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      Damien approached Jeremy, who was pacing trails into the carpet of our shitty motel. “It’s okay, buddy. Everything’s okay.”

      We were all stimmed out, tired as all hell, and nervous to enter the Dream War. The alien bastards had come back. Ships upon ships had landed, and when the doors opened, nothing got out. Just like the first time they came.

      “Not okay. Nothing’s okay.” Jeremy was on the brink of a hardcore meltdown, tapping out a rhythm onto his jeans to keep calm. We all felt awful for upsetting him, but we needed to move every twelve hours to stay away from the Feds. The FBI was looking for us and I had a sinking feeling it wasn’t to chat. After we’d exited the Dream War, Santiago and his men had said their goodbyes. He needed to go protect his sister and check on their families. Meanwhile, Damien had sent for a private plane to bring Jeremy, Ronnie, and the rest of our crew to reunite with us in Canada among the chaos. Including Lucy, the dreaded cat that could do no wrong.

      Ever since I’d found evidence that the human government had sold out the American people for alien oil, I no longer trusted a single member of the government. Not to mention Damien was at the top of their hit list. No way was I letting them catch up with us. But I’d lost count of how many days we’d been awake. Five? Six? We were going to crash soon. None of us had slept since I’d opened the portal and chucked the breeder through, watching her shrivel to a pile of ash. More ships meant more ghouls, and I didn’t want to go in to an unknown situation.

      Why had they come?

      Damien sidled up to me. “I’m so tired I can’t think straight. What do we do?”

      I was still commander of this team. It was left to me to make the best decisions for keeping everyone alive and safe. Problem was, I was tired too and not armed with my normal sharp intellect. What was protocol? I needed to remember my time at the academy.

      But no one had a protocol for this. No one had thought more would come.

      My voice warbled: “We obviously need to sleep soon.”

      “No!” Jeremy shrieked so loud my heart jackhammered in my chest faster than it already was. “There are more of them, they’ll kill us!” He started to pound on his thighs in big fast punches and I knew we were going to have to restrain him soon, possibly sedate him, if I couldn’t calm him. Jeremy being on the autism spectrum meant we had to work around his curveballs. I’d hate to restrain him again; it usually ended with everyone in tears. Including Damien. It had been a rough week.

      I zoomed into Jeremy’s line of sight, standing up on my tiptoes and getting way more in his space than I normally would. “No. The Galadrias will help us. Dawn will help.”

      Jeremy froze and made eye contact with me, which was so rare. “Skyhome.”

      I nodded. I’d told Jeremy about Skyhome and he knew that Maxine, Nox, Master Aki, Brisk, Damien, and I had slept there and the Galadrias had kept us safe. “Skyhome. We will fall asleep and go to Skyhome where it’s safe while we make a bigger plan.”

      That idea had come out of nowhere, but it was the only decent one we had.

      Please let Dawn and Skyhome still be there.

      The floating island paradise in the sky was the only thing I was clinging to right now.

      Master Aki, who’d been sitting cross-legged in the corner of the room, stood and walked over to my toiletry kit in the bathroom.

      “Master Aki, we’re going to sleep, okay?”

      I needed my mentor to tell me it was okay, that it was a good plan. I was always seeking his guidance and approval, like a child would from her father.

      “Yes, Kit. Let’s sleep. Get everyone ready and I’ll be there in a moment.” He pulled out my dental floss and started unwinding a long six-foot strand of it. I was too tired to ask questions, and ever since Master Aki’s revelation that he saw things, like future things, I didn’t question him.

      No one argued that we needed sleep. They all just crawled into the large set of king beds smashed up against each other and slipped on their dream bands. Nox and Maxine held each other, looking bleary eyed. Brisk and Ronnie did the same with that psycho kitten Lucy right between them. Josephine was just positioning herself next to Jeremy when he cried out.

      “I want to be next to Kit!” The panic in his voice was real. He’d never requested me before; it touched my heart.

      “Of course, buddy.” Josephine rolled over, giving me room, and I sidled into Jeremy’s side, Damien on the other, and Mr. Hansen bringing up the end.

      The moment my body settled into the bed, I felt sleep pulling at me.

      Jeremy reached out and clasped my hand, something he’d never done before, and squeezed it, hard.

      “You’ll protect me, right?” Jeremy whimpered. Being this close I could hear his heartbeat knocking against his chest. It brought tears to my eyes.

      “With my life.”

      Master Aki appeared over me then and tied the thin piece of the dental floss around my wrist and then to the front door knob of the hotel room.

      What in the hell? Was this some kind of ghetto booby trap? It might be genius, but my mind was too tired to think right now, so I didn’t even ask about it. That’s the level of exhaustion I was at. Someone was tying dental floss around my arm and I didn’t even care as long as I could sleep.

      “Me too,” Damien told Master Aki.

      My mentor paused for a moment but then nodded, tying a piece of the floss to Damien’s wrist and then to the door knob. If someone opened it, it would theoretically wake us up … theoretically.

      My eyelids started to droop. “Hurry up, I’m going down,” I told Master Aki.

      He snapped on his dream band and snuggled into Mr. Hansen. All heterosexual norms were left at home. We were totally snuggling, boy, girl, old, young, it didn’t matter. Sleep and staying alive were the only things that mattered, and for me to take in this big of a group, we all needed to be close.

      “See you on the other side. It’s going to be okay,” I told my crew.

      It had to be.

      Taking a deep breath, I started to center my breathing. Maybe I should have asked Master Aki to take us in, but it was too late now. We were all programmed into my band and…

      I harness strength, I project peace, I—couldn’t think straight because I was tired as all hell and sleep pulled me into the Dream War fast and hard.

      Would I arrive in one piece? With all my teammates? With all my weapons? Nothing was a sure thing anymore; the breeders were psycho and they controlled everything.
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        * * *

      

      The second I felt my feet hit the ground, my eyelids sprang open and I spun around. We were in the middle of nowhere, thank God, but one of those giant ghouls was nearby, sitting on his butt—and snacking on some humans I guessed.

      I’d never seen everyone drop in so quickly. Even Maxine, who normally had trouble falling asleep, came in right behind me. This was probably the most sleep deprived we’d ever been.

      I did a quick headcount to make sure everyone was here. Ten of us, plus the stupid cat. The moment Jeremy turned and saw the giant off in the distance having his human snack, he whimpered and Josephine pulled out the blindfold and headphones, placing them on him.

      “You’re okay, buddy. I’m calling Dawn,” I told him.

      So far nothing seemed different about the Dream War, but I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that. Those ships landed and something had changed. I just didn’t know what yet.

      ‘Dawn. Kit needs hel—’ Before I could finish connecting with her, a sharp pain sliced through my skull and Dawn’s hurried reply came back.

      ‘No! Don’t contact Dawn.’

      With a deep thud, I was kicked out of her head and left gasping for air.

      Damien’s worried face swam into view. “What happened?”

      What had just happened? Dawn didn’t seem mad, more worried.

      I rubbed the base of my skull and started walking to a tree canopy, where we could take cover. Damien followed.

      “I think Dawn has been … I donno, infiltrated or something. She said not to contact her. I think she was protecting me.”

      Damien swore, looking more stressed than I’d ever seen him. Our crew followed closely behind as I tried to drum up a plan B. Skyhome was the perfect plan, but now that was dashed.

      “Well, we just need a few hours of sleep to recharge and then maybe you can wake yourself up and then wake all of us up.” He peered over his shoulder to make sure everyone was following.

      Master Aki had jumped into the Dream War to teach me that I wasn’t actually being held hostage by the breeders, that I could get myself out. I’d willingly woken myself up for the first time in my life about a week ago, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I could do it again. I also wasn’t sure that doom and gloom news would be welcome right now though, so I kept it to myself.

      “Alright, let’s do inventory,” I told my team as they entered the thick alien tree canopy with us and took cover.

      The first thing I did was glance at everyone’s wrists and see who had their plasma bands on.

      Jeremy’s, Josephine’s, Maxine’s and Damien’s were missing. Those damn breeders had found a way to start stripping us of our weapons. I wasn’t worried about Maxine and Damien, but Josephine and Jeremy needed theirs. Pulling mine off, I handed it to Jo. “For him,” I told her.

      I knew I wouldn’t have to ask anyone on my team. They would do the right thing. And sure enough, Brisk handed his band to Josephine.

      “We need you to be able to protect him,” he told her.

      I smiled at my big tough Marine and he winked at me.

      Josephine reluctantly took it and Damien reached out, rubbing the small of my back. “If I had mine, I’d give it to you,” he whispered.

      I knew that. This guy had hired me to protect him and I’d gone and fallen for him. Now I knew he’d do anything to protect me.

      “Okay,” I told our group, “Dawn might still be coming. She just won’t be able to tell me. So let’s sit tight and camp out so long as it seems safe.”

      Everyone nodded, and Maxine and Brisk started to walk the perimeter with their semi-automatic rifles. Master Aki and I luckily both had one katana each. That was enough to do some serious damage up close.

      Josephine sat Jeremy down and loosened his blindfold but kept his headphones on. She started to play cards with him.

      I peered over the tops of the trees and into the distance. “Feels too quiet,” I told Damien.

      He nodded. “A new ship landed in every major city across the world. There’s got to be at least a hundred thousand more ghouls.”

      A hundred thousand flesh eaters? Did he really think that many more had arrived last week? The thought made me sick.

      “Think they are a new kind, like invisible or something?” Suddenly I felt like I was being watched, but I wasn’t sure if that was just me freaking myself out.

      Damien’s eyebrows rose. “Anything is possible at this point.”

      Master Aki sidled next to me and bowed lightly, his way of apologizing for interrupting. “No sense in worrying about things we can’t see,” he said sagely.

      I swear that man never panicked. He was always cool as a cucumber.

      I opened my mouth to speak, then Dawn’s consciousness merged with mine. It felt frantic and rushed. ‘Dawn doesn’t have much time. Breeders have linked with Galadria hive mind. Watch everything we do and think.’

      My stomach dropped.

      ‘Oh God. Are you safe? Skyhome?’ If anything happened to those adorable baby dragons on Skyhome I was going to go majorly postal. She must have been fighting them off mentally so that we could speak for a moment.

      ‘Dawn is safe. Younglings on Skyhome are safe. Some Galadrias are not safe. Breeders know that Galadrias are friends with Kit. Breeders want Kit dead.’

      That wasn’t exactly new news, but it still made my stomach turn.

      ‘Dawn, new ships came. On Earth. Hundreds of them.’ If she had any insight at all, I needed to hear it.

      There was a pause and I sensed she was struggling to fight off the breeders from the mental invasion.

      ‘Dawn has news for Kit. Kit will be scared and angry.’

      Fuck.

      My heart jackknifed in my chest and both Damien and Master Aki stared at me now; they knew something was up. I tapped my forehead hoping they got the point, and walked a few feet away so that I could try to control my reaction.

      ‘It’s okay, Dawn, you can tell Kit anything,’ I told her, easily falling into the habit of speaking in third person with her. ‘Kit needs to know everything so Kit can keep friends alive.’

      There was a moment of silence.

      ‘Scout ships came back. No new planets found. Earth is last food source ghouls can find.’

      The whole world spun in that moment and I thought for sure I was going to fall over. Ever since Dawn told me that the ghouls went planet to planet harvesting bodies as a food source, it gave me hope that they would one day find another planet with a more plentiful supply of… meat, and leave ours.

      ‘You mean… they’re staying?’ Anger and fear, just like Dawn predicted, rolled through me in equal measure.

      ‘Yes… forever. Breeders are talking about culling their own population and going on a ration diet to allow humans enough time to reproduce.’

      Bile rose in my throat and I wasn’t sure I could hear any more of what she had to say. I wanted to shoot things and kill people and light this entire freaking world on fire.

      Forever. Dawn said forever. No child of the Earth would ever know a time without the Dream Wars and I wasn’t okay with that. The breeders were smart, too damn smart. They were willing to cull their own population to allow time for more humans to breed so they always had a food source. It was beyond horrifying.

      ‘We have to stop them,’ I said to Dawn, but really it was for myself.

      ‘Kit will stop them. That’s why breeders want Kit dead. Dawn knows things, Dawn knows Kit will end Dream Wars.’

      A chill ran up my arms and then our connection broke off as a massive headache slammed into me. I hissed, grabbing my forehead, and dropped to the ground.

      “Kit!” Damien slid onto the ground and took me into his arms. The headache eased a little.

      The breeders, they were searching for me. I don’t know how I knew it but I knew. Taking in a few deep breaths, I opened my eyes to see everyone but Jeremy and Josephine surrounding me.

      “What happened?” Damien asked, hauling me up.

      Did I tell them the truth? God, it sickened me to think about it, never mind to speak it aloud. But this was my team, my family. I had to tell them everything so we could make a plan together.

      Taking a deep, cleansing breath, I told my team exactly what Dawn had said. They listened with horrified expressions and I finished with Dawn’s prophecy that I would somehow change it all. These were my people and I wanted to be honest with them so they could help me brainstorm.

      “So they’re here. Forever?” Maxine’s voice shook with anxiety.

      Nodding, I reached out and squeezed my friend’s shoulder. “That’s what Dawn said. They’re going to take precautions so that humanity doesn’t die out too quickly, so that there’s always a food source and—”

      I stopped mid-sentence as the feeling of waking up came over me.

      What the...? We’d just dropped in? I looked down at my left arm, which felt like it was being yanked into the air.

      Damien’s head snapped up to mine.

      “Someone’s in the hotel room.” His warning was the last thing I heard in the Dream War, but before my body dissolved there, my gaze flicked over Maxine’s head to see a breeder weaving through the trees, coming right for them.

      “Look out!” I screamed, but it wasn’t heard. I was already out of that world but not yet back on Earth; I’d said it somewhere in between.

      The moment I felt my body jerk awake, I popped my eyelids open and leapt off the hotel bed and right at the small group of soldiers in black army fatigues who were opening the door. They weren’t ready for me, they didn’t expect this. I had no weapons and my heart was hammering in my chest as adrenaline pumped through me. I turned into a human bowling ball, flying toward them in an effort to knock over as many of these bastards as I could.

      Just as I crashed into two of the soldiers, a shuffling noise sounded behind me, which I assumed was Damien waking up as well. Master Aki had totally known what he was doing when he’d tied our hands to the door.

      I had little time to plan my crash. I tried to tuck my chin down on impact to minimize the face smashing, but it did little good. Arms outstretched, I took down two of the men, my shoulders slamming into their chests and knocking them backwards. My eye impacted one of the dudes’ helmets and I felt the skin rip open immediately.

      Damien was next. I saw him as a blur of motion trying to disarm one of the other men. I counted six of them inside, with more outside no doubt. Two of us against them were not great odds, but I’d take it.

      Rolling off the two dudes I’d knocked over, I rammed my knee into the nearest guy’s crotch as he tried to get up.

      “Stand down!” a man outside yelled. “We aren’t here to hurt you.”

      I realized then that the men I’d floored had flashbangs and Tasers but no lethal weapons, and they weren’t fighting back.

      I looked up to the old timer who’d spoken and didn’t recognize him. He was a tall white dude with gray hair, and reeked of upper military. I could see it in the way he stood, in his haircut and the crispness of his ironed clothes.

      I stood then and Damien backed away from his fight to step in front of me. “Then why the hell are you here?” Damien growled.

      The man snapped his fingers and his men flanked us, one of them holding a pair of handcuffs. “We just need to talk. It’s a matter of national security.”

      I full-on belly laughed. “Oh fuck national security. You sold us out years ago.”

      His eyes widened before he recovered. “We’re just going to take you in for a little chat. Alright?”

      It wasn’t a question. The men were already moving to cuff us. Damien looked at our friends asleep on the bed. “Let us wake our friends first. They’re in a bad spot in the Dream War.”

      Oh shit, I’d forgotten about the breeder.

      The man raised an eyebrow. “You think I’m stupid? They will try to help you escape.”

      Panic flooded me as one of the men yanked my arm and slipped the handcuff over my right hand.

      “WAKE UP!” I shouted to my friends, but their bodies just lay there, going through God knows what. We’d only been asleep maybe twenty minutes and I was still tired as hell, but that breeder…

      Damien tried to fight, and the sound of a crackling Taser filled the room as they took him down.

      I didn’t fight, I knew there was no use, and my mind was on other things. Reaching through my bonds with my friends, I found Master Aki’s energy

      ‘WAKE UP!’ I shouted mentally, and then I did something awful, something I hoped he could forgive me for. Pain.

      I pushed the thought of pain into his Earth body, hoping to slam him with the biggest headache known to man that would wake him up so he could wake the others. The army guy gripped me hard under the armpits and started to haul me outside, but I caught a glimpse of Master Aki stirring.

      ‘Pain. Forehead explosion. So much pain you think you might die!’ I slammed the thought into him and then they shut the door, before pushing me and Damien into the back of a van and peeling out.

      Oh God, I hope they woke up in time.
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      The van hit the road hard and fast as Damien and I leaned on each other.

      ‘I think I woke Master Aki. They will be okay,’ I said into his mind.

      His eyes widened, still unused to me talking to him like that, but then he nodded.

      I had no idea where we were being taken or what the hell the United States government was doing in Canada, but I think I was about to have a rude awakening. These guys were definitely military, and the military positively had it out for me. Damien too, I couldn’t forget the kill list he was on. They’d come unarmed, but they’d also taken us by force. These people were by no means my friends.

      We drove for what seemed like an hour before the van came to an abrupt stop. Asking questions was no use at this point, so when the doors opened I let them pull me out. We were backed up to a loading dock that smelled strongly of milk. Damien was hauled up next to me and then we were walking. I’d trained for situations like this. They weren’t supposed to happen on Earth, but the training was the same. My eyes flicked around as I took in different signs and landmarks to hopefully identify where I was. We were at some type of dairy farm or bottling facility. I counted two men stationed at each entrance or exit, and then another two roaming the hallways. This place was crawling with army personnel.

      We were led into a room and made to sit in two metal chairs, where our handcuffs were chained to the back of the chair so we couldn’t stand without taking the chair with us. The second the men left the room, I turned to Damien.

      “If they get hostile, I have a crazy idea,” I told him. We were probably on camera but I needed to check in and make sure he was okay.

      He looked… pissed.

      “If anything happened to Jeremy or anyone else, I’ll kill these men,” he growled.

      “Damien, focus. We need to think about how we’re going to get out of here.” Planning our revenge while we were still captured was a rookie move. We needed to bust out, meet up with our crew, then plan our retaliation, if any. The ghouls were my main concern, not some defunct government hell bent on a new world order.

      Damien shook himself a little and then met my gaze. “Okay. What’s your plan?”

      My eyes flicked up to the corner of the room where a small camera was mounted on the wall.

      ‘I’m going to open a portal or whatever into the Dream War. We fall backwards into it, and then I close it.’

      His eyes widened. “Are you crazy?”

      I nodded. ‘Probably, but we can run a quarter mile and then I’ll open it back up and we will be back on Earth. Easy peasy.’

      He gave me a look that said it would be anything but easy peasy.

      The door handle turned then and Damien scooched closer to me, jumping up and down in his chair until he was right next to me.

      The second I saw the man in the crisp black suit enter the room with two armed soldiers, I knew he was the one in charge. Not President Buckley, no. Someone else was pulling the strings. Unlike the man who had come to get us, this man looked familiar… tall, overweight, with greasy skin. I’d seen him before.

      It came to me then. He was a congressman who’d been on the news for getting caught up in some hooker bust up. It didn’t affect his career at all of course, and his wife stayed.

      “Kit Steele, it’s nice to finally meet you,” he sneered.

      The men beside him pulled their firearms and hung them loosely at their sides. These were not stun guns. This man meant business.

      I cut to the chase. “What do you want?”

      His gaze narrowed at me. “I have some very interesting footage of you on the docks in Boston opening a hole from our world into the Dream War.”

      Shit.

      I decided to play hardball. “And I have some very interesting documents showing just how badly you’ve sold out the human race.”

      Not an ounce of fear crossed his face, but I noticed the subtle way his muscles tightened at my mention of the documents.

      “Things have changed since then.” He stepped closer. “It’s clear that ghouls will now no longer entertain our agreement.”

      I frowned. “Aww, poor baby, gonna have to die in the Dream Wars with the rest of us.”

      His hand shot out lightning-quick. Pain exploded in my jaw and Damien shot forward, but the chair threw him off balance so he stumbled to the side. One of the soldiers aimed the gun right at him.

      “Move and die,” the soldier grit out.

      Damien was on his side, throwing death glares at the congressmen, and I prayed he stayed there.

      “I’m fine. He hits like Lucy,” I told Damien, who grinned.

      Being a prisoner of war or being held hostage was all about the mental game. I had no idea how long I was going to be stuck here, but I needed to keep strong mentally, and talking shit was the way I did that.

      The dude in charge stepped closer and bent down. “Here’s the deal. You’re going to do what I want or I’m going to round up every person you care about and put a bullet in their head.”

      Adrenaline pumped through my body at his threat, but I stayed silent. Did he know who I cared about?

      “Your mother and her roommates just sat down to dinner in Miami. Tatum is—”

      “Okay. What do you want?”

      He’d found my freaking weakness. Family and friends. I would do anything to protect them. I was screwed.

      “I should think it obvious,” the man drawled. “I want to hire your team for protection. I haven’t slept in four days and I no longer have the safety the ghoul females promised.”

      I looked at him like he’d sprouted two heads. This asshole had just kidnapped me and smacked me in the face and he thought I’d work for him?

      “I’m already on a job assignment and my waitlist is a year long. Sorry.”

      He sighed. “I thought you might say that.” Pulling a phone out of his pocket, he dialed a number.

      Oh God. Who was he calling?

      Damien cleared his throat extra loud and I looked over to see him wide-eyed, trying to give me a message. Opening my mind to him, his voice came through loud and clear.

      ‘Open a portal behind him and kick him through!’

      It was genius. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it already. Instead of us running, we could just trap them inside the Dream War until we could figure everything else out.

      “Do you have eyes on her mother?” the congressman asked into the phone.

      Fear washed over me like ice water and I had to work to calm myself. Taking a deep breath, I started to feel for the space between our two worlds like Master Aki taught me.

      “Wait!” I cried out to the asshole who was about to off my mother.

      He grinned, holding the phone away from his ear.

      I slowly started to open the portal behind him and his men.

      “I’ll do it, just don’t hurt my mom.” Damien and I had to school our features as the opening behind them grew bigger and bigger. A sentry was off in the distance. I could see the glint of the metal armor they wore, and I prayed it didn’t see us and start shooting. The bullets would probably slice right into Damien and I.

      “Forget it,” he said into the phone and hung up.

      Relief crashed through me and I used all of my concentration to pull the opening wider and wider.

      “I’m exhausted,” he said. “I’ve got a room set up. We can go in now.”

      He went to turn around.

      “Wait!” I cried out, and he and both of his men froze and turned to face me. They hadn’t yet seen the portal I was creating and I needed to distract them a moment longer while I opened it wide enough. “You want me to take you into the Dream War… now?” Using every ounce of my strength to open the hole bigger, it went from the size of a bean bag to the size of a car as a mild headache pressed in on my skull.

      “Yes. Now,” he growled.

      Damien and I shared a look. “Now!” I shouted, and we both shot off our chairs and football tackled the men. I went right for the douchebag in charge while Damien had the complex task of trying to knock over both of his guards before they shot us. The second I slammed into the asshole, I was already closing the opening so they couldn’t get back through. He fell to the dirt of the Dream War, stunned, and I landed right on top of him, chair still attached to my back via handcuffs.

      If it weren’t for the sheer shock factor, they might have shot us by now. Instead, all three men lay on the ground looking up at the Dream War’s sky, probably wondering what the hell was wrong with me.

      Wasting no time, I stumbled backward through the now-shrinking portal, and Damien did the same. The men seemed to get their shit together then, because they started to scramble to get up.

      Fuck that.

      I let the concentration that was holding the opening together snap; it fell in on itself just as Damien and I stumbled backward into the room. Falling back, I landed at an odd angle, half on the chair, and pain shot into my ribcage as I landed wrong.

      My gaze flicked to where the opening once was and relief poured through me that it had closed and those assholes were on the other side.

      “My mom. The team. We gotta warn them that this asshole has people watching them, ready to strike.” I groaned at Damien who was trying to lift himself up off the floor. He was wincing, sweat beading on his forehead.

      “What’s wrong?” I scanned his body. I hadn’t heard a gun go off. Was he hit?

      “I think my shoulder’s out of the socket.”

      I hissed. Nothing hurt quite like a dislocated shoulder.

      How many guys were outside this door waiting for their boss to come out? I needed to get these damn handcuffs off and help Damien before anyone came in looking for their boss.

      I carried a multi-tool in my pocket at all times, and one of the gadgets was a universal handcuff key. But how the hell was I going to get it from my front right cargo pocket with my hands behind my back?

      “I’ve got a universal handcuff key in my right cargo pocket. Can you get to it?” I inched over to Damien.

