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Note To Readers:




This book is as British as its author. Readers used to American English may find some spellings and phrases differ slightly from those they are more familiar with.







One







THE MAN POURED himself a generous measure of whiskey from a crystal decanter, which he replaced on the pristine counter. He eased himself into a low white chair, carefully positioned to enjoy the best of the view from the huge window. Soft leather creaked beneath him.

He gazed out over the Thames, its sparkling water throwing off reflected moonlight like a mirrorball, and smiled to himself. His day had gone well. Very well. Exactly as he had planned. Finding Lars had been easy. He had done that a week earlier, on his own. The man preferred working alone. Killing Lars though, that had required help. He disliked asking for help. Of course, he hadn’t really asked for assistance, he had simply taken it. Everyone had a pressure point, a secret that opened them up to manipulation, and he was good at discovering people’s secrets.

Richardson had been easy.

It had been laughably simple to obtain the photographs that persuaded Richardson to do what he wanted. And he hadn’t wanted much. Just an hour of work was all he asked. One hour, doing what she did every day of the week. One hour, and she could keep the pictures — her secret — safe. Naturally the man had retained copies of those images. After all, he might need Richardson’s help again one day. They were stored away with hundreds of others, a liberal dose of leverage to be applied as and when necessary.

Now Lars was dead, it would soon be time to move on to the next stage of the plan. The man was looking forward to this part. It wouldn’t be long now before he would have the ultimate prize. Soon, he would never need anyone else’s help again.







Two







SOMETHING WASN’T RIGHT, Jessica was sure of that. She couldn’t put her finger on quite what it was. No matter, she was happy, so why worry about something she couldn’t even explain?

“Jessie? Are you ready to go, love?” 

It was Lars calling. Sweet, wonderful Lars. Loyal Lars. Dependable, but never dull. He would do anything for her, and she for him. He stepped into the bedroom they shared, smirking.

“I know you’re gorgeous, but if you don’t stop staring at yourself in that mirror, we’re going to be late for dinner with the Chapmans. Not that I’m in any hurry to see them, mind you,” he exclaimed. “Don’t go thinking I’m going soft on them. They’re your friends, and I’m only coming for the booze. That and the fish course.”

Jessica finished applying the bright red lipstick that so contrasted with her pale complexion, set it down, and, taking handfuls of her long dark chocolate hair, she turned to him.

“Up?” she asked, pulling her hair into a tight high ponytail. “Or down?” She opened her hands and shook her head lightly from side to side, letting her mane tumble across her shoulders.

Lars came closer and embraced her from behind, engulfing her small frame.

“Down,” he said. “Always down.”

She looked at his reflection and smiled. “Come on then, you. Let’s get this over with. And for the record, they’re not my friends, they’re colleagues. It’s important that I make the effort to go.”

She pulled open a drawer in the dresser and pushed at the wooden base. As if by magic, a false bottom popped open to reveal a collection of jewellery. She selected a shimmering butterfly brooch and carefully pinned it to her plain white blouse.

Jessica took Lars’ hand and they left the room, crossed the sparsely furnished modernist apartment together, and headed for the door.

Seconds later, they were seated opposite each other at a round oak table in a vast Edwardian dining room. Jessica gasped, shaken to find herself suddenly in this place. She had no recollection of travelling there. She didn’t even remember opening the apartment door. Some of the others at the table looked at her with expressions of concern.

“You alright, lass?” asked the rotund gentleman sat to her left. “You’ve gone very white. Whiter than usual, even for you!”

Everybody probably seemed pale to him; his own face was redder than a late summer sunset.

“I’m fine thank you, Jeff,” Jessica replied. “Honestly, I just…I don’t…it doesn’t matter. I just need some water, thank you.”

To her embarrassment she discovered she was already holding a glass of water, which probably accounted for the anxious expression Lars was wearing. She drank too quickly, coughed, and placed the oversized wine glass back on the table.

“The fish really is excellent, Amanda,” she said, keen to change the subject, and to stop everyone at the table from staring at her. “What do you think, Lars? Beautifully moist and tender.”

“Yes, lovely fish,” he said, concern still etched on his face. Then, relaxing a little, “You must give me the recipe, Mrs Chapman. Jessie loves seafood, and I do so enjoy cooking for her. For us.”

“Please, dear, call me Amanda,” said the woman sitting opposite him. She was fluttering her eyelashes and occasionally flicked her bleached blonde hair over her shoulders. Jessica watched the pathetic display, partly amused by the older woman’s attempts to seduce her beloved Lars, and partly annoyed that she would do so so blatantly in front of her. Lars was playing along, making the poor woman believe he was interested. When she wasn’t looking, he stole a sideways glance at Jessica and winked. She had to stifle a giggle with her napkin.

Jessica still couldn’t shake the feeling that the scene was somehow wrong. As they ate, drank, and chatted, she felt apart from the group, like she didn’t belong there; like they were all strangers.

As the last of the dessert was being devoured, music began to play from an unseen source. Madonna. A strange choice, she thought, for such a classy dinner party. It wafted over the table, becoming louder with every beat until it drowned out the conversation entirely. Jessica glanced around, expecting one of their hosts to go and turn it down, but nobody was taking any notice.

The music got louder still, so loud that it crowded out her own thoughts, making it impossible to concentrate. Her head became heavy, her mind muddled and confused. The voices of the assembled guests faded completely. The song dominated. It reached into her head and rattled her brain.

• • •

Jessica opened her eyes. She was in bed. Her semi-conscious mind fumbled around awkwardly, trying to pull itself out of the dream and reassert reality. With great effort she managed to bring an arm to life. Then a hand. Encouraging the two to work in unison, she reached over to the bedside table and switched off the radio alarm.

So that was the source of her confusion: she had been dreaming.

The reality of Monday morning crashed into her head. Forcing her eyes into focus, she looked at the clock. 5 AM. Time to get up and prepare for work. As she clambered out of bed, washed, and dressed, the memory of the dream, and of sweet, wonderful Lars, was already fading away.

• • •

“Good morning, Jessica, you look so beautiful today!” cried the man behind the counter.

Jessica gave him a sarcastic smile.

“What, you don’t believe Ciro? But Ciro speaks only the truth!”

“Ciro speaks whatever you want to hear,” Jessica said.

She rounded the stainless-steel counter and disappeared into the back room. It was a small space, just big enough for an old school dining table that was used as a desk, some shelves stacked with supplies, and a space to stow outdoor clothing. She took off her coat and hung it carefully on a peg. Her name was written above it on a piece of masking tape.

“People want to hear the truth,” Ciro called from the front. He was extracting pots of exotic ingredients from a huge silver refrigerator, and organising them into the glass-fronted range that ran almost the entire length of the shop. “Maybe not the truth as Jessica and Ciro see it, but the truth as they think it!”

“Oh, Ciro, you do talk such rubbish sometimes.” Jessica joined him behind the counter, where she began slicing fresh bread rolls in two and buttering them liberally.

“And that’s why everybody loves me!”

Ciro had come to London when he was just 18, and although he was closer to sixty than he’d ever admit, he still spoke with a thick Italian accent. In fact, Jessica was sure his accent was getting stronger. It was just another part of the act. Ciro the Italian; Ciro the philosopher; Ciro the man that everyone liked to call their friend. And that suited Ciro just fine, as long as they kept coming into his little City cafe, bought his overpriced sandwiches, his pastries, and his expensive but excellent coffee.

“You have a good weekend, my darling?” he asked. “You spend time with Simon perhaps? Such a lovely boy.” He stopped short when he noticed Jessica was glaring at him.

“No, I did not spend it with Simon. I did not see Simon, or talk to him, or even think about him. Forget about Simon, Ciro. That chapter of my life is over. He’s done with.” She stabbed a roll with a ferocity that made the Italian take a step back.

“Maybe if you say why you no want to see him again, then Ciro understand. But always you are so secret with your thoughts. Is not good to be like that. You must talk. Perhaps Ciro can fix it?”

“You can’t fix it, Ciro, trust me. Now, are we opening this cafe today or what?”

Jessica donned her red-and-white striped apron, paced over to the door, and flipped the Open sign. She turned back to the counter to see Ciro watching her, sighing. “What?”

“Such a shame. Such a lovely girl, needs a lovely boy. Ciro will find you a lovely boy!”

Jessica smiled despite herself. She didn’t know what she would do without Ciro. Her boss was more like a father than an employer, looking out for her, always there for her. She liked him, and liked working for him. It might not be a job that made her mother proud, but it just about paid the rent, and it was comfortable. More to the point, she enjoyed it.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get this show on the road. And I don’t need a lovely boy, they’re more trouble that they’re worth.”

Two and a half hours later, Jessica and Ciro were dealing with the last of the morning rush. Mondays were the busiest day of the week. Hordes of half-awake commuters arrived bleary eyed, looking for an energy boost in a paper cup. Lines of hungry City traders wanted sticky, sweet breakfast pastries. Then, later, the creative types, who ordered their designer coffees without looking up from their smartphones as they texted non-stop. Jessica wondered what would happen if they changed the layout of the shop; half the customers would never make it to the counter without being involved in a mass pile-up. She was giggling to herself over this thought when a familiar voice brought her back down to earth with a bump.

“Jess,” it said simply.

Simon was standing in front of her. He was a good-looking boy, Ciro was right about that, if that’s what he meant by ‘lovely.’ But good looks could never make up for what he had done to her.

“Ciro, customer!” Jessica turned and walked towards the back of the shop. Ciro was at one of the few tables that were squeezed into the front of the cafe, watching a small television bolted to the wall. He peered up at Jessica, then looked across to Simon, but made no move to get up and serve the boy.

“Jess, please. I’ve said I’m sorry,” Simon pleaded. “Listen, I’d had too much to drink, and I never meant to do anything. It’s just, you know, one thing led to another, and, well…”

“And you ended up sleeping with some girl you met half an hour earlier!” Jessica choked back tears. She didn’t want him to see quite how upset she really was. She drew a deep breath and turned to face him, trying to keep herself together. “So what can I get you today, sir?”

“Some time alone together? So I can apologise properly? I’ve got a table booked at that flash new restaurant. They’ve got a three-month waiting list. I had to pull some strings to get it, but I want to show you how sorry I am.”

“We have a new apple custard pastry, or perhaps you would like a double espresso? Monday morning special, they’re the same price as a regular.” She avoided his eye as she spoke, instead pointing out the delicacies on offer.

Ciro watched silently from his table, knowing better than to interrupt the exchange.

“Why are you being like this, Jess? I’ve said I’m sorry, for God’s sake. And that table wasn’t easy to get. Are you going to let me take you out, or shall I find someone who’ll appreciate it?”

That was enough. Ciro stood, putting himself between Jessica and the boy. “Okay, okay. Let’s all be friends, yes? You want some coffee? Ciro will make you some coffee, hmm? To take away I think, yes?”

The greying Italian stepped back behind the counter and began working dials and levers on the steaming silver coffee machine. He didn’t seem to notice Jessica standing stock still, staring at the television. It was showing a news bulletin. The presenter was talking about a murder. Something had caught her attention, but she wasn’t entirely sure what.

“Ciro, where’s the remote? Ciro? Quick!” She scrabbled around on the counter top, shuffling order books and paper bags and half-drunk cups of tea. The remote control was not to be found among the chaos, so she dashed round to the front and jabbed the volume button on the television, then dropped into a chair as the reporter’s voice boomed loud and clear:

“…film producer, murdered Friday morning. Mr Jacobson’s family have been informed, and are currently helping police with their enquiries. We understand that investigators are already looking for someone in connection with the murder based on strong evidence from the scene, although detectives tell me they are asking anyone who might have any information to come forward. Earlier I spoke with the detective leading the enquiry.”

The reporter turned to look at a screen somewhere out of the shot, and the picture changed to a pre-recorded interview.

“We believe Mr Jacobson was killed sometime between six o’clock and seven o’clock in the morning. We are appealing to any witnesses who may have been in the area at that time, and anyone who saw anything suspicious in or around the vicinity. Any detail, no matter how small, may be very valuable to us. If you have information, we would ask you to contact…”

But Jessica didn’t hear the rest of what the policeman said, because the video had changed to show a photo of the victim. She knew that face, but still the details eluded her. Where had she seen it? Her mind raced as she searched her memories for one that matched the image on the screen. Floppy blond hair, bright blue eyes; he looked like a musician. A violinist maybe. Did she know any violinists? It seemed unlikely. Could he have been someone from university? Possible, but she had the feeling she had seen this man recently, very recently. Talked to him, even. It was as if she had a connection with him, deeper than just having met him. Her eyes glazed over as she tried in vain to place him.

The reporter was speaking again, but Jessica wasn’t listening. Not until he repeated the victim’s name.

“…Lars Jacobson is believed to have lived alone, but was found by his cleaner, who had a key to his flat…”

“Lars!” Jessica exclaimed, leaping back to her feet and looking at Ciro, wild eyed, forgetting all about Simon, who was watching her with a puzzled expression.

“It’s Lars! From the dream! But how…I mean, what…”

She couldn’t find the words to express her confusion. At the mention of his name, the dream had poured back into her head like a movie played at high speed. 

“I dreamt about him, last night,” Jessica explained. “I mean this morning, just before I woke up. But…I’ve never met him before. How could I dream about someone I’ve never met?”

“Ciro dream about people he not meet all the time,” the Italian replied, the corner of his mouth curling into a rather naughty smile.

“Yes, but not people who are real! How can I dream about a real person, if I’ve never seen them before? That’s too weird.”

“Perhaps he is customer, no?” said Ciro. “We see many faces here. You maybe make him coffee, you like his face, and then you dream him up. Was it good dream? You can tell Ciro!” 

“He was my…we were together. We were happy, he was nice. But he’s not a customer, Ciro, I’m sure. I’d remember.”

Simon sighed heavily. “Well clearly I’m wasting my time here. It sounds like you’ve already replaced me with an imaginary friend. I’m outta here. Bloody pointless restaurant booking…” He stomped out of the shop, muttering like a scolded five-year-old.

Jessica slumped back onto the chair. “I must be losing it, Ciro. I suppose you’re right. I must have seen him in the street or something.”

But Jessica didn’t really believe that. Such a striking face, she would know if she had seen him. He had been in her dream, and now he was real. Real, and dead.

• • •

Jessica waved goodbye to Ciro and walked the short distance from the cafe to the townhouse that Doctor Sloan used for his practice. Normally she bounced along the pavement in her flowery dresses and Converse boots, but today she was dragging her feet, taking her time.

The lunchtime rush had gone by in something of a blur. She had been on autopilot, serving customers with a fixed smile, all the time turning over that image of Lars in her mind.

Her afternoon appointment with Sloan was the first Monday of every month, and she never worried about these meetings. There hadn’t been anything to worry about for years. Today though, as she walked up the steps to the glossy black door, she was filled with trepidation. What if it was starting all over again? Was she crazy? She half turned to leave, but stopped herself. If anyone could reassure her that she was okay, Sloan could. And Sloan had been very positive of late, even hinting that these visits might soon be coming to an end. She would only regret missing the opportunity to have the kindly doctor tell her everything would be fine.

Gritting her teeth, she turned back, reached out a hand, and pressed the intercom button labelled: Dr Sloan, Psychiatrist.

The doctor’s room always made her think of Sherlock Holmes’ Baker Street flat. It was filled with dusty antique books stacked like Stonehenge columns, well-worn leather chairs, and a green-topped mahogany desk. Sloan didn’t go for the traditional psychiatrist’s couch, preferring an ageing brown Chesterfield settee for his patients. Jessica sat down primly and clasped her hands together, resting them on her knees. 

“You look tense, Jessica. Why don’t you tell me what’s wrong”? Sloan spoke gently, his manner well practiced. He was an elderly man who should have retired years ago, but he loved his job and had no idea what he would fill his time with if ever he did stop work. His hair, although grey, was plentiful and unkempt. The round spectacles and brown cardigan he always wore just added to the whole mad scientist look he had about him.

“I had a dream,” Jessica began, “about a man who has been murdered.”

“I see. Was the dream violent? What was your role within the dream?”

Jessica thought for a second, then realised what he meant. “No, you don’t understand. I dreamt about this man, Lars. His name is Lars. It was the last dream I had before waking up this morning. He was my boyfriend in the dream; we lived together. I loved him, I know that. I was happy, and I knew he loved me. But that was just a dream. Then today I saw on the news that this man exists. I mean, he did exist, but he was murdered, yesterday.”

“Right. So you saw something about a murder, and dreamt about the victim. That’s not unusual. Murder is a grisly business and can provoke extreme emotional reactions. Dreaming is your mind’s way of trying to sort out those feelings.”

“No, but you still don’t see,” Jessica said, getting annoyed. Her knuckles turned white as she squeezed her hands together. “I saw about the murder after my dream. Before I dreamed him, I never saw this Lars in my life. I’ve thought about it all afternoon, and I know I’ve never seen him before. How can I dream about someone who’s real, but who I’ve never seen, Doctor Sloan? It’s happening again, isn’t it? I’m going mad, aren’t I? Is it because of my breakup with Simon? He cheated on me, you know. It’s my fault, I must have done something wrong.”

“Jessica, people act of their own accord. You already told me about what Simon did. Last month you didn’t have a good word to say about him. Bad things happen, and it’s not your fault when they do. You can’t always blame yourself when things go wrong.”

“It’s my fault my parents divorced,” Jessica snorted back, regretting it the instant the words escaped her lips.

“You were very unwell, and it may indeed be the case that your…episodes…put an added strain on their marriage. But if their marriage was strong they would have rallied to help you. You cannot blame yourself for what happened all those years ago.” Sloan spoke soothingly, leaning forwards to look into her eyes. “Jessica, you’ve come a long way since we first met.” He sighed a little before continuing, a note of sadness in his voice. “When I see you sat there now, I see a young woman full of potential. You are a world away from the frightened eleven-year-old who first sat on that sofa. I cannot explain your dream, but I am sure it doesn’t mean anything. You know, science is a long way from explaining dreams. We have theories, ideas, but nobody really knows what happens when we dream, or why. The most likely explanation is simply that you saw this man somewhere, perhaps in a crowd, and you liked his face. Your subconscious mind picked him out and decided to give him a starring role in a dream, and unfortunately the poor fellow has gone and got himself killed. You see, there’s always a rational explanation for these kinds of things.”

Jessica leaned back on the sofa and stared at the ceiling. A fly was making circuits of the light fitting. She wasn’t entirely convinced, but she had to admit that the psychiatrist did make sense. Besides, what other explanation could there be? “Maybe my memory’s going then. I can’t imagine forgetting a face like that. He had such striking features.”

“Not at all,” the doctor chuckled. “It is most likely you saw the man out of the corner of your eye. It probably never registered on a conscious level.”

“I suppose so.” Jessica still wasn’t sure, but at least it sounded like she wasn’t going mad. She knew what it was like to go crazy, to have voices in her head, to have ‘episodes,’ as Doctor Sloan called them. Times when she acted or spoke strangely, and afterwards couldn’t remember a thing about it. For a year that had been her life. She hadn’t believed those episodes had ever happened, until Doctor Sloan showed her a video of one of his early sessions. In the film, she’d seen herself start talking nonsense about people she’d never heard of, and things that didn’t make any sense. She’d had no recollection of saying those things, yet the video proved to her she had. No, Jessica had been crazy before, and this didn’t feel like crazy at all.

She sat up straighter, reassured. She had made the right choice coming to see Doctor Sloan. Lars had been a freak dream. Ciro was right, she needed to find a nice boyfriend. Simon was history. Not all men were bad. It was time to move on.

• • •

Jessica didn’t much feel like sleeping, but she had to try. Early morning starts meant late nights were a bad idea, so at just after ten she was lying in bed, staring into space.

Thoughts of Lars Jacobson played on her mind. Ciro, Doctor Sloan, they both had the same explanation, and they both made sense. Yet Jessica still had a feeling, deep inside, that something was wrong. She believed she had met Lars, but not in the cafe or in the street. The connection she felt with him was just too strong.

“Jessie? Are you alright?” Lars’ voice took her by surprise.

“What? Lars?” Jessica jerked her head round to look at him. “But they said you were dead.”

“What are you talking about? Who said I was dead? Maybe you should sit down for a minute, sweetheart, you’ve gone very pale.”

Jessica swivelled her head slowly, taking in her surroundings. Where was she? How did she get there? Hadn’t she just been trying to get to sleep?

“Jessie? Oh… Oh! Are you…? Okay, Jessica. I assume you’re still called Jessica? I think we might be meeting for the first time. Sit down and let’s take this slowly.”

“Sit down? But I’m lying down…” Her voice trailed off as she discovered that no, she was standing. Lars’ voice distorted and twisted, but Jessica could see him quite clearly in front of her. She reached out a shaky hand to touch him, but she was falling…falling… Flinging her arms out automatically to try and catch herself, her hand hit something hard.

“Argh!”

She cried out. The stab of pain in her hand as it collided with the bedside table pulled her from her slumber. She sat bolt upright in bed, bleary eyed, in something of a daze.

The room was bathed in the orange glow of the sodium street lamp outside. Filtered through the curtains of her bedroom window, it painted everything with a surreal tinge, making the space look like something out of a dream. But the dream she’d just had didn’t look anything like that. The dream was more real than the room. Was this the dream? Was Lars real, and alive? Jessica reached across to the small white lamp beside the bed, hesitated for a heartbeat, then flicked on the switch.

The room was instantly transformed into her familiar, safe bedroom. She realised she had been holding her breath, and let it out in a long, loud sigh. Of course it had been a dream, just a very vivid one. It had shaken her, and she knew she would have trouble dozing off again. Instead of trying, she slipped out of bed and went into the little kitchen area of her compact flat, where she heated some milk and made hot chocolate.

Back in bed, sipping the sweet, warm drink, she tried to think of something, anything, other than Lars. It took some time, but within half an hour of draining her mug she was once again fast asleep.







Three







THE WHOLE MORNING flew by in something of a blur. Jessica had slept through her alarm, and made it to the cafe just before opening time. Ciro hadn’t said anything; he saw she looked a bit rough — which was unusual for her — and was too nice to complain. Besides, she was the best employee he had ever had; he wasn’t going to worry about one late morning.

The breakfast rush had been and gone, and Ciro and Jessica were taking a well-earned break, drinking strong, thick black coffee and discussing Ciro’s ideas for redecorating the seating area in front of the counter.

“More simple colours, no?” Ciro said. “More modern, more clean. Ciro is not blind. He see this must be more modern. Is what the people in this city want, yes?”

Jessica looked aghast, and set down her coffee. “What sets this place apart is its quirkiness. People like coming here and seeing your family photos on the wall. They like the old newspapers, the…the” — she searched for the right phrase — “the thrown-together look.”

Her boss opened his mouth to protest, but she cut him off with a wave of her finger in the air. “It’s a good thing. You know, anti-design is all the rage. I read an article about it in one of my magazines. Top designers charge a fortune to stick up random stuff like this. I don’t think you should change a thing.” She glanced around the nicotine-stained walls. “Well, maybe a coat of paint to clean things up now the smoking ban is in place. But then we put everything back on the walls the way it was. What do you say? People come here because of you, Ciro, and this decor is you.”

Ciro looked at her meekly. He was fairly sure she had just paid him a compliment. The girl could wrap him around her little finger, and they both knew it. She was the daughter he’d never had. He looked away at the thought, hoping Jessica wouldn’t catch sight of the tear forming in the corner of his eye.

Just at that moment the door opened to the tinkle of the old-fashioned bell above. A young man walked in hesitantly. He wore a cheap grey suit that was a shade too large for him. The expensive designer spectacles framing his eyes were at odds with the rest of his appearance.

“Good morning, what can I get you?” Jessica asked as she stood up and got back behind the counter. She thought she saw Ciro trying to suppress a smile.

The man approached awkwardly, apparently uncomfortable but trying — too hard — to appear calm.

“I’d, um, could I have…er, a small cappuccino please. No! A large latte. Yes, a large latte, thank you.” 

“Sure. Anything with that?”

He stuck out his right hand and said, “I’m Andy. Oh, er, no, thank you. Just the coffee.” His hand remained suspended above the counter. Andy and Jessica both looked down at it. Jessica, feeling embarrassed for the poor boy, took hold and shook it limply.

Ciro, still at the table, tried — and failed — to hide a snigger. Jessica ignored him.

“Hello, Andy. Pleased to meet you,” she said, smiling sweetly. “That will be two pounds ninety for the latte. Do you have one of our loyalty cards? You get a free coffee with twenty points, and a free mid-day meal deal with two hundred points.”

Andy retrieved his hand, but didn’t seem to know what to do with it, so let it hang by his side. “No, I don’t have a card, but I’d very much like one. I’ve just started working round here. I expect I’ll become a bit of what you might call a regular.” He gave a strange giggle. “So, erm, you’ll probably see a lot more of me.”

Jessica pushed a blank form and biro over the counter, and turned to the coffee machine, where she pushed and poked at the groaning, hissing beast until a strong-smelling brown liquid started flowing into a paper cup. “Fill that in, and I’ll get your card sorted out,” she said, looking back over her shoulder.

For a few moments, the only sound was the gurgling and slurping of the coffee maker, and the scratching of pen on paper as the young man filled out the questionnaire. He finished and looked up just as Jessica turned back with the large latte in her hand. For the briefest of moments, they looked right into each other’s eyes. Jessica was surprised to find herself thinking that, in a strange way, Andy was quite attractive. She put down the coffee and looked away, her face turning salmon pink.

“Right, let me find you a card then, Mr” — she grabbed the form, read the top line, and disappeared into the back room mumbling — “Mr Shaw.”

“Call me Andy, please!” he called after her, but she was out of earshot, somewhere in the back of the shop.

Jessica returned a minute later, and handed over a printed card with Cafe Ciro written in large letters on the front. 

“Thanks. I’ll make good use of it, I’m sure,” Andy said, grinning. He fished around in his jacket pocket for some coins, counted out the correct change, which he placed on the counter, and turned to leave. Passing Ciro, who hadn’t moved, he gave a half-smile, raised his eyebrows, and shrugged his shoulders. Ciro winked back. The bell tinkled once more, and the customer was gone.

Jessica sat down with Ciro. The Italian burst into a fit of laughter. 

“What?” she asked, although she had a pretty good idea what had amused him.

“Well that not go as well as Ciro planned! Ciro want to make you happy, and Andy is nice boy. I hope he will come back, you hope too, yes?” He gave another wink, and roared with laughter once more.

“You know him?”

“No, no. I mean, yes, but only a little. He was in the cafe before, two or three times I think, but you serve other customers. He look at you. Ciro know what it mean when a man look at girl like that. He like you! I tell him come back today, when is quiet. Perhaps he catch your eye. I think it works, no? You not like Andy?”

Jessica sat back and sighed. “I’m sure he’s very nice. But Ciro, I only just broke up with Simon. It’s too soon to think of finding a new boyfriend.”

“Nonsense! A nice boy is just what you need. Make you happy, make you forget Simon. Not all men are bad, you know.”

“I know, Ciro,” Jessica said. Maybe he was right, she thought. After all, just last night she had decided it was time to move on.

Something on the television caught her eye. She reached for the remote and turned up the sound.

“…and police say that at this time they believe the suspect was working alone and they are not seeking anyone else in connection with the murder. I spoke with a detective on the case and he told me that the CCTV evidence gave them a very clear picture of exactly what happened on the morning that Mr Jacobson was killed. I was also told that the murder weapon has been recovered. Matthew Shipton’s lawyer issued a statement saying that he denied any involvement, and hopes to be released without charge. Back to you in the studio.”

The screen flicked back to the news desk, and the presenter began talking about a controversial new wind farm to be built on green belt land.

Jessica leaned back in her chair, deep in thought. She had managed to put Lars out of her head since her weird dream the previous night, but the news report brought that dream — and the one from the night before that — back as clear as if she had just woken from it.

The feeling that she had a connection to the victim refused to go away, and even if she didn’t understand why that was, it meant she felt compelled to learn more about the case. Jessica wanted to meet this Matthew Shipton, find out what he knew, and why he had been arrested. Perhaps he could shed light on who Lars was and where she had seen him before.

The only fly in the ointment was that Shipton was in police custody, so getting to talk to him would not be easy. Just as she was pondering this particular problem, the door tinkled again, and in sauntered Simon.

“If you’re here to buy something, Ciro will serve you. Otherwise, please leave me alone. I have nothing more to say to you!” Jessica yelled at him. She jumped from her seat and scurried into the back room, slamming the door behind her. A few moments later she heard the bell go again.

Ciro eased open the door and took a couple of steps into the room. “I send him away, tell him he not welcome here no more.”

“Thank you, Ciro.” She threw her arms around him and he hugged her tight.

“Come on, we have to prepare for the lunchtime. Maybe nice boy Andy come back for some lunch? You serve him perhaps, huh?”

Jessica smiled, and wiped her tear-filled eyes. “Yeah, why not.”

• • •

Jessica was still thinking about how she could get to talk to Shipton when she got into bed that same evening. The day had been busy though, and she was tired. She fell asleep almost instantly.

She dreamed she was on a boat, lost at sea. It wasn’t a big boat, just large enough to accommodate a family of four, but there were only two other people with her. All three of them were sick, and hungry. There was no food and they were lost. A storm was blowing in off the horizon. She felt nauseous and thirsty. When the first of the big waves crashed against the boat, sending it flying over like a rubber duck, she awoke, sweating, and still feeling some of the sickness she had experienced in the dream.

She crawled out of bed and drank a large glass of water before returning, and once again falling asleep quickly.

This time she dreamt she was in a restaurant. It was quite upmarket, not the sort of establishment in which she would normally eat. The pristine white walls were decorated with Picasso prints, interspersed with lush potted plants on sleek stands, and the odd sculpture.

Although the place was busy, she was at a table with another girl on a mezzanine level with no immediately neighbouring diners. The sound of other people’s conversations bubbled up from the floor beneath, and the clattering of chefs in the kitchen could be heard further back in the darker recesses of the dining room.

“He’s worried about you, Jessie, that’s all. He wasn’t sure if it was you, or you know, like, your number one. She’s bound to turn up sooner or later, yeah? You said so yourself. The question is, if it was her, did she know what was going on?”

Jessica looked at the girl opposite. She was about her age, maybe a bit older. Later twenties perhaps? Her dark skin was flawless. The beads in her braided hair were as colourful as the blouse she wore. She didn’t wait for Jessica to reply, but kept on talking at her.

“So anyway, did I tell you I reached thirty-three? I was so impressed with myself, man! I mean, I know it’s nothing to you, but I felt well proud of myself. I couldn’t quite control it to stay long, but it was weird, like weird with a capital W, you get me? Well, yeah, of course, you been there are done that. But man! It was so cool. How’s your lasagne, girl? You hardly touched that plate.”

Jessica looked at the dish in front of her. The food did look appetising. She loaded her fork with the layered pasta and beef, and slid it into her mouth. The meat was delicious. Why was she surprised by that? She had a vague feeling that she was dreaming, but that couldn’t be right, because this place — the food, the girl opposite, the tables of other people eating and drinking around them — it was too detailed to be a dream. She could focus on any one of the many conversations taking place at the other tables.

“…and now she’s asking for a divorce! Did you ever hear of anything so ridiculous?” shrieked a woman dressed entirely in red.

“…few more months of this and I’ll ’ave enough to tell Stevens where he can stick ’is sodding job. Yeah, I can’t wait to see the look on ’is face, scumbag…” muttered a red-faced young man, seated with three other people, each as well dressed as he was.

“No, the fish, darling. You really should try the fish. Honestly, I simply cannot fathom why you would come here and eat the same thing every week,” intoned a man whose nose seemed altogether too large for his face.

Jessica looked back to the girl in front of her. No, this couldn’t be a dream. Too real, and she had been here too long. Her dreams rarely lasted this long. 

“Jessie? What’s up? Yo! You zoned out there, man.”

“Sorry, Selena, I just had one of those moments,” Jessica said. She immediately wondered how it could be that she knew the girl’s name. Then she remembered. Selena was her best friend. They’d known each other for years. They travelled together, that was right, wasn’t it? Only it wasn’t normal travel. There was something special about it.

“You know how sometimes you think you might be dreaming? Then you realise it’s not a dream, it’s just that you kind of forgot yourself for a second?” Jessica said.

“Are you joking me?” Selena dropped her fork to her plate. “You are joking me right? Jessie?”

But Jessica didn’t say anything. She had gone as white as a sheet. Her own fork clattered to the table, sending minced beef flying everywhere. Her mouth hung open, and she raised a limp hand and pointed at the man who was approaching them. Finally, the words that were stuck in her throat made their escape: “It’s him! I know him!”

Selena looked over her shoulder, then back at Jessica. “Well duh! I’ll say you do!” She turned in her seat to greet the approaching man. “Hey, Lars, we thought you weren’t coming.”

“Lars!” Jessica squeaked. “His name is Lars! But he’s dead. He was murdered. It was on the news.”

