David’s pronounced limp. “Mrs. Inglis said you went out hours ago.”

			David attempted a smile, but it felt more like a grimace. “I decided to walk over to McNally’s,” he admitted, sending Murdo a rueful look. “It wasn’t one of my best ideas.”

			“That’s over two miles!” Murdo exclaimed. He turned so that they were walking in the same direction, toward the open front door, matching his pace to David’s. “What were you thinking? And where’s your cane?”

			“I didn’t think I needed it,” David mumbled, answering the second question and evading the first.

			“You’re limping,” Murdo observed unnecessarily.

			“I overdid it, but I’ll be all right,” David replied. “I just need to rest my leg for a bit.”

			Murdo let out a noisy sigh. “You’re as stubborn as a mule. I only hope you haven’t set yourself back with this.”

			There were three steps up to the front door of the house, and David took them slowly, gritting his teeth against the pain that knifed through his knee with each step. He didn’t look at Murdo, but he felt the other man’s eyes on him, watching his slow progress and scrutinising his profile for evidence of how bad the pain was.

			They stepped into the hallway together, Murdo closing the front door behind them. Since the hall was empty of servants, David allowed Murdo to help him off with his greatcoat. Then he glanced up the long flight of steps that led to his bedchamber on the first floor and suppressed a moan. Girding himself, he placed his foot on the first step.

			“Don’t even think about it,” Murdo said behind him.

			Before David could protest, Murdo was sliding one arm round David’s back and the other under his knees, sweeping his feet out from under him. David hissed a curse as Murdo lifted him, but Murdo just shifted David’s weight to balance himself and began to quickly mount the stairs.

			“Christ, Murdo,” David said testily. “Let me down, will you?” It had been a few weeks since he’d had to submit to this particular indignity. He hated being carried like this—it unmanned him.

			Murdo ignored him, and after the first few stairs, despite his mortification, David didn’t bother protesting any further. The truth was, he couldn’t get up these stairs without Murdo’s help.

			By the time they reached the top, Murdo’s breath was coming hard, but he still didn’t let David down. He carried him another dozen steps to David’s bedchamber door before setting his feet back on the ground. Even then he wasn’t done. Steering David into his room, he guided him firmly to the featherbed David had been dreaming of for the last half hour, then went back to close the bedchamber door, turning the key in the lock. Returning to the bed, mouth set in a firm, determined line, he bent to remove David’s boots. This time David didn’t even bother protesting. It would do no good, and anyway, he was bloody exhausted. So he let Murdo ease the tight leather from his calves, then slowly strip away the rest of his clothing, piece by piece.

			“Do you want me to ring for a bath?” Murdo asked as he peeled away David’s trousers, easing the fabric carefully down his legs so as not to jar him.

			“I doubt I could climb in right now,” David admitted.

			“A rubdown with some liniment, then?”

			David couldn’t suppress the groan that emerged from his chest at that suggestion. “Please.”

			“Lie back, then. I’ll strip down too.”

			David did as instructed, passively watching as Murdo removed his elegant clothing, then crossed the room, naked, to fetch the jar of liniment from the armoire, his tall, powerful body beautiful in the late afternoon light that seeped into the room round the edges of the drapes.

			Murdo knelt beside David on the bed and regarded his leg. “Let’s see what you’ve done to yourself.”

			Weary to the bone, David let his eyes close. Moments later, the drifting scents of rosemary and camphor heralded the opening of the liniment. It was a scent with which David was very familiar—his mother had been making the stuff for years, ever since his father had taken a tumble off the roof of the barn at home and injured his shoulder. The smell of it now brought with it the promise of imminent relief.

			The brisk noise of Murdo rubbing the stuff between his palms brought the scent forth again, more intensely, as it warmed on Murdo’s skin. And when Murdo laid his hands on David, every remaining thought in David’s head vanished. Murdo’s hands were strong and warm, their firm course eased by waxy lanolin and camphor oil as they broke into the knotted agony in David’s leg and straightened him out again.

			David could barely keep his eyes open by the time Murdo was finished. He felt languorous and done in, like he could sleep the rest of the day and night away. Somehow, though, he managed to crack open his eyelids and smile at Murdo, who was kneeling at his side, watching him.

			“Thank you,” David said softly.

			“Better?” Murdo’s smile was tender.

			“Much.”

			“You look tired.”

			“Not too tired,” David replied.