      He nodded and started to do tiny hops to bring himself closer to me. I positioned myself behind him, since his hands were behind his back as well. The second I saw the odd angle his left arm lay at, I gasped. It was definitely out of socket and I needed to put it back before it could cause damage.

      Finally I was able to line my right leg up to his hands, but he was only able to move his right hand. “My left arm is completely numb.”

      Shit. I’d have to fix it quickly and pray nothing was torn.

      “Higher,” I instructed him as he squeezed my thigh, feeling for something hard.

      “There,” I told him.

      “I feel it.” He worked his fingers to undo the Velcro and get inside my pocket. Once he finally got the tool out, I realized we’d have to both go back to back in order for one of us to undo the other’s cuffs. It should probably be me since his shoulder was messed up.

      “I’m gonna flip around and take it from you, then you need to try and keep still while I unlock your cuffs.”

      He groaned. “Alright, but get the right tool out first, while you can still see it.”

      Right. Looking down at his hand, I instructed him to pull on each compartment until he found the right one. Once I saw the key come out, I nearly wept with relief. The guards would come looking for their boss any minute and I hadn’t slept in almost a week, other than that small bit at the motel, which just served to make me feel groggier.

      Jumping and pivoting my chair around, I inched into a full circle until I was able to reach out and grab the tool from Damien. With one hand, I grabbed the tool, and with my other I kept my fingers on one of his cuffs. I was going to have to do this upside down and backwards. Feeling for the tiny hole, I used my finger to mark where it was and then slid the key into the hole.

      “I’ll check on the sergeant,” a deep voice outside the door called out.

      “Kit…” Damien warned.

      With the key shoved into the hole, I turned it and met resistance before turning it the other way. The door opened just as the cuff clicked, freeing Damien.

      My back was to the door, so I could only go by sound. The door sounded like it had been opened; Damien was definitely off his chair, and there was a struggle. Jumping in my chair, I spun to see the door was half open and Damien had the guy in a headlock with his good arm; his bad arm hung limply at his side.

      Standing, carrying this awkward and heavy-ass chair on my back with a busted rib, I kicked the door shut so as not to draw any more attention. Turning, I brought my big-ass boot down on the guy’s temple and knocked him out cold. I felt awful that he was now alone in the Dream War, but there was no time for a conscience now.

      “Thanks, I couldn’t get my other arm up to punch him.”

      I nodded. “Uncuff me and I’ll reset your shoulder so we can think about our exit plan.”

      Damien stood, walked over behind me, and grabbed the key tool, easily unlocking my cuffs. The sharp tension that had been present on my wrists fell away then and it was glorious. I rubbed my arms to get the blood flowing again.

      “Okay, that congressmen dude is important. Like a politician with a ton of money, so people are going to notice he’s gone.”

      I got a good grip on Damien’s upper arm. Ronnie had taught us all how to pop sockets. It was gnarly and hurt like hell, but was very necessary in our line of work.

      Damien looked at me. “Not trying to sound cocky here, but you’re talking to a billionaire. People with money don’t scare me.”

      I grinned. I sometimes forgot that my boyfriend’s net worth was so large. Without warning—it was best that way—I shoved upward and then inward and his joint clicked in place.

      “Mother Jesus!” he hissed.

      “Sorry.” I smoothed his shirt, running my hand lightly across the shoulder to make sure it was in place.

      He let out a shaky breath and then rolled his shoulder.

      “Better. Thanks.”

      I nodded.

      “So how do we get out of here? I feel like I’m ready to fall over, I’m so tired.” I wasn’t even sure that sentence came out right.

      Damien nodded, bending down to pick up the gun off the unconscious dude’s belt.

      “Hold this. I have a plan.”

      Good. Because I was fresh out of ideas.
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      “This only works in the movies!” I hissed.

      Damien had stripped the guard and was now wearing his uniform, complete with baseball cap pulled down low.

      “Well, it’s all we have. We need to get out of here and possibly into the Dream War, where we can get some real sleep.”

      My eyes bugged. “You want to sleep in the Dream War! We’ll be eaten alive while we lay there resting.”

      Damien shook his head. “Not if we can get to Skyhome.”

      My heart pinched a little at the mention of the Galadrias’ home.

      “I can’t communicate with Dawn,” I reminded him.

      “I know, but I saw a helicopter out back as we were being brought in.”

      Maybe I was too tired and didn’t hear that properly. I for sure hadn’t seen one.

      “Did you just say helicopter?”

      He wasn’t thinking what I thought he was.

      No way.

      Damien nodded. “I know how to fly one. Sort of. Basically. We get the chopper, pick up Jeremy and the team, and you open a hole into the Dream War while I fly us right in. We find Skyhome and sleep for three days.”

      I was at that stage of sleep loss when you burst into random fits of laughter. What the hell did he just say? I cracked up, holding my stomach from laughing so hard.

      Concern crossed his face. “You’re tired. We gotta do this now. Focus.”

      I shook myself, trying not to think of what could go wrong. Instead I just thought of the part where he said sleep for three days. That sounded nice.

      “Fine. Let’s go.” It’s not like I could open a portal in here. The congressmen would kill us right away.

      I allowed him to grip my bicep. With his head down and gun drawn and pointed at me, we left the room.

      I braced myself for a guard positioned at the door but there wasn’t one. Two of them were chatting in the hallway as we passed, but they gave us a quick glance and didn’t bother.

      Holy shit! This really does work.

      We stepped out of the hallway and back onto the main milk loading dock, where our van had pulled up on the left. Instead of going left, we went right where—I’ll be damned—there was a chopper sitting out on a green lawn.

      “Hey, who the hell are you?” one of the guards asked as we walked by the loading dock.

      “McNealy!” Damien shouted behind him and kept walking with me at a brisk pace.

      Maybe this wasn’t going to work.

      “Stop right there!” the guard yelled, and Damien shoved me behind him, before spinning, gun drawn on the guy.

      What the hell? I was the one hired to protect him, not the other way around.

      Bullets snipped through the air and I crouched to grab a shovel that was propped against the wall. I hated being weaponless.

      Pivoting, I chucked the shovel like a spear, aiming for the guy shooting at us. Seeing it spin through the air, he flinched, taking cover.

      It was just the distraction we needed.

      Damien lowered his weapon and we both took off running outside like our asses were on fire. When we were about halfway to the copter, I noticed there was a pilot sitting inside of it.

      “Fire it up!” Damien yelled, holding his gun out and aiming it right at the guy.

      Okay, I guess we were taking a hostage now.

      This plan was shit.

      The blond-haired man paled and started flicking switches as we jumped into the open ‘copter door.

      “You military?” Damien barked, gun to the guy’s head.

      My gaze flicked to the lawn, where a handful of soldiers were running at us but not shooting. Probably didn’t want to blow up the very expensive helicopter.

      The blades began to whirl as the engine kicked on.

      “No, man, I’m a civilian. This guy hired me to fly him around because he lost his pilot in the Dream War.” The guy looked shaken and Damien and I shared a look.

      You had to make gut calls sometimes, ones that later could get you killed if you were wrong. I nodded to Damien and he lowered the gun from the guy’s temple.

      “Get us out of here now and we won’t hurt you,” Damien told the guy as the soldiers were only paces away.

      With a jerking motion, the guy pulled up on the joystick and the helicopter leapt skyward. The guards on the ground looked flabbergasted.

      Just wait until they played back the security footage in that room and realized I’d locked their boss in the Dream War.

      Damien looked up where we were on his phone and barked directions on how to get back to our motel. While he was talking to the pilot, I quickly called my mom. I needed to warn her about the guys following her.

      My mom picked up on the first ring. “Hey, sugar. What’s up?”

      “Long story, Mom, but there’s a guy outside your house watching you. You and the ladies might be in danger. Can you stay at a friend’s for a bit?”

      My mom was resilient. This wouldn’t freak her out like it would other parents.

      “Do you know what he looks like? Me and the ladies can take him out.”

      That was the last thing we needed, a murder investigation.

      “No, Mom. Just grab your stuff and sneak out the back, okay?”

      She paused.

      “Alright, honey. Are you safe?”

      I sighed. “For now, yeah. But…” I had to tell her. “The new ships that have come are scouts. They didn’t find anything so… they’re here to stay.”

      I must have been on speakerphone because I heard Birdie drop the f-bomb.

      “But I’m gonna fix it,” I mumbled, because giving false hope was the only Band-Aid I had.

      My mom sounded worried. “Maybe we should come up to where you are?”

      I shook my head. “No, Mom. It’s not safe. Please just lay low until I call you again, okay?”

      Silence, but for the whirring of the helicopter blades.

      “Okay.”

      “I love you!” I shouted over the helicopter noise, which got louder the higher we went.

      “I love you too, Kitty.”

      When I hung up, I focused my attention on Damien’s conversation with the pilot.

      “My girlfriend can create an opening into the Dream War and we can fly in and sleep there. Like real sleep, where you dream like the old days.”

      The pilot looked at Damien in shock for a moment, but I was stuck on him calling me his girlfriend. The world was ending, and we were basically fugitives with a hostage, but a grin tugged at my lips.

      Girlfriend.

      I could get used to that.

      “Would you be down to be our new pilot? I can pay you double what they were paying you and offer you real sleep.” I’d forgotten Damien was a businessman until I saw him in action.

      The pilot nodded. “I’ve got nothing to lose. No family to go home to. And I haven’t slept in three days. Nearly died the last time I went in.”

      Damien had holstered his gun and we seemed to be on friendly terms with this guy, which I thought was a good idea. An experienced pilot was a good member of the team to have.

      “Alright, sorry about putting a gun to your head before. I wasn’t sure whose side you were on. As long as you’re cool, we won’t have problems.”

      The pilot nodded and started to lower the chopper into the parking lot of the motel, where our crew was packed up and waiting.

      “I texted them while you were talking to your mom,” Damien told me.

      They were safe! Thank God.

      Jeremy had his headphones on and was stimming bad. This was the kind of change that drove him nuts and put everyone on edge.

      “That’s your group?” The pilot looked down at the eight people waiting for us and I knew what he was thinking. This was an eight-person chopper, including the pilot. We had eleven.

      “We’re going to need to make it work. Dump gear if we have to,” Damien told him.

      The pilot landed the aircraft and unbuckled. “I’ll need a quick weigh-in of every person, and some will have to sit on laps, but I think we can make do. I’ll offload a bit of non-essential gear.”

      “Thank you,” I told him. “I’m Kit, by the way.”

      “Jack.” He nodded curtly and went to the back of the aircraft.

      Jack was a good dude. We’d gotten lucky.

      After the pilot busted out a little step-on scale and weighed our crew, we had everyone boarded. We’d broken into the vending machine and taken all the water bottles and snacks we could carry, which would last us a few days. Damien had left behind three one hundred dollar bills to pay for the damage. Now I was on Damien’s lap up front in the cockpit, and Maxine and Ronnie were on Nox’s and Brisk’s laps. There was a tiny feminist kerfuffle when Ronnie wanted to know why Brisk couldn’t sit on her lap, but we’d determined he was too heavy and moved on.

      “Alright, take us up and Kit will open the window into the Dream War,” Damien ordered Jack.

      I gave him an incredulous look. He acted like I could just do these things easily, as if it were akin to breathing. He and Master Aki both.

      What if I didn’t open it wide enough? Would one of the chopper blades get knocked off? There was shit to think about here!

      The pilot raised the helicopter into the air above the motel and I sighed. Looking over my shoulder, I caught Master Aki’s gaze and he nodded at me as if to say, You can do this. I straightened my back and held my hands out. Jack held the chopper steady in the air while I straightened my back.

      Open a portal from our world to theirs, no big deal. Done it a couple times.

      Concentrating my energy, I started to peel back the layers of our worlds. It was crazy to me to think that they were right here the entire time, just not visible to us. As I opened a small circle in the sky, the pilot gasped. Yeah, it was pretty crazy to think about. I was opening a hole into humanity’s worst nightmare.

      As the opening grew wider, my gaze landed on a Galadria coming our way from the other side. His head was turned and he was looking behind him at something on the ground.

      “No,” I breathed.

      I’d already opened the hole up the size of a car. Once I got going, it was pretty easy to make it wider, but now it was big enough to—

      We didn’t even have time to scream, Jack just yanked the chopper backward as the brilliant green Galadria flew right through the opening in the sky and into our world.

      Oh shit.
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      The second the Galadria flew through the opening into our world, we all held our breath. The breeders shriveled and died when they hit our atmosphere, so this would probably be the same, right?

      I prayed to God that wasn’t the case. The Galadria seemed to notice the scenery had changed and whipped its head forward just in time to see our chopper in front of him. His eyes widened and he swerved to the left, avoiding our propellers.

      ‘Are you okay?’ I asked him. I know Dawn said not to link with their hive mind because the breeders were linked with them, but I couldn’t resist this one time.

      He looked around our world, dumbfounded, and then back at the opening. ‘Coco is okay.’

      Coco. I grinned. They were naming themselves. Human names.

      He wasn’t dying; he wasn’t shriveling or any of that. He was… fine.

      This changed everything, and gave me an idea so frightening that I tucked it away the second I thought about it.

      ‘Coco is on Earth… but Kit can help Coco go back into Dream War. Back to Skyhome. Kit needs to go to Skyhome,’ I told him.

      He nodded. ‘Dawn is on Skyhome with others. Galadrias all going to Skyhome. Breeders trying to kill all Galadrias.’

      My stomach churned. ‘Kit won’t let that happen.’

      We had a freaking helicopter, and food and water. We could conceivably stay in the Dream War for the next few days and rest up. If I needed to protect the Galadrias while I was there, then so be it.

      The only good news right now was that breeders couldn’t fly.

      ‘Coco likes Earth.’ The Galadria looked around at the shitty Podunk town we were in with wonderment in his eyes. Even a random farm town with nothing much in it was a diamond compared to the Dream Wars. The moonlight cast a glow onto the tops of the trees. It was breathtaking, and I’d never, ever, take my planet for granted.

      ‘Earth is nice,’ I told him. ‘But no green stuff here for you.’

      Coco nodded. ‘I will take you to Skyhome. Dawn is anxious to see you.’

      Dawn. My heart pinched at the thought of my friend.

      Coco flew back into the opening and Jack pulled us in after him.

      It took all of my concentration to make sure the opening was wide enough to bring the entire chopper in. The second we were through, I let it collapse.

      “This is wild!” Jack shouted over the whirring blades. It was wild. We were following a Galadria through the Dream War in a helicopter full of humans!

      Leaning forward on Damien’s lap, I looked down below. There was a skirmish on the surface. Some sentries and humans were in a shootout.

      Guilt pulled at me. Should we try to help them?

      “It’s okay to save yourself sometimes,” Damien whispered in my ear. “The second we land they would make a run for the helicopter and start a riot. We can’t.”

      I nodded because he was right. As long as the Dream Wars raged on, we would have to sit back and continue to watch these injustices happen.

      Unless I could change it like Jeremy, Master Aki, and Dawn thought I could.

      We rode in silence as Coco led us higher and higher to Skyhome. My mind was racing with all kinds of ideas on how we could change things and turn the tides in humanity’s favor. When we finally crested the dark clouds, and the beautiful green floating island came into view, I felt a little better about things. The entire island was covered in glowing Galadrias. Their color really looking breathtaking all packed in together like that.

      ‘So many,’ I commented to Coco.

      Coco nodded as he lowered himself over the small landing strip. ‘Council has made decision to call in as many Galadrias as possible for safety. We only go out in pairs and only with one fire breather in pair.’

      Oh God, it was that bad for them?

      ‘Why weren’t you in a pair?’

      ‘I was. She was… taken by a giant.’ He let that linger and we landed as the creatures moved out of the way to make room for our chopper.

      ‘Kit is inside metal bird?’ Dawn’s voice came through to my mind and I searched the crowd for her.

      I chuckled. ‘Yes. Kit is inside metal bird.’

      “Is this really happening?” Jack asked, breathless.

      I nodded. “You don’t need to fear them. They are my friends, and they don’t eat humans. They’re like elephants on Earth. Wise elephants.”

      “That breathe fire,” Jeremy added from the back seat.

      I froze. Jeremy just talked in the Dream War. That didn’t happen often. It meant he felt safe, and it was a relief to know that.

      Opening the door, I jumped out and waved to the crowd before breaking into a run when I saw Dawn. Her pink feathery fur was unmistakable.

      “Dawn!” I shouted out loud, emotion welling in my chest. I hadn’t expected to feel so overcome, but I was on the verge of tears for some reason.

      I crashed into her, putting my arms around her neck and laughing. ‘I’m so glad you’re okay,’ I told her.

      She nuzzled my side. ‘Dawn is glad Kit is okay too. Breeder connected with Galadria and used hive mind, but Dawn killed breeder so Galadria mind is now safe.’

      Pulling back, I looked at my friend more closely now. She had fine scratch marks near her eyes and some of the feathers on her side had been ripped out.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      Dawn nodded. ‘Spent time in birthing pool. Dawn is fine.’

      ‘My friends and I are so tired. Can we sleep here?’ I was having a hard time concentrating, I was so exhausted.

      Dawn nodded. ‘Kit and friends always welcome at Skyhome. Not much room right now but will make space.’

      ‘We will sleep under a bush, we don’t care,’ I told her as she led me away from the helicopter and through the throngs of Galadrias, who were moving to make a path for us.

      ‘Coco went to Earth. Didn’t die,’ Dawn mused. I peered over my shoulder to see my team following us.

      Hive mind. She knew everything Coco knew. ‘Yes. That was scary.’

      Dawn stopped and peered back at me, her big huge eyes somehow growing wider. ‘Kit can end the Dream Wars and Galadrias can live on Earth.’

      It had been the first thing that had popped into my head when I’d seen Coco come through and not shrivel up and die. That I could somehow… expose all of the ghouls to our atmosphere and kill them off but keep the Galadrias safe.

      ‘No green food on Earth,’ I told her.

      She shook her head. ‘Maybe something similar…’

      ‘Maybe.’ I didn’t want to get her hopes up.

      She led us to the small cave I’d inhabited before, and I grinned when I saw the sleeping bags, a hairbrush, and a bottle of water.

      ‘Galadrias have been collecting human things and keeping them here for Kit and friends.’

      Although we never really talked about it, Dawn had foresight. She probably saw us coming.

      ‘Thank you. Very thoughtful.’ I placed my hands at my sides and gave her a deep bow, as I would Master Aki.

      She bowed back and then wished me a nice sleep. Our crew filed into the cave, some spilling out onto the grassy lawn area in front, and we started to set up camp. I’d never seen Skyhome so full and bustling.

      “So it’s safe to sleep here?” our pilot asked as he laid out a bedroll.

      I nodded. “Your body will stay here and you will just dream, like before.”

      He looked at me incredulously.

      “It’s awesome,” Damien added as he tucked Jeremy into his sleeping bag and laid a weighted blanket over him. He was wearing earplugs and an eye mask so that he couldn’t see anything, basically shutting out all outside sound or light, the way I used to sleep before these fuckers landed on Earth.

      My gaze flicked over to Maxine, who was looking extra jumpy. Her eyes darted around the cave walls and back out to the Galadria. Scooting over, I sidled up next to her. “How you doing? Ready to get some shut-eye?” Maxine had PTSD and anxiety, so sleep was a hard thing for her to do on a normal day, more or less in a new place. She’d slept here once before, but things were different then. The breeders weren’t hijacking Galadria minds.

      “I’m not sure about letting my guard down here.” She tapped her fingers on her leg and started to squirm on her sleeping bag.

      “I’ll take first watch. I got your back,” Nox told her, machine gun in hand at the entrance to the cave.

      Her shoulders sagged with relief. “You sure? You must be tired?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll take a stim.”

      Stims sucked. Hardcore. You felt sick from the adrenaline rush it gave you. But it would be nice to have someone at the entrance. Just in case.

      “Wake me for the next shift,” Brisk called out to Nox.

      “I’ll take shift after you,” Damien told Brisk.

      It was settled, we had a shift schedule and we were going to freaking sleep. I couldn’t wait. The world had gone to total shit, but for this one moment I didn’t care. The rock digging into my back didn’t bother me. I was so tired my body just melted into my sleeping bag and I was out.
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      Peeling my eyes open, I saw the top of the cave wall and forgot where I was for a second.

      I’d dreamed.

      I’d freaking dreamed like when I was a kid! It was already a fleeting memory I couldn’t grasp. I’d been driving a bus or something, I already couldn’t remember, but it felt amazing. My entire body felt so rested and relaxed I almost didn’t want to move. Sitting up slowly and peering around me, a grin pulled at my lips. Nox and Brisk were smooshed back to back, with one leg draped over the other. The pilot was still out too, but everyone else was gone. Spinning, I came face to face with Damien.

      “Morning, or afternoon, really,” he whispered, handing me a hot Thermos of what I prayed was instant coffee.

      I rubbed my eyes. “Morning. How long did I sleep?”

      He checked his watch. “Sixteen glorious hours. We all just woke up recently.”

      Sixteen hours! I hadn’t slept that long since… never. I must have needed it.

      “How is everyone doing?” I tried to peer past him to see my friends, but Skyhome was so thick with Galadrias I could barely make out Maxine’s red hair.

      “Everyone is good.  Maxine and Jeremy seem a bit quieter than usual. I don’t think they like the crowds.”

      I nodded. Maxine was probably itching to find a space she could be alone. Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. I had an idea and it would take my entire team to make it happen.  “Let’s have a meeting,” I told Damien, and started to weave through the crowd. When I came up to my crew and took in the scene before me, a grin lit up my face.

      It appeared that master Aki was leading a group meditation… with the baby Galadrias. They sat on their bottoms, wings folded in and eyes closed, quiet and breathing deeply. The older Galadrias who sat around the edge of the mediation circle were smiling, lips peeled back over their large teeth and watching Master Aki with curious expressions. The man who taught me everything I know about mental control popped one eye open and looked at me.

      “Meeting?” I mouthed.

      He nodded and stood. “Continue your breathing. Focus on the breath,” he told the younglings.

      We walked for a few minutes until we found a spot on the island that was less populated. It was a little alcove of trees that reminded me of the weeping willows we had back home. Jeremy, Josephine, Mr. Hansen, Maxine, Ronnie and Master Aki all faced Damien and I.

      “I’ve been thinking about something… ever since I chucked that breeder through the opening onto Earth and she shriveled up.”

      Jeremy pulled off his headphones and listened with rapt attention.

      “What’s on your mind, doll?” Maxine drawled in her Texan accent, hand on the butt of her gun as usual.

      “Well, we know that breeders can’t survive on Earth and we know that Galadrias can...” Everyone nodded and Damien grinned as he caught my meaning.

      “You wanna know if the grunts and sentries shrivel up when they hit our atmosphere?” Damien asked.

      I nodded. “I do. I think while we are here and well rested, we should go ghoulie hunting and do some experiments.”

      “Well hot dog, I’ve been waiting all morning to shoot something. I’m in,” Maxine declared.

      “Me too, and if we can, I think we should try to send one of the giants through as well,” Ronnie said as a mew came from her hoodie.

      I’d forgotten about the damn kitten. Lucy.

      “What if the giant gets through and wreaks havoc on Earth?”

      I was trying to keep this experiment low key. A giant running around Earth would definitely make it on the nightly news.

      Ronnie shrugged. “The military can handle it better on that side anyway. They’ve got all their tankers and B2’s.”

      That was true… but letting something that destructive into our safe haven on Earth did not sit well with me. “Let’s see if the sentries and grunts die and then we can think about the giants.”

      Jeremy lurched forward, eyes wide and fingers moving in a rapid tapping he did when he was thinking of a brilliant idea.

      “Kit,” he said, without looking at me.

      Damien stepped closer to his brother. “What’s up, buddy? You got an idea?”

      Jeremy was rocking on his heels now. “Kit,” he mumbled again.

      Damien cast a worried look my way. Jeremy didn’t function typically on a normal day on Earth; he was quirky in all his usual ways. But in the Dream War that was multiplied tenfold.

      “What’s up, Jer?” I stepped right up to him. Normally I wouldn’t get all up in his personal space, but he’d said my name twice so I was thinking that was sign he wanted me and me only.

      Jeremy leaned forward and put his lips to my ear. “You and me can end the Dream Wars,” he said, and chills broke out on my arms. Before I could press him further, he spoke again: “You will make a huge opening into Earth and I will find a frequency that the breeders communicate on. You will take over the ghouls’ minds and force them to cross onto Earth where they will die. My frequency will broadcast for a while before calling them all to the same place, so they are all together. Once breeders die, the Dream Wars will cease to exist.”

      My eyes were wide as saucers, and from the looks of my team around me, I must have been making a pretty scary face. He must have been up for hours thinking about this. In theory, Jeremy’s plan sounded awesome, but in reality I didn’t think I was capable of taking over the breeders’ hive mind and forcing them to their death. I could barely communicate with a sentry that one time. Still, if Jeremy thought he could make a device that would call them all to one spot and I could open a hole, we could force them through with weapons and maybe it could work.

      I looked up at him and nodded. “Can you make a synthetic for the green stuff?” I asked him. “I’d like to invite the Galadrias to live on Earth.”

      He nodded. “I’ve already done experiments on that. It should be easy to replicate.”