Lars and Selena stared at each other, an unspoken understanding passing between them. Selena leant forward. “Jessie? Or Jessica? Jess? What do we call you? Do you understand what’s going on, man? Do you know where you are?”

Jessica leant back in her seat, beads of sweat running down her brow. She could hardly breathe. Everything was becoming muddled in her mind. Here was Lars. She knew him. She loved him, didn’t she? But he was dead. No, that was a different Lars; he just had the same face. No, that wasn’t it either, it was something else. Her eyes darted from Lars to Selena and back again. Was this another dream? It couldn’t be, it was too real. 

“Jessie, darling, are you still there? Or is this another Jessica? Take a deep breath. Breathe, Jessie!” Lars shook her by the shoulders. “Jessie…Jessie!”

“…Jess? Jessica!”

The voice calling her name had changed. It was a woman’s voice, and the tone was no longer one of concern, it was more agitated, annoyed even.

“Jessica! Come on, get yourself up. Look at the state of this place. What did your last slave die of? Do you expect me to come here and clean up after you every week?”

Jessica opened her eyes. She knew she should never have given her mother the spare key to the flat. Being woken by her made her feel about twelve years old. On the other hand, she couldn’t deny that it was very convenient having the place cleaned and the fridge filled while she was out at work. She felt a little guilty letting her mother do so much for her, but only a little. After all, the woman did insist. Jessica was sure that despite the complaining, she enjoyed every second of it.

“Mum?” she croaked. “What are you doing here so early? Put the kettle on and I’ll make us both tea.”

She lay there for a minute, replaying the last moments of the dream in her mind. She knew Selena. How could she know her? She’d never met her before. And Lars? He was still alive? None of it made any sense. If she was dreaming about Lars because she saw him on television, then why? What was so important about him that made her mind pick him out and use him in a dream, and such a vivid one at that? Whatever it was, it was going to have to wait. Jessica pulled herself out of bed, put on her bathrobe, and stepped out of the bedroom.

“I already made the tea,” her mother said sternly.

She was sitting at the table, sipping steaming liquid from a large red mug. Jessica looked around. The flat seemed tidy to her. “What’s wrong with this place?”

“It’s a mess, young lady, that’s what. And it’s not as if you don’t have time to clean up after yourself, working part time.”

“Don’t start that again, Mum. I know you don’t like me working in the cafe, but it is a full-time job. I might finish early, but I start even earlier! I’m too tired to clean in the afternoon. I was going to put the vacuum cleaner round this weekend.”

Jessica’s mother carefully placed her mug on a coaster. She gazed out of the window. “If you had a career, instead of a job, then you could afford to pay someone to come in and clean for you,” she said bitterly.

“I like my job. I earn enough to pay the bills, and I don’t need a cleaner. This flat is tiny. A cleaner would be ridiculous.”

“If you had a proper job, you could afford a bigger flat.”

There it was, she had said it. Proper job. Jessica flopped down into a chair and grabbed her mug of tea. She blew on it, sending steam cascading over the sides.

Her mother continued. “Honestly, I don’t know why you went to university. What use is a degree if you’re just going to work in a cheap cafe?”

“What use is a degree in psychology at all?” Jessica retorted. “I told you, I like my job. And I like my flat. I don’t need anything bigger.”

“What about when you want to settle down with someone? Where is Simon anyway? You haven’t mentioned him in ages.”

Jessica stared at her drink. “We split up. And I do not want to talk about it, okay?”

Her mother sighed pointedly. “Probably got fed up with you. I expect the boy wanted to go out and do things, try things, not be stuck with a semi-recluse. You need to snap out of this, Jessica. Anyway, you’re better off without that one. You can do better than him. And you can do better than that cafe. You’re smart, and you’re beautiful. A good catch! If only you’d start believing in yourself a bit. You could be somebody!”

“I am somebody! Just not the somebody you want me to be.” She put down her mug and went back into her bedroom, tears streaming down her cheeks. She hated her mother talking that way, but what made it worse was that she knew she was half right. Jessica was well aware that she was capable of much more than serving sandwiches and coffee. 

“You should ask Doctor Sloan about a course of hypnosis,” her mother called from the living room. “That might be a way to knock a bit of self-confidence into that head of yours!”







Four







THE MAN PUT the newspaper down beside him on the bench. He stroked his chin absent-mindedly, staring out over the green expanse of the park. He didn’t see the ancient oak trees, or the ducks on the lake; he didn’t hear the excited screams of children playing, or the sound of the breeze rustling through the clumps of bamboo and pampas grass. His thoughts were elsewhere.

Shipton had been arrested and charged with the murder of Lars Jacobson. That was expected; planned for. The man thought it might have taken longer though. Not that it mattered. Shipton could say anything he liked, the evidence against him was watertight, the man had made sure of that.

Yet something niggled him. The police would look for a motive, and they weren’t going to find one. It was a loose end. The man didn’t like loose ends. He berated himself under his breath. He would have preferred to have used someone with a link to Lars, no matter how remote. Any link would have given the detectives something to hang the murder on, and would have tied up the case more cleanly. He had to work with what was available though, and Shipton was perfect in every other way. He had the ability, but was weak-minded. And of course, he was in the right place at the right time. The loose end would have to remain hanging. There was nothing to be done about it now.

The man picked up the newspaper again, and turned to a story about a multimillionaire footballer who had just splashed out on a new mansion, complete with ten-car garage and enough Ferraris and Aston Martins to fill it. He made a mental note to have some fun there when his plan was complete.







Five







JESSICA STOOD IN the lobby of the police station. It hadn’t been difficult to find out where Matthew Shipton was being held; it was in all the news reports on television, in the newspapers, and on the internet. She had no idea how she was actually going to get to talk to him though — she hadn’t really thought through that part of the plan.

Her day had been spent at work, once again trying not to think about Lars and Selena. Any time she had thought about Shipton, those two popped into her mind. So instead, she had focussed on work. In the quiet periods she had helped Ciro start taking down the various decorative items that adorned the walls, in preparation for the big repainting. 

There had been one diverting moment when Andy had come in to buy a toasted cheese and pepper sandwich and a chocolate brownie for his lunch. He had stumbled over his words as he placed the order with Jessica; she had felt quite sorry for him. He was clearly trying to pluck up the courage to ask her out, but the cafe was busy and it hadn’t been the right moment, so he had left quickly, almost forgetting his wallet on the counter. 

As soon as the lunchtime rush was over, and the shop had been cleaned, Jessica had grabbed her coat and left. She hadn’t told Ciro where she was heading — he would have told her she was mad and that there was no way she would be allowed to talk to Shipton. What’s more, she knew he would have been right. The man had just been charged with murder, he wasn’t a tourist attraction.

So why, she wondered, was she there at all? To get answers. To find out who Lars was to Shipton. Maybe then she could find out more about this mysterious man who appeared too frequently in her dreams.

“Hello there. Can I help you at all?” a voice said.

Jessica turned and saw a stocky-looking woman in police uniform. She was standing to attention behind a counter. 

“Ah, hello. Yes…I’m here to speak with Mr Matthew Shipton.”

The police woman raised an eyebrow. “I see. And you are?” She didn’t take her eyes off Jessica.

“I’m, er, a friend. I need to see him. It’s really very important that I speak with him as soon as possible.”

“Right,” the uniformed woman replied. “So you’re not family, and you’re not his lawyer. Is that right?”

“Just a friend,” said Jessica. She felt like she was shrinking into her shoes. This was a silly idea and she should never have come. What was she thinking?

“Could you just wait there a moment, madam? I’ll be back in two shakes.” The officer disappeared through a side door and into the depths of the station.

A few minutes passed in silence. Jessica was about to leave when a door on her side of the counter opened, and two men stepped out. The man on the left wore a dark suit, and Jessica recognised him immediately from the television reports as the lead detective on the case. His colleague was clad in jeans and a leather jacket.

The suited policeman spoke first. “Hello, madam. I understand you are a friend of Matthew Shipton?”

“Um, yes. I really need to speak with him, but I quite understand if that’s not possible,” Jessica said, already backing towards the exit. She was beginning to feel very uneasy indeed.

Suit-man spoke again: “My colleague didn’t get your name.” He nodded towards the counter, on which the uniformed officer was now leaning, watching proceedings intently. “You are Miss…?” His words hung in the air like a bad smell.

“Kayne. Jessica Kayne.”

“Miss Kayne, would you mind coming with us please? We have a few questions we’d like to ask you. It won’t take much time, just through here.” He gestured towards the door through which he had come.

Jessica felt her stomach knot. She realised that claiming to be a friend of Shipton’s was the worst thing she could have said. What if they thought she was somehow involved? And if she told them the truth now — that she’d never set eyes on him in her life — she would look like a liar and they’d have reason to be suspicious. There was no choice but to go with them and answer their questions honestly.

Jessica was marshalled into a small room with no windows. Just like in the movies, she thought to herself. In the middle was a simple brown table and four chairs. To the side, a tape recorder. 

“Please, take a seat. This shouldn’t take long,” the suited man said kindly. “I’m Detective Inspector Sleeth, and this is Detective Sergeant Bushby.”

Jessica did as she was told, and sat facing the door. The cheap plastic chair felt cold and hard, making her even more uncomfortable, as was undoubtedly its purpose. Sleeth took the chair directly opposite, leaving Bushby to fiddle around with the recording apparatus. Apart from some clicking from tapes being inserted, there was a pained silence. Finally the equipment was ready, and Bushby sat down next to his superior. He regarded Jessica as if she was something unpleasant that he had just stepped in.

“Interview with Jessica Kayne, Detectives Sleeth and Bushby present,” the inspector said. He added the date and time, all the time scratching down notes in a small black book he had produced from an inside jacket pocket.

Jessica felt a sense of panic rising within her. This wasn’t what she had planned at all. This was a formal police interview; she was being recorded. Just what did they think she had done?

“So, Miss Kayne. Or is it Mrs Kayne?” Sleeth asked, a sickly sweet smile on his face.

She looked directly at him. He was quite unremarkable, and certainly didn’t look much like a policeman, much less the lead detective in a murder enquiry. Jessica wondered if he had much luck with women. Probably not, she decided.

“Miss,” she said weakly.

“Miss Kayne, can we start by you telling me for how long you have known Mr Shipton?”

“I don’t know him. Not really,” she said in a small voice. “I just needed to talk to him, to ask him some questions. I thought if I said I was a friend, then I might get a visiting order or something. Isn’t that how it works?” She looked down at the table, feeling very silly.

The two officers exchanged a look, neither one able to disguise their surprise.

Sleeth continued. “So you’re saying you lied, Miss Kayne. Is that correct?”

“Yes,” Jessica said, her voice now almost a whisper. “I know it’s stupid. I just wanted to talk to him.”

Bushby spoke for the first time, his voice gruff, his accent coarse. “How do we know you’re not lying now, and you’re not really his girlfriend? Or lover? Are you his lover, Miss Kayne?” 

“What? No! I never met him before. I told you. I saw him in the paper. I needed to ask him about…I mean, I wanted to know about…” She was about to say that she wanted to ask about Lars Jacobson, but stopped herself. If she mentioned the victim’s name, who knew what they would read into that? She changed tack. “I studied psychology at university, and I like to follow murder investigations.” It was half true, which was better than nothing. “I thought if I pretended to be his friend you’d let me talk to him. I wanted to speak to a real murderer.”

“I might remind you, Miss Kayne, that Mr Shipton has been charged but not yet convicted of any offence,” Sleeth said, a note of impatience creeping into his voice. “Okay, can you tell me where you were between the hours of six and seven last Friday morning?”

Jessica felt a rush of relief. She looked Sleeth in the eye and, her voice full of confidence, replied: “Yes, I was at work. At Ciro’s. It’s an Italian cafe in the City. I started at six, as I do every weekday morning.”

“Take any breaks, did you? Pop out for a ciggy? Go for a little walk?” Bushby’s voice was steeped in sarcasm.

“No. I don’t smoke, and we don’t have time for breaks. I work through and finish early. Well, between three and four o’clock usually. My boss, Ciro, can confirm that. He was there all morning too. And about a hundred customers would have seen me throughout the morning, probably more.”

“Miss Kayne, you do realise that lying to a police officer is a serious offence, I hope? I could charge you right now with wasting police time. I will be checking your whereabouts last Friday, and if I find you’ve not been honest about that, I shall be taking this further,” Sleeth said. “Now I want you to write down your address, phone number, mobile number, and the address of this cafe you claim to work in.” He opened a drawer in the table, pulled out a yellow lined paper pad and a pen, and pushed them towards Jessica. “Interview terminated at 17:33.” 

Bushby went and stopped the tape. He sneered at Jessica, waited until she had finished writing, then took the pad and left the room. Sleeth remained seated. He appeared to be thinking through options. “It was pretty dumb to come here and lie like that. Listen, if you really want to follow this case, you should come to the courthouse on Friday morning. There’s a bail hearing. Shipton won’t get bail, but we have to go through the motions. He’ll be there, so if you really want to see a murderer, that will be your chance.”

“I thought he wasn’t convicted of anything yet?” Jessica tried not to sound facetious. “You’re pretty sure he did it, right?”

“Speaking strictly off the record, yes, there’s no doubt about that, Miss Kayne, no doubt at all. We have irrefutable evidence. The bail hearing is a formality, nothing more. Anyway, that’s your chance to see a murderer. I don’t know what your real motivation is, but I’ve been fascinated by crime from as early as I could understand what it was, so I suppose I get why you want to know more.”

Sleeth stood and opened the door. Jessica pushed back her chair and strode out, relieved to be freed from the cell-like room. She felt the detective’s eyes traverse her figure as she passed him. He gave her the creeps, but he had been helpful. More helpful than she had any right to expect. Now she had a real chance to see Shipton, and she had two days to figure out a way to talk to him while he was in court, no doubt under heavy guard.

• • •

On arriving home, Jessica found her mother had indeed cleaned her flat from top to bottom. It wasn’t a large home, just two main rooms. A living room with a small kitchen area in a recess at one end, and her bedroom. There was a tiny bathroom just off the bedroom. She had seen hotel suites that were larger, but it was her flat and she loved it. A private, safe space. Somewhere to call home.

It was simply furnished with cheap modern Nordic furniture and a few small art deco pieces thrown in to add some personality. Her mother had paid a generous deposit on the flat, which made the remaining mortgage just about affordable on what Ciro paid her. She knew she was lucky to own space in London, and right on the edge of the City.

A light blinking on the telephone demanded attention. Jessica pressed the Play button. There was only one message. It was Hannah.

“Hey, Jess, where are you? I’ve been trying your mobile but it just goes to voicemail. I left a couple of messages. Hope you’re okay. Anyway, see you Saturday, okay? Don’t forget!”

Jessica pulled her mobile phone from her handbag. She had switched it off prior to visiting the police station and had completely forgotten to turn it back on again. Not that it was likely to be a problem. Apart from Hannah, about the only person who ever called was Simon, and she certainly didn’t want to hear from him again. She contemplated calling her friend back, but thought better of it. She was hungry and didn’t have the energy to talk. Besides, she’d see her in a few days.

Jessica opened the fridge and found that her mother, not content with just cleaning and tidying, had prepared her a lasagne. She pulled it out and poked it into the microwave. Watching it turn slowly in the little oven, the memory of her dream came crawling back. She had been eating lasagne in a restaurant. Her mind clung onto that little detail as it scratched around for more. Lars had walked in, she remembered that easily enough. There had been someone else there too. A girl. She wore her hair in dreadlocks and spoke with a north London accent. What was her name? She had known her name. Sandra? Serena? Selena! Yes, Selena. Selena knew Lars. She had said some strange things. She had called her Jessie. Nobody called her Jessie, she hated that. But hadn’t she called her Jess and Jessica as well?

Ping!

The microwave announced that the food was hot. Jessica sat down to eat, and thought more about Selena. The girl had been trying to tell her something, and now she wanted to know what it was. The unsolved mystery niggled her, like an itch she couldn’t scratch. She had to remind herself that it had just been a dream. There was no point in trying to understand her dreams; she could drive herself mad trying, and all for what?

Putting the idea firmly out of her mind, Jessica flicked on the television and settled back on her favourite deep red chair with her dinner tray on her lap.

• • •

She opened her eyes. The television was showing a documentary about the building of a new skyscraper in London. The screen provided the only light in the room. The world outside the single window was completely dark; even the street light was off.

“Strange,” she muttered to herself. “I must have dozed off.”

She didn’t have any recollection of feeling sleepy, only of eating. Yet her dinner, which had been on her lap, was inexplicably on the table between the chair and the television.

Jessica shook her head, got to her feet and picked up the tray to take it to the kitchen.

That’s when she noticed the piece of paper placed carefully on the plate from which she had eaten her lasagne. It was a note, and it was written in her own hand.

“Important: Try and dream about Selena. All will become clear if you can do this.”

She reached out tentatively, as if afraid the note might leap up and bite her. She picked it up and turned it over. There was nothing on the back. It had been written on a blank sheet torn from a block she kept near the phone. 

Turning it back again, she read it three more times. It was unmistakably her own handwriting, yet she had absolutely no memory of having written it. A frightening thought occurred to her, and she dropped the paper and swivelled round on the spot. Had someone been in her flat? Were they still there? She crept to the bedroom, pushing the door open as slowly as she dared. It let out a long, low groan and Jessica felt her heart leap into her mouth. She stood stock still and silent, holding her breath.

Nothing.

Not a sound. Gingerly, she took a step forward, crossing the threshold into the bedroom. There was no sign of life. The bathroom door was already open and she could see that the diminutive space was empty. Not wanting to look behind the door, she pushed it back as far as it would go until it touched the wall behind. Only then did she finally let out her breath. There was nobody else in the flat, she was alone and safe.

That still didn’t rule out the possibility that someone had been inside, and then taken off again. She scampered to the front door to deadbolt it shut. That way even if someone had a key they would not be able to gain entry. But the door was already bolted. The security chain was also in place. All the windows were shut, too. There was quite simply no way anyone could have got in and out again while she was sleeping.

So how did the note get there? The only explanation, she concluded, was that she really had written it herself. Perhaps as she was dozing off to sleep, which would explain why there was no memory of having done so.

Jessica reached down and collected up the discarded note and read it over twice more. If she really had left it for herself, it must have been with good reason, she decided. Her mind was made up: in spite of her desire to put all thoughts of Lars Jacobson and strange dreams out of her head, she would make an effort to try and dream about Selena.

Of course, trying to dream something specific was more easily said than done. It wasn’t like ordering a take-away, there was no hotline to call, or menu to choose from. Dreams chose the dreamer, didn’t they?

Her mind wandered back to her university days. So much of her psychology degree had been dreary memorisation of names and dates of experiments and experimenters. The purpose and the results of these studies was lost in the mire. But there was something there, buried among the dry facts and figures; a vague recollection of a lecture on dreams and their purpose. The session was far from memorable because the gist of it seemed to be that science had come to no firm conclusions about what dreams were, or what purpose they fulfilled. But that wasn’t for lack of trying. Some of the research had focussed on the wilful influence of dreams. Was she remembering that, or just imagining it? The harder she tried to recall the lecture, the less confident she was that it had ever happened at all.

Jessica leaned across to the table, picked up her laptop, and flipped it open. After a few seconds the screen burst to life. She typed control your dreams into the search box, hit enter, and began ploughing through the results.

Two hours later she was lying on her sofa, engrossed in an old forum discussion about lucid dreaming. After reading for so long virtually non-stop, her eyes were beginning to strain from the effort of staring at a bright screen. She couldn’t help thinking that if her university lecturers had been half as entertaining as some of the posts she’d seen, her course would have been considerably more enjoyable. So far she had learnt that controlling dreams was not only possible, but actually quite easy with a little practice.

The advice varied from website to website, but the main theme was common throughout. In order to dream what she wanted, Jessica needed to get the idea firmly implanted in her subconscious mind before going to sleep. The different techniques changed only in how this was achieved. Some advocated writing down what the dream should be about, others suggested making detailed images of the dream in the mind’s eye before sleeping. Jessica’s mind was made up. If dream-Selena knew dream-Lars, and dream-Selena wanted to tell Jessica something, then Jessica was going to try and finish the last dream she had had about her.







Six







JESSICA CLOSED THE bedroom door and undressed slowly, all the time trying to picture Selena in her mind’s eye. The cheerful-looking girl had a round face, light brown skin, and dreadlocks down to the level of her chin. She wore no makeup and no jewellery. Her black jeans had contrasted with a bright multi-coloured blouse. Selena had been sitting, so Jessica could only guess at her height, which she put at a little taller than herself: five foot six, five seven maybe.

Pulling on a thin t-shirt, her nightwear of choice, Jessica tried to picture once again the restaurant in which she had been eating with Selena. It was modern, large, and mostly white, that much was easy. More details came back with some effort. The floors were tiled black and white, like a chess board. There had been a long, sleek granite bar towards the front. They had been sitting on a mezzanine level, and there had been a brushed-metal staircase sweeping down to the main floor, a staircase that Lars had ascended.

Keeping the image of the restaurant — and Selena — in mind, Jessica folded back the quilt and slipped into her bed. She was tired from a busy day at work, not to mention the stressful interview at the police station. Sleep still did not come easily though, as the events of the day replayed themselves over and over. She tried to push them out of her head, concentrating on Selena instead. A couple of times she began to drift off, but jerked herself awake again, panicking that she wasn’t going to dream the right dream.

Eventually, after what felt like hours, fatigue finally got the better of her, and slumber embraced her.

She awoke with a start, and snapped her head round to look at the radio alarm. 3:30 AM. She had been asleep for hours, and as far as she could remember, had dreamt of absolutely nothing at all. Lucid dreaming, it seemed, was not going to be as easy as the forum posters made out.

Jessica lay awake for another half an hour, before drifting off once again.

• • •

She was on a train. It wasn’t a comfortable train like the kind she took to go and visit her grandmother, it was a commuter train. The hard seats were barely covered by worn and faded fabric. The floor was strewn with litter, and the odour of discarded fast food mingled with the stink of sweat from the hundreds of overheated suburban travellers who had been packed in earlier in the evening. The rush hour was over though, and the train clattered along noisily in the dark, almost empty.

An old man seated opposite her grinned a toothy grin, and handed her an open bottle in a brown paper bag. She reached out to take the drink and quickly pulled back her hand as she caught sight of it. She brought it close to her face to study, as if examining an alien object, not a part of her own body. The hand couldn’t be part of her own body, she thought, because it was an old man’s hand. She turned to look at her reflection in the window. An old man’s face stared back at her. Jessica reached up with the wrinkled hand and touched herself on the cheek, flinching as she felt the leathery skin under her fingers.

Slowly, realisation dawned. She was dreaming. But it wasn’t the right dream.

“Selena. I need to find Selena!” she croaked.

The man opposite cackled with laughter. “Drink, you dozy old git,” he said, proffering the bottle once again.

With an enormous mental effort, Jessica willed herself out of the dream and into…nowhere.

Total darkness. A void.

For a moment she wasn’t sure if she was awake or dreaming. Dreaming, she decided. She must be dreaming, because she was floating. Nothing was supporting her, or touching her. It was as if all her senses had been surgically removed.

She tried to concentrate on Selena. Just as she had done before going to sleep, Jessica pictured the happy-looking girl, her round face, and her bright features. Without warning, she felt herself fall. Faster and faster, dropping through the darkness, gathering speed, fear rising up inside her. Then, just as suddenly as the fall had started, it stopped.

She blinked, and in an instant the darkness was replaced by light, the silence by a deafening noise. She looked ahead and saw a giant man, at least ten metres tall. He was speaking at her, voice booming. She gasped and tried to retreat from the strange monster, but she was paralysed by fear. Her instinct was to scream, but the sound caught in her throat.

The giant looked away, then faded completely. He was replaced by two children, both equally enormous. They were skipping in a meadow, their joyful dance accompanied by a soaring musical score.

Jessica’s fear subsided enough for her to be able to unlock her head and look around, still bewildered by the strange scene. For the first time she realised that she wasn’t alone; there were other people with her. Normal-sized people. Hundreds of them. She discovered that what restricted her movement wasn’t so much her terror, but simply a seat. A comfortable armchair. No ordinary armchair either: it was part of a row of armchairs. Her mind began to clear, her brain’s logic circuits kicked in, and at last she understood where she was. A cinema. The man had been a projection.

Jessica turned her head to her left. A boy looked up at her, stuffing his face with popcorn. She smiled at him then turned away, looking to her right.

“Selena!” she exclaimed. “I dreamt you! It worked!”

A couple in the next row muttered, tutted, and shushed, annoyed at the outburst. Selena gawped at Jessica, her wide eyes reflecting the light of the silver screen.

“Jessie? Or Jessica?” she asked in a hushed voice.

“Jessica! Yes. I’m Jessica. I did it, I dreamed you! I’m controlling my dream!”

“You think this is a dream, man? You don’t understand what you’re doing? Listen, there’s some things I need to explain to you, girl. We got to go, right now, before you wake up.”

Selena stood and beckoned for Jessica to follow. More people complained at the interruption, but Selena ignored them. Jessica hardly even noticed their upset, she was too excited by her success in dreaming up exactly the person she had been trying for. The forum posters had been right after all: lucid dreaming was possible.

Music filled the cinema. It was different music, music that didn’t fit with the images being shown. It became so loud that Jessica was having trouble thinking straight. She was still trying to follow Selena, squeezing past legs, clambering over handbags, and avoiding boxes of popcorn. And still the volume increased, blocking out all other thought, making it difficult even to see. When it became impossible to concentrate any longer, Jessica felt herself being pulled out of the dream. Yanked backwards, towards the darkness she had experienced only moments before.

Selena turned back and saw her. “Jessica? No! Stay with me,” she called.

But it was too late, the dream had escaped her clutches. A heartbeat later Jessica flicked open her eyes to find herself in bed, sweating, quilt kicked off and lying on the floor. With a groan, she reached out and hit the snooze button on the radio alarm, silencing the song that had so cruelly ended her first lucid dream.

Jessica lay still, her mind racing. She had succeeded in controlling her dream to the point of recreating Selena. Except Selena said she wasn’t dreaming. What was that supposed to mean? Had it been some kind of hallucination? Or was it her subconscious trying to tell her that she was shaping her dreams and was capable of even more? Whatever it was, she was onto something, and it felt exciting and new. 

Without waiting for the alarm to sound again, she leapt out of bed and got ready for work. The evening couldn’t come quickly enough for Jessica; she was going to dream of Selena again, and well before her alarm woke her up.

• • •

On the short walk to the cafe, Jessica stopped at the newsagent and picked up a paper. She wanted to find out more about the bail hearing for Matthew Shipton. If she could dream up Selena again, she would be able to ask her about dream-Lars. But if she wanted to learn anything about the real Lars Jacobson, the hearing would be the best place to go.

Unaccustomed as she was to getting news in printed form, it took her a few minutes scanning through the pages to locate the short article announcing the latest developments in the murder case. What had been front-page news just days ago was now relegated to half a column sandwiched between an advertisement for McDonalds and another for a car showroom that was reopening with new management. Apparently the editors thought the news that a previously unknown adolescent from a reality television show was dating a similarly unknown wannabe singer was more important than the hunt for a dangerous killer, or indeed any of the several wars currently being fought around the globe. Jessica read through the article, and found what she was looking for.

• • •

“Good morning, my beautiful! You look as radiant as the sun itself this morning.” Ciro beamed as Jessica almost bounced into the shop. 

“Morning, Ciro. Listen, I wouldn’t normally ask, but what are the chances of me being out of here at one o’clock tomorrow?”

Ciro gave her a sideways look. “You wanna leave early? You want Ciro to serve all the customers and clean the cafe all by his self? On a Friday?” he asked quizzically.

“I know, I know,” she sighed. “I wouldn’t ask, but it’s important. There’s somewhere I need to be at two, and it’s the other side of town. I’ll make it up to you, I promise. I’ll clear up on my own on Monday, give you an early finish?”

The cafe owner considered this for a moment. His face suddenly lit up. “Oh my beautiful Jessica, you have date, no? With the boy Andy perhaps? Oh! He is lovely boy. Of course you can go early. Ciro is happy! It will be wonderful. Where is he taking you?”

“No!” Jessica laughed. “No, it’s not Andy. It’s not even a date. It’s…well, it’s a personal matter. It’s just something I need to do.”

Her boss’s face fell. “Such a shame. Nice boy. Still, perhaps he ask you today, huh? You will say yes, of course!”

“Maybe he will ask me today, Ciro. And maybe I’ll say yes. Maybe. So is that a yes?”

“Of course, my darling. You take all the time you need. Now, we have much to do today. Ciro create a new ciabatta filling. Is going to be very popular. I show you how to make!”

Jessica put the paper down on one of the tables and joined him behind the counter. Standing on tip-toes she gave Ciro a kiss on the cheek, leaving a big red lipstick smudge.

“Thanks, Ciro. You’re the best.”

Ciro turned the same colour as the lipstick.







Seven







SWEDISH POP MUSIC blared out of the radio alarm clock. Jessica hit the button on top, rendering the musicians mute. She was already awake, and had been for hours. Her excitement at the previous night’s success in lucid dreaming had made it almost impossible to sleep.

She was sure she had dozed off at some point, but it was a broken sleep, snatched moments between the tossing and turning. The long night left her feeling tired, frustrated, and deflated. Above all, she was worried that her prior success had been down to luck.

Fortunately for Jessica, the morning flew by. A steady flow of customers from opening time right through to lunch meant that she didn’t have time to let her fatigue get to her.

Ciro’s new ciabatta was a great success. Word had spread and people who hadn’t been into the cafe for weeks or months were dropping in to try one. Jessica didn’t notice the hour tick around to one.

“Jessica!” Ciro called her over, tapping his watch.

She looked up at the clock and immediately felt guilty that she was leaving her boss alone with a long queue of customers waiting to be served. Not quite guilty enough to change her plans though. “Thanks, Ciro. Are you sure this is okay? Maybe it would be better if I stayed here after all?” The look on her face made it plain that staying was the last thing she wanted.

“No, you go,” Ciro said, not letting her finish. “It must be important or you would not ask. Go. Ciro will manage alone!” He raised a fist in the air in a defiant gesture.

“Ciro the hero!” Jessica giggled. She exchanged her apron for her jacket in the back room. Walking round to the front of the cafe she passed Andy, who was waiting patiently in the queue. He spotted her and opened his mouth to say something. She gave him a look that said “sorry” and a shrug of her shoulders, before disappearing through the door.

• • •

“All rise!”

Jessica Kayne stood up from her seat in the public gallery of courtroom number twelve. She had made it just in time. Although early with regard to the scheduled time of the hearing, media interest in the case meant that the public gallery had filled up fast with reporters and journalists from print and screen. Jessica had been lucky to get in at all.

One thing was clear: she was never going to get to speak to Shipton. Not with so many people around and such scrutiny of the case, but at least she might learn something about what had happened, and about Lars Jacobson.

The judge entered from a door at the back of the room, carrying a stack of papers. He set them down on the imposing bench that overlooked the court, briefly surveyed the assembled people, and sat down. Jessica was surprised at how young he was. She had always imagined judges to be grey-haired old men, but this one looked more like a youthful school teacher. 

The room filled with noise as everyone in the packed courtroom got seated and comfortable. A glare from the judge brought silence. He began to speak, loudly and clearly.

“This is a bail hearing for Matthew Shipton, who has been charged with murder. Please bring in the accused.”

A hidden door opened in the side of the room, and a stocky man was ushered in by two security guards. The door led directly into a boxed-off area that was almost entirely screened from the rest of the room by glass. All three men remained standing.

The first thing Jessica noticed was how ordinary Shipton appeared. She wasn’t sure what a murderer might look like, but had imagined there would be some visible sign of evil or madness. Shipton bore none. He was, she guessed, in his forties. His short-cropped hair, greying at the sides, hid a receding hairline. His bright blue eyes were filled with fear. He wasn’t a tall man, but he was well built. Even so, his muscular frame and several days of stubble did not manage to make him look threatening in any way. If anything, he looked like he should be selling ice creams to smiling kids. 

The judge cleared his throat, then spoke again. “Mr Shipton is charged with the murder of one Mr Lars Jacobson. I understand that his defence has specifically requested this bail hearing. Maybe you could enlighten us as to the reasons?” He waved a hand at a robed woman, who Jessica took to be Shipton’s lawyer.

“The defence will be entering a plea of diminished responsibility.” She spoke in a shrill voice that carried into every corner of the courtroom without need of amplification. “My client has no recollection of carrying out the acts of which he is accused. We have seen the video evidence that the Crown Prosecution Service will be presenting at trial, and do not dispute the charge. My client is simply unable to account for the hour during which the events in question took place.”

There was a collective intake of breath from the room, and a pause during which the only sound to be heard was the scratching of reporters’ pencils against paper as they recorded the proceedings in shorthand.

“I see. And does your client have any record of mental illness or psychological problems?” the judge asked, looking genuinely interested for the first time since arriving.