			Murdo grinned and crawled over to lie beside David. He bent his head, capturing David’s lips in a soft kiss that slowly deepened, while his hand drifted in light, teasing caresses, pausing for an instant to pinch at the tight bud of David’s left nipple, making him moan his pleasure into the kiss.

		

	
		
			When desire rises, angels will fall. One, by one, by one…

			Prince of Tricks

			© 2014 Jane Kindred

			Demons of Elysium, Book 1

			Over the past century, Belphagor has made a name for himself in Heaven’s Demon District as a cardsharp, thief, and charming rogue.

			Though the airspirit is content with his own company, he enjoys applying the sweet sting of discipline to a willing backside. Angel, demon, even the occasional human. He’s not particular. Until a hotheaded young firespirit steals his purse—and his heart. Now he’s not sure who owns whom.

			A former rent boy and cutpurse from the streets of Raqia, Vasily has never felt safer in the arms—and at the feet—of the Prince of Tricks. He’s just not sure if Belphagor returns those feelings. There’s only one way to find out, but using a handsome, angelic duke to stir Belphagor’s jealousy backfires on them both.

			When the duke frames Vasily for an attempted assassination as part of a revolutionary conspiracy, Belphagor will do whatever it takes to clear his boy’s name and expose the real traitor. Because for the first time in his life, the Prince of Tricks has something to lose.

			Warning: Contains erotic sex: m/m, m/m/m, m/m/m/m…oh hell. Let’s just say “mmmmmm!” and be done with it. Also one m/f scene. Smart discipline meted out with a great deal of love and charm. Erotic sex acts requiring copious amounts of elbow grease.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Prince of Tricks:

			In the gaming room of the Brimstone for the next several evenings, Belphagor kept an eye out for Vasily’s entrance without appearing to do so. He hadn’t become the best wingcasting player in Raqia by telegraphing his moves. He played exceptionally well, in fact, by maintaining an external awareness beyond the boundaries of the marble-rimmed table while projecting an air of inattentiveness to anything but his own cards. The false inward focus was contagious and tended to make his opponent forget to take note of the broader actions of the game.

			When he cast the die or called his opponent’s cast, he let his attention encompass the entire establishment. This part of the game was only chance; willing the die to land on the elemental creature one had called or staring anxiously at the twelve-sided game piece as it struck the table’s rim after an opponent had called one’s own cast had no effect on the outcome. Shifting the air around the table might, of course, but that was easily done with the flick of the wrist in casting or the breath of a bored sigh. If Belphagor’s cardinal element responded more readily to his influence than it did for other airspirits, it was no coincidence.

			He’d devoted years of his life—and the number was considerable for a demon who frequently fell to the world of Man where aging was far more rapid than in the pure celestial air—to understanding how to master the dominant element in his blood. The number of Fallen who literally fell was small in comparison to the demonic population, and the average demon had never experienced terrestrial magic. In Heaven, a demon—or even an angel, though they were generally too uptight to try—might manipulate his element for simple tricks and folk magic, but in the world of Man, every celestial possessed a radiant power that manifested as elemental wings.

			Belphagor had first fallen when he was only fifteen years of age. He hadn’t made the discovery right away, and the Fallen he’d encountered there, in the city of Petrograd, hadn’t told him. It was only in fleeing the law some months after his arrival that he’d inadvertently found his wings. Leaping from a bridge to escape, he’d expected to swim for it and found himself instead soaring on the wind, the radiance that burst from his shoulder blades outstretched as wings of solid air that seemed to swallow up the visual range of light into their element.

			“Ptarmigan,” he said absently as the die tumbled from his opponent’s fingers and struck the rim. The other demon scowled as the die landed with the ptarmigan face-up. Sometimes Belphagor’s luck was better when he put no effort into the game at all.

			“It’s a loaded die,” the player accused. The demon had clearly had too much to drink.

			Belphagor narrowed his gaze on the pallid-looking waterspirit. “I beg your pardon?”

			“Loaded die!” He stood and delivered the accusation loudly enough for the house to hear. Any such accusation had to be taken seriously. The game was immediately halted and the pot forfeited to the house while the deck and die were confiscated for examination.

			It took every ounce of Belphagor’s restraint to keep from leaping on the little worm and delivering a very unerotic beating. He’d automatically turned up the cuffs of his shirt in preparation for it without being aware he’d done so, showing his ink like an animal might show its teeth in warning.