      What the hell? This kid was way too smart.

      I nodded. “Okay, Jer. You work on the device and I’ll work on my part.”

      He met my eyes then and graced me with the most beautiful smile. “I dreamed last night. I like dreaming. Also, you still owe me a lizard. Don’t forget.”

      A grin pulled at my lips. “Okay, buddy. I won’t forget.”

      Shit, I’d totally forgotten.

      “Someone want to clue us in here?” Maxine drawled.

      I looked at Master Aki. “We’ve got a solid idea to end the Dream Wars, but I’m gonna need a lot of help.”

      It was time to put in the work on this plan.
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      After we’d awoken the boys and told them our ghoul experiment plans, they were all too eager to help. Master Aki, Josephine, Mr. Hansen, and Jeremy stayed behind with Lucy and worked on supporting Jeremy in anything he’d need. They’d brought some of his lab supplies on the chopper but not much.

      We’d flown the helicopter down to the surface to go hunting. I’d given Dawn and the other Galadrias strict instructions not to help. I didn’t want them getting hurt. The last thing we needed was for one of them to get taken and for a breeder to control their hive mind again.

      “What if they don’t die when we send them through?” Ronnie asked as we walked the surface looking for ghouls. “The sentries and grunts?”

      I shrugged. “Then we’ll make another plan. We can still kill all the breeders this way, and since they control this world, that in itself will do a lot of damage.”

      She nodded.

      “We’ve been at this an hour, Brisk grumbled. “How it is that when we drop in at night there are ghoulies coming out of the woodwork, and now that we want one, there’s nothing?”

      “Because that’s how things work. When you want something to happ—” My gripe was cut off by gunfire.

      We’d been walking the Dream War for an hour and had somewhat let our guard down. But the sound of bullets snapping near my feet brought me to full alert. A quick glance over my shoulder, I paled. A freaking group of about five sentries and two breeders were coming up behind us.

      Fast.

      “Open the thing!” Nox yelled. We still hadn’t given a name to my gift. Opening? Portal? Thing worked too.

      We’d all started to run, shooting at the advancing horde over our shoulders.

      “Should I get the chopper?” the pilot asked, looking fearfully at the group.

      “No, don’t split up!” I told him. They’d pick him off easily if he were to do that.

      Taking a deep breath, I started to feel for that thin space between our two worlds. It was harder to do while running, but I could sense it, and opening the portals, or whatever they were called, was getting easier and easier. Until a headache slammed into me with the force of a truck.

      Fucking breeder.

      I must have cried out. Damien grabbed me under the armpit. “What’s wrong?”

      “Breeder is trying to stop me.”

      “Kick her out of your head!” Ronnie shouted.

      Yeah, easier said than done.

      We stopped to crouch behind a thick group of trees as we traded gunfire.

      Master Aki had told me since I was twelve that I had anger issues, but that anger was a good tool to use for mental control. So, taking his advice, I pulled up that anger now and used it to funnel through my mental link to the breeder whom I could feel invading my brain.

      Master Aki said to visualize anger as a solid object, and for me it was always hot lava, packed and ready to burst from a volcano.

      “They’re advancing!” Nox called out, but I pushed all stress from my mind.

      I imagined that lava shooting up the volcano inside of me and bursting outward, latching on to the breeder and her mental hooks and eviscerating them. There was a hissing inside my head and then the pain was gone.

      She was gone.

      I wasted no time. Flipping around on my heels, I spun and started to open a hole into Earth behind me.

      I had the sudden horrifying thought, Please don’t be in the middle of a crowded shopping mall.

      As the opening grew wider, I sighed in relief at the sight of what looked like dried up farmland or just an unkempt field. Without issue, I pulled the opening wide enough to fit a semi truck through and then let out a loud whistle.

      “Wrangle them in!” I called.

      Nox and Maxine burst from their spots and ran to the left and right, quickly surrounding the group of sentries from behind. I stepped to the side, holding the gate open, and met the gaze of one of the breeders. She looked… afraid.

      I grinned.

      She knew. She knew that she would die if she came to Earth, and she knew what I was doing. I just knew that in that moment.

      She started to move backward, but that’s when Nox threw the firebomb. It crashed into the ground behind her and she and the others in her group ran forward, closer to my opening in order to avoid blowing up.

      “Can you move it closer?” Damien asked, pumping a magazine full of bullets into the sentry nearest him.

      Sure, I’ll open a portal into another world and just move it closer. No big deal.

      I growled in frustration.

      As I started to walk, I was surprised to find that the opening moved with me if I concentrated hard enough.

      “Kit Steele!” one of the breeders in the group roared. I could feel her pressing at the edges of my mind, but my volcano was flowing strongly and she wasn’t going to get in today. Damien covered me as I ran at the group. Only five more feet and I’d be upon them.

      Ronnie was to my left and Maxine and Nox were bringing up the rear, ready to kick them in. I was praying the sentries would burn up when they hit our atmosphere, but part of me wondered if that would be too easy. I had a split second of fear that they wouldn’t, that instead they would walk the Earth and wreak havoc on the humans there.

      With a giant kick to the back, Maxine launched the first sentry in; the second fell in right after him at Nox’s pushing. The third and fourth were forced by fire, while the Breeder proved stealthier, weaving out of Damien’s grasp. My gaze was behind me, on the sentries who’d landed on Earth, to look for signs of death, so I didn’t notice when the breeder swam into view and swiped out, grasping both sides of my face.

      ‘I will end you,’ she said into my mind, mouth open like she was about to tear my face off with her teeth. In a panic, I threw myself backwards, into Earth, and the portal collapsed around me as she landed on top of me, fingernails injected into my cheeks.

      “Fuck you, zombie bitch!”

      I embraced my inner foul-mouthed Marine and wrapped my fingers around her throat. Fear and anger flashed in her blackening eyes in equal measure.

      “Yeah, you can’t survive here, can you?” I taunted, even though my cheeks hurt where her fingers had dug in, even though I was scared to look over and see the sentries possibly getting up to attack me. “What is it? The air? The radio waves?” Her face was disintegrating, turning to ash in my hands, and with a final push I shoved her off me and popped onto my feet.

      Please, God, have mercy on us, I prayed as I spun around to take in the… piles of ash and empty silver armor.

      Holy shit.

      The sentries were dead… just like her.

      Oh, it was fucking on! We were going to bring the Dream War down, big time.

      For the first time I noticed that I was standing in the middle of a large public park, not a farm. There was a swing set off to the right, but that’s not what caught my eye. The group of teenagers with their phones out filming me was.

      Fuck.

      Did they see everything? Like… everything everything? Damien and the team were probably freaking out that I’d disappeared with a breeder on top of me. I’d have to worry about this PR nightmare later. Right now I needed to get back in there and help my friends. I was tempted to ask or bribe the kids to put their phones down, but that would only make me look more suspicious. Like I was an alien or something. And I didn’t have time.

      Taking in a deep breath, I opened the portal again, slowly, in case a bullet was going to shoot through it. Maxine and Nox were taking down a sentry, and Damien was screaming my name. Bursting the portal open wider, I stepped one foot inside.

      “Holy hell!” a prepubescent, cracking, male voice screeched behind me.

      Shit. My paparazzi.

      Leaping the rest of the way into the Dream War, I spun around and came face to face with a zitty red-headed teen boy and his camera phone.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he screeched.

      I didn’t want him to think I was a terrorist, or a freaking breeder, so I shouted the first thing that came to mind.

      “I’m going to save the world!”

      Then I shut the portal, leaving his stunned face seared into my mind.

      “Kit!”

      I didn’t even have time to worry about the PR nightmare I’d just left behind on Earth. Damien was losing his shit.

      “I’m over here! I’m okay!” I shouted from behind a pod tree.

      Well, I was sort of okay. I was totally freaking out that the sentries also died when they hit our atmosphere, I’d just told all of social media that I was going to save the world, and a breeder had injected her venom into my face when she’d clawed me. I had no delusions that teen boy would be cool and not upload that video, or that the breeder hadn’t dug deep enough to hurt me.

      Damien swam into view, eyes wide with shock as he pulled me flush against his chest. The air whooshed out of me as I slammed into him; he wrapped his arms around me in an iron grip. “I thought I lost you,” he mumbled into my hair. “The breeder had your face in her hands and I thought she’d tear your head right off.”

      “I’m okay,” I repeated, as he pulled back to get a good look at me.

      Something in his face changed when he looked over me; a softness pulled at his eyes.

      I held his gaze. “How are the others?”

      I didn’t hear a big fight anymore, and I think they were giving us time to have a moment.

      “I’m in love with you,” he said, almost to himself, lightly tracing the edges of the cuts where she had grabbed my face.

      Everything in my body froze at his declaration; fight or flight kicked in and I wanted to run. Love meant you could get hurt. Love meant I would mourn him if he died.

      My heart, my damn heart, beat wildly as I soaked in those words. I’m in love with you.

      He shook his head a little. “I know that terrifies you. It scares me too, but damn it, woman, I love you.”

      Now a grin pulled at the corner of my lips. “Damn it, man, I think I love you too,” I teased.

      Fuck it. The world was going to hell and we were all going to die one day. Why not in love?

      Now it was his turn to smile. Leaning forward, he claimed my mouth in a heart-melting kiss before pulling back. “Now let’s get those scratches looked at.”

      Hand in hand, we walked out of the trees to find our friends wiping off weapons and addressing wounds. Jack waited off to the side.

      Brisk’s gaze flicked up to mine. “Well?”

      I grinned. “Sentries turned to piles of ash. We’re going to annihilate them.”

      The entire group gave a collective whoop, jumping into the air.

      “Let’s do the giant next, and ghouls,” Brisk ground out. “I want to see every last one of them burn.” My Marine was fueled and ready for war.

      “Well, hang on…” Damien put his hands up to steady the group. “Kit’s been injured and it’s going to hit her soon. We need to get to the birthing pools on Skyhome so she can heal.”

      The moment he spoke of my injury, it flared to life with pain as if just now remembering I’d been infected with breeder poison. Ronnie lunged forward, concern filtering her gaze.

      “Okay, yeah, let’s head back up to Skyhome and rest for a bit. Then we can try our second mission once you feel better.”

      Brisk and everyone else nodded and started to move out, back to the chopper. We passed dead sentry bodies as we walked and I found myself trying to plan out a massive die-off of the ghouls. Could I open a huge portal and like… shove thousands of ghouls through it into our world so they could meet their death? Sounded unlikely. Maybe we could create a beacon or something to lure them like Jeremy had said.

      One plan was not enough. I wanted five plans to act on in case the others failed. Because now it seemed plausible. Ending the Dream Wars felt within our grasp.

      Damien broke off my thoughts. “Jeremy is going to solve this problem. Don’t you worry.” His voice was deep and warbled and the chopper was spinning. I felt drunk.

      So he was thinking the same thing that I was. I relaxed a little then, snuggling into him as the poison started to make me feverish and chilly. I didn’t need to figure this out alone. I had my team. And with that, I lost consciousness as the breeder poison took me.
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      “Kit, come back,” Damien’s strong voice, no longer warbling, whispered in my ear. I felt a light stroking on my arm; my eyelids sprang open as I was pulled from a dream… a real dream. I’d never get used to that. Looking down, I saw that my clothes were soaking wet, probably from the birthing pool. I was lying in a cave den on a clean sleeping bag. At the entrance, someone had hung a sheet to give us privacy.

      “How long was I out?” I tried to sit and felt a little weak. Not to mention I was starving and thirsty.

      “About two hours. Ronnie assured me you were okay, but I still freaked out.”

      My eyes flicked to him and I could see the concern in his gaze. I remembered then that he loved me.

      I was in love.

      A full grin lit up my face. “You loooove me,” I teased.

      All his anxiety lifted then and a wide smile spread across his face. “I do.”

      Leaning forward, he captured my mouth in a quick kiss and then pulled back.

      Nope. I wanted more.

      Hooking my arm around the back of his neck, I pulled him back in and crushed my mouth on his with a feverish passion. I had no idea what had gotten me so in the mood, but we were alone and there was a curtain and there was no time like the present. I almost died, and I was in love—might as well capitalize on that whenever possible. As soon as he noticed this wasn’t going to be a normal kiss and release, he moaned and pressed himself further into me.

      Pulling back, I panted. “I need help out of these wet clothes.”

      His eyes blazed as his hand came up to help me strip off my top and then unclasp my bra. As my breasts freed, his head dipped down to take my nipple into his mouth, and heat rushed through me, causing me to moan. The world was going to hell, but life was too short not to get laid when you could. As his hands slipped down my pants, I smirked. This was totally something Maxine would do. I could officially check having sex in the Dream War off my bucket list.

      After we’d fully enjoyed ourselves, I rifled through my pack and changed into dry clothes. Condoms weren’t exactly plentiful in the Dream War, but I was on birth control and we’d had “the talk” and were both clean from STDs. The pull-out method wasn’t exactly foolproof, but with my birth control I trusted it.

      “How does your face feel?” Damien examined my cheeks, pulling out a water bottle and snacks for us both. He was shirtless and I was enjoying the view.

      I shrugged. “It hurts, but I’ve had worse.”

      He chuckled. “You’re badass, freckles, you know that?”

      I scrunched my nose. “Maybe a little.” I winked and we both laughed.

      As he pulled his shirt over his head, I heard someone approaching the den.

      “Knock-knock,” Ronnie’s voice called out.

      I quickly looked for any lingering signs of our sex session and then peeled the curtain aside to greet her.

      “Hey, Doc,” I welcomed my bestie, making sure to give a good scowl at the psychotic cat chilling in the sling around her neck.

      “You two better learn to love each other,” she scolded me, gesturing to Lucy.

      “Whatever. What’s up?”

      Ronnie held out a packet of pills. “The special birthing pool took care of the breeder poison, but you could still get an infection, so I want you to take a course of antibiotics.”

      I nodded, popping out one of the pills. She cleared her throat. “And I just have to remind you that antibiotics can reduce the effectiveness of birth control.”

      Fuck. I’d forgotten that little horrible side effect of antibiotics. Aww, you’re sick? Let’s make you more susceptible to having a baby.

      I glanced at Damien, but he didn’t look as horrified as I felt. He just… shrugged, like having a kid in this shithole wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

      Before I could process that, it started to rain.

      Big, fat, dark blue droplets fell onto Ronnie’s arms and my own.

      It never rained in the Dream Wars.

      For a second I was too stunned to do anything.

      Blue rain?

      Then I felt the burning… and all hell broke loose.

      Galadrias took to the skies in panicked screeching; younglings were crying out for their mothers.

      Ronnie the trauma surgeon was eerily calm when she grabbed both sides of my shoulders.

      “Open the biggest god damn portal you’ve ever seen. It’s acid rain.”

      Acid rain.

      The breeders were trying to take out Skyhome.

      Oh hell no.

      I spun, Damien throwing the sleeping bag over me as I started to calm my breathing and open a portal. I’d never felt so much pressure in my life. The high pitched sounds of the little younglings screaming in pain was tearing into my soul.

      “Do not panic!” Ronnie yelled.

      ‘Don’t panic…’ I filtered through to Dawn, where she was and knew that with the hive mind they would all get it.

      “Kit will open a portal to our world and you will escape there for a short time while we figure this out,” Ronnie called out to everyone running or flying frantically.

      Again, I relayed. I wasn’t sure all Galadrias could understand spoken English, but when I used the telepathic link it seemed to be alright, transcending all language.

      I wish the Dream Wars never happened, but if there was one bright spot, it was the Galadrias. These gentle beasts didn’t deserve this.

      Please open somewhere remote, I prayed as I threw the portal wide open, feeling for the edges of this world and Earth, tossing it forty feet wide in one big burst.

      A blur of pink crossed into my field of vision and then Dawn was before me.

      ‘Kit. Ride.’

      Her pink feathers were covered in blisters and singed fur and it broke my heart. I shook my head.

      ‘I need to hold the portal open. I’ll jump through and you can catch me,’ I promised her, trying to keep my concentration. I’d just opened up a huge portal in the middle of the sky and Galadrias were fleeing into it with my team on their backs. Some of the younglings that were too small to fly were being carried by their neck skin, like a mother cat would a kitten. Damien was huddled underneath the thickly-padded sleeping bag with me, but I knew the acid would bleed through soon, and I was trying not to panic.

      “We’ll meet you down!” Maxine cried out as she flew by me on Roger’s back. Was I dropping them over New York City or farmland in Idaho? I had no idea.

      Oh my God, the Galadrias were fleeing to Earth! This was crazy. It was a massive evacuation; the ground rumbled as the feathered creatures stomped past me and flew blindly into the blue sky of Earth. Poor Skyhome. The blue acid rain was eating the plants, infecting the water—everything was being destroyed.

      “Concentrate,” Master Aki’s voice came from beside me, and I steeled myself. He was right. My fear had caused the opening to shrink.

      I glanced sideways. My mentor was standing under a scrap of sheet metal, his arms covered in blisters from the rain.

      Those fucking breeders.

      Anger flared within me and I felt a tug on my mind. It was the breeders trying to get in.

      “Stay calm,” Master Aki echoed.

      Keeping this large of a portal open was draining me. My arms burned, my legs quivered, and my mind felt… exposed. It was hard to explain.

      “Go, Master! We will meet you,” I growled.

      I was hoping the stampede was almost done, because I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold it.

      “Very well.” He bowed slightly and tossed the metal scrap on the floor before taking off at a run. He leapt onto the back of a passing Galadria and immediately started to pet her neck and whisper in her ear. Then she kicked off the ground and disappeared into the opening.

      “Almost fully evacuated,” Damien told me, looking over my shoulder.

      ‘Kit Steele will die!’ A breeder broke through my mental defenses as a headache crashed into me.

      No!

      “Where is Jeremy? Did he get out?” Panic gripped me; I didn’t think I could hold it much longer. I hadn’t been paying attention to how many of our group had flown by, but I heard the whirring of helicopter blades as Jack maneuvered the chopper behind me and into the shrinking portal.

      “He’s safe! That was the last of our group. Let’s go!” Damien shouted.

      I shouldn’t have done it, but I looked over my shoulder, and when I saw the unconscious green and blue youngling Galadria being eaten alive by the acid, the portal snapped shut in my anger. The headache tightened and I had to work on my breathing. I needed to gain control of this before I killed Damien and myself.

      “We can’t leave the Galadria—I won’t,” I told Damien as a drop of acid ate through the sleeping bag and landed on my shoulder.

      Damien growled. “I thought you might say that.”

      In one swift move, he chucked the sleeping bag to the side and picked up the sheet metal that Master Aki had been standing under. We ran side by side over to the youngling and tried to cover it best we could with the metal, while also keeping ourselves from getting hit too badly.

      ‘Galadria scared. Hurts,’ he told me, and my heart pinched. I bent down, inspecting all the burned feathers and raw skin. Ronnie could fix this. Maybe…

      ‘I’m going to get you out of here. Can you fly?’ Most of the younglings could hover at least.

      He looked up at me sadly. ‘Was born… broken. Can’t fly. Ever.’

      That was enough to send me over the edge emotionally, but I tamped it down. This headache was rocking me hard, battering at the walls I was trying to erect.

      “What’s going on with you?”

      Damien must have noticed I was… off.

      “Breeders…” was all I offered, then I crouched. “This Galadria can’t fly, so I’m going to open a portal and we are going to throw him on the piece of sheet metal, and then we jump through.”

      Damien’s eye widened. “Jump through? And what?”

      I didn’t tell him, but I’d tried to reach Dawn a few times since the portal closed, with no luck.

      “And hope Dawn and friends are waiting to catch us.”

      He shook his head in disbelief. “That’s a lot of trust you place in these creatures. I know you have known them a while but—”

      “I’ve known Dawn since I was twelve years old, Damien. I’ve spoken into her mind, shared intimate things, for over a decade. You don’t know her like I do. She will be waiting for me.”

      Dawn could be dying of blood loss right now, but I knew she’d still be airborne, waiting. I had to believe that. Nothing would pull her from making sure I was okay but her own death.

      He sighed.

      “Do you trust me, Damien? You don’t need to trust her, but do you trust me?” My calves were getting rained on and we needed to make a quick decision.

      He didn’t hesitate. “Absolutely.”

      I nodded. “Then let’s do this.”

      The rain ramped up then, almost as if the breeders knew we were about to expose ourselves. Maybe they did, maybe she was in my head seeing what I was seeing. I wasn’t confident I‘d kept her out like I normally was. Taking a deep breath, I felt for those edges, the ones that tugged on my mind and signaled the parting of our two dimensions, then I ripped it wide, no longer caring to be slow or cautious. My fucking body was on fire and my head was going to explode. The second I saw the blue sky of Earth, I threw down the sheet metal and Damien and I started to heave the injured Galadria on top of it. Doing this, while in pain, while keeping the portal open, was hell, utter hell. My brain hurt, my body hurt, my soul hurt…

      A wave of dizziness washed over me as Damien and I heaved the piece of sheet metal up, with the injured Galadria on it, and started to run.

      Don’t pass out! I told myself. Not yet.

      I just needed to get out of here and close the portal, then the breeders’ hold on my mind would be no more.

      ‘Kit comes back. Kit will die,’ the breeders taunted.

      I didn’t like threats.

      ‘When Kit comes back, you’re all going to die,’ I promised, and then Damien and I jumped through an opening in the sky and started to fall.

      ‘Dawn! We’re falling!’ I shouted.

      I tried to hold on to the sheet metal and the Galadria, but it was no use; he slipped off and was on his own.

      No!

      ‘I see Kit!’ Dawn shouted as I looked down for the first time.

      A sob formed in my throat.

      Every. Single. Galadria was still in the sky and waiting for us. Every single one. It was like they had made a promise not to land without us. A blur of pink flew right under me and I spread my arms and legs trying to slow my fall and maximize my ability to grab on to her. I crashed onto her back and she yelped but I hung on. Looking over, I saw Damien do the same to a blue Galadria that had gone for him. And a purple one had gone for our injured friend, spreading her wings wide so that she could catch him.

      We made it. And by the looks of it, we were near a lake. There were trees for miles and miles and a huge blue lake. Mercifully, no big speedboats could be seen in it, but I thought I spotted a few smaller kayaks.

      “Let’s get down into the water and rinse this shit off, stop it from causing more damage!” Ronnie shouted from her place on the Galadria.

      ‘Everyone lower into the clear blue. It’s… water… like birthing pool.’

      I mean… it wasn’t as awesome and healing as the birthing pool, but I didn’t want them to fear it.

      In unison, the hundreds of colored shapes lowered from the sky and settled over the lake of what I now recognized as the Pacific Northwest. I knew that was Mount Hood in the distance from a time we did a military drill there. We were in Oregon.

      As we got closer to the surface of the lake, my human team leapt off the backs of the Galadrias and into the water. The two people in kayaks I’d seen earlier sat there, oars in hand, mouths gaping open.

      “They’re friendly!” is all I could think to say before diving into the water after Damien. I knew just about every citizen was armed with guns in this day and age and I didn’t want an issue. Underwater, I rubbed at my skin and hissed as I felt the blisters.

      “Don’t rub! Just tap lightly,” Ronnie shouted as I broke the surface. Jeremy mercifully seemed unharmed. He must have been inside a cave and then gotten out quickly, because he was standing on the shoreline rocking back and forth with Josephine before him. I submerged my hair and face, blotting lightly to get the acid diluted, wanting to weep in relief as the welts stopped burning. By the time I broke the surface, I saw that all the Galadrias were submerged too.

      ‘Dawn likes clear blue,’ she told me, ‘Dawn likes Earth. Is like big Skyhome.’ She was right, Earth was like a giant Skyhome, and I swam over to inspect her wounds.

      Tears rolled down my face. ‘Thank you for waiting for me.’

      ‘Always,’ she said into my mind, and nuzzled my chest lightly.

      ‘Kit…?’ Her voice suddenly sounded worried.

      I knew they didn’t have any food, and I was going to work on that.

      ‘I’ll see if I can get you guys some kind of food—’

      ‘Humans are mad,’ was all she said, and I spun around to see a couple dozen campers at the edge of the lake, guns drawn.

      Shit.

      “Stop!” I shouted. “Don’t shoot!” Swimming like a madwoman, no matter how much it hurt, I paddled to the edge of the water where they stood.

      “I’m a—” I couldn’t even get a word out when one of the men looked at me and gasped.

      “It’s that freaky chick from the video! She’s friends with these monsters.”

      Oh God. That freckle-faced little shit. I’d forgotten about him. Pulling myself up out of the water, I opened my palms.

      “Yes. I am the one from the video. When the Dream Wars started… years ago… I obtained special… powers.”

      Oh God, was I really doing this?

      Master Aki popped up beside me and nodded.

      I am.

      They were watching me with cautious but curious gazes.

      “I can speak into the minds of the Galadrias. They are gentle creatures and do not align with the ghouls.”

      A man holding an assault rifle spat at my feet. “Bullshit. They’re aliens and now you’ve brought them to our world. Are you crazy?” He seemed to just now notice the blisters on my arms for the first time. His eyes roamed over them.