The lawyer stole a glance at Shipton, who looked decidedly defeated.

“No,” she said simply. “I suggest that he presents no danger to the public. As such, we are requesting conditional bail. My client will willingly wear an electronic tag and agree to any curfew this court sees fit.”

“The bail application is denied,” said the judge flatly. “You are telling me that your client accepts the charge brought against him, and has no history of mental problems. Given the particularly violent nature of the crime — I understand an axe was involved — I consider that he is a risk to the public and therefore should be kept in police custody pending full trial.”

The lawyer turned to face Shipton and gave a little shrug. The accused man’s shoulders fell, and his eyes turned to the floor.

• • •

Jessica walked home slowly, trying to make sense of what she had learnt. Matthew Shipton appeared to be admitting to murder, but at the same time was claiming he didn’t remember it. Jessica knew only too well how it felt to know that you had done something, but have no recollection of doing it. It was the exact problem she had had all those years ago during her troubled adolescence. In her case, it was things she had said, or small things she had done that she could never remember. Shipton had killed a man. And it sounded like the police had it on video. 

Jessica still couldn’t explain to herself why she felt such a connection to the case, but seeing Shipton in court had made that connection feel even stronger. The look of fear and confusion in his eyes convinced her that he was innocent. Or at least, not guilty of deliberate premeditated murder.

• • •

Sitting on the edge of her bed that evening, Jessica was determined to dream of Selena. This time, she would talk to her properly. She didn’t work weekends, so the alarm was not set. She thought for a moment, then leant down and pulled the power cable from the wall as an extra precaution. It was better to avoid all possibility of being disturbed. Her mobile phone was switched off, and she had already unplugged her regular phone, so there was no danger of that ringing.

Jessica took a last look around the room and decided there was nothing else that risked waking her early, so swung her legs into the bed and got comfortable. With the flick of a switch the light was out, leaving just the orange glow of the street lamp outside. 

She closed her eyes and recalled her last encounter with Selena, in the cinema. It wasn’t the ideal venue to hold a conversation. The noise of the film and the grumbling of the other patrons made it hard to concentrate on what was important. Maybe this time she could dream up somewhere better. A park bench perhaps? Somewhere leafy and open.

She pictured a wooden seat she knew well in the rose garden of Holland Park. Simon had taken her there a few times; they had sat and eaten ice cream and watched tourists take pictures of the beautiful blooms. Damn Simon, he was probably seeing some other bitch even then. Jessica felt her consciousness slipping away, and forced herself awake, annoyed with herself for thinking about Simon, not Selena. Putting her ex-boyfriend out of her thoughts, she pictured a different park, one that carried no negative connotations that would interrupt her. There was a bench in St James’ Park that sprang to mind. She tried to imagine herself perched on it, with Selena by her side. Her mind’s eye wandered over the girl’s features, her voice, and her accent.

Jessica felt herself starting to drift, and held on tightly to the image she had formed in her head. The image became more and more real, until she forgot all about trying to dream. She was in the image; it was real. She was on the bench.

Something was wrong though; different, somehow out of place. At first, Jessica couldn’t put her finger on quite what it was. The park looked normal enough. The grass had just been cut, filling the air with a rich green smell. The sun was shining, and way above a plane was tracing a silken line across the blue expanse.

Her eyes drifted down from the sky and looked along the wide tree-lined footpath. At the end was a huge bronze statue of a tank, on a wide marble plinth. She didn’t remember it being there the last time she had been in the park, although that had been a long time ago. Behind the statue was a flagpole, and flying from the top was a red flag with a white circle in the middle. In the circle, a symbol.

A swastika. A Nazi party flag.

Two boys, no more than ten years old, ran past the bench. They were chatting excitedly. Jessica recognised the language instantly as German. 

“Damn,” she said to herself out loud. “I dreamed the wrong country. I’m in Germany.” Even so, she felt a shiver of excitement. She was dreaming, and aware of it. She had successfully created a park in her mind, and although it wasn’t St James’ Park, it looked a lot like it. Her second lucid dream experiment had started out well.

Jessica got up from the bench and followed the path. Walking slowly along the gravel track, she heard more people speaking German. Some of them were talking into mobile phones. That struck her as odd. If she had dreamed up Nazi-period Germany, nobody should be carrying a mobile. Still, it was just a dream, and she had certainly dreamt stranger things in her time. When she followed a bend in the path though, Jessica gasped aloud.

It wasn’t Germany.

Jessica had dreamt up the very park she wanted. There was no doubt that she was in St James’ Park, London. In front of her was Buckingham Palace. Flying proudly from its flagpole was another Nazi flag. Four huge, three-story-high swastika-emblazoned banners were draped from the walls between the windows. As she stared, open-mouthed at this spectacle, she saw a familiar face coming towards her.

“Selena!”

The girl turned to Jessica, showing no sign that she recognised her.

“Selena? It’s me! It’s Jessica!”

“Wer bist du?” Selena said. “Was wollen Sie?”

“Selena, what’s going on? I don’t understand. I’ve dreamt you again, but this dream is totally weird.”

Selena looked Jessica up and down, turned away and carried on walking, muttering to herself in German.

Jessica remained still, thinking hard. She had dreamed herself to the exact bench she wanted. Even though everything else was a bit odd, the bench had turned out right. Perhaps, she wondered, it would be possible to get herself out of the dream and then try again, this time with the restaurant where Selena had been talking to her. The only flaw in the plan was that nothing she had read about lucid dreaming had mentioned waking up voluntarily.

An idea occurred, and she pinched herself on the arm. “Ouch!” The pain felt real, but she hadn’t moved from the edge of the park. Jessica considered her predicament. If physical stimuli weren’t going to do the trick, she would have to use her mind. After all, that was what had got her there; maybe it could get out the same way. She found the nearest empty bench and sat down. With her hands on her knees, and eyes closed, she tried to block out the sounds of people, of cars and taxis, and of aircraft overhead. Dream-London was every bit as noisy as real London, and it took immense concentration to ignore the soundtrack of the busy capital. 

Picturing the restaurant once again, she picked out the details in her mind. She opened her eyes, hoping to see a table in front of her, but instead saw a little girl holding out a small bag of grain.

“Wollen sie etwas Mais für die Tauben kaufen? Nur zwei Mark.”

Jessica guessed the child was selling bird seed, and shook her head quickly. The girl shrugged, and skipped away to find another potential customer.

Jessica closed her eyes again. If she couldn’t pick the place, she would have to pick the girl instead. Blocking out the sounds of the city, she brought to mind the likeness of Selena. Instead of trying to place her in the restaurant, or on a park bench, she imagined her standing against an entirely white background. A place with no ceiling, floor, or walls. No sound, no smell. Just a neutral, empty, white space. Gradually, the noises around her faded, and were replaced with a gentle, regular ticking sound.

• • •

Opening her eyes tentatively, Jessica found herself sitting on a white leather chair in a large living room. She knew the room, she had been there before — with Lars — the first time she dreamt about him. The ticking sound was coming from an old grandfather clock set against a white wall. Two other walls were painted a deep lavender colour. The fourth wall was dominated by two sash windows which overlooked a green space several floors below. There was nobody else in the room.

Failed again, Jessica thought. Then she heard someone speaking outside the room.

“What if she never comes back? We can’t hang around waiting for her forever, man. I mean, this girl is a late starter, she might not have what it takes!”

Jessica eased herself out of the chair and followed the sound of the familiar voice. She stepped into a hallway, one previously traversed with Lars.

The voice was coming from the end furthest from the front door. A few more steps and she found herself in a massive kitchen. One side was filled with brilliant white cabinets. In the middle was an island unit topped with polished black granite. Standing at the island, filling an expensive designer kettle, stood Selena. She glanced round at Jessica.

“I mean, I’m happy to stay here with you and everything. All I’m saying is, if she don’t turn up sooner or later, I’m gonna have to get on with my life, you get me?”

“Am I the one you’re waiting for?” Jessica asked, unsure of herself.

“Oh. My. God. Is it you? Is it? Well about bloody time! Don’t you go anywhere this time, okay? Man, we need to talk! Yes! Oh, am I glad to see you.” Selena stared at Jessica, a huge grin lighting up her face.

“I’m not very good at this lucid dreaming lark,” Jessica said. “It’s only my second go. This whole thing is quite freaky. I’ll try not to wake up though, because I really want to hear what you’ve been trying to tell me.”

“Man, you ain’t dreaming. Sit yourself down there.” Selena indicated a stool in front of the island. “Let me make us some tea. We got a lot to talk about.”







Eight







“YOU’RE A DREAMSHIFTER,” Selena said. She was sitting on a stool facing Jessica.

“You what?” Jessica asked, bemused.

“A dreamshifter. It means you can cross parallels. Okay, I need to back it up a bit here, man, ’cause I can see you ain’t got no idea what I’m talking about.” Selena shifted in her stool, getting comfortable, obviously enjoying the moment. She set down her tea and began to gesticulate dramatically with her hands. “So you live in your world. And I live in my world. They’re not the same, these worlds. They’re separate. They’re called parallels ’cause they’re like, well, parallel, I s’pose. They’re almost the same, but different, see?”

Jessica didn’t see, but she nodded, waiting for Selena to continue.

“So in this world, there’s a Selena — that’s me — and a Jessica. And in your world there’s another Selena, and another Jessica — that’s you.”

“And now I’m in your world?” Jessica asked hesitantly.

“Right! ’Cause you see, when you dream, you can cross between the parallels. Your mind is separate from your body, right? So now, your body is in your world, and it’s sleeping. But your mind crossed to this parallel. That’s called a shift. You shifted here.”

“So that means…” Jessica said, her voice trailing off. She stood and walked to a tall stainless-steel refrigerator and stared at her reflection. Her hair, so often tied back, was hanging loosely around her shoulders. The tight black jeans and white t-shirt she wore were a world away from her usual flower-print dresses. Her feet were, however, clad in the familiar Converse trainers she was so fond of.

“So that means that right now, you’re borrowing Jessie’s body. I mean, Jessica from my world,” Selena said, finishing the thought.

“I am dreaming though, aren’t I?” Jessica said, still staring at the reflection. “I mean, I’m making all this up in my head. Parallel worlds can’t really exist. This is a dream. Of course it’s a dream.”

“Girl, you not listening to me!” Selena sounded impatient. “Listen, when you were like, eleven or twelve, did you ever have blackouts? Times when you said or did stuff that you couldn’t remember saying or doing?”

Jessica shivered. “Yes.”

“Right! ’Cause that was Jessie borrowing your body. She shifted into your parallel. But she didn’t know what she was doing. She thought she was dreaming, like you do now. Eventually she learned to control it, and she realised that she couldn’t go messing around with your body no more, at least, not until you knew what was going on and could come to some arrangement. But you never shifted here, so she never went back to your parallel, she just went on to others.”

“There are more than two parallels?” Jessica asked in surprise. She was still certain she was dreaming, but Selena’s words intrigued her.

“Man, there are millions of parallels. There are probably billions! Nobody knows, not really. The easiest one to reach is the nearest one. Our worlds are right next to each other, one parallel away. That’s why we call your world Parallel One. And dreamshifters from your world call this place Parallel One.”

A thought suddenly occurred to Jessica. “You’re a dreamshifter too, aren’t you? In my dream, in the restaurant, you said you’d reached thirty-three. You meant Parallel Thirty-Three?”

“Right!” Selena clapped her hands together. “You got it, man! It takes a lot of practice to control it, but you can go further than just Parallel One. That’s just like popping next door to borrow some milk! The further you go, the weirder it gets.

“Nobody really understands where the parallels come from. We don’t know if there’s a fixed number, or if there are new ones being made. But it’s like, in each parallel, history is a little bit different. Like in Parallel One, I mean, in your world, the money is a bit different. You don’t have pound notes no more, only coins. And your shops open on Sundays. It’s only little things, but as you go further out, they all add up and it gets really weird.”

Jessica thought about that. “Before I got here, with you, I was in London. I saw you there, but you spoke to me in German, and you didn’t know me. And there were” — she cringed — “there were Nazi flags everywhere.”

“Oh, man! Sounds like you were in Parallel Thirteen. Girl, you got some power! It took me two years to reach Parallel Thirteen. That’s the nearest parallel where the Germans won the Second World War. I don’t like it there. I don’t go there. But you got there today? And you don’t even know about shifting!” Selena was beside herself.

“I wasn’t trying to, I was just trying to dream about you. I wanted to dream us meeting somewhere nice, so I tried to imagine a park bench, and I ended up there.”

“You see? You already getting this shit!” Selena said, slapping her hand on her knee. “You got the idea. You can aim for a place or a person.”

“How do you aim for a place you haven’t been yet?” Jessica asked. “I mean, I don’t know anything about Parallel Two, so how would I get there?” She felt ridiculous asking the question. She couldn’t accept that this was any more than a bizarre dream. Even so, she was running with it. If it was a lucid dream, she was doing well at controlling it. And if not, well, she didn’t want to think too much about the implications.

“That’s the hard thing,” Selena said, turning serious. “You have to aim for the last parallel you reached, then try and think yourself further. I can’t explain it like I wish I could, there ain’t the words for it. It’s more of a feeling. But listen, I haven’t told you the rest of it yet.”

“There’s more?” Jessica asked, her eyes wide. “You’re telling me there are parallel worlds and I can move my consciousness from one to another just by dreaming, and that’s not the whole thing?”

“No, that’s not the whole thing. You see, you don’t just have to dream. Not like, sleep dream. You can daydream and shift too. It’s harder, though. It takes a lot of practice. But you’re strong, man! Just like my girl Jessie.”

“You mean I can shift my consciousness while I’m awake? I don’t understand. How?”

“You ever tried meditation?”

“Once or twice. When I had…problems. I mean, when I was younger. They thought I was a bit mentally unstable. They sent me to a shrink and he tried to get me to do meditation exercises. He said it would help calm me down. I wasn’t much good at it though.”

“Well if you want to shift some, you better get good. That’s how you shift without sleeping, see. You gotta be real relaxed, like if you was sleeping. Otherwise you just gonna stay right where you are.”

“I’m not sure I follow.” This was all a lot to take in, and Jessica’s head was buzzing with thoughts and ideas. She wanted to believe what she was hearing, but could it really be true?

“Tell me, how did you get here now? What did you do?” Selena asked.

“I went to bed, and before I went to sleep I tried to imagine you. I pictured you in my head. Well, first I pictured the bench, then, when I was in that place” — Jessica shuddered at the recent memory — “then I pictured you. Just you, on a white background.”

“Man, you’re a fast learner.” Selena laughed out loud. “So you can do the same thing, but without going to sleep. But you gotta be real relaxed first. In a meditation. You slow your thinking, block out all the noise. You focus your mind. Then, when you done focussing, zap! You picture where you wanna go. Could be a place, could be a person you know is in that place, it don’t matter.”

“Selena, how many dreamshifters are there? Are they — I mean, are we — common?”

“Everybody can shift, just most people can’t control it. Everyone’s had dreams that seemed real, right? Those dreams are shifts. But most folks don’t know about shifting, and even those who do, can’t all do it. You got a skill, girl, a precious skill.”

Another thought occurred to Jessica. “What’s happened to Jessica? I mean your Jessica. While I’m here, using her body, where’s she?”

“She’s gone. You’re in control of her body, so her mind is sleeping. If you weren’t in control, if you were just dreaming passively like most people do, then she probably wouldn’t even know you were in her head. That’s what happens most of the time when people dream. But people like us — dreamshifters — we can take control of the body we shift into, and when we do, we squeeze out that person’s own consciousness. It’s okay though, don’t look so worried! It don’t hurt them! It’s just like they went to sleep. When you go, she’ll be back, but she won’t know what happened. She’ll guess though. She’s good. She’ll see that time’s moved on and that she was gone for a while. Not to mention she’ll notice she’s moved but won’t remember having got up! It’s like sleeping without dreaming.”

“Won’t she mind?”

“No, man! She’ll be happy you finally shifted properly. You can practice some, and when you know what you’re doing, you can shift to other parallels, and leave Jessie be.”

“But what about the other Jessicas, in the other parallels? Won’t they mind?” Jessica was having a hard time getting her head around the implications of borrowing bodies of strangers who just happened to be like her.

“Okay. So, first, they don’t all know about shifting, so they won’t know. Second, you just got to take care. When you arrive somewhere, you see where you’re at. If it’s a real personal situation, if you get me, you might wanna leave.” Selena’s eyes glazed over as she spoke. “Although, you might want to stick around and enjoy the ride. There’s a Selena in Parallel Five, she’s with this guy…damn he is hot!” Selena snapped out of it. “So you just gotta use your common sense. Go with the flow. It’s a gift we got, man. We can visit other worlds, be other people, see their lives. It’s like living in a movie. There are parallels out there so mad. And some that are dangerous too, but you’ll find those for yourself.”

“Dangerous? How? Surely if I’m asleep in my bed right now, nothing in a parallel world can hurt me?” Jessica was suddenly concerned. Her lucid dream had taken an unexpected turn.

“Your body is in your bed, remember? But your mind is right here.” Selena tapped her finger on the kitchen worktop to emphasise the point. “If something was to happen to this body, if it was to be killed, then your mind couldn’t survive.”

“You’re saying if I shift into a parallel and get killed in that parallel, then there’s no way back?”

“I’m saying if that happens, you won’t be worrying about finding a way back, your mind will die with the body it’s in.”

“And what about my own body? I mean, the one in my own world?”

“Vegetable. Seen it happen, man. I knew this shifter, he liked the thrills. He found a parallel where he was some big-time drug lord or something. Had the house, the cars, the women. He spent a lot of time there. Then one day he gets gunned down in a drive-by shooting. I know, because Jessie went there to find out what the hell happened to him. His own body was on a life-support machine for a month before they finally switched it off. Empty, see? His mind died in the parallel when the body he was in got shot. So you be careful when you shift, you hear me? If something don’t look right, you get out quick.”

“I don’t know how to get out,” Jessica said, feeling concerned. “I couldn’t wake up in that German parallel. I came here, but I couldn’t wake up first! How do I wake up Selena?”

A feeling of panic rose inside her, slowly choking her. She couldn’t breathe; her heart was beating faster and faster, pounding against her chest. She felt herself falling and tried to grab on to the kitchen island, but her arms wouldn’t move. She had lost control of the body she was in and was tumbling. The ground fell away from under her feet, and there was only blackness, into which she was spinning uncontrollably.

• • •

Jessica sat bolt upright in her bed, grabbing on to the quilt so tightly her knuckles turned white. Sweat was pouring down her face and the back of her neck. Her heart was pumping, and she was hyperventilating. It took her mind a few seconds to adjust and figure out that she was safe. She collapsed back on the bed, thoughts racing through her head. Had it been a dream? Or was Selena real? Were there really other worlds? It sounded preposterous. Yet if it was true, it explained a few things. Like her episodes when she was younger. And the note on the dinner tray. Could Jessie — parallel Jessie — have left it for her? Then again, was it not simply her subconscious mind trying to account for the weird things that had happened to her? Certainly that seemed more likely than the idea she could travel through worlds, leaving her body behind. 

He belly groaned, protesting that it was ravenously hungry, so Jessica got out of bed and padded into the kitchen. She made herself a large mug of steaming tea, and four slices of extra-thick toast, onto which she shovelled lumpy strawberry jam. Settling down at the table to eat, she grabbed her laptop and fired up the search engine. She typed in parallel worlds, clicked Search, and began to dig through the results.

Three mugs of tea and half a loaf of bread later, Jessica swung back on her chair, contemplating everything she had learnt so far. It sounded like parallel worlds were a very real scientific possibility. The trouble was, nobody had ever been able to prove their existence. Sure, there were plenty of theories out there about how such worlds could come about, and even where they might be hiding within the known laws of physics, but they were just that — theories. 

More to the point, everything she had read about human consciousness suggested that it existed in the connections between neurones in the brain. There was no shortage of debate in the forums and blogs she had been perusing that there was a separation of self from the physical body. Debate, but no serious evidence that this was the case. It seemed most likely that the mind was imprisoned in physical reality, bound up in the sticky grey matter that filled the skull. 

Jessica thought for a while, then searched for dreamshifters. The search engine responded with some irrelevant music tracks. She tried a few more searches, looking for reports of people travelling to parallel worlds, but all she found were stories, works of fiction. Nothing at all to suggest it was remotely possible. As she drained the last dregs of her tea, she decided the only way to discover if her dream had been just a dream, was to try and shift into Jessie whilst awake. Selena had said it was possible. What did she have to lose by trying?







Nine







THE MAN WAS not happy. Not happy at all. The development was unexpected.

He had seen the dreadlocked girl and her powerful friend talking excitedly. He had followed them discreetly as they walked along the embankment of the Thames. When they stopped at a riverside cafe, he had taken a table next to them, pretending to read a newspaper as he listened to their conversation.

His mood darkened as he learned that the girl was discovering her power. 

He couldn’t let her learn too much. For the time being, she was still vulnerable, which was just how he needed her. The more she understood her ability, the harder it would be for him to execute his plan.

He walked back to his borrowed base, lost in thought. By the time he pushed open the door, he had come to the only conclusion that made any sense.

The dreadlocked one had to die.

Without her, the girl would be lost, unable to develop her power. 

He entered the house and began to plan how he would carry out his second killing.







Ten







JESSICA WAS SITTING cross-legged on her favourite red chair. Her hands were upturned and placed on her knees. It was a meditation position she had seen somewhere, probably a film, she couldn’t quite remember. It was supposed to help channel the body’s energy flow, or chakra, something like that. The problem was it was extremely uncomfortable. Selena had said that to shift while awake she would need to be relaxed. Very relaxed. It was hard to relax when your legs ached, your hands kept falling off your knees, and you were struggling to stay upright.

She sighed heavily, and pulled herself out of the position. Next she tried just sitting normally on the chair. It was certainly more relaxed, but her arms felt awkward and in the way. Putting them by her sides seemed unnatural and was distracting. Folding them was more comfortable, but Jessica was worried that with time they would go numb, and that in turn might interrupt her relaxed state. Finally she settled on just letting them rest on her lap. She wriggled around a bit, then closed her eyes.

What was she to do now? Her mind was still racing, filled with questions and impatient to find answers. Who was Lars to Jessie? Would he know why Lars in her world had been killed? But most of all, the question that cast a shadow over all others: she wanted to know if dreamshifting was real.

It wasn’t a good start. Her body was relaxed, but her mind was far too active. Jessica needed to calm her thoughts if she was to have any chance of success. Remembering her few meditation sessions with Doctor Sloan, she began to count backwards in her head. She started at fifty and counted down, picturing each number in her mind’s eye, picking out the outlines of the figures, concentrating on the shapes. As she did so, her breathing slowed and became shallower. The questions that so preoccupied her drifted away, carried by invisible currents. By the time she reached the number twenty, she was starting to fall into a light sleep. Her head dropped, jerking her awake.

She tried again, this time starting at forty. She reached thirty, relaxed and in control. Then twenty, ten, and finally zero, She was still awake, aware of her thoughts, but slightly disconnected from her physical body. Jessica remembered this feeling from her sessions with the psychiatrist. It was a nice state of mind. She felt free and at ease.

Suitably relaxed, she considered how she was meant to shift her consciousness to a parallel universe. Just the thought of other worlds existing alongside her own was enough to tug on Jessica’s mind, heightening her awareness, quickening her pulse, pulling her in the wrong direction, out of the daydream state. She took a deep breath and let it out again slowly, refocussing.

Selena had said she could concentrate on a place or a person. The place hadn’t worked out well before, but maybe, she thought, if she combined it with the person, she would have better success. Jessie’s beautiful apartment was still fresh in her memory, so she pictured Selena sitting inside it, on a stool in the kitchen, the last place she had seen her. She began picking out features of the room. The shiny cupboard doors. The black glass of the hob. The polished stone worktop. Then she focussed on the smaller details. The calendar hanging on the wall, the red wall clock with its Roman numerals, the tray of little espresso cups, brown with white polka dots. As she built up the image in her mind, it felt almost as though it was calling her, pulling her across an unseen divide between worlds.

She was getting closer!

There was a gentle knocking sound. Was it inside Jessie’s kitchen? It sounded distant, like it was coming from another place.

“Jess? Where are you? Jessica!”

It wasn’t the kitchen. The voice pulled her out of the daydream and back to reality with a thump.

Jessica opened her eyes. 

“Jessica! You must be there. You’re not working, and you never go anywhere on your own. Are you asleep in there? Come on, Jessica!”

She shook her head, trying to wake herself up a bit. She hadn’t lost consciousness but still felt groggy, like she had been woken in the middle of the night. In all the excitement she had completely forgotten she was supposed to be meeting Hannah to go shopping. So much for being undisturbed.

“Coming!” she yelled, then groaned to herself. She staggered to the front door. Hannah stood before her, managing to look both alarmed and relieved at the same time.

“Well bloody hell, you’re alive then?”

“Han, I’m sorry. I was just caught up with something and I lost track of time.”

“You mean you were asleep and forgot about your shopping trip with your best friend! Don’t try and deny it, you’re eyes are still half closed. Sleeping on a Saturday? Late night last night? Something you want to tell me, hmm?” Hannah smiled a wicked sideways smile. Pushing past Jessica, she walked into the flat, threw her oversized shoulder bag onto the sofa, and went to the kitchen. She switched on the kettle then proceeded to open all the cupboards and peer inside each of them. Jessica closed the door and flopped onto the sofa.

“I wasn’t sleeping, I was… Well, I was meditating, actually. And no, I wasn’t out last night.”

“Meditating? Really? Is that creep Sloan still messing with your head? I told you, you’re not mad. Well you are mad, to keep paying the scary doctor. That’s madness if you ask me. Got any biscuits? Preferably chocolate?”

Jessica was about to reply that Doctor Sloan had nothing to do with her meditation, but thought that would only raise more awkward questions, so decided it was better to change the subject. “In the fridge,” she said. “And if you’re making tea then I’ll have a strong one.”

“You’ll have a quick one, that’s what you’ll have. We’ve got some serious retail therapy to get through today. And there’s a new restaurant on Dean Street that I want to try for lunch.” Hannah located the biscuits and started munching. She sat on the arm of the sofa and looked at her friend. “So where’ve you been anyway? You’ve ignored all my calls, and my texts. You never check your email, so how am I supposed to know if you’re alive or dead?”

“Definitely alive last time I checked.” Jessica grabbed the packet of cold chocolate digestives and pulled out a couple of the dark round discs for herself. “I’ve been busy at work, and then Mum came round and, well, that went the way it always goes. And I’ve just kind of been side-tracked with…stuff.”

“‘Stuff’? What’s ‘stuff’ when it’s at home? You got yourself a fella? Oh Jesus, don’t tell me you’re back with scumbag Simon, are you?” Hannah leapt to her feet, her face turning almost as red as her hair.

“No! What do you take me for? He did come into the cafe though.”

Hannah’s eyes went wide. “Did he beg you to take him back?”

“Pretty much. I told him to get lost, then Ciro chucked him out.”

“Ha!” Hannah giggled. “Good riddance. If he gives you any more grief, you tell me and I’ll sort him out.”

“He only cheated on me, I don’t think he deserves me setting the attack dogs on him.”

Hannah laughed, and went back to the kitchen to make two large mugs of tea. “So our mission today,” she said, “is to find me a new skirt — very short indeed — and you a new man.”

“Oh, don’t you start. I’ve got Ciro banging on about how I need a ‘nice boy’ to look after me.”

“Ciro’s right, you do. You deserve it. Someone who can give you a bit of a confidence boost. You’re young, smart, and gorgeous. You shouldn’t be alone, it’s the law!”

Two hours later, the girls were walking arm in arm down London’s Oxford Street. Hannah had already amassed a generous collection of bags filled with clothes.

“So are we going to eat today, or does that not happen until after you find this skirt of yours?” Jessica asked.

“Ooh, I am hungry. But what if we stop and I miss the skirt?”

“How can you miss a skirt? Wherever it is now, it will still be there after lunch!”

“Not if somebody buys it while we’re eating, it won’t.” Hannah scowled. “Hey, do you know that guy?” She pointed to a man about the same age as Jessica. He had badly cropped blond hair, and wore designer spectacles that didn’t suit him.

“Mm, kinda,” Jessica said, recognising Andy from the cafe. 

“Looks like he knows you, or wants to know you. He’s been watching us from the other side of the road for a few minutes. Hasn’t taken his eyes off you. I think he’s coming over!”

“Quick, hide in here!” Jessica tugged on her friend’s arm and tried to pull her into the nearest shop. It was no good, Hannah was taller and stronger, and determined to stay put.

Andy sprinted across the street, darting between black cabs and bright red busses. He reached the girls, slightly out of breath, and even redder in the face than before.

“Hi! Er, hello, Jessica. I spotted you from over there. Thought I’d just pop over and say hi!”

“Hello.” Jessica twisted slightly on the spot and blushed bright red. Lost for words, she simply smiled at Andy and tried to avoid catching her friend’s eye. Fortunately, Andy spoke again:

“So listen, erm, I was wondering…um…was thinking maybe if you’re not busy later, which you probably are, and that’s fine! But, you know, if you haven’t got anything planned—”

“She hasn’t! And she’d love to!” cried Hannah, looking triumphant.

Andy and Jessica both turned to look at her, one bemused, the other with daggers in her eyes. Hannah took a step back. “I mean, probably. You are asking her out, right? On a date?”

Andy looked back at Jessica. “Well, yes, I suppose I am. If you’re free, that is?”

Jessica glanced at Hannah, whose expression let her know that she had no choice but to agree or she wouldn’t hear the end of it all day. Possibly all weekend. Besides, Andy was cute in his own way. Nothing special to look at, but he did have something about him that intrigued her. “No, I don’t think I have anything planned,” she said, looking at the young man sideways on.

“Great! That’s great! Well perhaps we could go and see a film, and perhaps have dinner afterwards? Or before? Whatever you prefer.”

“Sure, that sounds lovely.”

Andy looked relieved. “So, um, I don’t have a car, but I could come by and meet you at your place? Or we could meet in town?”

“In town,” Jessica said quickly. She didn’t want him knowing where she lived. Not yet. Maybe if they got to know each other better, and maybe if she liked him. 

“Sure, well let’s say in the middle of Leicester Square, at seven?”

“Okay, well I’ll see you there then.”

“Great! Brilliant! See you later!” Andy said, looking chuffed with himself. 

The two girls turned and walked away arm in arm, giggling.

“So who is he? What do you know about him? I want to know everything!” Hannah could hardly contain herself.

“He’s just Andy, that’s all I know. He works near the cafe, I think. He’s been in a few times. Ciro was trying to set us up.”

“He seems taken with you!”

“Shut up! Let’s go and eat. And get a drink too. I need to calm my nerves!”

• • •

Stumbling through the door to her apartment, Jessica set down the numerous bags of clothes she had acquired during the afternoon. The purchases weren’t planned, but Hannah could be very persuasive when it came to shopping.

She was tired from walking and talking, and also a bit tipsy from having drunk just a little too much wine with lunch, so she headed to her bedroom, and collapsed onto the bed. The idea of Selena popped into her mind, and she wondered if she might be able to succeed in a shift to Parallel One — if it really existed — while under the influence of the alcohol. After all, she was very relaxed indeed. She kicked off her shoes, and positioned herself more comfortably on the bed, resting her head on the pillow. Laying her arms out by her sides, she closed her eyes and started to count down from forty.

She made it as far as twenty-eight before she fell fast asleep. It was some hours later when she awoke with a start. For a moment she couldn’t understand why she was sleeping during the day, but the memory of the afternoon’s events quickly came flooding back. With a little shriek, she leapt up and ran to the bathroom. She had a date, and was already late.

An hour later, Jessica pushed her way up the escalator at Leicester Square Tube station. The problem with travelling on the underground at weekends, she noted, was that it was full of tourists. It seemed to her that the ability to read was not a pre-requisite to travel. Unlike the weekday rush hour, when disciplined commuters in a hurry filled the subterranean tunnels and the trains, these weekend voyagers weren’t paying any attention to the signs asking them to keep right, and instead blocked her every attempt to make some headway. She glanced at her watch. 7:40 PM. Andy was sure to think she had stood him up. Feeling defeated and deflated, she stopped trying to force her way through a group of camera-wielding Chinese, and waited for the escalator to carry her out of the station in its own time.

Jessica blinked as she stepped out into the daylight, her eyes struggling to adjust to the low sun. The square was packed, filled with noise and colour. Thousands of people talking, shouting, arguing, laughing, and singing. From somewhere in the melee came the sound of an accordion. The bells of the Swiss watch shop chimed and clanged. Street artists sketched, painted, and scraped at oversize canvases, delighting the assembled crowds with ridiculous caricatures of their gullible customers. The warm evening air was thick with the smells of pizzas, kebabs, and diesel fumes. She loved this square, and was glad that Andy had suggested it. It was a good place for a first date. Public, and relatively safe, and it would be easy to escape into the crowds should things not go well. All she hoped for though, was that Andy was still there.