			The bluish-black tattoos that marked his fingers and the backs of his hands were the badges of his incarceration in the Russian prison system. They marked him as vor, a thief, and announced in no uncertain terms that he was not to be trifled with. The association commanded a certain level of respect in the world of Man—among the right people—that he might never have been afforded due to his less than impressive physical stature, but in Raqia it had the added intimidation factor of making it clear that he had not only dealt with the harsh prison system of the Zona but with the Seraph bounty hunters who exploited it with their own terrestrial magic.

			Just as the game inspector pocketed Belphagor’s favorite wingcasting set, the street door opened, ushering in a blast of wet winter wind and admitting a party of young angelic toughs—arrogant, but breathtaking in their sterile waterspirit purity. One of them had his arm over the shoulder of a demon smartly dressed in a black velvet frock coat and tailored slacks. Despite his impressive size, had it not been for the shock of red matted locks done up in a knot just below the demon’s crown, Belphagor might actually have missed him.

			The sore loser still glaring his defiance across the table at him ceased to matter in the rush of possessive desire and jealous fury that nearly knocked Belphagor off his feet.

			Angels were touching his boy.

			His brain dropped into his testicles, and he charged across the bar like a bull sporting bloody banderillas and struck the angelic prick right in the kisser.

			The angel went down in stunned surprise, and time seemed to freeze for a moment before the rest of the angels in the fancy one’s entourage sprang forward and descended on Belphagor, dragging him upstairs to the street. Despite his stature, he was more than a match for a pair of the little bastards, or even three; prison had taught him a number of valuable skills. But he’d had the misfortune to anger a pack of them.

			“Learn your place, you Fallen piece of trash.” A fist landed in his gut while he struggled, snarling, with the group of angels who had his arms, and another slammed into his cheek. As he spat blood into the snow, the angel before him raising his fist for another blow suddenly howled with pain. Behind him, Vasily had reached over the angel’s shoulder and twisted his arm into an unnatural pose.

			Belphagor’s odds had just improved.

			The angel went sprawling across the slush-dirty cobblestone while two of the angels holding Belphagor let go of him to converge on Vasily. Belphagor slammed his elbow into the throat of another on his left, simultaneously kicking sidelong against the knee of the angel on his right, dislocating it with a loud pop drowned out instantly by the angel’s shriek as he hopped backward. While the choking one on Belphagor’s left swung wildly at him, he grasped the wide-swiping arm and knocked the angel face-first into the brick wall of The Brimstone, punching him in the kidney for good measure.

			He turned and saw the two angels Vasily had grabbed scrambling away, badly bloodied, while the one on the ground dragged himself across the street with one arm at an alarming angle, howling like a child. Two others that had been behind him, and the first one Belphagor had punched, who now stood on the top step, wisely took off running, shouting racial slurs over their shoulders in cowardice.

			Belphagor wiped his fist across his bloody lip and met Vasily’s eyes. Flame sparked dangerously in them.

			“Sukin syn,” Vasily snarled. This was not the Russian Belphagor had taught him. “You think you own me, you son of a bitch? You think you can just march up and mark your property the moment someone else takes a fancy to me?”

			Belphagor’s stance was casual, but the set of his jaw was hard. “I told you.” He spoke calmly. Dangerously. “Angels are not to touch you.” Vasily had just dispatched a handful of angels in seconds, the same angels who’d been beating the snot out of Belphagor a moment before, yet his angry expression was now tinged with fear. Knowing he could strike that fear into Vasily despite his superior physical strength made Belphagor hungry to make good on the unspoken promise. “Did I not make myself clear, malchik?”

			“No—I mean, yes, you—” Vasily stopped and swallowed nervously, clearly trying to pull his defiance back on. “Why?”

		

	
		
			eBooks are not transferable.

			They cannot be sold, shared or given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.

			This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental.

			Samhain Publishing, Ltd.

			11821 Mason Montgomery Road Suite 4B

			Cincinnati OH 45249

			The Dream Alchemist

			Copyright © 2014 by Joanna Chambers

			ISBN: 978-1-61922-425-4

			Edited by Linda Ingmanson

			Cover by Gabrielle Prendergast

			All Rights Are Reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

			First Samhain Publishing, Ltd. electronic publication: December 2014

			www.samhainpublishing.com

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	OEBPS/image/samhain.png
IIIIIIIIII





OEBPS/image/DreamAlchemist-The_EPUB.png