      I pressed: “How many stories have you heard where these creatures have hurt anyone?”

      Shame colored each and every one of their faces, because they knew I was right. A Galadria never hurt humans; they were always trying to help.

      “One saved my aunt last year,” a camper pipped in from the back.

      “I got help from one too,” a woman admitted to the far left.

      Assault Rifle growled. “Doesn’t matter, they shouldn’t be here.”

      I wanted to open a gateway into the Dream War and chuck him inside, but I had to tamp down my anger. “Well, they are. As my guests, so don’t you dare fucking point that gun at them.”

      Okay, my anger was not tamped down.

      “Or what?” The man’s face settled into a grim line.

      Oh hell no. I didn’t have time for this.

      “Or I’m not going to tell you a secret I just found out. A huge secret that changes everything, a secret that can end the Dream Wars.”

      Okay, I was baiting him like a child, but it was all I had and the human instinct to know secrets was so big. I was hoping it overpowered his need to shoot things.

      We stood there, face to face in a standoff for a good minute before he lowered his weapon.

      “What secret?” he growled.

      He must have seen the video. He knew I could do crazy shit. I stepped closer to him.

      “The females and the sentries, they both turned to ash when I chucked them through the portal and into Earth. They can’t survive in our atmosphere.”

      The gathering of people gasped and then grinned, some even breaking into laughter. But the assault rifle guy looked to be in total shock.

      He grunted. “You’re sure?”

      I nodded. “Did it twice. This is it. This is how we end them.”

      It was a game changer.

      “How can we help you?” he finally said, and the others shouted out in agreement. I hadn’t meant to start a little revolution, but I would need allies, especially when the government showed up… which they would.

      “Keep an eye on social media. If the government won’t work with me, I’ll need civilian help.”

      They nodded, and just as I thought it, a half dozen Apache helicopters appeared over the horizon.

      Game on.

      I was in pain, and to be honest a little bit scared. But today was the day we changed things. I just needed to play my cards right.
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      A female military officer with her blond hair tied into a tight bun held firmly to her weapon. “And you expect us to just believe you? That you can make ‘portals’ into their world.” She used air quotes for good measure. “And that you threw one of the ghouls into our atmosphere and it—”

      “Turned to ash,” I said for the fifth time.

      I was in a tent that the military had erected beside the lake. Trillium Lake in Oregon, where we were currently housing the last of the Galadria race. They’d wanted to just start blowing shit up first and ask questions later, but my declaration had stopped them. They’d seen the video too, although they claimed it could have been CGI.

      “I don’t expect you to believe me. I can show you if you like. It was acid raining there a moment ago and still could be, so we would need proper suits.”

      Her eyes flew wide. “Just like that, you’ll open a ‘portal’ and take my team in?”

      I nodded, trying not to laugh at the fact that she was still using air quotes. “We can find some grunts. I haven’t tried throwing them through yet, but I assume they will burn up too. This is how we’re going to end the Dream Wars.”

      I saw the very moment I gave her hope. Her eyebrows drew together and she swallowed hard.

      “So, if the grunts burn up too… you could do this on a larger scale?” The wheels were turning.

      I nodded. “My associate is going to make a plan. I’m assuming we lure them with some type of device or firepower if we need to. I open it and we shove them through. Watch those motherfuckers burn.”

      My associate was Jeremy.

      Now she was grinning. “Let me speak to my Captain.”

      I wasn’t in handcuffs. They’d asked me pretty calmly to come speak to them. They’d seen my video. If the Galadrias weren’t here, I think it would have gone much more smoothly, but the sight of all the colored beasts floating in the lake had spooked them a bit.

      She left and I waited. And waited. And waited.

      “Just let me check on her!” I heard Ronnie scream outside the tent after a while.

      “This is a classified situation, ma’am. No civilians.”

      “Oh, fuck off, we’re all ex-army, you prick.” Maxine’s Texan drawl lashed out at the poor guy.

      “Hey!” he shouted, and Ronnie slipped inside the tent.

      Her eyes washed over me. “Damien is freaking out. I told him I’d check on you. You okay?”

      A guard burst in a moment later and grabbed Ronnie by the armpit.

      Bad idea.

      With a battle cry, she thrust her weight forward and flipped the dude over her back until he was flat on the floor, gasping for air, the wind knocked out of him.

      The woman who’d been interrogating me before, Mrs. Tight bun, popped her head in and looked at her fallen man.

      “Kit Steele isn’t a prisoner. Her friends can come and go,” she informed him.

      He took in a huge breath of air and shot Ronnie a glare. “It’s classified.”

      Tight bun rolled her eyes. “They were just in there with her. They know everything we know and more. Get out.”

      I grinned as he sulked his way out of the tent.

      Ronnie held out her hand. “Dr. Ronnie Soto, trauma surgeon.”

      The woman shook it and nodded. “I know who you are. I have a file on your entire team.”

      Shit.

      I didn’t like the sound of that, and neither did Ronnie from the look of her glare.

      “My Captain has okayed the experiment,” the lady told me. “I’ll just need you to sign a waiver admitting that you could be injured or killed in this process and you won’t hold the US government liable.”

      Ronnie and I shared a look, then bust out laughing.

      The woman glared.

      “Sorry. It’s just ... I do this for a living. I used to protect the president,” I informed her.

      The woman nodded. “I know. Mrs. Buckley told me. She’s on her way. I still need you to sign the form.”

      She told her? She was on her way?

      Whoa. This had reached top brass. Now I was nervous.

      I knew the president had sort of been in on the new world order, or whatever that shit was where they’d aligned with the ghouls in order to kill off most of the population and not come to harm themselves, but that had all gone to shit now that the new ships had shown up, and from what I’d heard, Buckley had been blackmailed into participating. They used her kid as a pawn. Maybe I could trust her… I had once before.

      I waved my hand. “Yeah, I’ll sign whatever.”

      Ronnie growled. “I need to treat my patient if she’s going back in there. We all just got acid-rained on. I’m still analyzing what it was they dropped on us. She has second degree chemical burns.”

      The woman put up her hands. “Like I said, she isn’t a prisoner. Treat your patient, but we move out in sixty minutes. If she can prove what she says is true… well, we will talk about that then.”

      Ronnie raised an eyebrow. “If you’re questioning her ability to open windows into their world, then how did the Galadrias get here?”

      The woman just stared at my bestie for a full minute before leaving. She didn’t have an answer for that.

      “So, what the hell is going on? You’re taking them in?” Ronnie’s eyes went wide as she set down her medical bag and started to dress my wounds. There were too many blisters on my arms to wrap them all, so she just focused on the more serious-looking ones.

      “I think it’s the only way to end things. We need to work together. Humanity needs to work as one.”

      Ronnie gave me a look. “How very political of you.” She winked.

      I reached out and grabbed her arm. “I’m serious, Ronnie. What if we could really end this? What if you can fall asleep next to Brisk for the rest of your life and just… dream. We could have kids. Our children’s children would never know of this war except in books and history classes.”

      She stilled. My normally robotic bestie met my gaze and I saw a tear travel down her cheek.

      “Brisk wants to get married, have kids and all that. I told him no. Not in this world.”

      Wow. I knew they were getting serious fast but that was a bit of a bomb drop.

      I nodded. “I feel the same. What if we could change things?”

      I knew what she was wrestling with. Hope. Hope was one of the most dangerous emotions I’d ever felt, even more than love. But I believed now. I really thought we could end this. These fuckers had a weakness and I was going to exploit it.

      “You’re going to need a medic and I don’t trust these shit for brains. I’m going in too,” she declared.

      That was my girl, my ride or die. I nodded.

      “How is Jeremy? Everyone else?”

      My bestie took a deep breath. “He’s shaken but okay, only a few blisters. He knows what happened to the sentries, so Damien already has him set up with a laptop and he’s crunching numbers in a tent.”

      That was our Jeremy; his brain never rested, and it would be to our benefit.

      “He’s also requested hot chocolate and mac and cheese for dinner,” Ronnie added, which caused me to grin.

      “I love that kid.” How could I not?

      Ronnie chuckled. “So do I. We survive acid rain, float in a lake full of Galadrias, the US Army shows up and he’s worried about dinner.”

      I laughed, genuinely. “Priorities.”

      Jeremy had a routine, and if that routine wasn’t met, it was meltdown city. Hot chocolate and mac and cheese would keep his world together.

      “I put everyone on antibiotics after these blisters so they don’t get infected. Be sure to take yours.”

      I nodded, reaching into my pocket and producing the pack of pills she’d given me earlier.

      “How long do you think the Galadrias can stay here without starving to death?”

      Poor Dawn, I feared she would have no sky home left to return to.

      Ronnie blew air through her teeth. “I’m not sure, but Damien has Jeremy working on that too, trying to see if a synthetic of the green stuff can be made at one of Striker Labs.”

      I forgot my boyfriend was a billionaire until these moments.

      “I’m sure he’d like to see you, make sure you’re okay.”

      Ronnie finished the last bandage and I stood.

      “Thanks, girl. Did Lucy make it out okay?” I looked in her eyes for any sign that the cat might have drowned or been left behind.

      “She’s fine. Playing with Brisk.”

      A frown pulled at my lips. “Awesome.” Damn cat had nine lives for sure.

      After a light smack from Ronnie, I left the tent in search of my man.

      The Galadrias had smartly exited the lake on the opposite side of where we were. They were all sunbathing on the shore and tending to their wounds, licking them like cats would. The army personnel on our side of the lake, along with the civilians, just stood at the edge and watched the beautiful creatures.

      ‘Are you all okay?’ I mind-messaged Dawn.

      I saw the moment her pink head shot up and tracked me. ‘Galadrias are alive and well. Thanks to Kit.’

      My heart pinched at the sincerity in her voice. ‘I’m going to try to find you guys some food. But best you stay on that side of the lake until I can work out something with the army.’

      Dawn nodded. ‘Angry humans with guns don’t like Galadrias.’

      ‘Angry humans don’t yet understand Galadrias,’ I informed her.

      My eyes found the youngling that couldn’t fly, the one Damien and I had rescued. It looked like Ronnie had hooked him up to an IV and about three other Galadrias were… licking him.

      I frowned. ‘What’s with the licking? Is it healing?’ It could also be a cultural thing for all I knew.

      Dawn looked over at the youngling. ‘Yes, Galadria saliva has healing properties.’

      Ahh that made sense. ‘I’m going to take angry humans back into Dream War. Show them what I can do. That the breeders die when they hit our atmosphere. I’ll keep part of my team back to make sure you are all treated properly.’

      Dawn stood. Patches of her fur and feathers were missing, but she stood strong. ‘If Kit goes back in, then so does Dawn. Dawn is with Kit until the end.’

      My breath hitched in my chest. She was so loyal, so caring, it got me right in the feels. ‘I’m not sure they will allow that.’

      ‘They will,’ she stated.

      With a sigh, I nodded. ‘We move out in an hour.’

      Dawn was on this crazy train with me, and I was lucky to have her.

      “You’re okay,” Damien’s voice called behind me, and I spun around to come face to face with him. He was covered in the same burn cream that Ronnie had patched me up with, but there was tenderness in his eyes. “Did they hurt you? They wouldn’t let me in.”

      I shook my head. “No, we’re sort of allies right now… I guess.”

      Allies were better than enemies. I caught him up quickly on the details and informed him the president of the United States was inbound.

      “Well, I’m going with you,” he declared quickly.

      I knew he would say that. Reaching out, I placed my hand on his shoulder. “But I need you for something much more important.”

      His mouth set in a grim line. “Kit, I’m going.”

      “Damien, I need you to keep the army from hurting the Galadrias. Maxine, Nox, and Brisk will go in with Ronnie and I. I’ll be safe, but I need someone levelheaded, with a business mind, to broker a deal for the Galadrias.”

      He looked intrigued. “Broker a deal?”

      I nodded. “I’m going to find a way to end the Dream Wars, and once the dust has settled, I want to offer Dawn and her family a home here on Earth. I trust that Jeremy will find a way to feed them, but I need the government to openly offer them safe haven here. Do whatever you have to in order to get that deal in writing, then I want it discussed openly on the nightly news.”

      Damien’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re not messing around.”

      “I’m not. They had you on a kill list. I’ll never fully trust them.”

      His face clouded. “Yeah I remember.”

      They’d also blown up our mine and publicly taken credit for making the plasma cuffs. I trusted the government about as much as I trusted Ronnie’s cat.

      “But I want to be with you…” His fingers trailed along my neck and I stepped closer to him.

      “I just don’t have anyone else with the skills for this, Damien. You’ve run a billion-dollar business, you’ve negotiated contracts… it has to be you.”

      He stood straighter, smoothing his shirt.

      “I’ll get it done, but you get back to me in one piece.”

      Leaning forward, I brushed my lips across his mouth. “Promise,” I whispered.

      When I pulled back, I inquired about Josephine and Mr. Han.

      Damien shook his head. “They’re fine, they’re off in town trying to find Jeremy mac and cheese and hot chocolate.”

      “It is dinner time,” I said.

      That caused Damien to smile. “Sometimes I think the universe sent me my brother so I wouldn’t take life so seriously.”

      He was right. We were in the middle of a very intense situation and Jeremy needed his mac and cheese and hot chocolate. It was comical. And speak of the devil himself, Jeremy popped out of a nearby tent and looked around until his eyes landed on me.

      He was holding a phone and beelined it right for me, bypassing all greetings. “So I found the lizard I want,” he declared, and my stomach dropped.

      That fucking lizard promise! I’d forgotten all about it.

      “Oh?” I asked, as Damien winced. He’d forgotten too.

      “It’s a desert spiny lizard. They are usually in Arizona. So you can go there to get me one.” He shoved the phone in my face and I looked at the picture of a brownish lizard with teal and red under its neck.

      “Alright, buddy, you got it. Just as soon as I save the world first,” I joked. I knew the joke would be lost on him, but he nodded as if he understood.

      “Obviously, I don’t expect you to get it until you collapse the Dream War.”

      Damien and I stilled at the same time. We’d both picked up on his wording.

      “Collapse?”

      He nodded looking at my forehead. “When they came here, the breeders… opened the Dream War and laid it over our own. When they leave, they collapse it and take it to another place. You are like the breeders. Your brain is like theirs. You can collapse it.”

      Adrenaline shot through my body. “They collapse it? Are you sure? How do you know?”

      It sounded like it made sense. It matched up with what the Galadrias described as well.

      “I just know,” Jeremy said. “I’ve run the numbers. I’ve pored over your brain scans. I know.”

      “But there are hundreds, maybe thousands of breeders that work together to do it. How can I do it alone?” I wondered aloud.

      Jeremy looked at my shoes, his voice becoming very small. “You could do it, but I didn’t say you would survive.”

      Fuck. The brutal honesty he laid out stung.

      “Okay, bud, let’s get back into the tent.” Damien grabbed his brother’s arm and marched him off. I could tell he was angry for what Jeremy had said, but I was actually grateful. Jeremy was right. I quite possibly could do what the breeders did and collapse their world, but at what cost? It wasn’t something I wanted to dwell on right now, but it was food for thought.

      Peering at the base of a tree, I smiled when I saw Master Aki meditating with his eyes closed. Padding softly so as not to make a sound, I tried to sneak up on him like I would when I was a teenager. When I got within ten feet, his eyes sprang open.

      “Nice try, you clumsy elephant.”

      I burst out laughing. He’d said the same thing to me all those years ago. “No one can get the drop on you.” I sat before him, knee to knee.

      “That’s because you walk with your feet, not your mind.”

      Another laugh. “You speak in riddles, old man.”

      This time he cracked a smile. “Age is a privilege denied to many. I am proud to be old.”

      I sighed. “I feel older than I look.”

      He gave me a conspiratorial nod. “As do I.”

      We sat there for a long few moments just breathing, looking around at the tall trees, no words needed. Master Aki was like a father to me; being in his presence was so comforting, we never needed to speak much.

      “The boy is right. What he said about collapsing their world. You can do it.” Chills broke out on my arms. He must have overheard us talking.

      But at what cost? I wanted to say, but kept that to myself.

      “How?”

      Master Aki saw things, like the future or whatever. He hadn’t fully explained how, but I trusted him.

      “Right now there are too many breeders to go against you. You need to cull them down before you go for it.”

      Cull the powerful breeders who’d just dropped acid rain on us? Easier said than done. But it made total sense. The fewer of them there were, the less power they would have. Hadn’t Jeremy said the same thing on Skyhome? I simply nodded.

      “And, Kit…?”

      I flicked my gaze up to meet his and saw unshed emotion swimming in his eyes. “Ending the Dream Wars will come at a great cost. But it will be worth it.”

      What. The. Fuck?
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      After Master Aki dropped the bomb on me, Mrs. Tight Bun showed up. “My team is ready, and the president wants to speak with you.”

      The president was here already? I hadn’t even seen anyone fly in.

      Standing, I straightened my shirt and followed her to a large tent. I’d been on the president’s inner team, her own personal Dream War protection detail. She’d trusted me with her life once, and I hoped I could trust her now.

      When I stepped into the tent, I recognized right away that Kevin was here, my old friend who was a makeout buddy but we’d never really took it to relationship level. He’d saved our ass by tipping us off to when the government was after us. When I met his eyes, he nodded.

      Next my attention flew to the president’s daughter. She looked older, probably the age of maturity now. The ghouls would be after her. Finally, I looked into the brown eyes of President Buckley herself.

      She stood and offered a hand. “Hello, Kit. It’s nice to see you again.”

      I shook her hand. “Hello, Ma’am.”

      Buckley was a good leader. She was political and soft when needed, but she could grab you by the balls and twist when necessary too. I’d always respected her, but now I wasn’t sure what to believe. Kevin had said that she’d tried to fight that whole New World Vision thing and they’d threatened to kill her daughter. So maybe we could be allies?

      “Let’s speak privately?” The president motioned to an opening in the back of the tent, which led to another tent.

      I moved to follow her and four of her protection detail moved with me.

      “Alone.”

      I met Kevin’s eyes. Nothing in his gaze betrayed anything, so I was walking into an unknown situation.

      Following her through a series of tents full of supplies, we finally made it back to a communication room with tiny monitors. She kicked the officer out and took a seat. Leave it to the army to set up an entire command center in two hours.

      “Kit, I’d like us both to speak freely.” She clasped her hands together and I nodded.

      “That man you killed back in Vancouver, the congressmen you trapped in the Dream War? He was the leader of the New World Vision. Taking him out freed me up to be in charge again.”

      I gulped. She knew about that? Shit, he’d been the leader! I mean, I knew he was in charge, but…

      I took the bait. “Haven’t you always been in charge?”

      She chuckled, the fine crinkles at the edges of her eyes softening. “I haven’t been in charge for a long, long, time. I thought Kevin explained that.”

      My eyes widened. I didn’t want to get Kevin in any trouble, so I said nothing.

      President Buckley grinned. “Who do you think told him to feed you information?”

      “You?” I asked incredulously.

      She nodded. “I knew your file. Know what you are capable of. I like what your boyfriend was doing for the people with the wristbands. I would have rebelled more, but when they threatened my daughter’s life I had to back down. So together Kevin and I helped you in any way that we could.”

      Jesus. Kevin hadn’t made it sound over the phone like she’d been in on it, but that was probably to protect her.

      “So… New World Vision is over?”

      That psychotic plan to align with the aliens and sell out the human race for alien oil.

      She nodded. “Blew up in a single night when those ships landed. Though we don’t know why. They just… turned on us. Started to hunt our ‘safe’ members like they do the others.” Shame colored her cheeks.

      It wasn’t fair that some upper class had been deemed safe while the rest of us fought for our lives every night.

      “I know why.”

      It was my turn to share information and gain her trust. Solidify the alliance.

      Dawn had told me that first night we’d dropped into the Dream War. The president raised a well-manicured brow.

      “You know that I can speak with the Galadrias?”

      She nodded and I proceeded.

      “Dawn, my Galadria ally, told me that the ships were scouts. They came back from hunting for a new planet and declared Earth the last place of refuge for the ghouls. We are the last planet with a food source for them.”

      President Buckley’s hand flew to her throat and her mouth popped open. “So they’ll never leave?”

      I shook my head. “Never. They will cull their own numbers, start fasting, and not feeding daily to give us time to procreate, but they won’t leave. Ever.”

      Buckley’s shock quickly turned to anger. Her fists balled at her sides and her mouth set in a grim line. “I won’t let that happen. I saw the video, Kit. I know what you can do, and my officer has informed me of your claims that the females turn to ash when they hit our atmosphere. Tell me you have a plan and I’ll give you every available officer I have to help you succeed in it.”

      My heart swelled with pride. For a long time I’d lost faith in my country, in our leader, but now hearing her fight for our people, for humanity like this, it made my throat constrict with emotion.

      “I have a plan and I accept your help.”

      President Buckley nodded, a chunk of brown hair slipping from her ponytail. “Allies?” She extended a hand.

      “Allies.” I shook it, and in that moment I prayed that I’d changed the future of humanity.
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      An hour later we were ready to enter the Dream War. After I’d made the agreement with Buckley to be allies, I’d asked her to have a meeting with Damien while I was in the Dream War with her team, that I wanted to broker in a deal for the Galadrias. She’d agreed to hear him out.

      “Be safe in there,” Damien breathed against my neck. “It kills me I’m not going with you.”

      We were off in the trees having our mushy goodbye, then I walked out and started barking orders at everyone. I was tucked into a sweltering hazmat suit, holding the helmet in my hand. We had no idea if the breeders were still making it acid rain, but I wanted to be ready in that case.

      “I’ve got my team. We’ve been together a long time. I’ll be fine.” I had no fear going in there with Maxine, Brisk, Nox, and Ronnie watching my back. Dawn was going too, so we were in good hands.

      “Alright, I gotta go.” I lifted up on my tiptoes and pressed a kiss to his cheek.

      He frowned. “Just go in, grab the nearest ghoul, and get out. They just need to see what you can do. No need to show off.”

      Hah. As if showing off was even possible in the Dream Wars. But to settle his nerves I nodded.

      “Good luck with your meeting,” I added.

      He waved me off as if it were no big deal. “It’s in the bag. Consider Galadrias US citizens.”

      That caused a grin to pull at my mouth. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      I winked and he released me.

      “Be safe.”

      With a nod, I walked through the forest to the place I’d told my new comrades we would be entering the Dream War. It was my team and then another five of theirs, plus Dawn. They would drive in on Humvees and I’d walk in with Dawn and hold the gate open. The first ghoul we saw was getting chucked onto Earth and we were calling it a successful mission and returning back here.

      I’d found out that Mrs. Tight Bun’s name was Lieutenant Chandler. I couldn’t help but think of Chandler Bing from Friends and wonder if that actor was still alive. If I stopped the Dream Wars, would Hollywood start making movies again? No more reruns? What a wild thought.

      “We’re ready when you are,” Lieutenant Chandler told me.

      I took a deep breath as Dawn sidled up next to me. My team was in one of the Humvees, with Brisk driving, while the army was in the other. People had come out of their tents now to see the show, including the president and her daughter. I felt like a freak.

      As I looked over at Master Aki, who I’d asked to stay behind and watch over Jeremy, he nodded once.

      I could do this.

      This alliance could change everything. Placing my hazmat hood on firmly, I opened my palms and felt for the separation between our worlds. Even though my hands were gloved and I didn’t technically need them to open the portal, it was the act of holding them out that helped me envision how to open it.

      I could tell the moment it started to open, because everyone gasped. My eyes flicked up and the portal began to open, wider and faster than ever before. It’s like every time I used this power, it gained in strength and ease.

      “Lord, have mercy,” one of the army personnel breathed behind me.

      There was no hiding what I was now, no way of trying to explain away my ability to mind speak or any of it like I had before. This was it. I’d fully exposed myself to the government. Now I was vulnerable if they wanted to do testing or something.

      “Be in the now,” Master Aki chided me, and I nodded. He knew I had gone to that anxiety-ridden place where I made up scenarios that hadn’t even happened yet. All of my concentration needed to be in the now.

      Taking a deep breath, I opened the portal wider, happy to see that it didn’t look to be raining. There weren’t any immediate ghouls around, which was good and bad. Good we didn’t have a fight on our hands before we could even get in, but bad that we’d have to go hunting for them just so I could prove that what I’d seen was correct. The government was all about proof. You had to show them something three times before it sank in.

      The Humvee rolled through the opening, pulling left towards a pod tree forest, leaving enough space for the second Humvee to enter.

      “Godspeed,” President Buckley said from behind me, and I nodded.

      Putting one foot in front of the other, I headed into the Dream War with Dawn.

      After I fully stepped in, I spun around to see a large crowd had gathered around to see us off. I looked right into Damien’s eyes before letting the portal snap closed.

      Dawn and I walked over to the two Humvees. Both teams had stepped out and were going over a map when I felt it.

      The distinct tingly creepy feeling of a breeder clawing at the edges of my mind.

      ‘Kit Steele…’ they taunted, and dizziness washed over me. I yanked off my helmet.

      Nope. I wasn’t letting this happen again. I wouldn’t be controlled. Pulling on all my strength and training that Master Aki had taught me, I created a forcefield of psychic protection around me. I pulled the walls up over my mind, but before I did I felt something. Something bad.