She walked through one of the iron gates into the park at the centre of the square and took a look around. There were fewer people in the green space, but even so it wasn’t easy to see if anyone was standing or sitting by themselves. Taking her time, she made her way around the square, following the path that made the circuit. Two men on rollerblades whooshed past, catching her by surprise. A merry-looking woman pushing a buggy beamed at her in passing. A group of young men lounging on the grass, speaking French and smoking lethal-smelling cigarettes, leered as she walked past. One of them wolf-whistled, another made a comment that had his comrades in stitches. Finally she was back where she had started.

No Andy. She was too late.

It was only when she turned to leave that a voice called out to her: “Jessica! Over here!”

She caught sight of an arm waving in the air. Andy was getting up from a bench next to a statue of Charlie Chaplin. He stuffed an electronic book reader into his blue jacket pocket and jogged over to her. He started to hold out his hand ready to shake hers, thought better of it, and let it swing awkwardly at his side instead. “Hi! Um, hello. You came!” He sounded surprised.

“Yes!” Jessica said, sounding more excited than she had intended. “Listen, I’m sorry I’m late. My shopping trip went on much longer than I expected, and then when I got home I fell asleep, and…oh, it’s all quite embarrassing really.”

“Don’t worry about it, I’m just glad you came. I thought you might have just said yes to this evening because you were with your friend, and then not actually come.”

Jessica had considered that option right after she and Hannah had walked off to get some lunch, but she wasn’t going to admit it.

“Shall we go somewhere and grab a drink? Then maybe get a bite to eat and then a film?”

“Sounds great,” Jessica said, thinking that another drink was precisely what she needed to settle her nerves.

“You look lovely, by the way,” Andy said as they set off towards the gate.

In fact she looked like she always looked. She had chosen a white dress with yellow flower print, and blue Converse boots.

“I know a nice little bar in one of the back streets. Not so many tourists,” he said.

“Sounds perfect.” Jessica was beginning to like Andy.







Eleven







AS FIRST DATES go, theirs had started pretty well, Jessica thought. They were sitting in the corner of a cosy bar. The room was mainly lit by tea-light candles on tables tiled with a mosaic made from pieces of broken mirrors. The little squares reflected the candlelight in odd and unexpected directions.

Conversation had flowed easily, and now that they were onto their third cocktail, words were tumbling out with even more abandon. So far Jessica had learnt that Andy worked in one of the investment banks that was within a stone’s throw of the cafe. He wasn’t a banker though, he worked in the computer department, fixing traders’ screens. Jessica had always thought computer nerds were boring, but Andy was keeping her entertained with some hilarious stories of what he’d seen bankers getting up to while he was hidden under their desks fixing faulty wiring.

Andy already knew what Jessica did for a living of course, but that didn’t stop him taking a keen interest in her job. She told him about how she had started working in the cafe a few early mornings a week to help her pay for her studies, and how she had enjoyed it so much she just ended up staying full time.

“What were you studying?” he asked.

“Psychology.”

“You have a psychology degree?” He seemed surprised.

“Well, yeah. But it’s not much use. I mean, what am I supposed to do with that?”

“Didn’t you have an idea before you started the course?”

Jessica thought for a while before answering. It was true. Back then she’d had some vague intention of going on and training to be a teacher. The thought of standing in front of a class of unruly kids, unable to control them, filled her with dread, and so the idea had been quietly forgotten.

“It was just the easiest subject to take. I did it at school and got good grades. Then I carried on with it at college, so I thought why not? My mum was pushing me to go to university, and with my grades my college teachers were the same. So in the end I think I just went to keep everyone happy.”

“Wow.” Andy sat back on his chair and studied the girl. “You spent three years of your life learning about something just to keep your mum happy?”

“I did enjoy it. University, I mean. And I didn’t have any other ideas about what I wanted to do with my life, so it was the easiest option. I suppose that makes me lazy.” Jessica stared into the bottom of her cocktail glass.

“I don’t think anyone who can stick at university for three years is lazy. Especially when they take on a job to pay for it at the same time,” Andy said seriously. “You should be running that cafe. You’re obviously better qualified than the Italian guy!”

“Watch what you say about Ciro,” Jessica snapped. “He’s a lovely man. He’s been my family since…” She stopped, not wanting to finish the sentence. Fortunately it looked like it wasn’t a topic Andy wanted to pursue either.

“You hungry?” he asked. “What sort of food do you like? There’s the Mexican place on the square, if we can get in. Or I know a really good Indian.”

“Curry sounds good to me.” Jessica realised she was very hungry. Lunch with Hannah seemed a long time ago.

They left the bar and turned left. Crossing the small street, Jessica felt as though she was being watched. She glanced right to see someone turning away from her and slipping into a crowd. She could have sworn it was Doctor Sloan.

The meal went on for hours. Discussion turned from work and family, to religion, politics, and all manner of the other staples of conversation. Jessica and Andy found that they had much in common. Both enjoyed their jobs, even though they were both capable of much more. Neither were very sociable, and both were happy to be that way. Each wished to travel more, but neither had done so for the same reason: the lack of a willing partner to travel with. Jessica was beginning to think that she could quite enjoy travelling with Andy. He seemed to be genuinely nice, the sort of guy she could take home to meet her mother. Granted, he wasn’t the best looking bloke she had been out with, but she wasn’t so shallow as to think that looks were that important. Jessica hoped that the conversation would steer clear of the subject of previous relationships, and it seemed her luck was in, as Andy apparently had no intention of going there.

By the time they were onto the coffee, the restaurant was starting to empty out. 

“Oh, wow, I didn’t notice the time,” Andy said, checking the screen of his phone. “I guess we missed the film. Unless you’re up for the late screening of whatever they’re showing?”

“Actually, I’ve had a really long day.” Jessica was genuinely flagging. “If I sit in one of those comfy cinema seats I think I may well doze off!”

“Of course, of course. Well, maybe next time? I mean, if there is a next time. Would you like there to be a next time?”

Jessica hesitated only for a second before replying. “Yes. Yes, I would. Next time it is then.” 

“Great! Well, erm, I guess I’ll call you. Or maybe see you in the cafe?”

“Cafe is probably best. My phone is hardly ever switched on. Only Hannah and my mum call me on it, and I usually try to avoid Mum’s messages and nagging.”

It was half true. Jessica rarely switched her phone on, but she didn’t feel quite ready to hand over her number yet. It was silly, she knew. After all, Andy knew full well where to find her. Even so, after Simon, she wanted to take things easy.

Back at the Tube station they said their goodbyes. Andy offered to share his cab and run Jessica to her door, but she politely refused. Showing him where she lived would be worse than giving him her mobile number; at least she could change the number relatively easily.

There was an awkward silence before Andy leant over and gave her a peck on the cheek. “I’ve had a lovely evening. I really hope we can do this again, soon?”

“Yes, absolutely. Thank you for the meal, I enjoyed it. The company wasn’t too bad either.”

They both laughed politely, and parted ways. 

Jessica descended into the depths of the station, humming to herself. She really had enjoyed herself, and had made up her mind that she would definitely see Andy again.







Twelve







LIGHT STREAMED IN through the curtains, pooling on Jessica’s eyes and waking her from her deep, dreamless sleep. She groaned, rolled over, and forced herself to look at the alarm clock. 8:34 AM.

Sunday. Nothing planned. No interruptions. There she was, comfortable in bed, as relaxed as it was possible to be without sleeping. It was the perfect opportunity to try and dreamshift whilst awake. She felt a flutter of excitement at the idea. Was she being silly, she asked herself? Surely Selena had been a dream? She hoped not, then immediately chastised herself for having had such a thought. Of course Selena was a dream. She was going to try out the daydreaming idea, and prove that fact once and for all.

Jessica closed her eyes and began to count down from thirty. Her body wanted her to go back to sleep, but she fought its impulses and focussed on the numbers in her head. On reaching zero, she pictured herself in an empty white space. She started to fill it with images of Jessie’s kitchen, building up the detail layer by layer. First the picture windows along one side, overlooking the green space outdoors. Opposite, the kitchen units, brilliant and sleek.

Nothing happened. Perhaps, she wondered, she wasn’t being specific enough. More detail was called for. She added the stools on which she and Selena had sat and talked to her mental image. And the island unit, the fridge, and that designer kettle she had noticed before.

Still nothing.

Something was wrong, but what was it? She thought hard, running over every detail of her previous dream. The room had been tidy; nothing was out of place. Everything was spotlessly clean. There had been no sound, just their voices. The windows had done a good job of insulating the flat from any exterior noise. Jessica had no recollection of any particular smell. There was nothing she could use to make the image more real in her mind. Then she realised what was nagging at her. She had been asleep when she dreamt of Selena, but in Selena’s world — in Parallel One — the sun had been shining brightly. Could it be possible that the two worlds were not synchronised in time? Now that it was daytime in her world, did that mean it was night in Parallel One? With a single thought, Jessica changed the mental image, killing the light that shone through the kitchen window, plunging the room into darkness.

Almost instantaneously, she felt herself being pulled by an invisible force. It was as if her mind was reaching into the scene it had created, making it more and more real.

The image twisted and flexed. It distorted, and folded in on itself, leaving just blackness. There was a sound like all the air was being sucked out of the room. Her ears felt like they were about to implode. In a heartbeat, the breath was sucked from her lungs. She wanted desperately to open her eyes, but she concentrated on keeping them firmly shut tight.

A tiny spot of light appeared in the distance. It rapidly grew bigger, until it filled her field of vision entirely. The blackness of the empty space had turned entirely, blindingly, white. The light was so intense it burned itself right into her retinas. She could hold out no longer; the light was too strong. Jessica opened her eyes and found herself back in bed.

Except, it wasn’t her bed. It was Jessie’s bed. She recognised the room, its high ceiling, and the mirror in front of which she had looked at herself the night she had dreamt of Lars.

Could it really be possible? Had she fallen asleep again? Or was it true? Were Selena’s words reality? Was this place a parallel world? Had Jessica moved her mind to another place?

The rush of adrenaline that accompanied the avalanche of questions threatened to bring her out of her meditative trance. Jessica had no intention of that happening; she wanted to get some answers, whether this was a dream or not. She breathed deeply and slowly, relaxing herself and settling in to her new surroundings.

“Jessie? You okay, love?”

She rolled her head to the side and saw Lars watching her. He was leaning on his elbow, wearing a worried look. She realised with some surprise that she was wearing nothing at all, and felt immediately exposed and vulnerable. She drew the quilt tightly around her.

“Shit!” she exclaimed. “Lars! Bloody hell, I didn’t think that would happen. Okay. Right, either I’m having the weirdest daydream ever, or…I’ve just shifted my mind to a parallel world. Oh, listen to me! I must sound like a complete nutter.”

Lars laughed gently. “Well hello, nice to meet you at last, Jessica. Selena told us about you. Welcome to, well, for you, I suppose this is Parallel One. To me, it’s just home. The world. My world.”

Jessica’s mind almost exploded. It was true! It hadn’t just been a dream. There really were other worlds, and she could shift herself from one to another. She was sure that she wasn’t dreaming now, she was awake, and was even faintly aware of her own body back in her own bed, as if it were connected by a thin tether. This wasn’t lucid dreaming, or daydreaming, or any other kind of dreaming. This was real.

“Erm, Lars? I appear to be a little bit naked here. I think you might be too? This is so embarrassing. I’m sorry, this is all rather new to me! I didn’t think this would happen. Well I wouldn’t, would I? I mean, I wouldn’t have thought this could happen! Oh hell, I’m gabbling, aren’t I?”

Lars hadn’t taken his eyes of her. He smiled. “You’re a lot like Jessie,” he said.

“Well I am her, aren’t I? I mean, another version of her.”

“Yes, I suppose so. But you know, some people are quite different to their parallels. So Jessie says, anyway.”

“Still naked?”

“Oh, sure, of course! Do you mind looking away for a second?”

She did so, and Lars hopped out of bed and quickly donned a thick white bathrobe. He found another, and threw it to the bed.

“I’ll be in the kitchen. Are you a tea-drinking Jessica, or a coffee-drinking Jessica?” he asked, grinning.

“Tea, definitely tea. Thank you. I haven’t had my morning cuppa yet. Or is it evening here? Oh, you know what I mean.”

“Tea it is. I’ll put the kettle on.” With that he was gone.

Jessica waited until the door clicked closed, then pulled herself out of bed and quickly donned the robe. 

Lars was in the kitchen, sitting in the same place that Selena had been just a couple of nights earlier. On the island worktop sat two cups of steaming hot tea, and a plate with an assortment of croissants, pastries, and brioche.

“You said you hadn't had your morning tea yet, so I guessed you probably hadn't had breakfast either, and might be hungry.” Lars was still smiling. “Although thinking about it, Jessie ate a big dinner, and you're in her body now, so maybe not? I'm not sure how that works.”

“Thanks. I feel pretty full, so I suppose this body is telling me I don't need any more food.” She perched herself on one of the stools and took a gulp of tea. “Nice. Just the way I like it.”

“Jessie's a tea drinker too, so I guessed being her nearest parallel you’d take it the same way.”

Jessica's head was bursting with questions. She hardly knew where to begin.

“Lots of questions, huh?” Lars said, as if reading her mind. “It's okay, you're not the first Jessica to arrive in Jessie's body, and I don't suppose you'll be the last. I'm getting used to it.”

“Who are you to Jessie, Lars? Boyfriend? Oh, husband!” Her eye caught sight of the ring on his left hand.

“Yep, husband. Happily married for three years. Are you married?”

“Hrmph!” She nearly snorted her tea out through her nose.

“Well you can't be single. Beautiful girl like you? And I'm allowed to say that by the way, because I'm married to you. Sort of.”

“I think I'm single,” Jessica was surprised to find herself saying. She was not normally so open about such matters, but her connection with Lars felt so strong, she thought she could tell him anything and he’d understand. It was as if she’d known him forever. “I recently split up with someone, but there's another bloke on the scene, and he seems nice.”

“There's always someone interested. Jessicas attract men, it's a known fact. Happens in every parallel, you know.”

“Are you a dreamshifter too, Lars?”

The smile faded from the young man's face. “No. I mean, not really. I know I've had shifts while sleeping, but I can't control it. It's like I'm a passenger. I don't think the other Larses know I'm in their heads, I'm just an observer. Jessie says that's how it is for most people. Only shifters get to take control. It’s probably a good thing, too. Can you imagine if everyone could pop between parallel worlds and take over each other’s bodies? It would be chaos!” He chuckled, but there was sadness in his laughter.

“So if you're not a dreamshifter, does that mean the other Larses in other parallels aren't shifters either?”

“Probably, at least not most of them. As far as I know, no Lars has ever shifted into me and taken control. Jessie would have seen the signs if that had happened. But who knows? Far enough out in a distant parallel there could be a shifting Lars. Every parallel is a bit different, and that includes people’s ability to shift. Just because one person can shift, doesn't mean all their parallels can, and vice versa.”

“It's just that, well…” Jessica wasn’t sure whether to continue, but she’d already hinted at what she wanted to say, in the restaurant, with Selena and Lars. She took a deep breath and continued. “In my world — your Parallel One — Lars is dead. He was murdered.”

Lars said nothing for a few moments, apparently lost in thought. “I've been trying to learn to shift. Jessie found a way of siphoning off the power of a shifter and passing it to someone else. It's not easy, and you have to have some latent shifting ability to start with, but I was making progress. If my number one parallel is dead though, that's probably scuppered my chances of ever being able to do it.”

Jessica placed her hand over his and gave it a squeeze. “I'm sorry,” she said. “But there are other parallels, right? Maybe you can skip Parallel One and go further?”

“Yes, I suppose it's still possible. But getting to further parallels is hard enough as it is. You need to use the nearer ones like stepping stones. You'll learn all this, no doubt.”

That brought Jessica to her next question. “Do you think there's a way Jessie could teach me about shifting? She's good, right? That's the impression I got from Selena.”

“She's the best!” Lars was smiling again, the pride he felt for his wife evident. “But you can never talk to her directly, because you're in her body when you're here. And if she comes to Parallel One, she’ll be in your body. I know she'd like to help, but it will be easier for Selena to teach you. She's quite talented, better than she thinks. If you have questions for Jessie, you can always pass them on via Selena.”

Jessica liked the sound of that. Selena had been friendly and fun, and the idea of spending more time with her, especially to learn about dreamshifting, filled her with excitement. She still had another question though, and was undecided about whether to broach it. It was something neither Lars nor Selena had hinted at, and she couldn’t help but wonder why. She sipped her tea again, turning it over in her head, working out the best way to ask. In the end, she decided it would be best to be direct. “Lars?” She hesitated. “Can you only shift into your own parallel body? I mean, can I only shift into other Jessicas?”

Lars straightened up and looked her in the eye, his smile gone. “Why do you ask?”

“When I tried to get back here the other night, I think I shifted into someone else. It was a man, an old man on a train. I mean, it could just have been a dream.”

Lars let out a long whistle. “Could you control him?”

“Sort of. I saw my — his — reflection, and knew it was odd. It wasn't like being here, now. I wasn't in control in that way. But I knew that I was still Jessica, and that being that man wasn't right. I don't think it was a dream.”

“Okay, here's the thing.” Lars leaned in closer, as if sharing a great secret. “Among the dreamshifters, there is a myth. A legend. Some say that there are dreamshifters who are more powerful. Like…” he searched for the right word, “like supershifters. They can shift into any body in any parallel. But it’s just a myth, because nobody ever met one. Or at least, nobody ever admitted to it.”

“Are you saying I could be one of those? Doesn’t that mean Jessie would be too? You'd know, if she was?”

“No. Remember, every parallel is unique. You can be a shifter in one parallel and not in another. If these supershifters really exist, then they’re rare. Very rare. Jessie isn't a supershifter, but she's not far off. She’s shifted into other people while dreaming, but she can't control it. She's like me, just a passenger. But you're saying you could control it? That's incredible if it's true.”

Jessica drained the rest of her tea and stared into the bottom of the empty cup. “I don't know if I could or not. As I say, I knew I was there, and I was fairly sure it wasn't a dream. But I wasn't there long enough to know.”

For a few minutes neither of them spoke, both lost in their thoughts.

“Tell me about my parallel,” Lars said eventually. “You say he was murdered? What happened? Were you friends? Oh, God! Were you together? Was it him you split up with?”

“No, I never met him. I saw it on the news. It was just after the first time I saw you in a dream. I mean, in a shift, but I didn't know that then.”

There was a knock at the door. Lars made no move to answer it.

“The police arrested someone,” Jessica continued. “It sounds like they have solid evidence against him.”

“Jess! Come on, open up!” The voice was distant but insistent.

“Are you going to get that?” Jessica asked.

“Get what?” Lars looked at her quizzically.

“The door. Someone's calling for Jessie.”

“I don't hear anyone calling, Jessica. Are you alone back home?”

The banging was getting louder. Jessica could feel her mind being pulled back.

“Oh! Lars, I think I'm going. I don't think I can—”

Before she could finish, her surroundings twisted and blurred, then folded in on themselves. The air was sucked out of her lungs, and her ears popped. She felt as though she was flying backwards at the speed of light, through a void, until...

She blinked open her eyes. She was in bed. Her bed, in her world.

The knocking at the door continued.

“Jess. Open up! Or are you not alone? Did you bring him back with you? Should I leave you two lovebirds to it? Ha!” Hannah laughed triumphantly.

Jessica thought about ignoring her, but she didn't want her friend to go away with the wrong idea. “Wait there!” she called, and with a moan she fell out of bed and reluctantly went to answer the door.







Thirteen







“SO COME ON, I want to know everything! All the juicy details. What was he like? What did you talk about? What does he do? Does he like you? Do you like him?” Hannah was beside herself with excitement.

“Slow down! One thing at a time. Do you mind if I get dressed first?” Jessica giggled.

“Yes, I do! No time for that. Sit yourself down there and don’t move until you’ve spilled all. I want to feel like I was there, in your head, watching the whole date!”

Jessica smiled to herself. Hannah wanted to be a passenger.

“What are you grinning at?” her friend asked. “Was it that good? Come on! Tell me!”

“Sorry. I was just thinking about something else. Yes, sure, it was fine. I had a nice time.”

“Fine? Nice?” Hannah drew out each word sarcastically. “That’s a polite way of saying he was a boring git and you never want to see him again. No need to be polite with me, Jess. How long have I been your friend? Come on, how long?”

“Um, I don’t remember. About fourteen years? Fifteen?”

“Right! Fifteen years! So don’t give me ‘fine’ and ‘nice.’ Tell me all the gory details about how awful it was. Did he try and kiss you? Did his breath stink? Did he bore you to death? Oh blimey, did he talk about all his ex-girlfriends? He did, didn’t he?”

“No. He didn’t mention any ex-girlfriends, and his breath didn’t stink. At least I don’t think it did. I didn’t get close enough to notice. It really was fine. It was good. We had a nice time. Sorry, a good time. We got on well. We chatted all evening and didn’t get as far as a film. By the time we’d finished dinner it was too late.”

“Ooh! Time flew by and you didn’t notice. That’s a good sign. So what did you talk about? Gimme details here.” Hannah was bouncing on her feet, over-excited and full of energy. Just watching her made Jessica feel quite weary.

The girls moved to the sofa and Jessica recounted her date from start to finish. She decided it was the quickest way, as it meant there would be no questions left to ask. All she really wanted to do was go back to bed, try to return to Parallel One, and continue her conversation with Lars. Or maybe try to find Selena. It wasn’t to be though, because Hannah looked like she was planning on staying some time yet.

There was another three hours of talking, eating, and drinking before Jessica finally said goodbye to her best friend. Then, at last, she could attempt another shift.

A worrying thought had occurred to her since speaking to Lars. Matthew Shipton's lawyer had quite clearly stated that her client had no recollection of having killed Lars Jacobson. The police on the other hand, appeared to have irrefutable video evidence that even Shipton could not deny. It seemed to Jessica as though Shipton could have been playing host to a dreamshifter when he committed the murder. Part of her tried to deny this, said that it was a ridiculous idea, that dreamshifting and parallel worlds weren’t real, they were all a figment of her overactive imagination whilst dreaming. Yet it would explain Shipton’s memory lapse. It also meant that there was a good chance the real murderer was in Parallel One — Selena's world. Was Jessie's Lars in danger? Jessica didn't know, but she wanted to warn him about her conclusions.

Settling down on her comfy chair, she closed her eyes and started to count backwards. It was soon evident that she wasn't relaxed enough to try any dreamshifting. Between her worrying about Lars, and her excitement at the prospect of shifting back to Parallel One, she just couldn’t pacify her mind. The harder Jessica tried, the more her stress level rose. In frustration, she got up and left the flat. A walk in the park, she thought, might help her calm down.

As she stepped onto the street she almost walked straight into a man passing her door. His head was bent low and his thick coat collar was high around his neck, making it difficult to see his face. Even so, Jessica recognised him straight away.

“Doctor Sloan?”

The man looked up at her, surprised. “Ah, Jessica. How are you? Off for a walk on this lovely afternoon?”

“Just a stroll round the park, to try and empty my head.”

“Jolly good. Well, have a nice time. See you soon, I expect.”

He turned to leave, eager to continue on his way.

“Wait! Doctor Sloan!” Jessica called after him. An idea had just occurred to her. “Hang on a minute!”

He stopped and looked back, agitated. He appeared frustrated at being delayed, but was too polite to say so. “Yes?”

“I know it's another few weeks until my next appointment, but I really need your help with something. Could I see you this week? The sooner the better.”

“You know, you really should call to book an appointment like all my other patients, Jessica.”

“I know, but it's important, and as you're here…”

He hesitated. “I'm quite busy all week, but if you drop by tomorrow afternoon around five o’clock, if it's not for too long I can perhaps fit you in after my last patient.”

“Thank you so much, Doctor, that would be brilliant. I'll see you tomorrow then.”

“Mm, okay, yes,” Sloan mumbled, before shuffling off.

Jessica found a quiet and shady spot in the park, away from anyone else. She had walked all the way around the perimeter and was feeling much more relaxed. Sitting down on the grass, she watched some kids playing down near the lake. Before long, her eyelids became heavy and sleep beckoned. It was time; she was ready. She lay down, closed her eyes, drew a few deep breaths, and started to count down from thirty to zero. It took some effort to remain awake, but she soon completed the countdown.

She pictured herself standing in a black void. Just as before, she visualised Jessie and Lars’ kitchen. It was easier this time, having been there only hours before. The details came quickly and before long Jessica felt the same pull on her mind that she had experienced only that morning. The image of the kitchen twisted and knotted itself, and seconds later she felt her essence being whisked across the invisible void between worlds, towards the pinprick of light which completely engulfed her.

She opened her eyes to see not the kitchen or bedroom, but the living room, filled with plump white leather chairs and sofas. Jessica got up and went straight to the kitchen. There was no sign of Lars. A quick check of the other rooms made it apparent that she was alone in his home. She searched for a pen and some paper, eventually finding a notepad in a kitchen drawer. Sitting at the kitchen island, she began to write.




To: Lars and Jessie

From: Jessica (Parallel One)




I think Lars might be in danger. The man suspected of murdering Lars in my world claims to have no memory of killing him. However, the police appear to have video evidence that he committed the crime. Maybe it was his parallel? I don't know what his motive was. Could he intend to harm Lars in this world? 

The suspect’s name is Matthew Shipton. Can you find him in your world?

Please take care,




Jessica.




She read the note three times. To any casual reader it would make no sense, but she knew Lars and Jessie would understand. She pondered where to leave it, before realising the best thing would be to simply return to where Jessie had been sitting, then leave her body with the note in her hand. As soon as she left, Jessie would see it.

It was only when she walked back to the white sofa that she noticed the black moleskin notebook next to where she had been sitting. A rubber band around it held in place a small piece of paper on which was written, For Jessica. She grabbed the notebook, pulled off the band, and opened it. Another piece of paper fell out and onto the floor. She picked it up, unfolded it with hands trembling, and read.




Dear Jessica,




Lars and Selena have told me all about you. I'm happy for you that you have discovered your power. I'm also sorry for any problems I caused you in your teenage years as I was, myself, discovering my ability to shift.

This book is my personal diary. I started it once I realised I could control my shifting. Inside, I recorded my early experiences. I think it will help you learn to use your power. I wish there was a way you could take it back to your world with you, but sadly that is impossible — you must read it through me. All I ask is that if you shift into me and find me in a personal situation, or with other people, that you quickly leave and come back later. If Lars is right about your power, soon you won't need to use me at all.




Good luck,




Jessie




Jessica sat back and felt a rush of guilt. She hadn't considered that she was using someone else's body without their permission. How could she have been so selfish? She couldn’t change what she had done now though. Her plan to retreat back to her own world leaving the note behind instantly vanished. Instead, she opened the diary and began to read.

Almost an hour went by before Jessica was suddenly and violently pulled out of her dreamshift when a football rolled carelessly into her head. Her trance state was interrupted, and without warning she found herself back in her own body, staring into the eyes of a small boy who was peering down at her.

“Sorry ’bout that!” he shouted. “It weren’t me. It was my mate! He kicked it too ’ard and I couldn’t stop it in time!”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jessica said dreamily.

She closed her eyes again. The diary had been a revelation. Jessie had written about her early experiences in shifting, finding herself in Jessica’s body. It was like filling in the blanks in her own adolescence. Many of those episodes, the times her memory had failed, her leaving gaping holes, were documented.

Jessie’s early shifts were what had caused Jessica so much trouble at school and at home, and yet she felt sorry for Jessie. It was clear from the notes that Jessie had no idea what was happening at that time. The shifts had been equally as traumatic for Jessie as for her parallel. It was a year before she finally began to gain control over them, and understand that she could go further, into other Jessicas in other parallels. Jessica had just begun reading about that when she was interrupted by the errant ball. She considered returning to Parallel One, but thought better of it. She had monopolised Jessie’s body quite enough for one day. It was better to leave her alone and come back tomorrow.







Fourteen







THE MAN WATCHED as the blood ran from his body, mixed with the water from the shower, turning it pink, and spiralled into the plug hole.

Things had not gone according to plan at all. The dreadlocked girl’s friend had come home before he had finished the job. So he had had to finish her, too. 

On reflection, he decided this was not altogether a bad thing. Having her out of the way was likely to make everything else run more smoothly. She was the gateway, the portal. Without her, the other girl could no longer travel between worlds. He had even considered killing her earlier, but she was his backup, his ‘Plan B.’ Now she was dead, he had no backup. He would have to make sure that the rest of ‘Plan A’ worked perfectly.

The man stepped out of the shower and glanced at the axe on the floor. He would have to hide it. If it was seen by the wrong eyes, it would raise all sorts of awkward questions. Killing Lars had been without risk, but this time, he had to be more careful.







Fifteen







MONDAY, AS WAS so often the case, zipped by in a flash. Jessica made the mistake of telling Ciro that she had been on a date with Andy, which led to him questioning her in almost as much detail as Hannah had done. Fortunately the Monday morning rush got going, leaving little time for romantic gossip.

Andy himself didn’t put in an appearance at the cafe all day, and Jessica wondered if he was avoiding her for some reason. She was more bothered by the idea than she cared to admit.

She stayed on at work after her usual three o’clock finish time. Partly that was to make up for having left early the previous week, but mainly it was because her appointment with Doctor Sloan was at five. As his consulting rooms were in the opposite direction to home, she didn’t want to waste time going backwards and forwards. Ciro was glad of the extra help because they were busier than usual and it was gone four o’clock before they could start clearing up and getting ready to close. Eventually the cafe did shut its door, and Jessica set off to see the doctor.

At the precise moment her finger hit the buzzer, the street-level door opened and Doctor Sloan’s receptionist stepped outside. Jessica smiled at her, and made to enter the building.

“The doctor has finished for the day!” the receptionist called after her. Jessica ignored her. “Hello? I say! Doctor Sloan is done for the day. You should call tomorrow and make an appointment.”

“I have an appointment. Kind of,” Jessica called back as the door swung closed on its heavy spring. She climbed the stone and tile steps for two floors, and rapped on the door to the doctor’s suite. 

“Good evening, Jessica,” he said, somewhat sternly.

She followed him into his consulting room, where he gestured towards a chair and made his way round behind his desk. He rarely put physical barriers between himself and his patients, but this being an unofficial visit, it seemed he was not abiding by his usual rules.

“So what is so urgent that brings you here today?” he said, easing himself into his high-backed swivel chair.

“Doctor Sloan, I need you to teach me some meditation techniques.” Jessica was perched on the edge of her chair, hands clasped together in her lap.

“Meditation? Really? Whatever for?”

“I need to learn to relax. Quickly, and whenever I want.”

The doctor stroked his chin and leaned back, the chair tilting with him. “I seem to remember, when you were much younger, that I suggested meditation for you as a way to help you through your problems. I also seem to remember that you were very much against the idea. I believe the phrase you used was ‘new age nonsense’. Apparently you were not inclined to believe in the advantages of the practice. May I enquire as to why there has been this change of heart, and the reason for the urgency in acquiring the techniques?”

“It’s true, I didn’t really see the point back then,” Jessica admitted. “But recently I’ve been having trouble…relaxing. Sometimes sleeping. I get stressed, and I want to deal with that. I remembered some of the basic stuff you showed me before, and it’s helped. But it’s not enough. I want to be able to relax like that.” She snapped her fingers, demonstrating her desire for instant results.

“I see. I see. You know, there aren’t any big secrets to meditation, and no shortcuts either. The more you do, the better you will get. If you meditate regularly, you will find yourself more relaxed in general. Indeed you will most likely find that there is no need for instant relaxation, as you put it.”

“Yes, I get that,” Jessica said, annoyed that the doctor appeared to be brushing her off. “But it doesn’t change the fact that I could really use some more exercises, and some way of relaxing on command.”

“On command!” The doctor laughed a deep belly laugh. “My dear, if it were that easy to come up with a way to relax on command, without the use of illegal substances, I would bottle it and be a millionaire by lunchtime tomorrow!”

Jessica thought about this. She hadn’t considered drugs, but now the doctor mentioned it, that might be a way she could get into the dream state for shifting whenever she wanted. She felt a sudden revulsion for the idea. She had never so much as smoked a single cigarette in her life. Drugs were out of the question. There had to be a better way. Jessica looked at the doctor pleadingly, hoping he would see that she was serious.

“You really want to do this, don’t you?” he asked, sitting forward, leaning his elbows on his old oak desk.

“Yes, I really want to do this.”

“Okay. Let’s start with an exercise. I’ll talk you through getting yourself into a light trance, and we’ll take it from there. No need to move!” he commanded, as Jessica got up to switch to her regular position on the Chesterfield. “Stay in that chair, we don’t want you nodding off to sleep. Right then, young lady, close your eyes, and listen to the sound of my voice.”