      “They’re coming,” I blurted aloud. Because for that split second I’d connected with the breeder hive mind, I’d seen it. A hundred of them were making their way here now. They’d slaughter us all.

      Chandler snapped her head in my direction. “Who?”

      My heart started to race. They were close. They’d been waiting for this. “The breeders. An army of them. I’m opening it back up. Abort mission.”

      Everyone on the army team frowned as if they were disappointed I was about to abort the mission over a “feeling,” but my team gave me a solid nod. Ronnie, Maxine, Nox, and Brisk knew that when I aborted a mission it was because there was no other way.

      Turning, I held my palms out, I began to feel for those edges. When I started to mentally tease them apart, something stopped me and bile rose in my throat as panic fully seized me.

      I calmed my breathing, ignoring Ronnie’s question of what was wrong, and tried again. Instead of feeling like I was peeling a layer of gauze back, it felt like I was scratching steel.

      The breeders had locked me in.

      Fuck.

      I spun. “We’re trapped. They are keeping me from opening it. We need to shelter in and prepare for an assault. Now.”

      If I’d said that to civilians, there would be questions, there would be scrambling, and fumbling, and lots of “What do we do?” Not this team. The moment those words left my lips they exploded into perfect synchronization. Chandler’s team started pulling plasma bricks from the Humvee and setting the perimeter, while Nox ran about twenty feet out and started burying explosives. I’d said shelter in and they didn’t question me. They didn’t ask ”Why don’t we try to drive with the Humvee and outrun them?” I was a commander and they were taking my word as an order and I appreciated that.

      Looking up, I saw the breeders on the horizon , running fast. Like a group of leopards, they galloped over rocky surfaces and tree pods. Weighed-down Humvees would never outrun those powerful beings. Not when they could drop acid rain and God knows what else on us. We needed to stand our ground and fight.

      Nox didn’t have time to deeply bury the explosives, so they sat half in and out of the dirt, but it was better than nothing.

      “Perimeter set to blow!” Nox shouted, and made his way back to the plasma brick camp that had been set up. I slipped inside and Chandler turned them on, creating a dome of protection around our small group of ten, including Dawn, who barely fit inside.

      “Will this hold them?” Chandler asked me.

      I swallowed hard, remembering how that one breeder had slammed her body against the shield when I’d been stuck in a cave.

      “No.” There was no way it would hold against this many.

      She seemed to accept that.

      “How can we help you regain your ability to open the portal? If you could, we could get behind them and drive them through and into our world. If what you say is true, they would all burn up.”

      “It is true!” Ronnie snapped.

      Chandler looked down for a moment in a submissive gesture. “I’m sorry, but I’m trained to only believe what I can see.”

      I could respect that. “It’s hard to put into words. It’s a mental gift. They are all overpowering me, keeping me from opening it. There is nothing that physically can be done.”

      We were sitting ducks and they were almost to us.

      Something crossed Chandler’s face. “But if we can take down their numbers, their control over your power lessens?”

      Technically yes, but that sounded like it would take a lot of casualties. Master Aki had said the same thing, that if I culled their numbers I might be able to collapse their world.

      “Yes, but it wouldn’t be without loss,” I told her.

      “Triggering explosives in 5… 4…” Nox cut through our chatter, and I snapped up to see the first line of breeders coming up on his planted devices.

      Chandler spoke over Nox’s countdown: “I have a mission to find out if these things can be killed as you say. If that means we risk our lives to complete our mission, then so be it.”

      Her men nodded their agreement.

      “One,” Nox said and I instinctively covered my ears. A crashing explosion blasted outward, enough to make our plasma protection wobble, but it held. Nox knew how much was just enough and wouldn’t go overkill and risk knocking out our dome. At least a dozen breeders went flying in a mixture of black blood and guts. But the worrisome thing was that the explosion did little to deter the rest of them. They barely flinched at seeing their sisters ripped into pieces. They simply crouched for a moment, and when the bombs went off they resumed their running. Seconds later, they were on us.

      The sound of multiple bodies smacking up against the shield was horrifying… but it held. For now.

      Maxine swam into view. “Alright, darlin’, it’s now or never. You need to meditate or do whatever it is Master Aki has taught you and open that portal back up. I wanna make me some breeder piles of ash.”

      She was right. Fighting with a gun or even my katana wasn’t what was needed anymore. I was better off fighting with my mind and learning to control my gift better.

      I nodded and plopped down right where I was, getting into lotus position and closing my eyes.

      Breathe in.

      Breathe out.

      ‘We will kill Kit Steele,’ the breeders’ voice intruded.

      Focus on breathing.

      In.

      Out.

      As the breeders smashed into the walls beyond the plasma dome, they also smashed against the walls of my mind. I sort of felt like I was going insane, like this must be what it was like to lose your mind.

      Things were happening around me: voices shouting, movement, Dawn’s feathers brushing my leg. I shut it all out.

      Breathe.

      I am at peace. It was only in the stillness that I could access my true power, only in that place where I wasn’t thinking or doing much of anything that I could really feel what I was capable of. And when I felt the surge of power rush through me, it was terrifying and also thrilling.

      I had a scary amount of untapped power lying just beneath the edges of my consciousness.

      Open, I thought, and tore into the edges of our worlds like a pit bull attacking an intruder. I mentally clawed at the steel barrier the breeders had set up, and when I felt it push back at me, I pushed back harder.

      “Plasma shield is going down. Prepare for physical contact!” Brisk shouted.

      Fuck.

      Focus.

      I needed to open the portal back up so my friends could escape.

      Dawn’s voice intruded my thoughts: ‘Ride Dawn.’ I felt her head scoop underneath my arm. Without opening my eyes, I felt my way to slide onto her body.

      I was fighting a mental fight like never before. For every push I gave, they pushed back ten times harder. There was a pop, which I assumed was the plasma barrier crashing, and then Dawn and I were airborne. I felt the wind in my hair and I knew my friends were exposed.

      Shots rang out and a surge of power rushed through me. It was… the breeders. I had linked with their mind. It’s like I was one of them now, no longer fighting against them but with them. They had an untapped power that they shared, that they got from a collective consciousness. And they didn’t realize I was a part of it… yet.

      With a battle cry, I tore open a hole into our world and snapped my eyes open.

      “It’s open! Move out!” Chandler cried, seeing what I’d done.

      That’s when the breeders clamped down on me. It was like someone had taken my brain, cut it from my head, and placed it in a nut crusher.

      Everything hurt. And the opening shrank.

      No.

      It was chaos on the ground. My opening into Earth had shrunk to the size of a chair. They would have to crouch to get through at this rate, and Dawn wouldn’t make it. They’d also have to abandon the trucks. Nox was holding off the breeders with his flamethrower, but I knew that would run out soon.

      The breeders were vicious in their attack, and had come around to block the opening, keeping my team from exiting. Seeing Nox with the fire gave me an idea.

      ‘Dawn needs to breathe fire on breeders. Make them move,’ I told her as I simultaneously tried to hold the opening and talk to Dawn.

      Without responding, she dove. I held on, fighting the epic headache threatening to make me pass out. I was entangled with the breeders’ hive mind now; I didn’t know where they ended and I began. I yanked to pull myself out, but they held on to me, causing pain to flare along my entire body.

      I was barely aware of Dawn breathing a wide arc of fire onto the breeders who were blocking the portal, or my team scurrying through the opening. Military personnel on Earth were peering into the opening, wide-eyed. I saw a flash of Damien, but they held him back.

      It was absolute chaos. Chandler was holding on to a breeder. Kicking and screaming, she pulled her through the opening, and that’s when a snap rang through my ears, or maybe it was my body. It was everywhere. An audible crunch.

      Then a trickle of blood ran down my nose and onto my lips. The moment I tasted the salty copper, I passed out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I came to, my first thought was that I was high as fuck, like straight-up floating on a bliss cloud that could only be morphine.

      When I peeled my eyes open, I was looking right up at Ronnie’s sweaty face.

      “Jesus, Kit!” she screamed, shaking me.

      “Ow.” I growled, and then looked at my surroundings a little more closely. We were in a cave.

      On Skyhome.

      Not on Earth.

      Shit.

      Craning my head to the side, I saw Dawn lying in the entrance to the cave, her wings bandaged. Maxine was here too. Her hand was… oh God. It was bandaged and still bleeding heavily.

      “What… happened?” I sat up slowly as Ronnie started to tear through her med bag.

      “When you passed out, it snapped the opening shut. Maxine and I got stuck on the inside. Dawn flew all three of us up here. Tore a dozen tendons in her wings holding that much weight.”

      Holy shit. I looked over at Dawn and she gave me a sleepy-eyed look. I think we were both equally high on morphine. Ronnie had not held back with that shit.

      “Maxine?”

      I looked down at my unconscious friend. Ronnie pulled out a surgical tray and I knew shit was about to get real.

      “Lost three fingers. I’m going to try to save the hand. I didn’t know how to wake you. All your vitals pointed to shock, so I gave you morphine in case it was intense pain. I think you might have suffered a mild brain bleed.”

      What the hell?

      My eyes widened. My best friend was in surgeon mode, just spouting shit without thinking emotionally.

      “How can I help?” I scooted forward and pushed the “brain bleed” and “shock” comments to the back of my mind.

      “I need you to assist. The swelling is going to take her hand if I can’t get it under control, and I need to work on these bleeds.” Her explanations were ominous but her voice never shook. She wasn’t sweating; she had nerves of steel.

      I didn’t assist her often. She’d made all of us take basic training, so I knew what all of her tools were called. But holding clamped-off blood vessels was more of a Brisk thing. That shit made me queasy. Yet for Maxine I would deal. I was also still high.

      I crawled over to sit next to Maxine. “How much morphine did you give me?”

      “I dosed you, Dawn, and Maxine around the same time. I might have gone a little heavy, but I was short-staffed so—”

      “It’s fine,” I assured her. I didn’t mean to make her feel bad, I was just questioning my ability to hold anything right now.

      “It will wear off quickly now that you’re awake,” she assured me.

      As she began to unwrap Maxine’s right hand, I whimpered. The middle, ring, and pinky fingers were completely gone; a few dangling pieces of flesh were left. The thumb and pointer finger were swollen, as well as her palm.

      “Shit.” I felt bile rise in my stomach and immediately felt sober.

      “Compartment syndrome. She’ll lose the hand if we don’t work fast. Don’t watch my cuts or you’ll pass out. I know you. Just stare at a spot a few inches away from what I’m doing.”

      Oh God. Oh God. Why couldn’t Brisk have gotten locked in? Why me?

      She grabbed her scalpel and I prepared for the bloody show that I knew was about to happen. With precise movements, she made two long cuts across the top of Maxine’s hand. Blood and a clearish fluid oozed out and dizziness overtook me. I realized I was watching her cut like she told me not to and not looking off to the side.

      Breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth, I stared at a piece of white cotton on the sterile pad Ronnie had placed under her hand.

      “Clamp!” Ronnie barked, and I fumbled to grab one of them, handing it to her.

      She clamped something that I tried not to look at. “Hold.”

      I held the clamp while she worked her magic. Sweet Maxine. I realized then why Ronnie was so frantic to wake me. This was a surgery that required two people. Most times Ronnie could just patch you up herself; when she needed two people it was serious. If I hadn’t woken, Maxine might have lost her hand. She still might, but at least we were working on the problem now.

      “Tendon stripper,” Ronnie’s robotic call came next.

      Tendon stripper! That was not one I was familiar with. How bad was this damage?

      “That!” Ronnie pointed to a weird-looking tool using her eyes.

      I picked it up, while still holding the clamp, and she nodded.

      We worked like this for the better part of an hour. I was tired, pain was returning in my head full force, and I had to pee, but I continued to do everything Ronnie said.

      Once we were done, after God knows how long had passed, she started to close her up.

      “Will she keep the hand?”

      Ronnie shrugged. “If there’s no infection. These aren’t the best surgical conditions.”

      I was just leaning back to relax my neck when Ronnie spoke again.

      “I think I need to operate on Dawn.” She sounded exhausted, like she didn’t want to.

      My eyes flew open. “What?”

      My bestie sighed and rubbed her face. “I don’t think she’ll fly again if the tendons heal wrong. I need to at least go in and take a look.”

      Dawn had been in and out during the surgery, making sure to stay inside the cave in case the breeders started up with the acid rain again.

      Ronnie coaxed me: “You can talk to her. Tell her what I need to do.”

      Galadrias were extremely intelligent beings, but there was a definite cultural and language barrier. Dawn didn’t know what surgery or tendons were.

      But I didn’t want my friend to lose her ability to fly. Just thinking of her pulling all three of us up into the air while I was unconscious made tears swim in my eyes. Galadrias were the fucking golden retrievers of the Dream Wars. So damn loyal.

      I side-stepped Maxine, feeling fully alert and missing that morphine right about now. But my pain was manageable with an ibuprofen. There was just a lingering dull throb at the base of my skull. Kneeling down, I stroked Dawn’s neck and her eyelids fluttered open.

      ‘Are you okay?’ I asked her.

      ‘Dawn is better with floating medicine friend gave.’

      I grinned. Morphine was most definitely floating medicine.

      ‘Ronnie needs to look at your wings better. See if they need to be fixed…’

      Her energy bristled and I knew that she had just seen what we’d done to Maxine.

      ‘Look at Dawn’s wing with her knife? Look inside Dawn?’

      Yeah, that was pretty accurate.

      ‘Yes, but only because she thinks it will help make sure you can fly. Ronnie is a special human. She specializes in looking inside people.’

      Dawn looked at Ronnie, who was now in the corner of the cave chugging a bottle of water. Our ration supplies were still here. Thank God the acid hadn’t gotten to them.

      ‘Dawn’s body will heal. No need for friend to look inside.’

      Fuck.

      I sighed. ‘Dawn, your wings are made up of things called tendons. Ronnie thinks you broke some of them. They need to be surgically repaired or you can’t fly.’

      Dawn peered up at me with her wise glassy eyes.

      ‘Dawn body is not like Kit body. Dawn body heals twenty times faster.’

      Now I was questioning myself. Did Dawn know something I didn’t?

      They did consume the green stuff, which our tests showed was regenerative as well as combustible.

      “She says she’ll heal. Like on her own,” I told Ronnie. Not wanting to question Dawn’s knowledge of her own body, Ronnie looked up at me, relieved.

      “Like accelerated?” She seemed to accept this was a possibility. We didn’t know a lot about the alien creatures.

      I just shrugged. “I guess so. Can we wait it out a day and see?”

      Ronnie sighed, leaning back against the cave wall.

      “Yes. We’re not in the Dream War in our sleeping forms. We can stay here as long as we need until we are healed enough to transport.”

      And when I was able to make another opening into Earth again. But we didn’t say that. That was the most depressing thing of all. We couldn’t wake ourselves up out of this one. I had to get us out, and the last time I tried I’d gotten a… a brain bleed I guess.

      “I need sleep,” Ronnie finally admitted.

      “Yeah, I don’t see any immediate danger if we all take the day to rest. Maxine and Dawn can’t travel and I can’t open portals right now.”

      “We’re stuck here.” My best friend was astute.

      I stroked Dawn’s neck. “At least she got us to Skyhome. On the ground we’d be ghoulie food.”

      Ronnie nodded. “Don’t check in with Damien or anyone else, and no more mental speak with Dawn unless you have to. I want to give your brain a rest.”

      Tell Damien we were okay… that’s exactly what I wanted to do. But she was right. I’d gotten a freaking nosebleed. That scared me. My hand went up to touch my nose now as if I’d feel something there. It was dry.

      “Alright. Let’s rest.” I snuggled in next to Dawn.

      We were safe in the cave if acid rain started. We had enough water for a few days and a few bags of pretzels. There was no immediate threat. Rest is what everyone needed. I had a feeling we would need all of our strength in the days to come.

      With that, I lay my head down and fell asleep.
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      I dreamed. I dreamed so vividly and for so long I forgot where I was when I woke up. I’d been on the beach with Damien in my dream, somewhere tropical. We were all on vacation. Jeremy was complaining about how the sand felt on his toes. It was such a good dream that I actually felt a physical pang in my chest when I awoke and realized it wasn’t real.

      When I heard rustling, my eyes sprang open and it took a minute to wonder why I was in a cave watching Maxine stare at her now stumpy, two-fingered hand.

      I bolted awake. “Maxine!”

      Ronnie was sitting up, opening her dressing to show the extent of the damage and probably check the wound for infection.

      “The fingers are gone or I would have attempted to reattach them, but I was able to save the hand.” Ronnie’s voice was small. Maxine was our beauty queen, so I wasn’t sure how she was going to take this.

      She stared for a full minute, moving the hand over. “Well, at least I still got my trigger finger.”

      A smile pulled at my lips. It might be that she was still on morphine, but Maxine always had the best outlook on life and that made all the difference. Leaning forward, she pulled Ronnie into a hug.

      “You did fine, darlin'. Thanks for saving the hand.”

      Emotion clogged my throat as I saw a tear run down Ronnie’s cheek and realized how much pressure she must have felt working on her friend like that.

      When they pulled away, Ronnie quickly wiped the tear, as if it were never there.

      “Alright, a few orders of business,” Ronnie declared, and started handing out pills to all of us.

      “Kit, today in your med cocktail we have 600 milligrams of ibuprofen, an antibiotic, and your birth control,” Ronnie said in a silly voice. I could tell that Maxine accepting her hand as it was had lifted a huge weight off Ronnie.

      I grinned and took back the pills with a bottle of water.

      “Maxine, you are getting the good stuff, girlfriend. A twenty-four-hour morphine patch, two different antibiotics, a steroid, and birth control.”

      Maxine grinned. “Thanks, doll.”

      “Ask Dawn about her pain, but keep the convo short,” Ronnie told me.

      Oh yeah, I was limiting my mental power usage

      Dawn looked up at us when Ronnie had said her name.

      ‘Hey, how is the pain?’

      Dawn nodded. ‘Pain better, but Dawn needs food. Thirsty.’

      My stomach growled at that, and I felt awful we’d been chugging water this whole time and offered her nothing.

      I peered out of the cave to where the green feeding pool was. There was a bluish slime across the top from the acid rain. The Galadrias got their water and food from the green stuff, so without it Dawn would deteriorate quickly.

      “Umm, Ronnie, we might have a problem.”

      My bestie's head snapped up from where she was rationing pretzels.

      “Dawn’s pain is fine but she needs food and water. The feeding pool is contaminated with acid rain.”

      Ronnie cursed.

      We still had blisters from that shit falling on our skin. The cream had helped, but it wasn’t a miracle cure. I couldn’t imagine getting those blisters down your throat.

      I reached over and stroked Dawn’s neck. ‘I’ll figure something out. This feeding pool is contaminated.’

      Dawn’s eyes registered mild alarm but she nodded. She trusted me and I took that to heart.

      “Can she drink some of our water?” Ronnie held up an eight-ounce water bottle and raised an eyebrow.

      I had no freaking clue. Dawn understood spoken English pretty well and she shook her head.

      ‘Will pull out all minerals from Dawn’s body. Human clear blue is… like nothing.’

      Human clear blue was freaking everything to us, but I understood her meaning.

      “No, it will leach all the minerals from her body. I’m going to do a quick perimeter scan of Skyhome. See if there is anything else she can have.” I stood slowly, careful not to bang my already throbbing head on the top of the cave.

      “Ronnie, you wanna come?” I motioned out of the cave.

      Ronnie swallowed hard, making a face. “Actually… I can’t.”

      She pulled her foot out of the sleeping bag and revealed a large walking boot.

      My eyes widened. “What happened?”

      Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen Ronnie walk since we got here. She had crawled in the cave all yesterday.

      “I think it’s broken,” she declared, and Maxine let out a low whistle. “I’ll get an x-ray and a hard cast when we get back to Earth, but for now I should go easy.”

      “Well, aren’t we just the perfect gimpy team,” Maxine observed.

      Dawn couldn’t fly, Maxine nearly lost her hand, and Ronnie couldn’t walk. That meant it was up to me to protect us. The sudden weight of that pressed down on my shoulders.

      Rifling through the one pack we had managed to bring, I handed Ronnie one of the low range walkie-talkies and slipped the other in my pocket.

      “Just a quick perimeter check. If it starts raining, I’ll hightail it back here,” I told them both.

      Maxine reached down and handed me her assault rifle. “Take this.”

      I slung the weapon over my shoulder and nodded.

      Stepping over Dawn, I started to walk out into the open. If only the Galadrias bottled the green stuff like humans did, we wouldn’t have this problem. There were gobs of the green stuff on the surface, but that would do no good since Dawn couldn’t fly.

      I really wanted to connect with Damien and tell him I was okay, but doing that might compromise some vital organ in my body and I wasn’t going to risk that.

      It only took me about an hour to walk the entire island, and I checked in with Ronnie every fifteen minutes. The once beautiful oasis was now… dying. The acid had eaten through every plant and blade of grass. The birthing pool was a sickly brown color, although I wondered if with time it would all grow back and improve.

      Other than the one green feeding pool, I found no other sources of the stuff. I was just about to declare our situation really dire when I spotted a bright blue streak of fur and feathers in the sky.

      With my hand on the trigger, I watched as the Galadria circled the island almost as if it was looking for signs of life. Was a breeder riding it? I’d never forget the time the sentries had controlled the Galadrias. Rode them like horses. It was sick. The moment he saw me, he started to descend.

      ‘You are Kit? Friend of Dawn?’ he asked when he was about ten feet from the ground.

      I nodded, still weary. I didn’t have a full view of his back yet, and I’d blast him out of the sky if I saw a ghoul riding there.

      He dropped then, landing fully, and a sigh of relief escaped me as I saw his back was clear of enemies.

      ‘Everyone left. Clyde can’t tap into our mind. Clyde feels alone.’ His thoughts were frantic and my heart pinched. He must not be able to access their hive mind while everyone was on Earth. I figured a few Galadrias got left behind. Not every single one made it to Skyhome.

      ‘Clyde feels Dawn, so he came, but she feels… sick. Far away. Confused.’

      Yeah, Dawn was high. That must feel weird to tap into. Clyde was a cute name. All the Galadrias were taking human names now.

      ‘We’ve given her human medication,’ I explained. ‘Her wings are broken. Temporarily we hope. But she needs the green stuff. Food.’

      I stepped forward and reached out my hand. Galadrias were affectionate creatures and I knew he would feel better when touched. The moment he butted his head into my hand, I stroked his neck and his whole body relaxed.

      ‘Clyde was scared. Clyde thought all Galadrias… dead.’

      Tears welled in my eyes. ‘No. They’re safe on Earth. I can take you there once we get Dawn and the rest of my friends better.’

      Once my freaking brain bleed healed too I guess.

      ‘Clyde can take Kit to bring Dawn food. Dawn is important to Clyde.’

      Something crossed his face, and for the first time I wondered if it were possible for Galadrias to fall in love, or if they had mates or partners. I’d never asked… I knew some were meant for breeding and some were warriors, but beyond that it was a mystery.

      Relief rushed through me.

      ‘Yes. If I can get Dawn food she will heal and we can all fly out of here,’ I told him.

      He nodded. ‘I know of a feeding lake. It’s dangerous, but plenty of green.’

      I would need a way to carry it… and I didn’t like the danger part. Then I remembered the green barrels. They were like oil drums. We’d stocked up on the crap and the breeders had pushed it through the portal to Boston. How far of a flight was that? A couple hours if I remembered correctly. It might all be gone. Nox had blown that place sky high. I’d have to risk the lake and hope I found a bucket on the way.

      ‘That would be great,’ I told him, and climbed onto his back, then pulled out my walkie.

      Ronnie wasn’t going to like this. Better not to tell her in person.

      “Ronnie, it’s Kit. Over.”

      “Go for Ronnie. Any green stuff?”

      I paused. “Not up here, but I found a survivor. Clyde is a Galadria who is friends with Dawn. He’s going to fly me down to the surface and I’ll return with the green stuff.”

      Her reply was instant. “Absolutely not! Kit, I forbid it. No solo missions.”

      I heard Maxine curse in the background, but we were already airborne and the reception was getting choppy.

      “I’m the commander. I do what it takes to make sure my entire team survives. Dawn needs this, Ronnie. I’m going.” My voice was tougher than I meant for it to be.

      “Take me with you. Where are you?” I heard her huffing and puffing. She was probably hobbling around the island looking for me. That made me feel like a total asshole.

      “Love you, bitch. Over and out.” I shut off the walkie.

      A deep pang of sadness settled into me. I hoped I wasn’t making a mistake. But Dawn was family and I wasn’t leaving this place without her.
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      I had to operate on the assumption that the breeders had a GPS on my location at all times. I was going to assume that one or more would be waiting for me there. That would help me be most prepared. They’d gone pretty silent after the bust-up at the opening. I hoped it was because we’d killed a ton of them and they were regrouping. If I could find a bucket and string before we got to the lake, I might even be able to get Clyde to fly over it and I could scoop up the green stuff without even landing. That would be ideal.