The doctor talked for some time, bringing Jessica into a deep relaxation, a light hypnotic trance. He asked her to concentrate on each part of her body, starting with her feet and working upwards. With every step, she felt as though her body parts were becoming detached and were floating away. By the time she reached the top of her head, she was in a state that she was becoming familiar with — just a mind in a void.

The doctor spoke again. “I want you to bring together the thumb and little finger of your left hand. Let the tip of the little finger touch gently against the tip of the thumb. Yes, that’s right, like that. Hold it there. Now, when you bring your thumb and finger together like this, you will relax. You will feel the same state of deep relaxation you are feeling right now. Every muscle in your body will relax. Your mind will be clear, your thoughts will be focussed. That’s good.”

He kept her in the same position for a few minutes, then had her open her hand up before bringing her slowly out of the trance by counting upwards to ten. At the end of the count, Jessica opened her eyes and took a deep breath. She felt incredible. She knew that she could easily have shifted to Parallel One while in the trance, and probably a few other parallels too.

“What we started to do there was create a trigger,” the doctor explained. “We must anchor the state of relaxation to a physical trigger. In this case, the touching of your thumb and little finger.

“That exercise was only the start. I have planted the seed, you must tend to it and help it grow. Practice the meditation every day. Twice a day is good, three times is better. Each time you practice, once you are deeply relaxed, repeat the trigger action. Touch the thumb and finger together. Always the little finger, and always the left hand. This will reinforce in your mind the link between the action and the relaxed state. If you do this, you will be able to call upon that same state of mind at any time, just by bringing your thumb and finger together.”

“You mean, it’s like we’re programming my mind? Like you could program a computer?” Jessica asked.

“Yes. That’s exactly it. You are programming yourself. Your subconscious mind, to be precise. You must practice, though. It takes a lot of repetition to fix the anchor, to get it burned into your brain.”

“So there is a way to relax on command!”

“Well, sort of. Yes, I suppose you could look at it that way. But it’s not something you can put in a bottle. And it takes work. Most people would never put in the effort. But yes, in theory you can relax on command using this trigger method.”

Back home that evening, Jessica laid herself out on her sofa and started practicing the meditative technique. She achieved a deep relaxation, and remembered to bring her finger and thumb together to program the trigger. She decided to try and shift back into Jessie, to read some more of the diary, assuming the situation permitted, of course. She pictured the now very familiar kitchen of Jessie’s apartment.

Nothing happened.

In her mind’s eye she studied the space, filling in as many tiny details as she could remember.

Still nothing. The image didn’t twist or fold in on itself, and she felt no pull on her mind. 

Puzzled by her failure, she changed tack. This time she visualised the lounge with its big white leather chairs and sofas. She knew she was relaxed, and she knew she was imagining an accurate image of the room, yet there was absolutely no sign of a shift. Tension started to creep up on her, a fear that her previous shifts had been a fluke, or worse, just dreams. The anxiety began to bring her out of the trance state.

Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, Jessica emptied her mind completely. Selena had talked about using the place or the person in order to shift. If the place wasn’t getting her anywhere, maybe focussing on the person would bring better results. At first, she pictured Selena, just as she had done before. The girl’s smiling face appeared quite clearly in her head, but still she wasn’t being pulled into Jessie. As a final effort, she pictured Jessie in front of the mirror, just as she had been during her very first dreamshift. It was no good though. No matter how real and detailed she made the image, her mind resolutely refused to go anywhere outside of her own head.

Frustrated, she counted herself out of her trance state and opened her eyes. Remaining on the sofa, she tried to work out what was different, what had changed. Why hadn’t the shift worked this time? She had been in the trance state, there was no doubt about that. Perhaps Jessie and Selena were not together, or weren’t in the apartment, so the images in her head didn’t link her to Jessie. Yet she had pictured Jessie herself, and that should have initiated the shift no matter where she was.

Jessica still had so many unanswered questions about dreamshifting. Could it be that Jessie was able to block her out whenever she wanted? It didn’t seem very likely. If that was possible, her note wouldn’t have asked Jessica to leave should she shift at an inconvenient moment. The only sensible explanation, Jessica concluded, was that she was too new at the whole shifting business, and didn’t really know what she was doing; didn’t have enough control. She decided she would practice her meditations three times a day, and try and shift at least as frequently.

• • •

“So when are you seeing lovely boy Andy again, huh?” Ciro asked.

Jessica sighed. He had been like that all morning again.

“I told you, I don’t know. He knows where to find me. I’m not going round chasing him. If he’s interested, he can come and see me.” She busied herself cleaning tables, hoping her boss would get the message.

“Don’t you let him get away, you hear? Ciro not be happy with you!”

“I’ve got enough to be worrying about without chasing after men, Ciro,” Jessica said before she could stop herself. She put her head down and scrubbed hard at an invisible stain.

“Why? What is wrong, my darling? You have problems? Ciro can help with problems! You tell me, what is the problem?”

“No, no. I don’t have any problems. I just…I have a lot on my mind, that’s all. It’s not important. All I meant was that boyfriends always seem to end up being trouble, and I don’t want any trouble. I just want things to be nice and simple.”

“But are you not lonely? When you go home to your little flat on your own? When you eat your dinner on your own? When you wake up in the morning and there is no smiling face on the pillow next to you, and nobody to talk to?”

“Sounds to me like I’m not the lonely one around here, Ciro. You know, for all your talk about needing to be with someone, you’re a bit of a hypocrite. If anyone needs to find a lovely boy, Ciro, it’s you.”

“Yes, well…” Now it was Ciro’s turn to look flustered. “You know you should do what Ciro say, not what Ciro do! We not talk about Ciro, we talk about Jessica.”

“We’re always talking about me. I think we should change the record and talk about you, Boss.”

Ciro was saved by the tinkle of the bell over the shop door as a customer walked in. He was tall, wore a long overcoat despite the warm day, and large dark glasses.

“Good afternoon. I’d like one of your largest coffees, please. Cappuccino.” He coughed into his hand, and looked away.

Ciro and Jessica exchanged a look before Jessica started preparing the order.

“I not seen you here before,” Ciro said to the customer. Jessica elbowed him in the side. 

“No. I’m working down the road. Only here for today and then we move on to a new location.” The man spoke softly but with a practised confidence.

Jessica handed him his coffee and took the five pound note he offered. “I hope you have a good afternoon. Maybe we’ll see you again if you return to the area?” she asked as she handed him his change.

“Yes. I’m sure that would be marvellous. Thank you very much. Goodbye.”

The tall man left as quickly as he had come. Jessica and Ciro turned to face each other, and both spoke at once.

“You know who that was? It was him! Off the telly! The actor!” Jessica squealed.

“I know this man! He is on my television in the evening! I am very big fan!” Ciro spouted.

They both fell into fits of giggles.

“Imagine, a celebrity in Ciro’s little cafe!” Ciro gushed. “Why do you think he come to buy his own coffee? Do not the stars like that have people who do everything for them?”

“I thought so,” Jessica agreed. “Maybe he needed a break? Wanted to get away for a few minutes.”

“Pah!” Ciro exclaimed. “Away from what? He is actor! He get away every time he working. Every show or film he make, he is someone new. Is like having a break from being himself, don’t you think? Imagine, if you had to be someone different every day? Is a funny way to earn a living I think, no?”

Jessica didn’t answer. She was lost in thought. Before Ciro could continue his discussion on the merits of acting as a career choice, the doorbell tinkled once more.

“Andy! Lovely Andy! You see, Jessica? No need to worry. Andy come see you again.” Ciro was beside himself, his grin wider than ever.

Jessica glared at him. “I’m not the one who was worried!” she said a bit too loudly, blushing bright pink.

Andy was polite enough to ignore Ciro’s overenthusiastic suggestion. “Hello. Um, hi, Jessica. How are you today? Ooh, er, looking lovely, I might say. As always, of course, of course.”

“Hi, Andy. Yes, I’m good thanks. You?” Jessica’s smile belied the swarm of butterflies in her stomach.

“Great! Yes, excellent. Listen, I was wondering if you fancied catching that film this evening? As we didn’t manage to get to the cinema on Saturday? If you’re not busy, of course. You probably have other things to do. I understand.”

“No! I mean, no. I don’t have anything else planned. That would be lovely.”

“Brilliant!” Andy looked surprised and relieved at the same time. “So, shall we say the same place, at about eight o’clock?”

“Charlie Chaplin at eight. I’ll be there.”

“Okay! Right, that’s great! Oh, yes. I’ll have a coffee and one of those double chocolate muffins while I’m here please.”

Jessica made the coffee while Ciro sorted out the cake, all the time beaming from ear to ear. 

“No. No charge today,” the Italian insisted as Andy made to hand over a pile of coins.

“Oh, right. Right! Thanks. Well, see you this evening then. Bye.”

Jessica gave him a tiny fingertip wave.

As soon as Andy was out the door, Ciro turned to her and gave her a big hug. “Ciro be godfather to your first child!” he cried.

“Alright! Steady on! We haven’t had our second date yet.” Jessica laughed. 

“But when you have a child, I will be godfather, yes?”

“If it ever comes to that, then I promise you will be godfather, Ciro.”

• • •

As soon as she was back home, Jessica got ready to practice her trance state. She looked for her mobile phone to switch it off, and found that it wasn’t even charged. She closed all the windows, shut her bedroom door, pulled off her shoes, and lay down on the bed. Then she jumped up again and closed the curtains. Jessica didn’t want to fall asleep, but as she was getting better at controlling the trance, so there wasn’t too much risk. The darker room helped her to relax.

Back on the bed, eyes closed, she brought the thumb and little finger of her left hand together and began the countdown. The finger trigger was already beginning to have an effect, and she was starting to enter the trance state before she reached zero. By the end of the count, she was in a deep relaxation, deeper even that her previous try.

Jessica began by picturing Jessie in front of her bedroom mirror. She concentrated on her face, her clothes, her hair, the room around her, all the details that came to mind. 

There was no shift. Just like the previous night, the image failed to twist or fold.

Jessica had been half expecting this given the failures of the day before, and didn’t let it get to her. Instead, she moved on to picturing Lars. If Jessie was with him it should, she thought, make the shift happen.

She spent a lot longer visualising Lars. Jessica was quite happy to admit to herself that she found him deeply attractive. She could see why Jessie had married him: he was good-looking, and seemed intelligent, kind and funny too. He very obviously adored Jessie. Eventually though, she had to concede that looking at Lars wasn’t getting her anywhere; she still had not shifted.

Her last attempt was Selena, but still her mind refused to leave her own world.

Out of ideas, Jessica counted herself out of her trance. She returned to the kitchen and made herself a large mug of tea. Sitting down by the window, she tried to understand what had changed. The last time she had shifted, it had happened quite easily. Now she was getting better at the trance state, but she couldn’t shift. Was she too relaxed? No, she didn’t think so. Jessie’s diary recounted how she herself had practised shifting, and how her main problem had been that she couldn’t relax enough. It sounded unlikely that being too relaxed was the issue.

There was something else in the back of her mind, and as the tea went down, she let the idea float to the forefront. Ever since the actor had come into the cafe and Ciro had talked about being someone else, Jessica had been thinking about her possible ability as a supershifter. She hadn’t planned to try shifting into anyone other than Jessie until she had mastered regular shifting to Parallel One and beyond. But what if something had happened to Jessie? What if something was preventing her from shifting? She didn’t know what that could be, and didn’t like to think too hard about the possibilities. All Jessica knew was that if she could shift into somebody else, she could try and find Jessie and make sure she was alright. As a bonus, if she succeeded she would actually be able to talk to her — something Jessie thought would never be possible.

That final thought made up her mind. The only questions now were who was she going to shift into, and how? The obvious candidates were Lars or Selena, but she’d been picturing them already, so surely if she could shift into them, it would already have happened? Jessica didn’t know anyone else in Parallel One.

Or did she?

Everyone had parallels, Selena had said. So in theory, everyone that she knew also existed in Parallel One. She could take her pick! So was it to be Ciro? That just felt weird. She would rather shift into a girl, which made the answer obvious: Jessica would try and shift into Hannah’s parallel. Hannah was her best friend in the world, so on some level it felt right.

She finished her tea, returned to the bedroom, and prepared for another attempt. Finger and thumb together, she counted down from twenty and was already in the trance state by ten. With her mind emptied, she pictured herself in the black void that had previously offered success. In front of her, an imaginary Hannah.

Jessica looked at her in detail. Her long red hair, slightly curly where it tumbled over her narrow shoulders. Her thin freckled face, her green eyes. Jessica felt something tugging at her mind — the start of a shift? It wasn’t enough, it needed more. She brought her imaginary Hannah to life. The girl became animated, walking and talking in the way her best friend really did. As she spoke, she flapped her hands and arms around in front of her. She moved her head from side to side a little as she walked. Her sing-song voice rose and fell. She sounded like she was smiling, even when she was angry.

The pulling on Jessica’s mind was getting stronger, the image was starting to twist, but it still wasn’t enough. The old fear of failure was creeping up on her again, but she beat it back. This was progress, it just needed…something. A little push, an extra dose of detail. What else could she do? She positioned imaginary-Hannah right in front of her, still talking and gesticulating. Jessica looked into her eyes, then began to fill in the black space around her friend. She made a bright sky, lush grass on the ground, trees that swayed in the wind. She heard birds singing, cars driving, people talking. With every new element she could feel her mind being pulled more and more strongly. Then Hannah called to her.

“Jessica. Jessica!”

With that, the image twisted violently and folded in on itself, disappearing into a tiny point of light which she felt herself rushing towards. The point of light grew bigger and became a disc. Still she was flying towards it, across the empty void. It was getting brighter too. In an indefinable length of time that felt like seconds but was really just a fraction of that, it completely filled her field of vision and she popped right into it.

Jessica blinked a couple of times against the blinding light. It faded slowly, and her eyes gradually focussed. 

“I said, are you gonna pay for that, love? Or are you just gonna stand there all day holding everyone up?”

Jessica looked round quickly, taking in her surroundings. She was in a supermarket at the checkout. The woman behind the till was giving her an angry look, and a line of customers behind her were muttering and tutting. Had she done it? Was she in Hannah? A glance at her clothes didn’t confirm either way. A moment’s hesitation, and she grabbed at her hair, pulling it round in front of her face. It was red.

“Yes!” she shouted, and gave a little jump. The checkout girl looked unimpressed, but Jessica didn’t care. The shift had worked. She was in Hannah’s parallel. The implications set off a series of ideas and consequences, exploding in her head. She was a supershifter, something even Lars wasn’t sure was possible.

“Am I gonna have to call security, love?” The cashier reached for a phone by the side of her till.

“No! Sorry. One second.” Jessica looked at the screen to see how much she was supposed to be paying. She found a handbag hanging from her shoulder and opened it uncertainly, then fished around for a purse or some money. Her own Hannah never let anyone, even Jessica, look in her handbag, so she had no idea what she might find inside. She located something that resembled a wallet and opened it up to find four credit cards but no cash. With a sigh of relief she took out a random card and slotted it into the reader. 

“Your PIN, love. Gotta put in your PIN,” the cashier said with a withering look.

Jessica panicked. PIN? She had no idea what Hannah’s PIN would be. She could possibly hazard a guess at something her Hannah might use, but this wasn’t her Hannah. The cashier was starting to get suspicious. Jessica had to make a decision.

“Oh my God, I’m really sorry, I think I’m going to be sick!” she said, squirming. She pulled the card from the reader, stuffed it into the handbag, and sprinted towards the exit, leaving bags of unpaid-for groceries behind. “I’m pregnant!” she called over her shoulder, shrugging, as if this excuse might account for the odd behaviour.

Jessica ran from the shop and carried on down the road for more than a block, before stopping at a bench to catch her breath. She felt guilty, but reminded herself that she hadn’t actually stolen anything, even if she had walked out without paying. Then she remembered that of course she had stolen something: Hannah’s body. Not stolen, just borrowed, she corrected herself. Even so, it wouldn’t be polite to keep it for too long. It was time to get to work and locate Jessie and Lars.

There was no means of knowing if she was in Parallel One or some other, more distant world. Jessica could only hope that she had arrived in the right place. The question was how to find Jessie’s apartment. Despite having visited it a number of times, she had never been outside and didn’t know where it might be; didn’t even know if it was in London. Come to that, was she even in London? A minute spent surveying the area, complete with black cabs and red busses, led to the conclusion that unless Parallel One was very different to her world, she was indeed in the capital.

Finding a computer was her next priority. It would enable her to look up Jessie in the telephone directory, discover where exactly she lived, and plan how to get there. Jessica set off walking in the same direction she had been running. Any internet cafe should work, provided she could find some cash to pay with.

She was about to have another root around in the handbag for some money when something caught her eye. Jessica felt herself retch, bile rising in her throat. She wanted to look away, but couldn’t. The headline on the newspapers stacked in the distributor, combined with the two photographs below it, explained why she hadn’t been able to shift: Husband Held By Police For Double Murder.

Beneath the terrible words were photographs of Jessie and Selena. Jessica flipped up the plastic lid and snatched a copy of the paper. She read the caption under the photos: Jessica Jacobson and Selena Packham, brutally murdered in Mrs Jacobson’s London Apartment On Sunday Night.

As she read the rest of the front-page article, Jessica learned that Lars had been arrested at the scene less than an hour after the girls had been violently killed. The police were still searching for the murder weapon.

Her head was spinning, overwhelmed once more by a deluge of questions. Lars wasn’t a killer, she felt sure of that. Then again, how could she be sure? She didn’t know him. Was she being swayed by the connection she felt to Jessie’s husband? Yet it was obvious how much he loved Jessie. Why would he harm her? And Selena? Poor Selena! Who would want to kill her? Selena seemed like the sweetest girl anyone could hope to meet.

“Those poor girls,” Jessica whispered. Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes and trickled down her face. As her grief and her questions vied for supremacy in the forefront of her mind, she felt the world under her feet drop away. Everything around her twisted and folded in on itself and she was flying backwards, through the void. A second later she crashed back into her own head.

Jessica opened her eyes, still crying in her world.







Sixteen







AN HOUR LATER Jessica was still in a state. Her mind was going over and over what had happened. First Lars in her world, and now Jessie and Selena in Parallel One. Surely more than just coincidence? But what was the connection? Jessica already suspected a dreamshifter was involved in Lars’ murder. If the new killings were indeed connected, then that pretty much confirmed the theory. She had to shift again to try and find out more, but it was already seven o’clock and she was supposed to be meeting Andy in an hour. She considered standing him up, but reluctantly decided against it. Jessica would hate it if he did the same to her. Not only that, he seemed a decent bloke, and she didn’t want to blow it. Besides, she wasn’t sure she would even be able to shift again given her state of mind. An evening away from it all might help her calm down, take her mind off everything for a while. Shifting could wait until later.

This time Jessica was early. She sat down next to the Charlie Chaplin statue and waited. She watched a couple of police offers walk by, chatting happily. It gave her an idea.

Jessica needed to try and talk to Lars, to find out what had happened in that apartment. What if she was able to shift into a police officer? Then she could walk right up to him and talk to him directly. Of course, she would have to find out where they were holding him, and have some reason to speak with him. It wasn’t likely that they would let just anyone chat with a suspected double murderer, uniform or no uniform. She’d learnt that lesson the hard way.

She was still working through her plan when a voice interrupted her train of thought.

“Um, hello! I mean, good evening, Jessica. You, erm, you look lovely. As always, of course!”

Andy had come straight from work and was still wearing his cheap suit. He looked uncomfortable in it.

“Hi, Andy. Thanks,” she said, looking up and shading her eyes from the evening sun. “So what are you taking me to see?”

“Well, there’s a horror flick on at the Empire that sounds quite good.” He sat down on the bench next to her. “Or there’s that new comedy on at the Odeon. It’s got that guy in it. I can never remember his name, but he’s shooting a film just near our office.”

“The comedy, definitely. I could do with cheering up.”

“Really? Oh dear, what’s up? Nothing serious, I hope?” Andy placed a hesitant hand on her shoulder as he spoke.

“It’s…complicated,” Jessica said, feeling close to tears. She squinted, took a deep breath, and forced a smile. “But no, not serious. Come on, let’s not miss another film.”

The movie was as funny as billed, and it lifted Jessica’s spirits considerably, although the loss of Jessie and Selena grated at her mind throughout. The couple were almost the last to leave the cinema.

“Do you fancy a drink somewhere? I know a couple of nice places round here.” Andy looked hopeful.

“I really should get back, I have an early start. I have to get up at five o’clock for work, so this is already a late night for me.” Jessica had no intention of sleeping when she got home, but it certainly made for a convenient excuse. 

“Oh, yes, of course, I understand. Right. Of course.”

“Maybe next time?” Jessica offered, looking up at him enquiringly.

“Oh, yes, excellent! I, erm, I wasn’t sure if there was to be a next time.”

Jessica smiled. “Well if you were to ask, I think I would probably accept another date.”

“Another date. Right! Yes, awesome. Well, next time then!”

Andy looked as though he had just won the lottery and couldn’t quite believe it. For a moment he stood speechless. They walked slowly back to the Tube station and said their goodbyes. When Jessica turned to leave, he leant over and gave her a peck on the cheek.

• • •

After taking a shower, Jessica climbed into bed. As soon as she was settled she brought her finger and thumb together in the trigger pattern, and counted backwards from ten. She was anxious to shift quickly, but at zero her mind was still buzzing, nowhere near relaxed enough.

She tried again, this time counting down from twenty. It still wasn’t working. With each number, she was analysing herself, trying to gauge her state of relaxation. The constant self-monitoring was preventing her from reaching the trance state.

Exasperated, she got up and went to make herself some hot chocolate, her staple cure for sleepless nights.

Twenty minutes later, back in bed with the empty mug on the table beside her, she closed her eyes and started another countdown.

Jessica awoke the next morning to the sound of heavy metal blaring out of the radio alarm. She had fallen asleep almost instantly; no shift. Lying in bed staring at the ceiling, she considered that it was going to be another eight or nine hours before she would be back home and able to try another dreamshift. Anything could happen in that time. Lars could be charged with murder and locked up somewhere impossible to get to. Or maybe he would be murdered himself, like his parallel in her world. Or, and this was an idea that had buried itself in her head the previous night, what if the killer might come after her? After all, her parallel had been killed, as had Lars in her world. If the killings were related, it suggested a dreamshifter was involved, and who was to say how many other Jessicas he had in his sights?

The thought helped her make up her mind. She got out of bed, found her telephone, and after a desperate search for the charger, plugged it in. For the first time in her life Jessica called Ciro and told him she was sick.

“My poor darling!” he said, as if she had just told him she was going to die. “You must rest! And you must drink much tea. More tea even that you drink already. This will make you better more quickly! Yes, tea and rest, my darling.”

“I’m so sorry, Ciro.” She’d never felt so guilty. “Maybe I could come in after all. I mean, I’m not that ill. I'm sure I could struggle by.”

“No!” her boss commanded. “You must think of the customers! Ciro cannot have you sneezing and puking in cakes and in sandwiches! You stay at home, you get better. You listen to Ciro!”

“Well if you’re sure then, Ciro. Thank you.”

“You go to bed now. You sleep, rest, drink tea, remember?”

“I will, I promise. I’ll drink tea and go back to bed.” She wasn’t exactly lying; she had every intention of doing both.

• • •

Jessica emptied her mind and stared into the blackness. This time there was no trouble reaching the trance state. Having pondered how to get to Lars over several large mugs of tea, she had concluded that first it was necessary to discover where he was being held, then go to that place and find a suitable candidate into which she could shift. That meant starting out by using Hannah again. As she had done a day earlier, Jessica brought to mind a detailed image of her friend. She looked into her eyes, and made her imaginary Hannah call to her.

“Jessica. Jessica!”

The now familiar tug on her mind came more quickly, and within a few seconds she had crossed the void between worlds and was inhabiting the body of her friend’s parallel.

She blinked back the light and surveyed her surroundings. She was in a pub, seated at a table with four other people. In front of her, a glass of white wine. Jessica smiled to herself — Parallel One Hannah seemed to be a lot like her Hannah.

“You okay, sweet’art?”

It was a chunky bald man next to her who spoke. Was he her boyfriend? Maybe he just called all women sweetheart. Jessica understood that she couldn’t make any assumptions about anyone. She had no idea who knew Hannah or how. She would have to watch what she said to anybody.

“Um, yeah. Fine. I'm fine! Why?”

“You looked like you were miles away there for a minute,” said a skinny blonde girl opposite. “So? What do you think? Which should it be?”

Jessica, of course, had no clue as to the subject of the conversation, and had to wing her answer. “Right, good question. Excellent question, and I’ll answer it just as soon as I come back. Call of nature,” she added.

“Again? Blimey, you just went five minutes ago.” The blond girl shrieked with laughter, drawing the attention of the people at the next table.

Jessica peered around for the toilets. 

“’Ow much ’ave you ’ad? Can’t even remember the way to the bogs!” The bald man roared with laughter, then stopped abruptly when the girl next to him dug her elbow into his ribs.

Jessica didn’t know how much Hannah had drunk, but it was obvious that the others had put away a fair amount themselves. Spotting the sign for the Ladies, she gave a polite little laugh and headed off. As soon as she was out of sight of the table, she made a dash for the door and escaped onto the street.

Outside there were even more people than in, mostly young men, and mostly holding pint glasses and cigarettes. A couple of guys looked her way and wolf-whistled.

She looked at her watch. Five thirty. As far as she could tell, Parallel One was about ten hours ahead of, or fourteen hours behind, her own world. She recognised where she was immediately: Soho. Although she had never been in this particular pub, she knew the area well. Walking as quickly as she could in Hannah’s high heels, she rounded the corner into Soho Square.

Jessica needed to find a newspaper, or internet access; some way of discovering where Lars was being held. There was no handbag over her shoulder, and the tight black skirt she was wearing certainly wasn’t the sort to have pockets that might conceal some spare change. Fortunately at this time of the evening, discarded copies of the Evening Standard could be found strewn all over London. It took her less than a minute to locate an early evening edition stuffed into the railings of the square. She pulled it out and shook it open, searching for news of the murders. An article on page three lead with a headline that the husband of one of the murdered women was still in police custody. Scanning through the story, Jessica read that he was being held in Paddington Green police station.

She posted the paper into a litter bin and thought about her next move. By her reckoning, the police station was a good two miles away. She had no money, no telephone, and she was wearing high heels. Jessica had never worn heels in her life, and walking any further than back to the pub was not an option. She had to find a way to get to the station, locate a suitable candidate to shift into, and ideally get back to the pub so that she could leave Hannah exactly where she had found her. Reluctantly, she removed her shoes and began walking towards Oxford Street in stockinged feet.

When she approached the pub from where she had fled, an idea occurred to her. A high proportion of the men outside were somewhat the worse for drink. Hannah was an attractive girl. What single guy would refuse to take her home? Jessica shivered at the thought. Ordinarily she would never have the self-confidence to walk up to a stranger and start talking, let alone suggest to him that things might go further. But it wasn’t an ordinary situation. At that moment, she wasn’t Jessica, she was Hannah. The body she was wearing was a mask, and it filled her with courage. She slipped her shoes on, threw back her long red hair, put on her sweetest smile, and walked up to a couple of young men who looked like they had been drinking longer than most.

“Hello boys,” she said, and pushed out her chest for extra effect. It worked; they both stared at her, grinning stupidly.

“’Ello ’ello, where've you bin ’idin’ all me life, darlin’?” The man on the left leered. He was in his early twenties, and wore grey trousers and a blue-and-white striped shirt. He was neither attractive nor unattractive, just one of a hundred thousand other clones that worked in the city and inhabited the bars of an evening. Feeling the men’s eyes all over her, Jessica felt assured of her plan.

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” she replied.

The man’s long-haired friend looked ready to explode. “’Ere, you don’t wanna talk to ’im, ’e’s completely pissed. Pissed as a fart!”

Jessica silenced him by holding a single finger to his lips, her eyes never leaving the stripy-shirt man. “So, now we’ve found each other, are you going to take me home?” She lowered her head and looked up at him with raised eyebrows.

He looked at his mate and guffawed. “Looks like it’s me lucky day!” he said, unable to hide his delight. “Your place or mine?”

“Oh, mine, definitely. I’ve got…toys, at home.” She gave him a cheeky grin. Long-haired friend let out a long groan. “Tell me I’m dreamin’!”

“You ain’t dreamin’, mate, and I’m leavin’ with the young lady!” He walked to the kerb. “Taxi!” He waved down the first cab to pass and opened the door for Jessica, then followed her in and lunged towards her. His breath stank of beer and tobacco, and she spluttered a cough in his face, pushing him back in his seat.

“Easy, big fella,” she said, her smile weaker. “Wait until we get home.” She gave him a wink, but her knees had turned to jelly and she felt trapped. It had been a stupid idea. Her conviction drained away as quickly as it had come. Then she thought of Lars, and of Selena and Jessie. She had to carry on, had to get to the bottom of the mystery. There was no turning back. “Edgeware Road, please,” she said to the driver, who nodded and set off towards Oxford Street.

“I'm Greg, by the way,” the man said, looking at her with crossed eyes.

“I'm Jessica,” Jessica said without thinking. “Tell me, Greg, what do you do?”

“Work in telly, me!” He puffed out his chest and pulled back his shoulders. “I worked on X Factor, and Big Bruvver an’ all!”

“Really? Wow, you must have met lots of stars. It sounds like an exciting job. What exactly do you do for the television, Greg?” Jessica tried fluttering her eyelashes at him, but she wasn’t quite sure she got the effect right. It looked more like she had something caught in her eye, but Greg didn’t seem to notice.

“Well, I work more in the post-production kind of stuff,” he said, looking less enthusiastic about his career. “What about you. No! Don’t tell me, let me guess. I bet you’re a model, right? Are you a model?”

“Um, yes!” Jessica thought it was best to go with it. “Yes, you got me. I’m a model!”

“Do you do dirty stuff? Or is it classy, what you do?” Greg was leering at her again, but at least he was keeping an almost respectable distance.

“Very classy,” Jessica said seriously.

The cab driver cut in: “How far up the Edgware Road, love?”

Jessica turned to look outside. They were not far from Marble Arch. “Just past the flyover,” she said, relieved that the ride was almost over.

The driver nodded, and started humming merrily to himself.

The rest of the journey was conducted in silence. Greg looked like he was about to speak a couple of times, but in the end was content just to look at Jessica’s borrowed host. 

When they passed under the flyover, Jessica saw the imposing sixties police building draw into view. “Could you pull over just here please?” she asked the driver.

He obligingly stopped at the side of the road, right outside the station.

“Wait here one second, big guy,” Jessica whispered into Greg’s ear.

He looked unsure of what was happening, so she took a deep breath, leant over, and planted a wet kiss on his cheek. “I’ll be back in two ticks. I just need to make sure my boyfriend isn’t home.” She slipped out of the cab, then leaned in through the driver’s window. “Thanks. We’re sharing the cab, Greg will pay you when you get to his place. He lives on Camden High Street. See you!”

“Right you are,” the driver said cheerfully, and pulled out into the traffic.

Jessica didn’t look back. She slipped off her shoes and ran into the station. Her heart was pumping, but as soon as she was inside she felt safe. Greg was hardly likely to try and follow her in there, she thought.

The lobby of the police station was busy, with people milling around. Jessica wandered over to a noticeboard packed with information posters and advice about security in the home, and pretended to read. She positioned herself so that she could see the main reception desk. Behind it were two uniformed officers, one man and one woman. The woman was particularly stern looking. Her brown hair was tied back in an efficient bun. Her face said she was not someone to be messed with. Jessica thought she made the ideal candidate, and took a few minutes to study her features, building up a clear and detailed mental image.

“Excuse me, miss. Do you need help with something?”

Another officer she hadn't noticed before was standing next to her.

“No, thank you. Everything is fine. I just needed to check on, er…” she pointed towards the noticeboard. “All good now, thanks!” She smiled at the officer, took one last look at the woman behind the desk, then turned and left.

Back outside, she realised she didn't have a plan for getting back to the pub. The idea of leaving Hannah there and shifting straight into the police officer crossed her mind, but she decided that really wouldn't be fair on her friend’s parallel. She was borrowing the girl’s body without permission, she had a responsibility to take care of it and deliver it back where she had found it. Besides, if the poor girl regained consciousness outside a police station, she may start to think she was going mad. No, Jessica was sure of one thing: even if she had to walk in her stockings, she would get Hannah back to Soho. Still with her shoes in her hands, she started off back towards Oxford Street. 

She made it about a hundred metres before noticing the busses. Red London busses, just like in her world. Except they weren't exactly like her world. They were Routemasters. Old busses, open at the back, with a conductor inside. No need to pay the driver upon boarding. With a little shriek of glee, she ran to catch up with the nearest bus, which was just pulling away from the traffic lights. She jumped on, grabbing the pole at the back, and peered inside. No sign of the conductor; he was probably upstairs.