      Worst case, I’d bring back my empty canteen’s worth and make multiple runs. I wouldn’t let Dawn down.

      As we flew, I kept my eyes peeled on the ground for anything I could use. There were old bikes, guns, duffle bags, pillows, but so far nothing like a bucket.

      ‘Wait! Slow down.’

      We’d passed a giant ghoul, but had gone way over his head and were now flying at a lower altitude. I’d just seen a group of humans, and now beyond them something caught my eye.

      ‘Get lower,’ I told Clyde.

      There was a huge plastic tub, like the ones you would organize your garage with. It was half peeking up out of the ground. Only issue was there was also a grunt about twenty feet from it, walking aimlessly. A single grunt I could handle. Like swatting a fly.

      When Clyde lowered me over the plastic tub, I leapt off of him mid-flight and landed on my feet, gun raised. The ghoul turned towards the sound and I cut him down with bullets.

      Reaching into the ground, I pulled up the tub and my heart sank when I spied a hole about five inches from the bottom.

      Fuck.

      Think, think, think.

      I needed freaking duct tape.

      Well, five inches of green stuff was better than none. I’d just have to fill it only a third of the way.

      ‘How much do Galadrias drink in a day?’ I asked Clyde as he landed to pick me back up. I grabbed a nasty bedsheet, hoping to use it as rope and hopped on his back.

      He observed the tub I held. ‘Half of that would be okay.’

      Okay, so filling this up would be two days’ worth… if I could plug the hole. If not, it was less a day’s worth.

      Part of me wanted to open a portal right now and see how the others were doing, get us the hell out of here. But if I fainted or had a brain bleed without Ronnie to save me, I’d be dead. I hoped Damien was fighting for the Galadrias on Earth, getting them food and shelter while he worked out a deal. They were basically alien refugees, and there was no rulebook for that. Hopefully, Buckley would fly in some of the green stuff I knew that she had in Nevada.

      I’d been so lost in my thoughts I didn’t realize we were to the lake until it popped up over the horizon. Big, green, and beautiful.

      But for the creatures lurking underneath its depths…

      The skids were a thing of nightmares, and after jostling and ripping the bed sheet, I realized we’d have to land. I wasn’t going to be able to do a flyover like I’d hoped. The tub and sheet were too janky. I was going to try and plug the hole in the bucket with my hand until Dawn could drink it down past the leak spot. That way she’d have two days’ worth, and hopefully then I’d be cleared by Ronnie to try and get us home. The throbbing at the base of my skull had gotten worse since we left, so I knew I needed some relaxation time on Skyhome as well.

      Something stirred at the far edge of the lake, so I instructed Clyde to land me at the opposite end. I could not afford another injury right now. Once we set down about ten feet from the lake, I pulled my gun and did a full 360. No breeders, no creepy mind messages. They’d gone radio silent and it made me nervous.

      ‘You fill up. I don’t want to come back here unless we have to,’ I told Clyde.

      He nodded, and together we walked slowly to the edge of the thick green liquid surface. It was such a bright hyper-color that you couldn’t see through it. It reminded me of thick engine coolant. I needed to be in and out. No issues.

      Bending down, I let my semi-automatic rifle hang around my neck from the strap; that way I could grab it easily if needed. Clyde dipped his head in to drink, and I held my palm flat against the hole, ready to plug it for the entire flight home. As I was reaching in to scoop the fluid into my tub, I heard footsteps.

      “Don’t fucking move,” a male human voice sounded behind me.

      Oh shit.
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      I froze. What the hell was it now?

      “She has a rifle!” a female voice shouted, joining the male’s that had just told me not to move.

      “My name is Commander Kit Steele, I’m—” A fist tangled in my hair and yanked me backward, cutting me off.

      All of a sudden I was looking up into the face of a scared old man. I’d seen that look before. He was terrified, unarmed, and in fear of losing his family, which I now saw stood just behind him holding helpless little sharpened sticks.

      ‘Kit needs help? Clyde can breathe fire, but close to lake might go boom.’

      I tried to calm Clyde so we didn’t go boom: ‘Kit is fine. They’re just raiders. They steal to survive.’

      Normally, if my entire crew were here, I wouldn’t have let them get the drop on me, but raiders coming up on a single woman, I was in a spot of trouble. I didn’t want to hurt them. They were just acting on their survival instinct.

      “What do you want?” I asked the old man, my eyes flicking to a stirring at the water’s surface.

      ‘Step back, something is in there,’ I told Clyde, and he slowly did as I asked, causing the grandpa to flick his eyes in the Galadria’s direction. I could have taken him then, thrown him over my shoulder and knocked him out. But something in me felt bad for him.

      “I need your gun!” He pulled my hair tighter, and then I did have half a mind to throw him over my shoulder and into the water.

      “Let go of my hair and I’ll give it to you,” I growled, losing my patience. “Otherwise I’m going to break your kneecap and toss you in the water.”

      “Just grab it, Grandpa!” the younger teenager yelled.

      His fingers loosened in my hair and I used that opportunity to spin around and push him backward on his ass.

      He fell down hard, but he looked sturdy, so I wasn’t too worried. This wasn’t your average bingo-playing gramp. This guy was cut with muscle and full of scars. He’d had a rough life.

      “We have no more weapons!” the teenager pleaded with me. “They figured out how to take all metal. We come in nearly naked now. Any clothing with metal, like jeans or underwire bra is gone.” She sobbed.

      What the hell? Is that why the breeders had gone silent? They’d finally figured out how to copy us in without weapons?

      That meant people with hip replacements and pacemakers… I couldn’t think about that.

      The man was looking up at me from the ground, his eyes pleading.

      I was probably going to regret this. But I had Clyde and Skyhome and he didn’t.

      Pulling the gun over my head, I handed it to him.

      “Start rounding up old ammo and weapons and make a cache. Bury them and mark them with a stack of stones. Spread the word to others and try to find the caches when you enter the Dream War.”

      He stood, gripping the gun like a life raft. “I will. Thank y—look out!”

      Before the warning had fully left his mouth, I felt the razor-sharp tentacle wrap around my ankle and pull. I’d told Clyde to back up and I’d pushed the guy away from me so there was literally nothing to grab on to. Within two seconds I was fully plunged into the green fluid and being dragged to the bottom of the lake.

      I’d barely gotten a full breath in before I’d hit the liquid and went under. Now I was holding my breath while searching my pant leg for my knife. No one was going to get me out of this one; it was all me. I kicked and thrashed against the beast dragging me, trying to dislodge him, but really only served to tighten his hold on my ankle.

      There! My fingers wrapped around my pocketknife and relief flooded through me. In two seconds I had the blade extended, and that’s when another tentacle wrapped around my upper body. It was getting ready to ingest me whole. I’d seen these things gulp down a grown man. I needed to act fast, because I was also running out of air. With some serious ninja knife skills that would make Master Aki proud, I lashed out at the tentacle holding me. First the one around my upper body, and when that let go, I bent forward and started to hack away at the one around my ankle. Pain sliced into my calf as I realized I’d accidently cut myself in my mad rush to be free of this monster, but when I gouged him good, he let go. Then it was a fight for my life.

      I’d never swam with such desperation before, such frenzied movements. All I could think about was reaching the surface and getting a huge gulp of air.

      ‘Kit!’ Dawn’s voice blazed through my mind. Her meds must have worn off; she was probably in tune again with her hive mind and was seeing what Clyde was seeing.

      Bursting through the top of the water like a starved maniac, I inhaled mouthfuls of precious oxygen. Paddling like crazy, I reached the edge and was surprised when the old man I’d given the gun to hauled me up by the armpits with shocking strength. I thought he’d have left by now. Dragging me backward a good twenty feet, he finally dropped me onto the ground.

      “Jesus, kid, I thought you were a goner.” He faced me, green stuff all over his hands and arms, the gun hanging from his neck. His eyes were wide, mouth slack.

      I couldn’t stop breathing heavily like my lungs wanted to be sure we would in fact still be able to get air.

      “Me too,” was all I said. “Thanks,” I added, because even though the bastard jacked me of my gun, he’d stayed, and that said something.

      “You gonna be alright?” He eyed my bleeding ankle and upper arms. The damn skid had left a good amount of puncture wounds, but nothing was gushing; it all seemed superficial. Ronnie would be able to fix me up, and I think a smidge of the morphine was still in my system, because I wasn’t in a crazy amount of pain.

      “I’ll be okay. Thanks.”

      They bade me farewell and I got to my feet, walked briskly over to the lake and dunked the tub inside before heaving it up on shaky legs and running backward to avoid any more skid issues.

      I’d forgotten about Dawn and that I hadn’t replied to her, but by the calm way Clyde was watching me, I assumed he was in contact with her.

      “Let’s go to Skyhome,” I told him, still using my hand to plug the hole in the tub. The liquid was heavy and my arms were bleeding, so getting on Clyde while the sloshing water threatened to spill over was difficult, but I managed.

      As soon as we were airborne, I laid the heavy tub across Clyde’s back, taking the weight off my bleeding arms a bit.

      ‘Is this weight okay?’ I asked him, and prayed he said yes.

      ‘Won’t fly as fast, but is okay.’

      I sagged in relief and decided I needed to check my wounds. Bleeding, even slowly, over the course of a one-hour flight wasn’t going to end well.

      Keeping my hand on the hole to plug it, I started to probe my wounds with my free hand. The ones on my upper arms were okay; they didn’t go deep enough to worry me about blood loss, but my ankle was slowly dripping, leaving a trickle of blood throughout the Dream War.

      With a sigh, I heaved my ankle up to inspect it and almost toppled backward.

      ‘Careful. Clyde not used to carrying humans.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      Whoops.

      Slowly, I leaned forward, keeping my balance on the flying Galadria, and lifted my pant leg.

      Shit.

      A main vein or artery in my leg might have been cut pretty good; I would need Ronnie to tell me for sure.

      This was the part where I needed to pray that my mini wound stapler was still in my cargo pocket. I hadn’t felt it when I’d been searching for my knife at the bottom of the lake, but I’d also been in a fight for my life.

      Gingerly reaching over with my one free hand, I dug deeply into my pocket and nearly wept in relief when I clamped my fingers around the stapler.

      Stapling your own skin shut with no meds while flying through the air on a giant beast… not ideal. But I needed to do this or risk passing out and falling on my neck.

      ‘Clyde, I have to fix my leg and I might scream in pain, but don’t worry, okay?’

      I felt a bristle of energy from him, and it also felt like Dawn too, which was weird.

      ‘Okay.’

      Taking a deep breath, I lined the staple gun up to the most severe gash. The skin was torn quite a bit, and trying to staple it with one hand was going to be hard. But I wasn’t about to let go of this tub and make all of this for nothing. Dawn was getting her damn dinner!

      The gun was poised over the leaking cut and I just froze. It was so weird to inflict pain on yourself.

      1, 2 ,3, go, baby. Come on.

      Without trying to overthink it, I smashed down on the handle that pushed out the staple.

      “Holy mother!” A scream ripped from my throat as pain sliced through my ankle. Before I could lose my nerve, I did two more staples in rapid succession and then lay back on Clyde, breathing through the pain. My good leg was holding the left side of the tub, my right hand plugging the right side, and I was staring at the sky wondering how the hell this had become my life.

      I didn’t want to do this anymore. I was a professional fighter. Day in and day out I just survived. I felt ninety years old and I was so over it. I needed my crew to heal so we could go back down to the surface and I could hopefully open a portal and get us home.

      After lying there for what seemed like forever, Clyde spoke: ‘We are almost to Skyhome. Dawn is worried about Kit.’

      I sat up slowly, feeling a little dizzy, and held on to my bucket.

      ‘Dawn? I’m fine. We are almost there. Are you okay?’

      ‘Kit should not risk herself for Dawn.’ Her voice came through loud and clear. She sounded… angry, which I’d never experienced from her before.

      ‘Dawn is important to Kit,’ I told her. The tip of Skyhome was just visible now and I’d be so damn glad to get this bucket out of my hands and over to Dawn.

      ‘Kit needs to take care of herself,’ Dawn growled.

      Whoa, she was totally pissed.

      ‘I’m fine,’ I added again.

      Now we were flying up over the island and getting ready to land.

      ‘Over there.’ I showed Clyde where the den was that we’d all been holed up in.

      Ronnie was standing in front of Dawn and she... looked… pissed.

      I gulped.

      After we landed, Ronnie ran over to me, red-faced, arms waving.

      “You little… bitch!” she shouted angrily. “Don’t ever do that to me again!”

      I winced. I’d never seen her so mad. She didn’t show much emotion, really.

      “Ronnie, I’m sorry. I—”

      “You fucking ghosted us and went on some solo mission while the breeders are trying to kill you. Really smart!” She glanced at my leg. “Oh, and you got hurt. Awesome.”

      Damn, I didn’t think she’d be this mad. But it was worth it, because from the weak look Dawn was giving me, and the way she could barely hold up her head, she needed this green stuff now.

      “I’m sorry, okay? Hugely fucking sorry. I made a bad call and I should’ve brought you. Now, help me with this, there’s a hole,” I told Ronnie, and tried to heave the tub off of Clyde, but my muscles were shot. I was super fatigued all of a sudden.

      Ronnie glared at me for a moment but swooped in and covered the hole so I could release my hand.

      Easing the tub in front of Dawn while trying not to put too much weight on her leg, Ronnie encouraged her to drink. The Galadria took slow, deliberate sips, and the green liquid lowered an inch each time. Once she was full and the hole was no longer an issue because she had drank past it, Ronnie turned on me again.

      She crossed her arms, glaring at me. “Skid got you?”

      I sighed. “Look, I’m sorry. I did what needed to be done. Now I have two Galadrias who are well fed and we can fly home tomorrow when I’m rested.”

      She continued to glare, letting the blood trickle from my arms and making no attempt to help me.

      “Veronica. I. Am. Sorry. Don’t mess with me!” I shouted.

      Maxine seemed to be watching us from the comfort of her morphine patch-induced haze in the den.

      “Fine!” Ronnie snapped. “But do it again and you can stitch yourself up!”

      She hobbled over to her suture kit and I scuffled after her. “I love you.” I lay down on my back inside the den and looked up at the rock ceiling.

      “You drive me crazy.” Ronnie grabbed some sanitizing liquid and started to rub it all over me. I hissed as pain laced up my arms. “But I love you too,” she added.

      I grinned. Ronnie was family, no matter what.

      “They should give morphine to depressed people,” Maxine mused, staring at her two bandaged fingers. “I mean, I feel amazing. This is amazing.”

      Ronnie sighed. “Okay, killer, take a little nap.”

      Maxine seemed to enjoy that idea and lay on her back, closing her eyes.

      “Ronnie?” I looked at my bestie, feeling the pain wash away from me like a tide in a storm.

      She peered at me with tired eyes. We were too young to feel this old.

      “I’m gonna end this fucking war and we’re going to buy houses next to each other and have kids that grow old together as best friends.”

      She grinned, a full megawatt smile. “I gave you a shot of morphine just now.”

      Oh. That explained the random mushiness and floaty feeling. “I mean it though.”

      I did.

      Ronnie patted my head. “I know, Kit. I know.”

      Then I feel asleep.
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      When I awoke, I felt more rested than I had in… ever. When was the last time I’d gotten this much sleep? Since before the Dream Wars even began obviously. Peeling my eyes open, my gaze flew to Ronnie, who was pulling off the bandage on Dawn’s wings.

      I sat up. “How is she?”

      Ronnie shrugged. “We’re about to find out. She seems better. Just had breakfast and I want her to try flying.”

      I sprang up and swayed on my feet a little at the adrenaline rush. “Be careful!” I told Dawn. Was it too soon to try flying? We could stay one more day.

      Dawn’s big glassy eyes met mine. ‘Kit risk herself for Dawn, now Dawn will fly for Kit. Must get Kit home. Breeders are coming.’

      Chills broke out on my arms.

      ‘Breeders coming here to Skyhome?’

      Dawn nodded. ‘I couldn’t wake you. Breeders controlling giants. Coming to pull Skyhome down to the ground.’

      Fuck!

      I burst forward. “Pack up. We gotta get out of here.”

      Ronnie put her hands out. “Whoa, whoa. How are you feeling? You lost a lot of blood yesterday and slept almost twenty hours.”

      Twenty hours! Damien was probably going out of his mind. No wonder I was starving. I quickly told her and Ronnie what Dawn had said.

      “Ah hell!” Maxine stood pulling out one of her guns and holding it loosely at her side.

      I looked around at this beautiful place. Skyhome had been a source of comfort and safety for us. “It’s not right,” I growled.

      “It’s the Dream War, hun. Nothing’s right,” Maxine said.

      Wasn’t that the truth.

      ‘Clyde can fly two people. Clyde is strong,’ he told me, at his place by Dawn’s side.

      That was good, because Dawn should only try to carry one person.

      While Dawn worked on hovering above the ground a few feet, Ronnie turned to me.

      “Alright, Kit, it’s time to try a portal. But first try to connect with Damien, ease into it,” the doctor told me.

      I nodded. My body felt weak still from the blood loss, but my mind felt sharp. I was ready to go home.

      Plopping down right where I stood, I got into position. Closing my eyes and taking in two deep and slow breaths, I let my mind slowly open.

      Right away I felt the breeder consciousness hammering against the walls of my mind and I winced. Pushing up mental protections like Master Aki had taught me, I tried to focus on the consciousness that belonged to Damien, the one that was not in this world. It took longer than normal. Maybe I was tired, maybe my mind was weak, or the breeders were weighing on me, but I tried not to dwell on the negativity. The important thing was that I finally felt him. His energy was so dark and heavy I almost didn’t recognize it.

      He was in a bad mental place and I felt so awful for waiting until now to contact him.

      ‘I’m okay,’ I sent, in case it was the only thing I’d be able to send before we got cut off.

      His energy bristled and disbelief rippled through our mental link.

      ‘Oh Jesus, Kit! You’re alive!’

      Tears streamed down my cheeks and the breeders beat harder at the walls in my mind. I needed to pull back and conserve my energy for the portal.

      ‘I’m alive. So is Ronnie and Maxine. We’re coming home. I love you.’ Then I pulled back and broke the connection, shutting up the walls to breeders or anyone else trying to come in.

      “I got through. It was… a bit tougher than usual but I did it.”

      Ronnie frowned. “Any headache?”

      I shook my head.

      She put a hand on her hip. “Anything else I should know?”

      I chewed my lip. Ronnie had made a deal with all of us that as our doctor we needed to tell her if something might impact our health. I didn’t want to lie now, especially after pissing her off recently.

      “Maybe. Umm, I can feel the breeders trying to get to my mind.”

      Ronnie’s eyebrows hit her hairline.

      “You what now?” Maxine asked.

      I hadn’t really ever spoken this aloud and it sounded crazy.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “They… try to get in and control me or keep me from doing things, but I am holding them off.”

      Okay, I needed therapy after speaking that out loud.

      Ronnie looked perplexed. “Okay, well, let me know if anything hurts.”

      Yeah, that was probably a good idea. The rest of the freaky stuff I would keep to myself or Master Aki.

      “Dawn,” Ronnie instructed, “I want you to try flying ten feet up in the air with Kit on your back. Then Kit can practice opening a small two-inch portal. If everything goes well, we can go bigger.”

      A rumbling shook Skyhome then, and all of our eyes collectively widened. The ground was pulled out from under my feet as the surface shook.

      “Giants!” Maxine cried out and pointed to the edge of the island where it dropped off into the sky. A large hand was curled around the edge and shaking it with such force that it felt like a mega earthquake. This shit was straight out of a fantasy novel. Giant aliens were about to rip us from the sky.

      “No time for practice! Let’s fly!” I shouted, and approached Dawn.

      Dawn lowered her head and I very carefully climbed onto her back, trying to avoid where I knew the sore spot was on her shoulders.

      ‘This okay?’ I checked in with her as the ground shook again.

      She nodded. ‘Open portal. Let’s go back to Earth.’

      Oh yeah, this entire plan hinged on me being able to open a portal again.

      Awesome.

      “Breeder!” Ronnie shouted just as she’d finished getting Maxine unto Clyde. Dawn flew up and I spun to see a breeder climbing the giant’s hand like Jack and the Beanstalk.

      “Kit! Portal!” Ronnie shouted.

      Right. Shit.

      “She’s packing, ya’ll!” Maxine drawled just as the sound of bullets cut through the air.

      The breeder had a freaking automatic military-grade rifle. She must have picked it up somewhere. Everything happened so fast, I couldn’t focus on where to open the portal because the world spun. Dawn tore across the island and shot downward and over the ledge, into the sky. Clyde did the same. Maxine was returning the breeder’s fire with her shotgun, but we were now out of range.

      Now that we were in the sky I could see what was going on. One giant was on another giant’s shoulders, and then another, and they were ripping Skyhome from its serene place. The giant on the ground teetered and swayed holding up the other ones.

      I could feel Dawn’s agony as it seeped into our mental connection and I knew it was only a matter of time before the giants came for us.

      “I can’t open a portal moving like this!” I shouted.

      “Get to the ground!” Ronnie called back.

      That was a decent idea. The breeder was still shooting over the edge trying to get us. With quick jerky movement, Dawn half flew, half fell to the ground, and I clung to her back for dear life. The moment we touched down, I thanked God there weren’t any ghouls waiting for us.

      “Now!” Maxine urged me.

      Taking a deep breath, I felt for that place between the two worlds and prayed the breeders couldn’t block me like last time. If I had limits to my mental strength, then maybe they would too.

      Hopefully.

      I knew Dawn was in pain; she was quivering while trying to hold steady so I could do my thing. I stayed on her back though, in case I needed to be airborne again.

      Come on, baby. I need this to work.

      Rather than try to go in slowly and do shit inch by inch like Ronnie would like, I just decided to go big or go home. It would take big power to push past the breeders’ block, which was still there, like a steel trap they had used to shut down my ability to open between worlds. Taking in a deep breath, I held on to Dawn with my thighs and put my hands out before me.

      One.

      Two.

      With a battle cry, I thrust all of my mental power into tearing that steel trap open, and a giant hole ripped open before us.

      “Good lord!” Maxine exclaimed at the hundred-foot-diameter circle opened up right at the edge of the lake in Oregon. It wasn’t the hole that had me transfixed, it was the freaking thousands of soldiers who were now marching towards us, guns drawn.

      Damien had called in the cavalry.

      Dawn needed no urging. Together, she and Clyde burst forward, hovering a few inches off the ground. The second we entered Earth, Jeremy popped out behind a tree, scaring the shit out of me.

      “Keep it open!” he shouted to me, indicating the portal.

      It was causing a major throb at the base of my skull; I’d just been about to close it. But I forced it to remain open, the biggest one I’d ever created. Damien slid in next to Jeremy and I noticed they both were carrying cylinders, like some type of black tubing with a spike at the bottom.

      They walked to the edge of the portal I had opened; Jeremy went to the far left while Damien went to the outermost right, almost into the water.

      “Now!” Jeremy shouted, and they both shoved the spikes into the ground.

      A small shockwave burst out, throwing them both backward a little.

      “Jeremy!” I leapt off of Dawn and ran for my boyfriend’s brother.

      He was grinning ear to ear, lying flat on his back and looking up at the portal.

      When I spun, I realized I’d lost my concentration on the portal… but it was still open.

      I looked at him incredulously. “You did that?”

      Jeremy stood, brushing off his pants. “Easy once I realized it was a quantum field. The two quantum flux stabilizers should keep it open for now.”

      He’d just spoken Latin but I didn’t care. Jeremy had found a way to keep the portal open!

      The military was moving into position to guard the newly-opened gateway and I wanted to get Jeremy away from the opening in case the breeders came down with their giants and firepower.

      “Come on, buddy, let’s find your brother.” I hauled him away from the opening by the armpit, ignoring the dull headache throbbing at the base of my skull.

      “Kit! Jer!” Damien cried out as I wove Jeremy through the advancing army.

      “No touching,” Jeremy reminded me and pulled away from my hand.

      “Sorry.”

      When we finally broke through the crowd, Damien was just getting to us.

      He crashed into me, wrapping his arms around me so tightly I thought I might be crushed.

      “K, bye. I need to look at the data readings,” Jeremy mumbled and ran off. Damien held me, his chest rising and falling as my own emotions clashed within me.

      Finally, he pulled away and faced me. “I thought you were…” He couldn’t’ say it.

      Dead.

      I shook my head. “Dawn saved me. Pulled Ronnie, Maxine, and I up to Skyhome. I had… some health issues… so I couldn’t contact you.”

      My ankle still hurt, as well as the wounds on my upper arms, but I was okay.

      Best not to mention the possible “brain bleed.” His eyes ran over the stitches and staples dotting my shoulders from the skid bite and finally he sighed. “I tried to get to you by going to sleep, but they locked us out.”

      A frown pulled at my lips. “Who locked you out? Out of the Dream War?”

      He nodded. “I took a sleeping pill, passed out, and dreamed! Kit, the entire world was locked out, or in depending on who was already asleep at the time. When the breeders shut down your ability to open the portals, they shut down the Dream War temporarily.”