Jessica remained on the back platform and made it almost to Oxford Street before she saw the conductor’s uniformed legs descend the steps beside her. As the vehicle slowed down to turn the corner, she leapt onto the pavement and broke into a fast walk. The bus pulled away, the conductor none the wiser about his stowaway. 

She waited where she was, and less than a minute later another bus slowed alongside her. She repeated the trick, skipping onto the back platform. The double decker sped up as she looked inside. The conductor was coming her way. He hadn't caught her eye, so she dashed up the stairs to the top deck. The conductor followed.

“Anyone here need a ticket? Anyone?”

Jessica remained where she was, facing away from him, and said nothing.

He was about to leave, when a voice called out: “Oi, mate, she ain’t paid!”

Jessica looked out the window. They were just passing Oxford Circus. Nearly there.

“Who hasn’t paid?”

“Her. The one with the red hair!” The unseen troublemaker sounded indecently pleased with himself.

The conductor tapped her on the shoulder. “Excuse me, can I see your ticket please?”

Jessica gulped. She was going to get a fine, and had no means of paying it. Things were about to get complicated. She didn’t even know her address to fill in the fine ticket. She was going to have to wing it again, make something up. Taking a deep breath, she turned to the conductor, unable to disguise her guilt.

“Oh, Han! What are you doing on here? Thought you said you’d never be seen dead on a bus?” He looked pleased to see her.

“Oh, well, you know,” she said, thinking quickly. “Thought I’d surprise you. Worked too, didn’t it?”

“I’ll say! How did you know what route I’d be working this evening though?”

Jessica checked out the window. She could see Tottenham Court Road Tube station, and Centre Point rearing up ahead. It was time to get off.

“Well, I’m going to let you try and figure that out for yourself. Bet you can’t work it out before I see you next. What do you reckon?” She got up and walked quickly back to the stairs.

“Oh cool, like a puzzle! Love puzzles, me! Will you give us a clue?”

“That would make it too easy. See you later!” She descended the steps as fast as she could, and as soon as the bus slowed, jumped off onto the pavement. Looking up at the unknown conductor who was peering back at her from a top window, she waved, and skipped across the road.

Three minutes later she was back at the pub. All told, she had been gone about twenty minutes. Drunk or not, her friends were sure to have noticed her absence. She snuck in through the same door she had left by, and made her way to the toilets, keeping other people between herself and Hannah’s friends the whole time. She found a free cubicle, pushed the door closed but didn’t lock it, and sat down. Now all she needed was to figure out how to leave the borrowed body and get out of the trance state.

Jessica closed her eyes, took a deep breath, then, almost as an afterthought, she brought together the thumb and little finger of her left hand, instantly feeling calmer. She counted back from ten to zero, and pictured herself where she knew she really was, lying on her bed in her flat. She concentrated on the room, trying to pick out any noises that she might normally hear there.

“Hannah, you in here?”

It sounded like the blonde girl from the table in the pub. Jessica had to leave immediately and let the girl find Hannah. She pictured her own body as if she were looking at it from above. Her heartbeat was accelerating, she could hear the blood pumping in her ears.

“Han? You’ve been gone ages. Come on, don’t mess around. You in here? Are you okay?”

The girl was opening cubicle doors. In a matter of seconds Jessica would be found. She began to panic. As the fear of not being able to get back rose up inside her, she felt a tug on her mind. Like an overextended elastic band snapping back to its original form, her very essence was pulled violently out of Hannah’s body.

She felt herself cross the void, and saw the view from Hannah’s eyes as a rapidly receding image, an image which became just a small disc of light, then a dot, which blinked out of existence. 

Jessica opened her eyes, still breathing fast, heart still pumping hard. She was on her bed, soaked in sweat, and exhausted. The effort of maintaining the shift had apparently taken its toll on her physical body. But she didn’t care. She had succeeded in the first step of her plan. She had the means to get to Lars, and try, at last, to get some answers.







Seventeen







THE MAN WAS ready. The groundwork had been laid. The girl was at her most vulnerable.

And she trusted him.

Soon, he would have what he wanted. What he needed. The girl? The girl would be left an empty vessel. A mindless body; essentially dead.

The man harboured no feelings for her. The time to strike was near.







Eighteen







JESSICA SAT DOWN at her table with a large cup of tea and a bar of chocolate, needing to recoup her energy before trying to shift again. Neither Lars nor Selena had warned her quite how much the dreamshifting process took out of the body. She didn’t want to wait too long over her break; there was no telling how long the police officer she was targeting would be at the station. If the woman clocked off, Jessica could end up anywhere.

There was a knock at the door, startling Jessica and making her spill her tea on the table. It was unusual enough for her to receive visitors when she was supposed to be at home. To have someone call at the flat when she shouldn’t even be there was very odd. She went to the front door cautiously, unsure whether or not to respond. The person outside knocked again, softly but insistently, which made up her mind. She put the security chain on and opened the door a crack.

“Jessica, hi. Um, how are you? Silly question, you’re unwell. But I mean, are you feeling any better?”

“Andy!” Jessica wasn’t sure if she was pleased to see him or not. “How did you know I was ill? And how did you know where I lived?”

“I popped into the cafe and you weren’t there. Ciro said you were unwell. He sent me to see you with these.” He held up two cardboard coffee cups and a paper bag that looked to be stuffed with cakes and pastries. 

Jessica slid off the chain and swung the door fully open. 

“Crikey, you don’t look well at all.” Andy sounded genuinely concerned. “Have you seen a doctor?”

“No. It’s just a bug or something, I’m sure I’ll be fine. I just need to rest. Come in, come in.”

Andy did as he was told, and put the refreshments down on the table.

Jessica eyed the paper bag and realised she was still starving. The chocolate bar had been optimistic at best. Ripping open the special delivery, she pulled out a large pastry and began to stuff it into her mouth. Seeing Andy’s surprised expression, she checked herself and slowed down. “Hm, hungry,” she said with her mouth still half full. “You know what they say? Feed a cold. Or is it starve a cold and feed a fever? I never can remember.”

The two of them sat down at the table. Andy took the lid off one of the coffees and blew over it gently, creating a dimple in the white froth. “I must admit, I was a bit worried that after our date you might be avoiding me. Silly, I know. It’s just, well, I really like you, Jessica, and so when you weren’t in the cafe I got these silly ideas in my head.”

If Jessica hadn’t already been red from the effort of her shift, she would have blushed. As it was, she simply smiled bashfully and changed the subject. “How was Ciro? Was he coping on his own? I feel terrible letting him down.”

“He was fine, honestly. He said not to worry about him, and to take as long as you need to get better.”

Jessica polished off the pastry and started on the coffee, her mug of tea and the remainder of the chocolate bar forgotten. She was starting to feel herself again, could sense the energy returning, her head clearing. As she ate and drank, she made an effort to maintain a mental image of her target police officer, knowing that every detail would be required in order to shift into a person that she had never met.

“So, um. I guess I should leave you to get some rest?” Andy spoke more as a question than a statement of fact.

“Yes! I mean, yes. That’s probably for the best. Thanks for the coffee and stuff. If you see Ciro again today, thank him for me, please?”

“Sure thing.”

They made for the front door. Andy gave Jessica something of a longing look. She thought he was about to try and kiss her, and couldn’t decide if that would be a good or a bad thing. Given that she was supposed to be unwell, she concluded it probably wouldn’t be right. He appeared to come to the same conclusion, as he simply gave her another peck on the cheek and slipped outside.

“So, rest up and get better soon. Remember, you owe me another date!” he said enthusiastically.

“Don’t worry, I’m looking forward to it. Thanks again for dropping by.”

Jessica pulled the door closed, thought for a moment, then put on the security chain and deadlock. She was pleased to see Andy, but she didn’t want more visitors for a while.

Back in her bedroom she got comfy and closed her eyes. Refreshed and relaxed, she was ready to take the next step.

Shifting into Hannah had been much harder than shifting into her own parallel, and yet she had the advantage of knowing Hannah almost as well as she knew herself. Now she had to try and get into someone she had only ever seen; someone whose name was a mystery.

With her thumb and little finger touching, she counted backwards from ten, reaching the trance state easily. Her practice was paying off.

In the blackness, Jessica began to construct the image of the police officer, starting with the basic form of a woman in uniform. Then she focussed on her head, paying attention to her features: eyes with lines in the corners, suggesting that the woman was older than she looked at first glance. The nose, very slightly turned up at the end. The dark hair, pulled back into a bun. The mouth, wide with thin lips, no lipstick. Jessica added detail to the body. Wide shoulders, narrow waist, slim legs. She looked into the woman’s eyes, but felt nothing. She put the imaginary woman into context, placing her behind the counter of the police station, recreating exactly the situation in which she had found her.

The woman looked at her, and called her name. “Jessica. Jessica!”

Jessica felt a pull on her mind, but it wasn’t strong enough. Shifting her perspective, instead of looking at her target, she instead looked out from the police woman’s eyes, as if already inside her head. The imaginary woman kept calling her name, over and over.

The image in her head twisted and folded, and the shift began. Jessica was flying towards the pinprick of light which became larger and brighter, blinding her. The feeling of acceleration was accompanied by a screaming noise in her ears, like a thousand disembodied voices all crying her name at once.

Then, silence and darkness.

Blinking open her eyes, she found herself behind the desk in the lobby of the Paddington Green police station. Remarkably, the officer hadn’t moved. The policeman was still there too, busy talking on the telephone. Jessica retreated towards a door behind the counter that looked as though it must lead to the rest of the station. She opened it. The policeman peered up at her, raised his eyebrows and rolled his eyes, then looked away, continuing his conversation.

Through the door was a long corridor. Jessica had spent all of her time thinking about getting inside the station; she hadn’t considered how to go about finding Lars once there. She set off down the passage, peering into any room whose door was open.

A couple of officers appeared, walking towards her chatting and laughing. As soon as they saw her they stopped talking and straightened up. “Ma’am,” they chorused as she approached.

She nodded at them curtly, as she imagined her stern-looking host would do, and carried on past. She understood at once that her chosen officer was someone of rank, something which had to help her chances of speaking to Lars.

At the end of the corridor was a sign with directions to various parts of the station. Jessica scanned down until she found a panel labelled Main Custody Suite, complete with an arrow off to the left, and another that said Secure Custody Suite, with an arrow pointing right. Although she didn’t know anything about the workings of a police station, she did have a vague recollection that any time the news talked about terrorists being arrested, they always seemed to be brought to Paddington Green station. She guessed that such suspects would be held in the higher security facility, so she followed the arrow to the left.

After passing three more open doors and two that were closed, Jessica came to a staircase. Another sign indicated she should descend. At the bottom and around another corner, she finally found herself in front of a counter and a steel gate standing guard over another corridor lined with cells. A uniformed officer manned the desk, and as she approached, he stood.

“Ma’am. We don't often see you down here, ma’am.”

“I’m here to see our special guest,” Jessica replied coolly. She had no idea if the officer would know who she was talking about, but she was sure she’d heard a line like that on the television. Had it been on one of those American cop shows? The police probably didn’t talk anything like that in London. What was she thinking? “Um, Mr Jacobson,” she added meekly.

“Yes, ma’am. I assumed that's who you meant.” He gave her a sideways look, and Jessica understood that she should have stuck with her first instinct. “What is the reason for the visit, ma’am?”

“Are you questioning my authority?” She tried her best to give a cold, hard stare.

“No, ma’am. Of course not. It’s just, well, I'm supposed to fill in the reason on the log here.” He pointed at a clipboard stuffed with dog-eared paper.

“Yes, of course. Very good. Just checking you’re sticking to procedure.” Jessica could have hit herself. She had to sound like she knew what she was talking about. She realised that she should have researched more before shifting. “It’s part of a station review. I need to check with Mr Jacobson that he is happy with the conditions in which we are holding him.” In her head, Jessica winced, but she managed to hold the steely expression on her face.

The officer looked sceptical, but took the clipboard and scrawled some notes on it. “Sign here please, ma’am.” He offered her the log.

Where he had indicated, she noted that he had entered her name as Superintendent Baker. Scanning the log, she looked for a previous entry for Superintendent Baker, hoping to be able to copy any signature that accompanied it, but found none. With no time for hesitation, she made a looping scrawl that could have said almost anything, and hoped that the officer wouldn’t question it. Before handing it back she read the top of the form and learnt his identity. “Thank you, Sergeant Waters. Lead the way.”

Waters put the log behind the desk without so much as a glance at it, detached a weighty bunch of keys from his belt, and opened the steel gate. Jessica rounded the desk and followed him through. The gate clanged shut behind her.

They walked halfway down the hallway and stopped outside a cell that looked exactly like all the others. Waters flipped down a square panel of metal and peeked inside. Apparently satisfied that there was no immediate danger of his prisoner trying to do anything silly, he placed the key in the lock, twisted it twice, and heaved back the heavy door. 

“Look lively, Jacobson,” he said gruffly. “Visitor. Important one too.”

Jessica followed the Sergeant inside. Lars was sitting on a steel bench looking exhausted, drained, and bewildered. Looking, Jessica thought, like a lost little boy. “You can leave us alone, thank you, Waters,” she said.

He stared at her for a moment. “Ma’am, I'm not supposed to—”

“I said I'll be fine, thank you, Sergeant. I shall call if I require assistance.”

“Very well. As you wish, ma’am.” Waters acquiesced, retreated from the cell backwards, then pushed the door shut with a clang that jarred every bone in Jessica’s temporary body. She waited until she heard his footsteps disappear down the hallway.

“I don’t suppose you've come to let me out, have you, Officer?” Lars said, with no trace of hope in his voice.

Jessica rushed over and knelt down before him, putting her hands on his shoulders. “Lars. Oh, Lars! What happened? Who did this? Tell me it wasn’t you? I don’t believe it was you!” Tears streamed down her cheeks.

Lars pulled back instinctively, confusion written all over his face.

“What? What?” he repeated, shaking his head.

“Lars, it’s me! I did it. I shifted into Hannah, and then I found this police officer and shifted into her!” Jessica’s words tumbled out too quickly, making little sense.

“Jessica?” Lars turned his head to the side, as if looking at her that way would reveal her true identity.

“Yes. It’s me, Lars. You were right. I can shift into other people, and control it, too. Well, sort of. But that doesn’t matter. Listen, tell me what happened. I don’t believe you killed Jessie and Selena. Do you know who did?” Jessica thought it sounded like a stupid question as soon as she finished pronouncing it. If Lars knew, he would have surely told the police already.

“I don’t know, Jessica,” he said, choking back tears. “I got a phone call saying that Jessie was hurt and that I should go home at once. As soon as I walked in I...I saw...she was there, lying there. Oh God, Jessica, it was awful!” The memory was too much and he broke down, hiding his face in his hands, his sobs tearing at Jessica’s heart.

She sat on the bench and put her arms around him, pulling him close to her. She let him cry for a while. No answers would be forthcoming until he could compose himself.

Eventually Lars pulled away, wiped his eyes with his hands, and was able to speak, although barely in a whisper. “She was on the floor in the hallway. It was savage, Jessica. What he did to her; it was savage. Blood everywhere. Some kind of blade, I don’t know. She wasn’t stabbed, it was worse than that. Her neck had been cut through to the bone—” He cut himself off, still having trouble getting the words out.

“It’s okay, take your time.”

He took a deep breath and carried on. “I tried to resuscitate her. I knew she was dead, but I didn’t want to believe it. I had to try. I had to!”

“Of course,” Jessica agreed, putting a hand on his arm.

“Then the police came. The door was still open. They’d had a phone call, like me. Someone reported domestic violence in progress — that’s the phrase they used. I was covered in Jessie’s blood. I tried to explain, I told them I had just found her, but they weren’t listening. They said I could explain at the station. I thought they meant give a statement, I didn’t think they’d arrest me!”

“What about Selena?”

“They found her in the kitchen. I hadn’t even seen her. I knew she’d been with Jessie. She was spending a lot of time with her, in case you came back, so she could help you when you did.”

Jessica felt a stab of guilt, and a shiver ran down her spine.

Lars caught the look in her eye. “No, it’s not your fault. Selena probably would have been there anyway. They are...were,” he corrected himself, “best friends.”

“So if you didn’t see her, you couldn’t have had any of her blood on you.”

“They said I did. The only thing I can think of is that Selena’s blood was on Jessie’s body too.”

“You think Selena and Jessie killed each other?” Jessica’s head was spinning, and it took all her self-control to remain in the shift and not get pulled out of the police officer.

“No! I don’t believe that. I can’t believe that. I think Selena was killed first and that Jessie tried to stop whoever did it. Whoever killed them was smart. They got me to the scene just before the police. Who’s to say they didn’t smear Selena’s blood on Jessica’s body, knowing I would probably try and help her? Someone set me up, Jessica. Someone framed me.”

Jessica sat in silence for a moment, trying to decide whether to ask the question on her mind. She came to a decision. “Lars, the Lars in my world was killed with an axe. I went to the bail hearing. The lawyer for the CPS mentioned it as a reason that the suspect shouldn’t be granted bail, because the murder was so violent. Is it possible…do you think that Jessie and Selena could have been killed with an axe?”

Lars looked close to breaking down again as the image played out in his mind. “Yes,” he whispered. “Yes. It was something like an axe, or a sword. There was so much blood. Oh, God…” His voice trailed off.

“I think my Lars was killed by a dreamshifter. What if that was someone from this world, and the same person killed Jessie and Selena?”

“Why? Why would anyone want them dead? I keep asking myself over and over. Why?”

“I don’t know, but I’m going to find out, Lars. I promise you, I will find out who did this.” Jessica heard footsteps coming back down the hall towards the cell. It sounded like Sergeant Waters was getting concerned for her safety. “Lars, the phone call. Was there a number?”

“No, it was withheld. I told the police about it, and they said it was a prepaid phone, disposable, no way of tracing it.”

“So the killer planned this. It wasn't random,” Jessica said, thinking aloud. She stood up and backed towards the door as the footsteps got closer, almost outside.

“Stay strong, Lars. I’ll find out who did this, then they’ll have to let you go.”

“Jessica?”

“Yes?”

“Be careful. If it is a dreamshifter who did this, they killed two other shifters. You might be in danger.”

“Don’t worry about me.” She put on a brave face and hoped her fear wouldn’t show. “I’ll be fine.” She turned and knocked on the door just as the hatch opened.

“Ah, Sergeant Waters. Perfect timing. I’m done here, thank you.”

The door swung open and Jessica left the cell. She looked back at Lars and smiled encouragingly.







Nineteen







AFTER LEAVING THE cell, Jessica walked back the way she had come. She remembered passing a bathroom near the lobby, and that seemed as good a place as any to leave Superintendent Baker. The poor woman would wonder what she had been doing for the last ten minutes, but Jessica wasn’t going to worry about that now.

She located the ladies and shut herself in a cubicle. Sitting down on the seat, she closed her eyes and tried to picture her own body. The process of exiting the shift had not gone well with Hannah. She was hoping for better luck leaving Baker.

Jessica could visualise herself lying on the bed. She could see the room from her point of view, and she could just as easily see herself from above. Wherever she looked though, she wasn't shifting.

“Damn!” She cursed out loud, a little too loud for comfort. Learning how to get out of a shift easily was becoming a high priority. She rued the fact she had not had the time to read Jessie's diary as extensively as she would have liked. Jessie was bound to have written something about exiting a shift.

Right then a thought occurred to Jessica. She was in the body of a police officer. A senior officer at that. Nothing was stopping her from going to Jessie's flat to find the diary. It could, she reasoned, even be right there in the station, if it had been brought in as evidence from the crime scene.

With renewed purpose, Jessica abandoned her effort to exit. She needed to find a computer, so she slipped out of the bathroom and began to explore the station.

There didn’t seem to be much in the way of offices on the ground floor. It was mostly changing rooms and equipment rooms. So she returned to the staircase and, taking the steps two at a time, ran up to the first floor. A couple of uniformed officers coming the other way gave her a very odd look, reminding her that she was not Jessica but a superintendent in uniform; she should carry herself like one if she was to avoid arousing suspicion. At the top of the stairs she had the option of going left, straight ahead, or right. The right-hand passage was busy, with people milling about and chatting. The middle and left passages were empty. Jessica went left.

Most of the doors along the passage were closed. Each time she came to one that was open or ajar she peered inside. Every room was occupied. When she heard the sound of shoes approaching, an idea struck her. On one side of the corridor was a stack of boxes of photocopy paper. She heaved one into her arms, and just as the owner of the shoes arrived, she lumped it into his hands.

“Just the man,” she announced to the officer. He looked barely old enough to have been through police training school. “I need two of these in my office. You take that one and I’ll bring another one. Come on, what are you waiting for? Get a move on!” Jessica turned to pick up another box of paper.

The young recruit uttered a “Yes ma’am,” and trotted off back in the direction he had come from.

Jessica gave him a head start, leaving him plenty of space to lead the way. They returned to the stairs, climbed another floor, and then took the right-hand corridor. It was much plusher, with soft carpet on the floor, fancy lights on the white walls, and artwork decorating the space.

The young officer stopped outside a door with a metal nameplate attached. Superintendent Baker was etched upon it. Jessica pushed the door open and walked into ‘her’ office. It was spacious and tidy, with windows overlooking Edgeware Road, a desk in front of the windows, and a round table in the corner. She set down her box of paper. “Just on there, please.” She pointed for the officer to offload his cargo in the same place. “Thank you, young man, that will be all. Please close the door on your way out.”

The officer looked relieved to be off the hook. He left quickly and quietly.

Jessica pulled out the chair behind the desk and lowered herself into it. There were piles of papers to her left, and a computer on the right. She nudged the mouse, and the screen sprang to life. Along the top in large letters it read “HOLMES,” and on the line below, in smaller text, was written “H.ome O.ffice L.arge M.ajor E.nquiry S.ystem.” In the middle of the screen, a box requested a user name and password. Jessica leaned back and considered her options. Trying to guess the password would be bad enough, but she didn’t even have the user name. She had hit a blank.

The mouse rested on a mouse mat which bore the telephone number for the HOLMES technical help desk, but she decided it would sound a bit odd if someone in her capacity called up to ask what their password was. She thought back to her days at university. Her friend Terry used to gain access to the computer systems all the time by getting lecturers’ passwords. He would always manage to find them scribbled on sticky notes on their desks. Jessica looked around Baker’s desk. There were plenty of sticky notes, but nothing with a user name or password on. She tried opening the drawers, but they were locked. She was about to give up when she thought to check her own pockets. She was the superintendent; it made sense that she would have a means of opening her own desk. In the left-hand pocket of her jacket she found a small key. It fit the top drawer perfectly. Hesitantly, as if afraid of what she might find, she slid it open. Inside were some cigarettes, a quarter bottle of Irish whiskey, and a couple of paperback books. Stuck to the inside of the drawer front was a sticky note. She peeled it off and read it.

baker.gemma181 / Yedkrh34HDGe

No wonder she needed to write her password down, Jessica thought. She tapped the details into the computer, clicked the login button, and was in.

At the top of the screen was a search box. It asked for a Case Keyword. She typed in Lars Jacobson. A message flashed for a few seconds indicating that the search was in progress, then before her eyes, the case file opened.

Lars was listed as a suspect in the murder of Jessica Jacobson and Selena Packham. The address of the scene of crime was included. Jessica found a pen and some more sticky notes and jotted it down before paging through the file, looking for more information. She located a section listing evidence removed from the scene; there was no mention of a diary or any books. In fact it looked like very little had actually been taken from the apartment. A trip there in person to look for the diary was inevitable.

Jessica was about to log off the computer when another idea hit her. She clicked an icon that took her back to the main HOLMES welcome screen. In the search box she typed Matthew Shipton. The computer considered the request for a while, then came back with a message saying no results had been found. Undeterred, she found her way out of the HOLMES system and into a standard web browser, which she used to take her to a search engine. She typed Shipton’s name in. Predictably, it came back with several hundred thousand results. She tried again, this time entering: Matthew Shipton London. There were still several tens of thousands of results, but they looked more promising. She started clicking on links, and reading web pages.

It took five attempts to find him, but all of a sudden there he was, staring out of the screen at her.

Matthew Shipton, 41. Manager of Shipton’s Carpets.

The caption and the photograph accompanied an article about a carpet business that was relaunching after a fire had swept through their premises. Jessica took down the address of the shop on her sticky note, closed the web browser, and logged off from the computer. She put the user name and password sticky note back in the drawer, which she closed and locked. The key slipped safely back into her pocket, along with the sticky note recording two important addresses. She needed to visit both while she had use of Baker’s body.

Jessica checked the desk was as she found it, then stood and made for the door. She stopped short when she caught sight of a huge organisational chart for the Metropolitan Police on the wall. She studied it intently, and was surprised to see just how high ranking Baker was. On the side of the chart was a reference showing the different epaulets for each level in the hierarchy. As she had never had any dealings with the police, it was all new to her, so she took a few minutes to examine the chart. If she was using Baker’s body, she decided, it would be handy to have an idea who in the police station were her subordinates and who were her superiors.

There was a knock at the door, a second’s pause, and a morose-looking uniformed officer stepped in. “Ma’am. Chief Super would like to see you in his office,” he said, looking somewhere just to the side of her head.

Jessica checked his shoulders. Two pips. “Thank you, Inspector. He will have to wait, I have some urgent business to attend to.”

“He did specify that it was rather urgent, ma’am.” The inspector looked flustered, but still avoided her eye.

“That’s as maybe, but my business is more important. Now, Inspector, I shall require someone to drive me to Mayfair, immediately.”

“Understood, ma’am. I’ll check the duty roster and see who’s available. Will I have them meet you in the garage, ma’am?”

“Not at all. I shall come with you. Lead the way, Inspector!”

Jessica had no idea where the garage was; following a local seemed to be the best plan. She trailed him to a lift which took them to a basement level. They entered what seemed to be a recreation room, where a number of police men and women were enjoying a break. At the sight of the superintendent they all stopped talking and stood to attention. There was an awkward silence, and the inspector looked to Jessica. She realised they were waiting on her. “At ease, at ease,” she mumbled.

She wasn’t sure if that was what they said in the army or the police, but it appeared to do the trick as everyone in the room got back to whatever they had been doing, although noticeably more quietly than before.

“Who’s on patrol next? Superintendent Baker needs a driver for Mayfair.”

“Sir. I’m due to take a Mayfair beat in five, sir,” a young blonde constable offered. Jessica thought she looked too young and too small to be in the police.

“Very good, Constable Atkinson. Break time is over, the superintendent is in a hurry.”

“Yes, sir. Ma’am?” Atkinson looked to Jessica.

“Lead on, Constable.” Jessica was getting used to following police officers around the station. Constable Atkinson led her through a series of corridors and passages which eventually brought them to a large underground garage. The smell of petrol fumes made Jessica feel light-headed, and she wondered if the effect was going to disrupt her shift. Atkinson took a key from a little office by the door, manned by a grey-haired gentleman who noted down the car she was taking. She found the marked police car she had been assigned, and held open the rear door for Jessica to get in. Jessica had instinctively walked towards the passenger door, and quickly changed direction without breaking step.

With Atkinson at the wheel, they drove smoothly out of the garage and turned onto Edgeware Road. Jessica smiled to herself at the thought that less than an hour ago she had been travelling down the very same road in someone else’s body.

“Where to then, ma’am?”

“Mount Street.” She knew the area from shopping trips with Hannah, and had been slightly surprised when she read the address for Lars’ and Jessie’s apartment. They were evidently rather well off; the area was one of the most expensive in London.

“Right you are, ma’am.”

The journey passed in silence, and within ten minutes they had arrived. Jessica scanned the numbers on the buildings as they drove along the expensive red street, but she needn’t have. It was obvious where the crime scene was; a police officer stood guard at the entrance.

“Stop here, please,” Jessica ordered.

The car pulled over and the constable made to get out, presumably to open the door for Jessica, but she was already out of the car. “Wait here. I shall be back in a few minutes. We have another address to visit after this one.”

“Ma’am,” the constable acknowledged. She thumbed a button on her radio and started talking, updating the control room with her position.

Jessica approached the impressive building.

The officer in the doorway nodded to her. “Ma’am.”

“As you were, Officer,” Jessica said, forgetting to check his rank. She stepped inside.

The hallway was opulent if a little dated, with marble floor, thick pink wallpaper, and a chandelier hanging from the double-height ceiling. There was a concierge desk, but nobody behind it. Jessica knew from her previous visits inside the apartment that it was on one of the upper floors, so she made her way up the green carpeted stairs.

On the second level the door from the stairwell to the rest of the floor was taped with a large X of blue-and-white plastic tape. Jessica bent to step under it, and passed by two further doors before finding the third also taped over. Her heart was pounding, and as she approached the apartment she could feel the world around her start to twitch and twist.

“No,” she said to herself out loud. “I can control this. I’m not going back. Not yet.”

She stopped and took three deep breaths, closed her eyes, brought her thumb and little finger together, and felt calmer almost immediately. She opened her eyes and tentatively pushed down on the door handle. It opened easily. Jessica ducked under the tape and went in.

It was an eerie feeling walking into a place she had visited before, but never via the door. The silence was overpowering, as was the knowledge of what had happened in there. In the wide hallway there was a thick dark stain on the carpet. Blood, Jessica thought. It must be Jessie’s blood. She took another deep breath. She couldn’t afford to dwell on the loss of Jessie and Selena. She was there for a reason: to find the diary.

She began by looking in the lounge — the last place it had been seen — but there was no sign. Next she checked the bedroom, and finally the kitchen. Jessica was surprised to find no blood on the floor. It had been cleaned away, which meant the forensic examination of the apartment was over. There was still no sign of the diary. She sat down on one of the kitchen stools to think. If the police had found the diary they would certainly have taken it as evidence, that much was clear. They would assume it was an ordinary journal, something that would give them information about Jessie’s friends, places she went, people she knew; potential suspects, in other words. But they hadn’t taken it, which meant that they hadn’t found it. That meant it was not somewhere obvious.

Jessica thought hard. Jessie was her parallel. In a manner of speaking, she was Jessie. She asked herself: where would she put the diary if it were hers? A private document, not something to be left out for friends or visitors to catch sight of. An object that would raise awkward questions if it fell into the wrong hands. The answer, when it came to her, felt obvious.

She sprang to her feet, sprinted into the bedroom and pulled open the top drawer of the dresser. It was full of underwear, which was quickly tossed out onto the bed. Pushing gently at the base of the drawer, Jessica heard a tiny click. The false bottom popped up, revealing jewellery. And the diary.







Twenty







JESSICA FLICKED THROUGH the handwritten notes, skipping the pages she had already read. Her one and only previous look at the diary had ended just as she was reading about Jessie’s first faltering steps at controlling her shifts. A couple of pages on from that, she found what she was looking for.

For almost ten minutes, Jessica read about Jessie’s efforts at exiting her dreamshifts. It seemed Jessica wasn’t alone in having trouble getting back to her own body. The solution Jessie had eventually discovered surprised her, but it made perfect sense.

Jessica wasn’t entirely done with the diary though. Lars had mentioned something about his attempts at learning to shift, and being able to tap into Jessie’s power. Well aware that might be nothing of importance, she wanted to read what Jessie had to say on the subject. Flicking through the pages again, looking for any mention of Lars, she sped forwards through the journal, catching glimpses of stories about shifts to amazing places, incredible worlds so different to her own and Parallel One. She dearly wanted to read them, but there just wasn’t time. Finally, she found an entry entitled Helping Lars. She sat down on the white leather sofa and read it through, twice.




There is hope for dearest Lars. I have just returned from a shift to a distant parallel. I’ve no idea quite how far it is from the home world, I arrived there quite by accident. (Note: Was it an accident? To investigate…)

It is a strange place indeed. Everybody wears white robes, and children are worshipped like gods. There is virtually no technology. It is like stepping back in time.

In this parallel I met a woman named Kistra Drexel. She is a dreamshifter of incredible power. She is also immensely kind and caring. Kistra recognised me as a shifter instantly, and was interested to hear about our world. While we talked, I told her about Lars. She was amazed to hear that he could not shift. In her world, most people can shift at least one parallel. She told me that it is possible to transfer power to a non-shifter. Of course, I was keen to know more. Dear Lars is so desperate to be able to shift, and to share my voyages with me.

Kistra explained to me that the process involves a connection between minds in the same world. The connection can only take place when two people are physically close. Very close. Ideally, she said, they should be naked and intimate. The close contact of skin is what makes this connection possible.

The connection must be initiated by the dreamshifter. The process itself sounds to be the same as for shifting into one’s own parallel, but requires that one concentrate deeply on the person they are in physical contact with. Once connected, Kistra said, the two minds may move freely between the bodies, both inhabiting the same body at the same time. It is at this point that the non-shifter may acquire power from the shifter.

Kistra was keen to point out that only a very small amount of power should be taken — too much, and the shifter will end up locked in to their own mind. A vegetable, as Selena would say. She thinks that this process could work for Lars, but cautioned that we should try one step at a time.

First, we should initiate the contact. She said we must repeat this several times until we become comfortable with the experience. Then, Lars can try and acquire some of my power. 

I am worried, of course, that if Lars is unable to control his mind sufficiently, he may try and take too much from me. I am also worried that my own shifting ability will be reduced by this process. However, it would be worth it if it meant Lars and I could shift to other parallels together and share the experience.

I have promised Kistra Drexel that I will return, and though it is unlikely Lars will be able to become sufficiently adept at shifting to follow me that far, I hope to be able to bring his thanks.




Jessica skipped forwards some more and scanned through the text quickly. It appeared that Jessie and Lars had already made at least two attempts at a mind connection, and were confident they were making progress. The final entry was made the night before Jessie was killed.

Jessica put the diary back into the drawer, then replaced the false bottom and the underwear. She didn’t think it would be a good idea for the police to find the book; who knew what kind of conclusions they would draw? She left the apartment and returned to the waiting car, jumping into the back seat before Constable Atkinson had a chance to get out and open the door for her.

“We need to go to Islington please, Constable,” Jessica said quietly. She was beginning to feel weak and more than a little dizzy. The extended shift was taking its toll on her own body back in her world. She knew it was probably time to leave, to take a break, but she was also desperate to try and talk to Shipton while still having the use of Baker. She give Atkinson the address, then sat back and closed her eyes. Within seconds, she had fallen asleep.

• • •

When Jessica awoke, it was dark outside. She sat bolt upright. Where was she? What had happened to the car? They had been on their way to Islington, she remembered that much. Slowly, her eyes adjusted to the dim room, and she realised that she was on her own bed. Nodding off in Parallel One had ended the dreamshift prematurely. She groaned, and fell back onto the mattress.

Her body ached all over, her head was still dizzy, as it had been in the police car. In short, Jessica felt dreadful, like she had a bad cold or mild influenza. There was no indication of how long she had been asleep.

Jessica desperately wanted to return to Parallel One and find Shipton, but it was obvious to her that given the state she was in, she would never make it. Besides, the thought struck her that the address she had for him was a shop, and given the time difference between the two worlds, it wouldn’t be open.

She heaved herself off the bed and out into the main room. Rummaging through the freezer she found a pizza, which she slung into the oven. While waiting for the food to cook, she found her phone and plugged it in to its charger. Resuscitated, it beeped to inform her there was voicemail waiting. Three messages. The first was Ciro.

“Hello, my darling. Ciro just wanna know that you are okay? Here everything is fine, don’t worry. You rest, yes? Is probably easier if Ciro no call you, huh? Okay, Jessica, I see you soon, my darling.”

The second message was more unexpected.

“Hello, Jessica, it’s Doctor Sloan. Listen, I was wondering if you might be able to stop by my consulting rooms this afternoon when you have finished work. Hope to see you between, say, four and six?”

Jessica listened to the psychiatrist’s message twice before moving on to the final one.

“Hello, Jessica, Doctor Sloan again. It’s just coming up to six o’clock and I haven’t seen you. If you get this message, please do drop by today. Thank you.”

She was bemused as to why Sloan wanted to see her. They had their monthly appointment, and she sometimes asked to see him if she was finding things getting on top of her. He had never called her though. She checked the time, but it was well past seven. Too late to call the doctor back.

Jessica ate her pizza in silence, thinking about poor Lars stuck in police custody. It was probably the worst moment of his life. He had lost his wife and friend, and now he was being accused of killing them. As she ate, she felt her strength returning. She followed up with a pot of Greek yoghurt and some fresh strawberries, then polished off the rest of the chocolate bar that had gone unfinished that morning. The meal was washed down with an extra-large mug of very strong tea.

• • •

Feeling considerably better for the refreshment, Jessica got comfortable in her favourite red chair. It was time to see Shipton. The clock on the oven said it was almost eight. Superintendent Baker had likely finished her night shift. That wasn’t necessarily a problem though; she was still a police officer with a warrant card.

Jessica closed her eyes, brought her thumb and finger together, and counted back from ten to zero. When ready, she pictured the superintendent, looked into her eyes, and had her call her name. The shift proved much easier than the previous attempt. Very quickly the image twisted and folded and she was hurtling across the void towards the pinprick of light.

She blinked and found herself standing at the end of a bed. In front of her was a naked young man. He was lying face down, and was handcuffed to the bedposts by his hands and his feet. As surprising as the scene before her was, she was even more surprised to find herself holding a leather whip. 

“I’ve been such a bad boy, Officer. Beat me. Beat me again!” the man urged.

Jessica felt sick. The shift was not going to work. Leaving the chap chained up while she wandered off investigating was not an option. She had to get out of there, and fast. The moment had come to try Jessie’s technique for exiting dreamshifts. She exhaled slowly until her lungs were empty, then pushed three more tiny breaths out, forcing out the last little bit of air. She waited. Her head began to feel light, dizzy, as it had done in the car before. Her instinct to breathe grew stronger with every second that passed, but Jessica resisted. She had to force herself out of her host’s head. Just as she thought her lungs were about to burst, she felt herself being yanked backwards, into the void between worlds.

As quickly as she had crossed into Baker, Jessica returned to her own body. She opened her eyes, gasping for breath. Jessie had warned that the experience of exiting wasn’t pleasant, but suggested it got easier with practice. Jessica was just pleased it had worked at all. For the first time, she had managed to end a dreamshift under her own control.

She rested for a few minutes to get her breath back, then closed her eyes and prepared to shift again. This time she pictured Constable Atkinson, her driver who was on the Mayfair beat. She was petite, blonde, and blue eyed. Her hair had been worn in a high ponytail that kicked up at the end. As imaginary-Atkinson called Jessica’s name, she felt herself move between worlds once again.

Jessica opened her eyes cautiously, the memory of Baker’s bedroom exploits still fresh in her mind. She was in Atkinson’s bed. A man was lying next to her, but this one was sleeping soundly. Taking care not to wake him, she slipped out from under the covers. The alarm clock said it had just gone six in the morning. Although the curtains were drawn, the morning light was more than enough to see clearly in the room. Atkinson’s uniform was folded neatly on a chair. She collected it up and made for the door.

“Babe? Where you going? What time is it?” The man rolled over and half opened his eyes as he spoke.

“Just need the bathroom. Go back to sleep.”

“Only if you gimme a kiss!”

“I said go back to sleep!”

But the man leaned out of the bed and pulled her over to him. Before she could do anything, he pressed his lips against hers. She had no choice but to go along with him as he kissed her passionately. He smelt of beer, but that didn’t stop Jessica thinking of Andy as their tongues entwined. The man flopped back onto the bed, closed his eyes, and went right back to sleep.

Jessica slipped out of the room and found herself in a lounge. After closing the door quietly behind her, she took off the shorts and t-shirt that Constable Atkinson had been sleeping in, and dressed herself in the police uniform as best she could. Unused to such complex garments, she had some trouble with the heavy equipment-filled belt. Finally, all that was missing were some shoes. A quick survey of the small flat turned up a little cupboard by the front door; inside was a pair of black slip-ons. They weren’t what Atkinson had been wearing when she had been on duty, but they would have to do. Jessica opened the door, and stepped out into a quiet, leafy suburban road.

It took her five minutes of wandering through street after residential street until she figured out where she was. As it turned out, Atkinson lived not far from Islington. Better still, there was a bus headed towards her. She flagged it down and hopped on board, hoping that police officers in Parallel One enjoyed free travel on public transport. The bus was another Routemaster. Jessica sat on the long bench at the back, and the conductor gave her a friendly nod.

Ten minutes later she jumped off at a stop within sight of Shipton’s Carpets. It was only when she approached the shop that Jessica began to feel nervous. If the man inside had killed Lars in her world, albeit through his parallel, then he was dangerous. She reminded herself she wasn’t Jessica Kayne, she was Constable Atkinson of the Metropolitan Police. Her uniform gave her confidence; it was her shield.

Jessica tried the door. It didn’t move; the shop hadn’t opened yet, it was still early. Seeing a cleaner polishing a display unit inside, she hammered on the glass door. The cleaner saw her and sighed, pointedly. She made a big show of putting down her cleaning equipment, making sure that Jessica was in no doubt that she was putting her out. After a lot of unnecessary fussing, she came and unbolted the door.

“Yes?”

“I need to speak with Mr Shipton please, madam,” Jessica said, politely but directly.

The woman pushed the door open, and with a flick of her head indicated that Jessica should come in. “Matt? Matt! Copper ’ere to see you.”

Jessica waited patiently while the cleaner picked up her things and disappeared behind a tubular frame filled with substantial rolls of carpet, no doubt to try and listen in on the conversation that was about to take place.

After what felt like an eternity, Shipton made his entrance through a warehouse door. He looked almost exactly the same as his parallel from Jessica’s world, just a little slimmer.

“Good morning, Officer. Arrested anyone for burning down my shop yet?” he asked, beaming an obviously fake smile. His tone suggested he had little faith in the constabulary and their ability to catch arsonists.

“That’s not why I’m here. I need to discuss another matter with you, Mr Shipton,” Jessica said. Shipton rolled his eyes. “Mr Shipton, I need to ask you where you were Friday before last, between four and five in the afternoon.” She hoped she had correctly accounted for the time difference between the worlds; the calculation had been done on the bus, and was based on the hour she had seen on Constable Atkinson’s alarm clock.

“Officer, I would have enough trouble telling you where I was last Friday, let alone the one before it! What’s this about anyway?”

“It’s related to a murder investigation, Mr Shipton. It’s very important you tell me where you were.” Jessica tried to look menacing, but she feared that was an expression the young Atkinson’s face was incapable of adopting.

Shipton tutted and strode over to a counter near the door, where he shuffled through catalogues, folders, and stationery before producing a diary. “Let’s see. Friday…Friday.” He leafed back through the pages. “Oh, yes, of course. Between four and five, you say? I was at the doctor’s. Had an appointment at four o’clock, left just after five.”

“An hour at the doctor’s, Mr Shipton? That sounds like long enough for a minor operation.” Jessica was sceptical.

“She was running late. I sat in the waiting room for about half an hour. I remember it, because she’s normally very punctual.”

“I’ll need to follow up with the doctor. Can you give me a name and address?”

“Take the appointment card. I must have left it in the diary to remind me. It’s got the details of the surgery on it, here.”

Jessica took a quick look. The date and time scrawled on the back of the card did correspond, but just because he had had an appointment, didn’t mean he’d showed up, Jessica thought.

“Thank you, Mr Shipton. We’ll be in touch.” Jessica went to leave, then stopped short of the door and turned back. Shipton was disappearing towards the warehouse. “Mr Shipton? One more question, if you don’t mind?”

“Yes?” His voice betrayed his impatience.

“Where were you on Monday morning?”

“That I can tell you without going through the agenda. I was here, all morning. From six o’clock. It was our grand re-opening and I needed to get everything in order. Gladys was here too, weren’t you, Gladys?” He raised his voice and looked towards the rack of carpets.

The cleaning lady poked out her head, sheepishly. “Yeah, I were ’ere. Worked me like a bloody slave he did, too.”

“Thank you again, Mr Shipton,” Jessica said, and left the shop, her mind working overtime.

• • •

It took Jessica fifteen minutes to locate the surgery. A brass plaque next to the door of the smart modern building signalled that the place was used by three doctors, including Doctor Candice Richardson, whose name also appeared on Shipton's appointment card. Below the names, the sign indicated that the practice specialised in the treatment of addictions. Jessica nodded to herself, and went inside.

The waiting room had had more money than taste lavished upon it. Bright colours clashed, and inappropriate soft furnishings took up far too much space. A receptionist greeted Jessica with a smile that wouldn't have looked out of place on a toothpaste commercial.

“Hello there, can I help you?”

“Yes. I’d like to speak to Doctor Richardson, please.” She flashed her warrant card.

“Doctor Richardson is with a patient. Is there anything I can help you with?”

“It's regarding a rather serious incident. I need to eliminate someone from our enquiries. The person in question is a Mister Matthew Shipton. I understand he had an appointment with Doctor Richardson on the Friday before last, at four in the afternoon. Can you confirm if he attended that appointment?”

“Ah. The thing, is I'm not supposed to divulge patient information,” the receptionist said. She smiled again, raised her eyebrows, and shrugged all at once.

“Look, I don't need to know what they discussed, or anything of Mister Shipton's medical problems.” Jessica narrowed her eyes. “I just need to know if he was telling us the truth about being here for the appointment.”

The receptionist looked torn.

“This is a murder investigation, and if I have to get a warrant I will,” Jessica insisted. “I'd hate to have to go to the trouble of filling in the warrant request with a report of withholding information from the police.”

The desk girl made up her mind quickly. “I'm sure there's no need for that.” She flashed another dazzling smile. “Like you said, you only need to confirm attendance.” She turned to a computer, jabbed at the keyboard with two fingers, then frowned. 

“Something wrong?” Jessica asked.

“It’s odd.” The receptionist scratched her head. “I can’t find Mister Shipton’s record. Let me try looking at the appointment log instead.” She tapped more keys, and her face brightened. “Here it is. Oh, it seems Mister Shipton is no longer a patient at this surgery. His file has been archived. That explains why I couldn’t find it.”

Jessica shivered. “No longer a patient? So he didn’t come to the appointment?”

“Yes, he did. It looks like his record was archived after the appointment took place.” She scanned the screen for more information. “Doctor Richardson was running late that day. The appointment was moved to half past four.”

“Do you know if he was here at four, or half past?”

“Four o'clock. Mister Shipton is always precisely on time.”

“Could he have been late just that once? Perhaps he already knew the appointment had been moved?”

The receptionist checked the screen again, tapping it with a perfectly manicured nail. “No, he arrived at four. We record the times patients arrive on the computer, as well as the time they actually see a doctor. It's for monitoring our performance, you see. More than eighty percent of all appointments commence within five minutes of their schedule time.” She seemed proud of the statistic.

“Or nearly twenty percent start late,” Jessica said under her breath. “Thank you for your help. We'll be in touch.” 

Twenty minutes later Jessica arrived back at Constable Atkinson’s flat. It was only when she got to the front door that she realised she didn’t have a key and couldn’t get in. Looking around for inspiration, she found a gate that opened onto a narrow alley running along the side of the house. The building had been converted into two flats, and the garden at the back was split in two as well. Atkinson lived on the ground floor, which had use of the right-hand side of the garden. On a tiny wooden deck was a cast-iron table and two dainty chairs that looked like they came straight from a Parisian street cafe. Jessica sat down, then exhaled slowly, pushing out all of her breath. Three more puffs, and she began to feel dizzy. A second later, the world twisted and folded in on itself.







Twenty-One







JESSICA REMAINED CURLED up in her red chair after returning, replaying events in her head again and again. Shipton had an alibi for the time Lars was killed in her world, as well as the morning that Jessie and Selena were viciously murdered in Parallel One. And yet Shipton in Jessica’s world wasn’t denying murder. Whatever evidence the police had, it was apparently enough to convince him that he was guilty, even if he didn’t remember a thing. If Shipton from Jessie and Selena’s world hadn’t shifted and committed the crime, that left only a few possibilities. Jessica grabbed a pen and an envelope, on the back of which she jotted down the scenarios she could think of:

1. Shipton in this world is lying about not remembering having murdered Lars.

2. Another Shipton from another parallel dreamshifted into this Shipton and killed Lars.

3. A supershifter shifted into Shipton.

4. Someone else entirely killed Lars and somehow framed Shipton.

5. Shipton’s alibi in Parallel One was not telling the truth.

She read through the list, considering each possible explanation. Could her Shipton be lying? That seemed very unlikely to Jessica. Any decent lawyer would be able to come up with a better defence than claiming to have no memory of the time the murder took place. Next to number one Jessica wrote a single word: Unlikely.

Number two seemed more feasible. If a shifter from a more distant parallel was responsible, the task of tracking them down could be almost impossible. Lars had said there were millions of parallels, or billions, maybe an infinite number. She concluded that she had to exhaust all other possibilities before allowing herself to consider number two as true.

Number three sent a shiver down her spine. The thought of someone with supershifting abilities out on a killing spree was too horrendous to contemplate. Yet Lars had said that supershifters were rare; really rare. Jessie had never met one, and she herself was a gifted and powerful shifter who had the ability to travel to distant parallels. Even Kistra Drexel wasn’t mentioned as being a supershifter in the diary. If there was a murderous supershifter around, it seemed impossible to believe that neither Jessie nor Selena had heard anything about them. Next to the number three, Jessica scribbled: Unlikely.

Number four, she decided, was not a serious possibility. She had to work on the basis that the police were reasonably competent and that the video evidence they had was watertight. She crossed number four off the list entirely.

That left number five: Shipton’s alibi. Jessica considered this for a long time. All she really knew for sure was that he had turned up at the doctor’s surgery and spent an hour there. Half an hour in the waiting room, half an hour with the doctor. Could he have shifted whilst there? She had to admit it was possible. With his eyes closed, in a quiet corner of the waiting room, anyone watching would just have assumed he was asleep. Then there was Gladys, the cleaner. It was only her word that Shipton was in the shop on the morning Jessie and Selena were killed. He could have paid her to say that. Or maybe he popped out for a little while and she genuinely wasn’t aware of it.

The more Jessica thought about it, the less sure she was of Parallel One Shipton’s innocence. She turned the facts and the speculation over in her mind, examining everything from new angles, asking herself if she wasn’t trying to make the evidence fit her theory — that number five was the most likely explanation. After all, that would be preferable to a serial-killing supershifter, or a shifter from some distant parallel that she would, realistically, never find. There was only one way to get to the truth. Jessica understood that she needed to find out more about Shipton’s visit to the doctor that morning. Before even attempting to do that though, she had to sleep. The strenuous effort of the day’s shifting had knocked her out. Rest was not just desired but required. Rest, preferably without dreaming.

• • •

Jessica woke early, feeling refreshed and energised. She lay in bed and debated with herself whether or not to go to work. On the one hand, she had taken a sick day the previous day — the first in her life — and she really didn’t want to make Ciro’s life hard. On the other hand, she really wanted to narrow down her back-of-the-envelope list, which meant getting back to the doctor’s surgery in Parallel One. Given the time difference between the worlds, the best time to do that was there and then, before they closed. Plus it was Friday, so if she didn’t go straight away, she would have to wait until Monday before another opportunity presented itself. That made up her mind. She would shift, then go to work a little late. It would be better than leaving Ciro on his own all day.

Before attempting the dreamshift she made some tea and had a bite to eat. Jessica was starting to understand that shifting, although done with the mind, used considerable amounts of energy. It was important to be fully refuelled before making a start.

As soon as she had finished her breakfast, she returned to bed. It was easier to relax there than on the sofa or chair. With practice, she was gaining better control over her shifts, and dropping off to sleep was less of a concern. Her eyes closed, and, finger and thumb together, Jessica imagined Fiona, the glamorous receptionist from the surgery. Her dazzling smile made hers an easy face to picture. Even so, it took a couple of tries before she felt herself lurch forwards and be carried towards the speck of distant light like a grain of pollen on the wind.

A blinding flash, and she squinted and waited for her eyes to adjust to her new surroundings. She was sitting at the reception desk in the surgery building. There was nobody else to be seen; the waiting room was deserted and the doctors, if present, were shut in their rooms.

Jessica glanced upwards and spotted a CCTV camera. It surveyed the entirety of the waiting room. Another camera on the other side scanned the doors leading into the doctors’ consulting rooms. Her plan was simple: find the tapes, and assuming they went back far enough, see what Shipton was doing in the waiting room. She rolled back her chair and stood. To her dismay, she found Fiona was wearing high heels. At least, she thought, she wasn’t planning on walking far this time.

There were three doors behind the reception desk, and each bore the name of a doctor. Opposite her were three more doors, all unmarked. Jessica made her way over to the first, and knocked gently. No sound came from the other side, so she opened the door a crack and peered inside. It was a storage cupboard, filled with cleaning products. She pulled it closed, moved to the second door, and knocked again. Still no sound. The door opened with a faint squeak. The room beyond was treatment space. A bed in the middle dominated, and a long bench along one side was neatly stacked with books and boxes. Everything was clinically clean and smelt of disinfectant. Jessica closed the door, then gently tapped on the third. Again, no sound came in reply. She pushed it open, and this time stepped through.

She was in a space smaller than the waiting room, and messier too. It looked like a staff room. Lining the left wall was a set of metal lockers, each labelled with the doctors’ names. Against the wall on the right were a range of kitchen units, complete with a kettle, coffee machine, toaster, and a lot of dirty crockery. Opposite Jessica were two more doors. She opened the one on the left without knocking, and her heart leapt. It was an equipment room, so small that it was more of a cupboard. Two shelves, one above the other, were filled with computer screens, keyboards, and cables. Fans whirred, LED lights blinked, and disk drives hummed. 

Jessica scanned the array of monitors and located the one showing the feed from the CCTV cameras. The screen was split into four. In addition to the feeds from the two cameras in the waiting room, there was another showing the main entrance, and the fourth covered the parking area at the front of the building. She looked around for tapes, but there were none. In fact there was no stray equipment, nothing out of place at all. The little computer cupboard was far tidier than the staff room which housed it.

She found the mouse that was connected to the CCTV machine and started clicking around the icons on the screen. It quickly became apparent that it was a modern system that stored video directly on the hard drive. Although Ciro didn’t have any computers in the cafe (he had said something once about them rotting the brain), Jessica was quite at home with them and didn’t feel in the least bit intimidated. Before long she had worked out how to load up files for each day and play them back. She scrolled through the list of recordings and located the one for the Friday of Shipton’s appointment. The system had an option to skip to any given time, so she entered 15:55 and clicked OK. All four video streams from the different cameras started to play simultaneously. The timecode counting up in the corner of the screen confirmed the hour as being five minutes to four.

The recording was not in real time; it took a picture every second, giving the impression upon playback that the people in the video were hopping around the room. As the counter reached precisely 16:00, Jessica saw Matthew Shipton approach the entrance. She followed him from the top left corner of the screen to the bottom left, where she could see him enter the waiting room. He spoke briefly with the receptionist, then took a seat right in front of the camera. Jessica smiled to herself. If he closed his eyes, she would see it clearly.

But he didn’t close his eyes. He picked up a magazine from the table next to him and started to read. Every few seconds he flipped the page over. Jessica groaned. He couldn’t possibly be shifting and reading at the same time. His alibi was intact.

Behind Jessica, the door opened.

“There you are! God, I’ve been looking everywhere for you. What are you doing in here?”

She spun round. The woman at the door wore a white coat. On the breast pocket was embroidered Dr Richardson. “Ah,” she said, trying not to panic. “Just trying to put my mind at rest about something.”

The woman simply raised her eyebrows. Jessica understood that she was expected to elaborate.

“The police were here yesterday. They were asking about a patient. Matthew Shipton.” At the mention of the name, Doctor Richardson twitched visibly. Jessica continued. “They wanted me to confirm that he had been here for his appointment. I told them he had. Then last night I realised I couldn’t actually remember him coming. Obviously I don’t want to mislead the police, so I was just checking on the CCTV recording that he was here.” She felt pleased with her explanation; it made perfect sense.

“What else did they ask?” Richardson looked flustered. “Did they mention the other man?”

“What other man?”

“Oh God, I knew this would happen. I knew he was up to no good. Who knows what I’m an accessory to? I could be struck off! Oh, Jesus.”

Richardson walked to the bank of screens, then back to the door, then back towards Jessica, fretting, fidgeting with her fingers, all the time looking at the ground.

“What’s happened? What’s the matter? I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think, whatever it is.”

“I can’t…I promised…he made me…” Her voice died, and Jessica saw the doctor’s eyes glaze over.

“Tell me what happened. Perhaps I can help?” Jessica offered. Her heart was in her mouth, her ears pounding. She still had an irrational fear that she was about to be found out at any moment, that Richardson would look at her and see her for who she really was: an impostor.

Then, quite unexpectedly and without saying a word, Doctor Richardson flung her arms around Jessica, pulled her close, and sobbed into her neck. She clung on for what felt like eternity, but was really just a couple of minutes. When she eventually let go and stepped back, she wiped her eyes with the tips of her slender fingers. “My dear Fiona,” she sniffled. “I wanted to keep you out of this. It’s my problem, not yours.”

“So share it with me. Let me help you.”

The doctor tried to pull herself together, drawing short, sharp breaths. “There was a man. He came to see me, with photographs. Photos of you and me, Fi. He threatened to show them to Barry if I didn’t do as he asked. He said he’d show them to the other partners, too. Said I would get booted out of the practice for misconduct. You have to understand, Fi, I couldn’t let that happen. I had to do what he said or I would have lost you, and Barry and the kids, and this place. He was going to take everything away from me. Everything!”

Richardson was starting to cry again. Jessica was also trying to stay calm, though for quite different reasons. The mention of another man had set alarm bells ringing in her head. “It’s okay. I understand. Take your time. What did he want you to do?”

The doctor drew another deep breath and let it out slowly before continuing. “It was Shipton,” she rasped. “He wanted to know when Shipton was coming next. I thought that’s all he wanted, and it didn’t seem so bad telling him, so I did. I did it for us, Fi, you understand? He had the pictures.”

“But he wanted more? More than just the date of Shipton’s next appointment?”

She nodded. “He said he would be back. And he was. He came again on the day of Shipton’s appointment. Came in about ten minutes before the patient. He showed me the pictures again. You and me, together. I don’t know how he got those pictures, Fi. I thought we were always so careful!”

“We were. It’s not your fault,” Jessica reassured her, playing along, terrified that she would say something out of place, but equally desperate to encourage Fiona’s boss — and, apparently, lover — to tell the rest of her story.

“He told me what he wanted me to do. He said I was to hypnotise Shipton, just like normal. Then I was to leave the two of them alone together. I protested, I said I couldn’t do it, that it was unethical. He pushed the pictures under my nose.” The doctor sobbed again, and waved her hand in front of her face. “By the time I’d calmed down enough to be able to go through with it, I was already late for the appointment.”

“So what happened?”

“Shipton came in. The man was still there, so I said something about him being my trainee, and was it okay if he stayed. I was really hoping Shipton would say no, but he didn’t. He said it was fine. He said that training was good. So I hypnotised him, and then went out through the French windows. I left the two of them together. God, how stupid was that? What was I thinking? Stupid, stupid…”

Richardson broke down again, and Jessica waited patiently while she tried to compose herself. The doctor seemed keen to conclude her confession, and got herself under control.

“I waited outside for about half an hour, I think. The man called me back when he was ready. When I came in, Shipton was in a terrible state. He was still under, but was mumbling something. I don’t know what, it didn’t make any sense. I had to calm him down before I could bring him out of the trance. He was fine afterwards though. Whatever the man did, I don’t think it affected the patient long term. So I sent him on his way, and then the man left a few minutes later.

“As soon as he was gone, I sat down and wrote a letter to Shipton telling him I wouldn’t be able to treat him again. I archived his file on the computer. I didn’t want any more to do with him or the man.”

“This man, what did he look like?” Jessica trembled as she asked the question.

“Just, average. Nothing special about him. I wanted to forget him as soon as it was all over. I even used some self-hypnosis to try and wipe him from my conscious memory. Fiona, you have to promise you won’t tell anyone about this, okay? Not a soul. Nobody can know! I did it for us. The pictures…”

“Of course. I promise. You can trust me, I won’t tell anybody.” Jessica knew that it was a promise Fiona was certain to keep.

“Fi, there’s one more thing you can do for me. I should have done it myself, but I was so intent on trying to forget the whole thing that I didn’t think of it before. I need you to erase the CCTV. That way there’s no record of any of this happening. You know how this system works, you’ll do a better job than me. I’ll probably just end up removing the wrong thing if I try. 

“If the police are sniffing round Shipton, I don’t want them poking their noses in here. Only you, me, and that man know about this. I can still keep it together as long as nobody else finds out. Can you do that for me, Fi darling? Can you do that for us?”

“But there isn’t any CCTV in the consulting rooms,” Jessica said reassuringly. “Nobody could see what happened.”

“I know, but this way nobody can even prove Shipton was here that day if it’s not on camera. Would you do that, Fi? I’m so sorry, I didn’t want to involve you in any of this, but now you know.” The doctor looked at her pleadingly.

“Of course. I’ll do it now.” Jessica saw her opportunity to examine the recordings further, and was more than happy to provide her assistance.

“Thank you, Fi. You really are an angel. My angel. And I am so sorry you got brought into this horrible thing that I did.” Richardson took a step forward and kissed Jessica gently, then turned away bashfully and left, head hung low.

Jessica let out a huge sigh of relief as the door clicked closed. She turned to the CCTV computer, filled with excitement and trepidation. She would do as the doctor asked and delete the file, but not until she had watched it. First, she needed to rewind to before the appointment. She entered the new time of 15:45, hit Play, and waited. As the clock in the corner of the screen ticked over to 15:51, she saw a man come in through the main entrance.

He looked different to how she was used to seeing him, but she still recognised him at once. Her hand flew to her mouth and she gasped out loud. She felt as though the floor had dropped away from under her feet. The world around her started to twitch and twist and there was a familiar tugging sensation on the back of her mind. “Oh no you don’t. Not yet!” she growled. She took several deep breaths, and touched together the thumb and little finger of her left hand.

Her calm restored, Jessica refocused on the recording. The man entered Doctor Richardson’s room. With a click of the mouse, she sped up the playback speed. At 16:00 precisely, Shipton entered and sat down. Another click, and the video went faster still. At 16:31 Shipton went into the consulting room. At 17:02 he left again, spoke briefly with Fiona, and then exited the building. Jessica slowed the playback speed, not wanting to miss anything. At 17:05, the man came out of the doctor’s room and, without pausing, left the building through the main door.

Jessica backed up the video a few seconds to the moment he stepped out of Richardson’s room. He was directly facing the security camera. There was no mistaking who he was.







Twenty-Two







JESSICA BLINKED OPEN her eyes, safely back in her bed. The recordings had been deleted and Fiona had been returned to her desk before her exit from Parallel One.

She checked the time and saw that she was now very late for work. She stumbled out of bed and went to sit at her table in the living room. Her head was filled with images of the man she had seen on the CCTV. Things were starting to make sense, but there were still plenty of blanks, the main one being his motivation.

Jessica methodically ran back through the events of the previous couple of weeks. She thought about her first dream of Lars, about the news report the next day when she saw his face on the television. She thought about Shipton and Doctor Richardson, about Selena, Jessie, and the diary. Above all, she thought about the man in the video. He was without doubt the one responsible for Lars’ death, but she had absolutely no way to prove it.

Piece by piece, an idea of what was going on assembled itself in her mind, and it terrified her. If she was right, then Lars’ warning had been correct. Her own life was in danger. 

Jessica jumped to her feet. Going to work was no longer an option. She switched on her telephone. It beeped; another message. She played it out on speaker:

“Ah, hello, Jessica. Doctor Sloan again. I’ve been trying to get hold of you. I wonder if you would be able to drop in to see me today at all? It really is quite important. See you later, I hope.”

She deleted the message, and thought about Sloan. She had no intention of calling him back. Neither would she call Ciro; that was now out of the question.

Jessica needed time to prepare herself for what was going to happen. With a lot of planning, and some practice, there was a chance to prove who had killed Lars, Selena, and Jessie. She would be able to free Lars, and she would save her own life into the bargain. But she would need help.

She selected one of the few numbers programmed into her phone and hit dial. The call was answered almost immediately.

“Jessica? Bloody hell, are you alright? You called me! You never call me. I didn’t think you even knew how to call me. What’s up?”

“I need your help, Hannah. It’s important. Really important. I need you to come over here now.”

“Jess, I’m kind of at work now. I can come over later though. We could go for pizza. That place near you just reopened. It’s good, so I hear. They sorted out the rat problem.”

“No! I need you here now, Han. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. Please? Pretty please?” Jessica closed her eyes, wishing for her friend to help her.

“Well…it’s not like work is fun. They’ve got me typing up meeting minutes. Screw it, I’ll come. You did call me after all. If anything is worth getting sacked over, that is. I’ll see you in half an hour.” Hannah didn’t wait for a reply, she simply hung up.

Jessica went into the bedroom to get dressed, then, realising that was pointless, went back into the kitchen and made tea.

Thirty-five minutes later there was a knock at the door.

“Jessica. It’s me. You still alive in there?”

Jessica opened the door and smiled at her friend. 

“After all,” Hannah continued, “it must be life or death for you to pick up the phone!”

“It is.” 

The two girls stared at each other for a moment, then Hannah burst out laughing. “Of course it is, if you say so.”

Jessica suspected that she wasn’t being taken seriously.

“So what’s up? This had better be good. I just walked out without saying anything to anyone. To be honest, it’s probably not even worth me going back on Monday now. What with that whole thing with Rick, and now me walking out, that’s given them all the ammunition they need to fire me.”

“Oh, Hannah! I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d get the sack for me.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m done with them anyway. Been meaning to look for something better. Now I’ve got no choice. You’ve done me a favour.” She smiled, but Jessica had the impression she was putting on a brave face. “So are you going to tell me why I’m here or what?”