      Holy shit. People… dreamed. It must be all over the news. That also explained why that guy who’d jacked my gun at the lake had been so frantic. He’d been trapped in there for days.

      I asked what had been pressing most on my conscience: “Did you get citizenship for the Galadrias? Do they have food?”

      He glanced around at the soldiers near us and pulled me into a thick grove of trees for added privacy. “Jeremy has discovered a synthetic mixture of aloe vera juice, any kind of cooking oil, and chlorophyll sustains them. Buckley is having barrels of the green stuff shipped over from Nevada.”

      That was a huge relief.

      “And the citizenship?” I could tell by his fallen expression that there was an issue with that.

      He chewed at his lip. “That’s a work in progress. They’ve been granted temporary asylum.”

      Rage flooded through me. “Ex-fucking-scuse me?”

      Damien reached out and squeezed my hand. “Buckley was super impressed with what you could do with the portal and excited at the prospect of the breeders and sentries turning to ash. She’s given Jeremy full range over all intelligence to build whatever he needs, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But she still sees the Galadrias as aliens who don’t belong here. She will only grant them citizenship if you destroy the Dream War as promised.”

      I was fuming. “And if I don’t?” How dare she give me a fucking ultimatum!

      He winced. “They need to go back.”

      “Their home was just destroyed! The giants ripped Skyhome down as we stood on it!” I was hyperventilating and my headache was worse than ever. I needed to relax and should probably go check on Ronnie and Maxine, see how Dawn and Clyde were, but this was too important.

      “I’m going to speak with her. I’ll be right back.” I spun to leave, but Damien was right on my tail.

      “Kit, that’s not a good idea! She’s fighting a lot of international pressure. News crews have shown up—”

      I spun on him and faced him down. “Are you with me or against me?”

      It was a shitty thing to ask but now was the time to take sides. This was it. The end. The big moment. I needed to know that if I died trying to end the Dream Wars, the Galadrias would be offered save haven on Earth. Forever. No matter what.

      Damien reached out and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “With you. Always with you.”

      “Okay, then let’s go talk to Buckley.”

      I stormed off with Damien at my heels. President or not, I would grind this woman down until she had no choice but to submit to me.
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      Damien and I were waiting in a tent while Buckley finished up a press release on what was happening with the Dream War. We were told the press conference was happening at the opening of Trillium Lake, down the road, and a huge canvas sheet had been erected to cover the opening to the Dream War. Damien and I watched it live from his phone.

      “Who is this woman who can… open a way between our worlds? Is she an American citizen?” one reporter asked.

      Buckley plastered a huge smile on her face. “Commander Kit Steele is very much an American citizen and very much on our side. Details of her abilities are classified of course, but I can tell you we are working together very closely as allies.”

      She was smooth.

      “Why are the Galadrias here? When are they going home?”

      I stiffened, but Buckley kept her smile plastered on. “The Galadrias were brought here by Commander Kit Steele in an emergency situation and will return just as soon as they are able. Next question.”

      Bitch.

      “Is it true the ghouls burn up when they hit our atmosphere?” a young, eager man shouted.

      Buckley cleared her throat. “Yes.”

      The room erupted into chaos of questions but Buckley stood there confidently. “One final question, I have time for one final question…”

      A young Asian woman stood up on a chair. “If Commander Steele can open a door to their world and the ghouls die when they hit ours, let’s start throwing them out! What are you doing to end the Dream Wars?”

      The smile fell from Buckley’s mouth and turned into a grim line of determination. She leaned forward, hovering over the mic. “I assure you I am doing everything in my power to end this war. That is all. Thank you.”

      Buckley walked off camera and Damien turned off his phone.

      “Reporters are rabid,” he exclaimed.

      I crossed my arms. “Well, they are about to get more rabid. because if Buckley doesn’t agree to my deal, I’m going to the press.”

      Damien winced. “Just… try to remain calm. Anger and negotiations don’t mix.”

      I wanted to tell him that asking me to calm down just made me more enraged, but Buckley‘s assistant walked into the tent right then.

      “The president is on her way in,” he informed us and left.

      Two minutes later, Buckley entered.

      “Commander Steele, I’m glad you made it back.” She nodded to me. Then fixed her eyes on Damien. “My assistant has told me the gateway is holding?”

      Damien nodded. “Jeremy’s idea worked.”

      Buckley pinched the bridge of her nose. “He’s a genius. Tell him whatever he needs, he gets.”

      I cleared my throat. “Ma’am, we have an issue we need to discuss.”

      She looked up at me and I almost felt sorry for her in that moment. The bags under her eyes were large and dark and I wondered when the last time was that she slept.

      She checked her watch. “You have three minutes before my telephone conference with Japan.”

      Three minutes… jeeze.

      I squared my shoulders. “I am not going to risk myself and try to bring down the Dream War without knowing the Galadrias will never be sent back there. I want them to have full citizenship or I’m out.”

      Instead of looking pissed, she sighed as more stress eked into her features.

      “Kit. They’re aliens. Regardless of how gentle they may be, humanity still associates them with the Dream Wars and everything bad.”

      “I don’t care. I’m telling you right now to go back in that press room and declare the Galadrias safe from persecution or I’m out and Jeremy goes with me.”

      That caused her eyebrow to rise and I felt Damien stiffen beside me.

      “I just watched their home be ripped from the sky! They are refugees. Have a fucking heart!” I finally screamed, letting the rage fully take over. I didn’t give a shit if she was the president or not.

      Her anger finally came up to match my own. Fury lined her gaze as she stepped closer to me. “Do you want to start another world war? When the Dream Wars end, then we have other countries trying to wipe us off the map for harboring these aliens?! I’ve already got Russia doing flyovers in Alaska and threatening to bomb this very lake where we stand! Now Japan is nervous about our involvement with the Galadrias.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. Was that what her call was about with Japan? Were other countries nervous that we’d given the Galadrias refuge? Shit. I hadn’t considered that.

      “What if we didn’t let them stay in America?” Damien piped in. “What if I used my wealth to buy them an island? Somewhere remote. Away from humans.”

      Buckley sighed, crossing her arms. “I might be able to swing that, but who will continue to pay for their food and care? It can’t be America. We cannot associate with being soft towards the ghouls. Any type of ghoul. The world is freaked out enough by Kit’s powers. I can’t add another thing on.”

      Ouch. But she had a point, dammit. Maybe I didn’t understand politics.

      “It won’t be,” Damien assured her as my heart completely and utterly beat for him and him only. I’d never loved him more than in the moment he pledged to use his parents’ lifelong legacy and wealth to give alien refugees a safe place to live. “I will set up a trust fund for them,” he declared, and I couldn’t help the tears that fell down my cheek.

      Buckley seemed moved as well; her eyes grew misty and she started to pace the room. “Alright, goddammit! Find and purchase that island and I’ll announce it to the press. Spin it as a private third-party humanitarian thing. But I’ll make it clear the Galadrias have US protection as an ally. Our lawyers will find some refugee legal language to make it legit.”

      Damien nodded.

      “You…” Buckley pointed to me. “Get with Jeremy and find out how to end this war. We’ve got them by the balls. Let’s strike while the iron is hot. Whatever you need, you have, including the entire United States Army. Deal?”

      I’d gotten what I wanted for the Galadrias and now it was my turn to honor my part.

      “Deal.”

      We shook, and with that she fled the room.

      I looked up at the man I’d once been paid to protect, the man who had somehow ended up protecting me.

      “Damien…” My lip quivered. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      He crossed the room, taking my head into his hands and cradling my chin. “What’s important to you is important to me, and Dawn has saved our lives countless times. It’s the least I can do.”

      I realized in that moment that I was so deeply in love with him there was no turning back. I’d crossed that threshold, the point of no return in a relationship where you can’t get out without considerable scars.

      “How do we end this?” I asked him. Jeremy was a genius no doubt, but so was Damien.

      He looked over at me. “I don’t know yet, but I have over a dozen ideas. Let’s call our team together and start to brainstorm. We don’t sleep until we have a solid plan.”

      He was right. So many variables had changed from Jeremy’s original idea to end the Dream Wars. The breeders were locking me out now—but we had the gateway. It was now or never, the time had come. No more nights spent in the Dream War as helpless little humans. The next time I stepped foot in that place would be to end it all. Consequences be dammed.
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      “We need to cull the breeder population. That’s step one.” Master Aki was drawing “1. Kill Breeders” on the whiteboard in our military tent that had been given to us to solve this problem. Other than my team, President Buckley and three of her top advisors sat in chairs at the edge of the room, offering advice and taking notes. We’d been at this an hour. Mostly because we’d let Jeremy go first and the poor kid had just launched into a never-ending monologue on parallel dimensions and frequencies and shit that was way over my head. In the end, Damien had gotten him to explain that he could probably create a device, a helmet, for me to wear that would send out a beacon to the entire hive mind of the breeders. This would call them to one location. Here. Where we could hopefully wipe them out.

      “We can take care of the breeder culling no problem,” Buckley stated. “You use your… beacon device… to call them here and my army will wipe them out.”

      Master Aki looked satisfied in that and sat down.

      “Okay, and how do we kill the rest of them, grunts, skids, sentries, hundreds of thousands of them?” one of her advisors asked.

      That was going to be my job…

      I stood. “I will attempt to use my power to collapse the Dream War, opening a portal so big that it exposes their world to ours and folds it in on itself.”

      Theoretically it sounded awesome, and would look really cool in a movie, but, realistically, I was terrified it wasn’t even—

      Buckley called me out. “Is that even possible?”

      “With a large part of the breeder population dead, yes,” Master Aki said with authority.

      Buckley looked like she wasn’t buying it. “And if Kit can’t… what’s our plan B?”

      Silence.

      More silence.

      Tons of awkward silence.

      Jeremy stood. “Then we use Kit’s powers to tap into the entire ghoul hive mind and lure them all with the beacon before blowing them all up with a nuclear bomb. But that option will probably kill Kit.”

      Damien’s voice was laced with mild anger. “That’s not an option, buddy.”

      President Buckley nodded. “Agreed. Let’s hope plan A works.”

      Ronnie stood and eyed President Buckley. “She needs to rest for twenty-four hours before we attempt anything.”

      The president nodded. “This time tomorrow, we will commence with plan A. Let me know if you need anything. Until then, I will be fighting fires and having more soldiers shipped in.”

      We all nodded.

      Twenty-four hours. I had twenty-four hours to prepare for the end of the world…

      Or the beginning.
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        * * *

      

      I called my mom, Tatum, Santiago, anyone I could think of to say goodbye. I didn’t technically say goodbye, but I called to hear their voice one last time in case I didn’t make it through this. I’d lain around with Damien for a few hours, talking about future plans and dreaming of a life we might never have. Jeremy came and went, taking readings from the helmet he’d placed on my head.

      But my last ten hours had been the most challenging. Those had been spent with Master Aki trying to talk and meditate my way through what I was going to do. We both agreed that I should not attempt anything mentally in practice. I should reserve all of my strength for the big moment, but that also made it hard for me to believe in myself, believe I would be able to do something I barely understood, when the time came.

      The game changer would be killing off the breeders. Now that we knew that the Dream War was controlled and kept at bay by the breeders, we could expose a weakness. The only thing was I had no idea how many breeders the Dream War contained or how many were needed to keep it going. Now that the last of their ships had landed with their scouts, it was the perfect time to hit and end them.

      The only thing left to do was have a talk with Dawn. She was my only source of inside information. I walked around the lake to where the Galadrias were being kept and smiled a little inside at the island idea. Damien had already found a suitable island and was sending his real estate agent there now. President Buckley had gone on live TV to announce our deal as well. If I died today, I knew that these gentle creatures would be taken care of, and that put my mind at ease. As I walked, I passed a horse type of trough filled with the green stuff and made my way over to my longtime friend.

      Dawn stood. ‘Kit is ready?’ Her wings were still weak but she insisted on being there with me to the end. We still had about an hour before we were leaving, and I wanted to spend some of that time with her.

      I nodded. ‘Can Dawn tell Kit anything else about breeders? How many breeders does it take to create Dream War world?’

      If I could learn anything else from her to help me understand how they worked, it might turn the tide in our favor. Dawn seemed to think about this and I knew she was accessing knowledge from her entire hive mind. ‘Many. When we land on new planet, every Breeder uses power to tether the two worlds together.’

      That was what I thought and was good news for our plan. ‘Do you think if we kill enough breeders, the Dream War will fall?’

      Dawn was silent. ‘Dawn wants to tell Kit something, but Dawn doesn’t.’

      My brow furrowed and I cocked my head to the side. ‘I’m confused.’

      Dawn shifted on her feet nervously. ‘Dawn has information that can help Kit end Dream Wars but has been keeping it from Kit because… Dawn sees Kit die if she does.’

      A stone sank in my stomach. Part of me didn’t want to press her for information, the selfish part of me that didn’t want to die. But then I thought of Tatum, Maxine, everyone else who would live on in peace if I could just end this thing.

      ‘Dawn, you have to tell me. No matter what.’ I held her gaze and reached out to stroke her neck.

      She was quiet for a while.

      Finally she spoke: ‘Not all breeders are the same. There is a special one, like humans would call a queen. Kill queen breeder and then Kit can destroy Dream War.’

      Holy fuck. Did she just say they had a queen? The world tilted on its axis. ‘Dawn, why didn’t you tell me this before?’

      Anger laced my tone and she avoided my gaze.

      ‘Dawn see’s Kit’s future.’ She nuzzled my belly. ‘Every time Dawn tells Kit about Queen Breeder, someone dies. Usually Kit.’

      I frowned. ‘What do you mean every time? You’ve never told me this before.’

      Dawn swallowed hard. ‘Hard to explain. Multiple realities, future changes constantly.’

      Jesus.

      ‘Dawn, if there is a queen breeder, and taking her out will help me end the Dream Wars, then I have to do it. You understand that, right? Even my death will not keep me from saving millions, billions of humans.’

      Dawn nodded. ‘But what if all your friends died and you lived? Would it still be worth it?’

      Fuck. Her words made bile rise up my throat. ‘Is…is that what happens?’ My voice shook, even mentally.

      Dawn looked at the thick forest. ‘It’s one of the futures I see. Kit, all alone, Dream Wars has ended but Kit have no one, not even Dawn.’

      Panic ripped through me at her words. Damien, Ronnie, everyone would die?

      ‘No. No that’s not worth it.’ I felt so selfish for saying it; the whole of humanity should be worth a handful of lives surely… but I couldn’t bring myself to sacrifice my friends.

      Maybe if I went alone… then I would only be risking myself. Could I take on a queen breeder alone?

      ‘Do you know where the queen Breeder lives?’

      The moment I asked, Dawn looked at the ground and I knew that was a yes.

      I was about to ask her where, when rocks crunched behind me and I spun to see Master Aki. He was wearing full battle armor. Both of his Katanas were slipped into his back harness and he had a gun on each hip.

      “I will accompany you to kill the queen breeder,” he said.

      My eyes bugged out of my head. “You knew?”

      Something dark crossed his face and nodded. “Only recently. I dreamt of her last night.”

      He dreamed? Right, while we were gone, the Dream War had been closed down.

      “I want to go alone.” I held my chin high. It was hard to stand against this man who I loved and admired, but for his safety I would.

      “Then you die. I saw that too.” His expression was grim.

      Shit. The truth bombs were getting thrown left and right.

      “And if you go with me, I don’t die?” I needed some good news because shit was looking bleak.

      He stepped forward and pulled my face into his hands like you would coddle a child. “If I go, you live.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. “But what if you get hurt?”

      One of the tears spilled over and he caught it with his thumb. “You are like a daughter to me. If I get hurt protecting you, then an old man dies happy.”

      A sob escaped me and he pulled me into a hug. I was never this emotional around him— hell, around anyone—but shit felt dire. I felt like the world was closing in on me. No matter what I did, someone got hurt. Letting someone just hold me while I lost my shit and cried felt so damn good, but I would never admit that out loud.

      When he finally pulled away and brushed the last tear from my cheek, we were ready. It was unspoken that I had to do this and I wouldn’t be able to tell him not to come. Like Dawn, he was with me until the end.

      “I can’t tell anyone else that we’re leaving.” Ronnie, Damien, they would all try to stop me.

      Master Aki nodded. “You cannot. But you could leave a note.”

      Yes. A note would assuage my guilt, and in the event I died trying to kill this bitch, it would be my goodbye.

      ‘Dawn is healed. Dawn will fly Kit and Master Aki.’ Dawn had watched our passionate conversation the entire time and stayed silent and supportive.

      I wanted to tell her no, to fight for her safety, but she’d long told me that it was she and I until the end and so I allowed it. I just hoped I wouldn’t live to regret it.

      ‘Thank you, friend.’ My fingers stroked her furry feathers, and then I pulled out a pen and paper from my backpack to pen a final letter to my friends.

      

      My hand shook as I tried to think of the opening line.

      

      Please forgive me. I love you all too much to sacrifice even one of you. Dawn has told me of the existence of a queen breeder. I’m taking Master Aki and we’re going to take her out so we can end the Dream Wars. I’ll meet you back here at the gateway to bring it all down together.

      I paused. I wanted to say something about if I didn’t show up, but I couldn’t bear to think of that.

      All my love.

      Kit

      

      With that, Master Aki, Dawn, and I walked to the gateway and prepared for our solo mission.
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      We walked the back way around the lake, which took an extra ten minutes but helped us avoid running into Damien or anyone else. I gave the guard at the gateway my note and then we slipped into the Dream War without question. I was a commander after all, and the army had been told to take my orders.

      Flying through the Dream War on our way to the queen breeder’s den, I was outfitted for battle but for my plasma cuff, as it would not let me fight others, only protect me from getting hurt. I was due to meet Jeremy for my final helmet fitting in a few minutes. I felt awful about bailing on him. He’d put so much work into that device and it might never be used.

      If I could kill this queen breeder and use the helmet to attract and kill the other breeders… we had a shot of bringing this whole fucking world down. Before I’d gone to get Dawn, Ronnie had given me a cocktail of drugs, including steroids, to hopefully help my brain from having another hemorrhage. My ankle wasn’t perfectly healed, but she put it in a hard brace to keep the stitches from ripping if I got into a fight.

      ‘We are close, she may be expecting you. Queen breeder is hive mind, like… human computer.’

      That sort of made sense but not really. Instead of trying to get Dawn to explain herself better, I decided it didn’t really matter. I was going to kill this bitch either way.

      We were flying over a field of pod trees, but Dawn was descending over a small hump in the ground that looked like the entrance to a cave.

      I turned and shouted over my shoulder at Master Aki: “She may be expecting us. Be on guard.”

      He nodded and held my gaze. “Kit, you are capable of great things. I’ve seen it. Let the energy flow through you, don’t hold on to it. When you hold it, you get hurt. Let it move through you. You are a conduit for it.”

      What the...? Another thing I didn’t quite understand. The alien planet energy? My breeder energy? What energy? But the time for questions was over.

      I had an awful feeling in my stomach that this wasn’t going to go well. That one or all of us were going to die.

      “I love you. Thank you for taking a chance on a little girl with anger issues. You saved me.” Tears streamed down my cheeks as I thought of the countless hours he’d put in training me and what a little shit I’d been in my early teen years.

      Why was I so emotional lately? The stone-cold warrior in me had been broken since I allowed myself to fall for Damien. Now there were feelings everywhere and all the time.

      He sighed, giving me a small smile. “I love you too, Kit. And it’s you who saved me.”

      Before I could respond, Dawn landed right in front of a cave opening. This was no ordinary opening, this was… like a graveyard. There were piles upon piles of… human bones… stacked neatly by the front opening in ceremonial piles and stained with... fresh red blood.

      Nausea rolled into me but I didn’t have time for it, because two sentries walked out of the cave and looked right at us.

      “I got this.” Master Aki dismounted and threw something. It took me a second to realize it was a grenade.

      ‘Get down!’ I shouted to Dawn, and flew off her back just as the bomb went off.

      The force of the blast threw dust and rocks everywhere and Master Aki disappeared into the dirt cloud, probably to finish off the sentries himself.

      Dammit, he had a death wish.

      “Get my back!” I called to Dawn as she stood and brought in the rear.

      ‘Always.’

      She could breathe fire, so bringing her hadn’t totally been for her ability to fly.

      As the dust began to settle, Master Aki walked out of it holding two heads, one for each sentry. I knew this was a life or death moment, but I couldn’t help but remark at how badass my mentor was.

      “Hopefully we’ve gotten her attention,” I declared to Master Aki, surveying the rubble that was the entrance to her cave. If she was in there, she was buried alive. The grenade was a smart idea; we might not even have to kill her. We could starve her out and keep her trapped in there.

      Flicking my gaze over my shoulder, I made sure Dawn was watching my back, which she was, and then I turned back to the collapsed cave entrance.

      The rocks… were shaking. Like each one contained a battery and was set on high, they were all vibrating.

      “Get back!” Master Aki screamed, his arm coming out to push me behind him just as every rock barring the cave entrance exploded outward in our direction.

      I barely had time to flinch, never mind take cover, but Master Aki had thrown himself over me. We were knocked back, with him landing halfway on top of me. With a groan, he rolled off me holding his stomach.

      “Master Aki!” I scrambled to my feet and checked him over. His lip was bleeding but his head looked okay. I was about to check his stomach when a shrill cackle came from the mouth of the cave.

      “Kit Steele comes to challenge me at last,” a raspy, feminine yet primal voice called out.

      I swiveled  and lay my sights on the mother of all ghouls. Looking at her, it all became clear to me. She had the colored, ropy hair like the giants and the build of a sentry with the skin of a grunt. On her back were four tentacles like the skids had, all serrated. She was like a freaking mutant of all of them. Except the Galadrias. I didn’t spy anything of them in her and I wondered if they even originated here.

      “You make them all,” I said with wonder.

      She grinned, showcasing serrated, shark-like teeth. “I am the mother of everything you see.” She opened her arms wide, “and I will also be your end.”

      I’d somehow been so enamored with what she looked like that I’d forgotten I came here to kill her. Her tentacles shot out for me, but Master Aki lurched forward and cut the tips off of two of them, while I was able to dodge the other two.

      I stepped forward to run at her, but it felt like I was walking through cement. My legs were slow and shaky.

      “She’s controlling you! Use your power!” my mentor shouted.

      Mental combat was not my strong suit, but I cleared my mind and tried to connect with the force pushing in on me.

      Holy Mother, she was strong.

      I felt her in my mind, weighing on me like a ton of bricks, pushing at the edges and trying to break me.

      Pain. I pushed out at her and she grinned.

      “That’s cute,” she huffed, still not having moved from her place at the entrance of her cave.

      A searing hot pain like I was being lit on fire exploded up my back and I screamed.

      Everything happened so fast. Master Aki threw another grenade, and at the same time I heard bullets snap from his gun. Dawn lurched forward, breathing a stream of fire so that the queen breeder couldn’t move away from the grenade, and I just writhed on the ground with the pain she’d stuck me in.

      The bomb went off, throwing me back a few feet, and suddenly Master Aki was in my face. “That’s all I got, the rest is up to you, Kit. Go deep, don’t be afraid of that power. You’re not a little girl anymore, you can handle it now.”

      The pain had subsided when the bomb went off. I’d hoped it was because she was dead, but I knew better. This bitch would be hard to kill. It would take all three of us, no doubt.

      Standing, I waited for the rubble to settle and went within myself. Deep inside the recesses of my mind was a great power. It felt like an earthquake, and if I were to let it loose, it might erupt and I’d lose my sanity.

      Maybe going insane would be worth it if it meant defeating this monster and ending the Dream Wars. Either way, I couldn’t afford to just sit idly anymore. With a shaky breath, I pulled the zipper on my mental power, letting it flow fully.

      “Yes!” Master Aki shouted as the hairs on my arms stood up. It felt like I’d just swallowed lightning; everything in my body was alive.

      A blur to my right had me spinning just in time to see the breeder lunging for me, two shiny blades in her hands.

      Without panicking, I raised my katanas and felt for the air around her body. There was space there, but the space was not empty; it was filled with matter, energy. I froze that energy with my mind somehow, by instinct, and she stopped her advance like she’d run into a brick wall.

      The shock on her face caused me to grin.

      “You! You stole my power, little girl,” she hissed, and clanked her blades together, causing the energy to break apart. “Now I will steal something from you.”

      Her tentacles came out behind her like wings, and that’s what drew my attention, but I realized too late that it was a distraction. As I readied myself to fend off the tentacle strike that never came, she flung those two blades so deadly fast I didn’t even realize they were thrown until I heard Master Aki’s strangled cry behind me.

      It was like time stopped. I spun in seemingly slow motion as Dawn charged forward, blowing an arc of fire to keep the queen breeder back. Master Aki had a blade in his throat and another in his stomach; he was staring at me, wide-eyed. Blood gushed from his neck wound as he slunk to the ground.

      “Noooo!” A guttural cry left my lips as the power I’d brought up flooded to the surface. I should have brought Ronnie; she could maybe have patched him up. The power within me shook my arms as I held a hand over his bleeding throat.

      I wept over the man who had been like a father to me. “Hang on. Dawn will fly you home.”

      He looked up into my eyes and smiled. “No, child…” His voice was weak, and as the grief crashed into me, wave after wave, the ground started to shake. I don’t know how I knew, but it was my anger causing the earth to shake.

      “It was always to be… this way. End the Dream Wars. Be happy. I love…y—” He didn’t finish his sentence before the breath left his mouth and he…was gone.

      Grief and rage whirred within me like a blender. I popped onto my feet with both blades drawn.

      That evil bitch was about to get cut into a thousand pieces. I spun to see her holding Dawn in midair, trying to pluck off her wings.

      Without a sound, I crept across the desert-like floor and slipped behind one of the bone piles that hadn’t yet been blown up, then I burst from my hiding place and came at her from behind in full fucking ninja attack mode.

      Her back was turned to me where she was preoccupied with torturing Dawn. I leapt and came down with both of my blades, simultaneously hacking her tentacles off. All four of them hit the ground with a thud; black blood spurted from the stumps at her back. A high-pitched scream rose across the space and she spun, shock on her face. I was done talking. From here on out I was going to dismantle her limb from limb, going in for an attack, then out for rest, then back in, just as Master Aki had taught me.

      Without warning, some type of shockwave pushed off from her body and slammed into me, but I clenched my muscles as my feet skidded on the rough dirt surface. I held that bitch’s gaze as I grit my jaw together. The shock and grief of losing master Aki had turned me into a monster. I felt nothing. I was unhinged completely.

      ‘I can’t help you. She’s frozen me,’ Dawn called out into my mind. She sounded far away.

      ‘When you get free, fly back to the others and don’t look back. I can’t lose anyone else,’ I told her.

      Using all of my energy, I pushed, and the next energy shockwave she’d sent for me shattered like glass as a shockwave of my own burst forward. It was so strong it knocked the queen breeder back three feet and blew Dawn even farther.

      My eyes flicked to Master Aki’s dead form lying in a pool of his own blood. Nothing about me felt human anymore. With a battle cry, I leapt and flew twenty feet, knocking the queen down and straddling her. Her razor-sharp nails clamped down into my hips as she tried to remove me, but I pinned her with my thighs. She was trying to enter my mind. I felt her pushing at it, trying to inflict pain, but my mind was a steel trap.

      I swung my katana across her neck just as she lifted her pelvis, trying to buck me off. I could barely feel the pain at my hips, though I did feel the sticky cold trickle of blood. She bucked a second time and I hit the ground, but in the same instant I rolled over just as she was climbing on top of me. Blood spurted from her neck wound, but before my eyes… it stitched together, regenerating like the giants did when they lost an arm. I knew then that the only way to kill her would be to blow her up. I had one grenade in my pocket. In order to ensure she didn’t run away from the blast, I’d have to hold it to the back of her damn neck.

      She was still on top of me. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to live anymore. Not in a world where Master Aki was dead. A sob formed in my throat and I dropped my Katanas, unable to fight with them in this short distance. I slipped my hand into my cargo pocket.

      The breeder’s hands wrapped around my throat. “Humans are so fragile. Without air, they just poof.” She grinned, dripping saliva onto my cheek.

      I wrapped my fingers around the grenade and inserted my middle finger into the pin. I would miss Damien, Maxine, Ronnie, Brisk, Nox, everyone. Sweet Jeremy too. I felt bad for letting everyone down, but this would at least help them bring down the Dream War one day. I was just about to pull out the pin when a shadow passed over the breeder’s face. Looking up, I spotted Damien riding Rodger. He had a rocket launcher gun held firmly in both hands. Seeing him here flushed a healthy dose of fear through my veins, and also chased away some of my grief, helping me think more clearly.

      I could not let her hurt my Damien. Before she completely cut of my air supply and made my ability to fight her off impossible, I used every ounce of strength I had and bucked her up and off me with one snap of my pelvis. With the gap I’d created, I drew my knees in, planted my boots onto her stomach, and with one final burst of energy, I snapped my legs up and sent her flying just as Damien launched a rocket at her head.

      My body stayed pinned to the ground as the rocket hit her neck and exploded. I had to fight the urge not to close my eyes. I wanted to see that head fly. When her head severed from her body, a crack reverberated throughout the planet and the sky… fractured. One second it was a gloomy green nighttime sky, and the next lines of Earth’s blue sky bled in with columns of light that flooded over the ground.

      I stood, taking no chances, and pulled my pin from the grenade I’d been holding. I chucked it right onto her stomach before walking away. I wasn’t about to have her head rejoin her body or any crazy Hollywood shit like that. As the explosion went off, Damien dismounted Rodger and ran for me. Dawn hadn’t flown for home like I’d asked her, but she’d clearly called for help. For some reason I felt so ashamed. When Damien went to hold me, I shrugged him away, tears lining my eyes.

      I ran to Master Aki and fell onto his body, sobbing. Now that the threat was over, I was going to allow myself to mourn properly.

      “I’m so sorry,” Damien said, “but we can’t stay. Breeders are inbound.” He checked something on his wrist.

      “Fuck the breeders!” I shouted, clutching Master Aki’s limp form, hating the way his eyes looked vacantly at the now-cracked sky.

      Damien bent and scooped Master Aki up into his arms, causing me to sob louder. I followed him as he set my old friend on Rodger’s back and told him to fly him home. Everything was slow motion, I was so numb. How was this really happening?

      Next, he grabbed me, and I fought him a little at first, as we climbed onto Dawn. When we took to the skies and Damien started to rub my back in small circles like my mother would when I was younger, I lost it. Full sobs racked my body as I carried the weight of my most cherished friend’s death with me. I never should have allowed him to come. He all but told me he would die and I let it happen! I should have been faster, should have protected him when the breeder threw the knives…

      I was vaguely aware of Damien slipping a helmet onto my head, clicking the strap under my chin. Then he tilted my face up to look at him. “Kit, I’m so damn sorry about Master Aki. When this is all over, we will mourn him together.” His crystalline blue eyes cut right through me. “But right now I need your help. The world needs you. We have to finish this.”

      I whimpered, wanting to stay in that numb place I was lost in.

      “I don’t think I can,” I told him honestly, wiping my eyes.

      He shook his head. “You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met. You can do this. You have to link into the breeders’ minds, then Jeremy will use the helmet to call them to you. We are so close to ending this.”

      I looked at the sky, the patches of blue seeping through. A horrifying thought came over me then. If I didn’t do this right now, the breeders who probably felt their queen mother’s death might get in their ships and go, only to come back another day. I didn’t want to live with that fear.

      “Okay.” My voice was stronger, less shaky. My tears had dried, and although I felt hollow inside, I somehow still felt that strength within me. I was born a fighter and I’d have to fight now.

      Taking a few deep breaths, I expanded my awareness and searched for that sickly strong current that was the breeder hive mind. Or what it used to be. What I felt now was frantic, enraged, and hurting. They were no longer one cohesive energy but multiple fearful strands. Pushing my awareness out, I latched on to as many as I could find.

      ‘Come get me, bitches,’ I told them. A surge of anger spiked at my connection with them, and then an outpouring of hate. They scrambled to connect with my mind, but as they were no longer one, they were weaker than before.

      “I’m calling as many as I can. They no longer have a hive mind,” I told Damien.

      He was tinkering with something on his wrist. A breeder tracker no doubt. “That’s okay. It’s working. We’re going to funnel them into this valley and the army will light them up. Then you do your thing and collapse the Dream War.” Damien was in battle mode and I was trying, but my thoughts kept going to all the blood on my hands and pants.

      Red. Human. Master Aki’s…

      He’d taken a twelve-year-old girl and turned her into a survivor, a warrior.

      At that thought, I straightened my shoulders. I needed to do this for him, or his death was in vain.

      We flew for another thirty minutes, me wearing the helmet and keeping the breeders at bay in my mind and Damien consulting his tracker watch.

      “Okay, we’re close. Dawn, over there!” He pointed to a small valley between two hills. The perfect spot for an ambush. I recognized this area. Just beyond it was the gateway that led to Trillium Lake on Earth.

      Dawn set us down at the mouth of the valley, but we didn’t dismount. Damien and I stayed on her as the first of the breeders came into view. The army couldn’t be seen, but I knew they were there, watching and waiting. This entire valley was probably rigged with explosives.

      “Dawn, hold our position until the last moment, then fly us through to the gateway,” Damien told her, and she nodded.

      Dozens of breeders ran full force at us. The vision of them running with an animal’s gait and hate in their eyes was haunting. The ground shook, and for a moment I wondered if it was me again until I saw the giant come around the corner. Next was the sentries. Then the grunts. It was a full battle attack.

      Shit.

      Damien held the walkie talkie up to his mouth. “Are you seeing this?”

      An instant reply came from the president herself: “Loud and clear. Stay the course.”

      The first breeder was a hundred feet from us. I couldn’t help but smirk and wiggle my fingers in a little wave to taunt her.

      “Hold,” Damien told Dawn as I clenched my thighs around her to prepare for her takeoff.

      Twenty feet.

      “Hold.”

      The breeder jumped into the air and Damien screamed, “GO!”

      Dawn burst from where she’d been crouched and extended her wings. The breeder just missed us as Dawn flew low across the valley. The breeders were right on our tail, funneling everyone into what I assumed was the blast zone. Damien had a firm hand on my shoulder, keeping me rooted to the spot, and for the first time since this adrenaline rush battle began, I actively started to feel pain at my hips where that queen breeder bitch had clawed me. No doubt her poison was working into my veins. I felt warm and dizzy, but decided not to focus on it as there was nothing I could do about it at the moment.

      Once we were clear of the valley and had come out the other side, I could see dozens of army personnel. We flew by them quickly and I turned around just in time to see the lightshow. A hundred breeders, sentries and even a giant, had funneled into the canyon, and with a resounding boom the mountains exploded into a volley of rock and smoke. Ghoul body parts flew everywhere.

      They’d taken out the giant’s legs. He crawled, screaming on the ground like a baby, his voice loud enough to make my inner eardrum shake.

      “Okay, Kit, you’re up,” Damien screamed, as Dawn swooped through the gateway and landed on Earth.

      What? Now? Already? We blow up about a hundred of the bastards and now it’s time?

      The thought terrified me. Everything was happening too fast. I wasn’t ready. Ronnie, Maxine, Brisk, and Nox were waiting at the entrance, and sagged in relief at the sight of me. It was mayhem, people screaming orders and running all over the place, and right there, in the middle of it, I saw Master Aki’s limp form at Ronnie’s feet.

      “Kit!” Damien shook me and I met his gaze. “You have to collapse it now. You need to end the Dream Wars.”

      This was the moment, the reason everyone was running around and risking their lives— because they believed in me.

      Stepping off of Dawn, I allowed my shaky legs to pull me to the opening. Jeremy was there, hunched over a laptop and off to the side.

      “I’m glad you didn’t die,” he told me without meeting my gaze.

      I wanted to cry, because it was actually a very sweet thing to say coming from him. “Thanks, buddy.”

      Stepping into the opening, I tried to shut out everything around me. There were still some army personnel in front of me, in the Dream War, but they should theoretically be okay once I collapsed it. They would just be standing in Oregon on Earth. I needed them there because an onslaught of ghouls had arrived and I needed their protection.

      “Open that puppy up as big as you can and fold it in on itself,” Damien urged.

      Yeah. Collapse an entire dimension like it was no big deal...

      God help me.
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      Chaos reigned around me as I stood there in the gateway between our two worlds, but an eerie calm settled into my skin, into my entire being. This was it. The culmination of everything I’d ever wanted. Succeed or fail, no matter what, it would be over today, and I would truly be able to say I gave it my all. Taking deep breaths, I allowed my power to pulse from my skin, in and out with my breath. As I did, the gateway became bigger, then a bit smaller, in and out. Two army personnel took away the devices that had been holding the gateway open and now it was all me.

      I could do this. I was literally the only human on Earth capable of this. It had to be me.

      “Her hippocampus is lit up like a Christmas tree!” Jeremy observed from his computer, no doubt taking readings from my helmet.

      I ignored him and focused on breathing.

      The ghouls were advancing, shots firing back and forth from the army.

      I focused on the breath.

      I bargained with the big man upstairs: God, if you help me do this, I’ll never miss another Sunday at church.

      Breathe.

      Grabbing hold of my full power felt like pulling a hot iron out of the fire. It was wild and raging and I threw it all at the layer just between our two worlds. The opening that had been the size of a car now quickly bloomed to the size of a giant redwood tree. I pushed.

      More.

      Faster.

      Harder.

      I wanted to reduce this fucking evil world to rubble, to nothing. It was already cracked and broken and that gave me hope that I could bring this sucker down today.

      “Slow down, Kit, I’m detecting seizure activity!” Ronnie called out from where she stood over Jeremy’s shoulder.

      I couldn’t slow it, or stop it. The power had taken over me. I grabbed the edges of the Dream War and ripped it wide open. My eyelids twitched; I thrust my hands out and pushed the opening back as far as I could. I could no longer see the edges, but I could see the sentries and ghouls burning up right before the US Army that held the line to protect me.

      It was working.

      “Kit, fucking take a break!” Ronnie snapped, and lunged for me.

      Someone held her back.

      “I… cant... won’t,” I growled, feeling my legs go weak.

      “Let go!” Damien shouted at someone, who also must have held him.

      I pushed all of that away, let everything go into the background.

      The breeders were frantically clawing at my mind, trying to take me down, and a low throb started at the base of my skull. Their power was nothing compared to what it was before, but holding them off while trying to collapse an entire dimension…

      My vision turned blurry.

      “KIT!” Ronnie screamed with desperation.

      Building up all of my power, my body vibrated as a tremor laced its way through my nervous system.

      With a giant scream, I thrust everything I had outward into the Dream War and watched as the world literally collapsed in on itself, revealing a stunning view of Mount Hood.

      I held it in my mind and envisioned the dimension peeling away from our planet like a banana peel and then just falling away into the abyss.

      “KIT!”

      I couldn’t stay standing any longer. As I fell, the blackness took me, but I did so with the certainty that I’d ended it. The Dream War was dead.
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      Three Weeks Later

      

      I had a pretty bad seizure when I collapsed the Dream War, but luckily it didn’t cause any brain damage. I’d just needed a brief stay in the hospital for observation. I’d had no reoccurrences since then. The entire planet saw sudden piles of ash appear of out thin air as I’d peeled away the alien reality and exposed the creatures to our atmosphere.

      That night, humanity fell asleep with hope in their hearts and a healthy dose of fear. And, collectively… we dreamed.

      The entire world slept and dreamed and it was glorious. Future generations would never know the horrors we lived through other than from a history book. Children could grow up innocent, and the economy would prosper again.

      The first thing I did when I got out of the hospital was visit Dawn and the Galadrias at the island Damien had bought for them. There was some international outcry, but generally they were okay with it now that the threat was over. Humans were back in control.

      The synthetic green stuff we were producing was working fine for the Galadrias to consume. We had also learned that seawater, with its high salt content, was akin to their birthing pools, and allowed them to have their babies safely. We had one birth in the three weeks they’d lived there. They were happy and healthy, and Damien promised to fly me out on his private jet often to visit them.

      Just as he had today.

      I looked down at the urn in my hands and my chest tightened.

      Master Aki...

      I missed him so much that it ached. Today we would put him to rest, after Ronnie did my daily, yes daily, medical checkup.

      “So nausea but no dizziness?” Ronnie held a tiny torture light and flashed it into my eyes.

      I nodded. “Yep, just feel blah lately. Probably the flu.”

      Ronnie looked concerned. She’d mothered me like crazy ever since the seizure.

      “Nausea but no headaches?” she questioned.

      I laughed. “Nope. Just feel sick, mostly in the mornings—”

      We both had the same realization at the exact same time. Our mouths collectively popped open.

      “Kit, are you late?”

      Fuck.

      My mind scrambled to remember my last period. I had an app for that! Yes. I was late. Shit—a week late. My mouth was still open, but Ronnie grinned.

      “That day, when I came to give you the antibiotics on sky home, did you and Damien…?”

      Oh my God, embarrassing. I just nodded.

      Her grin grew wider. “I thought so. You both looked flushed.”

      “Okay, I don’t need details. Am I pregnant or not?”

      Holy shit, this would be horrible, right? I mean Damien and I were new and fresh and NOT ready to have a freaking kid together.

      Right?

      Although just the thought of having a baby with Damien brought a traitorous smile to my lips.

      No. I was way too young.

      Right?

      Ronnie returned from searching her medical bag and handed me a pregnancy test. “I carry about a dozen of these, for Maxine.”

      That did cause me to smile.

      Creeping into the bathroom, I sat down and nervously peed on the stick.

      Could I really be pregnant? I mean, Ronnie had told me that antibiotics decreased birth control, but I’d been too busy saving the world to try to deal with it.

      I pulled up my pants, chucked the test on the counter, and turned to face the wall.

      “I can’t look!” I told my bestie as she came into the bathroom and hovered over the test that lay on the counter.

      I had my back to her, facing the wall with my hands over my face. I just couldn’t be the one to look. This result could totally change my life.

      “Holy shit!” she shrieked after a moment, and I broke all resolve. Spinning around, I glanced at the test in my bestie's hand.

      It was positive.

      “Holy shit!” I echoed.

      Then we screamed. We both jumped up and down screaming and laughing. It’s like some weird joy monster had taken over my body and suddenly I felt unexplainably happy.

      I wanted this baby.

      The half open bathroom door burst open all the way and Brisk and Damien barged in with guns drawn.

      “What’s wrong?” Brisk surveyed the scene, mistaking our screams for pain or something gone wrong.

      When his eyes landed on his girlfriend’s hands wrapped around the positive pregnancy test, he grinned. “Oh my God, babe!”

      Damien chuckled. “Congrats, you guys.”

      Brisk went to hug Ronnie and she looked at me, wide-eyed.

      As my bestie, she would totally fake a pregnancy if I wasn’t ready to tell Damien.

      But I wouldn’t put her through that, so I cleared my throat. “Actually... it’s my… test.”

      Reaching out, I pulled it from Ronnie’s hands.

      “Oh.” Brisk looked a bit crestfallen. “Ohhh.” He side-eyed Damien, who was standing there in shock.

      Ronnie tugged his arm and they exited the room quickly, leaving Damien and I to stare at each other.

      “You’re pregnant—the time on Skyhome…”

      “So… what do you think?”

      If he didn’t want the baby, I’d be devastated, but I’d accept his wishes and not make him be involved. I could raise a child on my own. I was a badass female and I’d been through worse.

      A slow grin pulled at his lips as he stepped towards me. “I think you just became my baby mama and I couldn’t be happier.”

      Relief washed through me. He picked me up and spun me in the air. Pulling back, he took my mouth into a deep kiss. Heat traveled down my chest to my groin as he slipped his tongue into my mouth.

      “I’m not changing diapers,” Jeremy said from the doorway and we both stilled.

      Damien set me down and stared at his brother. “Buddy, how long have you been standing there?”

      Jeremy shrugged. “Long enough. Congrats. You’re an old man now.” Then he walked away.

      We both burst out laughing. Jeremy was so random sometimes.

      “So… we’re having a baby?” I asked sheepishly. To be perfectly honest, if this had happened a month ago, I’d probably be asking Ronnie about my options, but the world had changed. This baby was going to be ushered into a new world, without the ghouls.

      He rubbed my flat belly as if he could already feel something. “Hell yeah. I’ll have my lawyer draw up a trust fund tomorrow. The baby will take my last name, right? That way he or she could take over Striker industries and—” I put a finger to his lips.

      “We have time to figure all that out.” Trust fund? Hell no. My kid was going to drive a shitty truck for their first car, just like I did.

      Striker? I guess that would be okay… but Steele-Striker sounded better.

      Damien grinned. “We have time. Today is about Master Aki.”

      My face fell. I’d completely forgotten about laying my mentor to rest today. He’d be over the moon about my pregnancy. He always loved children.

      “You’re right. Let’s put him to rest.” Because then it would be a fresh start for all of us.
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        * * *

      

      I stood atop the cliff, looking out over the ocean on Galadria Island. Damien had bought an island with a beautiful beach house that I could stay at when we wanted to visit Dawn. Dawn, Rodger, Clyde, Joan, and all of the Galadrias I’d known personally or had personally known Master Aki, stood atop the rocky cliff spread out behind my best friends. Holding on to the urn, I lifted the lid and looked out at my friends.

      “Thank you all for being here.”

      Maxine wore a super inappropriately short and tight black dress that was not funeral worthy but very Maxine. She clung to Nox, who stroked her red hair. Ronnie was wearing a smart-looking pant suit, and seeing her and Brisk holding hands tightly brought a smile to my lips, but that smile fell when I noticed Lucy, the psycho kitten, hidden in her coat. Josephine and Mr. Han stood respectfully with hands clasped next to Jeremy, who kept tugging at his suit. Damien was right by my side. He looked up at me with a complete and total adoration and it made my stomach spin, but that could also be the morning sickness.

      “Master Aki was like a father to me. He’s the only one who understood my… gifts.” My mom wasn’t going to be able to make it, she had work. She and everyone else in the security industry had to find other jobs to make a living. Luckily, myself and my team were still hired by my billionaire boyfriend as “private security.”  But Tatum stayed in the academy, since the United States had announced it was going to keep a program training soldiers in the event the ghoulies ever came back.

      I raised the urn into the air. “He’d want us all to be happy, to live our lives with purpose, and most of all to love.”

      “To Master Aki!” my friends chorused.

      Turning away from them, I let a single tear slide down my cheek. He wouldn’t want me to mourn him too much, or to take away from the joy of being pregnant, even if it was an unplanned thing.

      Looking at the crashing waves below, I tilted the urn upside down and watched his ashes blow away into wind and onto the sea.

      “Is this legal?” Jeremy asked suddenly.

      “Shh!” Damien quieted his brother, but it was too late. We’d all giggled, which turned into full-blown laughter.

      I spun to see that everyone was smiling, just as Master Aki would have wanted it. Even Dawn held a grin.

      ‘Smart human is funny, when he’s not trying to map Dawn’s brain,’ she said.

      Jeremy had become obsessed with neuroscience since he’d started studying me, and now wanted to map a Galadria.

      A grin tugged at my lips. ‘Smart human won’t stop until every Galadria’s brain has been mapped.’

      We both chuckled at that.

      My cell phone pinged, and I glanced down to see that my special package had arrived a few hours early. Well, considering it was flown in on a private helicopter, I wasn’t expecting it to be on time. I couldn’t keep this waiting.

      “Jeremy, there is a package for you at the front door,” I informed him with a wink.

      Damien frowned in confusion, while Ronnie and I shared a conspiratorial look. I set the empty urn down and followed Jeremy through the house. He asked no questions; bless him, he just trusted me. Damien and the others, save for the Galadrias, wove through the open patio and into the living room. We all watched as Jeremy opened the door to sign for the small cardboard box with holes in it.

      After the delivery man left, Jeremy opened the box with a frown and then gasped when he saw what was inside. “A Sceloporus spiny lizard! I mean, it’s not exactly the coloring I wanted, but…” He rushed forward, holding the lizard between his fingers, and pulled me into a hug.

      A tight, full body hug.

      “I love you, Kit. Thank you.”

      My throat tightened, my chest heaved, and it took everything I had to keep from losing my shit in a pile of tears.

      Jeremy hugged me.

      Jeremy said I love you.

      “Josephine, get your laptop! We need to order a cage for him. And crickets. And he’ll need a heat lamp…” He rattled more things off, but I looked up and saw Damien had unshed tears in his eyes.

      Maxine and the rest of my crew silently went outside, where all the food was, and I walked up to Damien. Jeremy and Josephine ran upstairs to order things for the lizard, leaving us alone.

      I grinned. “He hugged me.”

      Damien nodded, reaching out for my hand. “You’re so good with him.”

      ‘Thank you,’ I sent mentally.

      Damien grinned. “Still works.”

      Tipping  back, I laughed. “Just checking.”

      We’d all expected my “gift” to go away since the Dream War had crumbled. But Jeremy’s hypothesis was that my brain actually changed physically when the ghouls had landed and it wasn’t just going to go back soon, or maybe ever.

      I still tested it out every so often.

      Damien pulled me into his arms as I ran my fingers down his back and pressed my hips into his. “I love you.”

      “And I love you.”

      Damien brushed his lips against my nose. “If it’s a boy, Damien Junior.”

      Laughter bubbled in my chest. “No way. Cheesy.”

      He feigned a hurt expression. “Fine. If it’s girl… after my beloved Grandmother Gertrude?” He was grinning.

      “Please tell me you’re joking…”

      His whole body was shaking with laughter. “I’m joking. We can call him or her whatever you want.”

      I smiled. “If it’s a girl… Dawn. And a boy… Aki?”

      Damien’s face grew serious. “I think that’s perfect. I can’t wait.”
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        * * *

      

      Nine months later, I gave birth to Dawn Rose Steele-Striker, shortly after Damien and I eloped to Vegas. The war might be over, but I was still going to teach my daughter how to kick ass just in case. Raising a princess with a trust fund just wasn’t something I was capable of.

      

      The End.
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