Jessica took a deep breath. “This is going to sound weird. Oh hell, this is going to sound even weirder than it already did in my head. Okay. I need you to go to bed with me.”

Hannah stared at her for a few seconds, then burst into fits of giggles again. “Are you ready to get it on with Andy, but you’ve forgotten what goes where? Do you need some tips? A bit of role playing to get you up to speed?” 

“No!” The seriousness of her expression halted Hannah’s laughter. “No, it’s not that, and it’s not like that. I can’t explain it, I have to show you. I need you to get into bed with me, and…” she paused, looking away. “And you need to be naked. We both do.”

“Okay, you’re starting to scare me now. Is this some sort of joke? It’s not funny if it is. I probably just got the sack for coming here, and you want me to leap into bed with you? Jess, we’ve been friends a long time, but I’ve never thought of you that way.”

Jessica sighed. She knew it was going to be a hard sell. “I know it sounds bad, and believe me, if there was any other way then I would do it. But I’m in serious trouble. Life and death trouble. I need your help. Look, you can keep your underwear on, it might work like that. Please, Hannah? I promise you, you’ll understand soon enough.”

Hannah stared at her friend for a long time. Finally she spoke. “Well, it looks like you’re serious. In for a penny in for a pound. I suppose it can’t hurt.” She lifted her blouse over her head, threw it on the sofa, and headed for the bedroom.

The two girls lay next to each other, each trying to avoid the other’s eyes by staring at the ceiling. Most of the rest of Hannah’s clothes were scattered on the carpet.

“So what happens next?” Hannah asked. “Because so far I can’t say I’m understanding it.” 

“Roll onto your side. Face away from me.”

“Shit,” Hannah said, but did as she was asked.

Jessica also rolled onto her side, and put her arm around her friend, pulling Hannah’s back against her own chest.

“Try and relax, Han,” she said, trembling. “This is probably going to feel a bit odd.”

“What, odder than it does already?”

• • •

Two hours later, the friends were sitting at the table in the living room, fully dressed, drinking tea, and laughing. 

“I can’t believe I can never tell anyone about this!” Hannah exclaimed. “The most amazing thing that’s ever happened to me, and I can’t tell a soul.”

“You could if you wanted to. They’d think you were mad, but it doesn’t stop you telling.” Jessica smiled to herself. She knew what keeping a secret was like.

“Oh yeah, great way to get a new job, getting myself a reputation as a crazy person!”

“Well then, it will just have to be our little secret, won’t it?”

“I suppose so. Now listen, are you sure you don’t want me to stay with you? What if he comes here?”

“I don’t think he will. I’ll be fine. I have some things to sort out this afternoon. I need to plan some stuff. Then I’m going to chill out and relax for the weekend. On Monday, everything will change.” Jessica saw the apprehension and fear on her friend’s face. “I’ll be fine, honestly!”

She felt she was doing a good job of putting on a brave face. If Hannah knew how absolutely terrified she really was, she would never have left the flat.







Twenty-Three







JESSICA AWOKE TO the morning light flicking through the curtains and dancing across the ceiling. She was still tired from the shifts she had completed the previous evening. Indeed, she had gone on shifting for much of the night and into the early hours of the morning. With the groundwork done, all she wanted to do was sleep for as much of the weekend as possible, and regain her energy for what lay ahead.

She got up briefly to take on board a little food and some water, before collapsing back into bed and sleeping soundly.

She was awoken again at almost nine in the evening by a knock on the door. She groaned, rolled over, and ignored it. The knock came again, more insistent this time. Jessica wondered if Hannah had come back for more. It was possible. After all, she had seemed to enjoy the whole thing much more than Jessica might have predicted. She hauled herself out of bed and went to answer the caller. Forgetting the security chain, she opened the door wide.

“Um, hi!” Andy said.

Jessica, realising she was wearing nothing more than a t-shirt, blushed bright red. 

“Hi, Andy. How are you?”

“I'm good, thanks. More to the point, how are you? You weren't in the cafe again yesterday. Ciro said you hadn't called, so you must still be sick.”

“Was he mad with me?” Jessica wasn't sure she cared.

“I don't think so. He seemed more worried about you. Erm, can I come in?”

“Yes. Yes of course, please do.” She stepped aside and as Andy entered, he pulled a hand out from behind his back, producing a tidy bouquet of red and white flowers. 

“These are for you. Kind of get-well flowers.”

“Aw, that's really sweet, Andy. Thanks. I'll get some water for them.”

She pushed the door closed and went off in search of a vase.

“So you're feeling better then?” Andy asked after a pregnant pause.

“Mmm. Just tired, you know? I was asleep, hence…” she looked down at her t-shirt. “Do you mind if I just…?”

“Of course,” Andy said, averting his gaze.

Jessica slipped into the bedroom and found a long bathrobe which provided more modesty.

Back in the living room, Andy was unloading a carrier bag he'd brought with him. “I didn’t know if you’d eaten, so I took the liberty of bringing pizza and some wine. Oh, damn, stupid!” He hit his forehead with his palm. “You're unwell. Probably can't drink.”

“Actually, a glass of wine sounds great.” Jessica thought that alcohol would provide a welcome distraction from all she had going on in her mind. “And pizza sounds amazing. I've hardly eaten all day, and that smell is driving me nuts. I've got some plates around here somewhere.” She opened a cupboard and produced crockery and wine glasses. “I'll let you serve the wine, that's a gentleman's job,” she said, slapping a couple of triangles of steaming hot pizza onto one of the plates, and tucking in. “Oh wow, that's gorgeous. You don’t know how much I needed that.”

They both sat at the table and quickly polished off the food. Andy kept the glasses topped up, and as the wine flowed, so did the conversation. After the pizza, Jessica raided the freezer for ice cream. Andy wandered over to a shelf next to the television and studied the collection of DVDs neatly stacked in rows.

“Alphabetical order,” he said. “My kind of girl.”

“My mum thinks I'm a bit psycho. Which is weird, because she's always complaining I'm a messy person. Apparently putting your films into order doesn't count,” Jessica laughed.

“You've got some great films here. Very good taste.”

“To be honest, I haven't watched any of them in ages. In fact there are a few there I've never seen. I pick them up when they're on special offer and then forget they're there.”

“We could watch one now.” Andy looked over at her.

“Sure. What do you fancy?”

Andy grinned, then looked back at the DVDs. He ran his finger along the shelf, stopped, and picked one out.

“What about this?”

“Ah, actually I did see that not long ago, round at Hannah’s.”

“Okay then, what about…this one?” He pulled out a recent Pixar film.

“Oh, yeah, I haven't seen that. Everyone went mad about it when it came out. Okay, let's watch that.”

Jessica slouched down on the sofa. Andy switched on the player and television and loaded up the film. He sat down beside Jessica, very close to her indeed.

Another bottle of wine appeared from somewhere during the film, and between them they managed to drain it.

“Are you trying to get me drunk?” Jessica asked with a giggle.

“I wouldn't dream of it.”

By the time the film was over it was almost midnight. Jessica looked at the clock on the oven and gave a pronounced yawn.

“Yes, yes, getting late. I should get going,” Andy said, jumping up and wobbling slightly. He walked slowly towards the door, and Jessica followed. 

“Thanks for this evening,” she said. “You buy good pizza and wine.”

“Thank you, Jessica.”

The two of them looked at each other. Jessica's heart was pounding again. Andy leaned in, and their lips met. The kiss was passionate. Jessica's mind flashed back to Constable Atkinson's boyfriend, and how back then she had thought of this moment. Andy pulled away, looked at her, then taking her head in his hands he kissed her again, first her mouth, then her neck. He took her hand, and led her to the bedroom.

Jessica untied the cord of her bathrobe and let it slide off her shoulders to the floor. In one smooth movement, Andy pulled his t-shirt over his head. His poor-fitting clothes disguised a muscular and well-toned frame. Jessica climbed into bed as Andy removed the rest of his clothes. He slipped in beside her. They kissed again, a long, lingering kiss. Andy reached down and found the hem of her t-shirt. He pulled it up over her body, and she stretched out her arms, allowing him to remove it completely.

Another kiss.

She took his head in her hands and looked into his eyes. He shifted position, preparing to move on top of her.

“No,” she whispered. “Not yet. Not tonight. It's too soon.”

“I… Of course. I mean, I understand.”

“Do you?” Jessica asked. She looked at him, afraid.

“Yes,” he reassured her. “Look, I'm not like that. I don't want to pressure you into anything you're not ready for.”

“Thank you,” she said quietly, and kissed him again. She waited to see if he would say something, or leave, but he just lay back on the bed.

Jessica turned in the bed, facing away from him. Andy rolled onto his side and put his arm around her. He pulled her closer, the bare skin of her back against his chest. 

Jessica closed her eyes. She was tired. The wine didn't help. Her breathing slowed and became shallow and regular.

• • •

The man waited patiently. He was good at being patient. He had, he believed, shown extraordinary patience.

Everything had gone according to plan. Better, even. Certainly he would have liked to enjoy the pleasures of her body, but that wasn't why he was there. The situation suited him just fine.

He waited until her breathing became shallow. Until he was sure she was asleep.

• • •

Jessica sensed Andy's mind slip inside hers. It was so subtle it almost tickled.

She hadn't known quite what it would feel like. With Hannah, it had been Jessica who had entered her; the roles had been reversed.

Playing host to another mind while conscious was a completely new experience. Once the two minds were in the same space though, then she knew what to do.

It was time to put all of the previous day’s practice to work.
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- HELLO, ANDY.

JESSICA didn’t speak the words, she simply thought them. There was no need for speech in the realm of the mind.

- Hello, Jessica. Not really asleep then?

Even though he didn’t use his voice, his tone was still somehow different. Confident. Assured.

- I was waiting for you. I knew what you would try and do.

- Oh, I’m not just trying, I’m doing, believe me.

Jessica did believe him. She could feel him exploring the dark recesses of her consciousness, seeking out the source of her unusual power. He intended to take it from her, and in the process, she would die.

- You won’t die.

He could read her thoughts almost before she formed them.

- No, but I’ll become a vegetable. You will take my power, and leave me locked inside my own head. My body will be an empty vehicle. They’ll cart me off to a hospital, stick me in a corner, and feed me through a tube. I might as well be dead. 

Jessica felt a rage welling up inside her. Not an untamed force, but a carefully channelled emotion. Andy felt it too.

- Fighting back, are we? Look, I like you, Jessica. I really do. If there was another way to do this, I’d probably use it. Maybe. But there isn’t. You have something I need. I need it more than you.

- What makes you think you have the right to take anything from me? Or from anyone else, Andy?

No reply. He was too busy, spreading through her head, sprouting fingers of thought that prodded and probed. Searching. Jessica had to keep him occupied, she needed to slow him down.

- Don’t you want to know how I figured out it was you? You weren’t as careful as you thought, you know.

The fingers pulled back, just for an instant, but it was enough for Jessica to know that she had aroused his curiosity. He continued mining his way through her head, but replied:

- I must admit I am intrigued. I took…precautions.

- You mean when you killed Lars?

Her anger grew stronger as she thought of Lars. Her Lars, dead before she even had the chance to meet him. Andy did not reply.

- He was a film producer. But you knew that. I would have met him a week ago if you hadn’t killed him. He was due to work on a shoot near the cafe.

Jessica used her fury to push back against Andy. He had spread much further, much faster than she had anticipated.

- Which is precisely why he had to die.

- You needed him out of the way so you could get to me. You needed to seduce me so you could get close to me, I understand that. But did you really need to kill him? Even if we had met, we may not have hit it off. Maybe he wasn’t my type. Ever think about that, Andy? Before you butchered him?

Pushing. Resisting. The silent battle of wills continued beneath the surface.

- You know… Andy paused just for a moment. It was enough for Jessica to cut off some of his thought strands that were getting dangerously close to her power. I’ve visited more than a hundred parallels. In every single one, there is a Jessica and a Lars, together. You were made for each other. It’s like fate with the two of you. It was unthinkable that you wouldn’t have fallen head over heels in love. I couldn’t let that happen.

In her bed, Jessica was crying real tears for the love denied her. In her mind, she channelled the emotion into the battle, gaining a little ground. She had lost her soul mate before she ever met him, and that thought, that terrible thought, provided her with powerful ammunition in the fight.

- So you shifted into your first parallel, went to see Richardson, and had her hypnotise Shipton. And then you made him shift back here and kill Lars.

Andy paused. She could feel that he was impressed that she had figured out this much.

- It was easy. Shipton was a shifter but didn’t know it. Quite powerful, actually. And you’re right; I had him shift into his parallel in this world, and directed him to kill your man. 

Jessica could feel the pride in his achievement. It made him stronger, and he was fighting back, winning ground, his mind getting closer and closer to her most precious treasure.

- Why did you kill Selena, Andy? And Jessie? They were no barrier to you. We’d already met by then. I liked you. Surely you could sense that?

Jessica was starting to panic. Her emotions were causing her to lose control. His mind was encircling her power, breaking down her defences systematically, mercilessly.

- You learnt to shift. You had to be stopped. The girl was helping you develop your power. That was dangerous, so she had to die. It is, perhaps, unfortunate that Jessie was around when that happened, so I had to kill her too. It’s a shame, she was my plan B. If I hadn’t got to you, I would have taken her power. She wasn’t as strong as you, of course. You’re something quite special. But she would have provided a welcome boost to my ability.

The thought of Jessie dying needlessly enraged Jessica, and she immediately funnelled the feeling to where it was needed most, sending a blast into the centre of Andy’s consciousness.

- Ouch! Careful now. I don’t want to have to get rough, it might damage my prize.

- Tell me this. Jessica wasn’t giving up the fight. Does your own first parallel know that you used him to commit double murder?

- The poor sod doesn’t even know he can shift. He’s weak. Perhaps I got his share of power, who knows? He’s blissfully ignorant. A useful puppet, with a nice house that provides me with a convenient base in Parallel One. He never questions long blank periods in his memory. Maybe I’ve addled his mind by spending so much time there. 

Jessica wasn’t paying attention to Andy’s words. She had found what she was looking for. Her battle had been fought on two fronts. Outwardly, she was defending her power, keeping the invading, snaking thoughts of Andy at bay. But underneath that, hidden in the shadows of their wordless conversation, she had been probing his mind, seeking out what she needed. And now she had it.

The core.

The central pivot around which all that was Andy revolved. She reached out an idea, wrapped it around the core, twice, three times.

- What are you doing?

Jessica smiled. In her bed, she put the thumb and little finger of her left hand together. She made the image of a man she had visited just the previous night, and felt the world around her twist and fold in on itself.

- No! Stop! 

Andy’s thoughts grew thin. The strand connecting his mind to his body stretched, and then snapped.







Twenty-Five







BLACKNESS. THEN, A tiny dot of light. Across the void, two minds travel, faster than light, faster than thought. Two minds, one pulling the other. The light grows brighter, grows larger. There is only light.
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JESSICA BLINKED OPEN her eyes.

Andy blinked open his eyes.

- Where are we?

It was Andy who formed the thought. Jessica already knew. She had been there before. She had planned this.

- We’re in a man. A bad man.

Jessica was in control now. Keeping hold of Andy’s core, she sent out another probe. He was defenceless. It didn’t take her long to find what she wanted.

- What are you doing? Stop! I don’t understand. Stop it!

But she didn’t stop. She ate, hungrily, her mind sapping his power, devouring his energy. As he grew weaker, so she grew stronger. 

- Jessica, wait. Listen to me! We could work together. Share our power. Share our bodies. We would be formidable! Nobody would be able to stop us.

Jessica roared at him:

- Stop us? Stop us what? Kill? Destroy? You’re sick! You will be stopped. You will never harm anyone again. A power like ours is a gift. Did you ever think you could help people, not harm them? Did it never even cross your mind to use your ability passively, to enjoy it without touching? Without damaging? No! You saw your power, and your only thought was to use it to gain more power. Above all else, above the lying, the deception, and above the murders you have committed, that is your crime, Andy Shaw. And for that crime, you will be punished. You will see me again, Andy, one more time. One last time.

Jessica released her grip on his core. His mind was flung backwards, and she felt a rush of freedom as they separated.

She exhaled, emptying the lungs of the man in whose head they were both embedded. Three little puffs, pushing out the last of the air…

- Don’t do this! Don’t leave me here! I don’t….I can’t….Jessica!

…the world twisted and folded in on itself.

Jessica was gone.
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JESSICA LEAPT OUT of bed, grabbed her bathrobe, and sprinted into the living room. She had some more shifting to do, but didn’t want to spend a second longer next to Andy, even if his mind was no longer present. His body would have to be dealt with, but that could wait. First, it was time to get Lars out of police custody.

She had a plan, but had not been able to execute it before she was absolutely certain that Andy was behind everything. Now that he was safely locked away, it was time to put that plan into action. 

Jessica settled on her red chair and relaxed into the trance state. Despite the intense mental battle she had just fought, it was easy to relax knowing that Andy was gone.

She pictured the face of the woman she had found on the HOLMES police computer system when she had borrowed the body of Superintendent Baker the previous day. The extra power that she had taken from Andy, combined with her own growing power, meant she could perform several shifts without losing energy.

Within seconds, she had dreamshifted into Kendra Laforgue. It wasn’t going to be a long trip, just enough time to confirm that Laforgue had not moved since the previous afternoon.

Jessica checked her surroundings and, content that her host was still safely ensconced in her hideaway, she exhaled.

The next shift was more difficult. Jessica knew what Andy looked like in her own world, but she had only seen Parallel One Andy on the CCTV recording in the doctor’s surgery. He was a little stockier, but beyond that, the quality of the image had not been high enough to highlight any other differences. It took her a couple of minutes, but on the third attempt she succeeded in the shift.

Andy’s first parallel appeared to be at home. A home that was sparsely furnished. No family photographs, no books, very few possessions at all. Just the bare minimum of furniture, and a television in the corner. She was sitting in an armchair facing the television. Jessica got up, switched it off, and began to explore, moving quickly from one room to the next. The rest of the house was as uncluttered and devoid of personality as the living room.

Finding nothing of interest on the ground floor, she climbed the stairs, all the time cautious, aware that there could be someone else in the house. There was a bathroom, and three bedrooms. Only one of them had a bed; the other two rooms were entirely empty. There was nobody else in there. She was alone. There was no sign of her Andy having been there, yet he had said the house had been his base in Parallel One.

Jessica went back downstairs and peered into each of the rooms again. Had she missed something? She returned to the kitchen and began checking the cupboards, looking for signs of life, anything that might give her a clue. Most of them were empty. In the corner was a much larger built-in cupboard. It, too, was empty. Jessica closed it. Then she stopped, opened it again and took another look inside. Something was scratching at her mind. She studied the inside, asking herself all the time: what was wrong with what she was seeing? Then she understood. There was a tiny seam of brightness where the back of the cupboard should have joined the base. Except it didn’t join, which was why she could see light.

Tentatively she pushed at the back wall. Nothing. She ran her hand up to the top, applying pressure every so often. Still nothing. She slid her hand down, still pushing. As she reached the bottom and pressed in, there was a click. The rear wall of the cupboard swung backwards, revealing a narrow passage and concrete steps down. A naked bulb lit the opening. She climbed through the cupboard, into the passage, and set off down the steps.

The light didn’t penetrate all the way to the bottom. When she’d reached the final step, Jessica waved her arms around in front of her, then to her sides. She hit the wall, and, after fumbling about, located a switch. Four fluorescent tubes took a few seconds to flicker into life, finally revealing Andy’s hideaway.

The basement was small but comfortably fitted out. An off-cut of carpet on the floor. A small table and a chair in one corner. On top of it, a portable computer, a camera, a mobile telephone, a bundle of banknotes, and a small axe. She had found exactly was what she was looking for, what she had expected to find, but seeing it filled her with a mixture of emotions that were quite overwhelming. Sadness, of course, at the needless murders of two girls, one of whom she had just met, the other who she’d thought she could never meet. Anger, at the framing of Lars, and at the scheming of Andy to take her power, leaving her as good as dead. And relief, that at least now he was in a safe place, and that she was going to be able to free Lars. She picked up the axe, the money, and the mobile telephone, and left without looking back.

In Andy’s kitchen she wiped down the murder weapon and phone with a damp cloth. She didn’t want unnecessary prints raising awkward questions. She wrapped them both in a tea towel, and placed them into a carrier bag that she found in a drawer. She found the key to the house hanging by the front door, slipped it into her pocket, and left.

Four hours later Jessica was in a remote spot on the coast of Norfolk. The taxi driver at the railway station had asked her twice if she was sure that was where she wanted to go, before reluctantly agreeing to take her. The generous tip she offered had helped.

She spied the stone cottage in the distance. There was no need to risk getting any closer. She kicked around the scrubland, and soon found a rabbit hole half-hidden by bracken. Once the carrier bag and its contents were stowed safely inside, she marked the spot with three stones. She didn’t want to have trouble locating it later.

Satisfied, she turned and walked a mile back to the nearest village, where she called for another taxi from the pub.

Another four hours later, she quietly let herself back into Andy’s house. Part one of her mission was complete. Settling back down in the armchair in front of the television, she exhaled. Three extra puffs, and the room twisted and folded around her.

Jessica decided to take a break before the next shift. It was the trip that would set Lars free, and so it was even more important that nothing went wrong. Although she could feel the power coursing through her head, she felt it better to stop, make some tea, and ensure she was at full strength before continuing. Only when she felt entirely ready did she get comfy on the deep red chair and bring her thumb and finger together.

She blinked back the blinding light and waited for her eyes to adjust. Kendra Laforgue had not moved in the previous nine hours. Jessica, now inside Kendra’s head, put down the book she found in her hands, and ventured outside. Pulling the heavy wooden door of the old stone cottage closed behind her, she set off walking over the remote and deserted scrubland.

Ten minutes later she found a rabbit hole, marked with three stones. Reaching a hand inside, she pulled out the carrier bag. After checking that its contents were intact, Jessica continued walking for another mile.

The village was small. One pub, a shop which doubled as the post office, and a duck pond. Jessica wasn’t there for the amenities though. She needed to commit a crime; just a small one. It didn’t take her long to find a suitable opportunity. Leaning against a shed behind the pub, someone had left a bicycle. She hopped on, and rode off, feeling a pang of guilt at the theft. She reminded herself that, like the body she was in, she was only borrowing the bike, not really stealing it. The owner would get it back soon enough.

Jessica rode for half an hour, eventually making it into the next town; a much bigger town. She jumped off and continued along the pavement, pushing the bicycle beside her, and stopped the first person she encountered coming in the opposite direction.

“Excuse me, can you tell me where I might find the police station?” She asked politely, but that didn’t stop the man in front of her looking taken aback, and more than a little afraid.

He answered nervously. “Yes. Follow this road up over the bridge, take the first right, then the second left. Can’t miss it.”

“Thank you ever so much for your help. Have a nice day!”

Jessica realised too late that her effort to be pleasant had probably scared the poor man even more than her face had.

She followed the directions and found the blue-and-white sign she was looking for exactly where the man had described. She pushed her borrowed bike up the steps, and after some trouble with the door, managed to manoeuvre it into the building.

A couple chatting in the lobby stared at her as she wheeled her transport up to the counter. She ignored them. A police officer not far from retirement glanced up and greeted her automatically. His voice trailed off mid-sentence.

“Good afternoon, can I…?”

“Hello,” said Jessica, smiling. “My name is Kendra Laforgue, and I would like to confess to a double murder. I have brought the murder weapon with me, and also the telephone I used to help frame an innocent man for the crime.” She took both from the carrier bag and laid them out carefully on the counter. “I’ll explain all the details to you, but first do you think you could get one of your officers to take this bicycle back to the village I stole it from? It was propped up against a shed behind a pub. I can give you the address. I would hate for the owner to go out and find it missing.”

• • •

Jessica opened her eyes, wearily. She was beginning to feel rather tired. The last shift had lasted longer than expected.

First, she had given her statement to the local police. Then they wanted CID from London to interview her. She couldn’t risk leaving Kendra too soon, so had waited for hours while they sent someone up from the city, and then spent another hour retelling the same story to the detectives.

Once she was happy that they had everything they needed on video, and she had signed her statement confessing to the murders of Jessica Jacobson and Selena Packham, she exited her dreamshift.

It seemed reasonable to believe that Lars would be freed quickly, so Jessica decided she could finally allow herself to get some sleep. There was just the matter of Andy still lying comatose in her bed. She considered the situation, and concluded that the simplest thing would be to call an ambulance. There would probably be awkward questions in the morning, she thought, after they had had time to carry out a barrage of tests on him. But what could they do to her? She hadn’t killed him, he was in perfect health. He was just missing a mind. She would tell them he was a one-night stand, just a random guy she had picked up somewhere, and that she had woken to find him in his vegetative state.
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ONE WEEK LATER

She knocked, and waited. Footsteps, then the door swung open. A very tired-looking man stood before her.

“If you’re from the press, I’m not doing any interviews,” he said coldly.

“Hello, Lars. It’s so good to see you here, and not in that place.”

He stared at her.

“It’s me, Lars. It’s Jessica.”

“Jessica. Jesus. Erm, come in. Come in…”

She entered the flat through the front door for only the second time. The blood was long gone; the place was as spotless as it had been during her first few visits. They walked silently into the kitchen, and sat down at the island.

“Would you like some tea?” Lars asked.

“I’d love some, thank you.”

“Who is…?” He pointed vaguely at her.

“Oh, she’s called Hannah. She’s my friend. Well, not this one obviously. Back in my world. It’s silly, but it just feels better shifting into someone I know.”

“Right, right. I kind of get that.”

Lars poured two mugs of tea, and pushed one towards her. “I’m guessing I have you to thank for getting me out?” he asked at last.

“What makes you say that?”

Lars picked up the newspaper that was on the kitchen worktop and read from the lead story. “‘England’s most wanted prison escapee, convicted serial killer Kendra Laforgue, walked into a police station and confessed to the murders of Jessica Jacobson and Selena Packham.’ Sounds to me like Miss Laforgue wasn’t quite herself that day.”

Jessica blushed. “I did promise I would get you out. And the real killer… Well, the real killer was from my world, so there was no way to bring him to justice here.”

“You mean he’s going to walk away?” Lars looked shocked.

“No, far from it. I’ve put him somewhere he can’t escape. Believe me, he’s getting what he deserves.”

“Why did they die, Jessica? What happened?” Lars whispered the question, looking at the ceiling the whole time. He wore the expression of a man who wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer, but knew he had to know it.

“It was because of me, Lars, I’m so sorry. It was all because of me.” A tear ran down her cheek. Quietly, slowly, and sympathetically, she explained everything that had happened.

“It’s not your fault, you know. You mustn’t blame yourself,” Lars said quietly when she was through. He put an arm around her.

“I know, but if I didn’t have this power then none of this would have happened.”

“You can’t think like that. You didn’t make Andy come after you. He was to blame for all of this. And now, with what you’ve done to him, he’s got what he deserves. And I’m free. That’s thanks to you. You’ve still got your power. Everyone got what they deserved.”

“Not everyone,” Jessica said sadly. “Jessie and Selena didn’t get what they deserved. Neither did you, or Lars in my world. And neither did Shipton. He’s innocent in all of this, but he’s going to go to prison and there’s nothing I can do to stop that, because his body was used to kill Lars. The police have all the video and forensic evidence they need to prove it.”

“Maybe you’ll still find a way to help him?”

“I’ve thought about it constantly, but I don’t think it’s possible. There’s only one glimmer of hope. Andy said that Shipton is a shifter. Perhaps he will discover his power and find some kind of freedom through that. Prison could be more bearable if he can escape through other parallels.”

“You’ll find a way. I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life in prison for something I didn’t do, but here I am, free, thanks to you. Seeing how you’ve developed your ability in such a short space of time, it’s amazing. You’re amazing. I have faith in you, Jessie.” He checked himself. “Sorry, Jessica.”

She stood and hugged Lars. “Listen, I have to get this body back to where it belongs. But I’d really like to visit you again, if that’s okay with you? I’ll understand if you would find that too difficult.”

“I would like that very much. Please, come by any time. Will you always be…Hannah, was it?”

“Probably not. I’d feel bad using her all the time.”

“Of course.”

They walked slowly to the front door, and hugged once more.

“Goodbye, Lars. Look after yourself.”

“Goodbye, Jessica.”

There was a sadness in their words, and neither could quite meet the eyes the other. Jessica left quickly, and didn’t look back.

• • •

Jessica sat at her table, mobile phone to her ear. It rang once, twice, three times.

“Hello? Bellevue Practice.”

“Hi, could I speak with Doctor Sloan please?”

“Doctor Sloan is very busy at the moment. Can I help?”

“My name is Jessica Kayne. Doctor Sloan has been trying to get hold of me. Apparently it’s important?”

“One moment please, Miss Kayne, I’ll put you straight through.”

A few bars of music played, and there was a click.

“Jessica?”

“Hi, Doctor Sloan. Sorry I haven’t had time to come in. Things have been a bit hectic. I’ve had a cold, been off work,” she added, by way of explanation.

“That’s quite alright. Sometimes life gets in the way. Well, it’s a shame I couldn’t see you in person to tell you the good news, but there we are.”

“Good news?”

“Yes. Excellent in fact. I have finished writing up your latest assessment. I wanted to tell you that I see no reason for us to continue our sessions. As far as I am concerned, you are a perfectly healthy young lady. Whatever problems you may have had during your adolescence, they have certainly been dealt with. In my professional opinion there is no lasting damage. Whatever caused your episodes, you have grown out of it. It is in the past.”

Jessica’s mind flashed back to Jessie’s diary. “Thank you, Doctor Sloan.”

“Thank you, Jessica. You have been a model patient. I just wish all my patients were such success stories. Well, I’m afraid I need to get on, so I’ll say goodbye. And good luck!”

“Goodbye, Doctor Sloan.”
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THE PRISON GUARD walked to the end of the dimly lit corridor lined with heavy security doors. She turned to face the last cell on the left and signalled to her colleague, who pressed a button releasing the deadlock.

A siren wailed, resonating throughout the passage, and an orange light flashed.

The guard selected a long, thin key from the substantial bunch she was carrying, pushed it into the lock, and turned it twice. She heaved the door open and stepped inside. A nod to her colleague, and he pushed the door closed behind her before backing up a few cells, giving her some privacy.

“Hello, Tommy,” the guard said.

“How many times?” the prisoner replied, sighing. He lay on his bunk, hadn’t moved when the guard entered, and didn’t look at her now. “My name is not Tommy Ringwood. I didn’t abduct, abuse, or kill anyone.”

“Oh, now, that last one isn’t quite true, is it? You killed at least three people. Two by your own hand — in a manner of speaking — and one by, how can I put it, remote control?”

The prisoner sat up and studied the guard. “Who are you?”

The guard said nothing.

“Jessica,” the prisoner said, realisation dawning on him.

“I said that you would see me one last time, Andy.”

“Why have you come here? You’ve taken my power, you’ve locked me in the body of a convicted child killer. What could you possibly do to me now?”

“I’m not going to do anything to you. I wanted to ask you a question.”

“A question? Pah!” Andy looked away again.

“There’s one thing I never figured out,” Jessica said, ignoring his indifference. “You wanted my power, I get that. But of all the people in all the parallels, how did you know I had that power? Even I never knew until we met.”

“A greater power sees more than you do.” The corners of the convict’s mouth turned upwards into the beginnings of a smile.

“You don’t have a greater power. I’ve seen inside your head. I’ve dismantled your power. I consumed it. It’s part of me now. So don’t lie to me, Andrew Shaw. Don’t tell me you had greater power. Tell me how you knew.” 

Andy smiled. “I didn’t say I had a greater power. There is another. A shifter more powerful than me. More powerful than Kistra Drexel. More powerful, even, than you.”

Jessica’s eye’s widened at the mention of Kistra’s name.

“Yes, I’ve encountered Drexel,” Andy said. “Through her, I discovered Jessie and Lars. But she didn’t tell me about you. The man of whom I speak is more powerful than her.”

“Where can I find him?” Jessica asked.

Andy laughed. A hollow, evil laugh. “You won’t,” he said. “He is far away, in a very distant parallel.”

Jessica turned to leave. She rapped on the door three times, and it swung open noiselessly. She looked back over her shoulder. “Goodbye, Andy.”

His smile had gone, his face was thunder. “You won’t find him,” he repeated. “You won’t need to. He will find you. There are others coming, others who will not be as merciful as me. He is building an army, and your power is a weapon he cannot ignore. Lock me up here, throw away the key, it doesn’t matter. Know only this, Jessica Kayne: there’s a war coming, and by your actions, you have chosen your side.” He lay back on his bed and closed his eyes.

“Lock him up!” Jessica barked.

Her colleague was happy to oblige.

Jessica retreated back down the corridor, Andy’s words echoing in her mind. As she stepped through the steel gate at the end, she passed a sign, handwritten by one of the guards. It read: Welcome to death row.
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